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For my parents, who allowed me to watch endless hours of horror movies and encouraged the weirdness.
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The night the fires tore through Hollywood hills devouring wildlife and mansions, Spencer Torres got possessed by an ancient demon. It sunk its claws deep into her flesh and refused to let go. It was the fall of her senior year. A year where she expected to shine. A year where nothing was meant to go wrong. 

Until it all did.

Spencer was sitting in English class trying desperately not to fall asleep. Her set of pens and highlighter sat ready for action upon her sheets of notes, but somehow she couldn’t bring herself to lift either of them. She kept nodding off in small intervals, and each time she’d snap back awake and take a deep breath trying to make herself more focused at the lesson at hand. 

Ever since she visited the Queen Mary for the “Haunted Encounters Tour,” she didn’t feel the same. It hadn’t been her idea to go as she wasn’t a fan of being frightened for fun. It was her best friend Fallon’s idea, she insisted it wouldn’t be so scary, and her boyfriend Mason joined them. To her annoyance, even her younger sister Isla tagged along, there was no way to dissuade her from not going since she loved haunts. Fallon kept rattling on about how the perennially docked ship at Long Beach was an interesting historical landmark to visit. 

From the very first moment she walked down the long passageway with its carpeted corridors and glossy wooden walls, she felt a strange sensation. It was a quiet sense of dread that followed her throughout the visit. A sense that she was being watched prickled her skin with uneasiness. 

At some point during their visit, she remained momentarily behind. Goose-flesh littered her arms as she was hit with a sudden touch of icy air. 

That’s when she saw her.

The figure of a little girl cast in shadows. Once she stepped out into the light she saw that the little girl wore a dated 20s style blue dress while she clutched a teddy bear with a red bow. Something was unsettling by the way the girl looked at her. Something about her gaze wasn’t right. Her expression was vacant. Then the little girl opened her mouth in a silent scream as her eyes melted down her cheeks like two crimson puddles. 

Spencer wanted to scream but suddenly felt violently sick. Brutal cramps seized her abdomen, and before she had a chance to stop herself, she released strange green-hued bile from her mouth. When Isla, Mason, and Fallon had found her she had tried to save face by wiping her lips with the back of her hand and remarked, “I told you we shouldn’t have eaten those fish tacos.”

But two weeks had passed since that fateful night, and Spencer could no longer joke about the circumstances. Nightmares plagued her sleep, causing her to wake up multiple times and making it extremely difficult for her to stay awake in class. Ms. Reynolds’ soothing voice droned on about Faust and his deal with the Devil, and she found it irresistible to give in to the sweet temptation of slumber.

Her eyelids drooped as her hand stopped writing. She felt a chill. She suddenly, became aware of her surroundings and noticed that she was back at the Queen Mary. Only this time when she saw the wet footprints, they began to overflow. Dark, murky water slowly rose from the depths, and Spencer was unsure what to do. It almost felt like being swallowed by the darkness. Soon she was knee-deep in freezing water.

Tap-tap-tap.

She jerked her head to the side and watched as the little girl dragged her jagged nails along the ship’s wooden walls. In her other hand, she clutched her teddy bear with the red bow.

Spencer tried to move but soon realized that her feet were stuck as though the icy waters were made of molasses.

She let out a whimper.

The little girl stared straight at her as she had done that night on the ship. 

“He’s coming for you!” she said in a raspy voice that sounded coarse like sandpaper. 

“Who? Who’s coming?”

She opened her mouth and that’s when her eyes melted. They ran down her cheeks like runny eggs.

This time Spencer was unable to contain her screams.

“Miss Torres! What’s the meaning of this?!” Ms. Reynolds shook Spencer out of her nightmare. Her teacher was taken aback by her outburst. 

Agitated, she jumped up, startled. 

Her heart was racing and her hands were shaking. Her nerves felt on fire.

“She...she was there!”

Ms. Reynolds peered down with judgment in her eyes and asked, “Who are you referring to?”

That’s when Spencer felt the weight of a hundred eyes turning in her direction. The whole class was staring intently at Spencer. Her cheeks flushed in shame as she heard a few whispers. Leo Jenkins, her only rival for valedictorian peered over at her from behind his textbook. Something about his furtive glance hidden behind his black rimmed glasses gave her a slight shudder. A couple of girls from Cheer seated nearby, expressed their concern. One girl, Ally Brand quickly offered her a bottle of lemon water as a means to soothe her jitters, but she declined. Humiliation burned her to the core. 

“I suggest you get more sleep at night, Spencer. I won’t tolerate this sort of behavior in class. Now go compose yourself and then return to class,” the teacher shook her head in dismay.

“But Ms. Reynolds...”

“Please, trust me, just go take a breather and come back.”

“Can I go with her?” Fallon called out raising her hand from her seat. Spencer recognized that look. Concern was written all over her face.

“Absolutely not, that won’t be necessary.”

Fallon sulked from her seat, her blonde bob caressing her chin. The two friends made eye contact, and Spencer forced a smile trying to pass off being okay. She simply had a nightmare, there was nothing wrong with her. Nothing at all. Or at least that’s what she kept repeating in her head as she got to her feet and made her way to the door. Someone on the other side of the room must’ve made a comment because a few of her classmates snickered in return. 

She quickly turned around, glaring at the culprits who froze in fear.

“Fucking losers,” Fallon muttered under her breath, shaking her head. 

“Quiet!” Ms. Reynolds snapped and placed her edition of Faust on her desk with a deafening smack.

Spencer shot the group of students one final irate look and then stepped into the hall. Her cheeks burned with humiliation as she dug her nails into the palm of her hands. She quickly made a beeline for the bathroom. Fortunately, no one was there and she stopped by the sink. Although she had done a good job at masking her sleepless nights with concealer, her eyes told a different tale. They were bloodshot and watery. She grabbed some paper towels and turned on the faucet, wetting them in cold water. 

“Get a grip on yourself,” she muttered under her breath as she carefully patted the water-soaked towels upon her face. She would’ve preferred to splash cold water on her face because it worked at soothing her nerves, but she couldn’t have her makeup dripping down her cheeks. So this was the next best thing.

“It wasn’t real,” she assured herself. “Not real,” she repeated, as though saying it aloud would somehow make it true.

She whipped her long straightened brown hair back and forced a smile. How was she planning on being voted the Winter Dance Queen if she couldn’t get her shit together? Not to mention that she had Cheer practice later that day. 

Digging through her pockets, she pulled a small coin purse in which she kept her Adderall. She turned on the faucet again, and popped the pill into her mouth before she leaned down to wash it down. This should keep her focused on the lesson. No more falling asleep or having nightmares. 

Once back in class she took notes and did her best to pay attention and not get sidetracked with any of her daydreams or thoughts. Fallon passed her a note asking how she was feeling and Spencer gave her the thumbs up. She needed to keep up the charade to lessen any damage she could’ve caused to her social status by her outburst earlier. 

When the bell rang, she was filled with relief, until Ms. Reynolds stopped her at the door.

“May I have a word with you Miss Torres?”

“Uhh..sure..” She remained behind as the other students rushed off to their next classes.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately, young lady, but this behavior is truly worrying,” she looked at with her harsh brown eyes as she settled down in her cushioned seat behind her desk. She rummaged through a stack of papers until she found what she was looking for.

“I’m sorry I fell asleep in class. It won’t happen again. I’ve just been really stressed lately with school and Cheer practice. It’s been challenging being nominated the varsity captain this year.”

“That’s not what I’m concerned about, Spencer,” she cut her off, as she handed her a stack of papers. She readily recognized them, it was the essay she had turned in just last Monday. She had spent so many nights slaving away trying to make it impeccable. 

“Why are you handing me my paper – did I not do well?”

“I don’t know if this is some sort of twisted teenage dare or what have you,” Ms. Reynolds’s lips twitched with disdain, she pushed a loose strand of auburn hair away. “I know some of you think that since I’m younger than most of the other teachers in this school that you can walk all over me. But I’m going to let you know right now, I don’t appreciate this kind of stuff. Now, I preferred talking to you prior to getting Principal Vars or your parents involved.”

“I don’t understand,” she mumbled, incredulous. 

Ms. Reynolds’s eyes glowered and Spencer feared that she was slowly getting annoyed by her naivety. What could she possibly be referring to? 

“Read what you wrote.”

Spencer looked down at the paper and shook her head in disbelief. A few sentences into her introductory paragraph in big bold letters was typed, MS. REYNOLDS IS A BITCH. Shaking her head, she whispered, “I didn’t write this.”

“Are you sure?”

“I don’t know....maybe...maybe someone took my essay...” Her eyes filled up with tears of humiliation. “I’m so sorry...I didn’t write this! Please believe me! Maybe someone else typed this up and typed my name on it, but this isn’t mine!”

Spencer wasn’t known for shedding tears in public and she could sense that Ms. Reynolds was just as surprised as her, softening her tone, “I thought it was strange that one of my best students would turn something like that in.” She felt Mrs. Reynolds’s eyes on her nails and she quickly felt ashamed. Usually they were lacquered a bright shade of scarlet, but currently the polish was chipped, her nails bitten down to stumps. Something was amiss but Spencer couldn’t exactly articulate what it was.

“I’ll bring in my essay tomorrow...just please, don’t tell my parents about this or Principal Vars, I don’t want to get kicked out of Cheer.” Her head spun and she took a deep breath to curb the feeling. Tears finally spilled out. The exhaustion combined with the misunderstanding had broken the dam.

“Just bring your paper tomorrow and let’s forget about this incident.”

“Thank you so much, Ms. Reynolds,” she sniffed. And started to walk towards the door to exit.

“And Spencer?”

“Yes?”

“Please do get some proper sleep.”

“I will, Ms. Reynolds and thanks again!” She rushed out of the class feeling queasy and confused.

What the hell had just happened that morning?

She left the classroom clutching the offensive paper. It was true that she hadn’t written that essay, but it was also true that deep down Spencer had always thought that Ms. Reynolds was a bitch. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter

[image: image]


2

That night at dinner Isla put her sister on the spot.

“What happened today in English class?” she asked in between forkfuls of quinoa and kale salad. Her sister’s dark thick hair was piled high in a messy bun. Spencer knew how fast rumors could spread in a small school like Scared Heart High, but she chose to ignore all of her sister’s texts when she questioned about the incident. 

“What do you mean?” Spencer responded.

Her dad finally looked up from his phone and paid attention to what was happening at the dinner table. This was something that annoyed Spencer very much about her father. Carlos Torres was often preoccupied with other matters that she, Isla, and her mother often didn’t acknowledge his presence. At times, Spencer was convinced that he preferred this. She wondered what caused him to be so entangled in his own thoughts. Maybe he was sad that his ability to pump out bestsellers overtime diminished and was forced to return to a day job. Maybe that’s why his hand was never seen without a glass of whiskey in its clutch. 

“What happened?”

“O-M-G....nothing!” she burst out. Between Fallon and Mason showering her with concern that afternoon, her patience had been absolutely shot. Now she had to deal with her nosy sister. 

“Spencer, please, don’t raise your voice at the table,” her mother interrupted, setting down her fork. 

“Well, Spencer?” her dad probed. She knew that he was feigning interest, he often had none unless your name was Jim Beam. 

“I fell asleep in class.”

“Yeah, but Candice said that you screamed,” Isla added.

Glaring at her sister, Spencer clarified, “I had a nightmare...”

“Are you having trouble sleeping again?” her dad asked her, but his tone lacked concern. Spencer could tell that it was more like he was addressing an annoying problem that needed to be resolved before it would ruin the rest of his night. Often, he came across so impatient towards Isla and her that Spencer barely spoke to him. 

“Maybe we should ask Dr. Goldberg to prescribe you some sleeping tablets and up your Xanax dosage, it would definitely help,” her mom suggested. Naturally, that was the direction her mother would lean towards since she was the pill-popping queen of the household. If a doctor could bottle up happiness and prescribe it as a pill, her mother would gladly take double doses. Drugs were not viewed as drugs if a doctor signed for them. Spencer would laugh at the irony. 

“Mom...I don’t want to take anymore pills. I’m taking enough as it is.”

“I know, honey, but if you’re falling asleep in class, screaming no less, then we need to find a way to address that.”

“Medicating her won’t be the solution,” Isla interrupted. Finally, her sister was siding with her, and Spencer appreciated that. 

Her mother was about to say something when the tapping started again.

Tap-tap-tap.

“What the hell is that?” Her dad got up. His patience worn thin.

“I think there are mice in the attic,” Isla said as she rose and followed her dad out of the kitchen. 

“Oh dear,” her mother shuddered. “How many times do we have to deal with those damn rodents!” She polished off her glass of wine and opened up the cabinet, taking out an Ibuprofen. “I swear I never had headaches ‘til I had a family,” she popped two pills and washed them down with another glass of wine. 

Spencer stopped picking at her food and stood up. Her phone vibrated with a text. She looked at the screen and saw it was Mason. Thinking of you, babe. She quickly composed a flirty reply. I hope they’re sexy thoughts. Then she slipped her phone in her back pocket. “I have a lot of homework to do, I’m going to my room.” This was why she needed to be valedictorian and Winter Dance Queen, it would up her chances for a scholarship and get her the hell away from this dysfunctional family that was beginning to weigh her down. 

Her mother waved her away as she heard her dad and sister’s footsteps above walking in the attic. The tapping stopped. 

For now.

***
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It was a tradition between Fallon and Spencer, that the two best friends spoke to one another before retiring for sleep. She couldn’t recall who had started the tradition, but now it was something that Spencer looked forward to each night. It was the perfect way to end her day, hearing the person she was closest to.  Spencer’s phone vibrated with Fallon’s number and she quickly took the phone call. 

“Hello beautiful,” Fallon said. “How’s my favorite girl tonight?”

“Hey, Fal....just feeling a little stressed, you know...school...my parents...the usual.”

Her friend laughed on the other end. “I know what you mean, S.” Fallon’s voice was thick with drowsiness, as though she were struggling to stay awake.

“Are you okay? You sound weird.”

“Yeah, yeah, everything’s okay. I just needed to hear you.”

Spencer heard the rattling of pills being dumped in the background. 

“Are you taking something?” she asked.

“Yeah, I have a killer headache. I’m sorry, I really have to go now, bunny. See you tomorrow. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, bunny,” she replied and tapped her screen to end the call. Fallon sounded off, it wasn’t only tonight, it had been going on for awhile. To be honest, since this summer things had felt a little off, but then again, Spencer herself had felt off as well. She chalked it all up to the fact that they were seniors and that this was their final year to be wild and free as teenagers and somehow that realization was catching up to them. 

“You two are so weird,” Isla said from her side of the room.

“What? Why? She’s my best friend, you can’t understand our bond.”

“I don’t and I don’t want to. Still think it’s weird, bunny,” she said with a slight mockery in her voice. 

Spencer ignored her. Isla couldn’t understand what she and Fallon meant to one another. Best friends were like soul mates, nothing could ever come between them. 

***
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The nightmares continued.

Spencer’s parents weren’t thrilled to have to deal with her night terrors again at the ripe age of seventeen. She should’ve outgrown them by now as her therapist, Dr. Goldberg, would tell her during their weekly sessions. She’d cluck her tongue and say, “It’s definitely not normal for someone your age to still suffer from this condition.” 

Spencer didn’t readily agree. She had read articles about some patients never recovering. This frightened her. But it’s also why when the tapping returned, Spencer was convinced she was merely hearing things. She hadn’t been sleeping for weeks, and lack of sleep is known to make one jittery and paranoid. 

It all began one idle afternoon.

Tap-tap-tap. 

It seemed innocuous at first. 

“What is that?” Spencer asked her sister.

Isla shrugged suggesting that her concern was unimportant. “I don’t know. Is it coming from the attic?” Isla replied. The moment her sister confirmed that she too heard it, changed everything.

But then the sound came again. 

Tap-tap-tap. 

Louder. 

In successions of threes. 

Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap.

It was a strange tapping. Not a clear tap as one would imagine, but rather more of a scratching sound to it, like fingernails crashing across the wall.

Spencer didn’t know why, but a part of her felt scared. Maybe I’m still feeling a little unnerved from our visit at Queen Mary’s, she wondered.

The tapping continued, and Isla looked up at the ceiling again. 

“That’s it, I’m going to go see what that noise is,” Isla got up from her bed and headed towards the stairs. If there was one thing Spencer knew about Isla was that she detested unnecessary disturbances. It was bad enough that both of them dealt with their parents constantly fighting on a daily basis, making it difficult to study. 

“What do you think it could be?”

“We’re going to find out.” For being a year younger than her, Isla was braver. The two sisters were stark contrasts in physicality. Where Spencer was petite and delicate framed, Isla was tall and athletic. It probably made sense that Spencer was the cheerleader and Isla on the soccer team.

With a bit of reluctance, Spencer followed her sister up to the attic. 

“Aha!” Isla exclaimed once they arrived at the landing.

“What?”

She pointed at what seemed to be mice droppings. 

“They’re back.” 

“Do you really think they were capable of making such a sound?”

“This is an old house, noises get distorted, Spencer. Don’t be such a scaredy cat, not everything is supernatural.” 

“But hadn’t dad gotten rid of them?”

Her sister bit the bottom of her lip, a sign of exasperation, “When does dad ever get anything done? He probably forgot to place the poison pellets and traps.” 

“I suppose you’re right.” But Spencer knew that it wouldn’t be the last time they would hear the tapping. Something inside of her told her that something much more sinister lay ahead.

***
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Spencer loved animals and the thought of any animal being harmed, even an annoying one like a mouse, could put her in a state of distress. But her mother was intent at getting rid of the noisy rodents, so the very next day their dad came home with traps and poison. 

“Maybe if we could just catch them then we wouldn’t have to kill them,” Spencer tried to reason with her mom. 

“Honestly, Spencer, I can’t see why you’d have empathy for such filthy creatures,” her mom replied as she filed her nails. Spencer knew that her mother detested her fixation for animals, that she found it childish. But not everyone could be like Mandy Torres, not even her own daughter. 

Sad, Spencer grabbed a can of cat food and headed outside. There was a stray that she always fed every night. Initially, she thought that maybe the stray would only stay a few nights but those couple of nights turned into ten years, and soon she found herself with an outside pet, for a lack of better term to call this relationship. At the time, she was only seven when the orange tabby first appeared, so being at that age she had named it Butter. He came into her life, around the time she stopped believing in her imaginary friend, Prince Blair and preferred to have a real one instead.

She would’ve loved to keep the cat indoors, but their mom insisted that she was allergic to cats and dogs although Spencer was convinced that she only used that as a flimsy excuse for her and Isla not to have any pets. Since that first day, she loved the kitty, despite Isla not having the same sentiments. Butter would always stop by at the front door at seven sharp in the evening and settle on the welcome mat. He’d sit there and wait for Spencer to come out with his favorite chicken pate Friskies can.

At school, Spencer never knew if the people who were friends with her were true. She had social standing that made her friendship quite sought after. But in reality, apart from Fallon, she wasn’t really close to anyone at Sacred Heart High. So having a pet like Butter provided her with the genuine love that she lacked. She loved it when Butter would rub his face against her ankles and wrap his tail around her leg. 

The cat’s affection would often make her forget any of the problems she was having at home, or if she had fought with her boyfriend Mason, or if she hadn’t been able to nail a Cheer routine correctly that day. It was the one moment during the day in which she could truly unwind and forget that she was Spencer Torres, the overachieving, beautiful and popular cheerleader. 

That’s why it startled her when that night the cat hissed instead of doing his usual routine of greeting her with a soft meow and rubbing his head against her legs. Something wasn’t right. 

“What’s wrong, buddy? I brought you your favorite food,” she emptied the can into a bowl and left it in its usual spot, waiting for the cat to approach. But the cat just stared at her and hissed once again.

A chill slithered down her back like a slippery swamp snake.

“C’mon boy, I know you’re hungry.” She tapped the bowl as a way to entice the cat to approach her, but he wouldn’t get close no matter what. When she reached out to touch him, she was surprised when he swiftly scratched her hand. “Ow!” she shrieked in pain, clutching her wounded hand. Never, not the ten years that she had known Butter, had the cat ever attacked her. 

Hurt, both physically and emotionally, she retreated back inside, where she washed her wound with cold water before bandaging it up.

“What happened to you?” Isla said, looking up from her phone when Spencer retreated to their shared bedroom.

“Butter scratched me.”

“No way! Did you do something to upset it?”

“No! I just brought him food like I do every night. Only tonight he wouldn’t come towards the food so I thought that maybe if I could pet it I could persuade him to get closer. And that’s when he scratched me.”

Isla looked back down at her phone’s screen, her fingers tapping away as she texted someone back. “And that’s why I hate cats. They can be jerks.”

“But he’s never done that before. It’s weird.”

“What’s weird is your attachment to that stray. It was cute when you were little, but what are you going to do next year when you’re off to college somewhere? Who’s going to feed him? Cause you know mom and dad could care less, and I refuse to get near to cats, they freak me out.”

Spencer sighed, and slipped into her pajamas. It was useless trying to describe her relationship with Butter to any of her family members. They clearly couldn’t understand the sort of bond that a human can have with an animal. She had always been so happy to have Butter as a friend. Now, she wasn’t certain that the feline felt the same way about her anymore and this broke her heart in ways she couldn’t explain. 

***
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Thinking back, Spencer realized that probably Butter was the first to see that something was grossly amiss with her. Although over the course of a few months, others would begin to notice too. 

It’s not that her family hadn’t seen the changes. Perhaps, they were simply too caught up in their own lives to readily pay attention. Her dad had to deal with his job managing a bowling center, her mom too preoccupied with cooking up healthy meals for the family to realize that someone may need more than a cucumber salad to feel good, and Isla who had her own teenage problems to deal with and couldn’t see if someone else needed help. Her family just could never see Spencer for who she was, so it was almost forgiven that they wouldn’t readily perceive when something wasn’t quite right with her. 

Unlike her family, the orange tabby had always seen her for what she truly was. A little girl who lacked love. That all her anxieties and sleep terrors had been caused by her primal need for just a bit of affection. On a visceral level, Spencer was convinced that the cat had always known that. He knew that she showed him kindness when others left him out in the cold and starving. In return, he showered her with all of his love. But it wasn’t surprising that her family, too busy navel gazing would ever see that something was wrong. They were too concerned with keeping up a facade of civility to notice the slow deterioration that was rising inside of her. Of course, a feral cat would be capable of noticing a fellow feral.
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“Since when do you smoke?” Mason asked as he came up behind Spencer. In the past, she always voiced her disgust towards cigarettes and she could see why he found it odd that she suddenly picked up the habit.

Flustered, she was at loss for words at first. But then she recalled the time when she was thirteen, when she had gone through that rough patch of what her parents dubbed as “teenage rebellion.” Both her parents are smokers so stealing cigarettes from them had never been difficult. Neither of them would notice if she swiped one or two a day from each. With the cigarettes and lighter in tow she’d ditch math class and jump over the iron fence that separated her from the outside world and the school campus. 

She’d walk over to the homes that were still under construction. The company had run out of money and ceased construction, so the homes were mere skeletons that lacked electricity and proper flooring. Spencer would go there and smoke. Listen to music. Read books. Just spend time alone. 

She stopped going there when junior high ended and her parents transferred her to another school, thinking that a clean slate was what she needed. Which was true. She was a complete social pariah with no friends in her former school, but once high school started, she decided to ditch her rebel ways and become the sort of girl people would love and gravitate to.

But deep inside, her former self still lingered.

“I used to smoke,” Spencer admitted, taking a long drag of the Marlboro.

Mason scrunched his nose in disgust and took the cigarette from her, “Well, let’s keep it that way, beautiful,” and then threw it on the ground. He kissed her head as he laced his fingers with her own.

In the past she would’ve found this charming. But something inside of her was stirring. Spencer was tired of being the girl that everyone else wanted her to be.

Spencer yearned to be herself.

***
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Feet stomped rhythmically as girls in their Cheer uniforms, blue and white, practiced their routines. Pony-tails, long and short adorned with blue bows swung from side to side as the girls moved with fluid rhythmic steps.

“Let’s go Jaguars, let’s go!” Spencer shouted as she kicked up her leg and raised her arms, pom-poms in the air. She almost rolled her eyes in exasperation when she saw that Leo Jenkins was sitting in the bleachers, book in hand, white button-down shirt unbuttoned enough so that his black T-shirt of The Howling peaked through. His sleeves were rolled up and she noticed a dark design but couldn’t tell from the distance what it was. Locks of his chestnut brown hair fell over his bespectacled eyes. She never understood why he hung out there every afternoon since it was clear that he detested both sports and jocks. 

“I think he’s got a crush on you,” Ally said, coming up from behind pumping the pom-poms. 

“Who? Leo, puh-lease the only way that dude would find a girl hot is if she were draped in pages of the Encyclopedia.” 

Ally laughed. “Well, he’s kinda cute for a nerd.” 

Fallon cartwheeled around her, along with three other girls from the squad. Then they assembled next to her, as Spencer threw her pom-poms to the side and got ready for her next routine.

“Clap your hands! Stomp your feet!” she shouted, and the girls echoed her.

Then in unison, “Move to the groove of the Jaguar beat! Hit it!” Then the girls stomped their feet on the hard gym floor, the scent of rubber on rubber made Spencer’s head spin. The girls raised one arm in the air, while keeping another on their hips, and shook their asses. They continued with the routine without messing up.

Sweat was rolling down Spencer’s cheek and she wiped it away and bent down to take a drink from her water bottle on the sidelines. When she looked back up she noticed someone sitting on the bleachers that hadn’t been there before. The young man looked familiar, but she couldn’t pinpoint where or when she had seen him before. She couldn’t see what he wearing as his clothes were obscured by the long black trench coat he wore. His long blonde hair fell past his shoulders as his dark eyes pierced hers. His lips moved as though he were whispering something to her. She was transfixed and allured. 

“Earth to Spencer!” Fallon said, waving her hand in front of her eyes. “Bunny calling Bunny!”

Spencer looked away from the mysterious guy and directed her attention to Fallon. 

“I’m sorry, let’s practice the pyramid cheer. Girls! Formation!”

Football practice must’ve ended because some of the players were passing by the gym, Mason shook his short dreads lose as he sat down on the front row bleachers. He gave her a little wave and his usual killer smile. She smiled back at him. For a moment she forgot about the strange boy with the trench coat. 

She couldn’t help but notice that Mason’s gaze had lingered away from hers, she turned slightly around to see what he was looking at and noticed that his eyes were fixed on Fallon. Her best friend gave him a furtive flirty wink. Something about that gesture made Spencer’s stomach knot. Fallon didn’t notice that she had seen that exchange as she obliviously ran up towards two girls.  

Two girls helped Fallon up on their shoulders, as another girl helped lift Spencer up so that she could make her way up to the top of the pyramid, making sure that she got on Fallon’s shoulders properly.

“Hey! Are you ready to go fight and win!” Spencer shouted, her voice full of pep. “Straight to the top, we’ll never stop!” 

“Straight to the top, we’ll never stop!” The girls shouted back in unison. “GO JAGUARS!”

Her eyes moved towards the guys sitting on the bleachers and she followed the mysterious guy as he began to walk down the steps. His eyes looked like they were on fire, glowing red. Her lips curled into a smirk, mirroring the stranger’s chilling smile.

She heard some girls below her whisper, “Who’s she smiling at?”

“Don’t know, it’s creepy,” someone replied, but Spencer couldn’t pinpoint who said it.

Then all the voices around her dimmed and all she could hear was the young man’s voice whisper, “Say it, Spencer.”

Spencer didn’t know why but she suddenly shouted at the top of her lungs, “HAIL SATAN!” And the room quieted down to an eerie hush. Blood trickled down her nose, as she continued to stare at the enigmatic young man until his eyes seemed to melt, just like the little girl’s had done and slid down his cheeks. That’s when she lost her balance and fell.

“Spencer!” Mason shouted, making his way to her. Luckily, he caught her before her body collided with the floor. When she gazed up at faces surrounding her, the mysterious blonde guy was nowhere to be found. 

***
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That night, Spencer had a strange dream. Anyone else would’ve perceived the dream as odd, or nightmarish in nature, but Spencer didn’t perceive it as such. Maybe because she wasn’t afraid in her dream.

The dream was different than the one about the little girl and her runny egg eyes. In this dream, she was walking in the desert. She figured she was in Joshua Tree because of the twisted, bristled trees that lined up the area and the large rock formations. It was foggy, and she struggled to walk, her bare feet burrowing in the dry, cracked earth, as though it wanted to swallow her alive.

And then she saw him.

The mysterious guy she had seen at practice, and soon realized that he was the same guy she used to see when she was little. Her imaginary friend, Prince Blair. Only she had forgotten entirely about him for several years now, until she saw him again earlier that day. 

She used to spend hours drawing her friend, always with his long, black trench coat and long blonde mane. He was meant to resemble someone she found attractive. A prince charming of sorts, hence the name.

He was standing by one of the twisted trees and she approached him. He seemed eager to see her.

“You’ve made it.” She could sense the yearning in his voice, of someone who had spent too long waiting for someone to return. 

It had been such a long since she had last spoken to him.  

“You thought I wouldn’t come?”

“I’ve been waiting so long for you to return. I thought I had lost you.” He offered his hand, and she accepted it. They walked along the rugged terrain, the fog enveloping them in an embrace of white-grey clouds.

“I didn’t know you were waiting for me.”

“I know. They’ve tried to keep you away. I’ve seen that. But you’re mine. You’ve always been mine, Spencer Torres.” The young man spoke in an eloquent manner, he almost resembled a Victorian gentleman, what Oscar Wilde would envision his Dorian Gray to look like.

“I know,” she looked down, wishing she had a different dress on.

She was wearing a plain, white dress, and he must’ve noticed her discomfort because he said, “You look ravishing,” and passed his hand along the white dress, which instantly changed into the brightest shade of crimson, the material transforming from cotton to the most elegant taffeta. “Much better, don’t you think?”

“How did you do that?”

“Nothing is impossible for me.” He wrapped his arms around her, and she fell into his embrace. It was as though he were a magnet of sorts, and she couldn’t pull away. His scent was lush, like dark night flowers in bloom mixed in with wild musk undertones. He looked civil, but she knew that his core was savage. And although that should’ve frightened her, it didn’t.

“I always thought you weren’t real. They led me to believe that you didn’t exist.”

“I know,” he pulled away to caress her cheek. It was almost a tender gesture for someone whom she knew could be quite violent
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