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Bekk chased after her as she flitted through the dense foliage. She flew so fast, streaking through the dark green and silver leaves. He clambered over fallen logs and broken twigs, nearly slipping into the firestream next to him. Its heat pulsated in waves as the flames danced toward the edge of the cliff before tipping over and cascading down into a firefall.

Sweat dripped from his forehead, stinging his eyes.

They headed deeper into the forest. Broad, leafy, fern-like plants thwacked at his legs, leaving his olive-toned skin red and stinging. He pushed aside thick, black branches covered with what looked like a soft blue mold, but were in fact tiny flowers called Fairy Flits, the nectar inside them a fairy equivalent to a Greek god’s ambrosia. Their sweet scent, like honeyed lilacs, hung in the air around him.

Oh Bekk! Please hurry! The fairy’s voice sounded soft, but urgent in his head.

“I can’t navigate through this forest as well as you can, Ryf,” he answered, panting. Green sunlight slanted through the treetops, casting patterns of light and dark in his wake. It made it difficult to see the rough terrain.

I know, but we’re almost out of time. Yir’s life is at stake! And if we get there too late...

“We’ll make it,” he reassured her. “She saved my life. We aren’t going to let anything happen to her.” He ignored a sharp twig that cut into the sole of his foot. 

Why didn’t I think to wear shoes? he thought.

We still have a ways to go until we get to the castle, she said, her voice so high with panic he could barely hear her. She blasted off ahead of him—a red firework burst of sparks where she’d just been.

“Wait, Ryf! It’s too dangerous!” He upped his speed, skirting around a group of Pepper Pot flowers as they sneezed their spores into the air. But then he accidentally kicked a second collection of the bell-shaped black flowers and received a face full of their discharge.

He coughed through the cloud of black mist, sneezing sharply four times in a row. His eyes burned and he slowed, raking his sleeve across his face. It came away wet, full of perspiration and the tears trying to clear away the infiltrating pollen.

“Ryf,” he called out, hacking again. Air forced its way in and out of his lungs and he waited for his eyes to clear. They did, slowly, but he couldn’t see Ryf anywhere. Sweat dripped down the sides of his face and collected in pools under his skinny arms. His T-shirt stuck to him like a layer of wet paint and his own stench wafted up his nostrils.

Regaining his breath, he jogged a bit further, but he’d lost his bearings. The castle he ran toward, its familiar spires like jade ice crystals under the world’s deep green sun, remained lost behind the thick forest.

Bekk took a moment and rested against a tree, his hand sinking into the bark as if into a dense sponge. But the longer he stood still, the harder it became to breathe. Was this a side effect from the Pepper Pot spores?

His breathing shallowed and his vision blurred. Far in the distance he could see a tiny sparkly red dot, flying toward him.

Moments later Ryf came into view, terror in her eyes. Bekk? she said. Bekk? What’s happening?

“I don’t—I don’t know.” He was huffing now. “A Pepper Pot. I just—I can’t seem to catch...” He leaned over, lightheaded. As his head dropped, he watched his hands blur.

“No.”

He rubbed them across his face. Everything tingled. Pinpricks of needles danced across his skin.

“No,” he cried out. “Not now!” A ringing in his head made him cover his ears. The sound intensified, like repeated gongs—electronic, horrible gongs.

Ryf sparkled in his face. Her red light dimmed. She began to fade. Please Bekk. Please don’t leave. He’ll kill her!

But the blurring intensified. Bekk’s body vibrated. He could see Ryf call out to him, but her voice had been drowned out by the deafening noise.

With a yell, Bekk awoke.

Salty sweat stung his eyes, dripping from his dark hair. After a deft swipe across his brow, he turned and slammed his hand down on his alarm, silencing the noisy culprit.

“I have to save Yir,” he muttered, laying his head back down on the pillow. Its soft contours wrapped around his moist face.

“You have to get your ass out of bed.” A shadow stood over Bekk.

“You don’t understand,” Bekk said to his older brother, rolling onto his side. “I am the only one who can save her.” His eyelids drooped, his breath slowed. He could see the red sparks from Ryf’s fluttering wings...

WHAM!

Bekk bolted into a sitting position. “Jesus, Shon!” He rubbed his raw face. “What? Did you line that pillowcase with quarters?”

“It’s next on my list,” his brother grumbled, throwing the squished pillow to the floor. “Seriously, Bekk, I’m tired of these games. You are going to get up. You are going to go to school. And you’re not going to be late. Why? Because it’s my ass on the line if you don’t. You know that bitch from Social Services is just itching to prove I suck as your guardian.”

“I know,” Bekk answered through a yawn. “I don’t try to be late.”

Shon sat on the edge of the bed, its rusty springs creaking. “I know you don’t. But how many times can your excuse be falling asleep on the bus?”

Bekk pushed back his blue comforter and sighed at his sweat-soaked sheets. “I just can’t seem to stay awake lately.”

“Drink a FlySky.” Shon glanced at the soiled bed. “And you’re on laundry duty tonight.”

Bekk plopped his feet on the beige carpet and ran his fingers through his damp hair. “Caffeine doesn’t help,” he said, ignoring the order to do his least favorite chore. He paused, grabbed a black, rock band t-shirt from the floor, and shoved his upper body through all the correct holes. “Maybe there’s something wrong with me?”

“Yeah,” his brother replied, tossing him a pair of dark jeans. “It’s called post-traumatic stress. Remember? Your insightful school guidance counselor who thinks she’s a real psychologist told us so.”

“Shon, Mom and Dad died a year ago. It’s not that.”

Shon let out a sigh, his brows knitting together in a moment of concern. “Well we can’t afford to send you to a real doctor to find out, so in the meantime, drink two FlySky’s.” He sniffed. “And put on some extra deodorant.”
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Jiggle. Jiggle. Jiggle. BUMP.

Bekk jerked his head, kinking his neck, as the city bus clipped a curb on its tight turn. He’d almost fallen asleep. Even though he’d slept through the whole night, he didn’t feel rested. He never did anymore. Besides, his brother would kill him if he missed his stop again. Through watery eyes, Bekk squinted at the next street sign before it whizzed by.

Adams Street.

Three stops to go.

The front door to the bus hissed open as it collected persons from Adams Street. They shuffled in one by one, some silent, others chatting loudly, cell phones pressed against their faces.

Crowding around him, Bekk scooted over to allow a swollen-bellied woman to take the seat next to him. Bekk turned his head and breathed through his mouth as the stench of rotten eggs and B.O. filled his nostrils. Forcing himself not to gag, he ignored the woman’s pudgy leg as it blobbed over into his space and smushed against his own. She chatted with a bald man standing next to her, her voice pitched high and wheezy. She droned on about some reality show and how she couldn’t believe Miss So-and-So said this to Mr. Who-Gives-A-Crap.

Jefferson Street.

Two stops left.

More hissing. More shuffling.

The woman’s voice became part of the background, white noise that existed but became indistinguishable from its surroundings. Bekk’s mouth-breathing became slow and rhythmic. Trees and houses blurred in smears of green and white.

“Hey, Bekk!”

Bekk’s head twitched again, this time snapping his jaw shut onto his tongue. His eyes, now filled with tears of pain, looked around for the face that fit the voice.

Behind him, big, bright brown eyes stared at him over a large pink bubble. The gum popped and the girl smiled, her braces shining in the morning sunlight.

“Hey, Treena,” Bekk said. “Why are you on the city bus?”

Treena rhythmically tapped on the back of Bekk’s head rest and rolled her eyes. “Grounded from the car. My dad was too harsh this time.”

“What’d you do?”

A blush reached the edges of her pale cheeks. “Out with Shon too late last night.”

Bekk tried to shift in his seat to face her, but the pregnant woman’s leg left him no room. He settled on tilting his head at an odd angle and talking to her sideways. “How can you hang out so much?”

She ruffled his hair and laughed. “When you’re old enough, you’ll understand.”

“Spare me,” he retorted. “You’re only two years older than me. And it’s not like I’ve never had a girlfriend before. I just don’t get what you could have in common. Shon left school last year so why would he care about your classes?”

“We talk about more than school, Bekk. We talk about life. About what we think about things. About the future.”

Bekk refrained from snorting a laugh. He guessed his brother’s girlfriend’s thoughts consisted of a lot of mushy talk that sounded the same for hours on end.

“Anyway, it’s a good thing I’m here,” she continued. “Shon told me you’ve been late to classes again so I’ll make sure you don’t miss your stop.”

Bekk reached up to pull the stop cord. “I’m not five, Treena. I don’t need someone holding my hand to class.”

Treena smacked her gum. “Well apparently you do,” she countered. “When are you going to grow up and stop making things so hard on Shon? He’s got enough on his plate and doesn’t need your delinquency ruining his life. It’s not like he goes out anymore or...”

Bekk tuned her out, standing abruptly.

“Watch it, you little shit,” the pregnant woman said. Her grocery bag slid around on top of her belly. “If you break my eggs, I’ll break your neck.”

Bekk slid past her bulbous body. “Whatever.” He swung around the bar and out the door, ignoring the string of profanities coming from the woman’s mouth. Treena jogged to catch up and finish walking the two blocks to school.

“That’s exactly the kind of attitude I mean, Bekk. You need to respect people more, especially those with more responsibility than you. I mean, take a look at Shon. He cares for you, watches out for you, and you do what? Fall asleep during class? Miss school because you missed your bus stop? It’s ridiculous...”

The words continued causing an endless flow of guilt the rest of the way to Monroe High School. When they reached the stairs, Bekk turned, said “Glad we had this uplifting chat,” and sprinted towards his friends before Treena could retort.

“Hey Belle, hey Vic. Enjoying the sunshine?”

Belle turned toward Bekk with a scowl. Sweat sparkled across her sunburnt forehead. The scent of fresh laundry wafted off of her. “Hardy har har. Wish we could get a break from this heat. I can’t wait for this wave to be over. It reminds me of Louisiana, but less sticky.” Her southern drawl stretched across her words like the shadows of the large oak across the school stairs.

“Yeah, I went to visit my grandfolks once in Georgia. Man, it was hot! I’m glad we live up here.” Vic, sitting next to her on a bench, removed his hat, cupped his hands around his puffed-up afro, and then wedged the cap back on. “Did I see you walking with Treena?”

Bekk shook his head. “Back off, man. Even if she wasn’t dating my brother, she’d never look twice at you.”

Vic puffed his chest out like a peacock. “And why not? She is too cute. And you know the ladies love me.”

“The ladies love to laugh at you, you mean,” Belle said with a teasing grin. She picked up her side-shoulder backpack covered in appliqued fabric flowers and fairies, and made her way up the stairs.

“Why you gotta hate?” Vic called out, chasing after her.

Bekk chuckled as he followed up the stone steps. He crossed through the two stone lions that faced the street. They seemed like guardians to the entrance of the brick building. As he walked, he watched Belle’s bag sway back and forth in front of him. Three patches of fairies. They were anime-style, with large eyes and cute-colored outfits. Different from Ryf, who had long legs, bat-like wings, and little tendrils of fire for hair.

Bekk’s feet dragged, lost in thought.

Fairies. Why was he dreaming about fairies again?

“Man, hurry up!” Vic yelled.

Bekk picked up his pace and popped between the steel doors before the janitor, Mr. Cullen, pulled them shut with a clang.
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Bekk sneered at the gritty substance on his tray. “What is that?”

“Tapioca pudding,” the lunch guy answered, scratching under his black hairnet. “Don’t worry, it’s sweet.”

“Oh, okay. Cuz somehow that’ll make it better.”

“Snot-nosed good-for-nothing bratty kids with their...”

The lunch-guy’s words trailed away as Bekk slid down the lunch line to swipe his Cafeteria Card. Truthfully, the food wasn’t that bad. He really liked the mashed potatoes and gravy and the chocolate cake tasted pretty good. The pizza and lasagna were decent, too. But it seemed like whenever the school tried to get creative, their foodstuff always seemed grosser.

After paying, Bekk made his way to his usual corner with Belle and Vic. He steered through the rows of tables, clattering with the sounds of chatter and clanking silverware.

“Where’s Vic?” Bekk asked, plopping his tray next to the large windowsill by the table. He folded his long, skinny body into one of the seats—already a little too small for him even though he was only sixteen.

“I’m not sure,” Belle said, popping a tater tot into her mouth. “Maybe he stayed late to help out in art class?”

Vic’s illustrations were fantastic and he often stayed after school to talk about things with the art teacher, Mrs. Hanloway. As a junior, she really wanted him to apply early for a senior year arts program at a nearby college. However Vic’s family believed it to be a waste of time because with his grades and minority status, he’d already been offered two academic scholarships to other colleges once he graduated. They figured those options would be a much safer bet.

“He doesn’t have art until this afternoon.”

“Then I don’t know.” Belle took a bite of her chicken sandwich. “What’d you think about that new Tigerfield movie? He is too cute.”

Bekk snorted a laugh. “’Too cute?’ You sound like Vic.”

“I think he kind of looks like Vic.” She quickly took a sip of milk and averted her gaze. Bekk thought it hilarious. The two of them obviously liked each other, but neither would say anything specific, even to him. “So what’d you think of it?”

“It was okay,” Bekk said. “I’m sorta tired of remakes. Tigerfield was good though.”

“I heard he got all method actor and stayed at an insane asylum for a month to study for the part of the doctor.” She shivered. “I’d be terrified to go to one of those places. All those crazy people with their problems.”

“Everyone has problems, Belle. Sometimes people just don’t deal with them well.” He sunk his spoon into the tapioca and avoided her eyes. He’d never told her but the week after his parents’ death, his brother, Shon, had been court-ordered into inpatient therapy at a psychiatric facility for anger management.

Bekk hadn’t had any clue how hard things were for 18-year-old Shon at the time—dealing with the funeral, figuring out things for himself with school, the will, moving out of the house and figuring out new living arrangements, and of course, trying to keep custody of Bekk. And then, during the middle of one of his classes, the teacher made some kind of insensitive comment about orphans and Shon walked to the front of the class and punched him. The blow not only broke the teacher’s jaw, but it also sprained Shon’s wrist.

The judge on his case took note of the special circumstances, but because of Shon’s history with fighting at school, sentenced him to one week of anger management sessions at the Marvin Looshe Medical Facility.

Bekk went to the facility once—he’d been 14 at the time and his grandmother had gone to pick Shon up after his last day. She lived in an assisted living condo building, but hadn’t really been involved much in their lives—some sort of falling out with their mom. She picked him up a couple hours early, so his grandmother said Bekk could stay at the hospital and wait or come with her to the beauty parlor and read beauty magazines.

Bekk choose the hospital lobby.

He’d expected people strapped to gurneys or in straightjackets, like he’d seen in movies, but the lobby remained fairly empty. Only a couple of people sat in the small, plastic chairs, but Bekk couldn’t tell if they were patients or family members. Regardless, it creeped him out. He didn’t like the idea that Shon had to be there at all and worried it would affect the Social Services’ decision on letting his brother be his guardian.

“Speakin’ of doctors,” Belle asked, bringing Bekk out of his thoughts, “are you meetin’ with Doctor Allismann today?” 

Bekk scowled. “Unfortunately, yes. After lunch. She insists on seeing me once a week.” Bekk rubbed his eyes. They felt dry and irritated. He blinked repeatedly and gazed outside at the teachers’ asphalt parking lot. The bright sun reflected off the rows of shiny cars.

“That sucks.” Belle flipped her long bangs off her face. She picked apart one of her tots. “What do you two talk about?” She spoke quietly, a hesitancy in her voice Bekk had never heard before. They’d known each other since middle school and Belle never shied away from asking him anything, no matter the subject.

Bekk’s insides squirmed. “Not much. Just how classes are going, how things are at home.”

“Before I moved here from Louisiana, I had to see a counselor a few times.” She stuffed the torn-apart potato into her mouth and took a chug of boxed milk.

“How come?” Bekk spooned a mouthful of the tapioca pudding into his mouth. It wasn’t half bad, although the texture of tiny balls inside the pudding felt weird on his tongue.

“Some idiot set our chemistry lab on fire and two girls got really badly burned. Their hair caught on fire. It was awful. Smelled terrible, too, like burnt plastic.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Didn’t know what?” Vic plopped down beside Belle and ripped open his bag lunch. He shoveled half a banana into his mouth. Belle’s face lit up with a smile.

“The fire at Belle’s school before she moved here,” Bekk answered.

“Oh. That.” Vic swallowed loudly. “Nasty, what happened.”

“You told Vic?”

“My southern belle tells me everything,” Vic grinned, pulling out a bag of chips. He crunched several at once, ignoring Belle’s look of disdain.

“I only told you ‘cause you kept pesterin’ me about it since you read about what happened online and saw my name.”

Bekk yawned. “So why’d you have to see a counselor?”

Belle rolled her eyes. “Well, I was in the class when it happened. It was pretty traumatic.” She became quite serious. “One of the girl’s faces bubbled out like chewin’ gum. She had to stay in the hospital for two weeks. The other girl was okay, just wore a wig until her hair grew back in more normal.”

Two chimes sounded from the PA system above them, signaling the end of lunch. Chairs scraped against the linoleum floor and conversations grew louder.

“Damn,” Vic said, ripping a chunk of sandwich off with his teeth and shoving the rest back in the bag. He chewed ferociously. “I thought I’d have more time.”

Bekk pushed his own chair away from the table and pulled his T-shirt down over the edge of his jeans. Somehow he kept growing, but he didn’t want to tell his brother he needed new clothes again. “Speaking of, I gotta bail and get to the Doc’s.”

“Catch you after,” Vic called out.
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High cheekbones, curved lips, and light brown skin should have made the school counselor an attractive woman, but her pompous attitude generated an ugliness to Bekk. She was new to the school, having arrived the previous year, when Bekk had been a freshman.

Sessions with her had been forced on him for eight weeks after his parents’ car accident the year before. He’d sat through weekly meetings, talking about his feelings, dredging up all the pain and sorrow he felt right in the middle of the school day. Then the chimes would ring and she’d send him back to class—puffy-eyed and raw.

Bekk had barely shaken the nickname “Bekk-a-Wreck” when two months ago he began having difficulty staying awake in class and the principal suggested he return to see her.

Now he found himself back in her office, three weeks into their sessions, and he still couldn’t stand her.

“I’m very concerned about your lack of decent sleep and your tardiness, Bekk.” She tucked thick strands of black hair behind her ears and adjusted the shoulders of her lavender sweater. The smell of books, which lined her shelves, and some sort of musky scent Bekk couldn’t pinpoint circulated around the office. “This is a clear indication that your home life is not stable enough to provide you with a protected, comfortable, and quiet place to rest.” 

“That’s not what it is,” Bekk blurted. He paused, angry at himself for the outburst. He didn’t want to draw any attention to himself and give the counselor fuel to call in Social Services. It’s also why he’d never complained about her to his brother, even though at times he felt more like a lab experiment than being helped. “I mean,” he started again, “that’s not what’s going on. It’s super quiet where I live. I get enough sleep, it’s just...uh...I toss and turn?” The lie sounded feeble even to him.

Doctor Allismann leaned forward, a patronizing expression on her face. Bekk hated that look.

“You do not need to cover for your brother,” she said. “This is a safe place and I’m here to help you get better. You aren’t doing yourself any favors by lying to protect him.”

“I’m not lying and I’m not protecting him. Shon is great. Honest. It’s...” Bekk really didn’t want to tell her.

“What is it? Is he hurting you? Does he yell?”

Bekk rubbed his forehead. “No. It’s not that. It’s the dreams I’ve been having. I don’t sleep well because of my dreams.” He regretted the comment instantly, but truthfully didn’t know what else to say.

Doctor Allismann’s entire body posture changed from the forward-leaning position of a gossip craver to the straight-backed nose-in-the-air conceit of someone about to tell you they know everything.

“Dreams, you say?” She tapped her fingers on the arm of her chair. “Well it just so happens dream interpretation is my specialty. See, Bekk, you should have told me this much sooner. We were definitely following the wrong path. All this nonsense and wasted time on your brother when we could have been searching for the real answers inside your subconscious. And—”

The double-chime rang, indicating the period had ended.

Doctor Allismann frowned. “Ah, well, yes, this development is serious and perhaps I should ask the professor of your next class to permit you to stay here so we can continue?”

Bekk stood. “No, uh, I have algebra next and we are getting ready for our final exam on Friday,” he lied. “I can’t miss class.” Bekk was already missing gym once a week for this, which he didn’t mind too much, but he didn’t want to explain to a whole other class why he wasn’t there.

Doctor Allismann sighed. “Very well. I will see you next week, same time. Until then, I’d like you to keep a dream journal of your dreams every night and bring it to me next session.”

Bekk gave a weak smile, threw his backpack over one shoulder, and left as quickly as possible. He raced to art, sliding through the door at the sound of the second chime. He plopped down in his chair next to Vic. Their art period included all four class levels, from freshman to senior, since budget cuts a few years back made it impossible to offer enough supplies. There used to be separate classes, each with 30 students each, but now only 30 students total from all four grades made up the class. It worked for Bekk though since he got to have a lesson with Vic.

“How was the Doc?” Vic mouthed with a smirk.

Bekk flipped him off.

Vic laughed, which earned him a glare from the teacher. The two of them pulled out their sketch pads and opened them to their assignments for the day. Vic’s drawing showed a beautiful countryside with a winding river and several trees. Bekk’s looked like some scribble marks that wanted to think they were an outdoor scenic view, but mostly looked like cartoons.

“She wanted to keep me for another class,” Bekk whispered through the scratching of pencils in the classroom.

“What for?”

“I’ve been having crazy dreams lately. She says she’s some kind of expert on dreams and got all excited about it. I lied, said I had to be in algebra to study for a test, and bolted.”

“What have you been dreaming about?”

Bekk hesitated. He liked Vic—would probably call him his best friend next to Belle—but didn’t know how he might react to learn Bekk had dreams about fairies.

“Just...stuff.”

“Like nightmares?”

Bekk’s chest tightened. “No. What do you care?”

Vic stopped shading his sketch. “Sorry, man. Just asking.”

Bekk stared at his own terrible drawing and pushed it away. No amount of shading would save it at this point.

“It’s this weird fantasy world, like a Lord of the Rings kinda feel.”

“You mean with orcs and elves and crap?”

“No. Just...um...fairies.”

Vic snorted a laugh.

“I know, I know. I’ve heard all the jokes about it. But Vic, these dreams are super maxxed out. They feel really real—almost like living inside a video game or something.”

Vic perked up and turned towards him. “What do you mean?”

“I mean it’s got great stuff in it. Like firestreams that turn into firefalls. There’s a huge castle far away that looks like it’s made of green glass. And the fairies are more like spindly bat-things. I used to dream about it when I was little. It’s fun. Well, not anymore.” Bekk’s excitement at the beginning of the conversation faded away into embarrassment. His description sounded lame and childish. His stomach clenched, waiting for Vic’s reaction.

“Definitely sounds maxxed out. Can you do anything cool there, like fly? I love flying in dreams. This one time I—”

“Shhhh!”

Vic snapped his mouth closed at the teacher’s demand.

But Bekk didn’t care. His shoulders relaxed and his breath came easy. Vic hadn’t teased him or anything.

A few minutes later, Vic turned toward him. “After class,” he mouthed.

Bekk nodded.

––––––––
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Bekk headed out the classroom door with a spring in his step. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt excited to talk more about his dreams to Vic. He’d never spoken to anyone about them, not since he’d been younger and mercilessly teased. But Vic seemed more interested than amused. And on some level, he wanted to talk about Iyah. Maybe Vic could help him figure out why the place he loved as a kid had now turned into a tense nightmare night after night.

Unfortunately, they barely started their conversation when Dr. Allismann approached Bekk in the hallway. Vic quietly slid around them and gave the merest of shrugs to Bekk as he strode away.

“I’m glad I caught up with you,” she said, adjusting the waistband of her long, brown skirt. “I’m going to speak with your teacher and get you excused from your last class so we can talk more about your dreams.”

Bekk scanned the hallway, mortified to be seen talking with her. Several heads swiveled in his direction, but he couldn’t read their facial expressions. Plus, he actually did have algebra next class.

“Doctor Allismann, it’s almost the end of the day.” His head scrambled for an excuse, a lie, anything. “And... and I’m supposed to give a report today for the class.”

Students began to disappear into classrooms as time before the beginning of class ticked away.

Dr. Allismann’s brow furrowed. “I’d really like to begin working with you on this right away. You should have told me about your dreams earlier. Because of you, we may have
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