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“Scott Welvaert has woven together a mind-bending adventure that spans time and space, a fascinating blend of coming-of-age fantasy, interdimensional intrigue, and swashbuckling action. Ian Wilder is a character you’ll want to spend time with, which works out great because this is the first book of a series.”

— ALLEN ESKENS, award-winning and best-selling author of Saving Emma, Forsaken Country, and The Stolen Hours
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“Call it what you will—a ghost story, a fable, a love story, a psychological thriller—The Ghost of the Wicked Crow fits all those labels and more. It’s entertaining. It’s literary. It’s a true joy to read, a well-built world one can’t help escaping into. But at its heart the novel is a wild ride that you should buckle in for, a beautiful story built with beautiful sentences and complex, relatable characters moved forward with a plot you can’t step or look away from. With this novel Welvaert has given us a gift, an entertaining tale that offers hope, something we could all use in these times. It gives us an insightful look into what it means to be human. It’s a magnificent book, beautifully written and entertaining, lovely page by lovely page, a meaningful blast to read. The world just became a better place with this novel in it.”

— KEVIN LANGTON, author of Superior
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“We are still in a torrid love affair with the multiverse itself. So in a time and a place where Marvel has tried to bleed the concept dry and A23 may have set the high water mark with Everything, Everywhere, All at Once, it takes a brave soul to delve into the topic these days and play around with the possibilities. Scott Welvaert is one of those brave souls. With his book The Ghost of The Wicked Crow, Welvaert boisterously sets sail with the first book in The Lost Zenith series.”

— JASON GLASER, author of Double Jump
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by: Scott R. Welvaert

To Jen, Jules, Christa, and Jake,
who always remind me
there is great joy and fun
to be had in anything

To see a world in a grain of sand and heaven in a wild flower

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand and eternity in an hour.

—William Blake
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The Eternal Struggle of Phys Ed
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Pull-ups.

Awesome.

Ian Wilder took a deep breath. The steel bar hung above him from the cement wall. A wide stripe of green, black, and white ran around the middle of the gymnasium. Alton High colors. Go Hawks. Nervous, Ian wiped his sweaty palms against his shorts and patted down the rooster tail of brown hair that always crowed its awakening in the morning. Behind him, thirty other juniors waited. In unbearable silence, the smallest sounds took on a life of their own. Sandy Dunham snapped her gum. Janet Tassel texted, her notifications blooping and dinging like a nest of digital birds. Kit Cambridge stifled a snicker. He played football on the JV team.

“While we’re young, Wilder,” said Mr. Wasserbaum, the phys ed teacher.

Ian shook his head. Better to get it over with. Tear the bandage off quickly. He rubbed his hands together and readied himself. His strategy: jump as high as he could and use his momentum to carry him to his first pull-up. Ever. It was a good plan. No, scratch that. It was a great plan—even if it hadn’t worked in middle school, or freshman year.

Ian leapt up to the bar. In his chronic imagination, he blasted through that pull-up. But he didn’t stop at one. He went for a hundred. A thousand. He even got bold and cracked off a few one-armed pull-ups. Sandy’s gum fell from her mouth. Kit stared at him in goose-eyed wonder. Even nodded his head and cheered Ian on with a “Yeah, bro!” Janet Tassel looked up from her phone and stopped texting for an entire second. 

Pull-ups? 

No problem. 

In reality, however, it went a bit differently. Sure, Ian jumped to the bar, but once his momentum stopped, his elbows locked in futility. He panicked. Grunted. Shook his body from side to side. There had to be some loophole in the laws of physics he could exploit. He kicked his legs. Twisted his torso. When his shoulders were on the verge of popping from their sockets, he gave it one last try. He rallied whatever strength he had left and pulled. The result: an awkward full-body spasm that left him twitching like a freshly swatted spider. 

“Alright, alright,” Mr. Wasserbaum said. “Don’t hurt yourself, kid.” He stepped back and scribbled a note on his clipboard.

Ian let go of the bar. At least he stuck the landing. His hands were red and itchy. He stepped between his classmates to the back of the group. Janet’s texting filled the silence. Kit jumped to the bar and rattled off pull-ups with the ease of a champion prize fighter. Ian stopped counting after thirty. The class slogged through the rest of the phys ed assessment: thirty-yard dash, push-ups, sit-ups. The whole enchilada. As luck would have it, Ian excelled at burpees. So that was a positive.

Ian used to hide from embarrassments like this in middle school, but not anymore. After class, he pulled out his journal from his backpack. His mother had given it to him for a birthday present seven years ago, and it was his most prized possession. A nice leather cover that had grown cracked and scratched over the years. A scrolling, embossed Celtic design sprawled over the corners of the cover and at its center sat a large eye, which had creeped him out at first but grew on him. Whenever reality crowded his life, he found refuge in its pages. Since then, he had almost completely filled it and stuffed in additional loose pages with scribbled stories, monster ideas, crappy sketches, and maps. He liked maps. They had order and direction. They quieted the noise around him. 

After the rest of his classes, Ian made his way to the bus. He undid the thick rubber bands that held everything in his journal together for dear life and stretched them over his wrists. Without the bands, the poor thing lived on the perpetual edge of flinging open at any moment, scattering its contents about like ashes to the wind. Ian walked and continued sketching a map. He had a knack for navigating while his attention was focused on something else entirely. One summer at Yellowstone, his parents got them lost on a hike. Ian easily led them out while playing handheld video games the whole time. He always knew how and where to go. His only problem: he had no clue where he wanted to go.

Ian stopped next to Penelope Archer’s locker. “How’d pull-ups go?” she asked.

Ian wrapped up his journal in the rubber bands. “Can we just go home?”

“That bad, huh?” Penelope loaded her backpack and shut her locker. “Well, when will you ever need to do a pull-up? Don’t worry about it.”

Together, they rode the bus home through the warm Minnesota September afternoon. Since kindergarten, they had sat up front, and now again they did so to stay away from Pete Stamdahl and his rowdy band of lacrosse minions in the back. Penelope and Ian shared earbuds and playlists. Drowned their days in music and their imaginations. Like Ian, Penelope had her escape—a large sketchpad. In the most recent, she had meticulously rendered portraits and landscapes across its pages. Alien planets with entire canyons and valleys of violet and blood-orange glass. Castles with alabaster towers reaching into sunset clouds. A haunted forest so thick and dank, it blocked out the light and kept an entire eerie world within its darkness.

When the school bus dumped them off in their neighborhood, they walked down Trestle Lane to their adjacent driveways. Penelope walked up hers. And Ian his.

“See you out back in ten?” Penelope asked.

“You bet.”
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Ian stepped into his backyard, a loop of rope around his shoulder and a can of soda in each hand. Stained wooden plank fences divided the Wilder and Archer lawns. Two 20-year-old oak trees, their branches reaching over forty feet in height, spanned the division between the two yards. A ramshackle treehouse nestled in the crooks of the Wilder tree. At the base of the tree, Penelope sat in the plush grass, plucking the green blades and biting their white tips. Ian handed her a soda. They popped the tops and drank.

“Rope,” she said. “What are you thinking? Western? Cactusback Flats. Whiskey Joe Firesky.”

Ian burped. “Nope.”

Penelope squinted in thought. “A hunt for the yeti atop the Himalayas?”

“Wrong again.”

“Pirates?” she asked. “Again? I’m not in the mood for pirates.”

“Did you embarrass yourself in front of thirty kids trying to do one pull-up? One, Penelope. I couldn’t do one.”

“Eat more protein,” she said.

“C’mon,” Ian said. 

Penelope rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

“Sweet.” Ian backed her to the tree and tied her up with the rope. Each loop around her stirred up the faint whisper of her perfume. Peaches.

As he circled, Penelope said, “Where did we leave off?”

Ian finished and said, “I got the Ruby Spyglass, and you got busted.”

“I don’t get busted,” Penelope said. “I’m the smart one.”

Ian stepped back and said, “I can’t do a pull-up.”

Penelope closed her eyes and shook her head in exasperation. Thinking back to her sketchpads and years of drawings, she focused on a rolling sea and a pirate galleon—The Wicked Crow—tossing about it. Pages and pages of her sketchpad flipped behind her eyes: grizzly pirate crews, ornate figureheads, gleaming cutlasses, and elaborate hats. All of it folded in on itself a thousand times over until reality bled away, replaced by her imagination. Their imagination. Their stories. Their escape.
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Sea spray smatters her face, mats her hair across her cheek. Through her boots she feels the rough deck of the Wicked Crow and its roll over the sea. Its lamps spit out the sharp tang of burning whale oil. The ropes lashing her to the mainmast dig into her ribs. It hurts to breathe. And even though a warm sun sets in the distance, the chill from her damp clothes wriggles up her spine. 

“You’re too late, Captain Noface,” she yells. “Ian’s found the Ruby Spyglass and he’s leagues ahead of you. You’ll never catch—”

Retching interrupts her. A vomit so knee-buckling and foul, the sour curdled stink of it cuts through the salty bluster.

Bent over the quarterdeck rail, Captain Bradford “Noface” Nolander spews a sickly yellow stream into the curling waves below. Finished, he wipes his mouth and replaces the Venetian mask over his face. Dressed head-to-toe in a mangy, half-burnt, leather long coat, he straightens his haggard tricorn hat and says, “If I am too late, then what say you of this?”

The captain slides his hand inside his coat to remove something, but another fetid gurgle rattles through his belly. He holds his hand to his masked face and bends over the rail again, ejecting more of his breakfast into the sea. Gagging, he spits on the deck and hides his face beneath his mask once again. “Blast the eggs benedict. Such a succulent dish.” After a pause he continues, “Where was I again?”

“You wuz about to tell her you had the spyglass, Cap’n,” says a greasy deckhand behind him.

Annoyed, the captain’s shoulders slouch. He sighs. The crew parts from the poor deckhand like water from the prow. Captain Noface spins around and in one clean stroke of his cutlass, opens the deckhand’s throat. 

“Those were my lines,” the captain says, wiping the blood from his cutlass on the nearest powder monkey before sliding it back into the scabbard.

Penelope swallows. Her throat has gone dry. The wind and spray flatten her long brown hair against her face. Her buccaneer cap with its wine-red plume topples to the deck and rolls to the rail. She shifts her weight and tries to pull her arms free, but it is pointless. Frustrated, her breaths come in short, exasperated huffs. She has to do something. Anything. Helpless, she tries a different approach. “Still haven’t found that cure, have you? How much of a face do you have left?”

Noface snaps his head in her direction. With a gloved hand on the hilt of his cutlass, he steps toward her, his boots echoing over the deck. The stench of diseased flesh gets stronger the closer he comes. But the mask is worse. Slick white porcelain with lips turned downward into a frown. The eye sockets rimmed in thick, blood-red paint spatters, as if a raven had clawed away his eyes. Only there they sit in the dark recesses, yellowed and ringed in rot. 

“No,” he tells her. “Not yet. But I never pass up a good breakfast even if I’m unable to keep it down. Your friend, Ian Wilder, on the other hand, I can keep down. I chained him to the anchor of his own ship and dropped him into the blue. He’s a bloated bag of hammerhead bait by now.”

Captain Noface takes out a compass and reads its heading. “In one short day, the ghosts of Banshee Bay will have their human flesh, the world will have a new king, and I’ll have my face back.”

“I think I speak for the world,” yells a young, brave voice, “when I say we’d rather have the mask.”

Captain Noface spins away from Penelope. A battered schooner crashes through the sea alongside the Wicked Crow. At its bow, Ian Wilder brandishes the Neverblade, a gleaming, silver cutlass, in one hand and a boarding rope in the other. His black leather long coat and pants are stitched with burgundy thread, and his black tricorn hat boasts a band of shark teeth along the edge.

“I should have just slit your throat!” Noface yells.

Ian swings over on the rope and lands on the deck with a thud. 

“Shoot him!” Noface yells to his crew.

Flintlock hammers crack, and a volley of shots ring in unison. After the smoke clears, Ian still stands, but most of the captain’s crew falls to the decks, riddled with musket shots. The survivors crash to the bulwark as two dozen pirates swing over from Ian’s small schooner.

“I didn’t come alone this time,” Ian says.

Livid, Noface draws his cutlass and swats at Ian, who dodges and parries away from the captain. They duel across the ship. Their swords clatter as Noface presses Ian up the stairs to the quarterdeck. Behind them, the crews engage in a bloody melee. Between the clash and din of sabers, pistols fire in clouds of gunpowder.

“No pirate has bested the Neverblade,” Ian says. “It’s been passed through history for a thousand years. You’re only prolonging the inevitable.”

“I only need you to make a mistake,” the captain counters, kicking Ian in the stomach.

Ian and the captain duel their way up the stairs to the poop deck. Near the starboard rail, Noface extends himself too far in a fit of howling anger. Ian brings the flat of his blade across the captain’s shoulders, toppling him over the rail. On instinct, Ian drops his blade and grabs the dread pirate’s hand, holding on with everything he has. 

The captain cackles above the hungry waves. “You won’t let me fall, Ian,” the captain says. Noface reaches for Ian’s arm with each sway. “You live by a code. Help me up, and you can take me to the brig. You’ll be victorious, as usual.” Beaten, Noface reaches upward to Ian with a steady hand of truce.

The captain is right. He can’t leave him to die. Ian grabs the captain’s extended hand and pulls with everything he has left. When he has the captain almost back over the rail and onto the ship’s deck, the hammer to the captain’s pistol clicks and the barrel jabs between Ian’s ribs.

“And that’s your mistake,” the captain says to Ian. “You could never do this. Kill a man.”

“Rancid, half-cooked pork fat,” Ian mutters. “Topped with diarrhea sauce.”

Across the mighty ship, the noise of the captain’s wheezy grumbling belly cuts through the battling crews, who stop to watch what happens next. An unworldly creak blasts through the captain’s gut, bending him over. The sick churning of bile. The tossing of hollandaise sauce, poached eggs, and ham. Slowly it bubbles, froths, and curdles until the captain can no longer stand it. When he turns to relieve himself over the rail, Ian kicks him in the backside and sends him vomiting into the sea.

With the villain dispatched, Ian snaps to Penelope’s side and cuts her bonds with a brisk, clean stroke of the Neverblade. She lunges at him, and they tangle into a long-deserved hug. Then, for the briefest of moments, an invisible mooring line draws their lips closer. The remaining crew aboard the Wicked Crow watch on, as their lips almost touch.
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What Happens in the Treehouse Stays in the Treehouse
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“You think you deserve a kiss after that?” Penelope asked, trying to hide an escaping smirk. 

Ian opened his eyes, and their fantasy world vanished: the Wicked Crow, the fighting crewmen, the rolling, misting sea, the buccaneer clothes rippling in the salty breezes. In his hand, a small wooden sword he constructed when he was six. Through their battle, they had worked their way up the tree. They stood on the same tree branch, her own more intricately carved wooden sword resting against her shoulder as she bent away from his lips. The leaves above rustled in the cooling afternoon breeze. Dejected, Ian touched the dull wooden edge of his weapon and said, “Not good?”

Penelope smiled and carefully stepped her way past him and into the treehouse. “Your plot was so inconsistent. And saving Noface after you knock him over the rail? It was too easy.”

Ian took a deep breath. Reality was such a downer. “I couldn’t let him fall,” Ian said. “That’s not what heroes do.”

“But you eventually kicked him in anyway.”

“He was going to shoot me!” Ian said.

Penelope sighed. Not like an angsty teen, but like a parent trying to explain real-life lessons to a child. “We’re not ten anymore, Ian,” she told him. “Sometimes, here, in the real world, heroics don’t save anyone. Sometimes nothing goes according to plan and bad stuff happens.” 

“Next time, I’ll make sure to cut everyone to ribbons,” Ian said.

“Totally not even the point,” Penelope said and escaped into the treehouse. Ian followed and sat down next to her. A bit small for two 16-year-olds, the treehouse still worked for private make-out sessions away from their parents. Penelope picked up a beat-up drawing pad and began sketching their imagined scene into her journal. “Besides, kisses never happen that way, Ian.”

“Sure they do. They happen like that all the time,” Ian said.

“Just in the movies,” Penelope said, her eyebrows furrowed in frustration. “The best kisses come out of nowhere. They steal time. They wrench the entire machinery of existence to a grinding halt.”

She had that right. All their “firsts” had been carved into his mind like a woodcut print, their story painstakingly etched into a plank of cedar. When she first slid her hand into his at the mall. When he placed his hand on her thigh as they watched The Shining in eighth grade. The playful wrestling during a water balloon fight on the Fourth of July. Her leaning into him during fireworks. The kiss while swimming in Orchard Pond, both of them hot to the touch, but shivering in the cold water. Once, she lay next to him during a movie he still couldn’t remember, and it took all of his willpower to hold the popcorn bowl steady as her rousing laughter leapt to him and rippled through his bones. 

Her hands flashed over the sketchbook like birds fluttering down the branches of a tree. Wherever they went, they left a portrait of her imagination on the page. New worlds. New landscapes. Dashing elven heroes or cascading celestial panoramas. What she could put on the page could pass for real life far, far away. The tip of her tongue stuck out the corner of her lips in concentration. Her eyes surveyed the sketch marks and the curves. Like a good kiss, she stole life from distant places and put it to the page.

Stealing time.

Grinding the machinery of existence to a halt.

Ian couldn’t resist. He leaned in and kissed her, expecting her to push him away in lieu of the drawing, but she didn’t. Charcoal pencil in hand, she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him back. Something had changed. A gale rushed through them. A momentum like running down a hill and losing your balance, your control. Adrift in the rank mildew of sleeping bags and blankets in the tree fort, they pawed at each other. Their breath came in soft huffs, warm and salty. 

When Penelope lifted his t-shirt over his head, Ian stopped and said, “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Penelope breathed. 

“Really?” Ian asked, a big smile across his face as he scrambled out of his shirt. “But what about, you know?” 

“I’ve been on the pill for a year. Now shut up,” she answered and lifted her sweatshirt over her head.

There in the treehouse, skin to skin, Ian and Penelope crossed another first from their lists. Like most first drafts, their first attempt at sex started awkwardly, plodded forward full of self-doubt and tentative exploration, and ended far too quickly with not enough action. Penelope lay atop Ian, her face nestled in his neck, her breath hot. “It’s supposed to take longer, right?”

Embarrassed, Ian said, “I’m sorry. It’s my—”

She pressed a finger to his lips and said, “Shh. Stealing time.”

Ian took that as a positive sign.

For a few moments they lay there, chilled in the growing darkness around them. The only warmth in the world existed between their bodies. Penelope lifted her head and looked at Ian closely. “This is not fantasy,” she said. “This was clumsy, fumbling, and awkward, but it was real.”

While getting dressed, Penelope slipped on her sneakers and said, “Listen. Can I tell you about something?”
Ian stretched his t-shirt over his head and said, “Anything.”

“Even weird personal stuff?” she asked. “Crazy stuff?”

Feeling strange, Ian pursed his lips in thought. “Um, sure. What’s up?”

“Have you ever thought about your own death?”

Ian squinted at Penelope. “Uh, how so?”

Penelope curled her arms around her knees, eyes on her shoes. “Sometimes, when I’m daydreaming, I see a dark, dark world where everything is rotting and falling apart,” she told him. “Vast cities lie in ruins. Forests reach to the sky with dead branches, and the people... they’re all dark smudges, inky thumbprints of what people used to be. And they talk in this strange, creepy language. Like if we talked through foghorns.”

“Are there great molten pits of fire?” Ian asked. His eyes held a flicker of excitement over the possibilities of exploring another imaginary place. “Wicked, winged harpies?” he asked eagerly. 

Penelope’s gaze turned on him, first harsh, then crumpling, like that was the worst suggestion in the world. “Seriously, Ian, this is different. The only other time I saw it was when my mom went through, uh, chemo. Her eyes were so dark, sunken. And she had gotten thin and frail. Like her body could have just blown away in the wind.” 

“I know that was a terrible time,” Ian said, lacing up his sneakers. He tried to understand what was happening. How events could go from such a euphoric high to a sodden low. Something seemed off with this Smudge World. With Penelope herself. If there ever was time for him to not be himself and just say something supportive, it was now. “Do you want to...you know...talk about it? I’ll listen.” 

Curtly, she smiled with one corner of her mouth, but the rest of her face didn’t follow. She looked through him like he didn’t exist, like he couldn’t possibly understand what tossed around in her mind. She shook her head and finished stowing her drawings. “Never mind, Ian. It’s not a big deal. I can handle it myself.” 

“Penny!” Mrs. Archer called from the back of her house. Penelope rolled her eyes. She hated when her mother called her that. She shook her head. 

Ian had the distinct feeling Penelope hadn’t told him everything. “Are you sure?” 

She nodded. “I just have to fix it. In my head.” 

“Penny! Stop playing fairy tales, and come in for dinner.”

Penelope sighed in a huff. Ian was losing his moment with her. He scrambled for the right combination of words. They fell from his brain like rainfall, but none stayed long enough or felt right. He had to say something—something good. Think, dammit. But she stuffed her things into her bag, climbed down to the ground, and vanished into her house before he came up with anything.
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At dinner, Ian stabbed a chunk of baked salmon adrift in his plate of spinach, red onions, crumbled bacon, and tomatoes. He paused to sniff it before putting it into his mouth. 

His father, Harold Wilder, watched Ian’s approach and said, “I know, right? I’d burn down an orphanage for a half-pound burger right now.” Although his hairline had receded greatly in the last few years, his father tried to stay young. Thanks to his wife’s persistence, Harold kept active, as much as an insurance salesman can, and tried to dress sharp, unlike some of the other fathers in the neighborhood.

“Harold,” said his mother, Maggie Wilder, “You heard your doctor. More vegetables.” She turned to Ian. “And I crumbled twice as much bacon on yours. There should be enough salt and fat to kill a cowboy. So eat.” His mother, on the other hand, had aged better. Probably because of all the healthy food she ate (and was always trying to make them eat). She almost always wore yoga pants and a bulky sweatshirt awash in dry streaks of clay or glaze from her pottery workshop in the garage. She taught pottery at the local community center.

Both Wilder men buckled down and ate their salads. Ian’s mother was right; his was simply messy with bacon. 

His dad paused and said, “So week three in junior year. Any new friends?” 

Ian shook his head. 

His mother chimed in. “What about activities? Alexandra says Penelope mentioned an art club.” 

Ian sipped from his glass of water and shook his head in the negative again. The onion had a sinus-clearing bite to it. “I can’t even draw stick people, Mom.” 

Maggie ate and said, “What about a writing club? Your journal is looking exceptionally chock-full these days.” 

Ian set his glass down quickly, horror crashing across his face. “Those are private stories, Mom! God!” 

Maggie waved Ian off. “I just wanted to figure out how you and Penelope escape Taluride Station from the xenozombie horde.” 

The color drained from Ian’s face, only to flare into bright, shiny, embarrassed red. 

“Zombies, huh?” Harold said, picking through his salad. “That sounds...neat.” He chuckled.

The tomatoes gurgled and bubbled in Ian’s belly; raw ones always upset his stomach. A soft squeak ushered from within. To cover the sound, he said, “There’s no writing club, Mom.” 

His mother finished swallowing a hunk of salmon and said, “What about debate club?” 

His father’s eyes lit up. “Yes! Debate club! I was awesome at debate.” 

Maggie smiled at him. 

Ian shook his head and said, “Yeah, debate club. As if I wasn’t already a big enough loser.” 

Just as exhausted by the conversation as Ian was, Harold said, “I just want you to think about your options. This year and next are the most important in your high school career. You need to start thinking about your future. About college.” 

Maggie nodded and drank from her wine glass. “Your father’s right,” she added. “You’re growing up too fast.” Maggie reached her left hand out to Ian’s to give it a nice motherly pat, but he pulled it away. 

More than she knew, he thought. He touched his lip, where Penelope’s finger had pressed earlier. Stealing time. Their naked bodies pressed to each other for the first time. “I know,” he said. “But right now, I just want to be me, okay?” 

His parents paused and looked at each other, maybe even remembering themselves saying the same thing at that age. They both offered him reassuring smiles. 

“Can I be done? I’m not really hungry anymore.” 

His mother wiped her mouth with a napkin and said, “Take three more bites of salad. Get some salmon. You need protein.” 

Ian stuffed three random forkfuls of salad into his mouth at once and scraped the rest into the garbage as his mother and father sipped their wine. “Plate in the dishwasher, not the sink,” Maggie called to him.

Ian slid the plate and fork into the dishwasher as he muscled down his wad of salad. Then he ran upstairs to his bedroom, shut the door behind him, and flopped onto his unmade bed. Around him, movie posters, comic book covers, and anime book covers adorned his walls: Star Wars, Dune, Lord of the Rings, Spider-Man, The Walking Dead, Watchmen, The Ghost in the Machine, Flash, Akira. Clothes lay on the floor, and torn pages from spiral notebooks were tacked on a pegboard above his desk, each with the same chicken-scratch writing from his journal. Usually, when he had something on his mind, he’d crack open the journal and just start writing: notes about alien worlds, troubled heroes, and dastardly villains. Instead, he texted Penelope: “Busy?”

No response.

When he rolled over on the bed, a light flashed outside his window. Morse code. He leapt from the bed to his window, where an old flashlight lay on the sill. Their neighborhood had experienced rolling blackouts over the summer, so it came in handy. His dad kept griping about the shoddy infrastructure and how the city needed to upgrade. Ian picked up the flashlight, pointed it at the opposing light, and begin flicking the switch on and off in sequence. After a second, Penelope’s light stopped. Ian opened the window and climbed out to the edge of the roof where, if he dangled just right, his feet reached the wooden fence between the yards. Overhead, gray clouds sped across a star-laden sky. Looking down, he saw Penelope’s shadow tiptoeing through his yard to the treehouse. Morse code was her idea. She had a strange fascination with the outdated, as if humanity teetered on the brink of the apocalypse and those things would come in handy. Ian dangled to the fence, balancing precariously on the top, before crouching and dropping down to the plush grass of the lawn. 

As he climbed the rungs of the treehouse, he wished he had brought gum. His breath was probably horrible. Stupid salmon and onions. Once inside, he said a quick, “Hi.” 

Penelope sat quietly in pink cotton pajamas and bit her lower lip.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “Is it me? Because I can do better.”

“It’s not that,” she said, reaching out a hand and placing it on his. “Were you serious about what you said earlier? About listening?” 

Ian swallowed nervously, sensing the importance of what Penelope was about to say. His saliva grew thick, and he cleared his throat. “Sure,” he rasped. 

Fidgeting with her charm bracelet, she looked him square in the eye and said, “I see them everywhere, Ian. I think something’s wrong with me.”
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At 6:30 AM, Ian’s alarm clock went off. He hated that digital red specter. Swatting at it blindly, he knocked it off the nightstand along with his journal and phone. The whole mess fell in a clatter. Even under his thick journal, that annoying, repetitive, witch-squawking wouldn’t stop until he fell out of bed trying to hit the snooze button. Ian sat on his floor and yawned. 

He’d gotten like zero sleep. Sure, he went to bed at about 11:30 PM, but after what Penelope told him, the drawings she showed him, how could he sleep? Stuck blearily between asleep and waking, he allowed Penelope’s visions to invade his room. As he flopped on his back, an ash-strewn world blossomed on his ceiling, filled with packs of faceless souls walking endless trails. Frail refugees stumbled over hills across trampled meadows of gray grass. Overhead, a pale sun barely shone through an acrid atmosphere of smoke. Along these roughly trod roads great pikes stood, disemboweled bodies staked to each. Entrails slick in rot. Skin sloughing off bones. 

Everywhere, the corpses of worldly things sat hunkered under rubble: rusted-out cars, crumbling abandoned buildings, shopping carts bent and awry, streetlights twisted and askew, city streets broken and heaved upward in giant shards. 

Ian shook his head to rid himself of the images, trying to forget. He picked up his spilled alarm clock, journal, and phone and arranged them neatly on the nightstand. He sat on his bed and scratched his scalp. The bassinet. Penelope had told him about an old, weathered bassinet she saw. She had reached into it and retrieved a forgotten baby. A girl. The poor thing had no nose. Slits for eyes and a mouth. Penelope held it to her chest. Its arms and legs unmoving, limp, mere lumps of flesh stuffed into skin, cold to the touch. 

“I don’t know how I know it, Ian,” she had told him, her eyes wide and shining with unshed tears, “But that dead thing, that lifeless child was me.” 

W. T. F.

Shaking his head, Ian walked across the hall to the bathroom. He turned on the shower and slid under the hot water. He didn’t know what to think. He thought they had just passed a huge milestone in their relationship. But now this. 

Each morning they sat on the bus together. Each morning, he waited for the harp smile—when her lips peeled away from her teeth like a hand across harp strings. Sometimes, he even heard the rising scale of notes in his head. He had never witnessed her flashing that smile to anyone else. Not her parents. Not Kit Cambridge, the resident hottie. Only him. Shampoo suds snaked down his back and over his ribs, racing down his legs as he washed his hair. But it wasn’t just her smile, he thought. He couldn’t explain it. Whatever it was, it caused their bodies to lurch for each other constantly, and it took all their energy to restrain it, like keeping the opposite ends of two magnets separated. 

After drying off, Ian threw on some jeans, socks, and sneakers. He topped it off with a white t-shirt and a blue hoodie. After grabbing his phone, he went downstairs to the kitchen for his breakfast—one handful of Cinnamon Toast Crunch, one handful of Golden Grahams, and a handful of his dad’s bran flakes for a good heart.

“Got all your homework done?” his father asked behind his newspaper, which he still insisted on getting, despite the fact that everyone read the news on their phones now. He was dressed in his usual white button-down shirt, suit pants, and tie. 

Ian crunched his cereal and said, “Didn’t have any.” 

Dressed in her dirty gray sweatshirt, yoga pants, and Crocs, his mother sipped coffee. “You still have to read Lord of the Flies, remember?” she said. “One month to get it done.” 

Ian rolled his eyes. 

“Enough with the eyes, Ian. It’s getting old,” his father warned. He had the uncanny knack for detecting Ian’s eye rolls without ever seeing them.

Ian scooped the rest of his cereal into his mouth and got up, milk dripping from his chin. “Gotta go.” He walked right past his backpack hanging on the railing by the front door. 

“Your backpack,” his mother chimed, as Ian turned to grab it.

Ian met Penelope on the sidewalk. Her hair was still partially wet from the shower, and the scent of ripe peaches hung in the air next to her. With her heavy backpack slung over one shoulder, she looked nervously at him, then stepped in pace. 

Ian offered a short smile. Penelope bit at her lower lip. They walked in silence together. Words backed up against Ian’s tongue, waiting to spill out, but they wouldn’t come. Visions of sinister volcano mounds belching smoke and eerie white lava stalled him. Leathery flying things hissing overhead, swooping down to pick a cold refugee from the crowd. And the screams. Penelope told him about the night and how the masses huddled together to keep warm, shivering more from fright than from the cold. In that mumbling, weary darkness a scream would strike out of the murmur, shatter their sleep like a hammer against glass. Another one taken. 

When they arrived at the bus stop Penelope asked, “Are you okay?” 

Ian nodded. Was he okay? Him? “I’m...fine,” he said. “But. Are you...well, did you want to talk about it some more?” 

Penelope quickly shook her head, a breath escaping from her. “No. No, I’m fine.” 

The bus squealed to a stop in front of them, and the door opened. “Let’s just forget about it, okay?” 

Ian nodded. He was more than happy to forget about it. Or at least try to. He climbed on the bus first and immediately looked to the front seats, far away from Pete Stamdahl and his merry band of toadies. 

“Oh, it’s Indiana Wilder and the Temple of Doomed Virgins!” The toadies laughed and heckled. Bystanders throughout the bus hunkered in their seats, some smiling, but most just laying low, not reacting, hoping to avoid Pete’s menacing attention. Heidi Flugalmann was the only one to make eye contact with Ian. She frowned sadly, her freckled cheeks dimpling, not quite a look of sympathy, but at least of solidarity. Pete continued the onslaught as Ian slipped into an empty seat. “Hey, Indiana, where’s your bull—” 

Penelope stood by Ian’s seat, her mouth in a terrible frowny rictus, her eyes narrowed. “Be careful, Cocktail Frank,” she said, holding up her pinkie finger to Pete. 

Pete froze, and his cheeks flushed. Slowly, he turned around and slumped into his seat.

And like that the smart assery of Pete Stamdahl was silenced. Only after Pete slumped back into his seat did Penelope sit down herself. She yanked the right ear bud from Ian’s ear and fit it into hers. “I need something extra today.” She swiped Ian’s phone and scrolled though his playlist. 

Unlike most high-schoolers, Ian only listened to movie soundtracks. Oodles of them. No pop, rap, or country unless they happened to be on the soundtrack. Some of the movies he had watched and loved, while others he had never heard of. But when he heard the samples online, he liked them, so he listened to them. Penelope stopped on the soundtrack for Highlander and clicked on “Princes of the Universe.” 

With music slammed into their ears, she relaxed, finally releasing the harp smile. “This’ll do nicely,” she said. But Ian couldn’t hear her. With the music, the smile, the warmth of her leg touching his, he felt things tumble back into their proper places like a safecracker breaking into a bank vault. On the 15-minute bus ride, they huddled in their protective bubble of movie themes, Penelope sketching a mountainous landscape in her journal, and Ian busily writing down the worrisome descriptions of the Smudge World. 

At school Penelope and Ian filed out of the bus, the entire girth of the Smudge World weighing heavy between them. On the sidewalk, Ian didn’t know what to say, so he said, “Have a good day.” 

Penelope bit her lower lip again, then leaned in and kissed him. Not a peck or a quick smack, but the kind of sloppy, tongue-toggling kiss they only cut loose in the treehouse. When they separated, she said, “I will,” and walked into the school. Surprised, Ian stood in a stupor.

When Pete shoved him, he almost toppled over. “Look at that. Dweeb mating season,” Pete said. Ian gathered his composure and searched for whatever kryptonite Penelope might have held earlier, but nothing came to mind. Pete strutted off, allowing his much smaller toadies to give Ian an extra push as they walked by. As usual, Ian was a man—no, check that—just a boy of inaction. Heidi Flugalmann exited the bus last. She could only blush at Ian, then scamper to the school entrance.

Ian offloaded at his locker and grabbed his algebra book. He navigated the halls, avoiding eye contact with everyone, before stepping into Ms. Hanson-Feuer’s class. He found his seat and prepared for a boring lecture on math he was certain he would never use. While Ms. Hanson-Feuer droned on, Ian escaped into his own world, writing numerous paragraphs about Penelope’s visions from the treehouse. When the period ended, Ms. Hanson-Feuer spoke over the din. “Read chapter two and do the introductory worksheet on simplifying radicals.”

Ian took the long way to his locker, hoping to avoid Pete. He exchanged his books, slammed his locker shut, and dashed for Ms. White’s art class. Math and art were quite the one-two punch in his morning. He found it hard to imagine anyone being worse at art than math, but he managed to do it expertly, even within the confines of artistic subjectivity. He just wanted to get to the ceramics unit. His mom had always gushed about how sensual clay was, so he wanted to impress Penelope with the few tricks his mom had shown him on her wheel at home. Until then, he had to muscle his way through charcoal sketching, watercolor, and oils.

While Ms. White placed a bowl of plastic fruit in front of the class, Ian gazed at the student work hung above the whiteboards and around the perimeter of the room. Tori Feldman had painted a unicorn, complete with silver and pink sparkles. Awesome. Rodd Haley had drawn a beefy, muscle-bound soldier firing an M6D at an unknown assailant. Elizabeth Adler had sketched a very Salvador Dalí-like picture of a faceless girl trapped in a universe of melted windows. In the corner, hung a watercolor of a creepy cave, by Penelope. 

Brushed with looping swirls of blacks and grays, the cave entrance opened like a mouth, haunting and hungry. Maybe he was just tired, but he swore he heard an eerie wind blow out of that cave, like breath over an empty glass bottle. The Smudge World.

The painting mesmerized him. Despite Ms. White shaking her head at him numerous times, he couldn’t concentrate. Something was wrong. At the end of the period, he dashed out of the classroom. This time, he didn’t care who he encountered, he just ran. 

“Wilder,” Assistant Principal Bowler said near the cafeteria. “Slow down.” 

Out of breath and sweating, he found Penelope spinning the dial on her locker. “Something’s wrong,” he said. 

Penelope looked at him oddly and said, “Yeah, you’re like all sweaty.” 

“Not that, your painting. The cave in Ms. White’s room.” 

Penelope looked around at the lockers, students dropping off books and picking up others. Doors slammed. Backpack zippers zipped. Gum snapped. Her face grew red. “What do you mean?” 

“I’m worried. All those things you told me. Maybe you need to tell someone.” 

Penelope narrowed her eyes at him. “Like who?” 

Ian felt a mistake brewing. He paused, searching for the right words. “I don’t know,” he said, his voice lowered, almost to a whisper. “Like a, a...” 

Her face tightened. “A therapist? Is that what you mean?” Her voice grew louder. Students glanced at them. Footsteps hurried away. The hallway cleared in an ominous, throw-down fashion. Penelope exchanged her books and slammed her locker shut. “Thanks, Ian. But no thanks. I can take care of this on my own.” 

“I’m not saying you can’t. But...” Ian pleaded. 

Penelope turned on her heel and walked off to her next class.
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