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FOR THE OVERACHIEVERS

who thought you needed to have everything figured out at eighteen. You don’t. You’re allowed to stumble, and crash, and burn. You’re allowed to still be figuring it out. You’re enough just as you are.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE & CONTENT WARNING

While this is a work of fiction, some of the topics discussed do exist in our real world. I’ve compiled a list of content warnings to help those who may need them. I’ve done my best to address everything here, but I keep an updated list on my website in case I am later informed of triggers that I may have missed. Please visit that site for the most updated information.

Death of a parent, death of a teenage child, fatphobia, mentions of disordered eating (restriction), dismemberment, drug and alcohol use, violence/gore, and a mention of suicide.







PROLOGUE

Sammie should have realized she was too drunk three drinks ago. She stumbled behind her friends as they wound around bodies to the exit. Sweat slicked and slouched, mascara smudged. They hadn’t chosen Stages because it was the best club downtown—it was probably closer to being the worst—but it’d had the shortest line to get in. The strobing lights flashed in hot pinks, electric blues, and neon greens, illuminating the galaxy glitter she’d spread on her face earlier. Only, she kept forgetting she’d put it on and had rubbed off a lot. She swayed as she walked, the motion gentle and soothing, like being rocked to sleep. It didn’t fit with the stench of body odor and sour bite of spilled beer.

She pulled her phone out of her purse and opened the top message thread. Her own blue wall of text stared back at her. She flushed. The club was too hot, she told herself, unable to look away from her screen. She and Riley weren’t the same. She knew that. Sammie didn’t have this grand legacy, and she wasn’t trying to prove anything to anyone. She wasn’t a Historic. She just wanted to have fun. That was the point of university, wasn’t it? You were supposed to party.

“Come on!” A hand gripped hers, and she jumped, dropping her phone. It clattered on the tile with a crack.

She closed her eyes and groaned. Once she managed to peel them open, she picked up the phone and stared at the shattered screen. A few swipes confirmed that at least it was still functional. Her friend kept apologizing to her and promising to replace it. She wouldn’t. They were both broke. Sammie would just have to put clear tape on it and then beg her parents for a new one when she went home for reading week. More likely they would say she should replace it herself. Ask where all that money went. She stayed in Kingston over the summer specifically to work. Riley was meant to line something up for her. Instead, Sammie was left on read, unemployed, and burning through her student loan.

She trudged forward and pushed the door of the club open. Outside, people were leaning against the side of the purple building and spilling into the Metro grocery store parking lot. The summer air was cool, but she was still too hot. She walked through a cloud of weed and vapor smoke, batting it away with her hands and fluffing her curls. They were crunchy as fuck. Too heavy handed with product, Riley always told her.

Across the street, the black sign with the Bubba’s logo gleamed. If Riley were here, they would have gone inside and split a poutine. Extra curds, extra gravy. Plus, two Cokes. Not Zero or Diet because they were supposed to be having fun. They would have made their way back to campus, arms entwined, on the edge of too full, snickering over some shit they were watching on Sammie’s phone. Then fall asleep on Riley’s bed when they were supposed to be watching a movie.

She turned away.

“You should call Walkhome,” her friend said. The same one who’d made her drop her phone. “We’re gonna split an Uber.”

Sammie scowled. She wasn’t about to wait twenty minutes for the volunteers at Walkhome to reach her from their on-campus hub. None of her friends lived her way, but she would be fine. She waved off the pleas of the girls to find someone to go with her. When their Uber came, they gave up and got in. Riley would have added Sammie to the route, making sure she got dropped off first, even if that meant going in a different direction.

The shouts and gleeful screams from people on the street rattled in her skull. Sweat cooled on her arms and she shivered. She cut through the Burger King drive-thru and headed down Division Street. She’d promised to stay close to campus where there were lots of people around. She searched her purse for her vape pen, tried to click it on, and found that it was dead.

There was a laugh from across the road, and she followed the sound to a group she recognized from the Black student society. She searched among them for Riley, trying to spot her passion twists without any luck. When they looked over, Sammie ducked her head.

She didn’t need them. Didn’t need their obsession with Black excellence and their judging stares and their bullshit.

Didn’t need Riley, either.

Sammie’s foot hit grass, and she stopped, blinking. She’d already made it through campus without noticing and had started to cut across the open field by Biosciences to the park.

She was supposed to meet her secret admirer here hours ago. She’d had to google “City Park” because she didn’t realize that was what it was called. Not that she’d planned to come.

The only sounds were the leaves of trees and shrubs rustling in the wind. That and the rhythmic flapping of tent plastic from the few that had been set up all summer. Sometimes into winter, too. This close to the lake, the breeze was cooler. She let the chill roll over and caress her shoulders. If you accepted the cold, it wasn’t as bad.

She stumbled forward, attempting to stand tall and walk in a mostly straight line. The swaying wasn’t like being rocked anymore, more like being shoved from the side over and over, even after you’d begged to be left alone. There was one other person in the park, bathed in the shadow of a tree. Not smoking or playing on their phone or anything. Just leaning against the bark, a hood pulled over their head, hands in their pockets.

The person jerked to the side as if they’d been yanked by some invisible force. Sammie slowed to a stop, leg muscles tensed as though she were bracing for a fall.

The stranger hunched over, and their body began to get larger. Shooting both up and sideways at the same time.

Sammie swallowed, inching her phone out of her purse. Eyes darting between the person in front of her and the screen as she typed. She hit send right as she took a step away. Her heel caught in a crack in the sidewalk, and she went down. She cried out—from the pain or the shock of what she was seeing, she wasn’t sure. She scrambled backward on her ass as the person became more wrong. There was no humanness to their shape anymore. There was only this grotesque thing, its mouth open to show pointed teeth the same iridescent white as the glowing moon in the sky.

Even in the dark, she knew that it was looking right at her.

Sammie’s head spun as she struggled to get up, kicking off her heels and running through the grass in bare feet, taking no notice of the sharp sticks and rocks that stuck her. Everything kept tilting on its axis. She thought she was getting close to the edge of the park when the thing appeared there.

She whimpered and fled in the opposite direction. This park, there was something in this park that could help her. Her phone! Where was her phone? She must have dropped it, and she didn’t exactly have time to make a call. Focus. She just needed to remember where the hiding place was. Fuck! Where was it? Tears leapt to her eyes. Had Riley seen her text? She couldn’t still be ignoring her, not now. Riley would have known where to look. Riley would have remembered. Riley would have just fucking waited for Walkhome.

She kept searching, and the thing continued to circle her. It moved so quietly. She couldn’t track it with her eyes. But it wasn’t attacking. Her head was pounding, and she kept trying to search for the right spot. If she could find it, she would be fine. Everything would be okay.

Sammie fell to her knees in the grass, panting. Her face was soaked with sweat, glitter and makeup sliding down, a galaxy collapsing on her brown skin. She peered at the shadow looming in front of her, choking on her sobs. “What do you want from me?!”

The beast didn’t answer.

She couldn’t keep searching. She had to run.

Sammie made another desperate attempt to escape, this time darting toward the open field, not caring that it wasn’t in the direction of home. She just needed to get away. She managed to make it across the baseball diamond, and when her feet touched the sidewalk, she smiled.

She had only a moment of relief before the pain began.

She had screamed at concerts, as she was reunited with friends, when her dad surprised her with a new phone before her first year. But she had never before screamed like this.

The sound burst from her lips, long and hoarse. Tearing at her throat, mixed with a whimper. It was strained and soft. Too soft for the violence of it. It was her best effort.

And no one heard it.

She fell face-first with claws raking down the back of her body. The monster ripped open her party dress, shredding fabric and flesh, and stained both with blood.

In her mind, she wasn’t there. Wasn’t lying on the dirty concrete, bleeding out.

She was in Bubba’s, gravy on her lips, laughing at something Riley had said.






CHAPTER ONE

Drunk girls are the best.

I grin at the one next to me, who winds her elbow around mine and shouts about what sort of guy she wants to marry and why he’s very different from who she’s going home with tonight. The other girls are discussing what drinks they’re going to get and what club they want to go to after this one. They offer me hits off their vapes, and we make a joke of blowing the vapor in each other’s faces. When asked my name, I tell them August, and they laugh because that’s the month it is. I act like I lied and tell them the name on my ID instead. After five minutes together, we’re besties.

When we get to the front of the line, we show our IDs together. All nineteen. Legal. The girls make high-pitched pleas to skip cover, and the bouncer rolls his eyes and waves us in for free.

Inside, Stages is packed wall-to-wall with people jumping and dancing to the blaring music from the DJ, screaming over each other to be heard. It’s busy for a Friday night in the summer. Usually it’s slower around this time since the students aren’t back yet. But I guess this DJ is popular enough to draw a crowd. The tiled floor is sticky under my feet, and the crowd smells like too many combinations of perfume, cologne, and body spray, coalescing into one sharp, stinging scent that I can’t describe as anything other than “strong.”

I tell the girls that I think I saw someone I know. They head to the bar, and I wait in a corner and scroll on my phone for a few minutes. By the time they have their drinks, they’ve forgotten me. That’s the best part about friendships with drunk girls—they’re short-lived. I head by myself to the bar, where I’m asked for my ID again, which I flash. And it passes because it is real. It’s just not mine.

Another great thing about drunk girls is that they lose their IDs all the time. And no bartender is going to look too long with a throng of people pushing and shoving, trying to get served. It’s a Black girl on the card, and I’m Black too; good enough.

My phone vibrates, and I fish it out of my jeans pocket. The screen lights up with Bailey’s name. I ignore the call and check a text from Jules. He’s sent me some cheesy video of a dog using a voice command system to swear at its owners. This loser. He’s wanted a dog forever, but we moved too much so our parents always said no. And now he’s in the dorms and still can’t have one. So he’s pining over other people’s pets. I send back a video I watched on the walk over that’s not dog related because I wouldn’t be caught dead unironically sending that shit.

I accept the doubles of vodka-cran from the bartender, balancing the four plastic cups by squishing them together and holding the outsides between my fingers. I bring them to one of the small stand-up tables, where I down them all, one after the other, as fast as I can. I know it’s going to be a good night because I can taste the liquor. I order one more round before I finally go out onto the dance floor.

I don’t recognize the song, but it doesn’t matter. I can dance to anything. I just close my eyes and move. My braids sway and brush against my shoulders and back. I’m getting used to the changes in my body, bigger hips and butt, and folds of skin that weren’t there before. When I open my eyes, I spot a guy wearing the Queen’s standard club uniform of a hoodie and jeans watching me. It’s the sort of attention I always get when I dance. I was sure that wouldn’t be a thing anymore now that I look different. There were a lot of things I was convinced I would lose that never went away. Not for that reason, anyway. I close my eyes again.

Time slips and curls around me. Dancing for myself means that no one else matters. It’s like being in my bedroom when I was ten, music blasting, hairbrush in hand, feeling like a rock star. Nothing in the world could deny me that truth in that moment. I could be anything and anyone. I wasn’t pretending. I just was.

I could do this for hours.

And I do.

I’m downing another round when the bartender makes last call, and everyone surges to the bar. I’ve already got the spins. But I’m still pressing the plastic cup to my lips and slurping the drink down. I stopped tasting the vodka a while ago. I fumble with my phone and there are dozens of messages now. Not just Bailey. Jules, too. I finally notice the time at the top: 1:45 a.m.

Fuck. I missed the last ferry to the island.

I tip the rest of my drink into my mouth and stare at the other three I ordered. In the crowd, I spot the girls from the line. They aren’t bothering with trying to get to the bar and are lounging against the railings that line the upper level. But they look over when I call them, squinting as they try to place me.

I remind them of my fake name and recognition spreads across their faces. I say, “My friends had to leave so I have extras. Do you guys want them?” My voice is slow. It’s like everything I say is coming out on a delay.

The girls share a moment of hesitation. I get it. I’m technically a stranger. But they must decide I’m trustworthy enough because they accept the drinks and continue our conversation from the line like no time has passed. I start to move away from the table when one of them grabs me. “Do you have someone to walk home with?”

“I’m fine. My brother lives on campus.” Jules isn’t expecting me, but he’d never turn me away. He’ll make his “serious face,” which has never been that serious with me, and fold anyway. He always folds. Unlike Mom, who’s an iron wall. Sometimes Dad can be won over. Not anymore, though. He’s reached his limit with me.

The girl bites her lip. “Shit. We’re north of Princess.” I vaguely understand that she’s talking about Princess Street, the main road that goes through downtown. Most students live south of it, closer to campus. “You’re a student, right? I can call Walkhome.”

“I’m not a student,” I snap. I don’t mean to, but I do. I do a lot of things that I don’t mean to now. Everything used to be reined in so tight, but not anymore.

I can’t tell if she’s too drunk to notice my tone or if she doesn’t care. “This girl went missing like a week ago walking home. You shouldn’t go alone.”

“I’ll call a friend outside.”

I don’t think she believes me, but she lets me go. I leave the club and start walking, trying to find my way back to campus. The streets are filled with people milling around in groups, making their own way home, their loud conversations and shouts filling the air.

I’m unsteady on my feet, but I’m wearing my Docs, so it’s better than if I were in heels. I like to think that Mom would prefer it. She always asked where I was going dressed like I was grown when I wore heels and tight dresses to parties with my friends.

Now Mom is gone. Has been for almost nine months. And I don’t have friends anymore.

I look around, trying to remember where Jules’s dorm is. Queen’s University looks like someone took a chunk of Victorian England and dropped it in the middle of a town in southern Ontario. There are cobblestone streets and ivy crawling up brick buildings. It has winding paths through campus lined with trees and carefully manicured shrubs. But there are enough modern touches to remind you of where and when you are. Still, it’s hard for it to not feel like its own world apart from the rest of Kingston. Especially with so many of its buildings clustered in one place.

And unfortunately for me, I’ve found myself on the outside of that cluster. I’m at the edge of campus next to a park. It’s basically abandoned. There are tents set up, but even those are quiet.

I yank my phone out of my pocket and search for a bench. I find one and drop onto it, resting my head on my knees and squeezing my eyes shut. Even with them closed, the world is still spinning. I force them open and send a text to Jules asking where his dorm is. I want to lie down. And throw up. Actually, I can do that last bit right now.

There’s a crunch behind me. Feet on grass. I don’t bother looking back. It’s a park. I doubt I’m the only person here.

“Hey, you doing all right?” I turn toward the edge of campus, and a group of three guys are ambling toward me. But not from behind where I heard the sound. They’re the same white guy in different fonts. All wear jeans and hoodies. Do these guys never look at each other and think they should maybe diversify their wardrobe?

“Fuck off,” I say.

The guy who spoke reels back. “Wow, okay, chill. We’re trying to be nice, right?” He nudges his buddies.

“She’s not worth it,” one of them says, without bothering to lower his voice.

I stand to leave and sway in place. Their ringleader grins at me. His hoodie is navy blue with QUEEN’S embroidered across the chest. “Why not? She looks like she’d be down to f—”

I’m not thinking about it. Not really. I reach under my shirt to the belt at my waist, pull the knife there from its holster, and throw.

Mom would say, “Don’t give yourself time to doubt what you’re doing. If you have to spend time on anything, use it to make sure your aim is good.”

And then I would hit the bullseye. Because I was the perfect daughter until I wasn’t.

The guy screams as the blade clips his ear and embeds itself in the tree behind him. “What the fuck?! You bitch!”

I’m still drunk, but the experience sobers up his friends, who start pulling him away. Though he’s fighting them.

I reach behind me again. “I have more.”

I don’t. But they don’t know that.

The ringleader spits at me, the saliva falling short and leaving drool on this chin. He and his friends flee to campus, and I lean forward and puke like I’ve been wanting to, tasting cranberry on my lips. I spit for good measure. Mine comes out of my mouth properly because I’m not an amateur.

That sound again. Footsteps on grass, but not from the direction the guys went.

I shuffle back to avoid my puddle of sick and look around the park. There’s an empty children’s playground, tents, and trees, spaced out enough that you can see most of the area from wherever you stand. It’s how I spot the person hunched against the shadow of a tree, their head bowed. Slowly, they look up at me, a black bandanna wrapped around the lower half of their face. In the dark, it’s too hard to see their features, but there’s no mistaking the careful way they close one eye, lowering the lid with perfect precision, and then open it.

A wink… as if the two of us are sharing a private joke.

“There she is!” a voice shouts, and I jerk toward the sound. The guys from before are coming back, and this time they’re followed by a man in a bright yellow vest that says CAMPUS SECURITY.

That is less than ideal.

I sprint across the park to the baseball diamond, trying to put as much space as possible between us, then dart toward the residential area, spying a house whose white barn-style doors are cracked open. I take the opportunity, slipping between them and ducking into the small garden area, shutting the doors behind me. The walls around it are stone, so I can’t see what’s happening, but hopefully that also means they can’t see me.

I turn around, meaning to try to sneak out via another entrance, but the motion throws me off balance, and I vomit again.

“You’re trespassing. We have you on the cameras.” I jerk my head toward the boy leaning against the side of the house. He stands with his hands tucked into the pockets of what I think are actual silk pajamas. His skin is a smooth and rich brown, and he towers over me, his curls short and lined up with a fade that looks fresh. Meticulous, even. The guy’s built like a football player—stocky in the arms and thick in the chest and stomach. Perched on his nose are a pair of oversized circular glasses. His whole look is manicured. Like even in the middle of the night, he’s considered his whole ensemble.

The worst part is that it’s working for him. He’s like a hot librarian jock hybrid.

And I just threw up in front of him.

In a bid to leave with whatever dignity I have left, I return to the barn doors, peeking through them. The guys and security have disappeared as far as I can see. My phone vibrates, and I fumble to get it out of my pocket. Jules sent me a pin. I open it and realize I’m on the other side of campus from where he is.

I push against the gate.

“Did you seriously come in here, casually expel the contents of your stomach, and now you’re leaving without saying anything?” He waves at the cranberry-colored puddle soaking into the spaces between the patio stones.

I shrug. “Sorry?”

He rolls his eyes, then glances over my shoulder. “You shouldn’t throw knives at people.”

“You shouldn’t throw knives at people,” I repeat in a mocking voice. His jaw drops. “Obviously! It’s too late now. How did you even see that?”

He points at the cameras mounted on the side of the house. “We have monitoring. They saw you and sent me outside in case you proceeded toward the property. Also, why are you acting like you couldn’t have just not thrown a sharp projectile at someone?”

I thought security cameras could only see things at short range. What sort of high-tech 50x zoom shit does this guy have? Fucking rich people. “Are you going to report me or something?”

He just stares for a moment. Finally, he shakes his head. “I would suggest avoiding the park.”

“Planning to.” If security decides to come back, that’s where they’ll go, and so that’s the last place I want to be.

“Be careful,” he adds as he turns back to the house.

“You can keep your concern.” I leave, letting the white barn doors slam shut behind me.






CHAPTER TWO

The correct dorm is Victoria Hall. It’s a massive gray six-story structure that’s not anywhere near as picturesque as the buildings along University Avenue. There’s a boxiness to it, and from the front viewpoint, the left and right sides slant inward at a diagonal. Since it’s summer, the place is deserted. The only people still here are students like Jules who stay over the break. I avoid the main entrance, instead going to the one at the side per Jules’s text instructions.

I wait, leaning against the wall under the overhang until the door is shoved open.

Jules scowls at me. “You’re drunk.”

“Surprise!” I say, throwing my hands in the air.

When my brother frowns, his already angular jaw becomes sharper, and the narrowing of his eyes has a strong effect with his thick brows. He’s always had the look of a strict military leader. But he’s as soft as the molten core of a chocolate lava cake and somehow sweeter in disposition. In comparison, I’m more like a cake left too long in the oven, obviously a failure but kept on the counter for a while because it hurts to throw away something you’ve worked that hard on. Every once in a while you take a taste, and the dry, rough texture reminds you not to try that again.

Jules ushers me inside, and we walk to the elevator, where he makes a point of crossing his arms and sighing. He’s doing that thing where he presses his lips together so hard that they ripple, like crumpled paper.

Mom has the same look when she gets mad. I only made her look at me like that once.

The last night I saw her.

On Jules, the expression doesn’t have any threat behind it. He’s more putting on a show than anything, so I know he’s displeased. He got the same things from our parents that I did: Dad’s obsession with academic performance, and Mom’s vague expectation that we be “better” in a way that wasn’t understandable but something you still wanted to achieve.

We never asked that of each other. It was an unspoken rule of our upbringing. We didn’t need to be perfect when it was just us. We could be whatever we wanted. We’d complain about the classes we hated that we took anyway because they were the “right” ones, or we’d skip Mom’s extracurricular training exercises and go waste time at the mall.

And the additional rule that Jules followed was that if I messed up, he covered for me.

I glance at him out of the corner of my eye and then away.

Throwing up twice made me feel better, but it hasn’t gotten rid of the spins, and now the taste of vomit clings to my mouth.

We get out of the elevator, and I follow Jules down a series of corridors until we reach a hallway that splits in two, one set of rooms in one hall, and another set in the second one. Jules goes to the left. We pass a common room, where a few girls are sitting on a couch that looks like it was brought in from someone’s front lawn.

The atmosphere of the whole space is like being in an apartment building that hasn’t been renovated in years but has high rent because it’s in a nice area.

We stop at room 416, which Jules unlocks to let me inside.

“Bathroom?” I ask.

“Across the hall. Hold on.” He goes into the room and rummages in a drawer before handing over a new toothbrush and an unopened box of mini toothpaste. Overly responsible, as always. “Wait. Pajamas.” He digs around in his closet and tosses me one of his T-shirts and a pair of shorts.

I go to the bathroom and brush my teeth, wash off as much makeup as I can, and change. I come into the room and kick off my Docs and dump my clothes by the door. Jules’s bed is raised so he can store things underneath, so I have to basically climb onto it and scramble to the side closest to the wall, cocooning myself in the sheets. Meanwhile, he stays standing, arms still crossed over his chest.

“You couldn’t have texted Bailey back?” he asks.

Here we go.

He doesn’t give me a chance to hop in. “She was worried. And I called her once you texted me, by the way. In case you cared.”

“She’s not my mom,” I mumble.

Mom is gone. And the thing is, when you’ve been missing for almost a year, people assume you’re dead. I don’t want to be one of them. I refuse. But I also can’t keep looking. Can’t keep pasting up posters and shouting on socials. Begging people to share and repost. I want Mom to be a scar. Something I carry with me and always remember, with the hopes of it healing well enough to barely notice it one day. Instead, she’s a scab. And every time I try to find her and fail, I rip the dry crusted skin away, exposing the pink injured bits underneath, and have to wait again for it to start healing. But it never finishes. Because the instant a bit of it forms, it’s torn away again.

“No, she’s not Mom, she’s our aunt, and you live with her, and she cares about you.”

“We hadn’t spent more than a weekend together until this summer.” Me and Jules were born in Kingston, but our family left when I was four and he was five to accommodate Mom’s job in consulting. I never understood what the work was, just that it required us to change apartments frequently enough that we didn’t often see anyone else in the family. Including Dad’s little sister.

“I’m not trying to guilt you,” Jules adds. “I’m just saying.”

And I know he is. Unlike our parents, Jules has never decided who I should be and then shoved that image onto me. He’s the only person who’s ever pushed me to do what I want. Be who I am. Not only when it’s just us. All the time, with everyone. And I never listened to him. Because I wanted to do everything our parents wanted. My friends wanted. And in the end, it didn’t even matter. Everyone ended up disappointed, so why bother? If anything, speeding up the process would have saved us a lot of time. Bailey will figure that out eventually. And then she’ll leave too.

Jules leans against his desk. “Do you really want to spend every weekend coming to the city to blow your paycheck clubbing? Not to mention that you’re only seventeen. You’re two years too early for that.”

“Hardly.”

I have a late birthday, just like him despite my summer month name. I’m basically eighteen.

I close my eyes and pretend to sleep, facing the painted brick wall. I didn’t ask Dad to drag me from Toronto and dump me on Bailey. Jules was lucky since he escaped to campus. And of course, Dad is too busy working at the college. I don’t know what he thought ditching me was going to do. Everyone is doing their own thing, so I’m doing mine.

Jules says, “Can you at least not wander around at two in the morning? It’s not exactly safe behavior.”

“Sorry I tried to exist as a girl and didn’t have someone around to protect me because I’m so weak and vulnerable.”

I don’t open my eyes to see Jules’s expression, but I can picture it. His mouth opening and closing, the furrow of the brow, maybe even an eye roll. “It would be unsafe for anyone who was alone! What if something happened to you?”

“It didn’t.” Nothing I couldn’t handle, anyway.

“I get not wanting to just do what Mom and Dad want. I’m legit happy you’re finding your own way. But does that have to mean throwing away everything that you worked hard for? I know they pushed it, but I genuinely thought you wanted to go to Queen’s.”

I shrug.

“Is any of this making you happy?”

I open my eyes, and turn to face him, grinning. “Don’t I look happy?”

He shakes his head. “Be serious.”

I spent my whole life trying to live up to what they wanted. I studied hard for things I didn’t care about. I kept up an active social life with “friends” who didn’t know me. I recorded and tracked everything I put in my mouth and ate things I didn’t like so I would look the way people wanted me to look. I hadn’t enjoyed any of it. I hadn’t been happy.

But I didn’t want to ruin the delicate ecosystem of our lives.

And none of it mattered in the end.

Because the one time I tried to do something for me, Mom had given me that look. Like she didn’t know me. And then she left and never came back. A lifetime of being perfect undone because of one disappointment.

There’s no point to it. To any of it.

I don’t know why Jules doesn’t realize that. He’s kept it all up and what does he have to show for it? He’s got the job of looking after first years in the dorm while the second years like him become legal and party even harder than they did last year. “Why didn’t you move off campus with your friends?” I ask, turning the spotlight on him. “Don’t all the second years do that?”

“I wanted to stay on campus.”

It’s then that I notice my brother’s room, which I haven’t seen since I last visited a couple of weeks ago. He’s usually so neat, but now there’s all this random shit shoved under his desk, and papers sticking out of his drawers, and a laundry heap exploding from underneath the bed. “Why?”

“Stop trying to deflect. We’re talking about your life. I’m trying to help. Just like Bailey, and like Dad, whose calls and texts I know you’ve been actively ignoring.”

“What’s he going to do? Kick me out of the house?” I pause and pretend to be shocked. “Oh right, he basically already did that.”

Jules rubs at his face. “I know he isn’t perfect—”

“Understatement.”

“But he and Bailey are all we have now. If you don’t want him in your life, cool. But if this is an attempt to push him away because you’re struggling like you tried to do to me, then why not stop? If alienating yourself from him isn’t what you want, why are you trying to make it happen? I don’t want you to live your life so afraid of losing people that you never let anyone get close again.”

“You’re here, aren’t you?”

“Is just me enough?”

“It’s not that serious,” I say.

Jules sighs. “Where were you tonight, anyway?”

“Stages.”

He makes a face. “No, when you got lost. You said you were in a park. Which one?”

“How am I supposed to know? It’s a park.”

“And nothing happened, right? You didn’t see anything strange?”

“Some pervert winked at me.”

“August.”

“Nothing happened!”

Jules lets it drop. He moves to the door and flicks off the lights. “I’m gonna sleep in the common room so you can have the bed. Come get me if you need anything.”

I grunt, and he leaves.

The spins die down enough that I can sleep.

In the middle of the night, I wake up to search for water and, of course, Jules has a bunch of bottles in his mini fridge. I chug one. Then I go through his desk drawers until I find it. Our special pen.

I rip a piece of paper out from his printer and write, Sorry. The ink fades in seconds.

Mom gave us each a pen. She’s always liked this sort of shit. Magic tricks. Little mysteries wrapped in pageantry and secrets. She’d leaned close and whispered how it worked. How the words disappeared on their own and how to make them come back. Me and Jules oohed and aahed. We loved learning with her.

If only she’d shared the secret of her own disappearing act.



I stumble into the ARC the next day at eight a.m. The Queen’s Athletics and Recreation Centre building is huge, with modern glass balconies and cafeteria-style seating. It holds not only a giant athletics center but also a pharmacy, small grocery store, and a Queen’s owned and operated coffee shop in addition to the franchised fast-food places.

When I walk in, I send a dog video to Jules in case he doesn’t find my note.

I drag myself through the employee entrance for Tim Hortons and duck into the utility room to take out a fresh uniform—unflattering black pants paired with an equally unflattering gray-and-red polo. They’re supposed to be for new hires only, but I wasn’t going all the way back to the island to get mine.

I grab a hairnet and put it on the bun that I twirled my braids into that morning. Then I strap on a visor, which I often try to “forget,” but my manager is strict about us wearing them. Speaking of, she comes around the corner and spots me right after I sneak out of the utility closet, giving me a quick once over.

She must not notice that I took a new uniform because she just says, “Bagel bar for you.”

If I had the energy, I would cheer. Working bagel bar means I’ll be facing away from the customers, mindlessly making sandwiches, wraps, and yes, bagels. Instead of working cash or having to stand in the front and run coffees. I drank a bunch of water and took some of Jules’s Advil before I left, but I still have the edge of a headache. Dealing with the general public would make it worse.

Thankfully, Saturdays tend to be slower, especially in summer. I work silently for the first couple of hours before more staff come in, including Cam and Janey, the two other Black girls who work on the weekends. They stand in the doorway to the work area, laughing with each other before Janey goes on cash and Cam joins me on the bagel bar. I focus on my work.

I need money to go out, that’s all. No point in socializing.

I used to have an allowance, but Dad stopped that. He claims it’s because he doesn’t have the extra money, and maybe he doesn’t, but it feels like a punishment.

He didn’t so much as make a Facebook post when Mom disappeared. Just sat at home, waiting for the police to do something. And the day before he dropped me off with Bailey, he was on the phone to someone. Talking about Mom.

Only, he didn’t say she was missing.

He said that she left.

In one way, I understand why he would think that. My parents had what I assumed was a normal relationship. They weren’t particularly affectionate, but they’d settled into that sort of family tie where I couldn’t imagine them ever splitting up. Divorce was something couples did when they had problems. And Mom and Dad never had any. Dad moved when Mom said we had to, and he didn’t even seem bitter about it. He always made it out like this big new adventure, even though it meant he had to start over at another college and further decrease any chance he had of getting tenure. I assumed that meant he loved her more. If anyone was going to leave, it would be her, not him.

But in another way, in the most prominent way, I can’t understand how he thinks that could be real. That she’d left without intending to come back. She must have planned to come back. There was a reason she hadn’t. And none of us knew what it was, but that didn’t mean it didn’t exist.

When the authorities decided they couldn’t help anymore, Dad accepted it without complaint.

And that’s the man whose calls I should be answering? Who’s supposedly trying to help me?

Help me do what? At least when I gave up looking, I owned it. I didn’t change the narrative to suit me.

Dad can keep hoping, but the old August is gone, and she isn’t coming back.






CHAPTER THREE

I toss my hairnet in the garbage as I walk out of the employee entrance after my shift. My phone vibrates, and I tuck myself into a corner to check it. Meanwhile, Cam and Janey come out from behind me, laughing at something on Cam’s phone, their heads pressed together. The center is busier now that it’s a more reasonable hour to be awake, and students filter in and out with backpacks or lounge at the tables. As my coworkers reach the exit, they’re stopped by another Black girl. She’s giving them some sort of pamphlet as she tosses her waist-length passion twists over her shoulder. The girl has this almost obnoxious modern hippie look—gold septum ring, a shirt with an ungodly amount of tassels, and a half dozen rings on her fingers.

I look at my phone again. Texts from Bailey asking if I’m coming home for dinner, which I guess I will be. And one from Jules telling me to text Bailey back. I send her a simple yes. I’ll go to the island… eventually. Midway through my shift, I realized that I didn’t have my knife anymore. It took a bit of piecing together of my memories to figure out where it could be. I know I went the wrong way and had been in a park. I threw my knife at someone, which wasn’t great, but it happened, and then I ran away.

I pull my hair out of its bun, shaking the braids out. The knife had better be where I left it. I head toward the exit. By then, Cam and Janey are gone, but the girl handing out pamphlets is still there.

She shoves one at me. “Hi! I’m letting folks know that the Queen’s Black Student Society is accepting new members.” My eyes are drawn to one of her many necklaces. It stands out because it doesn’t have pendants or charms like the others, and the chain links are larger than I would expect given her style. Every other piece of jewelry around it is small and delicate.

I switch my gaze to the sheet of paper. Why is she advertising a club in the summer instead of waiting until fall when all the freshmen will be here? “I’m not a student.”

“Too bad,” the girl says, actually looking upset. Then she glances over my shoulder and frowns. “Do you know that guy?”

“What?” I turn around but can’t see anyone I recognize. “Probably not. Like I said, I don’t go here.”

She nods, her eyes narrowed. “Okay…”

“Right…” I walk out of the building, shaking off the interaction. Campus isn’t busy, but it isn’t empty either. Classes are still held during the summer, and there are always enough students around. I go left since I remember that the park is around this end of campus.

It looks different during the day. For one, there are a lot more people. The tents still seem unoccupied, but there are couples walking their dogs, students heading to campus, and some kid on the baseball pitch throwing a ball around with his dad. Still, I know this is the right place.

I examine the trees, looking for my knife. The more I search without finding it, the faster I walk, and the tighter my jaw clenches.

“Look who it is,” says a voice behind me. I turn to see a group of three guys. They look a couple of years older than me. Not first year students. Maybe second or third? “Told you she’d come back to the scene of the crime.”

I ignore them and continue my search.

“This bitch,” one mutters.

I freeze. I try to remember what happened last night. I threw the knife at someone… fuck. I look back at the guys, and a twinge of familiarity strikes me. That girl had thought someone was looking at me in the ARC. It could have been this guy and his friends.

“Can I help you?” It comes out sharp with attitude, the way I want it to.

The main guy gestures to his left ear, which is wrapped with gauze. “Yeah, how about you fucking pay for this?”

“We have free health care.”

“You got jokes, eh?” He advances toward me with his friends.

I look around the park, but people are purposely veering around us.

I swallow and plant my feet. I need knives. Without them, I’m going to get the shit kicked out of me. My eyes dart between the trees, searching for the one with my blade. I’ve often thought about carrying the whole set on a chest holster, but it’s risky enough to have one concealed on me as a Black person. Never mind a dozen.

“Is something wrong?” I turn, and there’s a Black boy approaching us. He’s tall and thick. I look over to the three guys, who stiffen as he approaches. They’re skinny, and the tallest one isn’t much bigger than me.

It’s good the boy is built like that because nothing else about him is intimidating. He wears tan slacks and a burgundy polo with a dark brown sweater-vest overtop. It’s summer. Who wears a sweater-vest in summer?

The guys look at him and then at me. I grin. “Not so eager now that the odds are more even, are you?” I reach behind me, knowing full well there’s nothing there, and the guys flinch.

“Forget it,” the leader says, and they walk away from me and the boy toward campus.

My shoulders drop, and I let out a slow breath. I look around the space again. The knife. I go back to searching, and a laugh sounds behind me.

“Oh, thanks, I guess.” I throw to the boy over my shoulder. That’s clearly what he wants. He’s shockingly cute given the way he dresses, but digging for a thank-you for being decent? Big ick.

He says, “The words I was looking for were ‘Sorry I threw up and then ran away without offering to help clean.’ ”

“Uh, I doubt that. You’re a literal stranger.”

His mouth drops open. “You seriously don’t remember?” He points toward the baseball diamond. “I live over there on the corner across from the courthouse. White fence leading into the patio area. Brick house with green trim. Any of this ringing a bell?”

I squint at him, trying to place his face or remember any of those details, and shrug. “Nope.”

He sighs and rummages around in his pocket, pulling out a knife.

My knife.

“That’s mine.” I stalk toward him and reach for it, but he pulls it out of my grasp, holding it high above his head.

“I’ll be straightforward because I do try to be a gentleman when I can.”

I fake gag. “Oh my God, did you really just say that?”

He continues as if I haven’t spoken. “I need to ask you some questions, and I’m not giving this back until you answer them. It’s in your best interest to cooperate. Let’s start with a name. You are…?”

I drop my arm and take in his wire-rimmed glasses and leather loafers. This dude dresses like a seventy-year-old man while looking like the sort of football player whose only job is to tackle people. Which is enough to intimidate those other guys, but I’m built different.

My phone dings with an alarm. It shouts, MUST LEAVE FOR FERRY NOW. “Shit,” I mutter. “Give it to me. I’m going to miss my ferry.”

“Ferries come every hour. Also, in case you didn’t catch that earlier, I was asking for your name.”

“I want to take the ferry that comes this hour.”

“A woman of mystery, are we? Wonderful. Well, I haven’t been to the island in a while. I’ll come with, and you can answer my questions.”

I don’t want to entertain this guy. But I also want my knife, and I’m not naive enough to think I could take it from him otherwise. Also, my headache has come back, and Bailey is supposed to pick me up from the dock. If I’m late, she’ll tell Jules, and I’ll get yet another lecture about how poorly I treat our aunt.

I sigh, and the boy grins.



I refuse to say anything on our walk to the bus stop, nor on the actual bus ride, and then again nothing as we wait to board the ferry. Meanwhile, Virgil—his name, which he helpfully supplied—has no problem filling the quiet with talking. Dude even has an old man name to go with his aesthetic. And his last name is apparently Hawthorne, which only adds to it. When I ran away last night, he went and got my knife, since he saw me throw it on the security cameras. I thought icing him out would make him give the knife back to me, but it hasn’t.

I drop onto one of the seats on top of the ferry. Most of the space on the vessel is taken up by cars and trucks as people from Wolfe Island head home after a day of working on the mainland. It’s only twenty minutes, so it’s convenient. It’s free, too. It just sucks when you miss the last one and get stuck in Kingston.

Virgil is in the middle of droning on about how much he enjoys the breeze off the lake when I finally say, “What do you want from me?”

He smiles. His teeth are unnaturally white. Like he grew up wanting to be in a Crest commercial. Judging by his attire, I don’t think it’s entirely outside of the realm of possibility. “A name would be great.”

“August Black. Make a joke, and the first thing I’ll do when I get my knife back is throw it at you.”

“I can assure you that I’m not pedestrian enough to mock someone’s name. Nice to meet you. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“Get on with it.”

“I’m curious about how you accurately threw a small knife when you were so drunk that you literally forgot about meeting me, and how you managed to put enough force into it to embed it in a tree.” His expression loses the easy mirth it had before. “It’s not exactly the work of a beginner.”

“I have practice.” I shrug. “Aren’t you glad you came all this way for that?”

“Remains to be seen. You practice throwing knives?”

I slouch in my seat and stare out at the water. From here I can see not only Kingston but some of the Thousand Islands. In the distance, the largest of the islands, Wolfe Island, is marked by the dozens of tall white wind turbines on the land.

I glance at Virgil’s pocket, where the knife is hidden. The first time Mom put a knife in my hand, I stared at her in wonder. Jules already had his, something that I spent months being jealous of. And here was mine, finally. She wrapped her fingers around the hilt and turned me toward a tree in our yard. She’d painted a series of circles on it for a makeshift target. “The trick to this is a sharp knife and accuracy.” I nodded like I understood what she meant. I thought I had. I let it fly for the first time. It hit the tree and fell to the ground. But it hit within the smallest circle. Mom beamed at me, an unrestrained sort of pride. The kind that said I was the daughter she’d wished for. I would have done anything to make her look at me like that again.

I still felt that way, even on the night when I’d had enough. She’d gotten so intense about drills suddenly. Wanting me to keep going through them past dinner. I was exhausted, and all I wanted was to escape to Rachel’s place and hang out with my friends. It was the last party of the year. Once December hit, I would be busy studying for exams. This was my one chance to relax before the pressure of acing all my midterms hit. Mom wasn’t having it. She kept pushing for more. You grind a knife too hard past the point of sharpening, and you ruin the blade. I’d let her go too far for years. I was already dull and worn.

I insisted that I was going to go out. That was when she gave me that look.

Jules got on Mom for getting on me, and I left while they were still arguing, walking the forty minutes to Rachel’s place on foot. I did everything Mom asked of me, and the one time I wanted something for myself, it was unacceptable.

So that night when she called, I didn’t answer the phone. And come morning, she was gone.

The last and only time I had disappointed her. Nothing I’d done before mattered. All the times I had met her expectations and been that good girl were washed away in a single moment.

I narrow my eyes at Virgil. “Why does it matter to you if I can throw a knife? You want to start a darts league?”

“I’m looking for someone capable with a certain set of skills.”

I laugh. He doesn’t.

“I’m not the one.” I don’t care what this guy wants from me. I’m here to make money and spend it drinking and dancing until I physically can’t anymore. Soon, Dad will stop trying to call. Bailey will wear out at some point. Jules will be here, but school will start, and he’ll get busy. He’ll have less time to be worried, and barriers to my lifestyle will drop to none.

The ferry docks, and I say, “Maybe don’t make a habit of following girls home.”

“Oh, I’m not done yet.”

“Really? Because I am. Give me my knife.” I hold out my hand as people walk past us to exit the ferry.

Virgil stands and follows them, forcing me to trail after him, gritting my teeth the whole time.

The dock at Wolfe Island lets you out into Marysville, a quaint section of the island with a general store, a few restaurants, and a museum. Some of the houses and businesses are painted in bright pastel colors, adding to the sweet small-town charm. It’s easy for tourists to get out on foot and explore the instant they step off the ferry. Or to rent bikes and spend the day cycling along the island trails. As me and Virgil exit, there is, as usual, a line of new cars waiting to get onto the ferry as the old ones go past.

I can always spot Bailey’s car waiting for me. It isn’t hard because it’s an offensively bright yellow Honda Civic. This woman paid money to get that wrap on it. But it isn’t there when we walk out.

Instead, a red Ford F-150 truck comes around the corner with Bailey in the passenger seat and Izzy behind the wheel. Izzy’s long dark hair is tied up in a ponytail while Bailey rocks her usual fro. I can see dandelions peeking out from it. Jesus, she’s cheesy. Mia, Izzy’s fifteen-year-old daughter, is in the back, eyes glued to her phone screen.

“Your mom?” Virgil asks, nodding toward them.

I scowl. “Aunt. She’s like thirty; how would she be my mom?”

“Some people have kids young, and I don’t know how old she is.”

“Here’s a tip,” I say, looking at him sideways. “Does your mom look like that?”

“My mom’s dead.”

Great. Awesome.

He continues, “Both my parents died when I was little. I don’t know what they would have looked like older.”

I turn away because I don’t want to apologize.

I walk toward the truck, and Bailey says, “We’re gonna do a barbecue at Big Sandy Bay.” She looks over my shoulder at Virgil. “Does your friend want to come?”

“We could use the help carrying everything,” Izzy adds. I don’t know much about the woman except that in 2020, she started the tiny house village on the island where Bailey lives, and she’s Mohawk. Which is positive, at least. If it were run by a white guy, it would 100 percent be a cult, and Bailey honestly seems susceptible. Technically, Izzy’s husband, Jacques, is white, but he pretty much defers to her for everything, plus he collects comic books and plays the harmonica. Nothing about that screams cult leader material. The Levesques overall seem like decent people.

I motion at Virgil with my hand. There’s no way he wants to get looped into a barbecue. I try to keep my wrist low because I don’t want Bailey to see the knife exchange.

Virgil says, “I would love to help! I haven’t had barbecue in forever.”

“Really?” I shove the words out of my clenched teeth.

Virgil grins. “Really.”

And so I get in the back seat with the boy who’s extorting me.






CHAPTER FOUR

Big Sandy Bay is part provincial park and part beach. Though I would ideally not even be here, I understand why they wanted the help carrying everything. It’s a fifteen- to twenty-minute walk through trees on a dirt path to get from the parking lot to the actual beach. Bailey, Izzy, and Mia will go ahead of us with the lighter items to get the food started. Jacques is already at the beach setting up the grill and chairs. Meanwhile, me and Virgil will bring up the rear with the heavier coolers of drinks and ice.

Mia slides next to me, tucking her dark hair behind her ears. She’s pretty in a way that’s powerful. Like she could get anyone to do anything for her. Big brown doe eyes, long lashes, thick shiny hair, and warm brown skin. “He’s cute,” she whispers.

“I am not interested,” I say, as if I hadn’t made the same observation earlier.

She tilts her head to the side. “Then why are you on a date?”

“We’re not on a—” I pause and lower my voice, attempting calm. “Not a date.”

“If you say so,” she singsongs, collecting a cooler from her mom.

My aunt’s eyes linger on me as she leaves with Izzy and Mia, and I look away. I’m not in the mood for a conversation and she isn’t good with confrontation. Guess that runs in Dad’s family.

They hadn’t packed the drinks with the bags of ice yet, so that becomes Virgil’s and my job. By the time we finish cutting open the bags, distributing the pop between the coolers, and locking up the truck, my aunt and the Levesque mother-daughter duo are way ahead of us.

The open path narrows as we walk it, the trees becoming denser, crowding in on the sky and cloaking the area in much-appreciated shade. Unfortunately, it does nothing to help the humidity. The air is so heavy that I feel like I could stick out my tongue and lap up the moisture. I swat at the mosquitos and gnats buzzing around my face.

“So,” Virgil says, as he pulls the cooler without any physical effort. “Where does one learn knife throwing?”

I don’t want to play his game, but this is getting old. All being stubborn got me was him following me here. “It’s circus arts stuff. My mom did it when she was younger, so she taught me and my brother a bunch of it.”

“Circus arts… Can you clarify what that entails?”

“We learned knife throwing and combat, slacklining, gymnastics, swordplay, sometimes magic tricks, that sort of thing. I’m not, like, an expert in anything, but I’m pretty good at it all. It was just for fun.” That’s how Mom sold it. An enjoyable set of hobbies. Though sometimes she was so serious about it, like we were going to compete, but she never signed us up for anything. She demanded perfection in everything. Even our casual pastime.

Virgil stops on the path. “I’m sorry, circus arts, like Cirque du Soleil, right? Since when does that include knife combat and swordplay? Even being generous and assuming some kind of movie circus with sad elephants and lions, that’s far-fetched.”

“It’s artistic combat and swordplay.” I wave my arms around. “Like, you make it pretty and stuff.”

“And what exactly makes it pretty?”

“The way you move, I guess.”

His eyes soften, like he’s speaking to a small child. “Oh my God, you’re naive.”

“Fuck off.” I restart walking and leave him standing there. I know it’s weird. It was why I never mentioned it to my so-called friends, who already thought my mom was strange. One was even convinced that Mom had, like, stalked him. Or was checking up on him or something. They’re full of shit. It just took me longer than it should have to realize.

“Sorry,” he says, catching up with me. “You have to admit it’s a unique set of skills to share with children. What else did she teach you?”

“Basic survival skills, which is responsible parenting, by the way.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t know because my parents are dead.”

Fuck, I’d already forgotten.

Virgil opens his mouth, then stops. He stares at the trees like he’s looking for something. His lips flatten into a line. “Get off the path.”

“What?”

The trees shake across from us. Rattling from the trunks to the top branches, and expanding outward, like something is pushing them. Bending the bark to its will.

He yanks both his and my cooler off the path into the trees. Then he lays down on his stomach and motions for me to do the same.

I don’t move. “What are you doing?”

A low growl sounds near us. I jerk my head around. Someone’s dog? I’m about to search through the trees for it when Virgil pulls my foot out from under me. I shoot toward the ground but catch myself in time, getting my hands out in a bent position and landing softly.

I kick him in the face for good measure.

He grunts, and when I look back, he’s brought his hands up just in time to block the blow. I scowl. He grins. “Great reflexes,” he says.

The second growl comes, and this time, I do see something.

And it isn’t a dog.

It lopes forward on two furred legs, at least six feet tall, its arms tucked up to its chest. Its eyes are huge and bulging from a thin face with giant ears. It looks like a horror movie version of the Easter Bunny. The proportions are twisted and odd, and when its mouth opens, the signature buck teeth I’d expect of a rabbit have sharpened points.

I blink like the more I do it, the more likely it is that this thing will disappear.

A fine tremble rushes across my body, stamping its little feet and ripping up goose pimples.

Its ears twitch, and it turns to where we lie. Virgil swears, muttering for me to stay down and not move. But he’s too late. I’m already standing.

If Virgil expects me to be a good girl and listen to him, he’ll have to get used to being disappointed.

The thing’s lips stretch into a perfect arched smile. It’s a sight I don’t expect I’ll ever forget.

It charges at us.

Virgil shoves me out of the way, and I tuck and roll, scrambling to get my bearings. “Give me the knife!” I shout at him.

“Run away!” he shouts back.

The thing charges at me again, hopping over Virgil like he’s not even there. But in what feels like an instant, Virgil is back in front. Fast. Too fast. The monster head butts him, and he flies into a tree with a grunt. It tilts its head, regarding me.

I rush to Virgil and tug my knife out of his pocket.

Groggy, he mutters, “Run.”

“You’re barely conscious, so you kind of need me, and also, there’s no point in running.” It only took two attacks for me to realize that this thing wants me. I raise the knife in my trembling hand. I’m trying to think of everything Mom taught me. Attempting to anticipate its movements, its plan. But it’s a fucking deranged animal. I don’t even know if it has one.

But if it wants me dead, why would it wait until I’ve recovered to attack? Why not go for the kill?

I don’t have time to guess its motives.

I throw the knife, aiming for those big brown eyes. The thing attempts to dodge, but it goes the way I expected. To the right. There’s no space for it to go left. And I threw the knife just off course enough for it to sink into its eye.

The beast screeches and bats at the blade. It falls out, and I dart forward to retrieve it, skirting between the thing’s muscular legs. Which I realize is not the greatest idea when one of those legs shoots backward at me.

Somehow, Virgil is in front of me, and he takes the brunt of the kick, digging his heels into the ground and managing to stay upright. How is he so fucking fast?!

The mutilated rabbit snarls at us and then pauses, freezing, its ears perked. Then, as quickly as it came, it darts away into the trees.

I’m panting and gasping for air as if I weren’t breathing at all before. Like this is my first time trying it out.

Virgil whirls on me. “What is wrong with you?! What would possess you to do that? I said to run!”

“If I’d run, it would have chased me.”

“And I would have stopped it!”

“Would you? Because you kind of seemed like you needed my help. We had a better chance of survival working together.”

“You could have gotten yourself killed! Do you not have any impulse control?”

I do. I just choose to ignore it. “And if I’d left, you would have gotten yourself killed.”

Virgil stares at me, open-mouthed.

I ask, “What was that thing?” And what are you? Is a question I decide to hold back. Priorities.

He shakes his head, then retrieves both coolers and brings them back onto the path, dragging them toward the beach.

I follow him because what else am I supposed to do? When we reach the edge of the tree line, he drops the loads. “You have your knife. I’m leaving.”

“I thought you needed my skills?”

“I do, but I don’t need what comes with it. I need someone with focus and drive, who isn’t going to jump into danger for the sake of it.”

“Me jumping into danger saved you, if you didn’t notice. Where’s my thank-you?”

He turns away. “Thanks, and goodbye.”

I step forward. “Wait! You’re not going to tell me what that was? What if it comes back? It was targeting me.”

“I’m going to deal with it. You’ll be fine.”

I scoff. Yeah, because that vague proclamation fixes everything.

But Virgil’s apparently done listening to me, because he doesn’t stop walking.

I caress the knife in my hand, looking at the steel handle with Mom’s initials engraved in it. I don’t need him. I defended myself well enough. Even gone, Mom’s still protecting me.

When I go to the barbecue, I help with the cooking and brush off the questions about my “friend.”

I keep an eye on the tree line and make sure my hands are hidden as much as possible so no one can see that they’re still shaking.



The next day, a girl on Jules’s floor finds his door unlocked with a note in his room saying he’s decided to leave. Leave Queen’s. Leave Kingston.

And apparently, leave me.



Me and Bailey are suffocating each other. Her house isn’t helping. It’s tiny on purpose. She had it built to be two hundred square feet. A hundred on the main floor that houses the kitchen, a micro-sized bathroom, and the small living area, and then another hundred in the two loft areas—one which makes up my bedroom and the other hers. Except it’s all open. The only interior door is to the bathroom. As I sit in my “room,” I can see her across the house in her own, typing something on her laptop. We say nothing to each other.

It’s been like this since Jules went missing last Sunday.

I could go outside. The tiny house community is on a few acres of land. But I don’t want to be outside right now. Not alone. The landscape is pretty much flat farmland as far as you can see, not many places for the spawn of Satan rabbit to hide, but still. I keep looking over my shoulder for it, but it hasn’t appeared again.

So now I have to be here with Bailey.

I stare at my phone again. I’ve been doing it a lot in the last week. I look at the text that I sent to Jules about a weird animal coming after me. I didn’t know how else to word it without seeming completely unhinged. Part of me hoped he would text back knowing about some random animal species that I didn’t. Or suggest I hallucinated the whole thing, which I could get behind with some encouragement.

But he hadn’t responded.

He’d left.

I grip the phone in my hand and think about throwing it over the ledge of the loft. It’s tempting, but Dad wouldn’t get me a new one. Instead, I reach for the letter I found in Jules’s stuff. The university packed up everything he had, and me and Bailey went and got it. I tore through it all, looking for any sort of clue, and this is the only one I have.

Something from these people called the society for something-something, a long name that I’ve never heard of and couldn’t find on Google, saying they can help Jules with his “current circumstances.” It was sent in February. He never mentioned anything like this to me. And if it was junk mail, why would he keep it?

I set the letter on my bed, and when I look up, Bailey is staring at me. She gives me a small smile. I look down.

I sigh when I hear the creaking sound of her moving. She walks from her loft to mine, pausing to sit on the top step leading into my area.

“Hey,” she says, playing with the rings on her fingers. “You don’t have work today? I thought you always do Saturday mornings.”

“No.” I do. I just decided not to go when I woke up.

“Heard from Jules?”

“No.” I bite the inside of my cheek.

“I’m sure he’ll—”

“He wouldn’t have done this. He wouldn’t have left without telling me. He wouldn’t not text me. He wouldn’t drop out of school.”

He wouldn’t do what Mom had already done to us.

Not to me.

I yank the note out of my pocket. The tiny piece of paper that the police didn’t even bother to take because it meant there was no case. After all, it’s his handwriting. Even I can see that.

It’s bullshit. Even when I’d tried to shove him away, Jules had stayed when no one else would.

Bailey makes this pathetic sad face at me. “August—”

“Can you drop me at the dock?”

“…Yeah. Okay.”

On our way to the car, Mia comes out of her house dressed in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, her long woven purse around her shoulder and a hockey stick in her hand. Given the lack of ice currently, I assume it’s for indoor hockey. “Are you going to the dock?” she asks.

“Yup,” Bailey says. “You want a ride?”

“Please!”

I groan.

Bailey side-eyes me. “Be nice.”

I don’t have any issue with Mia. She’s fine, as far as fifteen-year-olds go, but I want to sit in the car in silence. Now she and Bailey will talk the whole time.

Which is exactly what happens. I let Mia have shotgun, and for the whole ten-minute drive, they talk about her intramural floor hockey league—she’ll switch to ice hockey in the winter—and some dinner thing that she wants to plan. I tune out and lay my head against the window, then practically sprint out of the car when we stop.

“August!” Bailey calls.

I force myself to turn around.

“If you want to talk, I’m here. I know we haven’t gotten to spend a lot of time together, but I’m always available. I can do things other than give you rides.”

Dad said something similar before. Jules, too. “I’m fine.”

I leave and stand in line for the ferry, arms crossed and foot tapping. I don’t have a plan. But at least partying in Kingston will distract me for a while. If I play my cards right, I can probably crash a pregame, too.

Mia says, “She’s trying to help.”

“Yeah, I know.” I light up the joint I stole from Bailey. She thinks she’s slick with where she hides them.

Mia eyes me. “Did you steal that?”

“No, it’s mine.”

“You definitely stole it.”

I pull the note out of my pocket and look at it again. I took the letter too, but it’s more confusing. This, at least this is Jules’s words.


I need to get away for a while. I’m fine. Don’t look for me.

—Jules



I hold my lighter to the note, smiling as the flames eat the paper.

Until I notice the words appearing on the other side.

The joint falls out of my mouth, and I drop the lighter as I scramble to stop the fire. Of course! Of fucking course! The invisible ink. I flip the paper over, and a new message appears, written in small, cramped letters.


I know this won’t make any sense to you, but I am serious when I say this: Monsters are real. Monsters are real, and dangerous, and they are here. From that text you sent me, you’ve already seen one. I wish I could tell you to run, but unfortunately, they might follow. Instead, use everything Mom taught us to keep yourself safe. Bailey and Dad, too. Don’t do anything that might put you in danger. Stay away from the parks and forests, anywhere with tree cover and no people, especially at night. And if you hear growling or snarling, RUN. Someone’s already been hurt, and I don’t want you to be next.

Don’t search for me. The best way for you to stay safe is to stay away.

—Jules



Monsters, plural. As in, there are more things than the cursed Easter Bunny running around?! I swallow and lick my lips. And Jules knew about it. He disappeared the same day that monster had come after me. Maybe even because I’d texted him about it. And I was right, it had been coming after me specifically, but why? And why did it leave without finishing the job?

The best way for you to stay safe is to stay away.

If everything was fine, he wouldn’t have left in the middle of the night without even saying goodbye. He wouldn’t warn me away from trying to find him. He would have had time to explain what’s going on.

“What’s up with the paper?” Mia attempts to peer over my shoulder, and I crush the note in my fist.

“Shut up. I’m trying to remember something.”

“So fucking rude.”

Someone’s already been hurt, and I don’t want you to be next.

The last time I went out, what did that girl say about me walking home? Some other girl had gone missing. Yes! Like, the week before or something. I shove the crumpled note into my pocket and yank out my phone, Googling until I find her.

Nineteen-year-old Queen’s second year student Samantha George went missing in early August and was last seen near City Park.

I look up which park that is on Google Maps. It’s the same one I walked through. Where that dude winked at me. But there wasn’t any monster there.

Or there wasn’t any when I was there. But Jules… He wanted to know where I was that night. He was worried.

Worried about monsters.

And I recently met someone who knew exactly what that thing at Big Sandy Bay was.

The ferry’s bell tolls as it pulls up to the dock.

Suddenly, I have a new destination in mind.






CHAPTER FIVE

Unsurprisingly, I didn’t get a good look at Virgil’s house when I was drunk, and even if I had, I wouldn’t have remembered. But he did a thorough enough job of describing it when I was sober that I was able to find it. It’s a literal castle in miniature form. The house has an immaculate yard with bright green hedges, neatly trimmed trees, and a paved walkway up to the front door. And the main front section looks like a chess piece. A rook. But if it was covered in thick green ivy and tacked onto an already existing house. It’s like a quaint cottage mixed with a medieval castle. And it feels on-brand that Virgil lives in a place like this.

I go to the front door, which has an intricate metal design over the wood and a brass knocker that I lift and bang down because when else will I have a chance to use one?

Shortly after, the door opens, and an East Asian–looking girl appears. Her black hair is loosely tied back from her face with a white ribbon, and she wears a cream blouse with the sleeves pushed to her elbows and tweed pants. It’s a similar aesthetic to what Virgil rocks. “Yes?” she asks.

“Um… I’m looking for Virgil…?”

She studies me for a moment, and then a grin breaks out on her lips. “Oh, you’re August.” I scowl. There’s something teasing to the way she says my name, but I don’t know her like that. And it makes me wonder what she knows about me. “Come in!” She waves me inside, and I step over the threshold. “Shoes off, please. Slippers over there.”

The entryway is a small octagonal room with yellow patterned wallpaper that looks decades old, and the space is decorated with antique furniture and accents. I take off my shoes as instructed and set them next to three other pairs. I pick the black cloud slides.

As I’m putting them on, I notice the brown ones the girl is wearing and that her left foot is made out of something other than skin and bone—rubber, maybe. I look away so I won’t be the asshole who stares like I’ve never seen a disabled person before.

She smiles as I straighten. “Welcome to McIntosh Castle. I’m Corey.”

“August,” I say. “But you already know that.”

“I was hoping I would get to meet you.” She tilts her head and regards me. “He said he told you to run, and you didn’t.”

I stiffen. He told her about that thing we fought. “I don’t like to back down.”

“Good. That’s what he needs. The worst possible partner would be someone who encouraged this self-sacrificial thing he insists on.”

My brow raises. “Partner?”

Corey moves on like I haven’t said anything. “I have a patron to deal with right now, so you can follow me into the sitting room, and I’ll fetch Virgil.”

I trail after her into the hallway. We pass several rooms on the main floor, many of which are devoted to books. Some have tables inside while others more prominently feature winged armchairs and fireplaces. We go into one of those rooms, where a white man is sitting with a cup of tea. He looks like he could be in his midforties, with curly, gray-flecked brown hair that goes to his shoulders, a mostly trimmed beard and mustache combo, and tortoiseshell glasses. I notice he’s wearing a Hawaiian shirt and try to keep the judgment off my face. He seems like the sort of guy who strikes up conversations with strangers in grocery stores.

“Sorry, Bernie,” Corey says. “I’ll get the books now.” Of course, a dude who wears shirts like that would prefer to be called Bernie instead of Bernard. She turns to me. “And I’ll grab Virgil for you.”

I sit next to the man and pull out my phone so I’ll have something to stare at. I know Mom would think it was rude, but she isn’t here to stop me. The couch is stiff like no one was ever supposed to sit on it, and I shift, trying to get comfortable.

Despite my conversation avoidance tactic, Bernie asks, “New student?”

“Uh, no, I don’t go to Queen’s.”

“Ah.” He nods to himself. “I used to teach there. I’m on a sabbatical now. Health reasons. They have wonderful libraries, but I love coming to borrow from this collection. It’s special.”

“Right…” I glance at the doorway, willing Virgil to show up so I can stop being engaged in small talk.

“If you don’t go to Queen’s, does your family live here?”

“My dad teaches at St. Lawrence.” I know he would rather work at the university, but the college had openings and Queen’s didn’t. “My mom is missing.” I always add this now. I don’t want people thinking that Dad raised me by himself or that I have some terrible relationship with my mom. That I’m not mentioning her because of something she did. Though, she did leave. And we did fight before that. But if she’d come back like she was supposed to… I guess I don’t know. What would have happened? Would I have stayed the old August, or would the new version, the one who disappointed her, have appeared anyway?

Bernie’s smile slips off his face. “I know what that’s like. Family is the most important thing, don’t you think?”

“And here we are,” Corey says, coming back into the room with a stack of three books. She sets them down on the table and then stamps and signs some slips of paper about an inch bigger than a bookmark before offering them to Bernie to sign. She’s missing the pinky and middle fingers on her left hand, though her movements are precise and practiced, like she’s used to managing without. She tucks the papers into the books and hands them to him. “Due in three weeks.”

“Thank you.” Bernie takes his books and stands. “Nice to meet you,” he says to me.

I nod without saying anything.

As he goes to leave, Virgil comes into the room. He beams at the man. “Bernie! Glad I caught you before you left.”

They hug, clapping each other on the back. Virgil is so much larger than the other man that the guy gets knocked forward. Bernie says, “I’m sorry I can’t stay, but I’m sure I’ll be back soon enough. I don’t suppose I can expect you in one of this year’s candidate pairings?”

Virgil’s beaming smile sags. “I’m working on it.”

Bernie’s head dips. “You deserve to be a part of it. Don’t ever let them make you feel otherwise. You’re a bright and capable young man.” His voice gets heavy, as if he’s struggling to get the words out. “I see so much of Davy in you. You have all the potential in the world. Should you compete, I hope you’ll have a better result than he did.”

The corner of Virgil’s lip twitches. “Thank you.”

Bernie claps a hand on Virgil’s shoulder as he strains to keep a smile on his face. Then Bernie says goodbye to us all and leaves.

Virgil sighs as the sound of the front door shutting reaches us.

“Wow, it’s almost as if you didn’t enjoy being compared to his dead son,” Corey muses as she sinks onto the couch next to me.

“Technically missing,” Virgil says.

Corey gives him a look. “If he were alive, there would be—” She cuts herself off, looking at me. “Well, we’d know if he were still living, wouldn’t we? I wish he were, for Bernie’s sake, but he’s not.”

“I know.”

I guess that explains Bernie’s reaction to me talking about my missing mom. He has a son, missing and presumed dead. And like with Mom, no one believes his son is still alive. Great, now I share a common tragedy with a guy who wears Hawaiian shirts.

Virgil bites his lip. “He should have taken more time off. Davy hasn’t even been gone a year yet.”

Corey shrugs. “He wants to keep busy, I’m sure.”

I frown. Bernie told me he was on sabbatical. That’s basically the definition of taking time off.

“Bernie used to tutor Virgil,” Corey says to me. “Both of us, actually. Him and Dr. Liu, who’s usually the librarian here, though he’s on sabbatical until the new year.” She leans toward me. “But enough about us. You live on the island, right? How is it? Are you going to Queen’s in the fall? How—”

“I was thinking this would be a private conversation,” Virgil cuts in, leaning against the doorframe.

Corey pouts, turning to him with wide eyes. “But—”

“I’m immune to the pout.”

She drops the expression. “It was worth a try.” She turns to me. “Well, I’m sure we’ll have lots of time to get to know each other.”

“Presumptuous,” Virgil mutters.

“Is it?” The corner of her mouth lifts up. “I guess we’ll see.” She pats my leg and leaves the room.

And then it’s just the two of us. He meets my eyes. “Corey is the interim librarian here. Though I guess she’s technically in training.”

“Are you a librarian too?” He definitely looks the part with his round glasses and the blazer he’s casually wearing inside his own house.

“More of a ward of the library. I’m not interested in the job or research like Corey, more of a fiction guy. Dr. Liu was kind enough to let me live here when I had nowhere else to go. And when I… Well, there was an issue with my attending schools, and that’s when Bernie volunteered to tutor me, so I did my schooling at McIntosh Castle. Corey joined eventually. I’ve called this place my home for a long time.”

The fact that he was homeschooled explains a lot. Both he and Corey exist on some separate plane, from their clothing to the formal way they speak.

He crosses his arms over his chest. “The question now is what you’re doing here.”

I straighten. “The same day we were attacked by that thing at Big Sandy Bay, my brother disappeared. Or left, technically.”

Virgil raises an eyebrow.

“I get it. Sometimes people go missing or take off or whatever. My mom has been MIA for a long time now. But this is different. I think he’s in trouble, and I need to find him. He left a note…. He said that monsters are real.” I look at Virgil expectantly.

He clears his throat. “You think I might know something? About the monster or your brother?”

“Yes… I mean, both, or one or the other. Do you?”

“I might.”

Fuck this guy. “Okay…”

“It was quiet the night we met, except for when you were at the park practicing your knife throwing.” I roll my eyes, and he carries on. “A couple of weeks ago, our cameras caught a glimpse of what seemed to be someone running from something monster-like. It was too far to confirm any details, but we suspected there might have been an attack, which is why we increased our monitoring capabilities. It’s not impossible that one was there when you were. Maybe the same one that targeted you at Big Sandy Bay.”

It’s like Jules’s note. He said someone had already been hurt and now Virgil is basically saying the same thing. So a monster maybe targeted us both, but I got away and she didn’t. I shake my head. “Nothing was in the park when I was there. That thing we saw was huge. I would have noticed it.”

“It’s not always in that obvious of a form.”

“What does that mean?! What are these things?” Virgil twitched as I spoke but didn’t interrupt. “How many deranged Easter Bunnies are running around? Why aren’t more people seeing them?”

Virgil pushes off the doorway and settles on the couch in front of me. “As far as we know, monsters like the one in Big Sandy Bay have existed for at least one hundred and sixty-four years. And their existence has been carefully concealed and controlled for just as long. It’s not a well-oiled machine, but it is efficient when you consider the amount of money and influence it takes to keep monsters under wraps. Though it helps that most people don’t want to believe these sorts of things live among them.”

I can get behind that. I already wish I’d never encountered that thing.

He continues, “They don’t represent a large portion of the population, but they do exist, and the numbers increase year over year, which is also monitored and dealt with. If it makes you feel better, the ones that might run wild, killing and maiming, are kept under lock and key.”

“Excuse me? You mean whoever has been managing this for one hundred and sixty-four years is just keeping these monsters around? Why wouldn’t they kill them? The fact that we got attacked proves their system is shit.”

Again, he reacts in an odd way, his shoulders hunching and mouth pursing. “You think the monster we encountered had something to do with your brother’s disappearance just because everything happened on the same day? Bit of a shaky theory.”

Okay, so he’s going to selectively answer questions, apparently. I pull the letter out of my pocket and hand it to him. “There was also this. I don’t know if it means anything.”

Virgil narrows his eyes at the envelope and then opens it, scanning the contents. He licks his lips. “Where did you get this?”

“It was in my brother’s things.”

“Not so shaky a theory after all,” he mutters, handing it back to me.

“You know it?” I lean forward. “You’ve seen this?”

“I have.” I wait for him to expand but he doesn’t.

“And…?”

“Let’s wait until we reach an agreement to discuss the letter more. But I can say that yes, it is related to all this. We reported the initial incident of that possible monster attack we saw on the cameras that I mentioned. It seemed to happen near the cricket field. But—”

“Where?”

“The cricket field,” he repeats. “By City Park, there’s a field.”

“I thought it was a baseball field.”

“It’s technically both, but I always call it—never mind, it doesn’t matter. We were told that it would be handled, but it wasn’t, hence the additional monitoring on our part. Mind you, something is perhaps being hidden from us.”

“Hidden by who? These people who deal with the monsters? Is that who sent this letter?”

Virgil shakes his head. “What matters for your purposes is that I’m of a low rank currently, so we don’t have all the information we need. However, I still have access to enough knowledge to be helpful to you.”

“But?” I ask, sensing it’s coming.

“But I need a favor in return.” He jerks his head toward the door. “You may have heard Bernie mention me pairing up with someone. There’s a competition starting soon, and I’m looking for a partner with sufficient combat abilities.”

Is that why he was following me around the other day? “I thought you said I was too impulsive.”

“You are.” His smile is tight. “I’ve been exploring other options since, and the skill level is… disappointing. I’ve seen you fight. You’re rough around the edges but honestly better than the limited selection I have access to. And here, we find ourselves in need of each other. I need you for the competition, and you need me for information to find your brother. In addition to that, winning will grant you access to, let’s say, an exclusive club which will have even more information. The one-hundred-and-sixty-four-year-old one I mentioned earlier. And lucky you, there’s more than one winner. Good odds.”

“Why do I feel like this competition thing is something hard?” But he has me. For one, he knows about that creature. With anyone else I would have the hurdle of getting them to believe me. And for another, he’s right here. Time wouldn’t be wasted. Jules may have left voluntarily, or he may have been taken and only had enough time to get me that message. Either way, he’s in trouble. He needs me.

Virgil swallows. “Because it is. Sometimes people get hurt, and sometimes people die. There’s no point in sugarcoating it. But you have the skills needed to succeed thanks to your not strictly circus arts training. You help me win, and after, you’ll have access to everything.”

I can’t tell if he’s trying to scare me to see how serious I am, or if he’s being honest about the risk of dying. “Convenient that I only get what I want after you do.”

He grins. “Can’t have you quitting on me. Maybe I’ll be more generous once I see some commitment. You may be rash, but you care enough about your brother to come here. That’s called focus. It seems you can do it when you try. That’s all I’m asking of you.”

It’s annoying, but it’s a legitimate precaution. After all, if I find Jules early, I’m not sticking around to uphold my end of the bargain. In fact, that’s the goal. “And if I say yes, what happens next?”

Virgil stands. “Next, I call a friend.”

I need him. But he also needs me. Mutually assured success… or destruction.

I meet his eyes. “Then call them.”
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