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For Aaron,

Without you, none of this would be possible.






Clean $lated

y footsteps pounded down the sidewalk, my heart pumping
fast. Wind bit my cheeks, and gray clouds roiled overhead,
heavy in the sky. I glanced at the town clock.

The Storm would be here any minute.

People scattered from the sidewalks and streets, tending to their
own business. Children darted around their mothers’ legs, murmurs
low in the air.

Like always, they had no idea it was coming.

I pushed my way through the crowd and dashed into the res-
taurant where Mom worked. Soft lights lit the room; the tables were
full, though no one spoke. Complete silence. Mom was behind the
bar, wiping the counter.

“Mom!” I yelled.

The sea of customers didn’t flinch. They ignored me, like always,
looking through me as if I were a pane of glass.

You're not going to make it.

[ gritted my teeth together. “Wanna bet?”

I crossed the restaurant, welcoming the wave of warmth his

voice sent through me. Even though urgency thrummed through my
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veins, the feel of him inside my head was like chocolate. Smooth,
comforting.

It isn’t safe for you to be out. You can’t do anything for your mother.

I shook my head, shoving his voice to the back of my brain. I had
lost Dad to the Storm—I wasn’t going to lose Mom, too.

I dug my fingers into Mom’s shoulder and forced her to face me.
The usual look of confusion traveled over her before her eyes lit up
in recognition.

“Clara, what are you doing here?”

“No time to talk.” I dragged her from the restaurant like a mad
bulldozer, ready to flatten anything in my path.

It’s here, he said, his voice clear in my mind. Clara, you need to run.

I looked over my shoulder and froze. The familiar dark cloud
moved toward us, gliding down the street. It crawled over the
sidewalk, its tendrils stretching like poisonous claws. It surrounded
cars, swallowed up buildings, circled around the clock in the middle
of the square in dark wisps.

No one ran. No one screamed. The people on the street stood
frozen, waiting for the dark storm to overtake them.

I gripped Mom’s wrist and yanked.

“Come on!”

We raced down the sidewalk, our car parked up ahead. Every
inch of me buzzed as the feeling of the Storm seeped into me. It was
too close.

I shoved Mom into the car, my hair standing on end. Within
seconds, the dark fog immersed us, the chaos churning, curling along
the windshield. Outside, people stopped. Faces slackened and eyes
went blank.

“Clara, what are we—" Mom broke off and crumpled like an
empty soda can. My stomach hollowed at the look on her face. She
was fading, just like Dad right before he disappeared. She couldn’t

take too many more of these attacks.
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I wrenched the car into gear and floored it. The car screeched
down Main Street, speeding through the dark haze. I swerved
around the lifeless people still trapped in the chaos. I took turn after
turn, zooming through the streets, until the Storm lightened. The
road disappeared beneath our wheels, and houses stretched on
either side of us, gray sidewalks lining dead grass. Air blew in from
the open windows, cooling the sweat off my neck. The dim clouds
departed fully, and the sun streamed down.

It was over.

For now.

My fingers relaxed on the steering wheel.

The Storm never affected me. I didn’t know why. The worst it
did was leave me with a bad headache. The Storm came every day,
erasing the short-term memory of everyone in town, slowly taking
away their sanity until they disappeared.

Completely.

I hiccupped, Dad’s handsome face flashing to mind. The way his
eyes creased when he smiled. The way he always enveloped me in a
warm hug. The way he’d laugh and tell corny jokes. No. I wouldn’t
think of him now. The sunlight was bright as I continued to drive,
my heart slowing. I peeked over at Mom, sunbeams sparkling on her
golden hair. She stared out in front of her, her eyes blank.

The car rumbled to a stop as I pulled into our driveway. Our
old white house towered over us, our lawn dried and brown. Mom
groaned, her eyelids fluttering. She’d be all right for now, but I
cursed myself for not getting to her sooner. I'd maneuvered her
around the Storm for months. Life had started to come back into
her eyes, and now I had lost the ground I'd gained.

It isn’t your fault, Clara.

I jerked, the sound of his voice startling me. Even though he
had been with me for as long as I could remember, sometimes his

presence surprised me.
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“Yes, itis,” I said. “It is my fault.”

I wish you wouldn’t be so hard on yourself. You're doing the best you
can. You're saving your mother from the Storm. You're keeping her safe.

“It’s not good enough,” I mumbled, my throat thick.

He fell silent.

He always went silent when he disagreed with me. I closed my
eyes and wished for the hundredth time that I knew his name or
why he spoke to me—but every time I asked, he’d disappear for
days, leaving me scared he wouldn’t return. I'd learned to enjoy
whatever time I had with him.

The thought of being crazy had crossed my mind but then
fizzled because I was saner than anyone else in this town. I also
rationalized that having him inside my head had become a part of
me. Even though he was just a voice, he was more real than any
physical person I had ever met.

I linked Mom’s arm around my neck and hefted her up our front
steps. She looked high, with a dazed, goofy expression on her face.
I cursed myself again for not getting to her sooner. Our schedule
had been working. The Storm came at the same time every day, and
since Mom’s memory was shot from the daily storms, it was easy to
lug her around the town, staying just enough ahead of the brain-
eating monster. The rest of the town wasn’t so lucky. They were so
far gone, caught in the routine of their daily lives, they never realized
when the Storm came.

Cobwebs hung from the ceiling, stretched out over the peeling
wallpaper. The wood floor creaked beneath our feet as I helped Mom
into her bed. The pillows squished out around her, and I pulled the
covers up to her chin.

“There you go,” I said, fluffing her pillow. I lingered for a mo-
ment, my hand hovering over her shoulder. Her body relaxed into
slumber; her lips parted slightly. How much time did I have left with
her? When would the Storm take her completely? Tears burned the
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backs of my eyes, but I blinked them away and glanced up at the
ceiling. I would be strong. Dad would’ve wanted me to be strong.

I tiptoed across the floor and took one last glance at her before I
shut the door quietly.

Only twenty-three hours.

Twenty-three hours until the next Storm came.



moved back down the hall and into the kitchen, past the gar-

bage that spilled from the can, a putrid smell hanging on the air.

I crinkled my nose and peered out the window at the forest that
lined our backyard. Deep shadows filled the spaces in between the
branches, and a mesh of pine boughs and leaves scattered the area.
Forcing myself to exhale, I snatched my journal off the counter and
stepped outside.

I headed through the forest, my feet crunching on sticks and
leaves. The towering scent of pine tickled my nose, and I let it fill my
lungs. This was my safe place. My haven. I'd never seen the Storm
come out here.

Though I was never safe from myself.

Sometimes, when [ was alone, a darkness snuck in, filling my
heart. It swirled inside my chest, heavy, like my own personal storm.
Sometimes I felt as if the darkness would burst from my fingertips,
right before it would swallow me whole.

I didn’t know what this darkness was, all I knew was that when-
ever I feltit, | wasn’t myself. I felt angry, depressed, and I didn’t trust

my own mind.
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It's why I cared about him so much.

He gave me a light and peace no one else did. Like he filled
the wound in my chest, calming the storm and spreading warmth
through my veins.

If only I knew who he was.

If only he knew how I felt about him.

I continued to walk for a time, reminiscing about the times we’d
had together. He’d first visited me when I was seven. The storms
weren’t as bad then, but he’d still been my constant companion. The
adventures we had together: him teaching me how to climb trees,
him teasing me about how uncoordinated I was, him comforting
me when [ was sad.

But then my feelings changed. As I grew older, I knew he meant
more to me than a friend.

I clutched my journal tight in my hands.

Today was the day.

I'would tell him how much he meant to me. If Mom disappeared,
he’d be the only person—only thing—TI had left. He needed to know
how I felt.

I moved deeper into the forest, weaving around the large pines.
My usual rock sat up ahead, tucked against a shaded tree. I lower-
ed myself onto the ground, my back pressing up against the cool
boulder. I set the journal on my lap, my fingers digging into the lea-
ther binding.

He was the reason I'd been late getting to Mom. I'd gotten so
caught up in writing about him, I'd lost track of time.

A breeze drifted over my face, and the air seemed to change, to
move somehow—and he was there, hovering like a shadow in my
head.

How are you holding up?

My shoulders relaxed, and the immediate comfort he carried

washed over me.
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My mouth twisted at the corners. “You really need to ask that?”

His presence shifted from one side of my head to the other.
You're doing the best you can. You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.

I held quiet for a moment, nodding. “Well, I don’t want to
think about that now.” My fingers continued to dig into the leather
journal. “I want to play a game.”

His presence stirred. I could sense his discomfort.

“I need a distraction,” I said. “Please.”

The energy in him softened. What do you have in mind?

“There’s so much I don’t know about you,” I said. “And every
time I've asked, you’ve shut me down. Can you be real with me? Just
for today? Then we can go back to our usual routine.”

His demeanor changed. It almost felt as if he were . .. smiling.

All right. What do you want to know?

“Your name,” I blurted out. “You know how many times I've
asked you.”

He paused, still hovering, but then he relaxed.

It’s Cael.

My heart jolted, and I straightened against the rock. Cael. Like
kale. I rolled the name around inside my head. I didn’t think he’d
actually tell me.

My turn, he said.

“Your turn?” I asked.

You asked me a question, now I get to ask you.

My eyes widened. Another surprise.

“Okay,” I said tentatively.

What’s your favorite color?

I blinked, my brows drawing together. “Seriously? That’s what
you’re going to ask? My favorite color?”

I've always wondered.

I held back a smile. “It’s blue. Like the ocean. Though I've never

seen it.” I'd never left this town. “My turn again?”
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His presence shifted up and down, like he was nodding.

“What is your dream?” I asked. “I mean, everyone wants some-
thing in this life. What do you wish you could have more than
anything else on the planet?”

He stilled, frozen inside my head. It took him a long while to
answer.

I'd like to undo a mistake I made years ago. It’s haunted me ever since.
I'd like to go back in time and fix my wrongdoings.

An uncomfortable silence settled between us. I didn’t expect
such an honest answer. It was the first real thing he’d ever told me.

“What did you do?” I whispered. My mind was spinning. I'd
known him for years, and Id only felt goodness from him, but did
he actually have a past? One that I should be worried about?

My turn, he said quickly. Same question to you. What do you wish
you could have more than anything else on the planet?

I peeked down at my journal. That was an easy question, but
did I have enough courage to be honest? I ran a hand over the front
cover.

I decided to be brave.

“A kiss,” I said before I could stop myself. “I've never been kiss-
ed. I want to know what it’s like. And . .. and I want you to do it.”

He became deathly still—so still my own thoughts froze for a
moment.

“You had to have known,” I whispered. “We’ve spent all this
time together. How did you not know that I had feelings for you?”

He remained quiet, a statue in my mind.

“You need to know how I feel, Cael.” My hands shook as I peeled
the journal open. I cleared my throat and began to read. “He’s the
only real family I have.” I turned another page. “I feel something
more than family to him.” I turned another page. “I wish I could
touch him, see him, be with him—"

Stop!
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I clamped my lips together. His voice was clipped, angry, fiery
in my head.

I don’t want to hear anymore. Just . .. stop.

“No,” I bit back. “I know you’re real. Somehow. Please, 'm sev-
enteen and I've never been kissed.” I hated the desperation in my
voice. “You have to feel something for me, too. Why would you have
stayed around all these years?”

Heat burned inside my head, growing, expanding.

This game is over.

I felt him shoot out of my mind, leaving a sudden hollowness.

I sat motionless for a few heartbeats, embarrassment sweeping
through me. I sagged against the rock, clenching my eyelids shut.
How could I have been so stupid? I'd ruined everything. He’d pro-
bably never come back again. What would I do if I lost him? What if
I never heard from him again?

I kept my eyes sealed closed, the sun hot and red through my
lids. Anger surged, and I slammed the journal shut before I chucked
it out in front of me, not seeing where it landed. Humiliation and
regret and insecurity all coursed through me. I would never leave
this spot. I couldn’t. I could never face him again.

But in an instant, everything went dim behind my eyelids, like
someone was standing in front of me, shading me from the sun. I
stiffened, my back pressing harder against the rock.

Someone was there. All my humiliation fled, replaced by fear.

Leaves crackled on the forest floor as this person approached.
Was it him? No, impossible. He didn’t have a body, did he? But
somehow, I knew it was him. He lowered himself down in front of
me, but I still couldn’t open my eyes. Fear held me paralyzed, except
for my heart that was beating in my throat. He drew closer, until his
breath skimmed along my cheek. I still couldn’t move. What was
happening? Why couldn’t I open my eyes?

Was Iin danger?
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And then a strange pressure pushed on my lips. Tingles prickled
on my skin, and I held pressed against the rock, a rush of warmth
surging through me. He hovered in front of me for a few seconds, a
net of power pushing and pulling between us. I wanted it to be Cael.
Was it Cael? It had to be. But then the presence disappeared.

My eyes shot open.

My heart pounded.

The darkness lifted.

I was alone.

<1+



“Face to “Face

ur town high school stood tall against the sky, gray clouds

moving fast behind the towering structure. Kids filed in like

zombies, backpacks slung over their shoulders, eyes glued
straight in front of them. They marched into the building, faces
slack, not aware of one another.

Mortification still stung in my chest. [ hadn’t been able to shake
the feeling of regret and embarrassment from yesterday. It burned
heavy in my heart, sinking deeper into my stomach with each
passing hour. Cael hadn’t spoken to me since. The conversation
played over and over again in my head.

I want a kiss.

I don’t want to hear anymore. Just . .. stop.

Wind blew my hair over my face, the strands tickled my skin,
and I focused back on the school before me. I came here whenever I
needed to have the illusion of normality. l remembered when school
had been a place of learning, back when the storms weren’t as bad.
The memories were faint, but I remembered when my peers’ eyes
sparkled with life, when I laughed with them, when I talked with

them. But now, it’s been years since I've had any human contact.
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Once again, I had successfully carted Mom around the Storm today,
staying just ahead of the massive cloud until it dispersed. She was
now back at home, mindlessly going through her routine. I squeezed
my eyes shut, her delicate features in my head. More angst built up
within me. Any day now could be my last day with her. Were my
efforts to keep her safe only prolonging the inevitable?

I rubbed my hands together. Students brushed past me, some
bumping into my shoulders. An itch tickled in the middle of my
back, and I spun around, peering across the street. About a block
away, a few kids hovered outside a coffee shop. One kid, Daniel,
wearing baggy jeans and a hoodie, chomped on the same blueberry
strudel he did every morning. Sometimes, when I looked at his face,
he seemed familiar—like someone I knew more personally than just
another student at school. The girl next to him wore the same pink
shirt she sported every day. They chatted, though it was most likely
the same conversation they had yesterday. Their minds were so far
gone, they weren’t aware of the conversations they were having.

Angela Cummings headed up the steps in front of me, her black
braids swinging over her smooth, dark skin. Her mom had dis-
appeared yesterday. I knew because she walked her dog down our
street every morning. She hadn’t been there today. Did Angela have
any idea? Would she ever see her again? Would I ever see my dad
again?

The thought of Dad only reminded me of the family we’d once
had: Mom, Dad, and me. Right before the storms got bad, Dad told
us he had a child from a previous marriage. The kid was going to
come live with us. I was excited. I'd always wanted a brother. But
then Dad disappeared, and I never met the kid. I always wondered
where he was, if he was okay, and if the Storm had gotten to him,
too. I blinked away the memory.

Angela passed by, zombielike, and I sighed, following into the

school after her.
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Inside, the hallways stretched long and dark. Someone had
forgotten to turn the lights on again. Bodies moved mechanically,
lockers slammed, doors opened and closed. I flipped the light switch,
and no one flinched. They continued onward as if nothing were out
of the ordinary. I hefted my backpack higher on my shoulders and
headed to my first class.

I'd be able to think here. I'd find some peace after the disaster
yesterday. I could pretend I was in school, and for a moment, ev-
erything would be fine.

The door creaked when I walked in.

Mr. Tompkins sat at his desk, nose in a book, a few water bot-
tles scattered around him. He was more like an accessory to the
classroom than a real teacher. He was young—mid-twenties—with
tousled hair and wire glasses. Muscles stretched through his coll-
ared shirt.

The regular kids were there, backs stiff, eyes glazed over. My
gaze swept over the room and stopped on the dark-haired girl in the
corner. She was small—maybe five-foot-nothing, with a pointy nose
and thinly muscled arms, wearing the same purple tank top she
wore every day. My eyes lingered on her for a moment. Like Daniel,
she seemed different from the rest of the kids here. Sometimes, I felt
as if her eyes were on me, like two invisible weights pressing onto
my skin, but they never were. Whenever I looked at her, her head
was straight forward, face bland.

I slid into the wooden desk at the front of the classroom and
allowed the silence to settle in my chest, but it didn’t help. Em-
barrassment still filled me. I lifted my fingers and traced my lips.
There’d been something in front of me yesterday. And I had felt some
sort of pressure on my lips.

Had I been kissed? What if it was Cael?

Maybe things weren’t horrible between us. But the anger in his

voice had been palpable. He might not ever come back. I groaned
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and covered my face with my hands. Mr. Tompkins slammed the
book down onto his desk, and I flinched.

“The concept of parallel lives is a tricky one,” he said, picking
up a piece of chalk. He approached the chalkboard and drew two
circles, one on top of the other. “Many believe if you are rich now,
you lead a parallel life in which you are poor. If you are happy now,
in your other life you are lonesome.”

I froze.

What?

Mr. Tompkins hadn’t taught a class for years. And he was a math
teacher.

“Sleep is considered a parallel life,” Mr. Tompkins went on. “In
fact, a lot of cultures consider dreams a myth. What if our spirits do
walk to another life while our bodies sleep?”

I gripped the desk. He couldn’t be talking about something dif-
ferent from math. I'd never heard him venture off topic. This wasn’t
real. A tickle ran down my spine, and the dark-haired girl’s gaze
pressed in on me again. I slowly forced myself to turn around,
uncurling my fingers from the desk. Was she also aware that Mr.
Tompkins was speaking? She stared straight ahead, face empty, but
I swear I saw her jaw clench.

“Maybe we transport to one life or the other when our bodies
sleep. Is it possible that we are either in one life or another?” He
looked at me for a moment before he glanced away. My lips parted.
Did he just look at me? With coherency?

“For those who believe in parallel lives, it is said there are
Noble bloodlines assigned to keep the knowledge of these two lives
hidden—for the protection of each life. These Nobles have the
power to travel back and forth between their lives at will, while the
rest of the population doesn’t.”

I couldn’t rip my gaze away. Mr. Tompkins was talking. He

appeared as if he were coherent. And he had made eye contact
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with me—while talking about Noble bloodlines and parallel lives.
My mind couldn’t keep up. Too many thoughts clashed with one
another. But something in his words began to resonate deep within
my bones, like a forgotten memory on the verge of realization. Some-
thing about his words woke something in the back of my brain,
which didn’t make any sense.

A movement at the door caught my attention. Through the
opaque glass, a silhouette hovered outside. My pulse spiked, think-
ing of him, but a young man walked in dressed in ratty jeans and
a T-shirt. The guy was thin, bone thin. Long greasy hair hung
around his face, framing a crooked nose. He marched right up to
me, stopping in front of my desk. I started, leaning back against my
chair.

“Which is why,” Mr. Tompkins said, his eyes connecting with
mine again, “I've brought Robert to connect you to your other life,
Clara.”

A jolt shot down through me, and I blinked. “E-excuse me?”

“It’s time,” Mr. Tompkins said. “We’ve waited long enough.
Robert, go ahead.”

Robert’s dark gaze connected with mine, gripping me. I'd lived
so long without any real human contact, I simply sat there, stunned.

“No!” The dark-haired girl in the corner jumped up from her
seat. “Itisn’t fair. Not like this.”

“Ricki,” Robert growled. “You know how much I need this.”

Ricki’s mouth tightened and crimson rose high in her cheeks. “I
know,” she said. “But she should at least have a choice.”

“We can’t wait any longer,” Mr. Tompkins cut in. “Do it. Now,
Robert.”

I whipped my gaze to Robert. The second our eyes locked, the
classroom turned hazy in my peripheral vision. Ricki screamed
something, but her voice was distant, fading away. Fear stampeded

through me as I tensed, my mind teetering precariously over the
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edge. Images I had never seen flashed through my mind. I saw my-
self with my hair cropped short while I drove through big city traffic
with a car full of friends. The picture changed to me in a cheerleader
outfit, waving pom-poms on the sidelines of a football game. I saw
myself flirting with several boys, the center of attention. It wasn’t
until I saw myselfin a hospital room with that kid Daniel sick in bed
that I slammed my lids shut and yelled, “Stop!”

“No!” Robert roared. “Keep your eyes open!”

A crash ricocheted through the classroom, and I peeked an eye
open. Ricki threw herself on top of Robert, and they rolled on the
ground before she straddled him, her tiny hands linked around his
throat.

“Run!” she yelled to me.

I jerked.

“Run!” she yelled again.

Adrenaline kicked in. I bounded from my seat and bolted for
the door, but Mr. Tompkins was too fast. His face popped in front
of mine, and he pressed me against the wall. The look on his face
scared me.

“Clara, you need to trust us,” he said.

Robert threw Ricki off of him and she slid across the floor,
crashing into a desk. The kids around us sat still, unaffected. Robert
charged toward me, his eyes as dark as his long, scraggly hair.

Ricki screamed and threw out her hands. A flash of green light
sailed through the air. The building shook and pieces of the ceiling
fell, smashing into the ground. The lights flickered. A chunk of tile
hit Mr. Tompkins on the head, and he bellowed, crouching down.

I bolted.

The cool spring air bit my cheeks as I sprinted to the car. Dark
clouds hovered overhead.

I fumbled madly with the keys, my hands shaking as I unlocked
the door. Robert rushed from the building, and he turned his head

SI7
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rapidly, looking around the parking lot. His face, with his deep-set
eyes and pale complexion, looked gaunt, skeletal, in the waning
light as the clouds closed in on the sky.

I yanked the door open and ducked inside, wrenching the car
into gear. I hit the accelerator, leaving the school, Mr. Tompkins,

and the strange kids behind me.
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