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  For my parents,

  who encouraged me to look beyond,

  to seek more, and to find my own voice.


  “Blow O wind to where my loved one is.

  Touch him and come touch me soon.

  I’ll feel his gentle touch through you and meet his beauty in the moon.

  These things are much for the one who loves.

  One can live by them alone:

  that he and I breathe the same air and that the Earth we tread is one.”

  Translated from The Ramayana


  IMAGINARY DEMONS
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  She was nothing but flame in the deep of hell’s embrace.

  “Welcome Serjana,” whispered a throaty voice. “I have been waiting for you.”

  Sera lurched upright in bed, gasping, images from her nightmare still flashing like lightbulbs in her brain: a sea of moaning, bloody mouths and tongues pressing beneath her feet—razor sharp fangs slithering against her skin—a boy swathed in shadows beckoning, calling to her. A flicker of a kiss that tasted like blood.

  The numbers on her bedside alarm clock glared red, two fifteen in the morning. Sera swallowed, her throat dry like gritty sandpaper, the lingering taste of something sour and tangy against her gumline. She needed water. Sitting up, her eyes focused on a smear of red on her sheets. Was that blood? A sharp graze throbbed along the inside of her heel in answer to her question. Sera touched her fingertip to the raw scrape, frowning. A glimmer of sharp teeth slithering along her foot jerked in her memory and she shoved it away, squeezing her eyes tightly shut. She must have scratched herself during the night.

  Sera sighed, shrugging out of her damp pajamas and pulling on a cotton cami. The sweating was new, too. She’d had to change her clothes almost every night during the last two weeks. It was starting to become tiresome, and she was sure that her mother would notice the doubling of her laundry, which would only lead to questions—ones Sera didn’t want to answer. She stuffed the wet clothing under her bed.

  Careful not to make any noise, she padded toward the bathroom, her bare feet curiously hot against the cold tiles as though she’d been walking on some scorched surface. Maybe this was some kind of hormonal phase, like teenage hot flashes. Whatever it was, she’d have to get through it on her own; she didn’t have any girlfriends to talk to and there was no way she was going to tell her parents about getting the sweats over a couple gory nightmares.

  Lately, her mother’s obsession with dreams—Sera’s in particular—bordered on creepy-crazy, and the last thing Sera needed was to have her mother dissecting hers to pieces. The dreams were bad enough without her mother weighing in on why her daughter was dreaming of blood and carnage and being the queen of the dead.

  Sera closed the bathroom door quietly and chewed on her lip. It was a little strange though, she admitted silently to herself. Maybe her mother had a point. Seriously, what kind of person had dreams about heaven and hell all the time? At first, they’d been sporadic, but recently, they’d become consistent, too consistent …

  Like they meant something.

  She coughed, spitting into the sink, and frowned. Her saliva was tinged with pink against the white porcelain. On cue, a fleeting memory of the kiss in her dream winked into her brain. A shudder rolled through her. It’d been some kind of faceless monster, half-boy, half-something else. Had the blood been hers? His? The bitter coppery taste filled her mouth and this time she gagged, spitting again.

  “Get a grip,” Sera told herself. “It’s not real.”

  But the monster’s faceless shape still loomed on the edge of her thoughts like a dark stain; mocking her, taunting her with the fact that she’d liked it, that she’d enjoyed its kiss, that she’d begged for more. Refuting the poisonous thoughts, Sera took a deep slow breath, clearing her mind. She drank a glass of water and washed her face, the cool water refreshing against her flushed skin. But still, the taste was there like salty cotton, coating the inside of her mouth with scummy residue. She brushed her teeth with minty toothpaste and gargled with antiseptic mouthwash. Better.

  “You need to get some sleep, or you’ll start looking like a zombie,” she told the girl in the mirror. A thin face plastered with dark stringy purple and black hair, with fierce dark eyes, stared back at her. She grimaced at her reflection, baring her teeth. In the fluorescent lighting, her skin was sallow and her eyes a lightless black. She pinched her cheeks to give them some color and sighed. “Too late, you’re already a zombie. It’s no wonder that monster boyfriends come looking for you,” she sniped to her image.

  Not only was she bony and pale, but she was also almost six feet tall. At sixteen, looking like a tall skinny gargoyle didn’t win her any popularity contests at school. Sometimes she wished she looked more like her mother: petite, doe-eyed, perfect. From her mother’s glossy dark hair to her sun-kissed skin, Sera would pick her exotic North Indian looks in a heartbeat if she could. She sighed again and examined her face critically. If she did look more like her mother, would things be any different? Would she have more friends? A boyfriend? A life?

  The inside of her left palm ached and she stared at the curved scar on the fleshy part just under her thumb. She had an almost identically placed one on the inside of her right palm, but it was a completely different shape, nearly a reversed image of its sister scar. Her parents had told her that she’d fallen on some jagged rocks when she was a baby. The skin there felt raw and hot, and Sera rubbed it absently with the thumb of her right hand, staring back into the mirror.

  An unnatural sensation zinged suddenly from her palm to her navel, and she grabbed the edges of the sink, disoriented by an odd feeling of weightlessness. For a split second, the mirrored glass seemed to shimmer, and then the face looking back at her wasn’t even hers. A heart-shaped face with eyes so clear they were almost the color of light, framed by a cloud of silken red hair, stared curiously at her. The girl’s eyes were rimmed in kohl, her lips stained the color of a rose. Even her skin glowed gold as if lit from within.

  Sera’s lips parted and the face in the mirror followed suit, the silvery eyes widening in confused disbelief as their hands slid toward each other. Their fingers met against the cold glass, and the girl in the mirror frowned, her face an echo of Sera’s own confusion. Red-etched lines swirled in an intricate design on the girl’s hands and palms. Mehndi, Sera knew. She’d seen pictures of her mother wearing the same hennaed skin decorations on her wedding day—an ancient Indian tradition. The girl smiled as a waterfall of scarlet flames cascaded down her shoulders.

  Sera shook her head, closing her eyes, and when she looked back, the face in the mirror was the one she’d always had—stringy purple hair, black eyes, non-descript. What the hell had just happened? Was she still dreaming?

  Either you are still asleep or you are seriously losing it, Sera, she thought.

  Her left palm burned, the strange scar white-hued against her flushed skin. It pulsed This time she didn’t touch it. She splashed her face again and walked out of the bathroom, grabbing her iPod and sketchpad on the way to her bed. She turned the volume up full blast, her thoughts fading to nothing as her pencil scratched against the white paper.

  Sleep was overrated anyway.
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  Sera woke to the smell of pancakes and coffee, and rubbed her eyes tiredly. She’d finally fallen asleep at around five in the morning, and thankfully, that last hour of sleep had been dreamless. She showered and brushed her teeth. No metal aftertastes or strange faces in the mirror this time, and the scars on her hands were pale and ordinary, barely noticeable. She must have been half asleep when she’d gone into the bathroom earlier.

  The sheet of paper with the graceful anime four-armed girl rising from a lotus flower in her sketchpad suggested otherwise, but Sera didn’t want to think about what that meant. She traced the long wisps of hair and the barest hint of flames spiraling below the girl’s outstretched arms. Mehndi art wound its way up each of her four arms to her neck, where it sat like a strangled bruise. The girl was reaching for something, the expression on her face beseeching. Something about it made her inexplicably uneasy, and instead of tucking the sketchpad into her backpack as she normally would have, Sera tossed it onto her desk before wandering downstairs.

  Her parents’ hushed voices floated up the stairs, the conversation tapering off quickly as soon as she entered the kitchen, but not before she’d caught the tail end of her father’s last sentence.

  “ … sixteen. We have to tell her eventually.”

  “Tell me what?”

  “Nothing, darling. You want some breakfast before school?” Her mother’s voice was over-bright and forced, but Sera was too tired to press them about their conversation.

  “No, just OJ.” She plopped her bag on the stool next to her ten-year-old brother, watching him ladle giant spoonfuls of Cheerios into his mouth. They couldn’t look like more polar opposites considering they were brother and sister. Nate was the image of their father, with the exception of the hair color he’d inherited from their mom. She rumpled his bright, blond curls. “Nate, you’re going to turn into a Cheerio one of these days, you know.”

  “Like … oomph … eerios … oletrol …”

  “Slow down, piglet, you’re way too young to be worrying about cholesterol.”

  “That’s not what the AAP says,” Nate said, finishing his mouthful. “Saturated fats are the new teen killer. You should have a bowl.”

  “Seriously, who are you?” Sera shook her head, yawning, and rolled her eyes.

  “You look like you had a rough night,” her father said. His smile was also forced, and for a brief second, Sera wanted to know what they’d been talking about. But wanting to know something and getting it without a guaranteed lecture were two separate things. Any discussion with her parents these days covered three subjects—bad grades, bad choice of friends, and lately, bad dreams. She’d take a pass.

  “Couldn’t sleep,” Sera replied, rubbing bleary eyes as she walked to the refrigerator and grabbed the orange juice.

  “Why?” Her mother’s tone was sharp, unlike her normal mellow voice. “Nightmares?”

  Sera poured herself a glass of juice and sat at the counter, answering without thinking: “Like you wouldn’t believe. Even scratched myself in my sleep.”

  Both her father and mother’s gazes converged on her like laser-beams, and Sera stiffened, realizing her mistake too late.

  “What kind of nightmares?” her father asked.

  “Making out with a hot demon. You know, the usual dream fare of teens my age,” Sera joked weakly, kicking herself that she’d said anything at all. From the expressions on her parents’ faces, she could see that her joke fell flat. Way flat. They didn’t look amused; they looked worried.

  “Demon?” her mother repeated, staring at her with a piercing intensity. “What happened? Did it hurt you?”

  “In my dream?” Sera asked, taken aback by her mother’s tone. The lies came easily. “No, Mom. Nothing happened. I was just kidding,” she said, avoiding her mother’s acute stare and focusing on the glass of juice. “It’s not like it’s real or anything.” She could feel them all staring at her, even Nate, who’d stopped chewing. “What’s the big deal?”

  Her father stood up and rumpled her hair, his face strained. “It’s no big deal, Sera. But sometimes dreams have a way of telling us important things. Even the bad ones.”

  “I know, and I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to make a joke, but in all honesty, my nightmare was probably because of watching scary movies all weekend. I’m fine, really,” she added more gently. Outside, a horn blew loudly, interrupting the heavy tension that had descended in the kitchen. Sera gulped the rest of her juice and grabbed her backpack, grateful for the excuse to leave. “That’s Kyle. I’m late. See you guys later.” She glanced at her mother, who was still frowning. “Sorry, again.”

  The frown deepened. “Sera, about Kyle, I’m not entirely comfortable—”

  “Mom,” Sera said quickly. “Kyle’s fine. He’s a good driver and it beats walking or taking the bus. Look, I’m late. Gotta go, love you.”

  Sera raced out of the house, ignoring the anxious look that passed between her parents, desperate to get out of her mother’s line of sight. Notwithstanding their completely bizarre reaction, her parents had become really over-attentive the last few weeks, especially after she’d turned sixteen, as if they were expecting her to mutate into some kind of teenzilla at any moment. And their obsession with her dreams bordered on bizarre. If she even told them what she’d been dreaming of nightly for the past several months, they’d pull her straight out of school in favor of the dreaded homeschooling, which she’d endured the first thirteen years of her life. She’d rather be locked up in an entire room full of teenzillas than return to that.

  Sera had only been allowed to go to the public high school in Silver Lake after her mother had found out that a close friend of hers, Eleanor Davenport, had two children at the same school. Her parents weren’t strict, but they’d always been fiercely protective of her and Nate. Winning the battle to attend high school had been a major milestone in the Caelum household, with Nate constantly reminding her not to mess it up for him.

  Sera tossed a glance over her shoulder. Her mother was standing at the front door, looking as though she were contemplating hauling Sera back into the house and locking her in the basement without a key. Her normally tranquil face was troubled. Sera couldn’t fathom why she’d gotten so worked up over a silly dream that meant absolutely nothing.

  As if in response to the tune of her thoughts, Sera thought of the demon-boy in her dream, and she fought back a shiver.

  I’ve been waiting for you.

  She shook the image from her head, frowning, and climbed into Kyle’s car. Dreams were just dreams. They weren’t real. Because if they were, she’d have a whole lot more to worry about than just a pair of fiery wings and a pretty face. And there were some things that just weren’t possible.

  Like demons.


  UNDERNEATH
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  What’s up, loser?” Sera said, tossing her bag in the backseat of Kyle’s beat-up Jetta convertible. Kyle gave her a ride most days since he lived in the apartment block just beyond Sera’s neighborhood. He’d gotten his license at the start of the year.

  With the piercings in his nose and brow, and the black wheels in his earlobes, Kyle looked like a thug and dressed like a goth. He was every parents’ nightmare, hers included. His thick, coarse, curly hair was tufted into a green mohawk—the sides of his head shaved to showcase two black dragon’s wings on either side that stretched down to his darkly tanned neck. Wearing beat-up black leathers, he definitely wasn’t “boy-next-door” material, but he was her friend, and Sera didn’t have many of those.

  “Nada,” said Kyle. “You look like crap. Still not sleeping?”

  “I’m fine, dreams again. Parents being a pain. You feel like ditching today?”

  Kyle smirked. “Do I look like I ever want to go to school? The quicker we are out of that hellhole, the happier I’ll be.”

  Sera laughed, the tension of the confrontation with her parents draining away. She half expected Kyle to drop out of school most days—he complained about it nonstop. But his foster mom, Carla, insisted on him graduating, saying it was the one thing she’d promised herself he would do under her watch. Carla was great and, though she gave him a lot of freedom, she was adamant about him finishing high school.

  Kyle had been in and out of foster homes his whole life, some pretty terrible. His last foster parents had been evangelists who’d left on a missionary expedition to Africa when Kyle was twelve. He hadn’t seen them since and didn’t care one way or another. As far as negligent parents went, they’d been the bottom of the barrel, caring more for saving their congregation than nurturing a child in their own home. Kyle’s real parents had died when he was five, some kind of accident he’d told her. When Kyle was placed with Carla four years ago, it was the only time in his life he’d actually been happy.

  “Hey, Sera!” a voice yelled out as they drove past a large house just down the street from hers.

  “Oh hi, Dev.” Sera waved back, recognizing the voice’s owner as a tall boy who had moved to the neighborhood that spring. She smiled as he brushed his mop of dark hair out of his face with his forearm, squinting against the glare. In the sunlight, his tanned skin glowed gold, and for a second, her memory jerked back to the girl in the mirror.

  “How’s it going?” she said.

  “Any chance I can get a ride with you guys? My car’s in the shop—”

  Before he could even finish the sentence, Kyle floored the accelerator and the car lurched past the driveway. Sera waved apologetically to Dev, mouthing a silent apology before turning to Kyle.

  “What is your problem? Slow down, it’s like a fifteen-mile-per-hour zone.” She shot him a surprised look. “That was really rude. He just wanted a ride.”

  “I don’t like him. And it’s my car,” said Kyle. “I’m not taking him to his stupid uppity private school.”

  “His school is like three blocks from ours. And we’re not even going to school today, remember?”

  “It’s my car,” said Kyle stubbornly.

  “Look, don’t get snarky just because he goes to private school. I told you he’s nice. I hung out with him over the summer.”

  “Whatever. He has a girl’s name.”

  “It’s unisex, and it’s short for Devendra.”

  “Yeah, short for girl.”

  “Leave him alone, he’s cool. And I like him.”

  Kyle made a sour face and looked over at Sera twirling a strand of purple hair in her fingers. “Well, he’s weird, and what’s with those blue tattoos anyway?”

  Sera burst out laughing. “Are you kidding? You don’t like him because he has tattoos? Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?” she said, jerking her eyebrows pointedly to his own inked skull.

  “They’re girly,” Kyle said defensively. “Probably got them from wherever he came from with his cab-driver accent.”

  Sera shot him a disgusted look. “My mother has an accent like that, too.”

  “That’s different,” Kyle shot back sourly. “And you know what I mean.”

  “No, I don’t know what you mean. What is up with you today? Seriously, Kyle, stop being such a snob. You sound like one of Ryan Davenport’s crew.”

  “Me? A snob? Come on, I’m a foster kid, remember,” Kyle said waving a hand for emphasis before jabbing her in her side. “And Ryan Davenport’s a tool.”

  Ryan Davenport, the son of her mother’s friend Eleanor, was captain of the hockey team at Silver Lake High School, and his group of friends included all the more popular kids at school; a group that neither she nor Kyle wanted anything to do with.

  “So what?” Sera said. “That doesn’t exonerate you from being a snob if you look down on someone just because you don’t know them. It makes you as bad as they are.”

  “Exonerate? Is that from your official SAT dictionary?”

  “Shut up. Some of us still plan to go to college, Mr. I-couldn’t-care-less-what-I-do-after-high-school. Whatever, I think the tattoo is super artistic, it’s like fifteen different shades of blue, and it’s across his whole chest and back.”

  Kyle stared at her sharply. “How would you know that?”

  Sera stared back, surprised by what sounded like jealousy in his tone. “Who are you and what have you done with Kyle?” she said. “When most kids swim in a pool, they wear bathing suits. I told you, I hung out with him over the summer while you were doing community service. Since when are you the jealous type anyway?”

  “I’m not. Just don’t like the guy, is all.”

  Sera rolled her eyes, refusing to start the day with a full-out argument. “Fine. Forget it. Let’s just go to Sal’s. I didn’t have breakfast and I’m starving.”

  Sal’s was a seedy local diner on the outskirts of Silver Lake. It was empty except for a couple of people on their way out. The staff there didn’t talk much and didn’t ask questions, which was a nice relief from the general consensus in their small town that everyone should be in everyone else’s business. It was also the type of establishment that most of their upper-class town residents wouldn’t deign to patronize.

  They sat in a booth close to the back and ordered the breakfast platter. Service was quick.

  “So tell me about your dream,” said Kyle, stuffing his mouth with fried potatoes. “Was it gory like last time?”

  “I don’t really want to talk about it,” Sera replied as thoughts of walking on human brains and entrails flashed through her head. “Last night, they were so … real.”

  “Details, please,” Kyle said, leaning forward expectantly. “Seriously, you’re like my own personal muse.”

  “You’re the one who’s into that sort of thing, not me. I don’t even believe in heaven and hell. I don’t even know why I’m dreaming about flying demons or mythical gods with ten arms.” Sera stared at him accusingly. “I think it’s because of you and all those stupid movies you make me watch with flying Valkyrie-devil-angel-thingys.”

  “Come on, you know the devil exists. At least admit that,” said Kyle.

  “I’m an atheist.”

  “You don’t believe in an afterlife? That there’s somewhere we all go after we die? Or even that we could come back as something else. You know, like karma?” Kyle’s voice had gone strangely quiet and he’d actually stopped shoveling food into his mouth.

  She stared at him for a second before responding. “No.”

  In earlier dreams, she’d dreamed of heaven, too, and for a second, Sera wondered at the feeling of knowing that she’d experienced, as if she’d been there before, which was impossible. Heaven didn’t exist, and neither did hell. They were both creations of a morally diseased world.

  “Why?”

  “Because it’s impossible, that’s why. The science of evolution teaches that we came from monkeys, some dumber than others—like yourself, for example, you big ape,” said Sera. “Darwinian evolution is the only scientific explanation for life on Earth.”

  “But that still doesn’t explain how life began,” countered Kyle.

  “Microorganisms. When did you suddenly become a theologian?”

  “When did you become such a cynic?” Kyle launched back. “Look, as much as you don’t want to believe it, there are other things out there, things that neither of us can see. Some people say that the gods walk among us.”

  “What, like in the National Enquirer?”

  Kyle shot her a glare. “You know, it wouldn’t hurt you to be more open-minded.”

  Sera shrugged. “Sure, let’s hold hands and sing ‘Kumbayah,’ and while we’re at it I need to stop by Madame Girard’s for a crystal ball reading on whether my best friend is secretly some outlaw deity.”

  “I’m not,” he sputtered, nearly choking on a piece of toast. “But just because you don’t believe in them doesn’t mean immortals don’t exist.”

  Sera sighed and drank some of her lukewarm coffee. “OK, fine, I’ll bite. Have you ever seen one of these alleged immortals?”

  “I—”

  Kyle’s answer was interrupted by the sound of obnoxious laughter as a group of boys entered the diner.

  “Great, your buddies just arrived,” Sera said, hunching down in her seat to avoid eye contact.

  “Hey, Sera,” a tall, red-skinned boy drawled. “Slumming again? I’m sure Mommy and Daddy won’t be too happy with you skipping school.”

  “What do you care, Jude?” she said evenly.

  Sera always felt uneasy around Jude. His stare made her feel exposed in a seedy, dark alley kind of way—as though she were a thing rather than a person. Jude grinned and slid into the booth next to Kyle, while the other four guys sat in the booth next to them, leering over the divider. They all had the same tattoos that Kyle did, the strange black dragon wings in various places on their bodies, like they were part of some cult. Jude’s tattoos extended from his neck and shoulders, all the way to the tops of his fingertips. His grin turned conciliatory.

  “Come on, Sera. We haven’t seen you in ages. Surely you missed me,” he pouted, watching her in that unnerving way of his, drumming his long fingers on the table. His fingernails were bitten to the quick, their edges dirty. Sera ignored him, knowing he was trying to get a rise out of her. Jude threw an arm around Kyle, who shot her an apologetic look.

  “Kyle, you tap that yet?” He licked his lips, and Sera reddened. She had the sudden urge to slap the suggestive smirk off his face, but laying a hand on Jude would be unwise. He seemed like the kind of boy who would explode in a second. She bit her tongue.

  Jude smiled, exposing stained teeth that made Sera want to retch. They’d been filed to sharp points. For a moment, the air shimmered and Sera could swear she saw the tattooed wings along Jude’s arms undulate. Her eyes flicked to the others, and their faces rippled with elongated eyes and distorted mouths full of broken, pointy teeth. The air was suddenly hot and suffocating. Why was she hallucinating again? In broad daylight?

  She blinked and realized one of the boys, Damien, had asked her a question. “Wh … what?”

  “Are. You. Going. To. Eat. That?” Damien repeated his words like he was talking to a toddler, indicating her untouched plate. She flinched at the movement of his finger near her face and felt the stares of the other boys settling on her like moths.

  “Yes. I mean, no. You can have it. Look, I have to go. Kyle, I’ll catch you later,” Sera said, lurching out of the booth and throwing a five-dollar bill on the table.

  “What’s the matter, little girl? The big bad wolf scare you?” Jude said, grinning, his teeth normal: small, white, and unfiled. He leaned back and cocked an eyebrow, spreading his arms along the back of the booth. It was not an aggressive movement, but Sera felt some sort of unspoken challenge from him all the same. She couldn’t get away fast enough.

  She raced to the door, feeling like her chest was imploding. Sweat was dripping down her back as though she’d been sitting in a sauna and her breath was coming in shorter and shorter gasps—the beginnings of a colossal panic attack.

  Breathe … breathe … breathe.

  “How’ll you get home?” Kyle yelled after her.

  “Bus.” Sera gritted the word out and flung open the door, heaving great gulps of air into her burning lungs. It felt like she’d been under boiling hot water. She crouched down on the cracked asphalt, concentrating on inhaling and exhaling until slowly her panic subsided. She rubbed damp palms on her jeans.

  “Give me a sec,” she heard Kyle say as he pushed open the door after her, his face worried.

  “Hey, Ser, you OK?”

  She cleared her throat. “I’m fine.”

  “What happened in there?”

  “I don’t know. I swear that I just saw Jude and the rest of them …” She trailed off, unable to articulate what she’d seen or thought she’d seen. She shook her head. “I’ll be OK. I just needed to get out of there. It was so hot, I felt like I was going to pass out. And then the way Jude was looking at me … it just got under my skin. The guy creeps me out.”

  Kyle nodded. “Yeah, I mean, you looked freaked out—like you’d seen a ghost or something—and then I got this weird vibe off you.”

  Sera stared at him. “Off me?”

  “Yeah, like a flash of … I don’t know.” Kyle shrugged, dismissing what he’d been about to say. “It was probably just adrenaline. You looked ready to barf or bolt. So, did Jude do something?”

  “No, he didn’t do anything, it’s just … him. The heat of the kitchen must have gotten to me,” Sera said. “Forget about it. I’m exhausted, barely slept last night, and I think I’m still seeing things. I’ll call you later, OK? I’m just going to head to school. My mom’s probably still home and she’ll flip if she finds out I’ve skipped.”

  Kyle stood, pulling Sera to her feet. “Fine, I’ll meet you back there. I’ll be done with Jude and the boys soon.” Sera looked at him sharply. She could feel Jude’s stare through the scuffed windows of the diner.

  “You’re not … dealing, are you, Kyle?”

  “No, I don’t do that.”

  “Well, why are you hanging around with Jude, then? I don’t get it. He’s bad news.”

  Kyle hesitated as if trying to find the right words. “I’m just helping him out. I keep an eye out, that sort of thing.”

  “An eye out for what?”

  “For certain people he wants me to keep an eye out for. Look, let’s just drop it, OK? I owe him, you know that.”

  “But that doesn’t mean he owns you, does it?”

  “Here we go. I’ll see you later, Mom,” Kyle joked sarcastically, rolling his eyes skyward. He peered over her shoulder. “There’s your bus. You know, if you want to wait, I can take you back after I’m done.”

  She stared at him hard, but he wouldn’t meet her eyes. They’d been through this a hundred times before, and lately it seemed that every time Jude came into the picture, they ended up fighting. She couldn’t win.

  Sera threw her hands into the air. “No thanks. Obviously you have priorities. Do whatever you want.”

  Sera stalked off to the bus. She could feel Kyle watching her, but she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of looking at him. If he wanted to do something stupid like mess around with Jude and drugs, it was his funeral. She was done caring.

  Her phone buzzed. She didn’t bother to read Kyle’s text before hitting delete and flipped him off through the window just as the bus pulled off.
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  Kyle stared after the bus until it was a tiny speck in the distance, pocketing his phone. He thought about the flash of energy he’d felt from Sera in the diner just before she’d rushed out. It had been so brief that he’d barely registered it, and the delayed recognition confused him because he was never, ever wrong. His ability had never failed him.

  Until now.

  Because what he’d felt was impossible. Not Sera. She was human. He’d checked often enough over the years. So either he’d made a mistake or he’d been wrong every time before. Still, the sour feeling in his stomach remained like an unanswered riddle. He must have imagined the flash in the diner. It was the only explanation.

  Kyle closed his eyes, recalling the ephemeral sensation … like the fluff of baby feathers across his skin. There was nothing like it in the world.

  Daeva energy.


  BROTHERHOOD
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  Everything OK with your girlfriend?” Jude sneered as Kyle walked back into the diner.

  “She’s not my girlfriend.”

  “Whatever you say. She’d hardly be hanging around if she knew what you were.”

  “Well, she’s not going to know, Jude. She wouldn’t understand.”

  “Maybe we should mess with her mind a little. That’d be fun, wouldn’t it, boys?”

  The others cracked up. Kyle ignored the jibe and slid into Sera’s vacated seat. Most of the leftover food from the table had already been scavenged. He remained silent, watching Jude and his crew. Even though they looked like boys, they were far from human. They were Ifrit—dark shadow demons who preyed on the energy of the living and killed for fun. They thirsted for life and ruthlessly took it any way they could.

  Kyle wasn’t afraid of them, but if there was one thing he was most afraid of, it was death. Because Sera was wrong. Hell did exist. Only it was called by another name and was filled with horrors far worse than the Ifrit, ones that made the versions of hell in books and movies seem like child’s play. Kyle had seen one of its creatures with his own eyes when he was five years old—the day he'd watched his mother turn into something not quite human.

  Seeing was believing, and Kyle believed.

  Jude grinned. “I’m just playing with you, man. Sera’s cool. Don’t worry, I’m not into her so she’s all yours for now.” He winked, and Kyle felt a surge of anger that he quickly suppressed. “Anyway,” Jude continued, “down to business. We have to check out a new source up in Connecticut, couple hours away. I need you to come along.”

  Kyle relaxed the minute that Jude stopped talking about Sera. He wouldn’t put it past Jude to torture Sera just for sport and to prove to Kyle that he was the alpha dog. Jude was like that. It wasn’t enough to see someone unhappy, he loved to twist and push the knife in further, to make them suffer.

  “When?” Kyle asked.

  “Saturday. We’ll be gone for a few days.”

  “Jude,” Kyle said, “will Azrath be there? I mean, it’s been a few months already. Surely he’s seen what I can do, how I can serve him?”

  “Lord Azrath, Kyle,” Jude snapped, “and he’s a very busy person. Trust me, he knows about you. But you have to prove yourself, and you haven’t done that yet. He’ll find a use for you soon enough, and then you’ll get to meet him.”

  “Yeah, man,” Damien said. “It takes a certain kind of sacrifice to prove yourself worthy. Took me a couple of weeks, I think.”

  “But it’s been eight months,” Kyle said.

  “Well, maybe that’s because you’re a half-breed.”

  “Don’t call me that.”

  “Or you’re gonna do what?” The whites of Damien’s eyes burned red and Kyle could feel the rage radiating off his body. He swallowed thickly but stood his ground. Jude laughed, putting a hand against Damien’s chest. At Jude’s touch, the waves of venomous energy receded immediately as if by silent command.

  “Ignore Damien,” Jude said. “He’s the youngest of us and has the least control, don’t you, Damien?” At the reprimand, Damien scowled, but Jude ignored him and turned to face the others. “Let’s not forget—we need Kyle, and he has Lord Azrath’s favor, so unless that changes, he’s off limits. Got it?” Jude put his arm across Kyle’s shoulder and squeezed. “Feeling safe now, half-breed?”

  His laugh was spiteful, and Kyle belatedly realized that Jude’s performance had all been a twisted display of power. Damien smirked as Jude pushed out of the booth.

  “So, Saturday, OK?” Jude said. “Tell Carla you have a school trip or something. See you later. Give Sera a big wet one for me, will you?” He tossed the last remark over his shoulder as he exited the diner. The rest of the boys obediently followed him, laughing like a pack of wild hyenas following the call of their leader.

  Kyle slouched against the cool Formica of the diner table and drew in a shuddering breath. What Jude had said about him having Azrath’s favor was true. He knew that Jude only tolerated him because of that, and if he ever wore out his usefulness to Azrath, talent or not, he was as good as dead. But Azrath needed him, more now than ever.

  Gifted with an unusual birthright, Kyle could read the auras of all manner of beings—mortal, immortal, celestial, bestial. Even if the beings were shaded or hidden, he knew what they were. He could see right through them. As a kid, the innate ability to sense hundreds of energies had been overwhelming, like too many screaming voices in his head at once. After his parents died, Kyle suppressed his gift and kept mostly to himself, falling in and out of the New York Foster Care system.

  But Kyle’s whole life changed once he was placed with Carla in Silver Lake when he first saw Sera, stuck in a tree near her bedroom window, one evening. She had obviously been trying to sneak out, but her skirt was tangled on a branch, rendering her unable to move up or down.

  “What are you doing?” he’d asked.

  “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m having a tea party,” she’d hissed back. “Are you going to stand there staring or help me down?”

  They’d been friends ever since.

  Sera had been the only person who’d ever made him feel anything. She made him want to be … better. It didn’t take long for Kyle to develop feelings for Sera, which he hid fiercely. He knew she didn’t feel the same way about him, and he didn’t want to lose her friendship. Worse, if she knew the truth about what he was, she’d think he was insane. So Kyle had convinced himself that she knew the little that was good about him, and that was all that mattered.

  He glanced at his watch. He didn’t have any other place to be, and cutting class without Sera wasn’t as fun. Breathing a long sigh, he turned his car toward Silver Lake High. At least she’d be there, if she ever decided to forgive him.
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  Sera sat in last period study hall chewing on the end of her pencil, still stewing. She knew Kyle wasn’t telling her everything. After four years, she could tell when he was lying, and he’d never seemed to be able to keep anything important from her.

  A scraping noise interrupted her thoughts, and she jumped as the object of her thoughts slid into the seat beside her.

  “What are you doing here, Kyle?” she snapped. “You don’t have study hall.”

  “I know, but I need to talk to you.” Sera could feel him staring at her, fidgeting. “Look, are we cool?”

  “No, we’re not,” she whispered through clenched teeth with a glance in the teacher’s direction. “You’re going to get me in trouble. Go away.”

  “Well, can we talk after school?”

  “We have play practice after school,” she said. “Unless your warden, Jude, commanded you to be somewhere else.”

  Sera turned to stare at him pointedly, half joking, and then froze at the uncomfortable expression on his face. It would be the last straw if he bailed on the play. They’d both been roped into it as part of their school’s diversity program, and despite Kyle’s antipathy for any Silver Lake extracurricular activities, he’d agreed to help out as a stagehand.

  Sera’s brows snapped together at the guilty look on Kyle’s face. “Seriously?”

  “Ser, I’m sorry, but I won’t be here for rehearsal,” he began. “Jude—”

  “Seriously?” Sera repeated, the flat of her palm slamming on the desk far louder than she’d intended. “I was just kidding about him deciding what you do or don’t do. What’s so important that you have to miss rehearsal?”

  They both jumped at the voice of the teacher. “Mr. Knox, you are not in this class. Kindly leave or report to the principal’s office. Miss Caelum, obviously I don’t need to remind you that this is study hall not chatting hall.”

  “Sorry,” they both muttered.

  “Ser, I’ll see you after class.” Kyle stood and leaned forward on the table, his head looming inches from hers. She wouldn’t look at him. “OK?”

  “Whatever.”

  Sera didn’t watch him leave, and only let out the breath she’d been holding after she heard the soft click of the door. If she’d looked at him, she would have exploded right on the spot. Sera sighed, focusing her gaze on her textbook. She had to admit, she felt really hurt that Kyle wasn’t going to finish the play with her. She’d enjoyed working on the set with him and was actually looking forward to the play.

  This year’s play for International Diversity Day was being put on in honor of Diwali, the Hindu festival of lights. It was a reenactment of the Ramayana, the story of Rama and Sita—a beautiful story about the power of love and forgiveness. Sera’s mother had first told her the story of Rama and Sita when she was little. When her class was brainstorming ideas for this year’s IB Diwali event, Sera had been the one to shyly suggest the story. The idea caught fire, and soon she found herself trying to find a way out of playing Sita; she certainly wasn’t an actress. Her skill was in art, so she was happy to work on the set and costume design instead.

  The last bell rang, jerking Sera out of her thoughts, and she headed to the auditorium for the final dress rehearsals. On the way there, she spotted Kyle lounging near the doors to the auditorium obviously waiting for her, and she ducked into a nearby classroom, fuming. She didn’t want to talk to him or hear any more of his tired excuses, so she took the long route to the auditorium instead. She’d finish the set work on her own. She didn’t need him.

  Inside, the auditorium was abuzz with activity as final touches were made to the set, and actors milled around rehearsing lines and joking about breaking legs for good luck. Sera made her way to the crowd on the far side.

  “Nice work, Sera,” someone called out. Her heart pounded with pride as she glanced at the set she’d helped construct—the king’s palace, the forest of exile, the tower where Sita was imprisoned, all of it. She’d even designed the costume for the fearsome demon king who kidnapped Sita. Another boy echoed the sentiment, and Sera flushed, mumbling her thanks. She wasn’t used to so much attention.

  “Hey, Mia,” she said to the sophomore who was playing the role of Sita. “You need help with makeup?”

  “Sure,” Mia said, smiling as she tugged on the top half of the vibrant red and green sari. After deftly finishing Mia’s makeup, complete with the red bindi in the middle of her forehead, Sera had an idea.

  “Give me your hands,” she told Mia, pulling out a jar from her bag. Her mother wouldn’t even notice that she’d borrowed some of her henna powder. “I want to try something.” She glanced at Mia. “It’s like a temporary tattoo, an old tradition. I’m pretty sure Sita in the stories had it on her hands. It can last a couple weeks I think,” Sera warned. “You cool?”

  “Yeah, sounds awesome. Go for it.” Mia’s eyes were wide with excitement as Sera dipped a thin paintbrush into a greenish paste and started drawing intricate swirls on the backs of Mia’s hands. Sera’s fingers moved fluidly and she didn’t stop, giving into the bizarre feeling that she’d done this before. Ever since seeing the girl’s hands in the mirror, she’d felt compelled to reconstruct the design, and Mia was a willing guinea pig.

  Vines curled in and out with a life of their own as her vision blurred, and Sera paused for a moment, wiping sweat from her eyes. She felt lightheaded and squeezed her eyes shut, white spots dancing behind her eyelids. When she looked back at her handiwork, to her horror the vines were still moving and now coiling toward her own fingers. They slid up, winding their way across her knuckles, up her wrists, and into her palms in a complex pattern.

  For a second, Sera thought she was dreaming, but she could clearly hear the conversation around her like she was in some kind of waking dream. And still the vines moved, concentric circles forming in her palm and extending to the tip of each finger, though painted by an invisible brush.

  “Ouch, you’re hurting me!” Mia cried.

  Mia’s voice was faint as tiny thorns flowered around each of Sera's scars and flowed to the middle of her wrists, creating a bow of sharp points bending outward like teeth. Sera could feel the piercing tips of them digging into her skin. She held Mia’s fingers in a white-knuckled death grip. They were her lifeline … her only tether to the real world. If she let go, she would be lost.

  Sera felt as if she were flowing out of her body, called away by some unseen presence. The boy in the Ravana costume that she’d designed rushed toward her, grinning and leering, his ten-headed mouths full of red pointy fangs. She’d never felt such eviscerating fear in her life—the fear of some long-forgotten memory now awakened. The demon’s arms reached out.

  Sera tumbled backward into the abyss of her vision.

  Ravana had stolen her away, imprisoning her in a castle that no one but he could reach. His demon breath was foul, the stench of him decaying everything around them. Her prison was in a desolate wasteland. “Come for me, Rama,” she cried, but her cries went unheard. No one could hear her where she’d been hidden. Still, she cried, pleading for her love to rescue her. But then, Ravana appeared in front of her, his ferocious heads snarling, his terrible teeth gnashing. “Forget Rama, you are mine now. For all eternity.”

  Sera couldn’t stop screaming.


  DECEIVER
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  Someone was shaking Sera so hard that her teeth rattled. Kyle’s face swam into focus. The boy in the Ravana costume backed away, shaking his head and mouthing the word, freak. Sera closed her eyes, her breathing shallow.

  “What happened?” she heard Kyle ask in a harsh tone.

  “I don’t know,” Mia said. “One minute she was drawing and then she completely spaced. She wouldn’t let go,” she said, nursing red-bruised fingers. “And then Mark came over to say thanks for the costume, and she lost it.”

  “I’m sorry,” Sera gasped weakly, glancing down at her bare pale hands. There were no vines, no tattooed teeth biting into her skin, and the vision of Ravana was gone. “I …” She trailed off with no idea of what she could say that wouldn’t make her sound crazy. “I’m sorry, Mia.”

  Sera’s pulse was still racing as Mia excused herself to finish dressing, darting another anxious look in Sera’s direction. Sera looked away. It’d all seemed so real. She shook her head to clear away the fuzziness and heaved a deep breath into her lungs to dissipate the terror that still lay on the edge of her subconscious. The fear she felt had been hers—no one could imagine that kind of suffocating horror.

  “Are you OK? You look like you saw a ghost,” Kyle said.

  Sera’s heart lurched. She wasn’t sure what she’d actually seen, but it hadn’t been a ghost or any kind of hallucination. It’d been some kind of memory. Her memory. But how was that even possible? She shook her head again. She’d been spending far too much time focusing on the play. That had to be the answer … it was the only logical explanation.

  But why had it felt so real?

  She wet her dry lips, attacking her residual anxiety with false bravado. “I’m fine.”

  “You want me to take you home?” Kyle asked. Sera nodded but then shook her head, remembering their earlier exchange.

  “I’m fine,” she repeated. “I’m just tired. Not that I need to explain anything to you.”

  “You don’t look fine.”

  “Kyle, I said I’m fine. And why are you here anyway? You’re done with the play, right? Don’t you have to go attend to Jude and his minions?” Sera knew her tone was scathing but she didn’t care. “No one else matters to you.”

  Hurt flashed across Kyle’s face. “Sera, you know that’s not true. You do.”

  “So stop hanging out with him.”

  “It’s not that simple,” Kyle said. “I can’t.”

  Sera shook her head. “I just don’t get it. What’s so important that you’d risk everything that matters to you—Carla, our friendship, your future?”

  “I told you. Jude—”

  “I know what you said. You owe him. But he can’t be trusted.” She stared at him in silence. It seemed so obvious that Jude was simply using Kyle. Why couldn’t Kyle see that?

  “I need him, Sera,” he said finally.

  Suddenly the lights flickered in the auditorium, interrupting their heated exchange. Dress rehearsal was about to begin. Sera stared blankly at the people on stage as everyone got into position. The lights dimmed and the first act opened, with Rama and Sita, newly married, at the palace, in edenesque bliss. But the story was soon to take a dark turn, as the king’s second wife conspired to send Rama into exile so her own son could be named heir to the throne. Sera sighed. Even in the play, the characters had secrets and hidden agendas.

  She jumped at the thump of Ravana’s entrance on stage, and an immediate dread curdled in the pit of her stomach. She couldn’t understand why the story was affecting her so viscerally, but for some reason, despite her fear, she couldn’t tear her eyes away. With each stomp of the demon king’s foot, her body jerked, and just as the demon snatched Sita away from Rama, Sera stood, hands shaking uncontrollably. It was far too close to what she’d imagined earlier.

  “I need to get out of here,” she mumbled to Kyle, suddenly dizzy. “I’m going to be sick.”

  It didn’t take Kyle long to drive them to Sera’s place, most of the ride spent in silence. She didn’t even speak when he followed her up to her room. She hadn’t actually invited him up, but she felt that she didn’t want to be alone. And she wanted to finish their conversation.

  “So, what happened back there?” Kyle ventured once they had reached her room. “Another hallucination?”

  “No,” she said with another deep breath. “Tell me the truth, Kyle, about what’s going on. It’s time for you to choose: me or Jude.”

  Kyle’s face drew tight, but Sera didn’t care. He’d told her that he owed Jude, but he hadn’t told her everything. She stared at him expectantly.

  He sighed. “Jude’s mixed up with some … people called Daeva. He took something very valuable from them, a rare substance called Fyre. It can cure any sickness, even fatal ones.”

  “A drug?” Sera asked, frowning.

  “Some people use it as a drug, yes, but Jude needs it to help a sick … uncle.”

  “Do I look stupid to you?” Sera fumed. She was furious. Did he think she would fall for something like this? She had never heard of anything called Fyre and, if something like that really did exist, how would Jude be the only one to know about it? And as far as she was concerned, Jude didn’t have a sick uncle, either.

  “Look, Ser,” Kyle said. “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s the truth.”

  Sera stared at him, pinching the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. “Kyle, you can’t afford to get mixed up with Jude. Whoever these Daeva are, it’s nothing to do with you. It’s his problem.”

  Kyle shook his head. “That’s where you’re wrong. It has everything to do with me.”

  They stared at each other in awkward silence, and then jumped at the sound of a door slamming followed by footsteps on the staircase.

  “Sera?” her mom’s voice called. “Is that you? Are you home?” Sera whirled toward Kyle, who stood half frozen, like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car.

  “Don’t just stand there. Move,” she hissed, pushing him toward her bathroom and turning on the speakers of her iPod dock. Loud music rushed out of them. The door to her bathroom clicked closed just as her bedroom door swung open. Her mother walked in.

  “Hi, Mom,” Sera said, her voice calm despite her racing heart. “Aren’t you supposed to be at yoga?”

  “Hi, darling. I was hoping you’d be home. How was school?”

  “Fine,” Sera said.

  “My class got canceled so I was thinking that maybe we could do an early dinner, just us girls. What do you think?” Sera chewed the inside of her lip, trying to find the most tactful way to get her mother out of her room before she was caught for having a boy—and particularly Kyle, whom her parents really didn’t like—in her bedroom.

  “Mom, I don’t feel that well. Can we do it tomorrow?” Sera said, staring at the floor and avoiding her mother’s eyes. “I actually came home early from play rehearsal.”

  “We need to talk, Sera,” her mother said, walking over to Sera’s desk with grim purpose. Sera frowned as she picked up a sketchbook and flipped it open. “Why don’t you tell me about these?”

  “You went through my stuff?” Sera said, grabbing the sketchpad and hugging it protectively to her chest.

  She was mortified that her mother had seen some of the last sketches she’d drawn after her dreams—impossible beings with multiple arms and faces, creatures with snarling mouths, and flying monsters. It was all there in shades of penciled gray.

  Her insanity.

  How could she have been so stupid as to leave the pad on her desk in plain sight of her parents?

  “No, of course not. I was looking for some pencils for a project that Nate and I are working on and I saw your sketchpad on your desk. I wanted to see what you’d been working on all summer.”

  “You could have asked me,” Sera said.

  Her mother nodded toward the sketchpad that Sera was still holding in a death grip against her chest. “Some of those drawings are dated months ago.”

  “Mom, please,” Sera said, her eyes darting to the bathroom. “It’s no big deal. Can we just drop it?”

  “No, Serjana, it is a big deal,” said her mother in a strange tone. “You’ve been having these dreams for a reason, a very real reason. It has to do with who you are, and possibly things that you’re going to think me crazy for saying to you. You have no idea how much I wish we didn’t have to have this conversation … but we must.” Her mother gently brushed a thick strand of purple and black hair out of Sera’s face, holding it between her thumb and forefinger and staring at it thoughtfully. A sad smile curved her lips as she released it. “And if those sketches are any indication, we need to talk now rather than later.”

  Something in her mother’s voice tugged at Sera. “What do you mean ‘who I am’?” Sera said, forgetting about Kyle for a second.
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