

    
        
          The Very True Tale of Alex Johnson

        

        
        
          Brokes, Pennsylvania, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Jay Jackson

        

        
          Published by Jay Jackson, 2018.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE VERY TRUE TALE OF ALEX JOHNSON

    

    
      First edition. August 31, 2018.

      Copyright © 2018 Jay Jackson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1386133971

    

    
    
      Written by Jay Jackson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Sign up for Jay Jackson's Mailing List

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To all the people who didn't care, thank the gods I didn't pay attention. 


To all the people who did care (and my cat), you're great, I like you a ton and thank you so much for sticking with me.
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Chapter One
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Is this on- Oh, hey! You came!
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I came.
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That’s- that’s really great. I honestly wasn’t sure if you would. Ha, so, great! 
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Uh huh, well, you promised it’d be interesting so. Let’s hear it. Start from the top.

––––––––
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Right, okay, great. Um, so it all started around the last week of my winter break. That Monday. It was... wild.

I was walking down the street back to my apartment building. It was about two in the morning, maybe earlier, maybe later. I’m not sure to be honest. Sometimes I couldn’t sleep, like something was itching at me to get moving, to get somewhere, so I’d just get up, tell my dad or my mom that I was going for a jog and just walk around our neighborhood until my head cleared or time lost so much meaning I got unnerved and went home or it got too cold to stay out.

Lately it’d be happening a lot. And it itched at my head that things were going to happen, that something was in motion. I didn’t know what, of course. I just, ya know, boiled it down to my anxiety having a breakdown of its own. But walking outside, just talking a few minutes in the dark and the cool outdoors soothed that punching feeling.

We live a few minutes away from the main city but it can be wonderfully quiet. The dull hum of the noises echoing right out of the city center rolling through the air, reminding you that things are alive even if the sidewalks are bare. Sort of like the opening to a coming-of-age movie, ya know? And it’s calm around midnight, or two, maybe, five so I’ve never really feared walking about by myself. Not that Brokes makes me fear walking around in general, anyway.

Of course, this was late December so I was bundled up and trying to figure out how not to get my face to freeze when the winds shifted course and blasted me right in the face. I ducked into a bus stop and waited for the winds to die down.

Against the sky cascaded thousands of stars. If it weren’t for the fact that I was dying in the cold, I’d probably would’ve appreciated them. Maybe even recited a few myths about them in my head just to prove I could remember them. Auriga and his Chariot.​[1] The celestial bear hunt.​[2] The seven Rishis.​[3]

Any of them.

I’ve always- I’ve always loved the constellation stories. And the creation of the world, but mostly the constellations. It’s, like, we all saw something mystifying, something gorgeous and wanted to know why they were there, why they shined for us. And the stars have always been there. And we’ve always stared at them.

It’s a comforting thought in a way.

Something unable to change.

When the wind died down, I ducked out of the bus stop and hustled down the road again, deciding to forgo the leisure-ness of my walk to, instead, not be cold.

I swear my body wasn’t created for the climate of the city I lived in.

When the building’s brick and mortar came into view, I hustled a little faster to the front door, feeling not unlike a plump, slightly toasted marshmallow. I wrestled my keys from my outer pockets. My fingers froze as they hit the chilled air. Shivering, I stumbled up the steps. My fingers slipped. The keys fell clattering to the ground. A cool burst of wind set them sliding off to the side and into the bushes that lined the staircase and walls.

Groaning, I walked to the edge of the steps and squatted down. “Stupid wind,” I muttered like a cranky old woman. “Too cold for this.”

Patting the soft cold earth, I tried to utilize my non-existent night vision the best I could and then wondered for the billionth time why I never brought my phone with me on my walks. Or any source of light really.

I titled a little to the side. The glow off the streetlamp shimmered off a small tool of metal in the bushes. Victorious I reached down and snagged it. A loud burst echoed into the night. I jerked and spun my head to the source of the sound, heart beating inside my chest so fast I was pretty sure I was going to kill myself by self-induced heart attack. The streetlight had vanished. I relaxed. Another burnt or burst bulb.  I exhaled slowly, trying to still myself before I stood up. As I did, a slither of volatile fear curdled down my spine anyway.

Slowly, I turned around, fingers clenched around my keys. Just opposite me, standing behind the other bushes, stood a tall figure. The light gone, I couldn’t tell what it was. Just that its eyes, a deep glowing red, stared into me and I was afraid.

Against my better judgement, I squeezed my eyes shut. Just a hallucination. I got them sometimes. Weird creatures. Red eyes watching me. It was usually because of a lack of sleep or my anxiety feeding off my environment and chronic uneasiness and pushing on me some bullshit from a horror movie or a nightmare.

Just had to close my eyes, breathe and when I opened them they’d be gone. Always worked.

So, I swallowed thickly and opened my eyes.

The image was gone.

My heart wouldn’t stop hammering though. It never really does.

It- It felt familiar. Always. Like I was supposed to know what it was. Like I did know what it was. Like it was real. I hated that.

But, my therapist, Dr. Colver, said that that was normal. It worked off paranoia or something and with paranoia, things that aren’t real can still feel that way. So, I adjusted.
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Out of curiosity, how long has this been going on?

––––––––
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The first hallucination kind of sprouted when I was six, going seven. Right before I met my friends, Jackson and Kali. I used to get these weird feelings of people watching me. A few times I looked behind myself and saw things, red eyes and sharp teeth and some kind of horrible amalgamation of a bird and man standing next to it. My first thought, being six and all, was that the gods had come down to watch me for some reason​[4] but then I, uh, realized that Egyptian gods don’t appear in the form of both. They’re depicted that way because it represents either one of their forms but for the most part they don’t show up as a person with an animal head. Just a person or an animal.

It’s a duality thing.

Naturally, once I remembered that, the red eyes and sharp teeth of the figure beside it suddenly terrified me a whole lot more.

After that, I started looking out for more of them, worried, scared. Was happily informed multiple times that it wasn’t real, there was no need to stress, got put on some anxiety medication when I was ten and then some better ones when I was twelve.

The monsters started showing up a little less after that.
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That’s good, I guess.
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Yeah, I’m grateful for it.

Once my heart had stopped trying to hammer its way out of my chest, or at least chilled a bit, I walked over to the front door and unlocked it. My next-door-neighbor, Grayson, greeted me at the front desk. He doesn’t sleep much so when an opening came for a night shift, he applied.

“Hey, Gray,” I chirped, bounding towards the elevator.

He smiled at me, soft. “Alex, how was your walk?”

“Good.” I grinned around the image of the eyes. “It was good.” I gestured loosely to the cups around his desk and the small hot chocolate press in the corner. “How goes the hot chocolate perfecting?”

“I think,” he said, pushing a couple cups with awkward scrawls of writing on the side, “I’m narrowing in on it.”

“That’s great.” I took the cups. “I’ll give this to my dad.”

“Wonderful,” he said. He patted my arm before turning back to the front door and watching the road.

For a moment, I watched him. Ever since I was a kid, there were times I swore he vanished from sight, or at least let the light flicker through him. I asked him about it but he always said magic skipped his generation so-
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Wait, what?

––––––––
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Oh, right, you don’t know.

See, Brokes is really cool in that a lot of the people who live here have some splattering of magic ability. I know Katelynn, my friend Nick’s adopted little sister, can see the future. Any future, we think, we don’t know for sure, she just smiles blithely at us every time we ask, but that’s her thing. And we’re pretty confident that it’s any of them.

Then there’s my family. My mom and my dad’s sides of the family all have some degree of magic ability. Though, my parents always tell me that it skipped them. I don’t know why they’re lying to me about that because every time I ask they get evasive and my dad laughs uncontrollably then runs away so I know they’re lying but, it’s whatever I guess.

There’s a school of kids run by the Knight Foundation that helps them. There’s another school, just outside the edge of the city that teaches kids too. I don’t really know what they do. It’s always been one of those places that just were off limits and anyone you know who you know goes there never really talks about it.

But then again, maybe it’s because none of us really ask.

I always figured, whatever it was, was something really important. Like, I dunno, keeping the city safe or something.

So yeah, that’s a thing. With us.
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You’re serious.
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Yeah. Why would I lie about it?

It’s not like it’s a secret just for us. We don’t hide it. People just assume it’s a magic trick when they see it. Or come up with their own excuse as to why it happens. But if you’ve lived here long enough, you just accept it. Unless you’re my cousin Joe and you’re so oblivious you don’t even realize anything is happening or have the unfortunate timing and never actually see anything so you don’t have any actual proof except for the fact that you can do cool shit.

And those people that try to prove something is real always steer clear of Brokes. I don’t know why. Maybe they fear a mass population of magic or maybe they’ve decided it’s not possible for so many people to be like this that they’ve already written us off. But of course, there’s always those few that come in, videotape things and then yell about it on the internet after a few weeks, talking about conspiracies or area fifty-one.

I’ve watched a few of the videos.

They’re really funny. If not, mildly concerning.
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Wow.
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Yeah. Like I said, there’s no need to lie. This is the truth. It’s always been the truth.
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Well, okay then.
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Okay.

So ever since I was a kid, I thought Grayson could turn invisible. But whenever I asked him about it, he always said it passed over him, his sister, his mother and his son. Granted, I was still convinced about it at this point. There was no way he couldn’t be invisible because I’d seen him vanish in front of me and then come back the moment I blinked. I’d seen light refract through his body as he turned slightly non-corporal.

Of course, my dad didn’t believe me and whenever I mentioned it, Jackson would just laugh and tell me I was dreaming because Grayson is too uncool to be able to turn invisible but I know it’s real because I know I’ve seen it and one day I will see it again and prove everyone wrong.

When he didn’t shift this time, I gathered up my wits and walked over to the elevator, went up a few floors and got off at my stop. My apartment was at the very end of the hallway. I switched keys, unlocked the door and shuffled my way, careful not to spill the hot chocolate.

Due to a minor error in calculations of the land allotted for building, my apartment and the ones below and above it are stupid small. It was cut in half and then rearranged awkwardly to fit in all the requirements demanded for by the landlord. A kitchen, one bath, one bedroom and a living room.

You open into the kitchen. It’s about the size of a hallway with half a foot added in for width. Lining up to the center of the kitchen is one doorway. The only doorway. It leads to the bathroom, which has two doors that lead to my bedroom, which was supposed to be the living room, and my parents’ bedroom. Mine’s on the right as you walk in and theirs is the left.

We put a curtain across to block any possible sightings and there’s a small radio we keep near the sink. In order to stop anyone from knowing what’s going on, it’s always on, playing soft jazz from the thirties or loud heavy metal because the radio is broken and only gets one station and the two people who work that station have very different opinions about what counts as music.

The rent is cheap so the people who live in these apartments tend to be college students still studying or are newly graduated. My parents just like living small. And also, weren’t really expecting to have kids until they’d already gotten settled inside and then it was just kind of a “oh, well, just one kid then” type thing.
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Why wouldn’t you just cut a doorway out of one of the bedrooms?

––––––––
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Because that’s where our oven lives.
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Oh.
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Yeah, it’s not the best. But it’s home. And I like it. It’s where my family is.

The first day I walked through the door as their kid, all my things were already there and I started crying. I was five and a half and they’d finally gotten me. A year and I was theirs. Solely. Wholly. I’d lived there for, probably, eight months, but it felt like forever as a foster kid. Forever not knowing if I was going to stay or just be a wrong fit like some of the other kids that would wind up back with Carlita.

But I got to stay on my first try. I got to stay with the nice people that wanted to keep me and wanted me as their kid, their real kid, not just foster, but real. Theirs.

It’s the clearest memory I have from my childhood aside from the first time I met Nick.

It’s the best memory I have from my childhood.

And it feels the same, every single time. I walk through the front door and I just know that this is where my family lives. This is where I live.

It’s comforting to be able to come back to a place where you know you’re wanted.

Carlita was great but she was sixty-three years old when she took me in as a semi-fresh baby just bordering on the edge of toddler years with a nervous aversion to people and a penchant for almost daily horrific nightmares. Sixty-three years old with three other kids she was taking care of and a weary look to her face all the time. She wanted us to find a place to be because she knew she wasn’t it and she didn’t want to be.

But she was a good person and she cared for us until we found someone who could care for us just a little more.

And that’s my parents. Sure, we fight sometimes. I mean, what family doesn’t? But it’s rarely ever serious and at the end of the day, I can’t really go to bed angry because... they wanted me. They picked me out of a thousand better options and they kept me through the nightmares and the tantrums, even when they didn’t have to. They could’ve just handed me back to the foster care agents, back to Carlita, apologized strenuously and left to find a better fit but no.

They kept me. And then they adopted me.

I can’t really pretend that doesn’t mean anything because it means the world.
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What do they do?
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Ah, they teach. Mom’s a professor at the university. She teaches religious studies and mythology and whatnot. Dad teaches Greco-Roman history at Cornor’s High and occasionally does some summer courses at the community college in history or Latin.

They both really love teaching and my mom’s been fantastic running me through myths and stories since I was a kid. She gets kind of winded teaching kids though. Something about too much energy and preferring the deadened students she gets coming into her two thousand level courses because they’re so tired they rarely talk around her so her need to smack one of them is significantly lowered, I dunno. She likes most of her students though. Not as much as Dad, of course. He loves people. Babies, toddlers, pre-teens, angsty teenagers who steal his lunch for three weeks until they ultimately get guilted into paying him back in secret for whatever reason, college kids...

All people.

It’s probably why Grayson likes him so much.

“Al, my child!” Dad chirped, flipping an omelet. “How was your walk?”

I stared at him then snorted. Dropping the hot chocolates onto the counter, I tugged my coat off and onto the rack on the back of the door. “Isn’t it a bit early to be making breakfast?”

“Never too early!” he said, smiling wide at me.

“Lies,” Mom muttered from her hub at her laptop, squinting viciously at whatever was on the screen.

Dropping the full cup of hot chocolate beside Dad, I squirmed where I stood. “You guys know you don’t have to stay up when I go out, right?”

Dad rolled his eyes. “Anna, our child thinks we’re overly protective of him.”

Mom flickered her eyes at us. “Despicable. How dare you, sweetheart.”

“Exactly,” Dad said. “How dare you.” He flipped the omelet on the plate. “We were just- just celebrating life!”

I looked at him dryly. “Celebrating life?”

“Yes,” he said easy. “The Romans did so every once in a while. Laid tribute in eggs at four in the morning to the Parcae​[5] in celebration of our wonderful lives and asking them gently to not cut our strings too early.”

Mom snorted and Dad stuck his tongue at her. I smiled and checked my phone. It was four, or almost anyway. I rubbed my eyes. Gods, I hadn’t even known I’d been out that long. Rubbing my hands together, I leaned back against the counter. “You guys been up long?”

The line in Dad’s back tightened and Mom’s eyes shot down to her screen, ghosted. “Not long,” she said loftily. Her tone touched on a lie. A soft one, but a lie nonetheless.

I relaxed anyway.

“You staying up?” Dad asked. He poured another omelet onto another plate. “Or going back to sleep until noon?”

“Is that a dig?” I laughed. “Because I remember you sleeping all throughout the first half of summer last year.”

“I was recovering from surgery,” he grumbled, swatting at me with the spatula. Flecks of warm oil splattered on my arm. Luckily, it didn’t sting. “You’re just a lazy teen.”

I grinned and shifted towards the bathroom door. “Nah, Nick finally flew in this morning so I promised I’d come hang for a bit and then Jackson wants us to go see a movie later with Kals.”

“Busy bee,” Mom murmured. I ducked down and kissed the top of her head. She squeezed my hand and tugged me closer so she could kiss my cheek. She released my hand, letting me drift away. “Try to get some rest later.”

“I will,” I promised.

Drifting through the bathroom door, I cut through the side and flopped out onto my bed. Technically it’s a fold-out couch but it’s soft and comfortable and I can sleep on either version to be honest. Kicking off my shoes, I rolled onto my back, digging out my phone again. A billion messages from Nick were plastered at the top, still unread. Relaxing into my spot, I tapped them.

5:03pm: At airport

6:09pm: Flight’s here

6:11pm: On plane

6:32pm: Still on damn plane just take off

6:52pm: Flight attendant is dick

12:39am: Home

12:47am: Dad late

1:19am: Home home Mutant bake me a cake.

1:20am: Thanks for card

I grinned at that. Np. How was the flight?

I scrunched up real tight in my spot. Nick shot up online almost immediately, like normal. They​[6] didn’t sleep much and when they did, it was too lightly.

Dull, they typed back. Why u up

Couldn’t sleep. Why u up?

Jack up. A picture of a half-eaten bright green cake posted to the chat followed by Also cake.

I snorted. Katie gonna be pissed u all that w/o her. I winced. *eat all

Nick’s face posted to the chat, their mouth open with their tongue out slimed with green icing and chewed chocolate cake chunks. My fucking cake quickly followed.

Rude. I rolled onto my side. Still want me come over later?

Fuck yeah. A brief pause slipped by. No aids. Tired of them.

Np.

They vanished back offline, no doubt devouring the rest of their cake in peace. Well, Katelynn was smart. And also, prophetic​[7] so if she didn’t see this coming and make another one for all of them to share after dinner, then she probably was a clone of Katelynn and not the real deal.
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Wait. Aids?
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Oh, yeah, hearing aids. Nick’s deaf. Shortly after some personal family stuff happened​[8], Nick’s dad sent them to go live with their grandmother in Japan for a while. She didn’t like talking to a child who couldn’t understand her apparently, so she put Nick’s small tiny three-year old body under surgery without their parents’ permission and now they have cochlear implants they rarely use.

She’s not in Nick’s life anymore.

We mostly talk using ASL​[9], though sometimes Nick has them on and we just chat with our voices.

It’s not like they hate them. They just don’t see the point of them. Like, sure, I mean, Nick finds the aids useful when dealing with non-signing people but, ya know, in Brokes because it’s taught from such a young age and it’s a requirement for a lot of customer-oriented jobs, you’ll rarely find anyone who doesn’t know the alphabet at the least. And if you can fingerspell​[10], you’re basically on the right track.
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That’s nice.
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Yep.

My phone buzzed in my grip. I blinked and flipped to the group chat where Jackson had put down a message. He’d change the title to “The Boys Are Back”. I rolled my eyes and skimmed down to his message at the bottom.

CC machine broke. Movies @ A’s. No qs.

Can’t do, boo. Going over Nick’s.

Movies @ N’s. No qs.

Flickering online, Nick added quick, Fine then vanished again.

I paused then wrote, No BBM.

??????

It’s dreary.

Jackson shot back an angry emoticon followed by all the crying emojis available and then prayer hands. Then, finally, 12-12, dnt b l8.

I sent back a thumbs-up then clicked out of the chat, putting my phone off to the side and staring up at the dark expanse of ceiling above me. Steady, my thoughts trickled down into a pool. Last week of winter break. Despite having just got in, Nick would be flying back to their boarding school out in California in a week. Still had homework to finish off. Kali wanted us all to go ice skating at some point before school started. I needed to start hitting up places for summer work again.

Everything seemed so few in number and yet so impossible to complete. I rolled onto my side, squeezing my eyes shut.

A loud scream burst into my head. The glint of something sharp flashed.

I sat up and exhaled shakily.

Ah. Hadn’t thought of that in a while.

I squeezed my knees and breathed. There were a lot of nightmares I had as a kid that had long since faded out into thoughts that lingered solely at the back of my mind but these were the ones that terrified me the most because, despite being so fragmented, they felt like a memory. Nothing clear, just quick shots, like something stained to my mind.

Standing up, I paced around my room, shaking off my nerves. 

I never knew what was happening in that one. I remembered the first time I dreamt of it. Some man shouting followed by a bloodcurling scream and a flash of sharp metal twisting before my eyes. I’d woken up in a hot flash, confident I was going to die, and refused to let anyone come near me no matter how much I wanted to be held and comforted.

Eventually Carlita had me spend the night in her bedroom while she took up residence on the couch but instead of sleeping on the bed like a sane child, I crawled under the bed, scrunched up until I was too small to be seen and went to sleep like that.

I did that a lot when I was four. 

I have absolutely no fucking clue what I was hiding from or why I thought under the bed was a smart idea given my complete belief of the monsters that lived there but, ya know, I was four. I’m probably really shouldn’t question the concepts a four year old comes up with because, let's face it, I don’t even think they know what they’re talking about.

When my nerves had settled just a bit, I relaxed and sat back down. Then stood back up. I still need to move, needed to run. The weird itch at the back of my head had scampered back in. It urged me to go.

I didn’t know where.

So I just shoved open the window and exhaled sharply into the brisk night, wondering why I had to be going crazy now. There were a lot of things I needed to do. My paranoia sharpening itself to spear me over and over again was not a good thing for me right now and yet it was happening anyway.

My head hung sourly out of the window, just barely though, in case the window fell back down, I could jerk back quickly. My hands tightened over the sill. The winter air was cold and frozen and almost hurt but not really but enough for me to swallow thickly and think too much of the prickles that were blooming under the skin of my face and how they’d hurt later, how they’d burn and ache and I’d be stuck crying through the ache of it all like a fool.

Shifting back, I lifted my hands up to the edge of the window and sighed slowly. Just random bouts of paranoia coupled with crippling algophobia​[11]. Nothing to stress over.

When I looked up, the devil stared back at me.
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What?
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Yeah.

I screamed, shoved myself back so fast the window dislodged and slammed down. It hit the sill with a bleeding crack, a sharp edge bursting at the edge of the glass panes. My hands burned in fake pain as a thousand scenarios crashed through my brain about “what if your hand had still been there?” and images of the window smashing into them flashed like the postlude to an epilepsy warning. 

And still the devil was staring at me, looking like a fucking deer in headlights as it hung from the next wall over, just out of the way of my neighbor’s window.

The door slammed open. The echo set a flash of nerves crawling up my spine like a thousand ants. Pretends of pain cursed through my bones once, twice then stopped as I shot my eyes over to Dad, a loud warning in my head echoing at the sight of him.

The warning vanished as he looked at me, concerned, worried, scared. “What’s wrong?” he snapped.

I shook my head, swallowing thick around my thoughts. As I glanced back out the window, the devil was gone. “Nothing.”

He stepped over, shaking his head. “Then why are you squeezing your hands so tight?”

Dad pried apart my fingers and rubbed my hands in between his palms. The action was soothing but nerves still bounded around my throat. “I just- I just- I just thought I saw something?”

Mom stepped. “Saw what, Al?”

“I- I-” Laughter bubbled out of my mouth like a psychotic chatter. “I don’t even-” I exhaled shaky as Dad switched to my other hand. The other fell to my side. My breathing dropped to a pause while I struggled to regain my senses. Finally, I mumbled, “The devil?”

Amused concern glinted in her eyes. “The devil?” she repeated, dry.

“Yeah. Horns. Red eyes.” I rubbed my jaw, tired. “No tail though.”

“You been seeing the devil a lot?” Mom asked, her voice wary but soft.

Still feeling about a thousand nerves pulsing through my skin, I shrugged. “First time. Promise.”

She smiled, tight, concerned, but stepped over and kissed the top of my head. “You sure?”

I nodded loosely. “You know I hate lying.”

“Yeah, well, you are around that age where it becomes popular,” Dad teased, squeezing my wrist.

“I inherited your bad taste in hair styles and inability to rebel against my family.” I sank into his chest as he tugged me back into an awkward hug. “I swear on your face that I haven’t seen the devil physically before this.”

He sighed against the back of my neck. “I don’t know, Al. I think becoming a man was pretty rebellious​[12].” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “They didn’t approve of your mom too much either.”

“Because she’s black or a lesbian​[13]? You’ve never clarified that,” I said.

Dad shrugged as Mom rolled her eyes, pushing back my hair until it stuck up in the way she preferred. “Both,” she said, tapping my nose. “Definitely both.” She grabbed Dad’s hand and pulled him away. Before he went begrudgingly to her side, he kissed the top of my head and squeezed my shoulders gently. “You should get some sleep.”

Shallowly, I exhaled. “I will.”

She brushed her fingertips over my cheek. “You want me to make you something?”

I shook my head, watching Dad as he left the room, probably to make me something anyway. “Honestly, Mom, I’m fine.”

She frowned. “There’s something wrong, isn’t there?” I swallowed thickly. She patted my cheek. “Tell me. Otherwise, I’ll get your dad to make you a fuckton of tea.”

Snorting, I settled down on the edge of my couch and she sat down with me. For a moment, I stayed quiet, not sure how to explain it. “I feel like something- something’s going to happen,” I started. Tension lit up my arm and I pressed on it, anxiety flaring. “That I need to be somewhere. And do something. Otherwise.” I frowned. “Otherwise everything is going to fail.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know.” I dropped my head to my hands. “I don’t know. I just keep waking up with the same feeling of everything going so fast and I won’t be able to get there in time.”

She rubbed my back. “Get where?”

I froze as the word sounded in my head. Home. Like a thundering scream yet somehow too silent in my head. Home. I needed to get home.

But I was already home.

I shook my head. “I don’t know.” I scrunched my legs to my chest and squeezed my eyes shut. “I don’t know where.”

She pulled me into her side. “You talk to Dr. Colver about this or is it new?”

“Kind of new?” I started. “But also not? I dunno. Every time I remind myself to, I always-” I paused then shook my head. “Something else happens. Like the devil showing up outside my window. Or realizing I fucked my English exam and panicking because I might not get to be a junior next year.” At her concerned look, I shook my head. “I will, of course. Mr. Yun let me retake it. I’m fine.”

Relaxed, she pulled her hand to her lap. “If you need more sessions, that’s fine, you know that. If you need more time, you just have to ask.”

“I don’t need more sessions or time. I mean, I feel like I can manage it just fine with what I’ve got and adding on more makes me feel like I’d need to do more, ya know?” She said nothing and made no notion that she understood what I meant but her eyes stayed warm and careful and I sighed, pushing my chin against my knees. “I just wanna stop feeling like this.” I closed my eyes. “I think it’s making the anxiety worse.”

Nodding slowly, she stood up. “You take your meds?”

“Yep.” I gestured loosely to my calendar. “Even put it down.”

She walked over to my calendar and eyed it carefully, dragging her finger across the dots I pushed in with the same pen every day. “It’s not bad if you do need more time and you can always cancel or cut them short if you need to,” she said. “But I won’t push it. Just let me know about the monsters.”

“They’re not real.”

She cut her eyes at me, hard and sharp. “They are to you.” She turned away. “That’s all that matters.”

I smiled gently as she stroked her finger over the spines of my books. “You guys worry too much.”

“I worry the same amount I always have,” she said. “Even if you were completely stable-” She tugged out a book on Egyptian mythology. “-I’d still worry.” She flipped it open. “Bes?​[14]”

“Good things. Protector.” I rubbed my jaw. “Not him though. He’s, ya know.”

“Small?” she asked, smirking.

I rolled my eyes. “No,” I muttered. “If you keep insulting them, they’re gonna smite you.”

She snorted, flipping through the book. “I think the gods have more important things than murdering me for making factual statements.” She clamped it shut and grinned wide. “I keep them alive.”

Laughing, I stretched back and watched as she shoved my book back in line with the rest. Everyone says it but it doesn’t matter. My mom is the best mom to ever live. She fears nothing. She keeps me calm. She makes decent French toast. 

“Alright, I’m stumped,” she sighed. She plucked the Christmas gift Kali gave me of her namesake​[15] off the shelf and looked it over. “How we feeling today?”

“Womanly,” I said, reaching out for the plush figure. She tossed it to me. I caught it and gently rubbed the felt tongue between my fingertips. Just looking at the toy filled me with a quiet sense of calm, like Kali - my friend, not the goddess - was sitting beside me, talking to me in her low, low voice.

I pushed the doll’s hair back, smoothing it down from where it tufted it up. “I’m sorry for scaring you, by the way.”

She shook her head. “Don’t apologize for that.”

“Still wanna keep me?” I teased, brushing a stray hunk of dust from one of the skulls.

She sighed deeply and pushed my feet over onto the cushions, dumping my blanket onto my legs. “Your dad wanted two things,” she started, tucking the blanket around my legs. “A mixed race child because we’re mixed race.” She rolled her eyes and I grinned. “And a blonde because he thought it’d be funny since neither one of us are blonde and you’ve scored all of that for him. Now, I didn’t have any parameters and I still wound up with a child-” She settled next to me. “-who is everything I could’ve ever wanted from a child.

“You’re my kid, alright? I’m always going to want to keep you. No matter how wired your mind gets sometimes.” She squeezed my hand. “Now go to sleep. I’ll call the others. Tell them you all have to hang out here because apparently Satan is trying to sex you and we can’t have that.” I choked, shoving at her. Despite that, she grinned and kissed the top of my head. “Be nice. The gods are watching.”

“I know, I know.” I cuddled Plush Kali close to my chest.  “Night, Mom.”

“Goodnight Alex,” she said, turning off the light as she exited the room. The door eased shut behind her and I buried myself into the warmth of my blanket, thick and heavy and orienting.

I was loved.

I was safe.

There were no monsters.
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Chapter Two
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Seven hours later and I was showered, fully dressed and sprawled out on my bed as Nick hooked the TV up to my outlet. Jackson was squatting behind it, fiddling with plugs connecting to the mini DVD player while Kali eyed the options of movies available.

“Where is Sucker Punch?”

Jackson groaned. “Fuck, Kals, no. We’re not watching D-rate movies.”

Eyes sharp, she looked him down and he relented back to his squatting. I grinned and sat up. “Think it’s down in storage. You want me to get it?”

She held up one finger, still rooting through the movies laid out before her, searching for something either insanely good she’d shush us every time anyone made a noise or so bad she’d laugh through the whole film and point out all inaccuracies.

Kali is amazing. She said she was named after the goddess because, despite not being religious, her family wanted her to grow up strong or something and it worked really well. She’s the only person in our entire school who’s never lost at dodgeball. Not even when she gets distracted by me hiding under the bleachers because the substitute doesn’t understand that I’m not supposed to play.
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Because of the pain thing?
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Yeah. And she’s fantastic with that too. Always on my defense and offense, protecting me. I don’t think I’ve ever worried about getting hurt with her around.

She does get pissed because I’m not so good at English. As, you know, a subject and I am constantly disappointing her with my poor grades, something she has never relented on. Ever. Since we met.

At least Jackson, however obsessed with my lack of a love life he may be, is a bit more chill when it comes to my academic failings.

Jackson is one of those people where you either know right away that you’ll like him or you know that he’s gonna be that person you avoid for three years only to uncomfortably meet him on an elevator when he’s covered in paint and wearing plastic vampire teeth.

Luckily, I’m in the former, though there have been a disturbing amount of encounters with the latter.
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Wow.
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Yeah. Jackson is... special. He’s an acquired taste of a person and he knows it and fully utilizes that to his advantage. The only person who really keeps him level is Kali and that’s because we all admirably fear her. But Jackson is great.

He’s from Egypt and he moved here when he was five. Like Kali’s parents, his parents travel a lot so I haven’t actually met them but he loves them a lot and I know he misses them when they’re gone. It’s one of the reasons I think he hangs out over my place so much. 

He was Kali’s friend first. They knew each other through their parents apparently, I never got the full story, so when I met them they were already familiar with each other in the way that I was already familiar with Nick. And then our little groups joined into one slightly larger group. And we’ve been like that for the last eight years.

Kali stretched and sighed low. “It is not here.” She flicked a case with her finger and scowled deep. “I do not like these.”

Grabbing my keys off the pin on my wall, I scooted up to my feet. “I’ll go see if it’s downstairs. If not, then I probably left it at Nick’s.”

Jackson groaned, his face illuminated by the shine of the TV as it sluck on. Pleased, Nick ducked their head back, eying me as I moved to the door. They shook their index finger side-to-side quick before rolling both index fingers over one another. Where go?

I pressed my palms together, my left hand pointing sideways as my right stood up, and shifted my right hand side to side before I pointed down. Movie downstairs. I pointed at Kali then dragged my hands like claws facing upwards to my chest before I finger-spelled the rest, ending with a quick jab from my right hand fingertips to my left hand palm. She want S-U-C-K-E-R P-U-N-C-H again.

Nodding, Nick made a circle with their hand then slid their thumb to the crook of their middle finger, their pinkie and ring finger pulling down to the palm. Ok.

I pulled open the door and darted out through the bathroom and kitchen. The door clicked shut behind me. Without thinking, I shoved my hand to my pockets, feeling my keys jangle against my thigh as they hung from my fist. I caught the elevator on its way down, slipping into it alone.

In the back of my mind, the urge to move, to run, curdled thick. I shook it off, exiting the elevator towards the basement. The doors were already open. Fiddling with the keys for my storage units, I walked in.

“Alex!”

I blinked and looked over at Ms. Hern, the woman who lived above me. She grinned at me from her unit. Stopping at my storage unit, I waved low. “Hey, Ms. Hern. How’s it going?”

She leaned against her box. “Quite well.” Her smile grew wider. “I just found the thing I was looking for.”

Unlocking the first box, I said, “That’s great.” I rifled through the first drawer of DVDs, nagging Sucker Punch from the top. Pushing the drawer shut, I locked the unit back up and turned back to the doorway and Ms. Hern.

She stared at me from where she blocked the exit

I swallowed thick. “Uh, well, I just found my thing so.” I took a step forward and she didn’t move. Warning bells broke out in my head, high and urgent and screeching. I took a step back. “What- what were you looking for?”

“I think you know, Warrior,” she breathed, her voice suddenly breathy and high.

“Uh-” Frost stretched down from where she leaned and over the floor, creeping up on me. “Is everything alright?”

“Everything is perfect now,” she whispered.

The ice shot up from the ground, jagged. I jerked back, flailing out of the way. The basement was an enclosed space with only one exit and she was blocking it.

I was completely fucked.

And I didn’t even know why.

“Uh, Ms. Hern?” I started, backing up into the storage units. “Did I do something to upset you? Because if I did, I totally didn’t mean to.”

She giggled, the same high and nerve-wracking tone. “Oh, dear boy-”

“Not a boy​[16].”

“-you just don’t get it, do you?” She stalked towards me, ice spreading fast across the ground towards me. I shifted back, trying to inch my way away from it. “Julia Hern is dead.”

The panic paused in my throat. What?

She raised her hand, ice glistening from her fingertips. “And so are you.”

Ice shot out at me, railing towards me at top speed. Panic shot to the top of my head as I jerked back, going nowhere. It cut off right before my eyes, an inch too close as Grayson appeared out of nowhere, snatching it with his bare hand.

It broke, shattering into pieces.

Ms. Hern’s eyes widened. “How-”

“Like this,” Dad said from the doorway. He raised his palm. “Now.”

Wailing screeches echoed all around us as the room suddenly became enveloped in a pool of fog. As I held close to the storage units pressing up against my back, faces peered out from the fog, all screaming and hollering loud. The fog converged on Ms. Hern. She jerked back, now a blurry form in the fog. Within it all, I could hear her screaming my name.

“Alright then!” Dad chirped. Grayson grabbed my arm and yanked me away from the units. “Time to flee.”

I stumbled against Dad. “What the fuck-”

Dad grabbed my arm and yanked me along towards the door that led up to the lobby, right across from the elevator. “No time to explain!” he said quickly, breathing hard as he shoved the door open. “We must flee. We must run! We must-” He froze. “Shit, where’s your mom?”

“She- she went to the store,” I said. My thoughts tripped over themselves. “I don’t- I don’t- what just-”

Dad grabbed my jaw. “Alex. I swear, I will explain. But later. Because now we have to go or we will die.”

“Okay, okay, okay,” I breathed shallowly. He dropped his hand, shoving open the top door. “Wait, what?”

“No time!” he shouted, gesturing at me rapidly. I followed his motions, meeting him at the top. “Grayson, they won’t hold her forever. I need-” A bursting sound followed by Ms. Hern’s high shout. Dad paled and grabbed me. “Stall her!” he yelled back at Grayson, who nodded and vanished, just as the door blew open, shattering off from its hinges.

Ms. Hern stood in the vacant doorway, her face bloodied and eyes pissed.

Before she could do anything, a swirling mist shoved against her, sending her flying down the stairs just as Dad pushed me out of the building. He pointed to the parking lot a few blocks away. “Get to the car.”

“What about you?” I asked.

“I’ll be fine,” he said. “I used to do this for a living.” He grabbed my face and kissed the top of my head. “If I’m not back by the time your mom gets there, tell her to go without me, okay?”

“Go where?” I yelled as he darted back into the building. I stood there on the steps, panic settling into my toes. I needed to run, I needed to bolt, escape, escape. 

My eyes cut to the parking lot where Dad kept the car we rarely ever used but only owned because it was his baby. My feet moved without my mind catching up. By the time I realized where I was going, what I was doing, I was halfway to the parking lot.

I slowed to a stand.

This was insane.

Ms. Hern just tried to- tried to-

Holy fuck, she just tried to kill me.

My blood ran cold. Kali. Jackson. Nick.

They were still in there. Dad was in there! I didn’t know where Mom was, except the store, a vague descriptor. And she could’ve returned in the seconds I was too busy shuffling it to the parking lot for a reason I wasn’t even aware of.

Why was she trying to kill me? What did I do? Did I not say good morning one day? I tried to spend my entire life being polite but this seemed just a tad bit excessive for a missed “Good morning”. Maybe I offended her cat. Cats were a bit suspicious of me all the time, I don’t know why, but Ms. Hern’s never seemed to hate me to my face.

Maybe Hector changed his mind.

Oh, Zeus​[17], I was being attacked because of a cat.

This was the worst.

I bent over, breathing hard. My thoughts were reorienting themselves in a thousand different ways, all bad, bad, bad, and at the speed of light. My head felt like it was gonna burst and if it didn’t explode, my heart surely was.

A hand snagged my elbow. I jerked up, whipping around and stumbling backwards. Mom stared at me. “Alex?” Her eyes narrowed as she took me in, a plastic bag drooping towards the ground in her hand. “What are you doing out here?”

“There was- And Ms. Hern!” I threw my arms up into the air. “Tried to kill me! There was ice everywhere and I didn’t know, and I don’t know. And Dad-” I keeled over again. “Dad.”

Mom grabbed my shoulder. “Alex, speak slower. Smaller words.”

I nodded, eying her. “I went downstairs. To get a movie. Then Ms. Hern tried to kill me. Then Grayson showed up. Then Dad showed up and told me to go the car and my friends-” I gasped, a collective image of Jackson, Kali and Nick spiraling to the forefront of my brain. “They’re still inside and I don’t know what's happening and I’m so scared and I don’t understand, I don’t understand, it doesn’t make sense, what did I do?” I leaned into wall of a bodega, gasping. Tears pricked the edges of my eyes. “What did I do? I don’t know.”

“Alex, Alex, listen to me right now.” Mom cupped my face with one hand. “I need you to take steady breaths okay. I need you to-”

Our building exploded.

I jerked, staring up and behind her as smoke fumed out the windows of the fifth floor, glass shattering to the sidewalk. People screamed and jolted away. Through the doors of the lobby, tenants and visitors were rushing outside, shouting names.

My blood ran cold.

My-

My-

My home.

Mom’s hand fell from her face and for a moment, all the life in her seemed to vanish as she wilted in front me. Then she whirled on, face stern like it was that time when we all thought I was deathly allergic to walnuts and one of the kids in my class tried to get me to eat one to see what would happen so she came in for a meeting with my principal and the other kid’s parents and I knew at that very moment she was about to give them hell.

“We have to go.”

I stared at her then gestured wildly at the building. “But- DAD!”

“He’s fine!”

“HE IS A MARSHMALLOW!”

“With a stone center!” she shot back, which was a fucking lie. “Now get to the damn car!”

I stared at her for a hot second then grabbed my hair. “YOU CAN’T DRIVE!”

She grabbed my arm, gently, ever so gently for a woman so pissed, and growled, “I don’t need to drive.”

We made it to the parking lot where Dad kept the car he bought when he first got his license. It was, by all accounts, a Frankenstein vehicle. It was older than he was. The doors were from two different models of different cars. The back left wheel was literally taken from a car my dad found abandoned on the side of road as he was driving to Brokes from his town in Illinois after he moved out. Pretty sure the engine had died and been replaced like seventeen times.

For the life of me, I have no idea how he ever managed to get it to start in the first place.

Mom pulled at the handle, swore when it was locked and pressed both hands flat against the window. The door clicked open and I stared at her.

“No questions,” she huffed throwing open my door and pushing me roughly inside. She yanked her own door open and slid over.

“What the fuck is happening?” I asked because nothing was making sense!

“Language,” she snapped, rooting through door pockets, through the glove box. “Charles,” she groaned.

Like clockwork, Dad appeared out of nowhere. “Okay, so,” he started, throwing open the door and diving into the driver’s seat, “I got rid of it because I didn't think we’d need it.”

He shoved the car key into ignition and turned. The car sputtered weakly then promptly died.

“Charles!” Mom moaned. “Are you kidding me? Why do we even keep this thing then?”

“Oh, Anna Banana,” Dad said, ignoring the quick scathing look she sent him. “Everything has a life. Even if it doesn’t seem that way.” He pressed his hand flat of the dashboard and hummed low under his breath. “Wake up, me hearties, wake up, wake up, wake up.”

“Dad, I think the car is dead. It’s gone. It’s time to move on.” I grabbed the back of his chair and leaned in between both of them. “Also time to explain why things are happening that happening because I’m panicking.”

“Uh huh,” Dad said vaguely. The car turned on and I stared at the dashboard. “Alright, she’s awake!”

“How?”

“Magic, baby!” he chirped, too excited. He started backing out of the parking lot. “Now, to explain-” Something thudded behind us. Dad adjusted the mirror and exhaled deeply. “We are going to die.”

“What?” I spun around, trying to see what was happening now but couldn’t until the upper part of the parking lot literally began to tear off. “What the fuck. WHAT THE FUCK.”

“Drive, drive,” Mom ordered as Dad gunned the engine and peeled out of parking lot just before the roof crushed into the ground, destroying so many other cars with it. She spun around her seat and grabbed my jaw. “Alex, look at me. Look at- look at me.” I did, eyes wide. My heart hammered in my chest. “Thank you,” she breathed. “Take a deep breath. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Dad swerved left, peeling hard around the corner. Cars in front of us squealed to stop, drivers shouting at him, at us, then screaming loud at whatever was pounding away behind us.

“Everything’s going to be fine,” Mom repeated. Her eyes were unphased, body stupidly calm, and I watched her carefully.

She’d never lied to me before.

“What’s going on?” I whispered.

She swallowed thickly and looked at Dad, who spared her a single glance, before shifting back to the road, growling at the engine sputtered. She looked back to me and shifted more comfortably, her arm splayed over the headrest.

“Remember when we took you in? And you met my family?” I nodded rapidly. Her eyes flickered out the back window, steeling hard, angry, then back down to me. “You asked me if I was like them and I said I wasn’t. And you asked me if I was lying and I said no and then you asked about Dad and I said he wasn’t either.”

“You lied,” I said flatly.

“It was a necessary lie,” she explained, gesturing loosely. “See, we are Warriors. Different classifications but same essential prowess. And you-” She pointed at me with her free hand. “-are a Warrior. Not genetically, like your father and I, but chosen.”

“That makes no sense.” My feel steeled hard against the floor as I gripped my seatbelt while Dad made a hard turn around another corner and another corner right after, eyes flashing to mirror and back to the road too much for my tastes.

The thuds and screams increased.

“Do you know how many times I’ve tried to levitate the remote to me when I was too lazy to get up and get it myself? I think it would’ve worked if I had magic! Which goes to prove that I don’t.”

“It’s special,” she said, undoing her seatbelt. She threw it off and it snapped to the lock, the sound jarring. “You’re special.”

“I’m not- what- what are you doing?” She threw open the door. I jerked up and she snapped her wrist at me. I fell back, pushed up against the backseat by hands I couldn’t see, like I was walled in.

She looked down at Dad. “Don’t let him die.”

Then she jumped out of the car, rolling past my window as we sped by her.

My heart fell into my stomach and I nearly vomited. The walls keeping me back collapsed and I jerked up, spun around to see her, still in the road as a gigantic being towered hundreds of feet above her. And then we turned another corner and she vanished.

“MOM!”

“Alex, I need you to calm down,” Dad said.

“Calm down?” I shouted. “CALM DOWN? She just- And she- WE NEED TO GO BACK FOR HER!”

“I can’t do that,” he said, gunning the engine.

“SHE IS YOUR WIFE!”

“I KNOW!” he yelled. His voice cracked, entire body trembling as everything blurred past us, cars honking horns and the city turning into sheer greenery as we stretched up towards the large expanse of forest that bordered part of the city edge. “You don’t think I know that? I MARRIED HER.”

His hands tightened over the wheel. “There are three things in life that I love. You, your mother and premium sushi for under ten dollars. I’ve lost one, I might be losing the other so I am not losing you.” He shook his head. “But she’s made of concrete and iron, okay? I’ve seen her fistfight a fucking lion without fear. She’s gonna be fine.” He glanced over his shoulder, eyes baring into mine. “I swear.”

I stared at him. Then hissed, “She fought a lion?”

“Technically, it was shapeshifter,” Dad muttered. “But ya know, it was turned so I think it counts.”

“Oh my god.” I tried to back up, my legs kicking the ground, bouncing off the chair in front of me. There was nowhere to escape, nowhere to run, nowhere to go. “Oh gods, Ebisu​[18] Almighty, Lord Thor​[19], please I’m begging.”

“Alex, Al, calm down. It’s gonna be fine.” He exhaled slowly. “Everything is gonna be A-Okay. I promise.”

I sank down in my seat, struggling to keep from questioning that. How did he know? How did he know anything was going to be okay? My building just blew up. I didn’t know where my friends were. They were probably dead.

Oh, good gods below, they were probably dead. Like my mom. Squashed beneath a gigantic foot.

I sank lower in my seat. “What exactly is trying to kill me? Ms. H- Ms. Hern, that wasn’t her. Was it?”

Dad shook his head. “No, Al, it wasn’t. That was a, uh, Dreamkeeper. We call it that because it likes to immerse its victims in sleep and nightmares before devouring their souls then their bodies. It, um, it takes over the body of someone else to catch them alone before it transforms.”

“And when it leaves the body?”

He was quiet for a slow second then exhaled sharply. “It steals the life of whoever it possesses, Alex. That’s how it stays alive. Joanne is dead.”

In my stomach, my heart exploded. “She-” I breathed slowly. “Ms. Hern, Ms. Hern, who gave us free ice sometimes? She’s- she’s-” I squeezed my eyes closed. “Because of me?”

“It’s not your fault, Alex,” Dad said quickly. “Don’t you dare think that.”

“But it’s- it’s after me, right? So.” My breaths escaped me, whimpering. “It’s gotta be, it’s gotta be my fault. Because it wants to kill me. And it wouldn’t have, have, have gone after her and-”

“Alex, no.” His voice was sharp, final. “It doesn’t matter. It was not your fault.”

I titled my head back and tried to reorient myself. Ms. Hern. Ms. Hern, who’d be nothing but pleasant if not quirky and odd at times. She gave free ice out all across the neighbourhood when it got hot. Made it snow a couple times in dead July, just because the kids in the building asked her to.

She was dead.

Gone.

Hello, Mrs. Morrígu​[20], I know we haven’t talked much since Gramps passed, I thought, aside from general prayers, but if you and your other death pals could just be nice and wonderful and give me some kind of sign at, ya know, any point in the day that she’s okay. She’s doing fine. I shivered in my seat, eyes burning. That she’s making it snow for some kids who died too soon too, that’d be great. Thank you. Still shaking, I
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