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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This book exists because of a twelve-year-old boy who stayed up way too late reading It by flashlight.

Stephen King taught me that the monsters we face as children never really leave us — they just wait for us to grow up and face them again. The Eternal Hon is my love letter to that truth. It’s the story I needed to write about what happens when the three kids who once held back the dark come back as adults, still carrying the weight of that promise.

Some stories you outgrow. This one grew with me.

Thank you for reading.
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DEDICATION
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Dedicated with much love to my #1 fan – my hero; my mom
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EPIGRAPH
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“We do not see things as they are. We see them as we are.” — Anaïs Nin

“Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too. They live inside us, and sometimes, they win.” — Stephen King

“Come on, darling, don’t fear the fire... Let me teach you how to burn.” — The Pied Piper of the Inland Empire
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CHAPTER 1: THE THREE WHO FOUND EACH OTHER
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The heat came off the asphalt like a living thing.

Denny had learned to read the ways heat moved through Riverside the way some people read clouds. The kind that rippled off the road in afternoon waves meant you could probably find shade under one of the old warehouse eaves if you knew where to look. The kind that pressed down from above, heavy and still, meant the town had folded in on itself again—everyone locked inside somewhere cool, leaving the industrial edges empty. That was the good kind of heat, the kind that made exploring possible.

He'd been alone in the empty lot for maybe twenty minutes when he saw the girl with red hair.

She came around the corner of the old citrus packing facility like she owned the place, which meant she'd been exploring the same way Denny did: without asking permission, without telling anyone where she was going, letting instinct and boredom do the navigation. Her hair was that weird copper-red that caught the sun, and she had it pinned up in some kind of clip that was already coming loose. Even from a distance, Denny could see she was the kind of kid who didn't stay still long enough for accessories to cooperate.

"This place is dead," she said, not as a greeting but as an observation delivered to whoever might care. Mostly to herself.

"Yeah," Denny said, which was stupid, but she hadn't jumped at seeing him, so maybe she didn't mind that he was there. "Everything good is always dead."

The girl turned to look at him properly then. She had green eyes that were too bright for the heat and too knowing for a kid he didn't recognize. "You exploring or hiding?"

"Does it matter?"

"I guess not." She extended her hand. "I'm Ara. Well, actually I'm Sashara, but everyone who knows me calls me Ara."

Denny shook her hand, which felt strange and formal in a way that made him like her immediately. "Denny. Just Denny."

"You go to Lincoln?"

"Jefferson. Last year I was at Monroe, but—" He didn't finish. There wasn't really a good way to explain why he'd changed schools. Better to just let people assume it was normal district shift. "You?"

"Lincoln," she said. She was already walking deeper into the lot, toward the skeleton of an old truck that had been slowly returning to rust for probably a decade. "I come out here when my mom's being too much, you know? Like, she loves me a lot, but she's very—" Ara made an expansive gesture, as if trying to capture something too big for her hands. "Very. Everything with her is very. So I come here where it's quiet and dead and no one's expecting anything from me."

Denny followed. He understood immediately. "My parents are kind of the opposite," he said. "Like, they're nice people, but there's always this thing they need me to figure out. Like I'm supposed to be the one who keeps everyone fine."

"That sounds exhausting."

"It is," Denny said, and it surprised him that he said it out loud, to a stranger, in a dead lot at the edge of Riverside. "I don't even know why."

They were examining the old truck's gutted interior when Serenity found them.

She came from the other direction—from the side of the lot that backed up to some kind of machinery shed—and she was mad about something. You could tell by the way she walked, all rigid and contained, like she was holding something very carefully and furious about having to do it.

"This lot is private property," she announced, which was technically true but also completely useless because private property in places like this mainly meant the owners had given up trying to protect it.

"We're leaving," Ara said, which was a lie. She had no intention of leaving.

"I didn't say you had to leave," Serenity said, which was weird because her whole presentation suggested she had said exactly that. She was Chinese or part Chinese, Denny thought, and her hair was also long but pinned up exactly right—not a strand out of place. She had the look of someone whose life was a series of perfect schedules that kept breaking. "I was just pointing out the fact. In case you didn't know."

"We knew," Ara said. She grinned. "We didn't care."

Serenity looked at Ara for a long moment, and Denny watched something shift in her face. Not softening, exactly, but like she'd been wound up about something and someone had finally answered her in a language that made sense.

"I'm Serenity," she said. She said it like it meant something, like it was a statement of purpose.

"Ara."

"Denny."

They didn't shake hands. They just stood there in the heat, three kids who didn't quite fit in their own lives, examining each other the way you might examine something you found and weren't sure if you wanted to keep.

"You come here a lot?" Serenity asked Ara.

"Sometimes. You?"

"I live like three blocks from here. I come when I need to think about things." She paused. "Without my parents asking me questions about feelings I can't articulate."

"My mom does that too," Ara said. "It's like, I know I feel stuff, but I don't know the words for it, you know?"

Denny felt something uncurl in his chest. Not quite relief—he wasn't used to relief—but something close to it. The knowledge that he wasn't the only person in Riverside who felt like a foreign thing living in human skin.

"We should keep exploring," Serenity said. It wasn't a suggestion; it was a plan being formed in real time. "If we're already here, and none of us are supposed to be anywhere, we might as well see what there is."

They made an odd trio walking through the lot. Ara bounced between them like something that couldn't decide which direction was most interesting. Serenity moved with purpose, like she was documenting everything for some kind of final report. Denny fell somewhere between—observing, translating, keeping them from spiraling too far in different directions.

It was Ara who found the old building.

It wasn't much—just a collapsed structure that had probably been an office or storage facility once, its roof long since surrendered to the elements. But inside, somehow still intact, was a shelf of books. Not new books. Old books. The kind that had been rained on and dried out and rained on again, their spines split and their pages warped. Most of them were unreadable. But Ara pulled one out—a slim, strange thing with half its cover burned away—and when she opened it, text spilled out in a language that looked old and purposeful.

"Don't touch that," Serenity said automatically.

"Why not?" Ara held the book up to the light coming through the broken roof. "It's already dead."

"Things don't have to be alive to matter," Serenity said, but her eyes were on the book now, and Denny could see her recalibrating. "What does it say?"

Ara squinted at the burned spine. "I can't tell. Some of the letters are gone." She turned the book over carefully, reverently. "But it's like... it was waiting for us."

Denny knew she was being theatrical. Ara seemed like the kind of girl who was always a little bit theatrical. But when she said it—"it was waiting for us"—the hair on his arms stood up anyway. Not like fear exactly. Like recognition.

"We should name ourselves," Ara said, still holding the book. "Like, right now, this moment. We should make it mean something."

"That's silly," Serenity said, but she didn't walk away.

"Yeah, but like—" Ara looked at both of them, her eyes catching the strange light in a way that made them look older than twelve. "We're different, right? Like, all of us. We don't fit anywhere normal. So maybe we need our own thing. Our own group. Our own names."

Denny thought about it. He thought about the way Ara seemed to burn with some kind of energy she couldn't quite control, the way Serenity needed to organize everything to keep herself from falling apart, the way he somehow always ended up in the middle of things that weren't his problem but which he couldn't seem to walk away from.

"Balance," he said quietly. "I'm the balance."

Serenity understood immediately. "Yang," she said. "Structure. Order. The thing that holds."

"Then I'm Yin," Ara breathed. She was still holding the book, still transfixed by it. "Fire. The thing that transforms. The thing that burns."

"The Grey Codex," Denny said. He didn't know where it came from. It just appeared in his mouth fully formed, like he'd been waiting his whole life to say it.

Ara repeated it, testing it. "The Grey Codex."

Serenity nodded, once. A commitment. A pact.

The wind changed.

It came up from nowhere—the industrial outskirts of Riverside in summer were usually still and dead—and it brought sound with it. Music, but not music. A song on the radio somewhere bleeding through the heat, distorted and strange. The melody was familiar in a way that made Denny's stomach clench. Something current, something he'd heard a hundred times on the radio or in Ara's headphones. But the words were wrong. The chorus looped back on itself, and the pitch was off, like someone had taken a song he knew and broken it slightly, twisted it just enough to make it unsettling.

The three of them stood perfectly still.

The music didn't last long. Twenty, maybe thirty seconds. Then the wind died, and the sound with it, and they were left in the hot silence again.

"Did you hear that?" Ara asked.

"Yeah," Denny said.

"I don't know what that was," Serenity said. She sounded very young suddenly, and very afraid.

The book slipped from Ara's hands. It fell to the ground without anyone moving to catch it.

Denny picked it up and tucked it under his arm. Something told him not to leave it here. Something told him that this moment—this stupid, small moment of three kids in a dead lot in Riverside—was the exact moment their lives divided into before and after.

He didn't say that out loud.

Instead, he said: "We should come back tomorrow. With stuff. We could make this place ours. A headquarters or something."

Ara looked at him, and her face shifted back into brightness. "Yeah," she said. "Yeah, we should."

"Okay," Serenity said. She said it like she was committing to something larger than exploring a building. "We'll meet here. Same time. And we don't tell anyone."

"About the headquarters?" Ara asked.

"About any of it," Serenity said. "Not about here. Not about us. Not about—" She paused, and Denny saw her searching for a word. "Not about the music."

The three of them stood there as the afternoon heat pressed down again, as Riverside reasserted itself around them—the distant sound of traffic on the highway, the particular silence of industrial spaces in summer. The music was already starting to feel unreal. Like maybe they'd all heard it wrong. Like maybe Denny had imagined it.

But he didn't think he had.

And when he looked at Ara and Serenity, he could tell they didn't think so either.

"Tomorrow," he said.

"Tomorrow," they agreed.
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CHAPTER 2: THE GIRL WHO FEELS TOO MUCH
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The kitchen smelled like garlic and wine and her mother's perfume—something expensive that Ara could never remember the name of, that her mom ordered from a catalog and wore even though there was never money for it. Lila was making pasta, which meant she was happy about something, or sad about something, because cooking was how her mother processed all the big feelings that had nowhere else to go.

"Baby, you're home!" Her mother turned from the stove, wooden spoon in hand, her face doing that thing it always did when she saw Ara—lighting up like Ara was the most important and surprising thing that had happened all day. Which was nice. Which was also exhausting.

"Yeah, I was at that lot we talked about. The industrial place." Ara set her backpack down and tried to make her voice sound normal, which meant not-too-excited, not-too-sad, just-fine. She was getting better at just-fine.

"Did you see anything interesting?" Her mother turned back to the stove, but her whole body was angled toward Ara the way it always was, like she was never quite turned away even when she had to be.

Ara thought about the three of them standing in the heat. About the music that didn't belong. About the moment when they'd named themselves and something in the air had shifted.

"No," she said. "Just old buildings. Trash. The usual."

"You should be careful out there, mija. There's weird people sometimes, and—"

"I know, Mom. I'm careful."

"I know you are, but you're also brave and sometimes brave people don't think about consequences—"

"Mom."

Her mother laughed and stirred the sauce. "I know, I know. I'm doing the thing. Your abuela says I do the thing where I make everything about my own worries. But you know that's not true, right? I just love you very much."

"I know," Ara said, and she did know. That was the whole problem. She knew exactly how much her mother loved her, and it was so much, so constant, so overwhelming that sometimes she had to leave the house just to breathe. And then she felt guilty for leaving, so she hid it. So she lied. So she came home with just-fine in her voice and a small smile and pretended she was fine fine fine.

"Taste this," her mother said, offering her the wooden spoon. "Is it good? Is it enough garlic? I feel like it needs more garlic."

Ara tasted it. It was perfect. It was always perfect. Her mother's cooking was one of the things that actually worked in their house, one of the reliable things, and it made Ara angry sometimes that everything else was so hard and broken and her mother just kept loving her anyway, kept trying, kept making pasta and asking her about her day like Ara was a normal daughter with normal feelings instead of this thing that felt too big and too sharp and too much.

"It's good," Ara said. "It's perfect."

Her mother smiled, and Ara felt the weight of that smile on her chest.

School the next day was worse.

It wasn't anything big. It was Mrs. Hartley in English class, asking them to share their thoughts on what they'd read, and Tommy Chen (who was always kind of mean in that careless way some kids were) saying that the main character in the story was "too emotional" and "needed to chill out," which was funny to most of the class but which, for some reason, today, right now, in this particular moment, made something in Ara's chest crack open like an egg.

She raised her hand.

"Actually," she said, and her voice was shaking in a way she couldn't control, "being emotional doesn't make someone weak. And there's nothing wrong with feeling things. Some of us feel things intensely because we're paying attention to the world. Because we're not just walking around numb and disconnected."

The class went quiet.

Tommy looked at her like she'd slapped him, which maybe was fair because it kind of felt like she had. Mrs. Hartley's expression shifted into that carefully neutral thing teachers got when a student was about to embarrass themselves.

"Ara, I appreciate the passion," Mrs. Hartley said, and oh god, the word passion did something to Ara's face. It made her feel exposed. "But let's remember to be respectful of our classmates—"

"I'm being respectful. I'm telling the truth. And the truth is that Tommy thinks feeling things is stupid, and a lot of people think that, and it's why people like the character in the book end up feeling like they have to hide everything. Like being emotional is something to be ashamed of."

Her heart was pounding. Her hands were shaking. She could feel every eye in the classroom on her face, and she could feel them judging her, deciding that she was the too-emotional one, the one who couldn't handle a joke, the girl who was too much again.

Mrs. Hartley asked her to step into the hallway.

The conversation that followed was careful and kind and absolutely devastating in the way that careful, kind conversations always were. Ara had been "disruptive." Ara had "escalated unnecessarily." Ara was "clearly dealing with strong emotions that might benefit from talking to the counselor."

What Mrs. Hartley meant was: You're too much. You need to contain yourself. Everyone would like you more if you were smaller.

Ara had heard it before, in a hundred different ways. From teachers. From girls at school. From her mother's friends who wanted her to be quieter, calmer, less intense. Even from Denny and Serenity yesterday, though they'd been nicer about it, though they'd seemed to understand in a way that most people didn't.

She got home and went straight to her room and wrote about it in her journal—the one with the black cover and the pages that were already getting torn from being written on so hard—and she wrote Tommy's words and Mrs. Hartley's words and all the words that meant the same thing: too much, too loud, too bright, too intense.

That night, she fell asleep while writing.

And that's when she heard the music.



The dream didn't feel like a dream. It felt like waking up into something that had been waiting for her. The music was there first—a melody that was almost recognizable, almost a song she'd heard before, but twisted somehow. The notes were in the wrong order, or the wrong pitch, like someone had taken a radio hit and broken it just slightly, just enough to make it hers.

She was standing in her room, but her room was also not her room. The walls were the same sage green her mother had painted them when Ara was ten, but they were breathing. The posters of bands she loved were still there, but the faces in them were looking at her instead of looking forward.

You don't have to keep pretending you're small.

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere. It sounded like her own voice if her own voice was older, cooler, more sure of itself. More powerful. When Ara turned around, there was a woman standing in her doorway.

She was tall and elegant and she had red hair just like Ara's, but hers was longer, more luxurious, catching the light in a way that looked almost supernatural. She wore dark clothes that looked expensive, and she was smiling like she knew every secret Ara had ever kept.

"Who are you?" Ara asked, but she already knew. Some part of her already knew.

"Someone who understands," the woman said. She stepped into the room and her movement was fluid, graceful, nothing like the awkward way Ara moved through the world. "Someone who sees how bright you burn and doesn't ask you to dim it. Do you know how exhausting it is, pretending? Making yourself small so other people can feel comfortable around your fire?"

Ara's throat tightened. "Everyone says I'm too much."

"They're afraid," the woman said simply. "Because they're small. Because their fire died a long time ago, or they never had one to begin with. But you—" She reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind Ara's ear, and her fingers were cool and smooth. "You have so much fire. So much power. Why are you hiding it?"

The music was getting louder. It was prettier now, more seductive, the kind of music that made you want to move to it, dance to it, surrender to it. The words were almost coming together: You don't have to keep pretending you're small / They're afraid of how bright you burn / Let me teach you how to let go.

"What do you want?" Ara whispered.

"Nothing you don't want to give," the woman said. She was so close now that Ara could smell her—roses and something metallic underneath. "I just want to show you what you could be if you stopped apologizing for existing. If you stopped making yourself smaller to fit into other people's comfort zones."

Ara thought about Tommy's careless cruelty. About Mrs. Hartley's careful condescension. About her mother's overwhelming love that made her feel guilty for being a burden. About Denny and Serenity, who had seen her yesterday and hadn't run away, but who she could still feel watching her like they weren't sure if she might explode.

"If you let me in," the woman said, "you'll never have to feel ashamed again. You'll never have to hide. You can burn as bright as you want, and people will worship the light instead of being afraid of it."

Ara's hand reached out. She didn't decide to do it—it just happened. The woman's fingers were waiting, cool and certain.

"Don't," Ara said. But she said it to herself, not to the woman. A desperate, last-minute reminder.

The woman smiled, and for just a second, her eyes flashed silver.

"Not yet," she said. "But soon. You're going to come to me, Ara Jones. They all do eventually. The ones who burn as bright as you. The ones who are tired of pretending. You're going to want this so much you'll stop being able to say no."



Ara woke up gasping.

Her heart was pounding. Her sheets were soaked with sweat. And in her mouth, underneath her tongue, was a taste like metal and roses.

She lay there in the dark of her room, breathing hard, and tried to convince herself
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