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        Prologue:

                Whistling winds of the chilly Autumn air whipped through my brown hair. Sniggers and clacking shoes sounded around me. We were not normal. This was not the average way to spend the weekend of your sixteenth birthday.

                “We can totes just go have dinner and laugh at the bad karaoke bar next to the sub shop.”

                Ariel said, her brown eyes infused with as much mischief as possible. I smiled, staring into her eyes was enough for me to lose myself. I was lost in a sea of my hormones. Most girls cannot ask to be so sure of who they are by sixteen. I was not them. I had not meant to be this sure of my self-identity.

                “So, you know the plan, right?”

                Clarke asked me, he was my male best friend. His extra puffy raven curly hair was swaying with the wind. He appeared to be trembling. He was coming in with us as one of our witnesses. If expressions were anything to judge, his told me he would rather be anywhere else. His straight male ego would not allow for him to back the fuck out!

                “Yep, go in, go up the stairs and look into the mirror. Call out to the spirit of the dead girl who lived here back in the nineties. Then prove you simpering cowards wrong! Come on people, this is not some horror movie! Lets get this show over!”

                I said. I was a natural queen bee. I did not ask to be born with this much charisma; it was just a part of me. This was also the first generation when an openly gay girl could lead her peers and hold her head high in pride. Girls even one decade before would have hidden their romantic proclivities a lot more.

                “Babe, this is not what I had in mind, when I said I wanted to get freaky after your party!”

                Ariel said mischievously. She swung her raven hair over her shoulder. I loved her beautiful hair, and well, everything it connected to. She was hourglass shapely and perfect. She was also a strange combo of cheerleader and mathlete. Yet again, not some decades old stereotype prowling my high school.

                “Ari, you can wait outside. I won’t be gone long.”

                I told her. I pulled her firmly to me, kissing her. Her doe eyes searched deep into mine, and she hummed to herself. She did that when she was thinking. She also muttered math problems in her sleep at night—something I discovered last year when we lost it together.

                “No, I’m coming too. I don’t wanna chicken out and be some typical damsel.”

                She said obstinately. I laughed in amusement.

                “I don’t know, a girl could play out some heroine rescue fantasies every once in a while, right?”

                I asked her. She captured my lips again, affirming her excitement.

                “Can you ladies not impregnate one another, while I am watching. I mean it is hot and all, but a brotha needs to sleep at night!”

                Clarke said. Ari flipped him off without turning to face him. Clarke was harmless, at least to us. He had a sinner’s smile that dropped many a girl’s panties, just not his gay bestie. He towered over us, six-three. A varsity shooting guard on our basketball squad. Few sophomores make varsity sports, despite what the movies and cliché teen trope shows might say. Typically, you work that JV for two years before you move up. Not Clarke, he was a natural athlete, a lot like me, except with the male parts and darker complexion. We sort of adopted one another in kindergarten. Our families just became tight over the years.

                “If I called you a brotha, you’d say I was racist!”

                Ariel sassed to Clarke, who shrugged casually.

                “If you two are done comparing dildos, how about we get this over with?”

                Jerry said he was Clarke’s male bestie and also a member of the basketball squad. He was a year older than us, and our driver for the evening. Being a junior came with some perks, like having your license and an extra year to save for a beater car. Still, it was a damn fine piece of crap because it beat taking the bus everywhere!

                A lot of people try to befriend someone with a car fast in high school. Transportation is status in some ways.   Mostly it is a good way to avoid hovering rents.

                “Man, you know I ain’t goin’ there with my sister’s girl. Cause that would be plain wrong!”

                Clarke said. Jerry gave him one of those bro punches to his arm. I never will understand boys in the wild, but the mysteries of the human world are boundless.

                Doylestown, PA is a tiny town most of its residence are packed in less than three-square-miles. Think Andy Griffith, but modern day, you would be on the nose! So, a supposed haunted house abandoned on a hillside since the nineties, naturally it turned into a birthday celebration dare!

                Then again, this was a town that was so accustomed to the “normal” and the “buttoned up” that anything that stood out was of significant note. Being Half Japanese and half white made me stand out by default. Clarke understood that feeling. We have looked out for each other over the years. We have learned how to make this town our own. Even the tiny little hamlets of sleepy America change with time—even if slowly.

                “Gosh, even the stairs are freaky!”

                Ariel exclaimed. I stroked my hand delicately on her back. She was brave, but she really did not do scary movie type of situations well.

                The old colonial-style house was so weathered that the grayish base under the white paint was exposed from years of white flaking free. This house had seen far more death than any singular spot in a small town should allow. As a result, it was no longer listed, and the current owner had abandoned it to the elements.

                They say the last girl who lived here went mad and killed herself. Her parents also went insane after they found her. The truth is a little more mundane, mainly that grief drove people to terrible ends.

                I am very girly in so many ways, but I love a good ghost story. They have fascinated me all my life. There is something primal that connects us to things that are haunted. What scares us about the past? What pieces of history lurk in the shadows. As beings, humans are unaccustomed to being the prey. We are terrified of anything capable of making a meal of us.

                Not exactly the inner musings of your typical sophomore “it” girl, I know. What can I say, my life is a delicate and intricate weave of the macabre and part Vouge?

                We moved to the front door. Like a dork, Jerry knocks.

                “Hello clown, do you see any cars, lights or other evidence of life here?”

                I asked him in a feisty tone. I was ready to get in, look for the ghost, then take Ariel back to my bed for the night. She already had her excuse in place for where she was supposed to be sleeping. I had a rope ladder on the side of my house. We had our little system worked out like two old pros.

                Jerry smiled sheepishly at me, as if his charms even worked on me.

                “Be a man and break it in already!”

                I said, waving towards the door. No need for a girl to get her own hands dirty when there were males present to do the work for her, right?! I could make a few more cracks about men being useful, but I am above all that previous century BS. Truth is, I like women, end of. I am not so simple as to believe men are my enemy, nor are they irredeemable. That would be like saying half our damn world is a waste of oxygen. They have their uses, like breaking and entering, for instance.

                “Last time I let a girl talk to me like that, she was under me every night.”

                Jerry murmured. Ariel sassed, “More like your momma. She talks to you however she pleases.”

                He made a sour face and replied, “There are some things mothers are best left out of, this being one of them.”

                I tuned out their witty dialog for a moment, as I checked my smartphone. My mom sent me several messages. I huffed. I started to put my phone away, as the door popped open finally.

                I noticed the screen dim unnaturally as I took a step inside. I frowned. I stuffed my phone back into my pocket. Jerry had my purse locked in his truck. He was a good boy at heart and we—his female friends—had trained him brilliantly.

                “Is it just me or did it just get colder?”

                Ariel asked me. I instinctively rubbed her small back supportively. I was only five-seven, but Ariel was five-three. She was my tiny little lady. I loved my girl and her smaller, curvy body did many things to my hormone laden mind.

                The inside was worse than the outside. Brittle leaves were blown throughout the open and empty rooms. The stairs leading to the second floor was to the right of the door.

                “So up there?”

                I asked. Clarke nodded and waved me over.

                “Please, ladies first.”

                He insisted. I shot him a sassy look as I sauntered past him. I tested the creaking step thoroughly before I ascended. The boards were noisy. I could feel the weight I placed on each step. They were not about to break yet, but the boards unnerved a girl as she climbed further.

                Ariel held onto the back of my shirt as she climbed behind me. I could feel her trembling hand on me, bracing for some unseen impact. I felt a hum or a buzzing around me, but I assumed it was a trick of the fear that I could smell on the air like sour grapes.

                “Left bedroom.”

                Clarke said, as he climbed behind us. I swallowed my nerves and walked into the door.

                I could hear something akin to growling or gurgling as I entered the room. My neck hairs rose as I came face-to-face with a mass of darkness that took the shadowy silhouette of a human. I was freaked, but I felt a strange calm wash over me. The thing lunged at me, but it seemed to bounce off. Ariel stepped in just behind me. The black shadowy mass shot by me. It forced its translucent form down Ariel’s throat so suddenly I barely had time to register what was happening until it was nearly hidden inside her.

                When the mass was gone, inside Ariel, she looked at me through white eyes milky and devoid of pupils. She screamed in horror and agony. She tumbled down the stairs, past the three of us.

                I rushed down the stairs, chasing after her as she fell. She landed hard on her right hand. I was certain I heard the bone break from the fall.

                I pulled my phone out as I propped her neck up for support and I dialed nine-one-one.

                It was a simple dare, one that hundreds of others had done before! There were so many who had survived spending a night in the haunted house of Doylestown.

                I could live a hundred years, and her screams would forever haunt my sleep. I cradled her to my chest softly as I waited for the ambulance to arrive.

 

 


 

 

                One:

                Six Months Later

                Terror seemed to claw at my waking mind even as I fitfully rest at night. Freezing, yet I wake up swimming in my sweat. The darkness claws at me, it stalks me as if unable to sever some imperceptible bond. Haunted in my skin, the pain never failed. Hopelessness was my unending fall. Cursed to watch Ariel slip away over two days in the hospital as the darkness skittered inside her, reducing her to a human husk inside.

                Since then, I have slept little, and I can barely eat. Most just believe it is my grief, which is true to an extent, but it is the insanity that comes with witnessing just how profoundly helpless humans are to things they don’t even seem to notice existing beside them.

                The invisible world around them, the shadowy darkness clawing out at night. They see only deep shadows. Where I see movement and skittering hunger as formless as the air itself.

                That should have been cry enough to have me in a rubber room with a new type of jacket accessory. So imagine my surprise when I started seeing ghosts in the cemetery! It all was unraveling for me after that night in the haunted house. Ariel’s parents even torched the place like two arsonists. I confiscated the evidence and took the fall for them. Since I was underage, I knew I owed it to them. They were in too much shock to argue with any veracity.

                I only did three months in juvie. I did not even miss the end of the school year. Part of me would have loved to have missed the looks for a little longer, even if it came with the horrid orange and white ensemble. They ended up visiting me more than my shellshocked parents. At least me getting arrested thrust them into therapy.

                Our world was in flames. Not just those made of a wild night of grief and some custom-made petrol bombs. I went from sheik to freak overnight. A girl’s popularity tanks if she is caught vandalizing and burning down property. There is always a mean girl waiting in the wings for a queen to fall.

                Safe to say that the past half year has been filled with bizarre discoveries and traumatic turns. The freak show that was my recent life was also interfering in my ability to process and greave the loss of Ariel.

                “Hey, you in there?!”

                The stern masculine tone of my best—and only—friend broke through the dam that had blocked my ears metaphorically. Clarke would not leave me alone. Even though it was cramping his social status, he refused to stop allowing us to be spotted together. He was in by way of the jock, if he merely cut his ties to the lamer who watched her girlfriend die. We both abhorred the rules of the “civilized” world, but each of us were still subject to them.

                I looked at him, his puffy hair had grown upwards a bit since last, I had paid him two second’s attention. He had the dark shadow of unruly coarse male facial hair growing wildly across his cheeks. Gone was the baby face Clarke, I had known my entire life and replaced was the young man who looked on me with veiled concern.

                “Hey, how many points did you score this week?”

                I asked absently. Clarke frowned at me in confusion.

                “You don’t like basketball. You’re just trying to distract me.”

                I shrugged and huffed mildly.

                “Color me curious.”

                Clarke rolled his eyes and then said, “Twenty-nine.”

                I nodded in approval.

                “Good job, sounds like you will make the finals this year.”

                I said, my tone sounding barely attentive enough to reality to keep him from inspecting deeper. I did not like being the center of attention now. I did not need Clarke to investigate the strangeness that was my life. He had been too ready to give everything up to follow me into social exile. Some might just say I have a martyr complex, but I did not wish this insanity upon my best friend.

                “Your fam told me you were back yesterday evening, but to wait until tonight to come see you.”

                Clarke confessed. I looked up at him and into his eyes. He had purple circles beneath his eyes like he had not been sleeping. His breathing was noticeably shallower and more frequent. If I had not known he was in perfect health, I might have believed he had either a sleeping disorder or he was smoking a few packs of filthy cigarettes a day.

                “Sounds like some snitches need stitches.”

                I mumbled to myself sarcastically. Clarke narrowed his eyes at me.

                “Yeah, so I guess even you come out sounding rougher, even if it was only three months.”

                He observed. I gave him a glare that he ignored. Whatever was on his mind was far more menacing than my death stare.

                “You know how it is, adapt or die.”

                I stated casually as if we were discussing the weather.

                “Look, I didn’t come to ask you how juvie was. I also did not come to press you for the deets on why you narced on yourself and copped to some shit you did not do. I had three entire months to puzzle that all out for myself. I came here for an explanation of what I saw. I know you saw it. It seems only Jerry was left out on that horror show.”

                I stilled completely. I looked at Clarke as if trying to untangle the truth. His earnest expression and his shadowy appearance bespoke a guy who was struggling to sleep. I knew that drill all too well.

                “Clarke, I wish I could give you answers, but if you were hoping for some great revelation, then I am sorry to disappoint.”

                I said. Clarke looked downcast, like I had crushed him on the rocks of rejection. He seemed to hope for me to explain things to him. If only that were the case!

                “I’m just here to see what’s up. I missed ya, girl. These muffies on campus are not even close to your level of cool!”

                I smirked at his use of the term “muffies” since we were both mega fans of Lost Girl. And McKenzie is like tre-fab! For a single moment, I smiled, forgetting the cruelty that was the second half of this fond recollection. Ariel had been the one who binged absurd amounts of the show with us. Clarke realized his mistake belatedly. He gave me an apologetic look.

                “Come inside, and have a seat, unless you were not planning to stay?”

                I invited him as warmly as I could muster. I remembered the life I led as a social riser and a budding super-star, but it’s like that part of me was disconnected. Everything seemed to come out a lot blunter and my interest in things I used to love had dried up. Shopping used to be amazing and arguably nearly as good as sex. Now it involved being subject to the rest of the teens judging and murmuring, because they think my time in juvie somehow broke me or made me less than them. Damaged goods at the ripe ole age of sixteen.

                Clarke brushed past me and walked into the house. He looked around and studied the place as if it had been decades since his last visit.

                “So, heard you’re startin’ back to school tomorrow.”

                Clarke said. I hummed in confirmation.

                “Out of the clink and back into the fryer.”

                I muttered in a sarcastic tone. Clarke snorted in amusement, and he looked me over like he was studying me.

                “Dude, what?”

                I asked, sounding a little bitchy, even to my own ears.

                “You’re just not the same at all.”

                Clarke observed. I resisted the urge to bristle at that comment. He had always been real with me. I could hardly fault him for a lifelong habit.

                “A girl learns, and she adapts.”

                I said cryptically.

                “Or she gets shivved in the shower.”

                Clarke put in. I rolled my eyes and shook my head.

                “Believe it or not, there were no signs of shivs where I was. Plenty of fistfights, no hardcore stuff like that though.”

                Clarke tipped his head in comprehension.

                “So, how long are you going to make me wait before you tell me what that black thing was? I heard it and saw it too! I know you were watching it. I saw it go into Ariel.”

                I huffed in aggravation.

                “You really think it’s wise for me to run around confessing to seeing rando things like that?! I’ve just got out of one jail. I am not in any hurry to get tossed in another!”

                I said. Clarke leaned in conspiratorially.

                “That was not a denial! Hannah, you saw it too!  You know I am not crazy!”

                I bit my lip and looked away. I contemplated a myriad of options through my head. My stormy mind was like a raging south-Asian sea in monsoon season.

                “I’m just trying not to go crazy right now. It’s not that I am not searching for answers. I just don’t know where the hell to start! It’s not like I can just Google ‘IRL supernatural abilities’ and expect to sift through all the fiction!”

                I grumbled in an animated tone. Clarke nodded his comprehension.

                “Have you seen anything like it since?”

                I wiggled my hand side-to-side.

                “The one that got Ariel was massive and I could feel the cold energy of it. I have seen some shadows that were smaller, and they ran from me.”

                Clarke absorbed my story in silence for a long moment.

                “So, they were in jail too?”

                I nodded my confirmation and added, “Yep, and I see real freaky ghosts in the graveyard too. You want some tea, coffee?”

                I rose from my seat and prowled into the kitchen. I could practically hear Clarke’s mouth hit the floor and his tongue roll out in shock. He seemed in denial for a moment. He stood and followed me into the kitchen.

                “What the hell do you mean, you see ghosts?!”

                He asked with his voice modulating higher with every syllable.

                “You know, Sixth Sense, that whole shtick.”

                I said breezily. I plucked the tea leaves from the second upper cabinet on the shelves. My male friend was melting down mentally, so I used the break in convo to fill the teapot and pour the water into the coffee/ tea machine. Then I measured out two scopes of green tea leaves.

                My adoptive mom was from Dublin, so I have been making tea my entire life. She seldom drinks coffee. I suppose tea became our shared thing together. Besides, a good scone or a proper biscuit is nice occasionally. Some bitchy girls in my school claim I do this to appear fancy. I just like tea and biscuits.

                “You want a cup? You know I make the best tea this side of Boston.”

                Clarke nodded dumbly and huffed at me.

                “Dude, are you going to talk about what we will do moving forward or are you just going to have a flipping tea party all semester?!”

                He asked, his voice becoming grumpier as he spoke. I kept his gaze, not obliged to look away or show submission in any manner.

                “If anything relevant happens across my path, I will look into it. However, I don’t exactly know where to begin. You realize people search for truth and for the miraculous all their lives, finding nothing. “

                Clarke seemed to think over everything I said as we drank our tea in silence. I was hell bent on finding that deep shadowy thing and I would learn how to kill it! I just didn’t want Clarke too close to it when I did.   

               

               


 

 

                  

                Two:

                Deep darkness fluttered around me, and it felt as if I was suffocating. My lungs burned and oxygen starvation caused my head to spin. I lashed out blindly. I slammed into a seemingly fragile form. I felt the crunching sensation of bones against my fist as my right hand kept moving. I barely realized I had woken up and that my fight was not a nightmare, but another real-world experience.

                I looked down as I saw the dissolving darkness. Silver light bled from the shadowy creature, and it steadily evaporated into the floor. Shock set in as I watched the thing that appeared to be like the darkness I had witnessed overtaking Ariel, die before my eyes.

                The energy felt different, and it was not as cold, but it was the same species. My heart thudded in my chest as it dissolved. The silvery light glowed like an echo of the beast for a moment.

                Something has just tried to kill me. Of that I was sure. Something that, coincidentally, was very much like the shadow beast that had killed my girlfriend. I was no cop, but even I did not believe in such turns of fate as this. This was a homecoming for me. It had wasted no time coming for me here.

                Say what I would about juvie, I am getting the feeling it might have been the only thing separating the monsters from their prey. If that is the case, what of Clarke?

                I fumbled free of my covers. I quickly dressed in a snug pair of jeans and a gray tank top. I rushed off but was careful not to raise suspicions of the rents. They need not know my comings and goings after-all.

                My mind was still reeling from the assault. I was racing through the possibility that I had in fact killed something that I should not be able to even touch. This lead me down a labyrinth of seemingly endless possibilities. Nothing I had researched prepared me for this evening’s encounter. I had used my time in juvie to do a lot of reading. Besides finishing nearly the entire school year in three months, I also read many of the more sensible paranormal research records over the years. I kept my readings confined to historic tales and records of factual encounters. Granted, said encounters were with ghosts and shadow things. None of these had showed that humans could touch the spectral figures.

                Clarke had come at me with both barrels blasting the second I was home from jail. I expected this in him. He was Ariel’s best male friend, as he was mine. He had known her a long time. They were as thick as thieves. I just did not wish this insanity on anyone, much less my only surviving friend. Now, I was sure that whatever haunted me was likely haunting him. Call it intuition or a hunch, or even feminine mystical gifting. I just knew on an intuitional level that his life was now in danger because of me.

                Had we freed something from that house when we barged in? What had it done to Ariel? Also, why had it not come for him while I was gone?

                To say I had questions, would be a severe understatement of the truth! My pondering was endless, and the answers seemed to be extremely limited. The best part of my town being a little over two miles in its total length, I could run anywhere in ten minutes at my top speed.  I have been a member of several sports that relied heavily on endurance and running speed. I had devoted my entire sixteen years of life to training my body.

                Even if I had missed most of the season in soccer. I was keeping in shape between my trips to the juvie library every day. Reading and exercise are about all a girl can do to keep from going crazy. The occasional fistfight, which is more exciting than one might assume. Add to that the mixture of teen angst, young rejects, and you have a recipe for disaster waiting to happen.

                Wind whipped through me and the chill of the early hours of the morning infused itself deeply to my bones. My muscles tightened from the mixture of exertion and cold. My heart thudded loudly in my ears like a bass drum. Clarke was forever letting me crash at his place, so I had a key. I opened the door as soundlessly as possible and rushed to his room.

                It was terrifying, yet not unexpected to see the grim form turn to face me, as I came into the room. I didn’t think about the logistics or even the ramifications of my action. I just lept onto the massive dark shadow, and I wrapped my arms around it as if I were a wrestler applying a chokehold.

                The thing bucked at me like a horse or a bull. I dug my fingers in deeper and felt a surge pulse through my body. Silver flashed through the room as if I had set off a flashbang. Clarke hoped out of his bed and yipped in stunned shock as his sleepy mind came around to the waking reality that was the grizzly nightmare of his room.

                Silver veins of flame burst from the thing and it seemed to desiccate to ash. I tumbled to the floor with a loud thud.  Clarke’s eyes connected with mine and he studied me for an exceedingly long moment before he finally broke the silence.

                “What the hell was that thing?! Did you kill it?! What the actual fuck is going on in here? I was dreaming about Miley and suddenly a brotha is getting attacked!”

                Clarke ranted madly. I stood and moved over and muted him with my palm.

                “Will you shut the fuck up! Jesus, are you trying to get us both caught!? Inside voices, remember!”

                Clarke nodded vigorously. He inhaled a deep breath as if it could infuse him with the strength he needed. His eyes kept returning to the spot where his shadow beastie had flamed out. He seemed to be drawn as if by some magnetic connection to the location. He had just had confirmation that his insanity was real. I knew there was no normal for Clarke, not after a second exposure to this unexplained paranormal incursion.

                “Jesus, what the hell was that thing?! Did you just kill it with a choke hold?! What exactly did they feed you girls up in that joint?”

                Clarke lept from topic-to-topic at lightning speed. I merely rolled my eyes in annoyance at my best friend’s line of obnoxious questioning.

                “Sure, sleeper hold kills the undead.”

                I said dryly. He flushed noticeably even in this dark room. I could see the edge of adrenaline as he shifted and twitched, overly eager to move and act.  There was no un-ringing this bell for him. Clarke was deeply exposed to the paranormal underbelly now. I’d put a profound level of thought and planning into how I would distance Clarke from my world. It had merely taken a single evening once released to explode those profoundly well-laid plans. As that cheesy dad-speak of a saying spell out, no plan amounts to much. I am sure there is some higher power laughing on the edge of their seat at me right now.

                “So, that was not a ghost, right?”

                Clarke inquired, leaning into my personal bubble. I pop him lightly on the shoulder and he yelps in pain.

                “Back it up a bit, pal!”

                I said. He shot me a hurt expression. I was not always so particular about space, but I have been paranoid as of late. There was no such thing as safe contact in jail. Everyone wanted to take something from you or use you. That heightened alert does not vanish the moment you exit your sentence. You are still jumpy and expecting someone to kick the crap out of you at every turn.

                Clarke looked put-off by my mood swing. I felt a little guilty about this exchange, but I could hardly apologize for all that happened lately. There was enough blame to take a full lap around all of us.

                “Aight, sorry girl.”

                Clarke said. I gave him a shallow smile that didn’t even remotely hide the trepidation I was experiencing.

                “Look, I know that fucked up shit is happening, but try to focus on class until I have a major lead to chase down. Until that happens, stay awfully close to me. I am not sure why it took this long for the shadow things to target you, but it is obviously connected to my return to town. Hell, I don’t even know what the hell to call these things, or how they died exactly. All I know is you are in danger and I don’t know enough to keep you safe, Clarke.”

                I told him with the blunt edge of sincerity in my voice. Clarke seemed to be unable to argue my words or my reasoning. He knew that everything I said was the truth. It also scared the piss out of him, I did not know how or what was happening.

                This was all like some horror movie come to life.

                “What I’d like to know, is how more people do not know about this. How has this shiz not gone viral by now? It’s not like we are totes analog anymore.”

                I muttered absently, almost directing the inquiry to myself and not Clarke. He grunted and seemed to still while he thought about it for a moment.

                “Maybe you’re not the only one who thought about it. While you were locked up, someone came into town claiming to be following up the original police reports. She was extremely well dressed to be a regular detective. And, I did not think much of it but she led me to freely talk about the supernatural, although it seemed ambiguous.”

                I stared at him and I felt my jaw slack with stupefaction.

                “You could have led with that! You got milked and you are only telling me now, as an afterthought?! Jeeze, did you get a brain along with that penis? Better yet, don’t answer that question!”

                Clarke gave me a hurt look. I shrugged it off.

                “Is she still in town? Your mysterious well-dressed female detective?”

                Clarke nodded in confirmation.

                “She’s staying at the old inn across from the old tavern.”

                Our town is built on a crossroad point. A guy in the late seventeen-hundreds decided this was the most lucrative spot to build a tavern. Then later an inn popped up, then slowly a hamlet grew into a township. Drink, sleep, reproduce, at its most basic display as a town.

                “Yeah, she made a real fuss about getting to stay at the Inn, and not in the local hotel. Which is way nicer, if you ask me.”

                I frowned and nodded.

                “Well, I think I should pay this detective a little visit and suss her out tomorrow. Until then, you’re on the floor and I have the bed.”

                Clarke gave me a perplexed look.

                “You are crazy, kicking me out of my damn bed in my damn house!”

                I nodded and said, “Yep, and crazy is fucking terrifying for all you normal plebs.”

                I said. Clarke just rolled his eyes and shot his gaze skyward as if some higher power was meant to provide him with the temperance to deal with his overly sassy best friend.

 

 


 

 

                Three:

                Waking up after about two hours of sleep at Clarke’s house was the most refreshed I had felt recently. Maybe it was the proximity to the one male besides my adoptive father whom I trusted, or it was because I knew I could end the beings hellbent on making a snack of us. Either way, I finally seemed to have some control back, even if I did not yet know exactly how or why those things had died. The whole touching the non-corporeal merely opened a new labyrinth of questions and exploration to undertake.

                Trepidation surrounding my not-so-triumphant return to high school lime lights. Older people might think I am exaggerating. However, that is because they are so far removed from their memories of the drama. It was not inaccurate to describe my anxiety for school as greater than that of the shadowy things I had murdered the night prior. That either made me a burgeoning sociopath or attested to the tribulations I faced in the shallow end of the pool today.

                There was no logic to my fear and my sense of butterflies. I was not one of those girls who needed everyone to love and worship her to feel my self-worth. I usually could stand apart like a rebel with a cause, but I was short one vixen at my side to shower with all manner of praise, love, and devotion. Without Ariel, I felt exposed for the first time, raw and naked, vulnerable even. She had been a safety net for me. We had been an out and proud couple for several years. We have learned to face all the teenage threats to our character and livelihood together, in harmony.

                Even when we fought, we had each other’s backs. We always made up and made love vigorously. My bones ached and my heart seemed hollow, as if it beat pushing only black tar through my veins. My sense of loss was more profound now, seeing the outside world once again, than any of the numbed time behind bars. Never would I have imagined that juvie had protected my sanity. It had worked as a danger sense that kept me on high alert all the time. Even in my cell, I was constantly vigilant that my cellmate might turn against me—I had witnessed that several times in my three months.

                It had never occurred to me I would feel more and experience pain more sharply once they released me. I thought I had a handle on grief. I thought I was managing myself smashingly. Again, refer to my musing last night, about higher powers and laughing. Whirlwind would be a polite and modest assessment of the gale-force impacting my life. Something so devastating and so primal was crashing on the banks of my soul that I could not contain the unbridled visceral agony of my sundered heart. Pain was without limits or boundaries. Madness seemed welcome to escape the persistence of the dead visiting me as if I had in fact murdered them. Not merely been a witness to unspeakable beings doing the inexplicable before my eyes.

                No, I had not seen Ariel’s ghost, but I had seen some which looked like her, if only a few generations removed. I soon realized they were the dead of her bloodline—at least her mother’s line, as best I could approximate.

                She’d been my world, and that world was forever shattered. I could use shattered mirror analogies, but I feel it would fall entirely a mile too short into the chasm of my brokenness. Pain was my only lover these days. She stung like a real bitch endlessly.

                Clarke’s mom gave me the “look” when she spotted me coming out of her shower. She knew me, and yet there was a not very well-hidden expressive edge of fear in her eyes. She did not think we were doing it, but that seemed to be way down her list of concerns for Clarke’s well being as far as I was concerned.

                Brooke Davies was a nurse practitioner of her own mental health clinic. She treated people for anxiety, depression, and all the other various human mental problems you would expect to discover in a doctor’s office. She was one step from being a fully certified MD, but she could already write prescriptions and treat patients out of her own practice. She was about my height, five- eight, and she was still in good shape even in her early forties. Since she practiced what she preached about healthy living.  

                Henry Davies, Clarke’s dad, had the most boring job ever. He was a bank manager. That, if you ask me, is the very personification of where men go for their dreams to die. He was about two inches taller than his wife. Not nearly as tall as Clarke was at sixteen. Clarke came from two very brainy people, so his athletic prowess seemed a bit of a mystery. Clarke’s fam had come to love me over the years. Yet, it appeared a single conviction for a crime I didn’t do was enough to erase everything. All the history between us.

                I knew it should not add to my suffering, yet it was impossible not to hurt for the loss. A girl is raised by the entire village, as it were. That village suddenly shunning her threatens her own mental health. Something I would have expected Brooke Davies to know a lot about.

                “Hey,” I said, as I passed her. I tried not to let her see how much her alien look of quiet judgement bothered me.

                I toweled myself down and fished out some clothing I had hidden in Clarke’s room on one of my many stays. We were that type of friends. The ones who kept shit at each other’s houses. We also pressed the parental luck and boundaries with our friendship. My parents knew I was far too into girls to come home preggers from his place, so they seemed satisfied that I would not become another teen statistic. Perhaps not in the most dreaded fashion, but I seemed to have become a juvenile statistic. In that process, I suppose it is likely I have also become the average teenager’s mother’s worst nightmare for a close friend.

                Ripped and pre-faded jeans were one of my fave things to wear. Plus, they made my ass look nice. Not that I had anyone to care how my ass looked right now. Despite the almost debilitating level of hormones surging through me, I did not seem to care too much about attracting females right now. It was all I could do to keep my head from spinning out of control.

                I finished dressing, selecting a cute violet top that matched my strange purple eyes. My features were unique for a half-Japanese girl. My brown hair had natural blonde highlights and my eyes were violet purple. Whatever my father was, he was not some typical Caucasian dude. My uniqueness was part of what made me so popular in school. Say what you may, but looks mean pretty much everything in high school. People see the beautiful and the genetically gifted, and they secretly long for more of that experience in their lives. It is akin to the same concept of people reading cheesy romance novels for real-world escape. At least that’s one theory.

                My premonition for class was ominous with a forecast of fallen-angel-like status attention. Now, I may be used to having mean bitches staring at me daily by now but forgive a girl her desire to return to the place she felt beloved. There was a part of my heart and my mind longing to be welcomed back as the rogue angel, still loved, still in everyone’s minds. I have been different my entire life, but it had never really been a bad different. Sure, I suffered all the normal doubts and anxieties of my peers. However, I always knew people cared and other people envied me. It is part of who I have become, of how I have grown to see myself.

                Now, I am juvie girl, an entirely dif sort of reputation comes with that tacked on to my rep.

                “Mom, make some waffles! I’m starvin’”

                Clarke yelled over his shoulder as he walked back into his room. He was not one to stress seeing a boob or two with me. He knew my sexual orientation. I suppose growing up so closely. It seemed to exempt me from worrying my bestie might opt to hump my leg like one of the normal mouth-breathing jocks in our grade.

                “I see you found my cross selection.”

                Clarke joked calmly; his masculinity not threatened by his very metrosexual tasteful eye. Clarke was also an exceptional shopper, hence the whole two female besties thing—well, one now.

                “If you go drag, then why not do so in style. However, I doubt your masculine hips will fit into these here jeans.”

                I said and stuck my tongue out at him playfully. He sniggered at me. We just refused to speak of the pink elephant in the room between us. He knew that we needed answers. I lost all my potential ability to push him out into the cold while I searched. Besides, judging by Mrs. Davies cold treatment, I could hardly spare a single friend at the moment.

                “Hey, you trying to give me body image issues, beyatch?!”

                He spared verbally. I tipped my head back and laughed in roaring amusement.

                “A boy is tryin’ to get himself smacked first thing! I suggest coffee. It’s a much less painful way to get a wake up smack.”

                Clarke chuckled at my witty comeback. He flagrantly waved his hand ahead of me.

                “Come on, let’s eat before I end up on an iv drip.”

                Clarke exaggerated, but he really ate more than one could imagine possible for such a skinny and fit kid. I imagined his stomach has a black hole inside it or a wormhole to another dimension. Either that, or he was some supernatural beast with a massive appetite. That last option was still possible, since Clarke could see the black shadowy things. Color me distrustful, but I assumed nothing anymore. Even if he were less than human, I already decided I would love my bestie, regardless. Spirit and heart never change, despite appearance or even gene sequences. Some truth was beyond DNA and beyond species—or so I believed. Juvie had given me a lot of time to muse on many tangents of this topic and its outlying connection to the discovery of that fateful night.

                 “Come on, I smell bacon!”

                Clarke said. I smiled widely.

                “Dude, you had me at bacon!”

                I exclaimed, and I skipped past Clarke, opting not to share with him how his mom was viewing me. The sliver of optimism inside my heart prayed she would reconsider her stance on anti-Hannah once she observed me in the wild for a bit. Besides, Clarke had an amazing bond with his mom, so who the hell was I to trample all over that? I was only here because my birth mom had been willing to sacrifice her mind and then her body just to carry me to term. I hardly felt deserving of the lengths and depths of her sacrifice, but I constantly attempt to ensure wherever she may be in the beyond, that she will be proud of me. Typical little orphan Annie shit, huh?

                    

 

 


 

 

                Four:

                Dread was almost palpable in the air as a tangible matter likened to dreary mist. Central Bucks West was a powerhouse in boys’ football and girls’ soccer for years now. My school was also in the top one thousand nationally for education. I know I must sound like a freakin’ brochure, but you hear this crap enough and it just pops into your head at random.

                Dread infused me largely because I was a member of such a prestigious institution. Like all high-ranking schools, the competition is ferocious. The kids are even more ferocious still.  Not that I imagine kids are perfect fluffy bunnies in the less competitive schools. High school is cruel, something that most merely survive. Because I was such a physically well developed and athletic person with a posh girlfriend, I had never experienced too much of the razor edge of drama. I mean, there is always drama.

                You might think I am being a bit too theatrical, maybe you just haven’t done the perp-walk amid your classmates with the very unfashionable matching wrist accessories. No one forgets seeing you hauled out in handcuffs. This is high school. This is the place where your every misdeed is placed under a microscope then tweeted over at nauseum. My Instagram still has memes flooding in every day, with part of my perp walk or the deputy shoving my head down as he forced me not so gently into his smelly cruiser. Not sure where he found such smelly people in our little sleepy town, but his cruiser stunk of rotten eggs and moldy gym socks.

                Hashtag jailbait was one of the most popular circulating tags referencing back to my arrest. When people are too afraid to live their own lives, they live through those who are active in their communities. In a lot of regards, video games have existed throughout time, just not always in the digital format we are accustomed.

                Clarke handed me a spare notebook and a few pencils and pens.

                “You can at least look like you came to study.”

                He said. I smirked and accepted two offered items. He was right. Besides, all the better to doodle with! I loved to express things on paper when I was alone. It helped me to convey issues I was working through. Hell, my mom figured out I was gay because she kept seeing me sketch Ariel. She soon realized they were romantic, because of how much I seemed to draw her lips and her other succulent features. Not really pieces I had intended to allow a rent to see, period, but parents seem to nose their way into every aspect of a girl’s life.

                “Sure, I could study some, once you peeps catch up to me.”

                I murmured sarcastically. Clarke snorted in amusement. His eyes bespoke of his lack of surprise at this statement. Clarke has known me all our lives. He knows that I am always caught up on class work. Not so much because I am studious, more because it comes ridiculously easy for me and I hate having impending deadlines dangling over my head. I also hate owing people money or favors. You want to drive my OCD mind cra-cra, then in debt me to you in some manner, then I will drive myself nuts to be free of the debt.

                High school seems to drive us all mad. We all learn soon enough that not all of us are guaranteed to survive the storm. It is a harsh and visceral life lesson, and one I know intimately this year.

                “Come on, lets get to class.”

                Clarke said to me, his tone was encouraging. I gave him a half-hearted smirk. He was not buying what I was selling, yet he indulged me with a bright smile. It felt like the first night in juvie all over again, except this was the outside world and I had once been queen of these halls. Now, as I pulled up and walked through the student parking lot with Clarke, all eyes were on me again. This time they were judging, condescending and many even looking down and away, moving quickly, hoping not to be approached by the juvenile leper chick. It was like a cliché from a teen flick, only it was real and happening to me!

                Everything felt alien to me. My life was no longer my own, and I felt my chest tighten. My body tingled and numbed quickly. I recognized the symptoms of a panic attack setting in rapidly. I breathed consistent deep breaths, and I kept walking.

                By the time I reached the doors and opened up the blue door into the cafeteria, I was halfway mad with the anxiety of being the centerpiece of everyone’s morning. The fallen queen’s return was anything but triumphant. It felt void at school without Ariel to cling to me as my sweet feminine support system.

                As I walked the halls, ghostly specters of my memories haunted me at every single turn. Everything was a reminder of some moment with my girlfriend. Ariel and I had made memories at every junction in this school. We had so many firsts shared on campus, and many more laughs and jokes exchanged. Our sacred ground had become desecrated by the voyeur and the ravagers of the hallways. Echoes of the recent past played out in my keen mind. I was now cursed with my clarity of my memory. I could remember every single solitary moment I had with my dead love in this place. I could linger forever on the endless array of hauntings of this terrifying institution.

                I wish I were exaggerating my condition or the impact of trauma on my mind as I entered. It seemed almost as damaging merely to walk here, as it did to hear the whispers, and the rumors about me not so carefully exchanged as I passed by people. The idiots even texted back and forth, snapping pictures of me as I walked by. Like they were doing some spy maneuver and secretly capturing the wild delinquent in her natural habitat. High school was akin to Animal Planet under the very best of circumstances, these being far from the best!

                My rage played in my eyes, so much so that girls and even grown boys looked downcast from me as I passed. Fallen queen I may be, but alpha bitch I still am! I dared them to further fuck with me with every glare.  Not so surprising. They all shut up and kept on moving. I was certain they would continue their gossiping from whatever they deemed to be a safe distance from the rampaging delinquent grizzly. Like I even cared about their miserable existences. My dance card was full, between protecting Clarke and tracking down strange dead or undead threats. Not to mention some mysterious detective Clarke had mentioned. I had enough to keep me busy till graduation.

                Bubbly had never been something one would ascribe to my nature, but in my return, I discovered now just how annoyed and distant I felt with everyone around me. The discontentedness and the irreparable pain seemed to reverberate in every corridor of my mind and soul. My people tolerance appeared to have plummeted to nil and my usually relaxed vibe was frazzled.

                “You know, if we leave now, we could be in Canada before nightfall!”

                I said, as I turned and cut Clarke a bemused look. He rolled his eyes at me and he continued to glare challengingly at every bro who passed me in the hall. He was throwing down the bro-down, and they all knew he will throw his fists for me. It was the sweetest thing anyone had done for me in a while—which bespeaks my lot in life more than the sweetness of Clarke’s gesture.

                “Oh no, you will not haul that fine ass of yours off and outta the country. Besides, isn’t it illegal for you to leave the state right now?”

                “Technically, yes, but only for like a month.”

                I said it casually, as if it were no big deal. I had been released a month early because I did not get caught fighting. If I did anything for the next two-ish months, they could send me back for another two months. It was annoying and felt like a debt. Which made me hate it even more!

                “You going to soccer after class?”

                Clarke asked me. I sighed and nodded affirmatively.

                “You can take the girl away from the pitch, but you cannot take the pitch outta the bitch.”

                Clarke sniggered at me.

                “I like that. You steal it from someone?”

                I shook my head in a wide “no.”

                “That is a Hannah original right there, you’re welcome!”

                I said. I turned, smirking cockily at him, as we walked into our math class. Note to whoever wrote this schedule. Never give me math before lunch! It’s almost like you administrator types want me to pass out in class!  I mean, it is an up-chuck reflex of its own, so I cannot be held responsible for dozing!

                Clarke was not the best at math, which meant he usually needed me to help coach him through it—which became napus-interuptus. The class sucked, but at least the teacher was hot and young. Barely finished with her master’s degree, and still naïve enough to believe she could affect a change in any of us. I was hardly on the open market for a new endgame, but a girl has needs and eyes!

                The texting and low sniggering continued throughout the day. By lunch time, I considered my options. I knew I couldn’t have the table across from the male athletes anymore, despite being the apex female athlete at school. I had fallen from grace, so my social standing was gone. Therefore, it would be impossible to eat while being heckled if I attempted to reclaim what had been rightfully mine.

                Maybe six months ago, this would have bothered me more than it did now. I have witnessed death, beatings, and I see spirits and other freaky things. Color me disinterested, so I opted to take my tacos and salad outside to eat in the fresh air. There were a lot of different social types who ate outside, so it was really a safe choice. There were musicians, and there were goths clustered near the bushes or playing their melodies, practicing for the jazz band.

                There were some social elites sitting under a tree, opting to eat and dish to each other in peace without the roar of the crowd inside today. There were the loners, and they were all hunched, eating shyly to themselves. Clarke was my constant. He was like my sentinel. He might as well have dressed in his shiny black armor, since he was playing the role of gay-girl’s knight. That image only called up an image of a more delicate princess type of me handing him a rainbow-colored handkerchief and him tying it off on his shiny lance.

                (The mind is a terrifying place even in the best of times, so I am not sorry for the state of mine now!)

                “Well, at least we have smooth jazz or what passes for it on campus, anyway.”

                Clarke said in a bemused tone. I snorted, and wanted to pop him in the arm again, because he made my frown disappear for a half-second. Clarke was devoted to his task of knight, even though I would never physically thank a guy. It was nearly unimaginable for me, that any male, even my bestie, would allow himself to be drug through my mud, merely for a thankless task.  

                We would never be lovers, but I knew I loved him irrevocably, forever.

Five:

                Enduring the trials and tribulations of being the centerpiece of the teen zoo that was my school, was challenging. My anger and my outrage boiled beneath the cool calm of my surface expressions. I’d been on the opposite side of these tracks all my life. I had been raised in a loving adoptive home, with decent parents. I had never wanted for friends. I have always been considered talented in physical activities and my sense of humor landed me a lot of positive attention. Add to all this my growth and attractive appearance as a teen, and you have the recipe for a queen in the making.

                Moving beyond what was, is more difficult than I had ever imagined when I sat in my cell contemplating how this would all unfold for me once I was released back into the wild. I had never been disillusioned that I would walk back in and seat myself at the head of the table again. Girls with records don’t get to be the queen. We are to be feared and avoided like the plague.

                Being the glutton for punishment that I was, I went to my soccer practice since I was still a rostered member of the team. My expectations were simple, I expected to be allowed to play again. I would not take any prisoners as far as this was concerned.

                My teammates were still changing as I entered the locker room. Their curious and mystified stares were painful for me. These had been the girls I spent the bulk of my youth with. Many of us coming up together in junior league soccer. Some of us even having taken a trip to see Manchester United play at their home in England. We may not have been besties, per se, however, we were all tight.

                “You, Graves, what are you doing in here?! This is for players only!”

                The tall Amazonian coach roared at me in that distinctive alpha female tone of hers. She’s often barked at me before, but this was the very first time it felt hostile. I looked over at her standing in her doorway with her hands on her hips. She was wearing spandex—which was a crime against fashion! She was in her forties and had caught the tail end of the eighties wave of wearing strange clothing. (Not that the nineties were any better! I mean, come on people, we have worked tirelessly for an entire generation to rehab the fashion industry after those two travesties!)

                “It’s time for practice, did I miss my letter telling me I was cut from the soccer team?”

                I calmly inquired and arched my brow imperially at her in question. Coach Jones looked me over, her hazel eyes searching me as if she had yet to discover some hidden truth.

                “I didn’t think it was necessary to officially cut you from the team. You were locked up, and I didn’t think you’d dare to show your face on this team again.”

                She bluntly stated. I shrugged and tried not to let the others see how painful her words really were.

                “I had time to check the school handbook. I have committed no illegal act on school property and I have not let my grades slip below a seventy-five percent average. I was never officially expelled, or even suspended by the school. I was still completing my classes while I was in juvie. Therefore, you have no legal leg to stand on to cut me from the team. I tried out last year. I was a starting member of the team. It would be detrimental to the team itself to cut me purely on your own prejudice.”

                My lengthy statement had several slack jaws in the room. The coach growled at me and strode over. Yanking me by the arm and pulling me into her office. The door thundered shut behind us. I nearly could have sworn I saw splinters flying.

                “Listen to me you smartass little shit!”

                She started with her nostrils flared.

                “You burned down a fucking house. Then you just waltz back in here, as if nothing happened. You have a lot more nerve than I would have ever imagined, and you’re a lot more self-absorbed than I first accounted for. I don’t need my girls consorting with known criminals, you being the criminal.”

                She said. I bent away from her firm, griping hand, and I twisted my arm free. I did so without decking her, I might add. Which was something, considering what happened to the last bitch that grabbed me!

                “One awful choice while grieving a death does not a criminal make, you fucking shrew! How would you feel if the person you loved in this world was just murdered in front of you and then you had to pretend it was all an accident?!”

                I could have slapped myself for the massive foot I had lodged in my throat. I sputtered and backpedaled quickly.

                “That house should never have been allowed to stand, considering the state of it. I did everyone a favor. I even paid my time for said favor. None of this happened at school and I have a stellar scholastic reputation. I am nearly finished with the entire sophomore curriculum, months in advance, I might add. Your prejudice is no dif than people hating people for skin color. Once you stop and get what the sitch is here, you’re gonna realize that if I were the bitch you think I am, I would sue your ass. And, if I was the criminal you think, you would be collecting teeth from this disgusting powder pink floor right now!”

                She stared at me dumbfounded and crossed her arms over her chest.

                “Come back tomorrow, you will start with the JV squad. I may not have grounds to drop you yet, but I will not have you infecting my Varsity girls’ team!”

                My heart was both broken and elated at the same time. I had won the war, but I had conceded a terrible loss to attain victory.  I have lost the respect of my coach and my team, all because I saw Ariel die and I protected her grieving parents. There is no question to me, I did the right thing. Three months in juvie, versus a few years in the real deal, no question. Her mom would have been shattered or dead by the end. Ariel would never have forgiven me if I allowed her rents to go down like that!

                ***

                After the blow-out in the locker room, I noticed a few new hashtags appearing on my media. Mainly “Hashtag Carrie.” Which was a reference to the classic psychotic breakdown involving a telekinetic chick. The comparison was ironic to me, since I apparently had some powers. Just not ones I understood. I killed the specter, hell I felt it in my arms. It was beyond me how I could tough a ghostly thing. I was trying ridiculously hard not to get lost on that topic. Down that path lies madness and crazyville!

                “Hey, what the hell happened in there?! I mean, I only have the word of the soccer bimbos to go from right now!”

                Clarke exclaimed, as he trots up to me.

                “Damn girl, I thought we were going to calmly ease back into our life!”

                I cut him a very sassy look and said, “Apparently, I don’t ease all that well. I went in, saw the bitchy vibe of the bitchy soccer tribe. Suddenly I ream that coach verbally. On the other hand, I won, said reaming!”

                Clarke shook his head and sighed.

                “You are totally missing the damn point here, Hannah! You really need to learn to control that alpha chick dominance of yours. Cause it will cause you a lot of unnecessary trouble!”

                Clarke sighed, as if exhausted by me and the drama I was dragging down on him. Part of me felt the sting of guilt at what he must experience, but the other part was too hot with the molten blaze of fury to care.

                “Coach bitch-face can be thankful I did not break her teeth out of her skull! Besides, think about how this all affects me. I cannot even fucking tell the truth! I must own a fucking lie, just to keep Ariel’s parents safe! I am not at all sure they would not get charged now if I told the truth. I am in it up to my fucking eyes!”

                Clarke gave me a repentant look and said, “Hon, don’t you think it would save everyone a lot of grief, if you just told what happened? I mean, you might get your life back and your peeps would herald you a hero.”

                I shook my head and sighed. I brushed my fingers through my brown hair.

                “I don’t really care enough about what people say or think of me, to risk Ariel’s folks. Her mom would never survive jail. Besides, I agree with the whole burn it all down, approach to grieving. I look at it as paying for facilitating and covering up for the actual crimes. However, I am not a fucking snitch. I will wear this forever, and I will learn to deal. It just sucks right now.”

                I sulked. I sat beside Clarke, who was already pulling me tightly against his side like a protective and supportive older brother.

                “Yeah, shit, I’m sorry. Just a lot of mean girl bull shit for one day. I’m not used to having my bestie in the firing line either. They usually too scared of you to pick on you.”

                I hummed in agreement. I have never been afraid of a fist fight, and I have also never been slow to retort people with a verbal altercation. Most saw it as too much trouble to ever attempt to mess with me. I was too likely to turn on them and defend myself. I have never been a bully. I never gave other girls shit or made up stories. I truly believe I have stayed above the gossip grapevine completely. Many girls hated me, because they saw me as being too arrogant or too stuck on myself to resort to their petty tricks. While I considered the gossip and the games petty, I never looked down on people.

                I have always been personified as a jock type girl. I have always been a person who could float in many social circles, because I did not limit my perception of peoples or groupings. However, coming back from a stint in juvie, I was now without a solid support system, because I had always been disinterested in maintaining a click or trope. My vanished popularity was all tied to the hot jock goddess vision people seemed to have of me. People create idols in their fantasies, images that they themselves can never achieve or obtain. Now that I have fallen. I am a tainted seed, and a convicted juvenile offender, no one wishes to romanticize my life or envy me.

                “Hey, there’s that detective chick!”

                Clarke exclaims. He points off towards the left and ahead of me. My eyes follow his finger to the source. I stare at the most breathtaking wheat-blonde haired, slender, gorgeous pale beauty I have never imagined was possible. Everything about her screamed sex and candy to me! She was the very personification of the perfect woman. She was nearly six-feet-tall. I liked taller girls for some reason. Ariel had been an exception.

                “Well, I guess it’s time to figure out what she’s doing here and what she knows.”

                I said. Clarke looked at me as if dreading what might come next.


 

 

 

 

                Six:

                Gray-blue haunting eyes devoured my violet ones. Her recognition of me by face bespoke her reason to tread on campus grounds. She wore skin-tight pre-faded jeans and navy tee shirt that appeared to gleam from the quality of the silken thread.

                Her blue-gray eyes were like the midnight ocean on a stormy evening. She was mystifying and something vibrated from her, something alien to my senses. She was not at all normal, nothing like the multitude of beings passing around us. Even they seemed to cut a wide berth for us, like primal instinct caused them to flee in terror.

                Sexual attraction confused me because I was grieving for my dead girlfriend. I felt ashamed that my living, breathing, flesh, and bones ached for physical contact. When my one love was rotting in the ground. Turbulence would be far too polite a word to describe the effect of angst on my teen body. Signals seemed to cross on the air. My heart shattered all over again, as if only realizing for real that Ariel was lost to me forever.

                In that moment where the body and the senses are urging you to move onward, to function once more. It feels as though all that has been lost is now cheapened by survival. Hatred would come much easier now, but attraction was agonizing. My world snapped back into place suddenly, as I felt the jolt of invisible electricity surging through my body. It was suddenly like something deep within was rushing to the surface, something primal and violent. Something as unseen as the specters that other people wholly ignored.

                She was like a forest fire in my little universe, burning down all the comfortable things that kept me hidden from view. This unseen energy felt like a constant sucker punch to my gut. There was little doubt as to her being different. Even my keen instincts told me to be weary, to fight or to fly. Being as it was a day for fighting, I dug my heels in, contented because she could hardly assault me in plain view of all these underage witnesses around me.

                She smiled a coy smile. Her beauty somehow seemed more like a dangerous animal. She had pristine white teeth. Her smile sent a distinct electric surge throughout me.  Wave after countless wave of power brushed against me as she came closer. Time was a relative concept to us now. It had felt as if ages on earth passed in her approaching vector. Something in me was terrified to meet this woman, and something else was equally enthralled to greet her.

                No one had ever elicited such a pungent reaction inside my body, not even Ariel. There was something almost otherworldly in the magnetism as she crept closer to me slowly.

                “Are you Hannah Graves?”

                She asked, in her strange unaccented tone. Her voice told me she was merely asking as a formality, because I could see in her eyes she knew she had the right girl. The way she stilled was almost supernatural. She was calm. Slow to make any extra motions. She was a patient predator.

                “You know it.”

                I blurted. She saw something, something that confused her. I saw silver veins rush along her naked skin for a moment. Silver webbing through her eyes, but the look was gone in the next heartbeat. She was the pristine beauty. Whatever I saw, I wished to god I could have chalked it up to madness and grief. However, part of me already knew that I was speaking to the first known supernatural being in my life, besides myself.

                “Yes, I do. I need a word with you, Miss. Graves.”

                Her words were velvety like the richest of silken garments, so alluring and inviting. I was already suspicious of her charms, but now they felt excessively potent. They felt like a facade to me, but merely because I seemed to see beneath them. The sizzling power roaring beneath her skin. Some unknown force was like a power plant, except contained in flesh.

                “You are already having words with me. What do you need?”

                I asked her in a somewhat terse tone. She seemed to be even more suspicious of me suddenly.

                “What, are, you child?”

                She inquired it slowly, making it somehow sound like an entire paragraph in a single sentence.

                “Isn’t that your job? Or did I assume wrong?”

                I asked, pushing her. My current relationship with authority was rocky. I did not feel like cracking like an egg for her and just giving her all my secrets. Maybe it was because I had been tossed around like garbage by enough police lately. Maybe I just did not trust the energy I was feeling. She did not appear to be an enemy, yet I could not find trust or any other lighthearted feelings now.

                “I have a badge, if that is what you’re asking, but I am not looking to cause you any further trouble. I could deduce that you had not set that fire upon a single glance. You are not the type to commit arson, but you are the type to trespass on a dare. No, my guess is you took that heat for someone else.”

                My heart was throbbing in my chest. Was I really that easy to read? Was this some head game?

                “Please, I don’t have anyone in my life worth three months of juvie food and communal showers. However, I am no snitch, so you must excuse me. I have nothing to say to a cop.”

                She seemed to be genuinely frustrated by my stubborn obstinance. She grabbed my wrist as I moved to walk past her. She cut me a steely look that could have sliced through titanium.

                “The haunts around here are becoming deadly. Unless you want more girlfriends to turn up dead, you will tell me what you know about a local wraith.”

                Her grip was considerably sturdier than my coaches had been. She had more power in her delicate structure than should ever be possible for a woman. Never-the-less, I twisted free. I felt some force push against her inside me. Something not so different to the storm of power that I could feel all around her like a second skin. She staggered back and her eyes were wide. The silver veins were back along her skin and through her eyes. She seemed to be perplexed how a sixteen-year-old could foil her, that she had been overpowered.

                “Who are you?”

                She asked again. I huffed and cut her a grim look.

                “The bitch about to get charged with assaulting a police officer, if you don’t stay out of my face.”

                I warned her darkly. My time in juvie lingered with me. I did not constantly carry hatred for the law with me, but she was drawing my mistrust to the surface. She was demanding everything upfront from me. Yet, I had more questions than I could count. I had been hoping against hope to find someone who I could talk to about these things, but I could not seem to trust anyone with the law right now. Whatever I was, I was more than human. I was not normal. I knew now that the laws protected only the normal lay person. I do not recall any rights or liberties afforded supernatural teenage girls.  

                “Look, I get it, you’re fresh out. You don’t have any love for the law, and I am law. But, if you decide you need someone to talk to, give me a call.”

                She plucked a glossy black business card from her pocket and handed it to me. I felt a feint buzz on the card. Something of her power seemed to cling to it. I knew nothing about how this energy or power worked, but it almost felt soothing to touch.

                I swallowed back some choice retorts and licked my lips.

                “Maybe we’ll see.”

                I said, making no promises. Somehow wishing for this to end, but also for her presence not to fade at the same time. Everything about this was illogical. Whatever she was, I had never felt it’s like in Doylestown before now. I had not really felt any different before my birthday either, so I had only so many data points to go on now. Monster movie characters and creatures rushed through my head as if I could find some answer in classic cinema. That logic seemed to fail me quickly, and I was back to nothing.

                “I’ll be in town until these haunts are dealt with. I will find the wraith that killed your girlfriend.”

                She said it sounded like a promise. I stared at her stupidly for a long moment.

                So, it has a name? 

                I thought to myself darkly. Resolved now to devour everything I could on the web about a creature called a wraith. While it sounded like something out of a Greek myth, my blood sang to life suddenly. I felt awash with vengeance and hatred for this creature. The huntress inside me wanted to deal out death to the thing that stalked my love and ate her up inside.

                “Goodbye, detective.”

                I said tersely. I managed not to scream at her, though my pain was naked to the soul right now. I was hurt and agonizing with the recollection of the fateful night that started all of this. The night meant to be described as “sweet-sixteen.”

                Clarke came to my side. He looked at me with a frown.

                “Yeah, she was just here. I know I saw her!”

                My heart thumped as I realized that whatever had happened, she had somehow pushed him out of our conversation. She had somehow vanished just as quickly as she had appeared once I looked over to my best friend. Whoever and whatever she was, she was not human or not normal.

                I cleared my throat. I nodded my understanding to Clarke.

                “Yes, I saw her, it’s fine. I will get to the bottom of all of this. Can we go to your place? I need you to help me do some research. I think I figured out what the thing was called.”

                Clarke perked up. He stilled in place and he was all ears.

                “What is it?!”

                I licked my lips again and said, “I think it’s called a wraith. Or it is a haunt, one of those two. We need to look them both up. Those are the names for a being that looks and acts as we saw.”

                I explained, not bothering to inform Clarke that I had talked to the detective while he was clueless nearby. Hell, I had been so wrapped up in her I had not noticed what was happening either!

                Clarke whipped out his smartphone and searched on google for information about haunts and wraiths. He was rambling off random facts about the spectral beings as we walked to his car. The old Subaru four door turbo car was his man-crush on four wheels. I could make a few snide comments about boys and their toys, but even I had to admit the small sedan had a lot of pep to it. It still shocked me that his mom had allowed his dad to buy the damn thing. There again, I was also shocked that she was allowing him to hang with me now. From the looks I was getting; winter had come as far as she and I were concerned. That did not mean I was going to just avoid Clarke’s house, not when he had a much nicer and faster PC to process all the data we needed!

 

 

 


 

 

 

            Seven:

            “You know, filtering through all this ghost buster bullshit is gonna take more time, girl!”

            Clarke said. I shot him another irritated look.

            “You still haven’t told me where the hell you got this from in the first place.”

            There was a twinge of guilt at withholding that piece of info from Clarke, but somehow it felt safer to do so now. Clarke could see these things, but my instincts told me he was still very much a normal human in every other way. No magical hands that snuff out ghosts like me. Heck, I still did not know how or why I could do that or how I “pushed” at the hot detective lady without manhandling her per se.

            If I was being honest with myself, the other reason I was reluctant to share my info with Clarke, was I feared his departure from our friendship once he learned how much of a freak I was beneath my sexy hot exterior. In my young life, I have witnessed many instances of humans rejecting that which they cannot comprehend. I had no desire to experience this with Clare as the human and me as the rejected party.

            Spinning thoughts seemed to funnel through my every waking moment. Denial and shock seemed to be a constant two-step dance around my nervous system. One encounter with a single being unraveled a lifetime of assumptions that had been safe bets until this moment. We all assume we are born human, and that the monsters are not real. We are all brought up in varying degrees of danger, but we all believe we understand what the truth is and what sharp toothed predators stalk us, circling for any opening, any weakness.

            My world was aflame. My reality now included several beings that were not human. I was one of them. Now I could trace the disturbing truth to a more logical conclusion. My mother had died giving birth to me while still strapped down in the deepest pit of an insane asylum. She was said to be manic and delusional.

            Part of me had always suspected I came from something other. The fragments of her story had never made a lick of sense to me. Now they were fitting together. She was hiding there, because she was something other herself, or she was hiding from something that had impregnated her. I needed to dig into this. I needed to see her files. Part of my past was connected to the present. I knew it, and I merely wished it were not the case.

            This would be a hard topic to broach with my rents. They were amazing adoptive parents. They have never once displayed anything less than absolute love for me. I am not treated like an orphan girl merely sharing their house. They love me and are attentive to my needs as if I were their very own flesh and blood. They had fallen in love with me at the hospital after I was taken away. My birth mom was Japanese, so a mixed Asian and white baby had been perfect for a Chinese man and an Irish woman. The Graves family are mostly still back home in Dublin, Ireland. Dad took on mom’s name mainly because his own family had excommunicated him for moving to the US to take a dream job working as an investment banker. My daddy is great with numbers, and even better with helping people to wisely invest for their futures.

            None of what I would have to discuss with them would be easy. They loved me so much, and they gave me everything. I felt guilty to even mention my bio-mom to them. Like it was a bitch-smack to my mother’s face. Madeline Graves is the woman who raised me, and nothing changed that fact. Regardless of how or why I was born, I knew this simple truth.

            “Hello, earth to Hannah!”

            Clarke said loudly next to my ear. I jumped in place as I was suddenly “awakened” back to reality.

            “Loud, so loud dude!”

            I complained and shoved him back playfully. He rolled his eyes and feigned injury.

            “Man, you work a brotha over! So damn mean all the time!”

            He exaggerated. I growled at him like an angry feral kitten. Clarke’s amusement peaked as my annoyance ramped. He was very much like a sibling to me and even derived joy in annoying the hell out of me!

            “Oh please, you love me. You still owe me for hiding all your porn and locking your PC up that time your ex came over without warning.”

            I reminded him and shot him a cheesy, cocky smile. I did not believe in enabling men, but Clarke was a kind soul, just a bit misguided like the rest of his gender. He leaned in closer, almost like he feared his mother had developed super-hearing suddenly.

            “Hey, we agreed never to speak on that again!”

            He said excitedly, and I smiled.

            “You agreed, I merely said nothing one way or the other if memory serves me.”

            Clarke looked like a little kid with his fingers caught in the cookie jar on some outdated Saturday morning TV show. I was enjoying watching him squirm, since it was my right and my duty to all of womankind. That way he would hopefully have his bad habits beaten senseless from him by the time I hoped to marry him off to whom ever he spent the rest of his life with. It was a lofty ambition of mine, but sue me, I did have much hope for Clarke.

            “Come on Hannah, don’t bring that up. What if my momma overhears this?!”

            Clarke said, looking around extra paranoid. I sniggered at him.

            I giggled, and for a second it felt like we were only a few teens. Our world was innocent, limitless, and open to all the possibilities of the future. What we were missing was not so transparent to us in this singular moment. However, death reverberates deeply and infinite.

            “Fine, I’ll be nice. Just remember that the next time you go on one of your rants about how abused you are by your female bestie.”

            I said. Clarke nodded sagely. His spirits seemed improved. My heart felt a tad bit lighter. Our darkness and our fears were not gone or magically answered in some manner, but our connection could momentarily push back against everything that troubled us.

            “I know it will murder the mood, but I was just thinking about how I have to talk to my rents about my bio mom.”

            Clarkes eyes widened. He gave me a firm hand squeeze to reassure me.

            “Shit, no wonder you appeared so lost in your own mind. That’s some heavy ass shit to dredge up. And, we all know adoptive parents have this built-in weakness for their kids bringing up the bio rents. Its like their all made with that same design flaw.”

            Clarke said. I harrumphed in frustration.

            “Tell me about it! I mean, a girl can compartmentalize her feelings. I am more than able to love them, while processing how I feel about the woman who died giving me life. It’s not an either-or situation.”

            I replied agreeing with him.

            “Well, just keep in mind that they are just insecure because they are old and they love you.”

            I gave him a mischievous look and smirked with a knowing smile.

            “Are you trying to sound like a cast member from some teen show?”

            Clarke looked away and made a muffled sound of denial.

            “Not exactly, just trying it on for size, you know, kickin’ the ties so to speak.”

            I rolled my eyes at him. He distracted me from the grim task ahead. I knew that I had to go home, and I had to learn about my birth mother. I also had to give Clarke more time to dig into these so-called haunts and wraiths. One can only imagine the amount of raw data on the web when mining for actual ghostly beings. I finally understood why all the quacks who searched for ghosts are called ghost hunters. Because they had to hunt for a scrap of genuine evidence amidst the endless garbage that was the BS on the net. I’d always just attributed that title to overly ambitious nerds seeking glory.

            “Well, divide and conquer, and all that jazz, dude. I’ll come back and give you all the deets once I know the sitch. Just don’t print out any of these quack-o theories without vetting them first. Your task seems even more likely to end up with you in the psyche ward than mine, and well, I was born there!”

            Clarke seemed almost amused at the layered joke and warning. I was far more worried he would attempt to seek these haunt things without me around. So I added, “Dude, try to figure out what weaknesses they might have. Something has kept them away from you while I was in jail. Try to figure that or just figure out why they did not follow me to begin with. They have unfinished business with us both.”

            My rant ended as Clarke clapped his hands down firmly on my shoulders and he shook me gently.

            “Girl, you do you, leave the ghosting to the Clarke.”

            I crinkled my nose in disgust and gave him a slow shake of disapproval.

            “Never third person, not again!”

            I told him, and he had the good sense–for once—to accept my police criticism. It was nice having a friend who I could still feel my age with, despite all that was going wrong around us. Clarke was loyal and working towards our first solution to the many problems facing us.

            I felt guilty as hell leaving him out of the loop where the mysterious detective was concerned. However, I felt like there was something more than human shared between myself and her. She was not exactly like me, but there was a resonance of power between us, something well beyond the hormones and sex I had also felt, which only inflamed matters more for me.

            “Right, well you slink that little behind of yours back to your momma now.”

            Clarke said. I narrowed my eyes at him, letting him know how thin his ice was getting. He seemed to be too amused with himself to realize he was seconds away from a flying fist to a soft portion of his anatomy.

            “Well, me and my behind are out of here. I’ll text you when I can and I’ll meet back here once the rents settle down for the night.”

            I instructed him. He nodded his understanding.

            “Aight, just take it easy on them. You might get more that way. You do it all Hannah Graves style and they might clam up on you from the start.”

            Clarke warned me. I felt the surge of hostility and insult rushing through me. But a twin feeling adjoined, a feeling of how accurate he was at his assessment. Clarke was a great friend, as I keep saying. He is observant for a straight guy. He really keeps my hope for his species alive most days—not that I am a completely sexist lesbian cliché trope or anything!

            “Well, good luck with the inter-webs, there, buddy, you’re gonna need it.”

            I sassed. Clarke gave me a middle-finger salute as I hoped out his window, giggling like an idiot.     

                       

              

           

 

 


 

 

            Eight:

            “Beware of teenage girls and baked goods. I’m sure was in a Greek tragedy once.”

            My mom stated, as I was scooping gooey peanut butter cookies onto a plate. My father was too freshly from work to do much more than drool over the fresh sweet treat. Mom kept the entire house on a diet most of the time, so baked goods of the sweet variety were a novelty around here.

            “Funny that, I’m just trying to show my fave fam how much I love them!”

            Ok Hannah, that was a wee bit much! 

            “Oh, and I will spot a wee little green man at this tea party!”

            My mom snipped back at me in her thickening Irish accent. She usually attempts to downplay her speech and accent, unless her smart-ass daughter triggers her in some manner or another. Not that I was trying to trigger her now!

            “Anything is possible?”

            I cleverly retorted and my dad scooped a hand full of hot cookies from the plate, not even asking what the catch was. Male parents, so much easier to bribe with sweets! I guess that can probably trace back to cavemen and the whole women cooking what they kill thing. You tap into that primal male behavior and you are halfway to parent whispering!

            “These are good!”

            My dad said, around a mouth full of warm gooey cookie. My mom rolled her eyes and huffed.

            “Ok little miss, what is on yer mind?”

            Mom asked. I sighed a long-exaggerated breath as I tried to mentally fortify myself for the task at hand.

            “Look, I love you both with all my heart, but I have good reason to need to learn about my birth mom. I need to know what happened to her. Why she was where she was when she died. I also need to see if I can find out anything about birth father. It’s not some teen rebellion thing.”

            I could see the pain in my mother’s eyes at the mention of my birth mom. This was the chief reason I never mentioned her. I did not relish this emotional pain in my mother’s eyes reflected at me. I may be a teen, but I am not a monster—well, not a mean monster anyway.

            “There isn’t much to find. She was in a hospital when she died. Those places are very tight-lipped about everyone in their care. Even if we wanted to help, we wouldn’t know where to begin.”

            My dad said, speaking up for both. He placed a supportive hand on my mom’s lower back instinctively.

            “What prompted this, Hannah?”

            My dad asked. I sighed again.

            “I just, I had a lot of time to think recently. I needed to know where my genes came from, and why I am the way I am. I need to know what makes me this way.”

            I said honestly to them. I managed not to feel too guilty about the gaping omissions in that truth. As far as I could tell, they were human and completely in the dark about what I was. I did not know much about this ghost and not so human world I was discovering around me, but I was sure the rules of that old movie Fight Club applied here. My parents would likely try to protect me from this emerging new reality. Or worse, they would commit me and blame the arson on delusional behavior.

            There were countless times in my cell when I question my sanity. What I saw that night. However, everything I have seen since my subsequent release has only reinforced my surety of purpose and soundness of mind.

            “I’m sorry, but there is no good tracking down where that nutter was kept!”

            My mom snapped in obvious pain. I winced at the chilling hostility of her tone. I had hardly expected this to be tea and sandwiches with the rents, but this felt like a bit much.

            “Now honey, she is just curious, can’t you see the difference between curiosity and rebellion?”

            My dad soothed her. I felt her pain as if it were my own, and for a moment, we were connected through a firestorm of fears and self-doubts. I felt how much she loved me, how deeply she loved. I felt all that was the kaleidoscope of her and I over the years. It was vast like an ocean, and it was as immersive as a deep dive. In this moment of unimaginable sensation, I realized that there would be no reaching her with reason or pleas. I had hurt her. I had made her feel as if I did not love her or did not view her as my mom. It was all miscommunication, but it tapped a deep primal fear she always had, worried that some phantom parent would rip me from her arms—her daughter.

            Mom was completely consumed with fear. The emotions were overwhelming me. I did not even have the presence of mind to wonder how I felt about her, just that empathy had nearly crippled me. Self-preservation kicked in and I ran from the house as fast as my feet could carry me. I ran. I knew the steps, knew the path well, I ran towards Clarke’s house, to his bedroom window.

            Human suffering was like a miasma around me in every direction and I felt almost suffocated in the sensation. If my mom had felt this way, she could have driven herself mad from the trauma of the surreal. Everything was amplified. I could practically taste the different shades of human thought and human feeling. They were little to my mind, far beneath me, beneath my massive presence of mind and intellect. It would be like nothing to squeeze and extinguish them each in their little pods.

            No! 

            I screamed into my mind. Hearing my thoughts echo and rattle up with deep reverberations of horror. There was something inside me, something that could never be called human. That part of me was awakening for the first time in my sixteen years! I was terrified of myself, of what I was, and what answers I was about to discover in the next days and weeks of my life.

            Love was the blanket of cool wet watery saturation that tethered me to my sanity, to Hannah Graves. Extinguishing the mental flames and covered the mental pathways of the plethora of human mice around me. I was in open horror. Discovering you are some megalomaniac in the making will do that to a girl!

            I heard several people trying to stop me, but I ran faster than I had before, leaving them in the dust. Clarke’s did not feel safe. I let my feet spirit me away, towards the place I felt most comfortable. My feet swept me away from Doylestown. I could vaguely recall there being some woods off to the eastern edge of town. The area was a well-traveled little hamlet, but with the lack of population boom in this general area, the woods had filled out again.

            Finally, the cars, the roads, and the people vanished from all my senses. All eight of them! I had heard so many jokes and so many people speculate about alternate senses of awareness, a “sixth sense” but I had discovered far more than six. I could feel, I could experience, and I could even pull some spark of energy from the world around me. Something was off, something was awakening inside me, like a hungry leviathan from the depths awaiting its first bloody kill.

            My mind spun out more. The implications of this all seemed to send me reeling. I was a monster, a beast, an aberration of nature! The hunger, the thirst, the need inside me, it seemed to be some almost vampiric trait, like I hungered to feed on that which I sensed around me. I was some supernatural emotional leech! Hyperventilation may have been a thing if I was not already running at top speed. My mind seemed to keep rushing through all the ways I was unnatural. How many of those were possibly the reason for my mother’s untimely death. Maybe is she had merely ended me before I began, she would never have died?!  

               Torrents of terror perplexed my youthful but intellectual mind. It assaulted me with the many potential ramifications of my newest discoveries about myself. It was also possible that my birth mother had been driven insane by the very abilities hammering at my skull like a sledgehammer on stone. Every one of my newly discovered senses were on high alert. I felt like I could still pluck the thoughts of the humans in the distance, even from here. I could feel their minds crying out loudly. Like an unfiltered, overlapping discordance of many conversations playing out repeatedly on a loop.

            Logic seemed to disappear for me as my thoughts congested and choked out the normal flow of distractions into my mind to keep my headspace free and clear of any clutter. A girl could be forgiven for mentioning tumbling down a certain rabbit hole, considering the accuracy of this experience.

            ‘Damn, I hope she’s ok. She looked like she just about flipped her shit!’ 

            I heard the voice of my best friend as he approached me rapidly. I could feel his concerns and his doubts riddling me as if they were my own. I could feel the teen angst of a male. Which was even more confusing since I lacked the proper physical similarities to fully register the array of his hormonal flux.

            “Stay back! And please stop thinking so loudly about that actress from Stranger Things!” 

            I told him. Clarke stopped in place. He frowned at me. I felt his heart rate soar at the implications of what I had said.

            ‘What the actual fuck, she can read minds now?!’ 

            ‘Yes, now zip it!’ 

            I shocked myself, as I felt the thought fly from my head, and press itself into Clarke’s mind. Telepathy, the ability to read minds and to communicate mentally. I had not wanted, nor had I hoped for strange powers, but they seemed to roll in steadily.

            “I didn’t see you open your mouth, even though you’re not facing me completely.”

            Clarke said. I pushed my thoughts to him as I turned around.

            ‘No, I thought it and somehow it seems to transmit at will.’ 

            I thought, as I turned to face him, like a magician showing empty hands to show they were not tricking you. Though, that last comparison felt a tad ironic and false, considering all magic acts really are just tricks, gimmicks, and sleight of hand. What I was experiencing was the very thing that human frauds attempted to fool audiences to believe they could do.

            “So, just to review, you can see ghosts, read and send mental messages, and you can kill non-physical beings with your bare hands?!”

            Clarke tallied what he considered being my impressive list of superpowers. I sighed and rolled my eyes. I looked away.

            “It’s more than just that. I can feel things, emotions, energy, and I feel as if I can suck them from all around me—even from humans. Clarke, this is not fun, and it isn’t a game. I could be the reason my mom is dead!”

            I told him somberly. Clarke moved over to me and squeezed my shoulder with his hot masculine hand in assurance. I could feel his cock-sure confidence in my purity as if I were the second coming in female flesh.

            “Look, Hannah, whatever you are, you are always my bestie, and you are not evil!”

            He said both softly and sternly at the same time.

 

 


 

 

                Nine:

                We stayed out at the center of the woods for hours. Clarke attempted not to think much, but I soon discovered my bestie had more scandalous thoughts than an entire rugby team combined!

                Clarke just narrowed his gaze to me and stated, “Sorry, I am definitely not sorry. Not my fault you can read minds. Maybe try to figure out how to tune me out. You know, like in the comics and stuff.”

                I huffed in frustration and said, “I am not a DC or Marvel superhero!”

                Clarke gave me a knowing look and flatly stated, “Yet.”

                I shook my head vehemently and flailed my arms in exasperation.

                “What-ev. I will do some record hunting. You think you could hack into my hospital records and tell me which crazy farm I was born inside? I need to do some mild breaking and entering.”

                I wrung my hands as my mind compiled a plan that did not sound idiotic. Common sense told me that none of these hospitals were about to hand over confidential information to a juvenile delinquent. I could exclaim that she is my dead mom all day. They would still ignore my pleas for help.

                “How are you going to find the damn records room?”

                I shrugged and pointed at his temple with my right index finger.

                “Same way I know you have a massive fetish for girls in nighties.”

                Clarke slapped my finger away. He made a masculine sound of exasperation.

                “Would you stay the hell outta my mind! Not like I control how many times a day I think about naked or skimpily clad women!”

                Clarke squeaked in a broken tone. I sniggered in amusement.

                “No, I get it, say no more. You really need not justify that to me. I mean, I dream about the Stealer’s cheerleaders almost daily. That, and Taylor Swift, but I have a major blonde fetish, so sue me!”

                I rambled. Clarke nodded solemnly. His agreement to this truth was soul deep.

                “I knew there was some reason you and I got along so well.”

                He said. I rolled my eyes and popped him in the chest playfully.

                “Come on, lets go gas up that WRX of yours, so we can get on the road.”

                Clarke sighed and said, “Fine, just let me get my good hacking tablet first, so we know which way to go.”

                I smiled at him as we walked back to his house. I noticed that even though I ran miles today, my body was charged as if by raw lightning. I felt my muscles coil tightly, and they seemed to be in peak shape and condition. I felt prepared for back-to-back triathlons. This was just another strange physical sensation atop the mountain of discoveries today.

                ***

                After Clarke hacked into the lackluster security system of the hospital we had discovered in the references from my medical records, we had a location. Philadelphia Mental Care Institute. A very polite title for a funny farm, or crazy as sin bin—take your pick.

                “You know, all of this started the night Arial died, but why did it seem to stop while I was locked up?”

                I asked Clarke, who was driving us in his aging, beautiful WRX sedan. People a generation prior would have paid a serious mint for this monster of a four-door sports sedan. Clarke had gotten his license while I was locked up. Jerry used to have to drive us all everywhere. Clarke’s mom took him the day he was eligible. He then pissed everyone off by driving his Subaru up to pay me a visit and boast about his beautiful road-lady finally being under his command. Clarke had saved up money for years to afford the car. He had bought it wrecked and fixed it up with his mechanically inclined uncle.

                Clarke hummed and broke the tense air between us. His thoughts seemed to darken noticeably to me. It was surprising that I could in fact see darkness cloud his headspace. I had no plans on describing this to Clarke. He was already far too freaked about all my other odd and not-so-human observations. Hell, I was lucky that he was still my friend, that he had not bailed and ran screaming.

                “That is a good question, and all I could offer, is that maybe the juvie blocks out powers? It is possible, considering it would be illogical and unwise to assume you are the only person with superpowers in the US.”

                Clarke’s new theory was plausible. I considered for a long moment.

                “If that’s the case, I need to know what blocked out my powers and stop calling them superpowers!”

                I sassed at him. Clarke cut me a lazy smirk that bespoke how pleased he was with himself.

                “Dude, you just called them powers yourself!”

                I growled at him and scowled like my eyes could shoot lasers and murder the smartass dead!

                I then turned and looked away, terrified I might accidentally discover that I could kill with a look. Being a person with special abilities burgeoning is an exceptionally terrifying experience. I didn’t know how or what I did that might cause harm to others around me. So far, I had killed no one—besides Ariel—and I wanted to keep it that way!

                “I’m about to smack a dude, if you don’t shut it!”

                I warned him, sounding slightly sullen and cross. Clarke smiled at me cheeky. He knew me not to be an overly violent person, not unless the occasion called for it. Even before I literally could feel people’s emotions, I could empathize deeply with them. I hated inflicting pain because it was almost like I experienced the pain with them. In retrospect, that could be how empathy forms in an adolescent mind? I had so many things I would consider for years to come, considering my recent discoveries.

                Clarke gave me a reassuring look as we slowed down and made a hard turn. We narrowly missed a crazy drunk who swerved past us with screeching tires. Clarke swore in tangent.

                “Man, they will lock me up next if someone hits the ride!”

                Clarke declared. I huffed and rolled my eyes.

                “At least it will be in service of a worthy cause, eh?”

                I asked him. Clarke nodded vigorously.

                “Hannah, this is not just any car, it is a turbocharged piece of street art!”

                I sniggered at his odd description of his ride. I loved his car, so I mainly gave him grief for the laughs. Clarke being able to drive also made my life easier, assuming he did not in fact drop me off at this nut house and go screeching off into the night. I was not sure if that were even possible, but I could hardly blame Clarke if he did. Hell, it was possible that my mom had been abandoned for similar reasons.

                “You know, I think city living is interesting, more so if you stick to public transportation.”

                I said. Clarke chuckled at me.

                “Certainly, cheaper to take the trains or buses in any large city I have been to. However, it’s way more fun to feel your ride roaring beneath you.”

                Clarke said, and it almost sounded like his fascination with his car bordered on a fetish.

                “I think we’re getting close.”

                I said, peering down at his tablet in my lap. I could track our progress on the screen, and it showed a few more right turns, then one last left. We were about five minutes out. My heart was in my throat. I sat the tablet back into its car sheath above Clarke’s custom tricked out sound system controls.

                “Hey, you keep those paws to yourself, kitty cat!”

                Clarke said to say he was temperamental about people touching the sound equipment would be like saying Brett Favre played a little football. Both are practically illicit filthy lies they understate the truth so monumentally! I narrowed my eyes in challenge to his unwarranted reprimand.

                “Do that again, and so help me god, I will hog tie you and force you to watch every season of Queer Eye!” 

                I growled at him in a tone that bespoke the lethality of my promise to Clarke. He loathed such style shows, and despite how forward he was with his gay bestie, he still had his boundaries as a heterosexual man.

                “Hey, hey, no need to go nuclear postal gone girl on me!”

                Clarke said. I didn’t get to retort again, because the left turn told me we were now approaching. Even without the tablet, I knew we were here. The entire block was a black iron fenced gothic style building. It looked like something one would imagine seeing in any of the Batman shows or movies or in London for that matter. However, it was creepy and out of place in downtown Philly.

                “Sweet Jesus, cue the lightning and roaring thunder noises and we have a cinematic cliché complete with the crazy-farm!”

                I spared Clarke a single raised eyebrow. He was incredibly pleased with himself. I couldn’t say he was not funny. It was one thing that I loved most about him—when I am not moody and grumpy.

                “I’m sure there was at least one Jason movie that started like this. Damn my mother for giving birth here!”

                I murmured in an aggravated, hushed tone.

                “Yeah, well, I just don’t get what lady is crazy enough to check herself into this place!?”

                Clarke said. I nodded in agreement, unable to take offense, because I was thinking basically the same thing myself. Clarke seemed to murmur the lord’s prayer as we parked the WRX. I tied my hair up into a high ponytail. I put on a midnight colored ski cap. We were both dressed in the cliché black-on-black, since neither of us knew more than what we saw on TV about cat burglars.

                “You know that hot redhead on that new show you like? If you looked just a bit whiter, you could almost pass for her right now!”

                Clarke stated. I sputtered and coughed out in laughter.

                “You mean Nancy Drew?! As if you can pretend you haven’t read several of the books with me!”

                I smirked in a self-satisfied manner. Clarke could pretend all he wanted to. He loved him some female detective stories.

                “Yeah, whatever, let’s just get in and then get the hell back out before one or both of us ends up in a cell drooling with the rest of the crazy peeps!”

                Clarke sounded as spooked as I felt now. We saw milling men in white uniforms. They were either very scary spirits, or they were living human orderlies. Right here and now, I could have believed either, considering the Dracula worthy backdrop in front of us!

                “Did you just put on a freakin cross?!”

                I inquired. Clarke smiled sheepishly at me.

                “Hey, works in like half the vampire and werewolf lore I have read. You want one too? Oh, can you touch them?”

                Clarke asked. I rolled my eyes again and made an impatient noise.

                “Yes, I can, but no I don’t, because I am allergic to bad accessories!”

                (A girl can have her limits on how awkwardly she can dress. My threshold was at cheesy jewelry and any other accessory.)

                We waited in the parking lot behind Clarke’s car, which was midnight-blue, so we felt rather stealthy.

                “They probably didn’t notice me pull in. I had the lights off once we turned onto the street.”

                Clarke said. I nodded my understanding as we waited for the men to move again.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Ten:

            Clarke was not kidding when he said this place could have doubled for a nightmarish horror flick location with a little lightning and thunder. We ended up waiting about fifteen minutes for the white clad orderly to get a call over his walkie.

            “So, any sensors around the fence?”

            I asked him. Clarke gave me a reproachful look.

            “This is a state funded crazy bin, not the CIA, Hannah. No, I’ve already checked, just CCTV inside, and several fire doors we will want to avoid, otherwise, just locks and white-clad men who are giving me flash backs of the horror stories my gramps used to talk about in his day!”

            I managed not to snigger, because I understood the veiled reference to a certain group of white clad crazy people.

            “Well, at least they don’t have the bed sheets on their heads to match?”

            I put in. Clarke smirked in a cocky manner.

            “So, how are we going to get in?”

            Clarke asked. I nodded to the furthest point in the fencing.

            “Up and over, like all the other thieves.”

            Clarke gave me a dubious look, and he doubtfully put in, “I’m not sure I can scale that.”

            I disguised my amusement, “I will boost you over, then I will climb up after you. Just try to stick the landing on the way down, okay?”

            I cautioned him. He gave me another baleful look that bespoke his wounded pride. He did not cherish being handled by his very skinny, very much shorter female bestie. He was accustomed to being the stronger one in this little friendship we had going. I just hoped that his wounded pride would not do irreparable damage to our partnership in the long run. However, if he distanced himself from me, it was possible that he could live a normal and safer existence. The selfish side of me wanted to cling to our connection, but the rest of me was almost hoping for Clarke to decide I was too much to handle.

            As it stood, there was no comfortable middle ground. Danger seemed to literally follow me. I was flying blind and oblivious to who or what I was. Clarke was a normal human, minus the fact that he could see the haunt thing. He was better off treating me as Jerry was, with a respectable level of social distancing. Since I had gotten out, Jerry had made himself scarce. He had never once visited me while inside. Even some soccer teammates came, mainly out of curiosity. When you are bored as fuck, everything counts, even the whims of selfish brats.

            “Fine, but if you are doing this just to get a good look at my ass, we are gonna have to revisit our boundaries as friends.”

            He mused. I popped him in the chest with my palm, but easy enough not to cause any actual damage.

            Clarke weighted about one-sixty, but I lifted him without too much difficulty. His eyes bespoke how odd that was, considering my size and my muscle mass. I was more of a flexible and light trim athlete, so even I knew I should not be able to lift a growing guy. After Clarke was up, I did not need to see to know he jumped into the brush on the other side, because I heard what I could only describe as a muffled sound of a strangling bag of wet cats.  At least he had the sense to cover his mouth on the way down.

            I found a foothold on the link and I propelled myself up. I felt my heart leap in my throat as I not only scaled the fence in a single deft jump, but I shot well over the linked fence and the higher wrought iron one behind it, and I fell for a few seconds that almost felt like the beginning and end of my own private universe. I landed on my feet. My knees absorbed the shock of the impact so completely that it almost felt as if I had merely hopped in place or skipped a rope, not jumped over a fence in a single motion.

            “Jesus!”

            Clarke exclaimed. He covered his mouth again while searching to see if any white-clad creepers were stalking the yard.

            “Which way do we go?”

            Clarke asked me, as if I had the power to figure that out with no information.

            “Tablet, wifi?”

            I asked, as I pulled him back down into a bush. After getting the hint, he tapped the dulled screen and connected to an open internet option. Then he was inside the hospital’s network within thirty seconds. Clarke was a real genius when he wanted to be. He could declare himself the Gandalf of the inter-webs and it would be true. Then again, I am sure some sixty-year-old former hacker already had that name taken by now.

            “Ok, records room is at the right and all the way to the back. Problem is, we must find a level three access badge, then we can unlock the door. They are purple colored key cards according to this.”

            Clarke informed me. I nodded. I put my blue-tooth earpiece in my ear, and I opened a call to him.

            “You stay out here and be my tech operator. I will go inside, just direct me, and maybe try to hack into the security feed so you can see what is down each hall before I hit it.”

            Clarke looked like he was seconds from protesting, but he finally nodded stiffly.

            “You put me on bitch duty again, and we gonna have words, Hannah!”

            His warning was met with a sassy eye roll. Which seemed to peeve him only further. I managed not to taunt him any further before I dashed off towards the hospital.

            “Just go into the second door on the left across the courtyard. I just disabled the security on that door and I also looped the video feed, you’re welcome.”

            Clarke said to me. I snorted into the Bluetooth connection.

            “You will have to talk me through hacking their files once I’m in the records storage.”

            I told him. Clarke hummed, and I could hear tapping from his end.

            “Negative, you have to find a file. The patient’s name was Whitney Mack.”

            I had never heard her name before, so it was a prick to my heart to hear it now. I knew nothing about her, other than she carried me to term and gave birth. All I knew for sure is that she possibly valued me more than her own life. That could be a born orphan’s fantasy, or it is the truth. Tonight, I hoped to discover firsthand what happened over sixteen years ago.

            As I entered the door cracking it only as much as I needed to get my slender form through. I was not sure if the nerves I felt were from the excitement of the B&E or the heavyweight of the information just beyond my physical reach.

            The first hall was empty—so to speak. The tiled floor appeared as if it was dusty and had been ill kept for some time. The hall was a faded white color, and the dull gray panels along the sides only added to the horror-show vibe I was now getting.

            I could hear distant rambling and screaming. I had not expected just how much this cocktail of ingredients could creep a girl out. Even if she appeared to have some slight advantages in the physical departments.

            “Geeze, surprised they’re not being shut down for the state of this place.”

            I murmured into my earpiece. I knew from experience that the Bluetooth could pick up even the slightest sounds and carry them well. Clarke and I used to have conversations while we were laying in our separate beds after we were supposed to have our phones off for the night.

            “The part you’re in now is closed down for the time being. They are probably just keeping it sealed up to the residence. That is part of why I sent you in that door. Just head straight north, and you will come to a door all the way at the end of that hall has their physical records storage room.”

            Clarke explained to me like my own tech support for petty crime.

            “I can hear people freaking out, even in here. It is not fun, trust me. Be thankful that you get to lounge in a bush right now. At least you are not risking being pumped full of sedatives and tossed in a padded cell.”

            I told him. I was mildly worried about that possibility, but I doubted they could catch and subdue me in all honesty. Just needed to keep my features obscured and I would be fine. There was a part of my rational mind that felt as if I should be terrified and disturbed by how easily this came to me. Most sixteen-year-old girls did not have the backbone to pull an Ocean’s Eleven on a crazy farm!  

            “I think I am almost there.”

            I told him, as I spotted what looked like a dead end up ahead. Most of the lettering on the doors I passed were too faded to decipher, but I could make out the faded word “record” on the door. It was a bit of an optical trick to string it all together properly, but I was sure I was headed in the right direction. Besides, Clarke really was great at what he did.

            “Um, don’t I need that key card?”

            I asked. Clark hummed in my ear.

            “Nope, thanks to them having digital locks. I have the door open now. Who is the best backup ever? That’s right, your boy here!”

            Clarke congratulated himself. I sniffed in the blue tooth and I kept moving.

            “Not to feed into the beast that is your ego, but this is easy with your wizarding skills.”

            I knew when a guy needed a bit of an ego stroke, less that feel as if you take their talents for granted. I could practically feel Clarke preening under the praise all the way from here. He was one of those guys who could hide his dorky streak behind the veneer that was his athletic prowess. He was a very good, almost jock type of guy, but beneath that Clarke was a natural white-hat hacker and high-nerd.

            “Good thing I remembered to ask about that. It would have sucked if I went off chasing down key cards and you forgot to tell me all I had to do was open the door!”

            I stated. Clarke seemed to snap out of his stupor of self-love.

            “Hey, would I do that to you?!”

            He feigned innocence. I snorted derisively.

            “Absolutely, if there was even half a chance of recording it and making a meme out of it, hell yes!”

            Clarke was smart enough not to reply to that, because we both knew he loved to make his own custom memes. He loved to take our least flattering moments and immortalize them.

            “That’s…accurate.”

            He admitted hesitantly. I smirked and barely bottled up my desire to laugh at him.

            “I’m here now. That door will not trigger an alarm or anything, right? I just twist knob and find the file, correct?”

            I clarified. Clarke hummed in confirmation into my ear.

            “Yeah, twist and find the file. I have you covered out here. Just get back here as soon as possible. It looks like they do a patrol after midnight. They will walk every hall and every door, even in that wing.”

            He warned me to hurry. I opened the door and stepped into the past I was too young to remember I had.

 

 

 


 

 

 

            Eleven:

            You know when you are watching a movie, and everything is going the heroine’s way. Like the world is just easy-peasy, and nothing can stop her?

            That is when reality face-checks you, and slams you to the pavement, reminding you that the world you live in is not so beautiful or easy. That would have been an improvement upon what I came out to, as I struggled to register the scene outside the hospital.

            Clarke was dangling by his throat as a mass of fluttering shadows circled him. The things were all haunts—according to detective hot panties. The black-purple writhing masses of miasmic film and translucent energy, made nearly corporeal mass, were sucking him like ghastly vacuum cleaners. I was carrying several clipboards and a thick patient file in my backpack. I leaped over the fence, this time jumping clear in a single leap without thinking about it.

            I felt the heat forming in my palms on instinct. I vaguely noticed the swirling silver bolts of light rotating rapidly, building up momentum. Power permeated the air. I felt as if my entire core self was vibrating with some unseen force that was primal, cosmic, and unimaginably powerful. Energy crackled like lightning, and the haunts all dispersed from Clarke, fleeing from the edges of the light.

            Two of the spectral monsters rushed towards me, as if deciding that a frontal assault might be their best chance of victory.

            The claws raked out almost from nowhere. I raised one of my light-clad hand’s in defense. The energy burned through the creature, causing blood curdling screeches as it withered, crumpling like black dust, and gooey tar on the pavement of the front parking lot.

            Skittering darkness swarmed me, encircling me. The haunts lashed at me wildly as they hovered just out of reach. They appeared desperate to rid themselves of me, yet they kept moving. Kept avoiding the brightness of the lights emanating from my hands. I dodged back from the slashing claws and my dark top slit open along the navel, but the edge missed skin narrowly. My adrenaline seemed to surge higher as I dashed forward and slammed my fist into the haunt. It vaporized on contact. I heard the growling and screeching of the others. I turned in time to trust my palm of energy into the next mass of purple and black shadows.

            They rushed in mass now. The claws slashed blindly. I felt freezing burns along my arms and my back as thin claws raked flesh. I was punching and thrusting flaming palms into the ghostly figures as quickly as I could reach out to each of them. It was confusing to my senses. They were both translucent and yet I contacted them, nonetheless.

            I gave a glance towards Clarke’s limp form. I felt fear for the first time since Ariel’s death. The terror of another person I love galvanized me into faster action. I ignored the burn and freezing pains of the light injuries. I punched and flailed my way to Clarke’s side. Ash and dark mire piled on the pavement. An acrid smell of something unrecognizable to my human senses assaulted me.  

            “Duck, you idiot!”

            A familiar female voice roared at me, as I caught the edge of her white-blonde mop as the slim, tall detective rushed amid the haunts. She had a strange large silver gun in her hand. The green flaming rounds that it expelled were anything other than normal police issue. She fired of rapid bullets. I lost count quickly as the sound threatened my hearing and the ringing in my ears became a howling vacuum.

            Green spread through the haunts and they disintegrated, but slower than they had from my fiery clad hands. Whatever it was, she was shooting. It was a less than perfect version of what I seemed capable of naturally. Though, she was like a deft stunt woman on a movie set in her element. She was bending and juking their attacks like an old pro.

            There was no wasted effort in her movement or her offense. She did not so much fight them, as she merely brushed them aside two at a time. With their attention split, I crouched and launched myself at the closest bottleneck of spectral enemies. I tackled three of them in a single charge. I punched them all wildly until they vanished.

            Behind me I could hear the echoes and reverberations of battle, but I had to believe that this mysterious beauty could handle herself. She moved like a reaper or a death goddess on the battlefield, harvesting souls for the damned maw of whatever hell she worked. Her garb was anything but standard issue. She wore silver lined black leather and a matching leather trench coat. The pockets appeared full of various items and pouches. She had a belt of shiny silver weapons. Even a short sword on her belt. Everything screamed Van Hellsing. 

            Her white-blonde hair flowed around her freely and was hypnotic to behold. She fought as if in the most seductive and deadly dance. Her every second seemed scripted, like she read all the crazed being’s movements before they happened. Her cunning was almost preternatural. Something in how she moved and how she reacted told my mind that she was merely amazing at reading body language and predicting motion on a glance. She did not appear to be using some superpower, just deeply intuitive. Perhaps a supernaturally inclined individual just knows these things?

            She dropped her gun as I heard it click empty. She pulled the sword from her sheath. She swept her free hand over the length of the blade and it erupted with a white flame that almost threatened to blind my keenly sensitive eyes as the bright flame danced along the black steel into existence. The flames were hungry. They seemed to burn towards the surrounding presences, like they bent towards them seeking purchase on the spectral bodies.

            She swept the sword in arcs of perfect semicircles. The flames spread and her veins glowed silver as they had for that moment this morning. Her eyed glowed blue, and silver veins ran their length through her blue eyes, but the most alarming thing was how the silver seemed to spread through her face, making her look very inhuman. She was almost like something out of a comic book.

            White flames bathed the entire area in brilliance. I grabbed Clarke and pulled him away, as the haunts were devoured in the flames. I quickly checked his pulse and scanned him for physical injuries. Clarke’s pulse was low, but it was steady. His breaths were coming in regularly. Since I had worked as a lifeguard for two summers, I knew to keep his head tilted back, and to gently hold it elevated above his chest level.

            “Call an ambulance!”

            I exclaimed to the silver-veined detective who was approaching me with her sword still drawn. Fire danced wildly around her with a power to it. Something I could feel, and could reach out and touch—if not physically at least. I didn’t know the mechanics of how, but I knew I could grab her powers if I desired. That knowledge seemed to arm me with a comfort I sorely lacked in this seemingly helpless and hapless situation.

            “Comments like that are why I did not come introduce myself to you before now.”

            She stated coolly, factually. The human upbringing inside me almost blurted out the question, “what are you even doing here?” However, I knew intuitively that she was following me. She was tailing me like detectives would in the shows I watched with Clarke and Jerry.

            “Why are you tailing me, Detective?”

            She smiled a feral and almost terrifying smile. Her teeth were pearly white, and they had an almost inhuman glint to them. I did in fact check the lengths of her canines, because I had just finished killing ghostly beings referred to as haunts.

            “They are human length, since you appear to be pondering if I am a Stoker monster.”

            She acutely observed, using the classic Irish author as an instant reference point to vampire mythos. She read me as if she could read my thoughts, however, I could only barely pick up the very beginning of her mind. I could skim the surface layer, but she appeared to be thinking so many confusing things and in several languages that sounded nothing like any I had ever heard in my life. I soon realized that she was also attempting to scan my thoughts, I felt the blunted impact of something unseen on my mind. I could feel that the sturdy wall that was my mind was shut like a steel trap.

            “What are you? No one can block me on this planet.”

            She stated in absolute surety of her mental abilities.

            “That’s an awfully offensive and potentially racist question coming from the human glow-stick!”

            I returned in volley. She smiled, a more amused smirk this time. Her expressions almost reminded me of a female Han Solo. She had that sleek scoundrel appeal coming from her loud and clear. If it were not for that fact that she was wearing a weird platinum badge on her belt I would never pick her for any cop. She was a little too sketchy for me to associate her with police. She would make an excellent undercover cop.

            “I’ve been expressing power to cleanse your friend’s aura and energy signature for three months. Two days back and you have two haunt problems.”

            She explained in a deadpan tone. I felt my eyes widen at this implication. I had wondered how Clarke had been safe while I was gone. Even if prison was protected, he should have been long dead.

            “How do I know I can trust anything you say?”

            She gave me a sad smile and said, “I never claimed to be trustworthy. In fact, never trust me and we will all probably live longer and safer lives.”

            Her tone rang of truth to my ears, which seemed to somehow conflict with my emotional impression of her. I did not trust her, but I did not feel danger for her or from her. She did not act in any way that showed she was planning to harm me or even arrest me.

            “Safe to assume you know what we were here for?”

            I asked. She nodded crisply.

            “But I am afraid you will find no more meaning to your life in those notes than I did three months ago. I am still not sure what to make of you. I have had over a thousand years of practice at reading advanced beings from all the known planets and dimensions.”

            Something in me stirred at the way she spoke of multiple worlds. The human inside my mind screamed “impossible” yet the rest of me knew intuitively that it explained my life and my abilities far more than a simple genetic mutation or human evolutionary off-shoot. If I was human, it was not all that I was.

            “So, are you planning to arrest me for this?”

            I asked. I squared myself, ready to fight if I had to. The woman studied me, and she sheathed her blade on her hip.

            “You will come to discover that it is too much a bother for immortals to worry themselves with every trifle infraction of their little penal codes. In fact, your mere presence is illicit in most human opinions.”

            She looked towards the direction of the hospital. I turned, saw orderlies with searchlights sweeping the yard.  I Swore, turned, and the detective was gone, taking all the answers I sorely needed along with her!

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

            Twelve:

            Driving back from downtown Philly in the dead of night, with no license and an unconscious best friend was a nightmare!

            My entire trip I fumed in frustration at the insufferably stuck up and strange detective chick. She was about as odd as she was beautiful. Her wording kept me replaying our abbreviated exchange repeatedly.

            Her syntax and word choices bespoke how alien modern speech was to her. She claimed to be old-as-sin, and for some crazy reason I believed her. Instead of her being a co-ed aged sword toting blonde bombshell, it was a hell of a lot more believable for her to be an immortal. Maybe it was a mistake to grow up tracking The Vampire Diaries? I mean, it possibly corrupted my ability to distinguish reality from fantasy.

            On second thought, Elaina, Bonnie, and Caroline were all essential to my developing female persona. I still believed the perfect balance of girl lied somewhere between the three of them in mesh.

            Carrying a limp boy back through his window. Not as easy as the shows make it appear—even when you are stronger than the average girl. The truest meaning of the term “dead weight” was made absolute to me. It’s fascinating when words become fact in my life—except for me being forced to drag Clarke’s big butt through a window without alerting his rents.

            I tucked him into his bed. I crashed on his small gaming sofa, as per-usual with us. His mom knew I was gay as hell, but that did not make her more comfortable with a post-puberty Hannah in her son’s bed. Personally, I didn’t think so either, considering the state of boys when they wake up in the mornings. I never wished to discover certain realities about Clarke for myself, thanks!

            I had yet to form an entire conversation with that woman. I had yet to really learn a single thing about her—such as her name. She was as much a ghost to me as the haunts that attacked us the night prior. When I woke, it was to the startling look of my bestie, studying me as if I were on display at the zoo. I tumbled out of the couch and hit the floor with no grace left to stick the landing.

            “Owie!”

            I exclaimed. I looked up at the youthful offender with accusation etched into my expression.

            “Dude did ya have to creep like a creeper?! The Hell man, totes invasion of space, yo!”

            I exclaimed, and Clarke just shrugged at me unapologetic.

            “I was just trying to figure out if ya grew wings or summin’ cause I can’t figure out how your tiny little ass carried my big black ass all the way into this window.”

            Clarke stated factually. I rolled over and sat up properly while I rubbed my sore right shoulder.

            “Trust me, was not my idea of an ideal end to the evening.”

            I complained irritably to him. He knew better than to interrogate a girl before he gave her caffeine.

            “What happened last night?”

            He asked. I bit my lip and considered doctoring the truth, but Clarke and I had this thing about not lying to each other, so I lead with the facts.

            “Let’s just say you missed a hell of a pyrotechnical performance duet after you passed out.”

            I over-simplified the statement, and Clarke studied me as if seeking the truth.

            “Can you just tell me everything that happened, so I won’t have to arduously drag the truth from you over the course of the day?”

            I smirked at him and tipped my head.

            “Bonus points for use of the word ‘arduously.’ Sure, I’ll just give you the full deets.”

            My mind whizzed as I processed and compile a thorough account of the prior night. It took me about an hour to break down the events of that fifteen-ish minute interaction and dialog with the detective. Clarke had many questions, but he seemed to absorb as much of the info I was giving him as possible. That, and explaining power like I used and felt, was still strange to me. Not to mention, it was difficult to inform him that he seemed to be haunt bait now. He took that news better than most guys being informed they were basically the damsel in distress.

            “Expressed power, that is the words she used while talking about whatever it was she did?”

            Clarke asked me for clarity. I nodded.

            “Yep, those are the exact words she used. It sounded like it implied the same meaning as ‘cast spell’ to humans in the Hollywood pop culture.”

            Clarke seemed to think for a long moment, Then he turned to his desktop PC and typed in the words and searched on google. What popped up were a variety of different random searches. However, he also found repetitive uses of the word express on forums.

            “Knowing what wording filter to look for, I can sift the truth from the fantasy. It will help us discover the truth behind the magic we are seeing.”

            Clarke said. I shook my head with vehemence.

            “It’s not magic. It is something fundamentally different from the concept of magic.”

            I attempted to explain to him. Clarke seemed confused. I ran my fingers through my brown and blonde mixed locks. Expressing power, it was a tangible manifestation of the energy I could feel inside my body and the power I felt in many degrees all around me in nature. It was as natural as science. It seemed to be tied deeply to my skill at drawing out and formulating the power. I was hardly an expert, but this did not sound like magic to me. It was part science in how it seemed to be executed. The rest was merely a different act, neither physical nor psychic. Since I also had telepathy, I could compare how gift set worked with the flow of expressed energy. They were not alike in any manner. I used no power to read thoughts. It was merely some brain function as best I could posset. Clarke was more human than me, so he wanted to slap that M word on this.

            “Part of me feels like you just told me there is no Santa, but the rest of me just learned that it might be possible for a brotha to learn himself some expressions.”

            Clarke grinned stupidly and waggled his eyebrows at me rapidly. The effect would almost be comical, if not for the serious nature of everything I had felt and experienced involving these extra powers.

            “Look, I don’t think we should start experimenting with random abilities right now. Something about us is drawing these haunts. We need to figure out what the hell is happening, and how to stop it. Also, I get the sense that the one that killed Ariel is somehow wrapped up in this. I mean, it is just too much of a coincidence, the timing on everything.”

            I stated calmly, but there was something urging in my expression. I was worried for Clarke, because these things were stronger than him when they ganged up like that. In fact, I am not sure if they are stronger than me, because the detective cut in too soon to really know.

            Everything about the previous night repeated in my mind on a loop. I realized I was just throwing flaming fists around, whereas she was surgically attacking and shooting. I realized I had some karate training, but no actual level of control of my abilities. I was merely athletic and exceptionally capable. I had no special training, and no advanced combat knowledge or tactical experience. I had been in some juvie fights and scrapes, but even they were nothing too crazy, not compared to some I witnessed.

            Excepting your frailties and your failings was a natural part of life. Learning what one needed to do to become better able, was how we grew into adults—or so I believed.

            “We both need to learn how to defend ourselves properly. Loathed as I am to admit this, I think we need to have a chat with our good detective.”

            Clarke scratched his head and sniggered.

            “Yeah, too bad we don’t know how to reach her. We could always wait for her to play Batwoman again and pop up at the next attack?!”

            Clarke suggested. I gave him a look that all but screamed, “Are you stupid?!” He had the good sense to flush and look down and away, despite his obvious realization at the irrationality of his idea. Besides, he was hardly being very serious to begin with.

            “Or, I can just use the number on the card she gave me?”

            I suggested in a breezy tone. I resisted the urge to grin widely at him. Clarke gave me a very dead-pan look, and monotonously asked, “You are telling me you had her number since yesterday and you never used it?!”

            I narrowed my eyes and flung out a defensive hand at his face, palm up.

            “Hey, I had just come back form juvie, you think I have nay desire to order bacon?!”

            Clarke gave me a perplexed look and said, “You know I am the person of darker color here, so I should be the one sounding that anti cop, right?!”

            I gave him another look, again not asking loudly, “are you stupid?!”

            “She has some business with us because she admitted to reading the same files we stole last night. If she is right, these files are not the Hail Mary we had been hoping for.”

            Clarke waved that off and said, “Since when are you taking everything, she says at face value? Also, when you talk to her milk her for info on this expression business.”

            His eyes were imploring me, which I could safely assume was because I’d rather walk on hot coals than to have another infuriating convo with the stuck-up detective! She was cocky, and she was mouthy. I preferred to be the only mouthy person in the convo. There was something about her that just drove me crazy, like she was taunting me with those smiles of hers!

            I sighed. I almost forgot I was with Clarke, and should not allow even a momentary wistful look to cross my features. He will misread that and things would get blown way out of proportion!

            “Fine, I’ll call her, but I am not going into some damn police station.”

            I told him firmly. Clarke shrugged.

            “Well, I don’t think she’s that cop, Hannah. I think she is more the lone warrior with some freaky undercover mission.”

            I blinked rapidly at his detailed and very specific impression of the detective. A woman who I still did not have a name for, BTW!

            “Well, I hope not, because I am not interested in seeing the inside of another copshop.”

            I grumbled. Clarke gave me a reassuring smile.

            “It’s ok, I’ll be with you the whole time!”

            I cut him a worried look and murmured out, “Is that supposed to reassure me or something? Because that just means I have two asses to save. Not just one if things go sideways and it all kicks off.”

            Clarke was probably one of the few American teens who could comprehend the slight Irish, Dublin based slang I sometimes slipped into. Habit after a lifetime of being raised with a very mouthy Irish woman.

            I stared at my phone and I held the card up as I expelled a cleansing breath. I dialed her number.

 

 

 

 


 

 

            Thirteen:

            Nadia Patterson was the name the detective gave when she answered her cell. I found it strange that the name that eluded me before was so freely offered merely upon answering a call today. She made private reservations for us in the back room of one of the most delicious seafood restaurants in the greater area.

            I had never been given a chance to eat at the backroom of the fancier establishments before. What I discovered, as I entered the lusher side, was that it was mainly just extra glitz and opulence, but the food appeared to be unchanged. I was never one to turn down a chance to eat lobster, and the detective—Nadia—had already put the bill on her credit card.

            She arrived about the time her food came. I was almost certain it was not by chance. She struck me as the woman who made the most of her time, and did not like to waste it, even if it might gain her something useful.

            There was no illusion that she was treating us to this nice lobster and other tasty shellfish dinner out of the kindness of her heart and bank account. She was fishing, and not for the stuff on our plates.

            My eyes were drawn like magnets to the sashay of her hips as she entered the back room. She was wearing a runway-worthy mid-thigh-length dress with a sheath fit that accentuated the bell curves of her body perfectly. Her blue eyes were glowing faintly, as if she had just expressed something. I suspected she had, because I could still feel power roiling through her like a volcano about to burst its top violently.

            She smelled more deeply than other human women, which was potentially explained by her claims of being over a thousand years old. After the last few months, I was through denying anything merely based on how probable it was to the myopic view of a normal human. My world was now limitless. That world also potentially had an entire universe of alternative possibilities for me to explore over a much longer life cycle than I had originally imagined possible.

            The grace with which she moved spoke of something I could not fathom in a woman merely in her twenties, as she appeared to look. She moved fluid, as though she had spent all the ages of the world perfecting her cunning and prowess of seduction. Her eyes were deeply veiled with mysteries held close to her vest. My musings and observations about her only made me question the reason she spelled out the term used for the ability casting she performed and the few nuggets about immortality and other species. I could only begin to posset an assumption. She will drop these to me as a gentle nudge towards the facts of my existence, either out of pity, or merely to sit back and see where it led me. I was not ruling anything out. However, I would not trust any sketchy cop with my best friend’s wellbeing.

            We needed answers. I needed to understand how to handle whatever was chasing after me. Something was potentially sending these creatures to me or for me. It did not seem random how they kept showing up so far. I needed to learn how to harness the energy. I needed to learn more about this expression, thing.

            If I could, I would also free Clarke from this nightmare we seemed to be stuck inside. I would not risk his safety. Not after what that thing did to Ariel! Clarke and my parents were all the family I had in this world. I would endanger none of them anymore than I was forced.

            Even if it meant sundering twain my soul, I would shatter the bonds that left Clarke captive to me. Less than a week on the streets like this beacon for trouble that I had become, and Clarke was already attacked twice.  Add to that the horror show that was Ariel’s death, and you had my perfect storm. Turbulence appeared to be all that was ahead of me. He deserved a fighting chance. The problem now was convincing him of this. Clarke was not like most humans. He did not have it inside himself to betray those he cared about. His loyalty was the most fatal problem presented.

            “Pleasure to see you both under less suspicious circumstances.”

            Nadia stated, and it was gentle, I almost believed her—even though she warned me not to trust her. Maybe that is part of the allure to her? She is the seeming bad girl. I am the inexperienced teen novice. Aren’t these basic clichés?

            “Detective Patterson, nice to actually see you this time.”

            Clarke stated in a friendly tone. Anyone who was not his best friend would have assumed he meant every word he said. I could hear the minor strain in his cheer. Which told me he did not trust Nadia any further than I should. He was alerted, ready to jump into action. The way he presented a broad target in front of me only doubled down on the misery and dread I was experiencing. Clarke had very old-school masculine senses of duty and defense of females coded into his blood. While I usually felt safer for his protective sphere around me, now I merely felt naked and vulnerable in every place his flesh defended as a shield would. I was hyper-aware of his constant threat of harm. I squirmed to the side, so I could fling him out of the way should Nadia turn on us.

            Her smile was coy and cunning as she noted my predatory action. She had not missed the way I circled free of the cocoon of protection and prepared myself. I saw the silver in her veins flash to life and ripple along her skin. It took all my strength to hold myself in the chair and try to merely observe her.

            Her energy rippled with the appearance of the silver veins. I could posset that whenever she used her energy or spooled it up in preparation to fight, her veins changed colors. It was as beautiful as it was alien and distracting. It kept me reeling on the defensive constantly. Somehow, they were also nostalgic to me. There was a twin throb of connection and resonance to her powers. Like they cried out to me as a desperate prayer in the night. The vibrations from her body were as if she had opened a window to the soul for me. I could taste the ancient font of power buried inside her. It was intoxicating and pure—undiluted.

            She was like fire and wine to the metaphysical tongue. Her exotic and snowy princess look was like a frozen moment in the historical Britannia of old—before the Romans. A purer version, unfiltered by Roman and Saxion overlapping attributes. Without explanation of why, I knew she was the unfiltered Celtic Warrior as depicted in a long extinct era. Her blonde hair made this even more shocking, since that would have been a rare surprise in her people before the Vikings and Saxons. Most of the ancient Celtics were black of hair according to history.

            “Pleasure to be seen. I am glad you’re on the mend. You gave your partner in crime a terrible fright.”

            Nadia stated peacefully. I could hear her strange turn-of-phrase give her ancient status away in an instant. She spoke like several bygone eras combined. The more she spoke, the more it felt like she still channeled the industrial revolution era in her speech, even if most of it was masked and hidden with a veneer of modern sound. The teen inside me assumed that meant she only occasionally bothered to truly stop and immerse herself in what would be the “modern” culture of her time. That also bespoke how withdrawn she was from society.

            “Well, you know how it is. Get your face sucked in the bad way, and you gonna drop like a chump.”

            Clarke joked dismissively, downplaying his injured state the night before. I was just shy of an eye roll on that statement, but I would not present her with an open segway to divide us.

            “It was your ambient energy that they were draining. It is something all beings possess, we call it aither. It is the only uniform energy across time, space, and dimension.”

            She explained, as a platter of steamy lobster and noodles arrived for her. Nadia was polite to the waiter. She even handed him a crisp ten like this was the olden days where the flashy git would tip the staff as they went along.

            “Is that what you are using when you call up that power of yours? Is that aither I feel turning your veins silver?”

            I asked, unable to help myself. Nadia seemed perplexed that I said it, or possibly that I saw her veins.

            “Very keen eyesight you have there. I don’t recall violet eyes being all too common in any people I have met in my travels through the dimensions. I have been searching, but I still cannot discover your origin. I find that vexing.”

            She said. I could tell that vexing her was in my best interest right now. I licked my lips and shrugged slightly.

            “Sadly, you cannot ask the one who would have been able to tell you the most. Although, I believe she was just human, and you seem to think I am not.”

            I stated, testing my theory. She conceded with a tip of her invisible hat.

            “You are half human, and no more. Of that I am certain. The rest of your DNA literally conceals itself from me when I attempted to test it.”

            She delivered a lot of information, considering she might view me as a potential threat. Was she using this to gain trust or merely access to me?

            “It’s a little creepy to know some chick was studying me in a lab somewhere without my consent.”

            I was visibly calm, but that aither energy inside me rushed through me, and through the table like a minor earthquake. Nadia’s eyes widened. She looked me over once more through silver-veined eyes.

            “Forgive me then, for I have known little in the way of restraint in my days.”

            She said with a “devil may care” sort of smug smile on her lips. I could both punch them and kiss them, they were so lush and ripe. She was inviting, tantalizing, and intoxicating. Her energy was hot, and her body seemed to be drawn to mine like a magnet.

            “This is good, you should try the crab cakes while you’re at it.”

            Clarke said, breaking up the thickening dialog before our conversation went off the rails in one of two disastrous directions. Nadia contained her cross bend and smiled politely to him as if she were a hostess.

            “I’ll be sure to, it is rare I indulge myself on whims of culinary brilliance. I just remembered the local food is delicious around here.”

            Something told me she was not referring to her last stop in a four-star restaurant.

            “Seems like you have a very long memory.”

            I observed aloud. She nodded to me in concession.

            “Aye, you don’t know the half of it.”

            Just for a moment, I heard the musical lilt of the Scots play in her accent, but it was gone before I could do more than record the change in pitch in my mind.

            “How about we get to it, yeah?”

            She turned her palm over in gesture that we drop the pleasantries. I felt my nerves rise once again as I began the first defining conversation of my entire existence.

 

 

 


 

 

            Fourteen:

            We ate the most delicious and savory food in town as we all attempted to navigate the pink elephant and the minefield around our conversation. Clarke seemed physically drained from watching Nadia and I dance around any meaningful topics until now.

            “Agreed, let’s get to the point.”

            I agreed, finally answering her request to cut through the crap. Nadia shifted in place slightly. She looked at me with a stern and unreadable gaze. She appeared a lot more cop-like in this moment, even if she didn’t seem to be the type to arrest a girl for B&E.

            She still gave off that somewhat stogy vibe that other cops had, but hers was more mysterious and even dangerous. The term femme fatal was not suitable, yet it came to mind occasionally as I stared at her delectable pale features.

            She made me feel very under-dressed. Yet she had not once appeared to behave as if she believed herself better than me or Clarke. She shifted in her seat slightly, as if to further get herself comfortable for a longer conversation.

            “I asked you to meet, because I am ill-prepared to keep fighting off these haunt things.”

            Her high eyebrow arch was instantaneous.

            “You’re a being that does not even know she is some powerful immortal. To say you are ill-equip, is to keep putting the public in danger of your raw expressions of power.”

            As if she were implying I was a loaded gun, she looked at me, sizing me up for some unseen threats. My nerves were officially frazzled now. She was not bitchy, but she spoke in that superior tone that no teenager likes to hear from older adults. Not to mention a chick who was recently released from jail.

            “I might know nothing about what’s going on with me, but I know very well when these ‘expressions’ as you call them, are manifesting. I can sense the rising and falling of power in the surrounding area. I can more or less manage the release of this strange flow of energy as it is. Your accusation is presumptive and insulting!”

            My tone sounded bitchy, even to myself. I felt aggressive about this whole control of power subject. I don’t know how I knew, but I just knew that I could keep my expressions under my personal control.

            “Well, the problem is that reckless expressions caused the alchemical disasters that leveled Pompei. Used over time by parties who also believed they could control what they were doing.”

            She said, sounding part schoolteacher and part cop. The comparison was wildly insulting. I bristled at the implication! Part of me felt like she was calling me a living, dangerous object.

            “I can’t speak to Pompei, but I know when energy is rising inside me. Common sense and a little self-restraint are all one needs in that case.”

            I argued firmly. I felt like I was a bug under a microscope now. Clarke looked between us with obvious discomfort in his eyes. He wanted answers. Yet he also felt like he was between a volcano and an oven. My pride making me the volcano—naturally! (A girl has got to be proud of herself, since no one else can be relied on to fuel her self-esteem.)

            “You speak as if you know expression. You punched and flailed with over-much energy, yet you were still taking damage last night. Tell me, were you winning before I stepped in? Also, do you even realize how much damage you caused yourself to heal while you slept?! Lastly, do you think any of those things are common?”

            Her tone could have shattered a statue. There was truth to it. I knew for a fact that I had been cut up and beaten up last night. I didn’t think much about it, since I have been used to healing as I dream every night. Even as a little girl, I could remember all my pains and injuries would be gone by the time I woke. I knew in some part of my mind, this was unusual, yet I had never actively focused on this difference.

            “Normal or not, the point of our disagreement is not my cellular regeneration levels, but my ability to control this power. I admit, I need to learn how to express myself in a finite and practiced manner. I will not admit to being a danger. I am confident that I am the only one able to let my powers free. I am the master. They are mine to control. I know this in my heart and soul.”

            I explained vehemently to her. She furrowed her brow and seemed to consider my statement for a long moment. She kept taking bites of her noodles and seafood. She finally dabbed at her lips with a cloth napkin and settled her sight on me again.

            “This is your way of asking for help and guidance, is it?”

            I bit the inside of my lip. I managed to not snarl at her in return. Her silvery blue eyes told me she knew without being able to invade my thoughts, that I was feral of mood with her now.

            “I need to learn everything I can about expression, and how to handle myself. I also need to learn about the races and or beings around me. I need to know what the score is.”

            She tipped her head in agreement and said, “I cannot make you promises. My time is not my own. I can impart on you only that which is possible while I am here on assignment. After that, if you present a danger down the line, you might end up on the other end of my weapons.”

            I felt chills race along my skin as I held her gaze unwaveringly. She had all but promised to put me down, should I harm humans. I was not a lunatic, so I had zero interest in causing pain to those around me—even those who were deserving of it!

            “Agreed, but don’t expect me to join the pompom brigade or anything. I will be no one’s bitch.”

            I declared with steel in my tone. She arched her brow at me. Clarke interpreted.

            “She means, she ain’t plannin’ to work for Jonny law or joining some crusade against freaky peeps.”

            I scoffed at Clarke and shot him a warning look.

            “Easy on the F word there, you aren’t exactly standard issue human yourself!”

            I stated and our guest nodded in agreement.

            “It’s ok, in a thousand or so years, your abilities will have presented in more of the world’s populace. You are the apex of human evolution, Clarke Davies.”

            She declared. Clarke looked from me to her.

            “So, I am what, human, plus, plus?”

            He asked. She wiggled her hand from side-to-side.

            “You are a mutation in the human evolutionary process. Your exact sensitivity should not have been possible to present this early, however, you are not the first human to display such gifts.”

            Nadia explained, but she was very hushed about any profound details. I could guess that she was holding back, so it would force us to keep her closer than we liked. She was playing us. I was planning to play her, to use her for information and training. Therefore, we had a silent understanding.

            “Can you give us the room for a minute, Clarke? I need to have a bit of a chat with Nadia here.”

            I turned and gave him a look that bespoke absolute unquestioning order and command.

            “Girl talk, please.”

            I said tersely. He nodded and murmured something about going to pee. I watched him leave. I followed his progress until I felt him move out of earshot. Then my gaze snapped back to Nadia.

            “So, this is the part where you threaten to kill me, if I betray you?”

            She asked casually. She took a sip of wine, then she swirled the glass slowly.

            “No, that is a given. I just wanted to make sure you know, I will burn you out of this existence, if you cause any harm to befall Clarke Davies or anyone he loves. I will burn your world down, and all those puppeteers you answer to, wherever it may be.”

            She smiled a genuine smile at me. I had conflicting feelings warring for my attention. Part of me still wanted to wring her neck. Part of me wanted to pull her to me and kiss her ferociously! Mine was a confusing plight!

            “So, you are the self-sacrificing type. Makes sense, considering you took the fall for those pitiful brittle mortals.”

            She said, sipping her wine again, then sniffing the glass and expelling a breath.

            “The way I see it, that was on me. Whatever happened, I should have been able to prevent it, not just stand there like an idiot while my girlfriend dies miserably.”

            I said. My eyes were full of unexpressed power.

            “But I won’t let that happen again, to anyone else.”

            My tone was vibrating with the power backed in my pitch. Nadia was unshaken by my subtle display of controlled unexpressed power.

            “You weren’t kidding when you said you could hold it all in.”

            She observed and nodded to me once more.

            “So long as no one orders me to, I will not cross you. I give you my word on this.”

            Nadia extended her hand.

            “Frienemies, then?”

            I said, shaking her hand. She frowned slightly.

            “If that means what I think it does, then yes.”

            I snorted and said, “You should spend more time on google, it can help you learn how to speak like my peeps.”

            I said, and she murmured, “You mean to bastardize the English language?”

            I shrugged casually and said, “Everything changes, even humans, according to you. Why not roll with the punches instead of stick around in bonnet ville?

            She gave me a very weary look, almost like I was asking her to join the dark side or some cheesy ass shit.

            “I will consider your advice. I will see you tomorrow. You missed class, again. You are already off to a terrible start since you returned.”

            Nadia observed. I huffed and rolled my eyes.

            “Hardly like I can have my daddy write me a damn note! Hell, not like anyone would believe the shit I am dealing with.”

            She smirked and plainly stated, “This is why I avoid schools if I can, too much rigorous demand for your attention when you’re living partially under a lie at all times.”

            She had an excellent point there. I expelled another sharp breath.

            “It’s not like I have much of a choice right now. This is my life. I have to at least go through the human motions of it. If I don’t want to end up lying to everyone about more, sooner.”

            I said. She nodded in agreement.

            “Being a teenager is never easy.”

            She said through agreement. I muttered, “Tell me about it!”

            Clarke was walking back. I felt his mind pop into my head once again. It was like he was tuned to my frequency or something because I could always hear him coming now.

            “I will keep this chat between us girls.”

            Nadia said. I winked at her playfully, forcing out some levity. I still did not understand what the future held for me. I felt as if I took a step into my future during this conversation.

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Fifteen:

            After my fight with the coach, then another subsequent day of not showing up for practice, I had a letter waiting in my gym locker to officially cut me from the soccer team. I was beyond sad to see it slip through my fingers, and some fraction of normality along with it, but my priorities were shifting rapidly.

            Clarke was my priority now, and after school, we were set to meet up with detective barbie. My trepidation with this new arrangement only seemed to mount the closer to the end of the school day we came.

            People were still staring at me like I had two heads and a scorpion tail, but at least the hashtags on my twitter were not blowing me up anymore. Being a teen, I must take whatever minor victories the drama-lamas allowed.

            At least class was easy for me. I had not noticed it at first, but my comprehension was going off the charts. While I was in juvie, I had attributed this mainly to how focused and bored I was. However, I had no excuse now why I could recite everything spoken in history class, even hours after, as if calling up a memory on file in my mental hard drive.

            That just meant I only seemed to need to see things once to recall them. Being that I seemed to have a death mark over my head, I guess this balanced the scales positively, somewhat?

            Clarke was waiting for me at the front of the school with his backpack draped over one shoulder. He was staring off towards the local pompom brigade. I could hardly fault him for being male and hormonal. Heck, even I could admit they were hot!

            “Find something interesting?”

            I asked, as I crouched close to his ear. Clarke sprang to his feet as if he was half bunny. I sniggered at him and gave him a playful wink as he looked at me with chocolate eyes of shock.

            “Damn girl! You trying to kill a brotha?!”

            He asked. I merely rolled my eyes and smacked him in the chest with my right palm playfully, as I prowled past him, assuming he would follow. To his credit, Clarke remembered where his loyalties lay, and he followed me to his car. I was still a few months away from being able to drive legally myself. Many juvenile offenses penalize six months or a year extra time before the offender can take their driver’s test. It serves as a secondary punishment tact onto the sentence, and it is an effective nuisance. It is accurate to state that being charged and convicted had drastically altered the course of my growth and development as a teen. There were days I almost regretted the noble sacrifice, but then my mind recalled Ariel’s pale gray features as she died in my arms. There would be nothing powerful enough to vindicate me of my part in her death.

            My suffering was silent to the world around me. Everyone seemed to assume I was just enjoying my destructive youth without care for all I maimed and injured along my way. My truth was disguised, because I allowed no one besides Clarke close enough to see behind the veneer. For the rest of my life, I would be fifty percent lie. Every woman I dated would only know the surface, never the truth. (Not that I was anywhere near ready to jump back on that proverbial horse!)

            All around me, I could see the spectral world overlapping with the mundane world humans lived. I could see the boundaries and boarders between layers of reality. My life experience was many folds more profound than any earthly physics or science humans were privy. I could not stop myself from musing at how much Ariel would have loved to witness all the wonders and splendors I was now seeing.

            The more time passed, the more I noticed the many details of my augmented vision. It was like discovering that wonderland was always right next to us all along. Only mortals were blind to this. Clarke seemed to take notice of my rando gawking in the distance at something unseen to him. According to Nadia, Clarke was the newest curve of human evolution. However, that still had its limits. I could tell he was burning with curiosity at what I saw when I looked into the spectral plane.

            “Please, it would require effort if I wanted you dead.”

            I sassed back at Clarke. he gave me a dead-pan look, and he murmured choice obscenities to himself.

            “Aight, let’s get to our training, Hannah.”

            Clarke said. I just kept moving toward his Subaru.

            “Yep, just off to the creepy abandoned factory building to meet a self-proclaimed thousand-year-old police officer. Just your average normal teenage after-school activities.”

            I murmured sarcastically. Clarke was unimpressed. I could feel his eye roll via my telepathy. It was still strange to feel people and not merely see them or hear them. Being a supernatural or whatever I am, teenager, is constant sensory overload. My mind spins with the threat of input overload always, yet I have managed not to lose my sanity, yet.

            Since my release, things have only spun out further. My constant struggle is with the amount of data my mind is processing at any moment of my day. Power only expresses itself as I will it to, but information is a constant stream roaring at a violent pace, as if I am tumbling off the edge of a massive waterfall.

            The world seems determined to knock a girl down, but then again it is still like that for humans. They just don’t experience everyone else’s bad day along with their own as I do. I was left unhindered to my brooding analytics while Clarke drove us out of the center of town and off to the fringes where several empty factory buildings were left to slowly rot.

            My eyes had always seemed to darken as I passed these creepy old red brick buildings. Like the shadows thickened. The world turned gray and black as I approached. Now, the spectral sight I had showed it in a whole new level of horror.

            The darkness seemed to open into the side of the building. Like it was spewing emptiness and void into the middle of the wall. My eyes could convey the images, yet my mind could not define the sights before me.

            Spirits were not only milling about, they seemed to sink into the blackness like it was quicksand. Some were free and moving about still. Others seemed to twist and contort. Writhing in some unimaginable agony unknown to the flesh-clad mortals inhabiting the land so close to them.

            Screams and screeches shattered the disillusionment of peace and tranquility. Sounds so primal that they would make guest appearances in my nightmares for years. Slithering shadows and wailing haunts hunted the weaker spirits around the buildings, draining their remaining essences, and turning them to ash and dark goo.

            “This place just feels wrong.”

            Clarke declared in a grim tone. I was uncertain I wanted to drop the truth bomb on him about all I saw in the spectral world.

            “Yeah, you see the haunts?”

            I asked. Clarke’s head snapped towards the direction of my sight. I felt his pulse increase and his anxieties soar. He nodded deftly. He seemed to stiffen in his tracks.

            “Shit, what the hell are they doing out here? Its still light outside!”

            I hummed in agreement. I felt the vibration of an approaching figure. Fire rushed through my fingertips. I turned towards the source of power to see blue-silver eyes looking back at me curiously. She studied my fingers with deep fascination at this latest manifestation of my powers.

            “I am suspecting you are an intuitive expressionist.”

            She declared, as if telling me I was half white. It sounded like a personality trait or some special gifted gene to my ears.

            “What is that exactly?”

            I inquired as Nadia strode over to us. I willed the fires on my fingertips to die out slowly. She had the same silver lined black leather trench coat, leather pants, and snug fit shirt as the other night. Her weapon pouches were a lot more visible to the naked eye in daylight. She had dozens of pockets and more belt pouches, almost comparable to Batman’s utility belt. Not that extreme, but she didn’t mess around when she was dressed for battle.

            I nodded my head towards the rift. She looked at me as if she were about to solve some unknown riddle.

            “I see that you have perfect sight, a very rare gift, along with your other unusual abilities.”

            She commented. I gave her a thinly veiled look that said I was not playing games today. She seemed to register the wordless threat and expelled a breath.

            “That is what a tare in the fabric of the human world to the spectral looks like. One of everyone of any great power’s many jobs globally, are to track down such breeches in this dimension, so that humans do not end up like your beloved.”

            My heart pricked as she mentioned Ariel in passing. Even though she did not do some to inflict pain. I felt the burn of my guilt at her passing renewed in my chest. Everything seemed to connect back to her death like an endless loop or some cycle that would always spin back around to that grizzly evening.

            “What about those of us who can feel things, and can see the haunts?”

            Clarke asked. I looked at my friend. It was not an inappropriate question. Honestly, if we could either get him to vacate the battlefield or teach him how to shoot back, then I would sleep a hell of a lot sounder tonight!

            “I’d still advise you not to engage them as you are now. Not unless you have a partner at your side to help watch your six. You are only a few steps above a mortal, barely raised into this realm of heightened existence. Never forget how terrifying such a massive, expansive pecking order can become to those on the fringes.”

            Her eyes seemed to gather more silver in them as she spoke. Her look was distant to her past, like she was recalling some incident from her own youth so long ago.

            “So, are you planning to teach us how to properly defend against these haunts and how to seal this rift thingy?”

            I asked. My tone spoke for how deadly serious I was now. I wanted this more than I wanted my next meal or my next breath. Haunts and other dark nasties needed to be kept in check. If I could see them, I needed to be good at ridding this world of them. Not merely as some revenge starved crazy girl, but as a rational immortal being that would rather not witness countless lives lost because I was lazy.

            “The first thing you two need to do is learn how to use weapons enchanted with expressions of power. They will reduce the amount of power you deplete to kill each haunt.”

            Nadia plucked twin short swords from inside her large trench coat. Almost like a damn magician’s trick! I caught the one she tossed at me with deft ease. Clarke snatched his and managed not to unsheathe it and cut himself.

            “There is a reason the sword has been the most prominent weapon throughout time. It is eloquent. It is effective at conserving from wasting effort. All immortals should know how to handle an enchanted blade.”

            Nadia explained in a serious voice.

            Somehow, Clarke resisted the urge to insert a random Highlander joke here!  

           

               

                

           


 

 

            Sixteen:

            The sword was weighted more than I would have imagined for a small eighteen-inch blade. It was deceptively easy to swing. Yet the weight reminded me it was not a toy. Clarke seemed to consider his with reverence. He was mature for a sixteen-year-old guy.

            “How is this supposed to help me when I can’t produce fire from my fingers like some of us?”

            Clarke asked Nadia. I gave him a very sour smile with an evil glint in my eye. Promises for later were passed between us! Nadia outright ignored the immature slippage that was our comedy duo. She seemed to have a laser-like focus that had been honed and forged over her lifespan.

            “Activating the spell enchanted into this steel is simple. You merely learn to express the command “ignite.” Think of this as learning to will a single spark. Which is easy with the constant electrical impulses running throughout the human body. This expression requires no more power than the physical talent needed to strike a match in the mundane world.”

            I felt a sliver of her power snap to her command. A single spark hopped from her finger and rushed to greet her own unsheathed blade. In the next moment, white flames bathed the dark steel.

            I felt two things happen, the pull for need of power, and then it shifts into a physical, tangible state as the spark.

            I mimicked her command. Silver flamed coated my sword and nearly hopped off onto Clarke. Nadia crossed her blade over mine, and it barred the fire from any further travel.

            “Next time, less power. You are an intuitive expressionist. Only practice and time will hone your control on your fine calibrations, on expression and power balance.”

            She spoke as a hot schoolteacher to me. I nodded like a dutiful student. I could feel Clarke’s frustration beside me. She waved at the haunts circling towards us.

            “Draw in your power just a bit. Then deal with our first wave of guests. Clarke, it is freakish that she could manifest so fast, so just focus on you. Remember, your friend is more like an exception to the rules of expression. You just do as I teach you, and you will become a fine expressionist.”

            Nadia had the chops of a teacher in her core. I pulled back on the buzz of power feeding to the blade. I noticed that I did not keep losing energy every second the fire was active. I was merely holding it in a shape, the sword. My working theory was that I could make a sword of pure flames, if I wished to, so long as I expressed it in the form of a blade. I was far from ready to test that. My imagination spun to life with the endless possibilities of shaping and willing my powers.

            Behind me, it felt like Clarke was flicking a metaphysical lighter, trying to cause it to spark with his inner will. I could distinguish that the sense of expression was separate from mind and all the other known senses of the humanoid body. Expression was an entire sense all its own. My mind spun out of control with the wildness of this discovery. I now realized just how limited the human view was in the regular world.

            I had no more time to stand and bask in my newly discovered reality. Deep purple and black haunts shrieked at me. I could hear Nadia insuring Clarke he was safe to keep focusing on his lesson.

            My blade swished in a half arc burning through the haunt like it was a piece of loose paper. Silver flames vaporized the creature before it could progress a single foot further. I was sure I heard Nadia murmur something about “Aither Flame” under her breath, but I was too busy juking slashing wild claws from two more creatures. I ducked and thrust my flaming blade. Then I spun back in a slashing motion and cut through the next.

            I was not a professional, but I was neither a stranger to conflict. The beasts moved in primal patterns. There was some basic intellect governing them and their actions, but nothing that could approach an evolved being’s intuitive abilities. Nadia watched me with care, even though she pretended to be completely absorbed in teaching Clarke. Hell, I was sure it appeared that way to him. I could feel her mind on me, feeling my powers out and my every use of expression. She was raptly interested in me. In whatever being I was growing into. I was not naïve about this interest. I knew that she could deem me a threat and kill me herself. I think part of her was still deciding this very issue now.

            More haunts flooded from the dark opening on the upper side of the factory building. The hole almost seemed to grow slowly as the creatures pushed their way through, screeching like banshees of Celtic lore.

            I dove into the thick of them. I juked claws and slashed at purple-black bodies. The specters shoved towards me. The sluggish mindless mass of ghostly beings, and I backpedal. I kept my fiery sword spinning and slicing ahead of my body like a propeller blade.

            The dim creatures didn’t panic or run from me. Despite my overwhelming level of success dispensing their kin. They just rushed at me, hungry like starving wolves. Their shadowy claws raking. Their open dark maws chomping for a bite of me. They hungered for energy or life essence. I was not experienced enough to decern the difference now, but I could tell they became galvanized into action by the presence of expression or some tasty source of power. Humans might not be exactly like I was, but they were all meals on wheels as far as these things were concerned. That alone made them dangerous pests. I could understand why Nadia said that it was the job of all evolved beings to dull out some pest control.

            The act of moving and intuitively expressing my powers allowed me time to analyze my executions of these powers and further expand on my control. I was learning to express just by having a physical task to execute—mainly killing the haunts and lesser crazed spirits. Nadia was highly intelligent. She knew I needed some menial-type expression task to channel myself against for an extended period. She knew that I could teach myself with a few pointers. I was sure that all the finite expressions would still require more study, like anyone else.

            About this time, I felt Clarke touch the wad of untapped power in his center being. I felt the spark of flame against the enchanted blade. The white flames rushed across his sword. The flames were more dispersed than the ones coating my sword, but they could still burn through a stray haunt as it rushed at him, feeling the surge of a new expression.  

            “I’m not a red shirt anymore, baby!”

            Clarke whooped. I sniggered to myself. I focused on cutting through the middle of the pack of haunts vying for dibs on my throat.

            “Now that you have tapped into the power inside, you can never forget how that newly awakened sense feels. All other forms of expression you will learn will come a lot easier since you have now opened your energy’s flow. Expressing power allows one to build the pathways of travel for the power, it is comparable to the concept of the chakras in the east.”

            Nadia explained to Clarke, who nodded. He held his hand out tentatively to the fire on his sword.

            “It’s not burning me.”

            Clarke observed out loud. She didn’t heckle him. She smiled at him with the kindness and patience befitting her maturity and experience.

            “Your expressions, enchantments, and personal power cannot cause you harm. There are a few exceptions, but it is not the time to mention those. That is an advanced expression for another time.”

            She told him and Clarke nodded. He clumsily slashed at a haunt coming at him. I realized the sort-of have of haunts was growing more than I cared to keep in check solo.

            “This is lesson two for you, Hannah. Haunts are infesters. They keep alerting their kind on the spectral realm to the meal they discovered. Until the connection to the mortal world is severed. If you attract one haunt, you can bet there are a thousand more in ear-shot ready to be called upon. They make up the bulk of the spectral world because they are ruthless and relentless about feeding. Haunts that feed and fatten up on energy can evolve into what killed your girlfriend Ariel, a Wraith. Wraiths are intelligent, regaining some fragmented sense of self. Even memories of their life and the lives of those they have killed as haunts. They become an intelligent, but splintered persona. Like a kaleidoscope of many personalities all smashed together into one sociopathic being.”

            My spine froze at this description of my most hated foe. It was a Wraith who killed Ariel. If I was remembering Nadia correctly, it is a Wraith she is hunting for here in Doylestown.

            “Wraiths can destabilize the energy flow of a region. Giving rise to rips in this dimension. They cannot control dimensional travel, nor can they actively open rips, but they can raise enough hell to form them.”

            Nadia explained. I slashed through another pair of haunts as I listened, raptly focused on her smokey voice. I felt like I was suddenly invigorated with this new information. Now I knew some basic indicators to detect haunts and wraiths in a region. Knowing what evidence to look for was key to discovery. Whatever I did with my life, I planned to execute the petty bastards in my spare time!

            Nadia seemed perfectly content with this realization. Hell, she seemed like she was banking on that direction as she taught me some basic metaphysical does and don’ts. Even if she may turn against me some day, I knew I was forever grateful to her for taking the time to give us these basic survival mechanisms. Now I could truly breathe again. I could trust Clarke to fight for himself, even if I were going to secretly watch over him none-the-less!

            Expression and power opened up a whole new universe of discoveries just waiting for us to find each of them. Our lives would be packed full of new lessons and new sources of information. Expression would take my entire existence to master. I would spend as much of it in the company of my bestie as I could. These were all things I knew to be absolute in my life.

            “I need you to open the path and let me have five seconds at the rift without being interrupted. Can you do that for me?”

            Nadia asked me. I nodded stiffly. I kept sweeping my blade. I pushed my power, expressing it outward. The flames grew like fiery silver dragon wings. The flaming wings rushed out engulfing more and more of the area in silver flame, the haunts dove like spectral moths to my silver flames. I blanketed the entire front side of the building in silver fire. Nadia had spun power, spreading it in an invisible sheet, patching the hole in the dimension. I noted the sensation of how her power expressed itself to clone the layer of reality around it. She looked to me, confirming I had committed it to my memory. I gave her another nod. Then I kept blasting bursts of fire at the lingering haunts.

 

 

 


 

 

 

            Seventeen:

            Nadia marveled at the grace with which Hannah Graves danced around haloed in silver aither flames. She was chaos robed in flesh. The very personification of marvelous destruction. Her firestorm of powers battered the haunts. Obliterating them on a sub-atomic level. She was the very definition of “overkill” made flesh and bone.

            Etched from the very tempest of the most unfathomable powers, Nadia could not believe the mystery before her. She looked upon the young woman, and she knew that it was only a matter of time before she would be forced to become the girl’s personal Judas. Energy that eclipsed the entire planet could not remain buried for long.

            She was crafty. She had kept from Hannah the name for what she was. Hannah was unique in that Nadia had never seen a single Shade born a female in her thousand-year life. The Ethereal spectral lords only occasionally visited earth. Their shade half-breeds were always males.

            Hannah’s mother had merely been the most recent victim of consensual murder. No mortal can sustain themselves and carry a shade to term. Hannah lived because her father whimsically opted to discard her mother’s life for a night of fleshly pleasure.

            Nadia didn’t know who her father was, but she knew all the Ethereal lords were shrewd beings who viewed humans as gnats. Shades were every bit as powerful as their fathers, but they had actual bodies. The difference is that the parent race largely inhabits a higher dimension and only take on physical form when they deem it necessary.

            Nadia knew that the Architects would give anything to possess a female shade. Lucky for this girl, Nadia loathed her taskmasters as much as the beings they ground into the dirt!

            She stilled for a moment. She willed back the images that assaulted her mind. Snippets of a little girl chained to an altar and the silver flow of pure aither energy. Even a millennium later and Nadia had experienced nothing as terrifying or as painful! Not even…

            She shook herself from the thought, and she willed back the flow of hopeless topics from her thoughts. She was forever enslaved to the Architects. They would force her to serve them until her body gave out on her. What she wanted was irrelevant!

            She looked to the young girl who danced freely in the evening and moved with the natural talent of an infamous sword master. Nadia was certain that the girl’s name would become as well known as Nobunaga one day.

            She didn’t know what use or help she could be to the young woman, but she vowed inside her heart not to merely hand the girl over to her masters. She would hide her, allow the girl to grow into her abilities in secret. Maybe then she stood half a chance of resisting them? She knew that was unlikely, yet Nadia suddenly discovered that hope did in fact spring eternal, as the adage went.   She now hoped that Hannah could survive the attentions that would inevitably target her. She was potentially one of the most powerful beings on this planet. Many of the immortal players would do just about anything to “possess” a female shade.

            The dangers she would face were more than likely going to get her killed. Nadia just hoped that the girl could learn enough to save herself when her time was up. There seemed to be an invisible clock counting down on Hannah Graves. She was already borrowing against her life time wise. The Architects would hunt for her soon. Trepidation seemed to be plentiful.

            This world had been closed for most of Nadia’s life, because of the Architects toppling the ancient power balance on earth and closing the stable rifts between dimensions. Hannah’s existence was proof that even the Architects could not stop or control the Ethereal Lords. They moved as they pleased. They did whatever they pleased. The universe was like their large playground.

            Hannah was no safer if her father’s people discovered her. She was an immortal broodmare. Their specie had lost the female population during the ancient wars with the Architects and the other power players in the immortal universe. All vying for territory and expanses to spread their own forms of expression. History is written by the shrewd and the self-absorbed, it seemed to Nadia.

            Her confusing was almost becoming palpable. Nadia could not keep the young shade girl out of her mind forever. She knew that the powerful being would one day outgrow her defenses. Her growth and her powers were unbelievable. Nadia had never seen such a steep, expressionist curve of power. Also, she had never seen a natural expressionist with remotely as much potential energy.

            If Hannah survived to full adulthood, she would live to become the fulcrum which might disrupt the balance to tenuously held. Nadia could not bring herself to kill the girl. She knew logically, that death might be the kinder option, yet she could not help but feel drawn to the young shade. It was not merely her mixed cultural appearance that made her so beautiful and captivating. Hannah was also a wildcard with an unique sense of personal justice. She was also undeniably sexy, which Nadia could usually resist in other women. Hannah was her own personal fire. She was the primal might that attracted the experienced huntress. Hannah was both sophisticated and savage at the same time. That was nostalgic to Nadia, reminding her of the bygone era for which she had been born.  An era filled with open expression and infinite possibility.

           

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

            Eighteen:

            We drove home. Clarke kept using that stupid spark expression, just because it made him feel the connection to the power inside himself. He was enthralled with learning more. Nadia had been reluctant to impart much to us, but she gave us a link to a well-hidden site managed and updated for training supernaturally gifted youths. All the expressions on it appeared benign from what I could scan so far.

            I felt oddly free of debt towards Nadia. There was something about her that bespoke personal motivations for helping us. After a small period reading girls inside, I could surmise that she had an angle, and she had secrets. I could trust that so long as our interests were aligned, she would be helpful. Anything further was merely a “cross that bridge” situation.

            Even after hours of practicing his new expression, Clarke was still buried in his studies as we passed midnight. I had texted my rents and told them I was staying with Clarke again. Even in text, I was catching the backhand of my mother’s subtle sarcasm. I have long since discovered that if a parent says “fine,” it never means fine. 

            Even with the things going right, I was still fumbling the ball with home and with school. I was still a meme of teenage inhibition and an example for the path one should not take. There was a part of me that wanted to swat away the nuisances, but the evolved logical center inside my soul soothed me with rational sound argument against such potentially deadly actions. I was no passivist, yet I was terrified that the silver flames Nadia called aither fire would be turned against hapless mortals around me. I had already seen youth extinguished around me. I had zero desire for a repeat performance.

            Speaking of aither fire, I googled it, and only a few very hushed referenced mentioned it. All sounded part conspiracy lunatic in origin. All seemed to be written by actual expressionists, but none sound of mind or safe to broach the subject with. I burned to learn more about my origins, yet I didn’t wish to unmask a lot of crazies along my path. I still felt vulnerable. Like I was in constant danger. I had felt this in jail, but it felt even more pronounced now.

            After the grizzly scene at the warehouses, I now realized just how dangerous the haunts were to my environment. They seemed to destabilize everything, breaking down the borders between the here-and-the-now. They seem to shatter the balance. Calling energies and spirits that are not supposed to inhabit this plane, still covetous of the living and the immortal. This was all observation and part hypothesis, but I felt strong in my convictions. So many things were unraveling around me now. I should be careful. I should keep close to Clarke. However vulnerable I may be now; he is far worse off than me. He might be some evo human, but he was still much more human than me.

            Visions of the haunts snapping and sucking into his life essence the night before played in my mind like a twenty-four-seven horror show, all for my viewing displeasure! Humans annoyed me. They seemed to constantly disappoint me, but Clarke was the single bright spot in my world.

            My girly heart could almost include this new hot detective Nadia into the bright category, yet I was reluctant to allow her that space inside of myself. I was adept at keeping the storm on the outside, but at the cost of my personal attachment issues. I am certain Freud could have written a complete series on the case study that would have been Hannah Graves.

            I had deeply rooted abandonment issues. This was clear to me and to the adults in my orbit. Logic could not dismantle the feeling of isolation that being orphaned erects inside a person’s inner self. It expresses itself in so many unconscious manners that can only have been properly distinguished in retrospect.

            “Hannah, you still reading over those forums?”

            Clarke asked, his eyes dancing with excitement. I arched a questioning brow. He opened his palms and funneled energy to a single point in his cupped hands. I felt the air chill as a small flake of snowy ice grew and crystalized. I could see with my eyes, how the energy and moisture were spun with the air, and the expressive power caused the freezing effect.

            “There’s something you’re not supposed to see every day.”

            I murmured. I was impressed with Clarke’s studious and nerdy execution of the literal textbook spell. Except, don’t call them spells, because these peeps are triggered fast if you infer the “M” word. I too knew the difference, yet it did not remove the teenage amusement of how fun trolling the adults could be! Besides, at least this way, if I mention magic to people on the net, I can figure them out faster. See their reactions and watch them squirm! With all the predators on the web, it was a good thing.

            “It’s a simple application of moisture, air and power in a simple elemental alchemical effect.”

            Clarke explained. I held up my finger lazily and a frosty bulb formed on the end of it. Then it grew into a rose pedal of pure icy sheet. I could feel the slight depletion of moisture in my general vicinity. Expression was not magic. I was bending and transmuting elements of nature, so there was a price to pay, besides merely the adage of my energy to the elements.

            “Hey! You stop showing off! Damn natural!”

            Clarke objected, but he was not actually serious. He smiled and picked the rose from my fingers. He turned it over and studied it. His eyes widened at the chill on his skin.

            “Man, this is freakin awesome! I really wish you could teach me how to do all that as well! I guess I will just have to study more and try not to envy your natural skill.”

            Clarke said and shrugged.

            “I get the distinct feeling my life will not be all rainbows and puppies. Being me will probably suck more than it is sweet.”            

            His eyes showed a somberness to them. He had already considered this truth, and he nodded his understanding.

            ***

            Clarke and I crashed on opposite ends of the bed. The disapproving glare of the mother hawk awakened me! She didn’t verbalize her disapproval, but she raised her tone far louder than was needed to wake Clarke.

            I could feel the revulsion of his mother as if it were my own. She hated me. She feared me. She thought I was some delinquent influence on her son. The sheer veracity of her conviction was like a sucker punch to the mouth.

            “Momma, why you yelling at us like that?!”

            Clarke exclaimed, and he popped up in a start while scrubbing sleep from his eyes. Brook Davies merely crossed her arms over her chest. She looked down at her son with that motherly, disapproving glare. No words I knew of could pelt a guy with more impact than a mother’s look.

            “How many times have I told you not to sleep with that girl?!”

            She roared and looked past me as if I were invisible. Clarke twisted his features up in classic repulsion. Part of me felt a blow to my ego and was offended for my hotness, but the rest of me was firmly in agreement with the response!

            “She is like a damn sister! I wouldn’t go there. Besides, she would kick my black ass if I tried!”

            Clarke exclaimed. I nodded sagely in agreement with this assessment of my up-chuck responses.

            “Well, I’m gonna go take a shower.”

            I declared. I slinked past Mrs. Davies and tried hard not to feel the waves of fear, doubt, and paranoia rolling off her. I didn’t mean to, but I peaked inside her mind as we passed one another. I saw her fears, Clarke being arrested and beaten by white cops. I realized that her fears were more about him ending up on the wrong end of statistics in the criminal justice system, than they were about me.

            “Don’t worry about Clarke so much. He’s one of the best people in the world, Mrs. D.”

            I said in a soft tone low enough that Clarke didn’t overhear, but loud enough to make sure she caught it. Her widened eyes told me it shocked her. She didn’t know how I knew what I knew, but the words comforted her, and disturbed her at the same time.

            I was off to drown out my sorrows about being the little she-devil to my bestie’s mom. Mrs. Davies had been like a second mom to all of us, me, Ariel, and Jerry. Now, it was down to me and Clarke.

            I jogged home. I was not expecting the look of motherly disapproval I received for the second time this morning, as I walked into the door.

            “Where have ye been, skulking in like a wee ally cat.”

            I gave my mom a look of profound confusion. That was a strange one, even for her normal levels of Irish-English.

            “Mum, I was at Clark’s studying and I crashed, chill. Not like I was out being crazy or doing drugs or whatev!”

            My sass could have stripped the paint from the walls. My mother looked at me with kind but worried eyes.

            “What’s gotten into ye? You used to be such a good girl, just to football and out with friends, then back to kip in yer own bed.”

            I felt the waves of confusion and fear rolling from her like I had Clarke’s mother. Only the direction was different. I could see so many scenarios flashing through her mind about what I was up to.  

            “Look, I know things are different now, but it’s not like I am off burying dead bodies or anything! I was studying some historical alchemy with Clarke. We thought we could make the experiments work for us. You know, not the led into gold bull, but other smaller experiments with transmutation. All very nerdy and not exactly the thing a girl wishes to cop to. You seem to think I am taking body shots and having a lot of random sex with strangers or something.”

            I winced slightly and swore into my mind about the imagery I had added to her already lengthy plethora of worries and doubts. She didn’t look convinced of my innocence, which stung a bit, but she seemed to settle down for the time being.

            “Alchemy? That is rather daft rubbish. Did it work?”

            I smirked at her and said, “We made snowflakes out of thin air and moisture?”

            I spoke the truth, leaving out the expressions used and all that bit. Mum didn’t need to know her daughter was some new-age witch or whatever the hell I was.

            “Well, that sounds like something you two might accomplish. There were no others present?”

            She not so subtly inquired. I narrowed my eyes at her in a dangerous slit.

            “I am sweaty. I just ran home. It’s too early and I stink. For me to stand here and be grilled about things that my body would never want to happen. Or did you think the fairies showed up one night and turned me straight, mum?”

            She winced slightly and gave me her version of a sheepish grin.

            “You’re my little girl. So I’m not sorry that I worry for ye. Even if I realize I might be mad about it.”

            She admitted. I rolled my eyes.

            “Don’t forget, yer gran is coming over today, so I expect ye to be here.”

            With everything going on, I was actually relieved to hear this. I loved my granny. She had moved from Ireland when I was adopted. Just so she could be closer to her daughter and granddaughter.

 

 

 

 


 

 

            Nineteen:

            School was buzzing with the usual levels of irritating emotions that I normally could have ignored. However, being that I now had my telepathizing antenna up, I was receiving the deets from everyone around.

            By the time I made it to my locker, I had discovered thirteen closet cases, male and female, and one shockingly perverse librarian with a men’s underwear fetish. Now, I wished against all else to discover there was a bleach for the metaphysical mind!

            Being in such proximity to hundreds of teens and dozens of mortal staff, my abilities were ringing in my ears like they were going on overload. The arguments and accusations of this morning were fresh wounds to my heart and soul. I felt as if I had been flogged publicly and left to bleed.

            You might think I was being dramatic, but you don’t know how it feels to experience the disappointment, fears, and accusations of women you grew up trusting and loving. My logical self knew it was neither their fault nor my own. They each believed they knew me and knew my actions. They could believe such because my mum would have never let it stand, if she knew I was just coming off a sentence that was not mine to begin with. Besides that, it would leave her with too many questions surrounding Ariel’s death.

            It was in everyone’s best interest for me to keep the heat squarely on myself. That did not remove the suck factor of this entire mess! The human world seemed to be clueless to the existence of immortals and expression. This added immensely to the weight of the truth I must now carry nearly solo. Clarke was my one remaining lifeline. Outside of him, I would be forced to endure the harsh optics of the adults and teens around me.

            The fall from grace in high school was merciless. What made it worse, was being able to hear the thoughts of all the ones who merely sided with the new reigning tenth grade “it” girl. Her name was Kristen Young. She was basically a snotty little attack poodle in a very pink skirt. She even seemed to rock a unique style reminiscent of the mid-eighties.

            She was short, about five-one, (hence the attack poodle,) and she was pale, blonde, and entirely too skinny to be healthy. I was not sure if I hated her on principle or wanted to toss her a nutritionist to possibly extend her life. She was in a lot of my classes. She seemed to be out on a mission this morning to make me feel as uncomfortable as possible.

            “I just think they should make all the delinquents join the short bus class. Contain the problem, not let it spread into the general population.”

            Her eyes cut to me and I merely looked back at her, almost like the abyss of her world. I was tempted to freeze her ass to her seat, but such a petty display of expression was certainly bound to turn someone’s head, eventually. Logic dictated that exposing yourself as non-human amidst a population of seven or eight billion humans, was not wise!

            “You get one more incomplete on your tests and you might be the one riding the short buss, Kristen.”

            Clarke snipped at her, as he moved over and took the empty seat next to me. I felt my heart warm. He was my dork in shiny armor! Kristen huffed and made some vague penis reference, but Clarke seemed secure enough in his manhood to let it roll off his back. He was part jock and part mathleet. He was a very perplexing non-type for the average barbie to pin down.

            “Don’t let those muffies get yah down girl!”

            Clarke said, pulling the term from one of our favorite supernatural shows called Lost Girl. I smirked up at him lazily. It peaked my amusement. He seemed eternally capable of delivering me from the anguish of the muffies of this world.

            “The muff mafia is mounting a full-scale hostile invasion of the school’s pecking order now.”

            I told him in a counter observation. Clarke snorted and rolled his eyes.

            “Well, why don’t you get up off your damn throne and kick some muffy ass then?”

            I narrowed my eyes and pushed my thoughts into his mind.

            ‘You know why not. Besides, I am already far removed from the mortal pecking order, but they just don’t know that yet.’ 

            I said into his mind. I felt Clarke projecting his thoughts to me, almost like he pushed them at me. I could grab them and hear them, even without him being allowed past my mental defenses.

            ‘Man, I just wish everyone else knew you as I do. You don’t deserve all this bad press and fake news!’ 

            He thought. I bit the inside of my lip and I thought,

            ‘Such is my cross, I guess?’ 

            Clarke snorted loudly and muttered, “Now a sista think’s she’s the second damn coming!”

            I cut him a harsh look, chastising him, and everyone turned around staring at the pair of us. Our teach picked that moment to walk in and slam the door shut. Usually, it would be improbable to catch a telepath off guard this close to her, but even I winced in shock at the sudden racket.

            Clarke gave me a sheepish, apologetic grin. He fished out his notebook from his backpack. I had not missed the fact that he was carrying the damn thing around, instead of leaving it in his locker. I had an ominous feeling about this change of the normal. Clarke was predictable. Hell, he was the guy who would end up behaving like a sixty-year-old man before he’s twenty! He likes what he likes, and he doesn’t tote around his heavy ass backpack unless he is worried about letting it out of his sight.

            A girl did not need to be a genius or Holmes to deduce that he was likely carrying expression supplies. He was about to delve into alchemy for the first time. I could pick this off his mind, if the toad were not picturing all the girls in class, including the teacher, naked. Being told that teen boys think about sex every eight seconds and experiencing it firsthand with an entire group of them swimming through your mind, are completely different things! Once again, my mind circled back to the psychic bleach idea.

            ***

            We were eating lunch in the courtyard under some larger oak trees. People seemed to stare more than usual, which was bugging me. Clarke was so focused on the start alchemy set he had cobbled together with elementary chemistry set equipment that he did not notice my distress mounting.

            Clarke was absorbing himself in some minor transmutations. He was also finishing his own personal crucible for the distillation and transmutation ignition process. A crucible was the glassy looking container that one used to mix the raw elements together in the transmutation process. I recognized that the distillation process could be expressed without the human methods, but not for Clarke. My instinctive and deeply intuitive knowing of expression was as much a mystery to me as it seemed to be to those around me.

            I knew that Clarke probably envied me my talents, but I envied him his deeper emotional connections and his intricate support system. I was stuck on the outside looking in. My parents were merely the people who raised me, not my blood. In some ways, despite the love I held for them, I felt like I would always be a disappointment. I was defective, and I was not the proper perfect teen daughter I was supposed to have been.

            To make matters more complex, I knew that I was already on borrowed time with them. Soon I would be on my own. I would be forced to discover my place in this world and the larger universe without them. Soon, they would see what a freak I was and there would be no point of return. My sense of impending dread was almost consuming me, but even more so, my sense of dread here and now had my keen senses on a razor’s edge.

            When the senior girls are circling the courtyard just to get a second or third giggling look at a random sophomore, you know there is real trouble brewing! There was a perfect storm outside. All I could do was enjoy my burrito and try not to think about what new trouble I was about to step into.

            Clarke was looking at me, beaming his excited puppy dog eyes at me. He dropped a spark into the crucible. The white flash proceeded, the elements dissolving, and leaving a new green substance.

            “This is real raw mithril! Like the substance said to be confined to the pages of a hobbit writing author’s works and World of Warcraft!” 

            Clarke preened. I sighed and pat him on the head like he was a dog.

            “Good job, Clarkie!”

            I said in a baby-talk tone. He huffed and smacked my hand away delicately.

            “Hey, come on Hannah! Look, this can be turned into armor or swords!”

            I looked down in contemplation at the expression enchanted material cooling and solidifying in his translucent crucible.

            “Not to sound like a bitch, but that might make a pen, not a blade.”

            Clarke narrowed his eyes and waved one hand in a wide flowery gesture.

            “Yeah, but imagine what we could do with a bunch of it!”

            He exclaimed. I chimed in sassily, “What, open a forge? Can we also start a tavern and hire some IRL wenches?!”

            He gave me a flat look that bespoke his general lack of amusement with me

            “Don’t knock the wenches, Hannah. You don’t know what their lives have been like!”

            Clarke said. I snorted derisively.

            “Well, if they live out here, chances are high they’re just suburban girls like the rest of us.”

            Clarke added, “I’m not a girl!”

            I smirked at him like a lazy, amused feline.

            “Clarke, how conceited do you have to be to assume I am always talking about you?”

            He gave me a reproachful look, but he didn’t feed his personal troll. I was trying to distract myself from whatever was about to hit my fan. Giggling was becoming more frequent and my natural half-human curiosity was burning my damn ears now! After I sighed and stood, I looked to Clarke and said, “Whatever happens next, just don’t get into it, please.”

            He frowned. Then he looked back to his crucible. He didn’t catch the layer of distress in my tone. He must have thought I was being sarcastic, because usually he is defensive like an alpha canine in the wild.

            When I walked back into the massive cafeteria, I saw they had hung the posters for the Junior prom candidates and then that is when my eyes caught what had been so damn funny. Next to the three most likely to be picked, was a picture of me with a photoshopped black and white stripped prison uniform from some antiquated age.

            Someone had fixed the results and put my name in the hat. From the look of the baleful principle, I was suspect numero-uno in the case.

            “Well, frack!”

            I murmured. I resigned myself to the stormy afternoon that was in store.

           

     

         


 

 

             Twenty:

            After an hour-and-a-half of grilling and screaming from my principle, Mr. Henderson, I had an entirely different viewpoint on the Carry movies.

            Henderson was your typical fifty-something has-been authoritarian. He is prone to being a bully and has not yet listened to any of my refusals. The issue with arguing logic or reason with him, where they did not seem present in his mind. Knowing his mind was not stable enough to have this conversation, I finally just shut up and shut down.

            We spent the rest of my last period playing a mental chicken with one another, except I had the advantage of seeing into his mind.

            “You’re not leaving me much choice, Miss Graves. I will have to suspend you. I had hoped you would see reason before it came to this.”

            He said, but in his mind, I could feel he got off on abusing his power and influence, even if only in minor ways—like putting another blemish on my permanent record!

            “You do that, and I will sue you for slander and baseless accusations, which will devastate my chances of getting into any first or second tier college.”

            I quipped at him. I narrowed my eyes. I felt my powers rising to the surface. It chaffed me that this tiny little man could flaunt himself before me when I could literally incinerate him! I had all the real power, yet he was the one chastising me for something that I could likely trace back to the source—AKA Kristen Young. She had bumped one of the junior contestants from the ballad to put me there, so that had pissed off the girls above us. I was the natural target for that ire.

            Muffies can come up with some truly terrifying machinations if you let them. She did what might appear to be a favor towards me at one glance, but the shitstorm it unleashes, anything but a favor—not to mention the damn posters with me in a damn antique prison uniform!

            “You’re not even eighteen, you can’t sue me. Your parents will never retain a lawyer.”

            I looked him dead in his eyes. I let my power surge slightly, enough that his predator-prey instincts would trigger. I was not sure how I knew to do this. It was like many expressions I had fumbled my way into discovery.

            “Mr. Henderson, I will get myself emancipated just for the sole purpose of focusing my considerable intellect on ruining your life. Dragging your ass through every court in this country if you lay baseless charges against me. You need some form of evidence. Some proof that I have committed any of the acts you believe I have. Ask yourself this. If it were me, why the fuck would I put those stupid posters up? You must be a real simp not to realize how not sexy those make my ass appear! I am not a vane person, but I like to make sure my assets are always looking nice and ripe!”

            He was uncomfortable with mention of my anatomy. He was sweating under the consistent invisible pressure of my power. I was not expressing the power, merely making it tangible to his senses, allowing him to know who in this room was the wolf and who was the weak, feeble dear ready to be eviscerated and devoured.

            His brown eyes were filled with layers of disdain, but his mind showed him losing his calm. He was factoring in how much money he might end up spending in legal fees. I did not delight in causing him distress, but I was considerably unhappy with him right now.

            “I can’t just let this go!”

            I raised a questioning brow and hummed. Then I steeped my fingers together and relaxed back into my chair. I pushed my power out more. He seemed to nearly wince at the feeling. I couldn’t imagine how uncomfortable my power felt to him, even as a telepath, because I can only read his thoughts as he thinks them. Either way, he appeared to be suffering more than the calm Hannah would ever like.

            “Then go figure out who did it. I would start with the video. Go all 1984 on their assess and track down who broke in, and who hung the posters. Also, I would consider who would have had the art skills, because this was a custom rush job. Obvi, whoever did it outsourced the heavy lifting, so-to-speak.”

            I said through partially grit teeth. I gave him a terse smile and stood up without being told.

            “Hey, st…”

            I pushed my power out further and I saw him gasp at the force hitting his chest. I worried if I exerted more force, I might cause something to happen. He was no spring chicken as the old folks say.

            “I’ve indulged your whimsical abuse of authority enough. I will sue if you test me. I suggest you look for those who are responsible. If you bother me again, so help you.”

            I finished, and I flung the door open. I spotted my father standing about to open the principle’s door. I huffed. I shot past him as I felt his mixture of relief and profound shock bombard my mind. I could tell his silent accusations bespoke his immediate belief that I was guilty.  

            “Hannah, what’s going on here?! I had the school call to tell me you pulled some prank and could face charges!”

            I huffed. I turned back to the principle and I gave him one last withering look.

            “Afraid you’ve been called down here for nothing at all. We’ve handled this misunderstanding. Or do you still plan to suspend an innocent girl?”

            I asked the principle in a fake sweet tone more befitting the Americana teen girl.

            He glared at me for a long moment, then tersely exclaimed, “Just go home, and if I find out you did this, I will suspend you!”

            It might not have appeared much, but for me, and him, that was the equivalent of him exposing his soft belly to my ravenous jaws in the metaphorical wild.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Twenty-One:

            My dad followed me with his car the entire way to Clarke’s house. I refused to get in with him. I didn’t want to be any closer to his thoughts than I had to be. Being a telepath sucked when you could experience other people’s perceptions of you with their extremely limited and narrow understanding.

            What they perceive is what is manifest in the mind’s eye as truth. My truth was veiled from everyone I loved, aside from Clarke. They only saw the trouble and the smoke, not the cause of the fire. Humans perceive and they judge. Actions and ramifications echo through the souls of their victims forever with the effects of their instantaneous decisions.

            It is harder to make them accept a hard truth than it is to paint them a beautiful picture in lies. The petty human mind will believe the good story and reject the intrinsic evidence that surrounds the unalienable truth.

            Anger broiled deep inside my soul, anger, and a tempest of rage. My outrage was hidden, yet it scorched and singed as it billowed inside my heart and soul.

            Clarke’s parents were not home, thankfully. I grabbed the duffel bag with my sheath and my short blade. After the day I had, I needed to go find me something to cut and or burn. Haunts were on the menu, and I was the huntress.

            I changed into a tight black uniform Nadia had given me for some added defense. She explained that it had bullet proofing, and it was made to be exceedingly difficult to stab through. The black suit was skintight. It made me look like a gymnast or something similar. I felt ridiculous in it, but the extra protection was only rational, considering I had felt the pain those claws could inflict.

            The fabric was thin. It allowed for air to reach the skin, so it didn’t feel oppressive for the hot weather of late Spring. By the time I left Clarke’s house, my dad was gone. He must have realized I was waiting him out and that I would not talk to him until I felt like it. I felt guilty for how I was brushing off my parents. In my defense, I felt betrayed that they did not instinctively know I was innocent of every charge ever laid against my name. It was times like these that I felt the distance of being adopted. I felt the real margin between us. They raised me, but they did not know what made me or comprised my structure. They did not know who and what lay beneath the surface layers of the somewhat sporty lesbian persona I projected to the world.

            Not for the first time, my mind pondered if my birth mom would have known I was innocent of everything. I wondered if she would have loved me. If she would have accepted the monster she bore. I didn’t know what to believe, or who I could trust—aside from Clarke. My instincts told me that humans were too frail and smallminded to trust. I felt my heart hurting in a need to connect to others, a connection I could never experience, because I was nothing like them. I was forever an alien to them. Forever on the outside looking into their utopian lives. Ephemeral though they might be, they seemed to have everything I longed for, well, except for immortality. The curse of the non-human was to exist apart in this world.

            Beyond the hunting haunts and sealing of tares in this dimension, what was my purpose in this world? What did whatever species I derived from exist for? My questions were reasonable, and merely more complicated versions of the ones all orphans ask themselves. I couldn’t imagine what type of masculine creature had helped make me. I knew well enough by now that he was not human. He was something powerful. Something with no sense of parental obligations to me, unless he is completely in the dark to my existence.

            I walked through the forest outside town and I felt a sinister chill slowly beginning to permeate the air. My hand rest on my shot sword and I readied the hilt with my palm, lightly stroking the leather.

            “Come one, this is crazy! We’re too close to town! Randy!”

            A high-pitched voice exclaimed in a squeaky tone. I peered around the next tree curiously. I spotted a male who looked to be half naked and the other half was something else entirely. His skin was scaly and white, but it also seemed to fade to completely blend in certain areas. I could almost forget I was breathing right now as I laid my eyes on the chilly expression of energy twisting the human flesh into the lizard-like form.

            There was a little redheaded girl, likely the source of the distressed tone I heard. She was maybe twelve or thirteen, about three or so years younger than me. Her pale-blue eyes traced back to me, and they widened. Her eyes seemed to hone in on the black liquor hilt in my hand.

            “Reaper!”

            She screamed. She turned and ran, pulling on her older acquaintance. Part of me was thrumming with energy and the thrill of a chase, but I didn’t pursue her. About this time, the masculine lizard-boy launched himself at me. He tackled me in my surprise. I did not feel threatened by them, so I had not regarded them as predators.

            I spun and twisted him. I flipped myself and I ended up with my arms locked around his throat. I cranked down tightly and I ignored the claws digging in and occasionally drawing blood on my arms. They were not long, but they sure hurt! They hurt more than the haunts but seemed to do less total damage.

            I held on for dear life and waited for his mind to blank out into sleep. I eased my hold on him. I began the awkward process of dislodging myself from the nearly two-hundred-pound guy.

            As he was unconscious, his expression faded, and it left me with the fully exposed late-teen male at my feet. I blew my hair from my eyes. I looked around for clothing. Logic dictated that if he was some form changing expressionist, he would keep his clothing nearby. My luck improved when I found a re-printed Sex Pistols gray and white tee-shirt. The hole riddled jeans with safety pins and a double rowed spikey belt looped through the jeans all bespoke his punk-rock persona.

            I moved the pants over his manly bits and sparing us each more of that display! Clarke was usually careful about not letting me see him naked, not that this was even close to the first sight I had of male parts. Nope, trying to be a sexually ripe looking girl and not have everything with a dick sending you pics of it!

            I sighed, and settled down on a stump across from the sleeping male form. I could feel the younger girl circling back towards me slowly. She was stealthy, and if not because I could sense her mind and read her surface thoughts about ambushing me, I would not have known she was approaching.

            “You can just stop that now. I know what you are trying to do, and it won’t work on me. Besides, whatever that Reaper thing is, I’m not it.”

            I said loud enough to allow my voice to carry. I felt her shock and confusion rolling through the air. She was terrified, but she was curious, a very similar curiosity to human. Her curiosity won out eventually, after five minutes of hidden stalemate, she finally came out, but she had a small four-inch dagger in her palm. I considered the blade, but I didn’t move an inch. I was sure I could move faster than the girl. I could tell that she had some level of agility and skills with her blade, but I was sure my raw athletic prowess would have her disarmed in a moment.

            Her eyes sought her redheaded sibling or cousin. They appeared nearly as off-the-boat Irish as my granny. Her accent was American, however, but she was Celtic-Irish. She had the beginnings of a slender ovular face, and a slight form delicate maybe four-nine. She had the thickly chorded muscles of a track-star. Her overall prowess bespoke her dominance in her family hierarchy, even above the larger relative laying sleepily at my feet.

            “That’s a Reaper blade, where’d’you get it?”

            She finally asked, or more like demanded of me. She pointed with her dagger, but it was not so much a hostile act as it extended her hand. Since I could tell her thoughts had settled noticeably since confirming I had not killed her –brother—she was now merely curious.

            “He’s just asleep. I merely choked him out. He will have a bit of a headache, but he will be fine.”

            I opted to evade telling her I was hanging out with an owner of such weapons. My instincts told me she would not trust or like me, if she knew I was rubbing elbows with what she called a Reaper. This also presented me with a chance to learn information about the expressionist world around me from someone who might tell me more truth with less personal slanted propaganda.

            “Yeah, I do that to him all the time when we’re training. He is much larger, but he doesn’t know how to handle people who get right up on him. Typical boys.”

            She commented and she settled beside him. She pushed her dagger back into the side of her boot and she looked at me with big blue eyes.

            “I’ve seen you around the humans. You were one of them, then you were not.”

            She said as if this was the oddest thing she had ever observed.

            “I’m half human, to my knowledge, but don’t hold that against me.”

            I said with a playful edge in my tone and she smirked at me. She was younger, but she looked on me like an equal, like one who spoke for many people.

            “Yeah, that’s not uncommon in the world these days. Plenty of half-mortals running around in the wild. However, they rarely cause a freaking stampede of haunts to infest our town!”

            Her tone was filled with accusation. I arched my brow and shook my head slowly.

            “Try stumbled upon a wraith, and it unleashed haunts after it killed my girlfriend.”

            I told her bitterly. Her eyes took on a more somber note.

            “I heard about her. I am sorry. Her name was Ariel, right?”

            It surprised me, because she didn’t strike me as the expressionist girl who went around memorizing humans’ names and faces.

            “Yes, Ariel Mathewson,” I said around a lump that formed in my fast-drying throat.

            She gave me a weak smile. She looked down at the groaning male as he regained consciousness.

            “Wakey, wakey, hand off snakie!”

            She said teasingly to her older brother and Randy’s eyes popped open, landing on his sister, than on me. He then seemed to realize he was naked and covered only loosely by his jeans. He popped upright with lightning speed and he scooted further away from me while clutching his jeans to his crotch.

            “It would be a shame if one of those safety pins were to poke him someplace private.”

            I said. She threw her head back and laughed in roaring amusement.

            “Would be fitting. I am Skylar McAdams.”

            I bit my lip and then said, “I’m Hannah Graves.”

            We shook hands. I settled back and let my short sword rest beside me.

           

 

 


 

 

            Twenty-Two:

            Skylar Didn’t know what to make of the mysterious slightly older teen girl before her. She knew that the Reapers recruited from all ranks and walks of pan-dimensional life, but that did not seem to fit with her read. Her momma often told her one day she would be apex and she would need to make snap choices that affected everyone’s lives. Her snap decision about Hannah Graves was that she was as much on the outside of the Architect’s twisted self-serving system of rigid control and rule as the Nix themselves.

            Nix were commonly referred to as chameleon shifters, but they were ancient, and they had once evolved on a dead star system all their own. Skylar was not supposed to let anyone see them shift. She was not supposed to be discovered. She could have just placed her entire conclave in danger!

            However, the girl had seen Hannah around the area her entire life. She had studied the other girl from a distance, mainly because she was strong and somewhat mysterious to be human. That appeared to have rung truer now than Sky ever imagined! The apex Nix were always keen at observation. They could see to the heart of a being’s nature. Hence why the Nix were amongst the outcast species of the earthly plane. The Architects couldn’t deceive them. They couldn’t bend the Nix to their whims, therefore they were targeted for extinction.

            Hannah looked into Skylar’s eyes and it was like the other girl could hear her thoughts. Hannah’s disposition seemed to change noticeably. She appeared keen to communicate something, but kept her mouth shut.

            Sky had a choice, to try her darndest to kill this teen girl over what could amount to nothing or to take her chances on Hannah’s intensions. Her eyes cut to her foolish older brother, Randy. The idiot had expressed his change in the wild of the human domains! For that, he would have been abandoned to protect the conclave, if the Reapers descended.

            Hannah had subdued him with the ease that spoke to a superhuman prowess that either mirrored or outpaced Skylar’s. Sky was no slouch. Even as short and young as she was, she could kill a grown man of most species in battle. She was trained from birth to step in should her mother be incapacitated or killed.

            Nix were known for being matriarchies with apex couples. The males could be apex, and often two apexes mated to produce the perfect offspring—like Skylar. Randy was the example of what ninety percent of apex offspring became, strong, but unremarkable by the larger standard.

            “Would you like to join us for dinner? You are hungry and it is slowly getting late.”

            Sky said. She almost winced at how un-teenager she sounded to peers. She was trained by a woman who could give Yoda, a run for his money, in the odd speech department! Hannah’s eyes told her she perceived the danger in this invitation. She knew that the girl was leading her to an even more powerful adult. Hannah’s body language told Skylar that she regarded the girl as the chief threat in this location. Sky had to believe that Hannah was deeply intuitive at the very least.

            Hannah shrugged her shoulders and appeared to be as unruffled as if she were expecting a tea party.

            “I’d love to hear more about your people and whatever you’re willing to explain to me about expression.”

            Sky stopped and gave Hannah a perplexed look. She studied the powerful youth and considered what she could feel surging from the other teen girl. She was beyond anything Sky had ever sensed before. Only the Architects and their top rabid dogs were spoken of having the energy and unexpressed potential as this teenager.

            “How is it possible that you knocked out my brother, and you claim not to know much of expression?”

            Hannah gave her a wry smile and said, “My mother died in childbirth, and I have no idea who my father is. I just awoke one morning with these abilities and suddenly a wraith was attacking my girlfriend.”

            Sky winched on behalf of Hannah. She could taste the truth in her speech. Nix could use their heightened expressionist animal half to make them keen at deductive reasoning and truth-telling. They were also keen hunters and ferocious protectors. They had to be where they evolved. A world where night was forever, and death was certain at the fangs and talons of the bloody Veron.

            “That sounds like it sucked. I am sorry to hear this.”

            Sky said. She tried not to sound dispassionate, but she was still reading Hannah.

            “Look, I know you don’t trust me and are trying to figure out if you need to kill me.”

            Hannah surprised Skylar as she chucked her blade to her from where it had rested beside her.

            “I don’t know what a Reaper is, but I know I am not one of those.”

            Skylar turned the blade over. It was alive with a foreign energy that flowed through Hannah herself. The unexpressed powers around Hannah could have lit an entire city, at the very least! Her mom would murder her, assuming she survived this encounter! Sky unsheathed the blade and studied its metalwork. She tossed it to the ground and hissed as she sensed the trace touch of Reaper expression on the instrument. Hannah seemed unperturbed by Sky’s sudden action and was wholly unfettered by the tossing of steel.

            “Who gave you that?!”

            Sky demanded of the strange girl. Hannah huffed. She told the entire story of her meeting with the one she knew as Nadia. Skylar knew the name well. She was the head of the Reapers, the personification of genocide in flesh. She was next to the Architects in rank and power. She was also to blame for untold thousands of Nix deaths throughout the centuries.

            “Strange that you are in the wild and are now neither in chains nor are you dead. She either plans to convert you and your friend to her cause, or she is planning to lull you into a false sense of security and murder you once she has learned all your secrets.”

            Skylar said. She surprised herself at the level of compassion she felt for the strange girl. Unlike Hannah, she was not gay, so she knew she was not allowing her hormones to influence her. Skylar already knew she enjoyed male company, though she was nowhere near ready for anything too crazy yet! Why did Hannah’s well-being matter at all to her?!

            “Well, she seems to be tracking down the wraith I am now looking for, so I don’t mind the help.”

            Sky bristled at this and hissed out, “Even if the hands that are helping you were steeped in the blood of millions?!”

            Hannah frowned and shrugged her shoulders.

            “I have no history, no background, and no tribe of people I am aware of. I merely have what I know, and what I can learn right now. My survival seems to be in constant flux.”

            Hannah’s words almost didn’t make their way to Skylar’s inner self. The girl’s very real reasons to want Nadia and all her minion’s dead were all legitimate!

            “She is trying to seduce you to their cause! To kill for her masters!”

            Skylar hissed out. Hannah shook her head and said, “From what I heard, she doesn’t want her masters to know of me. I don’t know why, but I could read it in her thoughts, so I know she could not deceive me.”

            Hannah said. She realized she had just tipped her hand. She was a telepath, and a powerful one if she could read Nadia Patterson. Nadia was legendary in her mental abilities, and her capabilities in reading people like books of flesh.

            “You’re reading my mind, aren’t you?”

            Hannah flushed and nodded in confirmation.

            “Sorry, not sorry? I mean, what am I supposed to do, beg you to blurt out your entire life story for me so I can try to piece together my place in this confusing world full of expressionists who have tribes and conclaves with their own agendas and enemies?

            Skylar sighed and rubbed her temples with her palms.

            “Ughhh, fine, come with me. You will talk to my mother. She will decide your fate. Sorry, not sorry.”

            Skylar looked into Hannah’s violet eyes and they swirled with pure energy like an abyss.

            “Fine, but was the whole dinner part for real? Because a girl could eat, yo.”

            Hannah added in. Sky snorted and shook her head, even as Randy grumbled but kept his mouth shut behind her as he finished dressing.

            “Brother, behave yourself, she bested you and she spared you. Do not forget this and work on your training at least half as vigorously as you chase after females.”

            Skylar interjected in a deadpan tone.

            She felt as if she were his mother most of the time. Even despite him being four-and-a-half-years-older. He was a slave to his urge to mate. He was also besotted with the human culture.

            Skylar looked more like a huntress by comparison. She dressed in earthy tones and she didn’t much care to augment her slight budding feminine curves. She was apex female and she would forever defend herself from all manners of dangers. She knew she would likely be forced to kill more than a few potential mates in that process, so no reason to make their instincts run wilder.  

            Her olive-green baggy tunic and her light tank leather pants were both homemade. She was not amazing with crafting, but Sky was proud of her achievements in making these. Her sister was far more feminine and had tried for her entire life to teach Sky to be womanlier. Her sister was the eldest of four, along with two middle brothers. Randy was the one closest in age to Sky herself. Of all the children born to the apexes, Sky was the only one with the special expressive powers that were unique for the apex ranking Nix.

            “Text Regan, tell her to prepare for a guest at the table.”

            Sky said, locking her eyes on her brother, who stilled unnaturally as his little sister gave him orders. Hannah seemed intensely entranced with this. She was enamored with interacting with Skylar. This was basically “first-contact” to her. She had been frustrated with the dubious nature of Nadia’s one-way information flow, mostly. If Hannah survived dinner with the apex parents, then she might learn a lot more about the world at large. While this extreme risk seemed almost exaggerated by her very mundane background, Hannah was also willing to risk their anger. She needed to know what she was, and why it meant for her survival in this world. She also needed to know if Nadia was playing her like the younger girl suggested.

            The pair of teen girls walked deeper into the thicket of the forest. Hannah soon realized that the woods were far deeper and darker than she ever imagined outside Doylestown. She could feel the hum and thrum of expression as they walked even deeper still, and the daylight splintered to overhead shards from the wooded density.

            “This is all masked and obscured from humans via expression?!”

            Hannah exclaimed, as she caught the first vestiges of a wooden construction of tower-like posts and an enormous gate which was currently raised for them to enter.

 

 

 


 

 

            Twenty-Three:

            There was a movie I saw when I was a little girl called The Village. This insulated community reminded me a lot of that. It was a more dark and dusky agrarian community than it was a modern hamlet. There were pig pins, cows grazing, and even wild deer roaming nearby.

            Instead of a sheepdog to oversee a flock, I discovered a feral looking gray wolf staring back at me. I could tell it was a she. She was the queen of this dark castle. At least as far as the animal pecking order went.

            I noted multiple other wolves running around free, and obviously well groomed. They were not wild per se. They were somehow domesticated. They still held the keen prowess and edge of hunters in the wild.

            “How do you get them to obey, to not attack the kids?!”

            I blurted, forgetting for a single moment that I was the interloper here, not the wolves. The canines were astutely interested in me. They were waiting for a single command, I could feel it thrumming inside their mind.

            “It’s not so hard when your people come from a place with a modern version of what humans refer to as a saber-toothed-tiger. My momma told me that she was raised with one as a companion, but it died in the last struggle to reach the breach to earth on the day of the exodus.”

            I felt her dark stormy turbulent emotions when she mentioned this “Exodus.” I could gather that it was how her people came to my world. Not for the first time, I wondered if my father had been similar, a stranger here trying to escape or start anew. Skylar was young, thirteen from what I had read in her mind. She has since begun to hum Beethoven and methodically scramble her thoughts. She was impressive, and even more keenly disciplined than Nadia mentally speaking. Whoever taught her how to defend her mind had been exceptionally clever in their process.

            “Is it common, being forced to defend yourself against telepaths?”

            I asked, forgetting the situation once again. Sky looked at me, almost mirroring the same expression I felt on my features now—which bordered on incredulous. She seemed to think for a long moment—not that I could sift her thoughts any better this time.

            “It’s not common, and it is even less common in people, not a Reaper.”

            I felt her thoughts uncloud for a single moment. I realized that the extreme change in her emotional state could compromise her ability to keep her mental maze running its paces for my telepathy.

            “How about I just try hard not to accidentally read you, ok? I am not accustomed to my life since waking up hearing every thought, dream, and fantasy around me.”

            She gave me a mirthless smile and simply stated, “My nature is not bent towards trust. That you are alive right now, is mainly because you did not kill my brother. Never forget that.”

            I didn’t bother to correct her, because it was a pointless battle with a female who was equally as stubborn as I. Her effortless grace and her effortless young-teen beauty bespoke the premium qualities of her birth. These people the Nix mostly appeared human, however, I noticed as we moved into the heart of her village, Sky’s elders speared to have patchy silver scales on their cheeks and coarse reptilian qualities. I even spotted a few with long leathery tails.

            “There are a lot of unique traits from person-to-person.”

            I verbally observed to Skylar, who smirked and gave me a knowing look. Then she was interrupted by a more adult sounding tone that was almost identical to her own.

            “That is because Nix are extraordinarily adept at physical change. We can learn to guide our offspring’s evolution and help ensure they blend more seamlessly into the changing environments.”

            I turned and the wall of raw power that met me was every bit the equal to what I felt from Nadia when she fully spooled her energy during her expressions.

            White blonde hair, milky cream skin with patches of silver scales along her cheeks and her legs. She stood about five-five, but she might as well have been the size of a mountain as her aura made her appear incomprehensible. She was maybe twenty-two in earth years of human age, at least in looks. She wore a simple pearly white tunic and a navy-blue cotton skirt. I could tell the cotton was hand spun and that the entire outfit was likely her own work, because the style of stitching and design was a more eloquent and practiced version of what Skylar was wearing in design.

            What was more alien than anything, were the reptilian slit pupils of her eyes. Her eyes were similarly light-blue akin to Skylar’s, except that Skylar appeared mostly human—if a bit funky dressed.

            I was sure that this was Skylar’s mother, not her sister, mainly because I noticed that her brother had similarly human attributes when not shape-shifted.

            “Hi, I’m Hannah, Hannah Graves.”

            I said, and I extended my hand towards her. The woman reached out, and I felt like a power-storm of lightning flashed through my hand. She smiled predatorially at me. I could see the cunning, ageless glint of her eyes. She was far older than the youthful vigor of her appearance. She was an old crafty fox!

            “Interesting, you are still standing, you must be quite powerful then. I had hoped Skylar was exaggerating in her message. I am Senna McAdams, as you seem to have deduced, I am Skylar’s mother, and the Apex of the Nix.”

            Her tone was so soft and seemingly passive, but the words told me she was weighing my survival right now as we greeted one another. She furrowed slightly and looked to Skylar, who muttered, “Telepath.”

            I could vaguely feel the surprise, her mother’s power had hammered against me so powerfully, I had not even tried to read her yet. She was already humming her own song, and her thoughts were an even more scrambled labyrinth of mental maze.

            “You two seem to love your classical composers,” I stated factually, and Senna smiled wider.

            “It is the closest thing your world has to a certain form of music my people loved.”

            I felt my lips form a wide O-shape.

            “I’m sorry about your planet, I cannot imagine such a loss.”

            I confessed, and she considered me for a long moment.

            “Maybe not, but you seem privy to loss yourself.”

            Senna observed. I felt my cheeks heat at how easy I was for her to read.

            “Tell me something, why did the Reaper known as Nadia Patterson help you?”

            I shrugged and said, “I think, because she wanted to figure out what species I am? And I seemed to keep attracting haunts like bees to honey.”

            Senna seemed to mentally mull this over for a moment. She stated, “I feel human, and Ethereal expression in combination wafting like a fragrance of power. You, Hannah Graves, are a Shade.”

            I felt my eyes widen and my heart drummed loudly in my chest. I had a name for what I was, and it was a starting point. Senna seemed as surprised by my reaction as I was to finally hear someone explain my existence in a manner that made some form of sense.

            “This is a surprise you? That Nadia has long since figured this out herself, did she not tell you?”

            She did not sound much different, but I noticed the shift in terseness in her tone when speaking of Nadia. This ageless immortal loathed her to the extent that it altered her mood to mention her. That made me curiouser and curiouser to learn more about the world and the players in this community.

            “Shade, what is a shade exactly?”

            I asked in a curious tone, forgetting the whole life and death test of wills before me. She considered this question for a single second before deciding to answer me honestly.

            “You are the immortal product of a human and an Ethereal. In your case, I surmise a powerful one, likely upper-class in every bracket of ability. Little is known about your kind, but I have lived twelve thousand years, so I have run across several. Some were amazingly helpful, others sowed only destruction.”

            She looked to Skylar, and Skylar gave me a careful smile. She turned and walked towards a large farming-type house ahead of us. It was not much bigger than the surrounding others, but I noticed the entire village seemed to spiral around this house as I observed the area more broadly for a moment.

            “Come, you are our guest for dinner. It is perplexing to me you even exist.”

            She confesses, and I frowned and studied her implacable features.

            “Why is that?”

            I asked her. She plainly answered back, “Because it is nearly impossible for a mortal to carry even an average shade to term, but you, it would have likely liquidated her mental faculties just to hold on long enough to ensure your survival.”

            She said. I felt my bones chill suddenly at the implications.

            “That, and shades have always been males, even I know that.”

            Skylar said from several paces ahead of us. She was keen as mustard on our conversation.

            “That is why you missed the extraordinary right in front of you Skylark.”

            Her mother’s tone became hard, like a drill instructor. She was attempting to drill the harsh truth into her child, preparing her to lead the Nix one day.

            “Mom don’t call me that! It’s Sky or Skylar!”

            The young mother gave her a sassy look like Skylar beamed laser-like death-beams back at her—figuratively speaking.

            “Once you have pushed something as large as a melon from your vagina, then you may call him or her anything you wish to. Such is the right of parenthood!”

            She said this teasingly, and there were no abusive implications intended. Skylar gave her an eye roll. This was almost a normal parent-child dynamic, even if they were both apparently apex females of a race from another world called the Nix.

            Another girl, redheaded with streaks of blonde mixed in, with features like Skylar, but noticeably less like Senna, stood in the door with a simple blue cotton dress and a white apron all hand crafted. Hers was perfectly tailored and her shoes gleamed of black leather. Every piece of fabric perfectly fit her body’s contours.

            I noticed all the children were redheads so-far, despite Senna being a white-blonde haired person. That became obvious when I came face-to-face with a wall of male muscle, over six-one and in the absolute prime condition one would expect a man deserving of a title like “Apex.”

            He was a ginger-haired fellow with similar scaly bumpy texture along his cheeks, and silvery scales plating his arms and accentuating the muscles. He had deeply green eyes, whereas only the older sister had his eyes. The other two all had sky-blue like Senna.

            “Hawker, my eternal, may I present the Shade, Hannah Graves.”

            Senna said this very formally, both explaining my parentage, and my personal identity simply. She also did so without making it sound in any way offensive. These were people accustomed to dealing with loud and winy entitled rich pricks—or so I surmised.

            Hawker regarded me curiously for a moment. I instantly heard a more masculine sounding tone humming through his mind. I assumed, because I was a Shade, this implied telepathic capabilities, so Hawker would know to guard his thoughts instantly.

            “Welcome. It’s impressive that you lasted this long. My eternal is not known for her mercy.”

            Hawker said this both ominously and yet full of affection at once. Then they escorted me inside, assumedly for dinner.

 

 

 

 


 

 

            Twenty-Four:

            It was almost impossible to compute that a being that proclaimed to be over twelve-thousand-years-old resided in a simple dwelling that could almost be used for a new Walton’s set.

            The walls were adorned by a lot of hand-crafted objects, and various other personal paraphernalia. There were pictures of each of the family members over a certain segment of the wall. I noticed that the items, cloth, and even ornate decorative jewelry corresponded to each of the members proportions where the pictures were present.

            “This is a tribute to our family members and their individual milestones in life. The first kills on a hunt, the first crafted goods forged via hard labor, and even garments hung to commemorate memorable moments in time.”

            Hawker explained with a deep, rough tone that sounded as intellectual as it menaced to my ears as an outsider.

            “So, these are accomplishments for each person? This is very interesting, and not very different from some human customs, especially the hanging of pictures and artwork of loved ones. “

            I said. Hawker looked as if I kicked him in his teeth.

            “Father is from the old planet, so he will not instantly realize that was a complimentary comment on your part.”

            A deep, but silky male voice sounded from behind me. I spotted a male a little taller than Hawker, with white-blonde hair and green eyes. He was still spotted slightly of silver scales. He had tiny aspects left over from their old world. If I had been interested in guys, his would have been the number I would have taken! He was dreamy and delicious. Even a gay girl could admit this openly to herself.

            “I am Roger McAdams, nice to meet you.”

            I smiled and extended my hand as was polite. He shook it without a second thought.

            “Hannah Graves, it’s a pleasure.”

            He was hot to the touch, and I could detect the excess of pheromones he produced as a potent gene male. He was hell on wheels for straight girls of any species, at least I was guessing.

            “So, this is what a female shade looks like?”

            Roger mused, asking aloud. He flushed slightly and looked deeply apologetic.

            “Forgive me, no one ever dreamed we would see a shade again, much less one as beautiful and feminine as you are, Hannah.”

            He was a sinfully unapologetic flirt, and he knew it! Skylar made a gagging sound and her mother shot laser-like eyes at her, warning her with no actual words.

            “Skylark, I heard you had to step in for our dear brother?”

            Roger said. He smiled in deep approval of his sister’s courage.

            “Nah, she basically just choked him out, and let Randy sleep it off. She also covered his dangly bits too, so all around handled by the time I arrived.”

            She assessed in a somewhat amused and almost smug tone. She was used to being on mental defense around her siblings. They were all older and larger than her, yet she was the one everyone looked to with difference, as they did to Senna. A girl might expect to see chaffing or masculine tension in the air over their female run culture, but I noticed that Hawker only seemed to adore the powerful apex females in his presence. Roger moved over and ruffled Skylar’s hair. She gave him a baleful little-sister look. She did not seem to be one to abuse her position merely to spite a brother.

            “Sound’s like Randy needs to spend more time in the pit with the rest of the youths.”

            Hawker murmured, and Senna nodded in agreement.

            “It shall be remedied, be assured eternal.”

            She said, and that was that, the verdict was given. That was how their tribe of people operated, it appeared. They were tribal, and the strongest women governed them. While not unheard of in earth cultures, this was rarer than the reversal that was masculine culture. Part of me wished to inquire Senna’s thoughts about toxic masculinity in my world, but I was worried what torrent it might unleash in such a discussion. Her powers were nothing to sneeze at. I was sure she could kill me, at least as I am now, untrained.

            “May I ask, does eternal translate to something akin to ‘my beloved’ in English? I just keep noticing the syntax used, and I had to ask.”

            I inquired of them, once again forgetting that Senna had yet to render my fate. She had a spark light her eyes, and she nodded. Skylar waggled her hand side-to-side.

            “It’s the closest earthly example, sure, but it means more like, ‘My one, only, my forever, my mate, and the progenitor of my line’s next evolution.’”

            Skylar answered as if she were prattling off something on the Nix home world pop-quiz. I could tell that she had been sat in front of many a textbook about the world her parents left behind a long time ago.

            “That would be ridiculously hard to apply a single word or title. Kudos on such an eloquent solution.”

            I praised Senna. I spotted Hawker preening as well, sharing in his partner’s adoration. That made it obvious to me. They shared in everything, their lives, their successes, and their milestones. They also seemed to share in each other’s praise. I was guessing the same likely applied to the inverse or negative, seeing how logical and balanced their social archetype appeared. Not that I was attempting to overly glorify a culture, which was about to judge if they planned to kill me or not.

            “Languages are malleable, one needs only to contemplate a matter long enough, and the answer shall present itself before you. Besides, as time flows, so do words bend and contort.”

            Senna said, and her words were indeed a bit like Yoda, as Skylar had previously surmised.

            ***

            After a bit of small talk, the McAdams family all invited me to the dining room. They explained that the structure of their home had taken on an earthen normal, so that their children would grow up adaptive to the human environment in personal spaces and public. They truly were adept at change. They found crafty and ingenious ways to embed human concepts into their personal environment without losing themselves or the Nix memories of their dead star.

            They seemed capable of walking in the full light of day, but I gathered that the elders merely preferred the near darkness of the deep woods. There was technology slightly ahead of the curve of my generation here on earth, but it seemed to be fit into their lives in a minimalist impact manner. The Nix had more power and more defenses than what they appeared. They are an advanced humanoid species which slightly outpace human evolution.

            Everything I witnessed here put my entire life into a fresh perspective. They came from even further than I had, yet they still lived peacefully amongst humans. I could tell they had plenty of strength, and no shortage of justified aggression, yet they sat, and they fed a potential enemy at their own table, inviting her to partake of their bounty like a daughter. I felt like I had begun this as some sort of Switzerland between the Nix and these Reapers, but now I felt sure that whatever good I saw in Nadia, there was a lot I needed to learn. I needed to confront her, to ask her pointed questions. I needed to figure out what her actual interests in me and Clarke were.

            That was tomorrow’s problem, I still had to escape some woodsy justice and figure out how to hunt down the wraith on the loose. As if a bolt from a divine source struck, I looked towards Senna.

            No reason I can’t have one problem take care of another?! 

            I mused to myself.

            “Do you know how I might go about tracking down a wraith? We have a loose one in town, and I need to figure out how to hunt it and how to kill it.”

            I asked Senna. She studied me for a protracted moment. There was an entire universe of expanse and desiccation in a universe far-far-away before she finally spoke.

            “You look beyond the problem confronting you?”

            She asked me. I knew it was a test of some sort, but I didn’t know how to play political games, so I went with my gut, and the truth.

            “I cannot imagine your mind or how to sway you from killing me. You and your daughter, Regan, prepared a delicious and unparalleled version of venison and something I can only describe as even better cheesier tacos. I don’t want to fight any of you, but dammit, I will if you try to kill me. I will probably cry and yak my face off afterwards, if I survive that is.”

            I felt a force surge through the room. I knew it was Senna’s expression of power. I realized the power merely grazed the fringes of my flesh, like it was striking an iron wall. I stared at her with a look that bespoke how much I really didn’t want this, but I forced up the power I had been gripping for dear life and the table flew to the ceiling in the next instant. Senna and her family were seemingly unfettered and unflinching. Skylar watched with interest, yet she moved herself back, as if to tell her mother she was not backing this play, but neither was she aiding me. It was touching and odd, considering I had merely met her hours ago.

            She had power to spare, but it was obvious quickly that I could keep calling for more power and expressing more kinetic force. I felt the power of her walls beginning to buckle. However, she pushed on. She made a deep vibrating growling sound with her throat, and the power impacted my personal shielding like the force of a truck driving into me at top speed!

            I realized that I could crush her, and there was some alien part of me that was excited by my powers. However, I shut off the energy. I let her telekinetic powers batter me. I flew through her living room wall and landed in front of the couch.

            I coughed and hacked as I felt my lungs burning from the impact and the loss of breath. I tasted coppery blood on my tongue, and I swore in tangent.

            I felt a second impact land, and I instinctively smacked it away. Sending the wave into a nearby lamp and wall, exploding both.

            “Interesting, you exert more power when you’re not directing it at any being. I am a proud being little girl, do you think I did not feel the moment you had defeated me? Why would you then surrender your flesh to me?! Are you not the child of the chaos?! Are you not Ethereal?!”

            I winced and looked up at her. I gave her a fractured lipped half-smirk of satisfaction.

            “No one’s making me into a butcher. My powers are not my persona, or did you skip that lesson in expressionism and psychology?”

            I asked, and Skylar raised a hand, halting her mother.

            “She is mine to watch over. You have reigned long and justly, do not allow your legacy to sour, merely because she is born of their aither. No being can act or forge what she has done here. I posset that you stay your hand and allow her to prove to the Hidden that she is not a monster.”

            Senna’s eyes widened largely at the strange use of the word “Hidden.”

                

              

               

        


 

 

 

            Twenty-Five:

            “Skylark! Stand aside!”

            Blue eyes bore into her mother and she stood unflinchingly.

            “Not like this mother.”

            She pleaded, but her tone also held a firm note of resignation. She let her powers cascade from her. I felt it. The instant her powers surpassed the expressions her mother could perform, the raw kinetic energy. She was primal. She was glorious and beautiful. She was still somehow just a fiery ginger thirteen-year-old in an awkwardly large baggy handmade outfit.

            Skylar arched her brow in silent question to her mother. I knew what she was careful not to utter aloud. She was asking if it was time for a change in queen bees. Skylar was small, even compared to her mom, but the older woman showed in a flicker of doubt that she knew her child had outgrown her and surpassed her power at the ripe-old age of thirteen. Skylar was a Nix prodigy of some immense energy and a lot closer to the energy levels I was kicking off.

            She had said that she would likely die fighting me, I could see why she assessed as much earlier, because she was a lot more keenly aware of our expressionist energy than even I was, mainly because she had real training and more than a week to prepare for the test—so to speak.

            “It’s ok dad, I grabbed the tacos before they hit the ceiling! Why don’t we just go get the lumber and finish up with our meal while the women work this one out, yeah?” 

            The charming tone of the elder son sounded. I detected a note of amusement. Hawker gave a manly grunt of affirmation and he followed his two sons out the busted back door.

            Skylar never took her eyes off her mother, as if they were frozen in some invisible conflict.

            After what could have been a second or even a third ice-age, the two powered down almost at the same time. Senna looked at her daughter with respect and pride, but also a note of motherly apprehension.

            “So, the cycle has begun anew. As it was with my mother, so it has begun between us, Skylark.”

            She declared, and I did not need to speak Yoda, to know that it meant Skylar was a lot closer to the throne. Skylar seemed very dispassionate about this, and she managed—barely—to avoid rolling her eyes at the grand traditional moment of torch-passing.

            “So, like, can I go grab us some more food before the men eat it all or am I still public enemy numero uno here?!”

            I asked sassily. Skylar cut her gaze to me and a knowing look touched her expression.

            “Roger knows not to skip out with all the food. An apex female gets hungry, yo!”

            She said, and it nearly ruined the image of bad-ass she had just displayed like a very violent fourth of July explosion. What was more impressive was how many nearby locals were gawking, but still carrying on with their evening tasks.

            “Keep in mind that you now hold my people’s lives in your hand. Should Nadia know of them, they are dead and worse. What I have done should not be taken lightly. You cannot fathom the implications and consequences that it might bring down on us. She was not wrong to believe you were less of a risk to us dead. However, I believe you could be a force of nature unencumbered by the weight of the twin histories at war on this world.”

            Skylar spoke like a thirty-something-year-old woman, not a middle schooler. She carried the weight of an ancient and noble species on her slender shoulders. She was their light, their Apex, their protector. She was the one who would bring their children into their future, with their world. Everything she was personified this burden, this honor, and this primal duty. She was the Nix of Earth’s guiding star. Senna was the last remaining embers of their dead star, sputtering out, but her last plumes of brilliance were no less magnificent than the brightest nova explosion of her youth.

            “Sky, I think those males made off with all the tacos after all!”

            Regan winced as she studied the dining room and she let loose a skull breaking roar that had my concussion playing up something fierce!

            “Oh lord, not the protein! Anything but the damn protein!”

            I murmured painfully, as I recalled the delicious morsels of Nix cooking. It was like Mexican food in some ways, spicey, cheesy, and many types of enhancements to the flavors, many textures, and subtle culinary differences. It was mouth-wateringly delicious and worth every kinetic blow I took after eating it!

            “Regan, you text Roger that he is a dead duck walking if he does not bring me some flipping tacos, now!”

            Sky said to her older sister, who nodded like a deft-mute and then texted like the wind. Sky seemed to be ornerier about the meal than the damage to the house. A girl could almost get a sneaking suspicion that this was not all that uncommon for her. Her apex family had no issues with a violent expression at the table. The human part of me ached like I was a giant walking purple bruise. The image of one of those old-school umpa-lumpa’s popped into my head for a fraction of a second, but I discarded it as fast as I could because I nearly laughed my very sore lungs out.  

               “I can see why you don’t get a lot of guest.”

            I observed aloud. Reagan laughed aloud like we had not just had a fight-to-the-death and charred drapes for dessert!

            She looked at her phone when it pinged in her hand.

            “Randy said he will bring in the second tray. He hid them in preparation for the inevitable blow-out.”

            Skylar muttered, “Thank the light for their damn appetites!”

            Regan meekly interjected, “This occasion anyway, little sister.”

            She corrected, and Skylar gave her a toothy grin as they seemed to share some potentially traumatic battle for cheesy spicy food together. For all they were human, they were still alien at the same time. Humans would have had problems with how they problem solved matters and maybe needed a Safe Space and a good shrink.

            The chaos inside me hissed in some primal pleasure at the way they handled conflict resolution. Even if it also hurt like a bitch!

            Skylar prowled next to me and extended her hand to me. I could feel something unspoken pass between us in this moment. It was an olive branch for a lot more than merely helping me to my feet. She was offering me her friendship. I reached out. I took it, and I swore to myself that I would never betray her trust. I had known her a few hours, yet she had picked a fight with her mother to save my life. Sometimes you know friends all your life, like Clarke, and sometimes you collide with them and you just fit together. Despite the logic around you that should sunder you apart and demand you be in discordance with one another.

            Something of our metaphysical soul seems to connect to others as the social creatures we are, reaching out into the darkness for comfort, warmth, and support. I felt warmth pass between us. She was someone I knew in a bone-deep level would never betray me. Whatever she was, whoever she may become, Skylar McAdams was a true friend. Of this, I was certain, as I stood. I felt as if our energies synced in trust and harmony. It was a convergence of powers in a manner that was peaceful and unfettered by the perversions of the elder beings. We were young, simple, and still naïve. Sometimes, it really takes the faith of a child to lead the way out of darkness—not to go all Biblical on anyone.

            “Shower, change, then more protein, Doctor Skylar’s orders!”

            She exclaimed as if we had not just survived war together. I smiled at her, almost mirroring her expression.

            “Sounds good. I’m still starving.”

            She nodded in deep agreement.

            “Heavy expression, makes a girl jones for a snack—preferably a taco!”

            I sniggered and nodded my agreement. She and her family had a taco fetish, but who was I to judge? I would order this stuff five times a week if you let me! If this was on Grub Hub, I would probably need to cancel my account to keep my figure right.

            “Does this thing happen often?”

            Skylar waggled her hand. She flushed scarlet red.

            “Yeah, sorta, shut up, stop judging!”

            She exclaimed, sounding a lot more girly than a moment ago. She was still shy and still very much a kid in some regards. She was truly an enigma, one part ancient, one-part teenager. I was feeling a similar distortion in my persona. Dealing with life in the immortal circuit was a drastic change of pace for me. I imagine that it is the reverse for Skylar. She probably must actively remind herself not to make a paste of the obnoxious mortal horndogs daily.

            ***

            Their showers were controlled by a bamboo plumbing system which fed spring water as piping hot as if on top a volcano, into the house. I relished in the hot mineral water. Their tub was more like an outdoor Japanese style bath. It did not take much imagination to cross-compare the Nix to the ancient feudal Japanese in some regards. Just no chopsticks and a lot of cheesy spicy dishes that were a more evolved version of tacos. Besides the violence, my take-away from this encounter was taco Tuesdays with Skylar.

            “I can see you are enjoying the bath. It’s fitting, considering you are half Japanese.”

            Senna said, as she stealthily moved into the tub, and relaxed across from me.

            She had the element of surprise, and she did not attack, so I was just going to assume our conflict was resolved, at least for now.

            “Well, it is heavenly in here. I don’t think I’ve ever had a bath this hot before.”

            I stated truthfully. She studied my skin, still slightly tanned as usual, but wholly unsinged by the heat.

            “The last time I battled with a Shade, it was on my world and he almost allowed our primal enemy to completely obliterate us into extinction. I have never forgotten his betrayal. I too had once hoped that Ethereal offspring could be good. Now Skylark has repeated this choice, only I pray her decision will have a more desirable outcome.”

            Senna said, and she expelled a cleansing breath. She laid her head back and I could tell she was meditating deeply on her child’s latest milestone.

            “For what it is worth to you, I am sorry that this had to happen this way. I can give you only my word that I will treasure Skylark’s friendship.”

            I said, using the version of the name Senna used. This held enough weight for Senna to peak open her eyes for a moment and murmur a vague, non-committal agreement. That was the totality of our mutual peace treaty. I was, in effect, Skylar’s problem, and I might cause all her people great problems.

            Skylar and even Ragan came in soon after, and they settled in. A hovering tray filled with tacos swooped in behind them.

            “I figured we’d just bring the mountain to us, you know?”

            Skylar said defensively. I chuckled at the ridiculous metaphor abuse, but I nodded in deep and undying approval of the results.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Twenty-Six:

            Skylar begged me to stay the night, and I obliged. I had nowhere to be. We woke in the middle of the night to the distant screams. I was up and I rushed into the living room, where the source of the noise was centered.

            My eyes widened as I saw the holographic projection of what was the middle of Doylestown. There must have been hundreds of hidden cameras around town. It was a bit creepy, but I could understand the line of thought that might allow them to install such surveillance.

            “What in the fuck is this?!”

            I asked no one in particular. I stared at the thousands of haunts rushing through the streets. Amidst the sea of black-purple beings, humans were running, and some were falling over as they lost too much energy.

            “They’re feeding out in the open! The mortals will see this!”

            Hawker roared in outrage. I had remembered that Clarke could see them, haunts did physically occupy this dimensional space, so they were detectable under the right circumstances—like a mass swarm.

            “Fuck this…”

            I said. Senna grabbed my arm and gave me a warning look.

            “They are not worth the exposure, child!”

            I twisted free of her firm grip and I fixed her with a withering gaze.

            “I will tell no one about your people, but I will not sit by and watch my hometown burn! I will think of something. Besides, when all else fails, I can always cut bait and head to Mexico!”

            I said in a cavalier manner. Senna seemed to see through the faux layer of bravado.

            “You will only further alienate yourself! I have seen what they did to you. I merely did not know you were not mortal before tonight.”

            I gave her a wry smile.

            “Lady, I am doing this for me, and for all the innocent people like Ariel who are getting sucked dry like they are a juicy. This is not about personal comfort.”

            I argued. She huffed in exasperation.

            “You are not Nix, I cannot forbid you, but I will forbid you, Skylark!”

            She said, turning to the now leather-clad little huntress. Skylar narrowed her eyes to slits.

            “Ditto to everything she just said. Besides, I get the feeling one little Nix will go overlooked when accompanied by a shade with all their fancy tricks.”

            Skylar said in a mater-of-fact tone. She was such a genius at arguing with her mother. From the death-glare being beamed her way now, Senna did not much like the changing of the guard one little bit!

            “Fine, but I am staying here to defend the conclave, do not expect any help from the apex kin!”

            Senna warned her daughter. Sky shrugged as if this didn’t phase her a single bit. She was already accustomed to relying only on herself.

            “You should retrieve the sword on the way out.”

            Skylar said. I nodded my understanding. She was telling me I would need all the power conservation I could get, if I was planning to effect any change here and now.

            “Careful child, Nadia Patterson is amid the fray. Do not let her take notice of your tribal markers.”

            Senna warned her daughter. She sounded almost like a worried parent now, not the apex of the Nix.

            “Not my first rodeo, mom.”

            Sky said. We were off like a flash.

            “Can you drive? Sky asked. I arched my brow and waggled my hand.

            “Well enough to get us to Doylestown?”

            She nodded and murmured that it would have to do. She led me to a massive older model Nissan Pathfinder.

            “It’s Roger’s, but the dorkus will not need it now. Key should be in the ignition since this is Nix land and all.”

            I snorted in amusement at how brazen Skylar was with her older brothers. They seemed to adore her, even though they still did the typical annoying brother things. I could not imagine any male born on earth would relish a pair of unlicensed girls stealing their car!

            “Ok, let’s GTFO before you end up in a battle to the death with an enraged big bro.”

            I stated, and we hopped into the SUV. It started right up, as Skylar had said. I spared her a single look as I hoped what I knew about cars would not get us killed!

            “They will open the gates for us quickly, just drive to the gate and I have that set up now. Skylar said as she fiddled with her phone. She seemed to text orders around the village. It was effective. It was instant communication. Not everyone was a telepath after all, so others merely made do with the skills and tech left to their disposal.

            I slowly sped up. I spotted Randy and Roger running out behind us, shouting.

            “Punch it, now!”

            Sky shouted next to me. I muttered a few choice words about side-seat-drivers. She giggled like this was a Six Flags ride.

            “They are totes going to kill us later!”

            I murmured. Sky snorted derisively and shook her head slowly.

            “Nope, merely wish they could kill us.”

            She corrected as we gunned it and zoomed for the gate. I almost didn’t think it would raise in time, but we shot out of the village at top speed. To my shock, the forest opened with a rush of wild expression I had never dreamed possible. Skylar seemed mildly curious of this, and she hummed in quiet observation beside me.

            “What the actual fuck is that?!”

            I asked her. She shrugged as if it were nothing amazing.

            “We have been coaxing our expression into the wild things of this region for hundreds of years now, so it is merely them bending to our will.”

            Sky said. I felt a new deeper respect for the powers and subtle influence the Nix had over nature.

            ***

            We arrived back in town, ten, very brief minutes later. We were swerving through haunts. Skylar was firing what appeared to be a flaming crossbow beside me as we drove through town.

            “How do I find the Wraith? We are bandaging a gushing wound until it dies.”

            I said matter-of-factly. Sky studied the surrounding chaos. More humans were dropping like flies around us as their energy became more depleted from the haunts feeding frenzy.

            “I’m not the expert wraith hunter my mom is, but I would gander it is near the flashes of green light over there!”

            I felt as if someone punched me in the gut as I spotted the flames of expression. I recognized the power, there were two of them, one was the green flames of Nadia, and the other was white flames of Clarke’s spectral flame expression.

            I knew Clarke well enough to expect he was in the thick of it.

            “Stay back and protect the bitchy humans from these things. Nadia is up there with my best friend Clarke. I doubt you want to expose yourself to her, right?”

            Sky winked at me and her blue eyes glowed with her power of expression. She fired off shots ahead of me.

            “I’ll just clear the path for you, so focus on your own advance. I will circle around and check on the school as well. There are always some mortals hiding in such obvious places.”

            I frowned at her and shook my head slowly. I moved away from the Pathfinder, and I unsheathed the short sword I had retrieved. Silver flame erupted from the blade on contact with my ignite expression. I funneled a slight push of my power into the blade. I sliced my way through the hungry haunts that descended on me as if arriving at the main feast of a banquet.

            My blade spun and burned up haunts left, right, and ahead. I circled the blade in wide arcs and cut down two or three at a time. I focused on my motion and I felt the circled the blade in wide arcs and cut down two or three at a time. I felt the eruption of what could only be Skylar’s expression powers as she fully released her energy in the night. All around me I heard screams and wails, discordant pain and suffering as endless as the eternal dark. Haunts were snuffed out in the dozens as her powers blasted into them without mercy. She was the savage wild, the feral beast that prowled the darkest days and the steepest hills.

            Apex Nix was terrifying to experience for me. I was suddenly even more grateful to not end up on the pointy end of her claws and fangs. I passed Kristeen Young’s house. I could have ignored her cries for help, but that was not who I was. I kicked in the door and I slashed keenly at the four spectral haunts surrounding her and her little sister. Her eyes widened at the sight of me, and likely the whole flaming sword thing.

            I was off like a gunshot in the next moment, leaving her to wonder if she had merely imagined the entire ordeal. Clarke was still battling off in the distance. I moved desperately towards him. I stopped quickly and checked for my parents. They were not home. I swore and felt my heart ache with the need to confirm their health and wellbeing.

            This chaos was like a symphony of pure destruction. The thing at the very center seemed to revel in the madness and the ceaseless feast of the spectral haunts. The energy of all of Doylestown seemed to be draining rapidly from the many mortal bodies. I could feel the lives slipping fast around me. I could feel the pure and raw terror of the helpless mortals desperate for salvation.

            Rage ignited inside me. I fired of blasts of pure silver energy from the tip of my sword, expressing the energy on instinct. It vaporized haunts two or three at a time in the surrounding sky. I aimed for the ones around closest to the humans. Every face was like the contorted pain—soaked features of my dead girlfriend. I screamed in a savage battle cry as I slashed and blasted my way deep to the heart of Doylestown.

            Expressing waves of silver flames around me, I filled the night sky with my plumes of silver fire. I lit the sky with the seemingly unending powers of a young shade girl awakening to her full potential. I felt almost like I was the chaos. I was the flame myself. I could destroy anything. I could direct the symphony of terror!

            My conscience seemed to snap me back to myself. I focused on the flames burning through wave after wave of haunt around me. The humans seemed to stagger, stumble and fumble towards the expressions of massive light. The light in the deep of night was their salvation, and they knew it. Despite not understanding a single thing happening around them.

            “Run, get in doors and stay inside!”

            I bellowed. I kept my focus on firing off energy at the haunts. The more I killed, the more they merely seemed to reconstitute into a swarm. I swore to myself. I wished I could find the damn rift that was letting them in our reality. Thankfully, I remembered what Nadia had shown me about repairing the rifts torn in dimensional reality. I knew that I needed to patch the tear, and I needed to kill this shade. I couldn’t afford to allow it to have another play after this. It was already far too bent on destruction. Already exposing the world to the supernatural and the expressionist arts.

 

 

 

 


 

 

            Twenty-Seven:

            Nadia stood across from her long-time friend, now encased in purple and black shadows. His energy signature was unmistakable.

            “You were always a stubborn bastard, even in death you don’t give up on your selfish pursuits.”

            Nadia growled to the spectral wraith as she slashed through haunts, rushing toward her path. He had become over seven feet in height. He now was swollen with the mass of stolen human energy from the latent power inside all the mortals of Doylestown.

            “Nadia! Come to do the bidding of those damnable alchemists?!”

            Nadia clenched her jaw in anger. She hated the Architects, but she could never break free of them! They held her life in their hands, not even death would release her from their grip!

            “This has to stop, Gillard!”

            She warned.

            “You know this thing?!”

            She turned, hearing the shocked tone of the beautiful young shade. Hannah prowled closer. Her powers were like an endless eruption of chaos personified. She was the full glory of her Ethereal parent robed in flesh.

            “Shade!”

            Gillard hissed. He barked out in a multi-pitch discordance of speech, “I should have come for you before I satisfied my thirst!”

            Nadia cut him off and barred him from lashing out at Hannah.

            “Hannah, go, cut off the flow of the spectral world. Gillard has opened a full-blown connection between the realms. If it remains, everyone will die. Not just Doylestown, but the world!”

            Hannah’s eyes widened. She seemed to wrestle with something, but for now she was of one goal with Nadia. Nadia was not fool enough to believe the girl trusted her anymore. She could hardly expect it, not after the plethora of sins she has committed at the behest of the Architects. She is blood stained to her very core, and nothing could ever wash her clean again.

            “Go, I’ll keep him busy!”

            Nadia roared loudly, demanding Hannah to obey, just this once. Hannah seemed reluctant to do as she was told, but she did not wish to let humans die because she was stubborn. Hannah was an Ethereal with a soul, with humanity. She was the most majestic chaos-born creature to ever exist. Nadia was besotted with the purity of Hannah’s cause, her righteousness of purpose. Hannah was like Nadia’s inverse. She was the daylight. She was the flame to draw hope and kindle human inspiration.

            “You are no longer my better, Nadia Patterson!”

            She narrowly raised her blade and deflect the lightning-like rush attack. He slashed and thrust as if with a rapier. He had spent a lot of time in France and Italy, so Fencing was a favorite style for Gillard.

            Nadia could tell even upon the first volley of his onslaught, she was already on the back foot, and on borrowed time. Nadia was not fast enough to keep pace with a fully powered wraith lord who has gorged himself on an entire town. His energy was almost unimaginable. She didn’t even believe Hannah’s burgeoning powers would be enough now. He was too ripe like a very fat powerful tick.

            He spun and kicked out. His physical impact was traumatizing to her body. She felt a bone snap in her left arm. She barely battled back his next volley of four thrusts. A wave of expression kinetic energy smashed against her shields and she pressed her power towards the powerful blast, but she was quickly being overwhelmed.

            She spared a second to steal a glance at Hannah, who was working on the portal. Shades and Ethereals were the only beings who could freely open the gates between the realms, dimensions, and worlds. They could spin and manipulate all expression. They were born of pure aither. Shades were no less destructive or creative than their pure-aither fathers, they possessed their own physical bodies, so this usually made them even more feared.

            “You’re still the same, always willing to sacrifice many souls for your own ends!”

            Nadia snapped at him in accusation.

            “Says the butcher. How many have you massacred on their orders?! I will finally bring this terrible regime crashing down around us!”

            He declared in a chaotic discordance of multiple tones of voice. He was a splintered and fragmented vestige of the man he had been. The craze of the many personas vying for attention. For a turn to drive, seemed to amplify the lunacy and madness of the wraith only further.

            “You must remember what wraiths are! You must feel them all inside you! I can hear them in your tone! Gillard you will only become the ending you claim to desire to end! A powerful, unchecked wraith is even more deadly than a controlled evil like the Architects!”

            Nadia said, admitting openly that she served the wrong side. She knew it. There was no hiding this truth.

            “Be at ease, I will devour your essence and put you to your final rest!”

            He roared. The shadows seemed to form around him, as if the haunts had become extensions of his body. The hulking form roared. The arm swept Nadia from her feet and shot her back, smashing through the front of a house. Her body felt broken and her injuries seemed too many to count.

            She weakly batted feebly at the mass of shadows that congealed around her. She screamed in horror as they stripped the energy from her. The essence infused to her upon the rebirth of being the first human transmuted was drained painfully from her.

            She felt as if she were in the massive translucent crucible once again, and ten-years-old all over. She had been a little orphan village farm girl of no substantial education when the Architects purchased her and took her away to their castle.

            Nadia had eventually become the first human homunculus. She was the transmutation of Ethereal aither energy and the Architect’s own gene code. She was their creature, and they held the invisible leash to her unseen chains.

            Spots danced before her vision as the mass of darkness formed into a near solidification of the new unimaginable evolution of spectral nightmare. It was not perfected yet, but the wraith was transforming into a spectral Leviathan! It was the most terrifying shadowy apparition. A fully formed matured Leviathan could destroy the earth with no recourse. The Architects had guaranteed this by shutting out the Ethereals.

           

 


 

 

 

 

 

            Twenty-Eight:

            Clarke was still looking for Hannah when he came across her parents. He convinced her father to stop arguing about the flaming sword and to focus more on hiding from the terrifying shadowy things!

            Haunts seemed to thicken almost as if they were a flow of black and purple current through the town. Clarke didn’t know much about this seemingly mystical world full of expression, but he knew what happened when someone unstopped a dammed river. That comparison appeared to fit this situation.

            He had been in sports most of his life, but after over two hours of swing a sword, his arm slowed. His body wanted to give out on him. He burned his powers of expression until little remained.

            He gritted his teeth, and he pushed Mr. Graves back inside the house. He slammed the door behind himself.

            He poured the sulfuric powder around the small cottage home. He traced off a sloppy circle.

            “This better work!”

            Clarke used the spark expression and the sulfur lit into green flames. They didn’t consume the wood nearby, but they devoured the haunts dumb enough to approach the open flames.

            He marveled for a moment at his handy work. He had transmuted Dis fire on earth. It was one of the so-called hell-scape realms. The fire burned spectral entities.

            “What the hell is that?!”

            Tommy Chu Graves demanded to Clarke. Clarke smirked and barely resisted the urge to teasingly call it magic.

            “Don’t touch that fire!”

            A small teen girl yelled scolding to Tommy. As she prowled closer, Clarke noticed her eyes glowed like two sky gems. Her expression was unparalleled to anything he had ever felt. She was a budding ginger beauty, even if she was several years his junior.

            “Who are you?”

            Clarke asked her lamely. She spared him a sassy smirk.

            “Hannah sent me to save your pathetic human ass.”

            She said. Clarke raked his eyes over her, as if to discover some invisible source of her power.

            “Damn, girl, no need to be so salty!”

            Clarke protested. Skylar harrumphed and was unimpressed with her current partner. She had not wanted to let even Hannah’s human friend in on her identity, but she would not let the boy get himself killed to protect the aging mortals inside the small cottage home.

            “You just step back and take this for now.”

            Skylar tossed him a nine-millimeter that was loaded with soul-flame transmutation ammo. She had grabbed it, and a dozen clips on her way out the door. She ducked two haunts coming for her. She tossed the backpack full of clips at the handsome young human.

            “Clips are alchemical rounds of expressed soul-flame. Use them one shot-per haunt. They are worthless on anything physical though, so if there are any other supernatural scavengers picking the battle, switch to the sword again.”

            Sky explained, sounding like her mom. She didn’t really enjoy being so closely compared to her mom at thirteen.

            “Sweet mother of Satan! Where the hell did you get all of these?!”

            Clarke exclaimed excitedly. Sky smirked and slashed through three haunts, coming for her without even looking. She juked, moving before anything even came close to her. She looked like a beautiful ginger dancer more than a warrior princess.  Hers was the most lethal dance. All the nearby haunts were drawn to her deliciously potent power. Skylar drew the snarling masses of haunts away from the mortals.

            “Just shoot past me. I will cut something precious off if you shoot me, BTW!”

            She added in with a deadpan tone that caused all the hairs on Clarke’s head to stand up.

            “You are one scary little girl!”

            Clarke murmured in protest. Sky shot him a daring look and her lips twitched up in a cocky grin.

            “Call me ‘little’ again and you will see just how scary I am. I am fucking terrifying, human!”

            Her blue eyes flashed with her expression as she let the power funnel through the flame spell on her blade, and the flames became a wall of fire. She was not Hannah, but she could mimic some of Hannah’s instinctive expressions, due mostly to practice and natural power being firmly on her side.

            “Look out!”

            Clarke shouted. He rushed in and tackled Skylar. His back opened up along his shoulder blades, as a large scythe slashed into him. Skylar roared and her expression of shape shifting was instant, unlike her brother’s sloppy sluggish change.

            She was a silver-white dragon- with a massive white and silver tail. A wingspan about twelve feet. She had not wanted to use her true form, but as Apex, she felt responsible for her new friend’s human.

            “Mother of dragons…”

            Clarke murmured as his vision blurred. Her azure blast of flames expressed from her clawed fingers, not her mouth like commonly depicted. Skylar stood on twin slender legs the same as she had in human form. She was both terrifying and breathtaking.

            “When the hell did Hannah have the time to make friends with a god-damn dragon?!”

            Sky sniffled and fire crackled along her fingers as she blanketed the air with azure flames once again. Her sword grew to fit her dragon fingers. The blue flames rushed along the length of her blade. She rushed through the air. She roared in triumph and all the haunts in the area locked onto her, forgetting the human snacks once again.

            Just when she believed they had divided the enemies, the shadows seemed to thicken. The haunts appeared to congeal into something massive. Senna had spoke of something primal and ancient, something no one has seen since the end of the Endless Wars.

            Leviathan!

 

 

 


 

 

            Twenty-Nine:

            I was clawed and bloody from reaching the rift. The haunts seemed to come at me in such dense waves that even my expression was not enough to thin them out fast enough. Fire was my one real trick right now. I was a shade—whatever that meant, but I didn’t know how to control it yet.

            My body was still sore from my mild fight with Senna, now I had bloody gashes and cuts along both my arms and several along my chest and back. I felt like I was a humanoid piñata.

            “Geeze, I am getting why old peeps are always crying about whack-a-mole now!”

            I murmured to myself.

            I sliced through the last column of shadows, and haunts that stood between me and the open rift. The next issue, I would need two hands to pull a sheet of newly formed expression dimensional barrier along the wide chasm.

            “This is totes going to suck!”

            I declared. I sheathed my blade, as I expressed the power molding the malleable substance that would seal the seam in realities. It was a weird metaphysical needle-threading task. I was at least grateful to Nadia that she had bothered to display this ability.

            Haunts streamed at me as they saw my exposed meaty back. I screamed in agony, as I drug the layer of thin reality along the tare that only a few beings like myself could even detect. I felt the heat of lifeblood as it trickled down my back and along my legs. My vision blurred momentarily. I felt increasingly dizzy.

            There was one thing everyone who knew me could attest to, I was damn stubborn! I refused to let loose of the sheet of invisible reality, as I took one painful step at a time. I screamed. I shouted, but I then grit my teeth, and I kept slowly, agonizingly moving forward.

            Blue flashed across the sky, just as I thought I might lose my balance. The next barrage of claws and sucking never came. I saw a silver-white reptilian form take flight on long majestic wings. Flames shot from her fingertips like real magic.

            Son of a bitch! 

            I thought to myself. I took another step and then another. Yeah, Senna could have killed me, no doubt in my mind now. She and Skylar had so many amazing tricks. I was so going to make Skylar pay for failing to mention that she could shift into a dragon and not merely some form of camouflaging lizard girl! I had seen her brother change shapes, so I surmised the Apex was the dragon. Unless there was more to it than that?

            Come on, don’t be out done by a big freakin lizard! 

            I grunted, as I felt the tips of my slickened bloody fingers contact the far side of the tear. I nearly collapsed from the pain as I sagged. I pressed the end of the veil together with the newly crafted layer of reality.

            Just as it seemed everything was about to be less terrible, the haunts rushed together, merging into a thick mass of shadows. The shadows then congealed into a massive shadowy monstrosity that dwarfed the town.  

            The beast appeared to be an unformed hydra from mythology. Only I could hear several minds thinking another name for the monster, Leviathan.

            Savage sundering sonic turbulence loosed as it roared in a cry that could almost shatter eardrums. I saw Nadia plummet to the earth. The shadows became claws pinning her down like a mouse under an enormous cat’s toes. The dragoness rushed the massive hulking form. Her blue flames bathed the side of the shadowy scales in plumes of fire.

            Her slit reptile eyes sought me out from afar. I could hear her imploring me with her mind.

            “Get up, I need you. You need to blow this thing up with all the chaos you can express. Even that might not be enough!”

            Skylar plead to me. I coughed and pushed myself back up, using my blade like a cane.

            “I stand corrected, this will suck!”

            I said. I pushed out. I felt my entire body vibrate under the powers of expression that had never been manifest. I just kept pulling and pulling from a bottomless well of energy. An energy of silver light dotted my location as I hobbled onwards.  

            Gun shots rang out at my right flank, as I spotted Clarke taking potshots at the Leviathan’s massive flailing talons as they manifested, plummeting for me rapidly. The fires of white soul-flame expression sizzled along its flesh, and it jerked the talon back in a painful wince before it could swipe at us.

            Blue flames peppered the left flank in this moment. The Leviathan staggered, still not fully formed. The shadows along the left flank were opened. The scales had been singed off thanks to Skylar’s volleys of azure dragon fire.

            I used every ounce of physical energy I had left as I kicked off the ground and I rushed into the black-blue mixed beast. Silver light expanded like an endless bang of creation. The birth of chaos, the destruction of the infinite.

            The flash exploded along the Leviathan’s exposed flank and the silver light consumed the beast from the left, then eating holes along the dense shadowy hide. Light focused to a point. I screamed, as silver light like a hand-sized laser burst poured through the thing’s body. The chaotic cacophony of destruction caused a chain-reaction as the beast exploded, vaporizing entire segments of its mass. Leaving nothing but an insane story for all the mortal eyes to see!

            I didn’t have even a moment of triumph, I felt myself fade, and I watched as my body dispersed into the night’s sky, becoming blackness. I felt the tenderness of my many wounds just as sharply now, but they no longer bled, in fact I was uncertain I was even corporeal now.

            My world went black as I spotted a silver-white winged monstrosity headed for me at full tilt.

 

 

 


 

 

            Thirty:

            “She’s been out of it for two days now!”

            The voice was calm, but there was a terseness to her tone. Skylar was narrowly holding her temper in check.

            “Ladies, ladies, please, can we just chill until Hannah wakes up?!”

            Clarke implored them, and then I heard her speak.

            “I am just here to see that Hannah is well. Please, let her know I asked after her when she is awake. I am heading out. According to my report, I did not witness the dragon attack, but I can confirm that Hidden dispatched the Leviathan that was once my comrade-in-arms. No one shall come here to inquire, because this entire fiasco had the Architects with their pants around their ankles.”

            Nadia explained to Skylar.

            “Yes, a position they appear to enjoy frequently, from my point of view.”

            Sky said in a saucy tone. Clarke tried not to snigger at her, but the joke was funny enough and on-the-nose.

            “Look, why do you have to return, from what little miss flames and tail has told me, they are basically the alchemical equivalent to Satan.”

            Clarke asked Nadia in a deeply troubled tone. There was a lengthy pause before she spoke again.

            “It’s not so simple for me.”

            Nadia said. It sounded lame to Skylar, who was about to shift and cook Nadia where she stood—from what I could assume that is.

            I popped up, almost as if I willed myself into motion. Clarke hopped in place and spilled cornflakes in his bowl.

            “Jesus! It’s alive, or it’s a goddamn zombie!”

            He exclaimed. I shot him a grumpy look. I ruffled my bedhead of brown-blonde hair and swore. My back still ached from the many lacerations, but the wounds seemed to have healed. Skylar’s blue eyes met my violet ones. She studied me for a protracted period.

            “She’s no zombie, she had pupils.”

            Skylar informed Clarke who gave her a very disturbed look.

            “Zombies are a thang?!”

            He inquired. Nadia stubbornly took a step forward. She kneeled beside my bed. Before I knew what she was doing. She took my lips with her own. The hot, soft sensation sent my sleep-addled mind to heaven and hell at the same moment. She woke my sleepy hormones in a moment.

            “Get off my friend, you pervy Homunculus!”

            Skylar snarled in a very testy tone. Nadia kept her eyes on me, even as she fled the half-hearted swipes of scaly claws. Even I knew that if she wished Nadia dead, she would be dead. I could only guess that Skylar was sparing her now, because Nadia did not snitch on us to her masters.

            My mind was well and truly scrambled eggs right now. Nadia seemed to stick around only to wake me with her lips, because she fled the angry Nix dragoness’ wrath right after her PDA moment. She left me with a helluva lot of unanswered questions, and a fiery mess of hormones to boot!

            I had never imagined that a single deep kiss could make my world spin out. I guess there was a lot more to all those old poems and romance stories than I ever imagined! My heart was not ready to forget Ariel, but I felt so happy that someone out there cared enough for me to consider moving on with my life.

            “Shoo, be gone you filthy creature!”

            Skylar made exaggerated shooing motions. I noticed only one arm had shifted this time. She had more exact control over her transformation than any of the other Nix I had observed in the wild. Apex predator, indeed!

            “Hey, anyone got some coffee?”

            I asked. Clarke seemed to relax finally.

            “She’s fine, she’s back to normal. I’ll go put some on. I’ll let her royal scaliness fill you in on the deets.”

            Skylar gave him a withering stare that could have stripped paint off the wall.

            “Run along, be a good little human.”

            She said, but there was nothing hostile in her tone. She seemed to puff up airs for him, making herself appear more detached and disinterested. I was a telepath, so I could feel that she was shy, because she was talking to an older cute boy and she was a very straight, very much blooming young dragoness. She was just too proud to let Clarke know any of this. I was not Nix, but I am a girl, so I could understand her, even if it would sound crazy to Clarke himself.

            “Hey there, so Nix Apex are dragons, huh?”

            I asked. She snorted and rolled her eyes.

            “In layman’s terms yes, we are, but we do not call ourselves that. We refer to it as the Apex form. I prefer to merely be referred to as Nix or Apex. I would love it if you could get the silly human to stop tossing the D word out every two seconds!”

            I smiled and gave her a knowing look. She did not miss that expression, and her cheeks turned pink. Skylar was just a girl, just my female friend, between us. I was a Shade; she was an Apex Nix. We were both predators of the very highest order in the wilds, apparently. However, together we were merely two teen girls.

            “Have you met Clarke? You’re lucky he is not fitting you for his damn DND game!”

            I exclaimed. Sky winced at that.

            “Yeah, I don’t do dice games, sorry, not sorry honey!”

            I sniggered at her and tipped my head in understanding. I indulged Clarke with his DND, but I too did not really do it by choice.

            “What happened? Did we get it?”

            I asked. Sky shot me a deeply amused smile.

            “Obvi, we’re still breathing, right?!”

            I rolled my eyes. I slowly stood to my feet, testing my balance. The phantom pain seemed to dissipate now.

            “So, how bad is it with the humans? How much have they pieced together?”

            I asked, almost dreading the answer. Sky shook her head and filled me in on the brilliance of Nix spin doctoring.

            “Daddy expressed a powerful form of hypnotic suggestion over the town at a town hall meeting. He made them believe it was all the result of some local prank of mushrooms ground up and placed in the local water.”

            I blinked several times and nodded in approval.

            “Your dad’s freakin amazing! So, everyone was trippin’ monkey nutts, and all’s well that ends well?”

            I surmised. Sky waggled her hand side-to-side.

            “Yes, but unfortunately for you, they believed you did the shrooms as retaliation for the stunt with your homecoming queen posters.”

            I stopped in my tracks and I stared at her stupidly.

            “Wait, what?! How the hell did that happen?!”

            Sky gave me a sympathetic mirk.

            “They are malleable humans and it was merely the only thing they seemed like they could safely believe as truth. They are simps, they needed someone to blame, and apparently you are it.”

            I plopped back down on the bed, which I now realized was Clarke’s. I had somehow spent two full days in his house. I had no clue how much damage control I was in for at home! I was about to be the only immortal who would be grounded for life!

            “Just can’t win for losing with these people!”

            I brooded. Sky nodded in deep agreement.

            “Well, bright side, mother has agreed to allow you to train with us from now on. Something about saving the town seems to have softened her up a bit, that and she will not let Nadia get her hooks into you. No more tonsil hockey with the enemy!”

            She narrowed her eyes to slits, which had shifted to the reptile shape.

            I didn’t know how to explain to her that Nadia was most likely a lot more than what she appeared to be. I could sense the good in her. She had saved me. She had given me the skills and tools I needed to guard my hometown against a crazed undead spectral threat.

            “No promises…”

            I said. Sky huffed as Clarke walked back into the room with a steaming cup of coffee in hand.

            My life had taken a traumatic turn as I awakened to my true self at sixteen. I was the local blame pinata for everything that went wrong in Doylestown, but I wouldn’t trade lives with anyone.

            My name is Hannah Graves, and I am the only female shade to be born. My journey is just beginning!   

 

 


 

 

Thank you for reading! Please be on the lookout for Book Two in this series, and Book 3 of the ‘Femme Protectors Series’ 

 Let me know what you think! 

 @Ariastorm3 --- Twitter
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