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F*KTORY

AAAAAA



For a star to be born,
there is one thing that must happen:

a gaseous nebula must collapse.

So collapse.
Crumble.

This is not your destruction.

This is your birth.

—Noor Tagouri



PART ONE

The Nebula

{ Spring }



cuarer ONE

MY GAZE WAS FIXED on the barrel of the gun.

The hollowness of it.

The rim of its mouth.

Chrome silver, smudged with dirty fingerprints.

Although I'd gotten used to the name-calling and the smacking around, being held at gunpoint by my own flesh and
blood was a bit of a shocker. Good o/’ Frank. My dad. The fat fuckbag. His violent ogreish demeanor was the norm. Five
days out of seven, I would arrive home ten minutes too late (or early) and step into his bubble of drunkenness, ticking him
off to beet-red-faced, bottle-smashing extremes for no apparent reason. Everything promised to propel the fat turd into
explosions of Vesuvian magnitudes. By year fourteen I'd come to expect a lot from being on the receiving end of such
combustions: bruises, black eyes, swollen lips. But I'd never expected #har. Not once had he waved that zbing at me. Not
once a gun.

“Put him down.” The words slurred out of his crooked mouth.

Him is my baby brother, Phil. One year old, his entire life ahead of him, currently unconscious in my thin arms. His
gaping blue eyes rolled white, half-open, as faint seizures sporadically took over his tiny body. Phil is not prone to
seizures. Phil doesn’t have seizures. He’s as healthy as a one-year-old can be. This was not normal. This was Frank’s fault.
But I was practically being held hostage. No dialing 911, no running into the ER. Oh, no. The fat fuck had me locked at
gunpoint. Sweat glistened down his unshaven fatty chin.

Phil convulsed one more time before his tensed muscles relaxed; drool dripped down his thin lower lip.

That’s it, 1 thought. I'm saving my brother.

I took one step toward the front door, and then I heard the weapon click—Frank pulling back the slide on the
automatic; the chamber loading.

By the time my right foot had made it in front of the left one, the blast had already echoed inside the cramped room,
and the bullet had grazed my calf like a serrated shard on fire.

Fire.

I immediately thought of the stars.

Stars.

Heavenly bodies formed by huge clouds of dust and gas bumping into one another, getting bigger, their gravity getting
stronger. Once hot enough, nuclear fusion occurs. And then a star is formed.

People are shaped in a similar way—just like stars—excessive amounts of dust and hot gas. And like stars, everyone’s
life has a turning point prior to their big bang. The shit show before the creation. Y’know, one of those moments that can
fuck you up.

Cleopatra’s was when her father named her joint regent at fourteen. Fucked-up.

Bruce Wayne’s when he witnessed his parents get murdered. Fucked-up.

Charles Manson’s when his mother sold him for a pitcher of beer. Fucked. Up.

Not to mention “Helter Skelter.”

What is life but a fucked-up factory fabricating fuckups?

That, right there—bullet kissing my skin, me painfully attempting to maintain my balance while holding on to Phil—



is my life. An intricate cornucopia of fucked-up. A full-on fuckathon. Every second. Every minute. Every hour.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. There was a time before the bullet, a time before Phil in my arms, a time before
Frank’s attempt at infanticide. A time before the drug. A time before Lumen.

Twenty-four hours.

One thousand four hundred ‘n‘ forty minutes.

Eighty-six thousand four hundred seconds.

Rewind.

Go.

Ladies and gentlemen, sit back, relax.

Welcome to my fuckshow.

Everyone trusts a little girl. Fine, a/most everyone. Fourteen, four foot ten, innocent smile—what’s there not to trust?
Dressed with a badge-encrusted sash and a tote bag overflowing with Samoas and Tagalongs, I easily blended in with all
the other sun-kissed and primed Girl Scouts running around, knocking on strangers’ doors like a Jehovah’s Witness.
Except I wasn’t. Far from it. The only thing I had in common with a Girl Scout™ was that we were both in the sales
business—both pushed to sell by our loving parents; my lard-tub father in my case. Of course the goods were different.
They sold sugar; I sold ozher drugs. We both fed off addicts. I learned this when I was eight at a school-fair competition.
Every student had a lemonade stand. We’d been promised that the student with the most sales would win a bag of
candy—sugar; they start them young. At first I wasn’t doing very well. I quickly realized my stand wasn’t as nice as the
other kids’. I had no money. I quickly learned I had to adapt, forage, and outsmart them. The second day at the fair, I had
a little something exzra to destroy the competition. I've been surrounded by pills my entire life. Back when Frank was a
small-time player (before the heroin, before the cocaine, before the ketamine), he moved buckets of barbiturates, low-key
prescription drugs (the usual suspects: Xanax, Klonopin, Oxy, Valium, Vicodin) and—which was greatly popular back
then—Ecstasy. I had Ecstasy. At eight years old I had no idea what the pill did; I just knew folks left and right kept
coming back for it. So I snagged a few pills and crushed them into the lemonade. Genius, I know. The moment the first
curious buyer bit, the tables were turned, and I had a line down the block. Luckily for me, there wasn’t enough in the
lemonade to raise any flags—just the right amount to get those happy-go-lucky parents hooked. That day, an
entrepreneur was born.

Fast-forward.

T-minus twenty-four hours to the bullet grazing my leg.

The countdown begins.

At first I didn’t believe the guy. He sat under a droning fluorescent light, tearing through his second box of Girl Scout
cookies. It took me less than five seconds to profile him: he was at least twice my age, tall, wiry, had sweat seeping
through his undershirt and bleeding through the one-size-too-large tweed jacket. He sat across from me, nervous. I'm
sure I was his first sale. That’s why he got the little girl. She’s probably an easy target, he thought. That’s usually how it
goes. Present myself as vulnerable; turn myself into bait.

I'm good at reading people. They say you should always look for the best in others—I don’t. I go straight for the meat.
I look for the worst. It’s easier that way.

Regardless of how seedy the transaction had been developing so far—shady part of Brooklyn; back hallways of a club;
dim-lit, makeshift office, which resembled a broom closet... the usual drug-deal setup, which in a perfect world would’ve
meant “legit” and “trustworthy”—I refused to believe anything the man in the tweed jacket was saying. I didn’t believe the
drug did what he said it did. The product hadn’t officially reached the streets yet. It was a bunch of he-said, she-said—the
drug that everyone had heard of and no one had witnessed. A synthetic drug engineered in high-tech labs, top facilities



hidden underground. It didn’t even have a name. I'd heard every single rumor, but I still didn’t believe. The sweaty man in
the jacket said he would show me. Leaving the blanket of flickering lights crowning us, he approached a young man. At
first I saw only the back of his messy head. Sinking in a beanbag, his glazed eyes stared at a TV screen in front of him:
Sunday-morning cartoons with no audio—his attention drifting, both looking and not looking. Was he aware of his
surroundings?

Mr. Tweed Jacket removed a small, metallic white vial from his pocket and removed the cap: a needle—a portable
injectable. The vial was plain, except for a faint and tiny hexagon branded on its surface.

“Each vial has about eight doses, give or take,” he said. Then, with a shaky hand, he injected the comatose young man
on the neck. Nothing much happened at first. Glued to the beanbag, the guy blinked a couple of times and exhaled
deeply. Then, without raising his arm, the tips of his fingers moved. I frowned. Is #his a joke? Mr. Tweed Jacket turned to
me, holding out his hands, begging me to wait. So I waited. Turns out, I didn’t have to wait much longer.

Following the rhythm of the young man’s fingertips, a tennis ball lifted off the ground and hovered slowly midair,
spinning on the spot. My jaw dropped. Mr. Tweed Jacket had been telling the truth. The drug worked. And just with a
tiny prick.

I approached the tennis ball and moved my hand around it, verifying this wasn’t some kind of trick. No strings. 1
wanted to reach out and grab it, but it dropped before I did. I turned. Beanbag guy was looking at me, but I wasn’t able to
read his expression through his bloodshot eyes. Perhaps he was screaming for help. Perhaps my presence hadn’t even
registered.

Standing before him, I was finally able to get a good look at the guy. His torn sleeveless shirt exposed a black-and-
white tattoo on his chest; a hexagon orbited by six smaller hexagons. Quaint. His long skinny arms—the left one covered
with intricate and vibrant geometric tattoos—were plagued with red dots frequented by drug-infused needles; what else
were they shooting up his arms? An IV fed a transparent liquid from a bag into a vein.

“What'’s that?” I asked Mr. Tweed Jacket.

“Morphine. Helps enhance the effect while using less to achieve the same result. A little secret for test subjects. That
way we keep the test doses low, yknow? Not gonna lie, it also helps that he’s young. The juice seems to have a stronger
effect with developing subjects.”

I turned to Mr. Tweed Jacket, intrigued by this surprising bit of knowledge.

“I'm quite the science enthusiast myself.” He chuckled. “But it’s valuable information. I've only used a mere quarter of a
dose on him. That way I don’t waste more of the juice.”

“What would happen if you gave him more?”

He shrugged. “Crazy stuft, I s’pose. It’s still in the beta testing phase. But no matter,” he added, “this lil’ bugger is
cruising through space.” As if to confirm this, he slapped the young man’s cheek a couple of times. He was a breathing
corpse. His eyes were sunken in, resting over bags as big as plums. A faded strand of green-and-purple hair draped over
his face, glued to his forehead with sweat. A Mohawk made way to the back of his otherwise bare scalp. The light of the
TV bounced off his olive skin. He was young. Younger than what I had initially thought—maybe a few years older than
me. What brought him here: slouched on a beanbag, injected day and night like a lab rat? Had he been pulled from somewhere?
Snatched? From a different country perhaps? Well-dressed man telling you he has a job for you in America (“The land of
dreams! Of opportunity!”), paying for your ticket, putting you up... Next thing you know, you wake up shackled to a
bathtub without a kidney—or in this case, attached to a morphine drip—you know how it goes.

Drool dribbled down his inert lips. I wiped it off with his shirt almost instinctively. Babysitting habits. His purplish
eyes turned to mine. He’s aware.

“See? It works,” Mr. Tweed Jacket said, oblivious of Mohawk guy’s glare.

It worked, all right.

And he wanted a ridiculous amount of money for it. That’s the part where he thought he was going to take advantage

of me; outsmart the little girl. Except by that point in the transaction, he had already bitten the bait: he’d gorged an entire



box of Samoas. Sugar addict; figures. To each his own.

I told him I wanted a dozen vials. Of course I didn’t have the money, but he didn’t know that. His face lit up instantly;
yes, I was his first sale—no doubt about it. And for a dozen vials, that’s a lot of green buck. I had to keep the transaction
going. Just a few seconds longer. He hoisted up a large suitcase—looked more like a chrome toolbox—dropped it on the
table, and inputted a serial code onto the single LDS screen.

Sweat beads crawled down his forehead and trickled down his cheeks before dropping like engorged raindrops onto the
desk. I#’s working. He blotted the dampness off his face with the back of his hand. Then his stomach roared; a deep,
visceral churning sound. His eyes widened as he released a faint gasp. A/most there...

Meeting my deadpan gaze, as if about to ask for help, he suddenly got up and squirmed out of the room without saying
a word.

Gotcha.

His echoing footsteps grew quieter and quieter until it was back to complete silence. I zeroed in on the clock on the
wall: Hello Kitty face. A bit past midnight.

I pulled a crumpled laxative box from my pocket. The instructions on the label were very clear: “For full effect, wait
fifteen minutes.” That was for a single dose. The box had five. “For faster results, increase dosage.” 1 was on a schedule.

My mind wandered into the steaming pits of gastrointestinal havoc. Five doses for a single cookie box. And he’d eaten the
entire box in one sitting. Good thing I wasn’t able to hear the fireworks.

Spinning the chrome suitcase on the table, I faced it with anticipation. The latch was open. Perfect timing. Pushing
the lid up, the suitcase’s contents were revealed. Endless rows of metallic white vials adorned the inside. This must be what
a normal kid feels on Christmas.

I carefully removed the vials, one by one, and packed them with ease inside the empty cookie box. I know, shameful.
But I am not a thief. I may bump up the prices every now and then—stuffing capsules with fillers—but I don’t steal. Yet
in that moment, my actions were completely out of character. I was desperate. Even though his back was turned to me, I
knew Mohawk guy sensed what I was doing; don’t ask me how. Part of me felt sorry for him, felt somewhat responsible—
as if it were my duty to get him the hell out of that place. But then I thought: If he wanted to leave, he wouldve done so
already...right?

Right.

Swoooooosh! 1 was out the door; girl on roller blades, whizzing through. Mr. Tweed Jacket was sure to receive a serious
beating—if not worse—for this. Did I feel bad? No. I didn’t allow myself to go there. There was no point. You can’t make
an omelet without breaking a few eggs. Always be in control of a situation, no matter how small you are, no matter how

big the other guy is. Always aim for control. That’s how you survive. It was, after all, survival of the fittest.

T-minus twenty-two hours.

As I hid the cookie box—slash—vials container behind a vent under my bed—the only secret spot in the clusterfuck shit
hole I have the joy of calling home—I spotted my rusty biscuit tin not too far into the vent, just where I had left it. I've
saved money ever since I can remember. Part of me always knew that having enough meant leaving this hell behind.
When I was eight, I used to sleep with five dollars in change under my pillow. All nickels and quarters. I wasn’t able to fall
asleep otherwise. It just made me feel... safe. Coins eventually became bills. I stopped hiding them under my pillow when I
was ten—the day I found the vent behind my bed. My piggy bank. Even then I remember thinking: How do I escape this
ogre before he eats me?

Flipping through the contents in the rusty biscuit tin—wads of wrinkly cash—I quickly realized it wasn’t enough to
GTFO (Get. The.Fuck.Out.). I needed more. I was hoping my new precious acquisition would do the trick. I'd start selling
tomorrow night, venturing toward the outskirts of Manhattan, veering as far away as possible from those (surely by now
incredibly pissed) drug dealers. Must stay away from their turf. And then—with money in my pocket—my plan was to

leave. Leave this nightmare behind.



Dawn’s rays spilled through the tiny window grazing the room’s ceiling. You'd swear this was designed to be someone’s
closet. Getting claustrophobic, I walked out. In the living room, I peered over Phil’s crate. He slept soundly with his
purple teddy bear, Mr. Stitches—I named him that due to the big stitch taking over his left eye. That’s how you knew Mr.
Stitches hadn’t had a pleasant childhood. The scars of life, man.

Phil purred peacefully in his sleep. I grimaced. Peace sprouted out of ignorance. He was obviously unaware of the
rotten pit he lived in: a beaten-down hotel room with no real furniture, just an uneven kitchen table crowded with cocaine
bags separated into kilos and a fridge that never stopped humming; a fridge overstuffed with beer bottles and beer cans—
and the occasional hiding spot for Frank’s drugs (I never understood why, but he’d stressed repeatedly that it was the
safest place to store valued goods). Alas, home. Frank kept the TV inside his room—a chamber locked at all times, off-
limits territory. Good. Who’d want to go in there anyway?

The putrid smell of piled dirty laundry seeped through the door, simmering perpetually with hints of nicotine and
booze. The pig rarely showered, and he simply did not believe in doing laundry. I once caught sight of a rat squirming out
of a pair of stiff-as-a-board socks. I retched at the memory of it. At that moment, the beast slept—predictable like a Swiss
train: five a.m., wake up, have six cans of beer for breakfast; six a.m., wobbly stroll around Central Park (where he got
most of his druggie tips from); seven a.m., back home, sleeping the booze off. The clock on the wall read 7:15. Good. His
booming snores bled through the scratched-up door. The paint had chipped in all the wrong places. The same could be
said about the room itself: cracking molding, moldy surfaces, and a wall-to-wall carpet, which was last cleaned: never. My
home was an inhospitable environment that was never graced with housekeeping. You'd think the drug cash flow would’ve
secured us a small home in Queens or even a tiny studio in Brooklyn—I mean, Frank was no Tony Montana, but still—
but the fat turd simply refused to pay rent. It was the mere principle of it. Living for free, responding to no one—no
matter how shady—as long as he was getting away with it. I guess it made him feel powerful, insignificant rodent that he
is. But I didn’t complain. The hotel did have its magnetic charm. The juxtaposition between the exquisite cherry chestnut
finishes, the intricate iron-laced floor-to-ceiling mirrors, and the crepuscular layer of dust and spiderwebs blanketing
everything, was both jarring and beautiful; like a forgotten relic, stored in the back of an antique shop. Or so said this one
blogger who broke into the hotel last year and snapped a bunch of pictures for his website. He may have used fancy words,
but he didn’t know it as well as I did. It was my own little world. A post-apocalyptic city where all its inhabitants had up
and left for no reason, leaving it all behind.

To be fair, the hotel had never opened for business. It was scheduled to have an extravagant inauguration revealing its
majestic atrium and the flawless glass pyramid encasing it sometime after the 7ifanic sank. I'm not sure if they were at all
related, but shortly after the iceberg ordeal, the hotel’s enterprise sunk with it. Since then, there have been promises of
remodeling, flipping, and even demolishing, but every plan has fallen through. Good for us, I figured. Not sure how or
when Frank found this spot, but it’s been our home ever since I can remember. A home devoid of life: empty rooms and

silent hallways.

Phil’s pacifier was lodged between his lips. I pushed his ebony hair back and kissed his forehead. He smelled like baby
powder. The smell soothed my nerves. Not sure why I'm still taken aback by the baby smell—I've been taking care of him
since I was thirteen. Usually the smell rubs off on me, and I end up smelling like a toddler for days.

I was exhausted, but there was no time for shut-eye. Another all-nighter. I# is what it is, I thought. I kissed Phil again,
left a warm bottle of milk by his side, swiped a bag of Oxy pills off the counter, shoved it into my satchel, and was out the

door.

T-minus eighteen hours.
Like any other fourteen-year-old, at nine a.m. I was to be found in school, but that didn’t mean I was in class. I
attended school, but I was never iz class. The principal, Mr. Hardwick, and I had a little arrangement. 7%z for tat. Quid pro



quo. Big bag o’ Oxy pills for the usual price. If I threw in something extra, he looked the other way while I sold under the
bleachers. All in the name of good business.

That morning was an exception.

“What's this?” he said, holding the pill-packed ziplock bag in his palm with as much contempt as if he were holding a
cracked egg; confusion and disgust.

I was a bit light on the extra. He noticed right away.

“The usual,” I said.

He squinted, peering from under his rectangular glasses. He scratched the polished bald spot on his head and dropped
the bag into a drawer before slamming it shut.

Hardwick was a royal shitpouch, but whenever it came to business, our transactions disregarded age and size. Yet the
pause that followed was unusual. I remained standing by the foot of his desk as he directed his attention back to a stack of
documents and pretended to read.

I cleared my throat.

“Oh,” he said. “You're still here.”

Oh...

“Are you looking for counseling?” he continued.

“Oh, yes. Except my counselor has Benjamin Franklin’s face printed on it.”

He did a weird thing with his lips. From inside his drawer, he pulled out the bag and dropped it on his desk. I repeat:
this was not the norm.

We both stared at the bag for several seconds. Then my eyes wandered... Hardwick had two American flags standing
on either side behind him—framing him. Because one wasn’t enough.

“It’s a little /ight, Evelyn.” That’s what he called me, Evelyn; my name. I hated it.

“Bullshit.”

He didn’t move.

I didn’t have time for games. I was about to snatch the bag back, but he slammed his hand on it. “Get out.”

“Pay me.”

“You think you can bullshit me? You can’t bullshit me. You can’t bullshit a bullshitter. I'll pay you when you have the
rest.”

My blood was boiling. I needed that money. Really needed it. “That’s not how it works, Hardwick.”

“Tough.”

“Pay me now!”

He slammed his hands onto the desk and sprung up. “Listen to me, you little filth. I'm doing you a favor. You're
nothing. I pick up the phone, and you know who’s on the other line? Social services. Or even better, I can have my friend,
the commissioner, pay us a visit with his drug dogs and bust squad. I have that power. What do you have? Nothing. Not
even an attempt at a decent education. So unless you want to spend your teens in juvie, get the hell out of my office.”

My fists squeezed tight, my nails burying under my skin. It hurt. But he was right: I was at his mercy. I instantly
thought about Mr. Tweed Jacket and how this was karma dropping by to say hello, but I was like, Come back later. This
wasn’t karma; this was the oldest law of the jungle: the biggest, the largest, the strongest—those are the ones who survive.
Not always the case (Exhibit A: Dinosaurs), but more often than not. Resigned, I turned and made way to the door.

Before I slipped out, he added: “And God bless.”

God-fucking-bless, all right.

T-minus ten hours.
I spent the rest of the afternoon at Riky’s. He spun in endless pirouettes around me as I lay glued to the ground,

defeated. His room was a pretty good place to think. The classical music blasting from Riky’s crackling speakers—a piece



from Mendelssohn’s 4 Midsummer’s Night Dream, his favorite—provided with a soothing tranquility, embalming me in a
warm, welcoming liquid. It allowed my mind to wander, to seek solutions.

Riky’s elasticity added an unusual grace to his movements. The fluidity of the routine transformed his limbs; they had
neither beginning nor end, morphing into a continuous flow of seamless movement. Or perhaps it was due to the angle I
was witnessing it from—the floor. How he moved in such a cramped space (his room was practically a closet, just like
mine, except he had it barricaded with dirty clothes and sneakers), was a mystery to me. His dark curls bounced to every
beat, curling back into shape after every spin. Whenever we weren’t selling, and whenever Riky wasn’t dancing, we spent
most of our drab after-school hours sprawled on his floor, either stuffing our minds with reality garbage television
expecting to numb our brains, or—as we carelessly flunked through our own English class—reading whatever new book
Riky had picked out of a freshman NYU Literary Interpretation class. We read out loud, him one page, me the next.
Kafka’s The Metamorphosis and Camus’s The Stranger were among our recent favorite discoveries. We read a lot—
unexpected, right? We gave Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre a shot last month. Yeah. Can I get those hours of my life back,
please?

Outside, his parents argued. That’s all they ever did: scream, swear, and smash dishes against the walls. I'm sure the
neighbors hated it, but in those parts of Harlem, there’s no trustworthy landlord to complain to. Dishes exploded against
the wall outside Riky’s room, marking the beat in their own dissonant way. Yet Riky remained composed; it was always
this way when he danced, when they argued; his usual expression was replaced by something more intense—more
removed, as if entire worlds were locked away inside him.

“Do they ever stop?” I mumbled.

“They do whenever the planet stops spinning.”

Once the music reached its crescendo, he dropped next to me, pressing his cheek against the floor. His deep brown
eyes looked into mine. “What are you going to do, E? What are you going to do?” That’s what he called me: E. That’s
what almost everyone called me. Except Hardwick. Except Frank.

“Secret savings?” I replied, playing with the idea in my head.

“Will that be enough?”

I knew it wasn’t. There was only one answer to this pickle. And he knew it just as well. I saw it reflecting off the
glimmer in his eyes. I had to sell. Sell. Sell. Sell. Until bunions sprouted like cauliflowers.

Do I tell him about the new drug?

He used a lighter to burn a mound of tiny crystals on the bowl of a small glass pipe.

Maybe later.

Riky filled his lungs... and then released the swirly mist. I hated it when he did that. The irony of a drug dealer who
hates drugs, I know.

He offered me some. I shook my head. There was a time when we used to do it together. But I like to pretend that
never happened. Sometimes I make things up. Sometimes I lie. It’s the only way to cope.

“There’s only one answer, E,” he said between coughs.

“I know... Se/l.”

He winced. “No, you idiot. When will you learn? You have to /eave.”

“Leave?”

“Get out of here. Leave this city while you still can. Manhattan is too small for you. Find a bigger pond. Get away
from Frank. If you keep working for him... Well, you know. No good can come out of it.”

“Yeah? And where do I go?” I asked, resting my head on my elbow.

“Miami,” he said, as if he’d been planning the getaway for months.

“Miami? Really? And do what?”

“Find a job, something. You'll figure it out. You’re smart.”

“What about Phil?”



“What about him?”

“I can’t leave him with Frank. He’d be dead in less than a week.”

Riky took a moment to think about this. “And he’s safe with you? A fourteen-year-old drug dealer?”
I punched his shoulder.

“Only I can protect him. As soon as I have enough, we will leave. That’s a fact.”

“Take me with you?” he asked, puppy eyes on full display.

“And you thought I was leaving without you? Please, you're stuck with me.”

“Promise?”

“I would never dream of leaving you behind. Not with #bem, anyway.”

We both lay on our backs, staring at the ceiling as more dishes scrapped the paper-thin walls.
“We are pretty fucked-up, aren’t we?” I asked.

“Could be worse.”

Indeed it could.

And it was.

T-minus twenty minutes.

It was way past nightfall when I made it back to our abandoned hotel on Beekman Street. I crawled under the usual
spot on the fence, crossed the graffiti-masked Art Deco lobby, and climbed up the dark, dirty stairs. Usually by that time,
Frank was passed out drunk. Which, as I saw it, was heaven. It gave me enough time to spend a few moments with Phil—
teeding him, snuggling him, cradling him to sleep—before diving into the Big Apple’s after-hours scene.

As I was toying around with a price range for the mysterious power drug, I heard an eerie indistinct wail. At first I
thought it was a cat. A dying cat out in the street. But it was coming from down the hallway... and growing louder with
every step. It wasn’t a cat.

“Ewieecee!” The shriek echoed.

It was Phil.

My slow-paced walk turned into a fast dash in a heartbeat. My chest was pounding, rapid breath burning inside my
throat.

I don’t even remember pushing the front door open. I don’t remember walking into the bathroom. Because when I got
there, everything crumbled around me. I froze. The air getting pushed in and out of my mouth was dry and bitter, like
sandpaper. What is he doing? What is Frank doing to him?

When I caught sight of the rusty biscuit tin—7y rusty biscuit tin, 7y savings—sitting atop the sink, I knew it was bad.
He’d found it. The ogre had found it. Which meant...

The vials.

As the beast took a step back, still unaware of my presence, drowned by Phil’s pained cries, I saw an object sticking out
of my brother’s small arm: a needle. A needle attached to a white vial.

No!

My voice was stuck in the back of my throat. I was paralyzed. My mind kept screaming, but my body refused to obey.
Suddenly my muscles jolted and a rush of air burst out of my lungs. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING??”

Frank spun around, laying his contemptuous eyes on me, brows furrowing with confusion. Pushing past him, I snagged
Phil, and in a failed attempt to subdue his cries, kissed his forehead, rubbed his back, and inspected his arm.

“Oh, well look who it is. Little Ms. I-come-home-whenever-I-please.”

Ignoring him, I pressed Phil against my chest, nuzzling him.

“What's this stuff anyway?” he asked as he examined the white vial.

I picked up on the slur in his voice, noticed his heavy eyes and his puffy red cheeks. He was piss drunk. He put the vial

down and grabbed the biscuit tin. His eyes narrowed, and then he directed them at me.



“Saving up for Father’s Day?” he asked with a grin.

It was a trap. I had to get his attention away from the rusty tin and direct it to something else that would hold his
currently dazed mind.

“You want to know about the vial,” I finally said.

But he didn’t lower the tin.

“Is this 7y money?” he asked, his voice an octave lower.

“No.”

“Then what-is-it?”

“It’s nothing.”

He must have detected the desperation in my voice, because he pulled out a cheap lighter and sparked a flame.
“Nothing?” With his free hand, he opened the lid and raised a crumpled bill. I gulped hard. The bill got closer to the
flame. He was playing with me; he wouldn’t dare. He loved money too much. My eyes were fixed on the dancing flame as
it licked the green bill, creating a thin trail of smoke.

I remained composed, dying inside. I refused to give in; that's what he wanted: a reaction. Taking a deep breath, I
buried my face into Phil’s neck, whose cries had decreased significantly. That’s when Frank dropped the burning bill into
the cash-filled-tin, setting off a cloud of black and gray. My head snapped back up. All my efforts—the only glimmer of
hope I had to move on from this towering troll—were falling apart; dissolving into ash right before my eyes. He’s not going
to take that away from me! 1 snatched the can out of his hand, dropped it into the sink, and forced the handle until a jet of
sputtering water exploded on it. The bills were soaked, instantly killing the flames. A black residue mixed with the water,
creating a blackish liquid, a pool of ash.

Frank yanked me by the arm and steadied his burly face inches away from mine. His breath smelled of sweat and
rancid beer. Straightening up, he towered over me; seven feet of pure aggression. He pressed his nose against my head and
inhaled deeply as if savoring a pleasant aroma. Then he gently stroked my hair with his fingers. I shuddered.

“You're nothing, Evelyn. I own you. Got that?”

I nodded, terrified, eyes locked on the dirty bathroom tiles.

“I can’t hear you.”

“Yes, Frank,” I whimpered.

“Yes...Daddy. Say it.”

My nose twitched. An involuntary reaction. I couldn’t stomach the words.

“Say i2.”

“Yes—" I paused, breathed. “Daddy.”

“Good girl.” After patting me on the head as one would a stray mutt, he salvaged a few of the wet dollar bills in the
sink. Then he left the bathroom, making way into his cave. That’s when I noticed Phil was no longer moving. His arms:
rigid. His eyes were half-closed, showing only a strip of creamy white.

“Phil?” I shook him. “Something’s wrong with him.” My voice cracked. I fished out my phone, but Frank, back in the
bathroom, snatched it out of my hand.

“I need to call 9111

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“He needs a doctor!”

“He’s fine.”

That’s when the seizures began: weak at first, but rapidly increasing in vigor and frequency. There was no time to lose.
I bolted to the door, but Frank blocked me with his heftiness.

“Where are you going?”

“To the ER! There’s something wrong with him!”

“No, you're not.”



“FUCK!” I swerved around him and took two long leaps, leaving him behind, inching away from the front door.

“You're staying.” And then I heard the click of the safety catch. That’s when I knew it: I was being held hostage by
something more than his massive physicality. I felt it. The air was denser, as if the pressure in the room had suddenly
plummeted. I turned, and there it was, the eye of the gun, staring back at me. Who would’ve thought? Me held at
gunpoint by my own father while my toddler brother convulsed in my arms. Too many surprises in a day, and being held
at gunpoint was the last thing I'd expected.

That was, of course, until he shot me.

T-minus zero.

My calf burned as if it had just been sprinkled with acid and prickled with glass. No matter how hard I struggled, how
hard I kicked. Frank ripped Phil out of my arms and threw me into the bathroom. C/ick/ The door locked behind me. I
banged at the door only briefly—Frank had already blasted the TV’s volume, and who else was going to hear me? The rats
and cats living in room 1314? Being loud wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

I took a peek at my calf; it was bad, but not too serious. The bullet had only grazed my skin. Besides, that wasn’t my
biggest worry. I was terrified as to what would happen to Phil. I felt helpless. I surveyed the compact room. No windows,
of course, just a small rectangular vent that led to a pitch-black shaft that cut through the building for ventilation. I
climbed on the toilet seat to get a closer look. What options did I have? Crawling out of the vent and climbing up the
shaft, hoping to reach another vent, didn’t sound too promising; unless I was planning on growing a pair of wings or
developing flying superpowers, because the leap was going to, without a doubt, leave me at the bottom of the shaft,
broken bones and all. There had to be another way. I searched through my satchel: nothing but lint and a small makeup
kit.

While doing another quick scan of the bathroom, my attention focused on a tiny object on the sink: the white vial.
Superpowers. A thought crossed my mind. There was no way Frank used the entire vial—or did he? As if grabbing onto a
lifeline—Phil’s life—I snatched the vial firmly and shook it by my ear. Nothing. It felt light on the palm of my hand. Still,
I refused to give up. I gave the doorknob another chance, pulling on it. But just like before, it didn’t budge. I hated the
idea of injecting myself. Don’t shit where you eat? But I had to draw the line somewhere. I was hoping—hoping there
would be enough left to at least budge the door open. After that, I would manage without it. I held the tip of the needle
against my neck, just as I had seen Mr. Tweed Jacket do to Mohawk guy. My hand faltered, shaking. What the hell am I
doing? No. What the hell am I waiting for? Refusing to let Phil die, I perforated my skin and pushed the plunger on the
vial. A sudden shudder took over my entire body. A chill, as if my veins had suddenly been pumped with a cool liquid.
There was some left, all right. Not much, judging by the rapidity of the injection, but some. Dizzy, I collapsed into the
bathtub, pulling onto the shower curtain with my free hand. Everything spun around me.

When, all at once, my thoughts reorganized themselves with steadfast fluidity. I was lucid. I was thinking clearly. My
focus was spear sharp. It was growing inside me.

Tucking the white vial into my pocket, I knew what had to be done. With a tilt of my head, the bathroom door
magically ripped off its hinges and landed flatly on the floor. Easy. As easy as knuckle cracking. I remember thinking: 77is
drug is going to revolutionize the world—or destroy it.

Drowned by the loudness inside his room, Frank hadn’t heard the bathroom escape. But I wanted him to. I wanted
him to see what I could do. So I tore down Ais door.

Startled, he leapt off his old faux-leather recliner, frozen mid-motion—he’d been trying to light up a cigar. Phil lay
unconscious at the foot of his bed.

“What the hell did you just do?!” Frank roared, moving his arms around like a ticked-off Italian—flaming lighter in
hand. “What the fuck did you do that for?!” he hollered, motioning toward the ripped-off door.

I guess he was too drunk to acknowledge the fact that his tiny, eighty-pound daughter had just knocked his bedroom
door down.

“You are in so much trouble, you little bit—" The word was never fully completed, as Frank flew across the room,



smacking his back against the wall with a crac; all with a simple hand gesture. To be fair, he didn’t exactly 7y—I might
have been exaggerating. But he did get shoved against the wall with a simple hand gesture of mine, which was way more
than I could’ve accomplished with my tiny fists.

The lighter and cigar hit the musky rug. Frank rested his hands on his knees and released a pained groan. His eyeballs
were about to pop out of their sockets. Then his gaze shifted; it landed on the gun on the dresser. With one quick hand
swipe, I knocked it off before he reached it. It hit the floor with a dry thud. He locked eyes with me, and then leapt across
the room, once again attempting to grab the weapon, but I made it skid across the floor just as easily—away from him. I
soon realized this had become a fun game I wouldn’t mind playing for a while. But I wasn’t familiar with the drug’s effects
or duration; the last thing I wanted was for the drug to wear out, leaving me exposed and vulnerable to the boiling volcano
that was now Frank. I had to be quick. I had to get it done.

I led him out of the room chasing after his revolving gun and nudged him once again, sending him flying (it's my story,
bug off) across the room and into the bathroom. He landed inside the bathtub, banging his head against the tiled wall.

Exploiting his momentary blackout, I snatched the remaining—dripping wet—bills from inside the sink, and shoved
them inside an old diaper bag sitting by the toilet.

“You—you—" The words slipped out of his mouth with a wheezing mumble. “You're mm-mine.” He smirked. I had
briefly forgotten about my wounded calf, but the blood trickling down my ankle acted as a quick reminder. He shot me.
Not only that, but he’d also injected Phil with an unknown substance—tarnishing his innocent self.

Seeding, my mental grip wrapped around his fat neck. His eyes bulged as his legs kicked the air erratically. Frank
deserved to die. He was a disgusting specimen of a human being: deceitful, selfish, uncaring. He would have killed me.
He would have killed Phil—when the thought hit me like a rib-crushing punch in the chest: Phi// Caught in my own
anger, I had forgotten all about him. I released the disgusting troll, grabbed the diaper bag, Phil’s baby sling, and trotted
back into Frank’s bedroom, but, upon arrival, I stopped.

A small patch of flames danced playfully on the dirty rug next to the silver lighter. Son of a bitch. Not wasting another
second, I swiped Phil, Mr. Stitches, and my phone off the bed and bolted out of the room.

The fire crackled behind me. I turned to look. Am I going to be able to subdue it? No. It was already too late, and it was
spreading fast—up the stained curtains the orange glow went. Thick black smoke had begun to materialize. Unaware, 1
began to choke. We had to get out.

Before I reached the front door, I heard Frank moaning in the bathroom. I stopped. Why wasn’t I moving? Dammit. 1
turned, facing him in the distance. I motioned toward him with my hand, but his body barely budged. I tried again but
got the same results. Was I getting weaker? I took a step forward but jolted back as flames shot out of his bedroom,
creating a wall of fire between us. I stood there, Phil wrapped in my arms. When, with a nasty grimace tattooed all over
my face, I motioned over to the bathtub’s faucet, allowing the grimy water to flow onto him with ease. Then—with some
mental effort—I plugged the tub, allowing it to gently fill. To be honest, I wasn’t really sure what this would accomplish.
At that moment—dying toddler in my arms, firewalls blazing around me—I, for some reason, believed it would save him,
or at least protect him. Because water—and fire—you catch my drift. I wasn’t thinking straight. The charcoaled smoke
had made my eyes teary, burning as though they’d been heavily maced. There simply was no time to think. I swung the
front door open, and before I knew it, I was skipping down the stairs—three at a time—at full speed, with nothing on me
but my satchel, Phil’s sling, Mr. Stitches, and the diaper bag. I ran faster and faster until I was past the hotel’s side door
and a good three blocks down the street. Only then did I turn.

Tentacles of smoke crawled out of five windows on the twelfth floor, and two on the thirteenth. And as the sirens
blared in the distance, I ran, pressing Phil tightly against my chest. I ran and I ran and I ran, and I didn’t look back. Not

even once.



cuarter TWO

THE ER WAS SWARMING with patients. I overheard there’d been an accident near the Meatpacking District; an abandoned
building had collapsed—one of those old dumps with creaking foundations. Kinda like my hotel. Truth be told, the cave-
in wouldn’t have been an issue if the building had been abandoned. Of course it was anything but. Two underground
raves had been taking place in its basement.

I pushed my way to the front desk, holding Phil under a blanket.

“He needs a doctor!”

“Fill in the form,” replied the no-nonsense nurse behind the Plexiglas without even gracing me with eye contact.

“You don’t understand! This is an acfual emergency!”

Silence; that’s all I got from her. So I tapped the Plexiglas with my knuckle. “Hello?!” Perhaps not the best of ideas in
retrospect.

She rose off her chair and arched a single eyebrow in annoyance. “You do NOT tap on the glass!”

“He needs help!”

Her eyes squinted, scrutinizing me. “Are you a minor?”

That word...

“Where are your parents?”

The black soot sploshes all over my face and clothes had gotten her attention. For all she knew, I was one of the
collapsed-rave victims. Except that didn’t help my case; what was an underage girl looking not a day over twelve, dressed
in a dirty Girl Scout outfit, with messy hair and a toddler wrapped between her arms, doing in a clandestine rave? Ubh...
That was a can of worms I did not want to open. Too many potential questions, and she hadn’t even seen the gash
burning on my calf.

“Home”—I shot a lie—“dealing with an emergency.” Shiz. What other emergency could be more important than the
one I was so desperately seeking attention for?

“What about 4is parents?” she asked, pouting her strawberry-glossed lips in Phil’s general direction.

I stuttered. Ubh...

She waved a single finger—with a heavily manicured tip—around. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“Wait! I just need someone to take a look at him—! Please!” But she had already walked away. She exchanged words
with another (pruney) nurse, while pointing at me. Ob no. They’re going to call the cops. Then what? Who would I call to
clear things up? Frank? Hi, Daddy, sorry I almost killed you. Right. How annoyingly tragic. I was finally free from Frank’s
clutches only to fall into the jaws of the police, or even worse, a social worker. I felt Phil stirring. Looking down, I nuzzled
my nose against his neck. It smelled like heaven.

“Everything will be fine,” I told him. “I promise.”

Wait... His eyes were looking back at me. They were in fact very much alive; a streak of gleam shot across them,
brimming with life. He'd stopped convulsing. With rosy cheeks, he grinned back at me, holding my confused face
between his tiny hands.

“Eeeeeviieeeeee,” he squeaked.

I looked up. The nurse was on the phone, her back turned to me, shooting the occasional glance over her shoulder.

Perhaps Phil didn’t need to see a doctor. At least not anymore. I looked back at him; he giggled. So zhat’s that. 1 left the
ER with a determined step. My pace grew incrementally faster, bulldozing forward until we left the bright “emergency”
lights far behind.



Tumble dry.

Low heat.

Go.

I lost myself, hypnotized by the dollar bills floating like weightless feathers inside the dryer. The night’s events replayed
inside my head.

I pulled out a cotton swab from my Buy-Rite Pharmacy bag and dabbed some antiseptic on it. As I cleaned the wound
on my calf, flinching at the expected sting, I thought: I¢ doesn’t look too bad. For a gunshot, I mean.

I packed my first aid kit inside my satchel and looked left and right, making sure I was alone under the fluorescent
lights of the Laundromat (the homeless man snoring by the front door did not count). Giddy, I twitched my fingers and
pushed a faraway cart gently on the linoleum. It squeaked like a lonely mouse. The drug’s effects lingered in my body. I
still couldn’t believe it. I weaved my two hands around in the air and mentally dragged a second cart, making it spin with
the first, making them dance with each other. Nice.

Phil stirred on my lap. I stopped. He'd fallen asleep soon after we’d left the emergency room and gave me the
occasional nudge as he faded in and out of dreamland. I sung to him in a whisper. “Twinkle, twinkle, little star, how I
wonder what you are. Up above the world so high, like a diamond in the sky.”

What’s next? 1 wondered. I hadn’t counted through the bills, but a rough guesstimate told me it wouldn’t be remotely
enough to keep us both fed and sheltered for more than a week. Definitely not enough to leave the city and start a new
life. I needed more. More, more, more, more. I needed to sell.

I rummaged through my pockets; the surface of the white vial grazing my sweaty fingers made me stop. My jaw
clenched. O4 no. Ob no, no, no, no!

I buried my head into the diaper bag, searching like a lunatic. Lifting it up from the bottom, I flipped it inside out,
hoping any unseen contents would gracefully drop. But none did. In a rush to leave the hotel—and the fire—I'd
completely forgotten about the white vials. The magical drug: a juice so new and so powerful... lost in the fire, burned to a
crisp. And with it, all my hopes of starting a new life. All that was left—or whatever was left after Frank injected Phil and
I injected myself—sat in the palm of my hand. Goddammit, E. I whacked my head with the back of my hand. When an
idea crossed my mind. The vials—they were made out of a particular metal. Unlike glass, they shouldn’t shatter under
excessive heat. And I didn’t think they would melt either. Perhaps they remained intact? The mere thought of it sent
blood rushing through me like fire ants. If I were to at least salvage half a dozen, I would be able to make a decent profit.
Riky would help me sell. That was my plan. For now. That meant going back to the hotel. What would I find there?
Frank’s charred body? I'd been hoping not to see that.

With a flick of my hand, my dancing “magical carts” spun on axis once again, yet this time, they escaped my mental
grip and wheeled aimlessly throughout the Laundromat. I flicked my hand again, but they barely nudged. The push had
weakened. Great. That’s exactly what I needed. As I sensed the drug’s superpower-high evaporating from my body, I
opened the dryer door, interrupting the drying cycle, retrieved the crisp dollar bills, and shoved them back into the bag.

Dawn enveloped the city in twilight. Pinks and blues streaked the sky, crowning skyscrapers. I took in the silence; the
moment before the morning rush, when even chaos pauses to take a breath. An elderly man with a wool vest opened shop
as a young boy swept the floor around him. A family-owned butcher shop. Family-owned. Family business. The word
family thrashed back and forth in my head, making me dizzy. My entire body suddenly lurched forward, reacting to an
unexpected pain burning in my abdomen: an unusual sickness, a lingering and disorienting drowsiness. The flu? No. 7his
must be it: the comedown. Fucking drugs. 1 needed some sleep. As I felt like my body was slowly shutting down, my turbid
gaze landed on the abandoned hotel. No cop cars or fire trucks in sight. Heavy yellow tape surrounded the charred
building, spreading tall and wide across every surface. My usual sneak-in spot under the fence had been left intact. I

looked at Phil, who remained asleep in my arms. He was coming with me. Pulling my wits together, I wobbled toward the



building, one shaky footstep after the other.

The smell of burned plastic and ash smacked me in the face the moment I reached the fifth floor. Since most of the
windows were boarded up, ventilation was a rare commodity.

When I reached the twelfth floor, crisscrossed yellow tape blocked my way down the hallway. I crawled under and
around it, careful not to rip any. Unlike the rest of the building, most of the windows on this floor had been busted
open—to facilitate the firefighter’s access, was my guess—allowing the faint, silky morning light to seep in.

Debris crunched under my every step. Everything was tarred in black. I didn’t know whether I was stepping on wood
or glass. No matter how many beams of light penetrated floor twelve, the charcoal texture smeared on every wall and
surface around me gave the level an overall feel of eeriness; as if I'd stepped into the deepest chamber of an ancient
mausoleum made out of onyx, where the fumes are toxic and the air is heavy.

More yellow tape covered my hotel room door: an eager ribbon on a birthday present. The door was charred black. A
dull, oily quality covered it. A gaping hole replaced the copper-brass doorknob.

I fetched a stick from the debris and nudged at the door. It creaked open. Using the same stick—the leg of a chair?—I
swatted through the tape, clearing it up entirely. My attempts for care and stealth had been left behind somewhere
between the staircase and the ashen hallway. I coughed loudly as the smell of smoked sulfur invaded my nostrils. I covered
Phil’s face with his blanket, allowing enough room for air to filter through.

Glass shards crunched under my feet. The stack of drugs that had once covered the kitchen table was now a mound of
deformed plastic and gray ash. A small card—marked with the letter #/—stood by it. Evidence? Card B stood by the
ripped-out door, next to the bathroom. Then my eye caught sight of card C, neatly placed on the bathroom tiles. My
brows creased. Something was wrong. Bitten by curiosity, I cautiously approached the bathroom through the smoky
twilight. The entire building creaked around me, promising to collapse if I dared to take another step. Yet I dared. One
step. Then another. Until I reached the bathroom doorway. That’s when I stopped.

Everything looked wrong. Very wrong. The bathtub—it was gone. And so was Frank. I found myself staring down a
gaping hole that had taken over half the bathroom. I peered down, but all I saw was darkness. The tub hadn’t been
removed... it had collapsed. The structure must have failed during the fire... The overflowing bathtub... Had I, somehow,
saved him? An icy chill shot up my spine. Is he—bhere? 1 looked around. My breathing suddenly grew agitated. I needed to
move fast. Fighting off the abrupt dizziness, I ran into Frank’s bedroom and rummaged through burned pieces of wood,;
through what was once a drawer; through what was once a cabinet—but all I found was ash, ash, and more ash. Where did
he put the vials? Where? When a thought hit me: What if the cops found them? What if they took them, as evidence? Slowing
my breathing, I did my best to focus. Think! What would Frank do? My body instinctively reacted. I ran to the kitchen and
swung the small—now black—freezer door open. And there it was: my Girl Scout cookie box—surrounded by its friends,
the slowly defrosting beer cans covered in droplets of icy sweat. A sigh of relief escaped my lips and slowly turned into a
sob. I grabbed the box and, after inspecting its contents and spotting the vials, pressed it against my chest, chilled, next to
Phil. This is our way out. No more screwups. This is it.

I made way down to floors eleven and ten. It wasn’t until I reached floor nine that I found our bathtub, shattered, atop
a lower room’s tub. It had crashed down through three stories. Faint light filtered through the huge gash the tub had left
behind on the ceiling. Aside from a few bloody footprints on the dusty tiles, there were no signs of Frank.

The bastard—he was still alive.

Uneasiness blossomed deep inside my gut. Not a second later, I vomited all over the floor.

I waited for Riky outside. No way I was going to take Phil inside—not into that turmoil; the screams were being projected

all the way to the sidewalk. Riky later told me: his father had been out all night drinking, getting in only a few hours

before my arrival. But that wasn’t the issue; he’d spent all the money he was supposed to bring back home the day before.
Riky sprinted down the steps. You'd think he just walked out on a pleasant family breakfast filled with rolls, poached



eggs, and five kinds of cereal. They all lived in a cramped three-bedroom apartment: his parents’ room, Riky’s bedroom—
shared with one of his brothers (age ten)—and the third bedroom, shared by the rest of his brothers (six, four, and three).
A family of seven surviving with a single bathroom. We had... how many rooms at the hotel?

I didn’t know where to begin. So I just came out and said it: “I think I killed Frank.”

Riky’s dark eyes widened.

“Well—I didn’t. I thought I did, last night, but I didn’t.”

Riky was as responsive as a wax statue.

“Well,” I continued, “that was after he shot me.”

“The mongoloid actually shot you?”

I hated that word. I took a deep breath and told him everything: me stealing the white vials, Frank finding my stash
and shooting the mystery drug up Phil’s arm, Frank shooting me, the fire—I even told him about the drug’s high, and
how I was able to unhinge the bathroom door without moving more than a finger. I doubt anyone else would’ve believed
me, but he did, he always did—I told him everything; no matter how dirty, no matter how twisted, no matter how deadly.

Fascinated by the drug, Riky chose to completely ignore both my brand-new soot makeup and the bullet wound on my
calf. Such was his interest, he, half-joking, half-serious, snagged a vial out from the cookie box and thanked me for his
new Superpowers.

I whacked his hand. “Give it back.”

His playful smile dropped and he handed me back the vial. “Is it supposed to look like that?”

A heat wave rushed to my head as I examined the vial and noticed, for the first time, its unusual coloration. Yellow
mold-like blotches covered the white vial’s surface, a coloration that had seeped from within, through the metallic casing.
It looked diseased. Right then and there, I knew no one would pay good money for such a suspicious-looking container.
Feeling suddenly light-headed, I emptied the cookie box on his stoop and spread out the vials with my hand. They were
all sploshee; yellowee; sick.

“Are you all right?” Riky asked, noticing my paleness.

The only untarnished remains of the new drug had been casually bouncing around inside my pocket; inside the—
probably empty—vial Frank used on Phil. My face distorted. That’s all that was left. That’s all—acrually that isn’t true.
There’s more. Lots more. The vials didn’t appear out of thin air—I'd gotten them from somewhere. I simply had to go back
and get some more. Simply. At that thought, my light-headedness hit harder. Am I getting sick? When, without a warning,
my bowels contracted again, my lungs shut down, and my jaw unhinged. I expelled all my stomach’s contents on the
sidewalk by Riky’s feet.

The vomit soup was chunky and yellow. Did I eat som—7

Oh.

Oh...

It wasn’t sickness.

It was the comedown.

It was the fucking drug.

There was only one exit to this bumblefuck. Frank was out there—1I seriously doubt he was arrested, call it a gut feeling. And
if he was out there, he was surely looking for me, hunting me down the moment his wounds were partially healed. He’s
one to hold a grudge; to be fair, I did burn both his stash and home down. He was as homeless as I was.

I had to go back to the back room behind the club; back to where Mr. Tweed Jacket had suffered from a perfectly
timed bowel movement. But unless I wanted to get a bullet neatly lodged between my eyes, I was going to need a plan—a
plan, which, at the moment, involved whatever was left inside the white vial. However much that was.

That night I got ready at Riky’s. Fortunately for all of us, his mother was out visiting his aunt, and his father was
passed out on the couch in the living room—a whiskey-induced spell, so he was as good as dead—blanketed by a spotlight



of TV snow.

I took a power nap and then spent over two hours getting ready in the bathroom. One hour was entirely dedicated to
showering. Having worn my Girl Scout uniform for two nights in a row, it felt like a second skin—one in desperate need
of peeling. The fire had covered it with a layer of black smudges. I scraped and brushed my skin with every sponge, brush,
and loofah I was able to get my hands on. I shampooed my head five times. Black ink trickled between my feet and
whirled down the drain. At least I wasn’t throwing up anymore; the offshoots of the comedown had decreased by the
hour. The drug had evaporated through my skin, infusing a chlorine-like smell onto my clothes. I dumped the entire
outfit. It wasn’t wise to reuse. Even if Mr. Tweed Jacket was no longer there—perhaps he’d been offed after his little
carelessness—my image had surely been recorded on their security cameras. I needed a new disguise. This is where Riky
came in.

“Did you bring any shirts?” he asked.

“Sure, let me get my carry-on.”

He frowned. Digging through the mounds of shirts, socks, pants, and underpants piled all over his room, he finally
yanked out an oversize yellow shirt with an obnoxious, yet simple, smiley face. The hem of the shirt grazed my knees. 1
was swimming in it.

“I have an idea,” Riky said while scratching his chin.

He grabbed a pair of scissors from the bathroom cabinet and tore through the sleeves, the neck of the shirt, and the
sides near my legs. As if by magic, he’d transformed it into a not-so-terrible (and revealing; part of my push-up bra was
peeking out and saying “hello!”) dress.

This was our usual routine. We’d been scratching each other’s backs, watching out for each other’s necks, for almost
five years. He was the closest thing I had to a friend—then again, I don’t have any friends. Perhaps we connected due to
our common-in-nature disastrous families. Or perhaps due to our refusal to swallow bullshit—a trait that had sent us both
to detention (and to an overnight holding cell) repeatedly. We were both loners—something in our wiring rejected
contact with everyone else our age. We both shared an anger deeply rooted inside of us—maybe that’s why we got along;
we saw the hurt in each other’s eyes; us against the world; Bonnie & Clyde, Mickey & Mallory... except we were not
killers. We just sold drugs. Some may argue that’s just the same. But I beg to differ. I'll argue cigarettes kill over four
hundred and forty-three thousand people a year. Why is the Tobacco Company not behind bars? If they’re not killers,
we're not killers. But that’s just my prerogative.

“Put this on,” Riky said, brushing the dust off a rumpled wig. At first it looked hopeless, like a mangled street cat on
the brink of death. But after a few untangling strokes with his fingers, I saw potential. I slid it over my caramel hair—
neatly tied into a bun—while facing a mirror, and adjusted the sides. It fit perfectly. It was a short-cut “bob wig.” But that
wasn’t what won me over. It was the color: a cerulean sparkle that reflected off the overhead lights like threads of steel.
My blue eyes were glistening with joy.

“You like?” Riky asked, noticing the dumb-happy look plastered on my face.

“Love. Thank you.”

“Good. Now go steal some drugs.”

I was extremely fortunate to have Riky. Usually it would be both of us making the rounds about the clubs, selling and
overpricing, flipping numbers, taking advantage of the desperate and confused. But not tonight. Tonight was different.
Tonight he would take care of Phil. I had his back and he had mine.

I dug through my satchel for my makeup kit, and then applied enough mascara and goop on my face to make me look
eighteen. As I stared at my own reflection, Riky discovered a valuable piece of information while fidgeting with the white
vial.

“Look,” he said, raising the vial against a desk lamp.

Most of the light glowed through the thin metallic vial, except for a small section, close to the needle, that remained
opaque. That dark shadow, less than an inch tall, was what was left inside the vial: a bit under half a dose. Perhaps this



won’t be a suicide mission after all... Mr. Tweed Jacket had mentioned every vial had about eight doses. I'd only shot up one
dose back at the hotel. Which made me wonder: How much did Frank inject inside Phil?

The ride to the club was a complete blur. I'd been sleepwalking through the rain-slicked streets. When boom, I was inside
the warehouse housing the club—the speakers vibrating, rattling my bones. The drug’s leftover haze lingered, making
everything sound as if I were underwater. Bodies convulsed against each other: no room to walk, no room to breathe. It
was all sweat-drenched shirts and water bottles spraying over energized bodies as if they were under a fire hose.

I wrapped my tingling fingers around the familiar white vial in my pocket—its coolness grounded me, enveloped me
inside a protective Zen bubble. I felt safe. Suddenly a drunk girl with knee-high candy-cane stockings and a panda hat
bumped into me, shattering my Zen bubble and taking a piss all over it.

Her cheeks were flushed when compared to her ghostly, almost transparent, skin. Her gray eyes, glazed and wide (I
want to say Korean descent?), locked on me as her hand wrapped tightly around my wrist.

“I AM SO SORRY?!” she yelled over the speakers, over-mouthing the words.

“It’s fine,” I grumbled.

“Please don’t hate me!”

I shook her off, but she refused to unlock her grasp on my wrist, mostly for her own sake, as she was swaying from one
foot to the other. With a quick pull of my arm, I freed myself from her firm claw. But there was not enough time to slip
away; someone bumped her from behind, tipping her drink all over my smiley shirt. Fuckballs. 1 shuddered as the ice cubes
bounced off my legs.

Panda girl’s eyes widened in horror and—much to my annoyance—she reclawed my wrist and dragged me through the
convulsing crowd bathed in strobe lights, toward the single, dirty, closet-spaced bathroom. She pushed past the girl next
in line and S/am! The door shut behind us.

“I am soooo sorry!” Panda girl slurred, slumping forward, clutching onto her sequined-orgy purse. “Let me fix it!”

“It’s fine!”

She didn’t listen. She piled paper towels on top of the stain seeping into my shirt; a faint crimson—something
cranberry—which made it look like a bleeding smiley face.

“I'm sooo0 incredibly sorry! 'm such a klutz!” she pressed on, dispensing more and more paper towels, getting more
frazzled and aggravated with every apology.

“Really, it’s fine,” I insisted between clenched teeth.

“T'll get you a new shirt! Here, let me soak it!” She yanked me by the hem toward the sink.

“I'T’S FINE!” I exploded, pulling the fabric out of her fist.

What was this girl doing? What was I doing? I had drugs to steal.

“Please don’t have me kicked out! Please! This is my first time here!” The girl dropped to her knees, mascara streaking
down her flushed cheeks.

Um...

Mind you, I failed Social Skills 101. I may be a salesperson, but I'm not a people person.

The girl wailed and wailed. She was obviously shit-faced.

“I'm only fifteen...” The words squeaked out of her mouth.

And then, she threw up.

In her purse.

Two loud knocks rattled the door. Those were not the fists of a hipster chick. Those were the fists of a bouncer. By my
feet: the girl; a snot-covered-mess. Behind me: the door; booming with increasing determination.

Goddammit. This was supposed to be the easy part. I hadn’t even made it to the back hallway and I'd already cornered
myself.

I glanced at the girl. She had stopped crying and was dry-heaving. I made up my mind. “I need you to cry again.”



“What?”

“I—need—you—to—cry.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “I can’t.”

The banging on the door grew louder and deeper.

“What do you mean ‘you can’t’?!” I hissed. “You were a fountain of tears two seconds ago!”
“I freak out when people scream at me. It’s this condition, I just go into complete shock—"
Blood boiled its way up to my face. “Whart?!”

“Tve been seeing a therapist, you know, to find the root of the problem—"

“Cryt”

‘I CAN'T IF YOURE SCREAMING AT ME!”

Un-fucking-believable. 1 inhaled. Exhaled. Go back to your Zen bubble, E, go back to your happy bubble. Then,
“I'm sorry I yelled.”

“It’s fine,” she shrugged it off. “People yell at me all the time.”

“What'’s your name?”

“Fern.”

“Sorry, Fern.”

“I already told you, it’s fine—"

“No, not for that,” I said as I stuffed my bra with toilet paper in front of the mirror.
“What do you mean?”

I turned, “For this.”

SLAP!

My hand whacked her across the face.

I unlocked the door and walked past the massive bouncer with one arm draped around Fern, who wailed and sobbed
bloody murder.

“Her dickhead boyfriend just foza/ly broke up with her, can you believe it?” I informed the meathead while invitingly
sticking out my chest. Then, with my best sorority-girl impression, added: “Hey’—gently placing my hand on his bulging
chest—"“any chance you're single? Can I buy you a drink?” Wink-wink.

The poor man cursed under his breath. “Just get her to calm down. Otherwise she’s out.”

Looking away—away from my gratuitous boobage—he took a step to the side, spread his arms, and held the other
pissed-off girls and curious onlookers back.

And that’s how we got away. When in doubt, go for overly hormonal—that, or diarrhea. It makes people
uncomfortable.

“I'm sorry I had to do that,” I told her once we reached the bar.

“It’s okay...” she said with a whimper. “Will you stay with me?”

“Sure.” My prompt response was followed by a lingering pause. “I have to go.” I started for the door leading to the back
rooms: to the hallways, to the offices, to the white vials... when—

“Wait!” she called out.

I stopped—Goddamit—and turned on my heels. “What?”

“It’s lonely here.”

My eyes absorbed the tumultuous blob of people dancing just a few inches around her.

“Right.”

“It’s fine. Just go. Everyone leaves me anyway. Even when I'm drunk—" She paused. “Especia/ly when 'm drunk.”

I released a burdened sigh. “Stay here. I'll be right back.”

Her face brightened up; her smile perked; her eyes gleamed.



“Tust—stay.”
She nodded with a droopy smile. This is why I don’t make friends. Who has time for that? I have a toddler to raise and
drugs to steal.

I squeezed past the first door undetected and left the dance floor behind. The music percolated through the walls, causing
the fluorescent lights in the narrow hallway to flicker with every thunderous beat. I clenched my fist around the vial, ready
to shoot up if needed.

Finally I made it to the door. The hallway was completely deserted, weighted down by a droning hum emanating from
the air vents. The atmosphere was chilled. Goose bumps crawled up and down my arms. I wasn’t exactly sure what I'd be
finding behind that door. Would Mr. Tweed Jacket be there? Holding on to the vial-packed-suitcase—as if on a silver
platter, ready for the taking—just like before? Probably not. Squeezing the vial tightly, I turned the doorknob and pushed
it open.

I stood motionless for an entire minute.

The room was empty. The table was gone. The TV was gone. The beanbag was gone. Before me stood a cleaning
supply room, all stocked up with toilet paper and a mop in the corner. Right. Why would they remain in the same
location? Distracted by the unexpected contents of the room, I didn’t hear the faint shuffling behind me. There was no
time to react. In the blink of an eye I was out cold and the world around me had all faded to black.

At first I heard only voices, muffled, filtered by a buzzing deep inside my ear. My left eye opened halfway; swollen. It hurt
like a bitch.

Two blurry silhouettes surrounded me, pacing around like sharks sniffing out a bleeding prey.

“She’s awake, boss,” I heard one say.

My eyes adjusted and landed on the second figure: Mr. Tweed Jacket. He was alive. Barely. Broken nose, swollen lip,
bruised eye—all because lil’ oI’ me stole the drug. I wonder... what will they do to me?

Hatred shot out of his tiny eyes like daggers. The twinkle of a silver chain hanging around his neck caught my
attention. That wasn’t there before. At the very end of it, a silver domino-piece-like totem hung like a pendulum,
swinging back and forth, back and forth. Hmm.

I thought about the metallic vial in my pocket—but my hands were tied behind the chair.

Suddenly a nasal voice tickled the inside of my ear. “I once had a dog,” it started, as the source—the third silhouette—
revealed itself under the single bulb illuminating the room. “Beautiful animal, soft coat, picture-perfect.” He had a foreign
accent, but I wasn’t able to tell from where. “Except for one little teeny-tiny flaw...” His entirety was now on full display,
tully covered by the soft light. He was a short man with a faded Hawaiian shirt draped over his bulging belly. He looked
down, peering through bottle-thick, squared glasses.

“This dog,” he continued, “was a thief.” He combed his silver hair with his thick hand and parted his yellow-stained
teeth. “No matter how many times I'd yell Bad dog, Lucky! Bad dog! he’d climb on the dinner table and snatch whatever he
was able to jump on before I'd catch him.” He popped in a mint, tossing the wrapper behind him. “In the end, no matter
how hard I yelled 4ad dog! he had already won. He had gotten his way. He was, in one word, incorrigible. And if there’s
one thing I hate—hare is a distasteful word... loathe!—if there’s one thing I /oathe, it’s thieves.” Pushing his face inches
away from mine, he smacked the mint against his teeth, creating a clinking sound. “I have no respect for them. They are
opportunists! Roaches! Individuals who take advantage of the easily distracted.” To this he turned, locking his wide
gaze—magnified by his black-rimmed glasses—on Mr. Tweed Jacket. Ashamed, the bruised wimp looked down.

The short man swiveled back to me with a smile. “Don’t bite the hand that feeds you, isn’t that right? So this one day,
my princess had spent hours cooking this spectacular meal. Pineapple-glazed pork. Beautiful piece. Exquisite
presentation. Lucky didn’t wait. He climbed onto the dinner table, jaws agape, ready to devour. But before he took the big

bite as expected, he looked up, directly at me, eyes fixed on me.” He paused, as if waiting for something, yet his eyes



didn’t waver. When, “BAM!” he jolted, clapping his hands once. “Lucky’s luck ran out. I put a bullet right between his
eyes, and he hit the floor like a sack o’ potatoes. I had won.” He let out a dry chuckle, amusing himself. “T'aught that little
pisser not to mess with me. So, having said that, I wonder...” He leaned forward and gently stroked my forehead with a
single finger. I flinched. I wanted him to stop. Stop touching me!

“Why on earth,” he continued, “would such a cute little girl steal from me?”

Was this a rhetorical question? 1 can never tell when grown-ups expect me to answer. Fortunately, he went on. “Perhaps
you were feeling clever? Is that it? You thought you were being smarter? Faster, maybe? You thought you could outsmart
me? Because anyone can outsmart that prick”—he motioned toward Mr. Tweed Jacket—“but no one... NO ONE
outsmarts me. Now, please, give me one good reason why I shouldn’t dice you into tiny pieces and feed you to the dogs?”

“You mean the ones you haven’t killed?” I couldn’t help myself.

He let out a pensive hmm. “I have to apologize for my lack of manners. I despise doing business without a proper
introduction. What'’s your name, darlin’?” He walked behind me and put both his disgusting hands on my bare shoulders.
I want to break your hands.

“E.” I allowed the single letter to come out with sharp precision. He walked around me, meeting my burning gaze.

“E? E, the opportunist roach. Lovely to make your acquaintance, E. I'm Geronimo,” he said, pointing his index finger
at his chest, just in case I didn’t get he meant himself. Then, with the gentlest of nods, he had man number two—a thug
in a leather jacket—whack my face with the heel of his hand.

Nice to meet you too.

“Bring her in,” said Geronimo.

The thug left the room. A few seconds later he reentered, dragging someone with him: a girl. Fern. Vomit-purse and
all. My jaw stiffened.

The thug shoved her to the floor by my feet. She was terrified.

“Who’s that?” I asked Geronimo, doing my best to pretend.

“Darlin’, we've got cameras everywhere.”

With nonchalant ease, he picked the gun tucked in the thug’s holster, cocked it, and pressed it firmly against Fern’s
temple.

She shrieked. A lot. I would’'ve plugged my ears had my hands not been tied.

“Please don’t kill me!” she wailed.

“What do you want?” I asked him.

“My vials, darlin’® What else? What else has all this been about?” he said, raising his one free hand and motioning to
the room around him. “What you stole belongs to ‘Gray Matter,’ and trust me pudding, they rea/ly want it back.”

Gray Matter?

I took a second to analyze my predicament. I could:

A.) Tell him I no longer had the vials—“they’d been burned in a fire.” To which I would surely get a bullet buried
inside my temple.

B.) Lie and tell him I hid them in a secret location. This would just buy me time, but he’d eventually realize I was
stringing him along and shoot me all the same. And feed me to the dogs or whatever.

Outlooks didn’t look so bright. With either outcome, I was destined to have a bullet jammed into my skull. At least I
had the option to delay the sentence and buy me some time.

“They’re not here,” I finally said.

He nodded. “All right. Then where are they?”

“I can bring them to you.”

“Do you take me for an idiot?”

Yes. “No.” I took a deep breath. “I can take you to them. Just let the girl go.”

Fern shivered, sobbing at my feet, traumatized at the events unfolding around her. I refused to let him kill her. This



was my shit show, not hers.

“How about,” Geronimo said, “you tell me where they are, and if I find them, the girl can go?”

I thought about this. “What about me?”

He chuckled. “I don’t think that’s an option for you, darlin’.”

My future is looking rather grim this evening. If only I could wrap my fingers around the vial in my pocket...

When a mechanical beeping interrupted my train of thought, and directed my attention toward the back of the room:
to the dark corner that had remained ignored by my eyes until then.

There he was. Slouching on an old wheelchair and connected to an IV, the olive-skinned boy with the Mohawk and
the hexagonal tattoo, eyelids heavy, thoughts wandering the breathtaking dreamscapes of morphine-land. All at once, the
gears inside my head clicked. I had an idea.

Mr. Tweed Jacket approached the wheelchair... and walked past it. Where is he heading? 1 squinted and—my, oh my.
Not too far behind the wheelchair stood a row of at least six phosphorescent vending machine-like refrigerators. They
glowed white. Blinding flashes reflected off the steel plates covering the room’s walls. Inside each fridge were rows of vials
crowned with an immaculate halo. With the flick of a switch, Mr. Tweed Jacket made the beeping stop. The white lights
dimmed, blanketing the vials with a subdued blue light. So this is where they keep the drug? How many vials do they have
stacked back there?

“Fine.” I turned back to Geronimo. “But she’s going to be the one showing you where they are,” I added, looking down
at Fern.

Her face distorted with confusion. “Come again?”

“It’s okay, Fern. Everything will be fine.” I looked back to Geronimo. “I need to whisper the location into her ear.”

“Ha!” Geronimo barked. “So you do think I'm an idiot?”

Yes. Again. “If I say it out loud, there’s nothing stopping you from killing us right here on the spot.”

“There’s nothing stopping me 7ow from killing you both on the spot,” he said, cockily, waving his gun around.

“Not if you ever want to see your vials again.”

He squirmed. Gozcha. He itched his sweaty forehead with the glistening muzzle. And considered. For a-long-ass-time.

“Well?” I asked.

He released a frustrated wheeze. “Make it quick.”

“Come close,” I told Fern. She did. “Closer.” Confused, her brows creased. She went down on her knees, meeting me at
eye level. “Clo-ser.” Jesus, it’s like pulling teeth. Reluctant, she tilted her face next to mine, nearing her ear to my mouth.
Finally. “There’s no time for questions,” I gun-fired whisper after whisper. “I need you to do exactly as I say or we'll both
get killed. Reach inside my left pocket. There you'll find a vial. Squeeze it in your palm so they can’t see it. As soon as I
distract them, you’re going to inject it into the guy on the wheelchair.” Reacting, Fern started turning in his direction.
“Don’t look.”

“Enough with the whispering,” Geronimo ordered.

“You need to do this,” I said out loud. Fern’s eyes quivered. A terrified puppy. “If you do exactly as I say, they will let
you /ive.” Then, reducing my voice back to a whisper: “Grab it, Fern. Grab it now.” She did. “Now push me.”

“What?”

“Push me. Knock me down and call me a bitch. Go crazy.”

“No!”

“DO ITY

“What'’s going on over there?” Geronimo snarled as he approached, gun cocked.

Goddammit.

Running out of time (and options), I head-butted Fern.

I'm not sure if her response was entirely reactionary or merely fed by my order, but, suddenly enraged, she smacked me,

knocked me over, and called me a bitch.



Good job. I smiled as I free-fell to the ground.

Playing along, I shrieked and kicked the air wildly, as I'd seen other girls do plenty of times when throwing a tantrum.
This was: “The distraction.”

“Get her up!” Geronimo yelled out.

Instantly both the thug and Mr. Tweed Jacket—fighting off my struggles—tried to straighten the chair upright. I
pushed myself back down a couple of times, but after the thug delivered two firm, ring-encrusted slaps across my face, I
caved in. Blood trickled between my eyes and dripped off my lips.

I spotted the wheelchair out of the corner of my eye; the white vial was sticking out of Mohawk guy’s leg. His
morphine-infused veins. Bull’s-eye. I smiled a bloody smile, just like my cranberry-soaked shirt. Good job, Fern.

Exactly ten seconds later, the walls began to shake.



cuapter THREE

TEN SECONDS. THAT'S ALL it took for the morphine to enhance the power of the drug and be absorbed by Mohawk guy’s
system. Whatever the outcome was, it promised to be a bit less certain than the bullet Geronimo was dying to zip through
my brain. When running out of options, I'd grasped for straws. But as the walls began to tremble, I wondered: Did I pick
the right straw?

The single light bulb above me began to flicker. Fighting oft panic, Geronimo held on to his gun and waved it, ready
to shoot at whatever needed to be shot. Suddenly his magnified eyes homed in on Fern, covering her head, sprawled on
the floor by the wheelchair. As if by instinct, his attention shifted toward the inert boy. That’s when he saw it: the white
vial sticking out of the tattooed boy’s leg. Geronimo’s face turned crimson red.

“You little cunt!” he roared, pushing past the thug, gun hoisted up, ready to blow my brains out.

The first bullet was fired, and I flung myself to the side, landing once again on the uninviting concrete. The tremors
made Geronimo lose his balance, knocking him down to his knees. The stray bullet bounced off the steel plates enclosing
the room, sparking off each wall, finally making a home in the thug’s right thigh. He dropped, clenching his hands
around the wound.

“Put him to sleep!” Geronimo pointed at the wheelchair from the ground. Mr. Tweed Jacket nodded—his face
distorted, surely trying not to soil his pants.

He approached the wheelchair and, upon arriving, pulled out a large syringe from his coat pocket. He flicked off the
cap with a trembling hand, exposing the needle, and grabbed on to Mohawk guy’s malnourished arm. Then... he stopped
moving altogether.

“What's taking so long?!” Geronimo screamed.

“I—I can’t move!” Mr. Tweed Jacket yelled back. His entire body was motionless, like a hyper-realistic statue. When as
fast as the eye could register, his own hand stabbed the needle into his own neck. He gasped in horror. Released from the
invisible grip, he took a few steps back, dumbstruck by the syringe sticking out of his neck. An invisible force pushed the
plunger, emptying the chamber of its contents. Within seconds Mr. Tweed Jacket dropped to his knees and began to
twitch—frothing at the mouth.

Fern shrieked, kicking herself away from the convulsing rag doll the man had become.

Taking matters into his own hands, Geronimo climbed to his feet and rained bullets over Mohawk guy. A roaring
storm of bang-bang-bang followed, until c/ick-click-click—the gun was empty. Geronimo took a step back and lowered his
gun. Before him, the bullets had remained fixed midair. Suspended, as if by magic. Suddenly the first one moved and
buried itself with forceful speed into Mr. Tweed Jacket’s convulsing body. Then the second one. Followed by the third.

Unharmed, Mohawk guy’s eyes snapped open. He looked up at Geronimo, fixing his glazed, empty eyes on him.
Knowing this was a battle he wouldn’t win, Geronimo dropped the gun and bolted out of the room. The gentle thug who
had whacked me across the face hurriedly followed, limping on his good leg. We were left alone. Alone with Fern and
Mr. Tweed Jacket’s corpse.

The tremors kept on coming. Pipes above our heads erupted, spraying high-pressurized water all over the room.
Exposed live wires flung free, sparking yellow and blue, like dancing electric tentacles.

We had to get out of there before we were fried alive.

“Fern, untie me!”

She had curled up in a corner, terrified. She got up with difficulty. Her crying had subdued, but her entire body shook
with fear as she approached. Doing her best to keep her fidgeting fingers steady, she undid the knots behind my back, and



then I undid the ones between my feet.

As we made way toward the door, protecting our heads from the falling wreckage, my full attention was suddenly
hooked by the opposite end of the room.

I stopped moving, unable to unglue my eyes from the massive containers holding the vials. I was there for a reason—I
wasn’t going to leave empty-handed. Not after all that had happened. I thought of Phil. Of keeping him alive. Of keeping
him safe. I needed those vials.

Reacting as if I'd said that out loud, Mohawk guy locked his eyes on me. And—Pop! Pop! Pop! one by one, the vials
began to explode.

“No!” I shrieked, burying my hands into my fake blue hair. Without thinking, I lurched across the room, hoping to
snag a handful of vials before they met their end, sploshed onto the glass door. But I was too slow. They all exploded
seconds before I was able to wrap my fingers around them.

GODFUCKINGDAMMIT!

I swung glass door after glass door open, in an attempt to salvage some—any—of the vials. But Mohawk guy was too
fast. Then the popping ceased. That was it. They were all gone. All dripping against the glass, metallic shards impaled
into the glass door.

No... No!1 ran back to the first machine, then to the second. All destroyed. All gone.

Strength suddenly left my body. My hands fell on my knees as my head hung heavily between them. At that moment, I
thought I was going to cry. But even my tears refused to face this unforgiving reality.

“We have to go!” Fern screamed behind me. But I didn’t move. “COME ON!”

I wiped the snot with the back of my hand and admired the destruction before my eyes. There was something...
unusually beautiful about it all. Like a shipwreck stranded ashore. And it was all that guy’s doing. He’d done it all without
even lifting a finger. All with a little help from a tiny vial.

The tremors finally came to an end, but the silence was no promise of safety—it was not hard to imagine what the
inside of the club currently looked like: the cramped dance floor, all those people, the burning light fixtures. Fern was
right. We had to get out of there.

I turned and walked—past Mohawk guy—toward the door. But I stopped. I was furious—no, more: I wanted to
strangle him... for destroying everything. But at the same time, he’d saved my skinny ass. I gave Mr. Tweed Jacket’s bent-
out-of-shape corpse a nudge. We were alive because Mohawk guy wanted us to be. End of story. Perhaps now he’d make
a run for it. For freedom. I turned back to face him and—dammir—he had passed out.

I groaned, yanked the morphine drip out of his arm, and wheeled him toward the exit. O /ook, I have a conscience.

That’s when I saw it. A few feet away from the door, edging under a cluster of sparking wires: the chrome suitcase. A
similar design to the one I'd seen back when Mr. Tweed Jacket was trying to make a sale, just like the one that held rows
and rows of white vials inside. I dropped to my knees, hoping to snap it open. No security code on this one, just a
rectangular keyhole. A 4ey—>? I darted over to Mr. Tweed Jacket’s disjointed corpse and ripped his dress shirt open before
I could shriek eureka. There it was, hanging from the sparkling chain, lying on his bare chest: the silver totem. It rose
slightly. And then went back down. Mr. Tweed Jacket was breathing. Was he still alive? Certainly not for long. I yanked
the key off, jammed it into the keyhole, and stood back in awe. Forty vials. I was shaking. With the fridges destroyed, this
was the new holy grail, neatly packed and ready for the taking. Jackpot. Again.

I wheeled our comatose saviour down the hallway, speeding past locked doors under the sickly green fluorescent lights.
A red light blinked intermittently, as an emergency siren—similar to a foghorn—blared. Fern led the way, speeding
forward, pushing into every door marked “EXIT.” Unfortunately for us, most were locked. We made round onto another
hallway and then another—all identical copies of one another, a limbo of hallways and locked doors for all eternity. Were
we running in circles?

Finally, Fern pushed a door open. But she stopped short. I screeched the wheelchair to a halt behind her. Somehow I'd

forgotten we were on the third story of a massive warehouse. Outside the door, before us: a rusty balcony with an equally



rusty fire escape ladder. The tetanus-sprinkled ladder stood at least fifteen feet above the ground. Yeah—we weren’t
touching that.

Flashing lights—cops, fire trucks, ambulances—cut through the dark streets surrounding the warehouse with
increasing urgency.

Fern was about to run back inside when I stopped her. We had to jump. But not from the ladder, as the fall promised
to bust our kneecaps. We were to jump off the balcony and into an adjourning plastic-bag-padded dumpster. Simple.
Unless I landed on the single heap of broken glass. We were gonna take “dumpster diving” to an entirely new level. But
Fern was paralyzed; she was terrified of heights. In an attempt to show her how safe it was—a complete lie—I offered to
jump first.

I tossed the chrome suitcase atop the bags—no crushing glass, no dry c/unks. Soft enough, 1 thought.

As I climbed over the creaking railing, I felt a pang of vertigo. But when the fire trucks pulled up to the front of the
warehouse, I knew waiting time was over. Closing my eyes and taking a deep gulp of air, I let go of the railing and allowed
gravity to do the thing it does best.

I'landed dead center on a pile of stiff cardboard. The air wheezed out of my lungs upon impact.

“Are you okay?” Fern shouted, her voice coming from somewhere around me.

Attempting to soothe her nerves, I masked my sudden lack of oxygen and managed a thumbs-up. Luckily that did the
trick, for at that moment, I wasn’t able to utter a single word.

It was Mohawk guy’s turn next. She lifted his scrawny body oft the wheelchair and propped him against the railing.

“Are you ready?” she asked, holding on to him.

I nodded, struggling to catch my breath while clearing some room for his landing.

With one firm push, he fell over the edge and landed with a dry thwack!

He didn’t move.

“Is he dead?” she asked.

I checked for his pulse—a precaution, so as not to drag a limp corpse down Fifth Avenue. He was alive. Very much so;
his pulse was racing. I cleared him out of the way and puffed up a few of the softer bags for Fern. Every movement took
an exorbitant amount of effort. I was panting like a roly-poly during a marathon. No matter how much I tried to ease my
breath, my air pipes were blocked. Only miser droplets of oxygen trickled in, burning my throat like prickled glass on their
way down. My knees failed, and I had to lock my hand on the edge to stop myself from falling. The dumpster was
suddenly swimming.

Reacting to a faint yelp, I looked up only to find Fern—clenched fists, eyes sealed shut—midair, cannonballing into
the dumpster. Puff!

Strings of shredded paper exploded from inside several bags. Everything blurred and multiplied into a blizzard of
white. The world was spinning.

Fern looked around and patted the soft bags surrounding her with playful ease. “That wasn’t so bad!”

Nope, not bad at all, 1 thought as my vision pinholed. But when I parted my lips in an attempt to speak, only a dry
wheeze came through.

That’s around the time when I passed out.

I was roused awake by the invigorating aroma of coffee. A foggy pattern of yellowish stars blended into a white
background.

“You're awake!” a voice said—1I know that voice...

When pop! In came Fern’s upside-down face.

“You've been asleep for-evah! I truly thought you were a goner!”

As my vision cleared, my eyes narrowed at the view in front of me: stars—glow-in-the-dark stars—randomly glued to

the white ceiling above. I turned. Images of prepubescent boy bands adorned the walls of the small room around me. A



feather whiskered my cheek. It belonged to a polka-dotted bird. Next to it: a purple unicorn with a rainbow-colored tail.
God, 1 died and went to plush hell.

“Are you all there?” Fern’s voice snapped me back to attention. I pushed myself up on my elbows and wrapped my
hands around the hot coffee mug she offered me. “You dropped dead, you know?”

“How long have I been out?”

Fern’s expressive eyes stared back. “A day and a half. I even dry-cleaned my purse!” She flashed it, admiring it.
“Doesn’t it look like new? I was actually about to dial 911. You’re lucky my mom is in Honolulu, she’s a flight attendant,
otherwise—" But I didn’t let her finish. I sprung off the bed with Bambi-like grace, landing on Fern’s plush, pink rug—
coffee spilling everywhere. I had to get back to Phil.

“I love your wig. Where did you get it?” she asked while seducing the mirror.

I snatched it off. “Where’s the suitcase?” The words came out dry and hoarse.

“Under the bed. Shouldn’t you rest some before—" But I was out the bedroom door, chrome box in hand.

As I crossed through the small living room, I noticed there was someone else in there. There was a crunch loud enough
to overpower the TV.

Mohawk guy was plopped on a recliner, crushing cereal with his teeth. His eyes were locked on the screen, watching
Sunday-morning cartoons. He was fully awake, and equally dismissive.

Crunch, crunch.

“He woke up yester-morning and hasn’t moved since,” said Fern from her bedroom door.

I stood there, watching him watch the colorful screen. I noticed the pile of burned-to-a-crisp matches atop a side table.

“Yeah...” Fern said, adding, “he kept doing that. He would strike one up and stare at it while it burned. I was worried
he would burn the apartment down. Good thing he ran out of matches.”

I would return for Mohawk guy eventually. Speaking of which—

“Does he have a name?” I asked.

“Hasn’t said a single word.”

Can you blame him? He’s been swimming in and out of drug-induced dreams for who knows how long. Perhaps all that
was left inside his skull were mashed potatoes.

I swung the front door open and—I paused. An odd feeling took over me. The crunch crunch crunch had stopped. 1
turned around. Mohawk guy was staring at me, staring at the chrome suitcase. But then he blinked and his eyes flickered
away, avoiding mine, narrowing once again on the TV and resuming his crunching.

He looked oddly serene. No shivering, no restlessness...

Why isn’t he having morphine withdrawals? Odd. What are you hiding?

I called Riky before I got to the subway. He'd left the apartment with Phil before either one of his trollish parents woke
up from their deep slumber, and had spent all morning strolling around the park.

I jumped over the turnstile and dashed through the crowd.

Inside the subway car—blue wig rumpled between my hands—I wished I'd been more careful with Fern’s coffee mug; I
was in desperate need of a pick-me-up. My stomach grumbled.

Riky met me under the bridge by the Bethesda Fountain and welcomed me with a fresh hot dog in hand. He’d read my
mind. The sweet relish smell hit my nose, reminding me I hadn’t eaten in days. I devoured the treat in under a second.
Phil wrapped his eager arms around me. I lifted him up and spun him around—he squealed with such joy. And for a
moment, I forgot about everything—about the misery around me, the dangers that followed me—and during that entire
moment, I was happy.

“Nice black 'n’ blue,” Riky said with a snicker.

I felt around for the swelling under my eye. It had gone down significantly.

“Let me guess,” he said, “you fe//?”



I rapidly briefed Riky and bought myself a second hot dog—a ridiculously expensive tourist trap, but I was starving.
We went over everything: from meeting Fern to waking up in her mother’s apartment to my surprise at the sight of the
zombie boy I'd saved two nights prior. Yet Riky chose to ignore all of this; only one thing stuck firmly in his mind. One
thing I had failed to acknowledge. By (accidentally) dismantling Gray Matter’s drug operation behind the club, and by
saving the last container with the drug, I had, in a way, become the sole provider of the power drug. Although a bit of a
stretch—after all, we weren’t 100 percent sure these were the only vials out there, or if Gray Matter (whoever they were)
were going to produce more—it was still a possibility. We decided to focus on the victories instead of the what-ifs, and in
a world of high demand and low supply, I'd suddenly become the only one left with the juice. It was my one shot. My one

shot to monopolize Manhattan.

Back at Fern’s, Phil slept as I stood under the steaming showerhead for what must have been an hour. The smell of
jasmine embedded into the soap pulled me into a deep trance, where I found myself floating under a mist of life-bearing
dewdrops. Even though the soot from the night of the fire was long gone, it felt as if the filth and ash had somehow fused
with my skin—becoming part of my body—unremovable like a permanent tattoo, forever reminding me of that one night.
Where was he? Where was Frank?

My shower rumination was briskly interrupted by two sharp knocks on the door, followed by the all-too-familiar
bubbly voice.

“Here are some clean towels,” said Fern as she placed them on the toilet seat.

“Thank you.”

But she didn’t leave.

“So...” she began, “I was thinking...”

I was already dreading the conversation. It was her tone: mousy, meekish, elongating the words—the kind used when
poking around before asking for a favor. This was a tactic I despised—szop beating around the bush and get to the meat of
things already.

“You're, like,” she continued, “involved in drugs and stuff, right?”

The pressurized shower masked my deep frustrated sigh. “Yeah—and szuff.” Like theft, arson, possible murder—just to
list a few. “Is that a problem?” I added.

“Oh, no! No, no, no... Not at all... It’s just—" Here we go...

“I was wondering if—"

“If what, Fern?” I interrupted, losing my temper.

“If T could sell with you... and stuff. Sounds like a fun time.”

This time I turned the shower off and sighed loud enough so she would hear me. Fun? Which part? Getting punched?
Threatened? Shot?

“And everyone likes a drug dealer,” she said. “They’re, like—everyone’s best friends.”

Which cloud was she floating on?

“I was watching Party Monster last night’—rzhere we go—"“and you know, how, like, Angel sells drugs and—and—
everyone loves him!”

Um, yeah—and then he gets killed—mighty hammer in the head.

“Did you finish the movie?” I dared to ask.

“No, I fell asleep. Why?”

Did she somehow forget about having a gun pointed at her head? I had to be careful with what followed. Although
Fern hadn’t shown any signs of malice—or any signs of truly understanding all that had unfolded around her—she had
seen too much; she knew about the drug, what it did, and what we had to do to get it. Not only that, but she was letting
us crash (no questions asked), at least until her airport-hopping mother returned, when we (Phil, Mohawk guy, and

myself) would’ve otherwise had to resort to alleys and underpasses. She was Mother-effin-Teresa. She had done a lot and



hadn’t asked for anything in return—except for zbaz. We came down to an agreement: if she stayed home babysitting Phil
that night (as I really didn’t trust Mohawk guy just yet, with the matches and all), Riky and I would bring her along on
our next sell. I hated leaving Phil with strangers, but for some reason I found myself... #rusting her. And I don’t trust
people. Ever. Besides, I didn’t want to leave room for error, not during that first sale with the new drug. Surely every thug
under Geronimo had spent the night turning the entire island upside down searching for the little girl who not only stole
his goods (twice), but who also destroyed his entire stock. Although I shouldn’t take all the credit; Fern and Mohawk guy
helped a little—mostly the latter.

I dreaded leaving Phil behind, but the night was calling. Mommy had to work. Besides, what could be worse than
leaving him with Frank?

Booming speakers spewed electronic dance music behind me. I floated through a clandestine party, feeling it out. Neon
sticks of various colors had been taped onto the graffiti-stained walls of the main room, emitting a rainbow-streaked glow
when reflected off its bareness. As I roller-skated around and Riky trailed behind me, I noticed the rooms had been
stripped of furniture and of any type of décor—except for the lonely, Grey Goose—overflowing claw-foot bathtub aka the
party drinking fountain. A second bathtub sat inside another empty room; this one was overflowing with Jager. Ice packs
were buried deep inside both tubs, keeping the party drinks chilled. Folks used cups, shot glasses, straws, and hands.

An hour or so had gone by, and we’d had zero buyers. I repeatedly whizzed through the ocean of husky furry hoods,
light-up hats, light-up shoes, and %andi accessories (all colorfully glowing in the dark like unicorn throw-up), but the juice
got no attention. No one knew what the power drug did or what it was. Riky wanted to shoot up and show them, but I
kept rebutting with “no” after “no” after “fuck no.” The ravers simply gawked back, wide-eyed, and asked if we had some
dope, Molly, or speed. On a different night I would’ve replied, How much? but due to a little fire, I was out of narcs. A few
years ago, I tried selling mushrooms at another EDM party—“Ew, they smell like poo—I never sold mushrooms again. I
give people what they want (unless it’s flakka or krokodil, because I mean, that’s just stupid—I once tried selling meow
meow at a rave, but it didn’t turn out to be as popular as I'd imagined). What was I thinking trying to sell at an illegal,
underage house party? I needed bigger fish. My fear of getting caught by Geronimo was screwing up my groove. Coaxing
the tweens into realizing they wanted the power drug wasn’t going to work. They were too coked out to function.

This kid who looked like a ginger Harry Potter stared at me, pouting like a ten-year-old. “No... I don’t want that,
man.” Pause—snorts cocaine like a vacuum cleaner—“You sure you don’t have any Molly?”

“No.”

“Are you, like—sure? Like—can you check?”

Are you fucking kidding me?

“Like—in your pocket?” Carrot Potter pressed on, his left eye twitching.

I balled my hand into a fist, but Riky pulled me aside before I fulfilled my wish of whacking Potter’s silly glasses off.

“Why not give out free samples?” Riky asked me. “Worked during the New Year’s Eve party.”

“That was Molly. And it wasn’t even pure; it was three-quarters powdered sugar.” I looked around: the expensive
watches, the latest smartphones—selfie here, selfie there. “These are trust-fund kids—fuck them if they think they’re
getting anything for free.”

He raised his hands. “Don’t bite me, just trying to help here.”

Simply put: Those kids wanted pills, and we didn’t have any. You don’t sell bacon to a vegetarian. End of story.

Riky adjusted a pair of steampunkish goggles that made him look like a fly.

“Can you even see in those?” I asked.

“Not a damn thing. They’re neat, right?”

When, just as I was about to pull off the wig and call it a night, she happened.

She appeared out of nowhere holding a four-liter vodka bottle and sipping out of a red straw like it was her job. “I like

your wig,” she said with a flat expression—not sure if she was being honest or mocking me.



My eyes were immediately drawn to the neon green devil horns on her head. Black bangs crowned her forehead, and
strips of equally onyx hair hung perfectly straight all the way down to her shoulders. A man’s white tank top hung loosely
over her black bra, draping over her bare shoulders. She must've been around sixteen or seventeen. Her eyes—honey-
almond with hints of green—were fixed on mine. She didn’t look drunk, just uninterested—her expression nonplussed,
ready to drop me the second the conversation got boring.

“Thanks,” I replied questionably.

She batted her big eyes and continued: “You're the one with the good stuff, right?”

“Nothing you'd want.” If she asks me for Molly, I'm going to lose it.

“You don’t know what I want,” she replied, chewing on the straw, taking continuous big sips.

“What do you want?” asked Riky, butting in.

But her eyes didn’t waver. She ignored him, expecting my next line.

“I have a new drug,” I started.

“I like new drugs. What does it do?”

I shot Riky a glance. Her narrowed eyes remained locked on me.

“Powers. They give you powers.”

Suddenly her demeanor changed for the first time, confirming she wasn’t some kind of robot devoid of expression. Her
eyes became sinister-looking slits. “So, it is you.” Then just as fast, the expression was gone and a wicked smile took over.
“I love powers.”

What had she meant by that “I# is you”...?

“We were thinking about giving free samples,” Riky said, elbowing his way in again. I almost smacked him. But devil-
girl beat me to it.

“That’s just stupid.”

I scoffed. Riky nudged me, annoyed.

Suddenly devil-girl’s demeanor changed again: back to flat, disengaged—the straw returning to her lips. “These kids
will suck you dry out of free samples. You're selling to the wrong crowd.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” I said. I... /ike this girl.

“E, right?”

How does she know my name?

“How do you know my name?”

She shrugged, disinterested. “I've seen you around.” Noncommittal answer and a yawn. Scanning the room, she added,
to no one in particular: “Bunch of losers.” Then she turned back to me. “Anyway, what’s the deal? Want to sell or not?”

“Yeah...” I replied, hesitant, having a hard time keeping up with her—trying to see through her charade. People tend to
be very transparent—especially when they’re trying not to be. But she wasn’t. She was layered.

“All right, then. Good. Let’s get the hell out.” With the same nonchalant ease she’d worn so far, she dropped the half-
empty-slash-half-full vodka bottle on the floor—shattering it upon impact. She pushed her way through the dancing
crowd without turning back, expecting us to follow—which, although I'm embarrassed to admit, we did.

By the time Riky and I exited the building, she was already sitting inside a cab, waiting.

“I mean, really, take your time, will ya,” the girl said.

The driver looked over his shoulder and faced her—he was an ancient man wearing a turban. “Sir, 'm not talking to
you, sir—you can turn around now. Jesus, the nerve of some people.”

Riky and I slid inside—I got middle seat; he refused to sit next to her. Something about her irked him. And I had to
admit she’d had the same effect on me. We didn’t know what it was, but something about her just screamed in neon:
“YOU CANT TRUST ME!”

“Why are you doing this?” I managed to mutter.

“I collect people. And I want to help.” Somehow I found this hard to swallow, yet I played along. Could she kill me?



Perhaps—if she really wanted to. But she looked relatively harmless. Besides, I'm not the type to turn away opportunity
once it comes knocking at my door.

“I'm Mia, by the way. Trail mix?” She whipped out a ziplock bag overflowing with pills of all colors and sizes.

Mia.

The driver picked a random radio station and then stepped on the gas. We left Water Street behind and sped to the
Hugh L. Carey Tunnel.

“I love taking the tunnel,” Mia said. “It is so much better than taking the Williamsburg Bridge.”

And so underground we went, devoured by the tunnel’s gaping mouth in no time. Lights flashed past us as we drove
into the creature’s belly. The driver’s radio became crackling static. My ears popped. It felt like an episode of The Twilight
Zone. But then I saw the other end in the distance. The single exit. And as fast and easily as we’d been devoured, the
creature spat us back out.

Over the twinkling landscape of streetlamps, a structure jutted out in an area devoid of houses—looming by the river.
I'd seen it before but never paid close attention to it. It was an abandoned sugar factory, untouched throughout the years.

As we approached, I noticed blares of colored light flashing through several of its shattered windows. What was going
on in there? Electricity suddenly rushed through me, delivering a wave of tingling sensations. I felt... excited. Yet I wasn’t
sure why. An unexpected force kept pulling me in that direction, and I was struggling to understand it. My senses were
abruptly enhanced—Ilike a jaguar eager for a hunt. I found myself... sa/ivating.

This is it. 1 had no idea how, but I just knew it. The feeling crept up on me, burning up from inside my gut. I stared at
the imposing structure before me. That’s where history will be made. That’s where my world will be turned upside down.

And sure enough, it was.



cuarter FOUR

HEXAGONS MADE OUT OF glass adorned the interior, spreading around the vast warehouse, creating tunnels, boulders, and
geometric trees, all blending into the environment like a crystal jungle. Streaks of rainbow light reflected off of every
surface. Some glass panes were see-through; others were reflective, like warped mirrors. The music—if you were to call it
that—was a combination of plastic sounds, tribal beats, and electronica. A perpetuating rhythm held it together, like a
single heartbeat unifying a massive organism.

We made way through a claustrophobic tunnel of prismatic corners and twinkling lights—a shimmering beehive—
until a clearing opened before us, like an arena. A mutated circus had exploded all over; a topsy-turvy of excess. Masks
with multiple faces. Nude bodies covered in glow-in-the-dark tattoos. I'd seen men dress like women before, and vice
versa, but this—this was unlike anything I'd ever seen. It was a juxtaposition of extremes. A remix of colors, sexes, and
fabrics. My sparkling wig dimmed in this crowd of vibrancy and light; the opulent candied curls bounced off towering
neon-orange headpieces; zombie contact lenses; feathered eyelashes; sequined bodysuits; sparkling vampire teeth; fur; duct
tape; Bubble Wrap. A ginormous tiger walked past me, led by a man pulling on a golden chain.

“Who are these people?” I asked, fascinated.

“Just the créeme de la créme of the art world,” Mia replied.

I studied the room, pausing on every exposed face. I was surrounded by renowned curators, cutting-edge fashion
designers, riveting photographers, modern art aficionados, writers, sculptors, people I'd seen on magazines, on posters,
larger-than-life painters who breathed—oozed—inspiration out of every pore. It was a hotbed of intellectual titillation; an
ark housing creativity amid the deluge of the city’s everyday drone reality. That single thought made me smile like a
moron.

The night begins now...

Mia led the way as Riky tried his best not to trip—too distracted by the outfits grazing his shoulders—while I roller-
skated behind them.

Scattered candy dispensers gave out pills by the handful. A black polished Maybach stood at the center of it all. Its four
rims glistened under the strobe lights. Guests hovered around it, keeping their distance, as if their mere presence would
chip the paint. Is this some kind of fancy car auction?

“What is that for?” I asked.

Mia faced me with a smile. “You'll see...”

“You brought friends?” a syrupy voice suddenly asked.

“They bring pretty good candy,” Mia replied.

“What kind of candy?” The voice belonged to a woman—I think. Her wasp-thin waist was made prominent by her
curvaceous hips and melon-sized breasts. Her skin was milky. Her dress, a second skin of glittering white made out of
what looked like diamonds, fit her like a glove. Riky was instantly mesmerized by the sparkle.

“What do you mean ‘what kind’?” Mia asked her. “The one everyone’s talking about?”

The woman’s eyes widened: Oh, really? Atop her head, pink hair swirled with unnatural precision. It reminded me of...
frosting.

“What are you supposed to be, anyway?” Mia prodded, poking at the headpiece.

“A cupcake!” She smacked Mia’s finger away from her overly opulent hair.

“Ugh, I'm getting diabetes just by staring at you.” Back to me, “E, this is Monroe. She’ll be your BFF,” she said with

dismissive ease.



“Sweet getup,” I managed to let out.

Monroe gave me a quick once-over. No smile. Then swiveled her eyes back to Mia. “She’s the one bringing the candy?”

Mia replied with an uninterested nod: Yeah, yeah.

“Well, well—sweetie, you're the size of my right tit,” said Monroe, followed by a melodic laughter. “And who’s that
cutie?” She motioned behind me.

“Riky.” He pushed through, announcing his own name—arms folded like a superhero.

“E and Riky. Well, well’—she pouted her huge lips and studied me—“So. Is it true? Is it true what she says?”

I nodded. “I have the juice that makes you do what no other substance can.”

Her eyes widened. “How much?”

I had yet to come up with a good price range for the vials. I tried estimating single units based on the number Mr.
Tweed Jacket had given me; his out-of-this-world prices. Mmm... math math math. Let’s see... How about a game?

“What's your price for power?” I asked with a grin.

Monroe pursed her lips and half closed her left eye, zhinking...

“I don’t know. A hundr—" My eyes widened. She instantly corrected herself: “One thousand...? Is that good?”

“Eight thousand for a vial,” I announced. Boom. Cards were on the table.

Monroe gasped like a damsel in distress. “Eight? THOUSAND?”

Go big or go home, “It’s the price for power.”

Riky shot me a hard look—TI knew that look. It was the are-you-fucking-crazy look.

Monroe bit her overly glossy, sultry bottom lip.

“Tell you what.” I snapped the silence in half. “Since you're about to be my first buyer, and that is huge—not only for
you, but for me, a girl’s gotta eat—T’ll hook you up.”

“Meaning?” She leaned in, curious.

“Four thousand. And I'll let you in on a little secret on how to enhance the high.”

Monroe’s glassy eyes sparkled as she whipped out her Amex from in between her bowling-ball boobs. “Credit card?”

“What do you think she is>» An ATM?” Mia scofted.

Monroe turned to her. “You're such a little bitch to me.”

“Just cuz I love you,” Mia winked back.

Monroe scribbled something down on a piece of paper, tore it off, and handed it over. “There.”

I left her hand hanging. “Um. What’s that?”

“It’s a check,” she replied, shocked, not getting my rhetorical question.

“I know what a check is—I can’t take checks.”

Awkward pause.

“Yes, you can.” Mia snatched it.

I gritted my teeth. “We don’t take checks.”

Mia folded the piece of paper and stuffed it inside my pocket. “Do you really think it’s going to bounce? I mean—
really.” 1 followed Mia’s gaze: the diamonds on Monroe, the pearls...

“What?” Monroe jerked, self-conscious. “Is my mascara running?”

“T'rust me,” Mia said, ignoring the life-size Barbie doll. 77usz. That was a lot to ask. I looked over at Riky; he
shrugged. You're no help. I rolled my eyes.

“Check will be fine.” I forced a smile and gave Monroe a vial. She removed the plastic cap, exposing the small needle.
“Oh.”

“Something wrong?”

“A needle.”

“Really,” Mia snarled, “you’re going to tell me you're afraid of a tiny needle?” Her eyes went up and down Monroe’s

overly plastic body, hoping to prove her point. “I think you’re fine with needles.”



“What do you care?” Monroe pointed the vial at me. “So, how do I do it?”

“Shoot up your neck for faster results. Otherwise any vein should work. There are eight doses in there. Each time the
plunger clicks, that’s a dose. If you want half, push gent/y. I'd suggest pacing yourself.”

“Why? What happens if I overdose?” Monroe tilted her head, draping her five-inch-long golden eyelashes over her
feline eyes.

Huh. What would happen, indeed? I remembered the comedown, how I wanted to die. And then I remembered Phil:
the seizures, him almost dying in my arms... But after that he’d been fine. Overdosing? I suddenly felt Monroe’s, Mia’s,
and Riky’s expectant eyes fixated on me.

So I lied. “It just won’t work—correctly—if too much is applied too fast.”

Monroe considered this. Then shrugged. “Sounds good to me!” Without thinking it over she clicked a dose into her
neck. She released a soft moan, followed by a vibrant sigh, as if she’d just gulped down a tall glass of chilled water.

“Lovely. Loooooooooooovely—" Her voice became an orgasmic gasp made up of deep inhales and exhales, and before
she knew it, the vial was levitating oft her palm.

I smiled, proud of a drug I hadn’t even made but which I felt was rightfully mine. Riky was stunned, utterly speechless.
Hearing me talk about the high was one thing, but witnessing its true power—that was nuclear.

“So, E,” Monroe said, playing around with the floating vial, “tell me. How does one enhance the effects?”

“Morphine. Five milligrams should do the trick.”

“T'll remember that. See you around, E.” With that, she turned back into the crowd and resumed her partying.

“That was—amazing,” Riky finally blurted out.

“Gotta see it to believe it,” said Mia with a wicked grin.

Suddenly Riky grabbed me by the shoulders and spun me around. “E, you’re crazy.”

“Yes.”

“No, really.”

“What's your point?”

“Eight thousand?” He elongated the #hou when he said it. “Are you serious? You're pushing it.” If it were up to him, I'd
be giving out vials for a nickel.

“This is not smack, Riky. Or Molly. This is something else.”

“That’s a shitload of money, E. It's—it’s insane!”

“Actually, twinkie boy, she is right,” Mia butted in.

“Excuse me?” He frowned.

But she ignored him.

“Riky, don’t you see it?” I asked him.

“See what?”

In reply, I spun him around and forced him to face the entirety of the party. The opulence. The extravagance. “Look at
that. A4// of it.” The hexagonal sculptures, the costumes, the drinks, the food, the lights, the Maybach! Everything was
extremely elaborate. So well thought-out and put together. No small enterprise could’ve afforded an event of such
magnitude.

Finally he spoke up: “These people are loaded. Loaded loaded.”

I nodded.

“And some more,” Mia said. “You can ask them for anything—any number—and they’ll give it to you.”

Shell-shocked, Riky met my amazed eyes with equal perplexity.

“You're fucking with us?” he asked Mia.

“I don’t fuck”™—she paused, glared at him; wicked grin—"“with twinkie boys.”

A faint smile crept on my face. Thoughts raced through my mind like a flock of birds flying through a small window. If’
I sell five more vials tonight, I'll be leaving the party with at least forty thousand dollars. If I sell the entire supply I've brought (ten



vials, a quarter of what was inside the chrome suitcase), seventy-six thousand. If I sell the entire contents of the chrome
suitcase... My entire body shuddered.

Over three hundred thousand dollars.

I suddenly got light-headed. But there was no way I was going to sit down; adrenaline was rushing through me. I had
to sell. I had to sell. I had to fucking sell.

Suddenly the party came to an abrupt halt as several of the glass hexagons flickered on with colorful static.
Conversations muted when a thundering voice boomed from adjourning speakers.

“Tonight is an evening of sensual celebration,” the crisp and metallic voice announced. Parts of a face materialized on
each hexagonal screen, like a disproportionate jigsaw; a clean-shaven jawline and a set of round, prismatic glasses were
magnified to abnormal sizes. The digital lips parted, and the speech continued. “Many have gathered to honor the beauty
that takes us through the struggles of this mundane world. Old friends. Strangers. New friends. Morph into our world of
imagination and mental liberation. Feast. This, my friends, is for you. In the addicting words of Terence McKenna, ‘we
have the money, the power, the medical understanding, the scientific know-how, the love, and the community to produce
a kind of human paradise; but we are led by the least among us—the least intelligent, the least noble, the least visionary;
we are led by the least among us, and we do not fight back.” Tonight, this is our sanctuary. Our laboratory. Our magic.
Welcome to ‘The Glass House.” This is where we fight back. Consume the chaos. Create the chaos. Be the chaos. ‘Hurl
yourself into the abyss and discover it’s a feather bed!”

Following a white flash, the images on the glass dissolved as it returned to its original translucent finish. The guests
gasped and clapped with fervor.

“Who was that?” I asked Mia.

“Did you know... curiosity killed the kitty cat?” She purred. “You'll meet him eventually.”

As if on cue, a spotlight dropped on the Maybach. Then, stepping out of the crowd, a Hindu god buried a mallet into
the hood of the car. I took a step back, startled. A dragon in a tuxedo followed, knocking the side mirrors off with a
baseball bat. Monroe cracked the windshield with her new telepathic ability. What in the...? When, all at once, the area
was swarming with fantastical characters destroying the car as if this were a riot. Except they weren’t enraged. They
were... ecstatic. A few climbed onto the unblemished roof and banged at it with crowbars. They were all celebrating...
destruction.

I looked at Mia. She rolled her eyes and pulled me by the arm. “Come on.”

Riky was as white as a sheet.

Just as we were approaching a second potential buyer, a massive hand locked itself on my shoulder, applying just
enough pressure for me to know it meant business. The hand belonged to an Armani-clad security ape the size of a house.
An earpiece coiled out of his ear.

“He wants to see you.” He nodded toward a large bunker-like office protruding from the back wall. We all looked up.
Its large windows reflected the party below.

I shrugged his hand oft. “Who?”

“The king. The god,” Mia answered. “The monster,” she added, scraping the polish off a chipped nail.

Riky shot me a glance.

Exasperated, Mia grabbed my hand and turned to the gorilla-man. “Forget it, I'll take her. Thanks, Paul.”

We soon left the crowd behind and went up a set of narrow stairs onto a second story.

“Where are we going?” I asked her.

“To see him.”

Him?

Oh, God. She’s taking me to see Geronimo, isn’t she? 1 squeezed a vial inside my fist and thought: Bring it on, fucker.

At the end of a long echoing corridor poorly illuminated with construction lamps, we came to a large floor-to-ceiling



window that overlooked the party below. Facing it: a glossy white chair shaped like an egg with its back turned to us.

A voice suddenly boomed without preamble, as if we’d walked into a private conversation. “A few ounces. A few
grams. A few micrograms. That’s all it takes. All it takes for our perception of the world to be changed, mushed like putty,
drawn into new realities... transformed.” This wasn’t Geronimo.

The man’s voice was silky, not processed like what had earlier poured out of the speakers. His words trailed out softly
and timely, allowing his breath to fill in the gaps after every sentence. “And we,” he went on, “as mere spectators, mere
temporary passengers, change through the experience. We grow. We learn. We adapt. We evolve. It’s fascinating how
much the mind can unlock with the help of one little key. To experience reality at its fullest, one must find such a key.
One must be released from their mental prison. Live as a whole with the world and space—with the negative space—only
then will lines cease to exist. Perhaps... I've found my key.” The oval chair slowly spun around and the source of the voice
turned to face us. “Please have a seat.”

We did, on a silver sofa directly across from him. How to begin to describe this particular man? His appearance was
simple and quite deceiving. Slick, carefully styled white-as-snow hair made his head look like a porcelain crown. He wore
a shiny, hypnotic tailcoat suit, with thin LED bluish fissures forming pulsating hexagonal patterns that pulled me in with
unforgiving force. Yellow gloves protected his elongated fingers as he toyed playfully with a Rubik’s Cube. Old, worn-out
boots reached halfway up his shins. Large round goggles hung on the bridge of his nose. The rim was white. The lenses
were fragmented—an explosion of crystalized colors; kaleidoscopic; both reflective and opaque—and they concealed his
eyes. How could he see? He had no eyebrows. He was the man from the hexagonal projections. For someone obsessed
with chaos, he was impeccably put together.

The thin line that made up his mouth angled upward, transforming into a smirk. “What’s your name, girl?”

Is he looking at me? “E.”

‘E?” He allowed the letter to hang in the air, simmering in his brain. “£—how addicting. Where are your friends,
Molly, Crystal, and Mary Jane?”

I frowned.

“I'm the Piper,” he said.

Piper?

Riky was as lost as I was. Mia, on the other hand, was acting like an uninterested brat, too distracted by the hem of her
skirt.

“You're selling at my party,” the man who called himself the Piper continued, lowering his gaze, fingers swiftly
rearranging the colorful cube.

“Yes.”

“What is it you're selling?”

“A drug that gives you superpowers.”

“So it is true, then.”

“What is?”

“The drug; it is not a myth.”

“It is—true.” My eyebrows knit together.

The colorful cube twisted and turned. Then stopped. The Piper had solved the puzzle. Yet it didn’t end there. He
proceeded to dissolve the patterns just as quickly, rearranging the cube into a new orchestration of mayhem. “What if
you're lying?”

“Excuse me?”

“How do I know it does what you say it does?”

“We had a buyer.”

“Who?”

“Monroe,” Mia butted in, without looking up.



“Want me to go get her—?”

But he interrupted. “No.”

“No?” T asked.

“I want to see it now.” The Piper’s fingers moved at roadrunner speed; the cube was in continuous change. Solved.
Unsolved. Order. Chaos. The man was a frickin’ genius.

“Why?”

Suddenly his fingers stopped. He looked up and smiled. He held the solved cube on the palm of his hand. “What do
you think will happen first? Me solving the puzzle, again, or you overcoming your fear?”

“Fear?”

He grinned.

My cheeks felt like burning coals, I was so irritated. “I'm not shooting, if that’s what you're asking for,” I snarled back.

Smiling, the Piper leaned forward, taken with curiosity. “Why? Are you afraid of it?”

“No.”

“When the pupil is ready, the teacher appears. I can teach you how to overcome that fear.”

Mia interjected. “You know what, I would love to shoot up, but I can’t. I'm too drunk.” That was hardly a reason, but
the Piper didn’t object.

“Thank you for that insightful remark, Mia,” he said, his voice cool as ice.

“You are so very welcome,” she rebutted, loaded with attitude.

There was something going on between these two. The passive-aggressive bickering was unusual... very father-and-
daughter like...

“T'll do it,” Riky, the opportunist, blurted out. He’d been eagerly waiting for an excuse to shoot since the moment he
saw the drug in action.

“No,” I shut him down.

“Why?”

“Riky, no.”

“It looks like you've backed yourself into a corner, Ms. E,” the Piper interrupted. “It’s all quite simple, really. How
desperate are you?”

Riky grabbed me by the wrist. “Just give me a vial. One dose.”

I hesitated.

“Are you really going to let this eight-K-per-vial opportunity go to waste?” Riky’s question hung in the air like a
looming storm cloud, threatening to approach. He was right. I wanted to sell, more than anything. But not at his expense.
He didn’t know what it felt like—the affer. But what was my other option? To leave the factory and walk down deserted
sidewalks empty-handed? And then back to finding seedy raves with underage kids and confused teenagers, the kind that
doesn’t buy anything over fifty bucks?

“E? He’s waiting...” Riky jerked his head toward the Piper.

Fine. If he wants to know what if feels like, then let him know what it feels like. 1 handed Riky a vial. “Half a dose.”

“Half a dose,” he repeated as he removed the cap and exposed the needle.

My jaw tightened when he injected himself. He sighed as the drug took over.

We waited in silence. Was the Piper looking at me? A smile remained fixed on his pale face. What is he thinking? 1f I'd
had a hard time reading Mia, the Piper was on an entirely different level. At least Mia shared the same oxygen here down
on earth. The Piper, as it were, was somewhere way past our stratosphere, surfing the universe like some titanic creator,
swirling comets around, crushing German cars, birthing galaxies, destroying stars at his whim. I caught myself and
stopped. Something hypnotic was clouding my mind. I'd just met the man, yet his presence had already made a deep
impression on me. And he’d done it without batting an eye. He didn’t have a need for guns. He didn’t have a need for the

drug. All he’'d used was himself, his words, and that bloody little cube.



Suddenly the Rubik’s Cube left the Piper’s gloved hands. It floated midair and spun gracefully. Riky’s unblinking eyes
were locked on the object, mesmerized by what he was, all of a sudden, able to do. He smiled. The biggest smile I'd seen
in years. A truly genuine smile.

“Impressive,” said the Piper.

And just like that, we’d won his blessing.

Back down on the main floor, the crowd parted before us as Riky—dancing with perfect elasticity—juggled the Rubik’s
Cube, a glowing sphere, and a wineglass several feet above his head, all in a dreamlike motion, with the objects floating
above his hands.

I didn’t have to offer; the guests were begging for it, practically throwing handfuls of dollar bills at me in exchange for a
brief window of magic. Before I knew it, I had only four vials left, and folks were ripping each other’s heads off for a piece.
When a fuse inside my head sparked. Why sell vials—when I could sell doses?

Right then and there, my wheels burned across the factory with steadfast swiftness as I injected folks left and right,
each at three thousand dollars a pop. We got even luckier once we found two ATMs by the bathrooms. Guest after guest
withdrew disgusting sums of money and kept going back for seconds.

Twenty-four doses later, I'd made seventy-two thousand dollars. I decided to sell my last eight doses for a solid five
thousand dollars. I had more cash than pockets to fill. I felt drunk. The costumed world spun around me, swirling like
dancing Christmas trees and disco balls.

In under an hour, objects were floating around the warehouse, hovering above the crowd. The Maybach was ripped to
pieces and crushed like an empty beer can. Champagne bottles were popped; the liquid flowed out gratuitously in the air,
like an amorphous snake, trailing over people’s faces as they stuck out their tongues and took bites of the floating
beverage. Others—the risk takers—pushed onto the hexagonal crystal sculptures, rearranging them around the room. As
creativity got the best of them, a few lifted others up in the air, making them fly. A handful played with a lighter,
attempting to control the flickering flame, but they repeatedly failed; the flame remained undisturbed no matter how
much of the drug they shot up. Yet that didn’t stop them from enjoying the high. They all roared with laughter,
inebriated with both the continuously flowing booze and their new mental abilities. I observed them from a corner, from
the other side of a sheet of glass, as if they were goldfish swimming in a water tank.

Reacting to a gut feeling, I looked up. There he was: looking down at us from his overseeing chamber. The Piper.
Smiling.

Watching all of us.

Watching me.

Perhaps I was the one in the tank.

We sat on the scaffolding outside the factory mill—our feet dangling off the iron railing—watching dawn break. Mia
stared out into the mauve-streaked clouds, a burning cigarette hanging off her lips, as Riky attempted to solve the Rubik’s
Cube by spinning it with his mental fingers.

Mia offered me a ciggie. I shook my head.

“You don’t smoke?” she asked.

“She used to,” Riky said. “She used to do other hardcore stuff too. You should’ve seen her two years ago. Mess.”

Mia grinned and studied my face. “Why did you stop?”

I'ignored the question.

Deciding not to pry further, she puffed her smoke and turned her attention back to the city skyline.

When I finally finished counting the seemingly endless hundred-dollar bills, I stacked them onto three piles before me.
I handed the first to Mia.

“Keep it,” she said, pushing my hand away.



“We wouldn’t have found this party without you.”

She shrugged. “Let me tag along next time. Maybe slip me some pills. We'll call it even.”

Riky shot me a glare. No one rejects this much money. Unless they don’t need it... Mia, who are you?

“Who was the guy inside?” I asked her. “Looked like you two had a thing...”

“The Piper? There was no thing.”

“You looked pissed.”

“Well, aren’t you the observant type?” she joked. “He promised me something, but then he took it back, that’s all.”

“Sounds like a dad.”

“But he isn’t. He isn’t my dad. That would be too crazy. He just... he helped me out a few times when I was in
trouble.” She glanced at the tinted sky, lost in thought. Then she shrugged. “He’s an artist of sorts. Very experimental.
Although I think he was like a science major—chemistry crap. Or was it philosophy? Or maybe both? Either or. Crazy
rumors surrounding him, though.”

“Does he have a name? A rea/ name?”

“Do you?”

Touché.

Some of these rumors, as Mia explained, placed the Piper as a good friend of John Lennon (although the timelines
didn’t match); in others, he was a millionaire (French royalty money) going through life throwing extravagant parties and
burning through bills as if they were toilet paper; some said he’d been a man of power inside the Vatican (Da Vinci’s long-
lost relative), but after discovering some hidden “truth,” he’d been excommunicated; some said he’d been a subject of
severe human testing during World War II, fed with mind-altering chemicals and toxins, rendering him blind; some said
he was a cyborg and wore glasses to hide his robotic lenses; others placed him at the top of the food chain in the art
world—the man responsible for art pieces going in and out of the market: his word equaled currency, turning no-names
into artistic phenomena overnight. Each rumor was more far-fetched than the last. Yet, somehow, there seemed to be a
hint of truth in all of them.

I gave Riky his share. He flicked through the bills, counted under his breath, and handed me back a wad of cash: five
hundred dollars.

“What's this?” I asked, holding the bundle up.

“For the half dose. I don’t take drugs for free. At least not from you.”

I snickered. “It was a sample.”

“I can’t be taking freebies, E. How else are we gonna afford running away?” he replied with a playful smirk.

“You're running away?” Mia snapped at us; the idea of drama had perked up her ears.

There was no time to reply. She was already going off on an imaginary scenario, visualizing it on the skyscraper-
infested horizon as she exhaled a cloud of silky smoke out the corner of her mouth. “Oooh, let’s go to Cancun. Oh! Oh!”
she squealed with excitement. “Or even better: Barcelona!”

As Mia dreamt on, Riky lit up a cigarette with his mental grasp. I held the Rubik’s Cube between my hands and
studied it. “One must find such a key,” the Piper had said. What did he mean by that? What key? He said he’d found his. Will I

ever find mine?



cuapter FIVE

THE FOLLOWING NIGHT, I was ready to bolt out of Fern’s apartment, armed to the teeth with white vials. And I would’ve, had
Riky not anchored himself blocking the doorway.

“Do you want to get yourself killed?” he asked.

I only had to look past him at Mohawk guy, plopped on the couch eating cereal and watching cartoons, to understand
his concern. Surely the word had gotten out by now: “ittle girl selling power drugs.” News had to have reached Geronimo’s
ears—or even Gray Matter. Geronimo’s thugs were probably out there, inside every club, in every underground party, in
every teenager’s pot-reeking basement, sniffing me out.

Riky was right. It wasn’t safe.

Five days went by. Five days of uttermost dread. I developed a serious case of cabin fever. It had nothing to do with
being confined inside Fern’s apartment; it was the fact that I wasn’t a/lowed to sell. I was suffocating. Like a wild animal
that'd been told it could no longer hunt. I had restless sleep every single night. But it was either that or risking a bigger
beating with several other guns pointed at my head.

I decided to skip school entirely. Last thing I needed was Principal Hardwick breathing down my neck, asking for his
weekly pick-me-up. Of course Fern wasn’t going to ruin her perfect attendance to keep me company, so the apartment
was disturbingly quiet—TV aside. I spent my days taking care of Phil (my only joy during my house arrest), and glaring at
Mohawk guy while he watched cartoons. It was an unbearable situation. Staring into Fern’s star-encrusted ceiling during
all hours of the day was making me want to peel my skin off. On the seventh day, curiosity got the best of me and I spent
an entire morning attempting to crack our mysterious Mohawk friend.

“What'’s your name?”

Silence. He didn’t even acknowledge my presence, eyes glued onto the screen. Frustrated, I dropped onto the ottoman
in front of him, blocking his view from the overly violent but perfectly okay-for-kids cartoons. His jaw stopped midcrunch
and his eyes were directed at me. Good, I have your attention.

I repeated: “What's your name?” mouthing the words carefully. Maybe he’s deaf...

After a lingering pause, he resumed his crunching and looked past me back at the screen. Ugh.

I would’ve lunged onto cereal dude and strangled him until words squealed out of his lips, had the doorbell not rang—
Riky bringing sandwiches—and my phone not beeped (“Hey ho, wut u up 2? M=bored xoxo mia”). 1 have anger issues.

Earlier that morning, after spending two hours swimming in Fern’s heart-shaped pillows and obnoxiously flufty stuffed
animals, I came up with a business plan. Selling the power drug, and on/y the power drug, was an unproductive idea. First
off, the obvious: my supply was limited—I had only thirty vials left. Secondly, everyone working under or over Geronimo
would be certainly hunting for them. If I wanted to use my resources and time wisely, I had to expand my menu and sell
what I knew how to sell best: pills. Although Frank had been my main supplier, over the years I'd finagled my way into
other small-time supply circles—nothing too big or as orchestrated as Geronimo’s setup, but roach-size dealers, just like
myself. The kind that falls through the cracks. Truth be told, I was willing to do anything—even wear a paper bag over
my head—to get out of Fern’s stuffy apartment and sell.

Strapping Phil onto my back with his sling—him Yoda, me Luke—Riky, Mia, and I set off on a mission. Fern was in
class, and Mohawk guy wouldn’t be going anywhere; he was as cemented to the couch as a sick whale is to the shore.

We were off to meet this dude who was supposed to have practically everything, which wasn’t unusual for some folks in
the drug-dealing game. We'd gotten the hookup through Riky’s neighbor’s uncle’s sister-in-law’s twin. Totally normal.

The dealer’s name, though, was the unusual part. His name was Cousin It.



We made it to his place, a vintage comic book store, a little past noon. There, a scrawny Middle Eastern clerk led us
through a beaded doorway, down a hallway that smelled of rancid rotten eggs, and into a back room adorned with
superhero posters, pipes, bongs, neon glow sticks, and enough fireworks to blow up the original Fourth of July brigade.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

A string of erupting firecrackers hung from Cousin It's mouth. He chuckled and released them before the flare-up got
too close. The furious crackling went dead upon hitting the floor.

God, he’s an idiot.

Phil giggled, amused. My nose wrinkled at the stinking sulfur residue from the minor explosions.

“I bet you ten bucks I can do it again,” Cousin It said, slurring the words out with a lisp. He must've noticed the
drabness on my face, because he added: “What? You're too o/d for firecrackers? Is that it? Goo-goo-gah-gah,” he fake
wailed. “If you don’t like it, then you’re more than welcome to go back to your mommy and have her change your stinky
little diapers.” He clipped his nose with two fingers. “Pew! What's that smell?? Ooo, it must be the stinky baaaaaaaaby!”

So, he’s an idiof and an asshole.

This man-child was somewhere between fifteen and thirty-nine. He was slightly overweight, wore a faded sweaty T-
shirt two sizes too small, and for some reason believed ponytails were still fashionable. We sat in front of him with our
legs crossed—as you would under the presence of some phony guru—as he swung a gun around, enhancing his already
erratic predisposition.

Mia was the first to break the silence. “Why do they call you Cousin It?”

“It’s cool. Rolls off your tongue,” he said.

“But—you’re practically hairless,” Mia stated, very matter-of-fact.

“Whose cousin are you exactly?” Riky asked, eyes narrowing.

“Hey! Are you going to be mean?” Cousin It asked. “I don’t do business if you are mean.”

That’s when I understood; before me sat a baby. A big. Large. Baby. I needed drugs, true. But that didn’t mean I was
going to let him treat me like a dim-witted child. If he wanted to act like an asshole, then I would treat him like an
asshole. It was time for a simple bait-and-prey game in two parts.

Part one.

“I need some pills,” I said. “I hear you’re the go-to guy for tablets of E. Best pills around, right?” Dine them before you
fuck them. “Forty for five tablets?”

“Hundred, diapers. Hundred.”

“Sounds fair. Top money for a top product.” Play it nice and submissive.

An object caught my attention amid the ocean of firecrackers and neon. It was a sash encrusted with glow sticks and
pills, all assorted into colorful patterns. I wanted it.

“T'll give you ten bucks for the sash,” I said, pointing behind him.

“It’s not for sale.”

Dick.

I gave him a hundred, and he handed over the pills.

Pocketing the bill, he patted his chin with his forefinger. “Wait a second... Well, I'll be damned! You're E, right? I
heard you sold for ten times the value during the last New Year’s Eve party.” Cousin It knew everyone, everything; heard
all the inside talks—ears everywhere. “You were also the one stocking that masquerade party at the ol’ sugar factory last
week, isn’t that right? With that funny art guy?” Word got out fast. “So... you have ‘it’?”

“Have what?” Play dumb.

“You know...”

“No, I don’t.”

He leaned forward and looked behind his back, like some paranoid conspirator. Mega stage whisper: “The power drug.”



“Oh. That.” Play even dumber, /a-/a-/a. “I might have a vial or two left. Sold most of them last week.” Then prep the
trap...

“Rumor was you were supposed to be selling about two weeks ago.”

“Not possible,” I rebutted. “I just got these.”

“Dunno, man. That’s what I heard: little girl selling power drug. Gray Matter’s drug, right? And what I hear—"

“You heard wrong.”

He paused, fidgeted. “So. It makes you fly and stuff?”

Lure the prey in... “Yeah, and basic telekinesis. You know, typical superhero powers.”

He sat there, staring at me in silence, wetting himself. His face was neon pink, ready to explode.

“What?” I tilted my head sideways, feigning ignorance.

“Sell me one!”

“Eh—I don’t know. I don’t think it’s right for you.”

“Why not?”

“They’re a tad on the expensive side...”

“How much? Tell me, how much?” He was suddenly a chubby kid at a candy store.

“Ten thousand dollars.” Tug on the bait, make him follow...

“TEN THOUS...!” His words trailed off. He composed himself.

“Yeah, sorry man. I figured it wasn’t the kind of stuff in your league.”

He bit his lower lip, frantic, ego wounded. “What about a hundred?” he offered.

“Thousand?”

“Uh—no. Um. Dollars.”

“Sheesh. No can do.” Tug a little more...

“T'll give you two hundred bucks for it.”

“You can get as much as ten grams if powdered.” That was a lie. I didn’t even know if you could powder it.

“Five hundred dollars for a sample.”

“One thousand and you can sample it yourself,” I laid it flatly.

“Tough cookie.”

“Can we wrap this up? I have a baby to feed.”

“They say you killed your dad.”

What?

It took me a second to compose myself and hide my gawking face. How did he—>? Ri#y. I shot him a death glare. He
looked away and pretended to read off a box of firecrackers. He had both a big mouth and a talent for embellishing facts, a
talent which sometimes got out of hand.

“God, you're my hero,” Mia blurted out, somewhat impressed.

“Nine hundred. Last offer,” Cousin It said, whipping out his wallet.

Suddenly, as if on cue—my cue—Riky’s phone rang.

Bait-and-prey part two.

Lock the trap.

“Deal,” I said, handing over the vial and taking Cousin It’s nine hundred, wrapping the transaction hurriedly.

Gotcha.

Riky answered. “Hello?” Pauses were perfectly placed between each response. “What do you mean?” Pause. “Uh-huh,
uh-huh—" Pause. “Everyone with the power drug?”

Cousin It’s ears perked up.

“Uh-huh. Yeah, thanks for the tip. We'll stay low. Thanks.” Riky hung up.

I pretended to be too absorbed counting the money to acknowledge the apparent gravity of his conversation. As



expected, Cousin It's bewildered gaze fell on me, then on Riky, then back on me. He waited for either one of us to explain
the meaning behind the mysterious call. But of course we didn’t.

“Well?” Cousin It finally blurted out.

I'looked up. “Well what?”

“What was #hat about?” he asked, pointing at Riky with his fat finger. “The call, your buddy’s call. Something about
the power drug. Is everything all right?”

I turned to Riky. He sighed and explained as vaguely as possible. “Yeah, the guys who originally supplied it are hunting
it down.”

“What do you mean? Why?” Cousin It asked, his eyeballs growing wider and redder.

“Because it was kinda—well—" Riky added a pause for dramatic effect.

“What? What is it?!”

“—stolen.”

Cousin It froze. For a moment I thought he had actually stopped breathing. Suddenly he was panicking, fearing for his
own life, thinking he was in danger, thinking thugs would chase after him. Of course, none of it was true. I mean,
Geronimo was most definitely hunting me down, but Riky’s phone call was the crucial part of our setup: an act, and a
superb one at such.

“And there’s a tracker on each vial,” Riky said. That was all him. He can get creative sometimes.

Shaking, Cousin It stretched out his arm and handed me back the vial. “Transaction is nulled! Take it back!”

“No way,” I blurted out.

“Give me my money! You didn’t tell me it was stolen!”

“How was I supposed to know?!” I screamed back. Lies. All lies.

When suddenly, a gift fell from the heavens. Not even I could’ve planned it so deliciously.

“ASHLEY?!” a voice with a thick New Jersey accent shrieked from somewhere upstairs. “WHERE ARE YAAH?”

“Im in the basement!” Cousin It shrieked back.

“WHICH REPLACEMENT?!”

“BASEMENT, MAH! What do you want?!”

“ARE YOU DOING THE POT AGAIN?!”

“GIVE ME A MINUTE!” Taking a moment, Cousin It slicked back the few loose strands of black hair stringing
down his gleaming scalp. “I don’t want your dirty power drug.”

“Okay... in that case...” I fished out two bills from the wad of cash and placed them neatly on the floor in front of me.
“Twenty bucks. For the pill sash”—I wanted it. But as he reached out, about to place his hand on the bills, I smacked
mine down and finished my sentence—“and the power drug.”

Cousin It’s blood rose like a bubbling volcano, boiling until it reached the base of his neck and seeped into his hammy
cheeks. Cue in the explosion: “POWER DRUG?! Why would I sell it back to you practically for free after I paid nine
hundred bucks for it?!”

“Because you can’t move it.” He’d been so distracted by his own ego, he hadn’t seen it coming. Besides, it was true and
he knew it. “You don’t know how to powder it’—neither did I, but he didn’t know that—"“your costumers are limited, and
no one will buy it. Of course, you could always keep it for personal use, but—you heard that call. If anyone,” and I
repeated, “ANYONE were to find out you had it, those nasty thugs would surely pay you and Mah’ a nice little visit...
Ashley.”

Steam was whistling out of his ears. Eyes locked on mine, he made sure I wasn’t bluffing.

“Keep it by all means,” I went on. “What do I care if they gouge your eyes out and cut you into tiny pieces? I don’t
want the power drug. I'm doing you a favor by taking it out of your hands. But there’s no way in hell I'm paying the same
price to buy it back.”

Frustrated, he threw his hands up in the air and turned to Riky. “Your friend’s a bully.” He got up groaning and slipped



his gun inside a desk drawer after having spent over half an hour waving the damn thing in the air. It had been his prop,
although I'm not quite sure what it had meant to accomplish. It certainly didn’t scare anyone. In his hands, it looked as
threatening as a water gun. There was no purpose for it.

Riky whispered, low enough so Cousin It wouldn’t hear him, “Really? His desk drawer? It doesn’t even have a key. Let
me know if you ever need a gun, E; I know where to find one.” And he snickered.

“If T agree,” Cousin It started, “if T sell it back, what do I get out of it?” he asked, genuinely butt-hurt: a nerd at heart
dying to test out his lifelong wet dream for superpowers.

“T'll give you five percent of the sales.” I was feeling generous.

“Of the power drug?” he asked, hopeful.

“Hell no. Of the E tablets.”

“Fifty,” he countered.

“Five. ’'m doing you a favor.”

“ASHLEEEEEY!” the familiar voice ripped through the air. “LUNCH TIME!”

Exasperated, Cousin It released a loud sigh. “Fine. Now show me how you sold for ten times the value during New
Year’s Eve.”

“I just did. And I'm taking the sash.” Asshole.

And that’s how I made eight hundred dollars in thirty minutes.

That same night we hit the streets, brewing mischief; blue wig, yellow smiley shirt (washed and dried), and my new and
glorious acquisition: the neon pill sash, worthy of a proper Pill Scout. I was back to the basics: no power drug, just some
good ol’ Ecstasy, and I was fine with that.

Based on Mia’s suggestion, we ended up in this slick party at some hotshot photographer’s studio—nothing as big or as
opulent as the sugar factory endeavor, but filled with an equally loaded crowd.

I keep my word, so as promised, Fern was allowed to tag along. Although she was—annoyingly—overjoyed, this meant
Riky had to stay behind at Fern’s apartment and babysit Phil (and Mohawk guy). I promised to snag him a Johnnie
Walker Black Label if I found one. I owed him, as usual. I owed him for that night at the sugar factory; if it weren’t for
him, I wouldn’t have sold as much as I did. And I owed him for every single time he’d saved me from drowning in my
own shit. I have a proclivity to create trouble around myself, if you've yet to notice. I also owed him for occasionally taking
care of Phil; in other words, I owed him a lot, more than I was willing to admit out loud—more than I could ever repay
him for.

When Riky gave Fern the news, she squealed and smacked a wet one on his cheek before flashing out her wardrobe
options. Mia fake-barfed as if Fern were some kind of foul diseased animal by the side of the road. I began to understand
Mia’s inner workings. I still wasn’t able to decipher why she was so eager to help, but one thing was clear: she wanted to
murder Fern. Maybe murder was an extreme choice of action, but it sat somewhere between “plucking her eyelashes” and
“covering her with boiling candle wax.”

The subway ride was an experience on its own. Fern—excessive blush, bloodred lipstick—was suffering from severe
word diarrhea, unable to control her bubbly excitement as she repeatedly brushed her dark hair with her fingers. She later
admitted to having snuffed Adderall, and an upper was the last thing that girl needed.

Mia turned to me as Fern rambled about My Little Pony. “Why is she here?”

“She’s my bed-and-breakfast.”

“Understood. Wait—" Mia wiped her thumb down the corner of my eye. “Mascara smudge.”

“Thanks.”

“You bet.”

Once we reached the penthouse overlooking Central Park, Fern’s yapping was instantly replaced by awe, and with it,

precious silence.



Out of the mass of New York’s glitterati present that night, only two names branded themselves into the back of my
skull: Jason Stone and Troy the Toy, as Mia had so lovingly nicknamed him. Jason was the only individual who wasn’t
either edging on senility or constantly turning down the hors d’'oeuvres paraded by chiseled waiters; it’s general knowledge
that models live off a cup of air and hairspray fumes, and (although easy on the eyes) Jason wasn’t a model. He devoured
the appetizers by the handful, scooping fancy braised ox concoctions and spreading foie gras on tiny pieces of toast,
gobbling them and chasing them down with glass after glass of Cristal champagne. This was not surprising, as it was his
frickin’ party. He’d booked some photo shoot with some fancy magazine. How was he still standing? I didn’t know. But
past his suave snickering, past his predatory smile, every step was half an erratic wobble, half a firm and docking motion.

Our first interaction occurred two hours into the party. I'd sold half a bag of E, and Mia was, for some strange reason,
eager to move on to the next event (“This hot band is playing in Brooklyn!” ). In the studio’s bathroom—the only remotely
quiet place at the party—I tried calling Riky to check up on Phil. Everything was fine until se stumbled in through the
door—because for some bizarre reason none of the bathroom doors had locks.

Jason parked his wobbly self in front of the mirror, glassy eyes locked on the huge red stain on his shirt. It looked like a
giant maxi pad. Ketchup? Cranberry duck sauce? Blood? Who knows. In the last two hours, he’d smashed a few wine
bottles and somehow found his way inside the terrace pool, fully clothed. He was the James Dean type. That or Peter Pan,
if he’d ever made it to his late twenties. The stain on his shirt was the latest development.

My eyes remained fixed on the mirror where I'd drawn a cat, penned a woeful haiku, and scribbled nonsense—all using
a crimson lipstick. I can’t help it; I need to doodle when I'm on the phone. I'd created a reflective Pollock. I left Riky a
message and hung up.

“Your other bathroom smells like yesterday’s breakfast,” I told Jason while drawing a smiley. I wasn’t lying; the
bathroom down the hall had been assigned the “puking basin.”

Confused, in his drunken haze, he ignored me and kept rubbing the stain with a paper towel.

“Do you know how to get rid of it?” I asked.

Finally, he looked up. “Febreze?”

“The stain. This bathroom smells like mountain-mist-scented disinfectant.”

He held his boyish gaze for a few seconds, and then his eyes were naturally drawn to the red squiggly lines on the
mirror.

“Lipstick,” I said.

“Ketchup.”

“No, I used lipstick.”

I rubbed my forefinger on one of the scribbles. It didn’t smudge. Weird. “It’s water based, it should come oft.”

“The ketchup?” He made the stain worse.

“The lipstick. Soap should do it.”

“I'm covered in soap!” And indeed he was.

“For the mirror! I can clean it.”

“Yeah, water based, you told me.”

“No! What’s wrong with you?! Your shirz. I can clean your shirt! The trick is no rubbing, just padding.”

Suddenly Jason smiled, a playful, puckish smile. “Rubbing...”

Oh, God... “I'm not gonna rub you up. Take it off. Give!”

Obeying, he removed his shirt—a wicked smile tattooed all over his face—and tossed it over.

I dug out my little makeup kit, retrieved a little bottle and dabbed it on a cotton pad.

“Are a model?” Jason asked, noticing my outfit, working his way into hopefully bedding me before the end of the
night.

No, I'm fourteen. Is he flexing? Ignoring the question, “Don’t you love the smell?”

He sniffed. “Mountain mist?”



“Ketchup. All yours.” I handed him back the now clean shirt.

“T'm Jas—”

“I know who you are. You can pee now; I wasn’t going to look.” He grimaced, surely disappointed.

I packed my tiny purse and walked past him, leaving the lipstick massacre behind. On my way out I asked, “Want
some candy?”

He did a double take, as if it'd just magically materialized before his eyes. “No, I don’t take candy from children.”

Dick.

Back at the party, Mia introduced me to Troy (the Toy), who until then had been attached to Monroe’s hip: “Oh, hi,
sweetie! Thanks for the candy the other night”—wink-wink—“got some of that good stuft?”

“Not tonight.”

She bought some E, and then bought Troy some E: “Here have some sweets, you good boy!”

Wrapping his toned arms around me, Troy squeezed me tight, a surprisingly genuine embrace. “So you're the girl. So
nice to finally meet you!” All innocent charm. According to Mia, they’d known each other ‘for-eh-vurr!” which in Mia’s
language meant either: (A.) “we fucked once”; (B.) “he was my neighbor growing up”; or (C.) “we just met two minutes
ago (and fucked once).”

Later Troy explained, “We met through the Piper. Mia’s like my sister.” Troy and Mia. The Piper’s adoptive children.
What a funny thought. “He had some nice things to say about you,” Troy added, smiling at me.

“He did?” That was surprising.

Troy nodded. “We are having lunch on Sunday. Every week, just like church. I'll tell him you said hello.”

Hello...

Although I wasn’t explicitly told, Troy had been ceremoniously nicknamed “the Toy” by Mia, due to his line of
business. Apparently, he was also in sales— usz like you!” Mia had added. I didn’t realize what she’d meant by this until I
took a closer look at the boy: he was about Mia’s age, chocolate-colored dreadlocks swirled halfway down his back, and a
look from his green feline eyes were making every girl and boy in the party weak in the knees. His jawline was razor-
sharp, and his smile was way above advertising dental standards. Barely hiding under a gray V-neck: a perfectly sculpted
athletic body. And as he sipped on champagne and his bulging bicep flexed, he snorted with as much sincerity as a five-
year-old at someone’s overly dreadful joke. How could I fail to see it? Of course he was in the sales business. He was the
sale. A charismatic and boyish boy, trapped in (to quote Mia) a “sex-on-a-stick bod.”

Later that evening, I walked in on him thrusting two heads, a man’s and a woman’s, both on their knees, into his
crotch. No locks in the bathrooms, remember? He merely gave me a nod and a smile—as if casually saying “bey”—before
tilting his head back and releasing a set of melodic moans.

When I told Mia, she asked: “Did you join? Why not? You know, he said he’s into you. Thinks you're edgy.”

About an hour past midnight, a disheveled Fern pushed through the crowd and dug her Hello Kitty claws into my
shirt. I'd lost her at some point early on in the night. She’d been busy getting flirted on by some fucknugget in a suit (“He’s
a talent agent! Lots of contacts! He says I can be famous!” ). Great, 1 thought, Fern drama. But it was the look on her face—
tear-stricken, pain, anguish, horror—and her fingers wrapped tightly around my arms that made my blood curdle.

“I'm sorry!” she professed, loud gasps interrupting her words and sobs.

“Sorry about what?”

She was terrified; mascara tracks stretched down her rosy cheeks.

“My mom...” she cried. That’s all she needed to say. An all-consuming pit suddenly materialized inside my stomach,
making it hard to breathe. Phil/

My hands trembled as I frantically fished for my phone. The sounds around me began to recede as I read the screen
over and over: 16 missed calls. All from Riky.

Then my phone rang. It was him.



“Hello?” My voice was hoarse—it came from outside my body, as if someone else had said it in a movie playing inside
my head.

Riky’s voice was flustered, distant.

“What?” I was too stunned to understand.

“Fern’s mom!” his voice was interrupted by panting. Was he running? “You need to get here, E!”

“What happened?” Trepidation seized my throat.

“I had to leave—I ran as fast as I could.”

“Riky! What happened?!”

His heavy breathing suddenly slowed down. “She came home and”—pause—“she called the cops, E.” A chill shot up
my spine. “They have him, E. They took him away.”

The ground beneath me caved in, sucking me into a bottomless abyss. I don’t know if it was the anxiety or the
unexpected burning self-hatred, but I suddenly found myself wishing Frank were here, wishing he had aimed not at my
calf but at my head instead, and shot me dead.



chapTeEr S1X

Can’t.

Breathe.

My feet led me out of the party, gliding over the concrete slabs. Ding! the elevator swallowed me whole, and then,
ding! spat me back out, dropping me into my new dreaded reality.

I was out on the street. Cabs whisked by me as pedestrians flurried by. I felt like a rock: suddenly tossed into a

treacherously rapid current, sinking below the surface, hitting its darkest, sandy pits.

Riky met up with me outside Central Park. I was sitting on a bench watching weary homeless men stroll by—too stunned
to react, too stunned to move.

Riky was screaming something at my face, but no sounds came through. I'd lost Phil. Yes, it’s true, Frank was never fit
to raise anyone or anything, not even a goldfish. But I was different. I wanted to be difterent. How did I let this happen? I'd
rescued Phil from Frank’s abuse, from that hopeless world... only to toss him back in? Now Phil was gone, possibly
torever. Where did they take him? An orphanage? Protective custody? My head was about to explode.

Smack!

Riky’s open palm gently whacked my cheek, snapping me out of my reverie.

“E? Are you okay? Talk to me.” His hands on my shoulders, his words finally making sense.

“Where did they take him?” I squeaked.

“I'm not sure. But we can find out. It shouldn’t be too hard. I'm sure he’ll be able to hold up for a few hours. It’s not
like he’s going to say anything.”

Rushing to my feet, I shoved him. “How can you say that? He’s just a baby!”

“What?” Confusion rung in his voice.

“How could Phil possibly hold up? All by himself!” My voice cracked, trembled, in a frantic outburst of energy.

“Wait! Whoa, hold on!” he said, pushing his hands out, trying to calm me down. “Phil is fine.”

I frowned. What?

He turned around: strapped to his back was my beautiful brother, sleeping. I crumbled and dropped to my knees. Tears
flowed down my cheeks as I buried my face into his tiny feet. For anyone looking, this would’ve been a peculiar sight, but
I didn’t care. He was safe; he was here, with me.

As my sobs weakened, I looked up, struck by a thought. If they hadn’t taken Phil—sAiz.

Mohawk guy.

“If’s not like he’s going to say anything,” Riky had tactfully put it.

I wiped the snot with the heel of my hand. “We have to find him.”

“I know we do. We really, really do,” Riky insisted, eyes wide.

What was I missing?

He let out a loud sigh. “When they—the cops—when they barged in, I was in the bedroom with Phil. I didn’t even see
Fern’s mom. She must've called them from outside the building. She probably peered in through the window or
something. Anyway, I did my best to hide under the bed. There was a lot of violent movement, furniture being pushed
out of the way, a window smashing. After twenty minutes or so it was back to silence. I made sure the coast was clear and

headed with Phil to the door. But as I did, I noticed a broken window and a fire escape past it. I thought: maybe they



didn’t catch him, maybe he fled. So then—I went to look behind the couch.”

Behind the couch? That's where we’d been storing the—ohshitohshitohshitobshit.

“It was all gone,” he continued. “The suitcase. The vials. The money.”

The familiar sensation of being pushed into an abyss returned.

“Wait—so was he or was he not arrested?”

“I saw them catch him. They chased him down the street.”

“And?”

He shook his head and shrugged. “His hands were empty. He was handcuffed and shoved into the patrol car. And the
cops didn’t have the suitcase either.”

That didn’t make any sense. Unless...

Unless he’'d been able to hide it all—the drugs and the cash—after he fled the apartment. I'd underestimated him.
Perhaps he knew exactly what he was doing.

“We have to find him,” I finally muttered.

“Yeah. Yeah we do.”

It took us about two hours to locate him. We called a handful of police stations and were asked to hold for at least fifteen
minutes per call. Luckily for me, pretending to be a concerned parent trying to locate her child (“Yes, officer, he’s about six
Jeet tall, close to one hundred and thirty pounds, colorful hair, you know, the kind kids wear these days”) was a skill I was proud to
possess. And that’s how yours truly was finally able to locate him: “He has no ID, you say? Ob, well, that’s embarrassing. Rest
assured he’ll be grounded for the rest of the month. No television for him, no sir’—I actually meant the latter.

Locating him, however, was only the tip of the iceberg. How were we supposed to get him out? Without him, we had
neither cash nor vials.

Two underage kids walk into a police station and talk the officer on duty into releasing their friend without bail—have
you heard that one before? Doubtful. If only we had a way to break through the metal bars and somehow bypass the
officers’ loaded firearms...

As if reading my mind, Riky thrust an object upon me. A white vial.

Why is that in your hand?

“I was holding on to it in case of an emergency,” he muttered. “Such as this one,” he added sensing my silent disbelief.
“Besides, if I wanted some, I would’ve paid you for it before shooting.”

I whacked him across the head.

“Ouch! Da fuck was that for?”

“Don’t do that again.”

I knew he wasn’t lying. Riky didn’t steal. Not even when his family had but a single Big Mac with medium fries to feed
them for dinner. He wasn’t the thief. I was.

I wrapped his fingers over the vial, securing it back into his palm, and pushed his hand away.

He frowned, puzzled. “What?”

“So you have a vial. What about it?” Although I'd secretly wished for superpowers to break into the police station,
knowing Riky had smuggled a vial made me wish I hadn’t.

He shrugged back. “I dunno. I thought we could use it. To get the dude out.”

“Use it how, exactly?” I refused to give him the satisfaction of a good idea.

“Do I really have to explain myself?”

“Yes.”

He exhaled, annoyed. “They have holding cells. They have keys. They have guns. We”—he held the vial up—“have
this. They won’t be able to touch us. We’d be in and out before they know what hit them.”

“Do you have any idea how flawed your plan is?”



“Yes. Yes, I do. But I don’t hear you pouring out any suggestions.”

Dammit. My mind raced, attempting to come up with a better solution. Had I been the one with the vial, this would’ve
been an entirely different story.

“We could get shot,” I said.

“Not if we stop the bullets on time.”

Stopping the bullets on time. 1 wondered what would’ve happened if I'd stopped Frank’s bullet on time.

“What about Phil?> We are not going in there with Phil.”

He stopped. Considered. “You're right. We can’t both go in. You stay outside. Keep an eye out.”

“'m not letting you go in by yourself.”

“Then what?” he yelled back, losing his patience. “Then what do we do, E? He’s the only one who knows where the
vials are, where the cash is. Unless you want to spend the rest of the week, months even, searching through every
dumpster, every alley, every manhole—and even then, possibly never finding the stuff.” He stopped, agitated. “So? What’s
it gonna be?”

I bit the inside of my cheek. He really didn’t need my permission. He could’ve shot up without my knowing. But he
didn’t do it. Why? Some kind of messed-up loyalty. He didn’t need to deal with me. And he knew this. But he waited for
my approval anyway.

“You have five minutes, Riky. Five. They’ll probably have backup flying in before then.”

“Five? I'll be out in four.”

“Don’t get cocky.”

He gave me a playful wink, exposed the needle and—c/ick!

To be on the safe side, he shot up two doses. Based on his previous experience, and what I remembered from my own,
half to one dose was enough to move objects around, even relatively heavy objects, but only for a short period of time.
Like a strained muscle, the abilities would rapidly weaken. After a few minutes he’d be rendered helpless, unable to access
mental strength. This wasn’t a simple game of juggling champagne bottles and Rubik’s Cubes, he needed to knock out
cops, stop bullets whizzing through the air, and quite possibly tear through metal bars as if they were clay. And that would
take a remarkable amount of strength.

I waited at a corner, a block away from the police station where Mohawk guy was held. Phil was strapped onto my
chest, sleeping. Riky and I concluded that walking into a convenience store to buy a ski mask at three in the morning
would’'ve looked a tad sketchy, so we opted to conceal his identity with his favorite teal hoodie and a scarf—neatly
wrapped over his mouth—we found in a dumpster.

I saw him disappear into the police station, and then I held my breath. I started counting. The seconds. Passing by.

One Mississippi.

Two Mississippi.

Three Mississippi.

The temperature had dropped significantly in the last two hours. A morning chill bit my skin with its sharp pointy
teeth.

One hundred and ten.

One hundred and eleven.

One hundred and twelve.

The entire block was oppressively silent. Not a single car in sight. I was fine with that. What worried me was the lack
of sound coming from inside the station. What was going on in there? Not knowing was driving me crazy. I wrapped my
arms around Phil, squeezing him tightly, absorbing some of the cozy heat emanating from his tiny body.

Two hundred and fifty.

Two hundred and fifty-one.



Two hundred and fifty-two.

It had already been a bit over four minutes. Where was he? Was he in trouble? Had the drug effects worn off? Perhaps
he’'d been arrested. I tried halting the sudden stream of negative thoughts, but it was useless; they poured over me with
torrential strength. What if he got shot? No—I immediately dismissed the idea. I would’ve heard a gunshot.

Three hundred and five.

Three hundred and six.

Three hundred and seven.

Seven seconds past the five-minute mark. Where the hell are you?

Then I heard it: loud and clear, shattering the deafening stillness; a single echoing gunshot. I gasped and cupped my
mouth with both hands to prevent myself from screaming out his name.

Three hundred and twenty.

Three hundred and twenty-one.

Three hundred and twenty-rtwo.

Rapid and dry intervals of air burned out of my lungs. I was done waiting. I pulled the vial out of my pocket and was
just about to shoot a dose when a loud blast paralyzed me from head to toe. I narrowed my eyes, trying to get a clear view.
The police station’s windows had burst inwards. Screams erupted from within. The unexpected faint clacking of footsteps
over pavement sent a rush of adrenaline through me.

One figure. One silhouette exited the building, speeding down the block in the opposite direction. Who was it? Then a
second figure appeared, this time running in my direction. Falling in and out of the fluorescent spotlights illuminating the
street, I saw Mohawk guy dashing down the sidewalk. When he was half a block away, a single question pushed itself out
of the lump in my throat: “Where’s Riky?”

But he didn’t respond. There was no time. He yanked my arm midsprint and dragged me down the sidewalk. As I
turned and looked over my shoulder, a handful of officers spilled out onto the street. Just then, right when we were out of
reach, every window and lamppost in a one-mile radius exploded from within, covering the pavement, and the officers’
bodies, with twinkling specks of razor-sharp glass. It was as if the sky had suddenly splintered. The specks descended like
deadly snowflakes in the middle of spring—both beautiful and equally amiss.

We didn’t stop running until we’d left the station far behind us: miles and miles of turning around corners, climbing
through alleys, descending into subway stations, and jumping over turnstiles. As I did my best to catch my breath, I
noticed we were outside Fern’s apartment complex. When, all of a sudden, unexpected footsteps made me snap around, in
tull alert.

Riky.

Smiling.

Overjoyed.

The old scarf trailed behind him until he came to a full stop.

I whacked him again. “You scared the shit out of me.”

He laughed, bending over, resting his hands on his knees as he steadied his breath. “Man—you should’ve seen their
faces.”

I had to admit, I was dead curious. “Yeah? You liked it? Wait for the comedown.” I nudged him again. “You said five
minutes.”

“I'm aware, thank you. It was a bit of a maze in there. Took me a while to find him.” He straightened up. “Would’ve
helped if he wasn’t so damn guiez,” he added, glaring at Mohawk guy.

Alarms blared in the distance.

“We have to get out of the streets,” I told him.

“Right on, chief. But first”"—he turned to Mohawk guy, pushing sweaty black locks out of his face—“where’d ya hide



the stuff?”

In response, he pointed his bony finger at a massive dumpster.

Had we waited five more hours, the bag of cash along with the suitcase of vials would’ve been transported into the
city’s dumping grounds. There, they would've either eventually been tossed into the fiery pits of the incinerator or they
would’ve remained buried and undiscovered until the roaches’ takeover of the planet.

Both equally bad.

After digging up the bag and the suitcase, we climbed out of the dumpster and fled to Central Park for cover. At three
in the morning there were few to no places where teenagers were welcomed with open arms. And foster homes were out
of the question.

We sought shelter under the Gothic Bridge, unsuccessfully attempting to hide from the dry chill. The whirling breeze
made way through the slits in the bridge’s design, leaving us as exposed as if we were seeking shelter from a storm inside a
cage. The pockets under the opposite ends of the bridge, however, provided a large enough nook to hide from obscured
vagrants. This was where we’d be spending the night. I didn’t expect to sleep, though. The only one sleeping soundly was
Phil. Riky had left, taking the cash and vials with him. As you can imagine, holding on to a bag of cash under a bridge
was not ideal. The stuff was better off with him than here. There were too many faceless wanderers lurking around to take
that risk. The sick, the veterans, the druggies. Homeless vagrants seeking shelter in the park just like us.

Riky was supposed to come back with blankets. Why didn’t I tag along? The last—and first—time I decided to crash
at his place, his delightful mother woke me up with a bucket of iced water and swiftly escorted me out of the building
with a whipping broom. Trust me, I was safer under the frickin’ bridge. But four o’clock rolled by, and then five o’clock
after that, and still, no sign of Riky. I sat motionless, my arms wrapped tightly around the bundle of warmth that was
Phil—my chewed nails clawing onto my opposite arm, locking themselves into rigor mortis. Mohawk guy had already
fallen asleep. He’d dozed off sometime between four and four thirty.

Peering through the slits on the side of the bridge, I studied the night sky. To my surprise, the city’s light pollution
hadn’t entirely screwed up the starry dome above. After squinting a bit, I was able to spot a handful of shimmering dots.
Sirius was one of them. A thin sheet of smog obstructed my view, making some of the twinkling lights fuzzy and dull.
“Look, Phil,” I told him as he slept, “look up. See that stuff? The glowing sparkles? That’s the stuff we are made of. All of
us. You and I, we are made out of the same stardust.”

He gave me a frail yawn and followed it with silence.

Twinkle, twinkle, little star, how I wonder what you are...

Long before the first pigeons started cooing, long before the first cabs’ exhaust pipes fired like gunshots, I began to doze
off. Had I kept the bag of cash, I would’ve used it to cushion my back against the dewy moss-covered wall. The stones
were practically sweating icy breaths of air. But alas, no bag.

After the stunt Riky had pulled a few hours earlier, I was hesitant; hesitant he might shoot up the entire suitcase just to
see what would happen. Suddenly I was wide-awake again. I was getting paranoid.

I turned my phone on every thirty minutes or so, juicing the last slice of battery life, expecting news from Riky.
Nothing. Great. He had failed to deliver. Thanks a whole bunch, you lazy ass. I hope you're all cozied-up in bed while I'm
Jfreezing my ass off under a motherfucking bridge—but I caught myself. There was something I'd forgotten: the comedown.
Riky shot up two doses. He’s not peacefully snuggled up in bed, 1 thought, be is in pain, tossing and turning, his entire body
aching. Suddenly feeling selfish, I punched in a couple of keys, wanting to text him, when an incoming ding/ caught me off
guard. It wasn’t Riky. It was Principal Hardwick: “Where are you? Skipping class? Make sure you don’t fail to deliver.”

Fuail to deliver. The crushing weight of those last three words made me grimace. The bag I last gave him was rather
light—he should be almost out, hence his distraught. He'd probably been up all night, pacing around his stinky
apartment. But Hardwick was an old problem. And at that, not my problem. I expected his texts to increase in quantity—

grow more agitated—and to even get a pissed-off call here and there. Chances were he was not going to risk exposing



himself to find a new dealer. I was all he had. And I didn’t expect him to be the type that deals cleanly with withdrawals.

Delete.

I swiftly texted Riky (“&eep a bucket next to your bed”) and then turned my phone off.

The crunching of leaves made me look up. No one. Mohawk guy slept soundly. I was so glad he didn’t snore.

As the crunches increased in frequency, they also grew louder. Someone was making their way through the lawn,
heading in our direction. I pressed my back against the wall, hoping it would absorb me and shade me gray.

Peering through the slits on the bridge, I noticed a figure approaching in the twilight—an apparition materializing
around the bend. It was a man, large in size, lurching forward, keeping up a speedy pace—nothing like the other vagrants
who softly glide through the sidewalks as if they were floating on an ice range. This body thumped away: not a drifting
soul, but a man on a mission. A thick coat draped over his imposing body, leaving his bald round head exposed. And just
as he approached the mouth of the bridge—a mere five to seven feet away—I noticed the damage on his face. Black. Black
smudges over yellowing pus and tender pink skin. It cut across the right side of his face, from the top of his scalp to the
bushiness of his beard. He looked like a burn victim, someone who’d recently been in a severe fire. As he stepped into the
morning glow, I got a full view of his face. He looks familiar... Three steps away, I froze in a panic.

Six a.m.: morning walk across the park.

He was in terrible condition. He looked as if he’d been thrown into a grill, roasted on a spindle, and then dumped onto
the sidewalk to cool down. But it was him, all right. The bastard. The fat fuck. Dad. As Frank inched toward the entrance
of the tunnel, I held my breath and buried my face into Phil’s neck.

Grinding the gravel under him, Frank stepped inside. I sat there, hoping to disappear, hoping the wall of stone would
devour us whole, hiding us, securing us from the world. Without the vials, without any weapons, we were dead meat.

But as expected, the wall didn’t absorb us, and I didn’t disappear. Darkness receded as morning took over. We

remained in place, in plain sight, a snowball’s chance in hell of remaining unseen.



cuapter SEVEN

THE DIRT CRUNCHED UNDER his boots as I waited, face pressed into the bundle that was my brother, for Frank to approach.
What else was I to do? I was cornered like a rat in a hole. Running was not an option; how far would I get with Phil
strapped to my chest? The old wound on my calf stung sharp, as if suddenly prodded. But as I waited—as I waited for the
hoarseness of his voice, for the sandpapery touch of his fingers... nothing happened. His steps grew fainter and softer.
What was going on?

I forced myself to look up and peered through the gap between my crossed arms. I saw nothing. Frank was gone. He'd
disappeared down the walkway, walked right past me and kept on walking. Did he not see us? It made no sense. I didn’t
care. I sprung up. I had to get the hell out of this park.

I shook Mohawk guy awake and we quietly tiptoed our way in the opposite direction until we were far enough from
the bridge to pick up speed. Once we reached Fifth Avenue, we set camp by the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s steps. I
was frantic, whipping my head back and forth, scouting the perimeter for any signs of Frank. Weighing my options, I
turned my phone on and tried Riky one more time. Voice box. Fidgeting with the device, I groaned as I punched in the
number to my last—and at that moment, only—option.

Faint panting was the first thing I heard when she picked up. “Hey, I'm in the middle of something. What’s up?” asked
Mia.

“We need a place to lay low. It’s urgent. Very.”

“Hmm,” she said, pondering after a brief pause. “I'm kind of fucking this photographer right now...”

The faint moans. The groans. I squeezed the bridge of my nose: Why is this happening right now? “Jason Stone?”

“Oh. You know him?”

I wasn’t about to start arguing with her about this—at least not right now.

“Hold on—wait—don’t go anywhere,” she said before stepping away, surely cupping the receiver end with her hand.
After an eternal nerve-racking pause, she returned. “Hey, you still there?”

Where the hell would I've gone?

“Yes.”

“Right. He says you can come over. Ha, come.” She laughed at her own accidental pun.

I buried my face in my free hand. Why am I doing this? “Are you guys done?”

“Oh, yeah. We should’ve stopped a few hours ago. Lost track of time. Anyway. He wants some, so make sure to bring it
with.”

“Some, what?”

“The stuff you're selling?”

“Right now?”

At first Mia didn’t reply. I imagined her silently judging me. Then, “I'm sorry, am I talking to a deaf person here? Yes,
right now! Jesus.”

Great. “I thought he didn’t take candy from children.”

“He ONLY takes candy from children. He’s a child, and he likes to be treated like one.”

I stood motionless.

“Are you coming or not?” She pressed on.

“T'll be there in an hour.”

“Okay. Sugar. Peachee. See you soon.”



“Yeah, see ya.”
“Oh, wait—!” she yelled out before I hung up.
“Yes?”

“Will you be a peach and bring me a toasted bagel-—any kind—and a Auge iced coffee? I'll love you to death if you do.”

Mohawk guy and I made it to Riky’s by seven a.m. After spending the best part of twenty minutes tossing gravel at his
window, he finally appeared and pressed his consumed face against the windowpane—a pitiful sight, asking for mercy.
The comedown.

The window opened a crack. “What?” His voice: dry and phlegmy.

“Hey, Sleeping Beauty. I need the vials.”

He turned away, no questions asked. No “Why? Selling? To who? Right now? Who else is going?” Obvious evidence of
how exhausted he was.

He carelessly pushed the chrome suitcase out the window, which Mohawk guy &arely caught midair. I shot Riky a
scolding glare. He shrugged back and yawned.

“Where’s the cash?”

He rubbed his left eye. “I put it all inside the suitcase.”

I stared at the case: silver, bulky, reflective. How inconspicuous. He should’ve left the cash in the bag.

Mohawk guy and I-—Phil attached—hopped on the subway and whizzed south, crammed like sardines without oil during
the peak of rush hour.

We made it to the Meatpacking District an hour later, a fact that Mia went out of her way to point out the moment we
reached Jason’s penthouse: “You're /ate. I am FAMISHED!” she said, swinging the front door open, proudly wearing a
black thong, a guy’s shirt, and a wicked hangover. Snatching her “breakfast of champions” out of Mohawk guy’s hands,
she turned on her bare heels and disappeared inside the loft.

We let ourselves in, admiring the breathtaking architecture and design: white walls, metallic beams, exposed brick,
white furniture, and larger-than-life fashion photographs hanging from selected walls. It looked nothing like what I
remembered from last night’s party. Pluck out the crowds of people, and the place had a welcoming—womb-like—feel to
it. Vast sunlight bathed its entirety.

A setup of lights and bounce cards had been erected by the floor-to-ceiling windows at the west end of the loft. Jason
swiftly moved from side to side, kneeling, dropping onto the floor, lying on his side; all to get the model’s best angle. Snap
snap snap, the camera sang.

“Momo, hair.” Jason snapped his fingers and a rugged, dark-skinned man—who until then had been standing by the
side holding up a brush—Ileapt into the spotlight and fixed the model’s hair with carefully orchestrated movements.

A few feet away from Mia—who’d plopped on the couch, legs crossed, sipping on the straw while flipping through a
magazine—stood a Greek column of a woman, dressed in a hot-pink, and extremely fitted, suit, with a matching pencil
skirt. This dragon lady yelled at no one in particular. Or so I thought until I spotted the audio device plugged into her ear.
Scrolling through her smartphone, she paced back and forth—her sleek heels clicking, a continuous staccato on the
cement floors. She pushed a strand of her perfectly styled blond hair behind her ear. Somewhere between forties and
fifties, she looked great for her age; swan-like neck, perfect clavicle—whether she’d had work done or not, I didn’t know.

She hung up and looked around the room. Her catlike eyes landed on Mia, producing an obvious grimace that she
didn’t bother hiding.

Then the woman’s eyes trailed... and they landed on me. Her face distorted even more, revealing a collection of hidden
wrinkles and deep creases, which no number of creams or ointments could conceal.

“You finally did it, didn’t you?” She spoke loudly, in an accusatory manner. “You knocked one up!”

She shifted her attention between Phil and myself.



Caught off guard, Jason turned. “It’s all right, Dee-Dee.” The dragon lady had a name.

Jason studied me, narrowing his eyes, confused, not quite sure who I was or why was I there.

“She’s here for Jason,” said Mia, head buried in her magazine.

There was a pause. Jason expressed more puzzlement.

“Delivering something?” Mia hissed, aggravated, in an attempt to jump-start his memory.

“Right,” he said, putting the pieces together. “Give me a sec.” Then he turned around and continued snapping.

Fire was burning inside me. My feet were sore—in fact, my entire body was sore. I hadn’t slept all night, and I felt as if
I'd been shoved down a sink and pushed into the garbage disposal. My head was throbbing, I was starving, and—I love
Phil to death, but he was heavy—my back was killing me.

“Can we talk?” I demanded attention from Jason’s fit back.

“One sec. I'm busy here.”

Mohawk guy loomed next to me, waiting to see what I'd do. I was being treated like shit. Like a disposable item. I
needed Mr. Playboy’s help, but I refused to grovel. I'm not going to be stepped over and ignored by people who think they have
power over me, simply because they are older, bigger, or richer. He wants to be treated like a child? Fine. Annoyed, I did a one-
eighty and stomped away.

“Wait. Where are you going?” he suddenly asked.

My jaw tightened. “I have a toddler strapped to my chest. 'm not exactly planning on spending the rest of my morning
watching you play photo shoot, so if you want the goddamn drug, then come get the goddamn drug.”

Someone somewhere dropped a pin, and I heard it c/ink.

He walked me into his office and closed the door behind him. He offered me a seat. Mia barged in a few seconds later and
sprawled herself on a white leather couch.

“Do you have to be here?” he asked her.

“He wants me to be here,” she replied grimly, filing her nails. They looked at each other and some unspoken something
passed between them.

Dropping the subject altogether, Jason turned to me. A flash of recognition illuminated his face. “Wait. I know you.
You're that gir]’—he snapped his fingers—“in the bathroom. Right? Blue wig? Padding no rubbing?”

Oh, now he remembers me.

“Rubbing?” Mia interrupted.

“You kept my party pretty stocked,” he continued, ignoring her. “Everyone was beyond happy.”

“That’s what I do,” I replied with a robotic flash of my pearly whites. “Making the world a better place one pill at a
time.”

I'm trademarking that. My new slogan.

“One pill at a—ha! I love it. I want some of that new stuff. The—" He paused, looked over his shoulder—was he really
expecting someone to creep up on himP—then whispered: “The new power inducing drug you're selling.”

“She’s selling it for eight thousand a vial,” Mia butted in all the way from the couch.

“What are you, her agent?”

She shrugged.

“That’s a bit steep,” he said.

“It’s a small price for the power it offers you.”

He was hesitant.

Although he would’ve been an easy rod to bend, I had a better idea. “Let’s make a deal.”

He fixed his boyish eyes on me, giving me his full attention. “I'm all ears.”

“T'll knock the price down... to three thousand”—I heard Mia gasp, ready to pounce and interrupt, but I was faster—
“if... if, you let me and my brother crash in your studio. Us and the dude outside.”



“No. Out of the question.”

“Fine.” I got up and went for the door.

“Wait—" His voice brought an unseen smile to my face. “One thousand.”

“That would be stealing. Tell you what.” I sat back down. “We agree on two thousand, and I throw in something
extra.”

“What's that?”

“T’'ll keep you well stocked on your drug of choice. At half the usual price. And I'll sell at your parties, whenever you
want me there. I'll be your go-to girl.” I tend to buy at half the price and sell for double, so in a way I would’ve just been
making even, which was fine.

He scoffed. Ugh, the arrogance. “Why you? I can get drugs anywhere I want.”

“Can you? Then why am I here?”

He fell silent.

“Exactly. I'm the only one with the power drug.”

Jason allowed this to sit for a moment. Then, “So... any drug?”

“What do you have in mind?”

“Eh,” he said, waving his hand around, playing hard to get. “Whatever you have, Valium, coke, Oxy, I'm not
interested.”

Major eye roll. “What about ketamine?” I asked.

He choked on his own spit. “You're telling me, you have ketamine? Horse tranquilizer?” He studied my face, making
sure I wasn’t bluffing.

“Strawberry, the perfect combination of Ecstasy, ketamine, ephedrine, and selegiline. Want it? T'll get it. You'll be
playing hanky-panky with God in under five minutes.”

Jason fidgeted with a red marker, twirling it around his fingers. He pouted, (fake) thinking.

“You've got yourself a deal,” he said with a wicked grin.

I handed a vial over.

“Now how do I use this thing?” He held it up, inspecting it.

“Push down the plunger once for a single dose. It will click. Halfway if you want less. There’s about eight doses in
there.”

“All right.” Click. Jason let out a dry gasp. “I feel so”—his dark eyes widened—"“electrified!” Suddenly the red marker
levitated off his desk. “Holy shit.”

“Awesome, right? Don’t forget to pay me.”

“Yeah, yeah, sure thing.” He pulled out his wallet, stopped—“oh, wait”—and used his new mental abilities to open it
and pull out crisp dollar bills one after the other. “This is unbelievable!”

Then his wallet was empty. Five hundred dollars laid flat before me. I frowned at him.

“Don’t worry, there’s more in the safe.”

“One more thing,” I said, deadpan. “I must know I feel safe. I want anonymity.”

“Come again?”

“If I'm to hang around, these are the rules: I'm E, to you and to everyone else. My face is in no picture, my name is
written nowhere.”

“Done.”

This promised to be a good thing. Up in the top floor, far away from menacing men, far away from Frank; up in the

clouds, in a place where Phil and I could find peace.

As we stepped out of his office, I zeroed in on the large wide-screen TV hanging off the living room wall. The news was

on: grainy black-and-white footage from a surveillance camera. The air was suddenly knocked out of me as I spotted



Riky—hidden under a hoodie—walking into the police station and sending officers flying about with a gesture of his
hand. The newscast reporter’s voice was distant, her words too mumbled. Left and right, cops remained hovering midair,
paralyzed. The mysterious hoodie figure came to a halt upon one of the holding cells. Suddenly, the metal bars began to
vibrate, gently at first, when cracccckkk! the tapestry of metal bars was yanked out from the ceiling, floor, and walls.

My heart was racing like a horse on steroids. I thought I was going to faint.

A figure—Mohawk guy—ran out; a blurry shadow, partially hidden from the surveillance camera’s eye. Riky shoved
the floating officers into the empty cell and jammed the bars onto them—metal screeching against the walls—until their
arms and legs were jutting out from the openings and their helpless bodies were pinned against the back wall like flies
under a flyswatter.

Mohawk guy, who'd been sitting on the living room floor watching the broadcast, shifted and met my eyes. My
stomach dropped. That’s when I realized they hadn’t shown his face. They knew he’d escaped—everyone gets a picture
taken after their arrest, so... why wasn’t he on TV?

Before I could chew on this, Jason grabbed me by the arm and pulled me back into his office—his eyes wide in horror,
his body shaking.

“Who was that on TV?”

“No clue,” I lied, dead face, too stunned for any display of emotion.

“Don’t lie to me.” He paused, looking me straight in the eye. “You're the only one selling the power drug, and, shit—
that was power. You don’t know anything about it?”

“No.”

“I don’t want that kind of shit trailing in here. I don’t need it. You get me?”

Oh, I got him, all right. But it was a bit too late for that. The shit had already trailed in. In fact, he’d already made a
deal with the shit. As long as the shit provided him with drugs, the shit could stay. I'm sure this was more shit than Jason
had initially bargained for. But beggars can’t be choosers. That’s just life. Tough shit.

I scarfed down a PB&J sandwich and then was out the door and on my way to Cousin It's neon geek cave. Mohawk guy
stayed in the penthouse—I decided he’d be safer there than out in public—glued to the TV the second he found the
remote. Mia chased after me; even after I'd insisted she didn’t have to. According to her, Jason was having too much fun
playing with his power-high to give her proper attention: “I#’s /ike he’s wanking off while I sit there, bored to death.”

A small bell jingled as I pushed the store’s door open. Slouched over the counter, hiding behind a comic book (7%e
Amazing Adventures of Spider-Man) was a new kid with messy wavy hair. Sensing our presence, he raised his forefinger:
one moment.

I shot Mia a confused look. Ignoring me, she distorted her mouth with repulsion at the layer of dust coating every
surface.

“Whew, sorry about that,” said the boy behind the comic. “It was one of those sudden death moments, you know?
What'’s the word? Cliff-hanger?” The boy was lanky, swimming inside a green plaid shirt. His unruly tousled hair coiled
over his forehead, grazing the top rim of his tortoiseshell glasses. He pushed them up the bridge of his nose—where they
hugged his baby face snugly—and read our silence as puzzlement. “You know Spider-Man, right?” his voice cracked,
swinging from high octaves to lower ones.

“Who?” Mia blurted out before I could say “no” or “vaguely” or something less inviting to further comments.

“No! Really?” the kid asked.

All of a sudden we were dragged into a vortex of geek-fest extravaganza. The boy explained minute details with
impressive—and rather discomforting—fervor, passionately retelling Peter Parker’s crucial moments leading to his
transformation into the web-shooting hero. He waved his arms around, as he explained how if Peter had saved Uncle Ben,
his superhero calling wouldn’t have been ignited. That it was his own sense of responsibility and realization of how he was

somehow accountable for his uncle’s death, that sparked a vendetta against all criminals. I'm not sure if it was the



unexpected and overwhelming inflow of information or the scorching heat burning down on us through the windowpane,
but I found myself getting light-headed, and ended up tuning him out.

“Don’t you agree?” His attention was focused on the both of us.

Oh, it wasn’t rhetorical.

“Right...” I let out, hoping to be correct, hoping he would stop talking.

“Okay. What's your name?” Mia blurted out.

“Uh—Mitch.”

“Mitch, hi, 'm Mia. Thisis E.”

“Hi, I—" he started.

“Wait—shush, I'm not done talking. So, even though I'm sure you find the word vomit that just shot out of your cute
little mouth incredibly fascinating, please don’t do that ever again. Ever. Or I will—I don’t know—probably have to hit
you. Really hard. So Mitch”—hair tousling—“moving on to topics that actually matter... do you party?”

“Uh—what do you mean?” he asked, nervous.

Mia narrowed her eyes, studying the boy, and made a decision. She grabbed a marker from a jar on the counter and
scribbled an address on the comic book cover.

“Hey!” Mitch snapped.

“Tonight. Be there.” She shoved the comic book onto his chest.

“There’s a party?” I asked Mia.

“Oh, right. I forgot to tell you. Yes. You're selling.”

“This was a collector’s edition!” Mitch stammered, holding the tainted relic between his hands. I'm sure I saw a tear.

“Enough with the nerdy crap! Jesus,” Mia snapped. “Is Brother Tit, here? We need to see him.”

“Cousin It,” I corrected.

“Yes. Sure. Whatever.”

Butt-hurt, Mitch took us through the string of beads and into the back where I handed Cousin It his five percent from
the E batch he sold me. He was pleased, I noticed, although he really tried to hide it. Sticking to our previous
arrangement, I bought a handful more—along with a bit of Oxy, Vico, and morphine—and of course, Jason’s favorite:
Special K.

On the way back I drilled Mia for the party details. Vague was the general direction in which her answers directed me.
It was as though she were purposely trying to get me off track; in particular when it came to the location. She had no
problem going down the list of guests, overstating that it was another one of the Piper’s oh-so-grand gatherings, but
whenever I would press for the location, she would gawk at me as if I were a three-headed baboon. After thirty minutes of
grueling back-and-forth unclear answers, she finally slipped on a tiny detail of the party’s tiber-top-secret location.

“Look what you did! You made me say it!” Her arms flailed around like pissed-off snakes. “He wanted it to be a
surprise. I was supposed to practically blindfold you. You ruin everything!” Then she stormed away.

Ub... what?

Talk about erratic.

“Who?” I yelled after her. “Who wanted it to be a surprise?!”

“WHO DO YOU THINK?!” And she disappeared around the corner.

Yet that was enough. Where was the party? “Ob, just this abandoned Art Deco hotel down Beekman Street, right off the
Brooklyn Bridge.”

Just this abandoned hotel, she’d said.

Just.

A surprise by the Piper.

What game was I walking into?



cuarter EIGHT

THE BUILDING TOWERED OVER me, masked with the same old dusty scaffolding I'd seen for fourteen years. The slight musical
vibrations on the pavement were making me dread the scene hidden within the hotel’s walls. Shrouded by the night, we
made our way—Mia, Riky, Mohawk guy, and myself—through a narrow side alley and in through a service door. I'd
convinced Fern to stay at Jason’s and keep an eye on Phil. After the whole her-mom-getting-Mohawk-guy-arrested
fiasco, Fern had been willing to do anything to stay on our good side. Jason had previous arrangements for the evening (a
dinner) and had agreed to meet us with his entourage—Momo, his rugged hairstylist, and Dee-Dee, his publicist and
dragon lady—later into the night.

A thin layer of sweat permeated my skin. I'd been purposely avoiding the hotel since the morning after the fire. An
eerie sense of familiarity took a firm hold of me and wasn’t letting go. I smelled the ash—the aroma of charred paint and
furniture lingered in the air.

The structure devoured me whole like an underwater leviathan, consuming me in one bite. Trapped in the cold
darkness, I felt warm tremors of heat inching inside me, fighting to burst out.

“What is she doing?” Mia’s voice snapped me awake.

“E, are you all right?” Riky asked. The three of them, Mohawk guy included, were standing in a line, staring at me.
Their expressions suggested I'd spent way too long wandering the roads of Zone-Out Land. I'd shut down—motionless in
the dim-lit hallway. Riky knew why. He looked at me, concerned. Mia looked away, keeping herself busy fishing pills out
of her “trail mix” bag.

“Sorry, I got distracted,” I said after my feet gravitated back to reality. I had to remain focused. It was jusz a building.
An old, abandoned building. One where I'd grown up. One where I'd been shot. One where I'd also a/most killed my
father.

It was just a building.

Along the likes of the Piper’s previous party, the interior had been decorated to fit a specific theme. The last party had
something to do with geometry and light. This one was intentionally obvious. It was fire. Fire as I'd never seen it before: a
display of both its beauty and its deadliness, a creator and a destroyer.

Fiery waterfalls of red and yellow cascaded down constructed tubes into canals of flickering orange that surrounded the
main floor—like burning veins on an erupting volcano. I was surrounded by flaming sculptures, melting art pieces, and
more burning art. Yet both temperature and smoke were somehow under control. Faint streaks of gray slithered up the
atrium, past the intricate iron balconies on each floor, all the way up to the glass pyramid encasing the hotel like a water
tank.

The guests gossiped with ease, undisturbed by the flames adorning their surroundings. They all knew it was part of a
show. A controlled show. Controlled chaos. But my thoughts had a will of their own: one tiny error, a tiny slip of someone’s

dress or garment catching fire, and we would all be engulfed in flames with nowhere to go, with nowhere to run.

I looked at my phone for the time. It was dead. Consumed by the day’s agenda, I'd forgotten to charge it. Holding on to
my satchel, I realized how heavy it was. I'd been in the party for at least an hour, and I had only sold a few tablets of E
and two vials. Folks were pacing their power drug dosage. If the last party had felt like a spring break tequila-thon, this
one resembled a wine tasting.

A woman wearing an umbrella hat tried using the drug’s high to control the decorative flames. So did an elderly man



in a tux. But the fire remained undisturbed.

Mia walked by, shoving fistful of pills into her mouth. Troy, dressed like a couture fireman, followed behind. She
pulled on one of the red suspenders over Troy’s exposed chest, snapping it repeatedly.

“What'’s going on over there?” I asked her.

“Eh, just a bunch of idiots trying to control fire.”

I recalled the destroyed Maybach. “Are all his parties this interactive?”

Mia shrugged.

“Why fire?”

She shrugged again. “Because they can’t. No one can. It kills them knowing that even after shooting the drug they are
still limited. I guess in the end you can’t control everything.”

Then I remembered: the previous party, the guy playing with a lighter, fire had refused to respond. “They did the same
at the sugar factory.”

Troy shot her a glance, which she was quick to ignore. “Yeah. Must be a gas thing.” Then she pulled Troy away and
blended back into the crowd. Mia, Mia, Mia: What is it that you're hiding?

As I made way through the clearing, I kept falling into a paralyzed state of mental inertia. It was weird being back
“home”—the darkened ground, the ashen walls.

Murmurs followed me everywhere I went. The guests recognized me. The wig helped. It had become an icon, a symbol
of the girl who gave them power. Yet, ironically enough, I didn’t feel the least bit powerful.

More guests made my way, eagerly begging with their eyes, shoving bills at me, asking to buy single doses. So I smiled
and c/ick! fed them the juice. The elixir of power. The one-way ticket to leaving normalcy behind.

Although I'd been circling the party, winding through concrete beams and fiery columns for three hours, Phil was the only
thing in my mind. Something wasn’t sitting well with me. Call it a hunch. I wanted to leave. I wanted to be close to him,
to wrap myself around his warmth, his soothing breathing—deep and relaxed.

That’s it. I'm leaving. I can sell at a different time, a different party, one where I don’t feel like I'm continuously suffocating.

I pushed through the crowd, edging to the door—a mere few feet away—when Mia intercepted me with a chipper,
“Well, look what the spiders dragged in!” and shoved a clumsy body of flesh and bones in front of me. It was Mitch, the
comic book guy.

We stared at each other in gawking silence. Perhaps because we both were so genuinely overwhelmed by our
surroundings that the collision of bodies had only but enhanced our sudden social introversion. It was clear by the
bewildered look on his face that he wanted to leave. This wasn’t his ideal plan for a Saturday night. An ideal plan would’ve
probably involved a quiet night at home up to his neck in comic books, or maybe something involving video games, maybe
even a joint. Whatever it was, it wasn’t #4is: the fire, the crowd, the noise. For two people who desperately wanted to leave
the immediacy of the location, we both found ourselves trapped by each other’s sudden company.

“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” Mitch finally blurted out, uncomfortable in his own skin.

“Why are you even here?” My question was dry and sharp, unforgiving.

“He came here to see you—I mean us,” Mia butted in, “but he couldn’t find you, so he was about to leave. But I was
like, ‘Hey! Don’t be a putz, I'll find her for ya!” and here we are. Ta-dah!” She smiled, quite pleased with herself. I wanted
to strangle her.

“So, yeah,” I finally let out, already running out of words.

“Yeah,” he replied. “Nice wig.”

“Thanks.”

Dot. Dot. Dot.

“I'm sorry, I'm not feeling very well,” I started. “I think I'm gonna leave.”

But Mia was swift to interrupt...



“Did you hear that?” she asked Mitch. “She’s not feeling well. What are you waiting for? Get her a bottle of water, for
Christ’s sake! Jesus.”

Nodding apologetically, Mitch disappeared into the colorful blob of people.

“Why are you doing this?” I asked her.

She narrowed her wicked eyes. “You like him, don’t you?”

I stared back at her, speechless. Then, after a brief pause, the words came out: fast and rather pitchy. “You drop it. You
drop it right now.”

“Right,” she said with a cackling laugh—think witch cliché.

“I'm serious!”

“It’s fine—whatever—I don’t judge. He’s not my type—too scrawny—but if he gets your juices flowing—"

“Oh, my God!” I yelled, digging my hands into my wig. “That’s it. Good-bye.”

“Fine. Whatever. I was trying to be nice.”

“You're not being nice. You're being annoying.” Perhaps that was a bit too harsh.

“Yeah, on second thought, that’s a good idea. Just leave. I mean, I was doing this for you, but whatever. What do you
care? You should leave. Leave the city while you're at it.”

“Now you're being dramatic.”

“I mean, why do I even bother trying to be your friend?”

“Yes, Mia, why do you?”

She scoffed. “Why do you care? You're ditching us sooner rather than later. Isn’t that your big plan? To leave? Get
some cash, and then ‘bye-bye,” ‘hello new life’>”

“Yeah, eventually.”

“Eventually? What's wrong with now? Go! Leave.”

“I'm not there yet. I need more.”

“Not there?” Mia narrowed her eyes viciously. “I mean, you have way over seventy K in your piggy bank. Seriously, you
think I can’t count?”

“'m—not—there—yet, Mia.” I was getting irritated. Fast.

“Oh, ‘it’s just a social drink, dear,” said the alcoholic.”

I grimaced. “What’s it to you?”

“Oh, I don’t care. Stay. Leave. Do. Don’t. You say you will, yet here you are! Isn’t that why you stole the drug in the
first place?”

I took a step back. How did she—7

“In fact, that might even be a rea/ly good thing,” she continued, her voice suddenly spiteful. “Leave. Who knows?
Maybe then I'// start selling the damn drug.”

I pushed my face into hers. “You won’t.” Was she PMS-ing? “Little tip, from me to you: stop popping pills as if they
were Tic Tacs. It makes you act all crazy.”

“Ha-ha, you're such a comedian.” She fake-cackled.

“Later, Mia.”

She grabbed my arm. “Well, you can’t leave now.”

“And who is going to stop me?” I shrugged her off.

With a bemused smile, Mia nodded behind me. I turned and saw Aim, breaking through the crowd with the help of a
cane, flawlessly dressed in a black frock made out of a vinyl-like material.

The Piper.

“Little tip, from me to you,” said Mia with a wicked grin, “don’t let it all go to your head. You're not that dumb.” She
winked and walked away.

The Piper practically floated through the mob, as if his body was made out of smoke.



“A, B, C, D, E—E—E,” he said, with his all-too-familiar smile, lips curved upward on the edges, thin as a paperclip.
The flickering fire reflected off the color-blasted shades of his glasses. “Do you have a minute to spare? I would so love it
if we could chat.”

Exhaling deeply, I surrendered. “Sure. I'm not going anywhere.”

“Good. There’s something I would like to show you.”

We went up the stairs in pure silence. Upon reaching the tenth floor, we stopped at the balcony encircling the atrium and
looked down at the blazing party below us. I wouldn’t have minded some more uninterrupted muteness, but he disturbed
it, sending ripples through the emptiness of my brain.

“Penny for your thoughts.”

“What do you want from me?” I asked, my eyes wavering, trailing among the bopping heads down below.

He grinned. “We live in a cave. We—humanity—shackled together as in an ancient galley, forever rowing but never
moving. And the only thing we are able to perceive is our own shadows dancing on the uneven rocky wall. But that—that
is not the real world; it is but a mere flicker of a reflection. A mirage. Plato’s allegory of the cave.”

“Okay...” Dot dot dot. “What does that have to do with me?”

“Society is the cave we live in. It force-feeds garbage down our throats and crams their carefully constructed belief
system into our brains. They tell us how to think and what to think. They tell us what’s good and what’s evil. In the end,
all that’s left is a factory mass-producing regurgitating robots. You're freeing those people down there from that. One by
one. You're giving them an experience. Giving them a key.”

“Any drug can give them an experience.”

“Not like your drug.”

I shook my head. “No—I didn’t make the drug.”

“Who said otherwise? I don’t care who made it. I don’t care how or why you have it. I only care about you at this very
moment. And you, my little friend, are dispersing it. Like a bee pollinating flowers out of its own need. Maintaining an
ecosystem without realizing it. That’s why #hey,” he said, pointing at the waves of guests, “are here. You have that power.
You're part of the sublime.”

I chuckled. “I thought they were here for the art.”

“Art7 What is ‘art’? This—" he said, pulling out a white vial from my bag, “this is art. Transformation is art.
Metamorphosis is art. It’s all about perception. Humans are habitual addicts by nature. ‘People only want art so they can
talk about it. This way they can take the art home, have a party for it, show it to their friends, take Polaroids of it, make
tape recordings and after the week is over, they’ll still have anecdotes.” Do you know who said that?”

I shrugged.

“Mr. Andy Warhol. And that is exactly what you’re giving them. Something to talk about. So yes, in a way, they are
here for the arz. I am both an artist and an art collector.”

Mia’s voice suddenly thrashed inside my skull: “I collect people I collect peaple I collect peaple,” with the same drive as a
chronic broken record. I was surrounded by collectors. What was I collecting? Collectors?

I wasn’t whom he imagined. I was just a desperate little girl, way over her head, biting more than she could chew,
trying to save her little brother from the claws of the same world she was servicing. I was no one.

“I think you got the wrong girl,” I said.

He smiled again. “You have an interstellar gift. You don’t see it. But it’s there, embalming with light those who
gravitate around you. Freeing them from the shackles of shadow that bind them. Guiding them out of the cave. You're
one of a kind. I can fee/it. Can’t you?”

Huh? “Back at the sugar factory, you said something... You asked why I was—"

“So afraid, yes. What is it you're so afraid of? Of losing control? Of death? Of fear itself?” The Piper locked whatever

sat behind those colorful glasses on me. “Follow me.” He turned back to the stairs, heading up.



“Wh_y?,’
“I can help you—help you overcome that fear, help you see the power hiding inside of you, help you feel safe.”
Power? 1 released a deep sigh. “Where are we going?”

He pointed up with his cane. “Don’t you want to see the nebula where your star was born?”

We were a flight away from the twelfth floor. The music pulsated through the walls, growing fainter and fainter as we left
the ground level behind, yet it didn’t feel that way; it felt as if we’d been descending, wandering down a pit far below
ground. What did he want to show me?

As we made way between the scattered remains, some burned to a crisp beyond recognition, he guided the path in
front of us with a dim flashlight. Then he came to a halt. This wasn’t a random spot. I knew the wall framing the knob-
less door very well, the outstretched tongues of soot, the torn yellow police tape.

How did he find this place? More importantly, sow did he know, and whar did he know?

As if reading my mind, he spoke up: “My crew found it this morning. You must trust me. It is a sight to be seen.”

He saw me hesitate.

“Don’t mind me. I'm just showing you the way.”

My left foot placed itself in front of my right foot—each movement heavy, lethargic, as if I'd been suddenly dropped
on the surface of the moon.

I crossed the threshold and let out a loud dry gasp. What was I seeing? He offered me the flashlight. I took it and then
walked farther, examining every surface with paleontology scrutiny. Why? How? When? Questions desperately seeking
answers flooded my brain. The far wall: it had been decorated—vandalized—crudely spray-painted with a single sentence.

It was in a language I didn’t understand.

QUAE LUMEN DAT

What does it mean?

“It’s Latin. ‘The Light Giver,” I heard the Piper’s voice somewhere behind me.

A dry lump materialized in my throat. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s you. Youre the Light Giver.” He paused, sensing the overwhelming distress consuming my body. “Does your
product have a name?”

I shook my head.

“Hmm. Lumen. ‘Light.” That has a nice ring to it, don’t you agree?”

Lumen.

“Who did this?” I asked, fazed.

“I can’t tell. But speculations about your origin sparked after your appearance that night at my party. The girl with the
blue hair. The one with the power drug. But just like Cinderella, puff7 you vanished before turning into a pumpkin. No
one had your card, number, email, or pager. And as you may be aware, the rich can be incredibly resourceful. They can
track down anyone if they really set their mind to it. My guests became obsessed. Monroe is possibly your number one
fan. That night, you set off a wildfire. Literally. In fact, many believe you were actually responsible for setting #4is building
on fire...”

“How did they—?"

“Resourceful, I tell you.”

“Well, I didn’t set—"

“Rumors rumors rumors, that’s all they are. Yet word of your...” He paused, took a breath. “... Powers have also reached
the streets.” Powers? “Spoken in whispers in dark corners,” he added.

“What powers?”



He motioned toward the bathroom door lying on the floor. The door I'd so violently yanked off.

“No one saw—"

“If there’s something to be seen, there will always be someone who sees it.”

“No one saw me using.”

He shrugged playfully. “Not even your father?”

I was at a loss for words.

“My guests have fused this knowledge with whatever reputation you previously had as a dealer. Small-time, of course,
but a dealer nonetheless.”

“But I don’t understand. Why”—I pointed at the graffiti—“this?”

“It’s all rumors and gossip. Like a good legend, there are variations to the story.”

“Legend?” 1 repeated, incredulous, not once ungluing my sight from the tarnished wall.

“You're the talk of the town!” he said with a whimsical giggle. “No one really knows exactly where you came from or
what you are. However, they do know—or at least believe, another rumor, I suppose—that you killed your own father in
an attempt to save a loved one.”

If only that were true...

“From there, several stories have bloomed, portraying you as a titanic force and your father as—well, in not the best of
lights—as a sadistic brute. An inspiring tale, and as you can imagine, some people just adore underdogs.”

My brows furrowed. Then I let out a nervous chuckle. Okay, he’s insane. “I'm sorry. I—I don’t know what’s going on,
but this"—pointing at the graffiti—“this stuff happens all the time. This is an abandoned building. Bums crashing,
punky-ass kids spraying every other wall...” I laughed even harder—not really sure why. He had to be pulling my leg. “I'm
sorry, I don’t mean to laugh, but it’s just... I'm not sure what kind of laced acid you’re on, but all of this, what you're
saying, I mean...” I was rambling. I pulled myself together: “Thank you for all your—concerns... about me? And for trying
to help... But I think I should go.” Suddenly everything this man was saying—this stranger who I'd just met—was
creeping me out. Why did I let it all get to my head? Ego victim. Yet it finally felt like it was over—a prank that had run
its course and had come to an end.

But the Piper thought otherwise. “Do you know what Eta Carinae is?”

I chuckled again, surprised by his stubbornness. “No, but what difference does—?”

“Eta Carinae is a stellar system inside a nebula. This nebula is shaped like an orange hourglass. It’s a deceiving celestial
body, just like you. It houses a hot supergiant star, of approximately thirty solar masses. For years it tricked everyone into
believing it illuminated our night sky all on its own, when in fact, it did not.”

“Wait—I'm confused.” Trying to understand what he’d said was daunting enough; top that off with an astronomy
lesson, and everything became too tediously dense for words to sink in.

“I want to help you,” he said.

“Help me how?” A single eyebrow arched.

“Help you tap into that power source. Help you achieve your true potential.”

His presence was making me more uncomfortable by the second.

“Looking up at the night sky,” he continued, “and discovering a bright new star is a thrilling experience. Eta Carinae.
My bright supergiant. My little star... I'll be watching over you,” he added with an enigmatic smile that meant everything
and nothing all at once.

I felt uneasy again.

“There’s more,” he pressed on. “Scientists have discovered this star is not alone. She has company. She’s part of a stellar
system... a binary system, orbiting a codependent luminous blue.”

“What does that mean?”

“The star has a sibling. When born out of the same nursery, sometimes stars come in twos, illuminating the universe as

a pair. Their true strength resides in their gravity pull.” He followed this with a nod, indicating something behind me.



As 1 turned, icy prickles crawled all over my body. Framed in the doorway stood Fern. And wrapped in her arms was
Phil.
My brotherly star.

My luminous blue.



cuarTer NINE

| STOMPED ACROSS THE wrecked hotel room and yanked Fern by the arm, whispering so as not to wake Phil. “What are you
doing here?!”

“We got locked out of Jason’s! I'm sorry!”

“What?”

“I didn’t know where else to go! I tried calling you, but it went straight to voice mail, so I called Riky, and he said—"

“Shut up, Fern! Shut up.”

Silence. She took a step back. “I'm so sorry, E. Are you mad? Please don’t be mad... Mia told me you'd be here... I
didn’t mean to...”

I took a moment to breathe, to stop myself from pouncing on Fern and pulling her hair out. I outstretched my arms.
“Give him to me. It’s fine.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I'm leaving anyway.” She handed Phil over with delicate care, and then anxiously scrunched up the hem of her
oversize, pink pajama shirt.

Holding Phil, wrapping my arms around his warm body while standing inside our old—yet newly decorated—home,
sent needle-sharp shivers up and down my spine. The environment promised to relive a nightmare. “Go. Just go to the
party or whatever.”

“Serious?”

“Go!” I barked.

Like a squeamish mouse, she made way out the door. “Sorry—I'm really so terribly sorry!” and then she disappeared
into the dark hallway.

Phil stirred. His faint whimpers became wails, but I stopped them before they became full-blown cries, doing what he
likes best. “Shh, shh. Twinkle, twinkle, little star, how I wonder what you are. Up above the world so high, like a diamond in
the sky. When the blazing sun is gone, when he nothing shines upon, then you show your little light, twinkle, twinkle, all the
night...” The sound of my voice, and the familiarity of the song lulled him back to sleep.

“Then the traveler in the dark,” the Piper sang, adding on the next verse—it sounded funereal. “Thanks you for your tiny
spark, he could not see which way to go, if you did not twinkle so.” Then, after prolonged silence: “I'wo stars. What are you
afraid of the most? Losing control? Or losing him?”

I didn’t look up, squeezing the Piper’s flashlight in my sweaty fist. My reply was to stare into Phil’s obscured face.

“I'm here to help you overcome that fear,” he continued. “We all have our own demons to face, and they won’t stop
haunting us until we do.” With those last parting words, he exited the room. His footsteps echoed gently, growing softer
as he went down deeper into the hallway. Then it was all silence.

We were left alone: Phil, me, and the weak little flashlight; a frail stream struggling to illuminate the darkness pressing
down on us. Efa Carinae, the name floated in my mind. He’s wrong, 1 thought. I'm no star. Just an accidental spark, a
wildfire burning through a forest, counting down the days before a torrential downpour extinguishes me out.

I made my way to the doorway but stopped. An unexpected tangy stench defiled my nostrils, making me gag. There
was an unusual familiarity to it. I kept sniffing, attempting to identify it amid the fumes. It smelled of infection, of
smoked air, of—my heart dropped—of burned flesh.

The faint crushing of broken glass made me spin on my heels and point the flashlight at the source. There he was.

Hunching over, leaning against the doorway of his old bedroom.



I shuddered.

He let out a wheezing laugh. A laugh that became a cough. A cough that became choking—oozing yellow, frothing at
the mouth. He cleared his throat. “Hey, little szar.” An equally foul laugh followed. I readjusted the flashlight,
illuminating the dump behind him: blankets, trash bags, an old trash can stuffed with cardboard. He’d set up camp in his
old bedroom. Last time we were both in the same room, I got shot.

“Who’s the chump?” he asked, referring to the Piper.

“What are you doing here, Frank?”

He wore a crooked smile beneath the burned tissue, refusing to answer. “So is it true? Did you 4i// me? Am I dead?”

“You sure look dead.”

His sly grin dropped. “Snippy bitch.” He grinned again. He took two steps forward and towered over me.

Could I run? Not with Phil weighing me down.

After a moment of hesitation, Frank snatched the satchel off my shoulder. He used Phil to his advantage, forcing me
to struggle with my brother’s weight on one arm so as not to drop him.

He opened my bag and peered inside: the vials. “I have no idea what bullshit you've gotten yourself into, but this little
solo game ends right here. I meant it when I said you were mine. And you will a/ways be mine. Do we have an
understanding?”

Understanding?

“No,” I said locking my eyes on his silhouette—sweating contempt.

Frank might have been a brute, but he wasn’t a complete idiot. He knew that as long as he held the bag with the vials,
I was powerless—the source of my power was hanging from his hand.

“This is what’s gonna happen, you little bitch. Unless you’re planning on leaving the building inside a black bag, you're
going downstairs, and you're selling these vials—every single one of them—so we can get out of this shit hole island come
morning. Comprende?”

Oh, I got it, all right. But I didn’t answer. Although “over my dead body” felt like the appropriate Hollywood
blockbuster comeback, I bit my lip and released a defeated whimper.

“Yes,” I said. He stepped back, surprised, sliding the bag over his shoulder. “But there’s one little problem,” I added,
trying to get his attention.

“What's that?” he asked.

I whispered a faint mumble.

He lurched forward, attempting to make out the words I was purposely whispering. It was the perfect distance. I
swung my leg back and buried it all the way into his crotch. Nuts cracked. I think I even bruised my shin against his
tailbone.

Frank dropped to his knees and let out a shrilling shriek. I turned and went for the door, but his greasy fingers wrapped
around my leg and yanked me back, landing me face-to-ground. My chin smashed onto the tiled floor, c/unk/ 1 spun
halfway to protect Phil from the impact, but my arms unlocked, releasing him—wrapped in a blanketed bundle—on the
floor. With one firm pull, Frank swiped me off the ground and flung me across the room. I bounced off the graffiti wall
and crashed onto the glass-coated floor.

I pushed myself up on both hands and knees with some difficulty, but Frank’s foot jammed into my rib cage long
before I had time to get up. I slammed onto the ground again, wheezing violently for air. Phil was crying, wailing in the
corner by the door.

Feeding off his momentum, Frank kicked my ribs once again. Then he pulled me up by the neck. I shrieked. He
hoisted me up, until his eyes met mine. Only then did I see that the burn scar on the right side of his face had bled into
his eye, leaving it milky white. Blind in one eye—that’s how he’d missed me that morning under the bridge in the park.

He leaned in closer and filled his lungs with the smell of my skin. “You—are—mine,” he rasped into my ear.

It didn’t matter how much pain I was in; I didn’t care. I collected enough liquid—mostly blood—under my tongue,



and projectile-spat a grape-size ball of phlegm into his good eye. He threw me onto the floor while screaming out
incongruent obscenities, and then punched me across the face. Whack! His knuckles sent a rattling vibration through my
jaw and up my skull. A ringing shot inside my left ear. I coiled into a ball in the corner.

Drip.

I'looked down. A liquid dot on the darkened floor. Drip. Drip. My nose was bleeding. And so was my lip. Maybe my
forehead? Everything ached with burning stings.

With both hands, Frank pulled me up, wrapped his fingers around my neck, and pinned me against the wall. He stuck
his face forward until our noses nearly touched. The smell of cheap whiskey felt like a second slap across the face; the
stench made everything foggy.

“T’ll kill you right here, right now,” he said.

“Do it.” Every word infused with bile. “Do it, you coward.”

“You'd like that, wouldn’t you?” His hands tightened around my neck. Tears welled up in my eyes as I choked. My
drained lungs desperately ached for air. Phil’s cries muffled in the background.

Suddenly his fingers loosened. A pleasant stream of air pulled my consciousness back together.

“T will kill you,” he said, “but not until I kill him.” He jerked his head toward the crying bundle on the floor.

“No—" My voice was hoarse. Like nails screeching on a blackboard.

“You push my buttons, I push your buttons, see?” He dropped me and made way to my precious brother.

“No, please—don’t—" 1 was barely able to speak, let alone move. I made every effort to straighten up while leaning
against the wall for stability.

He picked Phil up and swayed him back and forth, hushing him in a gentle yet sadistic manner. “Don’t you wanna
hear this little piggy squeal?”

“No—!" T threw myself onto him, but I was as weak as a rag doll. Freeing one of his arms, he swatted me away,
knocking me against the fridge door.

World. Spun. Around. Me.

His footsteps. Moving. Around. Me. Over. And. Under.

Black.

Water.

I heard water.

My sense of orientation regrouped loosely. Frank stood by the kitchen sink. The tap was open. Phil sat at the bottom
of the sink wailing with heart-wrenching desperation.

I crawled my way to Frank, dragging myself over shards of glass and loose wiring. The moment I reached his feet, he
turned and kicked me in the face. Then he kicked my side, sending me tumbling across the room.

My bearings were once again shattered. Up was down and down was up. I tried moving my legs, but they weren’t
responding. The ringing in my left ear persisted, and everything sounded as if I were deep underwater. My breathing
slowed, and I felt myself draining.

Lighter.

Floating.

A thumping sensation echoed throughout my body. What is that? What had started as an upbeat rhythm had grown
much slower. I soon realized it was my heart. Fading, as I quietly drifted into nothingness.

Something rolled in my direction. Clink-clink-clink. An object. It was too foggy to see. But I knew it was there.
Somehow. But it didn’t matter. I imagined it to be too far, miles away from arm’s reach.

Phil. The vibrations of his screams tore through the fog, making it past the ringing into the turbulent depths of my
mind. Oh, Phil—dampness covered my face. Was I crying? Or was it blood?

When half opening my eyes, I saw Aim: not Phil, not Frank—7Aim. his outline, his silhouette, a faint reflection off the
prismatic goggles. He was standing far, far away, deep in the shadows of the hallway. The Piper. I blinked. And he was no



longer there. Did I imagine him? Then my eyes focused on the object that had rolled in my direction. It was small and
shiny. I admired its beauty—the muted light bounced off its white surface. A single needle jutted out one end...

Needle!

Awoken by a rush of adrenaline, I regained part of my senses, and my eyes snapped open. The white vial: it laid a mere
foot away from me—needle exposed. The Piper’s parting words grazed the inner sanctum of my mind. “T'm here to help you
overcome that fear. We all have our own demons to face. And they won’t stop haunting us until we do.”

My demon.

Frank.

PHIL!

Suddenly responding, my shattered fingers wrapped themselves around the vial and, with one swift motion, I buried
the needle into my neck and pushed.

Once.

Twice.

Thrice.

Then my hand went dead and collapsed onto the ashen floor.

How long had I been lying there, motionless?
Time had halted...
Paused...

Snap! My eyes fluttered open. Jolting uncontrollably, my entire body was all at once infused with violent seizures. Then
they stopped. I felt relaxed. The pain was gone.

I pushed myself up on my two steady feet. My senses fell back into place. My bones snapped back into place—cracking
like twigs as I lurched forward.

“Stop—” My vocal cords were still weak, damaged. Frank didn’t react; continuously overflowing the sink while pushing
Phil down, replacing the wails with gargles. He was killing him.

“STOP!” This time, the shriek burned my throat. I hoisted Frank’s body up in the air with an invisible giant hand and
slammed it against the wall. With feather-like ease, Phil floated out of the sink—streams of water dripping off his body
and blanket—and hovered my way. Although his wails didn’t stop, they somehow decreased, knowing he was on his way
to safety.

Frank landed his piercing good eye on me. He didn’t have to notice the white vial still clenched in my fist. He knew I'd
gotten hold of one. And he knew what that meant.

The moment Phil reached my arms I pressed him against my chest, soothing his cries. Then I locked my eyes on
Frank. He reached into my bag and dug out a white vial. Before he could uncap it, I lifted him off the ground and
slammed him onto the ceiling. Thwack! He landed flat on the floor.

Clink! Clink! Clink! The vial rolled out of his hand and out of reach.

“You will never, ever, lay your nasty fingers on him! Ever again! You hear me?!” I screamed, squeezing the air out of
him with invisible claws.

Shrouded in darkness, only half his face was visible, illuminated by a streak of streetlights cutting in from the window.
He was turning blue—the veins around his neck and face bulging out, green with discoloration.

“Do I make myself clear?!”

Air wheezed out of his throat. His purple lips distorted, struggling to form out a word. When, through the choking, a
faint, dry “yes” slipped out.

I released him.

He fell hard on the ground with a #bud. As he gasped violently for air, the bag of vials slipped out of his arm and slid



back onto mine.

His fat hand thrust out, desperately reaching for the white vial on the floor. I stepped on his fingers and heard them
crunch like cereal.

Without acknowledging his pain, I picked up the vial, stepped over him, and disappeared into the hallway.

I hadn’t quite reached the stairs when I heard him barging down the hallway, stampeding through the darkness like a
giant boulder. When—

BANG!

I flinched at the sound—at the memory.

You've got to be kiddin’ me.

I wasn’t going to let that monster shoot me—not again.

I spun on my heels and stopped the bullets midair. I dug my mental grasp around his body, paralyzing his muscles, and
pulled him to me, dragging his feet through the wreckage of broken chairs, shattered glass, and burned brick.

Once he was inches away from my face, I made him stop. “Was I not clear?” I stared into his distorted face, burning
red with hatred. “Very well, then. Let’s get crysta/ clear.”

I didn’t want to lose Phil.

So I lost control.

With a violent nudge, I knocked Frank forward and sent him flying down the hallway and over the iron railing.

The moment he got a grip of his senses, he found himself facing a crowd of people.

He was hanging upside down midair, looking down at the party—Ilike a speck of dust hovering in the hotel’s atrium.
Frank kicked and wailed in horror.

Reaching the balcony, I noticed a few guests looking up—pointing. Fuck it. Let them look.

I released Frank, and he dropped twenty feet. Then I stopped him.

Then another thirty feet.

Then I stopped him again.

Then another seventy feet.

The guests shrieked. Falling Frank promised to crash down on them. They stepped back and formed a clearing, ready
for his certain impact on the hotel floor. But to their surprise—and Frank’s—there was no impact. A hairline away from
the marble-tiled floors, Frank froze—sweat beads slithered down his nose and dripped onto the floor right in front of
him. But enough with the pause. I shot him right up in the air, way past me, all the way up to the top floor, a few feet
away from the glass pyramid encasing the atrium. He shrieked the entire way up. Hoping he’d piss his pants, I let him
drop. All the way down... breaking his fall only before impact.

Peering over the railing, I brought him back up, holding him up to my eye level as if he were an insect. There was a
dark stain between his legs. He had pissed his pants—and some more. Good.

“Clear enough?” I asked him.

“Yes! Yes!” he squealed, crying in terror.

“Good. Except that’s too little, too late.”

The color on Frank’s face disappeared. “What?! No!” The words wheezed out with strenuous effort. “I'll leave you
alone! I promise!”

“I don’t trust you, Frank.”

“You'll never see me again! I swear!”

“That 1 do believe.” And with that, I spun him to the center of the atrium...

...and raised the flames decorating the party.

Guests gasped below.



Fire: that’s for the gunshot.

Towering ribbons of yellow and orange—raising over one hundred feet high—wrapped themselves around Frank in a
dance of flickering spirals. His pained screeches were devoured by the inferno spinning around him. I made him twirl like
a pig on a spindle. A4 pig. Because that’s exactly what he was.

With feather-like ease, knives, forks, every shard of glass and needle-sharp point in the area flew to the atrium and
floated around him.

And this is for injecting my brother.

The objects spearheaded into his flesh with spotless accuracy. He looked like a giant voodoo doll.

Pops of light erupted below. The guests. Were they——zaking pictures?

“Good-bye, Frank.”

Having had enough of his tormented screams, I flung him through the glass pyramid with strenuous force and shot
him right into the night sky.

As his wails grew softer and softer, I looked down, landing my eyes on Phil. He smiled and giggled playfully. I smiled
back. He knows. He knows we are finally free.

Free.

Oh, how terribly wrong I was.



THANK YOU

Thank you so much for taking the time to read Part One! Would you like to know what happens next? “Part
Two: The Red Giant” and “Part Three: The Hypernova” are one click away! Read them HERE!

If you'd like to ask me a question, chat with me, or see funny pics with my dogs, you can find me on:

Facebook.com/eyedrip

Twitter: @SayHeyJorge

Instagram: @eyedrip
I love connecting with all my readers, because without you, none of this would be possible.

Thank you, for everything.
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