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​Prologue
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Hands crushing my throat. 

I gasped for air and found none. I dug my nails into Rex's forearms and pulled until I felt blood well up underneath my fingers. My vision started to swim. I was going to die here on the cold stone floor. I was going to die and my friends would never know what happened to me.

I reached my fingers towards my baseball bat beside me, stretched as far as I could. He was so heavy on top of me. My eyes watered, my limbs burned.

Please God, whatever god is out there, please let me reach this bat.

And somewhere out there, something answered.

I gave one final stretch, and my fingers fumbled over the wood, just enough to roll it towards me. An inch. A quarter. Even less than that. And then I had it. 

Rex, so sure of his victory, so busy enjoying the thrill of slowly murdering a kid, didn't see my swing coming in from the side. The bat clubbed him in the head and he tumbled off of me, dazed. I gasped a deep, agonizing breath, the room spun end over end, and I staggered to my feet. 

But he was a trained killer. He would not stay down for long.

"Swing."

I swung. The bat, so heavy in my leaden grasp, bounced off him with a dull thud. 

"Swing."

I swung. A loud, wet crack reverberated up my arms.

"Swing."

I swung. 

And I swung.

And I swung.

Until my bat broke against his fractured skull. Until his brain and blood were splattered across the ground. Until my throat was raw from screaming and I was blinded by my tears.

I swung.
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House Fire


Lisa


​


Missed Call




Missed Call




​Missed Call


​


​I miss you​

AkaiGema



I’m sorry​

AkaiGema




​This number is no longer in service.



I was still in my room playing video games.

Tap tap tap tap beep beep tap.

Six months I’d been sitting here in the dark. Callie died. It was my fault. After a month, people I thought were my friends hadn’t been. After two, people I thought were family weren’t. Six months. Just me and my dog. Mom had barely come home so she didn’t get the honor of being someone I considered to be ‘in my life’.

When I first set foot on American soil after nearly a decade in Japan, I’d thought to myself “Hi, nice to meet you! I’m 5 foot nothing with a sporty streak, I play video games, and I like to draw. I’m a catch! Can’t wait to be surrounded by friends!”

I had been. And then my link to all those friends had died. She’d fucking died. The world we live in demands that people like her, like me, stop existing. Make way for the people that matter. 

Six months.

Last semester my grades suddenly dropped and I stopped attending school. Grades dropping is about the only thing that will get teachers to give a shit about you. Usually I was acting out, getting into fights, rebelling against authority; it was when I went silent that they knew something was very wrong. I wasn’t depressed, though, just grieving. I passed my exams, summer came, and as expected, no one gave a fuck after that.

Six months.

I paused the game. It was a brutally hot summer night–a spaghetti strap and boy shorts kind of night. It’d be too hot to sleep in the parts of New York too poor to get AC. I climbed over my bed to the window and pushed it open. Lucky me, I wasn’t in those parts.

My mom, Meridia, was never home because she was always working. Always working at some mysterious job that I wasn’t allowed to know anything about. Dad was long dead, long enough that his face was just a blur in my memory. It was after he died that Mom took us back to Japan. Under the main branch of the ancient Sato family matriarch—my grandmother—we were wealthy, comfortable, and safe. 

Then Meridia had thrown it all away to come back to America. Now here I was: Tucked away in a corner of Brooklyn Heights. Still wealthy, still comfortable, and still suffocatingly safe.

I wanted to punch through the screen and crawl out the window towards the freedom I could see in the 2A.M. skyline of Manhattan proper. An entire world out there with people and places I could go and find if I just had it in me. 

Wealthy, comfortable, safe, and above all alone.

But I lowered my fist. I didn’t have it in me.

That scream boiling inside of me grew louder. While other kids my age would be starting to get their sleep schedule fixed for the school year, I was rotting away watching the city lights, eyes squinting against an atrociously hot wind washing over my face. The only sound here tonight was a truck idling nearby. We didn’t usually get traffic through this area after dark. Just quiet, quiet, quiet.

Where’s the damn explosion?! Where’s the energy? Where’s the whirlwind blasting through my door with a brand new bruise, a wild kiss on my lips, and a story to tell?

I clenched my fists again and turned away from that stupid window with the wonderful, beautiful world beyond. I walked back around the room and clicked off the game. The old CRT TV went next, dropping me into darkness. These old games didn’t have a save function at all, I’d just have to pick it up tomorrow. Again.

I watched the reflection of myself in the TV, distorted by the lingering static. My pulse pounded in my ear. Her face. Her eyes. Her hands on my body. I turned away–grabbed the windowsill and squeezed my eyes shut. Clenched my teeth until they might’ve cracked.

And so I went to bed that way. It was just another night, same as it ever was.

I left the window open to let the sound of that truck add something to the silence of my room. Then, with a yawn, I flumped down onto my bed, cold and just too big for me alone. I curled up around my pillows, before slowly turning to groan and shield my eyes from the light on the ceiling. 

I blinked.

Blinked twice more.

... When had I even turned the light on?

I squinted, trying to make out what I was seeing on the ceiling. It was blurry and indistinct at the edges, like my brain didn’t want to acknowledge it. And yet, flames on my ceiling. A rippling fire that slowly spread out and then up into an unmistakable grin, wide and malevolent. 

The thing–the creature–dropped from the ceiling onto me, yet the flames stayed up on the ceiling like an extension of itself. It landed searing hot and with a smothering weight. I tried to cry out in pain but the hot air I sucked in burned my lungs and set me coughing instead. Alarm bells went off in my head, and old instincts took over from when I still trawled the streets with Callie picking useless fights with other kids. I pulled in my knees and pushed them under the creature. I heaved again and again, even as my feet burned and the creature spread its flames across the bed, until finally, with a massive, desperate shove, the creature launched upwards just enough that I had a split second to roll out from under it.

The cold and scratchy carpet was a hollow comfort.

The creature landed on the far side of the room. Everywhere it touched, everywhere it even resided in space, was left burning in the wake of it’s snakelike body. I backed up towards the door, my lagging brain still just trying to figure out what the hell was happening, as hands, sharpened claws of fire, reached out towards me promising a horrible death.

I turned to run and—an invisible force grabbed me out of the air. The world tilted, and like I weighed nothing at all, my momentum simply reversed to the opposite direction. I crashed backwards into my games shelf, and the creature pulled the whole thing down onto my head. Decades of plastic consoles, cartridges, and CD-ROMs cascaded over me along with the heavy wooden shelf. This time I did cry out in pain.

No time to rest. Fight or die. I squirmed partially out from under the shelves and saw to my horror that the creature was still growing larger, stronger, and more alive by the minute. The flames on the ceiling had spread to the walls, and the heat became unbearable as it lowered its face down to mine.

Spooky barked suddenly from outside my room, way downstairs. A loud boof. The creature froze and looked towards the doorway. I took the chance to buck my hips and throw it back into the wall and off of me. I squirmed again as fast as I could, out from under the shelf and under the bed just in time for its grabbing hands to miss my ankle and singe my already burnt socks instead. I came out the other side already rising from the floor to run as fast as I could out the door.

I gasped down the clear air in the hallway. As soon as I reached the stairs, only steps away from my bedroom door, Spooky barreled around the corner of the landing below and shot past me. 

“Spooky no!” I turned right around and dashed back into the flames to save my dog. 

He took a wide stance in front of my bed, barking and barking, angry like I’d never heard him before. All black, thin but full of muscle, and nearly as big as me. He may have been a show dog once but right now he was a guard dog, and a damn good one at that. The flames pushed back into the corner near the ceiling to watch him and re-think its strategy, but Spooky gave it no time. He launched himself up, floor to ceiling, right into the core of the flames with his teeth barred. The creature’s howl was not unlike a deep fryer crackling as Spooky’s jaws clamped around the densest portion of the flames and gravity slammed them to the floor. Snarling, Spooky shook his head back and forth like a cat with a mouse. The creature’s long body slammed into the floor and walls, throwing sparks across my room. 

I covered my nose with my top, grit my teeth against the pain I knew would come, and reached my hand into the inferno. There, I grabbed hold of Spooky’s collar and yanked hard, harder! He refused to budge. His shaking knocked me off my feet and down onto the carpet where the flames, still spreading even with the creature under attack, closed in on me.

I had no choice. I leapt for Spooky’s chain and leash on the wall beside my door and crawled my way below the climbing smoke to loop them through the collar. I pushed myself to my knees, and with the chain in one hand and my other around his neck, yanked as hard as I could to tear him away from this terrible creature. The last growl died in Spooky’s throat with a choke and I carried us straight past the encroaching flames out my bedroom door.

The smoke filling the hallway was blinding now. I reached the staircase and fumbled my feet at the top to find the first step. Behind me there was a great and terrible suck of air, a bloom of heat and pressure, and I spun just in time to see the creature rocket into me. 

I had nowhere to go but down. Spooky’s leash was torn from my hands, and each stair left a painful welt on my back as we tumbled down and through the landing rails. The monster and I landed hard on the kitchen floor and what precious air I had left was knocked out of me. I resisted sucking in another breath, knowing the searing pain that would come with it.

Spooky was fast on the draw, but the creature had spread its flames into the core of the house now, and its strength grew with the inferno. When he leapt down through the rubble of the landing rails to reach us, the flames in the hallway grabbed him straight out of the air and threw him crashing into the kitchen table. Old, thick, and almost never used, it splintered easily under Spooky’s weight and the force of the throw.

“Spooky!!” I screamed, and to my credit I launched a punch at the creature. My hand went right through the flames, useless, and I pulled my fist back with a pained hiss. How had Spooky managed to get a grip on this thing?

My punch drew the creature’s eyes back to me, a frown on its face now. In an inverse of what Spooky had done to it, I was dragged up by the flame and the world blurred as it smashed me back onto the floor. Once, and then again for the sheer cruelty of it.

Cracked ribs, scratches and burns all over, and now I couldn’t even feel my left arm. Willing myself to my feet wouldn’t work anymore. I lay there, face against the porcelain tiles, breathing weakly. The creature reached its hand down, a corona of heat forming into terrible claws, and with an almost gentle, loving caress, it laid its hand onto my shoulder. I closed my eyes and squeezed out tears, whimpering while my skin bubbled. 

Please don’t burn me alive. Make it quick. Just make it quick.

But then the front door crashed open. Through the smoke and pain I saw a woman in some sort of stylized armor, glimmering bright gold and carrying a heavy spear in two hands. Her armor wasn’t bulky, the fitted metal flexed easily as she strode into the room, and as the smoke rushed past her out the door and her silhouette became clear, I noticed that she was wearing a gold motorcycle helmet with a tinted visor. 

The creature spoke its first word above me. It hissed “Sent” with the most vitriol I’d ever heard in such a simple syllable. 

The serpent rose off of me and redirected its flames towards the knight. Then behind me, from the other side of the house, there was another crash. This time a man in similar but blue armor rolled into the room wielding two long katanas. The flames beside him erupted immediately into blades of fire, but he deflected their swings in a shower of sparks.

Then another, and another, and another, all coming from different parts of the house. A woman in yellow armor with a mace and a shield, a man in pink armor with a rapier and what could only have been a wand, and finally a huge man in red armor with two wicked knuckle dusters. He pointed around the house shouting commands I couldn’t make out through the chaos. The others gave no indication of hearing him except for moving where he commanded. After his orders were given, he dashed across the room towards me while the flames that had quickly taken over the entire house slashed and stabbed about wildly. The warriors, a perfectly oiled machine, repelled them in an almost graceful clash.

Spooky appeared from the smoke and grabbed me by the back of my shirt with his teeth to drag me foot by foot out the back door in the kitchen. A flame scythed towards him and the man in red reached us just in time to cross his arms in front of me and deflect the strike.

“Get her out of here!” He shouted, and turned to punch away the flames with quick jabs and a powerful, wide swinging strike. He glanced back at me, worry apparent even through his armor, and Spooky let go of me to nod at the man. He actually nodded! Like a person! Then he grabbed me again and pulled me the rest of the way out of the door. The three concrete steps I clunked down were a delicate massage compared to my part time job as a winter sled down the staircase, even if they jostled my injuries.

Spooky pulled me out to the center of the back lawn and put me gently at rest. My head spun, and even in the otherwise quiet night the sounds of battle inside my home faded and faded the longer I lay there.

“Finally lost it.” I wheezed, and then darkness overwhelmed me.

...

I couldn’t have been out long. I came to with blurry vision and muffled words in my periphery. The only light in the backyard was a small lamp we kept around for Spooky to go to the bathroom after dark. I could just make out a group of tough looking people standing around on the lawn.

Three men and a woman. One of the two larger men, a white guy with long curled black hair sticking to his sweaty face, distinctly said “—need to think up a story—“ with the same deep tones as the red armored one who saved me from the fire inside. Clearly in charge, he spoke with a commanding presence that left the others nodding their heads. He took up a lot of space and knew it, using it to draw eyes and ears towards him.

All of them cut equally strong figures, actually. Even the smallest of them—a fit looking guy wiping away soot and sweat with his bundled up shirt, top surgery scars fully on display—stood tall and proud despite his stature. Next to him, a thin but athletic brunette woman leaned on him. He interrupted the commander to say something to her, causing her to throw her head back and laugh loud and clear, ending with her arm around him and a down right adoring stare.

The way they all grouped there, so comfortable with each other it was as if they had never known any other way than to be together, made something else stand out stark and clear. The way their eyes flicked over to an empty spot, or the way someone would open their mouth to speak and then slowly close it again. It looked like someone was still missing.

I turned my head to groan, and the gathered people jumped, startled. If these really were the same people I saw fighting in the house, they seemed much more unsettled out of their fantastical anime armor.

“Wh... what... who are...” I coughed, still too dazed and confused to fully function.

The middle-sized of the three men came towards me, crouching down to my level. He was middle eastern and built like a strongman, the type that carries boulders for competitions. Wide, and with tree trunks for arms and legs.

His voice was soft when he spoke, though. “There was a carbon monoxide leak,” He paused to wet his lips, “Then a spark set off an explosion and caused a fire. Your mother and us were nearby and managed to get you out.” He ran his fingers through the loose bits of hair that had escaped his small bun.

Carbon monoxide? That just didn’t make sense. I shook my head, trying to shake loose memories, thoughts, feelings.

“N-no... no that... that isn’t right.” I said, my vision beginning to steady. “Mom’s never home to check the batteries. I’m the one who changes the alarms. They’re brand new—and I was on the top floor, too.” He bit his lip and looked back at the group. “You’re... lying to me?” I quirked my head.

“Ah... kid, listen. I—” he began but at that moment the final person I had seen inside the house scraped the burnt husk of our back door aside and stepped out onto the lawn. It was the woman in the gold armor.

She shook her head. “The house is done for. We’ll have to move someplace else while it gets scrapped and rebuilt.” She said, then removed her helmet.

It was my mom.

My mouth fell open and our eyes met past the crowd between us. Her expression smoothed into a look that could cut steel: proud military discipline, the only way she knew how to look.

Meridia stepped past the group towards me and dropped a large hand on the wide man’s shoulder.

“Bashir, let me talk with her.” Bashir bit his lip again but shrugged and stood up to back away.

“It’s your call, Meridia,” the commander said from the group. He folded his hands behind his back. “If she’s old enough to be a juicy dinner for a demon, she’s old enough to need the veil out of the way.” Now that we were out in the mostly quiet night, his voice was uncomfortably deep, like maybe he was putting on an act to seem cool.

“I’ve got this, Rex.” she said curtly, then stepped over to me and crossed her arms, apparently thinking over what to say. She looked even bigger than usual from down here.

I went first. “What... what was that thing?”

She took a deep breath and paused before letting it out all at once, “Lisa, there’s an entire world that you don’t know about.” Her eyes met mine again and some of that steel melted away. I swallowed around a sudden lump in my throat. “In fantasy novels and video games, learning about this is supposed to be fun and exciting, but that isn’t how it is in the real world.”

I narrowed my eyes. Every girl fantasizes about secretly being some kind of fabled hero, or of having a grand destiny to fulfill that would take them far away and make them many friends.

“Magic is real.” She said.

Okay well, shit, there it is then.

“And it’s terrifying.” She bent over at the hips to look down at me. I was already injured and afraid, being under her gaze like this only made it worse. “It wants to kill you. It’s the most dangerous thing on this entire planet, and monsters that need it to live want to devour it from you.”

I pushed myself away with my one good arm. “Why me? What am I?” I whispered, terror beginning to rise in my throat like bile.

She stood tall again. “You’re a sorcerer. Like me, you were born with magic, mana, inside of you.”

“Y-you all... knew?” Confusion—honest confusion—covered my face. I looked back and forth at everyone gathered and suddenly felt like I really would be sick. “You left me alone knowing those things could hurt me?!” I tried to push myself back further and instead my left arm caved beneath my weight.

Spooky appeared suddenly, black fur blending out of the shadows, and placed his paw on my chest, heavy and grounding. I turned to look into his eyes and for the first time I saw so, so much intelligence there. A voice, his voice? Appeared in my head.

“You were never alone, Lisa.” His voice was deep and bassy like his bark. I shook my head, still staring at him. My breathing was really picking up now. This was too much. Too much way too quickly.

“The others cannot hear me right now. Only you.”

“You could talk this whole time,” I whispered out loud to my very best friend, “and... and you kept this secret from me too?!”

He glanced away, still just a guilty puppy unable to meet my gaze.

“It wounded me, but you must understand how dangerous this world is. There is a veil that protects people who do not know about it. The safest thing we could do was hide magic from you until you grew up.”

Tears were starting to sprout. 3:00 A.M. now. I was exhausted, I was still painfully burned, I had already run out of mental energy before all this shit happened, and now my dog is talking to me to try and explain why exactly all those gathered here tonight had decided to manipulate my life for the last sixteen years. I only had enough energy left in me to turn away in resentment and the sudden motion triggered a spasm of pain.

“Gloria, take care of her.” Rex, the commander, said, and the blond woman stepped towards me to trade places with Bashir. She crouched down between me and Meridia, who sighed and backed away to the others. “Lisa, my name is Gloria. I’m our healer. I can heal the damage that was done to you with magic, is that okay?”

I was still coughing up the smoke and shit in my lungs, but I managed to nod my head. She traced her finger through the air a few times, small circles of colored light appearing where she did, and bit by bit each little cut on my body sealed closed. She made a larger circle and I felt carcinogens and smoke rise out of my esophagus and scatter to the wind. I took an enormous, finally clear breath as soon as I was able. Then, tingles shot down into my fingertips as she gently raised my arm to hold it. This one took significantly longer. Gloria drew the largest circle so far around my elbow, and after a minute, with a nauseating pop it snapped back into place. I flexed my fingers, ran them through the grass until the tingling faded and Gloria gave a comforting smile. Finally, like she’d been saving this one for last, she reached the giant burn on my shoulder. She nudged aside the scraps of my spaghetti strap and hummed in thought. The shape of the demon’s clawed hand was unmistakable. Each line of burned red flesh ended in a sharp point, three down my front, one into my armpit, one down my back. The shape was just strange enough to be inhuman.

“Burns are... risky to heal.” Gloria began with no small amount of sadness in her voice. “They do so much damage on a cellular level, it’d be very easy to make a mistake without having the tools back at the compound to make sure everything was working right.”

“Am I just going to have this giant scar?” I was already feeling better from her work. At the very least I could speak clearly again.

“The best I can do for you right now is to soothe it.”

I nodded my head again and she turned back to the small guy and shouted “Perry! Bring me a water bottle!”

I was expecting some cool watery healing magic from the purified bottle, but she just slowly poured it over the burn. I flinched at the sensation, but the chilled water quickly cooled down the throbbing pain and I sighed in relief. 

“A good healer mixes magical and traditional healing techniques.” She said to me with another small smile. Then she crunched up the water bottle and tossed it back to Perry. Meridia had been back with the group talking about options while the healing was done. Noticing then that Gloria was finished, she returned, this time avoiding hovering over me.

“There’s someplace that we can go, Lisa. You’ll be safe there. It’s a place with powerful wards, shields, everything necessary to keep you safe.” She reached out her hand.

I looked at her hand, then back up at her.

“Our house didn’t have them?”

Her hand faltered, lowering a little.

“The wards I thought we would need were... inadequate. Our new house will have—”

“New house?” I interrupted. “Are we not coming back?” To my burned, scorched, blackened husk of a home?

She lowered her hand entirely. “It’s intended to be temporary. It’s an old safe house we use in times of danger and it’s only an hour’s drive north of New York. We aren’t going far, I promise.”

I stood up quickly, wavered, and steadied myself on Spooky.

“But we’re going! We’re uprooting again! New school new life new people new everything! Again! Again again again!” I shouted and actually stomped my foot into the grass.

“Lisa I—”

“Dad dies and it’s off to Japan, you change your mind and then back to America! And now a third time! Throwing me back to the wind and ruining my life! Again!” My face was flushed red and tears of frustration were threatening to spill out. I squeezed my eyes shut to try and hold them back. I didn’t want to cry in front of her.

“I don’t want to go again! I want to stay here, with my friends, with... with...” My eyes fluttered open with a terrible realization. ‘With Callie’, I’d wanted to say. But there was no Callie now. The friends I’d made hadn’t contacted me even once this summer. They only cared about Callie. She had been the thread that knit us together.

“Lisa...” came Spooky’s voice.

I stared at him. He had always been watching. He knew what I knew. I cast my eyes over the crowd of people watching me, all in various stages of second hand embarrassment or barely veiled pity. My arms dropped. My head fell. I wanted to sit right back down but I couldn’t because I had to pack whatever I could that survived the fire.

I didn’t have any friends. I didn’t have anyone left in New York for me.

“Fine. Let’s go.”

​

I had thought an hour’s drive would be long enough to start making some sense of what had just happened. I was wrong. Turning my thoughts into words wasn’t something I was very good at right now. Even if they didn’t show much anymore, tonight I’d been burnt, bloodied, and battered. Everything I’d ever known was wrong, and I, clutching feebly onto my plush rabbit, Mister Business Bunny, wanted to go to bed.

I buried my face into his soft business suit and plush suitcase. Mister Business Bunny had gone to school for four years to earn his masters degree in the bed time sciences, and he was an essential member of the board of directors in my bed. He’d coincidentally been in the laundry room for a wash, so he alone managed to survive the fire where the rest of my plushies did not. My need to hold something, anything, right now, had pushed me inside the wreckage of our home to grab him.

Normally I would have held Spooky. Tonight, I could hardly look at him. He was immortal, sapient, and still pooped in the grass. I struggled with how much of him was dog and how much of him was... not a dog. I guess that’s what I was learning tonight though: that magic existed all around me in secret, and to the unenlightened you couldn’t even tell the difference.

Meridia was silent in the driver’s seat. She had always been, to me, emotionless, tough, brave. She was willing to say anything and she never backed down...

So why was she so quiet now? Why were her hands in a white knuckle grip on the steering wheel? Why did she keep glancing up to look at me in the rear view mirror?

I leaned my head against the window and watched the streetlights pass.

At some point we’d gotten off of the highway and had arrived in some suburbs. The lights in the houses we drove past were off. This was a place that slept, instead of the endless life of New York City. Somewhere in here was my new house; an emergency home, hopefully temporary.

“The wards on this house are incredibly powerful. The village of Sleepy Hollow is a safe haven the Sent have used for generations,” she said as we turned into a cozy suburban street. Meridia slowed down to look at the buildings, searching for ours.

The Sent. I’d grown to hate that name in record time.

“Wait... Sleepy Hollow?”

She nodded her head. “Of the legend of the headless horseman, yes.”

We found the house on the very corner of the street and Meridia stepped out to unlock a gate that opened to the driveway. The house was a single story built in an old fashioned style. It must have been renovated a few times because I could see where the original brickwork had been patched new and improved.

We entered the house without anymore talk. Both of us were exhausted, and we had no spirit in us for arguing. Spooky decided to stay outside and guard the area. I suspected he would also begin the long task of marking his new territory. I gave him a pat on the head and shut the door. It was warm outside. He’d be fine sleeping out there for tonight.

I guessed he was intelligent enough to open the door himself if he wanted to come in, anyways.

The inside of the house wasn’t small, but it was humble compared to what we had in New York. On the immediate right of the front door was a staircase leading down to what I believed to be a basement apartment.

Meridia noticed my gaze. “Which bedroom would you like? There’s one up here, and one in the basement. Whichever you choose, the whole floor is yours.” I took a moment to be surprised about that. In New York I had had more or less the whole house to myself, but it had never really been mine. Outside of my room, Meridia decided decor. She wasn’t someone who changed from her ways easily.

“Downstairs.” I said simply. Having the basement was an enormous amount of freedom I had never had before, and it would keep me out of the way of visitors.

We didn’t have a stand to store our shoes, or even a mat to let them rest on, so we just tossed them into the corner of the hallway. I clomped down the thin staircase and traced my hand down the wall as I entered. It wasn’t much. Actually it was completely empty, but I’d make it mine eventually. I could put a kotatsu in that corner, an L shaped segmented couch in that one. A TV could go over there. I latched onto the idea desperately and let my head spin with all the ideas for things I would need to decorate this new space. It was better than thinking about anything else.

The bedroom on the far side of the basement looked colossal from the lack of furniture. Against the wall there was a simple twin sized bed and a weak-looking desk, both the only furnishings I’d seen in the house thus far. I carefully clambered onto the flimsy desk to reach a window above it. It took some pull to get the long-neglected window open, and I had to nudge several cobwebs out of the way in the process, but the clear summer air brought in by the wind lightened my spirits and vanished away the stuffiness.

I sighed and from outside I heard...

Nothing. Nothing at all. There I found the first benefit of this move: New York City never shut up. I took a deep breath of the clean air and listened more closely to hear the sound of nature. Crickets, owls, real actual life that existed outside the endless concrete walls of human cities. Out here, apparently the small town of Sleepy Hollow, the world felt almost as it should be.

I stepped down from the desk and, finally, collapsed into bed. I only remembered once I was under the covers to shuffle off my shirt and pants. I tossed them onto the ground, and was out like a light, Business Bunny in hand.
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​Chapter 2
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End of Summer


Sophie


​

The blinding white of my laptop screen was all that lit the room. The curtains were drawn and my bedroom door was closed. I put my hand on my chin and narrowed my eyes at the screen in front of me. The National Institute of Health said that psychosis might include hallucinations. I navigated to another tab; schizophrenia also had that symptom.

I glanced up from the screen. Billie, long dead, leaned against my closet and gave me a smirk when she caught me looking. She looked exactly as she had the day she died, and she adjusted the collar of her jacket the exact same way she always had.

“You’re not supposed to be here.” I muttered. If nothing else, I could always trust that those memories were real. Screeching tires, shattering glass, blood spraying against asphalt. Two years have done nothing to dull the memories of that terrible night.

She said nothing, only let out a small breath of a laugh that I could not hear. That, at least, was out of character for Billie. She’d had a tendency of never shutting up. We locked eyes and remained at a crossroads. I, a girl of science, knowing that ghosts aren’t real and thus that one could not be standing in front of me, versus Billie, my dead girlfriend, standing there clearly visible despite that.

She was always so stubborn.

I reached over without breaking eye contact and grabbed a plushie from my bed at random. It was a Sailor Moon plush. I slowly raised it up in front of my face so they could have a staring contest... then quickly threw it at the closet where Billie was standing. My aim was true, and in the split second where the plush blocked my vision, she was right in front of me. This close, the illusion fell away. Her neck was broken, her skull was crushed, blood was smeared down one side of her face and that eye was pulped completely. I struggled all I could just to simply lean away from her as a paralyzed scream rose to my throat. She crawled forwards on her mangled legs and pulled at my sheets.

From off to the side in the darkness came the headlights. From above came down the storm. We were at the intersection at the wrong time. The truck driver was drunk. The car was coming closer. Billy’s broken and bloody hand latched onto my ankle. The scream exploded out of me and the truck smashed into her again. Again. Again. Spraying blood and organs and bone fragments across me and the bedroom to the delightful tune of the Wheel of Fortune.

The TV in the living room. Mom was home.

I rolled toward the opposite side of the bed, legs already scrambling before they hit the ground. My head pounded and my heart raced as I slipped and slid over loose laundry and books.

Now it was my turn. The truck closed in. The door. The door! I crashed into it and fell straight through even as the truck mashed me into mincemeat.

“M... mom...” my mouth still wasn’t working quite right. Piles of gore, bones, blood, and organs aren’t very good at talking.

Even still, I heard my mom take a sharp breath from the living room and stand.

“Sophie?!” She recognized my tone. It was not the first time she’d heard it, and it would not be the last. She rounded the hallway corner and saw me collapsed to my knees doubled over, one eye closed, teeth grit, holding my head.

She quickly checked me for wounds—wrists, thighs, head—and found nothing that she hadn’t seen before. She pulled up the sleeves of her fuzzy sweater and kneeled down in front of me then, grabbed my hands in both of hers, and raised me enough to put her forehead against mine. Normally I would have rested my chin on her shoulder. The fact I was taller than her now was a distant realization amongst the chaos of the moment. I was probably six feet by now, and lankier than ever.

She breathed steadily and I knew the routine. Five seconds in, hold for two seconds, and five seconds out. I stared into her eyes—dark brown, same as mine—and I matched her breathing. My hair draped over my face to coil on the floor. Mom reached up and brushed it out of the way.

Focus.

In.

Hold.

Out.

Hold.

My breath stopped breaking as I sucked in and out, but it went slowly. Minutes of just breathing together, until finally, tears, and I, fell into her hug.

“Oh my darling, are you okay?” she asked, her voice gentle, soothing.

“I found a picture of me and Billie,” I lied into her shoulder. I squeezed my eyes shut as a memory of us happy on a summer day long ago drifted through my head.

“Aah... I understand.” She said, running her hand up and down my back. I breathed lightly. We sat like that for a little, me trying to get the brain worms out, her doing her job.

“It was the same for me, you know, when your father passed,” she said, running a hand through my hair. She looked off to the side, at something far in the distance. I’d never had any idea that she was anything but stalwart. From my perspective she had handled it like a champ while I hid away in my room and cried for months on end. It was the beginning of a depression that I would never recover from, and one that became a suicidal streak once Billie died too. This summer I had been feeling good, though. None of the nastiest bits of the depression had kept me down for very long.

“I’m not the strongest person in the world, Sophie,” she continued, reading my mind. “Yes, my job puts me first on the scene of every tragedy,” she took my hand and led me over to the couch, “But that doesn’t mean I could handle it when one came for me.”

She sat on the couch and I took up the spot next to her. I formed a little ball, pulling my feet in and leaning up against her. I was getting too big to be such a little girl, but grief isn’t that easy. It wells up in the back of your throat until you scream it all away—until you’re left with nothing but a crack in your heart.

“Being called to respond to a car accident and seeing it was you in there...” She shook her head slowly and put her hand to the side of her head. Her eyes were on the TV but her voice was far away, “That was one of the worst car accidents I’d ever seen, Sophie.”

I took an unsteady breath.

“If Billie hadn’t dived over you, if that old man driving by hadn’t dragged you out of the car, if everything hadn’t gone exactly how it did...” She didn’t finish. She didn’t have to. I remember screaming at the man when I regained consciousness to grab Billie—save her, not me!

I remained curled up next to Mom with her arm around me as she watched TV. This was the safest place in the world. Time passed, and when it became too late for even my mind to play its evil little games, we packed up and headed off to bed. She gave me a kiss on the forehead and I gave her a kiss on hers as well.

My room was empty. Billie was gone. I didn’t exactly sleep well, but I slept better than I should have under the circumstances. Screeching tires righted themselves, shattering glass reformed, and all of the blood dried up.

​

As the sun rose on Sleepy Hollow, my mood rose with it. A beautiful late summer morning dawned with birds chirping, bees buzzing, and the wind whistling through the trees. I was up early and feeling good after my mother’s care from the night before. This was going be a good day if I wanted it to be!

I pulled up my phone and did my daily language practices; Japanese, Cantonese, Italian, Spanish. Then I tied back my hair, dressed up in the kind of clothes you wear when you want to feel good—big boots and a pretty dress—and gave Mom a kiss on the cheek before I left the house.

Sleepy Hollow was positively glowing as I bounced through my neighbourhood, music playing through my earbuds, smiling at strangers who rode past on bikes or joined me on the sidewalk. Today, I knew where I was going, and with this much sunlight I wasn’t about to let my nasty icky brain get in the way.

My walk took me through the main street of Tarrytown. Back during the days of the legend of the Headless Horseman, this was all that there was of Sleepy Hollow. This was our lifeblood, our tourism center. It was about as packed today as it could get before Halloween, with sparse crowds and a few visitors to the brick and mortar stores. When the holiday hit, the streets would be shoulder to shoulder as all kinds of revelers came into town.

I stopped in at one of our older heritage buildings, a bakery that I liked to visit, and bought some fresh bread for a late breakfast. I also bought a single lily from one of their displays as a gift for Billie.

Two years ago when Billie was still around, most people would have just called her a tomboy. By now I knew that if she had lived long enough she’d have gone back to loving flowery stuff and pink girly bullshit. But at the time she died she was in a full blown “not like other girls” phase. She wasn’t, of course, because she was gay. Today I bought a flower for her because I knew that it would bug her. She’d scoff, cross her arms, and blow a stray strand of her dirty blond hair out of her face. But she’d still take it, because she knew it’d make me happy.

With my inventory set up, I continued my walk up to that intersection: the T junction where our car had gone over. With my music playing in my ear, I carefully maneuvered my way down the small but steep hill at the flat side of the junction. We had rolled over multiple times until we finally hit a tree at the edge of the tree line into the woods. The spilled oil, gasoline, and fire meant that it was only now, two years later, that the grass was finally growing back. I paused my music.

Slowly I approached the tree that we had hit and stopped in front to take a long look at it. You could see where the trunk of the tree was indented by the car. Young and weak, it had nearly snapped in two. Now, the bark had grown back over time and the crack was just a smoothed divot. I breathed in deeply the humid smell of nature here. I hoped there was some kind of a metaphor in the way it had all grown back. Maybe some magic in the air would pass it on to me.

I stepped right up to the tree and ran my hands along the back of it. My fingers touched what I was looking for, a heart I had carved into the tree a year ago. I had put it along the back to ensure it was hidden from view. I wanted it to be just for me. For us.

I turned to face back towards the hill and sat on the dead grass with my back against the tree. I pulled out my fresh bread and ate it as I thought for the millionth time about everything that had happened that day. It was a late birthday celebration. We drove around doing nothing in particular. We got ice cream together, we went back to her house, we kissed... then we started really, really kissing... and then I panicked.

The only reason we’d been at the intersection that night was because I hadn’t been ready to be what she wanted me to be. I was too young, too inexperienced, too afraid of letting her see me without clothes on. All those words that sum up into “Someday, but not yet”.

I had asked her to stop, and in my shaking voice, told her I wanted to go home. We got into the car, we drove, we were at that red light, she’d dived over my body to protect me.

If I’d lasted one more minute. If I'd lasted ten more seconds. If I’d been braver. If I’d just been able to go through with it.

No one should be surprised that I blame myself.

I finished the bread and rubbed my hands on the grass next to the burned area to get the crumbs off. Then I stood up and turned back to our tree. I reached into my purse and took the flower out to crouch and lay it at the foot of the tree for her. A sad smile and a flower. This, at least, I could do for her.

Once I climbed back up the hill to the intersection, I noticed that there was construction along this end of the road that I hadn’t seen on my way in. They were building new houses for people moving into Sleepy Hollow. As New York City became more expensive, people would move out here. Someday, my tree with Billie will be gone.

The long walk home was quieter than my way in. I didn’t put my music back on. After a while I rounded the corner into my neighbourhood and spotted, much to my surprise, a new car in the driveway of the oldest house here.

Today there was a girl with shockingly bright red hair—newly dyed, of course—on a skateboard in front of it trying to do a kick flip.

A girl I’d never seen before in my very own neighbourhood? She was pretty too... maybe even around my age... I hoped against all hope that she’d be coming to my private school. It was prestigious though and most people would pass on it based on tuition costs alone. The only reason I could go was from the lawsuit money from my Dad’s death, and then later the lawsuit money from Billie’s death.

I watched for a moment, smiling, fantasizing about what her hands might feel like in mine. I was just lolly-gagging off to the side when, with a scrape against the concrete, she actually succeeded. The skateboard rolled a few feet towards me and I leapt for joy and gave a cheer at her success. She also seemed surprised that she succeeded, because she pretty much immediately slipped and fell on her butt, wide eyed and confused. My cheer turned into a snrk, then a laugh. She shot me an embarrassed glare.

“Oh! No no I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” My words fizzled out. She was already grabbing her skateboard and turning to go back inside the house. Nice job idiot.

I kicked a rock that dared to be in my way and began meandering back home again, my heart feeling newly broken once more. It sounds stupid, but when you’re desperate everything looks like an opportunity. I saw a pretty girl and I saw an impossible chance. I had friends and a mom who cared deeply for me, but none of it filled the hole in my heart from losing Billie.

I wanted someone to love. It was as simple as that. I yearned for it so deeply during the night, novels flipped to pages of red hot romance, that my heart would ache just for wanting. I wanted a girl like me. I wanted a girl completely different from me. I wanted a girl who knew just what to say, a girl who stumbled over her words, a girl who was an artist, a poet, a fencer, a writer, a gamer, a singer, and everything in between. A girl to put her hands through my hair and wrap me around her pinkie finger with only a smile.

Yes I’m desperate, yes it’s pathetic. I kicked another rock with the audacity to be near my foot.

When I got home I went right to my room and slammed the door behind me. Mom was already gone for the day; lots of tourists get heat stroke on days like today. Exhaustion was already building inside of me, my good day burning out in a rapid fire. I needed to shower the sweat off me but I was wavering, and my bed was calling her siren song to me. Instead of an actual shower, I stripped down, blasted the hell out of myself with the water for 15 seconds, and dried off. Good enough. If I took too long I’d stop even being able to stand.

With the last of my energy I shimmied into my jammies and then under the covers. It was warm, comfortable. I sighed into the pillows and turned on my laptop. I didn’t actually need to sleep, I just needed to rest, and six hours of anime in bed was the perfect remedy.
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​Chapter 3
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First Day of Class!


Lisa


​

I had thought private schools fell into one of two categories: two hundred year old alumni funded boarding schools where Robin Williams teaches you how to love yourself, or super futuristic cutting edge learning experiences where you perform your first cyberpunk heist. Principal Curmudgeon here, with his dark wood office and bookshelves of encyclopedias that had not been touched in decades, made it easy to guess which one I would be attending.

I crossed my arms and narrowed my eyes. The plump, elderly man in front of me narrowed his eyes in return.

“Not very patient...” He muttered. He had muttered to himself a few times by this point, but this was the first sentence that I had actually been able to make out.

I went to speak but he cut me off.

“The first thing you will have to learn at my school, Elicia Sato, is patience.”

“I actually prefer Lisa, sir.”

He ignored me and kept speaking. It was easy enough to tune out his droning voice. He went on about the diversity of the school programs, the esteemed institution’s honor, blah blah. I briefly wondered if he had ever known joy in his youth. He may have had a jolly belly and plenty of laugh lines in another life, but alas in a tragic twist of fate he became a huge asshole instead.

“As a member of the prestigious Sato family, you should have had a place at this school with no problems.” The principal went on, pushing his glasses up his nearly non-existent nose. “But as a delinquent, you are only lucky that I find you—and the mysterious Gregory Adams of the equally mysterious Sent who called me personally to plead your case—interesting enough to give you a chance.”

I tried to speak again and he interrupted me. Again. I blew on a stray strand of hair. I’d swiftly taken my hair down from its attention-grabbing do up my mother had insisted on almost as soon as I had gotten out of sight of the front door of my house.

He spun around in his chair to look out the massive window that looked out over the campus. “I don’t need money, Elicia. I need entertainment. I relay a challenge to you, dear delinquent. No fights. Perfect attendance. GPA of at least 3 point oh. And hardest of all I’m sure, a friend.” He spun his chair back to me and interlaced his fingers over his belly. “Fail at any one of these, and I will have you expelled before the day is out.”

I squeezed my hands behind my back; my nails dug painfully into my skin and a humiliated rage was quickly boiling up to my face. Born in America. Moved to Japan. Moved back to America. Moved out of New York City. I was getting pretty fucking tired of second chances.

He smiled.

“You may go. Hurry along to class, now.”

I didn’t reply, and I certainly didn’t hurry along to class. I spun on the spot and shoved my out of the stifling office. I flew like the wind back to the front doors on the other side of the opulent, two story entry hall that I had been so glad to be greeted by when when I first arrived. I didn’t even know where I was running. I just let my feet guide me down the aged cobblestone path to the first tree I could find, and slipped behind it where I could slink to the ground out of view of the student body. My still clenched fists were shaking. I reached up and flung my fingers through my hair, dislodging the last of the clips Mom had spent so much time putting in.

I wanted to scream. I could either prove he’s right by getting myself kicked out, or even worse, prove he’s right by succeeding and showing that even rude, scrappy delinquents could be ‘cured’ by his school.

Goddammit! My life should have been so cool! Only two weeks since I had been brought into a secret world filled with bloodthirsty monsters and super heroes! I had magical blood running through my veins! I should have been Buffy The Vampire Slayer—the mysterious girl at school with a secret double life. So why was I ten minutes into my first day at school holding back tears behind a tree?!

“You wear your heart on your sleeve, don’t you?” Someone said.

I opened my eyes and stared up into the face of a goddess.

Her head was perfectly framed by the morning sun, her long black hair nearly glowing gold in the brilliant light. She was nobility, she was ethereal—holy shit she was tall, at least a foot taller than me. She was bent all the way over at her hips to offer her hand to me. Well taken care of hands, too. Her nails were trimmed but unpainted and her skin looked so soft that even if I didn’t want to stand back up so I could look her into the eyes I’d still take her hand just for the chance to hold it. To spin with her, twirl with her, laugh under moonlight. And those eyes, my god those eyes! They were the deepest brown I’ve ever seen, almost black, and catching hints of gold from the sun just like her hair. Her eyes were a vortex drawing me in, in, in.

It wasn’t love at first sight. It was the precursor. It was the understanding that no matter what I did I would fall in love with her someday. She opened and closed those lips... those lips... as she... spoke? Spoke? Oh shit! I forced my eyes back up to hers and we both froze.

“Kick flip girl?!”

“Laughing girl?!” We both exclaimed at the same time.

One of my first days in Sleepy Hollow had left me angry and with nowhere to go. I ended up outside just so that I wasn’t inside with the endless piles of moving boxes. A beautiful girl around my age had walked past right as I managed a kickflip on my skateboard. I had been distracted by her, and I’d tumbled over in my own surprise. She had laughed at me, I’d gotten annoyed and embarrassed, and I’d turned and gone inside again. I’d spent hours groaning at my own stupidity, certain that I would never see her again.

And now here she was, wearing the school uniform so much more easily than I did. She accented the heinous blue and orange outfit that had been forced upon us with simple gold hoops on her ears that jangled as she crouched down to my level. She tilted her head and her eyelashes caught the sun again, oh god.

“Hello? Are you here with me? Are you okay?”

I shook myself out of my yearning, face beet red. “Y-yes! Yes!” I sputtered out like an idiot. “I’m... I’m okay... I guess.”

“You’re new here, right? You just moved into the haunted house.” She said, and took a seat on the still dew covered grass next to me. I shifted over to give her room.

“Haunted house?” Together we leaned back against the tree.

“Yeah, that house has been empty for ages but someone—no one knows who—has always kept it intact. It’s a bit of a local legend now. I was thinking how strange it was that someone was living there when I saw you the other day.” She paused and glanced away with her own small blush. “Sorry about... you know.”

“It’s fine.” I sighed. Both of us sat embarrassed for a moment before she took an almost silent breath to gather her courage. She was so strange. Everything about her body language told me she was a shy person; from the way she tended to avoid looking into someone’s eyes, to the way she stopped before every sentence to make sure her words were just right, but then the words she actually said made her seem so outgoing. Maybe that’s what she wished she could be.

“So since you’re new here, you just saw the principle, didn’t you?” She turned to face me and shifted her legs to a mermaid sit, then flattened her skirt with two gentle strokes of her hands.

“He does that with everyone?” I lifted my eyes from her hands and shot a glance towards the window he used to watch over the students on the campus.

“Yeah, every new student at the start of the year. He has to instill fear into them, I guess. I had to go through it three years ago when I started here. He takes the time to talk to every single freshman one. By. One.” She gave a little shudder to make her opinion on the whole thing clear.

“Three years? So you’re a senior too?” Same age, maybe same classes? Maybe same sexuality? It was all too unlikely. I had to turn off my horny-brain before I said something that would make me look even more like a fool.

“Oh! Grade 12? Yeah but I thought—well... you’re so short so I-um...” Her sentence petered out. I sighed and rolled my eyes. It’s not like I wasn’t used to it. “Sorry. Um. I’m Sophie, what’s your name?” She held her hand out but turned her body away from me. Looking away, she ran a finger through her hair to tuck it behind her ear.

She was incredible.

I smiled and took her hand.

“Lisa.” Our introduction was ended by the warning bell, and we both looked towards the school.

“Okay! Nice to meet you Lisa. Come on!” Her handshake turned into a firm grip and she pulled me to my feet. She let go once we were up, though, and I quietly clenched and unclenched my hand, already missing her touch. I wished she had held on while we walked over to the school together. I wished we could have spent longer than those short two minutes together.

We entered the front doors into the grand entry hall together.

We turned right to go down the long classroom hallway together.

I laughed when we passed the stairs and neither of us turned to go up. It was like saying goodbye to someone then both walking to the same bus stop.

We passed door after door, classrooms on the right, gymnasium on the left, neither of us stopping for any home rooms.

We began to blush again.

The last door on the right was my first class of the day.

We both stopped at it. No fucking way. She giggled and spluttered out some words about luck and chance and some other nonsense while I suppressed a wistful sigh. Just sitting beside this girl would give me a reason to fulfill the Honorable Sir Asshole’s challenge to come to class every day.

Both of our faces were now extravagantly red as we stepped into the room together. Another girl sitting at the back noticed us just as we noticed her. It was impossible not to. Her outfit was drenched in a loud splash of clashing colors like a god damn clown. Her eyes flicked back and forth and read between the lines. Sophie’s eyes widened in fear and she made a beeline to the clown-girl, but the words were already in the air, spoken from a large toothy grin.

“Oh she’s GAY gay!” It was just loud enough that clown-girl could justify the volume as an accident. Sophie shushed her viciously but she would not be stopped. “Hey! New girl! C’mere!” and she moved over one seat to force Sophie and me to sit next to each other.

Act cool, Lisa. Act aloof
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