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Life is the only drug we need.

It is better to feel the intensity of emotion,

than nothing at all...

 


It’s the only life we’ve got.

 


. . .

 


 


Killing Truth

By Tessa Rei

 


Your face blinds me from the truth
that fallows

That retched, annoying, nagging
truth that swallows

Swallows me whole in its dark mouth
as I fighting for air

Searching everywhere for the way out
but finding it nowhere,

Blind in this colorless monster of
guilt I see your face

Pulling myself closer to you as I
pick up this shameful pace

I’m in this lonely pit with or
without you, and there is no sound

Only this shit in my blasted head
spinning all around

I call out to you; oh please can you
hear me?

Echoes in this darkness are all I
hear, nothing is what I see…

Placing my hands in front of me to
brace my fall

Calling out to you again but hearing
nothing at all

I scream as long as these lungs will
hold this breath

Feeling something beneath me break,
I’m falling closer to death

I will remain here dying until I
find you

This truth is killing me, why? What
will I—or can I do?

As my last breath escapes me there
is a comforting voice

Hello… it’s you… now you have left
me with no choice

I cry out quietly for you once
more

Opening my eyes I can see
you more colorful than before…

 


. . .

 


 


: Diary of Jane Taylor :

 


When I think of death, I don’t see what
everyone else does. There’s a soft whisper when you find it, and a
voice telling us that it’ll be okay.

We never die alone, because they are always
there watching over us, protecting us, and guiding us. They are
silent, like a simple gust of wind; but it is in this wind that our
world can change.

Mine did.

When the accident happened, and my father
died, I was there. I saw them. I can’t remember their faces, but I
knew they weren’t human.

There were two—one was the murderer and one
was my knight; I was spared. Ever since, the nightmares of death
haunt me.

Somewhere deep inside, I know that I should
be dead.

 


 


MAX:

 


“Brother!” Erik’s laugh was
boisterous—a refreshing, admittedly lively, sound.

I laughed in return, leaning down to give
him a hug.

“It’s been ten years, Max.
What brings you back?” Erik looked into my eyes, his face sallow,
aged, and lined with concern.

“Ten years went by fast,” I
remarked.

He laughed. “Fast for you, perhaps.” He
lifted one brow, now dappled with grey. “So tell me, why come back
now?” He had a knowing look on his face.

It was hard to see him like this, and soon
he would be gone. Soon, I would have to take him. “Erik, I had to
come back.” I avoided his gaze, knowing he saw right through my
attempts to evade my reasons.

Erik, my younger brother,
had survived the slaughter of my family. He survived because I’d
given my life for him to do so. It was that day that changed my
fate forever. It was the day I became what I am.

Erik laughed. “I always knew you would come
back. You always do. No matter how hard you try, you cannot forget
that little girl, can you?”

I sighed, thinking of her. “It’s not that,
Erik.” I lied, hiding a smile. “And she’s not a little girl
anymore,” I added.

He pointed at me, his hands wrinkled with
age. “You cannot fool an old man, Max.” He grunted as he pushed his
wheelchair away from the large mahogany desk in the study. “You
failed to hide that smile, though you think you did.”

I let the smirk show. “I’m an old man too,
Erik.”

“Ha!” he hooted, followed
by a cough. “But look at you! You’re still seventeen and as
handsome as ever. I always hated you for that.”

“No matter how I look,
Erik, I will always be your older brother.” I plucked the picture
of my sister-in-law from his desk and looked at it. “Besides, it
was I that was jealous of you. You lived a normal life. You got to
love, live, and soon…” My voice trailed off, jealous of his
eventual death.

Erik, on the other hand,
hated the idea of death. He changed the subject. “You know I hate
it when we talk of such things.
It makes me feel old.” He rolled his
eyes.

When I died, Erik had a hard time adjusting
to the fact that he was aging, while I did not. The day he
surpassed me was his worst, but it was one of my worst as well. I
knew that one day he would be gone, and I would be alone, at least
emotionally. He rolled over to me and took the picture from my
hand.

“Meredith, my love,” he
whispered.

I watched him stare at her image, his eyes
filled with an emotion I finally understood. “She was wonderful,
Erik. Like a sister and a mother to me.” Her laughter resonated in
my head, warming my silent heart.

Erik laughed. “First a sister, and then a
mother as she grew old, right?”

I smirked. “Something like that.”

I felt the presence of our real mother enter
the room then, like a breath of life. I smiled. I could always feel
her, but I was never allowed to see or hear her. It was the cruel
torture I was put through being as I was, stuck somewhere between
the two worlds, shut out from the thrill of feeling their
reach.

Erik’s face sank. “Have
you seen him at
all?”

I frowned, losing the
feeling of my mother as she slipped away at the mention of
him. “No. Not for a very
long time.”

Erik smiled. “Do you ever think he’ll come
back?”

I placed the picture of
Meredith on the desk. “I want to assume that he won’t, but I don’t
think we’re that lucky. We’re never that lucky.”
Him was Greg. He was my
fraternal twin brother, and in our state, we were bound together in
thought and soul, both stuck in the in-between.

Erik said nothing as he rolled over to a
window that looked out from the second story and onto the gardens
below. “Well, I’m glad you’re back. I just don’t…” his voice
cracked.

I shut my eyes, feeling
his pain and hearing his thoughts. He was afraid of Greg—afraid
that he would come for him in the end. “Erik, you know I would
never let that happen. You belong with me. I will not let him take
your soul. Not there.” Greg’s world was different than
mine—darker.

Erik was again silent, but I could hear the
whispers in his mind. “Is that why you came back? To take me?”

I exhaled slowly. “No, Erik. It’s not your
time.” I lied, knowing it was within the coming months. No man
should know when that time would come. I wanted him to enjoy what
life he had left.

Erik turned then, a renewed
sense of life in his eyes. “I do wish to be with Meredith again,
but not yet.” He smiled. “What will you do with your time here? How
long can I expect you’ll stay?”

His questions were ones I was barely able to
ask myself. I did not know how long it would take before I could no
longer stand being here, but I needed to try—for her. “I’ll go back
to school, I suppose. See how that pans out.”

Erik let one boisterous
laugh leave his lips. “School?
My dear brother, just the mention of that word
brings chills to my heart. Didn’t get enough before, did
you?”

I laughed. “I realize that your academic
experience was anything but enjoyable with all the deaths you
endured. You were uprooted and scared—I understand. But trust me,
Brother, I will be fine. I still have that senior year to finish,
even if it is eighty years too late.”

Erik lifted one brow. “I just hope you’re
right. Senior year can be horrid.” His eyes were wide. “Especially
these days. Things aren’t like they were eighty years ago.”

I laughed. “What do you know of high school
these days?”

Erik shrugged. “Enough. Trust me.”

I looked at my watch. “Speaking of… I’m
going to be late.”

Erik laughed with a cheery smile. “So soon!
My, you don’t wallow in the mud do you? I haven’t seen you in
decades, and here you are, back as though nothing has changed!”

I shrugged. “I have a long life ahead of me,
Brother, and I don’t want to waste it.”

 


 


SARAH:

 


“Jane.
Emily!” I slammed the cup of orange juice down on the counter.
“Jane! Emily! Hurry
up!” I looked at my watch. It was already
7:53 and I was late for my shift at the hotel. Being a single
mother had never been easy, especially now with two teenage
girls.

I walked across the
kitchen, grabbed a dry piece of toast from the toaster and shoved
it in my mouth. I never regretted having the girls, but I did
regret having them at such a young age. If I’d waited, my husband’s
accident would have happened before they were as much as a glimmer
in our eyes, leaving me with more options. But that wasn’t
something to think of—not anymore. My girls were my whole world
now, and I loved them no matter what the burden.

Jane was seventeen, but that’s what made it
hard on me. I’d been seventeen when I had her. I saw myself in her
eyes. I understood that I was far too young to handle a child. I
wished I’d known better.

“Jane! Get your sister.
Let’s get going!” I yelled, crumbs flying from my mouth and onto
the tile floor. Since it was their first day, it was important for
me to drive them to school. I know it was embarrassing for them,
but I needed my few moments to be a mother, and this was one of
them.

Their father, John, had loved them
regardless of the age at which we’d had them. The world was
fleeting and unpredictable when we were young, and things changed
fast. After all, it was the seventies.

Jane was a surprise, and I remembered the
look on John’s face. He was so frightened to have her, but as she
grew, she and John forged a bond so strong, it was seemingly
unbreakable. Emily, on the other hand—John had distanced himself
from her, and I never understood why. There was always guilt in his
eyes over the fact, as though the distance was painful to him.

I was jolted out of my daydreaming as the
pounding of footsteps descended the stairs. My pain was replaced by
relief. It was their first day, and I was excited to finally have
them back at school. At least now I’d know where they were—

Especially Emily.

 


 


JANE:

 


I hated first days. I hated everything. I
was tired of the same struggle to make friends, fit in, and make
grades.

I didn’t understand why I felt so lost, or
why I felt as though I didn’t belong here anymore. And when I say
belong, I mean the fact that I couldn’t shake the dreams of death I
had every night, and the foreseen deaths of everyone around me. The
nightmares followed me, and I knew it was because I should have
died with my father.

“Jane,
make sure your sister gets to all her classes, will you? I don’t
have time to worry about her today,” my mother nagged, her hair
falling from her loose ponytail. I knew how busy she was, and how
hard she tried for us, but we were her choice.

I looked at my sister as she gave me a glare
that reminded me to leave her alone. Today was Emily’s first day in
high school. She didn’t need her big sister hanging over her like
the overprotective freak that I was.

“Okay, everyone! Into the
car!” My mother ushered us both out the door, handing us each a
five dollar bill for lunch.

It was barely enough to buy
a bagel and milk—not that Emily would buy anything anyway. Emily
was your typical dark, troubled teen, and a handful at that. Since
she was thirteen, I’d relentlessly watched her like a hawk,
dragging her out of one high school party after the next. She was
smart, but because we had held her back in elementary school, her
advanced sixteen years of age over her fellow fifteen year old
peers had added to her unfortunate arrogance.

I couldn’t help but worry about her. I’d
seen the nightmares with her in them. The image of her lying dead
haunted me—her eyes blank, her body cold. I watched her walk in
front of me with the weight of anxiety in my heart. The scary thing
was that now, she was in high school, making the task to protect
her more of a challenge. The parties would be more accessible, the
drugs like candy sold at a corner store, and the boys—

“Want to
give me your five?” She had halted,
leaning close to me as we lagged behind Mother. Her dark eyeliner
smudged into her eyes, leaving them inked with grey.

I gave her a disgusted glare, knowing all
she wanted to do with it was buy prescription drugs. I rolled my
eyes away from her, disgusted that she’d even dare to ask.

Emily was gorgeous—at least she was under
all the makeup. She was tall and thin with long, auburn tresses.
She naturally walked like a model, attracting all sorts of
attention, but mostly the negative kind.

“No. I don’t,”
I hissed.

Emily glared, grabbing the handle of the car
door and snapping it open.

I walked around to the other side, taking a
deep breath before opening my own door and ruefully climbing in.
I’d given up my life to play mother to Emily. My own mother was too
overwhelmed with work to notice what really went on. I knew my
mother meant well, but it was a burden that had destroyed my
life.

I was tired of it.

 


 


EMILY:

 


I slammed the car door for dramatic effect,
showing Jane that I was pissed at her for refusing to lend me her
five. She had plenty of money stashed up somewhere; I knew it. Jane
was a goody two shoes, and it was starting to cramp my style. I
pouted and looked out the window, hooking my palm under my chin. I
saw the cute neighbor boy next door climb into his car, a
mischievous thought entering my head.

I rolled the window down.
“Hey, We—es.” I
said his name as seductively as I could, and then batted my eyes in
my effort to irritate Jane.

“Emily,” Jane hissed, as she always
did.

She elbowed me, and I let out a low scream,
glaring at her.

“Hi, Wes.” She waved,
leaning over my lap, hoping to cover up the embarrassment of what
I’d just done.

Mother glanced at me in
the rear view mirror with a look of concern on her face. She was
sizing me up, probably wondering what troubled-teen-symptom I was
displaying today. I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms against my
chest. Jane was still lying across my lap, pressing the button on
the window to bring it back up. I hated that she treated me like a
child. I shut my eyes, trying to ignore the headache that had now
set in from hearing the exasperated thoughts in Jane’s
head.

Mother spoke then, but not
to me—she knew better than to do that. It was a known fact that I
never listened, or at least I pretended not to. What she didn’t
know was that it didn’t matter if she spoke to me or not, I
still knew what
she was thinking. “Jane, why didn’t you ever date Wes? He’s a nice
boy.”

I laughed to myself,
finding hilarity in the fact that Jane would date anyone at all—her
one exception was that she had lost her virginity to Wes this
summer, which I knew despite the fact she’d told no one.

I also knew that she did it out of pity,
and now regretted it. She knew Wes loved her, and for what ever
reason she’d given in, even if it hadn’t exactly been what she
wanted. That was her one and only romantic encounter to
date—pathetic.

Jane was a history geek,
and though she had good looks, she never put them to good use.
She’d been this way ever since our father died—large grandma
sweaters and baggy jeans, frazzled hair with a whole mess of split
ends. Her skin was pale because she refused to go outside unless it
was to snowboard, which she’s unsure if she’ll get the chance to do
this year with me cramping her style. She thinks I’m too young to
know what life is all about, but she doesn’t know what I can
hear. Besides, I’m only
a year behind her in age, just not in school. There were two things
I knew for certain:

Something about me is
different, and freshman year is going to suck.

 


 


JANE:

 


I hated when Mother said
that to me, as if I hadn’t already told her why I hadn’t dated Wes.
I liked Wes, sure; as a
friend. We had been friends since we were
babies. He was practically a brother to me. Wes was the only person
that seemed to understand all I’d gone through and the
responsibilities of my burdens. Sure, we had tried to be together,
but it was awkward. I’d lost my virginity to him after all, but it
didn’t feel right for me. There was no emotion, no great
ta da. Besides, I didn’t
have the time for a boyfriend.

“She’s afraid that if she
dates him, he’ll end up dead like father,” Emily teased in a
childish voice.

I felt the car rattle as she said it, my
mother tapping the breaks in both shock and sadness. Emily often
referenced my father’s death that way, as though it wasn’t her
father at all. She was too young to remember, but not me. I
remembered everything. He had been my best friend—my only
friend.

“Emily, please.”
My mother’s voice cracked as she said it,
revealing the comment had hurt.

Emily let an annoyed
breath escape her dark crimson lips. “Whatever.”

I tried to press back the images of my
father as they welled up inside me like a nightmare. I wasn’t sure
exactly what had happened that night, but I remember what I saw—I
saw the fire and the car. I even saw him take his last breath.

Blood. Emptiness.
Horror.

All I knew was that something had saved me.
Some force of luck had decided I was to live, and my father was to
die. Emily wasn’t there. She didn’t know. She barely even recalls
the outline of his face, but I remember. I see every wrinkle, every
scratch as the blood pooled onto the pavement of the road,
following the outline of his beard and staining the few grey hairs
he had. I saw his eyes fade as the life left them, and I heard his
last words, still echoing…

“I love you,
Jane.”

That was ten years ago, but it still felt
like yesterday. I was so young, but in that instant, all the youth
was stolen from me and our lives changed forever. In that instant,
I’d become the mother, and Mother had become lost. I was too young
to grow up, too young to worry, and now, it was all I
knew—seventeen going on thirty-four; my mother thirty-four going on
dead.

That’s how I saw it.

My mother was an empty shell, left broken on
the beach.

 


 


 


WES:

 


I waved as the car passed, rolling my eyes.
Emily was a mess. Too young to realize exactly what she was doing.
Jane, though, she was something else. When she waved, it was as
though the whole world stopped. I sighed. To her, though, I was
just a friend.

I got in my car, rubbing my hand that had
begun to hurt. I looked down, my gaze tracing the bones and
knuckles. They ached as though I’d been up all night playing video
games. I flipped it over and looked at my palm, and then put it on
the shifter of my 86 Camaro. I watched as my fingers shook.
Shutting my eyes, I tried to stifle the pain.

For the last week, the pain had been acting
up. I didn’t know what it was from, but I had a hunch. I needed to
lay off the hobbies. I suppose painting model cars had its dangers.
I sighed. It wasn’t just that, though. I hadn’t felt at all
spectacular, and the changes in my height and weight… that alone
put me on edge. I no longer wanted to go outside. I was afraid
someone would notice. I thought I was done growing two years ago,
but this spurt had been the biggest yet. My stomach grumbled with
nerves and a strawberry Pop Tart.

My parents gave me up for adoption when I
was just a baby. Life in the orphanage had forced me to grow up
fast, and when I was finally taken in, it still left me with a
gaping hole in my heart. It was times like now that I wish I knew
my parents. The pain inside me was something I hoped they could
explain, but I’d never found them—no matter how hard I tried.

I started the car with shaking hands. I
usually took Jane to school, but this year with her sister being
there, I figured her mother wanted make sure Emily at least made it
to the front door. From there, it was out of her hands.



I would try one more time to get Jane’s
attention this year—try at last to be the guy of her dreams. She
was my only hope for happiness here.

I loved her.

With one last deep breath,
I looked over my shoulder and backed out of the driveway. This was
it: senior year. Things were bound to get better.

 


 


JANE:

 


We pulled up to the school in silence as
Emily gave me one last glare. She snatched her black backpack off
the seat beside me, rolling her eyes. She didn’t even bother to say
goodbye to Mother as she slammed the car door behind her, storming
down the walkway and into school.

I sighed.

“Mother, I’m sorry. I’ll
try to watch her.” I felt as though it were my fault she had
misbehaved. I saw Wes walk by the car, glancing toward it but
continuing on, understanding that my mother and I were talking
about serious matters. My eyes followed him, inspecting his ever
changing physique and spiked golden hair. I shuddered with guilt,
training my eyes straight ahead.

My mother looked at me
through the rearview with a gaunt expression. “Jane, it’s not your
fault. I just don’t know what to do with her. I wish I knew what
she was up to.” She shifted the car into park. “She’s not doing
anything… illegal, right?”

“I…” I wanted to tell her,
but the dark circles under her eyes reminded me that she had enough
to deal with already.

She gave me a pained smile. “Just keep your
eyes open, Jane. That’s all I ask.”

Her words wracked me with guilt. I knew I
needed to tell her what was really going on, but what could she do?
She didn’t need to know, and that was my decision. Someone needed
to protect my mother.

I unbuckled my seatbelt, grabbing my bag and
sliding from the car.

“I’ll watch out for her,
Mom. I promise.” I smiled and shut the door, lowering my head as I
walked around the car and toward the steps.

I heard her drive off behind me, quickening
my pace as I saw that all the students were already inside. When I
reached the doors, the bell rang. I exhaled sharply—already late
and it was only the first day.

I grabbed the handles of the doors and swung
them open, walking briskly inside. My feet clapped against the
linoleum floor, echoing off the lockers on either side. There was
another echo in the hall as well, and with my head still down, I
peeked up. I allowed my hair to shield me in case it was a
rule-hungry teacher, bent on disciplining stray students on their
first day.

My eyes landed on the back of a boy that was
up ahead, walking with leisurely poise. I quickly looked back down
at my feet, turning as I reached my homeroom and grabbed the handle
of the door. The echoes in the hall ceased at the same time my own
footsteps did. Startled, I looked up, my eyes finding the boy as he
stood by a locker at the end of the hall. He didn’t seem to notice
me as he worked at the lock. He was new; that wasn’t hard to tell.
We didn’t get many new kids in Glenwood Springs, Colorado; at least
none that looked like him.

He had on a dark grey T-shirt, despite the
fact that it was an unseasonably cool day. His jeans were a faded
navy and unmarked, a far cry from the designer jeans I was used to
seeing here. I looked at his feet, noticing he wore a pair of brown
leather shoes—a fashion faux pas considering the grey T-shirt.

I examined his profile, noting the strong
jaw line, a small freckle positioned near his ear. His lashes were
long and thick, a dark brown that could almost be considered black;
his hair matched. It was medium length and tossed expertly away
from his face. His lips were pressed together in a thin line,
revealing a dimple on his cheek.

He lifted his arms, exhibiting a string of
muscles linking from his shoulders to his wrists. He placed a stack
of books inside his locker and shifted his stance to position them,
allowing me a glimpse at the inside of his forearms. I squinted and
saw he had tattoos inked from his elbow to his wrist, also
something you didn’t see much in Glenwood Springs—especially when
most of us weren’t even eighteen yet.

There was something aside
from his looks that had attracted me, though. It wasn’t as if he
were perfect, but actually typical despite the array of
individually attractive features. My brows were drawn together as I
stood frozen for a moment, my hand on the handle of the door. He
was too far away from me to see death in his future, but there was
something. A familiar image flashed across my thoughts, like a bit
of déjà vu. I tried to hold onto the image as my breath caught in
my throat. The image slowly washed away before I could see what it
was, and I was left struggling to make sense of it. The boy slammed
the locker door and I snapped back to reality. He turned away from
me and walked down the hall, unaware of my gawking
existence.

I shook my head and opened the door to
homeroom, walking in as everyone stared. Their eyes reflected the
judgment I was sure was in their heads. My breathing stopped.

“You’re late, Ms. Taylor.”
Mrs. West glared at me over her bifocals. She motioned me to sit. I
scanned the room, finding Wes as I exhaled with relief. I quickly
made my way toward him, sitting down at the desk he had saved for
me.

“You made it,” he whispered. “And
just in time for the prom committee to preach.” He rolled his eyes.
“Why do they insist on making us get involved? Besides, it’s
like, months away.”

I nodded, taking out a piece of paper and
eyeing the list of less-than-essential prom notes on the board. I
blew at a strand of hair that had obstructed my vision. I was
already anxious for lunch.

 


 


 


WES:

 


I threw my lunch down on the table,
startling Jane out of a trance.

“Hey, Jane. I’ve been
meaning to apologize about the other night.”

I sat down, rummaging
through the lunch my foster mother had packed. I’d fallen asleep on
the couch while we were watching the movie Constantine. I felt like an idiot
for sleeping on Jane’s shoulder, but she didn’t seem to care, which
was a good sign. My bouts of exhaustion were part of this illness I
seemed to have. Perhaps it was cancer, here to put me out of my
misery.

Jane set a carton of milk on the table.

“I can’t
believe they’re making us eat outside. It’s
raining.” She glanced at
me and then looked to the sky.

Jane had changed the subject as she always
did. I felt my heart sink.

“Seems strange for this
time of year,” I added, forgetting what I’d said before, knowing it
was a failed attempt to find some significance in what we had
done.

Jane refused to talk about us. After what
had happened this summer, I figured I’d finally had her. The next
day, though, Jane acted like it never happened. Even now, nothing
was said.

“Yeah.” Jane’s voice was
sad, like it always was. “It’s been raining more and more every
year, and earlier too.”

I swallowed a bite of sandwich, staring at
her long lashes as I chewed. Jane’s eyes were locked on the table,
her finger scratching at the wood.

“Are you
still… you know… having
nightmares?” I asked, afraid to bring up
the subject.

Jane’s gaze rose from the table and met
mine. Her voice was low as she responded.

“Yeah, everyday for the
past ten years. Why stop now, right?” Her voice had an annoyed
edge.

I took another bite of
sandwich.

“Have you told your
mother?” It was a dumb question. I knew Jane didn’t tell her mother
anything—she only told me.

Jane snorted. “No. She’ll probably just blow
me off like she always does.”

I dropped the subject.

A loud giggle erupted from across the
courtyard and we both looked in the direction of the sound,
recognizing the tone. Jane shook her head as we watched Emily flirt
with a senior by the basketball courts.

She snorted.
“Great.”

I pressed my lips
together, feeling sorry for Jane. “I can’t believe Emily’s talking
to him. He’s probably the biggest druggy in school.
What is she thinking?” I
looked at Jane for affirmation.

Jane glared at me, probably disliking that
I’d emphasized the druggy part. I’d said the wrong thing.

She picked up her milk, taking a sip through
the straw. “Well, looks like I have my work cut out for me. So much
for senior year.” Jane dropped her milk to the table as the carton
slapped against the wood. “Hey, I have an idea.” Her eyes were
suddenly wide, a smirk lighting across her rosy cheeks.

I groaned, knowing it involved me
somehow.

“You should date her, Wes.”
She began to nod. “Yeah. If you could get her to fall in love, I
bet you could get her to snap out of this phase she’s in.” Her long
brown hair got caught in the wind, exposing her face. Her skin was
soft, her doe eyes filled with so much life. She was beautiful when
she was happy.

I laughed. “Stop teasing, Jane.”

Jane wasn’t laughing.

“You were serious?” I felt
my heart continue to crumble. That was a brush off I couldn’t deny,
and for a moment, I stopped breathing.

“Yeah, Wes. Come on, you’re
handsome. You could get any girl you wanted.”

“Yeah…” my voice trailed
off but she didn’t notice.

Jane sensed my lack of enthusiasm. “Or maybe
we could find someone else to do it.”

She began to scan the crowd for eligible
boys with a desire to save a troubled mind—Emily’s mind—if there
even was such a guy. Then again, I guess I was that sort of guy,
but only when the troubled teen was Jane.

I watched her like a pathetic loser. There
were a million cute girls at this school, but everyone paled in
comparison to Jane. My hand began to hurt again, starting as a
tingle and slowly growing into a deep burn. I rubbed it with an
obvious grimace on my face.

It was then that Jane took my hand and began
to massage it. I instantly forgot about the pain, now focusing on
the way it felt to have her hand touching mine.

“Acting up again?” She had
a concerned look on her face, and I allowed myself to pretend that
it was linked to love.

I nodded, my heart beating so fast that
words became hard to form.

She let go. “Do you think you’ll be okay for
wrestling this year?”

I loved to wrestle, just about as much as I
loved Jane. I liked that it kept me in shape. I always thought that
if I looked hot enough, she would like me more, but it didn’t seem
to work that way.

“Yeah,” I tried to act
tough. “It’s nothing.” In truth, it began to hurt so bad that my
hand finally went numb. I quickly tried to think of an excuse to
leave, now feeling the burn creep up my arm. “I’m going to go get
another carton of milk. Need anything?”

Jane shook her head, looking down at the
table once more. “No, I may just go to the library. I don’t think I
can handle watching my sister doing her deeds first hand.”

I glanced back to where Jane’s sister was
still standing with the senior by the courts, just in time to see
him hand Emily something in an orange bottle and grab her ass. “I
see what you mean.” I winced as I said it, the pain now causing my
head to spin.

We both stood, parting ways as she headed to
the library and I headed to my car.

I needed to get out of here.

 


 


 


MAX:

 


There she was.

If I had a heart beat, I’m
pretty sure it would have stopped. I leaned against the wall,
watching her as she sat at the table in the courtyard. I really
didn’t know why I felt so drawn to her, but I knew it was something
I couldn’t ignore. They had warned me of the danger in the
connection between what I was and what she was, but I ignored them.
With each passing year, my link to her only grew more apparent. I
understand now why they say it’s bad to indulge in the feeling. It
consumes you, becomes the only thing you can think
of—love.

I knew I’d broken the rules with Jane, but
something about her had been different. When I’d touched her soul,
something happened inside my own. I had to spare her despite the
shadows with which it left her.

She laughed, wind blowing through her brown
hair as it did when she was in her dreams. There, she was
confident, but here, I saw she was dwarfed and sad—a small spark of
the person I knew. I could show her how to live again—she could
show me.

My gaze skimmed across her form. She was
tall, her brown eyes just as wide and curious as they were when she
was a child, when they stared into mine. She had a constellation of
freckles on either cheek, mixing with the natural rose of her glow.
She always saw herself as a black swan, but to me, she was anything
but.

I licked my lips and ran a
hand through my hair. I knew it was dangerous to let her see me,
but something told me it was the right thing to do—it was finally
the right time to do it. She needed someone to comfort her. She
needed to know that I was here to comfort her. Someday, she would come to remember
me and what I’d done.

I focused on her chest, hearing her heart
beat—her breathing like a gentle wind in my ear. I was attuned to
her every movement, her every lungful of air, as though they were
my own to protect. We were bound by the sacrifice I’d made to save
her life. I relished the feeling of her existence inside me—a
feeling I’d long forgotten.

Jane stood then, and left the table. Her
friend left as well. He walked in my direction, his steps heavy and
his face creased with pain. I looked from him and back to her.

I clenched my fists and took a step forward,
wanting to follow her. I took one step before I froze. The sound of
her heart was suddenly silenced by a deep ringing in my ears. I
winced, hiding the pain as it made my head pound. The familiar
metallic smell of blood wafted into my nostrils, making me want to
cough.

I turned my attention back to her friend as
he drew close. I hid the pain from him, watching him as our eyes
locked. Both our paces slowed as we passed shoulder to shoulder,
staring each other down, knowing what each other had felt. My arm
began to ache as his soreness pulsed through me. I felt shame then,
and suffering.

He finally passed, and as
he got further away, the metallic smell faded along with the pain.
I leaned against a wall to regroup. I hadn’t expected that. It had
been years since I’d come across it. I’d thought that they were
gone from the area. It was then that I remembered what they had
left behind. I should have known better than to forget
them—forget him.

I turned and looked back as I rounded the
corner, our eyes meeting one last time before he slid away. I took
a deep breath, the bones in my back crackling as I stood straight.
He was young, I could tell from the pain, possibly still unaware of
the power inside him. I blinked a few times, already concerned.

I walked on, following Jane instead. As I
drew closer, her heart began to beat in my chest once more. I kept
my distance, though. Not yet.

Another friend was waiting for her.

 


 


 


JANE:

 


I walked across the lawn with the milk
carton in hand when someone grabbed me from around the corner,
yanking me into the hall. I knew who it was as soon as their hand
touched my skin, their foreseen death flashing across my mind. I
yelped, trying to hold my balance as the milk fell from my hand. It
hit the ground, splashing what was left onto the soles of my
Converse.

I looked up, a sour expression on my
face.

“Hey, Jane!” Liz was
staring at me, her perfectly coiffed blond hair cascading down her
back. “Did you get that reading done?” She blinked. I watched her
long dark lashes flutter. They were so long I feared she’d blow me
away.

I tried to press the images of her laying
dead at the bottom of a lake out of my head. The story changed
every day, depending on what was happening in her life at the time.
The lake was a new one. I took note of it.

I swallowed hard, regrouping and rolling my
eyes. Liz was another friend I couldn’t seem to brush off. “Yeah. I
got it done.” I pulled my backpack from my back, rummaging through
its contents.

Liz was quite literally the only other
person I conversed with. A long time ago, we had been best friends.
We grew up having the same teachers through elementary school, but
come junior high, we had grown apart. She was a cheerleader, and
one of the best looking girls in school. She wore Dior makeup, and
tanned regularly, leaving me looking like a pale speck of dust in
comparison.

We hung out on weekends in private. She
never wanted to be seen with me at school anymore, but I didn’t
care. She made my weekend chores more invigorating as she followed
me around spouting gossip. I always figured I was the only one that
really listened to her. I knew it was the only reason we were still
friends, other than the fact I did her homework. At least she paid
me.

I handed her the pile of book reports she
was supposed to read and write about over the summer for 20th
Century Lit.

“Great! Here,” she shoved a wad of money toward me—college fund. “Jane, I
don’t know what I would do if I didn’t have a friend like you,” she
squealed.

“Fail?” I muttered.

She didn’t seem to hear me. “So, this
Saturday… do you want to hang out?” She blinked, her blue eyes
glittering.

I tried to remember what
it was I’d had to do on Saturday. In fact, I began to hope that I
had something, just to avoid hanging out with her.
Who was I kidding? I was
a loser. “Yeah, sure.”

“Great!” she hissed,
jumping slightly. “I need your opinion on the new kid. I want to
try and reel that one in.” She winked, bringing one finger to her
chin in thought.

My thoughts then went back to the boy I saw
in the hall. “The new kid?” My brows were creased together,
suddenly interested.

“Though,
he could use a makeover,”
she added, ignoring my question. I looked at her
strangely, wondering how it was she had already caught up on all
the gossip by lunch.

“The new
kid?” I repeated, this time
louder.

She rolled her eyes and
began to swoon. “Yeah, the tall dark and mysterious one.” She bent down for
dramatic effect, as though suddenly weak in the knees. “Have you
seen him? Such a textbook hotty.”

So, he really was new. “Yeah, I think I’ve
seen him.”

Her smile got bigger—if
that was even possible. “Yes! Wasn’t he totally the
tall dark and handsome type, or what?”

I shook my head. She was being pathetic.
“Yeah, sure, I guess. I only saw a glimpse of him, so—”

“Well, anyway.” She cut me off. “Pay
attention this week, so we can gossip about it Saturday!” she
squealed some more, shaking her hands with apparent excitement.
“He’s mine by
next week.” Her face changed to one of extreme determination. With
that, she skipped off into the courtyard where a group of girls
surrounded her, all vying to be her newest best friend.

I blinked away the
disbelief, fanning my hand in an attempt to clear the air of her
perfume. Not much changed in our town, and most of my class had
known each other since first grade. It was that fact that made the
news of a new kid spread like wildfire. He was fresh meat thrown
into a circle of boy-starved girls. I gave him until the end of the
week; by then, Liz would surely have her claws into him. He’d be a
whole new person. The mysterious boy that tickled my senses in the
hall would no longer exist, replaced by some unfortunate jock. That
was Liz’s talent.

I shook away the images of him. I’d given
myself a moment to dream, but let’s face it—that moment was over. I
made my way to the library and slinked inside. The dusty smell of
old books wafted into my nostrils, washing away all the stress and
worry.

 


 


 


EMILY:

 


I gave the unnamed senior
a kiss on the cheek. It was no big deal. I liked men to stare. I
turned then, walking away with the bottle in my hand, feeling as
two pills rattled inside. He had given them to me for free.
I loved free. Not a
penny lost this time around. I was certain that here, there were
many more dealers I could convince just as easily as
him.

My hand shook as I popped the top off the
bottle, fishing inside for a pill. With haste, I threw it in my
mouth and swallowed, stashing the other away in my pocket for
later. I let a breath release from my lungs, my shoulders
dropping.

Alexis was leaning against the wall up
ahead. I stopped, leaning beside her. “Scored once today already,”
I remarked.

She pursed her lips with jealousy.
“Lucky.”

I laughed, pulling the crimson lipstick from
my pocket and applying a new layer. I prayed the pills would work
fast so that I could drown out the thoughts in Alexis’ head—mostly
nasty thoughts about how much she envied me.

I shut my eyes in pain,
pressing my lips together. Opening my eyes, I saw my sister walk
toward the library. I scanned for Wes, seeing him leave the
courtyard and enter the lot. I watched him, curious about why he
seemed to be in a rush. I wasn’t lying when I thought he was
hot. He was. In
truth, I was a little confused as to what was wrong with my
sister.

It was my secret that I liked him. I always
had. Growing up, he was the cute older kid, but he was too
infatuated with Jane to ever notice me. I remember watching them as
they played basketball, or sat in the yard. I even daydreamed about
it as though it were me.

I told no one.

It was embarrassing.

The Vicoden started to seep into my blood
like a rush of cold water. I exhaled, the tension in my muscles
melting away, along with the tight feeling in my bones. The
whispers in my head began to silence and I could no longer hear
Alexis’ thoughts. I looked to the ground, finally feeling relaxed
for the first time today. Finally, I felt normal.

Alexis crooned beside me, and I looked
up.

“Look at him. I bet he sells.” She
stood tall, perking her chest out and smacking her lips.

I didn’t have to ask who
she was speaking of as my eyes met her target. He was walking
across the courtyard with his hands in his pockets, wearing a black
T-shirt that accentuated his chest and muscles. There was a strange
tattoo emblazoned on both his forearms. I tried to concentrate on
his thoughts, but they were faded and strange. I attributed it to
the slowly seeping Vicoden.

“He doesn’t look like he’s
from here,” I remarked, admiring his bad boy image.

Most kids from around here
came from rich families. Trouble to them was choosing in which room
to watch their flat screen TV. It made for a good pool of
prescription-drugged mothers and fathers that didn’t seem to notice
when their meds went missing. They likely assumed they forgot them
somewhere—yet again. It was a flaw in society, an unspoken sin that it seemed
everyone here was committing. There was no lack of medication, and
no lack of people wanting them. It was sick—but I was one of them.

When my father died, he had left us with an
insurance policy that kept our heads above water. We were one of
the few exceptions to the wealthy gene pool of Glenwood High.

“Think he’ll give me a
freebie?” She smirked, brushing the hair from her face. Alexis had
money, but she liked the thrill of the hunt and the challenge of
getting drugs for free. She used it as her way to validate how
beautiful she was.

I watched him disappear in the same
direction my sister had—toward the library.

“Come
on, let’s follow
him,” she hissed, zeroing in on her newest
prey.

Alexis grabbed my arm but my feet were
planted. She spun around when I refused to move.

If I hadn’t made it obvious already, I had a
strange talent for hearing people’s thoughts. I figured I was
schizophrenic, but they were often so clear, that I couldn’t deny
hearing them. I didn’t want to know what every student in school
thought, especially when it came to the guys I hustled for drugs,
but it didn’t seem I had a choice.

I furrowed my brow, trying
to concentrate on him. Though the ability to hear Alexis’ thoughts
had faded as the drugs did their job, his thoughts had suddenly
come clear, like a dissipating fog. It wasn’t as though he was any
different than anyone else, at least not outwardly. What was
different was the one thought that had made it through. He was thinking
of Jane.

“Em, come on. What’s wrong
with you?”

I was frozen, the whispers repeating her
name.

“Em-il-ly,” Alexis sang. “What did you take? Tranquilizers or
something? Come on.” She yanked me once more. I finally gave in.
“Geez. What’s gotten
into you?” She tossed her ink-black hair over her shoulder as she
pulled my arm behind her. My feet were moving now, but I couldn’t
feel them.

Who was he?

 


 


 


JANE:

 


I found an empty table behind one of the
library stacks and sat, putting my bag down beside me. I unzipped
it and reached in, pulling a book from inside. Anxious to escape
the day, I folded back the cover, bringing it to my nose as I
breathed deeply. I loved the smell of books, and I loved the way
they filled my head with images—images other than death.

Looking up, something caught my eye through
the stack of books. I dropped the book into my lap, ducking down to
see what it was. I narrowed my eyes, seeing the new kid enter the
library as though looking for someone. I watched him, breathing
quietly, afraid he could hear me.

I felt shameless as I stared. In truth, I
was a little surprised to see him step foot in a library at all.
The only boys I ever saw here had glasses thick enough to be
considered bullet proof and GPA’s fit for Harvard.

The images in my head
began to surface and I shut my eyes, forcing them back. I saw a
graveyard—I saw him
there. I didn’t know why my mind always
had to go to that place, but it was hard to prevent. With each
person that got close enough, so followed a small glimpse of their
death.

Everyone was different, and it changed
frequently, like it had for Liz. Just this morning, when I saw her
in my second period class, she had died from skin cancer, only to
be replaced by the drowning incident at lunch. As I’d left the
house, I saw my mother die of exhaustion and Emily die of a drug
addiction. It was hard to believe them to be omens when each was so
fleeting. I always figured it was a result of my thoughts mixed
with their actions at that particular moment.

My eyes shot open, not
wanting to see any more of that scene. Instead, I shamelessly
focused on the new kid’s eyes, knowing that I was hidden from his
view. They were dark blue, clear and deep, unlike anything I’d ever
seen before. They reminded me of how death should feel—cold but
releasing, like an ocean.

I shut my eyes again,
envisioning the ocean and myself there. Opening my eyes again, I
was disappointed to see he was gone. I glanced around, exhaling
slowly before bringing the book up to my eyes, opening it to a
random page and scrolling down. I tried my best to shrug it off,
but I couldn’t pay attention to the words as I read the same
sentence at least five times, his outline still painted across my
memory.

I heard the door to the library open once
again, and I looked up, hoping it was him again. Emily and her
stupid friend Alexis walked in instead. My heart sank. The pleasant
images of the ocean in the new boy’s eyes ceased as I became
fixated on their unwelcome presence. Alexis was looking around the
room with a determined expression plastered on her face, clearly
not here for the books.

What was it about this new
boy that made every girl go so nuts? Surely there was no other
valid explanation as to why she was here. I doubt she read, let
alone turned a page.

I slammed the book shut and
exhaled sharply. I grabbed my bag, stuffing the book inside as I
shrugged my coat back on, finding my hopes for solitude and peace
destroyed. I stood and turned away from the stack of books, fuming.
Why was everyone determined to spoil the only time I had to myself?
Staring at my feet, I suddenly halted when a pair of brown leather
shoes entered my line of vision. My eyes shot up, my mouth
agape.

“Hi,” he said.

Our eyes met—the ocean of
blue washing over me. His voice was raspy, but in a seductive way
that sent chills down my spine. The image of him in the graveyard
rushed back, but what I found interesting was the noticeable fact
that in my premonition, he still wasn’t dead. My breathing stopped. He
blinked, a smirk punctuating his face with the dimple I had noticed
earlier.

“Er…” I stumbled over my
words, though my head was eerily clear.

He said nothing.

“Uh…” I tried again, but no
words came. As I stared, all I could think about was running away,
but he was in my way. His long lean body blocked most of the aisle,
one tattooed arm leaning against the stack. A lock of his hair came
loose, sweeping into his face.

My eyes dropped, feeling my cheeks flush
with dumbfounded embarrassment.

“Excuse me,” I whispered,
ducking my head and squeezing through the small space between him
and the stacks. I walked away at a brisk pace, looking over my
shoulder to see that he was following me with his eyes. Not
watching where I was going—or caring, for that matter—I collided
with another student.

“Ouch!” The person squealed,
their death colliding with the other thoughts in my
mind—Alexis.

I nearly screamed as I saw her dead face,
repositioning my gaze to look at her alive one. Emily rolled her
eyes, leaning against a nearby worktable. A boy with bulletproof
glasses sat at the table, glaring at the three of us.

“Alexis,” I hissed.

She shrugged me away from
her as though I were a giant cootie.

“It’s not
my fault. You ran into me.
You were the one not watching where you were
going.” Her voice was much louder than it needed to be.

My cheeks flushed a deeper shade of red. I
didn’t need this kind of attention. I looked to Emily, but she
seemed distracted, almost disturbed by some thought brewing in her
head. I watched her for a moment, wondering what was wrong with
her. Her foot was shaking nervously, and I willed her to look at me
so that I could determine if she was high.

I gave up, exhaling resignedly and grabbing
her arm, although at first, she still refused to look at me. I
shook her roughly, and our eyes finally met. Her pupils were
dilated. My eyebrows pressed together with frustration. I pushed
her away in disgust.

“Emily, it’s the first day and
already you’re—” I stopped myself, realizing I was talking rather
loudly.

Emily looked ashamed, but
still nervous. She said nothing to me as she grabbed Alexis’s
arm. “Let’s go,” she murmured to her.

Alexis continued to glare, trying to
intimidate me, which was laughable. She was so frail and thin there
was no way she could ever win in a fight. I stood my ground, seeing
her as nothing but a bad influence.

“Alexis, let’s go.” Emily
pulled her away from me, causing Alexis to stumble backwards. They
made their way to the door.

I turned and leaned against a nearby stack,
placing my forehead against the spines of the books—trying to
regroup—trying to calm down. I could feel the glares of every
person in the room.

Why me?

 


 


 


MAX:

 


I watched Jane as she stood with her sister,
spying between the books with nervous energy.

Why didn’t I say something
more?

I felt her heart racing,
her body heat rising. She looked around her, her brown eyes
scanning the room. Her sister left her, and she leaned against a
stack of books, looking so alone—feeling alone. She stayed there for
a moment before adjusting the bag on her back and walking briskly
toward the door.
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