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Chapter 1–Emmie 
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Hurricanes have this way of resetting the clock for all of us.

They make you take stock of what matters and what can be swept away.

I knew this was going to be the worst part—sitting and waiting.

Not knowing when the rain would start, or how hard the wind would blow.

I knew what the gusts would sound like, and I knew they were coming. The weather reports had kept me on edge for days. I had done all the right things to get ready, and still I sat—waiting, bracing for impact. This was the part no one ever tells you about... how it feels. After the evacuators have left because they have somewhere else to go and the money to get there, after you’ve secured and packed and cooked and cleaned and prayed.

But I knew. And I knew everyone else around here knew, too—that slow tightening in your chest when the air changes, like it just had. I always knew when the storms would change—when they’d turn back or regenerate. People called it a sixth sense. Mostly it was annoying—nobody listened, it felt like a waste of a gift. What was the point of knowing important things when you couldn’t use them to help others? I tried to, though. I did what I could to tell everyone to get ready for it to hit today. I told my colleagues at the school and I had a quick text exchange with Chloe at the museum. I knew it would be this way, with the turn and the hit happening in the darkness. When hurricanes come ashore at night, that’s when it’s the worst—when the darkness has already consumed things, and you can’t do anything but wait and listen, holding your breath as the weather decides what to take from you this time.

Here I was, alone inside the house I’d bought. The one that felt like I’d built it board by board, only my construction of it came paycheck by paycheck. I had never owned a home before. It’s funny how pride and terror feel the same when you do. I ran the checklist through my head one more time, just to reassure my racing thoughts that I had done everything right—or at least everything I knew to do. I’d baked bread I probably wouldn’t eat. Cooked a pot of gumbo and saved it in the freezer. It was big enough for an army, just in case. I’d taped the windows, boarded the door and prayed. Then I’d sat down, hands folded, trying to breathe through the part that always came next: the waiting.

Waiting for wind.

Waiting for the rain.

Waiting for whatever this storm was going to take from me—or give back.

The electricity had gone a few hours back...I couldn’t use my phone because I wanted to save the charge so I was left alone with my own thoughts. A dangerous place for anyone. And in the darkness, I knew the heat was getting to me. I wiped a bead of sweat off my brow and scanned the room, looking for my water. That was when I noticed the glass bottle again—the one with the message in it. It sat on the table by the window, glistening in the candlelight. I’d found it days ago down by the dunes, half-buried in sand, crusted in salt and time. I’d meant to recycle it, or repurpose it, or take it to Chloe at the museum—but the hurricane was coming, and I’d gotten busy.

I could tell there was a message still stuck inside, and I wanted to take it out—really, I did—but a responsible archaeologist knows better. You don’t go investigating without the proper tools, or you risk losing something that could’ve been important.

And maybe that was part of why I hadn’t turned it over to Chloe, even though I knew keeping it was wrong. But there was something about that bottle—its color, maybe—that made me keep it. Sea-glass green, like a hummingbird’s throat.

Now the flame caught the curve of it, and I could’ve sworn I saw something move inside. Not move exactly—shift. Like light caught behind fogged glass. Maybe the paper inside was disintegrating from the heat of the candle.

So what? It’s probably just a stupid letter.

Maybe it’s not a stupid letter.

Maybe it’s an important letter, or a diary entry, or maybe it’s just a scrap—a receipt or something that got stuck inside—and now I was sitting here obsessing over a piece of beautifully shiny garbage.

I shook my head. Hurricane wind can make even the most level-headed people go a little off-kilter. I told myself the bottle was nothing, that I was just restless and storm-crazy with too many hours without power or company.

What could it hurt if I just shook out that one tiny piece of paper, just to figure out the story it was trying to tell? 

It’s unethical, Emmie. You know better.

I do know better.

But I stood anyway.

I crossed the room.

I reached out.

My fingertips brushed the bottle’s side—and the glass hummed like a struck bell.

It startled me. I hesitated, then decided not to try pulling the paper out—just to read whatever I could from the side. It might be clear enough, right?

I rubbed away the crust of salt and sand from the bottle’s surface.

The hum deepened—low, resonant, like something alive inside the glass.

I froze. The candle guttered. The air thickened with the scent of the storm and...tropical smoothies? My favorite kind, too: piña colada. That was new. My stomach lurched.

“Oh no, I’m doing it again,” I whispered. “This is it. Storm stress and dehydration. Classic hallucination.”

I was suddenly scared the glass would shatter so I wrapped my hands and a towel around it, hoping that would help. The glass bottle felt almost warm. “Listen, I know I should’ve taken you to the museum. I was going to, okay? I don’t want anything bad to happen to you! Look! I even wrapped you in a towel and everything. I’m really sorry. I should’ve taken you as soon as I found you but the hurricane warnings hit and then it was frantic prep time and now the power’s out and—”

The hum answered me. The bottle shimmered in my hands like it had caught a lightning strike and refused to let go. It was for sure going to shatter now and then I would feel so guilty and be stuck cleaning up broken glass before the worst of that storm had even gotten ashore. 

“I just thought you were pretty,” I said, half laughing, half crying now. “That’s all. I thought—maybe I could keep one beautiful thing, just this once. I didn’t mean to break any rules! It’s just—I’m terrified of storms. That’s why I’m standing here talking to a bottle.”

The glass flared white. 

And that’s when everything in my life changed. 
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Chapter 2–Dio
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For a creature who’d slept through centuries of storms, waking felt like being born mid-thunderclap.

Light, sound, her voice—all of it collided at once.

I coughed on air that tasted like sea-salt and candle smoke and guilt. I felt myself funneling out of the bottle and taking form. When my eyes adjusted, I saw her: barefoot, trembling, hair sticking to her cheeks, clutching the bottle like a confession.

“Hi,” I said before my mind caught up. My voice came out rough, still half-echo. “You called?”

She shrieked, dropped the bottle, then clapped both hands over her mouth.

I laughed, mostly out of relief that I could. “Easy, mortal. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I—what—who—” She backed against the counter, gesturing helplessly. “There was thunder, and the lights—oh my God, I’m hallucinating a man. I’m actually losing it.”

I tilted my head. Even through the panic, she glowed—some strange, stubborn brightness that pulsed stronger than the storm. It wasn’t just her fear I was seeing—it was recognition, like remembering a face from a dream. She was gorgeous, yes, but it hurt to look at her for some reason. That was interesting...and more than that, she was alive in ways that pulsed around her with all the colors that came with it—fear, pride, happiness, anger, shame. All there, beautifully warm and resonant and somehow familiar. 

I smiled, slow and uncertain. “No, I’m not a ghost. Not a hallucination either, though I can see how you’d think that. Call me Dio.”

“Dio?” she repeated. “Are you a—”

“Don’t ask. Whatever you were going to say...just don’t ask it. Not yet,” I said, winking. “We’ll get there. I need a moment to...calibrate.”

Thunder cracked so hard the house shuddered, and somewhere outside, the sea answered.

I could tell that inside, she was shaking. Not in a delicate tremor, but the kind of shiver that starts in the bones. She pressed the back of one hand to her forehead. “I’m dreaming,” she said, mostly to herself. “Or maybe I’ve finally snapped. I knew the stress was getting to me. First I talk to a bottle, now I’m talking to a man from the bottle. This is—this is fine. Totally fine.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re remarkably articulate for someone who’s having a breakdown.”

She blinked at me, wild-eyed, then let out a shaky laugh that cracked into something close to a sob. “You’re not helping. You can’t just—be here. People don’t—people don’t come out of bottles. I should’ve taken it to the museum. I was going to take it to the museum. Chloe would’ve known what to do and I know she heard me when I warned her about the storm.” Now she was pacing, “But the hurricane...things got busy—I tried to warn everyone the storm would hit at night and it would regenerate tomorrow even though I knew they probably wouldn’t listen.” 

How could she know that? And why wouldn’t anyone listen? 

There was something ancient in her voice, the way she paused before speaking—as if listening for echoes only she could hear. I’d heard that cadence once before, at Delphi long, long ago.

“...and now you’ve appeared, glowing in my living room like some kind of fever dream.” Her words tumbled over each other like debris in the tide. She clutched her temples, breathing fast. “That’s what this is, it’s a fever dream. I’m probably dying. Maybe I’m already dead.” 

I should’ve said something divine. Something wise. Instead, I said softly, “Hey. Breathe. I promise, I’m not here to smite or seduce you... yet.”

Her hand popped me square in the nose, breaking it. I doubled over as she smiled.

“Sorry.” She shrugged as though helpless. “Force of habit.”

“I think you broke my nose!” I shouted, not meaning to sound as forceful as it did. Greek god or not, a broken nose was painful—and bloody. I snapped my nose into place and shuddered as the cartilage knit itself back together.

Her smile faded as her eyes widened. “Oh my God. It just—healed. I actually broke it and you—what are you, Wolverine?”

“I’m not a wolverine.”

“Whoever you are...you just did weird healing magic or a trick or something and honestly, I know I’m not thinking straight right now.”

“It wasn’t a trick, it was science.” 

“No science I’ve ever seen.”

I nodded back, “Nevertheless. Mortals rarely see that kind of science even when it happens right in front of them, or they choose not to believe it. They don’t trust their senses then because they don’t understand what they’ve seen. They can’t control it, so to them it’s not real.” 

That earned a curious look from the woman, that flickered away almost immediately and was replaced with the impatience from before. She seemed to be waiting for me to continue so I clarified for her, “And my name is Dio.” 

“I don’t need to know your name to know you’re a monster. All men are monsters.” 

I quirked a brow at that and folded my hands behind my back, “All men are monsters? An interesting theory. Tell me more.” 

She took a giant breath in, steeling herself as the wind howled outside. It was dark in the room, but I could see her perfectly as she paused before deciding to speak. She surprised me by not raising her voice in defiance, but lowering it—as though confessing.

“I had this dream once that I was in charge of a branch of La Résistance—an underground movement to get people to safety. I failed because no one would listen when I told them not to stop. We were hiding in a house I knew would be compromised, and that’s when the Nazis came and found me—and everyone I was trying to protect.”

She gulped visibly and clutched her stomach. “They told me they were going to open up my daughter to see what made her so special.” Her voice weakened, there at the end. I’d seen that kind of fear before, more times than I’d like to admit. The reality of human treachery was almost always congruent: empires never stop repeating themselves.

“I don’t even know why I was worried about a daughter. I knew I didn’t have a child. I was desperate to protect everyone...all of the children. I didn’t even see a girl in our group at all. I think it was part of the cover...” Her voice trailed as a tear slipped down her cheek; she brushed it away. “Then they filed into one of the rooms in my house. I remember pleading with them to please take me, do whatever you want with me, just don’t hurt her and don’t hurt them! I screamed it so loud in my dream that I woke up. That’s when I decided I didn’t want anything to do with the Soul Trade or anything about past lives at all. I walked away from it altogether, grounded myself into the present to try to forget that wondering and that one experience because it’s torn such a hole in my heart, but I don’t think it ever went away, even when the Soul Trade ended. Knowing that what I saw was probably a memory and not just a dream...it left a scar.” 

I didn’t rush to comfort her. I listened, and for a moment, the storm outside paused.

“And that’s why all men are monsters?” 

“That’s one of many reasons why.” She hesitated and then began again, “I can’t be around groups of men because when I see them, even if they don’t even speak to me, even if they’re just taking a walk and pass me without even looking at me, I immediately want to turn around and sprint as far and as fast as I can to get away. I have always been seconds away from a fight. I know how to protect myself.” 

She exhaled sharply, “Then I had a really bad experience with an ex-boyfriend that just validated that need for me. Maybe that feeling isn’t a past life thing at all. In my heart I’m always ready to run and I’m always ready to fight. Maybe that’s not a good thing—or maybe it is...maybe that’s how I survived.” 

I nodded back at her, even more curious by her familiarity especially after hearing her thesis on men and monsters. “You did survive. Most mortals mistake surviving for weakness. It’s the opposite.”

“It is. I know what I need to do to survive.” Her voice grew from a whisper, “And that’s why you have to go.”  

She reached for the nearest pillow and hurled it at me.

“Go!” she yelled.

I ducked. “Excuse me?”

She grabbed another pillow and lobbed it like she’d been practicing. “Get out! Go back in your—your bottle! Or wherever you came from!”

“Stop throwing things!” I laughed, dodging. “You’re going to knock over a candle and start a fire!”

“Too late!” She hurled one more for good measure. “The fire’s in me and it’s not going away as long as you’re here. I swear I’ll start throwing canned goods next if you don’t get out!”

“Tragic,” I said, holding up my hands. “You won’t hurt me, do you really want to dent your pantry?”

One by one I returned the pillows to their places, slowly moving them through the air. 

She rolled her eyes, panting. “I would’ve picked them up myself, I need things to be tidy to feel comfortable. But I have no idea what to do with this.” She gestured to me, waving her hand up and down my body. “I need to do more emotion work, obviously.” She sank down to the floor, head in her hands, “My therapist is going to have a field day.” 

I sank down next to her, tilting my head. “Why can’t you just be excited that I’m here? I’m a genie! Well—for the purposes of this... interaction, I am...”

Her jaw dropped. “A genie.”

“Yes! And if you want to make me leave, just make your wishes and I can be on my way and you can be on yours, back to being—angry, skeptical, existential, whatever it is you would’ve described yourself as being before now.”

“Fine.” She crossed her arms. “I wish for a new blender, some nice fruit trees, and two cats—a gray one named Smokey and an orange one named Pumpkin. There. Done. You can go now.”

“It doesn’t work like that.”

“Why not?”

“Because I can tell you’re not feeling it. Those were test balloons. I need to know you’re wishing with sincerity, or this will never work.”

“I’m feeling it.” She huffed. 

“No you’re not.” 

She stared at me, incredulously. “Why can’t you just listen and leave? If you’re my hallucination you should.”

“I’m not a hallucination.” 

“Yes you are!” She huffed a breath and crossed her arms, “And you’re kind of annoying.” 

“Charming, you mean.” 

That earned me a groan and another near-miss from a pillow, right as another flash of lightning lit up the room. 

This time I caught the pillow. “Now, if you could just make your real wishes, I can be on my way. I’m not much for hurricanes and it’s really hot here. And you...” I tilted my head, studying her. Something was maddeningly familiar about her. Usually mortals flinched or blinked, but her eyes held steady. “You feel too familiar for this to end quietly, so—”

Something inside her seemed to snap. “Familiar? To you? You’re a hallucination! And you know what? I’m done. Okay? I’m not arguing with a mirage. I’m going to bed. You can just...disappear, or whatever it is that you do.”

She turned away, the storm roaring behind her, but I stayed where I was—watching that flicker behind her anger. And that’s when I knew: this woman wasn’t fragile. She was feral in her own quiet way, fighting panic with humor, grief with sarcasm, the storm with sheer willpower. Even in the candlelight, she glowed—the reflection off the bottle painting sea-glass light across her skin. I’d met queens who hid behind power, saints who drowned in virtue, others who begged for immortality—but none of them had ever looked at me quite like she did now: part vulnerability, part strength, entirely human.

Beautiful. Defiant. Unaware.

The wind rattled the windows, but the air inside stilled—as if her breath steadied the world, and the storm, for once, obeyed.
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The anger burned itself out fast. My hands were shaking, stupidly, uselessly. I hated that my body didn’t know the difference between fury and fear. And yes, there was fear...I was afraid I would die here in this house I’d finally been able to afford. And maybe it was the fear or exhaustion or the absurdity of realizing I’d just hallucinated the best-looking man I’d ever seen—but something in me suddenly refused to keep walking.

Halfway down the hallway, I just stopped.

The air shifted, heavy and electric, like the storm had followed me inside.

I was overheated, probably hallucinating—and couldn’t find my water.

I didn’t really want to go to bed, it would just be more cramped and hot. 

I didn’t really know what I needed...

And then it hit me—what I actually wanted. 

Water. 

I marched back to the living room, still frustrated but less angry. Then the room swayed, and I reached for the nearest solid thing. Unfortunately, the nearest solid thing was him.

“Careful,” he said, his hands strong on my elbows, steadying me, gentle but sure.

I froze. Every instinct in my body fired at once—don’t touch him, don’t let him touch you, not now, not ever. But my pulse thudded in my ears and I felt myself waver. He wasn’t even holding me, just helping me be stable, but even that was enough to send my nerves sparking.

I took a step back. Breathe, Emmie. You’re here. I could hear my therapist reciting her refrain: Emmie, you’re safe. You have to let go sometimes.  

So I did. I looked up at him. And he just waited—arms slightly open, as if he’d understood what I needed before I did.

“I need to know,” I whispered.

“Know what?”

“That you’re real.”

“Do you often doubt your own experience?”

I hesitated. “Yes.”

“I’m real.”

“And I need to know that you’re not going to hurt me.”

He looked confused. “Of course I’m not going to hurt you.”

“And I need to know that I’m safe—even if you’re here.”

“You’re safe,” he whispered.

“Why should I trust you?” He didn’t move, didn’t even breathe. His voice was soft, almost reverent. “Because I’ve learned what it’s like to live not knowing what comes next,” he said quietly. “It’s hard.”

That was it. The truth. That was all I needed. 

Maybe he was lying. 

Why would he lie? 

My voice of doubt was right. Why would my hallucination lie? So maybe he really was telling the truth...but that didn’t mean he was real. I had to get more information. So I took one step, then another, slow as tide coming in, and rested my hand against his fingers first—just that. He felt steady and real. Then the rest of me followed. His arms folded around me, careful as weather deciding what it wanted to be.

That’s when the air changed. It wasn’t electricity—more like the instant before lightning, when the world tastes of metal and heat. A pulse rippled through the room, soft but definite as his arms tightened around my back in the best hug I’d ever had. 

Something heavy unclenched in me that I didn’t know I’d been holding onto for years. I sighed into his neck, not really meaning to. I was hot and sweaty and gross, but he smelled like the beach and midnight rain. The candle flared, then steadied again, the flame taller and brighter.

“Thank you,” I whispered. “I guess I needed that.”

Behind me, something clinked. My hummingbird cup chimed, sliding an inch across the counter and sloshing some water on the counter, as though the air itself had sighed.

I jerked back, heart hammering. “That’s why I came back in here. I needed to get my water.” I pointed toward the kitchen, “But why is my cup moving?”

“A side effect,” he said. “Of proximity.”

“Proximity?” My voice pitched up. “That was electricity, not proximity—stop doing science I don’t understand in my kitchen!”

He laughed, softer this time. “You’re hilarious.”

“I’m delirious.”

“Fine, you’re both.”

The wind slammed against the house again, rattling the boards, but it didn’t feel as terrifying now. Maybe because I’d already gone past fear into something else, maybe
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