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“I cannot begin to fathom the intricate nature of love, the endless ‘whys’ and the cold reality of ‘because.’”
― Michael Faudet, Bitter Sweet Love
















1. Visitor

I ripped out another page of my sketchbook as my pencil-drawn rose made the leap to R-Rated. That made thirteen by my count.
What’s the point of having mandatory Art classes at all? Of course, if drawing was your thing, more power to you, but I would’ve gladly taken a second math class if it meant going the rest of my life without a sketchbook of vagina flowers.
“You’re looking especially hostile,” Dad muttered, dropping another plastic bag over a nearby shelf. If I included Mom, outside by the truck, and my best friend Zach, who’d found a home sleeping on the mulch she’d already stacked in the back closet, the four of us constituted the whole of the store’s occupants.
“I’m not hostile! Just…frustrated.”
Though the register obscured my sketchbook, a graveyard of my failed drawings littered the counter from edge to edge. Dad unfolded one from a crumpled ball with a shriek. “What kind of homework are they giving you?”
I heaved a sigh, head falling into my hands. “It’s a rose.”
He didn’t look convinced. Grabbing another sketch off the counter, he studied it with a growing look of distaste. “That’s not a rose.”
“Maybe I’ll switch to sunflowers—”
“Maybe you should pick something less phallic. Y’know…the stem.” He brushed the rest of my sketches into the garbage. “What’s the assignment?”
“Draw what you love most.”
He had the nerve to look affronted. “And I wasn’t the first thing to come to mind?”
“What’s the matter?” Mom inquired, struggling under the weight of two bags of mulch.
“Your daughter loves weeds more than her own parents!”
She’d made a valiant effort at pulling her cropped blonde hair into a knot but the exertion spilled most of it across her forehead anew. “Is this news to you? She spends more time in the greenhouse than she spends upstairs. I don’t think I’ve spoken to her in days.”
Dad pouted with arms crossed. “Oh. Did you also know that she’s drawing pornography for art class?”
She dropped the bag onto the lowest shelf. “What?”
“I’m not drawing porno—” As the bell rang, singing the arrival of our first customer in an hour, I lowered my voice. “I’m not drawing pornography. It’s not my fault flowers look a lot like genitalia.”
The customer’s footsteps reverberated against the wooden floor like a metronome. Slow. Foreboding. The three of us donned our best smiles.
“Good afternoon, welcome to The Garden of Eden, how can I help you?” Mom inquired, hastening toward the entrance to help.
“Hello,” a deep, soothing voice replied. “I have come to buy a few of your plants.”
“O…of course,” she replied. “Follow me.”
She staggered into sight first, followed closely by a mop of white-blonde hair. A towering frame. Violet eyes so foreign, so alien, I couldn’t decide…were they beautiful or repulsive?
Even up close, he was perfectly smooth, perfectly symmetrical…all around perfectly perfect in every way. In true Eden-fashion, my hands shook. My lip broke out in a fine sheen of sweat. The barstool holding me up to the register quaked, threatening to drag me to my doom.
As he passed, his stare found mine and held it. The ice I found there didn’t warm with recognition…didn’t warm with anything. The stranger looked about as capable of human emotion as a blank sheet of paper.
I expected his glance to dart away; I hoped for it. The gravity of his attentions brought a haze that rendered me an inaudible, floundering mess. In the end, I made the separation. Even as I looked to the floor and caught my breath, I still saw the shine of violet eyes forever burned into my retinas.
Mom laughed at nothing in particular, as she was opt to do in the direst of times. Under that unwavering stare, I couldn’t fault her this time. “I haven’t seen you around before. New in town?”
He nodded slowly. Deliberately. “Of course.”
She looked about as helpless as I imagined I did, now that she was fixed beneath him. She coughed, eyes flickering my way. “Oh. That’s nice. You’ll like it in Joy. We’re all pretty friendly.”
Propriety told me he should’ve smiled, but he didn’t. “I hope so.”
“So…what were you looking for?”
“Anything. Everything. I need green to distract from the snow.”
She nodded. “Was it hot back home?”
“I suppose. Hotter than here in any case.” They passed through the sliding doors and I lost his words through the barrier.
I cursed myself for what lack of bravery meant I’d never speak to…that. Even without words, my brain felt fried, tongue dry and bent into knots, body shaking. A simple ‘hello’ might have very well pushed me into a stroke.
“You know him?” Dad asked, leaning heavily against the counter.
I shook myself free of the haze. I’d forgotten prying ears lingered in the room. “No,” I mumbled over a tongue that felt like ash. “Why?”
Dad shrugged and pretended to fuss with the display of vegetable seeds on the counter. “Nothing. He’s cute is all.”
The snort came involuntarily. That is an understatement. “Shut up. Who taught you to say that?”
“I’ll allow this momentary change of subject, but you’re not fooling anybody, Ed.” He shook the garbage can full of my sketches. “So no showing that boy your roses.”
My face burned, but the sight of Mom in the greenhouse, probing the petals of the white lilies, put a smile back on my face. “Sure. Looks like Mom’s busy showing him hers, anyway.”
“Ew.”
“You mean that wasn’t funny?”
Through the glass, she looked baffled by something the visitor said, or the dead expression he wore while he said it. He pointed to a row of ferns against the furthermost wall. As I contemplated which one he would purchase, he lifted three pots into his arms and nodded at Mom to pick up two more.
So…all of them.
I lurched to my feet as they faced me, sending the barstool crashing to the floor. In the same motion, I swept the sketchbook off the counter.
Dad scowled. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to impress someone.”
“I will end you.”
“Is that why you love the flowers more than me?”
He made himself scarce before the boy breached the greenhouse doors, followed by my frazzled mother. “Eden, would you mind ringing him up?”
The pleasantry came for our customer’s sake. Of course I’d have to ring him up. why else would I be here? Otherwise, the need to run would’ve already hidden me upstairs in the shower. Somewhere violet eyes couldn’t find me.
C’mon, Eden, if there’s ever been a time to speak!
I knew I wouldn’t. Couldn’t. My mind had already twisted itself into knots trying to come up with something witty to say, only to come up blank. Even ‘sure’ or ‘hello’ proved themselves much too complex.
I nodded, hoping he wouldn’t notice English failing me. Inarticulate babble wished to rise instead.
He placed the plants atop the counter beside the ones Mom had already handed over and tried to turn those violet depths on me. Thankfully, I counted myself a fast learner and looked at the fronds instead.
Just ferns. Nothing extraordinary. And he hadn’t even picked the big ones from the display; he’d chosen the baby ones that would still need weeks of patience to see any real fronds. They looked awfully pale, hardly even green.
I recalled planting two of them myself just months ago.
“Hello.” That soothing voice warmed me like a physical caress. All of my attention turned to keeping the drool in my mouth.
Mom shifted uneasily as I looked between him and the computer screen. “Thanks, kid. I…I’ll go get a cart to help you to your car.”
Then she made herself scarce, too.
“You look nervous,” the stranger noted. When it became clear he would get no answer from me, he sighed, attention already diverted to his wallet.
I swore I could taste my heart in my mouth. Scanning the pots as quickly as I could, I paid special attention to the last of them. It had grown tall since I’d last admired it.
Back in November it had been a mere seed in my hand. Just one. Coupled with water and my steady attention, now it stood a tall, green stem. Where there had been nothing, I’d coaxed something into existence.
I smiled, pride taking the place of my perpetual discomfort.
“Take good care of my fern,” I whispered, voice obstructed by the pot.
His face didn’t flinch or warp, completely unsurprised that I’d spoken. That made one of us. “Your fern?”
I nodded. The opportunity to keep quiet had already come and gone, and he just kept staring. It compelled me to continue. “I planted it last November.”
“You must like plants.”
I snorted in a most unbecoming way. Hands flying over my mouth, I let the horror wash through me with a cold sweat. I anticipated the laughter, but, somehow, the lack of it was worse. He didn’t smile. He didn’t frown. He just stared. “I…I’d have to. I live here.”
His eyes roved over the store around us, from the display of seeds to the empty pots to the varying bags of dirt and the ceiling of warm cherry wood. “Which shelf is yours?”
I didn’t think my face could get any redder. Lip quirking up, I pointed to the rack of mulch Mom had just stacked. “That one looks pretty comfy.” He either didn’t get the joke, or I’d grossly overestimated my comedic abilities. Suddenly in need of a change of subject, I inquired, “So…so why ferns?”
“Should I have a tragic reason?”
“I just mean…ferns are great and all, but I’d pick the roses any day. Why’d you pick the ferns?”
I flinched away as I met his gaze, momentarily forgetting the burn. “My sister is depressed. I believe the green could make her feel better about…the move.”
“Oh. We don’t have green roses.”
I kicked myself for the stupidity that always streamed out of my mouth.
The boy smirked. “I happened to notice. Keep your roses. And I will have the ferns.”
It was only the barest hint of a smile but it was more than I could’ve hoped for. “I…if you change your mind, red’s a nice color. Or yellow. We’ve got them all, not just the white ones.”
“You will be the first to know if I do.” He leaned against the counter, arm so close to mine that I could feel the warmth pouring off his bare skin. For the first time, I noted that he wore a t-shirt without the added protection of a coat, despite the snow outside. “What was it your mother called you?”
“Eden.” I thrust out my hand and he took it without hesitation.
Time stood still.
An electric current raced through my skin, shocking me. Burning me until the only feeling left was the ache in my bones. Gravity shifted, very nearly knocking me off my feet as it yanked me toward him instead of the ground. If not for the counter sitting between us, I swore I would’ve tumbled into his arms. Readily. Willingly. Happily.
The stranger tore his hand away, breaking the spell so suddenly that my knees wanted to drop me on the floor.
“It’s…very nice to meet you, Eden. I apologize. I’m in a rush.”
I deflated. “Oh. Of course. I’m sorry to hold you up.” I promptly shut my mouth. Scanning the rest of his plants with expert intent, I bagged the pots and tried not to look him in the face again. “Sixty-five seventy-three, please.”
It didn’t escape my notice that he placed the money on the counter and pushed it in my direction. Anything to avoid touching me.
“Thanks,” I whispered.
He nodded, lip quivering as he tried, unsuccessfully, to school himself back into a stoic façade and gathered the bags under his arms, eyes flickering over me. He practically ran for the door with Mom and her cart hot on his heels, looking more frantic as he took the knob in hand.
“Wait! Isn’t that heavy?”
“No,” he snapped. His face buckled under the strain of composing himself. “Thank you. I’m alright.”
She abandoned the cart to reach for his bags. “Let me help you.”
“No. I’m fine.” The snow drift blew in with his hasty exit, and then the door slammed shut.
Mom shook her head, playful scowl turning my way. “You know that weirdo?”
“Nope. Not even a little bit.”
“Oh my God, that was weird,” Dad proclaimed from the stairwell. “We’re going to have to put you in classes on social interaction, Ed.”
I groaned, dropping my head into my hands. “Stop listening to my conversations.”
“I couldn’t help it.”
“Callum Reyes, leave her be! I thought you were perfectly pleasant.” Mom fixed my hair behind my ear. “That kid was just frosty. The next one will be better.”
“What next one? Next customer? Sure, I bet the next one will be awful chatty.”
She shrugged. “Mr. Green’s expecting me in a few. See you guys for dinner?”
Dad leaned out of the stairwell enough to wink. “You bringing Chinese?”
“If you’re going to insist on it.” She pecked him on the lips before donning her coat. She hesitated before the exit.
“Mom? What’re you doing?”
“I’m making sure that kid is gone. I wouldn’t want him to think I’m coming to pounce on him.”
I guessed he had that effect on everyone. “I think you’re safe.” She seemed to agree, because she swept out the door, unleashing another breeze of snow across the carpet.
















2. Unnatural

Though the tail end of yesterday’s snow fell across the roof, painting it a perfectly pearl white, the air in here stayed seventy-five. I relished in the humidity that hung, heavy, in my lungs. In the potent smell of rain and grass and rosewater. In the vacuum-like silence.
No matter how bitter and cold the Georgia winter became, the greenhouse always felt like paradise.
In honor of the routine my grandmother had drawn me into, back in my kindergarten days, I spent most of my mornings overseeing the rows of vegetation. She might’ve been gone three years now but the love of the morning stillness, hours before opening, remained. Some days, I would feed the seedlings. Others, I would water the dormant flytraps. Today, as I measured the length of a growing rose stem, I wondered if its white petals would appear before the next snowfall.
“You’re going to be late if you don’t get out of here soon,” Dad mumbled, stripping off his robe as he staggered through the door. His worn nightshirt hung from his arms. “The snow’s definitely going to back up the roads.”
He looked so young in the morning. Vulnerable. More akin to the hippie teen that had traipsed into our little flower shop fourteen years ago than the creased store manager he’d school himself into by this afternoon. Pictures told me his hair had been longer then, although he’d kept it long enough to hang down his nape in a ponytail.
Dropping the seedling back into its pot, I shook the dirt off my hands. “Zach should be on his way.”
He was late. Again. But Dad didn’t need to know that; on any given day, Zach was about one bad word away from a shoot-on-sight plaque over the register. If Dad knew we’d been late to school all of last week, despite breaking every traffic law from here to the high school, I could only guess his head would implode.
Thankfully, it didn’t have to be a lie.
The little blue monstrosity pulled into the parking lot, over the curb, and onto the grass, windshield coated in homemade stickers and bleeding window art. ‘Ferg Mobile’ stretched across the glass in bold black letters. The most recognizable car in town.
With a driver to match. Tall, pale, and ginger-haired, Zach lounged back in the driver’s seat, one hand on the wheel, the other on his cell phone.
“Speak of the devil,” I chuckled. My backpack sat by the register alongside my jacket. The thin material probably didn’t constitute a proper enough barrier against today’s unusual snowfall, but it was the only one I owned. As an afterthought, I took Dad’s gloves off the hook. He wouldn’t miss them. “I’ll see you later, okay?”
“Yeah.” He eyed the car with clear disdain. “Tell him to be careful.”
“I will.”
He followed me through the store, returning packets of seeds back to their hooks when the sliding greenhouse doors shook them off the display. Upstairs, the shower started. Mom.
“You going to be around to work the register at four? Everybody’s going to want their roses in time for Valentine’s Day. I need all hands on deck.”
“Sure.” As I strode out onto the walkway, my ‘winter-wear’ still hung from my fingers, unable to at ward off the bite of the wind.
Zach pulled himself through the window, waving frantically over the roof. “Get a move on, Edy, we’ve got big news to discuss!”
Frost colored the sidewalk an ominous blue. My butt felt bruised in preparation. “I’m moving as fast as I can.”
He produced a brown bag from the bowels of his backseat. “Picked it up fresh.”
“You had time to get Dunkin Donuts? I’ve been sitting in detention every day because of you!”
He grimaced. “What if I said it’s for you?”
“Then I suppose I could be persuaded to forgive you.”
He thrust the bag over the roof and into my free hand. “Figured you might be interested in some tuna salad.”
“Ah!” I clung to the bag like a lifeline, shoveling the sandwich it held into my face with clawed fingers. “You’re the best!”
“I know. You can think of all the ways to make it up to me in the car.”
If not for the stillness that accompanied the snowfall, I wouldn’t have heard the hollow thud of Dad’s fist against the store window. A glance over my shoulder saw his silent plea, “Careful!”
The store itself looked much unchanged since my childhood, although, back then, the sign had read Amy’s Garden. The building was cozy, brown, cottage-like. Only in recent years, with the inheritance handed down from Grandma’s passing, had we sprung for the greenhouse projections off either wall. We lived up above, separated from the world of living green by a narrow staircase.
“I knew you had to be buttering me up for something.” I rolled my eyes. “How exactly should I make it up to you?”
“Let me copy your History homework? I was up all night finishing that paper for Gold. I’m exhausted.”
“How’re you going to drive if you can’t see?”
“Figured I’d sleep through English.”
“You’re an inspiration to us all.”
His lids drooped before they shut. I swore I heard him snore, startling himself to clarity. “Probably geology, too.”
“Might as well. Why else would they include the study of rocks in the curriculum if not for nap time?”
Zach fell into the driver’s seat like a load of bricks. I followed, clutching my bag and my breakfast to my chest just before the car lurched back into the road at ever-increasing speeds. Thirty. Forty. Fifty. Unfamiliar pop music erupted through the speakers.
I had to scream to hear myself above the noise. “I hope you don’t intend on copying it while you drive.”
“Just give it to me at lunch. We’ve got bigger things to discuss.” He didn’t wait for me to ask. “So, Ashley texted me this morning from the attendance office. She said she saw new kids.”
I knew Zach well enough that ‘kids’ must’ve translated to ‘boys.’ Otherwise, he wouldn’t have cared.
An image of pale hair and violet eyes flashed through my mind.
When I didn’t instantaneously erupt with enthusiasm, as he’d surely hoped, he tore his eyes away from the road to stare me down. “Nothing? You’ve got to admit we’ve been hurting for a change of scenery!”
I couldn’t fault him there. New people didn’t come to our town and they especially didn’t bring kids our age. While Joy, Georgia held no scarcity of square footage, a great deal of it was uninhabitable, like the odd cornfield, pumpkin farm, or untamed grassy expanse. And no professional advancement beside the grocery stores or family farms meant people didn’t end up here by accident.
The population stagnated around a few thousand and the towns around us fared no better.
“Any guys?” I inquired.
Zach turned red all the way to his collar. “Why would you think that?”
“Because you don’t care about the female scenery.”
“Caught me. Two guys and a girl.”
Just as I’d suspected. “Did your source find out anything else? Favorite colors? Blood types?”
“Are you made of stone, woman? I don’t know about you, but I’m getting pretty tired of looking at Brian Elwin’s butt in the cafeteria. I need variety.”
“You don’t even know what they look like.”
“Ashley said they’re hot as hell!”
“I forgot that she was the expert on the subject.” I’d never been friends with this ‘Ashley’ —never been friends with anyone but Zach, really—but I’d seen her around school before. And I’d seen that pizza-faced boyfriend she often hung from. By her judgement, ‘hot as hell’ could mean ‘subpar at best.’
Zach deflated. “No wonder she wouldn’t send a picture.”
Even from down the road, I heard the high school blare its homeroom bell, officially proclaiming us late. Again. “Crap. Can you drop me off in front? I can’t get detention today.”
He shrugged. I suspected the prospect of unattractive new kids had put him in a minor depression. “I guess.”
No sooner had he stopped the car that I threw myself into motion, casting the door aside and sprinting across the grounds. My bag beat against my spine with every step, bits of croissant and tuna fish from my gifted breakfast raining behind me.
Art class had never been a favorite of mine. In the words of my teacher, Mrs. Brown, no matter how kindly she tried to phrase it, I was “not artistically inclined.” And I knew it.
Our very first assignment that year had been common enough: a self-portrait. She’d taken one look at mine and surrendered to her compulsion to laugh before squaring herself back into a professional, albeit purple, mask. She’d concluded, “Great effort, Miss Graves, but maybe you should look at yourself the next time you draw yourself.”
If not for the treat of detention, I wouldn’t have minded losing a few moments of it. But Mrs. Brown had gotten it into her head that I could be ‘fixed’ if given enough time. Detentions nowadays meant an extra hour in her class after school. Practicing.
The thought of another day bent over the desk, repeatedly drawing hands until they met her specifications—and they never did—sent me running headlong toward the hall of electives. As the door loomed in the distance, my chest cried for breath. I fell into the room.
Every set of eyes locked on me.
Mrs. Brown stood at the board, scrawling out the outline for our newest project in neat cursive: What do you love most? A crown of faux flowers held blonde hair away from her eyes. It made it possible that I saw the change on her face with my untimely entrance. She’d been chipper before I got here. She was always chipper before I got here. “Thank you for joining us, Miss Graves. Please. Sit.”
My classmates had, predictably, chosen the same desks they normally did, despite our teacher’s flower child sensibilities prohibiting assigned seats. I’d made my home in the way back, in the desk pressed up against the window to more easily comfort myself with the prospect of freedom.
Until today.
The more discreet of my classmates glanced over their shoulders at my stolen seat, but an overwhelming majority had turned themselves completely around to stare. The thief, for her part, lounged across the chair like a sofa, arms crossed, head hung over the back as if in sleep. Her eyes hung at half-mast. Rather than at me or her adoring fans around the room, she stared out the window, pupils flickering with each snowflake collecting on the glass. But it wasn’t any of that that contributed toward her draw.
This stranger looked like nothing I’d ever seen before.
Her face didn’t budge from a blankness as cool and as grey as stone. Eyes like molten steel stared at nothing. Through nothing. Into nothing. They simply…stared. Blonde locks cascaded over her shoulders in waves so perfect they might’ve been plastic.
She was the most perfect girl I’d ever seen. Hands down.
But just as much as she looked beautiful, she looked lifeless. Empty.
“Y…yes, Mrs. Brown.” I eased toward the back of the room, and my stolen seat, in measured steps. Out of the corner of my eye, I kept my gaze trained on the newcomer. It wouldn’t have shocked me if new girl was not-so-secretly a vampire. It didn’t help my case that my pulse pounded harder in my neck.
But she didn’t pay me any mind, even as I fell into the chair beside her.
If it had been any other class, maybe I would’ve paid more thought to the lecture being given up front. But it wasn’t and I didn’t feel bad shirking it to openly gawk at the new girl. For once in my life, I’d found my way into the majority. Across the rows, the rest of the class spared frequent stares as well.
I could only imagine why.
The boys would’ve already envisioned themselves taking her home, knowing nothing more about her than what I already did. She was new. She was exciting. She was drop dead gorgeous.
The girls couldn’t be so easily deduced. Whether for curiosity or jealousy they ogled her under their arms, I didn’t know. After all, I felt pretty curious, myself. New girl sat as still as a human statue, completely oblivious to the class around her. The glare of the institutional lighting set her skin off like chalk.
But I couldn’t assume they would think so far into their evaluation of our newest addition. The boys paid attention to her. That made her a threat.
When the bell finally rang, it failed to make me jump like she did as she rushed to her feet. For a statue, she was surprisingly agile, walking faster than anyone should across the room and into the hall, vanishing before the rest of us could budge.
Mrs. Brown stared after her, mouth open as if to bid her farewell; then she thought better of it and glanced back at us. “I’ll expect your sketches tomorrow.”
I didn’t even want to entertain the thought of what misery that would mean for me later.
Instead, I busied myself with what news I’d bring Zach at lunch. If he wanted eye candy, I didn’t think he’d be disappointed—if her brothers were anything like her, of course. But if he thought he’d find boyfriend material in a statue like that, I’d sooner direct him toward Jeffrey Dahmer. At least he could fake a smile.
***
I’d never been much of a fan of school. I hated crowds and I hated studying, but I’d made do this year while I waited to hear back from my top twelve colleges. Cornell had passed, but that didn’t shock me. They had the best horticulture program in the country and my GPA wasn’t up to par—cough, thanks, Mrs. Brown, cough. I’d applied to the University of Illinois because theirs came as a close second, but I probably wouldn’t take it. Illinois was too close. The California Polytechnic State University felt more my speed.
The smile on Zach’s face as he bolted toward our table with bags of chips crinkling under his arm made it just the slightest bit more bearable.
“Have you seen him yet?” he demanded.
My mind unwittingly reflected the image of Lily, so still, so stiff. “I saw her.”
“Oh no, no, no. You’ve only gotten the appetizer. I was eating a four-course meal in second period. He winked at me. He winked at me.”
Could it be…?
I chuckled, already elbow-deep in the chips he set out. “When’s the wedding?”
“We’re thinking early spring. Not too hot. Not too cold.” He shoveled a handful into his mouth. Then his eyes widened; he pounded on his chest as he choked and sat. “Show time.”
The rest of the room had already turned to the door and I followed their lead, meeting mercurial eyes across the crowd. The girl from Art class ducked in first, forehead very nearly clipping the top of the archway. Maybe the thought came to me because I could compare her to the other people standing around the cafeteria, but she had to be well over six feet tall. The bony prominences of her limbs protruded from her shirt. That face looked a little less beautiful now that the harsh lights above her could shadow the hollows of her cheeks.
“Damn,” Zach whispered. “She could turn me.”
Really? The more I looked at her, the more I believed that she’d escaped from the morgue.
Her brother stood tall and slim like she did, but, unlike her, he didn’t stare into the abyss. He met people’s stares. He winked. He smirked. His hair, so black it reflected a rainbow in the light, fell over eyes that gleamed deep violet. Eyes I swore I couldn’t find a pupil in.
Snake eyes.
“That guy is going to marry me one day.”
At least, I thought that was what Zach said. Check-out came at 11:02 am when the two new kids stepped away from the door to make room for the third.
My beautiful customer, looking both younger and older than his siblings. Younger because of the more boyish line of his jaw. Older because of his look of severity. His full lips pouted of their own accord, although they sat in a blank line. Those same snake eyes fixed on the far wall, practically oblivious to the rest of us.
“Edy, you’re drooling.”
“I am not!” Nevertheless, I felt across my chin for the nonexistent dribble. “What did you say his name was?”
“Ha! I knew you’d think they’re delicious. That’s Gregory. Gregory Bronwyn.”
Somehow, I doubted we spoke about the same person. “He’s very…pretty.”
Zach gagged on a mouthful of his lunch. “No. His sister is pretty. Gregory is the yummiest thing that’s ever honored this school with its presence. Ever. So watch your mouth.”
As much as I expected people to jump up in droves to make room for the new kids, no one moved. No one spoke.
“Should we invite them over here?” he hissed.
“No way!”
The Bronwyns fell into step at the end of the lunch line. I should’ve been above watching strangers order food, but the curiosity caught like flue around here and it made me wonder—
Do the new kids eat soggy pizza, just like us?
“So,” Zach grinned. “Do you think I’m his type?”
I had to shake myself free of a stupor. Looking at the Bronwyns felt like looking into a dream. “Who?”
“Gregory! Who do you think?”
Truth be told, I prayed for it. Nothing could brighten up my day like the disappointment of two hundred teenage girls finding out their newest obsession bat for another team.
But Gregory didn’t look around the room again. As Lily finished at the register, tray laden with a soda and nothing else, he followed her through the room and out the door.
The beautiful stranger held back, hands full with a heavily laden tray that the lady at the register took her time punching into the till. She let her hand linger on his for a second too long, retrieving his money with painful slowness.
He didn’t seem to mind. Fixing a pleasant-enough smirk on his face, he shook her hand, fingers grazing over her forearm so he could hold it between his palms. The lady stared back, mouth ajar, until he released her. She never stopped staring, even after his smile slipped away. Even after he strode away, giving her a view of his back.
Even after he disappeared through the door.
“Guess not,” Zach deadpanned.
I couldn’t think of what I’d been about to say, so I settled on, “Sorry, champ.”
Through the window at my back, we all got a good view of the Bronwyns crossing the parking lot to an impressive black Mustang. Out in the snow, their skin glowed with an unnatural tan, like they’d been painted into existence. At least, in Gregory and his brother’s case.
The girl looked more like a cinderblock. Stony and grey.
“I better get an A on that essay, ‘cuz there’s no way I’m going to pass another English test while he’s there,” Zach whispered once they’d settled into their car, as though he worried they’d hear.
Now that they kept out of sight, a weight climbed off my chest. I snuck a potato chip to hide my shaking hands. “Eh. He’s alright.”
“Dear God, woman, are you insane? That’s the nicest piece of tail this town’s seen since Brian Elwin hit puberty.” He frowned at their car through the glass. “Well this day just took a turn for the worst. Please tell me you’re not working tonight.”
“I might plead the fifth so I don’t make your day worse.”
“Damn it. Right after school?”
I shrugged. “I’ve got a few hours.”
“Do you think I could catch another nap at your place?” he inquired. “We’re repainting. Gives me a migraine.”
“Yeah, sure.”
A hopeful glint lit his eyes. “Maybe a sleepover…?”
“I guess. Dad won’t care and Mom…won’t be home very long.”
“She’s got to be home sooner or later.”
The thought had once occurred to me. Not anymore. “She’s been helping out at the grocery store part time. She’ll be heading over there later. It’s why he needs me.”
Zach sighed, attention already shifted away from my financial problems and onto the Mustang. “They’ve got the whole school drooling after them and they sit where we can’t even admire them? I don’t get it, Edy. Explain it to me!”
“Who knows? Maybe we smell bad.”
“Disappointing.” Luckily, his interest didn’t span far enough that we’d have to suffer through more pining. “You got that History homework? I’ll keep the DD coming if you help me out?”
I flipped through the mess of papers in my bag until my homework revealed its frayed corners. “I can’t guarantee it’s right.”
“It’s better than I would do on my own right now.”
Zach copied my paper until the bell dismissed us, and then ten minutes after our history teacher, an aging woman named Grey, collected them. Halfway through class, he ‘found’ his own and so kindly pointed out that someone must’ve dropped mine, because it lay on the floor all the way across the room. Mrs. Grey didn’t lead on either way whether she believed him or not, but she took them so I chalked Zach up as the victor. Ferguson: 9 Grey: 0.
I preferred Math, which came after, though unaccompanied by Zach. I understood Math. And when I didn’t, I could study it on my own time. I studied often to stay in Mr. McKinnon’s good graces.
When I walked through the door, the girl who had been my neighbor sat in my seat. I stilled in mid-step, irrational panic seizing me, as I waited for the world to right itself.
The Bronwyn I didn’t yet have a name for stood at McKinnon’s desk, taking a pink slip of paper and a textbook from his hands. His overwhelming height meant he not only towered over our teacher, he had to bend over him, looking into his bald head like one might look into another’s eyes.
“Just hold onto this. It’s eighty bucks to replace it, you don’t need that nonsense.” McKinnon found me around the new guy’s tapered waist and beckoned me into the room. “Move one chair to the right, Eden. We’ve got to make room for Phillip.”
I glanced between the newcomer and the teacher. Violet eyes met mine and held them. Through a sudden, grey haze taking over my mind, I made out the undeniable urge to walk. An invisible rope had tethered itself to my navel and seemed to give a few well-placed tugs in his direction. Helpless, I succumbed to its pull.
“Alright, class—” Phillip looked away as McKinnon spoke and the haze lifted. My legs locked, frozen at the front of the room. “We don’t have to make this difficult. Just move one seat to the right.”
I ducked to hide the red filling my face. What the hell, Eden, what was that? As Phillip tried to catch my eye again, I rushed the other way, dropping unceremoniously into the second row. My strict attention to McKinnon’s back wavered when he directed New Guy to the spot in front of me. I could feel myself sweat.
As the compulsion to look at him grew too heavy to resist, I picked a tile on the wall and imagined all manner of illusions in the grime caked on it, a technique I’d used growing up when my anxiety grew too heavy. Or, in this case, when I really, really needed to distract myself.
Phillip’s neighbor tried no such tricks. He stared fully and unabashedly with an expression of growing unease. Against my better judgement, I looked and instantly knew the cause.
Like his sister, the Bronwyn sat very still. Violet eyes focused unblinkingly on the board. Crackling energy wafted off him, hitting me again and again like an electric current.
It wasn’t natural.
If I’d hoped my few words with Phillip would make him more apt to speak to me, I was sorely disappointed.
But I wasn’t disappointed, because I hadn’t been hoping anything of the sort.
If anything, he avoided making eye contact with me even more. I suspected he’d even moved his seat to the furthest end of the room in Astronomy class, just to be as far from me as possible.
Except, that didn’t make any sense.
Things had gotten a little weird at the shop, but I didn’t think they’d been particularly bad. Certainly not bad enough to warrant evasion at any rate. I tried not to care, but that would’ve been very out of Eden-fashion. Eden liked to overthink. Eden liked to suffer.
Eden liked to blame herself.
I knew whatever had turned him away had to be of my doing. For the life of me, though, I couldn’t figure out what that could be.
Maybe it was just the unfortunate product of a bad day. The morning had begun with a rejection from California Polytechnic. Anything that came after was doomed before it began.
The bell rang. Don’t look at him, Eden. Do not look at him. It came as no surprise that I lost that battle. Even if I could pin my disobedient eyes to the floor until he packed up and left, it was a long walk to gym. I didn’t invest a bit of confidence in my resolve not to sneak a glance in the halls.
I gave up, chancing a peek while he shoved his notebooks into his bag. He’d dressed simply: a White Snake t-shirt and jeans. The tendrils of flaxen hair fell shamelessly into his eyes while he stood bent over. He looked like he’d come straight from my dreams.
Because he had. Just the whisper of his voice in my head had kept me up all night. In what sparse opportunities I’d been afforded sleep, every unconscious thought I’d had, had been of his face.
On the one hand, I enjoyed the exhaustion. It meant I thought less. But on the other…the day absolutely dragged. For every three minutes of intrigue came hours of muddled grey.
Gym class passed in much the same way. Slowly. Mercilessly. And yet, with a distinct awareness of Phillip Bronwyn’s presence in the bleachers as he took care not to watch the game of kickball I suffered through down here. Another thing I swore he did on purpose.
How conceited of you… Phillip Bronwyn had already forgotten my existence. He couldn’t be avoiding my stare. That would mean he gave a crap, one way or the other.
He had company. The trend of the more done-up girls ‘forgetting’ their gym clothes to get out of physical activity had seen a spike in popularity. A coincidence?
They occupied him with conversation, drawing easy smiles and the occasional chuckle. One girl with pink and blue hair reached out to touch his cheek with her face pulled together in a seductive pout. I threw myself back into the game. Focus shifting away from the sting of envy, I narrowly avoided taking a ball to the face. If I let myself care about every girl that talked to Phillip, I’d lose my mind. Quickly.
“Ugh!”
The whole class looked up into the bleachers to find that the girl with the pastel hair stood apart from him, half-enveloped in her friend’s embrace.
And the object of her affection remained fixed in his seat, smiles long gone now. That blank look had taken over as he stared at the girl like the simple act would strike her down. Dead.
“What do I need with a freak, anyway,” she snarled, venomous gaze flickering between Phillip and the friend at her side. “The guy feels like a snake! And he thinks he’s going to do better than me?”
His face sunk deeper, blankness erring more on the side of dangerous. With all the dignity of a man unperturbed, he stood, sweeping by the girls with head held high, and vanished through the door.
















3. Gifts

As I dressed in the locker room, I could still see Phillip’s face in the gaudy yellow of the wall. My face burned on his behalf, imagining all those eyes around the gym if they’d been directed at me. The thought made my stomach flip.
At least he seemed relatively unscathed. His personal business had been aired in front of the largest audience one could get on a normal school day and he hadn’t bat an eyelash. Not in front of us, anyway. Another unwelcome tendril of empathy slithered through my stomach. He’d made it clear enough that the move had been hard on one, if not all, of them. Public shaming couldn’t be helping in any measure.
I shook off those unpleasant feelings; I couldn’t help it that other people were cruel. I couldn’t help it that they’d moved here of all places. And I certainly couldn’t help that Phillip didn’t like me.
I’d probably torment myself over it, anyway.
Yanking my shirt on with enough force that the stitches protested, I sighed. Dad hadn’t asked, but I expected to be working the register after work. For once, I minded. As much as I loved the store and the flowers and the greenhouse, I loved sleep more. And I was desperately in need.
If I rushed, I could catch a thirty-minute nap. Hauling my bag over my shoulder, I leapt for the door. There wasn’t a moment to lose. Zach had to be standing on the other side by now. He didn’t want to stick around anymore than I did…
The soft thwack of leather on concrete stopped me up short. One of my father’s gloves peeked out of my jacket pocket. The other lay on the floor.
I recalled the instant Phillip’s hand touched mine with startling clarity. Never had it occurred to me that he felt ‘like a snake,’ although, I had to concede, the texture hadn’t been at the top of my priorities. What was wrong with either of them? That he’d have reptilian skin? That she’d even care?
And what was wrong with me? How had I gone from quasi-accepting my new classmate’s indifference to considering…?
Retrieving the glove, I kicked myself. There goes Eden Graves. Torturing herself again.
Zach stood on the other side of the door, bouncing on the balls of his feet. I hardly saw him. My stare zeroed in across the gym, on a backpack left abandoned in the bleachers. Any reservations I’d had melted away.
“Oh my god, E’!” You’ll never—!”
I grimaced. “Just hold on a second, okay? Could I meet you at your locker, say, ten minutes?”
His eyes widened, feet already moving to follow. “But, Edy, you’re not going to believe—”
“Ten minutes, okay? I promise.”
I didn’t wait for an answer before I ate up the length of the gym, collecting Phillip’s abandoned backpack and the sketchbook headlined with Mrs. Brown’s name and a minor addition stating that he saw her for third period, rather than first with me and Lily. The extra weight of Phillip’s bag buckled my knees. Regret pulsed through me like a second heartbeat.
But I was all in now. Unfortunately.
I stopped short in the hall. Despite the trickle of people around the corners, the only thing I saw was Phillip, sitting up against the glass of the trophy case. Legs extended before him, hands folded atop his knee, he looked the picture of ease.
“Um…Phillip?”
He went rigid. Head tilting up toward me, he forced a strange little smile that slipped away all too quickly. “Eden. To what do I owe this surprise?”
My stomach flipped. I thought he would’ve forgotten.
“You look sick,” he continued. “Rough night?”
Peeling off the bag, I held it out to him in offering. “I’m super.”
When he didn’t reply, glance darting between me and the bag, I thought I must’ve done something wrong again. Then, he sighed and rose, elegantly, to his feet. I couldn’t help but study his hands as they neared to take his things. Smooth skin.
“What do you see?”
I gasped, rearing back at the slap of being caught staring. “I…I’m sorry—”
But he didn’t seem angry. To be frank, he didn’t seem happy though, either. “What do you see?”
“I don’t…I don’t see anything.”
He donned a pseudo-smile. “What did you expect? Scales?”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
“You haven’t.” Without warning, he took my hand between both of his. Gravity shifted and, unlike yesterday, no counter could stop me from staggering closer until his chest stood a mere breath away from mine. The entire world clouded over in a haze of violet. “What do you feel, Eden?” his voice continued from across a sea.
I felt…perfectly relaxed. Content. And the heat wafting off Phillip’s body filled me with such a pleasant warmth that I thought only of fireplaces, my greenhouse, and him.
But I didn’t think that was what he meant.
“S…scales,” I admitted, feeling their rough exterior grate against my skin.
He agreed, “Scales.”
I knew I’d regret it, but the compulsion to look up into his face came over me like a tidal wave. He already stared down at me, eyes wide and prying. The shadow of pupils hid behind a milky layer of violet.
Demon eyes.
I yanked my hand away and put the width of the hallway between us in a single bound. The beautiful feelings left with my hold on Phillip, letting the panic wash through instead. My lungs ached like I hadn’t breathed all the while I’d been enraptured.
With the violet haze dissipating, I felt a lot of other things, too. An ache in my joints. A pounding in my head. The unmistakable, irrepressible, and primal need to run.
“Umm…” He had to notice how I glanced around for a way out. Grabbing my father’s gloves from my jacket pocket, I very nearly threw them at him. “I thought you might want something in case people asked.”
He hesitated. Staring through me, he took each glove and donned them with an appreciative quirk of his brow. “That’s awfully kind of you, Eden.”
“It’s no problem. They were my dad’s. They should fit.” Down the hall, Zach emerged from the gym and started in the way of his locker. He wasn’t alone. “Sorry, I’m meeting somebody. I’ll see you around, Phillip.”
“Phil.”
I halted my pursuit. “What?”
He looked over the gloves. “I prefer Phil.”
“Right. I’ll see you around, Phil.”
Without another look, I fled, slowing only when I knew he’d be out of sight. A familiar laugh turned me toward a cluster of lockers at the end of the hall where my best friend stood beside Gregory Bronwyn.
Like his brother, Gregory towered over my friend by almost a full foot, limbs long and wiry and caging Zach against his locker. The expression in his eyes looked like something I’d seen before, although I couldn’t, at the moment, think of where. He looked to be either mentally undressing my ginger, or looking to sink teeth into his jugular. I couldn’t tell which.
Still, he was more attractive than anyone else could hope to be, barring his brother and no one else. Objectively, Gregory’s dark curls made him look like an angel from a master’s painting, and his face looked chiseled from the finest marble. He should’ve been the better-looking brother.
But…something in those violet eyes—something in the predatory curve of his spine—made my stomach roil with nausea. Zach, on the other hand, must’ve been wholly oblivious because he looked up at the newcomer with eyes like full moons.
“Z…Zach!”
He pulled free of his stare with Gregory to turn a blinding grin on me. “Edy! You’re late.” Ducking under Gregory’s arm, he rushed ahead to sling an arm over my shoulder. “I don’t think you’ve met my new friend? Greg?”
I just shook my head. Fixed under Gregory’s eyes, my throat went dry. Thousands of years of self-preservation instincts bred out of my doughy body rushed to the forefront.
The guy didn’t look right.
“Isn’t he an angel, Edy?” Zach whispered in my ear.
I didn’t answer. The brunette extended a hand for me to shake, but I feigned having my arms full: bag in one hand, coat in the other. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Edy. You’re all Zach talks about.”
“And you’re all everyone else talks about.”
“Am I?” Letting his dejected arm fall back to his side, he stepped closer. “Would you like a hand?”
“No,” I snapped. At Zach’s look of disapproval, I amended, “No, thank you. I’m fine.”
“I was just telling him that we could hang out at the store. That is”—Zach appraised me like I was the stranger here— “if it’s okay with you?”
I wanted to say no. My lips moved in anticipation of saying no. Then I looked at Zach, at the pleading edge to his face, and my head bobbed of its own accord. “Sure.”
He lit up like a Christmas tree. “Awesome! Hope you don’t mind riding in the back, Ed!” He skipped toward the exit, vanishing into the land of white leftover from yesterday.
I cursed him. Cursed his mother for having him. Cursed her mother for having her. Why the hell would he bring Gregory just to pawn him off on me?
“That is a lovely name,” Gregory crooned. “Edy. Is it short for something?”
My throat rebelled against answering. “Eden.”
“Even lovelier. Is it a family name?”
“Nope. My grandmother just liked gardens.”
He looked down at me and his lip quirked into a smirk. “Are you sure you do not need help? That bag looks heavy.”
I didn’t bother answering, though my legs moved quicker toward the exit where the Ferg Mobile pulled up alongside the curb, frame shaking in time with the music bleeding through its speakers.
Gregory rushed ahead to open my door. “My lady.”
My skin prickled. “Thanks.”
I curled around my bag all the way home. It felt safer that way, just like it felt safer that Zach held Gregory’s attention through the whole drive. Only once or twice did those violet eyes find me in the rearview mirror, and each time I feigned ignorance of them, pushing myself further into the corner.
The moment he put the car in park, I thrust myself out the door and breathed deeply of the air untainted by Gregory. The others didn’t make it out until I walked through the front door, but, by then, the sight of my mother at the register had already turned my thoughts to worthier pastures.
“Edy!” she cheered. “How was school? Make any friends? Draw any flowers?”
The minor delusion of peace shattered. “School was good.” Seeing Zach and Gregory’s approach through the window, I backed toward the greenhouse. “Actually, I was on my way to draw some flowers, right now.”
A loud giggle, courtesy of Zach, drew her gaze to the door and the pair on the other side. She lifted a brow. “New friend?”
“Zach’s new friend.”
As they stepped over the threshold, Gregory’s hand strayed close enough to Zach’s that their skin brushed together. “Hey, Mom!”
She smiled indulgently. “Hello, Zach.” Then she saw Gregory and her eyes widened. Her breath hitched. “Who’s your friend?”
“Oh! This is Greg. He’s new.”
Mom did the diplomatic thing of nodding and smiling, but I could see her throat bob. “Good to meet you, Greg.”
I took my leave.
“Edy, try not to scare away any customers with those drawings, okay?”
Sighing, I agreed. Truth be told, I’d really just hoped for an afternoon spent watering the plants, but, under her watch, I pulled my sketchbook from my bag. A few drawings wouldn’t kill me.
Zach seized Gregory’s hand and yanked him toward the opposite enclosure, the one that housed the ferns and the sunflowers and the tulips… As much as I enjoyed what lay behind that glass, I ventured toward my true love. The roses.
They didn’t disappoint. The petals began as white nearest the entrance and slowly became pink, then red, then orange, then yellow as they reached toward the rear of the room. My insistence had gotten a bench added to the décor and, thankfully, no customers wandered the aisles to take it from me. So much for all hands on deck.
Breathing deeply, I tried my hand at drawing again, relishing in the silence. In the smell that lingered in the air.
Gregory Bronwyn’s existence eased away. For a time, I forgot my aching joints. My throbbing headache. For a time, I found peace.
Fingers moving over the page, I outlined the thorny stem of a yellow rose, barely released from its bulb. This assignment—draw what you love most—seemed flawed. I loved so many things. How was I supposed to know which one I loved most?
Mom loved the stargazer lilies. Dad would deny it but I’d seen how partial he’d become to the pussy willows. And Grandma Amaryllis had written in her will that she’d wanted to be cremated and used in the planting of the forget-me-nots we kept upstairs.
The sliding of the glass door popped my perfect bubble. Zach’s laughter overshadowed any other sound in the building and hinted at who’d intruded on my peace, but a single look up proved me wrong.
Phil stood in the doorway. I wouldn’t have blamed him for taking in the room with awe, but he clearly didn’t care for the flowers. His hungry eyes lay on me. Only on me.
I recognized that look. Undressing or blood-thirsty? Apparently, that was a Bronwyn staple.
“Hello,” he crooned, easing the door shut.
I warred with myself whether to pull him close or keep my distance. In the end, I sat frozen and made no decision at all. “W…what can I do for you?”
He shrugged. “Nothing in particular, I think.” His bare fingers probed the flower petals as he circled the room at his leisure, never once taking his eyes off me. Finally, he settled on the yellow rose I’d been trying to sketch and cast a shadow over my book.
“Well, I hope you like the roses. If not, we’ve got some ferns in the next room.” Ignoring the sudden race of my heart, I tore my eyes away from him and focused on the single petal coming to fruition on the page. It was an effort in vain that I tried to reclaim the concentration this room provided. The sound of Phil’s breaths set me on edge. With every echoing step through the rows, I anticipated his touch a little bit more.
Which was ridiculous. He’d probably only come for Gregory—
“What are you doing?”
I hadn’t heard him close the distance, though by all accounts, I should have. He eclipsed the light over my head, casting a Phil-shaped shadow over the floor. 
“Just…sketching for class.”
He sat beside me, leaning close to get a better look. My senses struggled to take all of him in at once: the outline of his chest through his sweatshirt, the smell of him like the most pleasant and odiferous rose, the weight of his stare that slumped my shoulders.
“What is it?” he inquired.
I grumbled, bringing my sketchbook to my chest so he couldn’t see it anymore. “It’s a rose.”
“It doesn’t look like—”
“I know what it looks like.” I ripped out the page, fist already clenching to crumple it up.
“Wait.” The long, slender expanse of his hand brushed up against mine, plucking the paper from my grip and sending a shudder down my back. He set to work at flattening it across his thigh. “Pencil?”
He reached for the one in my hand.
“Pencil. Please?” Though I tried to resist, the smell of roses that wafted off his lips rendered me helpless. “Which one were you trying to draw?”
“That one.”
“The yellow. Your favorite?” He looked at me as he asked but his fingers never stopped moving over the paper, the unmistakable stem coming into being where I’d begun.
“Only because I couldn’t draw them all.”
“Did you try the ferns? I think you might be better at those.”
I scoffed. It wasn’t a joke. Given the stoic look on his face, I wondered if he knew what a joke was. “The assignment is to draw what you love most.”
“And you like the roses.”
“I like my parents. I love the roses.”
“I do not think that would be a typical human response.”
I snickered. I guessed he could joke, if he put his mind to it. “What’re you going to draw then?”
“How do you know I have to draw anything?”
My jaw clenched. Whoops. “I saw it on your sketchbook. Today. When I brought you your bag.”
My body braced itself for jeering that didn’t come. “How deductive.”
If I hadn’t known better, I might’ve thought he’d just paid me a compliment. The burn in my face made it hard to shove those thoughts back. “You’re dodging. What are you going to draw?”
“I don’t know.”
“Yeah, I thought the same. How do you pick just one?”
Phil hesitated. “Of course. How?”
I peered down at the drawing in his hands and choked. “Oh my god!” It looked…like a rose! Every petal reflected its true-life counterpart, more akin to a black-and-white photograph than a sketch. “That’s amazing! How did you do that?”
His face didn’t budge but his reluctance to speak made me think I’d taken him aback. “I drew it.”
“I gathered that,” I snorted. “I’ve drawn plenty of roses and they never come out looking like that. That’s a real talent.”
He stared down at me and I pretended not to notice. Easy enough, given I had the picture to hold my attention.
“Can I keep it?”
“If you would like. I have no use for it.”
I snatched it back, already running through the prospects of frames in my head. “Thank you. I’ll take good care of it.”
His stare burned. “Pictures make you this happy?”
“When they’re as gorgeous as this, yes!”
“And roses make you happy?”
“Always?” As his stare persisted, I shifted from the nerves. “Is that weird?”
He shook his head. “I wouldn’t know. It was just a question. Do other things make you so happy?”
The beginnings of skepticism reared their ugly little heads. “Why do you want to know?”
“I’m going to use the information to drop your guard so I can sneak into your bedroom and steal your virtue.”
“Shut up.” The stoic look on his face only made me want to laugh harder.
His eyebrow disappeared beneath the cover of blonde locks. “Why else would I want to know what makes you happy?”
“I don’t know, no one’s ever asked.”
His stare narrowed and the corner of his lip turned up in an uncharacteristic smile. “I stand by my original answer, then.” With that, he let us fall into silence.
“Why don’t you tell me what makes you happy?”
“Why?”
“So you’ll have to worry about me coming in to steal your virtue, instead.”
Phil sniffed. “You would be hard-pressed to find it.”
Crossing my arms to mask the flush of red staining my exposed skin, I huffed, “It’s starting to sound like you don’t want to tell me.”
“Of course not.” He held his hands up in surrender. “I suppose I don’t know what makes me happy.”
“You don’t—” I spluttered indignantly. “You’re lying. You don’t want to tell me.” He said nothing. “Well music must make you happy.”
“Music makes people happy?”
I snapped my fingers at his t-shirt. “It does when they wear band shirts every day. You like White Snake?”
He didn’t miss a beat. “Of course. I love them.”
Somehow, I found that doubtful. “What’s your favorite song?”
“All of them.”
“Really?” I demanded. “I’d have to say ‘Welcome to the Jungle’ has to be mine. We’re big White Snake fans.”
“That one is high on my list, as well.”
I studied him for some crack in that confident demeanor but he remained unsettlingly unbroken. “You’re lying.”
“I never lie.”
“That makes two,” I countered. “I’ve listened to my dad’s tracks enough times to know that ‘Welcome to the Jungle’ is by Guns N’ Roses, not White Snake. And I don’t even own a t-shirt.”
He narrowed his eyes. Through a minor gap in his pouted lips, I could see him suck his teeth. “How deductive.”
“Just wondering.” My heart leapt, sensing danger ahead of my brain. Or attraction…No, no, no. Danger is fine. “If you don’t like music, what do you like?”
“I do not know. The normal things.”
“What are the normal things?”
“Whatever you like.”
I rolled my eyes. “Right. Tending plants and reading Shakespeare don’t seem like your thing.”
“If that is what you like, then that is what I like.”
“That’s not how it works…”
I didn’t see his hand slither toward mine until that overcoming sensation of weightlessness washed through me. It leeched away my suspicion, crooning soothing words in my ear that told me to inch closer. To touch him in return. To trust.
The thoughts felt foreign, although I had no clue where else they would’ve come from. I didn’t like to be touched. I didn’t make a habit of trusting strangers. Hell, more often than not, I didn’t trust my own best friend, a guy I’d known for years, not to hit the snooze button and leave me stranded every morning.
But as much as I knew the thoughts were not my own, I didn’t know how to escape them. The purple haze collapsed atop my head, pushing me toward Phil’s side.
I seized my dormant panic like a lifeline, flinging myself to my feet. “Shakespeare’s definitely an acquired taste though,” I shrilled. It was the first thing I thought of. “If you can suspend disbelief long enough to forget they’re thirteen, I’d probably recommend Romeo and Juliet, but I’m a closet romantic…” Cradling his drawing to my chest so it wouldn’t wrinkle, I started toward the door.
He stood, stopping my exit before it could truly begin. “You are leaving?”
“I just thought I’d go look for a frame. Maybe take a shower. Do some homework. It is a school night. Erm…” my tongue swelled. “Thank you for the drawing.”
I dodged him with eyes planted firmly on the ground; I knew what I’d find if I looked up.
On my third step into the shop, I collided with something solid. An arm wrapped around my waist to save me the fall to the floor. “You have to be careful, Edy. The next guy might not be as quick as me.” Gregory winked, keeping a firm grip around my middle as he drew his gaze upward. Something, or someone, behind me gave him pause.
“Phil,” he greeted. “I didn’t know you’d be paying us a visit.”
I followed his stare to a very different Phil. While the constant of the Phil Bronwyn I knew was a blank stare or false smile, this Phil looked furious for reasons unknown.
“Thanks,” I hissed, extricating myself with the hand that didn’t hold Phil’s drawing.
An inarticulate growl eased through Phil’s teeth. “Gregory. I didn’t realize you’d be here.”
“How could I stay away with such lovely company as this?”
Zach’s giggle drew my attention to the register, where he leaned against the counter. Which reminded me of my mother, who straightened up to watch from across the room. The sudden silence felt even weirder.
Phil scowled at Gregory. Gregory only stared back, brow climbing toward his hairline. The brunette muttered, “Interesting.”
“It’s getting late,” I said. “I think I’m going to head upstairs.”
Gregory’s eyes flashed to me. “Is that an invitation?”
“It looks like we should go home as well. Right, Greg?”
“It’s only four,” Zach protested, abandoning my mother to loop his arm through Gregory’s. I didn’t know which one of them made the leap but they suddenly held hands.
“If it is all the same to you, Phil, I think I will stay out a little longer.”
“The sun is going down.”
He sent a pointed glare in my direction and winked. “Full moon tonight. I will be seeing you again, Edy.”
My ginger promptly forgot my existence as he followed Gregory through the door. “See you in the morning, Edy!”
The door shut, the store descended into silence, and Phil watched after them, chewing his tongue. “I am sorry, Eden. My brother is—”
“Awfully creepy,” I sang. “It’s fine. You can’t help it.”
He didn’t let his face give him away, but, by the way his eyes narrowed down at me, I gathered he didn’t approve of my answer. “I am sure that is not the first word that comes to mind when people think of Gregory.” He shrugged. “You are not wrong.”
“I know,” I started toward the stairwell only to hear his foot strike ground behind me. As I stilled, so did he.
Phil glanced down at his leg in accusation. “Sorry,” he whispered.
“It’s…okay? I’ll see you tomorrow?” I backed toward the stairs to ensure that, this time, he didn’t follow.
He nodded.
“Goodnight, then?”
“Goodnight, Eden.”
I took sanctuary behind the stairwell door. My hand held tight to the picture, an action that came unconsciously now, and a single look down revealed that I’d marred it with my sweaty palms. The pencil stained me grey.
I swore under my breath. Just another injustice I could chalk up to Gregory Bronwyn’s existence, though I doubted it would be the worst. Some part of me already anticipated that I’d be walking to school in the morning.
Lingering in that dusty enclosure far longer than I should have, I heard the goodbye Phil mumbled to my mother, then the shutting front door, and my mom’s racing footsteps. When she found me on the other side of the door, she yelped but didn’t lose her grin.
“So you didn’t make any new friends today?” She pointed at the drawing in my hands. “That looks like a friend to me.”
I didn’t know what it was. And I didn’t want to get any hopes up by thinking about it. I shrugged, expecting my voice to waver if I used it.
“Eden! He’s so handsome!”
“You thought he was weird yesterday?”
“Yeah, well, so are you. Match made in heaven.”
Rolling my eyes, I turned toward the apartment and trudged upstairs.
She followed. “He’s so tall! It’s amazing. He looks a little old to be in high school, sure, but who’d complain about that? And those eyes, they’re practically purple. I’ve never seen hair so red. Do you think he colors it—?”
I’d originally intended to ask if she had anything better to do than fawn over a minor, but she stopped me up short. “Red? Are you having a stroke or something?”
She paused. “No. His hair is red.”
“Not even close. It’s blonde. Practically white.”
“Were we even looking at the same boy?” she laughed. “There’s no way you could mistake those red curls.”
And now there were curls? “I guess we weren’t…” I’d spent plenty of hours at school memorizing that face. If anyone were the expert here, it had to be me, and I said white-blonde locks fell over that forehead. Just like I’d say my own hung in chestnut ringlets down my back.
“Please don’t tell me you need glasses,” she sighed. “The last thing on this Earth we need is another expense.”
I waved her off, darting toward my bedroom. Dad lay across the couch, passed out and snoring amid a graveyard of empty soda cans. The television droned on with whatever crime show he’d been watching before sleep hit.
The sight distracted Mom enough that I slipped away, unnoticed. From the other side of the bedroom door, I heard her tell him that his break was over.
My room looked much unchanged from my infancy, with the exception that in recent years, we’d sprung for a twin-sized bed in place of the futon in the corner. Back then, I’d shared the room with my mom, who’d slept on her own cot beside me. It had been grandma who’d stayed in the room next door, a woman who’d generously reopened her home to her adult daughter when she got knocked up at a Duran Duran concert.
The pink paint was left over from Mom’s childhood, along with the border of hearts that lined the walls. Its pale color looked orange in the light of the setting sun, coupled with the glow reflecting off the array of picture frames on my nightstand. Some held photos of my family on what few vacations we’d taken. Others held the pitiful drawings I’d scrawled through the years. I surrendered one from my elementary years—that I assumed was a horse but may very well have been a hotdog—to the garbage to make room for the rose. Phil’s rose.
My rose.
















4. Intuition

Mom brought me to school.
I’d waited until the very last second for Zach to appear at my door and then five minutes more, but he never showed. Since then, I hadn’t called, hadn’t looked, hadn’t thought of my wayward best friend. Any break in that resolve led to thoughts of Gregory, and what they could be doing.
Thoughts I didn’t want to have.
I tried to think positively. At the very least, waiting had given me the chance to imitate Phil’s rose—even if the results were less-than-stellar. For one tiny, insignificant second, it had occurred to me that I could pass off the original as my own, but I didn’t have the guts. For one, Mrs. Brown would never believe that I’d improved so spectacularly in my artistic abilities overnight.
For another, I didn’t want to share.
She skipped into class, somehow later than me. “Good morning, everyone. How did your sketches come out last night?”
A low groan answered from the collective.
“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” she countered. “Pass them over and up.”
The paper smacked against my shoulder. Lily held her sketch out with one hand, head still facing the window.
Was she as amazing an artist as her brother? I took it from her, sneaking a peek before I moved to pass it along.
She drew him in sleep, head cast backward over his pillow so a shock of hair fell over crescent-moon eyelashes. Such care had been taken with his lips, lining and dotting them like she’d taken a mental snapshot of that precise moment, where his mouth hung slightly ajar. A young man. What she loved most.
She wasn’t as amazing as Phil; she was better.
I expected her vacant stare, peering out into the nothingness, but she’d shifted to fix me under a scowl so bleak, so cold, so utterly dead…it chilled me to the bone.
The heat of my shame flooded me from my face to the tips of my fingers and beyond. I practically tossed the drawing to the person two rows up, along with my own and considered apologizing, but, by the time I looked back at her, Lily had already turned back to the window.
I could tell the instant Mrs. Brown saw the sketch. Her hand covered her heart; her mouth fell open. She glanced in the girl’s direction. “Wow. Oh wow! Excellent work, Lily. I’m really looking forward to the painting.”
The corpse didn’t move. She didn’t give any indication that she’d heard.
Clearing her throat, Mrs. Brown reluctantly let the subject drop. “So, I’m going to go over these sketches and make sure they’re appropriate. Then, we’ll move on to the canvas.”
My eyes flickered toward Lily often, hoping and dreading that I’d find her scowling back. At least, if she did, I could transition into a heartfelt apology for encroaching on her personal moment, but she never looked. Even when the bell rang, she didn’t spare me any other mind than to stay far away.
Zach appeared at my side on the walk from third period to lunch, face pale. The purplish marks under his eyes gave some indication that he hadn’t slept. Still, he grinned. “I have so much to tell you!”
I wanted to be happy that he was happy but the wounds of his abandonment still felt fresh. I shot him a look that would cut through his enthusiasm like butter. “Where were you?”
“I had the most amazing night of my life. Oh my god, Ed. We stayed out the whole night, just talking.”
Talking. Right. “And that made you unable to shoot me a little text? ‘Hey, Edy, I’m trying to catch some sleep. Won’t be able to pick you up.’”
“I know.” He smiled so serenely, so caught up in whatever thoughts occupied his mind, that I itched to strike him. “I’m sorry. But it—he—Gregory—I don’t even know how to describe it.”
“I waited for you.”
“I’m in love.”
My jaw slackened. Against my every intention, I erupted in peals of laughter. “You’re in love. Really?”
He nodded. Oblivious.
“What’s his favorite color?”
“Blue. Like my eyes.”
My brow lifted until it pained my face. “Are you kidding me? It’s been one day, Zachary.”
My scathing tone did the trick. Zach glared. “I didn’t know you were the expert, Mom.”
“Are you mad at me?”
“I just don’t like that you’re being a real know-it-all about my life. Can’t you be happy for me? Why do you have to correct everything I do?”
“I do not—”
“You do. You think you’re smarter than me. Admit it, Eden, admit it.”
My face tingled with a distant need to shriek. “I’ve never thought I’m smarter than you.”
“No? Just right now?” In a poor imitation of my voice, he mocked, “I’ve been sitting in detention every day because of you…The new kids aren’t going to be good looking at all…Where do you put the tampon—?”
“That one was meant as a joke!”
“—And you’ve been really rude to Greg when he’s been nothing but sweet to you! Is it not me, then? Do you think you’re better than everybody?”
I stammered as people around the hall began to stare. “You have to admit you sound a little crazy!”
“It doesn’t make it crazy just because you don’t agree with it!” Spinning on his heel, he put his back to me and stomped down the hall. Away from the cafeteria.
How the hell had I become the bad guy here?
The hot tears of frustration oozed over my skin. I wiped them away but the mess was already made. My reflection in the nearest window had taken on the shade and girth of a newly ripened tomato.
I ducked into the library and established myself in the furthest reaches of the room, where the most enticing thing to read was the Encyclopedia A-G. Then, I let myself cry. Zach and I hadn’t had a fight in all of the six years we’d known each other. Gregory had only been around twenty-four hours and he’d already screwed that up.
I collapsed against the nonfiction section. The day had hardly begun; how could I want to go to bed for a week-long hibernation before noon?
I blamed the winter. Graduation might’ve hung within reach, but I hadn’t yet received an acceptance letter. I’d applied to all the greats: Cornell, Berkeley, Princeton—although I would’ve preferred somewhere a little further than Jersey…
At this point, I didn’t need a great school. I didn’t even need a good school. I just needed a place to go. A place that wasn’t Joy.
“Eden?”
I wanted to groan but I didn’t expect that to improve my pathetic image at the moment. Masking my face with my hands, I wiped in vain at the tear tracks. “Phil.” I powered through a laugh. “What brings you around these parts?”
I chanced the smallest peek through my fingers; all I could make out was the eclipse. “Are you alright?”
“I’m fine. Don’t worry about it.”
He knelt beside me. “You are crying.”
“I know. I can tell.” I hid further behind my arms. The only thing worse than being caught crying in the library had to be looking into Phil’s face with swollen, blotchy eyes.
“Are you hurt?” he demanded. The rough flesh of his palms met my wrists with gentle, but firm, intent. He pried them from my face. “Eden. What happened?”
He stared into my eyes and I fell instantly adrift. The whole world turned clear, pulsing violet. A familiar haze crept over my mind, turning my body to mush and whispering in my ear to confide in him. Cry with him. Touch him.
Unlike yesterday, it was easy to escape Phil’s charms. The moment that suffocating influence crept over my mind, I shied away, turning into the shelf to hide. “No. I’m not hurt.”
Sinking out of his grip, I grabbed what little I’d brought with me and staggered to my feet. Phil didn’t hesitate to take my waist to steady me. “Then—”
“I think I’m going to head to lunch,” I lied. My growling stomach backed me up. “I’ll see you in Calc.” Unfortunately, Phil didn’t let up his grip. “Excuse me.”
“I can tell when you lie, Eden. There is no need to tell stories with me,” he deadpanned. “You are avoiding me.”
Maybe. Just a little bit. Not because I wanted to, of course—who would want to avoid Phil?—but because, if I came close enough, I didn’t trust myself not to touch him and fall adrift again.
“How can you tell?”
“Intuition,” he said. “Besides, it is written on your face.”
I sighed. “Of course it is.”
“I think you would feel better if you ate in here. With me.”
My mind, at once, celebrated and rebelled against the idea. Even if I wasn’t anxious about being alone with Phil—and what awkward conversation today would bring—I hadn’t brought food. “I don’t have anything.”
“Have mine,” He gestured to the window and the lunch tray balanced against it.
“I don’t want to take your food.”
“I had a large breakfast,” he admitted. After my moment’s hesitation, he continued, “If you would prefer, I could go to the cafeteria and get you your own.”
“Or—third choice—I could go to the cafeteria and get my own.”
“Then you would have to confront whatever it is in the cafeteria that you are avoiding.”
“I’m not avoiding anything.”
“You are lying again,” he said. “If you are not avoiding anything, then why hide in here?”
I chewed on my cheek. “Just…admiring the literature.” Nevertheless, I found myself drawn to the window, and the food lying there. “Thank you.”
He pushed his sandwich closer when I went for the fries. It was his only reply.
“You’re spoiling me.”
“You will starve if I do not. Please. Eat.” Phil pulled up two chairs from a nearby table and sat. Tossing a handful of fries into my mouth, I followed his example. “Will you tell me what made you cry now?”
“Why would I do that?”
“Because you accepted my bribe.”
I returned the sandwich to the tray sans bite. “Funny. You always this full of jokes or just with me?”
His silence was answer enough. Not a joke.
“It doesn’t exactly work if you tell me you’re buttering me up.”
“You want to tell me,” he countered, eyes following my hands as I brought each fry to my mouth. “I don’t know why you fight it.”
I snorted. “You can’t know any such thing.”
“I can. You want to tell me what’s wrong.”
“Yeah?” I challenged. “What else can you tell?”
Phil crossed his arms, leaning back in his seat to appraise me as a whole. I’d only asked the question as a diversion; now, I regretted it. The way he looked at me made me feel like a specimen under a microscope.
Finally, he deduced. “I can tell that you are attracted to me.”
I choked. As my skin turned hotter, my brain lost all ability to reply. What did one say to that anyway?
And my reaction didn’t go unnoticed by Phil. The continued silence made the flat line of his lip ease downward.
I dropped what remained of my ‘bribe’ and leapt to my feet. “Eden?” he inquired, perpetually stoic face making way for a flash of panic.
As I swept toward the exit, I kept my lip zipped.
“Eden!” His chair cracked against the floor. In my mind’s eye, I imagined Phil jumping up to follow.
The door slammed shut under my hand and a few stragglers wandering the halls turned to stare. Once again red-faced, I ducked my head. Then, I walked. Not to the cafeteria, of course—even if there was still such a long lunch period to go. Walking in late, and, not to mention, alone, wouldn’t make me look mysterious like the Bronwyns. It just reaffirmed what people already knew about me.
Nothing.
The only difference a late arrival would make was in how loud my nothingness could be. If I walked in teary-eyed and without a friend to sit with, even I’d call myself a bit of a show-off.
It made me miss Zach like crazy. His child-like enthusiasm made him braver than me and I knew he would’ve dragged me by my arm before he let me exile myself to the library; I was enough of a recluse already. Besides, he could’ve provided distraction enough from my shame.
I should’ve known better. Better than to want for Zach. Better than to cry. Better than to think I could keep myself composed in front of Phil.
Sounds of pursuit followed me down the hall. Phil. “Eden!”
As I rounded the corner, I ducked into the bathroom. The thump of his heavy footfalls continued across the carpet, coming so close to the door that my heart lurched into my throat.
“I know you are in there, Eden.” I kept very quiet, but his shadow never strayed from the glass. “Eden? If you do not speak, I will have to assume you are unconscious and in need of my help.”
“Go away.”
Phil hesitated. “You want me to leave?”
“Yes,” I breathed. “Please, go away?”
His shadow grew even darker and more Phil-like as the door opened. He peeked through the crack. “Are you alright?”
My astonishment that he would enter the women’s room easily overshadowed my awe at the slip in his emotionless mask. Phil looked upset. Nervous.
Hungry.
“You can’t be in here!” I enthused, arm outstretched to shut the door. “Go.”
“Only if you come out.” He seized my elbow. “Could we…talk some more?”
If not for those eyes, and a face so beautiful it rendered me breathless, I would’ve refused him outright. As it happened, I couldn’t find my tongue through the haze.
“Eden?”
And to drift along a violet sea felt so much better than wallowing alone in the bathroom…
“Edy?”
I winced, searching for control of my arms. I didn’t recall giving him permission to call me that…I didn’t recall giving him permission to touch me… “Stop it.”
Surprise flickered across that face. “What—?”
With renewed fervor, I pulled myself from his grip. “I said stop!”
“Stop what?”
Without his touch and standing in a quiet room, breathing heavily, the thoughts creeping into my head felt all the more ludicrous. But I was all in now and I swore—now more than ever before—that Phil’s solemn face had to be an act. “I…I don’t know what you’re doing, but I want you to stop.”
He held his hands up in surrender, but, nevertheless, stood rooted in place. His heat wafted across my skin. “I am not sure what you mean. I’m not doing anything.”
I retreated a few steps that he matched with his own. “You…you’re lying!”
“Perhaps I should bring you to the nurse—?”
“No!” I dodged the hand he extended to feel my forehead. “I am not crazy. You’re doing something. You keep doing something, when you touch me. Stop. Please, stop!”
His fingers flinched away like I’d electrocuted him. The look on his face darkened, dancing a fine line between blank and scowling. “No one will believe that.”
My jaw dropped. Even to myself, I’d sounded half-crazed. An admission of guilt hadn’t been very high on my list of expectations. “What does that mean—?”
“It means your rantings are just that: the rantings of a woman gone a little bit crazy. Who do you think would believe you?”
I bit my tongue, head spinning with the taste of blood. “Says the guy who followed me into the women’s room. If I’m so crazy, why are you following me?”
“Ensuring you don’t hurt yourself—”
I snorted. “I’ve got some intuition, too, Phil. Enough to know when someone’s BS-ing me. Why did you follow me? Just let the crazy lady tire herself out if that’s what I am.”
He froze, appraising me in long, languid strokes of the eyes. “You make me feel…better.”
He brought me up short. Surprise displaced my rage and, with it, my courage to argue. By the time I regained the use of my tongue, he’d already turned on his heel and vanished through the door.
He didn’t return. Not for Calc. Not for Astronomy. And not for Gym.
And I’d thought the day couldn’t get any worse. First, Zach. Now, Phil. I wondered if I should find somewhere else to be after school so I wouldn’t lose my parents to this magnetic repulsion.
So engrossed in thoughts on the matter, I didn’t notice the slender body approaching me in the hall until his shoulder struck me, shoving my back into a locker. “Ow.”
A foreign hand seized mine, pulling me close. “Eden Graves.” The air tasted of lilies and hot summer air. “What have I told you about looking where you are going?”
The flesh under my fingers scraped like hard scales. Still, I clung to them like a woman possessed, unconscious as to the whys or the hows of my hand no longer acting as my own. Just like I recalled with Phil, the ground vanished underfoot, wishing to drop me into his arms.
Then I remembered, and my distaste made me strong enough to hesitate.
Gregory smiled down at me, bringing both sets of my knuckles to his lips. “You must be in quite the rush.”
The feel of his mouth, just as harsh and scaly as the rest of him, gave me the push I needed to yank myself away. My powers of repulsion might’ve been welcome, after all. “Please don’t touch me.”
Unlike everyone else, though, Gregory didn’t seem so much repulsed as amused. “Of course, Edy. I apologize.”
“Eden. It’s…it’s Eden.”
Despite the lack of contact, the trance he’d placed on me hung in the air. I blamed it for my inability to look away from his polite smile. My hands burned where he’d touched me, and not entirely unpleasantly.
I felt violated.
Wiping the feel of him off my palms, I made my escape. I didn’t know whether Zach had any intention of driving me home, but, in case he did, I didn’t want to risk being stuck in a confined space with his new friend. Not again.
“What has you in a rush?” he inquired, stepping closer as if to follow me.
“Just busy.”
He quirked his brow condescendingly. “Am I to assume, then, that you will not be joining us in the car?”
I felt his eyes on me long after I turned my back. My skin prickled with it and my fingers shook over the combination to my locker. After my fourth try, I thought I heard the ghost of Gregory’s laugh, but, when I scowled over my shoulder, he was nowhere to be seen.
















5. Angel

Morning came with rain and a pulsing in my brain like bass from a stereo. I laid in bed long after the alarm went off, forsaking the roses to listen to the drops strike my window. Mom had already come and gone. Then Dad. If their hasty exits were anything to go by, I imagined I probably looked as bad as I felt. If not for the weakness weighing me down like pockets of stones, I would’ve run from the room. Run from sleep. Run from my dreams.
I could suffer through a night filled with Phil’s face. To a point, I might’ve even enjoyed it. But if there were one thing on this Earth I could not—would not—tolerate, it was dreams of Gregory.
Shutting my eyes again, I prayed for dreamless rest. As I reached the border of consciousness, the creaking door pulled me back to the surface.
“’D?”
Zach’s voice sounded like it came from far away. I barely paid it any mind in my half-conscious state.
Then his body collapsed atop mine.
Groaning, I tried in vain to roll away, gasping for precious air. The fatigue in my bones meant combating his hundred and ten pounds came as an impossibility. “Get off!” When, finally, I managed to ease out from beneath him, I fought with my blankets until they fell to the floor in a heap. “What are you doing?”
His face came into view, red and swollen and wet.
“What happened?”
He hesitated, shaking with another bout of sobs. Tears sprung forth in a flood. “He doesn’t want to see me anymore!”
Inwardly, I breathed a deep sigh of relief. Still, I opened my arms and let him throw himself into my embrace. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. That sucks. That really, really sucks.”
“He said I was too immature. I wasn’t too immature when I was…” he didn’t finish. The sobs stole his voice.
Heat lit up my innards. It didn’t surprise me one bit that Zach had been used and discarded; it seemed like exactly the sort of thing to expect from Gregory. I wanted to hit him. Hit him hard.
“It’s okay. He sucked anyway. You’ll find someone so much better.”
He chuckled. “Who am I going to find better than him? He looks like an angel, Edy.”
“Anybody would be better than that slime ball. Gives me the heebies.”
His sniffles died out. “You were right, D…You’re always right.”
I didn’t reply. I took no joy in being right.
Peeling his face away from the crook of my neck, he blinked up at me. “You’re not going to school?”
I studied him in return. Beneath the red rings, purple bags had formed under his eyes. The outline of his face seemed thinner, although that had to be a figment of my imagination. No one could look so different in twenty-four hours.
In a word, he looked tired. Very, very tired.
“Did you sleep last night?”
“As much as I could, but…” he shifted under the discomfort. “It was hard. I dreamed of him.”
I winced. Dreams of Gregory must’ve been contagious.
“Does it show?”
I shook my head and I lied. “No, not at all. Just wondering.”
“You feeling okay?”
“I’m fine. It’s only a headache.”
He smiled a bit and landed a kiss on my forehead. “Feeling good enough for school? I could really use a distraction right now.”
“S…sure. We’ll have to rush.”
While I hastened to brush my teeth, Zach walked between my bed and my closet, tossing t-shirts back and forth until he found one worthy enough to his tastes. At the slightest lapse in motion, he swayed on his feet. 
As usual, my parents waved their goodbyes on my way out the door, with Dad looking the slightest bit more apprehensive at the sight of the ghoul beside me. “Drive slow,” he bid instead of farewell.
“Of course,” I forced myself to smile. Come to think of it, I felt pretty ghoulish, too. Reaching up to hug him goodbye met me with resistance not unlike swimming through tree sap. “I’ll see you later, okay?”
Zach took my hand, pulling me toward the parking lot. His fingers shook. After the door separated us from my parents, he stood stock still. “You got your permit, right?”
“Well…yeah? Why?”
“I think I might catch a nap on the way. Do you think you could drive?”
“Sure, of course.” My voice betrayed my reluctance. “I can drive.”
I didn’t recognize the feeling of the driver’s seat beneath me. It had been quite a few months since I’d last driven anything and, when I’d practiced, it had been behind the wheel of my dad’s pickup truck. This little car snarled like a hunting beast at the slightest touch, throwing us into the road at ten over the speed limit. Beside me, Zach fell instantly to sleep.
My own eyes hung at half-mast. In the silence, they grew heavier, reminding me of the bliss that came with dreamless sleep. The whole of my body pleaded for it, skin prickling as though under the business end of a thousand needles.
The blare of a horn startled my eyes open. I hadn’t even felt them close.
Seized by panic, I chewed on my tongue until I tasted blood. If I’d thought it would wake me up, the metallic taste made me woozy and I found myself wanting to retreat into unconsciousness all the more.
Relief came.
An unholy shriek resounded through my ears, forcing me awake again. The car shifted unceremoniously sideways. Metal crunched against metal. The thought struck me from a million miles away:
We’re flying…
Far below, a red pickup truck jerked to a halt, bumper folded, hood spewing grey smoke. It was a truck I recognized. A truck my clouded mind began to assemble had hit us.
Time moved slowly.
Zach’s window shattered in long, spidery cracks, and the world turned overhead. I held tight to my seatbelt, waiting for the inevitable crash of steel on pavement.
The crash came first. Then the pain.
The windshield split on impact but remained, surprisingly, intact. We tipped precariously from one side to the other before the weight became too much on my end, throwing my head into the glass and gravel and trapping my door against the road.
Blackness danced across the edges of reality like a dark wave threatening to pull me under. I fought to stay afloat, to take inventory of my injuries, but only one coherent thought came through:
Zach.
“Zach?” My seatbelt pinned me to the window, contorting around a break in my arm. I couldn’t reach him. “Zach!”
He didn’t reply.
Jerking against the constriction, I shrieked at a protest in my leg. The middle console split into teeth-like protrusions around my thigh. Blood flowed freely through my torn denim. Stuck.
And Zach was unconscious.
His body slumped over the dashboard as the airbag deployed, thrusting him into the headrest with a bone-like crunch.
Please be his nose. Please, God, don’t let his neck be broken.
A similar bag struck my face. I shrieked profanity through my broken teeth. The thick feel of blood made my stomach heave.
“Help me!” I mumbled into the nylon, struggling backward before it could suffocate me. “Help!”
It deflated slowly, hissing until I could finally see over the wheel and into the cloud of grey hanging in the air. It eased through the seam of the hood. Crawled through the vents. I gagged on it.
“H…help.”
Sweat slicked my upper lip. That wasn’t right; it was February. The cold had leeched through my blanket so easily this morning. Why did my face feel hot?
The taste of smoke clung to my mouth. I choked around it, unable to scream again.
From across the shattered border between here and freedom, something struck the pavement. Alongside it came the dragging of rubber. The wet slap of liquid striking the ground in excess.
Flames sprouted from the hood.
“Oh my god!” I thrashed uselessly against the seatbelt. “Somebody, help me! Please!”
My head spun. My lungs cried out for unsullied air.
“Help me.”
The need for sleep gradually outweighed the need for survival. Eyelids growing heavy, fatigue weighing on my chest, my pleas died on my tongue. I can sleep for a minute. School’s not for another hour…
The dragging persisted. As my eyes finally shut, I imagined it was the wind. Imagined I was home, watching it blow through the trees and shake the fronds of bushes lining the parking lot.
A sudden snarl almost brought me back to the surface. “Eden.” Despite the unfamiliar rage that made it sharp, I thought I recognized that voice… “Do not die, Eden. Breathe. Breathe for me.”
My eyes flickered open. Nearly blinded by the smoke, I could barely make out the silhouette of a man. He placed one unflinching hand on the flaming car to steady himself. The other fist came down over the windshield.
Glass erupted in a million raindrops. He eased into the car, reaching for the front of my jacket with his bare hand. Bits of it lodged in his arms, only to fall away, skin stitching up of its own accord.
Phil.
He yanked me up by my clothes, pulling at the leg stuck in the console. I shrieked, “Stop!”
His brow drew together. He turned the full force of those eyes on me and they were like nothing I’d ever seen before. Rather than crystal clear violet, they were red. So blood red that they glowed and burned my skin.
Or maybe that was the fire.
“Eden?”
I never would’ve imagined he would say my name like that. Reverently. Like a prayer. “My…my leg,” I croaked. “I’m stuck.”
He followed my gesture, ripping the seatbelt out of the car frame in one hard yank. Leaning further inward, escaping smoke that threw back his white-blonde hair, he pried the plastic points apart from my thigh. The blood helped it slide through.
“I have you,” he swore, forcing his hands under me. The warmth of his chest met my face and I trusted his word. When at last my back met the concrete, I clung to him with my uninjured arm, the slightest bite of betrayal stinging me as he pried my hand away.
You said you had me.
A breeze of warm skin brushed over my maimed thigh, sending white hot anguish through me anew. My sight flickered black, at the precipice of unconsciousness. “Ah, don’t touch it!”
His eyes shifted from the wound to my face and melted. That crimson gaze bored into me as if memorizing every line and crease in my flesh. “I will make it go away,” his soothing voice murmured. “I will make the pain go away.”
I fell into his stare, plummeting and spinning with no end in sight. His hands met my leg again. I hissed, rearing back from the pain, but he held tight. “What’re you—?”
“Shh,” he pleaded. I thrashed against him, lowering my eyes from that hypnotic stare. “For once, be still.”
My floundering slowed as the pain lessened, becoming a dull ache, then a mere twinge. I looked down at the ribbons that had once been my leg to find it stitching up with supernatural ease. Pleasant warmth crawled over me, into the shredded remnant of my forearm and, from there, my head.
Definitely dreaming…
Phil pried his hands away from my leg, reaching back to pull a very familiar pair of gloves from his pocket. Only after he’d donned them did he take my face between his leather-clad palms.
“Relax, Eden,” he breathed, cascading beautiful vanilla and roses over my nostrils. “Just relax. I will keep you safe.”
My body wrapped around his, clinging to him like life itself.
“Eden?” he demanded. My lip quivered and warped my words. Slowly, hesitantly, he enveloped me in his arms and held tight. “Eden? Are you alright?”
Was I alright? Here he was, an angel, who had just plucked me from imminent death with his bare hands. And I didn’t have a scratch or burn to show for it. I’d never been more or less alright than I was in that moment.
I nodded. It was safer than trying to work out actual words.
Across the street, the car erupted and my world ground to a screeching, jarring halt.
Zach.
I threw myself to my feet as fast as my dizzied brain would allow and tried to make out his shape amid the flames sprouted from the hood. Nothing. Phil grabbed me before I could get any closer.
“Save him,” I begged. I didn’t know what he was or how he did it or if he could do it again, but I clutched his hands in mine, perfectly willing to beg. “Please, save him.”
Phil looked between me and our joined hands with something like horror. He gently pried himself free, taking up a grip around my waist, instead. “I can’t.”
“I’ll do anything. Please, save him!”
He ignored me. “We have to leave.” Eyes shifting listlessly from East to West, he implored, “People will come to look. We can’t let them see that you were involved.”
“You…you can’t be serious.”
“We have to leave. We risk exposure standing here.”
“Exposure! You’d weigh that against his life?” I shrieked.
He pulled me closer, shielding my soot-covered face in his chest with an iron grip.
Traffic stilled around us. People of every shape and size trickled out of their cars to get a better look. A group of men convened near the windshield, peering through the smoke that hid Zach.
Phil lifted me into his arms and started away from the wreck. “What are you doing?”
“It will look suspicious if they see you got out unscathed,” he said, steps picking up into a jog.
“No! No, I’m staying for Zach!”
He looked over the gathering pedestrians with unease. “They are the only ones able to help Zach now.”
I thrashed in his arms. “Put me down. Put me down! If you’re not going to save him, I will!”
He flinched at my scathing tone. Then, he scowled. “You are my concern, Eden. I need no permission from you to remove you from this danger.”
“Then I’ll scream. Put. Me. Down.”
“I will drag you away if I have to.”
A stranger leaned into the car, very narrowly dodging the flames licking up the frame. It took three of them to get him out, carrying him through the windshield like Phil had easily done with me. I could barely make out the marks of charred skin between the saviors huddled around him.
I flailed away from Phil’s grasp, landing on hands and knees. Before I could take my first step toward the wreck, he’d already yanked me flush against him. “Don’t fight me.”
“Please, Phil!”
Sirens shrieked around us. With their growing volume, Phil became more frantic, shrinking into himself like a wounded animal, backed into a corner. A growl rumbled in his chest. Still, he held tight to me.
And hesitated. “I will go with you.”
“What about exposure?”
“I will have to worry about that later,” he snapped, relinquishing his hold on me enough to grasp my hand. He squeezed my fingers, assuring me that I wouldn’t slip away and I didn’t try. Alone or laden with Phil’s weight, I didn’t care. What mattered was getting on that ambulance.
They stretched Zach’s limp form over a gurney, loading him into the back of the transport. Readying to leave without me.
“Wait!”
The doors stopped short.
“I’m family. I have to come!”
I didn’t wait for an answer before I threw myself in after them. A uniformed man tried to hold Phil back, but the latter sent his shoulder into the stranger’s hand. He tried to hide it but I clearly made out that he flexed his fingers to shake off the pain. “And you? Can’t have you if you’re not family.”
The look Phil shot the EMT sent primal fear down my spine. “I’m with her.”
He didn’t press.
As Zach moaned through their medical ministrations, I turned my eyes down to the cot. His face had come out nearly unrecognizable under a cover of purple bruises. A string of cuts and burns marred his entire right side, courtesy of the impact with the other car. His leg bent in all the wrong ways.
“Edy?” his voice, unfamiliar with the thickness of sleep, rasped. “Where’s Edy?”
“Here!” I shoved myself between two EMT’s, ignoring the low snarl of protest behind me.
His eyes barely opened. “What’s the noise?”
The EMT clicked a penlight from his pocket, shining it in Zach’s eyes. “Can you follow the light?”
Those lids drooped shut. “What light? Can’t see a light?”
My heart lurched. “What does that mean?”
“Kid, can you open your eyes?”
He didn’t oblige. The rise of his chest slowed as he returned to sleep. For as long as we drove, he didn’t wake.
A pair of arms looped around my waist, yanking me back into Phil’s lap. I tried to get back up but a deep, animal growl shook his chest: a warning. I looked up to question him but he didn’t meet my gaze. His eyes flickered around the tight space; more specifically, at the medics working over Zach.
He looked like a different person. I’d pulled a smile from him on the odd occasion. Maybe some nerves. I thought in these last few moments I’d even seen anger. But this…this new expression held something harsher. Something colder.
Fear.
All of this had scared him—was still scaring him. As if in response to my thoughts, his embrace tightened.
The moment the ambulance stopped, Zach vanished, wheeled through the front doors and into the ER where I could not follow. Phil held me back, assuring me as his thumb burned soothing circles into my side, “The best chance he has is with them.”
I could still see his purple face long after the ER doors shut. My lip quivered. He’d been so small, so fragile, on that gurney. The slightest touch would’ve broken his skin.
Was I ever going to see him again?
I hoped so. I didn’t think I’d ever sleep again if the last image I had of Zach was…this.
The warmth of Phil, permeating my clothes, snapped me back to the present, where I’d sunken into him like a seedling drawn to sunlight. It soothed my frayed nerves and the skin I didn’t realize had chilled with the cold outside.
Throwing my arms around his back, I followed the line of his wrist upward until I met his face and cast my fears of those crimson eyes aside. Under the ultra-harsh fluorescent lighting of the lobby, he looked even more inhuman. Even more angelic. Even more impossibly beautiful.
For right now, I didn’t need to ask. I knew exactly what he was. He was a guardian angel, sent down from heaven itself to save me. The world around me may have been shadowy, full of danger and the promise of pain, but, from the circle of Phil’s arms, I hardly noticed.
I felt safe.
And that was enough. No words. No explanations. No promises.
Just warmth.
Eyes focusing on the threads of his shirt, I waited for tears to come, but they wouldn’t. “Please don’t leave me alone.”
His breath hitched. The words rumbled in his chest even after they were gone. “I promise.”
















6. Guilty



Phil didn’t speak so long as we sat in the waiting room. He just watched, perched on the edge of his chair to more efficiently flee. If not for the bruising grip on my hand, I would’ve wondered whether he was still breathing.
Zach still hadn’t come through the ER doors, smiling and laughing and bemoaning his car’s tragic end, which meant his burns must’ve been as bad as they looked. My body shifted between sleep against my companion’s side and vibrating with anticipation. I clung desperately to his gloved hand all the while; without it, I’d take flight.
Still, the hours bled on without a word. I’d already called Zach’s parents, on the hospital phone since my cell had been unfortunately melted in the accident, and arranged a ride home with my own. I only hoped the traffic caused by my poor driving would postpone them long enough to hear some news.
Mrs. Ferguson sat across the waiting room. She worked upstairs in obstetrics so she’d been loitering across the way almost as long as we had. Though it had been some years since I’d last seen her, I picked her easily out of the many. She looked like Zach, right down to the shape of her blue eyes. Although, where his hair waved bright red, hers hung like wheat.
There was no steadying hand to root her in place, so she flitted between her chair and reception every fifteen minutes or so with no luck. She didn’t look my way a second time.
“Maura?”
The blonde leapt to her feet again as a doctor stepped through those doors. Familiarity brought them close. Abandoning Phil’s grip, I crossed the room in a handful of leaps, but I didn’t need to be at her side to hear:
“No oxygen”… “Brain damage” … “Can’t know until he wakes up” … “Comatose.”
I jerked to a halt. Zach’s mom erupted in tears. The world ceased spinning.
The truth of his words didn’t sink in for a while. My eye gravitated toward the ER doors, fully expecting Zach to make his exit now. But he didn’t. He wouldn’t. Mrs. Ferguson seemed to come to similar conclusions; she collapsed, a broken, sobbing mess.
The feel of a towering presence at my back snapped me back to my senses. Phil’s skin radiated with heat so potent it leeched through my shirt.
It threw my head into overdrive.
Zach laid in that ER, broken and burned and bleak. Because of me. I’d been driving. I’d fallen asleep. I’d been plucked from death by the angel.
This was my fault.
The despair pulled me under in a grip so tight I couldn’t breathe. It threatened to buckle my knees. As the gravity of what I’d done weighed upon my shoulders, I leaned against the wall to hold myself up. I’d hurt Zach. I killed Zach.
No. Zach couldn’t die. I couldn’t let him die.
An unintelligible sob tore through my chest. What the hell could I do? I was only human, and, frankly, incapable of helping myself, let alone my friend.
And I’d have to figure out a way to live with that: knowing I’d single-handedly left Zach a vegetable. Or worse.
Phil’s hand met my shoulders. His voice breeched the dark cloud like nothing else could. My angel. My Phil. “It’s alright, Eden. You are safe.”
Everything snapped into place. I couldn’t do anything for Zach, but he…
Looking at all the faces around the room, all those who might’ve tried to listen, I pried myself free of his grip and ducked into the nearest stairwell. The light echo of his footfalls assured me that he followed close behind, even as I ascended the steps.
I rounded on him on the second-floor landing but the sudden grip on my wrists, holding me a mere hair’s breadth away from his body, left me breathless. “You are not afraid.”
“How could I be?” I laughed manically. “You saved me. Why would you risk yourself saving me just to hurt me now?”
“You may be in shock.” He gripped my chin, forcing me to look in his eyes. “Did you hit your head?”
I reveled in the unobstructed view of his face, noticeably devoid of any whispers or haze or alien thought. “I’m okay. Better than I deserve.” He pressed on, looking me over for injuries. That deep look of concentration made him glow brighter than that stoic look ever had. “Are you an angel?”
Phil froze. His wide eyes roved over my face, as though surprised by the look of awe he found there. He breathed, “Yes.”
“Thank God. So you can fix him!”
“No,” he gasped. “No, I can’t.”
The dark wave reared its curling head. His refusal hadn’t occurred to me. I struggled to comprehend it. “Phil…please—!”
“It isn’t that I take pleasure in refusing you, Eden. Quite the opposite. If it were in my power to make this right for you, believe me, I would. I can’t.”
“But you fixed me.” He said nothing and something inside me collapsed into dust. The prick of tears burned my eyes. “Why?”
The sight of Zach’s face, discolored and charred, played behind my eyes, taunting me. I wondered if he’d wake. If he’d be afraid. If he’d live. Phil gripped the part of his chest where his heart would be.
The simple gesture fanned a flame I didn’t even know I had. Phil didn’t know Zach. He hadn’t cared enough about him to pull him from the car. What gave him the right to be upset about my friend?
I chewed on my tongue until I quaked at the taste of blood. “Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why didn’t you save him?”
“I have already told you I can’t—”
“No,” I snapped. “Why didn’t you save him?”
“I couldn’t—”
“You saved me! Why?” Phil reached for me but I ducked out of reach. “Why? Why not him instead of me? He’s a good person. Probably a better person than I am. He’s not the one who fell asleep at the wheel. He’s not the one who put his best friend in a coma! You should’ve saved him. Why didn’t you save him?”
Every word beat Phil down a little more. By the time he replied, face stricken, voice breathless, he stood half a foot shorter. “I couldn’t.”
Well that…didn’t further my need to yell in the least. And without the yelling, there was only the despair. “I will do anything.”
“Eden.” I couldn’t look at him so I just nodded with eyes set on the floor. “What good does it do to argue his merit now?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“Why would it be better that you were in that room?”
“Because it wouldn’t be him.”
He frowned, forcing himself to stand up straight. “Could you really be so selfless?”
“I would take his place in a heartbeat. If that’s what it is, take it back. If I should’ve died in that wreck”—despite my noble words, I gulped— “then let me die. As long as you help him.”
He scrutinized me. “You don’t mean that.”
“I think I’d know better than you!”
“You feel guilty.”
Not anymore. Phil’s lack of sympathy in all of this had pushed me back into the yelling. “Of course I feel guilty. I was driving. I was too tired and I knew I shouldn’t, but I did it anyway.”
Something in him changed. It only surfaced for a split second, but the raw look of pain that flashed across his face came in such striking contrast to anything I’d ever seen from him that I felt it as potently as my own. Then he squared it away, back behind a cracking stoic façade. “You shouldn’t feel guilty.”
I cursed him for his lukewarm tone. Damned him for being inhuman. Hated myself for living. “How am I ever supposed to feel anything else?”
Phil evidently had nothing left to say. He sighed, dropping his head, and slipped off his borrowed gloves. He reached for me, unaffected by my flinch. “You said you were not afraid.”
From somewhere beneath my tears and despair, there came a challenge. “I’m not afraid!”
“I can tell when you lie.”
“I’m not—”
“I can taste your fear in the air.” His palms continued toward me, slower now that I all but cowered against the wall. They met my face and gingerly stroked my cheek. “I do not want you to fear me.”
“I’m not afraid of you.”
He nodded in understanding, but how could he? “Do you trust me?”
“I do. I think I do?”
“Could you trust me enough to let me help you?”
I scoffed. “Haven’t you done enough?”
His hand halted in its circuit over my cheek. “Just one thing more.”
At first, I felt nothing. There was only Phil staring down at me, face tensing in true-constipation-fashion. Then came the warmth.
Not literal warmth, although it would be a lie to confess the heat wafting off Phil’s skin gave me no small amount of pleasure. Warmth like coming home after a bad day, knowing that whatever disparities had plagued you in the day could no longer reach you. Warmth like looking out the window at snow enough to close school and going back to bed. Warmth like sitting in the greenhouse at midnight, without care of strangers intruding on the silence.
Easy contentment.
“Is…is that you?”
It certainly wasn’t me. While I’d known contentment in these last seventeen years, it felt nothing like this, although no better or worse. If my own thoughts came in shades of yellow, these came in a dizzying array of reds and blues and purples.
“What does it feel like?”
“Happy.”
He nodded. “I thought you would enjoy it.”
Even after his hand slipped away, I continued to relish in the pleasant feelings he left behind. “What is it?”
“Only memories. Things I have felt from others. Just like I can taste your fear and your pain and your confusion, I can feel when you are happy. When anyone is happy.”
“But how can you make me—?”
“The same way I was able to heal you in that wreck. I imparted some of myself into you.”
Even without his influence, the good feelings felt ever-growing, ever-spinning, ever-changing. I even smiled. “I don’t feel anything! Will it last?”
He shrugged. “So long as I’m there to help you.”
“And you’ll stay?”
“As long as you need me.” And with those red eyes glowing as they burned through me, I knew he meant it.
“Eden!”
I jumped, almost falling over in my haste to find Mom among the throngs of people below.
Phil’s body stiffened, once again the scared animal trapped in the corner, although he hid it well. “They are worried for you.”
“I don’t need to be an angel to know that.”
Phil smiled an honest-to-god no-fakery smile. “I suppose not.”
Before I could fling myself down the stairs, I stopped. Even now, as I looked over my shoulder, I half-expected that he would no longer be there. Perhaps it was the gifted emotion stirring in me, but even the accident felt like a rapidly disintegrating dream. “I will see you in school tomorrow?”
He grimaced. “Until tomorrow.”
















7. Company

My mother gave me leave to take off Friday—meaning I had to stay home, despite my aversion to being alone with my thoughts. And, worse yet, the punishment extended to the store as well. Robbed of my singular comfort, as Phil’s intervention had worn off mere hours after I’d left him, I remained in my room. And I sat.
If one day in exile didn’t hurt enough, she’d insisted on it for Saturday and, preemptively, Sunday as well. Taking up her perch in the living room, she’d made it her duty to question me on how I was doing every time I passed her. Barring the absolute necessities, like eating and urination, I avoided it at all costs. Hearing her ceaseless concern made the horrors of Thursday real. Made Phil’s intervention a mere trick of a concussed mind.
Mom looked at me like Zach was already dead. So, I ate once a day and drank only when parched to cut down on trips in her direction.
It didn’t suit me much better to stay in my bedroom. That framed rose drawing, which had provided such pleasant food for thought at one time, now taunted me. Thoughts of Phil made me confused and, so, were unwelcome. Which meant thought in general was unwelcome, because if I didn’t think of him, I thought of Zach and if I spared anymore tears, I would shrivel up like a prune.
That left napping. In the spirit of maintaining my solitude, I restricted them to the day and crept downstairs in the night.
While I hadn’t thought my parents would neglect the seedlings in my forced absence, it disappointed me to some small measure that they didn’t require my expert hand in bringing them back from the dead. Even after a few days, they looked as green and as lush as when I’d last tended them. For the hours leading up to dawn, I worked needlessly, fighting a dizzying fatigue that wished to send me back to bed.
I’d wasted enough time.
Finally, I placed the last of the pots back on the shelf and took a seat beside it so the sign I’d printed, ‘No Sitting,’ hung behind my head. The exhaustion had gotten to me, near-crippling me; my body hung slack against the wall, turning cold at the feel of the glass. Even with my eyes closed, I winced against a bright light threatening to pry through my lids.
That was strange, some part of me noted. In the hopes of keeping my mother unawares, I’d kept all the lights off.
Another part, the lazier part, just wanted to forget about it and go the hell to sleep. But I was a curious person by nature, at least I’d become one, and I peered up into the luminescent greyness that lit up the wall.
It had to be the floodlight.
That Dad hadn’t been woken by this development came as something of a miracle. The light worked on a sensor. If it had sprung to life, it could only mean that someone walked around the parking lot at six in the god forsaken morning. And when he finally noticed, my excursion would be ended.
Pulling one of the gardening shovels into my hand, I tiptoed to the front door.
The moment after I noticed the floodlight, black as death, I found the dawning sky up above and stared, enraptured. For once in what had to be forever, no clouds obstructed the view of the stars for as far as I could see. They seemed brighter this morning, even diluted by the rays of the rising sun, although that had to be simply by way of comparison; of course the stars would be bright. Stars were always bright.
But I hadn’t come out for stars.
My eyes strayed to the moon, pinpointing its place over the roof of the greenhouse like a beacon. I could feel it. I could tell the light I searched for streamed from its hanging presence.
It waned. If not for Gregory’s offhand comment about the full moon only days ago, I never would’ve known. Never would’ve noticed. Never would’ve cared.
Something about it piqued my interest tonight. A nameless desire wished to lay me on the snowy ground to stare, allowing its light to warm my skin. Enough of my sense remained that I didn’t do that, but the moments ticked on where I stood entranced. Every mark and blemish on my nighttime sun burned itself into my retinas.
“Eden?”
The trance broke like a popping balloon. Hand going to my throat, I whirled around to face the road with bare feet sliding across a sheet of ice. By the time I recovered, Phil’s face had escalated from confusion to concern.
Despite it, I couldn’t help but feel unwarranted betrayal. He’d left me alone to sink. In my seclusion. In my guilt. In my grief. Try as I may, I couldn’t keep the traitor thoughts out of my voice. “What’re you doing here?”
“Apparently saving you from frostbite. Eden, your lips are blue.”
“I’m fine,” I stammered through chattering teeth. Nevertheless, gloved hands flitted around my face, pressing at my cheeks and the swell of my bottom lip. “I’m fine.”
His eyes gravitated downward toward the pink flesh that molded to his thumb and then snapped back up, as though recalling who the mouth belonged to. “I can tell when you lie to me.”
I merely narrowed my eyes until he pulled his hand away. For someone who hadn’t cared enough to check up, he looked remarkably frazzled. “Where have you been?”
Immediate regret. I hadn’t intended to sound like I cared more than I should. Scratch that. More than I did. I hadn’t intended to sound like I cared more than I did.
But the damage was done. “You missed me?”
“No!” I retorted with a blush. For the love of god, Eden, don’t speak.
He allowed the hint of a smile. “I apologize if you were lonely without me. I was under the impression you didn’t want to see me.”
“Why the hell would you think that?”
“Your mother. She said you were not seeing anyone.”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course she did.” My chattering distorted the words to mush. Looking up at the window to my parents’ bedroom, the lights looked sufficiently dark, the sun having only just breached the tree line, and the store didn’t open until noon on Sundays. They wouldn’t wake anytime soon. “Do…do you want to come in?”
He nodded.
Creeping into the shop with Phil at my back, I made a beeline for the greenhouse. I wondered, if Mom woke to find me down here, which would be worse: a fierce reprimand for my lack of sulking?
Or…
Eden, those eyes.
Eden, that hair.
Eden, that face.
As expected, the humid air and the heat soothed my stiffened limbs, although, if I moved in just the right way, I still felt more popsicle than person. Flopping gracelessly onto the bench, I leveled his stare with a bit of a dark smirk.
“How…” he chewed on his cheek. “How are you?”
Every muscle in my face rebelled, but I managed to keep on smiling, even though I didn’t mean it. “As if you need to ask.”
“I thought I would extend you the courtesy of asking—”
“If you could, please do me the courtesy of not making me say it out loud.”
He slipped off a glove. I zeroed in on his hand like I was a junkie and he was my fix, tense even after I lost him to the pacing that sent him behind the bench. The feather-light touch of his fingers on the nape of my neck made me jump. Then I melted, weightless with the pleasant feelings that cascaded off his fingers.
“Do you always wake so early?” he asked, continuing in his trek up the rows and down the rows. Rather than my skin, his fingers trailed over the petals of white roses.
“Usually. But, normally, I’d be starting now. Not finishing.”
“Having trouble sleeping?”
“All I ever do is sleep,” my newly chipper attitude disagreed with my droll tone. “I just need the time to be alone.”
“Oh. Would you like me to leave?”
“No.”
I must’ve imagined the relief that sighed through his lips. “If you’re finished, what will you do now?”
I shrugged. “Maybe I’ll make a daisy chain. Take a nap.”
“A daisy chain?” He shot an amused look at me over his shoulder. “I didn’t know you were born in the nineteenth century.”
“Maybe not daisies. I’m not much a fan of daisies, but some other flower. Something that speaks to me.”
“Flowers don’t talk, Eden.”
I snorted. “Of course they do. You can tell a whole sentence just by what flowers you give to someone.”
He stilled, scrutinizing me with a funny look on his face. “What was that?”
“What was what?”
He pointed at my nose. I clapped my hands over my face, cheeks reddening. “Oh god. That was really loud, wasn’t it?” Giggling awkwardly, I smiled so wide he could probably see last night’s dinner in my molars.
“Was that a laugh?” he smiled.
“If only. A laugh would be much less embarrassing.”
“You are laughing at me?”
“Well…yeah. You made a joke. That’s generally what happens when someone says something funny.”
“No one has ever thought I’m funny.”
I found that hard to believe. The robotic tone he used while he spoke always cracked me up. “Maybe they just haven’t told you.”
“Why?”
“You’re pretty intimidating.”
He quieted. For a long moment, the only sound in the room was the echoing of footsteps that rebounded off the walls. “What would you use?”
“Hmm?”
“You said you don’t like the daisies. In your daisy chain, what would you use?”
I mulled it over. “Depends on who it’s for.”
“Me.”
If not for Phil’s influence, I imagined I would’ve been afraid of such a loaded question. Instead, I looked him up and down and wondered if there was a reason he didn’t look at me. “Azalea. Yellow roses.”
“Why?”
“Because they talk. Azalea means gratitude. Yellow roses: friendship. In short: I am grateful for our friendship.”
He jerked around, mouth agape. “And you have them all memorized?”
Yes. “No, no, there are a lot of flowers. I’m sure there have to be some I haven’t heard of.”
“I do not believe you.” Phil seemed to remember himself and turned his back on me. “Could you tell me a few more?”
I flinched. No one had ever asked. No one had ever cared. Well, not since Grandma. “Sure? Which ones?”
“The white ones? Innocence?” he asked.
“In some ways. In others, they can mean silence. Or secrets.”
His face fell. “How do you tell which?”
“Like with any language, they need context.”
“Sounds complicated.”
I shrugged. “Some more than others.”
“And the purple one?” he pressed on, brow knit in concentration. “Something to do with friendship I would venture.”
“Nope. Love at first sight.”
“And the orange?”
“Passion.”
“It would seem the language of the flowers is a romantic one,” he said, wary eyes flickering in my direction.
“Of course.” The fatigue left my voice equally as devoid of playful enthusiasm. “And we haven’t even gotten to the best ones.”
“You have a favorite?”
“In meanings, I might,” I conceded. “I can’t live without you.”
He blinked. Blinked again. His lips parted. “What did you just say?”
My face flamed with heat. Almost unable to speak through the lump in my throat, I lurched to my feet and stumbled toward the furthest corner of the room, where a cluster of flowers so unlike the rest sat. An array of colors reflected off their petals. “The primroses,” I said. “They mean, ‘I can’t live without you.’ That’s my favorite.”
“Oh,” he cleared his throat. The smirk he arranged on his face came out as unconvincingly as his breathless retort. “I think my teeth are rotting.”
“Does that mean our lesson is over?”
“Not at all. Just a few more. Please.”
“Well, I’m sorry to say this room is all about the romance. The ferns might be more your speed.”
“What do they mean?” His monotone brought another laugh up my throat. He clearly held no hope that ferns meant anything but love and other unsavory things.
“Magic.”
“A fern.”
“Yeah, or shelter,” I explained. “They do seem like a sturdier plant. Maybe they have powers.” My arm fell back to my side three or four times before it fit into the crook of his elbow and led him across the store to the other greenhouse. All the while, I kept my finger to my lips, hoping the creaks up above came as a result of old wooden floors and not my waking parents. When the door had shut behind us, I released him, pulling myself fully onto a shelf of daffodils.
As he looked around, he gravitated closer to my side. Almost unconsciously, his hand extended towards me, fingers brushing over mine so positive vibes pulsed afresh into my skin. “What are those?”
“Hydrangeas. You’d generally give those to someone you didn’t care for. They mean that the person on the receiving end is cold and heartless.”
Phil smirked. “I thought they looked rather pretty.”
“They’re all pretty.” I pointed across the room to a patch of orange lilies. “What do you think of those?”
“I guess they are nice.”
“They mean ‘hatred.’”
He scoffed. “What would be the point, then? Do you know any mortals who would give flowers to someone they hate?”
I winced. Even with the unmistakable taste of his happiness floating around my head, and the angelic face smiling down at me, his heavenly origins seemed so far-fetched when I wasn’t seeing it with my own eyes. “I don’t know,” I coughed. “But if the fancy ever strikes you, now you know what to give them.” I looked around for another one he might enjoy. “The marigold. That one means cruelty.” A patch of little purple flowers. “And the oleander. Caution.”
He didn’t follow my gesture. Instead, he looked at a few funny-looking yellow flowers, whose petals came forward like a nose. “And these?”
“Jonquil. You’re not going to like that one,” I teased. “It’s romantic.”
“I have braced myself.”
“You’d give them to someone you’re in love with. They ask, ‘will you love me back?’”
His stare lowered, stilling on the wire frame of the shelf. An undistinguishable grunt caught in his chest. “You’re right. Romantic.” As I snickered, he dragged his attention up to my face, façade cracking with a smile. “You are laughing again.”
“You’re funny.”
“I suppose I must be.” Pushing a potted calla lily aside, he pulled himself onto the wrack at my feet. “Did you learn all this on your own?”
“I might look into a few. We’ve definitely broadened our supply in the last few years so I like to keep up on flowers I don’t know, but my grandma was the one that knew all of them. She taught me.”
“She must have been as enthused with them as you are.”
“Her name was Amaryllis.” I pointed to her blossoming red namesake. “Do with that information what you will.”
He chuckled. “And what do those mean?”
“Sacrifice.” Her face surfaced in my mind, weathered by age but clearly resembling her daughter, and then her daughter after her. Her hair might’ve greyed, laugh lines deepened, joints all but turned to stone, but she looked every inch the dignified figure she was in the photo I kept on my nightstand, supporting Mom at Lamaze class when she was pregnant with me.
She’d struggled down the stairs to water the flowers every morning until she succumbed.
“Word fit her to a T.” As if sensing my impending melancholy—what the hell was I even thinking? Of course, he did—Phil leaned closer, hovering over me to run his palm along the back of my hand.
Despite the harsh scales I felt under human flesh, he was the best feeling in the world. Not because he could take my pain away with a single touch but because, unlike anyone I’d ever relied on before, he didn’t need to say a word. He didn’t need to listen. Just his warming presence at my side was enough.
“I have a confession,” he admitted, breaking the peaceful quiet. “I think I knew that one.”
“Really? That one? That’s kind of weird. I’d think the roses would be the more common one.”
He perked up. “So you haven’t heard the story of Amaryllis?”
I didn’t know whether to be excited or embarrassed. The flowers were the only thing I was good at…. Nevertheless, my curiosity won out over my shame at being beat for knowledge of horticulture. “No, tell me.”
“It comes from a Greek myth. The story goes that there was a beautiful maiden with hair like the autumn leaves. Eyes as blue as the Mediterranean Sea. Flesh as pale white as the milk of the cows she tended. Her name was Amaryllis.”
My palms grew sweaty, itching to pull at my hair like autumn leaves. Or my eyes…not so blue as the Mediterranean Sea but pretty blue, I thought. The spatter of freckles across my forearms stood out against pale skin. 
I’d read plenty of Greek myths in my time. I’d enjoyed a year-long class of them in my freshman year. I’d never heard of anyone being so specific about a person’s hair in myths.
“Amaryllis saw a shepherd called Alteo, a man with all the strength of Hercules and the beauty of Apollo, and she fell instantly in love,” he smiled, arms extending in a grand, theatrical gesture. “But Alteo was not to be swayed by the affections of any woman. He swore he would take for a wife only the maiden who could give him a flower that he had never seen before. This didn’t suit Amaryllis because, since he lived and worked on a lush mountainside, he knew them all.
“But she would not be outdone. Amaryllis traveled to the Oracle of Delphi and beseeched an answer: how could she earn Alteo’s love? That which she wanted more than anything in this world?”
He paused. I guessed for dramatic effect. “And? What did the oracle say?”
“The oracle gave her a golden arrow and instructions. She would stand before Alteo’s home every day for thirty days and spill her blood upon the grass. Amaryllis didn’t hesitate, piercing her heart upon the golden arrow every night until, on that thirtieth day, from her blood sprouted a new, red flower that Alteo had never seen before, thus earning his love in return. This flower would be known as the Amaryllis.”
It took a moment of silence to clue me into the drop of my jaw. I shook it off, scoffed, and rolled my eyes. “Fat load of good that did her.”
“Too romantic for you?”
“No! I love romance. I breathe romance. I’ve read Romeo and Juliet about a thousand times, and I had the same issue with that. When does sacrifice become stupidity?”
His smile widened, teeth peeking through his lips like the quintessential predator. “I have heard it said that love is sacrifice.”
“I’ve never been in love before. I couldn’t tell you. But I refuse to believe that, if that guy loved her, he would ask her to stab herself in the heart.”
“Why not, if love is sacrifice? Is that not the ultimate sacrifice? I would think that should make the love greater.”
I scrutinized that predatory grin, never once feeling like prey. “Are you mocking me?”
“No…”
“Sarcasm? Didn’t know you had it in you.”
He chuckled, head shaking. “No mocking was intended, Eden. Just…skepticism.”
“About what? Love? You don’t believe Amaryllis’ sacrifice was stupid?”
“You misunderstand. If not for the horribly mortal implication that love would heal her fatal wounds, stabbing yourself dead on a man’s porch is incredibly stupid. I see no need for love and the pain it brings.”
I guffawed. “I thought angels were all about the love.”
He kept quiet. Very quiet.
I stared into him for some hint at the timbre of his thoughts, but he kept them wrapped up in a neat little bow. Nevertheless, the dark tide inching in around us felt as palpable as a confession. “Did you love someone?”
Violet eyes snapped in my direction. His lip curled up in a snarl. “No.”
Some long-buried instinct wished for me to run but my body wouldn’t move. And even if I could, what would I do? Where would I go? If the stranger before me wanted blood, as his face surely implied, I was as good as dead.
My hands rose in surrender. “S…Sorry.”
That animal snarl melted and my Phil appeared once more, arms extending to take my hands. This time, I flinched and his face dropped. “No. I am the one who should be apologizing. I do not wish for you to fear me.” Slower now, he let his fingers trail across the back of my hand. “Please?” With my continued silence, he sighed. “You have to know I couldn’t hurt you, Eden.”
I knew that now. But only seconds ago, whatever rage had contorted his face had been something completely unfamiliar. Something not ethereal in the least.
Whatever that thing was, I felt no inclination to trust it.
“Are you…okay now?” I asked.
He nodded. “Of course. I am fine.”
Liar. He might’ve squared himself away behind that stone façade but that didn’t stop the twitching of his fingers. Or the flame flickering behind those eyes.
“Did I say something wrong?”
“No! Not at all. I’m terribly sorry, Eden. I don’t know what came over me, but I would appreciate it if we could forget all about it.”
For the sake of the pleading look on his face, I nodded. “I’ll let you change the subject.”
“Attachment to others for anything but protection escapes me.”
Or…not. “I think that’s probably got something to do with it. I mean, from an evolutionary standpoint, that’s why couples exist isn’t it?”
“Of course. I grasp that much, but if that were love, mortals would look for the strongest mates. Not just the most attractive ones.”
“Well…maybe we needed protection before, when we could’ve been struck down by a bear in the middle of dinner. We don’t have to worry about that anymore.”
“What do you need now?”
“Me?” I squeaked. “I don’t need anything.” As an afterthought, I added, “I need the University of Illinois to get back to me. That is what I need.”
“That doesn’t sound like something another mortal can help you with.”
“Of course not. Whatever I need, I can get for myself.”
“Then you would be in no want of love,” he said. “By your own explanation.”
I chewed on my tongue. “No…I…I want love. It wouldn’t be convenient right now, but the idea of love is still appealing.”
“What about it?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never been in love.”
“Then how do you know it is appealing?”
Upstairs, the floor creaked, forcing my thoughts onto Mom and Dad, who had to be stirring from bed by now. I might’ve been young when a teenage Callum Reyes walked into the newly renamed Garden of Eden, but I could remember the look on Mom’s face when she saw him with disgusting clarity. The widening of the eyes. The light like the sun, glowing through her skin. The shift of her shoulders, inclining in his direction.
The smile.
We’d seen a lot of him in the following years, although at that point he’d only been ‘that guy who buys all the roses’ or ‘that guy grandma rolls her eyes at.’ In later years, ‘Uncle Cal.’ I hadn’t been informed of their dating status until they’d been together four years, beaming like Christmas, fingers tightly intertwined. He’d moved in that day.
Very little had changed since then. Not a smile. Not a look. Not a ring.
“I’ve seen it.”
Upstairs, the floor creaked in earnest, most certainly Dad’s feet falling over the side of the bed. I gasped, rolling off the shelf with a speed that broke our shared peace like a popped balloon. “I think now is as good a time as any to call it a night…morning. Please.”
His handsome face contorted in distaste. Then his eyes softened. “Okay. I will see you in school tomorrow?”
I nodded, though, at present, I couldn’t be positive. If Mom so chose it, I might’ve been sentenced to four months of home-schooling by then. “Of course.”
“Goodbye then. Until tomorrow.”
As he stood from the shelf, I looked around in search of a particular plant and plucked one of the limbs free. “For you.”
His fingers played over the petals like they were of the softest silk. The flowers looked especially small in his hands, and even smaller still as he lifted them to his nose for a sniff. When he didn’t withdraw, I had to assume he found it pleasant enough. “What is it?”
“Sweet pea. It means ‘goodbye.’”
“It smells good.” He surveyed the room. Smiling at the pot of calla lilies he’d earlier shoved aside, he pulled a bloom off the stem and offered it to me. “I would like to test my intuition.”
I considered lying to him, but I could already hear his voice in my head: I can tell when you lie to me. “Uh…beauty. You’d give them to someone you think is beautiful.”
The hand that didn’t cradle the lily took my wrist. The other placed the flower in my palm and closed my fingers around it. “Good morning, Eden.”
















8. Different

Rising with the sun on Monday morning, I had to remind myself that there would be no blue car pulling onto my curb. I rushed through my ministrations of potting and watering so I’d have enough time to walk and hoped against hope that Mom wouldn’t wake in time to stop me.
I lingered in the bathroom, though, staring at my face as I worked at my teeth. Something seemed off with my reflection. Abandoning my toothbrush to the counter, I looked closer, sweeping my curls behind my ears. Despite all the sleeping I’d done this weekend. I looked tired. Bags ringed the undersides of my eyes. My lips, which usually bordered on too big for my face, had shrunken into a thin line.
Neither of which constituted the change I saw. Squinting into the mirror, I looked deep into my blue irises. My left eye had sprouted a little splotch of red.
That was new.
“What the hell?” I whispered, opening my eye wider with my fingers, as though that would make the difference. It didn’t. It just gave me a better view of crystal-clear crimson creeping in where it didn’t belong.
Easing off the tips of my toes, I shook it off. I’d almost died in that wreck. Maybe this was just a tiny, livable side effect, like being so scared your hair turned white. It didn’t hurt, so why did I care?
Mom waited at the front door, donning her coat with hand already curled around her car keys. She smiled uneasily as I neared. “Already? It’s early.”
An urge itched at my insides, whispering things I didn’t understand. I scratched at my head, waiting for a feeling of satisfaction to reply, but it only called louder, demanding I reach for…something? Someone?
Rebelling against the foreign feeling, I backed away.
“I…” I looked around in search of some way out. “I didn’t know I had a ride.”
“Of course, hon’.” She threw her arm over my shoulders, a move that, for all my seventeen years, I couldn’t recall her ever doing before. It reminded me that I wanted to walk, even if that meant walking in the cold. She hadn’t seen what madness had left me unscathed in that accident and, yet, she still looked at me like a freak-show. “I think you could use a break after all that craziness.”
I rolled my eyes. I didn’t like school, but I could hardly call it strenuous. “It’s okay. I think I can manage it.”
“Maybe we could talk?”
I’d suspected as much. Wordlessly, I took my backpack off the coat hook and swung it over my shoulder on my way out the door. I stopped. Mom stopped.
A black Mustang idled in the parking lot.  Its blonde-headed owner stood beside the passenger’s side door with arms crossed, hands clothed in a second, leather skin. He didn’t smile, but I thought the set of his jaw looked softer. Gentler.
“It’s quite cold this morning,” he announced.
Mom’s mouth hung open. “Hi, Phillip!”
Never once did his eyes flicker from me. “What are you doing here?”
“I didn’t want to risk you walking to school. I would offer my services.”
“Oh my god,” Mom sang. She gripped my hand, hauling me back a step. “He really likes you!”
The feel of foreign skin on mine felt strange. I didn’t think I’d felt tired when I lazed about the house this weekend—I’d spent most of it unconscious—but now I sparked like a live wire. I reached over to pull her hand away and felt a shocking delight creep up my arm, filling my veins with liquid fire. It lingered even after her touch had migrated away.
Startled, I jerked away, masking my aversion with a skip down the steps. Phil opened the door, allowing me to slide in, safe from whatever prying she’d wanted to do.
“Be safe, honey! I miss you! Drive carefully!” She shouted until the car door slammed shut. Then her distress became a series of unintelligible birdcalls.
Phil pulled himself into his seat. Two things occurred at the same time: his door slammed shut and the engine roared, sending us into the road.
“As much as I appreciate the hasty getaway,” I gripped the chair for dear life, “what the hell is the rush?”
He peeled a glove off, laying his hand palm-up on the center console. Even under fear of death, I managed a bit of anxiety over whether he wanted to hold my hand. “Touch me and you won’t have to be afraid.”
“Will that also make me immortal? Only one of us is going to die when you crash this car. You can heal me all you want but I’m not crazy about the pain that comes before that.”
He gave nothing away, but I could see the wince in his contracting fingers. The speedometer dipped to a reasonable thirty-five. “I should hope you have more faith in me than that. I have already proven I can keep you safe.”
I released my death grip on the upholstery. “I don’t think you’d hurt me on purpose, but the roads could be icy.”
“My reflexes far surpass any of your kind’s. You will never be safer than you are right here. Next to me.”
A thrill went down my back, reddening my face and making my hands shake. I chewed on my tongue. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t stifle my smile.
As we turned off the road and into the school parking lot, something Phil saw in the distance made his jaw close with an audible snap. His superhuman status must’ve meant his eyes were stronger than mine because it took a few hundred feet before I could make out Gregory’s spindly figure under the front door’s overhang.
I doubted he parked at the furthest end of the lot by mere coincidence. “It would be in your best interest to stay away from Gregory.”
The boy in question smiled and stepped off the stoop.
“Can he hear us?”
Gregory nodded, long legs eating up the hundreds of feet between us with ease. Phil only growled. He jerked the key from the ignition with a ferocity I was surprised hadn’t snapped it in half. “Apparently that feat is easier said than done. Edy, remember, Gregory enjoys nothing more than pain. He will say things to hurt you. You cannot let him get to you. Please.”
“Okay—”
My door swung open. In the same instant, an arm took my waist, removing me from the car. I knew, simply by the prickle across my skin, that it was Gregory’s. “Good morning, Ms. Graves. I cannot help but notice the new ride. Is Zachary feeling ill?”
Something stuck in my throat.
“Don’t touch me.”
“You seem upset, Edy. I would not worry. His suffering will end soon. If you ask nice enough, I might be willing to offer a little kick in the right direction.”
My body took over. Arms flailing, fists already clenched to break his nose, I launched myself at his face, only to feel another set of arms pull me aside before I could reach. My throat burned red and raw. Distantly, it occurred to me that I was screaming.
“I hate you! I hate you! I swear to god, I hate you!” Tears streamed hot and quick down my face, blurring the sight of him. “You’re a monster! You’re evil!”
Phil’s lips brushed the shell of my ear, radiating peace. Radiating warmth. “It is okay. You are okay. He is pushing your buttons. Do not touch him.”
He only fanned my flame. “Sure, protect him.”
“I am not protecting him, I am protecting you.”
I scowled at Gregory but allowed myself to go slack against Phil’s chest. It felt nice. Inviting.
Right.
He shook. With every growled word, he rumbled under my hands. “You have done what you came to do. Leave, Gregory. There is nothing else for you here.”
“You have never done a very good job at sharing, Mephistopheles.”
Phil’s breath stilled in his lungs. “I will not start today.”
Gregory sighed, rolling his eyes. “You will get bored. You always get bored.”
I clung to Phil’s body, letting him pull me away because, if I let go, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from swinging at Gregory’s face. He didn’t stop until the two of us had vanished behind the frosted glass door of the men’s room, scowling gaze set on what guys already stood between the walls of the urinals.
“Out.”
They scrambled to obey.
“What can I do?” he asked, leading me to an open stall and setting me down on the lid of the toilet. He knelt to my level. “How can I help? Tell me what to do.”
“I don’t want help.” I struggled to breathe slowly.
“I can’t do nothing, Edy. You’re turning red.”
“I’m mad.”
“But it can’t be good for you, can it? You’re mortal! Don’t mortals have heart attacks? Does your chest hurt? Are you having a heart attack?
Against my wishes, a smile found its way onto my lip. “I’m not having a heart attack.” Fury cooling, I slumped between my knees. “Distract me.”
“How?”
“Tell me about you. What else can you do?”
“Hmm?”
“Well…you’re an angel! I want to know what you’re capable of. What can you do?”
Phil shrugged. “I can’t think of anything else you would want to know.”
“Are you kidding? You’re immortal! You saved my life! I want to know everything. Like…why do your eyes change color?”
“That is an easy one. Contact lenses.”
“Immortality gives great reflexes, but it can’t fix astigmatism?”
He cast me a long-suffering glare with eyes that were their normal violet. “Not medical. Just some blue plastic to cover up red eyes. They draw too much attention.”
“Lots of people saw them Thursday—”
“Thursday was…” he gripped the wall with white knuckles. “Thursday was different.”
I sensed I’d strayed into dangerous territory. For one, because thoughts of Thursday meant thoughts of Zach and the accompanying depression. For another, Phil’s nostrils flared, lip curling back over his teeth. His anger seeped into my pores as potently as my own.
I didn’t hesitate to grab his hand, ready for the good feelings he could offer me, but found nothing positive to speak of. His skin burned with rage. With guilt. With terrible self-loathing.
“You will not find what you are looking for, Eden. I hardly remember what happiness feels like.”
My grip held tight, but I thought I did it more for his benefit than my own. With time, Phil’s anger faded.
“I didn’t have time to put the contacts in on Thursday. I…I broke one when I felt this foreign sensation of panic. Your panic. So potent I could feel it across town.”
“Is that normal?”
“I do not spend much time with mortals. I’ve become attuned to you because this proximity has made it so. There have been times that I can feel your happiness. Or your sadness. Or your loneliness. Even when I am in my home and you are in yours. It did not prepare me for the burning.” He shuddered.
Another slap of self-loathing stung my palm. It made me reluctant to speak. “I’m not lonely.”
I got the feeling Phil would’ve gifted me another long-suffering sigh, if not for his evident amusement. “I do not feel that you are lying this time. You must be getting very good at fooling yourself.”
“Wouldn’t I know best?”
“I am sure you already know. I feel you often. Alone. Sad. Trying to hide that you are alone and sad. Even when I checked on you, I could hear you deny being upset to your parents. And for what? What good does it do you to pretend?”
I had an easy answer. “Sometimes it feels better not to talk about it.” In the same breath, I added, “You checked up on me? Why?”
Phil had the grace to look embarrassed. “I knew you were upset.”
“My best friend is in a coma. Why the hell wouldn’t I be upset?”
“This was before the accident.” He begrudged admitting, “I knew you were upset. There is only so much I can take before I have to wonder if something is wrong.”
“And what did you see?” I squeaked. Oh god, oh god, I hadn’t done anything horrendously embarrassing, had I? Hadn’t traipsed around in a towel?
Calm washed through me. Not quite happiness, but a welcome reprieve, nonetheless.
“Not to worry, Eden. If there is anything I have learned in my visits, it is that, as far as mortal teenagers go, you are quite dull.”
I would’ve been mildly offended if I didn’t agree. “Then why look?”
“I wonder the same thing,” he countered. “I tell myself every time that I will find you in that greenhouse, engrossed in your gardening, but it isn’t a logical drive. Even if there is only a slight chance that you may need me, I have to go. Helping, on the other hand, is conditional on your mother’s interference.”
“I didn’t know she was so formidable.”
“She resisted even the best of my charms. The two of you have that in common.”
I scoffed. “I’ve seen you put your fist through a windshield without a drop of blood. You mean to tell me you were thwarted by a woman who barely passes for five feet tall?”
“Would you rather I put my fist through your mother?”
His voice, suddenly deep with malice, sent a shudder down my back. “Some angel you are.”
“It would do me no good to kill your mother, Edy. Just a question.”
My neck snapped aside. “Edy?”
“Is that…wrong? I have heard your friend call you that. Are we not…friends?”
He shifted with discomfort, unwilling to break the silence just as much as I was. His fingers clenched around my hand, rough and large and warm. I didn’t have many friends—had never felt a need to have many friends—but in Phil’s case…how could I ask for someone better? A savior. A support system. Just the touch of his hand could make me happier than I remembered being on my own. I supposed my aversion was with the voice that said it. More specifically, the voice that wasn’t saying it.
“Edy is fine. We’re…friends.”
The bell rang. The smile that had begun to lift his lip abruptly died. He sighed. “We can leave. Say the word and I will take you home. You can sit in the greenhouse.”
Ordinarily, I would’ve taken him up on that in a heartbeat. But, if I did, I could only imagine how satisfied Gregory would be to scare me away. Which would only make things worse for me. It would be cowardly to run.
I wasn’t a coward.
“I want to stay.”
He nodded. “You feel better?”
I looked around the little stall and shrugged. “A little gross but optimistic. I’ve never seen the men’s room before.”
I didn’t question how he knew where my homeroom was, supposing that it was just another place where he’d checked up on me. Maybe Lily had mentioned it…
Ha. As if Lily ever spoke; at this point, I doubted her capable.
Phil pried my arms away from his waist, although reluctant hands remained on my shoulders to keep me within reach. “If you change your mind, just call. Whisper my name. I’ll hear. And I’ll come get you.”
People stared, whispered, gasped, but while I heard Phil’s name among the mutterings, I never heard my own. If I had to guess, because they didn’t know it. I understood their shock. Phil had, unknowingly, put us in a compromising position. If I wasn’t already sure of the opposite, I might’ve expected him to kiss me.
I wanted him to.
Which was probably why I skipped backward, breaking his hold on me. “Th…Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind. I’ll see you later.”
I held tight to the calm from his touch but as I trudged through the rows, plopping into my chair, the burn of his stare bored holes through my back and made my heart race. Easy, girl. Phil’s a friend.
I liked to believe it was my residual anger making me sweat. That would be much less embarrassing than having to admit to a maybe-sort of-half-cocked crush on Phil. My angel. My savior.
The other Bronwyn didn’t so much as budge, even when my chair squealed across the floor. Rather, she stared through the window with an intensity I could be positive now was inhuman. She looked out of place. In the class. In the school. In the world. That didn’t matter. At present, she was the only Bronwyn I wanted to see.
And I could still feel Phil, staring from the doorway; at least, until the homeroom bell rang and a fleeting glance upward revealed that I was well and truly alone.
“I’m sorry.”
I didn’t look up at the unfamiliar voice. It was only as I tried to find a place through the glass to focus my attention that I realized the voice had come from Lily, and that she’d spoken to me.
“Excuse me?”
“Did you love that boy?” she inquired, voice like a flat line. “The boy from the accident?”
Casting away my surprise, I ran her words through my head again and again and frowned. Just like my mother, she spoke like Zach had already died. “He’s my best friend,” I murmured. “Of course I love him.” Present tense. So long as he drew breath…
“Gregory does not understand what love is. He is a selfish creature. Do not let him manipulate you.” Her eyes returned to the window and I figured that was as good as a dismissal. “Time will heal your wounds.”
“I don’t have wounds. He’s still alive!”
Everyone within the next few rows turned to stare. Lily seemed unperturbed but I shrunk into my chair to avoid the eyes. As their interest died away, I glanced at the back of Lily’s head. “Could…” I lowered my voice, “Could you help him?”
She sighed and shook her head, but she didn’t look away from the outside.
A breath I’d been holding hissed out through clenched teeth. “Exposure?”
“I care very little for what would become of humans if they knew of our existence. I care very little for anything.”
“Then why? I’ll pay, if that’s what you want. If I have to give you every paycheck I make until I die, I’ll do it. Just, please—”
“Even if I was as practiced in the art as Phil, I am no more powerful than you. Just a mortal now.”
I appraised her, noting the grey of her skin that made her so different from her brothers. Compared to them, she looked like a mortal. Maybe even less. “Why? What’s wrong with you?”
She shrugged as though the question didn’t bother her, but the line of her shoulders tensed. “I cannot feed. So I cannot use.”
“Why can’t you feed?”
This time, she didn’t answer. I immediately thought of apologizing for the prying question, but, with time, I realized she wasn’t ignoring me. She’d…forgotten about me. A glaze hid her grey eyes, taking her somewhere far away from this room.
“Lily?” I inquired, wholly unnerved.
She didn’t stir.
“Lily—?”
“Good morning, class!” Mrs. Brown swept into the room with a chain of artificial lavender atop her head. Serenity. I could’ve used some at the moment. “Today, we’re going to work on shading.”
A low groan answered from the collective. That signaled my opportunity to check out of this torture. I couldn’t hope to succeed any further than picking a yellow-enough shade for the rose I hadn’t yet started. Sinking further into the cradle of my arms, I stretched across the desktop as far as the chair in front of me would allow and wondered if good thoughts had taken over Lily’s mind.
I doubted it.
“Eden.”
Jerking upright, I found Lily had gravitated close. Cold wafted off her skin.
“Here,” she deadpanned, extending a pencil I must’ve dropped.
I couldn’t mask my astonishment. “Thank you.” I reached out to take it and, in so doing, my fingers brushed hers.
Lily’s skin was nothing like a human’s but like everything I would’ve expected from her. Frigid. Bloodless. Just another concrete extension of a concrete woman.
A sense of loss coursed through me as a winter hailstorm would. Sadness coated everything it touched like a slick of ice. My limbs felt heavy. Stiff. A thousand stones found a home in my chest.
My heart ached far beyond any despair I’d ever felt before. Its potency made bile creep up my throat and grey spots, as grey as Lily’s eyes, danced across the world around me. For a moment, they left me completely blind.
Gasping, I yanked my hand away. The pencil fell back to the floor.
“W…Lily?” I muttered, teeth chattering. “Are you okay?”
Her eyes bored through me. She blinked a few times, shook her head, and then leapt to her feet with both hands pale against the desk.
Mrs. Brown stopped her insufferable droning to study her. “Is everything alright, Lily?”
Lily hesitated, gaze focusing and unfocusing on my hands, but, with a tremor and with arms shielding her face, she darted toward the hall.
“Lily? Lily!”
She didn’t return.
And, come to think of it, neither did Phil. I hadn’t expected he would show up after class to provide protection, should I encounter Gregory in the hall—and I most certainly wasn’t disappointed that those expectations had gone unfulfilled. Still, it occurred to me that it was strange not seeing Phil’s blonde head tower over my classmates. Loathe as I was to admit it, even Gregory’s absence stirred anxiety in my gut.
Robbed of all other occupation, I looked for them through the lunch—in the cafeteria, in the parking lot, and even in the library, where he’d hidden before—but the Bronwyns never showed. I wished I could’ve known that before deciding to sit alone in the lunchroom.
The room around me bustled with human interaction that called to me like a beacon, even if, yesterday, I would’ve been thoroughly repulsed. I’d never noticed the group of girls at the neighboring table; they looked happy. Happier than me, anyway, even if that wasn’t a very high standard at present.
They glowed. Whether by a new brand of lightbulbs or the recently returning natural light that streamed through the window—or perhaps Zach’s presence had claimed my attention in days past so thoroughly that I’d never noticed before—their bare skin reflected a golden halo. Almost against my will, I stood up, pulled in their direction to touch it.
Confusion playing out in equal measure across five different faces stopped me in my tracks. “Oh…” If not for the growing glow to their flesh, I might’ve forgotten what I was doing here. Their flickering doe eyes had already turned my mouth dry. “Hi?” One of the girls wore a V-neck, and the uninterrupted expanse of her throat captivated me. I forced myself to smile and look into her eyes and forget that I was thirsty. “C…could I sit with you guys? It’s a little lonely over there.”
If they were off-put by my stutter, they didn’t show it. The one at the forefront, the one with the tantalizing neck, returned my smile. “Of course.”
As I sat, I let my fingers brush over her knuckles in a gesture I hoped would convey friend. In actuality, warmth leeched through my skin and dispersed across the rest of my body until I overflowed with positivity and comfort. The worries over Zach, the anger at Gregory, the apprehension over Lily’s absence…
Everything faded away, lost to a place I couldn’t reach.
And that made it easy to talk to my new friends. Heavy conversation eluded them in favor of boy-talk, an impending field trip for Astronomy, and one girl’s to-do list of college applications. Normal stuff. Teenager stuff. Non-death-related stuff. It had never occurred to me that I might miss something like that.
When I strode toward class with smile still alight, no towering blonde head or violet eyes stopped me. Astronomy saw much of the same, with Phil’s chair noticeably empty, although he must’ve been here and gone, because a permission slip for the field trip with his name and the unintelligible scrawl of his parent’s consent sat on the corner of our teacher, Dr. Penn’s, desk.
Right next to mine.
I couldn’t put a name to who’d signed, as it definitely wasn’t the Katherine Graves it claimed to be. But that was most assuredly my name, scripted in elegant cursive at the top, despite the fact that the field trip was news. To. Me. It had to have been presented on my day spent in isolation.
Then one of the girls from lunch—Sam, my mind slowly put together—waved me over to a seat she’d saved, just for me, and I no longer cared. On her every side, a new group of similarly carefree people, whose hands I shook one by one, surrounded her. I couldn’t worry, even if curiosity pricked behind my happy thoughts. I felt restored. Not like I’d already mourned and recovered from Zach’s condition, but like he was still alive and well and in a class of his own, somewhere across the building.
Gym felt even better, in part, I had to admit, because violet eyes stared down at me from the bleachers. Phil waved to me, patting the seat beside him. The snickering, narrowed eyes, and even scattered gasps proved that everyone noticed. They only grew when I refused him.
Every day I’d spent in this room, I’d chosen aerobic walking as my sport of choice. It was easy, impossible to fail, and the only option that didn’t necessitate getting close to anyone. Today, that prospect wholly disagreed with me.
I chose touch football. Without hesitation. I threw myself into the game with a fervor that intimidated my teammates. Sweat-slicked skin felt just as good as dry and then perhaps even better.
The bell rang too soon. Running off to the locker rooms, I high-fived and patted the others as we left the court and received the same treatment in kind. The day felt short; too short. The rest of the afternoon spent sitting alone in the empty store no longer held any sway.
I rushed through dressing. With every second closer to the final bell, my expectation that Phil would still be there in the bleachers when I emerged dimmed and dimmed and a future solidified of a lonely walk home in the cold. Dread settled in the pit of my stomach upon first glance up into the wooden stands: no Phil.
That shouldn’t have stung as much as it did; Phil was prone to bouts of sudden disappearances. And even with the twinge of disappointment, my spirits were high enough that a walk didn’t sound so bad. Still, I’d thought…I’d hoped he might want to see me as much as I wanted to see him.
My back prickled, skin warming, hair rising. By the time I turned, the body before me came so close that I had to crane my neck all the way back to meet violet eyes. My face ached with my smile. “Thought you’d left me.”
Phil snorted. “Why would I do that?”
“You keep disappearing?”
He fought it but the corner of his lip forced itself upward. “I thought you might miss me.”
“Don’t get a big head.”
He stepped closer. “So I was wrong? You are not happy to see me?”
If the appeal of the others had been like water to the very thirsty, the temptation to touch Phil felt like the world’s most irresistible magnet. Once my eyes met the pink line of his mouth, I couldn’t look away of my own accord.
Would he have minded if I just reached up and let my fingers fall on the swell of that bottom lip? I didn’t think so, but even so, I might’ve been alright with asking forgiveness rather than permission just this once. My hand twitched, grazing his. The harsh grate of inhuman flesh snapped me back to reality.
“I’m happy to see your car,” I croaked.
His smile grew. “What have I told you about lying, Eden?”
Hiding my reddening face in my shoulder, I tapped his shin with a playful kick. “Alright…you’ve clearly outmatched me with your sixth sense. I’ll admit defeat.” I took his hand and started toward the door. “Any chance you might be hungry? I could go for some dinner before we call it a night.”
Phil deflated. “I do not get hungry. Not like you do.”
“Then taste. You don’t have to be hungry to enjoy a milkshake.”
“You don’t understand. I do not eat.”
I chuckled. “I saw you eat though. You buy lunch. A lot of it, actually.”
“Just because I buy food doesn’t mean I eat it.”
“But…you can eat food, can’t you?”
“Eat, yes. Food—I am afraid our food is vastly different from yours.” His dark tone came dangerously close to killing my buzz. I didn’t want to ask.
“Oh, put away your scary face, Phil. You’ve got a mouth, don’t you?”
He blanched. “Yes?”
“And a stomach?”
“Debatable.”
I snorted. “I guess we’re going to find out.”
















9. Secrets

“The chicken is mine,” I argued, wrenching the sandwich free of his teeth. “You got the beef.”
He didn’t bother to chew. The words emerged around a mouthful of bread and poultry. “Would you like it back?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact.”
Bits of food fell over my side of the car like rain.
“Ew!” Though I shielded my eyes, a wet clump of sandwich landed in my lashes. “You animal.”
“You said you wanted it.”
Even robbed of my food, I adored that Phil liked it enough to sneak it out of the bag. He’d been reluctant at first, and he’d pretended not to like the chocolate milkshake I’d ordered for him, but now, six burgers, one chicken sandwich, and fifteen nuggets later, he sipped on that shake with greater and greater purpose. I believed that over his words. “I wanted you to go back in time and stop yourself from eating it in the first place. Did I really have to specify?”
He rolled his eyes. “Would you be willing to forgive me in exchange for a chicken nugget?”
“Ten nuggets.”
“Two nuggets.”
“That’s not how haggling works, Phil. You ate everything! I’m going to starve. Show some compassion before I shrivel up.”
He scoffed. “You are awfully rude. I’m taking back that milkshake.”
I took the cup before he could. “Don’t even think about it.”
Nevertheless, he leaned over the center console to swipe at my drink.
“No! Go away! Brute!” I squealed, retreating into the leather upholstery. I thought I heard him laugh under his breath as he stretched over me, body on body, chest very nearly against chest. My giggles died. Save for an instant a million years ago, of my pale-haired angel rescuing me from a flaming car, I’d never been so close to him.
I wondered if he came to a similar realization; as I silenced, so did he. We hung in suspension, deafened by the harsh inhales rasping through his parted lips. Deafened by mine. Once again, the sight of that mouth so close made time stand still. Would it be hard—unyielding—like I knew the flesh of his hands to be? Or would it be as soft as it looked?
All I’d have to do was crane my chin to know for sure.
But Phil stiffened, mouth snapping shut. He scowled through the passenger’s side window. “The sun’s going down.”
While I heard him, the gravity of his dissatisfaction didn’t occur to me until he’d retreated to his seat and shoved the car into drive. “S…so?”
“So I—I have to go home.”
“Curfew?”
His frown tightened.
“Oh. Angel stuff.”
He didn’t reply, which I assumed meant the affirmative.
“You know…I don’t think you’re giving me enough credit here. I saw you put your fist through a windshield without a scratch and I haven’t told anyone. You have to know you can trust me.”
He mulled over the words for a long time. Long enough that I thought he wouldn’t speak at all. “I trust you.”
“So why won’t you talk to me?”
“I never thought you’d betray me, Eden. I’ve worried—I still worry—that I will do something or say something and it will make you realize that I might look like a human and walk like a human and sound like a human, but I will never be a human. And when that happens, you will run. Screaming.” All the while, he kept his stare trained on the road. The steering wheel creaked under his white-knuckled grip.
And I wasn’t amused. “You’re taking yourself a little too seriously, Phil.”
“You’re not taking it seriously enough!”
“How could I? I don’t know anything about it,” I demanded. “But I do know that you saved my life. Whatever you think is so bad about being an angel, it can’t change that much.”
He chewed on his inner cheek. “What do I look like to you?”
“Do you want a mirror? I see a few.” With the intention of making a joke, I grabbed the rearview mirror to turn it on him, but he was faster, hand cupped over its own reflection to keep it still.
I flinched. Froze. Blinked around what haze must’ve been obstructing my sight.
In flesh and blood, he looked normal. Tanned skin, reflecting a dull glow like muted sunlight, wrapped large hands that quivered with hidden inhuman strength. In the mirror, he was something…else.
Shriveled fingers reflected back, curled like the skinned and blackened protrusions of a charred skeleton. Thick black claws tipped the ends.
I withdrew my hand, movements slow, mouth agape. As much as I tried for words, none would emerge. Phil frowned, thrusting his arm into his chest, and then back to the steering wheel where it had begun. “If you could see what I look like—what I really look like—you would be horrified,” he whispered. “I would give you nightmares. Underneath whatever skin you see, I am a creature more akin to a snake than a human like you.”
He looked awfully human to me. I stared across the empty space and tried to find a hint of the charred bones from the mirror in that boyish face. But I didn’t. I saw a man. A man whose proximity still made my heart race.
“You’ve got hair so blonde it’s practically white,” I murmured. “It’s getting too long in the front, like you’ve put off a haircut. And a round jaw, not soft but…inviting. You’re too tall for doorways, so it’s kind of funny watching you duck into rooms. Your fingers are long—bass player fingers. And they’re always warm, even through gloves. Bottom lip is too big to match the top. And your eyes tilt just a little bit up at the corners…”
Against my will, I looked away from the steering wheel just enough to meet those eyes and instantly regretted it. I could feel his gaze caress my skin. Softly. Tenderly. My stomach flipped and I glanced back at his hands to hide from it.
That made no difference; his eyes burned. “Was that good enough?”
The car pulled to a stop, Garden of Eden sign occupying the whole of the car’s windshield, awash in the day’s dying light. Home. He held out his hand for me and I deliberated a long while before, inevitably, taking it. If I’d thought my nerves were frayed without the added benefit of physical touch, I vibrated with it now. His arm moved under mine, forcing me to caress the scaly expanse of his forearm. “Do you see that?”
I nodded.
“What does it look like?”
“Just…smooth skin.”
“But it doesn’t feel that way.” His fingers clasped loosely around my wrist, pads drawing circles into my human flesh. He seemed entranced by the flat plane. “It is an act. It shows you what you find most attractive. So I look different to you than I would look to anyone else. What do I smell like?”
“Roses.”
“It is no coincidence that I smell like what you love most.” He cast the door aside, stepping into the parking lot without warning or explanation. In three strides, he’d already rounded the car and offered me a hand.
I tried not to show my disappointment. “Does that mean no more talking?”
“Only for tonight.”
He stole my hand, pulling me up and into him like the opening steps to some intricate dance. My nose accidentally brushed his neck and raised a trail of goosebumps along his skin. I had to disentangle myself before I got too comfortable; despite the scaly grate of his flesh and the shell-like feel of his abdomen, embracing Phil felt as inviting as I’d envisioned.
I cleared my throat. “No chance I could get you to stay?”
“It gives me no pleasure to leave you. If I had the choice…”
My head nodded but I didn’t understand. “What happens when the sun goes down?”
“I will show you. Someday. But not today.” He bowed low, bringing the back of my hand to his mouth for a kiss. “I’ll pick you up in the morning. First light. Don’t bring lunch. I think I’d like to pay you back for that chicken sandwich.”
Oh, right. The Astronomy trip. As Phil released me and started toward the driver’s side, I recalled class a few hours ago, and a paper marked by handwriting I didn’t recognize. “Did you forge my permission slip?”
“You missed the deadline.”
“And that’s…all the explanation needed?”
He kept up a perfectly blank façade. “I figured I would save you a day of missing me.”
I almost snorted, but a foreign sensation pricked at my brain. Some part of my psyche tried to slither out and probe at it to find out what it was, but, as a whole, I retreated. The taste repulsed. It burned. It choked me up.
And I knew without a shadow of a doubt that Phil was lying to me.
“Oh…okay? I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Phil frowned. I thought he would speak again but with another scowl at the fleeting sunlight, he pulled himself into the car and peeled out of the parking lot. With every foot that Mustang crept into the distance, the unpleasantness at the edge of my subconscious ebbed. It never vanished, even when I climbed the stairs and flopped onto the greenhouse bench. Even when I crawled into bed. Even when the sun fell behind the horizon.
And it was the first thing I felt when I woke up Tuesday morning. Besides, of course, the headache and the upset stomach.
***
As far as planetariums went, it probably wasn’t impressive. The stone looked to be in a state of semi-dilapidation, the paint covering the school in light blues and white had faded to grey, and the sidewalks split in massive cracks. But I’d never seen a planetarium before, so the dome-shaped building nearest the parking lot seized my attention, nonetheless.
I stepped off the bottom step of the bus and surveyed the area with disgust. Joy County College looked like everything I hated about our little town: much too small, much too simple, much too…familiar. It sent a shudder down my back to think that, if Illinois didn’t get back to me, I might actually get stuck here next year.
I didn’t know what I’d do.
A stranger led us up the many stairs. Come step one, a hand met my waist to direct me and I glanced Phil out of the corner of my eye, holding the small of my back as though I might fall. He leaned in until the swell of his lip brushed my ear. “I went to the store. You weren’t there.”
Indeed. I’d gone out of my way to be up and out the door before first light so I’d make it to school before the bus left. I hadn’t been able to shake that feeling through the night. The foreboding. As much as I enjoyed my time with Phil, I couldn’t help what sensation told me something was wrong.
I shrugged. “My mom wanted me to take the bus. The accident’s got her a little nervous.”
At the top of the steps, he rounded on me, though whatever he’d been about to say died on his lips. Once the rest of the class had moved out of earshot, he said, “Your eye. Are you feeling alright?”
“It’s fine. Just a freak thing,”—although I suddenly felt pretty self-conscious. It had come to my attention during my morning routine that the little blip of red had grown, swallowing up half of one blue iris. “We’ve got to go in.”
“Bronwyn! Graves!” Dr. Penn called from the door of the squat building before us. “Keep up.”
He followed behind me as I entered the planetarium, coming face to face with some student-made exhibition of the moon landing and a future trip to Mars. A timer at the end of the room counted down ten minutes until the next showing of Planet Earth and Beyond. Rather than face Phil, I feigned interest in the different facts and models hanging around the hall. Still, he remained two steps behind me. “You’re quiet.”
“Am I?”
“I’d prepared myself for questions. This silence is unsettling.”
I shrugged. “I get the feeling, if I asked, you would lie.”
He stepped up beside me, fingers squeezing the bar separating us from the solar system until the metal molded itself to his fingers. “I will try very hard not to.”
I chewed on my inner cheek. Not because I didn’t believe him, but because I didn’t know which question to ask first. “What do you eat?”
Phil flinched. “We don’t.”
The taste returned, and it came with a vengeance. “You said you wouldn’t lie.”
“I don’t eat.” He swallowed and forced himself to release the bar from his death grip, one hand at a time. “I feed.”
The ominous tone threw me off, but I collected myself behind a roll of the eyes. For all my talk of being trustworthy, I couldn’t lose this minor victory by showing fear. “Semantics, Bronwyn. Don’t stall.”
“Don’t make me tell you, Eden. Please.”
“Why not? You promised—!”
“I can sense your fear already.”
I should’ve known better than to think I’d sneak that by him. “So what if I am? Don’t I deserve to know what I’ve gotten myself into?”
I knew I’d won by his deep sigh. “I am immortal.”
But that was all he said. “Is that supposed to scare me?”
“I will live forever because I have an ever-growing number of years. Years I take from mortals, like you. All I need to do is touch, and I can strip ten years off your lifespan in ten seconds. You wouldn’t even know it.”
My insides churned. An image came to mind of a little Eden, turning pruney as Phil sucked the life out of her with a straw. Every time I’d touched him, skin-on-skin, rushed back to the forefront. “Do you do that often?”
“I knew I couldn’t tell you. Your fear—”
“Tell me anyway!”
“I haven’t fed as much as I would. Not since Wednesday.”
Despite all my efforts, I couldn’t shake that picture. “Why not?”
“I’ve never had a mortal friend before. I’ve never had to think of them as more than…”
He, wisely, didn’t go on. “Food.”
“Yes,” he breathed. “Food.”
“Have you ever fed on me?”
The silence itched worse than his confessions. “Please. Don’t make me lie to you, Eden.” He chewed on his lip, licking away the beads of sweat that lingered there.
I felt like he’d punched me. My lungs wouldn’t re-inflate. How much of my life had he stolen from me? The chance to know my grandchildren? Years spent growing old with a husband? Panic made me laugh and my voice shook. “I guess that answers that question.”
“I swear to you, you’ve lost nothing. It might be in my nature to take, but I learned to give when I saved you from that wreck. I extended my own essence to heal you and, in so doing, gave you my own years. How many? I can’t be sure. But you could live to one hundred and fifty for all I know—”
That came as…somewhat of a relief. “What about everybody else? How many people have you done this to?”
“Millions. Easily millions.”
“And you don’t feel…anything?” I whispered. “You killed them. You stole them from people who loved them. And you never felt guilty.”
He hesitated. “I did what I could. I made it better.”
“Because you helped me? What the hell makes you think I’m special enough to make up for those other things?”
“Because!” His yelp made the people around the room stare. Faced with their attention, he pulled me aside, barely murmuring, “Because I care for you.”
My fists clenched, desire to melt warring with my need for justice. I damned him for making words that should’ve made me happy fall flat. Damned him for making me wonder if he could mean them at all. “Would you feed from my parents?”
“Never.”
“Would you feed from Zach?”
He shook his head. “I couldn’t.”
“Why not?”
“They matter to you. So they matter to me.”
“And if I said that my mortal race matters to me?” I snapped. “What would you do?” The vile taste of deceit reared its ugly head. “And don’t you dare lie to me!”
The jerk had the nerve to chuckle. “I don’t think there is a single thing in this world I wouldn’t do for you, Eden.”
Just like that, I felt disarmed and newly furious. It wasn’t fair that the strength of my resolve could be tested by a few sweet words and it was cruel of him to use them against me. “What kind of angel are you?”
Phil went quiet. As the counter for our main attraction ticked closer to zero, I made myself aloof, silently enjoying the exhibition. Unfortunately, he kept pace at my side until we had to move into the theater, never speaking a word, never cracking a smile, and never looking in my direction.
It erred just slightly on the side of infuriating. I’d sworn to give him the silent treatment and, yet, felt like I was the one being punished.
When I tried to catch up with the rest of my classmates, he held me back by my jacket until we came to the end. I waited for his que, expecting more explanations or pretty words but I got none. He just shook his head. Once the rest of the class disappeared within, he fell into step toward the rear of the room and pulled me along with him.
From the inside, the planetarium looked like a movie theatre. The rows of chairs sprung up, just like in the movie theatre. The fabric lining them leaked foam through holes and gashes, just like in the movie theatres. A blank screen lined the walls, just like in the movie theatres. Unlike the movies, though, this one hung higher across the tall ceiling as well.
“What is your problem?” I hissed as he ushered me across the row.
He shook his head, lifting his finger to his lip. Quiet.
I didn’t bother masking my indignation. “Am I talking too much for you?”
His lip quirked up.
“You think this is funny, then—?”
He covered my mouth with his hand, sending my stomach into cartwheels. Unnamed, near explosive desires to lean in closer, to feel his heat on my skin, yanked at my navel like a steel cable. It was much too much to hope that he wouldn’t feel it.
Bad, Eden. You’re mad at him. You don’t lust after people you’re mad at.
I didn’t listen. Shifting out of my sudden imaginings of kissing Phil felt practically impossible, anyway. My lungs refused to breathe.
The lights went out with the sudden blaring of speakers, introducing us to the Planet Earth. Phil’s hand slipped away from my face. Breathing in my first gasp of fresh air pushed away the idiot thoughts and I pinched myself until the remaining tender feelings left with them.
It was very dangerous to sit in this room with him. I could hardly see the outline of his figure but I could feel his radiating presence like my own personal sun. My body leaned in of its own volition, soaking him in.
Which made it difficult to remember that he was supposed to be off limits.
“Eden?”
I almost didn’t recognize his voice in whisper, but there couldn’t be another boy whose tenor sounded so appealing.
I tried to ignore him.
“Please, don’t be angry with me.”  His skin brushed my knuckles. I cringed away.
“Please,” I whispered as he took me by the hand again. How could I keep him out of my head if he kept touching me? “No.”
He didn’t release me, rubbing soothing circles into my palm with both thumbs. His breath fanned over my face as if, through the dark, he leaned closer.
This had to be a dream. Or some kind of prank. Maybe between now and the moment the lights went out, I’d fallen asleep.
But he felt so real. As he came closer still, and the firm, scaly swell of his bottom lip met mine, he whispered, “My Eden.”
I melted.
He dropped my hand, wrapping both arms around my back to pull me into him further while his mouth devoured mine. I let him do it gladly, grabbing for whatever parts of him I could fit my hands around.
He responded in kind, pressing fingers into my waist to hold me still. I struggled to regulate my breathing. My classmates would hear if I didn’t, but, with time, I no longer cared. There was no room for such trifles when my head felt so full. Full of Phil. Full of affection. Full of curiosity. Full of tenderness.
Phil retreated, breathing heavily. I could’ve whined. What did I do wrong?
But he was smiling down at me, face alight with something I couldn’t name. I moved to pull him back, whether he was ready or not.
Before I could, his smile faded. His eyelids drooped. His breaths turned labored.
“Your eyes,” he hissed.
Then, Phil collapsed.
















10. Gregory

I tried to catch a ride in the ambulance, but I couldn’t lie like I had with Zach. For one, there were too many witnesses, none of which would corroborate my story. And, for another, I couldn’t be sure between each of their perspectives if there would be any similarities to insinuate relation between us. So I just kept close to his unconscious body on the gurney, holding his hand while they pulled him away.
His chest rose and fell with each of his breaths. Only barely, but I clung to the hope that they meant he wasn’t so poorly off. An oxygen mask covered his mouth and nose and oftentimes he would open his eyes, though they never focused on anything for very long. Sometimes he would look up at the sky, blinking frantically before his eyes rolled back into his head. Other times, he would find me and the grip on my fingers would tighten to the most infinitesimal degree. Then it would slip away.
I could only imagine he didn’t have the strength to speak, but his mouth moved around words I couldn’t read as he stared at me.
Some phantom…twinge ached in my chest. My hands squeezed one of his, but I knew I was deluding myself in thinking I could do him any measure of good. Keeping him in my line of sight wouldn’t help him.
“Phil?” I pleaded, reaching for his face as we walked. An EMT swatted my hand away, but I didn’t so much as glance in the stranger’s direction. Some irrational thought lingered in my head that if I couldn’t see him, he’d vanish into thin air. “Phillip? Can you hear me?”
His eyes opened, focused for the moment, and steered in my direction. He lifted his arm but it fell back to his side. Driven by frantic need, I gripped his palm and held it to my lip. “Please, be okay. Please.”
His thumb swept over the hollow of my cheek, eyes stopping just short of closed. The mouth hidden under the mask moved slower:
Don’t cry, angel.
I hadn’t even realized I was crying. Phil had seemed so foreboding in his presence. So strong. He’d taken on a car windshield to save me. What on god’s green earth could hurt someone like that?
His eyes slid shut and the movements of his lips turned lethargic, but I could still tell they moved around my name. Eden, where’s Eden?
“I’m here!” I insisted, clinging harder to his side. Had he worn actual human flesh, his arm would’ve bruised. “Open your eyes. Please, open your eyes.”
He didn’t glow like he was supposed to. It made him look dead, instead of asleep, like his labored breaths assured me.
“No! Wake up. Phillip, wake up!”
“Miss, I’m going to need you to stand back,” the same EMT who’d slapped my hand away grunted.
I glanced from his aging face to Phil and bit my tongue. I clung to the taste of blood, needing to occupy my thoughts with something that wasn’t the nameless agony. Unclenching my hands, I let his arm fall back to the cot. His mouth no longer moved. His eyes didn’t open.
They folded him into the back of the ambulance and shut the doors, disrupting my view completely. From then on, the day went…grey.
The tragedy cut our field trip short. Already distraught that a student had dropped on his watch, Dr. Penn ushered us all onto the bus. I pointed out Phil’s car as we passed, letting him know that it wouldn’t be getting home, but it didn’t seem like the man could focus on me.
I didn’t blame him. I hadn’t stopped shaking since Phil dropped.
The EMTs hadn’t known what to do with him when they’d finally arrived. Physically, he looked fine, if a bit flushed. Young. Peak condition. I wondered if that was the problem. Phil had said it himself that the way he looked was not the way he was. Perhaps, under that human façade, he was hurt.
They’d never know. No doctor would see through that skin and, even if they did, they wouldn’t know how to help. He’d need—
No. I couldn’t fathom that I’d even considered it. Gregory was a punk. A snake. And if he was as powerful as Phil, he was liable to kill him as easily as heal him. I couldn’t imagine him possessing one iota of brotherly concern.
I slammed my forehead into the cold bus window, startling the girl beside me. “You okay?” she asked.
I didn’t bother replying.
If Lily couldn’t use whatever powers their kind had, then what other choice did I have but to ask Gregory? It wasn’t as though I knew a surplus of angels. I hit my head again. Did my loyalty to Zach extend far enough that I’d let Phil suffer for him? He might not have been guiltless, but he was good. He had to be. And he deserved my protection as much as Zach did.
Every second that crept by in that bus felt like torture. I could already imagine the smug smile on that snake’s face when I’d walk up to him, hat in hand. It made me sick.
As the bus pulled to a stop against the curb, I lifted my head, looking out across the grounds of Joy High School. He sat frozen in one of the windows, staring back like he’d been waiting for me. I cursed under my breath.
He probably was.
Despite sitting in the fifth row, I took off through the exit before anyone could stand, tearing across the sidewalk toward the doors nearest Gregory. I was near-positive the window he’d taken up residence in was in the library, but as I ran through the hallways, the feel of a hand fisted in the front of my shirt stopped me alongside the janitor’s closet, yanking me out of sight and into the dark.
“Miss Graves,” he crooned. “I figured you would come around.”
I swallowed back the bile. “You wish, pig!”
“Oh, feisty. If I didn’t know any better, I would think you weren’t about to ask me for a favor.”
I held my breath. “How did you know?”
“I could feel it when Philly went down. It was just my natural instinct that told me his little human would come running to me in a panic. So, Eden, what do want from me, and what are you willing to pay to get it?”
“I don’t have anything—”
“Now, now,” he hushed. “Let’s talk about my end first. What is it you’d like from me?”
I chewed on the words for a few precious seconds before they erupted in a great flood. “Phil’s hurt! I don’t know what’s wrong with him. He just collapsed! I know you can help him, just like he helped me! Please. I don’t know any other angels who could do it, otherwise I would’ve asked them. Even Lily said…” I trailed off as a strange rumbling resounded through the closet.
Gregory was…laughing.
“Is that what he told you?”
The disconcerting sound threw me off my present thought. “It…It’s what I saw! Phil healed me. You’re—”
“He told you we’re angels?”
I floundered for words. “Well…yes, he—”
“Do I look like an angel to you, little girl?”
Maybe at one time, I would’ve thought so. Now, if I could see him through the dark, I knew I’d only see the devil. “No.”
“That’s right. I suppose Phil was trying not to run you off. What would he do if he didn’t have you to distract him? He does get bored so easily.”
I got the feeling that I was supposed to be offended. “If you’re not an angel, what the hell are you?”
The silhouette of his hand lifted in the dark, outstretching to touch my face.
I darted backward. “What are you doing?”
“Just testing something,” he murmured innocently. “I am an incubus. Phil is an incubus.”
I frowned, thinking back on why that word would’ve been familiar. “The sex demons?” Nothing has ever made more sense.
“If you’d put it so crudely,” he mocked. “I am a demon that subsists on the life force of others. If they taste better during sex, that is neither here nor there.”
“A demon…like from hell? Did you actually crawl up from—?”
“There is no hell, human. I am simply a higher being. Like you are higher than a mouse.” As an afterthought, he added, “Barely.”
“I knew I shouldn’t ask you—!” I spat.
“Well, technically speaking, you haven’t asked me anything at all.”
I scowled up at him, trying with all my might to burn a hole through his stupid, smug face. “Will you help him?”
He deliberated for a moment. As my eyes adjusted to the dark, I could make out the smile splitting his face like the Cheshire Cat’s. “Of course I could be persuaded to help out my little brother.”
I sighed. What am I willing to give…? “What do you want?”
He outstretched his arm, making no immediate movements to touch me. “Shake my hand.”
“What?” The image of myself, pruned up like a raisin, made my heart sink. “Why?”
“Oh come now, Eden. You care for him enough that you came to me for help. A simple handshake is all it will take.”
I stared down at it. A single touch could leave me dead on the floor. Or, at the very least, shorten my life a few decades. I supposed the question really wasn’t whether I’d shake his hand, but how many I was willing to lose.
“I wouldn’t hesitate. Who knows how much time Philly has left?”
Sucking in a deep breath, I steeled my resolve. “Alright.”
“Alright?”
I took his hand and gave it a firm shake, half-expecting that my knees would buckle beneath me. But I felt fine. And Gregory, for his part, did nothing but smile, the corners of his lips edging cartoonishly high into his cheeks.
“Interesting,” he mused. With my hand still in his, he opened the closer door, flooding the room with light. “It’s been a pleasure, Eden. Just remember, when you need my help again, don’t be afraid to come see your good friend, Gremory.”
I wanted to tell him I would never ask him for help again, but harsh words would serve better after my favor was done. “You mean…Gregory?”
“Of course.” He released me, striding down the hall until he came to a classroom door.
“Wait!” I hissed. “What about Phil?”
Just before he ducked back into class, Gregory shot me a wink. “Don’t worry, Eden. Phil’s going to be fine.”
I stared after the door long after he vanished. What the hell had I just done?
For as long as I stood there, I couldn’t work out his game. He clearly didn’t care enough about Phil’s wellbeing to run and help him, but he’d listened to me rave. He’d insisted on touching my hand, but I felt fine.
As the bell rang and the hallways filled, the noise and the glow that reflected off my classmates, which had appealed to me only yesterday, overwhelmed me. Knowing that I was alone in this sea made me feel small. Defenseless.
I walked. Where? No idea. The library door stood open and in my way and I needed no other provocation than that. Glancing the librarian at her desk, I kept quiet, tiptoeing to a line of computers in the corner that would obscure my face.
The worry at being caught didn’t last.
Phil had…lied to me. After promising he wouldn’t. And after all those times he’d demanded the truth from me.
But I supposed that shouldn’t have come as such a betrayal; he’d lied about everything. At this point, I wondered if there had been truth to anything he’d said.
My Eden.
Of course he’d lied. He hardly knew me, how could he possibly expect to entrust me with such a huge secret? Still, even as I reasoned that his caution was forgivable, I hated him. For all his talk of warning me and not wanting me to run, the least he could’ve done was tell me what I was getting myself into before—
Before? Before what?
I threw my head back with a sigh, meeting my own stare in the reflection trapped behind the computer screen. I froze. Where there had been a few splotches of red marring my left eye when I’d last checked, it had completely swallowed the blue. And the right was hardly better, gleaming like a twin ruby.
It made me remember a whisper in a dark planetarium. Your eyes.
***
I kicked a pot, sending it careening into the bench and into a million pieces. “Stupid!” I kicked another and watched the dirt fall like rain. “What are you so stupid?”
I yanked at my hair, staring at the floor so I wouldn’t have to make out the face of a moron reflected in the glass wall. A moron in sunglasses, despite the fact that it was dark outside.
What could’ve possibly deluded me into thinking I could trust Gregory? I knew the guy was trouble. He destroyed things. He hurt people. I’d sensed it in him and now he’d proven it.
Glimpsing Dad’s look of concern through the sliding door, I counted my breaths, trying to cool off. It didn’t work. Whenever I came anywhere close, the image of Phil would surface in my head, dying while the doctors looked on. While Gregory looked on. While I looked on, unable to speak, unable to help.
And I shouldn’t have cared so much. He’d lied. He wasn’t an angel. He was a soul-eating creature that could’ve fed on me at any time. A creature I’d stupidly thrown myself at like a worm on a hook.
He came from the same cloth as Gregory. What could that possibly mean for Phil?
For the moment, I didn’t care. I dwelled on my poor best friend, charred to a crisp. My indestructible Phil, fading into unconsciousness.
Don’t cry, angel.
Woah, backpedal, backpedal, backpedal… My Phil? I stopped pacing. When in all of this and a single kiss had he become my Phil? My head rebelled against the idea that I had feelings for him but that made perfect sense, didn’t it? Little lonely Eden Graves forgot her place and fell for a guy way out of her league. She never could help herself, could she?
Which would’ve been fine. If I wanted to disappoint myself time and time again, I could deal with that. I always had before.
But this time, it wasn’t just hurting me. No. This time, my concern for Phil had pushed me to betray Zach. For his sake, I shouldn’t have gone to that snake for help. And all for what?
“For nothing!” I yelled, throwing my arms down at my sides.
The greenhouse wall erupted.
I shrieked, falling backward against the storm of glass shards and torn leaves. The left side of my face took the brunt of it. Then my chest collapsed under the weight of the pots, dirt, and mulch that heaped themselves upon me, knocking my breath away. What little concentration I could pull together amid chaos forced my arms over my face, waiting for whatever had broken the wall to hit me next.
Nothing came.
“Ed?” Dad’s voice carried over from a distance. I couldn’t see him through my arms but I heard him enter with the sliding door. More frantically, he continued, “Eden? Where are you?” His footsteps echoed across the floor, drawing nearer to my grave.
“Over here!” I cried, thrusting my hand through the dirt and into the air.
The crash preluded the collapse of the ceiling. Glass fell like snow, so fine and light that it settled weightlessly over my face.
“Jesus!” he shrieked.
“Dad?”
“I’m coming!” I gasped and then choked on the dirt in my throat when the weight of the pot on my stomach fell away. His hands brushed furiously at the mulch over my nose and I sat up to rid the rest in coughs and gags. “What the hell happened?” 
His face was more alive than I’d ever seen it, eyes wide and staring down at me like I’d grown a third head.
“I don’t know,” I replied. A pain in my head threatened to pull me under. The sound of my own voice made it pound tenfold against the front of my skull.
“Did you see somebody?”
I almost didn’t hear him. A black sea washed through my eardrums that I shook off, fighting to stay awake in a world of pain. A concussion?
“Ed, did you see somebody? Did you see anything?” He shook me by the shoulders. “Are you okay? Did you hit your head?” His fingers trailed down the side of my face. “Oh god, you’re bleeding.”
I lifted my hand to my forehead and cringed away with red fingers. “I—my head hurts.”
“We’ve got to get you to the hospital.” He hauled me to my feet. “Can you walk?”
I thought I could, but when he released me, I swayed and buckled, as if the legs were not my own. On a second try, I stood steady enough. “Yeah.”
I tried in vain to push the pain out of my head with bare hands, but I dropped my limbs to balance myself.
A pot behind me fell into a pile of ceramic. Dad screamed, yanking me behind him. “Christ! What the hell is that?”
I shifted onto my toes to collect the view. My first thought was that the plant had fallen off its perch, shifted too close to the edge by the erupting walls. Then I noticed that, while a few pieces had found their way to the floor, bits of it lay scattered across the shelf. It hadn’t fallen.
It had exploded.
And, looking around now, I couldn’t find anything massive enough to take down the huge glass structure. It was as though it had just…happened by magic.
Or by demon.
















11. Lies

I must’ve looked like a sight on my way through the hallways. Stitches still fresh in my face, dressed in the same clothes I wore yesterday, complete with reflective sunglasses, and without a wink of sleep to show for my night spent in the ER. My parents had wanted to keep me home, a penance I’d thought over only long enough to pull onto our street and register their look of loss.
Besides, what would I do with another day spent on my own? I dreaded sleep. Dreaded what I’d see if I shut my eyes. Phil might’ve lied but every time I blinked I still saw his face under the oxygen mask, just before he vanished behind ambulance doors. The need for blood came as my only distraction. That, and the chance to see Phil, kicking back like usual in Calculus.
The sight of a black Mustang in the parking lot had taught me to hope. Maybe Gregory had upheld his side of the deal after all…
Taking in the extent of the school’s corridor crushed those feelings. Phil would’ve stood out among the masses. Besides, it could’ve been by my own delusion, but I thought he might look for me, too, after giving me the greatest fright of my life.
It only truly doused my hopes when I glimpsed Gregory at the end of the wing, leaning against the lockers. Smiling at me.
Even from a distance, he gave off this aura of bliss. He enjoyed the pain he caused me, relishing in it, drinking it in like a chocolate milkshake. With every inch I came closer, his smile edged up and I saw red. Fists already clenched, I prepared to pummel him so far into the ground, they wouldn’t be able to make out his pretty face among the tile and the insulation.
Then a body passed around the corner, dressed in a familiar Guns N’ Roses sweatshirt and jeans and I stilled, smacking shoulders with the passersby. I didn’t even look at his face. The only thing that really struck me was that Phil was here. He was standing, which meant he was breathing. His heart was beating.
I ran. Crossing the length of the hall in about five seconds flat, I threw myself at Phil, hitting him chest to chest with such fervor that it knocked him back a few steps. It felt like running face first into a brick wall but it didn’t occur to me to care. His arms wound around my back. His breaths hissed in my ear.
He was okay.
“I missed you,” he said.
“And I was worried about you!” I tried to step away but I hung too far above the floor, hanging in his arms. “What the hell happened?”
He didn’t answer, so I retreated enough to take in his face. He looked tired. So tired. Like when Zach had come to my room to cry over Gregory and he’d looked tired. Purple rings marred the undersides of his eyes.
I reached for them but his hand, bedecked in my father’s leather gloves, closed around my wrist. His face fell. “What happened to you?”
I’d almost forgotten how unappealing I probably looked. A string of cuts stung along my forehead and my neck, but none so much as the gash taken out of my lip, which seemed to throb even more in his presence. And even that took a backseat to the remembered haze of red that came over me when I realized Gregory had destroyed my parents’ livelihood.
“You.”
I flailed for solid ground and Phil released my wrist, letting me slide down his front and to the floor. Rounding on Gregory, I clenched my fists and struck out at the part of his stomach I knew would be the softest. The part that would hurt the most.
He caught me. “Woah there, Graves. Seems like someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed.”
“Do you have any idea what you did?” I snapped.
Gregory threw the arm that didn’t hold my knuckles over Phil’s shoulder. “I got Philly boy back. You’re welcome.”
“And what was yesterday then? Payment for services?” My other hand hit home, but it wasn’t soft like I’d expected. His midsection felt like the rest of him: hard and scaled. Reptilian.
“Good hit,” he laughed. “How are your fingers?”
They ached. But he didn’t have to know that. “Why did you do it?”
The blissful look remained of a man who enjoyed pain. My pain. “Before I say something incriminating, perhaps you could give me a hint? Killed your mother? Molested your father?”
“Don’t treat me like I’m stupid!” I hissed, narrowing my eyes at a passing boy who tried to look. “You destroyed my greenhouse.”
Phil went deathly still. His gloved hand fisted in Gregory’s shirt and lifted him off the ground much too easily. “You what—?”
Gregory held up a hand, as if this were a common occurrence. “And how would the little human know what I’ve done and haven’t done?”
“I was in it when it exploded, you snake! I could’ve been killed! Was that your game?”
“That doesn’t sound fun at all. Games are supposed to be fun.” He cast Phil’s arm aside with ease and fell on silent feet.
“We can’t afford repairs like that! We’re going to go broke!”
A gloved thumb moved over my lip. The feather-light touch sent agony through the gash splitting it and he cringed back in time with my wince. “Your face…but you’re alright? You’re okay?”
“I’m alive. That doesn’t change the fact that half of my parents’ store has been reduced to a pile! How are we supposed to make money? How are we supposed to eat?”
Phil’s fists clenched. “I told you she was off limits.”
“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Phil. What good would it do me to wreck the store? I didn’t do that damage.” He turned his basilisk’s grin on me. “She did.”
I stared back, jaw agape. “Are you out of your mind?”
“Absolutely insane. And I bet all that energy you took from Phil was itching for release. You just so happened to be emotional enough about my dear baby brother that you couldn’t help yourself but let it go.”
I slapped his hand away when it went for an affectionate pinch to my cheek. “Don’t touch me.”
Behind me, Phil went blank. He said nothing, did nothing, showed nothing to give himself away.
“You can’t say it’s impossible, Phil,” he continued. “Your essence would be quite potent. Potent enough to take over, I think.”
Phil didn’t give any inclination that he cared either way about what Gregory said. And Gregory merely smiled back. I glanced between them, trying to glean meaning from the silence.
Nothing. For all I knew, they could communicate through thought alone.
Then, in a flurry of motion, Gregory pulled me to his side. “What—?”
“Now, now, dear. Let’s get some privacy before you speak sweet nothings in my ear.”
I felt just nauseated enough that I didn’t reply.
Phil fell into step at my other side, wrenching me free of his brother and folding me into his embrace. He followed Gregory into the same closet I’d pleaded for his life in yesterday.
With the grand addition of a third body, the dark felt heavy, like the dirt and pottery that had collapsed my chest. Robbed of my sight, the awareness of Phil’s presence scalded my flesh. The memory of his lips warmed mine so, if not for the feel of his body beside me, I might’ve convinced myself that he was upon me again. His chest to mine. His hands molded to my waist. Even the smell of him, the smell of roses, wafted through the air like I’d stumbled into a secret garden.
Gregory cleared his throat. It reminded me that their kind could sense emotions, and there was no way he couldn’t feel mine. “What the hell do you want?”
“Catch up, little sister. You—”
“Don’t call me that! I am nothing to you. And you are nothing to me.” His fingers found my jaw and held it in place. “And for the love of god stop touching me.”
“Relax, Eden,” Phil murmured, pulling me closer. The strength of his vow disagreed with his shaking hands. “We will fix this. I will fix this. I promise.”
“Fix what?”
Gregory pat my face in congratulations. “You are one of us now, Graves.”
“One of you?”
He pulled off my sunglasses. “Look at those eyes. It can’t come as that much of a surprise; you’ve been feeding off anybody who’ll shake your hand. You were absolutely thrumming with it when Lily touched you the other day. You tried to suck on her, too.”
I chuckled. “You’re crazy.” I reached for the doorknob under his arm, flooding the room with light.
Gregory slammed it shut and threw us back into total darkness. “Then yesterday, when you were sucking face with my brother, you got a little distracted and turned him into a raisin. All that energy gets pretty bored all cooped up.” He leaned closer, subjecting me to the smell of his breath: lilies and hot summer air. “What was it that got you so upset that you blew up your favorite place in the whole world? Was it me? Was it Phil?”
“That’s enough,” Phil countered, thrusting a hand between us. Gregory’s back hit the wall with an audible thunk.
“Should I pretend we all can’t feel it then? I can taste it like…”—he sucked on his teeth— “euphoria.”
“You are disgusting.”
I didn’t listen. My mind reeled with the possibility. “How would that even be possible?”
“We wouldn’t know any better than you, little sister. It’s never been done before.”
I choked on my own skepticism. “But you must have some theory.”
“Well, let’s ask Philly. The only demon in the history of this world to infuse his own essence with a mortal’s.”
Phil hesitated, though whether that was because he was formulating a response or because he’d been sold out for his lies, I couldn’t be sure. “When we feed, we move mortal essence from the host into us. I hadn’t known—hadn’t thought—no one’s ever—you were burning, Eden. I acted on instinct.”
The truth of it began to settle. “What did you do?”
“I needed to fix you. So when I touched you, instead of pulling your essence into myself, I took my own and transferred it to you. It was the only thing I could think to do.”
My mind reeled. “But if I’m like you, wouldn’t my face heal up? I saw you—”
“You just need some more juice. I bet any one of those humans out there could spare some.”
“No!” Phil snarled. The curl of his arm wrapped around my waist, flattening my face to his chest. I imagined that his eyes bored into mine, entreating me to agree, but I couldn’t see him through the thick dark.
“You’re such a stick in the mud, Phil. Miss Graves can do whatever she wants.”
“She doesn’t want to be like you!”
“Shut up, Phil, of course she wants to be like me. Everyone wants to be like me. And imagine how strong she’ll be when she’s actually fed. Strong enough to help out that kid in the hospital, maybe?”
All thought stopped there. “I could?” Looking between them, I settled on the silhouette of Phil. “You could teach me?”
“No. No Eden,” he groaned. “You would—”
“Don’t worry, little sister. If you bat those eyelashes and smile at him, I know he won’t be able to resist you.”
“You don’t understand—”
“So I can do anything you guys can do?”
“Eden—”
“You’ll need training. But that’s nothing I’m not capable of. I’ve had centuries of practice.”
“Please—”
Hope already swelled in my chest. The image of Zach, alive and well, danced before my eyes and made me smile so hard my face ached. “We could…we could go now! We have to go now! Zach can’t have much time left.”
“Sounds great to me. Sound great to you, Philly?”
Phil’s voice came out quiet. Subdued. “Eden, I know Zach means a lot to you. But please. Think of this from the outside. How would it look if someone in that state walked out of the hospital unscathed?”
I scoffed. “What do I care how it looks?”
“You would risk exposing us.”
He spoke with such finality. Such damning accusation. It turned questions over and over again in my mind. “You could heal again. If you’ve fed, there should be no reason you couldn’t.”
Silence. I took that as agreement.
“So if you could help him the whole time, and you didn’t, what reason could you possibly have for letting my friend die, Phillip?” Again, only silence. “Was it exposure? Was it always exposure?”
Phil hesitated. “I was trying to protect you.”
“As if I could believe that!” I smacked his shoulder. “Even if I wasn’t positive everything you do is for yourself, you’re a liar! I don’t know why I’m still so pissed. You lie. It’s what you do. But letting Zach die? To preserve your lies?” I choked. “How could you do it?”
Phil straightened up. He already towered over me, but, this time, he did it to look down his nose. “I told you I would keep you safe.”
“What the hell does that have to do with anything?”
“If Zach walks out of that hospital intact, he’ll cause a spectacle. People will look into it. There will be suspicion. And that bodes ill for us. Any prying eyes bode ill for us. And what bodes ill for us risks you when you spend time with us. No one person is worth that.”
I thought back on all the years I’d spent with Zach. Seeing that tuft of ginger hair in the halls through fifth and sixth grade. Bumping into him in seventh, knocking his lunch tray to the floor and showering us both in mashed potatoes. We’d been thick as thieves ever since. It felt like that shock of red colored my whole past.
I tried to think of a future without it. A world that was dim and cold and lonely. A world full of guilt.
My ire lit my face with heat. “He is worth everything.” I wanted to slap Phil for thinking any differently. If not for the traces of desire to kiss him, and all the misgiving that left, I might’ve tried.
“Enough to steal from other people? Their time? Their lives?” Phil braced his hands on either side of my face, squeezing my cheeks together so I couldn’t get a word out, “You told me it was wrong. Is his worth all of theirs?”
“Maybe not, but he’s definitely worth mine.”
His leather-bound fingers crooked into my face like claws. “You can’t mean that—”
If not for the sudden guilt making a home in my throat, I might’ve cared more that his tone alluded to a definite wrong answer. “Why not mine? I put him there. I should be the one that gets him out. I fell asleep. I crashed the car. I’ve got to fix this or I swear to god I won’t sleep through another night!”
For a time, neither of them spoke. Then, from the dark, came Gregory’s smug chuckle. “You had me worried, Phil.”
“Don’t speak.”
“For all your talk of morality and nobility, I thought you might actually get somewhere with this impossible venture.”
Phil’s hands never moved from my face, but they began to shake. “I said don’t speak!”
“But you’re still the deceitful creature I’ve always known.”
“I will put my fist through your heart.”
“I challenge you to find one. Creatures of darkness. Creatures of lies.” He knocked on his chest, as though it would back up his statement with a hollow thud. He whispered, “No hearts.”
I wiped at my eyes, rebelling against the traitor comfort leeching through his gloves. Comfort I didn’t deserve. “What’s he talking about, Phil?”
“Oh, nothing. Nothing. Ignore me,” Gregory threw his hands over his face in mock devastation. “Gremory’s losing it. It’s the winter chill. You told us Georgia would be warm, Phil. I’m wilting.”
Phil let me wave his hands away without a word. The repugnant taste of his dishonesty crept into my throat. I scowled at him. “You said you wouldn’t lie anymore.”
“If only it were that easy.”
“It could’ve been! But you lie continuously.”
“You’re right,” he sighed. “I had hoped to have more time.”
“Time? For—?”
“For us. Just…time with you. Learning about plants. Sitting in the greenhouse. Being friends.” He stepped back, putting as much space between us as he could in a closet. “I have let you wallow in a guilt that shouldn’t ever have been yours. I did it selfishly, because the worry that you will leave me never ceases so long as I know what I am and what I’ve done. I beg your forgiveness. Your understanding. Although I’m well aware I deserve none of it.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing.
“You fell asleep at the wheel because of me. Because I fed from you. The only fault for Zach’s coma belongs with me.”
















12. Regret

Lying in that hospital bed, Zach looked…dead. His chest barely moved with his breaths. The entire left side of his face stood up like bubble wrap. And his hands, that lay perfectly positioned atop the bedspread, contrasted purple against white sheets.
Every exposed bit of his skin was criss-crossed with cuts and the triangular imprints of glass.
The only reassurance that he was, indeed, alive, came from the occasional beep of the IV, dispensing his pain medication. I covered my mouth to hold back the wretch. “Oh god.” Throwing myself to his side, I reached for his hand, stilled, and decided against it. Any foreign touch could very well break him. “He’s alive?”
As opposed as I was to speaking to him, I looked only at Gregory. The prospect of talking to the other Bronwyn, the one who stood behind him despite my strict instructions that he not follow us here, was worse. Phil, in turn, didn’t look at me. He couldn’t look at me. But he couldn’t stay away, either.
Gregory rolled his eyes. “Barely.”
Phil nodded his agreement with eyes on Zach. While I could feel Gregory’s mischief roll off in waves, from his brother’s place, I felt nothing. No sadness. No compassion. No guilt.
Then he lifted his head, eyes meeting mine, and a very strong, very real bout of emotion struck me like a projectile rock. Regret.
“I think there’s enough negativity in this room without yours on top, Mephistopheles.”
Phil ignored him. I only shook my head. “Can’t you leave?” His face twitched. “I don’t want you here.”
“You heard her, Philly. Three’s a crowd.”
“And who would show her how to save him?” he breathed. “You?”
I forced myself not to care about their banter, or the vitriol pulsing through my veins at the sight of white blonde hair and violet eyes. I hated him. More, I thought, than I’d ever hated anyone. Which, in turn, made me hate myself. For trusting him. For worrying over him. And for thinking, even after all the lies and what he’d done to me and Zach, there might’ve been some smidgeon of endearment left in me that just refused to die. I scowled up at him. “Then tell me how to help him.”
He winced and looked back at Gregory. “It took me centuries of using these abilities. And much more energy than you would have built up right now. Even if you do everything right, it is highly unlikely you could do anything for him. The most I imagine you’ll do is make yourself weak.”
“Would you rather do it?” I growled.
Phil’s face fell. I only saw it for a split second before he gathered himself into a hard mask, but, in that second, he looked like I’d delivered a physical blow. “No. I’ll leave that to you.”
I trailed my eyes up the burned arms until I met Zach’s ruined face. “Tell me how.”
“Eden, you have to understand,” he replied in a steely voice. “There is a chance, a great chance, that you won’t be able to help him. He’s in a fragile state. It is more likely that you would make him worse. You don’t know what you’re doing. Your instinct will be to feed.”
“It’s a risk I’ll have to take.” What other choice is there?
He hesitated. “Please, think of Zach. You would curse him, as I have cursed you.”
“The only curse I have had to endure is listening to all your years of whining, little brother.”
“This kind of power corrupts,” he whispered, paying no mind to Gregory. “It will turn him into something you won’t recognize and if you feed it, it will do the same to you.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I’m sure he’ll appreciate being alive more than he’ll care about potential immortality, Phil.”
With that, he glazed over like ice. “You have to touch the part of him you want to fix.”
Gregory fell into the only chair in the room. “I wouldn’t worry about burning him. That seems like a moot point at the moment.”
Phil ignored him. I tried to do the same, but my palms felt hot, distracting me from the task at hand. The blonde stepped forward until he stood between me and his brother. “Just shake it off. He wants a reaction.” His hand found my shoulder. The gesture had clearly been meant as a comfort but his resentment and regret crashed into me over and over and over again, filling my head with heat. “Just breathe. In through your nose. Out through your mouth. Keep calm or you could hurt Zach.”
I did as he instructed, counting each rise and fall of my shoulders so I wouldn’t have to think of Gregory. Or him.
“Now put your hand on him. Try both. It could be more concentrated if you try it with both.”
I reluctantly placed my hands on Zach’s arms.
“You have to concentrate. Think of how much you want him to live. Visualize his skin healing. Picture it like your energy is a physical entity, moving from you into him.”
I didn’t know if he was aware but, as he spoke, his fingers trailed away from the cover of my shirt, caressing my bare neck with skin uncovered by leather gloves. My shaky breath slid out in a single puff. “Nothing’s happening.”
“Just as I expected,” Phil deadpanned. “It could take years of practice to get this right. We should be glad you didn’t make him worse.”
“No!” I pleaded. “Please, just…walk me through it again. Please, I can do it.”
I had to.
Shaking off what doubtful voices in the back of my head told me I was lucky—lucky—that I hadn’t killed Zach, I closed my eyes. Giving up couldn’t be a consideration. If I had to sit here and ‘practice’ for all the years it would take, then that was exactly what I’d have to do.
“What else can I do? Please, I’ll do anything,” I swore.
“There’s nothing else you can do. Just put your hands on his arm and want him to get better.” His fingers trailed absently over the back of my neck again. “You have to find the will. Think of how important he is to you.”
I squeezed my eyes more tightly shut, gripping Zach’s skin until it collapsed under my fingers.
“Concentrate—”
“I’m concentrating.”
I just had to think. Zach was my best friend. My brother. The light of my life for so many years spent in otherwise solitude. It wasn’t just a matter of wanting him to live.
I needed him to live.
“Eden, it’s not working,” Phil murmured. “We have to leave before we get caught in here. You’ll get in trouble.”
“You worry too much, Philly. Take your time. Climbing out that window will be a lot easier than climbing in.”
“Please live,” I whispered. “Zach, please live.”
I opened my eyes, looking at his blurry silhouette through the shroud of tears. Nothing had changed.
“Please live.”
It started at his head, where his singed hair sprouted back in a healthy red. Then his face, which lost that purple hue in place of normal, pale flesh.
Gregory gasped. “Oh dear.”
Phil whispered similar sentiments, sprinkled with profanity. His hand flinched away, as though he’d suddenly realized that he’d been touching me all this time.
As much as I wanted to shriek with triumph, I couldn’t break concentration. Even when hope welled up inside my chest, I recalled that despair. The desperation.
Every visible inch of skin turned white as the purple bruises shrank into his arms. More specifically, to the hands I held over his arms. With each second I spent over him, my body fatigued. I clung to deep, steady breaths. Like coming in from a long run, my energy—my life—felt depleted, leeched through my very skin. It swept across our joined hands in a great flood.
Only as the last of his burns vanished beneath my palms did I let myself slip away. Unable to hold myself up on my knees, I welcomed the sight of the floor rushing up to meet me, but Phil caught me under the arms. His nearness sent a ripple of disgust into my gut. Still, I couldn’t stop smiling.
My whole body shook and it wasn’t until tears streamed over my cheeks in earnest that I realized I was laughing. “It worked? It worked! Shouldn’t he wake up?”
Phil stammered, “I…I don’t know.”
I struggled to stand and brace both hands on Zach’s shoulders. “Zach? Do you hear me?” I shook him. “Please, hear me?” I looked to Phil, momentarily forgetting that I was supposed to be mad at him. “Was I too late?”
“Maybe he is a vegetable. You wouldn’t happen to have experience in brain surgery, do you, Phil?”
The blonde seemed to be at a loss for words. “I don’t know. I didn’t have to heal your brain before. It’s possible it can’t be healed.”
Zach’s finger twitched. His arm lifted and reached for the limb that had, just two minutes ago, been riddled with burns. When he found smooth skin, both of his hands met his face. Only smooth skin there, too. His eyes flickered open, taking in the room with a vacant stare.
Then, he was screaming.
I didn’t see it happen. I’d had my full attention on Zach, but, by the time any doctors or nurses could react to the noise, I’d already been bodily removed from the room. Phil’s arms wrapped around my middle with such inhuman strength that I couldn’t breathe. No one noticed. Every set of passing eyes looked only toward my friend’s room, which still emanated the sound of bloodcurdling shrieks, coupled now with the repetitive crash of plastic hitting the wall.
Zach wasn’t taking near-death well.
“Phil,” I hissed as we came upon the emptying stairwell.
He ignored me.
“Phillip!” I tried again, clawing in vain at the thick material of his shirt. My toes tried in vain to gain traction against the floor, but he held me just out of reach.
This time he, at least, had the decency to growl that he’d heard me. “I’ve done it your way enough today, Eden. Now we do it my way.”
“No, Phil.” That hand that wasn’t fisted in the front of his shirt tried to pry his arms from my stomach. “You’re hurting me.”
He loosened up immediately, tossing me into the air and over his shoulder. What little air I’d been able to suck through my teeth blew out in a whoosh.
“This is no better.”
He sped up, practically dancing down the stairs so every step sent his shoulder into my gut. “What was that? You’ll have to speak up about this later. I’m a bit busy at the moment.”
If I didn’t know any better, I might’ve thought he was having fun with this. Not being at the hospital, or being close to me, of course, but that, in the end, he’d done exactly as he’d wanted: spiriting away from the situation and all risk of exposure.
It must’ve been just the cherry on top that he could punish me, too. I was certain to have bruises from this when I got home.
If he thought I’d be put off by a few tender marks, he was dead wrong. Despite the nausea creeping into my stomach at the sights whizzing by, I couldn’t stop smiling. Zach would live. He was terrified of Gregory and yanking the phone out of the wall to throw at him the last I saw, but he would live. That was all that mattered.
“Where are we going?” I inquired. In the silence, it occurred to me that perhaps he’d forgotten I was here at all. Surely he’d only brought me to distance himself from the risk of exposure, but this seemed like a suitable enough distance to dump me.
“Wherever I deem fit, Eden. Is that agreeable?” he demanded, voice devoid of his usual monotone. He definitely didn’t sound like he’d care whether I found it agreeable or not. “We stayed at that accident for you, we came to the hospital for you, and now where are we? Running from possible world-wide exposure, that’s what you’ve brought down on us.”
It only made me smile harder. There wasn’t a thing he could do to take away the giddiness flying like butterflies in my middle.
The yellow walls of the lobby gave way to cool air and the grey haze of a cloudy day. Still, he strode further, rounding corners until he was out of sight of the entrance, either unknowing or uncaring of my fists beating against his back.
I contained my laughter. Nothing would get me to give him such satisfaction. No matter how happy I was or how much I smiled, Phil’s regret pulsed through me like another stuttering heartbeat.
“Put me down!” I pictured Zach so I wouldn’t have to dwell on those negative thoughts. For a moment, it worked. I didn’t feel him. I didn’t sense him. All was quiet.
He put me on my feet, rounding on me with a face like fire and brimstone. My smile cracked and that beat of regret picked up in double-time, racing harder and harder until it threatened to drop me on my knees.
“Could you stifle that remorse?” I hissed. Rubbing at my forehead, I tried in vain to soothe the pain away. “You’re giving me a migraine.”
He flinched, eyes darting away from me. Maybe I would’ve felt a touch of his disgust for me if not for the other feelings screaming for dominance. “I know it can be painful. Usually, we ignore feelings that are distasteful—”
“So what’s making all this regret, then?” I snarled, all happy thoughts that had grounded me in the hospital room long gone. “Regret that you helped me save Zach? Or regret that you saved me at all?”
I didn’t know which I would’ve hated more.
“Eden,” he breathed, heated eyes narrowed at the parking lot, rather than on me. “You have to know I wouldn’t regret—”
“Don’t lie!” Regaining composure in the face of passing visitors, I whispered, “I can tell when you lie.”
“I could never regret saving you! Even now, when I have every reason to. The thought of living in this world when you are not here is…unthinkable…”
I cursed Phil all over again for making statements that should’ve made me happy even more incensing. “But you do regret. You regret me saving Zach, then?”
“Of course not—”
“You didn’t care when he was burning to death in that car…”
“Eden, please just—”
“So why would I expect you’d care if he died in that hospital bed?”
“I care—”
“Not if it means possibly exposing you and messing up whatever demented fishing expedition you’ve got going on here. Because that means so much more than his life. A life you took from him—!”
“I regret walking into your store at all!” he bellowed with both hands—one gloved, one bare—suddenly fixed around my arms and shaking me. Violet eyes wide, he burned holes through my face.
It took a moment for awareness to flicker to life in my brain. My jaw clenched.
Phil regretted ever meeting me. Every moment in the store, when he’d drawn my rose. When I’d told him the different meanings of the flowers. Comforting me while Zach lay in the hospital.
Kissing me in the planetarium.
“I regret moving to this town. I regret every moment I’ve been unable to resist you that led us to this point,” he continued.
“Stop.”
I hadn’t expected him to oblige but he didn’t speak again.
“Get your hands off me.”
He cringed away, arms falling to his sides like he didn’t know how they got on me in the first place. The wrathful look on his face fell as he seemed to realize what he’d said had hurt. “Eden—”
“Maybe it would’ve been better if you hadn’t met me,” I muttered. “It would’ve saved me a lot of trouble. Like rebuilding that greenhouse I shattered.”
His face burned. “I didn’t—”
“Like befriending a man who can’t make up his mind.”
Phil didn’t try to reply. He stood stock still, as a prisoner awaiting punishment would.
“So go. You don’t want to know me. I don’t want to know you.”
He chewed on his lip. The soft material of a glove met my cheek only fleetingly before I stepped away, keeping him out of arm’s reach.
“And do me a favor, Phil.”
He nodded. “Anything.”
“Don’t come back. If I’m sad, or lonely, or burning, consider it no longer your business.”
















13. Alone

Zach made the papers. And the news. And the advertisements on every website I looked at for the next week. Word of his miraculous recovery had spread not only through the US but world-wide as well. Sitting in the library, I’d replayed the reel from Channel 5 on the school computer six times and, still, barely managed a smile.
Phil sat across the room. The binding of Romeo and Juliet hid his face, but I knew it had to be a front. Even if I didn’t possess the ability to detect his longing and his sadness, I still had eyes. He looked over the book to watch me again and again, shackled by my demand that he leave me alone. Apparently, that jurisdiction only lasted about thirty feet. He’d followed me in here every day.
Just like any other time, I looked up to scowl at him and he shifted his gaze expertly back to the text, leaving me to wonder if I’d seen him looking at all. Then he’d shift back up and our dance would begin anew.
The shriek of applauding masses echoed through my earphones, forcing me to look back at the screen. Churches in four states had blown up a still-shot of an interview Zach had done onto huge posters, hanging them from crosses over the statues of Jesus Christ.
If I’d been in better spirits, it would’ve made me laugh. Zach was about as religious as a pint of pistachio ice cream. But at least he could find this whole thing amusing. Forgetting I was at school, he’d call my new pre-paid phone every other hour to laugh, tone escalating with each new church that revered him as the second coming.
I was too thrilled that it was his name lighting up my phone to complain. Every time the shrill cry of my ring tone echoed through the room, I’d insist it was my mother to my teachers. They’d all seen the rubble of my once-beloved store. No one argued, looking on me with pity while I went to console my despairing ‘mother.’
I lived for those calls. They were the only minor joys that got me through the day. My only distraction from that familiar feeling of being well and truly alone. In the halls, Gregory would harass me with talk of ‘little sister’ and unwanted embraces. The rest of the day, my skin prickled with the feel of Phil’s eyes, even when the man himself wasn’t around.
I’d become attuned to him. No matter how far away he was in the small expanse of this campus, no matter how heavily I engrossed myself in English or Spanish or History, I could sense his presence as easily as if he stood next to me. I knew what he was feeling.
More often than not, he felt…sad.
Of course he shifted between the sadness and small, numbing episodes—tuning out lectures, I’d wager. I was just as guilty. From time to time, I found I thought of nothing. But every time he regained focus, it would click to life within me like the snap of a lighter. And then I would feel sad, too.
Which wasn’t entirely Phil’s fault. There were plenty of reasons to be sad, not one of which I was ready to admit stemmed from him. It would be as if we’d never met, I assured myself. If that was what he wanted, then I’d be only too happy to give it to him.
Lily Bronwyn didn’t speak to me. That was one regret I chalked up to my new breed. Maybe I’d hurt her the other day when I’d attempted to suck on her, too.
Whether because I’d done her damage or because she was as disgusted by my change as Phil, she stared out the window like any other day. As a test, just that morning, I’d pushed my pencil on the floor to see if she would offer it to me, but she hadn’t moved. She hadn’t noticed.
That was a shame. If I had to pick any Bronwyn to talk to about these new powers, it would’ve been her.
I had to stop thinking. These days, I was liable to drive myself to madness with all the needless worry and the brooding. Zach was fine. I was fine; better than fine, actually. Insurance had been called and repairs would begin on the greenhouse within the month. My best friend was itching to come back to school. I’d gotten everything I could’ve wanted out of this, except…
My eyes slid to Phil of their own accord to find him looking back. I didn’t have the energy to scowl so I dropped it and found no joy in the computer screen.
If not for the threat of reporters and news vans, I would’ve gone to visit Zach, held hostage as he was by testing and observation. Sometimes, I wondered why I hadn’t so far. I stopped myself from glancing at Phil before it could get me in trouble. It was pointless to lie to myself; I knew why I hadn’t gone.
Because of him.
Because as much as I was currently devoted to detesting him, I always heard his words in the back of my head. Exposure. If it meant so much to him, I supposed I could save him the worry over at least that much. If only in a farewell gesture.
The bell rang, shaking me to the core. Thankfully, my books were already packed away to help with situations such as this, where Phil made his movements particularly slow, stare betraying that he was considering ignoring my wishes and crossing the room. I made the decision for him with bag slung over my shoulder and feet moving with purpose toward the exit.
“Little sister! I’ve been wondering where you went off to.”
I ducked, narrowly avoiding the arm that would’ve landed across my shoulders. I was getting pretty good at knowing when Gregory was readying to pounce. I’d become quite attuned to him as well, though to a much smaller degree than Phil, and I thanked God for that. Where Phil’s presence sat in the back of my mind like a flickering candle, warm and bright and, at times—as begrudging as I was to admit it—comforting, Gregory’s pierced like a needle in my skull. Every time he fed, a sick sense of glee would pulse through me and whoever sat closest to me would look a hell of a lot more appealing.
Restraint proved…difficult.
“Aw, and here I thought we were getting pretty close.”
“What do you want, Greg?”
“Just checking in on my favorite newborn,” he grinned, attention shifting to a group of girls that passed on his other side. He reached out for one, letting his knuckles brush against hers. She giggled and whispered to her friends so they all chittered around her.
I could see why someone that lived forever, like Gregory, would want to spend his existence in a high school. Easy pickings.
Even when I didn’t intend to feed, my hand would touch someone in the hall, or I’d bump into a teammate in gym, and I’d feel their life course through me like water. I’d since stopped participating while I practiced.
If I could still speak to Phil, I would’ve gone to him. But that was now out of the question.
Which left…Gregory. And it hadn’t taken long to convince me that Gregory saw no such need to hold back from mortals. Until Lily decided to come out of whatever mood she was in, that meant I was on my own.
I sensed Phil’s eyes on my back all the way to Calculus, never coming any closer, never fading away. It was a feeling becoming so painfully familiar that, for once, it didn’t take my breath away. Was it really too much to ask that I could go a day without the reminder of Phil? Sometimes, it felt like I thought of nothing else.
And I could hardly tell him to beat it; we walked to the same class.
Ducking into math, I found my seat and immediately set to work at staring down at my desk. That way, when Phil walked in, I didn’t notice him other than the tap of his shoes across the floor. He hesitated before he made it to his chair.
“Is there a problem, Bronwyn?” McKinnon asked. I chanced a look up to find him glaring over his textbook at Phil, which made me glance over at the Bronwyn in question and a renewed shock of regret hit me. Still staring at me. Shamelessly.
I should’ve looked away at once but, even after everything, he held a power over me. Every look that passed over his face possessed me. These new powers should’ve made me an expert on the different tastes of the different feelings that wafted off him, but there came times, like right now, that I couldn’t tell what it was that hit me in the unmistakable timbre of his thoughts. It hurt hard. Strong. Sure.
Whatever it was.
McKinnon cleared his throat, breaking the trance. “Bronwyn! Eyes up. Butt down.”
I forced myself to look at the tabletop, wishing he would just sit and save me from McKinnon’s attention. Even after he obliged, I never once doubted that his eyes remained on me. 
The hour passed under the thumb of his stifling disappointment. I took that as a sign that he’d given up on trying to get me to look back, but he never forgot. It gave me the feeling that he did it on purpose, if such a thing were possible. From the beginning of class to the end, I resisted the urge to kick the back of his chair.
I got the point: he missed me.
That didn’t matter now. As far as I was concerned, we’d never met.
As bad as Calculus was, though, Astronomy was worse. I never felt any assurance that Phil looked somewhere other than my back because he didn’t have to. He sat behind me. While I tried to pay diligent attention to Dr. Penn as he scrawled out formulas on the board, I found myself continuously drawn to the presence behind me.
His stare pricked like fingers on my neck, tugging lightly on my hair and trailing patterns into my skin. Time after time, I resisted looking back to prove it was merely eyes and not his touch making me itch.
It wasn’t fair. Phil had been the one to wish we’d never met so it should’ve been easy for him to forget me. And then I could stop thinking of him. If he could get his feelings in check, I wouldn’t have to ponder if it was me that was disappointing him. Upsetting him. Occupying his mind.
He was torturing me.
I couldn’t take it anymore. I refused to give in to Phil, but I couldn’t—wouldn’t—take one more day of the staring and the emotional bombardment. The moment the bell rang, I took off, away from Astronomy, away from the gym, and away from Phil, throwing up a wall to save me the slap of his surprise. And then, of course, the anguish. He thought I was avoiding him.
I was.
Whatever punishment would befall me for skipping gym, I didn’t care. I’d face it later. It wouldn’t be as bad as the detention served for skipping to go to the hospital. Or the look of disappointment on my parents’ faces when they found out it should’ve been a suspension. I wagered it was Zach’s miraculous recovery that had saved me from house arrest.
Besides, at this point, everyone had so much else on their mind. Like cleaning up glass. And wondering if the second coming of Jesus would be gracing our school with his presence. I doubted anyone would even notice if I didn’t show.
I took a deep breath before I entered the office. I didn’t want to regret distancing myself from Phil and I told myself any and all feelings of the sort were indigestion. With time, whatever fascination he had for me would fade.
And that left me with no such feelings of distaste.
Shoving the door open, I met the sight of wheat hair falling just short of the collar of her scrubs. Zach’s mother stood at the counter, speaking in hushed tones to the lady behind the computer.
“Edy!”
I very nearly jumped out of my skin, struck out of nowhere by a projectile ball of ginger hair and skinny jeans. A foreign shrieking grated against my ear, irritating even myself before I realized it came from me. Zach’s arms wound all the way around my waist, crushing us together. I held him just as tight, breathing him in, relishing in the feel of his face on mine.
Feeling…tired.
I jerked away. Skin-on-skin contact had to be off limits while my friend was still recovering. Putting as much space as I could between us in the small corner, I took inventory. He looked fantastic. More than he’d looked in the hospital bed when I’d breathed literal life back into him. His blue eyes glittered with joy, marred only slightly by a splotch of red. My smile wavered.
“I missed you!” he cheered, reaching out to hug me again.
I narrowly sidestepped him, leaning against the wall. My head ached, demanding more sustenance and I could see it in him. If I let him hug me now, there was no way he’d come out unscathed.
“I missed you, too.” I didn’t have to fake the grin from ear to ear. “You look so great! What’s your secret?”
“I have no idea! But I’m not complaining. Somebody up there must really love me. I don’t even have a headache!”
“That’s great.” The glint of red in his eye caught my attention again. Could he…
Maybe. And if he was, he’d already started feeding, unless it was my essence sustaining him.
“What’s up with the eye?”
He didn’t seem to register what I meant, at first. But, with time, came the realization. “Oh, it’s a burst blood vessel. Doctors say it’s a miracle, but it probably came out of the head trauma. It’s better than what I should’ve got, anyway.”
Anyone else would’ve winced. Not Zach.
“They said I should’ve died. Best case scenario, I should be a vegetable.” He leaned in close, hissing in my ear, “Did you see the news this morning? People pray to me!”
With his laughing face before me, it was possible to find humor in a world where Zach was hailed as a deity. I chuckled along with him. “Yeah. Does that mean you’re too famous for public school?”
“I start back tomorrow.”
“Aw, thank God,” I sighed. “Or, should I say, thank you?” Finally, I could return to the cafeteria. No more lunch hours spent in the library under Phil’s watch. “I’m guessing there’s no chance you’ll be picking me up for school?”
“As a matter of fact, I’ve got Mom’s car.”
“Why on Earth would anyone give you a car after that catastrophe?”
His mother looked back at us over her shoulder, quirking one brow. Zach led me away, whispering, “She says it’s safer to have hers. More airbags. Bigger frame. At least next time, I’ll be the winning car.”
A shadow lingered near the edge of the window. Even if I couldn’t sense him, I could guess that unnaturally tall figure belonged to Phil. His anxiety made my own heart clench and race and choke me up with nausea. Willfully forgetting to change my schedule, I faked a grin up at Zach, “I think I’m going to head toward gym. See you tomorrow?”
“Absolutely.”
I blew him a kiss so he wouldn’t notice that I didn’t hug him before I stomped out into the hall and into Phil’s line of sight. As much as I cast him accusatory scowls for stalking me, Phil didn’t seem the least bit ashamed. Only…unsure.
“What do you want?”
He didn’t speak. The elegant length of his fingers reached out to me, wrapped around something purple. Lavender?
Serenity.
I frowned, moving out of the way of the office window so I wouldn’t have to explain myself to Zach or the administration. “So, are you claiming I am serene? Or is it that I need serenity? Or are you wishing to pass your serenity onto me?”
He looked from me to the flowers and then back again before he let his head crack against a locker. “It was supposed to be purple hyacinth.”
I’m sorry.
My lip threatened to inch upward. “It’s lavender.”
“Serenity?”
“Yup.”
Smacking his head against the wall again, he held them out to me in offering. “In that case, I wish you serenity. I think you need it.”
I rolled my eyes but took the flowers. “Tell me about it.”
Phil opened one eye, head still buried in the tile. “You’re avoiding me.”
“And you’re following me.”
He shrugged. “If you won’t go to class, I thought I could at least give you a ride home.”
I crossed my arms. The mix-up of flowers might’ve given me a moment’s amusement but that didn’t mean it would make me forget. “Thanks but I’ll have to pass.” Sidestepping him, I started down the hall. Maybe I would go to gym. Where else was there to go?
He threw himself in front of me. “Or for burgers and shakes. You know, wherever you want to go. We don’t have to go to the store.”
“It’s not the destination I’m opposed to.”
“I see.” He nodded, head dropping. Out of masochistic habit, I sniffed out for his disappointment but Phil didn’t exude anything but determination. Bowing low, he swept me over his shoulder. “If it’s the car you’re opposed to, perhaps this might be more to your liking.”
“What the hell, Phil?” I growled. As I nearly caught the eye of a secretary through the office window, I lowered my voice. “This is kidnapping. You can’t do this!”
“Stop me.”
The chilly winter air bit even harder than I remembered. It reminded me of a patchy jacket in a locker down the hall; it might as well have been a million miles away. “I’m cold.”
“You’ll live.” Nevertheless, he tucked me deeper into the crook of his shoulder, arms wrapping tighter around my thinly-veiled flesh.
“If you give me a cold on top of this headache, I will rip your throat out with my teeth.”
“Promises, promises.”
“If you think this is going to make me forgive you, you are woefully mistaken.”
He scoffed. “So stop me, Eden. You’re strong enough to knock me on my back.”
Maybe I would’ve been if not for this ceaseless hunger! Even though I knew I’d lost the battle, my legs continued to flail. I pushed needlessly against his chest. “How about I slap you in the mouth? That’s the part I have the biggest problem with anyway.”
I glimpsed the corner of the car windshield over his back before I was unceremoniously stuffed into the front seat. By the time I’d righted myself, Phil had already rounded the hood and pulled himself in beside me. He fastened my seatbelt. “Where to, then?”
“I’m good right here, thank you!” My head still throbbed. My body ached, and now tenfold from the effort of fighting Phil.
“I think I know a place.”
“Look!” I snapped, reaching for the door with one hand and the seatbelt with the other. “I’ve got some killer kind of headache creeping in and would like to spend my day indoors if you don’t mind, Phil—”
He stomped on the gas, tearing out in the road. I collapsed against the window with a sigh.
“I know you’re dying to ask your questions, Eden. Can’t you be mad at me later?”
“I’ll be mad at you then, too!” Slipping back into the silence, a feeling of dismay wafted over me like a smell. An unpleasant smell. I glanced at Phil, noting that the smile I’d heard in his voice had slipped away. I wanted to kick myself for still feeling so guilty about it. “Any reason you looked so happy before?”
He lit up. “I’m happy?”
“That’s what it looks like…you have felt happy before, haven’t you?”
“Not my own. Not in a very long time, anyway. I am, though. This is happy! I am happy.”
I didn’t let the surprise ease onto my face. There could only be fury. “If that’s supposed to make me feel bad for you—”
He took my hand, forcing it away from my chest when I resisted. “Just a simple statement, Eden, no need for pity. It does feel…pleasant, though, doesn’t it? I could get used to it.”
“Can I have my hand back, please?”
“Why?”
I wanted to say that my head hurt, but Phil’s touch had the opposite effect. The headache I’d already had this morning dwindled the moment we touched. And the contact felt, unfortunately, nice. Feelings of hope and contentment bombarded me out of nowhere.
I tore my hand free. I didn’t want to feel nice things. As far as I was concerned, Phil hadn’t just lied and fed off me, he’d done it remorselessly. He’d allowed Zach to burn. And then, he’d left him to rot.
“Stop it.”
He glanced away from the road, hand moving to grip mine again until it moved just out of reach. “Stop what?”
“Stop doing that. I know you’re doing something.”
“I…I’m sorry.” He returned his hand to his lap. “It’s never intentional.”
“What is it?”
“My kind—” he hissed like a curse.
“Our kind.”
He smirked a little, then the line of his mouth sloped downward. “Our kind. We are appealing. Irresistibly so. My touch is meant to pull you in and keep you there as long as it takes to feed from you. And if you get away, it makes you want to return of your own accord. I’m sure you can remember dreams. It messes with your mind.”
I thought back to that very first moment in the shop. That very first time I’d felt his hand on mine. The ground had fallen out from under me. Gravity had shifted to string me to him, rather than the Earth.
This didn’t feel like that.
“No, not that. The happy feelings. I don’t want them.”
Phil snorted. “I haven’t fed. I can’t make you feel anything.” Fighting off a haunted look on his face, he continued. “Is it so hard to think that I might just make you happy?”
Guilt pricked at me again. But for Phil, whose feelings I’d hurt, or for Zach, who I was actually considering betraying by confessing affections for his would-be killer, I didn’t know. And once again, I walked a line wondering which was worse. I ground my teeth. “Isn’t that what angels do? Make people happy?”
He winced. “I missed you.”
“Yeah? I didn’t miss you.” I hadn’t given myself the chance.
He smiled sadly, pathetically. “Does it make it better or worse that you’re lying to me?”
“I’m not lying! I hate you.”
“You think you do.”
I snarled, trying to distract from my rapidly reddening face. “You don’t know anything about what I feel.”
“I know that you miss me when I’m not there, although you’d be damned before you’d admit it. You feel uncomfortable around other people, even people you know. You think too much, so you need someone else to pick you up when you get wrapped up in your own head,” he mused.
I bit my tongue until I tasted blood. “I do not need you to pick me up. I don’t need anyone to pick me up.”
He pulled the car over and coasted to a stop before a barren field. In its youth, it might’ve grown corn. “I know that you love Zach.”
“Don’t talk about him.” Fight or flight seized my throat.
“And I’m sorry I could only save one of you. But I won’t apologize for making it you. You can hate me from now until the end of time, Eden, but the only thing I’m guilty of is wanting you to live.”
“I said don’t talk about him!” My shrill voice reverberated against the walls, piercing my eardrums like nails on a chalkboard. Phil reached for me over the center console but I resisted his embrace. “Don’t touch me. Don’t touch me!”
He ignored me, arms winding around me to pull me in. As my fury died and my sobs grew in volume, I collapsed against him. My head found a home in the crook of his neck.
I suddenly wished for those feelings of hope and contentment. They felt better than this whiplash. “Why?”
Phil rested his check in my hair. “You were kind.”
“Zach is kind. And you were going to—”
“What good does that do?” he asked, brushing wet locks out of my eyes. “I have never doubted that your friend is a good person. But I saved you. And I would save you again. Does that make me the bad guy?”
I wanted to see it from his perspective. I really did. But I still heard some voice whisper in my ear: yes.
“Why did you leave him?”
His fists clenched in my shirt. “I thought it was the right thing to do.”
“You were wrong!” I broke free of his grip, casting myself into the door.
Phil sighed. Looking out through the window at our new location, he cracked open his door. “This seems like as good a place as any.”
“A cornfield?”
“Unless you’re also opposed to walking?”
“I’m opposed to walking in strange places with guys I hardly know. My father would kill me.”
“He’ll probably be angrier that you’re truant.”
“True.” I pretended not to hear that he sounded practically breathless. It made my knees shake. “Very true.”
He undid my seatbelt.
Maintaining what little dignity I had left, I didn’t wait for him to yank me out when he rounded the car. “I’ve got it. I’ve got it.”
He held his hands up in surrender. “Whatever you want, Eden.”
“Unless I want to go to gym, of course. Right?”
“I’m trying. What else can I do to fix this?”
I didn’t even entertain the idea. There was no way to fix this because I didn’t want to fix it. For Zach’s sake, I couldn’t forgive. Couldn’t forget. “Go back in time, tell yourself Zach is more important that having to move. Or exposure.”
We walked in silence, me at the front, darting into the field between rows of the dead and dying vegetation. Phil kept pace at my back, unwilling to be lost in the distance. Shame. It would’ve saved me some grief. He opened his mouth to speak, thought better of it, shut it. And I stewed.
Around the eighth, or ninth, time I demanded, “Just spit it out, Phil.”
“Are we not friends anymore?”
I rolled my eyes. Friends don’t kiss. “I don’t know. Are we?”
“I would like to be.”
“This coming from the same guy who said he wished we’d never met.”
He sighed. “That’s not what I meant.”
“Oh? Another misunderstanding? I suppose that’s my fault as well.”
He slapped both hands to his legs, making me jump. “Would you stop doing that?”
I stared at him, noting the bags under his eyes. The lines of red marring the whites of his eyes. The slouch of his shoulders. I knew that look. I’d worn that look. “Does your head hurt?”
“Don’t change the subject. You’re willfully misunderstanding me. Why do you want to fight me?”
“If this is all too much for you, you could always bring me back to school. I’m sure Zach wouldn’t mind giving me a ride.”
“You’re doing it again. Attacking me.”
“I’m mad at you. How should I be acting?”
“I don’t know,” he grunted. “I was hoping you would accept an apology.”
“You’ve apologized. You’ve apologized before. Am I just supposed to forgive that you were okay with letting Zach die. Besides, you knew how guilty I felt! You knew I blamed myself for hurting him. You knew!” Though he tried to cut in, I rounded on him with finger already pressed to his chest. It probably hurt me more than it hurt him. “Why bother apologizing at all? I must not mean very much to you if you were okay with that, so what does it matter if I forgive you or not?”
He chewed on the inside of his cheek. “I’m trying to understand mortals of this time, but your feelings are unpredictable. I’m not asking you to forgive me, I’m just asking for some compassion. Some patience.”
“It’s unpredictable that I would be upset you wouldn’t save Zach, and then be upset you didn’t want me to save him? Maybe you’re just not listening.”
“I’m trying—”
“You’re trying. You’re trying. You keep saying that. While we’re on the subject of things to be mad about: you keep lying to me. You’re not an angel. You’re a demon. And you fed on me.”
Phil’s face puckered with his distaste. “I didn’t want you to leave.”
“Yeah,” I snorted. “I see that worked out fabulously for you.”
“I want to learn.” As we descended into silence again, punctuated by his sadness, I fought the urge to speak.
And…lost. “Learn what? How to talk to women? How to talk to me? I don’t think my feelings are too off base for regular human beings, Phil.”
He shrugged. “I’m not a human being.”
“Yeah, but you were.”
“It’s,” he breathed, licking his lips, “it’s been a long time.” As he blinked, a great wince puckered his face.
My anger ground to a reluctant halt. Curiosity didn’t have to be a betrayal, did it? “How long?”
“Feels like an eternity now.”
“How long?”
“I can’t tell you for sure. We didn’t measure the years as you do now. Centuries, easily. Long before anything you would know as familiar.” He blanched, arms wrapping around himself in comfort. “Times I would rather forget.”
The different factions of my self warred. My kindly human sensibilities knew pain when they saw it and wished to spare him the words that would make him suffer. The other part—the part he’d wounded with his deceit—didn’t care. He deserved this pain for all he’d caused.
“What was it like?” I inquired.
He stared into the dirt, fingers clawed into his arms with such mindless animosity that mortal flesh would’ve torn. From his pain, he managed a smirk. “Dirty.” That menacing half-smile dropped. “You wouldn’t have liked it.”
“I’d like to hear about it.”
“No one should like to hear about it.”
“Why not?”
“Because they shouldn’t!” His voice echoed, once again a shadow of his honeyed tone. Unlike that night I’d seen this animal in the greenhouse, I didn’t fear the flame in those eyes. I’d expected it.
I pitied it. “Friends confide in each other.”
He scoffed. “You’d have me burden you.”
“Burden me? I think it’s only fair I know something about you.” When I was met with only silence, I pressed, “I’m not pulling your teeth, Phil. Just give me something. Anything.”
“And we’re friends?”
The heat of his kiss returned to mind. I stomped it down with a roll of my eyes. “Yeah. Friends.”
Taking a long moment to collect himself, he replied. “My name isn’t Phil.”
“No…” I sighed, arms crossing, legs already moving, and marched toward the car.
“Edy?”
“No. No. You do not get to call me that,” I snapped, stopping short as he put himself in my way. “Only friends can call me that.”
“But you said—”
“I know what I said.” Striding around him, I continued on my way. “That was before I realized that I know zero about you. You lied about everything! Even your own name.”
He took my wrist and forced me to stop. “It seemed fitting that I should take a new name when I was born into this life. I swear I’ve been Phil far longer than you have been Eden.”
“Who are you then?”
“I’m Phil!”
Caught in his grip, I could do nothing but glare. “But who are you really? Angel? Demon? Tom, Dick, or Harry?”
“I gave up who I was when they buried him.”
The eyes that stared down at me sent ripples of desperation down my back. Under their influence, I found myself unable to be cruel. “Alright. Let’s say I forget all about your lies. Let’s say we start over. Are you ever going to tell me the truth, or am I wasting my time?”
“I would very much like to start over with you.”
He released me, only to extend a hand for mine. I scrutinized him for any hint of deceit. “No more lying?”
“None.”
“No more faking?”
“I swear.”
With narrowed eyes, I stood back, crossing my arms. “How about some proof?”
His hand fell back to his side. “How?”
“Your name. What is it?
“Phil—”
“Your real name.”
He chewed on his inner cheek, pupils darting between my eyes. Whatever he searched for, he gave up looking for it with a heavy grunt. “My name is Roland.”
My surprise at his show of honesty robbed me of breath. Smile turning up, I leaned into him. “It’s a pleasure meeting you, Roland. I’m Edy.”
















14. Following

“You ready?”
“Yeah?”
“You sure?”
“No. Not even close.”
Chaos had crept into the parking lot of our small school, bringing news vans and photographers and more than one reporter I recognized from morning television. The homeroom bell had come and gone but Zach and I still sat in the car, hands poised over the door handles to run.
“They’re not going to bite you, Edy. What’re you worried about?”
“I don’t know…” Will they notice just by looking at me that I can make things explode with my hands? “What if they want to talk to me? I’ll freeze. You know I will. I can’t handle crowds.” My breaths sped up into hyperventilation. I can’t keep a secret; they’re going to send me away for medical experimentation. “What if I end up on TV? I can’t work an extra ten pounds!”
We both screamed at a knock against my window.
Phil stood behind the glass, knuckles still raised. His blank gaze extended across the pavement, to a sharply-dressed woman with a microphone. I gulped. As much as I didn’t think Phil would scold me again, and risk my ire all over again, I couldn’t help but feel responsible.
But I wouldn’t be known as a coward on top of whatever he thought of me for bringing potential exposure down on us. I rolled down the window. “Y…Yes?”
“Good morning,” he retorted brusquely. “And good to see you back, Zach, I know Eden has been missing you terribly.”
Zach’s fear melted away. He beamed up at Phil. “Thanks! What can I do you for, Phillip? An autograph? I’ll sign anything you want. First one’s free for friends!”
“I appreciate the offer, but, actually, I’m here to ask Eden if she would like me to escort her to class?”
My ginger stared up at him with mouth agape. I must’ve looked similar. “I told Zach I’d go with him—”
“No!” Zach’s arm struck me across the chest with more force than he’d probably intended. “Go! We can catch up at lunch.”
“That wouldn’t be right—”
“Go! Maybe you’ll slide right by them if you hide behind that tall drink of water.”
Phil opened my door, extending a hand that was bedecked in a gifted set of gloves. My gloves. I hesitated to take it. “I’ll see you at lunch?”
“Yeah! Of course!” Zach winked. “You kids have fun.”
Rather than being satisfied with just my hand, Phil fit my wrist into the crook of his arm, pulling me flush into his side. From an outside perspective, it looked much more romantic than I was prepared to let it feel. “What are you doing?”
“Escorting a beautiful girl to Art Class.”
I snorted. “No. Really. What are you doing?”
He rushed ahead, head dipping to whisper in my ear, “If we look like the normal, high school couple, they won’t pay us any mind. If you were to walk in with Zach, you could make a spectacle of yourself.”
That made more sense.
“And here I thought you might be making a move on me.”
“Is it working?”
I snickered, looking around the parking lot at the stragglers, late to class because of the excitement. They stared between me and Phil.
“People will say we’re in love,” I whispered.
He apparently had no witty retort.
The news vans outside derailed class. Mrs. Brown spent a great deal of her time with us touching up her makeup in case one of the cameras peered through her window. Second and third period saw similar distraction, whether because of our teachers’ vanity or because my classmates couldn’t be focused, it didn’t matter. Zach was the only thing anyone learned about.
I had to wait for him come lunch; probably because he got sidetracked by adoring fans. Plopping down at our normal table, I sipped on water so I wouldn’t have to vomit. The prospect of being found out by an army of news staff outside didn’t sit well.
And Phil’s arrival only made me feel guilty. I caught his eye immediately and felt his concern surge through me. For me? For himself? He got in line to buy food and I lost his gaze in the crowd.
“So you’re dating Phillip Bronwyn, now?” Zach giggled, obstructing my view of the Bronwyn’s back. “When the hell did that happen?”
I hushed him as harshly as I could, half-expecting Phil’s head to lift and his eyes to meet mine, hearing every word Zach said. Hopefully becoming a mortal had dulled his senses.
“I don’t know what I’m doing.”
He frowned, as much as he was capable while still clearly on top of the world. “You seem glum, chum.” Falling into the seat across from me, he took my hands. The barest contact comforted me, warming me in a way that was completely unlike when I fed on the others—
I jerked backward, hiding my hands under my armpits. Zach flinched, face falling.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
That little speck of red still sat in the blue of his eye. If I stared at it long enough, I swore it had grown a little bit larger. His fingers snapped before my face.
“Ed? Hello?”
“I’m sorry,” I countered. “I guess I’m just a little tired.”
He waggled his brow, good mood already restored. “Why? What exactly were you doing with Mr. Bronwyn this morning?”
I faced him down, lip quirking up into a smile against my will. It was still so hard to believe that he actually sat before me, looking so healthy. So alive. His skin practically glowed—
Before the first tendrils of panic could slither into my gut, I shot down that incomprehensible image. My mind was running away with me again. He didn’t actually glow; that would make him an…
“Some erotic hand-holding.”
He fought the laugh that burst through his lips. “Good to know you’re using protection.”
My worries melted away, mind straying to the easy joking. Besides, it felt good to talk to Zach about my predicament, even if he had no idea what I was really talking about. “Not enough protection.” Hiding my mouth behind my hand, I whispered, “No gloves.”
“Careful, Edy, you’ll get warts—” Zach trailed off as a distant monotone rang in our ears. Rolling his eyes, he grunted, “What the hell is that?”
The louder that noise grew, the easier it became to decipher that it was a car horn. The car in question rounded the street corner, racing into the parking lot like a bat out of hell. A line of vans and motorcycles and beat-up junkers followed. One pick-up truck looked like it had been white at one point, but, now, it had been painted over with an American flag and a mural of Zach’s face.
“Holy crap,” I muttered.
Zach leapt to his feet, already running toward the window. “Edy! Edy, do you see them?”
I nodded, jaw dropped. How had they found—Never mind. Of course they found him. Our little town had been named on the news on more than one occasion and there were only so many high schools in the area.
People abandoned their cars in droves, voices raised in indiscernible shouts. They looked barely older than us, hair long and unkempt and clothes stained from days and nights spent on the road. I couldn’t tell what they yelled when they all shrieked at once, but they looked pretty thrilled to be here.
They looked from window to window to window, arms raised over their heads. As they found the cafeteria and peered through the glass, Zach waved to them.
They instantly went berserk.
Arms thrown over their heads, they flailed for his attention, or they prayed, or they sang. They screamed different things but the name they threw in between psalms was always the same: Zach, Zach, Zach.
I’d never seen my friend smile so wide. “They’re here to see me.” He laughed, waving me closer. “Come look! Come look!”
I couldn’t help but laugh along with him, staggering to my feet. Before I even made it to the window, he enveloped me in a hug that almost put my nose to the glass and jumped with uncontained happiness.
“Oh my god, this is awesome!”
I narrowed my eyes out at the mob. “Bunch of crackpots. Where do you think they came from?”
“I’m famous! They’re going to put me in movies. Could you help me write a book?”
“A book about what?”
“Back from the Dead: A Zach Ferguson Story. They’d buy it!”
I didn’t doubt it, but I knew he would never follow through. His attention span was too short. Even now, he’d already released me, pressing himself flat against the window.
“You’re looking too available. They’ll lose interest,” I grinned.
He waved me off. In other words, shut up.
Around us, others got up to run to the window. Their amusement carried through the air, strong in their numbers, but not strong enough to mask that one person among the masses didn’t share in the enthusiasm.
I looked back at the table in the front, meeting Phil’s stare. His face reflected the anxiety oozing off him in waves. My smile slipped.
Around me, the sounds of the cafeteria easily overshadowed Zach’s ceaseless babble. As people noticed the commotion outside, they flocked to the windows and joined in on the excitement. When the bell rang, releasing us to fifth period, I had to pull him bodily into the hallway.
“We should ditch! I bet you I could get them to buy us dinner. Friday’s sounds pretty good right now. Get our boneless wings on.”
I shook with nervous laughter. “It can’t wait until the end of the day?” As much as I knew my mind shouldn’t shift to him, I couldn’t help but remember Phil. Remember he’d be expecting me.
And I knew he wouldn’t like this.
“I’m practically a celebrity around here. They’ve got me in the suspension room for all my classes. What do I need school for?”
“Maybe not you, but I’m still a lowly peasant. I need options!”
He rolled his eyes. “Don’t lie, Edy. If you didn’t think you’d get caught, you’d walk out today and never come back.”
I bit my lip.
“Glad you agree. Now get in the car. I’ve got disciples outside and I don’t want to make them wait any longer!”
Seizing me by the wrist, he hauled me into the mass of people going from class to class, integrating us into the crowd. To any of the teachers supervising beside their doors, we didn’t look any different from the rest, which had to be Zach’s intention. He kept his head high, smile bright, but I couldn’t look away from the floor.
He jerked away from the mass, throwing himself through the door and I fell through right after.
Zach’s face set off a chain reaction through the group convened around the grounds. They shrieked like they’d come to see a celebrity, running ahead to hug him, shake his hand, kiss his cheeks.
His eyes widened, grin growing steadily wider as he absolutely preened at the attention. 
And while I wanted to feel as excited as he did, I couldn’t shake the dread. I gripped his shoulder, pulling in vain. “Z…Zach?”
He glanced at me. Taking in the chalky exterior of my face, he rolled his eyes fondly and threw an arm over my back. “Come on, Edy. Lighten up! Can’t you feel the good vibes?”
More than he realized. Excitement wafted off their group like a thick steam, so palpable I could practically see it rising over their heads. Letting myself be absorbed into their merriment would’ve been only too easy.
But I was hungry.
The hands flailing about around me came too close. If I reached out, I could seize one easily and pull at the life essence of whatever Tom, Dick, or Harry had crossed my path. The image even came to mind as clear as crystal. I would smile, maybe bat my eyelashes, and flaunt how well I knew Zach to make myself more enticing. One of these greasy-haired strangers would be hard-up enough from driving so long to be flattered. I would ask him to follow me somewhere.
Somewhere no one would see.
“Ed? You okay?”
The sudden bursting of my reverie gave me a start. Zach looked down at me with concern while I stared out across the crowd, probably assuming that the hardened look on my face had something to do with my aversion to crowds.
I dropped my head, face reddening with shame. It shouldn’t have taken so long to pull myself from a daydream like that. It was everything I’d preached against. Stealing. Lying.
Murder.
Because it would’ve been murder. Never once in all my fantasizing had it even occurred to me that I could stop.
And I didn’t even feel bad about it. I felt bad that I’d been caught.
“Yeah. Yeah, I’m okay. I don’t think I should go, though. You know crowds aren’t really my thing.”
“Come on, E’! When are we going to get another opportunity like this?” He leaned in, breath hissing over my ear, “It’s only fifteen minutes. Enjoy it.”
I looked across the sea of faces and knew I should not. Restraint was hard enough out in the open; the prospect of close quarters with their jubilance made my stomach turn. My skin prickled in anticipation. “But I’m not even hungry.”
“Come anyway. I bet I could get them to buy you a big girl drink!”
Foreign arms grabbed at me, urging me down the steps to the soundtrack of inaudible cries. The words may have become a jumbled mess as they spoke over each other, but the tone was always the same: come, join us, be happy.
I couldn’t argue.
But that didn’t mean I had to participate.
Maybe weeks ago, I might’ve been cautious about getting into a van full of complete strangers. What teenage girl wouldn’t? Today, I was afraid for a much different reason. I feared for them.
They stuffed me into the very backseat, shoulders squished between the bodies of two hippies, who relished in the close company of another two hippies. The smell hanging in the air stunk of exactly what I would’ve expected: sweat, and dirt, and marijuana. The last surprised me; at least one of them had to be tripping on something harder. The girl to my right stared down at me with pupils like dinner plates, bare arms rubbing over my thick sweater while I hid my hands between my knees.
She talked a lot.
Zach sat a row ahead of me, equally as compressed in the overstuffed car. His neighbors talked a lot, too, but, even worse than that, they liked to touch him. His hands, his knees, his face. While we drove, I kept an eye on them.
He might’ve been of the carefree type, but anyone would’ve grown tired of dirty fingers running circles into their face. But the moment never came that Zach brushed them off. They would’ve listened if he had. His face turned even more euphoric, eyes widening, pupils dilating, with each lingering touch.
And the mortals’ hands pulsed. The blue of their veins grew more prominent against their skin.
I kicked the back of Zach’s seat, forcing him up and around and away from their contact. “What the hell, Edy?” He grinned despite his narrowed eyes.
“Sorry,” I replied. “Stiff.”
The thought of feeding as freely as he did made me salivate more than boneless wings ever had.
The van rumbled to life. On Zach’s slurred instructions, they followed the main road into the next town over, toward the Friday’s. The girl beside me droned on through the whole ride and I smiled and nodded along in all the right places, eyes directed out the window so she wouldn’t notice that every look I sent her way was starved.
Not that she would notice through whatever drugs had her tripping so hard.
“It’s just really cool to be in the same car as Jesus,” she trilled. “I’ve always known that he would come back. Mom told me and she was right.” Without missing a beat, she turned to me. “How did you even end up making friends with the savior? You must be really awesome!”
I nodded along. Sure.
She clung to my side even after we left the van, tempting me while we waited in the lobby for the staff to put together accommodations for ten. She even ordered my barbecue wings for me, although she was the first to scoop one up when they arrived.
Zach lounged across the opposite side of the table. Both hands nursed drinks I was sure he’d never tried before and probably didn’t like, since they remained full. The rest of them fell over themselves to order him more drinks while they gorged themselves on long island iced teas and cheeseburgers.
My eye fell on the girl’s hand as it came across a napkin on the table. With painful slowness, she lifted it to her mouth to dab sauce away from her lip. I blinked, turning her from a person of freckled skin and matted curls into a network of glowing veins, pulsing life through her body. Life I wanted to taste.
It would be only too easy. Should I reach out and let my hand brush against hers, she wouldn’t think anything malicious of it. She might not even notice.  And then if my thumb ran over her lip, clearing the debris of a fallen chicken wing, she would even thank me, never once suspecting that I’d sucked five years off her lifespan in a matter of seconds.
No. Thank you.
I bit my tongue, the taste of blood bringing me around to reality. Guilty eyes fell from her lip to the plate before me, onto an especially saucy bite of chicken. Somewhere in my daydreaming, my arm had lifted, fingers clenched around the edge of the table. A hand-shaped imprint remained in the wood.
I shot to my feet. “I…I have to go to the bathroom!”
I didn’t know if they heard me. They gave no inclination either way, not even when I sprinted in the direction opposite the bathroom. The host couldn’t open the door fast enough before I threw myself against the glass and into the cold.
Breathing deeply of the untainted air, my heart gradually slowed. It was okay. Everything was fine. It wasn’t a crime to have unscrupulous thoughts. I only had to feel ashamed if I acted on them, and I’d been very good. I hadn’t touched anyone.
No matter how much I needed to.
“Eden.”
I sighed before I even turned to look at him. “Do you really not have anything better to do than follow me around?”
Phil hesitated, the steady beat of his footsteps coming to an end behind me. “I wasn’t following you.”
“So you just go out to eat by yourself now?”
“I followed you a little bit.”
“Feel free to move along then. The only danger here is from my clogging arteries.”
He shifted nervously from foot to foot. “Then what are you doing out here?”
I shrugged. I didn’t want him to think he could be right, but if I didn’t tell him, I worried I wouldn’t have anyone else to tell. “It’s a little gross, isn’t it?”
I didn’t have to specify. He looked through the window and found Zach and his disciples easily. They took up the whole bar. “This is the better side of what humans do. Right now, they’re excited. Hopeful. But they won’t always be.”
“It sounds like you’re afraid of them.”
“Absolutely. Humans are dangerous.”
I rolled my eyes. “This coming from a guy who could suck the life out of a person like a milkshake?”
“One human. But in the case of dozens of humans knowing just where to hit me…I don’t know how well I would fare then.”
One of Zach’s disciples wobbled on her drunken feet and pitched face-first into the floor. I felt a nagging shame for worrying about them, myself. “They do look quite intimidating.”
“I know they do not look like much, but I can tell you from experience that there is nothing so formidable, nothing so illogical, as a scared human.” He stepped toward me. “I worried when you didn’t come to class.”
“Well, you found me. I’ve been here. Eating.”
“Is there a chance, you might want to…leave?”
“No,” I insisted. “No, not at all. I wouldn’t want to leave Zach anyway. He’s having the best day of his life in there.” Even as I said it, I couldn’t keep the grimace off my face when I looked through the window and found my friend in the throes of hysteria with his posse.
Of course, Phil noticed. “He will still be here tomorrow.”
“So will you.”
“But which one of us will be more fun?”
“Don’t get too big in the head, Bronwyn, you’re not that fun.”
He extended his arms, smile inching upward into his cheek. “So will you walk or do I have to carry you?”
“If those are my only two options, I’ll go willingly.”
He scrutinized me with a funny kind of smile as I stepped closer. “You don’t want to say goodbye?”
I glanced back through the window. Zach fell over his disciples’ laps like human cushions, pillowing his head with a stranger’s arm. “He won’t even realize I’m gone.”
Phil didn’t disagree.
He grasped my hand, pulling me after him through the parking lot toward a gleaming black Mustang. My eye gravitated backward, through the window, and onto the group I’d left behind. Zach’s arm outstretched over the two people beside him in the booth, other hand grasping that of the girl across from him.
“Where are we going?”
“I could bring you to the shop?”
“My parents are not going to like that I skipped.”
“Three’s already come and gone. They’d never have to know.” He shrugged. “But I could take you to my home.”
I blanched. “Your place. Okay. Your place is…fine.”
















15. Church

The house looked much…plainer than I anticipated.
It was big, I never would’ve expected less, but where I’d expected flames, dark shadows, and ghosts, the Bronwyn household was a humble, white building with fresh paint and shudders just like all the other buildings on the street. The front yard’s landscaping looked impeccable; I might’ve even called it better than the neighbors’.
And yet, it looked so much worse. In its origins, I could tell the roof pointed upward into a steeple and the front-most window shined a rainbow of colors. Stained glass.
“You live in a church?” I deadpanned.
Phil smiled. “Who says we don’t have a sense of humor?”
“Certainly not me.”
He pulled into the empty driveway. I struggled to keep my jaw closed as he led me into the building behind those stained-glass doors. For a family that could afford to live in a house this big, I’d expected glamor. I’d expected expensive artwork, or at least some antique furniture.
Instead, I got…nothing.
While an attempt had been made to turn a church that had clearly been built nearer the start of the twentieth century than the end into a suitable living environment, it was also abundantly clear that work had not finished. The pews were gone, replaced by shining hardwood floors. The altar had been artfully crafted into a kitchen island at the far end of the open room.
Aside from the four walls around us, nothing stood to separate one room from another.
And everything was so dark. Despite the rainbow of color painting the windows, very little light penetrated the glass and no lamps or fixtures occupied any of the darkest corners. Even worse, the house was completely devoid of furniture. Not a single chair or couch or picture frame occupied the space.
“You didn’t bring me here to murder me, did you?”
“I should be more worried than you.”
He entered ahead of me, crossing the room to the soundtrack of echoing footsteps. I held back in the doorway, not entirely convinced. “Where’s the bed?”
“I don’t have one.”
I snickered, waiting for a punchline that didn’t come. “Lost in transit?”
“Never had one.”
“But…why?”
He gave me a knowing smile. “I guess you will see.”
I followed him to an unpainted door set into the furthest wall. Behind it, a dark corridor led into a steep set of spiral stairs. “What’s down there?”
“We live down there.”
“In the basement?”
He took my hand, urging me to continue, but I fought to stand back. Phil held his hands up in surrender. “Do you remember what I told you this morning?”
“You’d keep me safe.” I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “Even from mice and roaches?”
“Even from mice and roaches.”
Stepping carefully down the stairs after him, I held tight to Phil with one hand and felt for the wall with the other. Without light, the steps seemed to go on forever. “What the hell do you do down here anyway?”
“It’s safer.”
“Safe from what?” I trailed off with the sudden appearance of white light at the bottom of the shaft. The spiral ended in an entirely nondescript hallway, lined on one side by three steel doors. A line of hanging lights provided all illumination, casting the white walls in a harsh glow. “What the hell is this? A penitentiary?”
Phil smirked. “In the night, we are more vulnerable to…human interference. We take precautions to avoid such possibilities.”
He led me ahead, passing a door that was hanging open to reveal a room lined with canvas. Each one reflected the same man, although from a different angle every time. In some, he smiled, in others, he slept or smoked or frowned down at a book in concentration.
I held back, though he tried to urge me along. A brief step into the room revealed that the ceiling had not gone uncovered, either.
“Not much to see here, I’m afraid. This is—”
“Lily’s room.”
“How’d you know?”
I backed out of the room. The more I stared at the young man, the more haunting those eyes became. Doll eyes. They followed me. “I’ve seen him before. In her sketches.”
He didn’t try to explain it. “My room is next door.”
This time, I let him drag me along to a door that was already closed and locked. He tapped a code into the keypad under the handle and the steel gave way with a metallic sigh. And then banged against the armrest of a couch.
Phil’s room looked very much more lived in than his sister’s. For one, at least the couch could’ve provided sleeping arrangements. For another, the copy of Julius Caesar that lay open on the couch at least hinted that someone had been here sometime this year. A brand-new bookshelf of thick oak wood abutted the opposite wall, occupied by only a shelf and a half’s worth of books.
I stepped fully into the room and toward the bookshelf, fingers probing over the spines of Hamlet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Othello… “You live…here?”
He smiled, as if privy to some inside joke. “Most nights.”
I froze on a very used copy of Romeo and Juliet. Pulling it from its place, I probed the flawless cover for some hint of injury, but it had clearly been well taken care of, aside from the punishment taken by the spine. Will alone had to be holding it together now.
I held it out for him. “Your favorite?”
“Yours.”
Nodding along, I opened the book and threw myself into the couch. “It’s awfully comfy.”
He took the book off the couch cushion, skimming the first few lines before he shut it with a thwack.
“How are you liking them?”
“I compare them but I don’t have a personal taste. Romeo and Juliet is…nice.”
I scoffed, “You don’t sound convinced.”
“I disagree with some of the ideas Shakespeare presents.”
“What ideas? That teenagers would find love in three days? Different time, I guess.”
Phil lowered himself onto the opposite arm of the couch. He barely looked at me. “I just…you said…I know I’m making myself out to be a hypocrite. I just think of love as something…else.”
I sat up, entreating him silently to continue.
“I don’t think age could make a difference. You merely have to differentiate what it is that you see. For Romeo, a boy in love with one he would’ve paid off for some reciprocation, seeing a girl in a room and shifting those attentions so quickly is mere lust. And so with Juliet.”
Nodding, I countered. “I agree. By today’s standards anyway. I mean…what is love but whatever we say it is?”
“I think what love is, is the coming together of similar goals.” He made full on eye contact with me and my heart sped. “Like…if what you really want—what you really need—is a light at the end of the tunnel, a change, a hope, and you see in her that hope…At first, you can admire her drive. Her ambition. Her ability to see the light at the end of the tunnel, but, eventually, she becomes it. One is associated with the other. Until all there is…is her.”
I chewed on my inner cheek, legs quaking. “You got all that from Romeo and Juliet?”
“Call it a study in human interaction,” he managed a grimace. “I have plenty of evidence.”
I didn’t believe that for a second. “Love is subjective. What we believe it is, is what it is to us. If, to Romeo, love is a beautiful face who would adore him above all others, then he loved her.”
“And for you? What do you think love is?”
“I imagine it would be a comforting presence. Someone I don’t have to overthink.” I shrugged it off but my eye gravitated toward him, as usual. He stared back, hyper-focused. “But, never been in love, couldn’t tell you.”
It made me wonder, though…could he? If he had his own ideas, did that mean he knew what it felt like? I wanted to believe so but who was I to imagine that I would even be the object of his affections if such a thing were true?
…Because if I thought they could be for anyone else, my heart fell into my feet. Because if someone else were on his mind while he sat here with me, debating the concept of love, my heart might just break.
But I couldn’t ask. And I didn’t want to know.
“Edy,” he wrung his hands, head dropped. “I have to…I have to tell you something.”
“Anything,” I breathed.
“I told you I would be honest with you. And I will. But I’m afraid I haven’t always been honest with you.”
“I know, Phil. I was there for it.”
“I know you know but I…” he struggled through the words, “want to make it right. You asked me about Roland and I wouldn’t tell you.”
With a valiant effort at keeping the judgement off my face, I waited for him to continue.
“Roland was born in a time of war. The Crusades.”
I winced, running through the years in my head to no avail. “How many years ago was that?”
“Hard to say. The wars lasted two whole centuries. I wasn’t in any suitable frame of mind to know after my rebirth whether it was the head or tail-end.”
“Did you fight?”
“I did. Didn’t want to, but plenty of us went into it without bloodshed on our minds.”
I frowned. “Why did you go, then?”
“They were wars fought in the name of God. We did it for favor. Especially those of us who sinned.”
When he didn’t go on, I found myself leaning in, hanging on his every breath. “And you sinned?”
Phil shook his head, lip catching between his teeth. “Grievously.”
“What kinds of things?” I smiled. Because I didn’t grasp his words or because I didn’t believe them, I didn’t know.
He found my eyes and held them, looking more devastated with every second that passed. Finally, he shook his head. He forced a bright smile. “That doesn’t matter, right? It’s in the past. The past doesn’t matter.”
“I guess not.”
“Because people can change. Mortals can change. Mortals can be better.”
I shrugged. “O…of course they can.”
“Because mortals grow. They learn. They…” He slammed his fist into the wall, lip curling back in a snarl he directed toward the ground. It came in such stark contrast to the calm of our recent conversation that I jumped. “Damn it, Eden. Stop looking at me like that!”
My jaw bobbed, floundering for something to say. I fully expected to withdraw into myself, tongue-tied and silent, as I hated confrontation, but the feeling that surfaced didn’t feel like my nerves. Rather, a hot, self-righteous anger. I took a wide step away. “What the hell are you talking about?”
He flinched with his surprise, then the scowl melted away into shame. “Your eyes.”
“What about them?”
He reached for my hand but I held it just out of reach. “I have never felt so ashamed of myself as the moments when I look into your eyes and see…”
“See what?”
“Me. And you’re not afraid. You look at me with this awe that I hate!”
I flushed bright red. I must’ve been very obvious, after all. “So…so that’s a bad thing? Because it’s attention? Or because it’s me?”
“No! No, no. Edy, I am closer to you than I have been to any other mortal in all of my years. I have an affection for you that my kind shouldn’t…couldn’t ever have.”
I didn’t dare think that could make me special. “So, what is it?”
“I don’t deserve it. I can see the awe in your eyes. I can feel the innocence wafting off you and it…it makes me angry.”
“I don’t think it wafts off me.”
“No, it doesn’t—it came out wrong.” Phil sighed, laying the tips of his fingers over my knuckles. “When I touch a person’s skin, I can feel what they are feeling. I can tell what kind of a person they are. What terrible things lie in the dark recesses of their soul. And I’ve seen that there are always terrible things hiding in their souls.” He smiled humorlessly, glancing down at the place where our flesh met. “But when I touch you, I can feel…naïve. Like a child would see the world, I imagine. Your heart is a crystal-clear lake. No shadows. No secrets. No guile.”
His skin, though rough and scaly, blazed a trail of heat across my cheek that ran straight down to my knees, making them wobble. As if he could tell, his eyelids drooped. The thumb on my temple stilled in mid-circle.
Then I remembered. He could tell.
Jerking backward, I shoved my hands into my pockets and looked skyward. Clearing his throat, he said, “I’d like to give you something. I never wanted to be a mortal again, Eden. Not in all my years. But, if saving your life means living a normal, mortal life, then I have no regrets.” He pulled a packet of seeds from his pocket. The wrapper read, Camellia.
“You do realize that I live in a flower shop…right?”
“You don’t have these. I checked.”
“Forgive me if I don’t trust the guy who can’t tell the difference between lavender and hyacinth.”
“You know, Graves, it’s been a fun run, but I think I’ll have to kill you now.”
I snickered. “I remember Christmas passing two months ago. What’s the occasion?”
“It’s my birthday,” he smiled. “My first mortal birthday. And you are my first mortal friend. I can think of no one else I should celebrate with.”
“What does that mean?”
He held up his hand to show me flawless skin. With opposite forefinger raised, he drew a line across his palm with his fingernail.
Blood flowed from the widening expanse of his cut.
Instinct made me yank his hand closer. “It’s not healing. Why isn’t it healing?”
“I have never been weaker.” He flexed his fingers. “I haven’t fed. And a great deal of my essence has been going to…outside means.”
His blood ran red, just like mine. “How long has it been?”
“Since before the accident. I’m running on empty.”
The unwelcome image of Phil, purpled with burns and bleeding, made me nauseous. Then his long, foreboding body, laid out in a coffin. “E…Empty? What do you mean empty? How empty?”
“I’m not healing anymore. Soon I will start to age, like you do. So long as I do not feed and you don’t fall victim to anymore accidents, it’s possible I could finish out a normal mortal life.”
“Possible? Why just possible?”
He leaned against the passenger’s side door. “It’s never happened before.” His non-maimed hand trailed over my arm. “I can feel your worry. It’s unnecessary. I feel…good about the opportunity to live as you’ve told me to. Morally.”
I chewed on the inside of my cheek. Something about that didn’t sit right, but what alternative was there to spout? Was I really considering telling him to feed on an innocent to have more guaranteed time? I made myself sick. “That’s all? Because I told you to?”
“There are plenty of reasons.”
“You’re going to have to do better than that, Phil,” I scoffed. At his hesitation, I continued, “I haven’t been able to shut you up these last few days and you’re going to hold back on me now? That’s hardly fair.”
“I don’t want to drive you away.”
I sighed. The sad truth of it was, I didn’t know if he could drive me away. “I think you’re overestimating how scary you are.”
His face darkened. The hand that had grasped my arm so firmly slipped away. “I’ve done terrible things, Eden. Things I would need more than a mortal lifespan to repent for.”
Shifting under the sudden tension, I managed to snicker. “If it’s your birthday, the tradition is that I should give you a gift.” Nevertheless, I extended my hand to take the packet from him. Phil didn’t look at it as he ripped the packet open and spilled the seeds onto his palm. “Oh. Thank you.” I didn’t want to think of how I’d be transporting them now, but I imagined Phil’s floor would be getting more of the gift than me.
He smirked, eyes shutting. And we waited.
At first, I didn’t know what we were waiting for. The little black specks just sat there, unmoving and unexciting.
“What’re you—?”
It started slowly. The first one split on its own, making way for a little green stalk that wove its way skyward. The others followed shortly after, tangling in the stalks of their neighbors and Phil’s fingers until they convened in little pink bulbs at the top.
He released a long exhale. I might’ve been mistaken, but I thought I saw the glimmer of sweat shine off his face.
My jaw hit the floor. “Wow. That’s amazing—”
He shook his head and I went silent. Brow creasing with frustration, he grunted and the bulbs opened into fantastically eloquent layers of pink petals that came so close they brushed my nose with their silky flesh.
“Camellias. Have you ever heard of them?” he inquired.
I shook my head. “No. What do they mean?”
“Not a clue.”
I took the bounty he offered, clinging carefully to the delicate roots that wound around my hands. So beautiful. So unlike any of the flowers of home. “They’re gorgeous.”
“Better than the roses?”
“Them’s is fighting words, Bronwyn.”
He snickered. “That’s okay. I wouldn’t expect it of you.”
I let my fingers probe the stem, still half-positive I would find the flowers to be plastic, or mechanical. Maybe they’d been programmed to grow in a warm palm. But a single touch of velvety soft petals brought me up short. “How did you do it?”
“It’s hard to heal humans. Plants, not so much.” He rubbed his temple. “Hurts a bit, though.”
Lowering my head to the flowers, I inhaled the mild scent of lemons. The roses smelled better, the roses looked better, but I thought Camellias might’ve actually become my favorite, simply by manner of delivery. “They’re way better than the roses.”
“Hmm…bedroom fun, Phil?” the towering body rounded the doorway with snake-like grace. “You know how much I hate not getting an invite.”
My instincts told me to run, like they always did when Gregory was too close. “Slither back to whatever pit you came from, Gregory. There’s nothing here for you.”
“You ought to feel honored. Phil’s never brought anyone home to see the family. Especially not so late. So close to sunset.”
Phil perked up. “Oh no. Oh no, what time is it?”
Gregory made a flourishing motion with his fingers. “Too late.” And then he vanished, continuing on his way down the hall. “Night night, lovebirds.”
Phil hissed profanity under his breath, grabbing for the keys in his back pocket. “We have to go.” He stood in a flourish, starting for the door. The sound of the steel door beside ours closing with a loud metallic shriek echoed down the hall.
Phil only whispered. “No.” 
In mid-step, his leg ceased motion. Under his clothes, the glowing expanse of his bare skin turned grey from the tips of his fingers and up.
I floundered wordlessly. “What is—how—what’s wrong—Phil?”
He offered a soft, reassuring smile. “It is alright, E—” Then his face turned a similar grey, his lip froze, and nothing of Phil remained but a statue.
I flung myself toward him, reaching out with reluctant fingers to probe the stone his skin had become. “Oh my god.” Knocking my knuckles against his nose, I couldn’t help but cringe back.
Still warm.
















16. Trouble

“What the hell?” I demanded, tapping at the statue’s knees with my shoe. It didn’t shock me that no response came in return. “What the hell!”
His stone face bared its teeth, eternally halfway through my name.
“Is…is this a trick, Phil?”
It couldn’t be. I’d seen it happen before my eyes, what more did I want? The sun had set. And he’d…turned to stone. Demons turned to stone.
I wish I could’ve had some explanation for that!
At least now I could see what he meant by vulnerable. It definitely had to put them in a less than ideal position that creatures with god-like powers could be bested by a hammer in the night.
Sprinting for the exit, I slammed the door shut so it would lock us in.
Then, faced with what I’d done, I couldn’t help the sudden wash of regret. So I’d locked us in, protecting Phil from whatever forces he worried would come and get him after sunset. Now what?
I tested the handle: unforgiving steel.
I’d done it now.
By my calculation, it had to be fourteen hours until sunrise, which made for a long time without space to walk, without a ride home, without a bathroom. I instantly regretted the thought. My bladder screamed with the sudden need to pee.
Gathering up the copy of Julius Caesar, I picked up where Phil had left off and threw myself onto the couch. Beating the brand-new cushions until they molded to my back, I got comfortable. No matter how long I laid there, though, the more I knew for a fact that the night would not go pleasantly.
Between bouts of Shakespeare, I slept. Between periods of rest, I walked, stretched, tried yoga, and played a rudimentary game of hopscotch. I swore I was already halfway to the point of madness when I heard the first crack. Just the lightest change from silence to something…else. And in the screaming lack of sound in my ears, I thought I might’ve imagined it, until it came again.
Shards of stone fell away from Phil’s figure in growing pieces strewn across the floor. With the more important pieces gone, namely around his legs, he shook himself clean of the rest like a dog, hands going to his hair to free it, neck moving to and fro with a sigh.
I snapped the book shut.
Phil spun, face unrecognizable in shock. Clearly whatever state he’d been in had made him forget that I’d been here at all. “Eden. You stayed.”
“Not my most intelligent of moments, I’ll admit.”
The little smile I thought I’d seen inching its way onto his face crumpled. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m sure you were very uncomfortable with me last night.”
“Just in my bladder.”
“Oh. Oh.” He reached for me, arm circling my back to pull me up. “I’m sorry. I haven’t taken into account your human needs, have I?”
“Let me guess. No bathroom?”
“We do,” he led me into the hall and toward the stairs. “We had one put in f…for Lily.”
“Oh what a beautiful morning,” another voice sang down the hall. The playful tenor reverberated against the wall. “Oh what a beautiful day. I’ve got a beautiful feeling!”
As much as I knew it was the wrong thing to do, I glanced over my shoulder at Gregory. He leaned heavily against the wall with hand in his hair and boxer shorts hanging low on his hips. It didn’t shock me one bit that his shirtless figure rippled with muscle.
He caught my eye with a smile. “Everything’s going my way.”
I snapped back to the forefront. On my left, Lily’s door still hung open, although the girl herself remained absent. In the spirit of forgetting that image, I cleared my throat and muttered, “Where is she?”
He followed my gaze. “Lily’s a free spirit. She goes where she wants. Sometimes she doesn’t come home at all.”
“Isn’t that…dangerous? I mean, if a statue keeps appearing and disappearing around town, people are going to notice.”
“Lily doesn’t change anymore. Being so weak now, she just…sleeps when the desire strikes her. Like a human.”
“But there’s no bed.”
“There’s a floor.”
I winced, imagining how my night would’ve gone had it been the floor under my back and not the firm cushions of Phil’s couch. “That must be…uncomfortable.”
“I’ve never asked.”
The sky was only barely pink on our way to the car. Just like every other time, he opened the door for me, waiting until I’d folded myself into the passenger’s seat before he rounded the hood.
“To school?” I inquired.
He cast me a look of amusement. “I figured you might want a change of clothes first. We’ll stop off at your house.”
That made a lot of sense. I was probably starting to stink something terrible. A trip home would definitely be of great benefit—
All thought ground to a screeching halt.
Home. That place I slept every night. That place where my parents lived. That place that I hadn’t gone back to last night.
“Oh my god,” I hissed.
“What’s wrong?”
“Oh my god. Oh my god. My parents are going to kill me!” While he stared at me, jaw ajar, I pointed ahead. “Drive, Phil!”
He obliged, foot bearing down on the pedal until it struck the floor. “Kill you? Why are they going to kill you?”
“What do you mean? I stayed out all night without calling. They’re probably worried sick.”
Phil closed in on the store quickly, but not quick enough. The light shined through the windows despite the early hour. It was probably too much to hope for that they were only just waking up.
“Do you want me to go in with you?”
I shook my head and gulped back the frog in my throat. “No. It’s probably better if you get out of here.”
He looked about to protest.
“Please, just go. I can handle it.”
After a long beat of hesitation, he nodded. “I can be back to get you in thirty seconds. Just call.”
“Trust me, I’ll be dead and buried by then.”
He winced. “I do hope you’re joking.”
“Maybe.” Throwing the door open, I took off across the parking lot and stopped short before the front door. Unlocked. On the tips of my toes, I stepped inside.
Both sets of eyes locked on me: one from Mom, who’d clearly only recently gotten over a crying fit, and one from Dad, who stood against the register with head in his hands. Sleep deprivation had taken all youth from his face.
Though they looked me over all the while I shut the door behind me, no one said a thing.
“H…hi.”
Dad stood to his full height like a snake uncoiling to strike. He spoke in a deathly calm voice. “Where the hell have you been?”
I glanced at each of their faces, shrinking. “I…I…”
“How did you expect us to sleep last night, Eden?” Mom breathed. “I thought…I thought something terrible happened to you. You could’ve been kidnapped! You could’ve been dead! I had your father out combing the streets looking for you until three a.m.”
“Where the hell have you been?”
I kicked at a stray piece of mulch lying on the floor, unable to meet their eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you worry—”
“You thought we’d be cool with you staying out all night?” Dad growled. “What would ever make you think that?”
“No, I didn’t think you’d be cool with it. I just…I—”
“It’s not like this is the first thing that’s been concerning us, ‘D. You’ve been awfully distant these last few weeks. Ever since Zach was in that accident,” Mom added. A thought struck her. “Are you on drugs?”
Dad’s fists clenched. “Drugs, ‘D? I swear to God if I find one needle, one blunt, one spoon in your bedroom, I will bury you in the yard where no one will find you!”
“I’m not on drugs!”
“Then what is it?”
“It’s…it’s…”—it’s my blossoming demonic powers taking priority over silly mortal problems— “it’s a…guy.”
Their faces erupted in similar looks of shock and relief. Mom recovered faster. “Oh. You’ve been hanging out with a boy?”
“Not having sex with him, right? Because I swear to God, Eden, I will bury you in the yard where no one will find you!”
I only wished the issue was sex. It seemed so comparatively simple. “I’m not having sex. I just…I like spending time with him. I’m sorry I worried you. I fell asleep at his house, but I swear that’s all we did. Sleep.”
“At his house alone?” Dad demanded.
“Come on, Callum, it was bound to happen sometime. She’s a teenager, it’s what teenagers do, isn’t it?”
“Kate! Please!”
She threw her hand over her heart, sighing loudly. “I’m just so glad you’re not on crack or something. You are using protection, though. Right, honey? We really can’t handle a baby around here.”
“Mom,” I frowned, nausea pooling in my gut.
“Just making sure. I don’t want to be one of those Moms that pretends it’s not happening. I want to be proactive. Do you need pills? Condoms? I’ll buy them for you.”
“Kate!”
“I don’t need pills—”
“Well you’ve got to use something. I heard about some stick they’ll put in your arm. That sounds pretty convenient—”
“I’m not having sex!” I cried. They both went quiet, staring at me expectantly. Shrinking under their stare, I stammered, “I love him.”
The words choked me up like a mouthful of dust. They hadn’t even crossed my mind before they rolled off my tongue, but that didn’t stop the horror building up behind my face. My skin burned hot.
Dad rolled his eyes, turning toward the staircase. “I’ve got to get some sleep. You talk to her.”
For all of Dad’s disapproval, Mom bounced on the balls of her feet. “Honey, that’s great! Is he a nice boy? What’s his name?”
“Phil?”
I hardly listened to her. My mind was in turmoil, demanding its own answers. I loved Phil? Since when?
Thinking back on the whole of our friendship, I couldn’t pinpoint an instance that stood out. I couldn’t think of a word that would breach the boundary of friendship. But, under careful speculation, I felt the tendrils of love seize my chest like tentacles. I hadn’t always loved him, no.
But I most assuredly did now.
The need to see him, to hold him, gripped me as nothing ever had before. The picture of my family in this room, the people I loved more than any others, suddenly felt incomplete, devoid of Phil’s presence.
“Oh my god. You mean hot Phil. The same Phil who picked you up in a killer Mustang? That Phil?”
My throat left on vacation to the Sahara. I nodded.
“Good for you, honey! Now there’s a catch!”
Yeah. It would’ve been. Assuming, of course, that Phil felt anything for me in return, which was the most preposterous thing I could think of. What brief euphoria I thought I’d felt at the realization that I was well and truly in love for the first time crashed and burned.
What would a man who’d lived forever want with me? Aside from what superpowers he’d given me, I didn’t have much to offer. In days past, I couldn’t remember even being very nice to him.
“Mom, I…I’ve got to get to school,” I rushed by her, shaking my head to throw away the insecurities creeping in at the seams.
“Oh come on, you’ve been gone all night and you can’t spare five minutes with your mother. I’m cool, Eden! I’m with the times! What other mothers do you know like that?”
I lost her calls behind the stairwell door and my pounding feet on the steps.
Zach’s newly inherited white car pulled into the parking lot when I would’ve expected: late. Still, at least he came alone. “Where the hell did you go yesterday, chica? You missed dessert. One of the girls told the staff it was my birthday. We got sparklers and everything!”
I pulled myself into the passenger’s seat, hugging my bag against the cold. It had to be just my imagination that I couldn’t feel the heat streaming in through the vents. The Mustang had been so much warmer.
“Sorry, but when Dad calls, I must answer.”
“Hmm, that’s not what I heard,” he replied with lips pursed. From behind the dark panes of his sunglasses, an eyebrow rose.
“Oh yeah, what’d you hear?”
“I heard from a very reliable source that my companion raced out of the restaurant to hop into a black Mustang with one hot blonde.” As he pulled out of the parking lot, he held his chin in the hand that didn’t grip the wheel. “Now how many hot blondes do we know with black Mustangs? Not many, I assume. In fact, only one comes to mind.”
I chewed on my tongue. “Your source was mistaken.”
“You mean to tell me that you did not run off into the sunset last night with Phil Bronwyn?”
I shifted uncomfortably closer to the wall. A muscle knotted itself in my behind. “I don’t mean to say those words…exactly…”
He erupted with a smile, hands clapping together so the wheel went unattended. “I knew it! I knew it. You’re sneaking around with Phil. Are you a couple yet? Or are you going to insist on disappointing me?”
Something panged at my heartstrings. Something unfamiliar. “Nope. You’re still going to be disappointed.”
“Ugh. Great. Now what am I supposed to tell Ashley? A big fat nothing, that’s what!”
“As long as you keep on being Joy’s Jesus Christ, I’m sure she’ll still be plenty interested in you.”
He shrugged. “True. That does not mean you’re off the hook!”
I searched him over for a change of subject. As much as I’d always enjoyed my banter with Zach, talking about Phil brought some foreign sense of disappointment. For once, I wanted what he said to be true. I wanted to say that I was dating Phil Bronwyn.
This…whatever we were doing…seemed like so much less. And still, so much more.
“What’s with the sunglasses? Are you going for a Top Gun style?”
“What style?”
I sighed. “It’s not sunny enough for sunglasses.”
“Oh. It’s nothing. That blood vessel that popped is spreading something awful. My mom thinks we’re probably going to have to see a specialist at this rate, but it’s so hard going out now. She’s afraid they’ll find something worse.”
My lip twitched. “Worse? But you’re a god among men now.”
“That’s what I said, but wouldn’t that just be a real kick in the crotch? Miraculously recover from a massive accident just to die of a stupid eye problem?”
He pulled into the school parking lot slowly, waving to the disciples already lined up on the sidewalk like he was coming for the red carpet. I managed not to hiss at the sight before I laid eyes on the black Mustang, and the head of blonde hair hovering above it.
Phil looked different now than he’d looked only hours ago. Not in the hair, still so pristinely white. Not in the figure that towered over his car. Not even in the flicker of violet eyes that shifted from disciple to disciple with territorial animosity.
But as we passed, I swore the hint of a smile turned his lip up. Our eyes met, and his crinkled around the edges.
It taught me to hope.
Maybe…just maybe, I’d done something worthy of Phil’s love, too.
Zach pulled into a spot close enough to the building that his followers watched his every move. He took his time sliding free of the car. “Edy, you coming?”
I stared out at the parking lot, where Phil’s head floated closer as if walking on air. “You go on ahead. I think I’m going to catch up with my friend.”
“What friends do you have that aren’t me?” he chuckled, following my gaze. “Oh. That friend.”
I hid my blush in my backpack. Throwing myself free of the passenger’s seat, I slammed the door and started toward him with smile so wide it stung.
Behind me, Zach yelled. “Hello! My friends!”
An unholy crash echoed across the campus. Glass attacked us from all sides. Even as I recognized the familiarity of the situation and the fact that I would heal from any slices that cut my flesh, I shrieked, throwing myself to the pavement with hands over my head. Around me, the world had erupted in chaos, people screaming, hiding under cars, praying to all manner of deities.
My ears rang, nearly deafening me to the residual squeal of glass raining down against the ground. When that died off, all that was left were my own cries. “What the hell?!”
I hadn’t moved my hands! At least, I didn’t think I had.
“Eden?” a familiar voice cried. I could picture Phil’s face, twisted with frantic need, just like when he’d pulled me from Zach’s car. “Eden!”
I merely raised my arm, climbing up to my knees with my other arm on the wheel of Zach’s car, just as Phil slid my way. He took my face between both of his gloved hands, looking me over for damage. “Are you alright?”
“I…I’m fine?” My skin stung and my ears throbbed, but I could already feel my body scrambling to fix itself. Looking back at him, the glass had done quite a number on his face, cutting his lip. The entire right side looked a mess of triangular gauges. The compulsion to touch him, to help him, struck me like a physical blow. “Your face!”
Reaching up to probe his skin with my fingers, he grasped my wrists and held them just a breath away from where they could actually help. Oh. Right.
“Jesus Christ…”
Up above, Zach hadn’t moved. Despite the massive eruption that had cut up his face, he stood stock still, arms raised over his head. He glanced between what had been every window on the north-facing wall and his own hands. I prayed that one of the disciples had thrown a rock through the glass but I knew they hadn’t. Not at once and not at all those windows.
It was Zach.
















17. Different

Since a vast majority of classrooms were rendered uninhabitable by the act of ‘delinquent vandalism,’ as they’d stooped to calling it, class continued for much of the day in the auditorium. The only exception to this time came at lunch, when we were removed at random and by the handful to go to the cafeteria. When my time came up, I glanced about the crowd for a familiar face but found none.
Zach hadn’t stuck around after the explosion. I imagined he had to be getting tired of boneless wings by now.
“Say the word and I’ll make us disappear.”
I jumped, smile already alight to find Phil falling into step beside me. My teeth sunk into my lip. I would have to square those faces away for now. They’d give me away. “And then we’ll both suffer for it. In detention. And I’m facing house arrest as is.”
He frowned. “Were your parents terribly angry?”
“The threat of being buried in the backyard did come up more than once.”
“So coming back tonight would be out of the question?”
I couldn’t help but waver under the hesitant smile he shot my way. “What would you want me there for anyway? You can’t talk or see me?”
“It’s just…” he stopped himself.
“Just what?”
Phil’s body went rigid. “I like knowing you’re there. That you’re safe.” Before I could even fathom what response to give, he fixed a happier façade upon his face. “But we could have all day if you’ll have me. Look around. Do you think they’ll miss us?” Stooping down to my level, should prying ears lay in wait, he continued, “Run away with me.”
The prospect was promising, but I wouldn’t risk getting myself in trouble so soon. Not when I’d only just dug myself out. Besides, in school or out, I just wanted Phil. “I hear there’s chicken nuggets in the cafeteria.”
His grin softened. “Chicken nuggets it is.”
A hand met the small of my back, hastening me toward the cafeteria and to the line already forming to collect food. He took trays for both of us and claimed a table at the back that we occupied all on our own. My mouth remained consistently dry through it all.
It knew what I was thinking. And how much I didn’t want to say it.
“Well, it isn’t five-star, but I suppose it’ll have to do,” he chuckled, lifting a bite of mashed potatoes so it would slide through the prongs of his fork.
“Oh quiet. You’ll like it,” I muttered.
He lifted another forkful to his mouth. “I know better than to argue your tastes.”
Was this where I was supposed to tell him? Over a plate of nuggets and mashed potatoes? It hardly seemed like a romantic-enough venue, but where else would there be? If I thought it over any longer, I’d say something stupid…stupider, as it were.
It would have to be now.
“So…Phil…could we talk?”
He’d already engrossed himself with shoveling another bite into his mouth. “Of?”
I shrugged. “I guess I just have questions about our kind.”
“Ask away.”
“Just…feelings I’ve been having…”
He snickered, “Well that would be exclusive to you. Our kind doesn’t have feelings.”
My stomach dropped. “None at all?”
“We shouldn’t. If we develop feelings, it can only end poorly. Case in point: Lily.” His next inhale hissed through his teeth. He’d said too much.
“What about Lily?” I asked.
He shook his head, mouth full once again.
“You can’t get out of it this time. What’s wrong with Lily? She’s different?”
His voice dropped. “She was not always different.”
“What was she like?”
“Very much like Gregory, I imagine.”
The slap of plastic on the tabletop made me jump. Lily ever-so-gracefully took a seat at my side, staring down into the vortex of mashed potatoes on her tray like they’d personally wronged her. The air that wafted off her skin felt cold, like I was standing in front of an open fridge.
“Lilith,” he greeted, unsurprised by her arrival.
That made one of us. I’d never seen Lily sit in the cafeteria. Come rain or sun or snow, she always took her lunch to the car.
“Mephistopheles,” she countered. “Eden.”
“To what do we owe the pleasure?”
“I thought, if we were going to discuss me, I might want to give the first-person account.”
I returned to that moment weeks ago, when I’d succumbed to the shame of staring at Lily’s drawing. The familiar heat crawled into my neck. “I’m sorry, Lily—”
“Do not worry yourself, Eden. Your guilt does not make any of us feel better.”
Nevertheless, I somehow managed to feel even more embarrassed with myself. “Of course.”
“I have enough of my own to endure,” she confessed. Then she stared off into space, forgetting us as I expected she might. Phil snapped his fingers until she snapped back to reality.
“Apologies. The grey comes and it…” she chuckled humorlessly. “I cannot hold it back.”
“Grey?” I inquired. “What grey?”
Phil cleared his throat. “As you know, our kind is incapable of human emotion, barring whatever we can take from them. Our kind cannot handle strong feelings of devastation. We are not built for it. So when we are exposed to it—”
“We die.”
He stared at his sister. She stared at the mashed potatoes. He let his eyes fall to the tabletop. “Right.”
I looked at Lily and didn’t feel so surprised. She already looked like a corpse. “You’re dying?”
“Slowly. Very slowly.” She explained. “It comes on suddenly. When I think. When I am sad. When I remember. And then it stabs me in the side and it steals my eyesight. It brings me to my knees and one day it will kill me.”
Her voice emerged so even. So dull. Not a hint of inflection.
“And you don’t feel…anything?”
Her ironic smile slipped off. “I feel everything.” She hesitated. “I do not fear death because I welcome the chance to feel nothing.”
“What happened?”
Lily lapsed into another staring contest with the wall. Phil raised his hand to snap her out of it again, but she spoke with faraway stare. “The last high school we went to was in New Mexico. Teenagers everywhere feel similarly. Either they are carefree and indestructible, or they are dark and angsty.”
Her eyes glazed over with a grey film and her body buckled over itself. She knocked over her carton of juice and Phil caught it before it could make a mess all over us. Instinct made me reach for her, if only to stop her from falling out of her chair, but her arm snapped out like a striking snake to stop me.
“Leave me. It will pass,” she croaked. The moments passed slowly until she drew herself up to her actual height and continued, “One boy…exuded more pleasant feelings than others. Ethan. He liked school. And he liked his parents. And he liked to have fun with his friends. For as long as I knew him, I always wondered if there was anything Ethan didn’t like.
“And like a moth drawn to the flame, I could not resist him. I spent every waking moment with that boy, soaking in those feelings and feeding on him…he was the most delectable creature I could imagine…” she mused. Her eyes narrowed. “And then he fell in love with me.”
Now that wasn’t so surprising. “What’s wrong with that?”
“As if I needed another reason to be close to him,” she rubbed her face like it was paining her. “I felt whatever he felt. It becomes as real as what you would perceive as your own feelings, so I…I loved him.”
Another pain seemed to tear through Lily. She jerked away from the table, breathless and wobbling on her feet. Without another word and without her tray of food, she fled the cafeteria.
Phil looked after her with something akin to pain on his own face.
“I had thought moving to a place called Joy might reverse the Fade. I have not seen it slow down in the least.”
“Are you sensing her pain?”
“I do not have to. Those of our kind are connected. When one of us dies, it weakens the collective. My instincts can feel that she is fading, and it pains me as well.”
I didn’t need him to say anymore. “He died. Didn’t he?”
“It’s why we left. Anyone for a hundred miles would’ve seen the blood on her hands,” he muttered. “She claims it was an accident. I do not know whether it was an accident or if she became so enthralled in feeding that she no longer cared…”
“She killed him?” I gasped. “But she loved him.”
“One of the pitfalls to letting herself fall in love. I warned her. I warned her.” He shook his head. “Stupid girl.”
“Warned her of what?”
“The pain. When she first showed interest in that boy, I told her it was a bad idea but she just couldn’t help herself. Now look at her.” Darkness shadowed his gaze. “She’s wasting away.”
My mouth went dry. The back of my throat squeaked. “Speaking from experience?”
He opened his mouth to lie to me but he stopped in mid-disagreement. Then he caught my eye and he swallowed hard. “There was a time I loved. I wish someone would’ve been there to talk me out of it.”
The cold stab of jealousy pierced my heart. “Who was she?”
“She lived nearby, we’d played as children. I’d known her all her life.” The muscles of his face twitched. He hid it from me. “Jehanne married another. A man with land. But that didn’t mean I stopped wanting her, even if it went against God’s law.”
Shaking his head in disgust, he continued, “If she said the word I would’ve taken her far, far away, but I knew I couldn’t provide for her like her husband could.”
Dead air escaped me instead of an answer.
I wondered if she was pretty—this Jehanne. I wondered if she was nice. I wondered what she’d done to capture the heart of the man before me—or, at least, the man he’d been back then. “Did she love you?”
“She did. Not enough to leave with me, but enough that she would come to me when her husband had gone. Enough to sin with me.”
He hung his head in shame, pupils flickering desperately about the room. My hand wished to reach out and take his but I held back. “Is that how you became…the way you are? You sinned?”
“I wasn’t damned for loving her. I was damned for falling on my own sword when I returned from the wars to find her husband had killed her.” His throat bobbed. “For falling pregnant. By me.” As the silence turned deafening between us, his chuckle made me jump. “I can think of no greater punishment for someone wanting to end their life than to make them live forever.”
“That’s…” I ran through the words in my mind but none seemed tragic enough. “Terrible.”
He shrugged as though the confession had brought him no pain at all. Like I hadn’t seen it play out on that face. “It wasn’t without its own solace. I met Gregory soon after. He taught me that, so long as I fed, I never had to feel that agony. Even now, I can remember only a fraction of what I felt back then. At the time, it was as though the world had ended.”
“But you’re not feeding anymore. Does that mean those feelings could come back?”
Those eyes narrowed dangerously. “I will never feel like that again. I resolved a long time ago. So long as I can help it, I will never love, never suffer, never regret like I did all those years ago. I would rather fall on that sword all over again.”
I hadn’t thought my hopes could be even further dashed. My heart hurt for Lily, it hurt for Phil—or, more appropriately, Roland. But, more than that, it hurt for me. For a love that had to die before it had even lived.
My jaw bobbed, walking a line of wanting to tell him and wanting to swallow my own tongue so I could never speak again. Phil didn’t love me—he didn’t want to love me—by his own admission. But then, where was I supposed to go from here?
I had to get out of this room. Just looking at him physically pained me.
I faked a smile. Rising to my feet, I pretended not to notice him place a hand over his heart.
“I think I’m going to head out early—”
He stood as well, fierce determination melting into concern. “Are you alright?”
“Yeah. Just…heartburn. Greasy food, you know?”
He shook his head. “No…”
“It’s just a stomachache. I’ll be fine by Calc.”
“O…okay? If you’re sure?”
I didn’t do more than nod on my way out the door. The burn of eyes on my back made speech incomprehensible. With my own glued to the floor, I didn’t see the body approach me until it had made full contact with my chest.
“E…Edy?”
He looked so un-Zach-like. With skin pale and eyes lined with heavy bags, I might’ve thought Gregory had gotten his hands on him again. That was…if I didn’t know any better. Knowing what I did now, I pinpointed the look on his face as something more than weakness.
It was hunger.
“Oh my god. What the hell happened to you?”
Zach looked around the hallway with unabashed terror. He reached out to take my arm, hand stilling midway and jerking back to his side. “C…could I tell you something?”
“Of course!”
“Alone.”
I shifted nervously, meeting a set of violet orbs from down the hall. Phil’s thoughts must’ve been running on a similar frequency, as his face creased with worry. Still, I nodded. Maybe to Phil. Maybe to Zach. Maybe for my own reassurance.
“Sure. Where to?”
He shoved his hands into his pockets and trudged toward the Art room. Mrs. Brown must’ve been on a lunch of her own, since the echoing silence didn’t break with her high-pitched trilling.
I feigned an unknowing concern, façade breaking when he stopped, rounding on me without warning. Tears already dampened his eyes and fell over his cheeks. The snarling, tearing, earth-shattering sobs shook his whole body.
If not for his blatant aversion to my touch, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he would’ve thrown himself into my arms. “Honey, what’s wrong?”
“I…” he hugged himself. “You’re going to think I’m crazy.”
“I would never think you’re crazy. No more than usual, anyway.”
“But I am crazy. I have to be.” He flopped into a chair, arms circling his legs, feet up on the desk. I lost his face behind denim-clad knees. “Nobody can do stuff like that. I must be crazy. I must be crazy.” He rocked himself. “I must be crazy.”
I reached out to rub his back. He flinched, but didn’t pull away. “It…It’s okay. You’re okay. Just tell me what’s going on?”
“I think I broke those windows this morning.”
“But you weren’t close to it.”
“That’s what’s crazy!” he snapped. “I didn’t touch it. I think I broke it with my mind.”
I chewed on the inside of my cheek. There had been a good chance this would happen, but I hadn’t thought…hadn’t really considered… “I have to—”
“And then when I went home, the microwave exploded. The TV exploded. The refrigerator exploded! And I don’t know how it happened but I know I did it.”
He burst into a new fit of tears, scowling down at his hands. I chewed on my tongue. No more putting it off now. “Shh. Zach, it’s okay.”
“No, it’s not. How could it be? I’m a monster!”
“If you’re a monster, then…so am I.”
He raised eyes that, for once, were full of hope. “What?”
“I can do it, too.” His silence came uncharacteristically. “Blew the greenhouse clean away. Accidentally, of course. But it was just there one minute, gone the next. You know? I’m sure you know. You saw your own.” My teeth chattered with the nerves.
“You can do it…too? How? Why? Where did it come from?”
Thoughts of those powers brought thoughts of Phil, which stung harsher than I would’ve expected. I shied away from the name alone. Nevertheless, no matter how much it hurt me, I couldn’t stand to give him up, knowing it would disgust him so. “I gave them to you.”
“Ha! Yeah right, Edy. I think I would’ve noticed.”
“In the hospital. You were broken. Dying. So I fixed you,” I squeaked. “It was the only way I knew how.”
The smile that had crept onto his face slipped. “I recovered really early…But you…you would’ve told me! You’re joking. You’re trying to make me feel better.”
“I am not! And I can prove it.” Driven more by selfish pride than logic, I turned and with a wave of my hand sent one of the freshly painted canvases up into flames.
“Edy!”
“I could do it again. Do you want to see it again?”
His eyes flickered about in search of something. “Not here! Someone could see. Just… follow me, follow me!”
I followed him to the car, mind focused solely on Zach. If I was thinking about him, I wouldn’t have to think of Phil. Or love. It only became easier as Zach’s driving put us through the gates of the town dump. He almost forgot to put the car in park before he threw himself out.
“Do you think you can…” he looked around frantically, pawing through garbage for something big. “The toaster. A toaster! Can you blow this up?”
I grinned. “Easy.”
He dropped the ancient appliance across a stack of trash. Then he darted backward, tripping on a soda can and sprawling out on his back with cat-like grin still fixed across his face.
My grin wavered. I didn’t wonder for one second if I’d be able to blow it up. That would be easy. I worried how much more would go up in the process.
“Do it, do it, do it, do it!”
“Alright, alright!”
Eyes narrowing at the toaster, I raised my hands. With flared fingers, I waved in the same way I recalled having done in the greenhouse.
Nothing happened.
“What’s wrong?” Zach picked himself up, circling me with eyes on my hands. Despite my deficit, he still tiptoed like I held a loaded gun. “Is it gone?”
I waved again. Nothing. “It…it can’t be. Did you see the greenhouse? I leveled it!”
“Let me try.” Squeezing his eyes shut, he made a flailing motion in the toaster’s direction and received a similar disappointment. “What the hell? It’s gone!”
I couldn’t believe that. Not when I could still feel the life of all those I’d fed from this morning still pulsing through me as blood would. No. It wasn’t possible. If I was without power, I wouldn’t have felt so good.
“No…no way! We’re just not doing it right. How did you do it yesterday?”
He shrugged, flailing away without a care of where he faced. “I don’t know. Just like this, I thought.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
I heaved a long sigh. “Well you don’t normally just go around doing this!” In my frustration, I flailed like he had. “There must have been some reason you were all upset.”
Two things happened at once: a pained cry rose above my voice and Zach fell.
His arm crossed his chest, hand masking his shoulder, although it couldn’t stop the onslaught of blood that seeped through his fingers.
“Oh God,” I whimpered, watching my nightmares play out before my eyes. I’d killed Zach! Again. “Hold on! I’m going to get help. I’m going to get you help!”
Before I’d even reached into my pocket, Zach’s wailing subsided. His hand peeled away from the bloodied fabric to reveal skin faded to an angry red line. Then, nothing at all.
“It’s…it’s gone!” he gasped. Erupting with a guffaw of laughter, he jolted upright. His face turned sour. “It itches.”
“Yeah,” I sighed, relieved. “Just another one of the perks.”
“So…so you made me this way? Then who made you? Where did it start? Who made them?”
I waved him off. “What does it matter where I got it from? Isn’t it just the best that you have superpowers? Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, as it were.”
“You want me to take them without even wondering? I don’t get this lucky…we don’t get this lucky, Ed!”
“Well—it’s not all luck. They come at a cost. A terrible cost.” At his quizzical look, I continued, “You don’t make the energy that does the”—I mimed an explosion with my hands— “pow-pow thing. You get it from other people. You feed on them.”
He ran his fingers through his hair until it stuck straight back. “How is this even possible?”
“I don’t know any better than you do how it’s possible…it just is.”
“But where did it come from?”
That beautiful blonde head came to mind, dropping my heart into my feet. I shook myself free of the image before it could drive me to distraction, but my voice rasped through clenched teeth, “I bet you can guess. Somebody who likes to touch. Somebody who you know would just eat you up if he had the chance.”
“What?”
Half-delirious from the ache in my chest, I leaned closer to him, “Think about it. Have you ever felt tired around someone? Dreamed about them? Gotten a headache around them time after time.”
Awareness lit up his stare.
“And then, when he got tired of you,” I hissed, “he tossed you aside for the next course.”
His teeth moved around the name, but I beat him to it.
“But what does it matter what happened before? I think you’ll enjoy the after so much more.”
















18. New Life

Zach slammed his foot down on the pedal, sending us down the road so fast I could barely make out the shapes of the houses flying by in my periphery. “Do the thing! Do the thing!”
I couldn’t help but giggle. “On what?”
He rolled down my window as if to press me further. “Anything!”
Body hanging halfway through the opening, I searched for something harmless and grinned at the line of mailboxes stretching out from here to the corner. Hands flailing, I set one aflame in a growling, splintering mess. Bits of wood found a home in my hair. “Woah!”
“Damn! Again.”
I didn’t need to be told. Even as I picked a sliver of the broken post out of my teeth, my hands already curled to destroy another. This time, the enthusiasm behind my waving sent a great deal of bent mailbox into the windshield of the car. 
“Woah, not the Pilot,” he whined.
“Sorry, I’ll do better this time.” Even as I said it, I knew I wouldn’t reel in my next swipe as it extended toward the mailbox on the curb. Another mess of wood and aluminum crashed into the hood.
He didn’t seem to care this time. “Stop sign coming up on your right.”
The red sign went up like the gates of hell. While Zach blew through it, narrowly avoiding the car that would’ve T-boned us, I let myself drop back into my chair. Regret eased into the abyss left behind by my evaporating thrills. Unfortunately, that also meant thinking of Phil and what disappointment, what heartache, he carried with him.
“I shouldn’t have done that. That’s so dangerous, why did I—”
“Cool it, Graves, everybody knows there’s supposed to be a stop sign there. They’ll still stop,” Zach chuckled.
That came as pretty sound logic. “You’re right. You’re right. I’m worrying about nothing.”
“You need to loosen up. What do you want to do? What’s fun for you?”
I stared down the line of mailboxes laid out before me. Those were fun. “Just keep driving.”
Taking up my stance over the ledge of the window, I lifted my arms and the nearest mailbox blew fire into my face.
“I know just the place to go,” he chuckled. “You hungry?”
“I could eat. What’re you thinking? Boneless wings?”
“Nah. Not that kind of hungry.” As he drove, his eyes slanted my way. “You need some juice, don’t you? Can’t keep blowing up mailboxes if you’re running on empty.”
I blanched. “You want to feed on people?”
“Well…yeah? How else are we supposed to keep up with the fun?”
“I just assumed we’d stop.”
“Don’t be such a stick in the mud, Edy. It’s not hurting anybody if we take a little bit,” he argued.
I fought for words. My argument dissolved as it came face-to-face with those unpleasant regrets and disappointments and heartache. “It hurts them a little bit.”
“A headache and some sleepiness. They won’t even notice.”
“They might…”
“C’mon, Edy! It’ll be fun! Don’t you want to have fun?”
My jaw dropped to argue but my tongue refused speech. I wanted fun. I liked fun. It was certainly better than whatever this feeling was. “Yeah. I could use some fun.”
***
It came as second nature.
Walking into the busy restaurant with sleeves pulled up and skirt hiked high, I tingled with the weight of the diners’ enthusiasm as it reached for me through the air. If not for the delightful taste, so palpable on my tongue that it had to exist, I might’ve thought this was just another one of my fantasies.
Just another dream of food.
Zach had already taken up a seat at the bar, despite looking much too young to be there. He’d wasted no time, one hand on the female half of a couple to his right, the other shaking the hand of the bartender trying to having him booted from the adults-only area.
All according to plan. Because, while Zach looked too young to be here, I would’ve been turned around at the door. While the bartender remained transfixed in the younger man’s gaze, hand caught between that of the beast, I sidled up beside the couple on the opposite side, hand already extended toward the male half’s bared forearm.
“Beautiful night to stay in, isn’t it?” I inquired, forcing him to meet my newly-brown eyes. Just like Phil had done with me so many times.
Whatever he’d been about to say died on his tongue. Jaw struggling for words, his fist clenched around my hand. “H…hi.”
And then by sunset, dancing by bouncers to the crowd that would throw us between them with nary a thought of what they’d unleashed on each other. Mornings spent in diners before school with pretty waitresses. Lunch hours spent under the bleachers, clasping hands with Zach’s followers in prayer. Dinners with whoever would pay for it. Whoever would hold my hand while I ate it.
Every time, it got easier.
Easier to the point that it irked me when my Spanish professor held us back a moment to collect homework, thus stalling me from getting to the bleachers where I knew my lunch would be convening. Easier to the point that I ran when finally given the chance.
That was, until a familiar voice pulled at my heartstrings.
“Eden?”
My back went stiff but I pulled it together long enough to fake a smile before I turned. “Phil. Hey.”
He shifted from foot to foot, trying to hold my gaze while I did the opposite. “Are you avoiding me?”
“No! No not at all.”
“Then…” he stepped closer, freezing when I took a step back out of reflex. “Then what is it?”
“What is what?” I laughed with my discomfort. Of course he wouldn’t believe me if I went on dancing backward every time he made a move.
“We used to talk every day. Now I hardly see you?”
“I’ve just got a lot going on right now, Phil. Zach’s been taking up a lot of my attention with the change and everything. Just be patient. Everything will go back to normal soon.” I stepped around him, but snagged on a hand wrapped around my wrist. “What is it, Phil? I have things to do. All that Zach stuff I just said.”
He frowned, thumb running circles around the back of my hand. “Eden…I miss you.”
“Oh,” I breathed. “I…miss you, too.”
He searched me for something. I tried not to give it to him, eyes flickering between his penetrating stare and the floor. With time, his grip on me slipped away.
I didn’t even say goodbye.
My every nerve rebelled against it, wanting more than anything else to throw myself at him and never have to walk away, like I was doing right now. Then I remembered those words in the beautiful timbre of his voice as he told me, “Our kind do not love, Eden. We are not capable.”
Then I wondered what other choice there was but to run.
“You’re different.”
I jumped, finding the silent void of yearning at my side. “What are you doing?”
“You won’t even talk to me? Am I so much less interesting than those fans you have waiting out there?”
“What are you so scared about?” I breathed. “They’re just humans.”
“Even at my strongest, I would not be able to face all the forces of the human populace the way it is now.”
“People believe all kinds of crazy things. They see ‘miracles’ happen and everybody gets excited, then it goes away.”
He stepped in front of me, stopping my escape. “I’m worried for you.”
I rolled my eyes. “That’s ridiculous. I can take care of myself. As if they would stand a chance against me.”
He chewed on his cheek, leaning down to say, “I feel for you.”
I waited for more. “Feel what?”
“I don’t know!” His voice reverberated across the walls even after he’d silenced. “What feeling makes you want to touch another person? And speak to another person all the time? And be near that person always, even if you have nothing to talk about?”
I gulped back the tenderness he shoved down my throat, tenderness that was probably my own being thrown unwittingly back in my face. Now that I wasn’t clouded by the need to run, the force of his feelings bounced around the tight space with nowhere else to go. They hit me like a rock. Confusion. Affection. Worry. All swirled together into an unpleasant cocktail that choked me up.
“It…it could be a lot of things.”
He sighed, as though my lack of definitive answer had disappointed him. “I think about you all the time. I can’t stop thinking about you.”
I wanted to believe that Phil could care for me the way I wanted to care for him, but I couldn’t remove his words from my mind. “Then why did you say—?”
“It wasn’t meant to push you away. That is the last thing I want. I said that I wished we had never met because it would be better for you. Zach wouldn’t have been in that accident. You wouldn’t be facing the risk of exposure to humans.” His voice dipped, self-loathing burning on his face like he was on fire. “I wouldn’t have infected you.”
I chuckled, even though I didn’t find anything funny. It was the only way to hide that I clung to his words. They felt so much better than the prospect that Phil regretted being around me. Besides, they weren’t the words I’d meant. “You’re overreacting, Phil. So far, these powers have been a godsend. They saved Zach.” I tore myself free of him. “And you didn’t have to feed to do it. Everybody wins.”
He followed the move of my hands as I tucked them behind my back. “It doesn’t feel like I’ve won.”
“You’re not looking on the bright side—”
“Bright side?” he spat. “Eden, there is no bright side. There is only your lack of experience. Of course power is going to feel good when you’ve had none. Right now, it seems like you have gained so much. But what you have gained will not matter when you realize all the things that you will lose.”
“What the hell could I lose?” I snorted. “These powers have opened up all these possibilities. I can grow fully grown plants in ten seconds. Do you know how much money that will make at the shop, compared to before? And people? I never have to worry about anyone I love getting hurt because I can heal them. What is there to lose?”
“Everything! You can live forever, so what are you going to do with your life now?”
It didn’t take long for me to think it over. “I’m going to grow flowers.”
Silence. “Grow flowers?”
“Yes.”
“And who are you going to talk to while you grow your flowers?”
“My parents. Zach.” I debated it, wondering whether I meant the words as they tumbled over my lips. “You?”
His eyes softened. “You are not able to bring anyone back from the dead, Eden. You will lose us all eventually.”
I narrowed my eyes. How dare he make this miracle a bad thing? And how dare he force me to think down this dark path. “It would happen anyway.”
“And you are deluding yourself with this ideal future.” He leaned in closer, ignoring the fact that I leaned away. “When you are a demon, you lose these familial ties. This kind is not meant to feel emotion. If you choose to continue feeding, you will see them as food and you will leave them. Or worse.”
I scoffed, “I would never leave them.”
He scowled down at me, arms reaching out to pin me between him and the wall. “You will learn. Gregory will teach you.” Then he shoved himself away, stalking down the hall with such anger that I heard his feet rebound off the tile well after he was out of sight.
I struggled for breath. My heart beat like crazy against my ribs.
Why can’t he leave me alone?
Before anyone else could discover me in all my hyperventilating glory, I ducked into the bathroom, grasping at my hair until it hurt more than the frayed edges of my heart. It seemed almost worse that he…cared so much. It meant confusing thoughts stirred in my head. If he couldn’t love me, then be done with me. Why did he insist on prolonging the hurt?
I leaned my head through the window, feeling the winter chill like a comforting hand on my face. I tried to focus on that, rather than the rush of feeling in my mind. The smell of smoke wafted up to me, then the crash of metal hitting the sidewalk.
Jolting back to reality, I looked around for the disturbance but all I could see beneath the shadow of the bleachers were the backs of greasy-haired disciples with arms raised in praise. I barely heard their cries of, “Again! Again!”
From somewhere among the crowd, I sensed the taste of Zach’s excitement, then his fierce pride. My stomach sank.
Collecting my bag, I ran from the bathroom and down the hall. By the time I reached the exit, the crowd under the bleachers had grown, the mass echoing with noise. “The bottle! The microwave! The car!”
Another crash, like glass shattering, reverberated through the air. I strode a little bit faster, elbowing Zach’s followers out of the way until I could see his red hair glimmering in the meager light of the winter sun. The boy laughed amid a graveyard of broken bottles and the stainless-steel corpse of a toaster.
“You want another one?” he demanded, doing a victory lap before them like some kind of gladiator.
Surveying the crowd, I noticed that their hands weren’t raised in praise, they were raised to hold their cell phones over their heads. The many screens recorded identical images of Zach, wandering either way.
“Zach!”
His attention flickered begrudgingly from his fans. “Ed!”
Shoving the rest of the them aside, I stepped into the space Zach had allotted himself, a space of glass shards and a tree stump, atop which sat a vintage microwave. The blue contact lenses he’d opted for turned his eyes a familiar shade of violet. I thought I’d been ahead of the curve by going with a more natural, chocolate tone. “What are you doing?”
“Showing off my miracles.”
My jaw dropped. “You can’t do that.”
“What? Why not?”
“It’s dangerous. You can’t use…” I dropped my voice to a whisper. “You can’t use powers in front of mortals. They’re supposed to be a secret.”
He rolled his eyes. “What are they going to do? It’s just for fun.”
“They’re recording you.”
Zach shrugged. “So it’ll reach more people? I’m not seeing the downside here, Edy. Did you see the Mercedes in my driveway? They bought me a Mercedes.”
I didn’t dwell on the logistics of a bunch of hippies affording a brand-new Mercedes. Rather, I tried to alleviate the feel of dread building in my gut. That word surfaced in my mind like a slap in the face, snapping me from my own reverie. Exposure. An uncomfortable chuckle bubbled over my tongue. “You’re right. I’m being a real stick in the mud, aren’t I?”
Just like Phil.
Zach clapped a hand down on my shoulder. “It’s okay, I forgive you. Did you want to take a crack at it?”
“No. No thanks.”
“Suit yourself.” Looking back to the crowd for approval, he faced the microwave. With a flail of his fingers, the appliance erupted, sprouting flames from its roof and spitting embers onto the ground. Around me, the crowd cheered.
I cheered, too.
















19. Loss

I walked the hallways with a smile, despite the fact that I’d succumbed to cowardice and hidden from the bottom half of my classes so I wouldn’t have to see Phil. Wouldn’t have to wonder…
A familiar sight stared back at me through the uniform tiles of the wall. My legs stilled, forcing the small collection of students behind me to walk into my back. I ignored them, just like I ignored the stream of irritation that washed through me at the touch of their skin.
Plenty of pictures lined the corridor of elective classrooms. My rose, for one, although Mrs. Brown had done her damnedest to hide it behind two larger portraits. It was easy to tell which cluster of papers were of the rejects. Those that she presented simply because she had to. They hung in a mass of overlapping construction paper, shadowing each other in an effort to hide them.
The good ones had a chunk of the wall all to themselves, spaced out a few inches for the best possible visibility.
The great ones had been showcased behind the glass. One: Lily’s painting of the boy, asleep, and, in color, so much more real. If not for the window between me and it, I swore I could’ve reached into the paper and swept his blonde hair away from his eyes.
The other was a primrose.
I didn’t have to look down at the signature scrawled across the bottom of the page to know who’d done it. Only one hand could’ve replicated the shape of a flower down to a T, and then shadowed it to perfection: Phil.
It put the rose drawing I kept on my nightstand to shame. The outermost petals shone the most pristine white, contrasting starkly against the yellow of the center. Looking closer, the flower he’d focused on wasn’t the only one he’d done, although the ones in the background were obscured into a haze of white and yellow.
I can’t live without you.
A hand, much larger than the flower, reached down as if to pluck the primrose from the mass of its kin. It was clearly a female hand, fingers long and slender and tipped with fingernails caked with dirt. The edge of the paper reflected a set of pale knuckles, spotted with freckles. Against my will, I looked down at my own hand to see that same spattering of dark brown marks.
“What’re you looking at?”
I shrieked, spinning on my heel with hand stretched over my heart. Zach. “Don’t scare me like that!”
His smile quirked higher with mirth. “Whoops, sorry. What’s that?” He squinted through the glass. “There’s no way you drew that.”
I shook my head. Looping my arm through his, I dragged him down the hall before he could look any closer at the portrait. “No. Just admiring.”
“Cool,” he launched into his torrent without taking a breath. “So my crew has been asking me to blow up a car today. You think I could do it?”
“Could and should are two different things.”
“It’ll be perfectly safe, Edy. If we get cut up, we can just suck on whoever’s there. What’s the problem?”
“I’m going to have to make some appearance at home. My parents are getting nervous. I’ll sneak out tonight and we’ll do it after dark.”
He threw his head back in mock-devastation. “Fine. I guess I could get them to get me another round of wings in the meantime. Want a doggy bag?”
“I am chicken-winged out.”
Rushing out into the cold, my eye wandered of its own accord toward the black Mustang. It stung to see that head of blonde hair hidden behind the windshield.
Then one of the repaired cafeteria windows shattered on my left, spraying glass into my hair anew. Despite the inconvenience, I couldn’t help but smile. “You are a menace.”
“I know it,” Zach giggled. Throwing an arm over my shoulder, he directed me to the car. I paid no mind in shaking splinters into the upholstery—there were plenty there from our excursions the other night—and flicked them at him while he drove.
“I’m going to need a bigger drain to wash all this glass out of the bathtub.”
“Oh wah, wah, wah. Just imagine the looks on their faces when they see their brand-new window is exploded.” A little white Subaru darted ahead of Zach. He laid both hands down on the horn. “Hey! What the hell is wrong with you?”
An unfamiliar spark lit up his eyes. Fixing me under a startlingly Phil-like grin, he silenced the horn.
Stomping on the gas, he crept up to the bumper. “Hey, Ed, check it out.”
I gripped the seat in both hands. I couldn’t die, but old habits died hard. “What are you doing?” He didn’t reply. With engine snarling, he sped up. “You’re going to hit it!”
He rolled down the window and thrust his hand out into the cold air. I noted the flail of his fingers about a second too late.
“No!”
The driver’s side brake light went dim as the corner of the car exploded. A good chunk of their tire flew back into our windshield, shadowing us in the complete blackness until Zach cast it away with a sweep of the wipers, laughing all the while. I only heard the shriek of tires on pavement, then the unholy crash of metal against a tree as the Subaru veered off the road.
“What are you doing?!” I screamed, slapping Zach’s arm with both hands.
Zach never stopped smiling. “Hey, he started it.”
“Oh my God,” I muttered. “Oh my God! Let me out. Please, I want to get out!”
His laughter trailed off. “What’s your issue?”
“I have to see if they’re okay! Pull over.”
“No way. If anyone sees us near them, they’ll think we were involved.”
I glimpsed smoke in the rearview mirror. My mind raced with the memory of near-death. When that was us reaping the benefits of otherworldly interference. “We were involved! Stop the car!”
He stared at me like I’d gone insane and I scowled back. For the first time, I didn’t see my friend. I saw a demon.
“Stop. The. Car.”
After a moment’s deliberation, he stomped on the brake and I threw myself out the door. Then he was gone, peeling down the road with tires squealing like human screams. I stamped down any thoughts in my head that wanted to care. I didn’t want to care.
I had other things to worry about.
Sprinting back in the way we’d come, I tripped through ice and fallen sticks toward the Subaru protruding backside up from a ditch. The haze emanating from the seams of the hood turned ever-darker, ever-grayer. But the scene inside was so much worse.
A mother in the driver’s seat. Father in the passenger’s seat. Crying child, fresh from class, in the back beside a screaming toddler. Mommy and Daddy had taken the brunt of the impact, heads bleeding from similar gashes resulted from blows to the windshield, and unconscious. The kid was minorly bruised around the collar of her shirt. The toddler was…hungry. Tired. Scared.
I threw the door open, setting the kid to shrieks.
“It’s okay…it’s okay!” Unbuckling her seatbelt proved more difficult than I’d envisioned. The damn thing must’ve broken in the accident. “I’m going to get you out. Just…just close your eyes.”
She blinked up at me through damp eyes until I forcibly covered them with her hands. As soon as I could assure myself that she couldn’t peak through her fingers, I ripped the belt and the clip from the car’s interior, casting them aside in the grass. She flung herself into my arms, little hands wrapped around the back of my neck.
“Eden. Fancy seeing you here.”
I almost dropped the kid as I suddenly came face to face…or face to Gregory Bronwyn’s chest. The shock came so suddenly I thought I had to have felt it come from someone else. “Gregory? Never thought I’d be so happy to see you.”
I tried to hand him the kid but his arms remained at his sides. The quirk of his lip turned up like a Glasgow smile.
“What are you doing? Help!”
“I’m more of the silent observer types. Not really an active player.”
My jaw dropped. It didn’t take long to reconcile what he said—I didn’t have any time anyway—so I simply shoved his shoulder aside. “If you’re not going to help, then get out of my way.”
With hands held up in mock surrender, he took a small step backward. “You look awfully cute as a caped crusader.”
I ignored him, looking from side to side for some hint of help. There was none. Finding a patch of living grass far enough away from the wreck to place the girl down, I returned to the car. By then, Gregory had moved from his perch, leaning in through the window to stare at the toddler still singing its protests.
“Detestable sort, don’t you think?”
I pushed hard against his chest but he didn’t so much as budge. “Get out of the way, Greg.”
“Just making pleasant conversation, Eden. It never occurred to me why mortals reproduce. It only results in screaming liabilities. Not so aesthetically pleasing, not productive, just noise pollution.” He looked me over with narrowed eyes while I collected the car seat into my arms. “Are you hungry? It’s always been my experience that people are at their grumpiest when they’re hungry.”
“It couldn’t be further from my mind.”
His smile assured me that he saw through the lie. “I remember those days. The young ones. Constantly hungry. Have you not fed yet today, Eden?”
The toddler went beside his sister. As I straightened up, Gregory already stood behind me. I flinched. “I’ve fed plenty.”
Circling back to the car, I tried for the driver next, but her entanglement with the remnants of the steering wheel and the broken console meant the heat stemming from the hood had begun to permeate the cabin of the car before I could drag her away. “This seems like a pretty good opportunity.”
“Opportunity for what?”
Turning on my heel, I met the sight of inhumanly tall Gregory bent over the children. If their kind could salivate, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he would be dripping from the mouth.
My heart stopped. “Get away from them.”
He cast his smiling face over his shoulder. “Don’t ruin the fun.”
Dropping the stranger, I rushed ahead, pushing at him again in vain. “Is that what you came for? To pick at survivors? Why don’t you keep moving then, you buzzard! There’s nothing for you here.”
“As if you could stop me.” He rolled his eyes. “No, I’m afraid I came to see you for other reasons. The delicious spread came as a mere bonus.”
“Leave them alone.”
“You can’t pretend they don’t look appetizing,” he accused. “And the young ones…all the years they could give.”
“Don’t you have enough?”
“And if they were discovered as husks, the car accident would be blamed. It’s the perfect setup, Eden!” he pleaded.
“Get away!”
Smile still in place and hands raised in that mock surrender he enjoyed so much, he moved infinitesimally aside. “Anything for you. Is that not what we’re all expected to do? Bow down for Miss Graves! First Philly. Now me. Do I at least get the benefit of one of those soul-eating kisses?”
My face flamed red. “Why won’t you leave? You and your brother. What will it take to make you leave me alone?”
He rolled his eyes. “I told you. I had an ulterior motive. When it’s through, you’ll be rid of me, I promise.”
“Your promises mean nothing to me.”
“Oh good. I’m lying.”
“Shocking.”
“I just couldn’t stand to be without you, Eden. I do so enjoy our talks.”
Behind us, the smoke came thicker. The smell came harsher. I flitted to the car, arms crossed over my face to ward off the cloud of grey and propelled myself through the open window.
All movement, all breath, all thought stopped there. The patriarch of their little family slumped back with head fallen to one shoulder, eyes wide open and unseeing. I didn’t have to look very closely to make out the crevice bashed into the dashboard from the impact with his face.
“Oh.”
I’d never seen death in the flesh before. Even Grandma’s funeral had been closed-casket. A cold breeze of dread tingled down my spine.
“Oh no.” Reaching out with twitching fingers, I stopped myself before I could touch dead skin. As I swallowed back my…my disgust, I reached out again, thumb sweeping over the bloodied curve of his cheek. The cooling purple rings beneath his eyes.
The tall presence prickled at my side. “Oh dear. Your work, Eden?”
I might’ve folded under his taunts if this had been any other day. Today, I shook my head, breathless. “It was just…fun. No one gets hurt. Just fun.”
He leaned in around me, slapping the corpse’s face between his hands. “Still looks like fun to me.”
Traffic slowed as people took notice of the family lining the grass. As the first car stopped, I took an uneasy step toward the thicker outcropping of trees.
“Ah yes, run, run, little one. If they catch you, they might make you into a deity. What horror!”
Another car slowed to a stop. I gave up on pushing Gregory and punched him instead. “Move. Move!”
I didn’t wait for him, tearing through the woods as fast as my legs would carry me. Sounds of civilization faded until the cries for help and the screaming of children no longer reached me. Only then did I stop. Only then did I throw myself to my knees, stomach heaving into the grass.
My unfortunate companion skipped through dead and dying greenery as a young girl would, coming to rest just before me. He kept his hands folded behind his back. “A much better choice of scenery. I approve.”
I couldn’t reply around the stream of bile pulsing up my throat. When, finally, I was spent, I collapsed against the nearest tree trunk. “It was just fun. No one gets hurt. Fun.”
He bent down to my level and poked me on the nose. “You’re looking a little worse for wear, Eden. Sensitive stomach?”
“Don’t touch me.”
“What an awful grump you are today. Might I remind you whose help you asked for in your time of need. Numerous times of need I might add.”
“You did nothing.”
“Was it not I that told you to help Zach? Did I not inform you that you could?”
As begrudging as I was to admit it, I nodded.
“I have come to collect. I helped you once, now I need your help.”
“Mine?” I squawked. I looked down at my hands, at the stain of blood that marred my pale skin. I didn’t want to move from this spot, even for exposure or starvation or hypothermia, let alone for Gregory. “I don’t think I’m in much shape for helping.”
“I’m afraid you might be the only one capable.” He shook his head in mock devastation. “Phil’s got it in his head that the lives of mortals are…glamorous.” He paused, looking over my shoulder with a far-away stare. “For the life of me, I don’t know what it is. They’re like dogs. Entertaining for a brief while, then they get old. Ugly. And then they die and you get yourself a puppy.”
I tried to swallow my disgust, but the feel of it warmed my face. “A dog?”
“Oh, don’t look so upset, little sister. You were born a dog but look at you now. You’re walking on two legs.”
“What do you want, Gregory?” I spat.
He smirked. “I can preach the benefits of immortality until I’m blue in the face and get nowhere with him. But you…I believe he’ll be more receptive to your methods of persuasion.”
I snorted. “And what methods are those?”
“Hmm. She walks on two legs, but she’s still stupid like a dog.”
I shoved him, only to be disappointed that he didn’t budge. “Phil is a big boy. He can make his own decisions.” Spitting the words like acid on my tongue, I snapped, “Phil is not my responsibility.”
“Oh, come now, Edy. You can’t possibly be on board with the idea of our dear Phil marching off to his death.”
I silenced, shoving the idea far from my mind. Only days ago, that would’ve been a guarantee for me and Zach and even the Bronwyns if they were of anything acceptable in the world I’d known.
Death came to us all. Even Phil.
“Please. Tell me it doesn’t matter to you that you will live an eternity without him.”
I swallowed through the tightness in my throat. “He can make his own decisions.”
“But a decision that doesn’t include you? Don’t insult my intelligence, Eden. You must know that a mortal existence won’t include either of us. We would be dangerous to him. Can you imagine the life he would have? High school. College. Medical school.”
“You act like those are terrible things,” I faked a smile. “He deserves to have a life like that.”
“Are you so agreeable with the prospect of what comes after? I imagine he’ll find an equally stupid mortal to spend the rest of his life with. Reproduce with her. Grow to hate his job. Divorce his wife. And then, after the years of drinking have destroyed him, he’ll die alone because Mom got the kids. Then, you and I will stand at his funeral, just as young as we are now, and wonder why the hell you didn’t save him this terrible fate.”
Gregory was a jerk. I knew I shouldn’t listen to a word he said. But, against all logic, his words painted a picture in my head that I couldn’t shake. Phil, standing at the end of a long aisle while some faceless woman in white marched toward him on her father’s arm. A woman that wasn’t me.
The stark feeling of jealousy tore through me with such ferocity that in its wake it left palpable, roiling nausea. My legs shook. I didn’t understand it. How could I hate someone I’d never met, so much? Someone who might never exist?
I didn’t have any claim over Phil. If he chose to marry someone else, I couldn’t stop him. Wouldn’t try to stop him. He deserved that happiness, even if it was one I couldn’t give him. That was the only fair thing to do.
And what the hell would I have to show for it if he did? A life with Zach, if he chose to stay with me for all of eternity? A life with Gregory? A life of loss?
First, my parents. Then Phil. Inevitably, Zach, whenever he’d decide to branch out. And then, after all of that, I would still be the same thing I was now. Never moving forward. Never gaining anything. Never contributing anything but more loss.
And that dead face would haunt me every night for all of eternity. Collateral damage in all of our ‘fun.’
“He doesn’t love me,” I recalled.
“No. But you love him anyway.” He crouched low, fingers squeezing my nose until it hurt. “Isn’t that enough?”
I…didn’t know. I didn’t want to think about it anymore. All that was clear and good and normal in the world, was the knowledge that I wanted to go home.
















20. Primrose

Zach had never been so happy, so long as I could remember, exclaiming about the crowd of people that had watched him destroy all manner of houseware from glasses to toaster ovens to one television with a wave of his hands the previous night. He hadn’t gotten any sleep, but he didn’t need it. On the way through the halls, I’d watched him touch anyone that came near. There had been no shortage. Now that Zach was Joy’s own seraphim, everyone wanted to steal a moment of his day.
Every moment that saw him in my sight made me sick. How could I love him so much, worry for him night after night that I’d wake to find him still lying in that hospital bed, and, yet, be so disgusted with him.
My throat swelled with the need for more tears.
This wasn’t my Zach. Not the Zach who’d kept me company through school or the Zach who’d stayed up all night eating Chinese food in his basement with me or the Zach I’d given a piece of myself to save. This was a…creature. An imposter.
A Gregory.
“How can you care about a toaster?”
His face dropped. “What? What’s up?”
“You knocked
a family with children off the road yesterday.”
He breathed a sigh of relief. “That? Geez, scare a guy to death.”
“Scare a guy?” I looked around the library in search of validation and found none. “Why don’t you care?”
“They shouldn’t have made a problem with me,” he shrugged.
I choked on my own saliva, head falling so I wouldn’t have to look at him anymore. “They cut you off on Broad Street. And they didn’t even slow you down. You still…” My hand flattened over my mouth. “You…”
“Edy.”
When I finally dragged my eyes up to look at him, he’d schooled himself into a front of patience, as though he’d become my father since yesterday.
“You’re really broken up about that car, aren’t you?”
“The car? Zach, what do I care about a car? I care about the people that were in the car! A man died. Don’t you care?”
“Well…yeah? But this is my world, Edy. Our world. You and me. And if they don’t like it…” he waved his hand and a row of books fell off the shelf at my back. One of them emitted smoke, charred around the edges.
My stomach lurched. “Just like that.”
“Just like that.”
“What about your mom? And your dad?”
He snickered. “Well that doesn’t matter here, does it, since it’s not my mom.”
“But you’d care if I just went up and…” I waved my hand but nothing fell off the shelf. Nothing ever would again, if I could help it. “Just like that.”
His patient smile dipped. “What are you doing?”
“Doing?”
“You’re trying to make this a bad thing now, aren’t you? Why can’t you just let it lie, Eden? You can’t ever let anything lie. We have god-like power. Nothing can ever hurt us, and you can’t just sit and enjoy it. What is the matter with you?”
“It’s not the powers. It’s what they’ve done to you.”
He scoffed. “They haven’t done anything.”
“You’re not you.”
“Well, of course I might be a little different, but who wouldn’t be?” He pointed to a couple of people at a table across the room. “You see them? We’re not like them, Edy. We’re us. And they’re the cheeseburgers that feed us. We don’t have to play nice with them. Would you treat a cow like an equal?”
I chewed on my lip.
The bell rang, which boded just well for me. Someone was sure to notice the mess he’d made and I didn’t feel like explaining why one of them was partially aflame. Besides, I needed to get far away. Zach sighed. “Where are you going?”
“Anywhere.”
I set off into the hallway, starting toward the exit with him on my heels. “Edy!”
Rounding on him before the exit, I shoved him backward a few steps. “Don’t ‘Edy’ me. You don’t have any right to call me that anymore.”
“What are you talking about, Edy?” He stopped me before I could hasten away. “Look, this is just another little spat. You’ll come around. Everything will be fine by tomorrow. Try to calm down.”
“Calm down?” I growled. “As far as I’m concerned, I do not know this person standing before me. You are a stranger. And no stranger I want to get to know at that. I never thought I’d see him in you.”
He laughed darkly, still oblivious to the gravity of my dislike. “Who?”
“Gregory.” I thrust the doors open and stopped dead. “Oh my God.”
Things hadn’t gotten better. They were worse. Much, much worse. A crowd extended into the parking lot, surrounding us on all sides with no end in sight. The campus looked more like a rock concert than a high school.
It was hard to tell which was the majority: young people with long, unkempt hair and patchy outerwear? Middle-aged people in conservative clothes? The smell of body odor wafted over them all in equal parts and each of them shared a hopeful desperation. The moment we walked into view, the sound of their cries of “Zachary! The holy redeemer! The savior!” immediately made my ears ring.
“Holy…” Zach sang, staggering back toward the sanctuary of school.
A man, probably no older than forty, threw himself to the ground, arms wrapping around both of Zach’s legs to hold him in place. “Please, please don’t go!”
My friend gasped, “What—?”
“I have cancer. It’s spread so far that I’ve got a few months, at most. They say you’re an angel,” he pleaded, on his knees. “Am I worthy of saving?”
Zach looked around at the gathered faces watching his every move and looked momentarily afraid. I took him by the arm, wanting very much to be home. Alone. “We should leave.”
I knew the feeling that must’ve been coursing through him because I felt it, too. The sadness. And even worse, the hope. It wasn’t fair that he should die so early, but what was either one of us to do? No matter how much Zach stared at him, he couldn’t actually heal him. And I…I didn’t even know if cancer fit under my umbrella of healing, promise to Phil or not.
Zach cleared his throat. “Everyone is worthy of saving.”
A rumble of approval went through the crowd. They closed in, approaching with such volume that they forced me away from him. Like in a violent ocean, I felt myself drifting further.
From the outskirts of the crowd, I stared at the distant red head. I hardly knew him at the moment. Zach was about as religious as a blade of grass and, while he was prone to theatrics and delusions of grandeur, he’d lived a relatively meek existence. Where did he get off playing with these people’s beliefs?
“Everyone is worthy of being healed,” he continued, raising his hands above his head.
I felt nauseous.
“No,” I snapped, diving into the fray and pulling Zach away from his admirers. “He’s no savior. He’s no angel. Leave us alone.”
My friend had the nerve to look disappointed that he wasn’t allowed to play God. “Oh come on, Edy.”
“Do not start.”
The man lurched to his feet, reaching for Zach with both hands. “Please, seraphim. Just one touch. Heal me.”
“He can’t heal anything,” I continued, leading him away.
“Please. I have a family. What’re they going to do when I’m dead?”
Another pang of sadness hit me. “I don’t know.”
Zach forced me to stop and I had to struggle to hear him over the growing disapproval from his followers. “It’s not going to hurt anybody if I tell them he’s healed. What’s wrong with giving them a little hope?”
“It’s not right.” I shook my head.
“You don’t know what’s right.”
The sounds of hate and distaste grew until they easily overshadowed us. “She’s a nonbeliever!”
“You’ll burn in hell fire!”
“Get out of here! Leave, blasphemer!”
Something hard struck my face, knocking me to the ground. Almost simultaneously, a rock thumped against the dirt beside me.
“Oh God, Edy!” Zach shielded me with his body but the rocks kept coming, striking my legs and arms and chest wherever they could reach them around Zach’s slight figure. “Hey! Stop it!”
He gathered me under my arms, forcing me to my feet. Before we ran, I looked over the crowd to watch for other projectiles and staggered backwards as a full soda can struck my lip. Falling back to my knees, I retreated into my mind, ignoring the screams around me. In the silence, thought didn’t run through my head. In the stasis, there was only feeling.
Warmth lit up my fingers. With every passing second, it came hotter and hotter and then so blisteringly hot that I wanted to flinch away from a pain I couldn’t see. And with the pain, came the unintelligible rage.
How dare they hit me? I’d wanted to help them; had said their lives mattered…and they’d struck me.
They didn’t deserve it. They were the cattle. The burger on my plate. I couldn’t hold them to any higher a standard than that—
The grate of scaly skin on my hands pulled me back into the now, and into violet depths. Phil looked desperate, eyes wide and round and jaw hanging slightly ajar. He gripped me tightly, palms hanging over the top of mine while an actual flame flickered with life between us. His fragile skin bubbled and purpled from the heat.
I retracted them with a squeak of protest. “Oh god—”
“This isn’t you,” he hissed so only I would hear. Behind him, the audience of Zach’s followers stood silently, watching us.
My stream of consciousness didn’t extend passed Phil’s injuries. “What—?”
“This isn’t you,” he repeated. “It’s him.”
I followed his stare back at the crowd, looking from face to face to face at each person looking back at me. They were completely unfamiliar and I saw nothing more than the nameless mass of cattle that lived to feed me.
Then Phil’s words went through my mind anew. They mattered. I’d insisted they mattered. Just like my parents mattered. Just like Phil mattered.
I nodded, straightening up so my back remained to the mob. Phil urged me to follow and I held him in my sight, not even daring to breathe, until we were safe in the Mustang. He locked the doors and threw the car into reverse. Zach’s followers darted out of the way, narrowly avoiding an unfortunate flattening.
They screamed their protests after us, slapping the windows and pulling at the handles. Phil gunned it, sending us flying from the lot and away from the crowd. Their screams faded away with the distance and I, finally, breathed a sigh of relief.
“Are you alright?”
I looked in the rearview mirror, noting that my lip had already healed and the bruise I knew should’ve been forming on my cheek was currently fading away to nothing. The most startling thing to see in my reflection were the twin pools of blood in my eyes. I sighed, leaning back so I wouldn’t have to see it anymore.
“I think I burned up my contacts. I’m better than I feel.”
He chewed on his lip, but he said nothing. We sat in silence until he pulled up to the store. Dad’s truck didn’t sit in its usual spot. It didn’t sit here at all. A ‘Sorry, We’re Closed’ sign hung in the window.
I didn’t move. The silence didn’t feel as pleasant as I recalled in the broken store. Another presence, even if he said nothing, would’ve made all the difference.
“Would you like to come in?” I asked.
“Okay.”
Trudging across the gravel, I led him through the door and locked up behind us. He gravitated instantly toward the roses, slipping in ahead of me and staring back expectantly through the glass.
I hesitated. “I…I don’t know if I should…”
“You’ll be okay.”
“What if I break this one, too?”
He reached for me, taking my wrists in his maimed hands and leading me into the greenhouse.
“Oh God, Phil. Your hands.”
He grimaced. “It’s alright. It only hurts when I move.”
I reclaimed my arms, rushing to the counter. There was a first aid kit around here somewhere… It had been moved since I’d cut up my face blowing up the greenhouse, but it still hung haphazardly from its new shelf. Dad had practically thrown it in our haste to get to the car.
Phil sat on the bench, palms up on his knees. He didn’t look at them, though. He didn’t even look at me. He looked into the furthest reaches of the room, at the cluster of primroses in the corner. I flopped onto the bench beside him, jerking his attention back to me while I searched for burn cream.
“Why the hell would you do that, Phil?” I demanded.
He shrugged. “It’s not so bad.”
“Not so—We should be going to the hospital!”
“Some burn cream would suffice, if you don’t mind.” I didn’t argue. The look of his damaged skin, the damage I’d caused, made me want to wretch.
“I’m…I’m sorry, Phil.”
He offered a smirk. “You’re still just a baby at this. You’re learning.”
I didn’t see the same humor in it. “I would’ve killed them,” I whispered. “I wanted to.”
Apparently, it wasn’t anything he didn’t already know. He gave me a knowing look. “But you didn’t.”
“Because of you.”
“Because of me. And because you cared.”
“But what if you weren’t there?” I hissed. “I could’ve…I would’ve…”
“I’ll always be there when you need me.” He nudged me with his shoulder. “And if I’m not, you just have to remember the girl who scolded me for stealing.”
I made the mistake of meeting his eyes. The urge to touch him, even if it was just to hug him, crashed over me. He leaned in, undoubtedly feeling my desire like electricity in the air. I could feel his just as potently.
I snapped back to the first aid kit, pulling a foil packet of burn cream from the unkempt stack of ointments and Neosporin. Phil had already proven he cared very little for his own well-being. It seemed that I would have to care enough for the both of us.
Dabbing a cotton ball in the cream, I reached for his hand, only to pause with inches to spare. “Maybe you should take care of it.”
He nodded, and pinched the cotton ball between his fingers. “Thank you.” I watched him work, hissing and groaning as he pressed the yellow cream to his fragile skin. When he’d finished with that, I took a roll of gauze from the kit. His eyes crinkled in the corner when he chuckled. “I might need some help with that.”
“You know I can’t.”
He took the gauze as well and wound it around his first palm. Then the other. My desire to touch him crackled in the air, practically screaming that I give in. “Are you okay, Edy?”
I cast him a dry look. “I’m sure you know just as well as I do.” He waited for me to go on. “I feel so…alone.”
“I’m right here.”
I stood, pacing so I wouldn’t give in to the urge. The distance didn’t help. “I want to touch people. Hugs. Handshakes. High-fives. Anything. But every time I do, all I can think about is that I’m stealing their lives out from under them. And I want…” I want to kiss you. I refused to say it aloud. “I want to feel normal. Without worrying that I’m hurting someone.”
He stood along with me, stilling with his hands on my shoulders, and winced. “I could teach you.”
“Teach me what?”
“It’s not impossible that you would be able to be around people without feeding.”
Hope welled in my chest. Already two steps ahead of me, my arms tried to embrace him before I let them fall, dejected back to my sides. “How?” I pleaded. “How can I touch you?”
He smiled sadly. “It will take concentration.” He extended his hand until it nearly touched mine. “Your instinct will be to feed on me, but you have to hold back.” His palm brushed mine. “Picture us as two separate entities. Two solid masses of energy that remain completely intact.”
It was…difficult. For one, feeding on Phil felt good and resisting the taste of his happiness felt like torture. For another, every fiber of my being screamed at me to lose focus. Even being in close proximity with him demanded a slip. My body wanted to be one with his.
But I held back. When I was sure holding his hand wasn’t detrimental to his health, I kept the awareness of his mortality in the forefront of my mind, hungry for something other than his essence.
My arms opened and circled Phil, fingers edging up the back of his shirt so that my skin warmed his. When he didn’t pull away, I came closer, laying my head on his chest to listen to the pound of his heart in my ear.
For one miraculous moment, I realized that its beat matched mine.
Slowly, hesitantly, his arms rounded me, hands flattening across my back. He didn’t say a word. I didn’t say a word.
Spurred on by his acceptance, I let my hand fist in the material of his shirt and pull it over his head, only to be surprised again that he didn’t fight me. Stripped bare from the waist up, he was quite beautiful, all sharp angles and fine edges. I looked up into his violet eyes to find them already looking down at me, brow crinkled with confusion.
Nevertheless, he pulled my shirt off as well.
“What is this?” he whispered.
The chill in the air made the decision easier that I would press myself against him, chest to chest without the hindrance of clothes between us. Suddenly feeling very shy, I couldn’t raise my voice any louder than his, “I can feel you.”
The tips of his fingers felt over the curve of my waist, settling on my hips to keep me close. He nodded. “I can feel you, too.”
My hands extended upward, then paused. I had tried this once before, and it hadn’t ended well for him. “Can…can I?”
I doubted he had any idea what I was asking for. I didn’t even know what I was asking for. But with his nod, I threw caution to the wind and held his face in my grip, enjoying the flesh like scales under my palms. Flesh that hadn’t felt anyone’s lengthy touch in a long time.
Phil’s eyes closed, breath escaping through his lips. The moment I found them in my sight, I couldn’t look away, so, thinking nothing on boundaries, or how angry he might’ve been that I’d risked him so grossly, I shifted forward onto my toes and closed the distance between us.
His breath halted with surprise.
The small sound snapped me out of my own stupidity. I reared back, eyes wide, and covered my mouth with my hand. His eyes were still closed.
“I…I’m sorry.” I tried to pull away from him but the hands on my hips kept me still.
His voice was ragged. Sultry. “Eden. I did not tell you to stop.” He didn’t wait for a reply, pulling me up onto my toes again to wrap me up in his arms. Once again, his mouth fell on mine.
My heart jackhammered in my chest as I dwelled on that image in my head of two different entities. Every time his lips moved on mine, I grew just the slightest bit further away from that thought, only to remember myself and cling to it afresh. Phil was more important than my own desires. Phil had to be more important than my own desires.
When I could no longer stand to risk him, I jerked backward, keeping my lips and my skin as far from him as I could manage while imprisoned in his embrace. He didn’t make it easy, breathing shallowly and dropping his forehead on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I know. It can’t be easy.”
I shook my head. “You have no idea.”
That didn’t stop him from prodding my bottom lip with his thumb, and then delivering another kiss to the spot he’d touched. I clung to that image. Two entities. Separate.
“Please, Phil. I can’t take anymore,” I hissed.
He nodded, releasing me with begrudging slowness. His rebel fingers brushed over my face. I sighed, enjoying the feel as much as I wanted to cast it away. Reluctantly, he spoke, “I thought it would matter that you have those red eyes.”
“Does it?”
He shook his head.
I pried his hand away from my face, wrapping it up in my fingers so they would dangle between us. “This could’ve been so much easier.”
His face broke with pain. “It will be easy again.”
“When?”
He stared down at me, into me, through me. “You can move forward, like me. College. Career. All the pleasures of mortals that I’ve been deprived of.” Carried away by a daydream, he smiled, “Old. Wrinkled. Happy. Looking back on a life where I contributed to the world, instead of taking from it.”
I could see the pretty picture in his head and smiled for him, if only bitter-sweetly. Maybe we could’ve been neighbors. Against my will, an image came to mind of a time-weathered Phil sitting beside me on a porch swing, looking out over a yard full of grandchildren. Our grandchildren.
It hit me like a punch to the gut. That would never happen. He didn’t want that to happen.
“A career?” I inquired, needing some diversion from the melancholy that pervaded my being. “What would you do?”
“I’d be a doctor,” he replied easily. “As penance for the harm I’ve done.”
I nodded. “That’s a nice thing to do.” My throat tightened. I backed away from him, needing very much to be alone. I pulled my shirt over my head again. “Maybe I’ll come visit you sometimes. I’ll bring roses and teach you all the different meanings.”
The smile on his face faded. I didn’t blame him. My resolve to stop feeding wavered with every moment I grew hungrier.
“I’ll practice a lot by then. But if staying away is best, no problem. I completely understand,” I rambled. “I’ll mail them. Maybe I’ll even write letters. We could be pen pals.”
My hands shook. Phil’s silence made me nervous, like he was readying to tell me bad news and I braced myself for it. I couldn’t look him in the eye, so I found the petals of a nearby primrose. I can’t live without you.
Somehow, that was worse. “I think I might need a nap. See you at school tomorrow, right? That Calculus test is going to be brutal.”
“Eden.”
As much as I ordered my legs to keep moving, bringing me closer to the stairs, they froze. Phil made no move to approach me.
“There will never be anyone for me but you.”
The silence lingered so heavily that I wondered if he’d spoken at all. Finally, he sighed, turning his eyes to the floor as though the sight of me pained him. “I see. How could I compete with the prospect of forever? Power? I wouldn’t choose me, either.”
I hadn’t realized there was a choice to make. Raising my hands, I probed his face and could hardly believe that I felt actual flesh and blood beneath my fingers.
My voice caught in my throat. “I know what you said the other day…about never wanting to feel the way Jehanne made you feel. I don’t want you to think I’m pushing too far, but I have to know. Could you ever really love me? Knowing that it could hurt you?”
He fixed me under the heat of his stare. “I already do.”
From someone far away came an earth-splitting crack. The shatter of glass.
Phil’s body stepped between me and the wall. He jerked. Grunted. His face contorted with surprise as he whispered, “Ow.”
“What—?” I had to raise my arms before he could tip forward and collapse me. “Oh my God!” Nevertheless, I fell to my knees under his weight.
His breath hissed through his teeth. “Edy?”
“What’s wrong? Phil! What is it?” I settled him on his knees and immediately noticed the drool of red dripping onto the floor between us. “Oh God, you’re bleeding.”
Every one of his gasping breaths sounded surprised. “It…It hurts?”
“It’s okay.” He leaned more heavily against my shoulders. “I’m going to lay you down, alright? Can you do that for me?”
He nodded wordlessly, collapsing against the concrete.
I almost wished he’d stayed on his knees. Sprawled out on his back, I could see the front of his shirt in all its glory, and the wet mark marring it. “Oh God.” I moved to cover my mouth but the palms of both hands ran red with his blood.
“Edy?”
Swallowing back the nausea, I moved his shirt aside and had to force myself not to flinch away from the many holes resulted from the buckshot piercing his middle. Phil stared at my face. I didn’t want him to know how bad it looked.
“You’re okay,” I swore, flattening my palms over the wound.
Phil convulsed, hips bucking upward into my hands, then rolling away. His pained scream rebounded against the glass walls.
“No, no, I know it hurts!” I said, reaffirming the pressure against his middle. “Just lay back, Phil. I’m going to fix you. Okay? Just don’t move.”
My own being throbbed at his pain. My body wished to recoil from the touch of his bare flesh. Phil’s arm swept out, throwing my arm away from him. “No!”
I clenched my fists. “Then we have to go to the hospital. We have to go now.” I didn’t wait for a response before I forced my hands under his back and hauled him upright. An involuntary cry erupted from Phil. “It’s okay, honey, we’re going to get you help. I promise we’re going to get help.”
At least, we would if I could get him off the ground, but I wasn’t getting anywhere without Phil’s help.
“Phil, can you stand?”
He struggled upward, sliding on his own blood, but, with my help, he stood against my side.
“That’s good, that’s real good, Phil, just follow me to the door. I’ll grab the car keys and we’ll be at the hospital really soon.” His face looked pale already. I shifted him to one arm, falling against the glass door so it would slide open. Staggering across the room, I collapsed against the counter. “Where—where the hell are the keys?” I growled.
A single glance through the window proved there wasn’t a car, either. Not even the store truck. Instead, there was a crowd…no, an angry mob, shrieking at my shop like it had wronged them.
Zach’s followers, who’d followed me home.
I slammed my fist into the register. “Damn it!”
“Eden?” Phil moaned.
“No, don’t worry. I’m going to get you there. Even if we have to walk the whole way!” The blood flowed more heavily through his clothes. “We’ll get there.”
The moment we passed through the front door, the sound of screaming breached the store like a popped balloon. They stood in every direction, their sheer numbers making them dense. “Move!” I shouted, diving into the crowd. “Get out of the way!”
The sudden movement sent Phil falling back to the ground with a yelp. I struggled to reclaim my grip on him and our dance to bend him over my shoulder began anew. All the while, the crowd pressed in on us.
“Please, move,” I begged.
They only shouted back at me, spitting obscenities or damning me to hell.
I dragged Phil across the pavement, unable to lift him. When that, too, didn’t work, I settled on holding him close so he wouldn’t feel their hands reach for us.
His eyes rolled into his head. “Eden? I can’t see you.”
I doubted he even knew where he was. “I’ve got you.” My voice shook. “Don’t you worry one bit, Phillip. I’ll protect you.”
From somewhere across the mob, a male voice shouted. “Shoot again! Shoot the blasphemer!”
My breath caught in my throat. I didn’t know which was worse: Phil being shot, or the fact that the bullet had been meant for me. The rise of heat in my throat made my voice strong. “I will protect you, Phil.”
“Eden?” he whimpered. “I can’t see.”
My hair jerked backwards in someone’s grip. “Ow!” I pulled in the opposite direction, but another person in the congregation yanked at Phil’s foot. “Let go! Move.”
It seemed my pleas only made things worse. People grabbed for us in every direction, demanding my death, throwing themselves in front of us. My exhales came more harshly with the growing frustration. “Get out of my way!”
My head spun. The mass amount of people moving around me all blended into a sea of grey. Their voices faded away to a dull buzzing in my ears. I focused on the rise and fall of Phil’s chest to stay in the present, counting every second that he remained alive and in my arms.
A bare hand stuck my face, filling me with the potent hate of a hundred angry townspeople. My ears rang from the impact and my skin stung. Beneath me, Phil whispered my name, breaths growing shallow. “Edy.”
Sound came back all at once.
“Get out of my way!” Orange light flared, heat exploded in my face, and the people assembled around us dispersed with screams: some of pain, some of fear. An opening split the crowd, wide enough that I could take off easily between them.
Fueled with the essence of whoever had dared to touch me, I lifted Phil into my arms with ease.
Strangers rolled across the ground, their clothes lit up by flames.  At the furthest reaches of the parking lot, the van that had carried me and Zach to dinner a lifetime ago now idled with a single passenger. The cigarette he’d been smoking fell to the ground, only barely used.
His jaw slackened. “You…You’re the devil!”
I followed his gaze out across the parking lot, at the people whose faces ranged from terrified to furious to charred and my rage cooled. Regret washed in.
What had I done?
Had my default really become to hurt and steal and punish? My stomach roiled with nausea. It had been like second nature to suck the life from whatever—whoever— stood closest. It had never occurred to me before and yet, I feared it hid right beneath the surface of my skin.
I was a monster. A Gregory.
A Zach.
“The devil wants your keys.”
He handed them over, wasting no time in throwing himself as far from me as he could get. Folding Phil into the passenger’s seat, I rounded the van and got out of that parking lot faster than if Lucifer himself had come to chase me.
“Eden? What’s happening?”
I chewed on my lip. He wouldn’t have approved of my methods, even in pursuit of life-saving treatment, but I didn’t feel bad. I felt…great. The hate sustained me. It gave me something else to feel besides the agony. “I’m getting you help.”
Phil lost consciousness before we made it to the hospital. As I walked him into the ER, the pain with every step roused him only slightly.
“Help! Please, I need help.”
For a while, there was nothing but chaos. I handed him off to doctors on a gurney. Faces swirled around me, all unrecognizable and stern. They shouted to one another, spitting phrases I didn’t listen to, sprinkled with Phil’s name.
I trailed after them while they worked, leaning over his wounds, performing CPR, shocking him with the defibrillator. All the while, I eyed the staff around the room, wondering which of them would be my unwitting donor should this go south.
No, no, no, what was wrong with me? It would be wrong to trade one life for another’s, even if it was Phil’s at stake. Phil who mattered more than anyone in the world. My Phil.
Even now, while he still lived and breathed, I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop myself.
“Losing him,” the doctor muttered, preparing the defibrillator for another shock.
I didn’t need to see another. His body shook from the trauma of the last, arms pulled to his chest, eyes wide and terrified. “Hey! That’s enough!” I snapped, shoving by them to fall beside his bed. He stared through the ceiling, only barely conscious. “Phil, I’m here. Can you hear me?”
“Edy?” his voice barely cracked. “I’m scared. And I…I’m cold.”
My heart broke. “I’m going to fix you, okay? I’m going to help you. And then everything will go back to normal, okay?”
“Miss, you have to move.”
“Someone, get her out of here!”
I ignored them. “Just a little touch. And we can be together again.”
“Don’t,” he whimpered. “Edy, please. Let me go.”
I stilled with my hand mere inches from his skin. As my eyes held his, they burned with traitor tears. “You wouldn’t live for me?”
His eyes unfocused, looking through me instead of at me. “You deserve better than what I would become if I lived.”
“What are you talking about?”
Despite his clear blindness, I swore he smiled up at him, if only slightly. “I’ll finally be worthy of you.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” I demanded. Phil beseeched me with a stare that filled with moisture. Tears brewed and ran over his cheeks. “Phil? Phil!”
The burn of his life flickered across my brain, like a candle caught in the breeze. Staring up at me, fingers twitching around mine, he tried to speak but words wouldn’t emerge. I clung to him, willing the air that threatened him away. Willing him to live.
“Eden?” Phil’s grip on my hand only slackened. Nevertheless, he managed to smile at me through the thickness of tears. “Do you think…” he murmured, “if we’d had more time…could you have loved me?”
I gripped him with all the strength I had left. “I already do.”
Then, the wind blew a little too hard, and the candle blew out.
















21. Grey

I stared into those eyes long after they faded from bright crimson to an almost human shade of brown. My fingers curled more tightly around his hand. Tighter. Tighter. I didn’t know why. Because I thought I’d float away without his touch to buoy me? Because I thought it would anchor his soul in this body?
His skin turned a cement-like shade of grey.
I outstretched the tendrils of my sixth sense, searching for the taste of his consciousness. “Phil?” I hissed. “Phil!”
His eyes didn’t shut. His lips didn’t move. He laid there. Still. Silent. Grey.
And I felt nothing. No pain. No sadness. No fatigue. The bed before me had become a void, as though no one laid there at all.
Behind me, the chaos of the ER slowed to a stop. A nurse packed away the defibrillator. An EMT backed away from the cot. From beyond the cotton that obstructed my eardrums, I barely made out the sound of a doctor speaking. “Four o’ three p.m.”
My fingers froze up, rigor mortis seeming to set into my bones. While I blinked, tears making my eyes burn, a sharp, stabbing pain kicked me in the middle and threatened to rip me in two. “No,” I whispered. Shaking my head, I bit down on my lip until I tasted blood. “No.”
A hand found my shoulder and squeezed. Its owner’s concern wafted over me. “Miss? I think it would be best if you sat down.”
I chewed on my cheek. It would be best if I took the doctor’s hand and fed until I could bring life back into Phil’s body…no. No it wouldn’t. It would be best if those crimson eyes would blink back into awareness. It would be best if this nightmare would just end.
But no matter how much I wanted…I couldn’t. Phil hadn’t wanted to live on stolen time. I had to respect that, even if I couldn’t understand it; even if I didn’t agree with it. If the only comfort I could take was in the peace it gave him to die a moral mortal man, I couldn’t take that from him.
I wouldn’t.
My shoulders shook with my sobs. I didn’t know how to answer him, so I didn’t. But as the convulsing took over my body, I managed to release Phil’s hand and collapsed backward onto the cold floor. My fingers crept over my eyes. From somewhere deep within the cavern of my chest, I was sure my heart had just erupted into a million crimson glass shards.
That grip didn’t leave my shoulder. The doctor, heavily bedecked in his white coat and scrubs, stared down at me with a growing look of sympathy. “Please, miss. Let’s get you to a chair so I can call your mom.”
I blinked, blinding myself with a grey haze in time with another kick to my middle. Arms wrapping around my middle, lungs collapsed, I bent over myself while I waited for this pain to subside but it resisted.
It felt…cold. Familiar.
Just like that, Lily’s face surfaced in my mind.
Across the room, a stand of equipment rattled. Scalpels shook themselves over the edge, crashing against the floor in a cacophony of metallic clinks. The hand slipped from my shoulder as the doctor looked out across the ER. The bodies of staff slowed. Patients glanced about in minor panic. Personal items shook off desks and beds and the rungs of curtains slid from their rods.
The Earth beneath our feet quaked.
A high-pitched screech grew in my skull, easily drowning out the cries of, “Earthquake!” I covered my ears, curling into myself in defense. The circle of my own embrace could provide my only safety now. The outside world brought only pain.
The doors slammed open, leaving rectangular dents in the wall. Before I met eyes with the figure standing in the doorway, I heard his voice, somehow devoid of its usual, mocking overtones. “Eden Graves!”
Gregory Bronwyn narrowed his eyes down at me. His head jerked either way, scoping out the mortals around the room. With mere twitches of his fingers, strangers rose off the ground, some flying through the doorway and into the hall, others hitting walls. Those of the latter fell to the floor and slid across the tile.
He strode through the destruction of his own making, unperturbed by the screams that followed his victims into the neighboring corridor. As the last of them, the doctor who’d worked over Phil, vanished, the doors shut and locked. Then, came the silence.
Crossing the ER in less than ten steps, he shoved me aside, taking my place at Phil’s left hand. He grabbed his chin between his fingers with frantic purpose. The seconds ticked on. Gregory released him, arm returning slowly to his side. “You didn’t help him.”
The tears made my throat sticky, words garbled as though they emerged through glue. “He told me not to.”
“And you listened?” He rounded on me with arm outstretched, fingers curling around my windpipe. He hauled me off the ground. “You had to be so honorable? He’s dead now. He’s dead because of you.”
I choked back my retort. I couldn’t argue what I already knew and the hand he held to my throat disallowed all sound. I gasped for breath.
Spinning on his heel, he thrust his arm outward, striking the wall with my dangling body. The fragile wood buckled in the shape of my silhouette. Gregory’s lips met my throat, dragging upward until they bit at my ear. My head spun, stars speckling my sight, body demanding oxygen.
“It would seem that you and I have a mutual goal again, little sister.”
My body crumbled, fatigue coursing through my veins. Pain pounded behind my eye. The feeling of impending death hit me hard and unnaturally, like a grape drying up in the sun. I kicked at Gregory, rearing back into the wall. “What’re you doing?”
“You’re going to help me save Philly-boy.”
Mustering up whatever strength remained in my hands, I pried myself free of his grip and fell, breathless, to the floor. In the same fluid motion—as fluid as I could be, given the muddled state of my brain—I jumped to my feet and out of his reach.
Gregory snickered. He laughed hard and loud and humorlessly, pacing away from me with head dropped in his hands. “I knew I should’ve killed you. All would be as it should be if I’d just killed you.”
“Phil made his own choices,” I muttered, though I didn’t know if I meant it.
“If not for Phil, I would’ve left you to die in that wreck,” he said without inflection. Without feelings. Without remorse. “It would’ve been a lot easier than listening to the brooding and the shame and the disgusting wish for mortality. It would’ve done him better to let you die, but he wouldn’t have it and I should have known it.” He hesitated, a haunted look coming over him. “I should’ve stopped that nonsense when I heard him mention you at that damned flower shop.”
I backed away. Gregory had always looked somewhat crazed, but, at the moment, his eyes screamed unhinged.
“’So unlike all the others,’ he told me. The light at the end of the tunnel. A drop of sunlight.” He shook his head. “Now you’re walking around and he’s dead.”
“Killing me isn’t going to save him, Greg,” I squeaked.
“And if it could? Would you?”
My back met the furthest wall. Probing with my hand, I found the door handle and seized the opportunity for escape. The locks held tight. “Let me out.”
“Lost interest so soon?”
“Let me out!”
“Now that you can’t bleed him dry, you can forget all about him?” An invisible force gripped me like a giant hand around my waist, lifting me off the floor and into open air. I clung to the door handles as the pull grew, wanting very much to fling me across the room. “Well you’ve done just enough damage, little sister. It’s about time you face the consequences!”
My fingers lost their grip on the cold metal, arms flailing to reaffirm some grip. Instead, the wind whipped through my hair, journey ending hard against the wall. My lungs collapsed. My knees met the ground.
I gasped for breath, looking up at Gregory. “What the hell are you doing—?”
He convulsed, body twitching and contorting around crunching bone. The ends tore through flesh, sending it falling to the floor in tatters. Gregory reached through the openings in his bloody outer shell like the sleeves of a t-shirt. With mouth growing steadily more agape, I watched as limbs like a corpse swathed in reptilian scales stretched out in my direction, fingers curling toward me in beckoning.
His face stripped away, second skin peeling off the true, dark outline of his skull. Aside from the glowing, red orbs hiding within the dark abyss of his eye sockets, nothing remained of Gregory. At least, not the Gregory I knew. This creature resembled something more akin to a seven-foot-tall emaciated dog than anything close to human.
I couldn’t get a grip on the floor, so engrossed in trying to bolt. “Dear God!”
Bony fingers curled around the material of my shirt, lifting me easily off the ground. Gregory fit me into the Eden-shaped dent in the wall and thrust me against the hard tile. Once. Twice. Three times.
Drool dripped over my busted lip, mingling with blood courtesy of my splintering teeth. All around me, the blue wall swirled into a haze. The world spun. If not for the smell of lilies, of comfort, of Camellias, I wouldn’t have known that he’d turned me to face him.
“If you close your eyes, you won’t feel a thing.”
It was probably the concussion that told me to listen to him. After all, what was the point of fighting anymore. I couldn’t match up against a creature like him. And a relief from the pain would feel…nice.
My body slackened, more ragdoll than person. My ears retreated into ringing. I waited for the dark, and then the dark came.
From somewhere beyond the ringing and the muttered words, came a metallic clang.
The world around me returned in bits and pieces. First, the cold of the floor under my face. The smells: rubbing alcohol, linens, and death. Then, the monster of what was Gregory, doubled over beneath the towering figure of one Lily Bronwyn, armed with a bent, metal bedpan.
She looked nothing like herself. The Lily I knew was detached. Emotionless. I might’ve imagined I’d see her watch Gregory choke the life out of me with no care either way how I met my end.
This Lily sobbed. With face streaked with tears and chest heaving, her agonized wails echoed against the walls.
She chewed on her lip, whimpers easing between her teeth as she tried to calm down. By the time she spoke, it was only in a whisper. “Phil is dead.”
Gregory shook his head like a smacked dog. “Lily?”
She reared back with bedpan still held tightly in hand. This time, when she hit him, he fell, crashing into two beds that, then, collapsed in a heap of linen. “And you still can’t find an ounce of humanity in you for all of your years spent eating it!”
He sat up, a multitude of bruises across his ghastly temple healing up before my eyes. He bared his teeth. “Humanity isn’t going to save Phil, Lilith.”
“Humanity would be understanding that he doesn’t want to be saved.”
She tried to strike him again but one of his clawed hands caught her wrist, holding her over the floor. “Your defect doesn’t change my mind.” He smiled up at me. “You both must be truly weak, after all. Falling for pretty words from the King of Lies. For all his talk of sacrifice and morality, do you think any of that matters now? Phil is dead. He can’t benefit from this crusade from the abyss. He might not like that I have given him life, but he will get over it. He will be just as he was before this place.”
He shifted his monstrous gaze to Lily, but she didn’t look afraid. She didn’t even flinch.
“Would you rather give your life for him, sister? I suppose it doesn’t matter which of you does.”
“You could kill me,” she deadpanned. “But you won’t.”
“Oh?” He leaned into her face until his breath blew wisps of hair over her shoulders. “That is news to me.”
“Why do you care to bring him back, Gremory? You’ve never cared before.”
All the while I staggered to my feet, gripping the wall for support, I wondered what she thought she would gain by trying to convince him. It was as she had said: Gregory had no humanity. He wouldn’t be swayed.
But as her hand came up, closing around the bony wrist that held her, things began to click. Was she—could she be—feeding on him?
No. Her grey skin proved that she got none of the sustenance that was sure to be pulsing so potently through his inhuman form. So what was she doing…?
“Phil’s death weakens us all. Can you not feel it through your Fade?” he sneered.
“Of course I feel it. I feel loss. The loss of my brother.”
“Brother,” he laughed. “What have you become? Nothing of my kind. Nothing of my kind would bow like some worm. Loss? How do you even know what this loss would feel like?”
“I know it well.”
Gregory shook his massive head. “You are ruined, Lilith. Evolution says I should stomp you into the ground. Another pathetic mortal.”
The tears made her eyes shine. “For all of our time together, you would end me so quickly?”
His spit coated her cheeks. Arm twitching, he snapped her wrist. “With the snap of my fingers.”
She didn’t cry. Barely a groan rumbled in her chest.
“Leave her alone!” I whimpered.
He dropped her. Lily crumpled like a Halloween store skeleton.
“Little sister,” he croaked. “I’m sorry. You must feel awfully left out.” He glanced between us. “Perhaps I should kill you both. Save myself the trouble.”
Through the massive headache clouding my mind, I found the metronomic tick of the clock on the wall pressing forward. If I squinted hard enough, I could make that short hand point ever-closer to five. No windows gave us view to the outside world, but I thought that meant sunset had to be closing in.
A plan clicked into place.
“You know you can’t kill her, Greg,” I snapped. “If one sibling dead weakened you so badly, what would make you want to kill another?”
I tried to walk, keeping both hands on the wall and my gaze on Lily’s motionless body.
Gregory’s body shook with chuckles that sounded more manic by the second. “The dog barks. She barks and she barks but what is she saying? What does she know? This thing,” he gestured to Lily’s limp form, “has weakened me far longer than I should’ve allowed.” Turning the full force of crimson eyes on me, he continued, “Will you do the same?”
“What are you talking about?”
“I saw it in life and I see it in death. You love Phil. Which baffles me. Why, if you love him, are you leaving him to rot?” he giggled.
“He asked me—”
He held up a long, clawed forefinger to stop me. “But I won’t sit here deciphering the thought processes of pups. I don’t care why you do what you do. I’ll do what I came here to do. And you will help me do it.”
Lily lifted her head, eyes meeting mine across the room. She nodded.
“It’s not happening.”
She grabbed his ankle with her unbroken hand, pulling him backward so he looked down. In the same moment, I threw myself at him, arms winding around his neck so I could haul myself to his level. My mouth fell over his, lips meeting…whatever blackened flesh bordered his mouth. Surprise made him stiff, claws wrapped in the back of my shirt. Pulling me away or holding me to close, I didn’t know.
Kissing him made me sick. Mostly because it didn’t make me sick when it absolutely should have. This was Gregory beneath me, fingers curled into my shirt. Not Phil. Not a human.
A monster.
But my demonic sensibilities didn’t care. They didn’t even notice. All they wanted was the delicious taste of power that Gregory had in spades. Power that flowed into me like a waterfall. Power that filled me from the swell of my lip to the tips of my fingers.
With that power came the acrid taste of rage. His was a palpable sort, more akin to battery acid in my veins than any feeling I’d ever known from another.
But in many ways, it felt…right. This was who I was supposed to be. The monster. The devil. The Gregory.
And, for this one moment, I relished in the guiltlessness. I relished in the potent taste of my self.
I relished in being the devil, instead of his helpless victim.
He shoved me back, weakening limbs forcing me into the wall with a force that barely put a dent in the wall. Unlike before, where flying through the air felt too fast to see, I pinpointed every dust mite in the air. Every movement he made looked almost human. By the time my back struck tile in a spray of dust and broken shards, I expected it and dropped harmlessly to my feet.
“A fine final act if I do say so myself,” he chuckled. “But it will make no difference in your end. Your wiles may have swayed Phil, but I’m a bit choosier.”
“Choosier? You would have kissed a garbage can if it showed you any attention. Maybe not even then.”
He chuckled along with me. “Maybe. Maybe, indeed.”
Stepping toward me, the grim smile on his face edged ever higher, splitting his cheeks. Then, it dropped. Horror masked his sick glee, then indignation. From the tip of his clawed toe, he turned grey, stone taking over the bones and the tatters of flesh making up his limbs.
“No. No!” He tried in vain to step closer. “Eden!”
I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “Goodbye, Greg.”
And then all that was left of Gregory, was a stone beast.
















22. Amaryllis

I hardly remembered how to move.
It would’ve made sense that we beat it before anyone gathered up the courage to open the doors and see us near a statue of a reptilian beast. If I were capable of coherent thought, I would’ve taken Lily and dragged her through the window.
In this true reality, I knelt beside the cot, fingers playing through the dimming locks of blonde hair that fell over Phil’s forehead. The blood had long since dried, painting his grey skin vivid red. Uncaring of the stain, I pressed my lips to his forehead.
Could you have loved me?
Pain I’d never known pierced my heart. As the words whispered through my mind, I laid my head on the bed, murmuring in his ear, “I love you. I will always love you.” Even if he couldn’t hear me.
Even if he never would.
The girl at my back made no attempt to speak. From time to time, her hand would fall on my shoulder, brushing soothing circles into my skin, but she never said a word. Not in condolence, not in grief, not even to push me toward escape.
I was grateful to her for it. And for so much else it seemed. I owed my life to Lily now, even if I couldn’t fathom what she’d saved when she came to my rescue.
I lived to walk the Earth another day, but what could I offer now?
“Lily?”
“Hmm?”
Searching for a glimmer of life in the dead eyes on the cot, I breathed, “What happens now?”
She sighed, peeling her hand away and taking a seat on the edge of the bed. “I have found the only option is to continue.”
The pain tore through my chest with such ferocity, it ripped the breath from my lungs. “I don’t want to.”
Grey eyes burned through my forehead. “You would die now?”
I didn’t reply. To disagree would be a lie but to nod, to Lily who’d suffered so much, felt almost as bad.
“I wish you would’ve realized that when Gregory would’ve done it. At least he would’ve returned Phil.”
I scowled, recalling pretty words she’d spouted about Phil’s wishes. “Why haven’t you killed me, then? Because you can’t?”
“If Phil had wanted to live, he would’ve.” She lifted his shirt to survey the work of the buckshot. “He would’ve heard that bullet coming. He could’ve moved.” The look she shot me could’ve turned me to stone. “Unless he did.”
“What are you implying?”
“He had two options. To move into the way or to move out of the way. What reason could he have had to do what he did?” In a gesture of comfort I didn’t know her capable of, she took my hand. “He took it for you. And you can sit here and say you don’t want to.”
I chewed on my tongue. “How am I supposed to do it?” All I ever brought was pain. To Zach. To my parents and their business. Now, to Phil.
“We could begin by getting out of here.”
My fingers stilled in their ministrations through his hair. “We can’t leave him here.”
“He’s not in there anymore, Eden.”
She was right. Of course she was right. It still took a few hard tugs to force me into motion and, even then, my neck craned to keep him in my line of sight all the way through the door.
Without a care for who saw our faces, Lily led me down the halls of the hospital, passed the crowd of professionals and patients alike that had only just recovered from being tossed through the air by Gregory. They watched us go as we clung to each other.
If not for Lily’s shoulder, my knees would buckle.
My body protested the cold. All the way back home, it ached in my limbs and burned under my skin. But the closer we came to The Garden of Eden, the easier it became to decipher that the cold didn’t come from the winter around me. It came from within, from some frigid wind that blew unobstructed in my soul. At least, what was left of it.
“They will want to see you.”
Her detached voice pierced my reverie like a needle. It brought me back to a parking lot full of people who hadn’t yet noticed us standing there. People that had called me the devil.
The people that killed Phil.
My hands warmed in anticipation, eyes surely blazing red. I thirsted for death, legs moving toward them with purpose. The need to feed sat in darkness, unafflicted by the scum bedecked in charred clothes. There were less of them now. At least I could credit the human race as having a few members that knew when it was time to run.
Still, I didn’t want a single one sustaining me.
An iron grip claimed my wrist. “It isn’t all their fault.”
I didn’t know who to cast my scowl on: the humans who’d stolen Phil from me, or Lily, who wanted to give them a pass?  “They knew what they were doing.”
“Do they ever really know what they’re doing?” she inquired with a sarcastic tilt to her lip. It was the closest I’d ever seen her come to a smile. “Humans are slaves to their emotional response. They do what they must to survive and when they perceive something to be a threat to that, they attack.”
I chewed on my cheek. “I was the threat. They killed Phil.”
“How can you blame them?”
“Because one of them got a gun and shot him in the chest—!”
“He warned you.”
I opened my mouth to continue my rant but my mouth abruptly went dry.
“Humans were never meant to be aware of us. They would know us only as a threat to their survival. Phil warned you and you didn’t listen.”
I got the implication without the words needing to cross the air. Lily didn’t blame these people because she blamed me.
“It’s my fault.”
She didn’t dispute it. “Phil has given you another chance. Try not to screw it up. You need to calm down this situation with the humans. No more spectacles.”
My lungs wouldn’t fill. “It’s my fault.”
“Go inside. These people will get bored. Lay low and they’ll disperse by morning, I’m sure.”
I thought of inside. The pickup truck sat amidst the mob so my parents were inside, waiting for me. Wondering why strangers lurked in our parking lot. They’d be scared. Confused.
Human.
“I…I can’t go inside.”
“Why not?”
“Well…how am I supposed to stay here with them? I can’t control myself…” I chewed my tongue until I tasted blood. “I’ll hurt them. Just like I hurt everybody else.”
“What else is there to do?” she demanded. “I doubt your parents will be in agreement with you staying in my basement. Even then, I don’t think you would want to be so close to Gregory. With time, he will grow bored, but even he will need his space for a while.”
“No,” I shook my head. “No. I mean…leave.”
“And go where?”
“I don’t know.” I choked on my words. “Somewhere far away. Somewhere that I can’t hurt them.”
Lily sighed. “You won’t stay away.”
“I’ll have to.”
“You’re one of the selfish creatures now, Eden. You will live for your own personal gratification.” She whispered, “You are not the type for sacrifice. Not anymore.”
“Then I’ll have to do it now. I’m still capable of it. I know I still love them.” And love is sacrifice, as he’d once told me. “Besides, if I have to fight every day to stay away, I will. But it’s… it’s what I have to do.”
She hesitated. “Are you sure?”
“I don’t have a choice.” With a semi-hysterical chuckle, I continued, “What good am I to them now?”
Lily nodded. “We’ll go together.”
“You don’t have to—”
“What is left for me here?” She pointed to the store. “Say your goodbyes. I’ll find you.”
As I started toward the mob, I agreed, “I’ll find you.”
When I broke through the first layer of people standing guard by our shop, they immediately began their screaming anew. Devil and blasphemer and hellfire hit me like rocks, over and over and over again.
I kept my fists at my side, reminding myself: it’s not their fault.
It’s yours.
By the time I fell through our front door, it hurt to breathe. My parents stood by the register. “Eden, thank god!” Mom gushed, hugging me. “When you weren’t hear we worried they might’ve eaten you.”
I tried to feign a laugh, without success. “Came close enough.”
“They certainly didn’t seem happy with you,” Dad agreed.
“What happened?”
I shrugged. “I said some not very nice things about the second coming of Christ.”
“Aww, did you and Zach have a falling out?”
Truth be told, I’d nearly forgotten him. Now that I had time to think, I wondered where he was. Putting on a show? Manipulating those monsters that followed him into buying him chicken wings?
Feeding?
“You could say that.”
“It’s a circus out there,” Dad commented, fingers pulling the blinds apart to catch a peek. “Would it be good business to sell them the tomatoes to throw at us?”
Mom scowled. “We’ve only got the seeds.”
“Better for us. They throw the seeds, we can vacuum them up tomorrow. Less mess.”
She rolled her eyes. “Real funny, Callum. Let’s remember they’re heckling our daughter. Show some sympathy.”
He glanced between us. “Should…should we throw the tomatoes instead?”
“No.” My lip begrudged curling into a smile. “Maybe we could just go upstairs? Watch a movie? Make some popcorn?”
He opened his mouth with a face that screamed his opposition, but Mom beat him to the punch, throwing her arm over my shoulder and turning me toward the staircase. “Sure, hon’. Sounds fun to me.”
“But we could always do that after we throw tomatoes!”
She cast him a look that had set stronger men ablaze.
“Alright, movie. Popcorn. Sounds great.”
The three of us ascended the stairs in silence, Mom at the forefront with me ducked into her side. Dad trudged behind us, splitting at the top to hunt for popcorn in the kitchen. I picked the movie, some mindless comedy that we could all laugh at, and settled in against her.
Just one more time.
We laughed as the hour grew later and the movie ended, then even after we’d switched back to cable. I almost forgot why I’d organized this.
“If that mob is still out there tomorrow, Ed, I might need your help keeping things smooth, okay?” Dad inquired. “I’ll be there, too. You won’t have to worry.”
I nodded, all too happy to agree, until it occurred to me that I wouldn’t be here. Fighting back what emotion wanted to play out across my face, I kept nodding. “Of course.” My voice cracked. I jolted to my feet. “I think I might actually head to bed.”
They didn’t look up from the television. “Alrighty, hon’, see you in the morning,” Mom said.
Dad grumbled an agreement through a mouthful of popcorn.
My hands shook. It would’ve been a terrible idea to reach out and pull each of them into a hug. Still, I couldn’t help myself but fall into my mother’s arms. “Oof!” Tearing her gaze away from the screen, she giggled, “What’s up, hon’? You blue?” Nevertheless, her arms tightened around me. “You’re getting frown lines!”
“No. Not blue. Just…love you.”
I peeled myself away only to throw myself into Dad. He choked on his popcorn. “Love you too, kid.”
With arms wound tight around his neck, I clung to his side. The stink of his hair, like mulch and dollar store shampoo, had never smelled so appealing. I breathed it in for as long as he allowed me to. As he stirred, I reared back to hold him at arm’s length. “I really do. I love you. So much.”
They locked eyes with wary smiles. “Is something up, D?”
Mom’s hand met my back. “You’re being a little weird.”
“Nah, nah,” I fought back what heat burned at my eyes. “I’m fine. Just…hormonal, I guess.” Standing, I started toward my room before I wiped the tears away. Hopefully, they hadn’t seen. And hopefully they didn’t hear my voice crack around, “Goodnight.”
“Goodnight!”
My feet dragged all the way down the hall. I took great care not to slam the door after I’d vanished inside my room and thrown myself over the bed. Then, the tears fell, sobs shaking my body until I couldn’t breathe. How could I leave them? How could that be the last time I’d ever see them?
Time slipped by like it never had before. The sounds of the television faded away to infomercials, Mom and Dad’s whispered conversation ceased, and their bedroom door clicked shut. I hated that sound.
It meant it was time.
Giving them another fifteen minutes to fall well and truly into sleep, I peeled myself away from the bedspread and hid away as much of my clothes as would fit in my schoolbag. Tossing it over my shoulder, I crossed the room. The window creaked all the way up before it let the cold winter breeze slap me in the face.
Throwing my legs over the ledge and into open air, I took in my bedroom one last time: pink walls, heart border, and a nightstand of pictures, displaying my short life in perfect suspension, smiling alongside my parents. Without thinking of what emotional terrorism I was inflicting on myself, I grabbed an especially toothy one on a trip to the beach and held it close to my heart. On another whim, I took a single drawing of a rose.
“I’ll miss you,” I whispered to the empty room.
Then, I slipped over the edge.
















23. Epilogue

The heat persisted, clinging sticky and damp and ugly to the skin even though darkness fell hours ago. It smelled of the recent rain that had come and gone in the day, a rain I’d watched drip against my bedroom window for what felt like eternities.
Time moved very slowly these days.
In years past, I’d never enjoyed such a heat as this, even when it was seasonable, which, in September, it wasn’t. This wasn’t the same pleasant warmth that kept my parents’ plethora of plants alive and thriving. This heat killed. Still, I yearned to feel at least some of it settle under my skin and comfort my aching bones.
Just like any other time the thought of my parents surfaced in my mind, the Fade seized my sight, turning it a haze of grey. My arms flailed for anything that might save me from hitting the ground as my knees buckled beneath me. Every fabric of my innards throbbed, wishing to expel what little canned pasta I’d forced down my throat into the grass.
It was better that I stayed far away. After all, we’d only left for them, now hidden somewhere in the backwoods of Virginia. My only solace came that at least Mom and Dad would be safe from Gregory so long as he looked for me.
I picked myself back up once the haze retreated and the view of stars and rich brown tree trunks returned. It made no difference to yearn for such things. No matter how hot it got, or wet, or dry, I never felt anything more or less than the cold.
I passed Lily’s window on my way toward the backyard and couldn’t help myself a single glance in at the girl. She slept atop the blankets, impervious to the warmth that came with the bed linens, just like I was. Her chest rose and fell rapidly in sleep. Another nightmare.
The clouds had dispersed, offering us some reprieve from grey, if not on the inside than on the out. Her skin looked even paler in the dim light of the full moon shining down on our new ‘home,’ or hospice, if you looked at it the way I did. Pain accompanied every breath I took now that the Fade had taken me fully in its grip.
Lily was worse.
She still looked beautiful, she would always look beautiful; that didn’t change the fact that with every passing day, she moved slower. She ate less. Her stare would shift often from melancholy into a daze, as though she’d fallen asleep with eyes still open.
I wasn’t sure what I looked for when I peered through her window. Did I hope that she would be lying in bed, breathing heavily as she did now while memories of her beloved wreaked havoc on her already frail mental state? Or did I hope that I would look in to find her still? Did I hope that her torment would end?
I should’ve. That would’ve been the selfless thing to do. I knew Lily begged for death in her moments alone and she deserved relief after these years alone.
But I was a selfish person. Death approached like a derailed freight train, cold and grey and painful. And I was afraid.
Afraid that being what I was would mean an eternity of punishment, if not an eternity of nothingness. Until I saw it for myself, there really was no definitive argument that I’d be going anywhere at all. At least so long as Lily suffered beside me, I didn’t suffer alone.
Averting my eyes, I started down the pathway toward the tree line, of which we had an abundance in our most recent accommodations. From what I could guess, it seemed like a hunting cabin, populated with very little furniture, the stink of old meat, and a layer of dust. Clearly, its true owner didn’t spend much time here. We’d staked our claim in June and hadn’t heard a whisper, not from him and not from any passersby. I wondered if the place even had an address. 
Since the rain was gone, all the summer noises had returned, chirping and singing through the night. I tried to focus on them instead of the words running through my mind. The ones that haunted my every waking moment and now my sleeping ones, too.
Don’t. Edy, please. Let me go.
Time passed slowly but it had passed. It took with it so much I knew about Phil, like his voice and the feel of his fingers on my cheek. Sometimes, I even swore that the image of his face that played in my dreams night after night was only a pale imitation of the perfect man that had walked into my greenhouse.
But time didn’t change those words. And it didn’t change my sorrow, still as fresh and new as the day I’d watched him die. Time only brought new ways of tormenting me.
This evening’s was a doozy.
It had begun as a nightmare. That wasn’t all that extraordinary, I dreamt of him often. But this one had been different, straying from the truth to a time of what could have been, where I’d forsaken what Phil had asked of me on my own selfish whims. He woke cursing my name, promising to hate me for as long as he still drew breath.
He'd been fully engrossed in choking the life out of me when I bolted upright in my makeshift bed of old flannel shirts and the tarp we’d found hanging over a junker in the back, sweat pouring over my skin.
It should have provided me some comfort. I’d done the right thing. Now, all there was to do was reap the consequences as they crept closer to pull me under. And the reminder was ever present, in the harsh breaths and whimpers that eased through the walls from my only companion, in the grey that blinded me when I thought too much, in the ache settling deep in my bones like I was turning to stone.
Lily would meet her end before I did. I hoped the prospect brought her some form of peace.
As I walked barefoot through the untamed wild, the sound of civilization gradually faded into existence. I must’ve walked a great deal further tonight than any other spent escaping my roommate. My first thought was to change course. Avoid them like I avoided everyone else, if not for my own self-imposed suffering than for protection. So long as my par…the pain shimmered in and I stopped the thought before it could yank me to the ground.
So long as they kept hanging my picture, along with the famous banner, Have You Seen Me? it wasn’t safe to show my face. Lily had estimated it would be another year before the circus of my disappearance died down enough to make a trip to the grocery store. I doubted it. They would never stop hoping. Never stop praying. Never stop looking.
Either way, it mattered very little to me. Whether one year or twenty or fifty, I would be long dead, succumbed to the grey and the pain and the fear.
Logic failed me. My feet moved steadily in the direction I’d taken up when I first left the shack. It was a task much more suited to distraction. If I looked down, I could make out the swing of the fronds of greenery blow in the breeze. If I looked up, the canopy of leaves separated enough to make way for the starry sky. While I took no joy in it like I might have in my former life, the wind caressed my face.
The sounds of faraway grew and, with them, my curiosity. Did people still look the same as they did when last I saw them? I chuckled to myself, despite the lack of humor. Of course they would. And they would disappoint in comparison to the face behind my eyelids, a face screwed up in pain as he bled out from a gunshot wound through his middle.
My throat swelled, constricting my airway so I had to, again, stop and lean on a nearby tree for support. I shouldn’t have strayed so far from the house. My mind always ran away with me on these walks, which never boded well for me. Sinking to the ground, I wondered idly if Lily would come looking for me if she didn’t see me in the morning, or if she was already too far gone to care.
I kept my sight enough to count the stars while I waited for the feeling to pass. Was there anything beyond that sky, like he’d told me? I liked to hope so, because there was no way Phil wouldn’t have made it up there. And that had to mean that he was watching me, pathetic in the dirt.
My teeth sank into my lip. Did it make me a lunatic to picture it? Did it make me like Lily to fade away into this delusion of angelic Phil watching over me like a guardian? The taste of blood brought me back to the precipice of reality.
“Phil?” I croaked through a throat that was dry from disuse. Only the crickets replied. “Can you hear me?”
It made sense that there would be no answer. What had I done to deserve a guardian angel?
Nevertheless, my mouth continued to rush around words, hoping beyond hope that I could win, just this once. “Please. If you’re there, can you give me a sign? A hint? Anything?”
Singing crickets. I sighed, ordering myself in vain not to cry. This was why I wasn’t allowed to hope. It only made the fallout that much worse.
Pulling myself to my feet, I wiped away the blooming tears with the back of my hand. I just had to shake it off. At least until I could make it back to the cabin, where a collapse meant a bad day, not a week lost in the woods. But I didn’t turn back. Like a magnetic pull, I gravitated further down the path, where the only hint of life beckoned.
As I drew closer, the sounds became less of a buzz of white noise, distinguishing themselves into varying timbres of boisterous laughter. Even through the melancholy pervading my person, I couldn’t help but find it…pleasant. Somewhere among the rips and tears and bruises within me, it soothed my pain.
Not entirely, of course. There would never come a time when I would be healed. But, like Novocain for a toothache, I could feel myself growing numb. My legs came to a standstill and, for the first time in months, I felt nothing. No pain. No fatigue. No fear.
Just…nothing.
The laughter continued on, interspersed with encouraging shouts and the occasional utterance of profanity. It felt like sunlight.
Until I took my first step closer and the familiar ache from my joints shot into my legs. I didn’t expect it and the shock took my breath away. Still, above the call of the pain, there came a greater insistence: the need to walk. I shifted every other thought onto the backburner and answered its call, forcing one foot in front of another in pursuit of that sound.
Their babbling grew into a dull roar before I was able to make out the shine of a floodlight through the breaks in the trees. Clinging close to the trunks, I kept enough of my wits to stay out of sight as I stalked. If I squinted hard enough, humanoid shapes took form against the heavy light, although, from here, their countenances looked like blank, black canvases. Each of them held a can in their hand, except for one who held two.
The sight of him sent the dizzying agony through me anew. He was tall, very tall, among a sea of men of humbler statures. His chest shook with his musical chuckles as he downed another long gulp from his first can and crushed it in his fist. Then he started on the second one to the soundtrack of his friends’ chanting:
“David! David! David!”
With a satisfied gasp, he broke free of his drink and crushed that can, too. Looking around at the others, he demanded, “Another!”
That voice reached me like I’d heard it in a dream. Driven by a mindless need, I eased closer to the strangers without even the pretense to duck behind the trees. They were so fully engrossed in their festivities, they wouldn’t notice the strange girl weaving through the shrubbery.
They looked younger than I’d expected when their faces came into view, too young to legally be drinking the beer they passed to their biggest friend. At least his size implied that he was a tad bit older, more on the side of college sophomore than high school freshman. Of course, my eye flew instantly to him, and I went still.
Even if I hadn’t been able to recognize the mere shape of him, the clean cut of white hair falling over his forehead reflected the floodlight. A soft jaw puckered around his third beer, just as round and perfect as he’d been months ago as he lay dying.
Phil.
And my dreams had been wholly flawed. That kind of perfect couldn’t be comprehended without constant attention because it wasn’t human. And, while I would’ve drooled over that an eternity ago, now it just filled me with…warmth.
From the center of my chest to the tips of my fingers, pleasant, soothing warmth coursed through my body, driving away the aches and the cold as if it had never been there in the first place. A single glimpse down at my bare hand saw that I glowed. I glowed like the sun. To be full of life after so long devoid of it was a bliss so strong it made the world around me spin.
Stepping ever closer, I sought out his eyes, still scrunched up as he downed the whole can in a single gulp. Leaves crinkled and poked at my feet. For once, I felt them, just like I felt the pain of thorns in the soles of my feet, which had all gone unnoticed through the grey.
I didn’t care.
All that mattered was that I hold the sight of him in my gaze, knowing that the next thing I saw would be a pair of crimson eyes, opening to look on me with the same adoration I remembered. Maybe even more. If I’d gotten his face so wrong, how much had I underestimated every look and smile he’d shot my way?
But as he reared back from the can and opened eyes that shone like glass, a pair of vibrant blue irises turned from his loyal followers to the tree line. I couldn’t stop fast enough to avoid his stare as it fell on me. The last of my hopes crumbled as I saw those human eyes.
Utterly devoid of recognition.
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