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Chapter 1







I fought through an onslaught of exhaustion, sipping a mug of my mother’s good coffee, the expensive kind she doesn’t even offer company. I didn’t want my lack of rest to be noticeable. I had been deprived of sleep lately and it was starting to take its toll. Aches splintered across my body, a constant pressure weighing on me like a harsh gravity. Thankfully, an expert use of makeup hid the bags under my eyes.

I wore a cream-colored lace dress. The soft fabric traveled down my arms creating semi-see-through sleeves. It was tight above the slim brown belt but loose and flowing below and it stopped just below my knees allowing my legs to feel the cold air’s embrace. I’d fixed my hair so the curls framed my face, bringing the strands in front of my ears.

Dressing to impress for the first party of the year was a high school ritual. You had to look good in order to set the tone for the year. It also prevented waves of judgment from the hierarchy. It was unspoken but legally binding. High school is both spiritual and political; if you don’t conform you’re screwed.

I glanced into the mirror, just for a moment, to do a last-minute check. I was fidgeting with the coils of my hair, annoyed with how much I cared, when there was a sudden movement behind me.

My eyes widened, fear swelling as I saw a man’s form in the glass.

“Justice Montgomery,” he breathed gutturally. My own name had never sounded so strange, like a terrifying thing with no relation to myself. His voice was unreal, almost inhuman.

I wanted to turn and run but found my body iced with fear. He began to move closer, quickly and violently. I turned to face him although my every instinct told me to run. His piercing red eyes rushed at me. I shut mine as two hands slapped on my arms. The burning force of the assault tightened my lungs, forcing them to fight for air. My arms felt like they were breaking under his tightening grip.

The pain left me as quickly as it came. I opened my eyes and the man was gone. I sat on the edge of my bed, trying to regain my breath. I was hesitant to get up and look around for a way to understand the insanity I had experienced, out of fear that the man might still be there. But I did it anyway.

I dragged myself up to my feet and looked around, slowly, trying to prepare myself for whoever might be there. There was nothing. I was alone. My lack of sleep was starting to make me see things. My nightmares were bleeding into my waking life, and that was scarier than anything I could imagine. Even though that was the only rational explanation, telling myself it wasn’t real didn’t make me believe it. There was still a small part of me, somewhere in the back of my mind, still afraid. Logic and emotion were at war and I wasn’t prepared to deal with the fallout. I shook it off as best I could, shoving down that part of myself, and made my way outside.

Chris leaned against his car, in the same tee-shirt and jeans he’d worn to school earlier, making me feel way overdressed. The night sky supplied a nice backdrop for him. In this moment, he looked like he could be an advertisement for overpriced cars. Expensive cars were rare in Green Haven, and Chris took advantage of his. It was a gift from his uncle, who lived in New York running a fancy car dealership. The car made Chris a hero within our school. Personally, I never understood everyone’s fascination. It was just a car. But it was nice to have a friend who was held in high esteem.

He tapped his foot impatiently as I struggled to walk in the shoes I’d borrowed, which were a size too big.

“Come on, Justice, we still have to grab Hanna,” he said, opening the back door for me.

“About that … you have to promise you won’t make fun of her,” I commanded as he began the short drive to her house. “Her sister completely took over, and she’s not exactly looking like herself.”

“I really don’t care,” he told me. “I just want to get there already!”

We arrived at her house and patiently waited outside. Before he could start complaining, there was movement at the door.

Hanna emerged clad in a white, sleeved dress which was gorgeously embroidered with gold that glittered as she walked. Her long legs extended freely underneath the short, round skirt that swished to-and-fro with every step. The gold sequin heels that her sister included with the dress were almost blinding. The illumination of the full moon, reflecting off the gold detail, made her glow in the night. Her blonde hair was framed around her face in a short, wispy bob.

“You look... You look... good,” Chris said, with an awed expression plastered on his face.

“Ew. Don’t be nice to me,” Hanna said, half joking, glaring at him through curled eyelashes. “Can we please just go?” Hanna pushed past him, jumping into the passenger seat. I sat down as Chris shut the door for me. He ran around and sat behind the wheel.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes,” Hanna said. Her voice was heavy with annoyance.

“Fine, sorry,” he said as we drove off.

The three of us had been friends for as long as we could remember. When my mom was preparing for motherhood she reached out to Eliza and Jeanette, who had just welcomed their son to Green Haven. My mom had told me how worried she was about raising me alone, especially being the white mother of a Black child. Eliza, a woman of color, and her wife Jeanette, a white woman, became good friends of my mother. They were like a mini support group of women navigating interracial parenting. A necessity in a town like Green Haven, which has very little diversity.

Hanna’s dad, Leo, was also a big help to them. Her dad and my mom had been close in high school. Hanna was his second kid, so he offered my mom a lot of help, knowing how hard first-time parenting was. As a result, he ended up offering Eliza and Jeanette help as well. Eventually, the four of them became a tight-knit group of parents and we were the kids that kind of grew up like siblings.

“It’s not your fault, it’s my family,” she sighed.

“What did they do?” he asked her.

“My sister comes into town, and suddenly our entire lives revolve around her stupid wedding. She completely took over my outfit choice, forcing me to wear this dress which is way too extra for a house party. She just wanted an excuse to brag about her fabulous life and hard work for two hours. And that’s not even the worst part!”

“She designed that?” Chris interrupted. Growing up, Gwen was always dreaming up clothing designs. When we were little, she would show Hanna and I her sketches and we would dream of wearing the outfits she drew. It was great to see her accomplishing her dreams.

“Yes, she did,” Hanna said, staring daggers at him. “The worst part is, they’re making me stay with my dad until Gwen gets her own place. She and her fiancé are taking my room from me.”

“So what?” Chris said with a shrug of his shoulders. “He’s just down the street from your mom. It’s not that big of a deal.”

“I don’t want to be in that house anymore,” she replied plainly.

“I have a question,” I said from the back seat. “Why do you need your dad to marry my mom if you hate him so much?”

Hanna had this fantasy that our parents would get married one day just because they dated when they were younger. She really wanted us to evolve from best friends into real sisters. But I was pretty sure that wasn’t going to happen. Especially since my mother seemed really attached to the new guy she had been hanging around with lately.

“I love my dad, and I want him to be happy. Your mom makes him happy. Just because I’m mad at him, doesn’t change that.” I had offended her with my assumption. I could tell.

“Why are you mad at him?” Chris asked her, almost sounding sincere.

“Does it matter?” she asked with a monotone voice.

“I guess not,” Chris said.

We drove around Green Haven for a little while, enveloped in a still quiet. Green Haven was named for the lush green trees and grass that flow through the area. It’s pretty, but not at all exciting. Other than the town-wide Fourth of July celebrations in the park, Chris’ occasional clam bakes, and the annual lobster festival, there wasn’t much going on here. The streets were filled with homes and small family-owned businesses. The biggest things in Green Haven were the hospital and Green Haven High School, a sad but true fact. We are a small “know your neighbors” kind of town. We are not a “have the time of our lives” kind of town.

We drove by the high school. The first thing you saw when looking at campus was a giant statue depicting two massive king cobras locked in combat on top of a pile of rocks and rubble. The serpents glared into each other’s eyes while flashing their fangs. Amongst the fake rubble was a large stone, with a decorative crack going straight down the middle. The stone read “Green Haven High, home of the cobras.”

Breaking the silence that lingered as we continued going through the town, Chris asked, “Have you guys ever been to one of these parties?”

“I haven’t,” Hanna answered.

“I go to parties with you all the time,” I answered.

“Not these kinds of parties,” he said. “The kick-off parties get pretty wild.” The car pulled to a stop and I realized what he meant. This was not a bunch of random people standing around a bonfire with red plastic cups.

I stepped out of the car to get a better look at the sight in front of me. In the middle of the street, a group of young people stood around dancing wildly to the music blaring from inside. Through the window, I saw a mob of people moving furiously. On the lawn, a group stood in an inflatable kiddie pool, splashing water from the hose duct taped to the side. Another small group, too intoxicated to function, wobbled around laughing at nothing. A girl wearing a yellow crop top and ripped jeans stood in the bushes, continuously vomiting. An old, raggedy sofa sat in the grass at the end of tracks of dirt created during its move. Three girls stood on its cushions, dancing with the loudspeakers. A solo male, who looked too old for these teens, crept between them. This was not tame or controlled like the parties I had been to in the past.

“This is a real party. Wait ‘til you get inside,” Chris said, slamming his door shut. As we got closer, the music became louder, almost unbearable. I squeezed through the enormous crowd of people, unaware of where we were going. I tried to shut out my anxiety, the feeling of red eyes looking at me from within the mob of people. I just followed Chris, focusing on him and where he was going.

Various people around us took part in the usual party activities. There were dancers, talkers, drinkers, pill poppers, smokers, and kids who were attached to each other at the lips. It was all kinds of overwhelming.

Chris reached behind his back and grabbed our hands as he began to push through a tougher group of drunk teens, pulling us along. In the crowd, it felt harder to breathe. The loud noises filled my head, blurring the sights in front of me. I nearly fell, trying to move in my awkward footwear. Finally, we entered a less crowded area of the house, the kitchen. It felt like a strange place to hang out, but it was the only comfortable place to be, with breathable elbow room.

“I’m going to go grab us some drinks!” Chris said, trying to speak over the music.

“None for me,” I unsuccessfully tried to tell him as he slipped away.

“Are we even going to have fun here?” Hanna asked, clearly sharing my doubts.

“Honestly, probably not!” I said, trying to be loud enough.

“What?” Hanna asked, looking confused.

“Probably not,” I repeated.

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

“I was answering your question,” I told her.

“I didn’t say anything,” Hanna said as her confused expression turned to concern.

“Oh, maybe I heard someone else,” I said, not giving it much thought.

“Oh no,” Hanna said, looking across the crowded house. “The twins are coming over here.”

“What! To us? Or just this general area?” I asked in fear.

“I don’t know. But there’s some good news. It looks like it’s just them. The third member of the clique is mysteriously missing,” she told me.

“Esmeralda is way better than them,” I said, trying to locate the nearing threat. “She focuses more on obsessing over Chris than being mean to us.” Esmeralda and the twins had been into Chris since elementary school, and tried to start the Christopher Zepeda-Moore Fan Club in junior high, but when the school wouldn’t allow that they just joined the cheerleading team so they could perform at his football games. Once he got into high school, he switched to soccer and they converted to obsessed soccer fans.

Before I knew it, Madison and Mackenzie St. George stood before us. The same prominent jawline, same squinty eyes, same bleached-blonde hair, same footballer-on-steroids shoulders. They were complete copies of each other, with one slight difference. Madison had a kinder quality to her, while Mackenzie had a meaner one. They were both awful, but Madison was just ... less awful.

“Nice dress,” Mackenzie told Hanna, with a smile. Something told me she didn’t mean it as a compliment.

“Don’t you think it’s a little too much?” Madison asked, looking her up and down.

“I do think it’s a little too much, actually,” Hanna agreed. “Just like I think yours aren’t quite enough.” The twins were wearing identical outfits. Their tanned skin peeked, unashamed, through thin polka-dotted sheer blouses while their hips existed happily in very short, plaid, ruffled skirts.

“What did you say?” Madison said, clenching her pearly white teeth. “Sounded like slut-shaming to me.”

“You better think twice before showing up at our party, uninvited, and insulting us,” Mackenzie warned.

“Your party?” I asked, afraid of getting involved but doing it anyway.

The twins did not like me. There were rumors going around about their family and the racist tendencies that the older St. George’s had. There were stories that their grandfather ran an unofficial neighborhood watch, back in the day, which he used to police people of color that he deemed suspicious in the streets of Green Haven. There were whispers about the kind of offensive things Jennifer St. George, their mother, said behind closed doors. And their older brother, Guy St. George, adamantly refused to date girls who were “too dark.”

The theory was that the twins inherited some degree of this ugliness and therefore didn’t like anyone who didn’t look like them. But, surprisingly enough, they were close with Esmeralda, who was not a Barbie. Esmeralda was short, brown, and dark haired.

“Oh please! Esmeralda is lucky we let her throw this thing,” Mackenzie said, putting her focus on me. Her dark brown eyes penetrated my defensive layer enough to shut me up.

“And the only reason we did is because she has a pool and a Jacuzzi,” Madison added. She forgot to mention that they happened to live right by the sheriff’s station, while Esmeralda lived on the edge of town.

“She might think she’s the high bitch in charge, but I promise you, she’s not even close,” Mackenzie said, growing tense.

“Maybe one day she’ll make it to our level,” Madison said, sounding doubtful.

“But for now, we’re just humoring her,” Mackenzie said matter-of-factly.

“We should probably go before someone sees us and makes the mistake of thinking we’re friends or whatever,” Madison whispered to her sister.

Dealing with the twins made me feel like I was in a crappy teen movie. I half expected a dashing but brooding hero to swoop in and save me from them. But life wasn’t a 90s movie.

“But we came over here for a reason,” Mackenzie told her.

“Oh yeah! But someone interrupted.” Madison gave us a glare.

“Although you overdid it, the new look is good on you,” Mackenzie reluctantly told Hanna.

“The way you dressed before made you look like a tomboy,” Madison said bluntly, as if it were a bad thing. Hanna had many looks in her arsenal: tomboy, femme, vintage, or chic. Hanna could pull off any aesthetic necessary for her mood, and I always admired her for that.

“It wasn’t a good look on you,” Mackenzie added, even more bluntly.

“And spending so much time with little miss loner over here doesn’t look good either.” Madison was clearly referring to me. I didn’t know if that “loner” comment was meant to be an insult, or if it was just a simple observation.

“What are you trying to say?” Hanna asked, becoming defensive.

“For some reason, Chris likes you. I don’t really understand why. Long story short: we are tired of sharing him,” Madison said with a roll of her eyes. I wasn’t even aware that he hung out with them that much.

“If you keep it up, but tone it down, there might be a spot for you in the winner’s circle,” Mackenzie said in a honeyed voice.

“If you drop the dead weight,” Madison said, once again referring to me, with a vicious smile that really didn’t suit her.

They wanted to recruit Hanna into their friend group. They were willing to accept her as competition because Hanna was a Barbie. She would fit in with them; she was tall, blonde, and fair-skinned.

This didn’t bother me. I didn’t want to be a Barbie. My mother taught me a long time ago to love the skin I was in, no matter how dark it was. I was grateful for that. Especially since she would never know what it was like growing up with brown skin in a white neighborhood. Despite our different experiences, she never once seemed unable to handle any problem I had.

“I think you’re the dead weight,” Hanna said through her teeth.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that,” Mackenzie mocked. “Do you want to say it again?”

“You heard me,” Hanna replied with a fake smile.

“Don’t try to intimidate us; it’s not going to work,” Madison said before they both turned to walk away.

“Can you believe them?” Hanna huffed, thoroughly upset. “I don’t understand why they think they own everything and can do or say whatever they want.”

“It’s fine,” I told her. I didn’t want to talk about it. I was not in the mood to deal with them.

Hanna was such a kind-hearted person, she was blind to the truth. She would never be able to admit that the reason they were more open to her instead of me was purely skin deep. No matter how much I wanted her to. No matter how much I needed her to. We’d had these discussions before, and she understood these concepts, but it was difficult for her to see the dynamics at play right in front of her. Especially when someone she cared about was at the receiving end.

I was surprised the twins allowed Esmeralda to be a part of their crew. But I suppose they were able to look past their prejudices in order to get access to her house and money.

I wondered what justified their obsession with Chris. Chris and the St. George twins were not of the same ilk. I probably would never understand why they were able to overlook or ignore his brownness. I didn’t necessarily want to understand. Trying to dive into their mindset just angered me.

“I have bigger things to worry about, honestly,” I told her.

“Are you talking about the nightmares?” Hanna asked. “It’s still not getting better?”

“Not really,” I said. I wasn’t thinking about the nightmares; one good thing about the twins was their ridiculousness had distracted me from that. But Hanna had reminded me.

I was being plagued by nightmares. The same exact dream, multiple nights a week. In the dream, I’m not even me. I’m a woman named Imogen being attacked and murdered by a man she called Raven. The dream was so vivid and visceral. I could smell the trees, feel the frenzy of rain on her skin, hear the booming thunder ringing in her ears, see the bright white flashes of lightning light up the London sky, and taste the blood in her mouth.

What I remembered most was his hands around Imogen’s sturdy throat, choking the life out of her. She gasped for air as his grip tightened. His nails dug into her rich dark skin and red streams poured out from underneath his fingertips. I could feel the life being siphoned out of her as she looked into the flaming crimson eyes of her killer. The same eyes I saw in the mirror. She gazed at them, knowing that would be the last thing she saw in the world of the living.

He continued until she was no longer strong enough to fight, and she slipped slowly into blackness. The world around her disappeared, the violent storm became quiet, and her pain vanished.

And then I’d wake up.

One thing that stuck with me, though, was her name.

Imogen.

She felt important.

“I’m sorry,” Hanna said, ripping me away from reliving that hell. I had been so wrapped up in thought that I wasn’t breathing. She clasped my hand as I brought air back into my lungs.

“I’m fine,” I tried to convince her, finding my voice again.

Chris returned, awkwardly moving along to the music, with three plastic cups in his hands. Without words, he shoved them in our direction. His wicked smile grew larger as we each took one. He raised his cup before taking a giant swig. He glanced at us with a raise of his eyebrows, telling us to join him. Following his lead, I gulped down the contents of the cup. I cringed at the bitter aftertaste of the fruity cocktail, but I embraced it. It was time to let loose. A new year, and a new Justice Montgomery. I refused to be dead weight.




Chapter 2







“Let’s go swimming!” a girl’s voice screamed over the music, and various partygoers screamed in compliance as they all began to strip down. The swim crowd flooded out to the backyard, freeing up space in the house.

“My poor pool.” Esmeralda spoke to herself, imagining the god-awful things that would be happening in her backyard. Her home was often used as the party location, and she was beginning to get tired of it. The twins always took the fame and glory of throwing a great party while she was left with the clean-up and repercussions of a wild night. As long as she could manage to clean the house, and get through the night without any damage, she would be fine.

“Great party,” a familiar voice said from behind her. She instantly knew who it belonged to.

“Thanks,” she replied eagerly, turning to face him. “I was afraid you might be missing out on all of the fun.”

“How could I miss out on this?” Chris asked her, flashing his unbelievably adorable smile.

“Well, considering the company you decide to keep.” Esmeralda placed her gaze on his unappealing friends. The completely overdressed Hanna and the infuriating Justice. She could never figure out what he saw in those two. His obvious infatuation with Justice was irritating. What was even more aggravating was the fact that she hasn’t seemed to notice. She took him for granted and he didn’t even care, or was too blind to see it. Esmeralda couldn’t understand how she could resist him. It didn’t make any sense. Esmeralda would kill to get Chris to look at her the way he looked at Justice.

“I don’t understand what your problem is,” he said as his smile quickly disappeared. “I like you, and the twins. But it’s hard to be friends with the three of you when you’re constantly mocking my other friends.”

“You can do better,” Esmeralda muttered.

“Yeah, the twins apparently voiced their opinions tonight. It was uncalled for.”

Madison and Mackenzie had talked about confronting Justice. Esmeralda just wished she could have been there to see it. The three of them had bonded over Chris. When they were younger, they made an unrealistic agreement that one of them would end up with him and the other two would back off. Justice was the only person that was a threat to that plan. Hanna was fine because she wasn’t much competition. Chris wasn’t blindly in love with her, so, therefore, she could be tolerated. Justice could not be tolerated; she was an obstacle. The three of them had made it their mission to get her out of the picture.

“Why aren’t you yelling at the twins?” Esmeralda asked, becoming angry.

“I’m actually looking for them right now,” he told her. “Where are they?”

“Oh, please! Now you’re rushing to defend them? Don’t you think Justice and Hanna can take care of themselves?” Esmeralda was furious. She had been nothing but nice to him and suddenly she was the bad guy. He had never treated her this way before; he was speaking to her with such disdain and it was almost unbearable. If anyone deserved this it was the twins: they messed up, she didn’t. This should give her major points in his eyes. Leave it to the twins to make a mistake and drag her down with them.

“I’m so tired of this jealousy crap! Do you know where I can find them or not?” he asked as his jaw clenched.

“They were outside before everyone decided to take a dip in the pool,” someone said. “I don’t know if they are still out there.” A woman emerged from the crowd, seductively approaching Chris. She locked her arm with his as if he were escorting her to the ball.

“Um... thanks,” Chris said, pulling his arm away, making it obvious that she was a stranger to him.

“Do you mind if I borrow this one for a moment?” she asked, pointing a long skinny finger at Esmeralda.

“Go ahead, I’m done with her,” he said, pushing past Esmeralda. “Oh, and I don’t think we’ll be hanging out anytime soon.”

Esmeralda felt as if she were in shock. An ice-cold blade straight into her heart. She couldn’t even think of something to say in return.

“Don’t worry about your boy-toy, he’s the least of your worries,” The woman said, taking Esmeralda’s hands. Her hands were warm.

“Who are you?” she asked her.

“This is your house, correct?” she asked with eagerness.

“Why?” Esmeralda asked.

“It was very important that I find you. I think I saw some people messing around where they shouldn’t be.” The woman had long black braids that traveled down her back and wore a long red skirt with a black crop top. It was kind of trashy, but it didn’t fail to catch the eye of every teenage boy in the house. “I don’t really know the layout of your house, but it didn’t look right to me.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Esmeralda sighed. “Tell me where.”

“I’ll show you.” The woman, still holding Esmeralda’s hand, walked through the massive crowd of drunken idiots. At one point they passed Justice, and Esmeralda had no problem giving her the evil eye. In the back of the kitchen was a door that led to the basement.

“I’m sure it’s just some kids trying to hook up or something.”

“In my basement?” Esmeralda asked in disbelief, pushing the door open. The lights were off, and the light from the party lit up the old wooden staircase, leaving everything else in pitch darkness. It was hardly mood lighting. She had thought they might be looking for something to steal or vandalize for amusement, but they would still need to be able to see for that.

“Where are the lights?” the woman asked.

“Are you sure someone is down here?” Esmeralda asked, searching for the chain that activated the ceiling’s single light bulb.

“I saw someone,” she answered as the door closed behind them. Esmeralda didn’t fear the dark. If she had, she would have panicked before she found the lights. But instead, it only took a few short and easy moments. After the room went from pitch black to dimly lit, she traveled down the stairs to find absolutely no one. The room was the same exact way it had been for years. It was a storage space, filled with boxes of objects that her parents had decided were valuable. Old family videos, photo albums, baby toys, clothes, and anything else they didn’t have use or room for.

“There’s no one here,” Esmeralda said with disappointment.

“That’s not true.” The woman’s voice was different, no longer soft and sensual. It had become more smoky and toneless. “We’re here.”

“Oh my God, so this was a huge waste of time?” Esmeralda sighed. “What is the point of this? I could be doing a million other things right now instead of looking for ghosts in my basement.” She began to walk towards the stairs when the woman stepped in front of her.

“Not ghosts,” she corrected her. “I’m sorry to disappoint.” She raised her hand and with a flick of the wrist a mysterious force sent Esmeralda flying through the air. She fell into a pile of boxes which didn’t provide a comfortable landing.

“How the hell did you do that?” Esmeralda asked. She didn’t try to get up. She barely moved. She sat on top of the crushed boxes filled with her childhood toys, trying to come up with ways to explain what had happened. Ways to explain the impossible.

“Wrong question,” the woman barked at her before a devilish smile grew on her face.

“What do you mean?” she asked tremulously.

“If you want the answers you’re looking for, you need to ask the right questions. So go on, try again. I’ll wait.” The woman walked back and forth, studying her surroundings.

“Who are you?” Esmeralda asked her. She didn’t know if she was looking for an answer, or if she was asking if that was the right question. Either way, the woman was not impressed. She stopped walking and released an irritated breath.

“Wrong again,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’m trying to teach you an important life lesson; the least you can do is give it some effort!” The woman looked at Esmeralda, clenching her fists. At that moment there was something familiar about her. Her wide, sturdy stance was something she had witnessed many times before. Her mother stood like this after long arguments with her father, the twins adopted this stance when they attacked their prey with their vile insults. Even Esmeralda stood this way when someone pushed her past her limits. She knew what this meant, and she knew it was not good.

In a burst of fearless confidence, Esmeralda jumped up and made a run for the stairs. All she needed to do was get out of the basement—if she could get herself into the crowd she would be safe. Thanks to the element of surprise, she was able to pass the woman. Escape proved to be a much more difficult task. A quick hand slapped on the back of her head, snatching up a handful of hair. Esmeralda screamed as she was thrown to the ground. The woman, who was now officially holding her captive, held a clump of Esmeralda’s fine dark hair.

“Please, just let me go,” Esmeralda pleaded. “I don’t want any trouble.”

“It’s funny, not too long ago you were an all-powerful high school girl. Now you’re just a weak pathetic little child, who cries and begs. It’s sad.” The woman stuck out her bottom lip in a mocking pout. “Of course, this isn’t the first time you submitted to someone, letting them walk all over you. You let those twins control you. Disgraceful.”

“Who are you?” Esmeralda’s wobbly voice asked again. She didn’t notice before, but she was crying. Her eyes had overflowed with tears, soaking her cheeks.

“Another wrong question! If I answer that, you won’t really have the answers you’re looking for, will you? Sure, you’ll know my name but that’s just about it.” The woman rolled her eyes as she tucked the mass of severed hair into the pocket of her skirt.

“What do you want?” The mixture of anger and fear caused Esmerelda to scream the question.

“That’s better,” the woman said, applauding her. “I want to kill you. Burn you alive actually.”

“Why?” Esmeralda felt her heart fall into her stomach like a boulder.

“Why what?”

“Why do you want to kill me?”

“It doesn’t have to be you. I chose you because you live here. I thought it was only fair this way,” she confessed. “I’m working for a man with very big plans. You’re lucky to be part of it, actually.” She raised her hand, gazing at it as if she were extremely proud. As a chuckle escaped her lips, she snapped her fingers, creating a sharp sound. A couple of surrounding boxes instantly caught fire. Esmeralda screamed once again, but not because of pain—because of terror. The flames remained small and still, not appearing to spread.

“What are you?” The question fell from Esmeralda before she knew what she was saying.

“That should have been your first question,” The woman laughed as she came closer. She bent down, putting her face in front of Esmeralda’s. Grabbing Esmeralda’s necklace, the necklace her father gave her, she ripped it from her neck. “I’m a witch!”

Her confession was unbelievable. No, it was impossible. Or it would have been before tonight. She was more willing to believe the impossible at this point.

“Someone help me!” she screamed louder than she had ever screamed before. “Help!”

The woman gestured towards Esmeralda, speaking a word she didn’t understand. “Ipalọlọ!” Suddenly, her jaw was forced shut, her lips pinched together with a sharp pain.

“I can’t have you alerting the party people, now can I?”

Esmeralda struggled to speak, to scream, but her mouth wouldn’t open. She didn’t have control over her own body. She breathed heavily through her nose to compensate for the loss of her mouth. She was panicking now, paralyzed in fear.

“Now, I’m going to get out of here before I let this place go up in flames. I would tell you it’s not going to hurt, but we both know that’s a lie.” She slowly walked up the stairs, leaving Esmeralda’s view. She heard the creaking sound of the door, the music of the party creeping through, followed by it slamming shut. The flames began to dance faster. The fire spread, becoming more intense with each moment. Esmeralda fought to breathe in the smoky prison as an unbearable wave of heat embraced her. Once the flames stretched across all four walls they raced to the center of the room, engulfing Esmeralda in fire.




Chapter 3







I was actually starting to have fun, thanks to Hanna. She refused to let the twins and their delusional interpretation of high school hierarchy bring me down. We allowed ourselves to be sucked into the party, and completely lost track of time. It has already been a couple hours, much longer than I was planning to stay. At this point, I didn’t regret coming.

“Let’s go swimming!” a voice screamed, causing the crowd to thin out. We didn’t move.

“Oh my God, it’s almost midnight!” Hanna yelled over the music.

“Do I need to take you home?” Chris asked her.

“No, I’ll stay a little while. I don’t want to ruin your night.”

“You’re not,” he told her. “I’m not going to be missing much.”

“What about you?” Hanna turned her attention to me.

“I’m ready when you are,” I replied.

“Alright, then let’s get out of here,” Chris said, pulling out his keys as he began to lead us out. “Did you guys have a good time?”

“Yeah! After the whole twin situation, of course,” Hanna answered.

“Wait.” Chris came to a sudden stop. “What twin thing?”

“It’s nothing.” I didn’t want to talk about it, because it didn’t really matter. It wasn’t important. Making a big deal about it was exactly what they wanted, anyways.

“What happened?” Chris’s jaw tightened as he narrowed his brown eyes at us.

“The twins came over and gave us a hard time,” Hanna said. “It’s no different than the way things are at school.”

“Are you serious?”

“It’s fine! Let it go!” But of course, he wouldn’t let it go. He had this idea in his head that he needed to be our protector. He had been defending us ever since we were little, when Bobby Michaels tied my braids and Hanna’s ponytail together on the playground. Chris tied him to the swing set with a jump rope, and the grownups had to cut him loose. Bobby Michaels never messed with us again.

“We aren’t leaving yet,” he told us. “Not until I talk to them.” But we weren’t little girls anymore, we could take care of ourselves.

“Chris, stop!” I grabbed his arm, trying to prevent him from doing anything he might regret later.

“No!” he screamed, shoving me off. I fell backward, into the arms of a complete stranger.

“Are you okay?” the girl asked me.

“Yeah, I am. Thank you,” I said as she lifted me to my feet with ease. I turned to see her unfamiliar face.

“Good, that could have gotten ugly. What’s going on?” Her ocean blue eyes were full of curiosity.

“Nothing,” Hanna said quickly.

“Our friend can be a little hot-headed at times,” I answered her with kindness.

“We just have to let him work it out,” Hanna said, trying to pull me away.

“Wait, don’t go. At least tell me your names.” She smiled, showing her teeth but quickly dialing it back. It was cute.

“I’m Justice, and this is Hanna. We were just getting ready to leave.”

“I’m Cillian, Cillian Adams,” she said, giving me her hand. Her handshake was firm and strong.

“Nice to meet you,” I said, trying to be polite.

“You’ve got a pretty name,” she said, running her fingers through her long night-black hair.

“I hate it,” I confessed. “I don’t know what my mom was thinking.” Naming a child after a virtue adds a lot of pressure and expectation to be good and virtuous. Not that I had a burning desire to be bad or sinful, I would have just appreciated room to be messy.

“It’s gorgeous. And I’m sure there’s a reason, you just don’t know it yet.”

“Or it’s just a name,” Hanna said.

“I actually think your mom and my dad are hanging out tonight,” Cillian said, ignoring Hanna’s comment.

“Oh, that’s your dad? So, you’re new in town?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she answered. “My dad says we’ll be having dinner sometime soon.”

My mom was a realtor, and had come home very excited after a sale. A new family was moving into town, which was rare for Green Haven, a single father and his daughter. She had taken a liking to him and started seeing the man casually. It didn’t take too long for her to start talking about having all four of us sit down for a meal one night in the near future.

I was not looking forward to that dinner, or my mom trying to push me into a friendship with some random kid just because she had a crush. I wasn’t too happy about my mom dating in general.

“I heard about that. It should be fun.” I smiled at her. Every relationship my mom ever had left her hurt and alone. Except not really alone, because she had me. I just hated seeing her hurting. Her being single was better than her being heartbroken.

I was glad I hadn’t seen her first big heartbreaks. Her brother had died before I was born, which left her emotionally raw when it came to loss. Then, to make things worse, while she was pregnant my father disappeared; abandoning her with nothing but a house and a child on the way. She always told me that she loved him with everything she had, and I could see the pain his absence left every time he came up in conversation.

“I hope so,” she said. “Usually my dad drags me to boring stuff. But you seem cool.”

“Well, maybe you should wait for the actual dinner before you start saying that,” I joked.

“Well, my dad seems very impressed by your mother. He’s a good judge of character,” she told me. “And I’m sure you’re just as impressive.”

Something told me that her father’s reasons for being impressed with my mother were specific to her, and wouldn’t translate to me.

“I’m going to go find Chris, and then we’re out of here,” Hanna said abruptly and walked away without waiting for a response. It felt out of character for her. I couldn’t really imagine her just leaving me in the middle of a party.

“I don’t think she likes me very much,” Cillian said, watching her storm off.

“She’s just tired, and the drama with our friend is probably all she’s thinking about,” I said. She was my best friend, after all. “She just met you, what’s not to like?”

“Who knows, she might be intuitive.”

“Are you saying there’s something I shouldn’t like?” I asked her with a smirk. She made me curious. I wanted to know her.

“We all have our faults. Anyone who says different is lying.”

I spent a moment sizing her up, trying to tell if she was ineptly flirting with me and wound up unable to determine if she was.

“So what are your faults?”

She didn’t answer right away, visibly thinking of a response. “I couldn’t say,” she finally said.

“Because they’re too bad to admit?”

“No, but— Do you smell that?” she asked, raising her nose.

I couldn’t figure out what her angle was. Maybe flirting and then trying to change the subject. I was trying to unpack the weird conversation when the wind shifted and I did smell something. The strong aroma of smoke.

I shrugged. “Yeah, it must be coming from outside. These things usually end in a bonfire.”

“Oh God, it’s not coming from outside.” Her troubled look turned to shock as she spun me around by my shoulders. Dark clouds rose from the cracks of a secluded door.

“Fire!” a girl screamed. Instantly, everyone started running and screaming.

I saw the blonde swish of Francine Coleman’s hair as she ran past the kitchen and then her usually regal, student-body-Vice-President voice wound up into a shriek as she was swept into a crowd of ten or fifteen scrambling to get away. Two baseball players, whose names I never bothered to know, ran towards the smoking door. One grabbed the doorknob but pulled away instantly with a high pitched scream. He cradled his burnt hand as the other yelled, “Someone call 911!” More kids came down from upstairs and began rushing in different directions to various exits.

“You have to get out of here,” Cillian told me as she pushed me towards the back door. I was shoulder checked by one of the theater kids as they ran past me.

“Where are you going?” I asked. My legs were refusing to move.

“I’m going to see if I can stop it.” The black cloud was spreading incredibly fast, and bright orange flames had become visible.

“Don’t be a hero! That’s not your responsibility,” I pleaded with her as the fire grew more intense.

“I’ll be fine, just go!” She pointed to a gap in the smoke. Fine, if she wanted to die, so be it. But I still had friends here.

“Hanna! Chris!” I called out as smoke entered my lungs, choking me with every breath. It was spreading throughout the house now, along with a wave of heat. Sweat clung to my skin as the temperature drilled into me. My chest felt heavy, every breath rough like sandpaper.

“Justice!” I heard Hanna’s voice through the blaring smoke alarm and screaming teens. I couldn’t see anymore; the only thing visible was blackness and fire. Most of the kitchen was in flames now. Some of the furniture in the living room was starting to burn.

I distanced myself from the harsh flames while searching for her. I got low, attempting to get under the smoke. Then I saw her, laying on the floor.

“Hanna!” I got to her as fast as I could, pulling her to her feet.

“Someone pushed me down; I hit my head,” she told me. Her words were followed by coughs. “We need to go.”

She was right, but where? I couldn’t see. How could I find an exit? Something became very clear. There was no way out. The fire had probably devoured most of the other rooms by now, and it was getting closer. I was frozen, trapped by fear. The flames roared before shooting towards us with incredible speed. I pulled Hanna close, as if my body would be adequate protection.

I didn’t get to say goodbye to my mom when I left the house. She had been gone. The last conversation we had was about my math test scores. I wished I’d told her I loved her. No. I wished I wasn’t going to die here. I didn’t want to leave her alone, truly alone. I couldn’t abandon her, like the others. I refused to leave her.

Out of reflex, I threw out my hand in defense. The flames stopped in their tracks. After a moment of stillness, the fire began to move back to where it had come from.

But how could that be possible? It wasn’t possible.

My mind was playing tricks on me. Maybe the smoke inhalation or fear or lack of oxygen to the brain was causing me to see things.

Whatever happened, we were given extra time to find a way out.

“This way!” I heard as Cillian grabbed us. “The door is this way!” She moved us quickly past charred walls and blackened furniture, and before I knew it we were outside. The further we got from the house, the more clean night air filled my lungs and cooled my body. We joined a group of onlookers as the first responders arrived. EMTs and volunteer firefighters ran out, ready to take care of the situation.

“I’ll go find someone to make sure you’re okay,” Cillian said as she ran towards one of the ambulance vehicles.

“Did you see that?” Hanna asked, still coughing.

“Yeah, it started out of nowhere, and it grew crazy fast,” I answered, rubbing her back.

“No, not that,” she said. “The fire, I could have sworn— It stopped, and moved. It moved away from us.”

I swallowed. I thought I was the only one who’d seen that. It hardly felt real. “Yeah, we got lucky I guess. Thank God.”

“No, fire doesn’t work like that. That wasn’t normal.” She skewered me with her gaze. “Was that... you? Did you do that?”

“No,” I answered quickly. “That’s impossible.”

Wasn’t it?




Chapter 4







“I can’t get hold of my dad,” Hanna said for the umpteenth time as she frantically fiddled with her cell phone. She had been calling and texting him for the entire car ride.

“I’m sure he’s fine,” I said from the back seat of Chris’ car.

“Maybe he’s at the fire,” Chris suggested. “He is the sheriff. Maybe we should have stayed there and waited.”

“No, I couldn’t stay there,” she said, wiping black ash from her face. The two of us were covered in the stuff. Chris, who was outside at the time of the fire, had gotten away unscathed. He didn’t hesitate to find us in the chaos. “Just take me to my mom’s place.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“I hope everyone got out alright.” The possible outcomes of the disaster raced through my head.

I couldn’t imagine never hearing Francine Coleman do the morning announcements again, or never seeing another Marie Murphy art installation spring up on campus, or not seeing Bex Castillo in the Library working her TA position during her free period. Things would be so different if even one person was lost in that fire. In the next few weeks I might see the baseball team hosting a bake sale to raise money for the families of their fallen teammates, empty lockers being turned into memorial shrines, or even an entire “in memoriam” section in our yearbooks at the end of the year.

“Do you want to stay over tonight?” Hanna asked me. “Maybe we shouldn’t be alone.”

“I want to stay – but if my mom sees this on the news before I get hold of her, she’ll die.” I had called my mom and there was no answer. Which wasn’t surprising considering she was inconsistent when it came to keeping her phone charged. The only way to make sure she knew I was okay, right away, was to see her face to face.

“This is you,” Chris said as he pulled up to my house. My house was the only yellow house on the block, so the color made it stand out even in the dead of night.

“Thank you,” I said as I opened the car door.

“Hey!” Hanna grabbed my hand before I could exit. “I’m glad you’re okay.” Her eyes made contact with mine.

“I’m glad you’re okay too,” I returned.

“And... thank you.” She gave me a look that I couldn’t quite explain. It was like she was trying to find something in my eyes.

She saw what I saw during the fire. So, it wasn’t some kind of hallucination. Did she think I was responsible for whatever that was?

“I didn’t do anything.” I pulled away from her and made my way to my front door as fast as I could, carrying my uncomfortable shoes.

I grabbed the doorknob and the cold metal sent a chill up my arm. Instead of the knob turning, the entire door moved slightly. It was unlocked, and left open just a crack. This wasn’t unusual, as my mother often forgot to lock the door and the rusty hinges prevented it from shutting completely without a good push or pull. I called out to her as I entered. “Mom, I don’t know if you heard about what’s going on but...” The entire house was dark. Could she have gone to bed? I flipped the light on. After a sporadic flicker, the living room was illuminated.

“Mom?” I called. I made my way towards the stairs, headed for her bedroom, when there was a movement in the corner of my eye. “Why are you in here with all of the lights off?” I asked as I turned away from the stairs and passed through the archway that led to our dining room. Once again, I hit the light switch. The lights in this room shot on instantly, revealing an empty room.

“Hello?” My eyes were playing tricks on me. There was no one. As I turned to continue towards the stairs my eyes played another trick. A person’s shadow darted across the wall. I let out a small scream before turning around in circles, searching for the source. I was completely alone. My second hallucination of the day. Or was it my third?

“I’m going crazy,” I told myself. Suddenly the lights in the living room switched off, immediately followed by the lights in the dining room. I let out a sigh of annoyance. I didn’t want to deal with a power outage right now. I reached for the light switch, hoping that a couple of flips would fix the problem. I stopped before making contact. It was in the down position.

The lights didn’t go out—they were turned off.

Panicked and confused, I flipped the switch up. Light flooded the room with ease. Undeniable proof. Someone turned the lights off. I wasn’t alone. The man from earlier was back for whatever he didn’t get before. He was clearly toying with me. I needed to get out of the house before he got tired of his games.

But it was too late.

Once again, I saw the shadow. It was really there this time. Right in front of me. I assumed it was a man, but it was more of a genderless figure. Definitely human, but other than that it was indistinguishable. Judging from the shadow’s position, the intruder was behind me. The possibilities of what might happen next were terrifying. I swallowed my fear as I tried to decide what to do.

Before I could give the situation much thought, my body reacted. I felt myself turning around. Another shadow stretched across the wall.

Two.

There were two men in my house. I felt sick. The burning sensation of bile rested in the back of my throat. I needed to get out, but for some reason I didn’t move.

I jerked my neck back and forth, examining the two shadows. They were here, but they were not being cast by anything. They remained perfectly still. Could some furniture be responsible? But I would have noticed sooner than this if that were the case. Plus, there was the weird lighting mystery that also remained unsolved.

I almost didn’t notice the movement of the shadows. It was small and subtle. Their heads tilted. As if they were questioning something as well. Chills spread across my entire body. Chills so shocking they were painful.

“Mom!” I called out one more time. This time was more of a cry for help. At the sound of my voice, the shadows perked up as if they were startled. After their moment of shock, I witnessed the impossible. They began to peel off of the wall. They emerged into the real world slowly. They were no longer shadows confined to the walls, they were three-dimensional things. They were like people, except for the fact that they were completely pitch black. No distinguishable body features, no faces, just darkness. They approached me from each side, taking cautious steps. Unable to process what I was seeing, I did the only logical thing I could.

Scream and run.

Or at least try. I made for the door, but one of the shadows lashed out an arm, throwing me to the floor with extreme force. Once I hit the ground, they stopped moving slowly. They started circling me with intense speed; occasionally a blunt blow crashed against my body. Tears fell from my eyes as cries for help escaped my mouth.

This whole day sucked.

I didn’t survive the imaginary intruder and a raging house fire just to go down to the assault of some seriously pissed off shadows. This was not how my day was going to end, and this definitely wasn’t how I was going to die.

I squeezed my body into a tight ball before rolling from between them. Jumping to my feet, I grabbed the first object I found. The crutch from when my mom broke her ankle last year. For some reason we never put it away and just left it leaning in the corner of our living room. In that moment, I was thankful for our laziness.

I swung the blunt object at the shadow men. It swiped through them as if there was no one in front of me at all.

One of the shadows grabbed it and ripped it from my hands. The other shoved me and my back hit the wall.

“Leave her alone!” I heard a voice call out. A bright green light flashed and the shadows flew back, as if blown by a harsh wind. Their bodies faded briefly then returned to their previous state. I looked up to see a stranger standing above me.

“What are you doing? Use your powers!” he ordered as he pulled me closer to him. He was a teenager with a tall stature and muscular build. He was Black with shoulder length dreads tied up in a kind of man-bun on top of his head.

“What are you talking about? Who are you and what are you doing here?” I demanded.

“Gabriel. I just saved you,” he told me. “The real question is: why did you let them get the upper hand?”

“Those things jumped me!” I explained. One of the shadows rushed towards us and Gabriel raised a hand. The same green light as before came from his palm and enfolded the space in front of him. The shadow creature fizzled away as the light embraced it.

“See, they’re easy to kill,” he explained with a smug smile.

“What’s happening?” I asked, backing away.

“Oh, are these your first demons?” he asked with a concerned look. I was speechless. “Okay, look; I know it can be intimidating your first time, but Shadow Demons are nothing to be scared of. They’re pretty low on the food chain.”

“Demons?” I asked in disbelief. The second figure moved towards us. I saw it but my reaction was delayed. Actually, I didn’t react at all.

“Look out!” he yelled as he pulled me out of the shadow monster’s path and I fell to the floor. It stopped where I had just been standing and looked at us. Four more shadows came out of the darkness and lifted themselves off of the walls. “So are you going to help or not?”

“I don’t know what you want from me!” I yelled.

Each of the shadow figures started to move quickly towards us, and this time I could hear what sounded like hushed screams emanating from them. “Let’s go!” Gabriel ran past me, grabbing my arm without stopping. With one pull he got me to my feet and out the front door. As we passed through the doorway he turned back and put out his hand again. Another wave of green light flooded through the doorway before the shadows could reach us. They were repelled before fading into a dark mist. He slammed the door shut and turned to me.

We were on the porch now, his back towards my front door. Before he said anything, another shadow crept through the cracks of the door and raised its hand at Gabriel.

“Look out!” I yelled, pointing at the creature. I felt heat build in my fingers, a tingling that danced the line between pleasure and discomfort, as red light exploded from my palm. The light hit the shadow and it sizzled and screeched before fading back through the door.

I stared at my hand, which was no longer glowing red. I looked at it with my jaw dropped, unable to take in air.




Chapter 5







“Thank you,” Gabriel said. He came towards me, and without thought, I slapped him. Hard. He held his cheek as he winced. “What was that for?”

“I don’t know! I’m scared,” I told him. “I saw a lot of crazy stuff today, and I don’t understand any of it.”

“You don’t understand?” he asked, sounding kind of appalled.

“No!” I yelled. “What were those things? Why did they attack me? How did you do that ... that light thing? How did I do it?”

“Wait? You really don’t know what’s going on?” he asked. He pinched the bridge of his nose and scrunched his face. “Okay, now I don’t understand.”

“What?” He was just confusing me more at this point.

“I don’t see how this is possible. You should know at least some of this.” He paused for a moment. “So, things just got a little more complicated. I could explain, but you need to trust me.”

“Trust you? I don’t even know you, and you broke into my house,” I told him.

“And saved your life,” he added. “Look, if you want to know what’s going on, you need to come with me. You can’t go back there right now, anyway. There might be more of them.”

“What about my mom?” I asked. “She can’t come home to those things. I don’t want anything to happen to her.”

“If we hurry, we can get this all sorted out and get rid of them before she gets back,” Gabriel insisted.

I definitely didn’t trust him, not completely. But I was too afraid to go back inside. And I did want answers. “Where do you want to take me?”

“To my dad. He’s the one who sent me over here,” he said. “He can explain everything.”

“Where’s your dad?”

“Don’t worry. It’s not that far,” he told me. “He’s right next door.” He pointed at my neighbor’s house with his thumb. He started to walk through the grass in front of my house. “We are staying with a family friend—this is her house.” He walked around the wooden fence that bordered Gloria Gradilla’s lawn. I stared at him. His “family friend” just so happened to be my next-door neighbor? I should turn and run, straight to Hanna’s or anywhere safe.

“How do I know you’re not a monster too?” I asked him.

“You don’t,” he answered from the other side of the fence. “I guess I’m asking you to take a chance.”

“That’s dumb,” I told him, crossing my arms. How idiotic would it be of me to blindly follow this random guy? Especially after everything that had happened. Things that I had no explanation for. Things that terrified me.

“Yeah, kind of.” He crossed his arms, mimicking me. “Are you coming or not?” While the events surrounding us were frightening, he wasn’t. This boy seemed so confident in all of this that a kind of ease radiated from him. My heart-racing anxiety craved that ease, and he was offering it.

I was hesitant. But I knew I needed to get to the bottom of things. There were too many strange things happening around me and to me. It couldn’t be ignored. I had no room for hesitation. Taking this chance was the only option I had that could lead to answers.

“I guess,” I said, as I started to walk. “But I get to leave whenever I decide to.”

“Sounds good to me.” He opened the door and it led directly to a short dimly lit hallway. I had grown up next to this house but I had never been inside. I knew Miss Gradilla, or more accurately, I knew of Miss Gradilla. She single-handedly raised her granddaughters after her son died shortly before the youngest was born. We went to school together but we weren’t close at all, as peers or neighbors. Their mother was around a lot for visits, but other than that, she was a mystery. She left town with her son after her husband died. I never knew why the girls stayed behind but I never really questioned it either. It was none of my business, really.

The hallway took us to a sitting room lit up by the lamps in each corner. One wall had a large window draped with silver curtains. Just in front of the window was a big couch with two chairs on each side and a glass table in front. The opposite wall had a fireplace holding unlit logs. The mantel held a lot of miniature statues of womanly figures that I assumed were religious, and a few photos of her grandchildren. Two more chairs were on either side of the fireplace, each with a cushioned stool to rest your feet.

A girl dressed in floral pajamas, who had been pacing in the center of the room, looked up at us as we entered.

“Hi!” she said as a large smile grew between her rosy cheeks. She made her way to us and put out her hand. “I’m Destiny.” Her baby blue eyes were deeply captivating. Her shiny blonde hair was tucked behind her ears and went past her shoulders.
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