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    "For anyone who was hollowed out by someone who was supposed to keep them safe. You are not what they made you. You are what grew back."
N. S.
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​PART I: THE HOLLOW GIRL

​i. once upon a tuesday
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Once upon a time.

Isn't that how every fairy tale goes? Once upon a time, blah blah blah, there was a girl, there was a curse, there was a tower or a forest or a glass coffin and somewhere in the distance a man on a horse was riding to fix everything.

Well.

This is not that kind of story.

No. This happened on a Tuesday. Because Tuesdays are not special. Tuesdays are the middle children of the week — overlooked, unremarkable, and quietly furious about it. Nothing good has ever happened on a Tuesday. No one proposes on a Tuesday. No one is born on a Tuesday and thinks, ah yes, this was worth the wait. Tuesdays exist the way waiting rooms exist. The way hold music exists. The way you exist on the days when no one is looking at you.

And no one was looking at Nix.

But I was. I'm always looking.

Who am I? That's not important yet. What's important is that you understand something before we go any further, before you get comfortable, before you settle into this story like it's a warm bath and you're going to come out clean on the other side:

You are not special.

I know. I know that stings. You've been told otherwise. You've been told you're unique, a snowflake, a fingerprint, one of a kind. And maybe you are. Maybe every snowflake is different. But have you ever actually looked at snow? From a distance? It all looks the same. A white, suffocating blanket. And no one stops to examine the individual flakes. They just shovel it out of the way.

That's you. That's me. That's Nix.

Everyone has a sad story. A dark tale to tell. You are not alone in your suffering — you are merely unseen in it. And there's a difference, isn't there? Between being alone and being unseen? Being alone is a room with no people in it. Being unseen is a room full of people who have decided, collectively, that you are furniture.

Nix was furniture.

But I see her. I have always seen her.

And now, because you're reading this, because you picked up this story or it picked you up — now you see her too. So pay attention. Because Nix doesn't need your pity. She wouldn't know what to do with it. Pity is a gift for people who still feel things and Nix —

Well. We'll get to that.

Let's start where it started. Not at the beginning. The beginning is ugly and we're not ready for ugly yet. Let's start at the Tuesday.

#
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IT WAS FEBRUARY.

The kind of February that doesn't try. That rolls over in bed and says, not today. The sky looked like dishwater. The buildings looked like they'd given up. The air felt like breathing through a wet towel. The city was tired. The pigeons were tired. Even the rats — and rats are never tired — even the rats seemed to be going through the motions.

Nix's apartment was on the fourth floor of a building that should have been condemned in 2003 but wasn't because no one cared enough to fill out the paperwork. The hallway smelled like old cigarettes and ambition that had died a long time ago. The carpet was the color of forgotten things. The walls had water stains that looked like continents — whole worlds of damage mapped out in yellow and brown.

Apartment 4C.

This is where we find her.

The door had three locks. Not because the neighborhood was particularly dangerous — although it was — but because Nix understood something most people learn too late: the things that hurt you don't break down the door. They have a key. They were invited. They live there.

Inside, the apartment was small and cluttered in the way that only a person who has never had anything and then suddenly has a place can make things cluttered. There were books. God, there were books. Stacked on every surface, piled in corners, wedged under the leg of a table that would wobble without them. Books she'd stolen. Books she'd found. Books left behind in laundromats and bus stations and the little free libraries that rich people put outside their homes so they could feel generous while doing absolutely nothing.

Nix read the way some people drink. Desperately. To forget. To fill.

But we haven't gotten to Nix yet. Not really. We've gotten to her apartment. We've gotten to her door and her books and the grey Tuesday pressing against her window like something that wanted in.

We haven't gotten to the cat.
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​ii. king's serenade
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King was, by his own estimation, the most important creature in any room he entered. This was not arrogance. This was mathematics. He had lived — if lived is even the right word for what King did, which was more like persisted with extreme prejudice — for longer than he cared to count. Centuries bled together after a while. They all smelled the same. Iron and smoke and the particular musk of human stupidity.

He was black. Not the kind of black that people call black but really mean dark brown or charcoal or that shade of grey that shows up in expensive paint swatches with names like "Midnight Reverie." No. King was black. The absence of light. A hole in the shape of a cat. If you looked at him in a dark room, you wouldn't see a cat in the dark. You'd see a place where the dark was darker. Where something had eaten the shadow and was still hungry.

Except for the tail.

The very tip of King's tail — the last inch, maybe less — was white. Bright, clean, impossible white. Like someone had dipped it in paint. Like a surrender flag on a warship. Like God's little joke, because even the void needs a punchline.

And his eyes. Blue. Not the blue of the sky or the ocean or any of the tired metaphors people reach for when they're too lazy to describe what they actually see. King's eyes were the blue of a gas flame. The blue at the center of something burning. The kind of blue that made you feel like you were being read, catalogued, and found wanting.

King did not love Nix.

Love was a word for humans and golden retrievers and he was neither. What King felt for Nix was something older than love, something that predated the word, something that existed in the space between obligation and obsession. He had chosen her. And King did not make choices lightly. He had watched civilizations rise and fall and had chosen none of them. He had watched saints and sinners and madmen and prophets parade through the centuries and had not lifted a paw.

But there was something about the girl on the bench.

We'll get to that. The bench. The day he chose her. But not yet. For now, let's stay in the apartment. Let's stay in the Tuesday.
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KING WAS PERCHED ON Nix's chest.

This was his spot. Every morning, before the sun bothered to show up — and in February, the sun barely bothered at all — King would settle himself on Nix's sternum with the practiced precision of a creature who understood exactly how much weight a human ribcage could bear before it became uncomfortable. He positioned himself so that his face was approximately four inches from hers. Close enough to be heard. Close enough to be annoying.

And then he sang.

Sang is a generous word. What King did was closer to a sound that existed between a purr and a moan and something that might have been a Gregorian chant if the monks had all been feral and operating on two hours of sleep. It was low and rumbling and it vibrated through Nix's chest like a second heartbeat. It was, objectively, terrible. It was, secretly — and if you tell anyone I said this I will deny it — the only thing that made Nix want to open her eyes in the morning.

Not that she would ever tell him that.

She opened her eyes.

King's blue flame gaze was right there. Four inches away. Unblinking.

"You're heavy," she said.

And you're alive, said the voice in her head. The voice that was not her voice. That had never been her voice. The voice that was old and dry and sounded like a bored librarian who had seen every book in the library and found them all disappointing. You're welcome.

"I didn't thank you."

You never do. And yet here I am. Every morning. Like clockwork. Like devotion. Like a fool.

She didn't smile. Nix didn't smile the way other people smiled — with ease, with reflex. When Nix smiled it was a deliberate act, like picking a lock. Something she had to decide to do. But something shifted in her face. A softening around the eyes. A crack in the mask that was so small you'd miss it if you weren't a centuries-old familiar who had made a career out of studying this one specific human face.

King saw it. King always saw it.

"What day is it?" she asked.

Tuesday.

"Feels heavy."

Everything feels heavy to you. You are twenty-three years old and you carry yourself like a woman hauling a coffin up a hill. It's very dramatic. I respect it.

"I can feel it. The day. It wants something."

King shifted on her chest. His claws — retracted, always retracted with her, only with her — kneaded the thin blanket.

You always say that.

"And I'm always right."

You are frequently right. This is different from always. Frequently allows for error. Always is arrogance. I should know. I am always right and I have the centuries to prove it.

Nix lifted her hand and placed it on King's back. Her fingers disappeared into the black of his fur. It was like reaching into nothing. Into a warm, purring nothing.

"Something's coming," she said.

Something is always coming. That's how time works. The real question is whether you're going to get out of bed before it arrives or whether you're going to let it find you horizontal and unprepared.

"You could just say good morning."

I could. But I've met mornings. Very few of them are good. I prefer accuracy over pleasantry.

Outside, the grey pressed against the window. February leaned on the glass. And somewhere in the city, something shifted — something old, something patient, something that had been waiting for a Tuesday because Tuesdays are when no one is paying attention.

Nix felt it.

King felt her feel it.

Neither of them moved.
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​iii. the wolf's gospel
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Let me tell you about the wolf.

No — wait. Let me tell you what a wolf is first. Because when I say wolf, you're picturing the wrong thing. You're picturing the fairy tale. The big bad. The creature in grandmother's clothing. You're picturing fangs and fur and a monster that announces itself.

That's not the wolf.

The wolf I'm talking about looks like a man. He looks like a father. He looks like the kind of man who holds doors open for women at church and shakes the pastor's hand with both of his and says things like God is good with a voice that sounds like he means it. He wears pressed shirts. He keeps his shoes clean. He smiles and the smile reaches his eyes, which is the most terrifying thing about him, because it means he believes it. He believes he is good. He believes the things he does are righteous. He believes that the screaming and the silence and the bruises are all part of God's curriculum and he is merely the teacher.

His name was Ezekiel Harlan Cross.

Nix called him the Wolf. Not to his face — never to his face. To his face she called him sir or Daddy or nothing at all, because sometimes the safest word is the one you don't say. She called him the Wolf in her head, in the dark, in the space between his sermons where she could still think her own thoughts.

You're wondering about her mother. So is Nix. There was a woman once. A shadow in the hallway. A shape that smelled like lavender and left before Nix was old enough to understand that leaving was an option. The Wolf never spoke of her. There were no photographs. It was as if she had been redacted — cut out of the story with scissors and the hole papered over with scripture. Nix had a theory that the woman had escaped. Nix had another theory that was worse. She kept both theories in the hollow with everything else she couldn't afford to feel.

We'll come back to this. Maybe.

Because that's what wolves do, isn't it? They don't just eat you. They swallow you whole. And you live inside them. In the dark of their belly. Hearing their heartbeat instead of your own.

Ezekiel Cross was a man of God. This is what he told everyone. This is what the church believed. This is what the neighbors accepted because accepting it was easier than asking questions and questions were dangerous and dangerous things were better left in other people's houses.

He drank.

Oh, he drank.

Not the way poets drink — with melancholy and purpose and a glass that catches the light just so. Ezekiel drank the way fires burn. Completely. Destructively. With a heat that consumed everything in the room and left nothing but ash and the smell of something that used to be.

When he was sober, he was Scripture. Verses and psalms and the quiet
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