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DEDICATION


Eyes are so kind—
and I need that today, more than I’d admit out loud,
more than the gloss on this smile lets on.
Days pass into weeks,
and then into years—
blurring at the edges like a dream you almost remember,
a calendar full of maybe next times.
Silence was the enemy,
and now the enemy again—
a hush haunting behind the hallway light,
heavy with everything we didn’t say.
Yesterday longs for
the version of me that didn’t hesitate to dance,
Tomorrow is so faraway—
folded inside another refill,
or waiting at the edge of sleep.
Only time and space between us,
I still feel you in the quiet places.
Souls happily intertwined.
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[bookmark: _Hlk215406746]The InBetween is a corridor between worlds, a living threshold where spirit and memory pass. Its guardians, known as the Veils, preserve balance and ensure that souls can cross safely. When the board is lost, that balance falters, and everyday life itself is shaken.  Hunger returns, memory fades, and the soul’s journey risks interruption.
Human existence is not limited to the body. Beneath flesh and bone lies a circuitry of energy — a soul in perpetual transmutation. It reshapes itself through experience, through unseen forces, through the whispers of what was and what might be. This is the soul’s journey, and it does not end. It only shifts.
[bookmark: _Hlk215408961]There is a place between places. A vibrational corridor where the ordinary dissolves and the extraordinary begins. It is called the InBetween. Here, hunger fades. Sustenance is drawn not from food, but from echoes — energies transformed by the sun into molecular symphonies, archived within the soul’s memory. To sleep hungry is to awaken full. The unburdened soul remembers. And in remembering, is fed.
But the InBetween is not passive. It is a living field, a board of infinite possibility and consequence. Each movement, each choice, each vibration ripples across its surface like tectonic plates stirring beneath the skin of reality. The magma flow begins — not as destruction, but as metamorphosis. The soul becomes fluid, pressurized, primed for change. Yet within this molten unfolding lies an order, a sacred architecture.  It is the board — and when its balance falters, the mark appears upon a child, etched into flesh as proof of the soul’s burden.
And it must be protected. 
It is sacred. It holds the architecture of transformation. It is the map of memory, the cradle of energy, the keeper of nourishment beyond physical needs. To guard the board is to guard the soul’s passage through the InBetween. To lose it is to lose the language of becoming.
So, remember: the board is not a game. It is the terrain of your becoming. And every move matters.
· 
Long before Neyrah was born — before her name was released from the Akashic Record — the world was still young, and the veil between realms was thin. In a time when gods still walked among mortals, Athena, goddess of wisdom and war, wandered beyond Olympus in search of something not even the divine could name: resonance.
She found it in a mortal girl wandering in the woods, Neyrah’s tenth great-grandmother. She was no ordinary child. She was born during a lunar eclipse, her cries echoing through the mountains like a hymn. She spoke to trees, dreamed in symbols, and carried within her the rare gift of soul-sight — the ability to perceive the InBetween.
Athena watched her from afar, intrigued by her clarity and strength. When she entered the magma flow — the phase of soul metamorphosis — Athena descended. Not as a goddess, but as a sister. She walked beside her through the corridor of vibration, where hunger faded and memory fed the soul. There, they shared visions, pain, and purpose.
In the heart of the InBetween, they made a pact.
They cut their palms and pressed them together over a blooming rose that grew from stone. Petals turned crimson, and its roots reached into both realms. From that moment, their bloodlines were bound. They became blood sisters, guardians of the board — the sacred terrain where transformation unfolds.
Their lineage became known as Rose Blood, a name whispered by spirits and feared by those who sought to corrupt the InBetween. Each generation carried the mark: a soul that never dies, and a fate sealed before birth. And always, when Rose Blood was threatened, the mark surfaced again — a child branded by destiny, living evidence that the balance had shifted.
Neyrah was born under a storm sky, her heartbeat syncing with the beat of the board. She did not choose this path. It chose her. The InBetween stirred when she cried, and the rose bloomed again.
She is the incarnation of her ancestors. The shadow of Athena. The guardian reborn.
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[bookmark: _Hlk215585490][bookmark: _Hlk216447011]Some doors breathe before they open. 
Some names remember before they’re spoken.

Neyrah’s lifeless body lay weightless against the cold bedroom floor. This time, it was her brother’s foot to the face that sealed her fate. She tried to pull herself up, and she heard the closet breathing. It pulsed with electric anticipation, a living membrane between two worlds: hers, and what was on the other side. The vibration crawled beneath her skin, older than Athen, older than time herself. At two and a half, she should not have understood such things, yet the marrow in her bones remembered. Ancestral knowing stirred in her cells, humming through her veins with an electric urgency.
The closet expanded in slow, deliberate motion, creaking with restraint. Neyrah froze. Her body remained unnaturally still, and she forced her head to turn slowly toward the opening with the reverence one gives a pastor consecrating communion. The shadowy figure appeared with the slow inevitability of a dream bleeding into waking reality. Its eyes, a precipice of darkness holding centuries of unspoken truths, watched her with the patience of a sentinel and the discipline of a marine. To Neyrah, it resembled a shadowy monster, but its presence carried the authority of a guide and the stillness of a painting.
Her small hands, instruments not yet fully understood, cradled a dirty doll. Its missing hair reflected the abusive passage through older siblings. Even her older brother held it in his sleep from time-to-time years before. Its head bobbed against her chest as she sat cross-legged on the floor, one sock half-on, coils damp against her cheek from restless sleep. The doll’s ceramic skin reflected an ancient wound, one predating her birth, a story etched into familial bones. A jagged line cut through its face, a prophecy written in porcelain. Neyrah’s fingers tapped it in rhythm to the silence.
Moonlight filtered through the room’s-stained glass, transforming ordinary light into divine permission. 
Each dust mote drifted as a potential messenger from unseen realms. Colors refracted across her skin, painting her in amber, blood, and violet as though she were being anointed.
A voice stirred inside her, older than her toddling steps, carrying dangerous knowledge: You’re allowed to speak. The thought did not arrive in words. It pressed against her chest, notes stumbling over one another, half‑formed yet insistent, as if her ribs were a rehearsal hall.
She tilted her head toward the closet. The figure hadn’t moved. It didn’t need to. If it had breath, it was the wind that haunted walls. Neyrah watched its shape shimmer at the edges. Whatever waited inside wasn’t hiding.

It was arriving.
And she wasn’t afraid.
The corridor was long, longer than it had ever been in daylight. The shadows stitched themselves to her heels as Neyrah tiptoed past peeling wallpaper and the mouthless silence of picture frames. The hairs stood up on her back.  She could feel a presence watching her, burning into her skin. In her peripheral view she caught a fleeting glimpse and the air bent behind her, quiet as breath on glass. And although no voice called out, she knew a verdict was forming.
She slipped into her mother’s room, drawn toward the familiar folds of the mattress, the scent of sleep and lotion and a breath of the past, and a name embroidered in cotton.
She curled onto her mom’s side of the bed, whispering, “Mama, sleep, sleep, me cold, me cold.”
Her voice was soft, broken, barely more than a whisper, but her mother didn’t even open her eyes.

“Get out, and go back to bed,” she said, as if fear were a choice.
Neyrah’s underwear was wet; her nightgown, however, remained dry this time. That detail struck her as important, but she didn't know why. She knew it was evidence of an unspoken truth.
A nascent contact had occurred. She swallowed the urge to cry.
She trembled faintly as she shuffled to the bathroom, the linoleum gleaming pale beneath the ceiling light. The one eye that never blinked.
She curled on the floor, knees pressed to her belly, cheek resting against tile cold enough to remember.
The bathroom was sacred ground, ceramic shielded, fluorescent protected, blessed by water and wire, the gods of modern things. No stories passed these pipes unnoticed.
Still, she didn’t sleep.
She listened.
To pipes groaning—old spirits shifting in their sleep.
To the buzz of light slicing through the silence in her mind.
Her breath left soft ghosts that vanished too quickly to whisper back.
Somewhere behind the humming, she heard the distant scratch of movement, soft, secrets dragging their feet.
Her heart whispered back:
Me scared, me scared.
And the Nothing, waiting in the hall, arrived without footsteps.
· [bookmark: _Hlk215406772]
No one knew where she was. Or maybe no one cared.
No one ever went to the bathroom at the edge of the house, but Neyrah did.
She knew its silence, its sacred cold, its flickering hum that kept the Nothing back.
And before the quiet could swallow her whole, she smelled a scent so intoxicating that she couldn’t wait to hide the evidence and get to the breakfast table.
The kitchen's landscape was a battlefield of hunger and hierarchy.
Cordell's yellow eyes, sharp as broken glass, calculated each morsel’s distribution with surgical precision. His presence filled the room, sour steam rising from coiled power behind plastic chairs and linoleum.
Every move around the table was choreographed, cruel, deliberate.
They called him Mr. Buggers now. His nostrils twitched without rest, and he wiped his nose with his shirt sleeve.
Keiron’s hands, sticky with grease, received piece after piece of fried chicken—a feast served as both reward and weapon.
His fingers gleamed, polished trophies beneath the hanging lamp.
The meat glistened, golden under harsh light, while the air reeked of cinnamon potpourri failing to mask the stench of animal fat.
A bucket of chicken sat on the chipped counter.
Too early for lunch. Too late for last night’s regret.
Cordell had come in before sunrise, probably out drinking again.
That bucket was his go to.
He always said nothing tamed a hangover faster than KFC and hot sauce.
“Ooooh yea,” he’d murmur, sucking the phlegm in his throat, dragging out the sound. Neyrah kept her eyes on the table, counting the crumbs, pretending not to hear.  She glared at him briefly; she hated the way he made hunger feel worse.
Grease and spice were absolution.
Neyrah never asked where it came from.
You didn’t question food in their house. You praised it.
Breakfast was whatever arrived, whatever was placed on their plates. They hungrily obliged. Chicken at dawn wasn’t strange. It was welcomed. Fried. Hot. Excessive. An offering of comfort, folded into red-and-white cardboard.
She watched him lick his fingers, eyes half-shut in a posture that bordered on prayer.  She thought, not for the first time, that Mr. Boogers needs booze more than sleep.

For Neyrah and her sisters, the bucket remained a distant promise, a mirage of nourishment steeped more in injustice than hunger.
It sat on the counter, untouched and revered. A reward reserved for those who obeyed.

Mr. Buggers moved slightly, elbow hovering near the bucket, daring anyone to cross the invisible line.
Neyrah shifted where she sat, perched on a stack of old encyclopedias that had long replaced a proper seat. The corners dug into her thighs, but she knew better than to complain.
She couldn’t reach the table; her legs dangled uselessly.
At her side, Katrina babbled softly, her fingers curled around the flimsy blue pacifier and dirty blanket. She was too young to understand that the chicken wasn’t for them, too new to know that silence was the safest kind of resistance. Mydir had placed her on the bench with measured care, a living centerpiece flanked by caution and consequence.
Her stomach growled, low and steady, not from hunger, but from aches much older. An emptiness that she knew.
It throbbed beneath her ribs, a second heart with its own rhythm.
It wanted. It remembered. It watched.
Each denied bite was a lesson written in the language of survival, a cruel pedagogy of power that whispered: your worth is measured by someone else's mercy.
Her lips stayed still and etched with words behind her tongue.
Mydir sat nearby, around two summers older than Neyrah but already carrying authority in her bones, sewn into her from the start. The way she blinked, the way her eyes swept the table, was declaration enough.
Mydir didn’t utter a single word. Her look said it all—keep calm, little big sister, keep calm.
Keiron chewed loudly. His gaze skipped her, eying the bucket of chicken. Neyrah felt the rejection in the rhythm of his jaw, in the silence after Cordell’s satisfied grunt. Her fingers curled into fists on her lap, and she started biting her lip.
The doll slipped slightly against her chest, and she gripped it tighter, pressing its soft frame into the hollow between her heartbeats.
“So, you are not going to give me one tasty crumb, brother?”
Keiron continued to scarf down the greasy chicken as if his life depended on it, mouth glistening with oil, jaw working mercilessly.
Why are you treating me as if I am subhuman? Neyrah begged with the hollow ache behind her eyes.
“I don’t want to make Mr. Buggers angry,” he said.
No apology. No glance.
“You don’t care,” she thought bitterly. “You’re just greedy. And I will remember this when I get my milk later. I won’t give you one single drop like I did yesterday, when you spilled yours.”
The words weren’t spoken. At this stage, the children’s thoughts were fluent and invisible, woven in silence. Their minds sparked like stars behind closed eyes. Their glances and thoughts braided through silence, sharp as thorns and impossible to ignore.
Somewhere beneath the table, Mydir’s foot brushed hers—a quiet signal not of comfort, but of rank. Neyrah didn’t return it. But she knew that was Mydir’s way of saying: Don’t let your body control your mind.
Neyrah stayed rooted.
Sunlight slanted through the window, slicing across the table in fractured geometry. It illuminated the grease stains on Cordell’s shirt, the crumbs clinging to Keiron’s chin, the empty plate in front of Neyrah. A blank verdict. She refused to cry. Silence pressed down.  A finding of its own. Her perception shifted, a kaleidoscope of bending angles. One moment she stared at the black, red, and white chicken bucket; the next, at a shimmer in the air above it—a heat ripple, or maybe a message. She blinked, and it was gone.
The Nothing wasn’t passively watching, it was waiting. Waiting for her to understand that this moment, this room with its wood-polish scent and unequal rhythms, was more than a reverberation.
It was an initiation.
The walls seemed to breathe with a quiet intensity. Beneath the thrum of the fridge, beneath the sharp scent of vinegar cleaner. She felt it. The static electricity of unspoken traumas creating a membrane between the seen and the unseen.
And somehow, Neyrah knew she wasn’t hungry for chicken.
She was hungry for justice.
Bella Rose entered the kitchen as the morning light hunched low against the linoleum. She was ready to cook, but paused when she saw Cordell leaning over Keiron, grease-slick fingers and glazed eyes, having forced the boy to consume an entire bucket of chicken. Her voice stayed low; it barely surfaced, a breath beneath breath: If you gave a damn, you wouldn’t make him out to be such a circus clown.
Her eyes drifted toward Neyrah and Mydir, two daughters tethered by silence, and with a flick of her hand, she gestured.
Mydir understood instantly.
She moved toward the stove with the ease of someone conditioned to obey—young, not even fifteen, but already steeped in ritual despite only five years old.
Four eggs went into the pot: two for Bella Rose, one for herself, one for Neyrah. That was breakfast.
No fanfare.
No bacon.
The smell of it turned their mother’s stomach lately, ever since the chord inside her had begun to unravel.
Cordell slipped past her without a word, his body slumped on the sofa, detached and drifting, as if the branch had let go. 
Mama didn’t say anything.
She wasn’t herself these days, half here, half hiding, so she returned to the bedroom and called out gently for Mydir to bring her the eggs and a banana.
Keiron sat at the table, bloated and quiet. Neyrah watched him, her thoughts sharp as thorns. Sweet revenge, she whispered in her mind.
She leaned in with a carton of milk and asked if he wanted a drink. Her voice was soft, syrupy.
He nodded faintly.
And as he tilted toward the glass, she gulped it down in one swift swallow, never breaking eye contact.
“Go ahead,” she said, with a crooked smile. “Cry, baby brother, and wake Mr. Boogers.”
He was older by eleven months. Taller, louder, quicker to please.
But Neyrah’s soul had never fit inside her age.
It was older than old—carved from whispers and memory, tuned to things Keiron hadn’t even begun to notice.
He followed Cordell like a dog chasing a bone.
He believed love was grease and crumbs.
Neyrah didn’t.
She saw the angles in people’s voices and the ghosts behind their eyes.
That’s why she called him baby brother.
Not because he was younger, nor the youngest boy in the family.
Because he was still unformed.
· 
That night, after everyone had gone to bed, even the wind decided not to breathe.
Outside, the dogwood tilted.
Intentionally.
As if it knew she was awake.
Neyrah had always known when the world was about to change.
Not through the weather, or her parents’ voices, or the shifting tides of mood that passed across the dinner table, but in stillness.
Quiet things held secrets.
Stillness meant the unseen was watching.
Neyrah sat curled in the windowsill, legs tucked beneath her, the hem of her onesie twitching with unease.
Her bare toes pressed against the pane, fogging it slightly.
Her fingertips were pale, paper thin, and ghost-colored.  She rubbed them together slowly.

The elder healer had called it vascular sensitivity, a phrase her mother repeated but never truly grasped.
Her blood vessels seemed to overreact to cold.
“Probably nothing,” they had said. “We’ll keep an eye on it.”
But Neyrah realized that it wasn’t the coldness.
It was more.
The tingling always arrived when the world thickened, when her thoughts raced ahead of her.
Her fingers ached as if they belonged to someone outside in the cold for too long. She held them up to see what color they were this time. If they were red, white, or blue.
They looked as if they were drained of all blood, they were translucent.
She closed her eyes and listened.
Beneath the floorboards.
Inside the walls.
Beneath her ribcage.
She was listening for the resonance, the one she always felt when the Veil began to thin.
Tonight, it was quiet.
Not absent. Covered.
As though a heavy curtain had been draped across reality.
And that was never good.
She pressed her forehead to the glass and whispered, “Are you hiding?”
The dogwood answered. One leaf detached from the branch and drifted sideways instead of down. Neyrah was unbothered.  She was used to things that moved wrong.
Plants bowed toward her without wind. Whippoorwills cried in three-beat rhythms on nights when she lay breathless, their cries were keeping time with her pulse.  The crow came when the silence stretched too long, perched on the window frame, watching.
It never sang. It waited.
Her grandmother’s orchid, long dead and brittle, had bloomed after she called it a scared little heifer and sang to it in whispers only the leaves could hear. Someone had muttered once, half admiring, half afraid: “Just like her great aunt.”
Her mother would stare off into the distance and pretend it was her imagination.  As she didn’t think she was ready to absorb it all.  
But Neyrah knew better.
The leaves never lied.
The birds didn’t either.
Inside the bedroom, her siblings sprawled across the bed, tangled in blankets. Neyrah curled against the wood, watching their breath rise and fall. Sometimes she tried to copy their rhythm, to sync her lungs with theirs. Tonight, she failed. Her chest rose and fell as if carrying the weight of two worlds—one seen, one sensed.
They never let her sleep beside them anymore, not since she’d woken drenched in sheets, eyes wide open but seeing things she couldn’t name.
It’s nasty, her brother had whispered.
But what Keiron didn’t know or dared to remember was that the wetness wasn’t from fear.

It was passage.
Neyrah crossed boundaries when she slept. 
Into places between breathing and breathless.
Into things the Veil didn’t intend to show to someone so young.
She wasn’t supposed to be able to enter those rooms.
But the Veil didn’t care.
And tonight, an entity inside it was watching.
The drone pressed faintly against her toes.
The closet door across the room remained cracked.
And inside it, a breath not hers took a breath.
She didn’t dream. She drowned.
In silence.
In memory.
In rooms without time.
Breathless, but unafraid.
Not afraid, because drowning here was not struggle. It was surrender.
Each breath she didn’t take became an internal passage.
She drifted through the space as if the air remembered her.
Every step echoed with a trace half-remembered, half-denied.
And then—
as if summoned by silence itself—
the melody began.
Low, familiar, weaving through the stillness as a nameless flicker.
It did not interrupt the space; it became part of it.
A sound older than language,
older than Neyrah.
It curled around her, smoke from a fire long buried,
the fire her mother kindled only when the world grew too heavy to carry aloud.
· 
Neyrah’s mother was humming again.
Not just any tune. The one.
The old melody she only sang when she was deep in thought or when the world had worn her thin.
It didn’t have words.
The tune didn’t need words.
She hummed through her nose: La da dee, la da da, la da de da da da, la da dee, la da daah, la da daaaaah.
It floated out from the kitchen with soft insistence, wrapping itself around the doorframes and windowsills, a silk ribbon pulled through the veins of the house.
Neyrah sat still, listening with every molecule. That hum had magic in it, old and dusty and barely holding shape. It was the kind of sound you couldn’t follow unless you’d already been somewhere else…past the edge of memory.
She had heard it once in a dream, not the melody, but the silence it left behind.
A hush filled with breath that didn’t belong to anyone living.
And in the corner of that dreaming, barely there, the name: Not Here.
Not spoken aloud.
Whispered through the walls by a whisper that wasn’t meant to frighten. 
Trying to warn her.
But then, the hum stopped.
Her bones tightened.
The buzz in her fingertips flared again. Not the small, icy prickles the doctor had warned them about, but a current deeper than pain, buzzing and alive, electricity searching for its wires.
Her vascular sensitivity, they’d said.
The small vessels in her fingers didn’t know how to handle cold.
It was probably nothing, they repeated.
But Neyrah knew her fingers weren’t reacting to temperature.
They were sensing change.
She slid off the windowsill, bare feet pressing against the cool floor with a quiet slap.
Her knees bent more than they should’ve for someone her size—too fluid, too prepared.
Her onesie felt too tight around her chest.
She padded into the hallway, nose twitching.
There was no fridge thrum.
No creak of the floorboards.
No rustle of fabric from the living room.
The silence was thick and expectant.
The stillness had shape.
“MaBella?” she called, voice barely more than breath.
No answer.
She stepped closer to the staircase.
The temperature dropped.
Not sharply, but enough to make the hairs on her arms rise and her scalp tingle.
Her breath puffed forward in visible curl.
A shape stood at the bottom of the stairs.
It wasn’t there a moment ago.  
Tall.
Still.
Wrong.
Silent.
Motionless.
Devoid of shimmer, nothing ghostly or dramatic.
Unnaturally still, a shadow cast without a source.
Neyrah was frozen on the outskirts of time. The air encapsulated her face, thickening until it became a weight. Dust. Fog. Dew. She couldn’t wrap her mind around what was happening. Was she dreaming, or drowning in something deeper? She tried to swallow, but her tongue clung to the roof of her mouth. And then she felt it — the Nothing, staring straight through her.
Every part of her body screamed to turn around. To run.
But her legs didn’t work.
Her mouth didn’t open.
Her lungs contracted.
Her jaw clenched.
And a signal stirred inside her.
A hunger coiled, waiting.
[image: ]
She had stopped asking to sleep beside her siblings.
She knew they wouldn’t understand.
You can’t, her brother had grumbled. You’ll wet the bed again.
And she had.
More times than they could count.
But Neyrah knew they were wrong.
She didn’t wake up soaked because she was scared or careless.
She woke up because she had crossed into The Veil.
That place between waking and sleeping.
That hallway between thought and memory.
That room of colors the human eye couldn’t see.
And tonight, the veil had opened again, its membrane peeled wide, inviting the Nothing into their house—an old friend returning without warning.
Crying felt close enough to touch.
Laughter bubbled beneath the surface.
She longed to close her eyes and awaken elsewhere.
But mostly, she wanted to vanish beneath the world’s gaze.
Not to disappear.
To remain untouched. A shadow threading between breath and bone.
Invisible. Alive.
Fog curled low, tracing every crack in the floorboards,
knowing without claiming.
Her legs dangled at the foot of the bed, half-buried in covers she wasn’t meant to share.
Her brother’s foot brushed hers by accident, then jerked away as if she’d burned him.
The mattress sagged above her head where her siblings lay curled in sleep, bodies pressed together in conspiratorial warmth.
Neyrah wasn’t allowed that closeness anymore.
She had peed the bed again.
Not during sleep. Not in terror. On the cusp.
That slip between realms where her body forgot which world it belonged to.
Her mind woke somewhere else, but her limbs lagged behind.
“Get down there,” her mother had snapped earlier. “You’ll ruin the sheets. Again.”
Now she lay curled at the edge of family, spine hunched, doll cradled against her ribs. A secret held close.
She swallowed her sob.
She listened.
For breath.
For movement.
And then. She saw it.
The Nothing.
Or what she used to call a boogeyman, before she realized monsters didn’t crawl—they waited.
It stood beyond the doorframe.
Too tall for the hallway.
Too still for comfort.
The impossible blue eyes didn’t flash.
They recognized.
She stared back.
Not with defiance.
Not with fear.
With permission.
But in that breathless silence, the air shifted—slightly.
The membrane trembled.
And somewhere near the stairs, behind shadow and silence, the Not Here stood watching.
Still.
Unmoving.
Guardian-shaped.
She existed between Neyrah and her becoming.
The next night, her mother skipped the questions.
She pointed—clear and unyielding.
“You’re not staying in here no more. Go sleep in the bathroom. Maybe that’ll teach you.”

chapter 1 THE CLOSET BREATHES
So Neyrah moved.
Her blanket.
Her cracked doll.
Her rage.
2

Not all hunger is for food. 
Some mouths open to swallow injustice.”

The tile floor felt colder than the silence, and the faucet dripped with a cadence older than speech.
The smell of bleach curled against her nostrils.
But there, pressed between toilet and tub, she felt a doorway open inside her.
Not a wound.
A doorway.
She had entered exile.
But the Nothing followed her.
And the Not Here remained—
Not as threat,
But as keeper.
Not closing the portal,
But holding it back.
For now.
Neyrah gripped the towel rack, her hand twitching with effort.
Her body felt strange again—
Foreign beneath her skin.
Too strong in the wrong places.
Her blood was singing now—
Hot and electric,
Trying to break out.
It wasn’t pain.
It wasn’t fear.
It was pressure.
That strength inside her, the one she hated, the one she never asked for...
It was waking up.
Her legs wobbled, not from weakness but excess.
Her shoulders felt wide, unnaturally so for someone her age.
Her mother said she was growing fast.
The healers said her body was out of balance.
Elevated testosterone, they had murmured.
They were monitoring her for hormonal instability.
Possible early signs of a strength not yet willed, or understood.
No diagnosis yet.
She was too young.
But the symptoms pressed against her bones.
Too loud to ignore.
Unlike a male’s, females are born with their ovaries and eggs.
Much to Neyrah’s surprise and dismay, she felt that her body was betraying her...
That she was female this time,
Since the soul doesn’t have a gender.
She hated it.
Hated how the fabric of her clothes tugged at muscles no toddler should have.
Hated how her fingers cracked when she clenched them—
Too big,
Too loud.
She wanted to be small.
Not powerful.
Not dangerous.
Small.
Her skin prickled, not from cold, not from nerves, but from something beneath.
Wings stirred where no wings should be.
The house around her flickered, as if the edges of the walls couldn’t hold still anymore.
Light bent wrong in the hallway.
Her breath came shallow, touched by a rhythm not her own.
She could feel the oocytes humming in her—the ancient clutch her body had always carried, even when she didn’t ask.

Ghost-eggs.
Dream-eggs.
Dormant until a rupture terrible enough to wake them.
The towel rack was cool,
But her palm burned against it.
Every vein in her hand seemed to scream.
Her pupils throbbed.
The ceiling above looked farther than it should,
Then too close.
Her shoulder blades twitched. 
A sensation pressed beneath the skin.
Not wings. A weight.
Relentless. Hungry. 
It pulled her deeper into the dark.
She imagined scales.
Bone.
She was becoming visible again.
But not as Neyrah.
As a prior iteration, but much older.
As cognitive presence watching her from behind her own eyes.
As she stood there, her heart pounding, her jaw aching, her mother appeared at the top of the stairs, robe trailing behind her.
She froze when she saw it:
The Nothing waiting at the bottom.
Her breath caught mid-step. Her mouth opened once, then closed.
“Oh no,” she whispered.
“Mama…” Neyrah whimpered, breath catching. “I not do it… I didn’t… I didn’t do nuffin…”
“Don’t look at it, Neyrah!” her mother hissed, racing down the stairs, arms flailing and frantic. She shoved Neyrah behind her—a shield reversed.
“Stay behind me. Stay behind—”
But the Nothing moved.
And that’s when the world cracked.

Not shattered—folded.
Inward.
The house forgot how to stand.
The mirror cracked without sound.

Neyrah’s mama pushed her again, harder this time.
“Go to your room. Now.”
But Neyrah didn’t want to go.
Her tummy felt buzzy.
Her legs felt floaty.
Her mouth tried to open, but the words came out too big.
She stamped one foot, tiny and loud.
“No!” she said. “I stay!”
She wanted to tell her mama about the grass. About the way it moved when she looked at it.
About the trees that whispered without mouths.
But the words tangled.
They didn’t fit in her mouth yet.
Her lips wobbled.
Her voice cracked.
“Mama,” she whispered. “G’wass… it moved. I sawed it. It saw me.”
Her mouth didn’t know the words,
but her belly did.
Her bones did.
Her eyes felt too big for her face.
“You’re scaring me,” Mama snapped.
“I scawed too!” Neyrah sobbed,
pushing her fingers into her tummy
as if that could stop the hum.
But this cry didn’t come from her throat. It came from the place inside her that knew before knowing had names.
The hallway throbbed, alive, waiting.
The house leaned closer, its breath slow and heavy.
The Nothing held its gaze, unblinking, infinite.
It needed no sign, no movement. It waited with patient hunger.
Above, the light hissed and flickered, then shattered.
The wallpaper peeled back like gasping skin,
curling into the silence it could no longer contain.

Dust hung in the air, time suspended.
A substructure deep under the floor groaned, not angry, not hungry. Patient.
Neyrah screamed, not because she was afraid.
Because she knew.
The shadow didn’t come to chase her.
It came
because
she
called
it.
Later that night, Neyrah curled beneath her blanket, knees tucked tight, the cracked doll pressed against her ribs.
She wasn’t crying.
She wasn’t asleep.
Her breath caught every few seconds, shallow and uneven.
The air was thick around her chest, not with fear, but with anticipation.
A low current pressed against the soles of her feet.
She felt it in the mattress springs, in the creak of the closet hinges.
The shift was happening again, but slower this time.
The portal registered her gaze.
Her siblings lay tangled in blankets near the headboard, limbs slack in sleep.
Their breath rose and fell, lullabies pulled by the tide.
Neyrah studied them, not with love alone, but with longing.
She wasn’t part of their dreaming anymore.
Her dreams pulled her somewhere else.
Somewhere colder.
Somewhere sharp.
chapter 2 THE FEAST AND THE FOG
She turned her head slightly.
The closet door remained cracked.
Inside, it breathed.
Not loud. Not rasping.
But… deliberate.
The Veil does not ask permission.
It sings, and you either remember or vanish.

She clenched her hands beneath the sheets.
Her fingertips tingled again.
Not from cold. From voltage.
Her fingers had become conductors.
She knew what came next.
She squeezed her eyes shut.
Maybe if she lay still, the Nothing wouldn’t take her.
Maybe if she ignored it, it would close.
But the Nothing didn’t work that way.
It came as fog, filling the spaces between thoughts, between breaths.
It came because of her.
Her heart thumped.
The closet door creaked.
And then. A whisper.
Thin.
Nearly weightless.
Not spoken.
Not imagined.
She is not ready.
Suddenly, fingers gripped her shoulders.
Her mother’s voice hissed above her head.
“You have to stop.”
She shook Neyrah once.
Hard.
“Close it, Neyrah. Close it before—”
Before what?
Before the Not Here—still watching near the stairs—stepped forward?
The Not Here had appeared days before in a dream, a resonance in the corner of her mind—
tall and silent,
not breathing,
but waiting.
Neyrah hadn’t known the name at first.
It drifted to her from the wind in the leaves,
from the lines on the wooden walls.
The name came with weight.
With promise.
Before the rules of the waking world dissolved.
Before childhood stopped being a shield.
Neyrah didn’t know how to stop.
Her body buzzed, a lit wire.
Her skin, paper over flame.
Her fingers trembled with invitation.
The portal was answering her.
Bending open because of her.
The Not Here stood at the edge of it.
Still.
Unmoving.
Not waiting to pass through—
waiting to hold the line.
Her mother screamed.
The sound stopped midair.
And snapped.
It wrapped around the silence—a tonal mutation.
Not pain. Not panic.
Melody.

Neyrah dropped to her knees,
her breath caught—fabric tangled in her throat.
Her mother’s voice filled the hallway—
raw and pleading as if an old spiritual.
Notes rolled out of her chest,
hidden for decades.
It didn’t sound human anymore.
It sounded ancient,
a sound that echoed through pine needles,
through frozen rivers.
The portal widened.
The walls shimmered again—
no longer lines drawn on wood,
but membrane.
It peeled back—
flesh and bone unraveling,
exposing the raw, restless core beneath,
where silence fractures and shadows bleed,
where scars writhe with ancient fire
Neyrah felt it pressing against her spine,
stretching her lungs wide.
Her doll rolled beside her,
its cracked face turned toward the closet
as if it knew what was coming.
“Mom—stop!” Neyrah gasped,
her hand reaching forward,
tiny fingers trembling.
But her mother didn’t hear.
Not the way humans hear.
Her eyes were open and wet and shining—
but her Self had gone somewhere deeper.
The song wasn’t hers.
It had borrowed her vocal cords,
her memories,
her grief.
And somewhere inside that voice,
there was recognition.
Her mother wasn’t overtaken—
she was remembering.
Not as mother.
As keeper.
As key.
The melody climbed—
not mournful,
not broken.
Accepting.
And Neyrah knew.
This was her mother’s passage.
Not an ending.
Not a death.
A crossing.
The Veil was choosing.
Her pulse slammed against her ribs,
trying to outrun time.
“No,” she whispered.
“No, no, NO—”
She scrambled across the floor, arms flailing, vision blurred with dust and heat and power.
The Nothing in the doorway shifted again, leaning into the portal’s glow.
Neyrah lunged forward, grabbing her mother’s wrist.
The cold that gripped Neyrah’s wrist was a subtraction: a pulling away of heat, of breath, of definition.
It curled around her bones, a phantom bell ringing through her elbow.
Her mother’s voice, previously melodic and serene, broke.
From interruption.
Then the portal cracked wider.
The membrane peeled again.
Light burst outward in jagged ribbons, too bright to be fire, too alive to be electricity.

It wasn’t illumination.
It was presence.
The room groaned beneath it,
as if the house remembered its own creation,
its own secrets.
Wallpaper liquefied.
Floorboards sighed.
The air steamed over itself.
The Not Here moved.
It didn’t walk.
It glided—
silence drawn into shape.
Space trusted it.
Its presence was the stillness
between Neyrah and her becoming.
It wasn’t a monster.
Its origin was older than that.
It was gravity with skin.
It brought with it the sensation of endlessness.
Longer than eternity.
Longer than forever.
But a dimensional anomaly. 
A watcher of time, sovereign, not slave.

Neyrah’s breath hitched.
Her vision blurred at the edges.
Her mouth opened in silence.
And then—before the darkness swallowed the room completely,
before her mother’s voice gave way to pure sound—A signal spoke
Not in words.
In knowing.
It knew her name.
The closet groaned wider.
Inside: not air, not presence.
Origin.

Something she had seen before. In her dreams that  appeared as echoes of a distant future or past.
The breath inside the closet pulsed—
steady and deliberate,
like a heartbeat shared across dimensions.
The walls tightened.
Pressure rose.
Her lungs fought for air.
chapter 3 THE BECOMING
And the presence leaned forward.
A voice curled through.
“Some wounds cut deeper than blades.” — Uncle Hoot
The myth begins where belief breaks.

Christmas arrived as a living entity, a beast of chaos exhaling dysfunction through walls thin as silk paper. The air itself became an ancient conductor of joy older than holiday memories. The children gathered under paper snowflakes and kindergarten crafts, waiting as the early light slid through brittle blinds.
“Weally?” Keiron exclaimed, eyes wide beneath the hum of the bedroom lights that flickered in the room they shared. “Santa weal… he come wit toy for good girl an’ boy.” His voice rang out with the trembling certainty only innocence could conjure.
Bear, wearing a crooked half grin that never fully reached his eyes, let out a chuckle that felt too warm to trust. “And yes,” he said, voice curling at the edges, “he brings sugary sweets too.” "The indulgence in his tone coated the room, gleeful, almost giddy, as though he were savoring a secret meant for the grown."
“Keiron, what did you say you always wanted?” Bear asked, leaning forward. The dim light caught the edge of his teeth and held it there, a flicker between threat and promise. “Was it the GI Joe soldier toys?”
“Yes! Yes!” Keiron’s voice jumped and trembled, barely contained. “So’s we play sojers jus’ like you, Sammy.” His breath quickened, little gusts echoing in his throat, and his eyes darted toward the corners of the room, where the shadows seemed heavier than they should be, as if they were watching.
Mydir, older by a couple of short years and holding herself with quiet resolve, narrowed her gaze. Her posture stiffened, chin lifting ever so slightly. Her doubt settled in the room, shaping her into someone who’d stopped believing long before anyone asked her to.
“If there’s a Santa Claus,” she said, voice clipped and clear, “and he climbs down the chimney… how did he get here? We don’t have a chimney.”
Neyrah turned to her, a deep and unspoken flicker behind her gaze. They communicated silently in a strange sibling way: a twitch of the mouth, a blink too long, a shared knowing encoded in their DNA built on blood and breath.
“Mydir,” Neyrah whispered, voice soft and incomplete, “I think it’s a trick…”
Yet Mydir understood.
Neyrah turned to Bear and Samuel and asked, “Then wheah ah the pwesents?” Her question struck the air and clung, suspended by the brittle wire between belief and uncertainty. The other children hung on her every word, eyes wide transfixed in curiosity.  Gumdrops literally dancing in their heads.
She couldn’t pronounce the letter R aloud. It tripped over the curve of her tongue and vanished. The sound rolled imperfectly in her mouth, an inheritance drawn from a Portuguese lineage that twisted consonants into music. The R never landed. It hovered, then disappeared, like a part of her heritage that never quite belonged.
Bear and Samuel exchanged a glance, brief but potent. Their eyes gleamed with the hint of a smile, a signal the game had shifted.
“Oh… oh yeah,” Bear said slowly, each word dripping with mockery. “We’ll be right back with them… since Mama and Cordell didn’t get ‘round to putting up a real Christmas tree this year.”
As they slipped out of the room, Neyrah watched them go. She wanted to follow, but her stubby fat little legs were out of place. She looked down momentarily, and felt pure disbelief.  What?  These again?  They wouldn’t move.  She realized that she was standing in the same place.  She stood still beneath the mattress cover that swayed with every movement. She stood still.  She wondered… A Christmas tree?
The question was a shape she couldn’t yet form. Her breath caught, and the absence they left behind seemed colder than it should have. The warmth of belief had already begun to fade.
Samuel, seventeen years older than Neyrah, and Bear fifteen years older, knew better. But instead of arriving with toys or tenderness, they entered with force.
The kids, all a little under six years old, sat waiting for gifts beneath paper snowflakes and kindergarten crafts clipped to the walls. What came instead was a barrage of oranges, thrown one by one, each a warning under a cascade of soft golden and pale-yellow hues of the morning light. Their laughter rang out, sharp and rehearsed, stripped of joy. Juice splattered across construction paper Christmas trees. The room, meant to be festive, turned hostile.
The Santa story was a setup. The tree, a distraction. Everything festive had been a mask for their cruelty. And the myth of holiday kindness unraveled with every burst of citrus. It ended before breakfast was served. But for five precious minutes, Neyrah believed.
Mama turned, voice sharp and rooted in conviction.
“Get every last one of those oranges. Samuel, I don’t care if you don’t live here anymore—you need to take care of your baby sisters and brother instead of treating them like they are a piece of gum stuck to the bottom of your shoe. You got them by at least 15 years; you should be ashamed of yourself.  You and Bear. 
Now get in there and peel them oranges and start cooking the oatmeal and oranges with a splash of milk for breakfast while me and Big Mama Rose finish up the dessert for Christmas dinner.”
chapter 4 THE CHRISTMAS DECEPTION 
Uncle Hoot muttered, more to the shadows than to the young men, “Some wounds cut deeper than blades,” shaking his head in disdain.
2
“Some gifts arrive quiet. Ain’t meant to dazzle—meant to hold you steady.”
 — Uncle Hoot
Memory wraps itself in the smallest things.

Neyrah Savannah pressed herself against the cold window glass, suspended between the turmoil inside and the stillness beyond. Their silence splintered, its underlying significance unraveling, each space between them heavy with the weight of unspoken history.
The glass fogged under Neyrah’s breath, softening the outside world into a blur. Beyond the pane, the dogwood trembled, its bare limbs reaching toward a sky drained of sound. Inside, the kitchen simmered with the aftermath of thrown fruit and unresolved tension.
Samuel stomped past her, muttering words half-joking and half-venomous: “Guess oranges don't unwrap themselves” as if sarcasm could erase what had transpired. Bear followed, shoulders hunched, breath stinking of disappointment. They did not look back at the children. The shame Bella Rose inflicted convicted their hearts.
Neyrah reverted inward to shield herself from the disappointment. Her fingers trailed the seam of the glass, etching invisible patterns she’d seen Big Mama Rose trace into bowls of flour and around doorframes. Symbols of warding, of remembering. Of keeping.
Behind her, Keiron sat cross-legged on the floor, picking pulp from his straight long cold black hair. The innocence in his eyes hadn’t been fully extinguished, but it flickered now, uncertain and small.
Katrina sat nearby, legs spread unevenly, her mouth slick with citrus she didn’t know to fear. She grinned at the pulp stuck to her onesie, sticky-handed and unbothered. The world hadn’t reached her yet, not fully. Her laughter, a soft and fragmented giggle, skated barely beneath the storm. Neyrah looked once. Only once. And wondered how long the innocence might last, and when the real Katrina would finally arrive.

Mydir watched Bear as if studying a creature, she couldn’t quite place. “He acts like we did something wrong,” she muttered, arms crossed, voice edged with the weight of a girl who’d swallowed too much disappointment to pretend it was sweet.
“We did,” Neyrah began quietly, not turning from the window, “he is just sad inside.”
Mydir blinked. “Mama said that?”
“No,” Neyrah said, pressing her palm flat to the glass. “But I think her hands did.”
They stood in stillness until Mama’s voice cut through the room again, low now, reverent. “Y’all bring those bowls here. Time to eat breakfast so me and Big Mama Rose can finish Christmas dinner.”
Mama moved with intention, each step guided by quiet resolve. She placed each bowl with care, treating the meal as if it held more than nourishment. The candle burned without urgency. Sunlight already filled the kitchen, but the flame remained, a tradition passed down from her grandmother, who believed the day should begin with fire. On Christmas morning, it stood as a quiet presence, marking time through remembrance. Its glow was steady, sacred, and enduring.
Big Mama Rose wiped her hands on her apron, glanced once toward the front door, then whispered: “The air gon have teeth tonight.” Uncle Hoot tilted his head, sipping something strong from a chipped coffee cup. “Ain’t the air,” he said. “It’s the past. Crawling back in through the cracks.”
Neyrah sat down at the table last. She didn’t eat right away. She waited, listening to the hush of the house’s breath, the scrape of spoons, and the silence settling behind them, heavy and unspoken.
Without ceremony or warning, the candle Mama had placed earlier blinked once and went blue at the center. Big Mama Rose stood stiller than time’s eye. Her fingers trembled with familiarity. “Not tonight,” she said, breath catching in her throat. “Please, not tonight.”
But Neyrah knew. The house had already decided.
The candle's blue core twisted higher, casting impossible shadows: faces etched into corners, ancestors without names crowding the walls.
Mama’s voice dropped to a register that made silence feel hunted.
“Finish those oranges. Scrape out every bite of that oatmeal. Before this house decides it’s had enough. A closed mouth doesn’t get fed.”
Bear scoffed, slouching toward the fruit pile as if each orange had done him wrong. “Ain’t no real tree. Ain’t no gifts. Just fruit and fussin’—what kind of Christmas this supposed to be?”
“Watch your tone,” Mama said, not turning.
Samuel, stuffed more sugar into his oatmeal gruel ats with a kind of desperation.  The oatmeal carried a quiet purpose beneath beams of tired sunlight.  He muttered under his breath, “Used to be better. Back before Cordell drank every darn Sunday into a blackout.”
Mama’s hand landed flat on the counter, loud and final.
“That man ain’t Christmas,” she said. “He’s absence. And absence don’t get a name at this table.”
Uncle Hoot stirred in his corner, eyes half‑lidded but sharp. “Ain’t nobody in this house wanting for nothing. We got our health, our strength, bread on the table, and a roof that don’t leak. That may not be much, but it’s more than most. Don’t worry about tomorrow. Tomorrow will take care of itself. And don’t waste your time chasing forgiveness. Don’t waste it trying to fix what can’t be fixed.
Big Mama Rose walked in, apron damp, eyes dry. She didn’t look at the boys. She looked past them.
“You want a gift?” she said to Samuel. “Try showing up when your baby sister cry at night. Try remembering which room your Mama sleeps in. Try peeling an orange without sucking your teeth like the world owes you something.”
Samuel froze, his knuckles whitening around the spoon. The candle flame burned hotter.
Bear set down the bowl with too much force.
“Maybe if she stopped treating us like we broke her, we'd stop acting broke.”
Her small voice trembled, but remained fearless, carrying the weight of truth. 
“She don’t tweat you wike you bwoke. She tweat you wike you fowgot.”
Everyone went quiet.
Even the candle stopped flickering.
Mama turned slowly, her eyes meeting Neyrah’s. There was no correcting in that gaze. Pure agreement. "Go ahead, baby," Mama said, voice charged with a current both electric and steady. "Say what you feel." Neyrah blinked once. Then twice. “She doesn’t ask for perfect. She asks for presence. You throw oranges because you forgot what feeding means.”
Samuel sat down hard. Bear remained still. Uncle Hoot chuckled, deep and dry. “Sounds like somebody remembered what Christmas was meant to be.” The wind rose outside, and inside, a shift occurred. Not forgiveness. Not yet. But the strain eased, and in its place came reckoning.
Katrina’s spoon clattered against the bowl, her eyes wide, her breath caught by emotions she didn’t have words for. She was too young to name grief, but old enough to know when the room changed. Her lip trembled from uncertainty, and she reached toward Neyrah without thinking. Neyrah didn’t turn. Her small hand against her sleeve was answer enough.
The tension held in the air, unmoving, until a quiet gasp broke the silence. Keiron had crawled beneath the wobbly card table, eyes wide and mouth ajar. “Neyrah,” he whispered, voice edged with awe. “It’s a weal gif’. Not pe’tend. It’s… it’s hewe now.” She turned slowly from the window’s chill, her fingers still tingling with ancestral static.
“Whewe?”
He pointed a syrup-sticky finger toward the brittle underside of the faux-pine tree Mama had wedged awkwardly in the corner. Tinsel clung in limp strands, but beneath it,—barely visible—sat three wrapped packages, edges soft with age.
Neyrah moved quietly, each step deliberate.
Keiron reached first, hands trembling as if his belief depended on it.
“GI Joe s'jers,” he breathed, opening the crumpled paper. “They real.” His voice cracked with delight. “GI Joe s'jers jus’ like Sammy said!”
A second package, wrapped in faded blue cloth, sat waiting.
Neyrah unwrapped it with care, her small hands carefully brushing the fabric. Inside was a stuffed blue elephant, its fur worn and its eyes gentle. One ear drooped slightly, tilted as if listening to sacred whisperings.
“Blue,” she said softly. “Same as the candle flame.” She pressed it to her chest.
“He knows things. He watches while we sleep.”
Behind them, Mydir knelt beside the final package, her movements precise and composed.
“Well,” she murmured, inspecting the edges. “Someone took considerable care wrapping this—though the folds aren’t perfect.” Her tone carried the quiet authority of someone twice her age.
She peeled the paper with near-clinical precision, revealing the creased spine of Little House on the Prairie.
“Oh,” as her fingers grazing the title. “It’s literature. Historical fiction, to be exact.” She looked up with surprising gravity.
“Mama must’ve placed these here when we weren’t looking. Or someone else. Either way, intention matters more than delivery.”
Bear scoffed from the corner.
“That’s just an old book.”
Mydir’s gaze turned toward him, steady and unflinching.
“This book, Bear, is from the standpoint of a teenage girl.  Something I will be someday.  You should not be interested anyway.  Samuel snorted.
“You reading that for fun?”
“No,” Mydir replied crisply. “I’m reading it for understanding.” Mama watched from the kitchen, eyes soft but unreadable. Big Mama Rose nodded to herself. 
“They found what was meant for them.”

Uncle Hoot muttered through his coffee steam,
“Some gifts arrive quiet. Ain’t meant to dazzle, meant to hold you steady.”
chapter 5 GIFTS THAT REMEMBER 

Fire does not destroy—it reveals.
And Neyrah, still holding her blue elephant against the rhythm of her ribcage, felt it stir with a memory not yet her own. She looked at the tree, then toward the others.
“It didn’t forget us,” she whispered. “It waited until we remembered.”
The blue elephant rested in Neyrah’s lap, settled as if it had always belonged there.
Somehow, she knew her mother had given it to her for protection in the InBetween.
Katrina lay curled near her blanket sucking on her thumb.  All she received was a banana wrapped in a brown paper bag.  She was too young to appreciate a gift, and the banana was just as exciting. But her eyes never left Neyrah. The blue elephant fascinated her. She reached out once, fingers hovering, then settled her hand on Neyrah’s knee. Neyrah didn’t speak. She allowed it to rest there. It was enough.
Keiron’s soldiers formed neat rows beside his bowl of half-eaten oatmeal. Mydir leafed through her book without reading, fingers tracing letters as if decoding old Egyptian hieroglyphics.
The day dragged quietly.  Outside the sky was grayish blue with a few rolling clouds, and inside the children were comfortable being in each other’s presence. Bear and Samuel whispered while watching dust drift through the sunlight. Big Mama Rose and Mama gathered the fixings piece by piece to put together the meal.
By late afternoon, the air smelled of baked ham, sweet potato pie, and slow-cooked collard greens with fat backs.
By five o’clock, the house had quieted enough for them to start eating Christmas Dinner. Big Mama Rose moved through the halls, pulling the children from their corners with hands patient, practiced, tender but firm. She paid particular attention to Neyrah, still hunched over her blue elephant, thumb tracing its hardened seam with the solemnity of a girl touching prophecy. Mydir sat close by, seeming older than the hour required, reading aloud from Little House on the Prairie, not for herself, but for her younger siblings, all listening as if sound could hold back the dark.
The flame steadied as a quiet invitation. Candles were lit on the table, their blue cores flickering with memory Neyrah had already forgotten. Grandpa Abner and Grandma Rose sat at the head, with Bella Rose beside Samuel and Bear at the foot, their postures forming a circle that felt ritual more than seating. Keiron and Neyrah faced each other in quiet symmetry, Mydir ensuring Katrina stayed silent before grace. And of course, Neyrah sat beside Uncle Hoot, who never asked for the seat but somehow always had it.
Grandpa Abner cleared his throat, voice rusted with fire and ash, and said, “Let’s bow our heads in prayer.” What followed wasn’t scripted, it was lived.
“God, I want to thank you for my wife of well over forty years and her ability to cook the best collard greens this side of the Mississippi,” he began, his words part blessing, part praise.
“Thank you for the cornbread dressing, the sweet potato pie, the yams. For that juicy Christmas ham. Thank you for keeping me at the railroad as long as you did, and for keeping a roof over our heads. Thank you for the babies, healthy and here. And my two young grandsons growing into men beside my oldest daughter. Thank you for keeping Samuel safe, and not fighting in this man’s war. Keep your veil of protection over him as he jumps out of those airplanes, dear Heavenly Father. Thank you for the ones who are here. And the ones who are not. Praise your divine name for my daughter’s dirty rice—best I have had in a season or two. I declare.”
Big Mama Rose spooned greens with deliberate calm, fingers steady in the center of the storm. Each spoonful settled onto the plate with quiet weight. When she split the cornbread, it cracked softly, steam rising with the faint scent of smoke and honey. She touched each plate with deliberate intention, whispers murmured beneath her breath, not loud enough for language but deep enough for the room to tilt toward listening.
Mydir laid the silverware with surgical care a knife, fork, and spoon. Each utensil placed with the precision of someone trying to restore balance. Mama reached for the dirty rice but paused. Her hand hovered over the pot, spoon gripped tight, eyes sweeping across the table: Keiron chasing a single grape with a fingertip, Neyrah cradling her blue elephant now rigid with change, and Bear, whose slouched body seemed to belong to another room entirely. He reached for a roll and missed. Didn’t try again.
Mama didn’t speak. The food spoke. 
Smoked Christmas ham. Collard greens with hot water cornbread. Cornbread dressing with hard-boiled eggs and a touch of paprika for a dusty flavor. A slice of cranberry sauce—straight from the can. Grandpa Oleander didn’t trust those whole cranberries in a can. Said they weren’t natural. Said they broke up the flow.
Candied yams. Mashed potatoes and gravy. Homemade macaroni and cheese. Deviled eggs. Dirty rice. Sweet potato pie or Coconut cake on the side for dessert.
Remembrance served in courses. 
It was not celebration. It was restoration.  It seemed like a lot, but the only item purchased that year was the ham.  Everything else came from the storehouse or the garden in the Woodlands.

The candle flickered once.
And Mama turned.
She moved slowly, spooning an extra heap of dirty rice onto Uncle Hoot’s plate. It was more than anyone else received. She didn’t explain. But Neyrah saw it. She always saw it. The dirty rice, her favorite, rose with heat rich and thick, laced with smoked sausage and sage. It carried weight, in flavor and inheritance. The kind that stitched comfort into cold corners.
She felt the steam reach her nose, a whisper older than language. And she knew, deep down where dreams tremble, that an unspoken message had been passed across the table. Not food. Not favor. But a thread. And Uncle Hoot took the plate with a quiet nod; the kind men give when they recognize the ghost in the recipe.
He didn’t thank her outright. Instead, he sat down with the air of a man honoring an unspoken contract. His fork tapped once against the plate, and the candle behind him burned blue again.
Neyrah whispered to the elephant in her lap, “He knows it’s mine.”
The room lingered in a hush: post-prayer, post-memory. Forks stilled. Cheeks flushed. The candle remained active, flickering softly with the rhythm of a heartbeat learning how to pause.
Neyrah pressed her cheek to the elephant’s worn curve, lips still close to its ear.
As mama stood, slow and deliberate, her strokes across the counter were measured, but her eyes kept flicking toward the flame.
· 
Oleander cleared his throat loud enough to reshape the room’s gravity.
“Rose,” he said humbly.
Big Mama Rose didn’t answer at first. Her hand lingered on the table, tracing small circles in the salt scattered there earlier.
Uncle Hoot leaned back, his mug empty now.
“The storm’s gettin’ closer,” he muttered. “It ain’t wind.”
Neyrah perked up.
“What kinda stowm?”
“The kind that walks,” Big Mama Rose said. “The kind that remembers your name even when you forget yourself.”
Mydir frowned.
“Storms don’t have names.”
Big Mama Rose finally stood.
“Then you ain’t met the right one.”
Mama moved toward the doorway, hands braced against the frame, steadying herself.
“Y’all sure it’s time?”
Oleander looked at his coat. It was wool, patched at the elbows, with pockets laden with remnants of the past. “If we wait too long,” he said, “we’ll get caught up in the storm.”
Samuel rolled his eyes.
“So now everybody leaving?”
Uncle Hoot rose slowly, each joint creaking with resistance.
“Not everybody. Just those who remember how to walk away.”
Big Mama Rose’s eyes settled on Mama.
“Keep the flame low,” she said. “Don’t let it reach too high too fast.”
Mama nodded. “I know.”
The room seemed to inhale. Big Mama Rose pressed her palms together, cupping them to hold warmth. Mydir looked toward the bookshelf, searching its spine-lined rows a hidden book, or a map tucked between the pages. Bear tapped the edge of his plate once, but made no move to rise.
Neyrah clutched her elephant tighter.
The horn erupted with three booming honks followed by a voice too loud for December dusk.
“Rose!” Uncle Wright’s voice cut through the warmth, sharp and sudden, stripping the room of its calm. “We need to get goin’. You ain’t ready, ya’ll gonna get left.”
Big Mama Rose just tucked her bottom lip under her top lip. She’d removed her teeth before dinner and forgot to put them back in. Unlike most people with dentures, she wore hers only on special occasions and took them out to eat.  Said they hurt too much.  Said this way they would not dull in color.  She calmly folded her napkin; hands deliberate and slow. “He got no patience. Never did.”
“He’s out front with that Buick,” came a second set of honks, more insistent. “Sayin’ we already behind schedule. Me and Alice spent Christmas in the Quarters. Ain’t waitin’ all night for nobody.”
Oleander sighed and stood, tapping the table once for rhythm. “That man drives fast when he’s guilty. Sounds like he’s trying to outrun death.” 
Mama moved toward the door, opened it a fraction to let sound pass but warmth stay.
“Uncle Wright,” she said, voice firm as burnt sugar. “They are on their way.”
Uncle Wright’s face peeked in—lined with wear and urgency. “Sun has set. Streets get slick. We don’t need no trouble. Get your coats, Rose and Oleander”
Big Mama Rose stepped into view, regal even in her house shoes. “I’ll take my coat and my quiet. But you don’t rush me through goodbye.”
Alice, Grandpa Abner’s niece, a weary five years his junior, sat waiting in the car, a pink scarf tied around her curls, its folds arranged with the care of someone bracing for battle. She looked up once, eyes full of polite exhaustion, already preparing to gossip over coffee with Big Mama Rose the next morning about the holiday inadequacies at her daughter-in-law’s home.
Oleander followed Big Mama Rose out the door, his steps measured and deliberate, each one landing with the precision of a metronome.
Mama paused in the frame to whisper, “Let the road be gentle with y’all.”
“Depends on the weather,” Wright muttered. “And whatever spirits got your roof wrapped tight tonight.”
The car pulled away, headlights slicing into the settling fog.
And inside, the flame flickered higher.
The house had been holding its breath for hours.
Every corner pulsed with a low-grade charge, the kind that buzzes beneath skin. Neyrah registered it in her throat before anyone else, before the room shifted, before time went slack. She swallowed air as if drinking. It tasted… strange. Thick. Sweet, then burnt.
From the hallway, the shadows grew longer, impossibly long, stretching around doorframes, reaching under furniture with intent, as though drawn by the unseen.
Mama’s voice came slower now, deliberate, as if sound itself had begun to drag its feet. Even simple instructions like “bring me the sugar” and “wipe that counter” echoed at odd angles, each one split and frayed by invisible vibrations in the room.
The candle on the counter flared once, a sapphire core glowing briefly before it settled into silence.
Neyrah watched it blink, the flame trying to speak to her in a language made of breath and flicker. She nodded. “I know,” she whispered—not to Mama, not to the flame, but to whatever had begun stitching itself into the seams of the house.
Mydir noticed it too, though she said nothing. She had begun cleaning with the ferocity of an aged maid, far too seasoned for her young and tender age.  It was mesmerizing to watch.  Her small feet moved across the warped linoleum, each step cautious, as if the floor might vanish beneath her.
Keiron stopped playing.
That was Neyrah’s real alarm. He’d been moving his soldiers across the cracked tile in imagined formations. But now… his body froze, small fingers gripped around plastic limbs, breath shallow.
“Why it smell like pennies?” he asked.
No one answered.
The scent was older than metal. It was the scent of a threshold.
Samuel paced steadily: four steps forward, four steps back. He muttered about forgetting matches, then laughed, but the sound fractured, sharp and wrong, as if glass had cracked underwater.
Mama’s skin glistened with a luminous charge; her body lit from within by caution. Her shoulders tilted forward, bracing against pressure, the way trees lean ahead of storms.
Then came the sound.
A low vibration, drawn from the bones of the house. It originated from Alpha and Omega. The pipes rattled. The cupboards thudded once, then settled. The fan in the backroom began its melody again—but not the usual whir. Now it was dissonant. Minor key. The sound of Charon preparing a crossing.

Neyrah’s knees buzzed against the floorboards. Her heartbeat slowed. Recognition. Her body had become a tuning fork.
She looked up and caught Mama’s eyes. There, shimmering beneath her irises, was the look Neyrah dreaded most: the one that meant she already knew what was coming and wasn’t going to stop it.
Neyrah’s elephant sat quietly in her lap. But for the first time since she’d unwrapped it, its stitched blue eye seemed… alert.
The house exhaled.
A picture frame on the mantle rattled, then fell facedown.
Nobody moved to fix it.
Outside, a single leaf lifted off the dogwood. It rose, hovered, twisted, and drifted sideways. 
That was when the room stopped pretending.
Mama turned to Neyrah. Her voice was calm.
“If it comes, let it come through the fire. Not the air.”
Neyrah did not ask what “it” was.
She already knew.
The ceiling sighed above Neyrah as she leaned into the quiet, her blue elephant warm against her chest. The sounds of the house no longer echoed. They floated, disembodied and slow, submerged in a hush that resembled underwater music. The fan’s mournful warble melted into her pulse, rhythmic yet wrong, a memory stirring from an ancient river.
Her eyes found the candle again. The flame had stopped behaving as fire should. It rose vertical and thin, a line of pale blue splitting the air, wavering with the fragility of breath held in glass. As she stared, time loosened around her.
A quiet thrum of power vibrated deep within her frame. Her arms tingled with a sensation that mirrored snowfall the moment before it touches skin: cool, aware, waiting.
Katrina shifted in her seat nearby, spoon abandoned, mouth slightly parted. Her eyes didn’t blink, not even once, as though even her breath had paused to listen. Neyrah sensed Katrina’s presence without looking directly at her.  Their warmth pressed gently against the edge of a gathering storm.
The walls began to breathe.
Light folded at odd angles. The edges of the cabinets no longer sharp, windows undulating with the softness of a lake’s surface. Every object carried a second self. The table wore its own shadow as a cloak. A chair blinked once in peripheral vision. The doorframe pulsed, recalling the days before it became a doorway.
Neyrah blinked slowly.
She was no longer in the kitchen—at least not in the way kitchens should be. She was inside a moment that had slipped loose from time, drifting between recollection and myth.
The photographs on the mantel curled inward, one by one, as though shrinking away from what was coming. Her own baby picture, faint behind the glass, tilted sideways in its frame as if trying to whisper a lullaby she wasn’t meant to hear.
Mama’s apron rippled around her hips, its movement slow and rhythmic, as though breathing. Big Mama Rose’s salt markings shimmered, tiny grains rearranging themselves without a hand to guide them. Neyrah tried to read the shapes. Letters. Not runes. Not wounds.
Outside the window, the dogwood no longer responded to wind. Its limbs convulsed once, then stilled, braced against the unseen. One petal hovered midair, suspended in refusal.
Neyrah’s gaze fell to her doll beside her. Its cracked porcelain cheek faintly glowing. She reached out and touched it. Cold. Familiar. For a breath, the doll pulsed beneath her fingers, a heartbeat where none should be.
The flame flickered again, taller now. No longer fire, but a doorway.
She heard a sound vibrating inside her, deep beneath her ribs. A low thrum, the earth’s voice spoken through bone.
Her breath caught.
The room seemed to contract, the walls pressing closer together in a wavelike motion. Then it expanded again—reality warping, as if time and space had hiccupped.
A shadow stretched along the ceiling, long and jointed, its movement deliberate, as though relearning the act of walking. The air carried the scent of cloves, ash, and a sweetness that had soured. Neyrah’s throat tightened with recognition.

She reached toward the candle’s flame, slowly. A voice inside her, not her own, whispered “Be still. Let it enter you before it enters the room.”
She didn’t speak.
She absorbed.
Then, in the silence so deep it bordered music, the flame bent left.
And the first wave of heat arrived.
Not fire yet.
But its breath.
It began with silence, but not the kind wrapped in quiet. This silence had texture. Edges. It moved.
Neyrah felt it press behind her eyes, saturating her vision with flashes she hadn't earned: a woman wrapped in gauze whispering through a veil of static; a hand tracing salt spirals on bone-white sand. Her breath slowed, not from fear, but from a recognition deeper than thought. She wasn’t falling asleep. She was falling inward.
Light fractured across the ceiling in veins of pale gold. Shapes gathered at the corners of her mind. Not faces. Not ghosts. Concepts made flesh. One grinned like time. Another blinked and became grief. She didn’t blink back.
She stood, but her body remained seated. A dream-self moved through the kitchen’s silhouette, stepping past versions of herself scattered in fragments. One Neyrah hummed lullabies into the cracked porcelain doll. Another curled beneath the table, drawing sigils with orange juice. They were pieces of her own myth, unaware they’d already been written.
The blue elephant in her lap pulsed once. Its eye glinting not with light, but with remembrance. Neyrah touched it, and her fingers sank into its skin as though reality had turned to water.
“You are between,” a hush whispered. Not in the room. In the walls. In the bones of the house.
Mama turned toward her. But it wasn’t Mama, not exactly. Her eyes were centuries old. Her apron was embroidered with languages Neyrah hadn’t learned yet, though somehow, she understood their shapes. Mama’s mouth opened, but her voice echoed from beneath the floorboards: “Some fires ask permission. This one doesn’t.”
The room bent.
Salt twisted into vines across the countertop. The fan spun backwards, singing a requiem in reverse. The candle’s flame stepped out of its wick, hovering midair. A blade formed from breath shimmered in the space between. Neyrah reached toward it.
She did not burn. Instead, her fingers vanished followed by her arm, and finally her shoulder.
She didn’t pull back.
Instead, she asked without words, “What do you want?”
The flame trembled, then replied in the language of sensation: “All of it. All you remember. All you’ve forgotten.”
Her ribs expanded with air older than herself. 
Across the room, Katrina whispered in her sleep, in syllables softened by time. Neyrah didn’t turn. But she understood the shift: the way children breathe when stories enter them unspoken.
Her spine ticked once. Her skin unzipped into light. She sustained the entire weight of her lineage press into her sternum.
She saw Uncle Franklin in the Quarters, spooning raw flour into his mouth as if each scoop silenced a scream. She saw Cordell in Mack’s bar, bent over glass, whispering names he never gave his children. She saw Big Mama Rose crying into soil.
Then she saw herself—
Standing inside the fire before the fire had begun.
Her doll stared back at her, and this time its mouth opened:
“You will not be saved. You will be transformed.”
And the air shivered.
And the first heat licked her cheek a remnant reborn
The fire did not arrive as flame. It arrived as revelation.
First: a cough of heat. From the house exhaling a warning, a reckoning. It curled around Neyrah’s ankles as soft as a whisper. And she knew, deep in the coils of her spine, that a sacredness had begun.
The candle’s flame folded inward. A hush fell across the kitchen, thick as ritual. Mama turned the moment the air ignited, not with noise, but with light.
The curtain caught first, with intention. One golden lick at the hem, then two. It moved slowly, as if waiting for applause. The fabric darkened at the edges, curling inward, hiding secrets in its folds.
Shhhhhh, Neyrah heard, silently from inside the bones of the house.
The heat rose. Not violently. Reverently. This was not a burning. This was a summoning.
Mama lunged, grasping the edge of the picture frame nearest the flame. Her fingers blistering fast but she didn’t cry out. Her arm trembled. Her apron flared. Neyrah saw her mother wrapped in smoke, light, and lineage.
Samuel shouted, voice snagged on panic. “Get water!”
But Mama stood still. His eyes widened, with recognition.
“This ain’t destruction,” he grumbled. “It’s memory catching fire.”
The wallpaper peeled back, shedding its surface. The fan spun so fast it blurred the air into rings. The salt lines across the table sparked, sizzling with invisible blue heat that sang in Neyrah’s blood.
The pictures scattered deliberately and ritualistically. The baby ones flipped face down. Neyrah saw it: the fire revealed which picture Bear had always valued, the one he truly ‘needed’. The rest, the forgotten, were left to smolder.
Keiron cried out. “Where’s the s'jers? My s'jers—!”
But the fire hissed once, and he stopped. He clutched Neyrah’s hand and didn’t speak again.
Mydir stood, unmoving, her mouth shut tight. But her book—Little House on the Prairie—lifted from the floor, its pages fluttering with the rhythm of wings. It hovered for a breath, as it landed in front of Mama’s feet.
The sound in the room wasn’t crackling.
It was singing.
In a language no one spoke but everyone heard.
The blue elephant burned at the tip of its ear, yet it didn’t melt. It stared at Neyrah, calm, solemn, knowing.
Mama’s burned arm wrapped Neyrah close. “Listen,” she breathed. “All is not lost.”
Neyrah did. And the flame did.
The flame curled, blossomed, stretched toward the ceiling, a tree rising through sorrow. Finally—it roared.
The fire knew their names. Every name. And it spoke in light.
And the house let go.
The walls sighed, shedding paint and history in slow, spiraled curls. Each flake fell—a forgotten prayer, the kind whispered into ears too young to understand. The house wasn’t dying. It was confessing.
Neyrah watched as smoke traced symbols across the ceiling, ancestral patterns stitched from soot and breath. They resembled letters. Names. One of them shimmered before vanishing.
The heat moved around her, a storyteller circling a fire. It wrapped itself in memory and wrapped her in return. Her body vibrated, humming a frequency only bone and blood could translate.
Mama stood in silhouette, backlit by the blaze. She was part of it. Her eyes gleamed with ash light, and every movement carried the weight of ritual. 
Bear tried to shout—but his voice died halfway. Not silenced. Unwritten.
Mydir opened her book again. But the words had changed. The characters lived in smoke now. Laura Ingalls Wilder danced across the margin, barefoot and flame-kissed. 
Keiron curled deeper into Neyrah’s side, his GI Joe soldiers melted into strange shapes. They were no longer toys, but relics. One had fused into a prayer hand. Another pointed upward. Neyrah understood each was now a question.
The table shook once, then stopped. Mama placed a spoon down, gently, the metal red from heat. It rested.
Uncle Hoot had left hours ago. But the mug he used steamed anew. Coffee, he hadn’t brewed. Heat he hadn’t summoned. Neyrah stared at it, the liquid inside rippling.  Its surface uncertain, unsure of what it reflected.
The fire moved down the hallway, drawn by desire it once knew, a void it had left behind.
Neyrah’s doll cracked, softly.
Its porcelain mouth opened.
A voice, neither child’s nor elder’s, whispered inside her head: “This is how a girl becomes myth.”
She believed it.
Outside, the dogwood lit from the inside. Its bark shimmered silver. A small brown bird missing one eye flew straight into the branches and disappeared.
And still, the heat did not scream.
It taught.
It undressed the house of everything false.
And in the lull between one flicker and the next,
Neyrah exhaled—
and the fire paused
to listen.
· 
The Quarters settled into them, slow and certain, seeping into fabric and flesh with the persistence of mildew—unspoken, unwelcome, and patient.
Aunt Mae’s house was small; three bedrooms, and low ceilings. As soon as you walked in, you entered the front room. Directly ahead was the restroom, and to the right, Aunt Mae’s bedroom. To the immediate left of the front room was the long, narrow kitchen.  Behind it, two bedrooms were tucked away, claimed by her adult children who never left the nest. The floor creaked with the memory of footsteps, generations deep. Outside, the wind carried laughter from porch radios and the occasional clink of bottles against concrete. Inside, silence did the heavy lifting.
Neyrah couldn’t sleep, though Mama said the couch was clean and the blankets warm. Her body remained lit from the fire, resistant and alert. Her bones hummed, still tuned to the crackle of ash, listening for the next whisper from beyond the veil.
Keiron lay curled against Mama’s side, with only a whisper between them. His thumb found his mouth, instinct chasing comfort where reason failed. His soldiers burned into new shapes. He didn’t think to ask for them.
Bear paced the kitchen, muttering about where his wallet might’ve gone, as though physical objects could tether him back to a life that hadn’t buckled overnight. He didn’t look anyone in the eye. And when Aunt Mae offered him sweet tea, he said, “I’d rather have the fire back.”
Samuel hadn't spoken in hours. He stared at the wall above Aunt Mae’s mantel, eyes locked on an old photo of her and her late husband, Mister Elroy, both smiling, but he was long gone. The water in his cup had gone tepid. He drank it anyway.
Mydir took the tattered of her book to the bathroom and stayed there, reading beneath the yellow light. Every few pages, the toilet flushed—not from use, but to remind someone she was still there. The words had changed. She didn’t talk about it.
Mama sat still on the edge of the twin bed Aunt Mae gave up for them. Her bandaged arm rested on a pillow, quiet but swollen. She watched the shadows collect in the corners of the room, smoke pretending it wasn’t waiting.
Neyrah pressed her ear to the wall. It didn’t speak in language, but she heard a rhythmic tapping. A memory trying to find its way back. She whispered to the elephant, “We aren’t done yet.”
Aunt Mae came in once, in slippers, her eyes tired but kind. “Y’all smell of history,” she said. “Something bigger than what burned.”
Mama nodded. “The house had to speak.”
“Well,” Aunt Mae replied, “it screamed.”
She closed the door behind her, and the room inhaled.
Aunt Mae sat at the edge of the couch, cradling a jelly jar half-full of brown liquor. Her robe hung open at the chest, and her slippers sighed as she shifted her weight. The lamp behind her flickered, undecided between light and shadow.
She stared at Neyrah with a tilt of her head that carried a message dragging itself out of a dream. “That child,” she murmured, voice crawling through whiskey and dust, “was born with a veil over her face.”
Samuel looked up from where he knelt wrapping Mama’s bandaged arm, his gaze pitiful but unmistakably sharp. “Aunt Mae…”
But Aunt Mae wouldn’t be hushed. Her eyes glittered, half anger, half awe. “That baby came out knowin’ things a child got no business carryin’. Ain’t no swaddlin’ cloth or lullaby ever kept her mind asleep. She been watchin’ this world since the womb.”
Neyrah, wrapped in an oversized quilt, didn’t blink.
“She sees the edges,” Mae continued, her voice laced with old dread. “She don’t live in the present like the rest of us. She been in the in-between.” Her words thickened, spilling over her lips. “Hasn’t she, Samuel? Hasn’t she?”
Samuel stood slowly, hands quiet. “We strike out to the Woodlands at first light.”
Aunt Mae laughed once—dry, small, the sound of bark cracking underfoot. “Of course you do. You think the trees’ll speak clearer than the flames. You think the moss’ll explain what the smoke couldn’t.”
She sipped again. Her throat worked around the liquor, trying to forget the taste of knowing.
“I went there once,” Mae said quietly. “To the In-between. Came back with eyes too wide and a heart full of words no man wanted to hear.” She tapped her temple with a long, weathered finger. “Now I drink to forget what it showed me.”
Samuel didn’t argue. She tucked the quilt higher around Neyrah, placed the elephant softly in her arms, and whispered, “You rest. The forest don’t open unless you arrive whole.”
Neyrah nodded once. She already knew.
Morning crept into Aunt Mae’s house, hesitant, as if asking permission to be there.
The fire hadn’t touched these walls, but its memory lingered ghost-light in wallpaper, silence in the floorboards. Mae rose before the sun, her robe trailing behind her, a shadow with work to do.
She swept the kitchen first, not to remove dirt, but to stir the air. The broom whispered across linoleum with a rhythm older than the house itself. Afterwards, she lit the bundle of sage. Its leaves hissed gently, releasing smoke that curled into ancestral script. She walked its path slow, guiding the tendrils toward doorways and windows, whispering under her breath.
“Energy be clean. Spirits be gone. No lingerin’. No nestin’.”
The air shifted. Softer. A little less heavy.
By six o’clock in the morning, the kitchen smelled of scorched bacon, sweet grits, and citrus. The bacon sizzled too long. Mae never watched it closely. But the sugar she poured into the grits was precise: sweetness, measured and deliberate, as if it could hold things together. 
She fixed us all plates, each a little different: more sugar for Keiron, dry toast for Mydir, none for herself. She smashed bananas in a bowl for Katrina.  Although MaBella’s stomach couldn’t handle bacon, she must not have known because she gave her a slice with toast.  MaBella just looked at it, and held back a gag.  The orange juice in those cloudy glasses with strange writings seemed older than she was.
Keiron barreled into the kitchen, hunger still clinging to him from sleep. “I smell somethin’ good!” he sang, collapsing into the chair with the force of a boy who never met a meal he didn't love.
Mae slid the plate in front of him, and he went at it—fork bouncing, grits flying, bacon snapping in two.
“Little hogman,” Neyrah whispered without moving her lips.. Keiron looked up briefly, grinned with grits on his chin, and kept eating.
Neyrah and Mydir sipped their orange juice quietly. Mydir read the cereal box even though there was no cereal, lips moving slowly over ingredients and slogans, deciphering them as if they held secrets.
Neyrah’s fingers reached down automatically, brushing the blanket beside her, searching for softness. She found it, and paused.
The blue elephant was smaller than before.
From across the room, Katrina stirred beneath her quilt, one hand resting flat against the floorboards. Not by accident. Her fingers traced slow circles against the grain, absentminded, rhythmic, sketching a map she hadn’t seen but always knew. She didn’t speak. She didn’t look up. But Neyrah felt her there. And the heart inside the elephant pulsed once in response.
Its body had hardened. The fuzzy plush had vanished, replaced with smooth, molded plastic. Same crooked ear. Same eyes. But colder now. Less forgiving.
She held it up to the light. It didn’t blink. It gleamed.
Mydir glanced over. “Did your elephant shrink?”
Neyrah didn’t answer.
She turned it over in her hand once, twice. The weight was wrong. The presence was wrong. The elephant had made its own choice about what to become.
Mae watched from the stove, wiping her hands on a dish towel. She didn’t say a word. But her eyes rested on Neyrah a beat longer than they should have.
The sage still smoldered on the windowsill.
The wind knocked once on the pane. After that, silence.
And the little plastic elephant, blue and blinking without blinking, fit perfectly into Neyrah’s palm. It had always been that way. It had been waiting.
The wind knocked once. Katrina murmured a syllable, soft as bone dust. Neyrah did not know the word. But the elephant grew warm.
chapter 6 THE FLAME THAT SPEAKS

Some roads don’t lead.  They summon.
The morning arrived gray and reluctant. A dampness clung to the roadside, as heavy as a soaked quilt left out too long to dry. Two trucks and one faded sedan rolled up to Aunt Mae’s dusty dirt driveway. Tires crackled against rocks and sand. Big Mama Rose stepped out first, her red head rag pressed neatly, securing two plats parted down the middle and hanging to her shoulders, white as snow.
Her brother, Great Uncle Wright, stood out front, commanding attention the way he always did. “What in the hell happened here, Bella Rose?” he hollered. “What—you burn the ham or something? Kee kee kee!”
His laugh scraped against the quiet.
Bella Rose remained silent. She looked past him, eyes on the porch, where the wood still held the scent of smoke.
Grandpa Oleander shook his head in shame.  He never truly liked Uncle Wright because as he said it, “he was mean, and cheap. The worst combination”.  Plus, Uncle Wright stood a towering 6 feet 3 and he looked down on Grandpa Oleander as often as he could in the natural, but Grandpa Oleander was more of a man because he had integrity.  Grandpa Oleander emerged slow from the third vehicle; shoulders squared beneath a sky wavering between wind and rain.
Mama Bella Rose stood on the porch, wind tugging her hem, bandaged arm hidden beneath a shawl. Deep down inside she was mad as all get out about what Uncle Wright had said, but he whipped her so many times as a little girl that she thought it was better to keep her mouth shut since she didn’t have anything good to say.  Neyrah watched from behind her, holding her elephant now hardened and cold. Keiron clutched his backpack, careful not to disturb the damaged GI Joes tucked inside. Mydir stood beside him, silent but visibly uneasy.
Samuel handed Katrina to Mama Bella Rose, then woke Bear to say goodbye. They were staying in the Quarters a little while longer, hoping to sift through the rubble of the burned house for anything worth salvaging.
The trucks brought transition: weight, movement, the ache of becoming.
Big Mama Rose nodded to Mae, kissed her once on the cheek.
“We thank you. Put down the whiskey every now and then—you my daughter too.”
Aunt Mae only said, “Bring back what don’t belong to the fire.”
Then they packed in tight, shifting bodies and folded blankets.
· 
When they reached the remains of the house, blackened ribs still smoking in the earth, he was already there.
Cordell Outlaw stood against the fencepost, its surface scorched but ignored. One boot settled on the blackened ground. His eyes were hidden under the brim of his usual hat, and his smile became quiet and severe.
[bookmark: _Hlk210655734]Uncle Wright stepped out first, seemingly guarded. His shadow touched the ground before his boots did. “Well now,” Wright said, voice crackling with spit and vinegar. “Didn’t expect to see you here.” 
[bookmark: _Hlk210655723]Cordell shifted. “I heard about the fire this morning, and I’m here checking what was lost.”
“Hmm,” Wright said. “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?”
Mama Bella stepped from the truck, her presence heavier than smoke. The children followed—quiet, small, but tall with knowing.
Cordell raised a brow at Neyrah. “She is your problem now?”
Wright didn’t wait.
“Not today, partner,” he said, stepping between them with the force of a closing door. “You’s got no business in the Woodlands. And no name that opens a gate. You ain’t coming up here."
Cordell didn’t argue.  
The silence that followed possessed an inherent wisdom, one that understood when to leave well enough alone.
He looked one last time at the remnants, at the house bones, the fire scrawl, and the silence Neyrah carried in her eyes. He walked silent, slow, unspoken.
He disappeared into the fog—unfinished, unresolved.
And the caravan turned toward the trees.
Toward the Woodlands.
Toward the beginning of the next becoming.
Suspicion lingered in every breath, but no one spoke it aloud—at least not yet. Cordell’s shadow still clung to the edges of their minds, and the fire hadn’t cooled in their thoughts.
But as the caravan turned onto HyTry Road, the air began to change.
The shift of the air was barely noticeable at first. A faint change in pressure, a soft release in their chests. It smelled of rain and humidity, tangled with moss and sun-warmed wood. The wetlands stretched to the horizon, where sky and marsh blurred into one long, soft sigh.
The road curved gently, bearing the remnant of hoofprints and bootsteps long gone. Brown soil gave way to peach clay, the earth faintly shimmering with remembered trace. Trees rose taller in this stretch: pine needled the sky, hickory nut trees scattered their fruit, and apple trees hung heavy, limbs sagging with quiet generosity.
Horses wandered the rolling fields, tails swaying to rhythms of yesteryear. Cows stood in silence, chewing through some distant thought. The homes, spread across twenty acres of quiet and past, stood firm. Their porches welcomed stories, their rocking chairs worn smooth by waiting.
Keiron’s greedy fingers were itching for something to fill them, whether it was a deliciously buttered biscuit dripping with bacon grease, or an egg or two with a sprinkle of salt and pepper.
He cried out to Mama Bella Rose, “I’m hongry, Mama.”
“Boy, you just ate,” Bella Rose exclaimed.
Neyrah said to herself, He ate my bowl of gruel and Mydir’s so fast he must have forgotten.
Mydir looked over at Neyrah and laughed quietly to herself. She knew if she laughed aloud, the nosey grownups would use it as ammunition to have her do more chores.
Keiron pressed tightly against Mama in the car, sniffling softly. His thumb found his mouth, and his eyes, usually so bright, were fixed on the shadows dancing between the trees.
“My sojers... they gone, Neyrah,” he whispered, voice barely a squeak. “The fire... it ate them.”
Neyrah said, “Not really. We can play with them as they are.”
Big Mama Rose looked over, as if she understood. After a moment or two she looked away toward the trees, where the shadows moved, and spoke softly, “Bella Rose, we need to figure out where all these chillin of yours gonna sleep. They can’t be on pallets forever.”

Bella Rose said softly to herself, “I’m hoping they can get used to the Woodlands… I never did.”
Neyrah, clutching her blue elephant, pressed her ear against the window, listening to the quiet rattle of the car’s engine.
"They're not gone, Keiron," she murmured, her voice soft but firm. "They... changed. Like everything else."
She looked at her elephant, its stitched eye seeming to watch the clouds.
Mydir, who had been sitting on the other side of Mama, was nearly done reading her book.
Neyrah asked, accusatory, “You were reading at Aunt Mae’s house in the middle of the night.”
Her brow was furrowed, and she looked a little more intently at the book.
“Quiet, Neyrah. I’m almost done.”
Mydir sighed, closing her book.
"I wish the words hadn't changed."
She didn't elaborate, but her gaze was distant, as if tracking a shape beyond the horizon.
"I hope the Woodlands are quiet. Our house... it used to make so many noises. Now it's nothing but ash."
Her voice trailed off, a hint of bitterness in it.
Keiron whimpered, "I don't like the quiet. It feels... empty. I want noisy," he said.
Neyrah gently patted his arm.
"It's not empty, Keiron. It's listening. Like us."
She looked at Mydir.
"Aunt Mae says we smell of history. An inheritance deeper than the scorch."
The car rolled slowly over the gravel, its tires grinding against the loose stones with a steady, uneven rhythm. Dust lifted in its wake, and the crunch of shifting rock echoed in the quiet air. Bella Rose kept her eyes forward, hands on the grab handle. She didn’t trust the quiet either. It had a way of creeping into your bones, making you remember things you swore you buried.
Big Mama Rose reached into her purse and pulled out a peppermint patty, unwrapped it with the kind of grace only age could teach. It was Grandpa Abner’s favorite. He keeps a bag of them and only ate one a day. Such discipline. He always says, “Everything in moderation.”
She handed it to Keiron without a word. He took it, thumb still in his mouth, eyes still on the trees.
“You know,” Big Mama said, voice low, “the Woodlands are far more than trees. They hold things. Old things. Things that don’t burn easy.”
Bella Rose didn’t respond. She was thinking about the pictures of her babies.  The old quilt with all their names stitched by hand had been passed down through generations. All the memories. All the tradition. Gone now. All of it.
Mydir leaned her head against the window, book closed but not forgotten.
“I dreamed last night,” she said. “The house was still there. But it was breathing. As if it was alive.”
“Maybe it was. Maybe it still is. Not where we left it.”

The car passed a rusted mailbox, slumped with secrets. A crow perched on top, watching them with eyes that knew too much.
Keiron gobbled down the peppermint patty like he’d been starved out, his thumb wet and sticky.
“I want my sojers,” he said again.
“They’re with you,” Neyrah replied. “They need to be quiet now. Same as the house.”
Big Mama Rose nodded slowly.
“Quiet don’t mean gone. It means waiting.”
Bella Rose’s jaw tightened.
“I don’t want them waiting. I want them safe.”
The road curved, and the trees grew thicker. Shadows stretched long across the hood of the car, fingers reaching.
Mydir whispered, “I think the Woodlands know we’re coming.”
Neyrah clutched her elephant tighter.
“Let ‘em know. We want to go home.”
Big Mama Rose laughed, her voice raspy but softened with age.
“Speak for yourself, baby girl.”
They passed a field of bluebonnets; heads bowed in prayer. Uncle Wright slowed the car, eyes scanning the horizon.
“Here. We here, y’all,” he said. “Get out—and don’t take out the car what you didn’t bring.”
“There,” Bella Rose said. “This is the place I grew up. The place with all the secrets.”
It wasn’t much. An old lean-to, built after the fire.  It was standing as if time had worn it thin. Smoke curled from the chimney, lazy and pale.
Keiron perked up.
“Is that our new house?”
Bella Rose didn’t answer. She stepped out of the car, lifted sleeping Katrina, and placed her gently on Grandpa Abner’s shoulders. He carried her inside to lay her on the bed.
The children followed, one by one, feet crunching on dry leaves. Neyrah gripped her elephant. Mydir tucked her book under her arm. Keiron clung to Big Mama’s skirt.
Inside, the cabin smelled of cedar and old stories. The floor creaked, but didn’t groan. It welcomed.
Bella Rose stood in the doorway, eyes tracing the walls.
“We’ll make it work,” she said.
Big Mama Rose nodded.
“We always do.”
Neyrah walked to the window and pressed her ear to the glass.
The Woodlands whispered.
chapter 7 THE ROAD TO THE WOODLANDS
She listened.  
2

What you buried has roots. 
 What you feared now hungers.

When driving up to the homestead there was a fork in the road as clear as day separated by a clearing of pine trees.  A feeling, deep in the bones, that they had entered an unfamiliar realm.
The light filtered through leaves that seemed too green to be real. Shadows held music. Life lingered in the scent of wet moss, sun-warmed bark, the living scent of things that still knew how to grow. 
Wild irises bloomed beside tree roots twisted like old hands. Birds sang patterns that no longer belonged to time.
Out front, a clothesline and a foot tub sat nestled between two mesquite trees that grew beans, as if someone had been interrupted while hanging laundry. Nearby, a garden of corn and watermelons stretched toward the sun.
In back, fig trees stood watch over beds of tomatoes and strawberries.
And the house.
It sat tucked between two knotted oaks, its roof moss-covered, its shape humble and odd.
But inside—oh.
Inside, it stretched. Corridors curved in impossible ways. One hallway opened into a library of seeds. Another revealed a room where moonlight pooled, even in daylight. There was a space where water never stopped flowing, and another where silence grew in potted jars.
Everything took root there—grief, hope, belief in a better world, a vision that endures.
The children walked in first.
[bookmark: _Hlk210656575]Neyrah looked back once, holding the elephant close. Mydir trailed her fingers along the wall, its surface pulsing beneath her touch. Keiron whispered to the soldiers in Sammy’s old backpack, and it glowed faintly.
Big Mama Rose sighed deep and full, her chest rising as if drawn by a primal, necessary force.
The Woodlands received them—not as guests, but as a birthright reclaimed. Roots remembered. Roots restored, be it only for a short while.
Inside the house, the air was different: fresher, yet older.
The children wandered through its branching rooms. One pulsed with rhythm a heart, its walls breathing gently. Another had shelves full of jars, each containing a sound: rain on tin, wolves howling, the hush of sorrow at bedtime.
Uncle Wright paused at a doorway that he didn’t think had been there moments ago.
“Was this always part of it?” he muttered.
Big Mama Rose remained silent. Her eyes followed Neyrah, who moved toward a door etched with symbols unfamiliar to them all: vines, feathers, teeth, and stars carved deep into its surface.

Another door opened with profound quiet, devoid of ceremony. A low wind stirred through the trees, quiet and abrupt.
Inside was a single pedestal.
Upon it sat a small box, wood older than the forest, grown rather than carved. It pulsed faintly; aware it knew the weight of attention.
The air had shifted, imbued with awareness, neither cold nor warm. A profound essence had been waiting, patient and still, for the right hands to arrive. Neyrah’s fingers hovered above the cloth, her lungs paused. Silent, wordless, she moved.
A folded cloth lay beside it. Neyrah lifted it with trembling hands. Recognition, not fear, compelled them. Her bones responded to an innate knowledge her mind lacked. The cloth was soft, worn thin in places, carrying the scent of cedar and the damp hush of burial soil. She unfolded it slowly, reverently, with the precision of someone reenacting a truth passed down through blood.
Beneath the cloth, a letter.
Unaddressed.
Written in red ink that shimmered between languages.
The symbols shifted behind her eyes, restless. They were truths, beyond letters, beyond pictures. Neyrah received them, bypassing reading. The message entered her without permission, without explanation. It settled in her chest, heavy and permanent.
What you buried has roots.
What you feared now hungers.
What you denied has become.

And below it—two words:
Cordell knows.
Cordell stood at the edge of the Woodlands, denied entry. Great Uncle Wright had met him at the threshold, eyes sharp, voice firm. “Not you,” he’d said. “Not yet.”
Cordell hadn’t argued. He’d known the refusal before it was spoken. The trees had leaned away from him. The wind had gone still. The ground beneath his boots had cooled. He remained outside, watching the canopy ripple with secrets he wasn’t allowed to touch. The veil would not lift for him.
chapter 8 ASHES TO ASHES 

She went under alone
She didn’t come back alone

The children went inside and sat cross-legged on the floor, except for Katrina. Bella Rose kept her near — closer than usual since the fire. One by one, they instinctively knew to sit on the floor and not on the furniture. They followed behind Bella looking like little ducklings. They still reeked of smoke because, although they had taken a bath, they hadn’t washed their hair. They left the Quarters with barely more than the clothes on their backs, and Big Mama Rose was more than disappointed to hear the quilt hadn’t been salvaged.
"Whelp, Bella, we're going to have to get y'all a bath before nightfall. And we have to get them-there clothes washed, too. Too bad y'all didn't have a chance to wash the clothes at your sister Mae's before y'all left this mornin."
Big Mama Rose might as well have been talking to herself. Bella Rose, even though she should not have, sat on the floor beside her children. She was lost... She rocked Katrina back and forth starring into space, and Big Mama Rose looked at her over on the floor, then got up from the divan, reached out her arms, and said, "Come here, chile." Katrina, with both fingers in her mouth, buried her head into Bella Rose’s bosom with a firm head jerk — a solid no.
"Bella Rose, let me have the baby."
Bella pushed her shoulder forward, which was the nonverbal cue for Katrina to go to her grandmother.
"Mama, I didn't see the quilt, but I did see…."
"It's all right, Bella Rose. Your sister Mae is good at digging through trash and whatnot. She will find somethin; even if it’s just a little piece of nothin, we’ll make do."
“That’s not it, Mama.”
Neyrah looked at her mother dead in the face for the first time since entering the Woodlands. It was as if she was casting a movie reel extended into the space between them. For a while, Neyrah wasn’t sure if this was actually happening or if it was make-believe. But in the Woodlands, things weren’t what they appeared.
She looked over at her mother, her eyes were bucked, and she was on the edge. Big Mama Rose continued to rock Katrina in her arms and whispered, after taking her tongue and removing the snuff from her bottom lip, “What it is, what is it?”
“I saw Charon in the fire.”
“Charon ain’t got no business here. Not yet.”
“That’s what I told him. I told him not now.”
“He said it was not he who decides. No payment necessary. No payment required.  The price has already been paid….”
Neyrah looked at Bella, and standing behind her was a figure in a dark cloak. Face not visible, but it was there. Neyrah knew it was.
However, she couldn’t understand:  was who — or what — the rest of the beings in the house in the Woodlands were. She didn’t know whether her brothers and sisters saw them; they didn’t act as if they did. She watched them walk around with an urgency and purpose, coming in and out of the house. But they never occupied a space that was occupied by them.
There was this one being that loved to shuffle cards. It was red, and the cards would crawl up and down his hands like a slinky. It looked over at Bella Rose’s stomach and shook its head, and Neyrah understood it to mean “not time.” The symbols were etched in gold and bronze.
Suddenly, Big Mama Rose and Bella Rose turned in the direction of the being and became melancholy. Mydir, just sitting there with her eyes perched onto the television screen watching the soaps, didn’t see a thing. Keiron had been ushered outside with Grandpa Oleander, talking about showing him how to gather pine for the fire for the stove.
Katrina didn’t seem to care; she was still feasting on her fingers.
Neyrah was the only one who noticed — the one watching the watchers.
“Now Bella, you know we are descendants of Athena, and Charon don’t trump Athena.”
“Mama, I haven’t heard you speak of her in a long time.”
“Haven’t been no need to… not since the last time we had a fire. Time the children know who they are.”
She whispered, “Yep, baby,” appearing to swallow as she looked down into Katrina’s face, now asleep.
“We come from Athena, baby. That’s right. Our people go back a hundred generations — all the way to the Titans, back when Olympus was still rising. Back when gods had a say in mortal lives. Athena, she made herself blood sister to the one who started our line.
She rode horses with her when she was just a little girl. Saw she was an only child, just ten years old, not even grown yet, not even bled yet. But Athena saw somethin’ in her. She was quicker than a fox, sharper than a cheetah. Didn’t care for no beauty tricks like her cousins — always worried about catchin’ a whiff of the opposite sex.”
As Big Mama Rose spoke, it was as if she was holding church. The beings all stopped what they were doing and started to pay close attention, appearing mesmerized. She even appeared as if she was talking to them too.
“Athena didn’t have no children of her own, so she took to that little girl. They’d run through the woods, laughin’, free from all that god business. You know Athena never had no biological children of her own, she was the Virgin Goddess.  But one day, that child was gatherin’ wood and forgot the rhyme — the one that tells you if a snake’s gon’ kill you or not. She said it wrong in her head: ‘Red and yellow will heal a fellow, black and red you are dead.’ Got it all twisted. Instead of saying red and black friend of Jack, and red and yellow will kill a fellow.
Athena felt her life slippin’ and came down fast. Brought her back. Made her blood. Took that poison and bottled it up so she’d never forget. And from that day on, Athena’s Rose-colored blood been runnin’ through our veins. That’s why every eldest daughter of the eldest daughters in the Marigold line carries either a first name or middle name of Rose.” 
Big Mama Rose took her hand and pressed it gently into Katrina’s forearm. “That blood flowing through them-there veins,” she said, “comes with these-here-this…abilities.
Neyrah could not look away, and she thought to herself, Hmm… Mydir’s name isn’t Rose.
“We better take the kids down to the creek before it gets too late to wash their hair and get the clothes on the clothesline before dark.”
“Okay, Mama, just let me sit here a little while longer. I’ll get up in a minute,” Bella Rose sighed, still staring off into the distance.
The shadowy figure never left her six o’clock, and Neyrah never took her eyes off it—even when one of the beings appeared to be inspecting her. It flickered in and out of view, slipping between shadow and vision. One moment, Neyrah saw an eyeball inches from her face; the next, a massive hand marked with numbers.
5’9 and a quarter—that’s where the measuring rope ended.
58 seconds. 3.5. Guardian at 20. 43—no, wait… no, wait.
Not enough time. Not enough time.
The being seemed to dissolve into light, then returned with a breath of cold, refreshing air. Neyrah, all the while, was mesmerized—instinctually unafraid. The giant eyeball blinking in and out of view startled her, but she was, somehow, amused.
Big Mama Rose smacked her gums together and commanded,
“Nuf’s is enuf.”
· 
Grandpa Oleander came into the house and mumbled, “That dog won’t hunt,” referring to Keiron.
“PaPa, he is still a baby.  Did you really expect him to take anything in?”
“You damn right, he is well over three years old.  I was chopping wood by that age” he said, spitting his chewing tobacco into the Coke can he was using as a spittoon. “He can talk and walk, can’t he? He can pick up them toy soldiers; he should be able to carry some pine, for goodness’ sake.”
“We’d better head on down to the creek and get some water before it gets too cold for the young uns.”
Mama gathered Keiron and me into the little red wagon, and we headed down to the creek. Mydir walked a little with Katrina on her side hip. When Big Mama Rose tired, they took turns. Grandpa Oleander was pulling a wheelbarrow full of five-gallon jugs that he planned to carry back for our baths in the foot tub later.
We passed the fork in the road. It looked like a clearing of some sort, with a dirt circle in the middle of a bunch of pine trees.
As we were heading down toward the creek, the beings stayed behind, all except one. The dark cloak lingered at the rear of Bella Rose, as if it was her humble servant.
Mydir had gotten a little ahead of us, walking alongside Grandpa Oleander. Sensing this momentary privacy, Bella Rose whispered to Big Mama Rose:
“Mama, Neyrah is pulling me into her dreams.”
“Say what? She needs to control that. Has she stopped wetting the bed yet?”
“No, and it doesn’t seem like she ever will.”
“If you’d be more careful of the company you keep, maybe she wouldn’t have this problem, Bella.”
“Mama, you know I’m doing what I have to do to keep my children under the radar until it’s their time. I accepted my fate a long time ago.”
· 
“Sit them chillen over on the dark side of the creek until we get finished filling up them-there jugs, Bella. I don’t want one to fall in.”
“Okay, PaPa, but I’m going to take Neyrah with me to pick some of these blackberries so I can make a blackberry pie later this evening. Mydir, keep your sister.”
“Bella, I’ll take Keiron over here and put some in one of these jugs.”
“Blackberries, Mama?” Neyrah Asked
“Oh yeah, they’re sweet. I know you gonna like them. But try not to eat too many — we need some for the pie.”
“Ouch… aweee!” Neyrah screamed in pain.
“Oh, forgot to tell you about the thorns. Come here.”
Bella Rose took Neyrah’s fingers closer to her eyes and yanked out a thorn.
“Be careful. Let me show you how to pick them. Don’t go for just one. Take your hands onto a bundle and wiggle your fingers underneath. The ones that are ready will fall into your hand without any fuss at all.”
Neyrah tried it with her hands and saw four huge blackberries resting in her palm.
“You can eat them, but put some in my skirt too.” Mama bent down, squatted, and made a semicircle with her dress to hold the blackberries.
Neyrah didn’t understand why anyone would waste such a tasty, delicious treat on a pie of all things.
· 
When Neyrah saw Charon looming behind her mother, her body didn’t remember to be afraid. All she knew was that she was the only one who seemed to see the shadowy figure lurking behind her mama.
When it followed them down to the creek, while everyone else went about their business as usual, he proceeded closer and closer behind them. But as she gulped her first deliciously sweet blackberry, which was the best thing she had ever tasted, she was able to ignore it for a short time.  She’d took two blackberries and stuffed them into her mouth, the purple juice spreading all over her cheeks, staining her teeth and lips. She tucked one into Bella Rose’s skirt.  This process was on a steady repeat for at least fifteen minutes.
Neyrah couldn’t understand why they couldn’t just eat them right then and there, instead of disgracing them by putting them into a pie. They were lucky to still have blackberries available because it was the end of blackberry season in Texas. She thought she was being sneaky, but Bella Rose didn’t mind. Anything to keep her busy while they fetched water for their baths and headed home. Baking a pie would help ease her mind, though she wasn’t looking forward to using the wood-burning stove in the Woodlands instead of an oven. She would have to make do.
Neyrah watched her mother’s movements with quiet reverence.
There was grace in the way Mama knelt, in the way her fingers moved through the thorns: an act of prayer, an unspoken apology, a deliberate preparation.
Even as Mama drifted deeper into the grove, her presence remained, woven into the hush, into the rhythm of the trees, into the pulse beneath Neyrah’s feet.
She remained, becoming part of the ritual.
The blackberry bushes stood guard, their thorny branches creating intricate labyrinths that demanded respect. Each berry was more than fruit; it was a memory, a droplet of ancestral essence waiting to be harvested. Neyrah watched her mother's fingers move with an intuition that transcended simple hunger, selecting each berry with a precision that suggested she was collecting a profound harvest far beyond mere sustenance.
The air hung dense with layered sensation—berry sweetness entwined with soil musk, forming an atmosphere that read more as sacred record than fleeting aroma. Beneath it all, a presence stirred: slow, unseen, and patient. Preparing.
The woods held a profound silence, a fullness of anticipation. As if the land itself was gathering, bracing to unveil a truth too vast for ordinary perception.
Neyrah kept stuffing blackberries into her mouth, and neither she nor Bella Rose noticed how far she had drifted from the hem of her mother’s skirt. At last, Charon’s mission was coming into view. Her little toe neared the edge of the creek. She fell back onto her bottom and slipped into the water. Her body submerged quickly, and Bella Rose looked around but didn’t see her anywhere.
For Neyrah, the time underwater felt like hours, though it was only a fraction of a minute. Bella Rose’s motherly instincts guided her into the creek just as the water pulled her under, she passed beneath the road, crossing over to the other side—the side of no return.
Normally, Charon does not leave the underworld. His entire existence is tied to the liminal space between life and death. He is not a villain or a hero, but a cosmic constant. However, in rare circumstances, he is permitted to escort a soul directly—when the veil between worlds thins in grief, and the bloodline of Athena is touched by loss. Such is the case in the instance of a miscarriage, when the unborn soul, still tethered to divine lineage, must be guided with reverence. The rose-enamored blood of Athena—given so willingly to ensure the protective adaptability of the veils—calls him forth. The price had already been paid.
· 
Neyrah felt it first in the subtle shifts: the way leaves rustled with intention beyond mere wind, the sunlight catching and splitting through branches, faltering as if recalling a body long dead and buried.
The next moment, reality shattered around Neyrah, leaving her exposed to a force vast and unknowable.
Glass fractured mid-air, each shard catching flickers of thought—memories, fears, futures—spinning out of reach.

Time split, jagged and silent. Sound thickened, folding into texture, dense and suffocating, pressing against her skin.
The Woodlands dissolved—abruptly, but with the violent precision of a guillotine slice.
Meaning scattered across unseen dimensions Neyrah could feel in her bones but couldn’t name.
Nature’s symphony faded to a tense quiet.
Neyrah’s fingers lingered on the blackberry’s skin, soft, cool, glistening with dew. A pulse moved through it, subtle and undeniable.
She inhaled, and the air shifted.
The sweetness turned metallic. The hum of the Woodlands deepened, vibrating through her bones, and extended through a frequency inscribed into her blood.
And with it, fracture.
Reality folded, transcending a break.
The blackberry dissolved in her hand, and the world followed.
Light bent. Sound thickened. Time unraveled.
She was no longer awake.
She was sleeping.
Sound became texture. Light became sound. Whispers truly ancestral frequencies, pressed against her consciousness, demanding entry.
"Remember," they said. Their communication occurred in a language older than time, older than sand and bone, older than language beyond words.
Ancestral voices—a presence surpassing human sound, a fundamental essence—began to weave through her perception. They spoke in rhythms, in pulses, in the space between heartbeats. Each voice carried the weight of generations, a collective consciousness that predated her individual existence.
They were not asking. They were instructing.
The blackberry in Neyrah’s hand pulsed, soft, ripe, and impossibly warm.
Its skin split with a quiet sigh, releasing juice that ran as record, more than fruit. 
It bled across her palm, staining her skin an unborn dye older than language.
She felt it then, within her hand, and within her blood.
The berry was a key, a signal, a living thread woven through generations.
Neyrah was not just Neyrah.
She was an echo. A vessel. A threshold.
The juice seeped into her pores, and with it came voices, received rather than spoken.
They moved through her, rhythmic, breath-bound, inherited.
The boundaries between self and landscape dissolved. Neyrah's consciousness expanded, becoming a more fluid permeable state. The blackberry's juice—now indistinguishable from blood, from heritage, from the very essence of time—began to flow across her skin, and through her.
Roots from the ancient trees seemed to pulse with a rhythm that matched her heartbeat. Each tree was a living archive, its bark a manuscript of forgotten stories, its branches reaching toward the sky, and toward an ineffable realm between remembering and becoming.
The whispers intensified.
They were non- linear, non-sequential. They were simultaneous, generations speaking at once, their voices a complex symphony that defied human understanding. Some voices were sharp with pain. Others hummed with a quiet, fierce resilience. They spoke of survival. Of secrets. Of burdens etched into lineage, carried without choice.
Neyrah felt herself becoming transparent. She attained a more essential form, a state beyond disappearance.  A living bridge between what was and what could be.
The purple stain of blackberry juice spread across her hands, a map, a code, a language waiting to be deciphered, exceeding the nature of pigment.
Voices rose.
From neither surface nor air.
From inside.
Names she had never spoken. Faces she had never seen.
But they knew her.
The transformation had already begun.
At last, the water came.
It came as awareness, surpassing liquid. As consciousness. As a living entity that recognized Neyrah before she could recognize herself.
She sank. The light above fractured and faded.
A silent knowing seeped into her bones, suggesting a lineage intertwined with the very essence of the creek.
It was as if the water held secrets meant solely for her, whispers of a past that evaded her reach. A future both inevitable and terrifying, hinting at a burden she was destined to carry. There was an inexorable pull—graceful, yielding, unresisted—as if the depths had awaited her since time began, preparing her for a role etched into her bones long before she understood its weight.
Shapes stirred in the distance, blurred and shadowed, their presence more felt than seen. They offered neither threat nor comfort, existing as silent witnesses to her awakening, guardians of a truth she was meant to uncover.
The silence was profound, a thick, suffocating weight, stretching infinitely. She watched her small fingers float, lighter than the water, unmoored from her own body, a symbolic detachment from her earthly self as she connected with a power far greater.
Then came the whisper, tacit, coiling around her in sensation a directive etched into her soul. “Remember.”
The water was too still. It didn’t ripple with her movement; it resisted, thick and slow, as if it had its own will.
Neyrah’s breath caught. The surface shimmered, and beneath it a force stirred.
She turned. Nothing. Reeds swayed, too deliberately.
The current pressed against her legs—fevered and intimate.
She was no longer alone.
A presence hunted her in the water.   
A whisper grazed her ear, devoid of sound yet saturated with intent.
No longer soft. Now sharp. Cutting. Demanding.
"You will carry us," they said. A decree etched into the marrow of her soul.

Neyrah understood, in that moment, that drowning was a choice. Her choice. A ritual. A baptism into an experience far more terrifying than death, a lineage that would consume her, remake her, turn her into a vessel for a calling ancient and uncontrollable.
Generations pressed against her consciousness—living entities demanding entrance. Each wave carried the weight of unspoken traumas, of silenced screams, of survival encoded into every cell. They were not asking permission. They were claiming their inheritance.
A spiritual presence moved within the water's currents—unborn, and already powerful. A presence more substantial than flesh, more dangerous than blood. It was waiting. Watching. Preparing Neyrah for the will that would reshape their entire lineage.
The darkness teemed with a vibrant presence. Alive. Watching. Calculating.
Neyrah felt her body dissolving, becoming pure information. Pure potential. A threshold between what was and what could be. The water filled her lungs with knowledge, defying death. With purpose.
"Remember," the voices commanded.
And she would.
No matter the cost.
A whisper pressed against Neyrah's consciousness.
"Not yet," it said.
Neyrah's small body hummed with a frequency that didn’t belong to a child. Her fingers, still stained purple from blackberry picking.  The blackberry stains began to moved and migrated, traced patterns, symbols resembling language, a code waiting to be deciphered. The patterns on Neyrah’s hands shifted, becoming more complex. Once lines, now a living map—neural networks, blood vessels, the root systems of ancient trees.
And Neyrah, suspended between worlds, between stillness, between what was and what could be, understood that some inheritances compel acceptance.
They can only be survived.
The silence stretched.
Charged silence.
The kind that precedes profound alteration.
· 
The room temperature dropped. Instantly. As if an unseen intelligence had punctured the very fabric of atmospheric reality.
The words weren’t spoken. They were carved directly into her perception, leaving invisible scars that would never fully heal.
Big Mama Rose would later say this was the moment everything changed.
The moment the veil thinned in the InBetween.
The moment a soul chose its path.
The moment before becoming.
When Neyrah awakened, the sheets were soaked with creek water that smelled of blackberries and ancient promises.
Big Mama Rose would be waiting.
And some truths were never meant to stay buried.
The creek lived inside her now, coiling through her veins, whispering in the rhythm of her pulse.
The creek had chosen her, recast outside time and space.
The bedroom transformed.
A presence was there. Present, yet physically absent, formed of potential energy, a storm gathering on a distant horizon. Waiting in the spaces between heartbeats. In the silence between whispers. In the moment before understanding.
The bedroom walls vibrated with a resonance that existed between sound and silence. Between prophecy and forgetting. Between what was known and what could never be spoken.
Big Mama Rose would feel it first.
A disturbance.
A shift.
A soul preparing to be born.
Neyrah asked Big Mama Rose, “How is it that I hear you talk when your lips don’t move, and where did they all go?”

chapter 9 MEET ME AT THE RIVER

[bookmark: _Hlk212900615]The ride home from the Woodlands was a slow, agonizing unraveling, with each mile stripping away the sanctuary they had known. A disquieting sense gnawed at Neyrah, as persistent as the rumble of the Buick’s tired engine. She couldn’t grasp what had transpired, the abrupt departure leaving her mind teeming with unanswered questions swirling like dust devils in the Texas wind. Why had Big Mama Rose remained silent, her wisdom usually a comforting balm against the harsh truths they lived with? Did she imagine the shadowy figures and beings, would they return?
The memory of Neyrah’s own unconsciousness flickered at the edges of her mind, unsettling and vague, a half-remembered dream slipping through her grasp. And then there was Mama Bella Rose, her eyes flashing a warning as she clutched her stomach, a silent drama Neyrah couldn’t decipher, a secret language spoken in glances and gestures.
Big Mama Rose returned from the hospital a shadow of her former self. Her steps faltering, her voice subdued, the vibrant energy that had always defined her now waning. Arguments, hushed and tense, clung to the air between her and Mama. Unspoken accusations hanging heavy, draping the space with a quiet, suffocating weight. With a suddenness that left Neyrah reeling, they were dismissed from the Woodlands. The magical haven abruptly closed off, the gates slamming shut on a world of kinship and belonging.
The Woodlands had become a sanctuary, a place where the absence of Samuel, away with the Army, and Bear’s constant hunting trips didn’t sting quite so sharply. Surrounded by kin, time seemed to stretch and slow, each day a comforting echo of the last, a rhythm as familiar as the beating of her own heart. Now, wrenched from the timeless embrace, Neyrah felt the sharp sting of reality, the cold, hard truth of their rootless existence.
At a little over four years old, Neyrah mourned the loss of her favorite clothes, outgrown and relegated to the discard pile. They were a tangible symbol of her own fleeting childhood. She especially loved her little purple overalls, deemed “high waters” by her mother, now destined for the trash heap as a casualty of her relentless growth. Katrina, surprisingly sturdier and thicker than Neyrah, didn’t get to claim the discarded garments. It was a bittersweet reminder of what she was becoming would one day stand in Neyrah’s way, or between her and the world.
Uncle Wright, ever the realist, pulled the Buick into a dusty gas station across the street from Brookshire Brothers. The bell above the pumps rang a disruptive welcome, a jarring intrusion into the silence of their journey. He launched into his familiar plea, coaxing a meager twenty dollars’ worth of gas from Big Mama Rose, his voice a practiced blend of cajolery and entitlement. Neyrah, perched in the back seat, couldn’t fathom the perpetual near-empty state plaguing Uncle Wright’s gas tank.  It was a drain on their already meager resources, and she didn’t understand why Big Mama Rose always footed the bill, her generosity a bottomless well, never seeming to run dry. Or, maybe she was too afraid to stand up to her older brother.
As Mama stepped out of the car, a figure emerged from the shadows. A strange man towering over her, his presence radiating an unsettling intensity sending a shiver down Neyrah’s spine. His bald head gleamed under the harsh fluorescent lights of the gas station, his features sharp and predatory, his eyes burning with an intensity that made Neyrah want to shrink back into the shadows. Mama’s face tightened, her anger and fear palpable even from across the small space. A battle raging within her.
“You can’t stop me from seeing them, Bella,” he rasped, his voice rough and insistent.  The possessive claim sent a jolt of fear through Neyrah. “They’re mine. They’re my blood.”
Uncle Wright, ever the mediator, stepped forward, his voice laced with authority with a warning to both parties.
“Sister, don’t interfere,” he said, his words carrying the weight of family tradition.
Neyrah knew that tone.  It carried the weight of the Marigold family line pressing down, a patriarchal order that superseded even Big Mama Rose’s considerable power. Uncle Wright, as the eldest son, held a certain sway over Big Mama Rose in the natural world, subtly reinforcing the hierarchy governing their lives. When he addressed her as “Sister” instead of by name, he invoked his rank.  It was an indirect nod of the pecking order defining their existence.
Big Mama Rose, her usual defiance momentarily subdued, glanced at Grandpa Oleander, seeking his counsel—an unspoken plea for guidance. He offered a slight head tilt forward, then down—a silent affirmation: It is so. His word, law.
Mama returned to the car, her movements stiff, her expression unreadable, her eyes dark with a secret she couldn’t share. She announced a friend of hers wanted to meet her children.  It was a casual statement belied the tension simmering beneath the surface, a forced lightness doing little to mask the unease permeating the air.
The bald man approached, his gaze sweeping over them, lingering on Keiron with his long, cold black hair.  His eyes were assessing, calculating.  They settled on Neyrah, and finally Katrina.  His assessment was curt and dismissive, as if they were livestock being judged at a county fair.
“Yeah, they take after the Montagues,” he said, his words dripping with disdain.
Mama cut her eyes at him.  The rebuke sent a visible singe through the man, a warning that he had crossed a line.
“Where is the boy?” he demanded, his impatience barely concealed. His focus was solely on Keiron.
“Keiron is right there, on the side of Neyrah Savannah,” Mama retorted, her voice sharp, her protectiveness a tangible force.
The man’s gaze shifted, a flicker of surprise crossing his features, as if he had noticed Keiron’s presence for the first time.
“Oh,” he murmured, his tone laced with a hint of mockery, “pretty long hair for a little boy, Bella.”
Mama’s chin lifted, her pride a tangible shield against his veiled insults.
“As with tradition, we Marigolds cut hair when revealed by the Woodlands usually between six and seven summers she said, her voice ringing with defiance.
The man offered them a piece of candy.  It was a calculated and insincere gesture, a cheap attempt to buy their affection.
“Let me take you into the store, buy you whatever you want,” he coaxed, his eyes fixed on Mama, his intentions barely concealed.
“No,” Mama refused, her voice firm, her resolve unwavering.
Uncle Wright, ever the opportunist, interjected, “Now, Bella, ain’t nothing wrong with your friend wanting to buy a few trinkets for the little children,” his words a subtle pressure, exposing of their precarious circumstances.
[bookmark: _Hlk212900638]They all exited the car, drawn into the orbit of this strange encounter, their curiosity and apprehension warring within them. Only Mydir remained behind, her nose buried in a Nancy Drew novel, her world contained within the pages of a mystery.  It was a refuge from the unsettling chaos that surrounded them. She now wore glasses, a quiet badge of her growing intellect, her detachment from the swirling drama palpable, her focus unwavering.
Neyrah mouthed a silent invitation, urging her sister to join them, a plea for solidarity. Mydir shook her head, her lips barely moving, her eyes fixed on the page.
“No, I will just read. Get me a honeybun,” she said, her voice barely audible.
Inside Brookshire Brothers, a towering stack of pork and beans greeted them.  It was a beacon of forbidden delight, a culinary temptation Neyrah couldn’t resist. They were Neyrah’s absolute favorite, a craving that had gone unfulfilled in the Woodlands. Their absence was due to Big Mama Rose’s strict dietary rules, “too much shugar.” Big Mama Rose, with her unwavering adherence to the land’s bounty, had banned anything that didn’t originate from their own soil. Her word was law.
“If it didn’t come from the land, then it wasn’t landing in our bellies—not on her watch,” she’d declared, her pronouncements absolute.
The sight of the pork and beans sent a jolt of pure, unadulterated joy through Neyrah, a wave of longing washing over her. She jumped, a squeal escaping her lips, her excitement barely contained.
“Can I have some powk and beans, pwease?” she blurted out, her eyes wide with anticipation.
Mama’s friend, his face a mask of bemusement, turned to her, his eyebrows raised in surprise.
“Bella, what tha’?” he asked, his confusion evident.
Mama sighed, a hint of exasperation in her voice, a weariness settling over her as though wrapping her in a heavy cloak.
“They didn’t get many sweets in the Woodlands, and I don’t understand it either. That Neyrah Savannah really loves pork and beans,” she said, her words a mixture of resignation and amusement.
The man, seemingly eager to appease, grabbed three cans of pork and beans.  His generosity a stark contrast to Big Mama Rose’s austerity, his actions driven by a desire to impress. He added two honeybuns, a handful of cookies, and a wad of bubble gum.  His largesse was indiscriminate, his motives unclear.
Whatever Neyrah Savannah got, Katrina got double, Neyrah thought, a familiar pang of resentment twisting in her stomach.  It was a daily reminder of the inequalities saturating their lives. Katrina, ever the opportunist, never missed a chance to capitalize on her size and perceived needs, her greed a constant source of irritation.
Keiron, usually so quick with a retort, seemed strangely subdued.  His words caught in his throat, his usual spark dimmed. Mama’s friend, his patience wearing thin, waved him off dismissively, his attention already drifting back to Mama.
“Whatever you want, little Keiron,” he said, his voice perfunctory, his gaze elsewhere.
He began to stare at Mama more intently, his gaze lingering.  His intentions were barely veiled, his desire a noticeable force in the small space. Mama, in turn, seemed to laugh at his stares. A silent conversation passing between them that Neyrah couldn’t quite grasp, a secret language spoken in glances and smiles.
Are they talking to each other? she wondered, a seed of unease taking root in her young mind—a sense something was amiss.
They returned to the car, laden with their ill-gotten gains, the air thick with unspoken tension, the silence heavy with secrets. Mama lingered behind, engaged in a hushed conversation with her friend, her laughter a brittle counterpoint to the atmosphere of suspicion permeating the scene, a forced gaiety doing little to mask the underlying anxiety.
“See you later,” she said, her voice carrying a weight that belied the casual farewell—a promise hanging in the air.
The man smiled, a knowing glint in his eyes, a silent acknowledgment of the unspoken connection between them.
Uncle Wright, ever eager to escape the awkwardness, gunned the engine. The Buick sputtered to life, its protests echoing their own unspoken anxieties. He drove them directly across the street, to the same lot where their previous house had stood, now a charred and desolate scar of a life lost, a monument to their misfortune.
Uncle Wright cast a disapproving glance at the burned-out shell, his voice laced with disgust, his words a condemnation of the neglect surrounding them.
“What a mess,” he muttered. “Can’t believe the slumlord isn’t getting in hot water for not having that hazard cleaned up by now,” his frustration a tangible force.
The house they were now moving into struck them as both familiar and alien, a pale imitation of the home they had lost. Cordell, thankfully, was absent, banished “up north somewhere,” according to whispered gossip overheard in the Woodlands. His absence was a relief.
They were still up the street from Aunt Mae, a small comfort in the face of so much upheaval, a familiar presence in an increasingly uncertain world. They were to spend their days with her while Mama worked at the washeteria, a practical arrangement doing little to soothe Neyrah’s unease, a necessary sacrifice underscoring their vulnerability.
Mama had relayed this plan to Big Mama Rose, her voice carefully neutral, her emotions carefully concealed. Big Mama Rose, in turn, had offered only cryptic pronouncements, her words veiled in a sense of foreboding, her wisdom shrouded in mystery.
“She ain’t ready, she ain’t ready,” she’d repeated, her gaze distant, her thoughts far away. “We needed to leave the Woodlands until she got her affairs in order”—whatever that meant. Her words were a puzzle Neyrah couldn’t solve.
[bookmark: _Hlk212900656]They walked into the house, its cramped dimensions a sobering change from the spaciousness of the Woodlands, a concrete symbol of their diminished status. It was a meager two-bedroom this time, but with a huge front room, big enough to hold the two bedrooms and two bathrooms and then some, a strange imbalance underscoring the haphazard nature of their lives.
The sleeping arrangements, predictably, remained unchanged. Neyrah, still prone to bedwetting, was relegated to the foot of the bed, sharing her exile with Katrina, now larger than Neyrah and Keiron combined.  Her presence amplified Neyrah’s own inadequacies.
Mama fixed them a meager meal on the hotplate, the brown concoction worth its weight in gold given their circumstances. A quiet testament to her resourcefulness. She knelt with the agility of someone half her age, her movements imbued with a sorrow clinging to her like a shroud of grief. A weight she carried with quiet dignity.
She took the cornbread and mixed in flour, cornmeal, salt, baking soda, and hot water, all from memory. She fried it in lard and gave them a bowl of beans they’d brought back fully cooked from the Woodlands.
Big Mama Rose had packed them a week’s worth of food for their first days away. Mama said she’d give them pork and beans with rice for breakfast the next morning. She gave Mydir strict instructions: one slice of bread, some pressed ham, and a tomato each for lunch. And when she got home from work, they were to meet her at Aunt Mae’s house for dinner the next day.
While in the Woodlands, Mama had disappeared without explanation for about a week. Her absence a gaping hole in their lives, a void nothing could fill. She returned talking in riddles, her words oblique and unsettling, her eyes haunted by a secret she couldn’t share. The grownups, strangely, remained silent, offering no explanation, no comfort—their complicity a deafening silence.
Not even Grandma Rose, after her own mysterious hospital stay, offered any answers, her silence a betrayal. Neyrah had dared to ask her why she could hear her even though she wasn’t moving her lips, a question that had been met with a chilling silence. A wall of resistance she couldn’t penetrate.
But afterwards, only Katrina, Keiron, and Neyrah could speak to one another without moving their lips. Their connection was secret language setting them apart. Even Mydir, at the age of six, no longer possessed the ability to communicate with her siblings in such a silent and intimate way. Her connection to the shared reality was severed, her world increasingly confined to the pages of her books.
· 
The children had to make their pallets on the floor the first night in the new house across the street from the burned-down rubble, the acrid smell of smoke still clinging to the air, ghostly, stubborn, and lingering. They had no furniture but a bed for Mama, a hotplate humming with a promise of warmth, a few mismatched dishes, some salvaged from the fire and the rest from Big Mama Rose and Aunt Alice, along with a worn sofa sagging in the middle like a weary sigh.
They did not have a television. No flickering screen to distract them from the drab reality of their new surroundings. So that night, Mydir ordered the children to their baths, her voice firm and authoritative.  She was a miniature matriarch in the making. She and Mama boiled water on the hotplate, the small kitchen filling with steam, because the gas was not lit, and it wouldn’t be lit until Mama got her first paycheck, a distant promise in a sea of uncertainty.
Mama didn’t tell them these things directly; they came by way of Number One, Mydir—her pronouncements delivered with an air of knowing that belied her tender age. Mydir had a way of being present in grown folks’ conversations, a skill Neyrah didn’t develop until much later, a quiet knack for absorbing information and holding onto it.
They always kept an eye on Neyrah. Her impulsive nature a steady cause for concern. Mydir was ever the boss, and she loved it, relishing the power that came with responsibility. She took delight in having things done before Mama would even ask, anticipating her needs with an almost unnerving precision. She was definitely vying for the favorite child award, even at the age of six, and she would quickly correct anyone who dared to underestimate her age.
“Going on seven,” she’d declare, her eyes flashing with determination.
Mama always took her bath in the morning, a ritual of cleansing and renewal, and gave them a bath at night, a comforting routine that marked the end of the day. Mydir took on that role when they got to the new house, her small hands efficiently scrubbing away the grime and anxieties of the day.
“Because Mama has to work now,” she said, her voice tinged with a sadness that mirrored Neyrah’s own. “She doesn’t get to stay home with us kids anymore.” Her words highlighting the truth of their changed circumstances.
Neyrah took her little nightgown out of the garbage bag, the fabric worn and faded, and looked at herself in the restroom mirror, her reflection a stranger in the dim light. She hadn’t realized that her hair had grown to touch her shoulders, a cascade of dark coils framing her face. But Keiron’s cold black wavy straight hair was in the middle of his back—a striking contrast to hers.
Mydir’s hair didn’t look anything like Keiron’s, Katrina’s, or hers.  It was a genetic anomaly setting her apart. Mydir had red hair, no curls whatsoever, always kept in a bun by mama, a severe style aging her beyond her years. 
“That girl was as old as a 30-year-old inside,” Mama would say, her mind struggling to reconcile the child with the woman she seemed destined to become.
Before they drifted off to sleep, Mydir and Keiron at the top of the floor on their makeshift pallets, and Katrina and Neyrah at the bottom. Mama sang them a lullaby, her voice soft and soothing, a balm against the anxieties of the night:
I love the bugga wugga babies,  
and the bugga wugga babies love me…  
the bugga wugga babies are so happppy  
playing with their nose eyes and feet…  
I love the bugga wugga babies,  
I love the bugga wugga babies,  
I love the bugga wugga babies  
and the bugga wugga babies love me...
And Mama closed the door and said, “Not a word,” her presence fading into the darkness, leaving them alone with their thoughts and fears.  Keiron and Katrina were asleep before the door closed, their exhaustion a testament to the day’s upheaval.
Mydir was lying on the floor, her eyes wide open, her mind racing. Neyrah, unable to sleep, asked her, “Why didn’t you get out and get a honeybun youwself fwom Mama’s fwiend?”—her curiosity stirred.
Mydir knew better than to tell Neyrah the truth, her reasons shrouded in a maturity that Neyrah couldn’t comprehend. So she said, “Because I was at a good part in my book, but thank you for the honeybun and go to sleep,” her voice firm but gentle. “Mama has to get up for work tomorrow morning, and we don’t need to keep her up,” she added, her concern for Mama’s well-being a constant refrain.
Neyrah, lying on her pallet, the rough fabric scratching against her skin, realized she had forgotten to go to the bathroom and squeeze out every drop of pee before bed, like Big Mama Rose taught her.  It was a mistake with potentially dire consequences. She was too scared to pee in the bed again, the shame and humiliation a familiar burden. When they were in the Woodlands, it only happened a few times. It was a rare occurrence in the sanctuary of Big Mama Rose’s care.  There was no need to hide the evidence, because Big Mama Rose didn’t play beating kids for stuff, they had no control over. Her compassion was a beacon of light in a world of darkness. She told her to hand her the soiled linen, and they would wash it together, her understanding a balm against Neyrah’s anxieties.
Not able to hold it anymore, the pressure building, Neyrah got up off her pallet, her small feet padding softly on the wooden floor, and stumbled into the front room, her heart pounding in her chest. She had to go clear across the front room floor to the back of the house, past the other bedroom, a journey fraught with peril in the darkness.
Neyrah saw a pair of shoes, very pointy at the end, right by the front door—their presence unsettling and out of place. She had no idea how they got there, their sharp angles seeming to pierce the silence.
She tiptoed, her senses on high alert, and when she walked past her mother’s room, the door was shut, a barrier between her and the comfort she craved. It sounded as if Mama was having a bad dream, her muffled cries a source of worry. Neyrah scurried past the door, her pace quickening, and got into the restroom, her relief tangible.
And right before she entered the restroom, her hand reaching for the light switch, she sensed a presence.  A coldness seeped into her bones.  She heard a shallow voice, a whisper that seemed to slither into her mind.
“Do you remember me… you couldn’t stay away too long…”
The words were a chilling echo from a past she couldn’t readily recall.
Neyrah rushed into the restroom, her heart pounding in her chest, and popped on the light. The sudden brightness a jarring assault on her senses. She nearly missed the toilet, her bladder screaming in protest, her body trembling with fear.
She was too afraid to make the long hike back to her bedroom, the darkness now a menacing presence. As she was falling asleep on the floor, exhausted and terrified, the door creaked open. A slow, deliberate sound sent a shiver down her spine.
And there was Katrina.
“Neyrah, Neyrah, come sleep, sleep. Me scared, me scared,” Katrina whispered, her voice barely audible, her eyes wide a fear that mirroring her own.
“Luv you…” she added, her words a fragile offering of comfort.
For some reason, Neyrah couldn’t explain it, but when Katrina said she was scared, she didn’t believe her. It was a strange disconnect Neyrah couldn’t understand. When she got to the door, she knew all her fears had left in one fell swoop, a sudden and inexplicable sense of calm washing over her.
She closed her eyes, her mind racing, her heart pounding in her chest. She whispered a silent prayer, a plea for guidance and protection, a desperate hope they would somehow find their way through the darkness.
chapter 10 SUNSHINE AND RAINBOWS
And as she drifted off to sleep, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the pointy shoes were still watching her, their silent presence a reel that spun endlessly in her thoughts, dangers lurking just beyond the door.
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“Wake up, y’all. Mama made us breakfast, and we gotta head out before her ride gets here. We’re going down the trail to Aunt Mae’s house,” Mydir said.
Her voice, still that of a child, carried a weary authority that was older than her years.
Neyrah wiped her eyes and witnessed Katrina was already out the door, about to sit down on the floor with her rice and pork and beans. Katrina never waited for anyone. 
Keiron had to hustle to the restroom because he could sleep through the night without having to wake up to go pee. He always seemed to be in a hurry in the mornings, as if trying to escape.
When Neyrah reached into the black trash bag for a shirt and some shorts, her fingers brushed against crumpled fabric and the faint scent of plastic—no drawers, no hangers, just layers of clothes together in haste. The trash bag was their dresser, their makeshift wardrobe, their everything. It was a sagging stand-in for the closet they didn’t use, its shelves bare, its rod empty.
She realized her blue elephant was missing.
She asked Mydir, and she said she didn’t know. Mydir never knew anything about Neyrah’s things, or at least, she pretended not to.
Mama yelled, “Y’all have 10 minutes to eat, and I want y’all ghost before Mr. Kyle gets here.” Her voice was strained and tired, a reflection of the endless work that stretched before her.
As Neyrah sat down on the floor eating her food, she noted the strange-looking shoes were gone. The shoes were a mystery, a puzzle she couldn’t solve. They were a nagging question mark in the already tangled terrain of their existence.
She ate the pork and beans with ease, the familiar taste a small comfort in the face of so much change. As with every plate of food before, Katrina would beg and steal whatever drop she hadn’t claimed before Neyrah turned her head. Katrina was always hungry, always wanting more. Her eyes always scanning for any unclaimed morsel.
Neyrah was always hungry too. She never got enough food, and she didn’t understand why she had to beg and plead for it, or why Katrina always had more and still begged for hers. It didn’t seem fair, but fairness was a rare commodity in their world.
They rinsed out their little plates after they ate the pork and beans and rice. The water was cold, a sharp contrast to the warmth of the food, but it cleaned the plates, leaving them ready for the next meager meal.
Mama stepped out of her room, ready for work. She looked different, no longer familiar. Her usual warmth replaced by a guarded weariness. She had a wig on, and Neyrah questioned why she didn’t let her beautiful hair flow the way it did in the Woodlands. Her hair was long and dark, a wild cascade of coily strands that framed her face.
She had on a button-down dress with black lace-up shoes and a smidge of lipstick. The lipstick was red, a bright splash of color on her face and a desperate attempt to mask the exhaustion in her eyes. Neyrah wondered why she had on a wig with straight hair that didn’t even resemble theirs. And working at the washeteria—wouldn’t those shoes hurt her feet? Why wasn’t she wearing the boots she used in the Woodlands, the ones she wore in the watermelon patch with Uncle Wright and Grandpa? The boots were old and worn, but they were comfortable, a practical choice for a life of hard labor.
· 
Mydir led them down the trail to Aunt Mae’s house. The path was narrow and overgrown, a secret passage winding through the trees, familiar and worn smooth by years of quiet footsteps. They had traveled it countless times, always under the same instruction: stay on the path, don’t talk to strangers, and if someone shows you too much attention, avoid eye contact, keep moving forward, and always stay together.
Aunt Mae was always sleeping off the night before; her world steeped in alcohol and regret. They were told to let themselves in, turn the TV on low, and wait for her to wake. And, as Bella Rose always said, “Never wake a drunk.”
The television was old, its picture fuzzy, its colors distorted. Still, it offered a distraction, a small escape from the heavy silence that filled the house.
She finally woke up around 11:00. The house smelled of stale cigarette smoke and cheap whiskey, a familiar and unpleasant aroma that clung to everything. She sashayed into the living room with a cigarette hanging out of her mouth and a head rag on her head, wearing her duster. The duster was a dress doubling as a housecoat and nightgown.  It was faded and stained, a testament to years of wear and tear, its fabric thin and worn.
With the cigarette flickering out of her mouth, she asked, “Y’all had something to eat?” Her voice was raspy and rough, a smoker’s cough punctuating her words.
The kids knew better than to answer. They knew to let Mydir do the talking. Her calm and collected demeanor a shield against Aunt Mae’s unpredictable moods. See, grownups could trip up little kids, but they were no match for Mydir. Mydir, peering through her glasses, was already three sentences ahead. Her mind was always working, always calculating, assessing the situation and formulating a response.
“Yes ma’am,” she said. “Mama fed us before Mr. Kyle picked her up, and she told us to go home and let ourselves in for lunch.” Her voice was polite and respectful, her words carefully chosen to avoid any offense.
Mama didn’t want people thinking she couldn’t feed her own children. It was important to Mama—her pride fragile and easily bruised. Bella Rose was older than Aunt Mae, and if word got out that Aunt Mae was keeping Bella Rose’s kids and feeding them during the day, she would be an outcast in the Woodlands. She said to Big Mama Rose she would never hear the end of it. The Woodlands was their world, their community. Reputation was everything.
· 
Right at 12:00, we left Aunt Mae’s house and let ourselves into the house. There was the bread out on the table. The bread was white and soft, the kind that stuck to the roof of your mouth. Mydir got the pressed ham out of the icebox and made us bread and meat and a glass of water with a slice of cucumber pickle from Aunt Alice. The pickles were sour and crunchy, a welcome burst of flavor in the otherwise bland meal.
Mydir looked at Neyrah and Keiron and said, “When Mama gets paid next week, we will have Miracle Whip to spread on our sandwiches and milk with lunch.” She always made promises for the future, painting a picture of a better life around the corner.
“When school starts, y’all will get to eat lunch or breakfast at school.” That was something to look forward to, a guaranteed meal, a break from the incessant hunger.
Keiron said, “Fffffreeee.” He seemed to have trouble getting his words out lately. His speech was a jumbled mess of sounds. His voice was always a whisper, barely audible.
We went back to Aunt Mae’s house, and Mama didn’t pick us up until later in the afternoon, around 4:00 p.m. The hours crawled by, each minute stretching endlessly.
When we got home, she said, “Y’all get in there on the sofa and sit for a while until I wash out these clothes. I’ll get in there and cook y’all some cabbage and cornbread.”
We reeked of cigarette smoke and dust, a lingering trace of Aunt Mae. We sat there, restless and hungry, time dragging for kids with empty stomachs. Their bellies rumbled, a chorus of complaints.

And Keiron, being the greedy gut he was, sneaked into the kitchen and swallowed an entire slice of light bread without chewing. His hunger never faded. It was constant, gnawing, always there.
He started motioning and acting as if he couldn’t breathe, bumping into things. His face turned red, his eyes wide with panic.
Mama came into the front room screaming, “What’s happening? What’s happening?” Her eyes were wide with panic; her voice filled with fear. She ran into the kitchen to get him some water. She was always quick to react, her instincts honed by years of hardship.
Keiron ran past her, mistaking the bleach for water, and drank at least a glass of bleach before he realized what it was. The bottle was clear. Its contents appearing harmless—water at a glance. But it was a deadly deception.
Mydir looked extremely afraid, as if it were her fault. She always shouldered the burden, the weight of the world cascading down on her small shoulders.
And in our amazement, Keiron threw up the entire glass of bleach and the slice of light bread whole. It was a miracle. A near-death experience that left us all shaken. It was as if he didn’t take one lousy bite. He’d swallowed it whole, and it came up whole, a testament to his desperate hunger.
Mama cradled his entire body in one hand, held him upside down with his chest fitting squarely in her palm, and patted his back until he threw up the entire contents of his stomach. She was strong despite her small frame, her strength born of necessity.
She gave him a glass of water and rice and whispered a threat, “I’ll beat the shit out of you if you ever steal food again.” Her voice was fierce, but her eyes were filled with fear, a desperate attempt to maintain control in a world that seemed to be spiraling out of control.
She sat down on the floor, right there in the kitchen, and pulled Keiron into her lap. He was still coughing, his body limp, his breath shallow. She rocked him without saying a word.
The bleach smell filled the house. It clung to the walls, the floor, our clothes. No one wanted to speak.
Mydir stood in the doorway, her hands clenched into fists. She kept looking at the bottle, then at Mama, then at Keiron.
I remember the way Mama’s hand trembled when she reached for the rice. She tried to act normal, but her body betrayed her.
Keiron wouldn’t eat. He stared at the bowl, his lips cracked, his eyes dull.
Mama kept pushing the spoon toward him. “Eat,” she said. “You need to eat.”
He shook his head.
She didn’t argue. She sat there, watching him.
Mydir finally moved. She picked up the bleach bottle and carried it outside. She didn’t say where she was going.
We heard the sound of glass breaking.
Mama remained motionless, even at the sound of breaking glass.
Keiron started crying again. Muted. Soft, steady tears soaking into Mama’s shirt.
She held him tighter.
“I told you not to steal,” she whispered.
He didn’t answer.
“I told you.”
Her voice cracked.
She didn’t cry, but her face bore the ache she refused to show.
Mydir came back inside, her hands bleeding. She didn’t explain.
Mama looked at her, then looked away.
The silence stretched.
Keiron finally leaned into Mama’s chest and closed his eyes.
She didn’t move.
We stayed frozen for hours.
No one cleaned the vomit.
No one touched the bread.
No one asked questions.
She looked over at Mydir and asked, “Why weren’t you watching him?” Her voice was accusing; her anger directed at the one person she could always rely on.
“Too busy reading those damn books!” Mama snapped.
Mydir was always reading. Her nose buried in a world of words.
“You can’t read one book for the rest of the week,” Mama said, angry and frustrated, her patience stretched to its breaking point.
Mama, seemingly having no energy after one day of work, looked exhausted. Her face was etched with lines of weariness. She clearly needed help.
So Mydir took the head of cabbage, washed it, and handed it to Mama to cut. She was always helping, always taking on responsibilities far beyond her years. She walked into the kitchen and pulled out the lard, flour, cornmeal, salt, baking powder, and water, handing each item to Mama one by one.
They were in sync, working in unison. Their movements were fluid and efficient, a quiet choreography born of necessity. They were a team, even if the silence between them said otherwise.
Mama mixed the cornbread batter with her hand, shaping the dough into balls and placing them into the hot lard one by one. The oil sizzled and popped, filling the kitchen with a savory aroma that wrapped around them like a warm blanket.
Mydir watched Mama’s hands as she cooked. They moved fast, but not with ease. Each motion looked heavy, as if the weight of the day clung to her wrists.
Mydir wanted to speak.
She wanted to apologize.
But Mama didn’t want words.
She wanted action.
So, Mydir kept filling in the gaps in mama’s cooking.
One by one.  Putting ingredients away, getting ingredients, cleaning, stirring,
She didn’t speak.
She didn’t need to.
Mama didn’t look at her.
But she didn’t push her away either.
That was her consolation.
Mydir watched the cornbread fry.
She listened to the oil pop.
She focused on the rhythm of their work.
It was the one thing that made sense.
Mama handed them their plates, and Neyrah let the cornbread soak up the cabbage green juice before she ate. She loved the taste of the cabbage juice, its earthy flavor a comforting reminder of the Woodlands. She ate all of it this time, because Keiron didn’t eat that night, and Katrina got his plate for her seconds. Katrina never missed an opportunity to get more food. Her hunger was insatiable.
And for the first time in a long time, Neyrah went to bed full. Her stomach was finally satisfied, a rare and welcome relief.
Mydir didn’t touch her plate. She sat at the table, staring at the food, her hands folded in her lap.
She could still hear Mama’s voice—sharp, tired, accusing.
She hadn’t meant to ignore Keiron. She got caught up in the chapter.
She’d read it before, but this time it was different.
She didn’t even remember what the story was about now.
All she could think about was the bleach.
The sound of Keiron choking.
The way Mama looked at her.
As if she’d failed.
As if she wasn’t dependable anymore.

She’d always been the one Mama could count on.
She didn’t cry. She wouldn’t.
But her throat felt tight.
She kept her eyes on the plate, waiting for the guilt to pass.
It didn’t. She didn’t eat.
She wasn’t hungry.
All she wanted was to be useful. To matter.
She wanted Mama to see her again.
Not as the girl who read too much.
But as the girl who helped.
Who paid attention.
Who didn’t let things slip.
She cleaned the counters after dinner.
Swept the floor.
Wiped down the table.
Mama didn’t say thank you.
But she didn’t say anything bad either.
Mydir took that as a win.
She went to bed with her book closed beside her.
She didn’t open it.
Not that night.
She lay awake, staring at the ceiling.
Listening to the quiet.
Waiting for Mama to forgive her.
Waiting to forgive herself.
They walked to their room, and as they laid down on their pallets, Neyrah heard Mydir whimper and cry. She’d made a mistake. Mydir rarely cried. Her emotions usually held tightly in check, so the sound was particularly unsettling. Neyrah didn’t say anything. She turned toward the wall and listened. The sound of Mydir’s crying was quiet, but it filled the room. It wasn’t loud enough to wake Katrina, but it was enough to keep Neyrah awake.
As they drifted off to sleep, the house itself seemed to hold its breath. The silence was broken by the creaks and groans of settling wood, the whispers of unseen forces. She knew the house was alive, but not in a good way, a lingering source of unease. Neyrah couldn’t shake the suspicion they were not alone, an awareness was lurking in the house, ancient and malevolent. Eyes were watching them, its gaze unseen but ever-present.
She thought of Big Mama Rose, her wisdom and strength a distant memory, her absence a gaping hole in their lives. Big Mama Rose always knew what to do, her guidance a steady hand in a chaotic world. Neyrah longed for the safety and security of the Woodlands, the warmth of kinship, the rhythm of their simple lives. The Woodlands were a paradise lost, a memory that seemed increasingly distant and unreal. But those days were gone, replaced by uncertainty and fear, an unending struggle for survival.
Their lives had changed forever. The carefree days of childhood had been replaced by the harsh realities of adulthood. Neyrah knew she had to be strong, for herself and for her siblings. She had to protect them from the darkness closing in, the unseen forces threatening to tear them apart. She had to find a way to navigate this new world, to find her place in the chaos. She had to learn to survive, to adapt, to become more than a victim of circumstance.
Mydir turned over, her face still wet. She didn’t speak. Her breathing was uneven. Neyrah wanted to reach out, but didn’t. She didn’t know what to say. Mydir had always been the strong one. Seeing her break felt dangerous, as though the inside of their family was cracking.
chapter 11 MYDIR’S BURDEN

Some things don’t speak in words.
They speak in silence, in shadows,
in the way the air shifts when no one’s looking.

The closet door—a familiar portal to her deepest fears—creaked open once more. The sound was soft, barely audible, but it was enough to send a shiver down Neyrah’s spine.
And there it was.
The grey figure with blue eyes. Its presence was no longer a fleeting terror. It was a chilling constant in the escalating conflicts of her childhood. It wasn’t merely a shadow. It was a sentinel. Its silent watch was an emblem of the deeper truths lurking beneath the surface of their troubled home. It was always there, watching, waiting. Its presence a was a quiet menace threat.
Its gaze, unwavering and unsettling, seemed to pierce through the thin veil of reality, hinting at the psychological battles and spiritual awakenings beginning to unfold within Neyrah. Her childhood fears were transforming into a profound, eerie awareness. She could imagine its eyes on her, even in the darkness. Their intensity was a palpable force.
She didn’t scream. She didn’t run. She simply stared back, her breath shallow, her body frozen. The figure didn’t move. It didn’t speak. But its presence filled the room.
Neyrah’s thoughts spiraled. Was it real? Was it a ghost? A memory? A warning?


She remembered the whispers and the beings in the Woodlands. The shadowy figure always lurking behind Bella Rose before her encounter in the creek. The stories Big Mama Rose told in hushed tones—about spirits that lingered, ancestors who watched over them, and others who didn’t mean well. About being tied to Athena. She remembered the way Big Mama Rose would pause before entering certain rooms, the way she’d sprinkle salt at the threshold, the way she’d chant low and deep when the air dropped just a degree below the ambient.
This was wrong.
Neyrah reached for Katrina’s hand, but Katrina was already asleep, her breath steady, her body curled into a ball. Mydir’s back was turned, her shoulders rising and falling with each breath, her face buried in a pillow. Neyrah was alone.
She whispered a prayer—not the kind she’d learned in church, but the kind Big Mama Rose taught her. A prayer for protection. A prayer for clarity. A prayer to be seen by the right eyes and hidden from the wrong ones.
The figure blinked. Just once. And vanished.
The closet door remained open, but the space behind it was empty. Neyrah sat up, her heart pounding, her skin clammy with fear. She didn’t know what it wanted, or why it kept coming. But she knew this: it was tied to something deeper, buried, and waiting.
She lay back down, her eyes fixed on the closet, her body tense. Sleep would not come easily tonight. But she would not look away. Not anymore.
Mydir shifted again. Her breathing had steadied, but her face was still turned away. Neyrah wondered if she’d seen it too. If she’d felt it. If her crying had been about more than guilt.
The house creaked again. She pulled the remnants of a blanket close to her cheeks.
Neyrah closed her eyes, but her mind stayed awake.
She was beginning to understand the shadows in her life weren’t entirely made of darkness. They were made of memory, of pain, of truths too heavy for a child to carry. And yet, she carried them.
Because someone had to.

chapter 12 THE SHAPE OF DARKNESS


The veil thins not with thunder, but with repetition. 
Watch the ordinary—there lies the rupture.

After Mama secured the job at the washeteria, the house began to breathe differently. Mornings came with less tension, evenings with fewer questions. We stopped watching her face for signs of worry, and she moved through the days with a quiet determination that hadn’t been there before. It wasn’t prosperity, but it was steady. And in a life that had known too much scraping by, steady was a kind of grace.  
Mydir, barely seven years old, took to managing the household with an efficiency that rivaled a well-oiled Ford Model T engine. She orchestrated our mornings with a precision that belied her age, teaching her younger sisters the delicate art of untangling their hair in preparation for Mama’s traditional two-ponytail styling, parted neatly down the middle.
Neyrah was always a challenge when it came to her hair. She would often lament the thickness of her strands, comparing them unfavorably to the finer textures of Mydir and Katrina’s. Keiron, on the other hand, possessed hair so long that it had to be tied up and concealed beneath a black head rag, topped with a baseball cap for kindergarten. Back then, teachers rarely questioned a young boy’s choice of headwear.
“Neyrah Savannah, you have two minutes to take down your hair before Mama gets in here,” Mydir announced, her voice laced with the authority she seemed to relish.
Neyrah, ever defiant, mocked her sister, mimicking her tone.
“You got two minutes to take down your hair.”
Katrina, always eager to join in on any teasing, erupted in laughter. Bella Rose swung open the door, her brow furrowed with concern.
“Mydir, why is Keiron on the toilet again?” Mydir responded softly, her voice filled with gentle understanding. “Because his stomach was bothering him this morning, Mama. I gave him some flat Coke that was left in the can from last night. He shouldn’t have any problems in school if he goes this last time.”
Mama, appearing in the doorway, her face softening with gratitude, smiled. “What would I do without you, Mydir?”
Mama had been in an unusually good mood for the past few months, ever since her boss agreed to grant her forty hours per week instead of the meager sixteen, she had been working. Food was plentiful, flowing. We had cereal and milk. Not the free powdered milk from the government cheese truck that visited our neighborhood twice a month. You could always tell government cheese from regular cheese because it didn’t require refrigeration and came in a block that didn’t need to be stored in the icebox.
That one little smile from Mama was enough to send Mydir into overdrive, bossing her younger siblings around with renewed vigor. Neyrah resented it with every fiber of her being. She would often turn to Keiron, the quiet observer, and ask:
“Who died and put her in charge?”
Without a word, Keiron shrugged, relying on his internal communication mechanism. Whenever he attempted to verbalize his thoughts, he would get stuck, unable to find the words. Mama would look at him with amusement, her gaze drifting off into space.
Mydir, sensing Neyrah’s rebellious spirit, snatched her by the hair, pulling her close.
“Come here,” she said, her voice a low warning. “Let’s keep her in a good mood, shall we? She’s talking about baking a chocolate cake when she gets home, and you know how you love chocolate cake.”
“You didn’t have to pull my haiw, Mydiw,” Neyrah retorted, her voice laced with indignation.
Mydir, unfazed, popped Neyrah on the leg with a comb.
“OWWEEEE!” Neyrah screamed.

Mydir didn’t flinch, her eyes fixed on the prize.  That prize? Learning to bake.
“Mama is going to teach me how to bake it from scratch, and I can bake it anytime she wants me to.”
[image: ]
Neyrah, at four and a half, and Katrina, at three, were still too young for kindergarten. Unlike Keiron and Mydir, they were sent to a daycare in the basement of a church. They absolutely loved it. They spent their days playing on the swings, watching Sesame Street, and enjoying cartoons. They also looked forward to snack time, which followed their afternoon naps. One day it was cheese and crackers, the next applesauce and graham crackers. Once, they were even treated to doughnuts, hot chocolate, and whipped cream.
But there was a man in a suit who came often. He said prayers with the children, but Neyrah never understood why he stared at her while she ate, whispering things to himself. Whenever he passed by, her body would jolt with a strange electricity, and he would utter a word she didn’t recognize:
“Appregredio.”
An awareness stirred when he said it. Not in the room, but in the quiet space beyond it. A presence that had always been there, watching, waiting, remembering. Neyrah didn’t know its name, but it knew hers.
It made her uncomfortable. He would glance at his wife. The preschool teacher, Mrs. Rankin, would smile in Neyrah’s direction as if she heard the calling that Neyrah hadn’t.
Katrina, all muscle and momentum at three, had been sent to a special room with other formidable kids destined to grow into giants. They hit each other with sticks. Neyrah was tall for her age, but not as built or bold as Katrina. Still, one day, she got the invite too.
That day, the room changed. Neyrah saw Katrina wielding a sword that, on the other side of the room, looked like a stick. The man in the suit was there too. She heard someone call him Bishop Rankin. And suddenly, a feeling of familiarity came over Neyrah. She remembered the presence in the InBetween.  She heard a voice in her head.
“Remember…Always Remember”
Somehow, she knew that he and his wife were just teachers, they were Guardians.
· 
When Neyrah and Katrina got off the church bus, it was cold and raining. Mama had given them specific instructions: get to the door and knock, gently kick the door open with their feet, run in as if giving someone a hug, and go to the back room. Make sure the lights were off. Count to 100.
They never made it to 100. They were so tired from daycare that they could barely count to 10 before falling asleep, in time to hear the big yellow school bus bringing Mydir and Keiron home. Mydir and Keiron would get home twenty minutes later on the school bus that dropped them off promptly at 3:45. They, too, were instructed to get to the door and walk right in. 
Because Mydir knew how to be unapproachable, when people asked her where her mother was, she would stare at them as if she were looking right through them. That look, flat and unreadable, left people uneasy, unsure whether they’d been seen or dismissed. The discomfort lingered, and most forgot the question altogether.
It was the exact look she gave Mr. Kyle. She could see right through him for real… his disgusting attempts to get Mama to be his lady.
He’d started showing up more often, always with groceries in hand and a smile that lingered too long. Mama met him at the door but never let him inside. Mydir would watch from the hallway, arms crossed, her expression carved from stone. She didn’t say anything, but her silence was louder than Mama’s laughter.
After he left, Mama would sing the most ridiculous songs all night, her voice echoing down the hallway:
“You can ring my bell… ring my bell, ding dong…”
Mr. Ding Dong himself, she’d mumble. Man, I wish I could drive myself.
She was so funny when she wanted to be.
As Mydir promised, when Mama made us city food—macaroni and cheese from the box, hot dogs, and green beans from the can—it was delicious because we knew the chocolate cake was coming. She even gave us an extra slice.
The food in the Woodlands always tasted better, fresh from the garden and on our plates within hours. Mama and Big Mama Rose said that’s why it tasted better, and they were right. It did.
We loved this version of Mama, when she had a job and no Cordell.
Cordell wasn’t around anymore, but his name still made Mama’s jaw tighten. She never talked about him, even when Katrina asked if he was the reason the back window stayed cracked. We knew things were better when he wasn’t there. Mama sang more. She danced while cooking. She let us lick the bowl. Yet, even in these better times, a subtle unease lingered.
But the pointy shoes were always at the door when Neyrah went to the restroom in the middle of the night, and they would magically disappear by morning. Sleek, black, and pointed—too sharp for comfort, too quiet to trust.
They didn’t belong to Mama. Her shoes were flat and soft, worn from walking. These were stiff, grown-up shoes. Shoes that didn’t bend.
Neyrah started wondering if she was imagining them, because no one else admitted to seeing them. Katrina said she didn’t notice anything. Mydir shrugged and told her to stop being dramatic. But Neyrah knew what she saw. The shoes were always pointed toward the hallway, as if they were waiting for someone to come out.
She tried to tell Mama once, but Mama laughed and said, “Girl, you dreaming too hard.”
Still, Neyrah watched. She started keeping track of the chocolate cake nights and the pointy shoe nights. They didn’t always line up, but when they did, Mama’s laughter sounded thinner, strained, rehearsed.  It was as f even the joy of the chocolate cake couldn’t fully sweeten the silence around those shoes.
But even chocolate cake couldn’t sweeten the silence around the shoes. Mama never mentioned them, and Katrina claimed not to notice. Only Neyrah saw them, sleek, black, and pointed. They marked the threshold between Mama’s good days and the darkness within her.
Mama didn’t get home until after dark. The rain had slowed to a mist, but the cold clung to the windows like breath. Neyrah woke up when the front door creaked open, her cheek pressed against the carpet in the back room. Katrina was still curled beside her, thumb in mouth, counting in her sleep.
Neyrah hadn’t meant to fall asleep there. She’d been waiting, listening for the sound of Mama’s heels, the jangle of her keys, the way she always paused before locking the door. The house was different when Mama wasn’t in it. Silent. Listening
She blinked against the dark, heart thudding. The hallway light flicked on, casting a long shadow across the living room. Neyrah didn’t move. She knew better than to call out. Mama wasn’t fond of surprises when she came home late.
Mama’s heels clicked against the linoleum, sharp, deliberate. She smelled of cigarettes and starch, the kind used to press collars straight. Her voice was syrupy when she called out, ‘Babies, Mama’s home. 
Mr. Kyle stood behind her in the doorway, holding a plastic grocery bag. His smile was too wide, his teeth too white, and Neyrah’s stomach twisted in knots. Mama didn’t let him in. She never did. She took the bag, thanked him, and leaned against the doorframe, as if she were waiting for someone else. 
“You know I could come in,” Mr. Kyle said, voice low. “Help you put these away. Maybe stay a while.”
Mama laughed, not the real kind, but the kind she used when she was pretending to be someone else. “Kyle, you know I don’t let men in my house. Not since Cordell.”
He stepped closer. “I’m not Cordell.”
“No,” she said, her voice tightening. “You’re my ride to and from work. That’s all.”
There was a pause. Neyrah could hear the rain ticking against the windows, the thrum of the refrigerator, the silence stretching.
Mama moved, quick and sharp. She slammed the door so fast it rattled in the frame, the edge catching shy of Mr. Kyle’s fingers. He flinched, stepping back with a muttered curse word or two, the grocery bag swinging awkwardly at his side. For a moment, he stood there, blinking at the closed door. He turned and walked down the steps, shoulders hunched.
Mama leaned against the door, breathing hard. A beat passed. She turned, her voice bright again. “Come on, girls. Let’s get y’all fed, and ready for bed!”
Neyrah tried to forget the shoes. But when she went to the bathroom that night, they were there again, sleek, black, pointed. They didn’t belong to Mr. Kyle. They didn’t belong to Mama. They belonged to the part of her that didn’t sing, didn’t dance, didn’t laugh.
She didn’t tell anyone. Not even Katrina. Especially not Mama.
		
chapter 13 APPREGREDIO

2

The heaviness followed Neyrah to preschool the next day. She and Katrina loved going there.  they could be kids.  They were special—kinda like in the Woodlands.
The name of the preschool was The First Gifted and Talented Preschool—hidden in plain sight. Mama said she chose it because they were virtually paying her to keep Neyrah and Katrina. “They’re practically paying me, and money is tight” she said, stuffing enrollment papers into her purse, afraid they might vanish if she looked too long. 
It didn’t look like much.  It was in the basement of a church, a brick building on the street corner across from the Dollar General store.  
The word Appregredio lingered in Neyrah’s mind, a strange and unsettling echo of the bishop’s presence. He would always murmur it when he approached her.  He had a gold tooth, inscribed with a letter Neyrah didn’t understand yet, and a velvet-thick voice. She noticed that her mama Bella Rose had the same gold tooth, also inscribed, but the letters looked different.  
He drifted through the preschool, appearing during snack time, recess, even nap hour. No one stopped him. No one seemed to notice. Except Neyrah. She noticed everything. She was always taking pictures in her mind.
It was a word that seemed to vibrate with an energy that both fascinated and frightened her. She couldn’t shake the sense that it held a deeper meaning, a key to making sense of the strange events that kept unfolding around her.
One afternoon, during snack time, the bishop approached Neyrah once again. As he drew near, the familiar electrical shock coursed through her, causing her to flinch. He paused, his eyes fixed on her, and whispered:
“Appregredio... I approach the sacred unknown.”
His voice was low and deliberate, as if the words themselves were sacred. A shiver ran down Neyrah’s spine. She watched as he turned to Mrs. Rankin, who offered a knowing smile. It was a smile that held a secret and a quiet reverence Neyrah didn’t yet understand.
After that, things began to shift.

Katrina was taken more frequently into the special room, along with other children who shared her solid build and physical presence, a quality Neyrah didn’t yet have words for, but held in her bones.  She began watching through a crack in the door, her breath held tight in her chest. Inside, the children struck sticks against one another in slow, deliberate movements. It wasn’t play. It was ritual.
The room itself was wrong. The air inside was heavier, as though it had been folded over itself. The walls pulsed faintly, as if they were breathing.  The light flickered in ways that didn’t match the rhythm of the fluorescent bulbs overhead.
When the time came, they invited Neyrah in.
She stepped across the threshold, and the room began to transform. The floor beneath her feet rippled, shifting with a fluid motion that mimicked water.  The walls shimmered, their edges blurring. The air grew thick with a heavy and ancient watching.
Katrina stood in the center, holding what appeared to be a simple stick. But when Neyrah blinked, it changed. Across the room, it gleamed—a sword now, its blade reflecting light that didn’t exist. Katrina’s face was calm, focused, older than it should have been.
Bishop Rankin stood nearby, his hands folded, his eyes closed. Mrs. Rankin circled the children slowly, whispering in a language Neyrah didn’t recognize. The stick—no, the sword—pulsed in Katrina’s hand, responding to the rhythm of the whispers.
And in a flash, Katrina threw it to Neyrah.
It spun through the air, a blur of wood and light, and as Neyrah reached out, the stick transformed—its edges sharpening, its weight shifting. It landed in her hands with a quiet hum, no longer wood, no longer uncertain.
Bishop Rankin stepped forward, his voice low and commanding.
“Will it, Neyrah. Will it into a sword.”
She didn’t know what he meant, not exactly. But her insides responded. She gripped the handle tighter, her fingers curling around the hilt. The stick pulsed once, then split open with light. It was no longer a stick. It was a sword.
And yet, a spark flickered.
Not in the room, but behind her eyes.
A shape, small and blue, sitting beside her in the InBetween.
Its trunk curled gently around her wrist.
Its voice was soft, like breath through cotton.
She had spoken to it once, hadn’t she?
Told it secrets. Asked it questions.
But the next morning, it was plastic.
Hard. Hollow.
She’d left it in the Woodlands, she thought. Or maybe it had left her.
The sword pulsed again, and she felt it in her chest.
A memory, reaching.
Instinctively, Neyrah turned toward the rope hanging from the ceiling. It swayed gently, as if aware of what was coming. She raised the blade and slashed.
As she took the sword in her left hand, Bishop Rankin noted aloud,
“She is even-handed. Ambidextrous.”
His voice was calm, but his eyes narrowed.
“They are definitely Veils,” he murmured, more to himself than the room.
But his thoughts ran deeper. Where is the Tres of the Tres Unos?
· 
The Tres Unos were born of the line of Athena—wisdom incarnate, battle-forged, and feminine by legacy.
They were meant to be sisters. And yet, when Neyrah received her body, she was surprised to find herself female. A flicker of disappointment passed through her—not because she rejected the form, but because she had expected something else. Something… neutral.
Because the soul has no gender. It is a force. A memory. A vibration.

The Tres Unos are not bound by flesh. They are a triad of power that moves through time like breath through a flute—sometimes in harmony, sometimes apart. They unite. They separate. They return.
They are reborn not in sequence, but in infinity, where time is not a line but a spiral. In this life, the stars aligned and they came as girls. But in another, they may be brothers. Or twins. Or one.
They are the Three Ones.
Not because they are the same.
But because they are indivisible.
· 
The rope fell in three equal parts.
Not halves. Not fragments.
Three.
The room went silent.
Katrina scoffed, arms crossed, her voice sharp.
“I cut it in half the first try.”
Her words hung in the air, brittle and bright.
But Neyrah didn’t answer.
She was watching the rope ends—how they curled inward, as if remembering themselves.
As if waiting to be braided again.
Bishop Rankin watched Katrina with a calmness shaped by lifetimes.
“Because you are her protector. You have to guard her with your life.”
Katrina’s face shifted, pride and resentment flickering across her features. She didn’t respond, but her stance softened. She stepped closer to Neyrah, her eyes scanning the room as if danger might slip through the walls.
The rope pieces lay on the floor, scattered and lifeless. Neyrah stared at them, unsure what she had done, only that it mattered.
Mrs. Rankin began to hum, a low, melodic sound that seemed to vibrate through the floor. The walls shimmered again, and the light bent inward. The room folded inward, collapsed, then stretched wide, distorting space in slow, deliberate surges.
Bishop Rankin placed a hand on Neyrah’s shoulder. His touch was warm, but heavy.
“You’ve crossed the threshold now. The remembers you.”
Words wouldn’t come, only breath. Her throat tightened, her heart loud in her ears.
Katrina knelt beside the rope fragments, gathering them in her hands. She tied them together, knotting them into a braid. She handed it to Neyrah without a word.
“Keep it,” she said. “It’s your marker.”
Neyrah held the braided rope, and as her fingers traced the knots, it shimmered, tightening and reshaping. In moments, it transformed into a 550-cord bracelet, rough yet resilient, the kind used in survival kits and soldier’s gear. She looked up at Katrina, who was already tying an identical one around her wrist.
With a silent exchange, they both swore to wear it for life.
Though Neyrah was unsure what it marked—only that it was hers now. A bond. A promise. A tether to a force larger than either of them.
The sword in her hand began to fade, its edges softening, its weight dissolving. It became a stick again, but she knew better. It was still a sword. It was always a sword.
Mrs. Rankin opened the door. The hallway beyond appeared different. It was longer, darker, and lined with flickering lights. The children outside were quiet, their eyes wide, their mouths closed.
Bishop Rankin spoke once more.

“The InBetween knows you. You were chosen—but choice is not the same as safety. As Veils, you are the curtain that separates the InBetween from unlimited access. You are the window through which others can see.”
Neyrah stepped forward, the 550-cord bracelet snug against her right wrist, a quiet oath woven into its fibers. The sword, now solid and gleaming once more, rested in her left hand, its weight familiar, its purpose still unfolding.
Katrina followed close behind, her own bracelet catching the dim light as she moved. Her presence was steady, protective—the spark that ignited the flame. 
She was Neyrah’s sister, her trainer, her guardian by sacred soul contract. It was a bond forged beyond time, carried across lifetimes. At four and a half, Neyrah walked in a child's body, but her spirit remembered. Katrina, three, remembered too. They were spiritual beings having a human experience, and for now, they knew exactly who they were. That clarity would flicker with age, but in this moment, it burned bright.
Together, they crossed the threshold.
As Neyrah stepped into the hallway, the sword shimmered once, then softened, its edges blurring, its steel fading into wood. It was a stick again, humble and quiet, but she knew better now. It had not lost its power. It had merely changed its shape.
The door closed shut quietly behind them.
The air was different here, thicker and quieter. The hallway stretched long and narrow, lit by flickering bulbs that gave off a low, uneven hum.  The walls were lined with faded photographs, each one slightly askew, as if the memories inside them had shifted.
Katrina glanced at Neyrah, and at the stick in her hand.
“It’ll come back when you need it,” she said softly.
Neyrah nodded, unsure how she knew that was true. But she did.
The bracelets pulsed once, faintly warm against their skin.
Somewhere ahead, a door creaked open.
It was in that moment that Neyrah understood: Bishop Rankin and his wife were not merely church leaders. They were Guardians of the InBetween, a realm where the seen and unseen coexists.
The InBetween was not a place she could point to on a map. It was a fold in reality, a seam between waking and dreaming. It was where the veil thinned, where perception bent, and where the ordinary could become extraordinary.
Later, she would learn that the InBetween had rules. It responded to emotion more than logic. It revealed itself in fragments—in flickers of memory, in dreams that carried warnings, in objects that changed shape when no one was watching.
· 
Neyrah had begun to notice things.
The pointy shoes at the door that disappeared by morning. The way Mrs. Kyle’s smile lingered too long, showing all of his teeth. The way Katrina sometimes spoke in her sleep, her voice layered with echoes. The way Bishop Rankin’s shadow stretched too far across the floor.
She started keeping secrets.
She didn’t tell Mama about the sword. She didn’t tell Mydir about the room. She didn’t tell Keiron about the word Appregredio, though she saw it written once in chalk, on the underside of a swing.  
There was a mystery about the swings. Neyrah had heard a whisper, not from the other kids, but from a place quieter, older. If you swung high enough to tilt the world and slip through.
Some old timers called it No Man’s Land. Not in the war sense, but in the way that meant unclaimed, unguarded, forgotten. A place between places. A place that didn’t belong to anyone, but remembered everyone.
They never said it outright. Only hints tucked into overheard prayers, chalk marks that reappeared after rain, the janitor’s long pause at the playground gate, as if waiting for something to return.

She drew symbols in the condensation on the bathroom mirror. She counted things—cracks in the ceiling, steps between rooms, the number of times the lights flickered before bedtime. She began to feel watched. Not in a scary way, but in a way that made her feel chosen.
The InBetween was not always kind. It was not always cruel. It was a place of balance, of testing, of transformation.
And Neyrah, at four and a half, was beginning to understand that she was part of covenant much older than herself.  She also wondered whether the beings she had seen in the Woodlands were connected to the InBetween. She hadn’t seen them since…
· 
Mama had started talking about her friend more often.
She said she wanted them to be more acquainted, that he might be staying with them for a while. She spoke of plans of leaving Texas behind, of moving to Louisiana, where a mansion waited for them. A real one. With a porch that wrapped around the whole house and a chandelier in the dining room.
Mydir seemed excited. Katrina clapped her hands. Even Keiron nodded, quietly hopeful.
But Neyrah felt differently.
She squinted at Mama one evening and asked, ““You mean youw fwiend that bought me the powk and beans?”
Mama blinked, then smiled a little too quickly. “Yes… I’m surprised you remember him.”
“His shoooo—” Neyrah started, but Mydir cut in fast.
“Mama, we need to go over the ABCs with Keiron,” she said, loud and pointed.
If looks could kill, the way Mydir glared at Neyrah made her stomach turn. It wasn’t annoyance. It was warning.
Mama didn’t say anything else. She hummed a little tune under her breath and started folding laundry that didn’t need folding.
Before Halloween, Cordell Outlaw came back. He was not allowed in the Woodlands. Great Uncle Wright had taken personal offense to his niece marrying him when she already had children by another man.
But he understood. And as he said, “Don’t mean I gotta like it! Oleander… she got herself into this mess. I guess she’s gonna have to crawl her way out.”
Cordell had been gone for months, traveling with the circus. Mama never said much about him, only that he had saved her once, and that he was ‘complicated.’
When he returned, he didn’t knock. He appeared standing in the yard with a jack-o’-lantern in one hand and a duffel bag slung over his shoulder.
He said he came to surprise them. Said he wanted to take them trick-or-treating. Said he was done with the circus.
[bookmark: _Hlk212986558]Mama didn’t speak at first. She stared at him, her face unreadable.
Mr. Kyle was inside, sitting on the couch as if he belonged there—after he’d begged Mama to let him in for a glass of water. She had already stated he was overstaying his welcome.
Cordell walked through the front door like he’d been doing it for months. He pushed past Mama, dropped his bag onto the floor, and walked deeper into the house.
“What we got here, Bella? What the hell is this man doing sitting on the couch with his legs spread wide open in front of my fucking kids?”
Mr. Kyle stood up, too close to Mama, his hand brushing her arm in a way that made Neyrah’s stomach twist.
Cordell saw it. He bucked his eyes and asked, “Is he staying here?”
“Ah, no,” Mr. Kyle said, “but Bella and I gone get ourselves married.”

“What?” escaped from Bella Rose’s mouth. “I never said that. You’re just my ride to work.”
“Work? What the hell are you doing working, Bella?”
“You left me no choice, Cordell. You stepped out on me.” Bella Rose said not looking in Cordell’s direction.
“Wait, wait, wait,” Mr. Kyle interrupted. “Here, … I’ve been wanting to ask you to marry me, Bella.”
He reached into his pocket as if he were about to take something out.
“Time to go, bro,” Cordell said. “You ain’t marrying nobody up in here. Best get to stepping—if you know what’s good for you.”
Mr. Kyle took a step back, but not far enough. “You don’t tell me what to do, partner.”
“Actually,” Cordell said, placing his hand behind his back, cradling something, “I ain’t the one doing the talking.”
Mr. Kyle looked at Mama, then at Cordell. Something passed through his eyes—anger, maybe. Or fear.
He left without saying another word.
· 
Later that night, Mama sat beside Neyrah on the edge of the bed, her voice low and tired. She said Cordell had saved her from Mr. Kyle. That things had gotten too friendly, too fast. She didn’t want to appear as if she was a loose woman, especially with Cordell back. So she took him in again. Said he was going to stay. Said the mansion could wait.
Neyrah didn’t understand all of it, but she recognized the shift.
She wondered about Mama’s friend and about the mansion. She wondered about the way the air had changed—how it felt thinner now, as though something had passed through and left the door ajar.
And when she got up in the middle of the night, and she noticed that she didn’t see the pointy shoes anymore.
Not at the door. Not in the hallway. Not in the shadows.
For a long time after that, they were gone.
· 
Mama’s laughter grew quieter. Her songs at night turned soft and sad. Mr. Kyle stopped coming around, but his shadow lingered in the corners of the house.
Samuel called them hanks the last time he came home from the Army. He was sleeping on the floor when he started screaming—
“Mama! A hank, a hank… get it off of me! They hide in the shadows… they’re everywhere!”
Mama gave him some elixir, and by the next day, he was better. She went into the woods behind our old house and came back with yellow flowers. They smelled wonderful, sweet and sharp, as if they had waited all summer to be found. She gave each of us kids one, pressing the stems gently into our palms.
“Just one,” she said. “Samuel’s going to need every one of these so he can go back to the Army in a couple of days.”
Samuel used to come home for three days here and there, since he was stationed here in Texas. But after he transferred to South Carolina, after he started jumping out of airplanes, that’s when he began talking about hanks. He was an Airborne Ranger, part of the Black Berets in South Carolina, a most elite squad. He told stories from Ranger School, how they had to survive out in the wilderness with nothing but what they’d carry in war. They had to live off the land. He said he never looked at cockroaches the same way again.
Funny thing, when Samuel left, we didn’t see cockroaches for days. And even though we lived near a stream, no matter what house we were in, there were no mice or rats.
Neyrah could see them too. Little trailing ends of shadow that didn’t behave like the rest. They moved in the opposite direction of the person, then tacked onto the real shadow as if they’d been there all along.

Not only at night, but in the daylight too, lurking near the door, glinting in the sun. No one else admitted to seeing them. But Neyrah knew they were real. 
She knew they were watching.
She knew they were coming.
The air grew heavy with anticipation, the silence broken by the distant rumble of thunder.
The sentinels were gone. Whatever had once stood guard, whether shoes, symbols, or spells, had vanished.
Neyrah stood at the edge of the abyss, peering into the unknown, her heart pounding with a mixture of fear and determination. The time had come. The moment of reckoning was at hand.
She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and prepared to face whatever lay ahead, ready to fight for her family, for her sanity, and for her own survival.
The InBetween was calling.
And she could no longer ignore its summons.

chapter 14 A DREAM DEFERRED	

Cordell Outlaw was back, and no one ever spoke about the pointy shoes that had haunted the house months before. They had vanished without explanation, a bad dream everyone silently agreed to forget. But Neyrah remembered. She remembered how they glinted in the hallway light, how they stood at the door, waiting. She remembered the impression they gave her, not fear exactly, but a kind of warning. A presence that watched without blinking.
"I'mmmm back!" Cordell exclaimed, as if we’d been chomping at the bit awaiting his return. But we still had the madam in our eyes from the night before, sleepy, swollen, and unwilling to pretend. Mydir and Mama were washing clothes in the foot tubs, as they always did on crisp, clean Saturday mornings. Mama scrubbed in one tub with washing powder, and Mydir rinsed in another. They worked in quiet unison, hanging the clothes on the line. Mydir handed Mama the clothespins with a steady, practiced rhythm.
“Up and at 'em! We got some work to do today… umm hmm, listen, let me tell you,” Cordell said, clamping his big, yellow teeth together—a trap snapping shut. He looked pudgier these days, that big belly of his stretching his shirt, straining against the fabric as if trying to escape. Whatever Mama saw in this beast never made any sense. Sometimes at night, Neyrah would catch him in her peripheral vision, staring at her. It felt cartoonish and eerie—if the light hit him just right, he was a dead ringer for the Cookie Monster from Sesame Street, or Tom from Tom and Jerry after being flattened by a piano.
He still had remnants of clown makeup clinging to his eyebrows, thick and smudged, making them look even heavier than usual. It took days for it to come off completely, and in the meantime, it gave him a look that was both ridiculous and menacing.
“Katrina, baby girl… I’ve missed you!” he called out, arms wide open, stiff and looming.
Katrina screamed. She didn’t remember this clown.
“Mama! Mama! Mama! Help me! He take me! He take me!”
Mama dropped the shirt back into the foot tub, wiped her hands on her dress, and scooped Katrina into her arms.
“It’s okay, Katrina,” she said softly. “It’s just Daddy.”

Mydir looked down at the ground immediately, her silence louder than any protest.
Cordell ran outside, shouting, “Bella Rose! It’s ‘cause of the Woodlands! Baby girl don’t even know me no mo’!”
As they argued in the yard, Neyrah and Keiron were having an argument of their own.
“Neyrah,” Keiron whispered, “you better figure out what you’re gonna do with your evidence. Cordell’s back, and he don’t play about wetting the bed.”
“I know, I know,” Neyrah said. “Be a lookout. I’ll rinse them out before he gets back inside.”
She grabbed the lye soap from underneath the shelf and lathered it in the sink. The soap was rough and gritty, homemade from fat and ashes, and it stung her fingers as she scrubbed. She rinsed the evidence (her soaked underwear) and wrung them out as best she could. When Cordell came stomping back into the house, she slipped through the back door and handed the bundle to Mydir, who tucked it away without a word. Mama was inside, giving Katrina a glass of milk, her voice soft and tired.
After breakfast, Keiron and Neyrah went outside to play in the yard. They made mud pies and chased each other in circles, laughing until their sides hurt. Katrina wanted to join, so Neyrah let her be the one to count to five while they played hide and seek.
Neyrah darted behind the white gas tank, crouching low. She hadn’t realized Katrina had already found her until she felt a tap on her shoulder and took off running. But the movement was wrong; her other shoe was missing. She knew better than to step on the stickers with her foot unprotected, but she had no choice. Tagged by Katrina, she had to hop on one foot to retrieve her shoe from behind the tank.
Mama saw her hopping and came outside, her voice sharp.
“Don’t you know better than to hop on one foot?” she scolded. “That is the wrong way to get to the InBetween. That is the wrong way to get to the InBetween.”
Cordell didn’t even look up. He was watching wrestling, pretending to care, pretending to be someone he wasn’t. He loved to play the hero, to act as though he were bigger than he was. But Neyrah knew better. She’d seen the way he stared. She’d heard the warning in the shoes. She knew the InBetween was more than a place. It was a choice. A way of moving through the world. And hopping on one foot, wearing one shoe, unbalanced, exposed, and half-armored, was never the way.
The one-foot one-shoe balancing act, that seemingly childish moment of defiance, was more than a game. It was a ritual. A way of testing the boundaries of their constrained world. Each moment of precarious balance was a small rebellion against the forces that sought to keep them fixed, contained, unable to move.
The one-foot one-shoe balancing act continued. A child’s game. A spiritual practice. A method of testing the invisible boundaries that contained them.

Mama was getting stranger after Cordell forbade her to go back to work, claiming he would provide for his family. Not in the way grown-ups sometimes get when they’re tired or sad. This was different.
She started talking to the mop water. Hanging spoons from doorknobs. Whispering numbers under her breath, odd ones, always prime. She called it “keeping the balance,” said it was part of the Enhanced Veil Laws, though she never explained what those were.
“You don’t want to tip the scales,” she’d mutter, scrubbing the floor with pine cleaner until the scent burned Neyrah’s nose. “Not when the Veil’s thin.”
Mama had started sleeping with salt under her pillow. She tied red thread around the doorknobs. She stopped cooking pork and beans.
Her rituals multiplied, small and strange acts that gave the impression of holding the house together.

The screen door hummed, a thin membrane between inside and outside, between Mama’s sanitized world and the raw, unfiltered reality they inhabited.
Mama’s voice echoed from inside. “Stay outside.”
She didn’t shout or plead. She said it flat, a commandment. Neyrah and her siblings lingered on the porch, watching through the screen (a barrier that reinforced their status as outsiders) even in their own home. The clean scent, meant to purify, merely emphasized the emotional distance—the constant awareness of being on the periphery of belonging.
The floorboards creaked beneath Neyrah’s bare foot as she tried to balance, a small act of defiance against an unseen rule.
Getting in trouble for walking on one foot appeared absurd, yet the reprimand carried a strange weight, a deeper law.
It was a superstition, a whisper of laws that governed their world, suggesting imbalance, an incomplete journey.
The air around her sounded as if it hummed with unseen energies, a reminder that every action, no matter how small, could ripple through hidden realms, inviting consequences she couldn’t yet comprehend.
Although Cordell was back and Neyrah’s bedwetting had returned, she and Katrina had one thing to look forward to every day: going to preschool at The First Gifted and Talented Preschool. According to Bella Rose, free is free. Of course, Cordell didn’t object—he couldn’t stand Neyrah. But for some reason, he adored Katrina, and she hated him for it.
· 
Katrina had a mean streak. She got it from her Great Uncle Wright, who’d sooner spit on you than speak. One time, she was so disgusted with Cordell that she “accidentally” kicked him in the tooth when he tried to pick her up from a nap. She told Neyrah, “I am three years old. Why does he always want to hold me like I’m a baby?”
Neyrah replied, “You lucky he thinks you’re cute and treats you like a baby.”
Cordell had to start the truck every morning before 6:00 a.m. to go to work with his dad. That meant the children’s alarm clock during the week was that old, loud truck that never started on the first try. He would sit there and rev the engine, grinding, sputtering, coughing over and over, while everyone hoped it would turn over. If it didn’t, he’d stomp back into the house, yelling at Bella Rose as if it were her fault.
After she’d gotten up and fixed him a “man’s breakfast,” as he called it, he’d leave absolutely nothing for the children.
At least at daycare, Katrina and Neyrah had a normal life. They were getting good at sword fights and willing things to happen. Neyrah once asked Bishop Rankin, “Why can’t I will to see where my I lost my elephant? Or will Cordell to go away and never come back?”
He said those were matters of the heart, and no child had any business in grown folks’ affairs. “They need to figure it out for themselves,” he told her. “But as for your elephant, think of it as being misplaced, not lost.”
Neyrah never understood this.
She and Katrina were the best of sisters and the best of friends at The First Gifted and Talented Preschool. That was because Cordell wasn’t there to pit them against one another. The teachers had a way of ensuring the children worked out their conflicts in a “win-win” environment. But when it came to battles, they were taught how to render someone defenseless with only their pointing finger.
Katrina couldn’t understand how Neyrah, who wasn’t as formidable, could will so much power. She was a worthy adversary. Compared to Katrina, Neyrah was strawny but tall.
At preschool, Neyrah forgot Katrina’s age in the natural because her soul was a warrior. The Veils were descendants of Athena. Katrina had more of the masculine spirit when it came to physical battle, but Neyrah had more of the masculine spirit when it came to strategy. And that’s how Neyrah always won—strategy usurped strength every time.  They also got their warrior spirit from their father’s line as well.

During naptime, Katrina and Neyrah would enter each other’s dreams and contemplate ways of getting rid of Cordell in the InBetween, not knowing that what they were doing had dire consequences. As their spirits rested on top of the waters, Neyrah noticed Katrina changing. Her usual green with a red hue color in the InBetween shifted. First to lavender, followed by fluorescence.
And then they heard it.
“Suspectuous Exsola!
They awakened dazed and confused, Bishop Rankin shaking his head.
“Nontura
Neyrah, asked Katrina “did you hear it too” … “Danger! Out!” and Bishop Ranking said “Forbidden”
Bishop Rankin was silent at first. He stood there, arms folded, eyes with an unfamiliar heaviness. Neyrah couldn’t name. Katrina sat up first, rubbing her eyes, her coils damp with sweat. Neyrah followed, blinking hard as if the dream had left residue behind her eyelids.
“You girls been meddling,” Bishop Rankin finally said. “And the InBetween don’t take kindly to meddling.”
Katrina narrowed her eyes. “We didn’t do anything wrong.”
“You didn’t do anything right either,” he replied. “You think the Veil is a playground? You think dreams are just dreams?”
Neyrah looked down at her hands. They were trembling. She could still feel the echo of the words—Suspectuous. Exsola. Nontura. The words branded them, etching an indelible scar on their souls.
Bishop Rankin knelt beside them. “You’ve opened something. Something that don’t close easy.”
That night, Neyrah couldn’t sleep. Katrina had fallen into a deep, dreamless slumber, but Neyrah lay awake, staring at the ceiling. Her fingers tingled. Her chest sputtered. And when she finally drifted off, she found herself back in the InBetween—but this time, alone.
The waters were still. The sky was a sheet of violet glass. She looked down and saw her reflection, but it wasn’t her face; it was Katrina’s. And Katrina’s eyes were glowing.
Without warning and from the depths, a hand reached up. Not to grab her. Not to pull her under. But an offering of a single tooth.
It was cracked and humming with light.
She didn’t take it, instinctually she knew better. She turned and ran, though the InBetween had no edges. It stretched endlessly, and the voice followed her.
“Suspectuous.”
“Exsola.”
“Nontura.”
The words clung to her skin, sticky and cold.
They echoed without sound, vibrating through the marrow of her bones.
Each syllable sounded older than language, carved from a fabric buried beneath memory.
· 
She got out of bed and sat by the window, watching shadows stretch across the yard.
One of them moved.
Not fast. Not slow. Just wrong.
It didn’t follow the wind.
It didn’t follow the moon.
It saw her.
The hank paused at the edge of the porch, drawn to the sharp invisibility in the air.
Fear.
It seized Neyrah, quiet and electric.
She leaned closer to the glass.


“What do you want?” she whispered.
It didn’t answer.
But it stayed.
And somewhere deep inside, Neyrah wondered what it was waiting for.
Silence pressed against her ears.
A moth tapped the windowpane, then vanished into the dark.
The porch light flickered once, then held steady, casting a pale ring the hank refused to enter.
She reached instinctively for her blue elephant.
But it was gone.
“not lost” she remembered, “just misplaced.”
But no longer anywhere to be found—at least not here in the natural.
The hank shifted.
Not forward. Not away.
Enough to remind her it was waiting.


chapter 15 MARKED		

The grumble of Cordell’s truck did more than wake them up—it yanked the bedcovers from their sleep-softened bodies, leaving behind the sour aftertaste of a lemon. It was a declaration. Each rev of the engine cut through the morning air with surgical precision, slicing into Mydir’s thoughts and ambitions. It was as if the truck itself had been engineered to mock her, to remind her of everything she hadn’t yet become.
Inside the house, the air settled thick. Neyrah stood in the doorway, watching her sister move with frantic precision. Books stacked, pencils sharpened, flashcards reviewed. Mydir’s energy was electric, but unstable. It crackled around her, drawing attention from things that shouldn’t be watching.
The advanced placement test was coming. It loomed in her mind, a checkpoint, a moment poised to define her trajectory. She had studied in secret, devouring books she found in closets, under beds, even in the garage. Mama had once asked, “Chile, where did you get all these books?” But it wasn’t about the books. It was about the hunger. The need to prove she was more than just another child in a crowded house. Samuel had always been the standard. The Renaissance Man. Mama said every Marigold family had one, and she was determined to claim her own. But Mydir wasn’t content to follow in his footsteps. She wanted to surpass him. She wanted her name to be spoken in rooms he’d never entered.
She didn’t ask for recognition, but she needed it. Not applause, not trophies: proof her effort mattered, and her sacrifices weren’t invisible. And if the world refused to reward her now, she’d command it to later. Graduating at sixteen wasn’t a goal…it was a countdown. At nearly eight, she had eight years left. Eight summers, she told herself, each one a step closer. Eight long, miserable summers with no homework, no early mornings, no school bus rides, no cafeteria trays stacked with waffles oozing with maple syrup and Jimmy Dean’s breakfast sausages. No teachers calling her name with pride. No gold stars. No validation. Heat, boredom, and the slow erosion of her momentum.
She hated summer. It struck her as punishment. A forced pause in a life that needed acceleration. Mydir didn’t want rest. She wanted velocity. She wanted to outpace the expectations, to leave Jacksonville High School not with a diploma, but with a legacy. College at sixteen was ambition and escape: proof of her drive and her ticket out. It was the final word in a sentence she’d been writing since she taught herself to read at two years old by mastering the ABC song.
Again, Cordell’s truck cut through the stillness, twice now, before sunrise. The first had come after three, a cough in the silence. This one was deliberate. He had nothing to live for except his dad’s dead-end job, and he was jealous as hell of how smart Bella Rose’s children were. He was as dumb as a box of rocks. His truck cut through the morning air: a reminder of everything she refused to become. A life of repetition. A draining, dulling job. Mydir wanted none of it. She would leave in a blaze of glory; her name etched into the walls of classrooms she’d never return to. She would be the one they remembered.
But in the corners, the Hanks stirred; they normally gathered in corners, their forms barely visible—folds in the fabric of reality. Neyrah saw them clearly. She always had; she just assumed they were shadows. Not like the beings she saw in the Woodlands. They fed on stress, on fear, on the quiet desperation clinging to Mydir’s shoulders. The more Mydir pushed, the more they multiplied. They didn’t speak. Their presence was a language Neyrah had learned to interpret—a silent chorus of warning, of imbalance, of a fracture unraveling beneath the surface.
She didn’t know why she could see them, but she knew she had to. Someone had to. Mama didn’t. Katrina didn’t. Samuel knew about them, but he’d tried to turn them into a game. Ghost stories told under blankets, sparking geometric patterns resembling the northern lights dancing across the ceiling. She didn’t think he wanted to tell of the danger, the cold breath on his neck.
Neyrah had. She’d watched Mydir skip dinner again last night, three nights in a row now, too focused on her studies to eat. She watched her fall asleep with a pencil still in her hand, her body curled around her notebook, guarding it as if it were armor. The Hanks crept closer at night. They hovered near her bed, drawn to the exhaustion, to the vulnerability that came when the mind finally surrendered.
Neyrah stayed awake. She sat cross-legged on the floor; eyes trained on the shadows. She didn’t move. She was the barrier. The watcher. The one who stood between her sister and the things wanting to feed.
Katrina’s indifference stung. Neyrah had tried to show her. Had pointed to the corners, had described the shapes, the movements, the chill. But Katrina had shrugged, rolled her eyes, gone back to her music. She didn’t want to see. She didn’t want to know. So, Neyrah carried it alone. She memorized their patterns. She learned which rooms they favored, which emotions summoned them fastest. She knew they hated laughter, hated light, hated the sound of Mama singing in the kitchen. But they loved Mydir’s silence. They loved her drive. The way she buried her fear beneath ambition.
Neyrah wanted to scream at her sometimes. To tell her to slow down. To rest. To breathe. But she knew it wouldn’t work. Mydir was chasing a hunger bigger than sleep. A reckoning older than comfort. She was rewriting her place in the family, carving out a space too bold to ignore. And the Hanks knew it. They circled her, waiting for the moment she cracked. Predatory. Patient. Neyrah wouldn’t let it happen. She couldn’t. She was the one who saw the danger—the one who understood brilliance came with a cost.
She reached for the flashlight under her bed; the one Samuel had left behind. It didn’t scare the Hanks, but it reminded her of him, of stories told in the dark, of laughter that had once filled the room, of the way he used to say her name like it mattered. She turned it on and pointed it toward the corner. The Hanks retreated. A little bit, but enough for Mydir to sleep. Enough for Neyrah to keep watch. She stayed that way for hours, the beam steady, her breath quiet. The house was still, but the air pulsed with charge, as if shadows were waiting. She knew the Hanks wouldn’t cross the light, not tonight. Not while she was there.
· 
And in the protected silence, Mydir began to dream: not of equations or deadlines, but of Mama’s voice. It came softly, a memory half-submerged. “Calm down, Mydir… you can will good things to happen just as you can will bad things to happen.” The words wrapped around her, warm and persistent.
She didn’t know if she believed her, not fully. Her mind was wired for logic, for structure, for the kind of certainty that came from memorizing formulas and mastering vocabulary lists. Intention was vague, unprovable. She didn’t trust what she couldn’t measure.
Still, Mama’s voice lingered. It echoed in the quiet spaces between Mydir’s thoughts, nudging her toward a deeper knowing, toward a truth buried beneath ambition. She wanted to believe it. That her will could shape the world, that her desire to succeed could ripple outward and bend reality in her favor. But belief required surrender, and surrender was a language Mydir had never learned.
The InBetween was a distant memory for her. She’d left it behind with the last traces of childhood. She remembered flashes: moments when the world grew porous, when dreams bled into waking life, when shadows whispered secrets only children could hear. But the door had closed.
The one memory she remembered clearly from the InBetween was her mama. And she held on to the memory with everything she had. Even at a little over seven and a half, she understood their destinies were intertwined: threaded together in ways she couldn’t yet explain. It went beyond love. It was recognition. It was knowing.
In the InBetween, she had taken something she shouldn’t have. It wasn’t a toy or a trinket; it was a gift. The gift of foresight. But not the timeline. She didn’t see events or outcomes. She saw urgency. She saw departure. She knew she had to be out of the house by sixteen. She didn’t know what would happen if she stayed. She didn’t know what would come for her. She was certain the house would not hold her past this age. It wasn’t a threat. It was a truth.
She wasn’t a veil like Neyrah or Katrina, not even Keiron, who were attuned to the subtle energies flowing through the world—able to read the shimmer in the air or feel the hum in the walls. Her connection to the unseen had been severed. Not violently, but cleanly. A quiet break leaving no trace.
It left her grounded in the tangible, the measurable, the known. She trusted equations. She trusted structure. She trusted the weight of books and the certainty of flashcards. The unseen held no place in her logic. But the memory of the InBetween lingered: quiet, persistent, embedded in her, unnoticed but never absent.
She held the memory close, carrying its weight in every breath, and kept readying herself for the day she would leave.
She envied them sometimes. Not their gifts, but their ease. Neyrah moved through the house with quiet confidence, her eyes always scanning, always listening. Katrina had a fire in her, a kind of raw power that didn’t ask for permission. Mydir had intellect. She had discipline. She had the kind of mind capable of solving problems, predict outcomes, and navigate systems. But she didn’t have magic. She didn’t have mystery.
Mama’s words were comfort and instruction. Knowledge alone wasn’t enough. Mydir needed to tap into her inner strength, to harness the power of her will. She needed to step into the moment, not as a frantic student chasing perfection, but as the better version of herself. The version not needing proof to believe.
She watched Neyrah from across the room, the younger girl moving with a kind of ease Mydir could never replicate. Neyrah didn’t care who liked her. She didn’t bend or mold herself to fit anyone’s expectations. Mydir knew, even then, that Neyrah would grow taller, faster, louder. She would take up space without apology. And yet, Mydir didn’t envy her. She studied her. She cataloged her movements, her choices, her silences. Because Mydir’s strength wasn’t in being seen, it was in seeing.
· 
At 3:22 a.m., Neyrah stirred. She stayed awake, shifting restlessly through the night. The little red lights on the RadioShack alarm clock glowed faintly, casting soft halos against the wall. This is when the veil between realms is thinnest. The house was quiet, but not still. There was a a low vibration that didn’t belong to the refrigerator or the old pipes. It was older than the house. Older than the streetlight filtering through the curtains. She blinked into the dark, her eyes adjusting to the faint glow. She saw it, a little beyond the hallway, near the front door. A figure. Not quite a person, not quite a shadow. Elongated, stretched unnaturally, its form seemed unfinished, as though it had been pulled from elsewhere and hadn’t fully arrived. It didn’t move. It didn’t breathe. It stood facing the door, waiting.
Neyrah didn’t shriek. Her body was heavy with sleep, but her mind was watching: alert, trapped between breath and motion. Her limbs refused to answer the flickers of alarm rising in her chest. She watched, suspended between waking and dreaming, as the figure leaned toward the bookbags. Mydir’s bag shimmered faintly, touched by the unseen. Then, without sound, the figure straightened and receded into the dark, leaving behind a faint metallic scent and a shift in the air.
She had wanted to ask questions. To wake Mydir and speak the truth aloud. But the hour pressed down on her, and her curiosity silenced. She turned over and let sleep take her. But sleep was no longer hers. It belonged to the hour. To the thing that had stood by the door. 3:22 was not random. It was a hinge. A coded moment. The InBetween had opened barely wide enough to let a presence through. Not a threat. A witness. A reader. The metallic scent wasn’t scent; it was signal. A marker of passage. A resonance only playing when the veil thins. Her blood had harmonized with it. Her breath had stilled to match its rhythm. The figure had leaned toward Mydir’s bag not to touch, but to scan. To read the imprint of a child not yet aware of her own weight in the world. Mydir carried a fragment. Neyrah’s stillness had protected the moment. Movement would have shattered it. Words would have scattered it. The hour does not tolerate noise.
The moment sealed itself inside her. Later, she would remember the shimmer. Not light, but recognition. The subtle noise in the walls. The unfinished figure. The way the air shifted, as if the hour had been decided. She would carry it. Quietly. Until the next 3:22.
· 
In the kitchen, Mama moved with practiced rhythm, her hands knowing the dance of breakfast without needing direction. Mydir stepped in, not because she was asked, but because she understood the weight of the morning. Helping Mama meant fewer sighs, fewer sharp words. It meant the day might start without cracking. She didn’t know how she knew this, only that she did.
The other children were elsewhere, scattered through the house in their own rhythms. Mydir stayed close, handing over utensils, wiping counters, anticipating needs. The breakfast was for Cordell. Enough to make the air feel thinner. The house hadn’t spoken, but she’d heard it anyway. “Mama, Mama, I can’t find my glasses,” she called out, panic rising in her chest. “I need them or I won’t do well on my test today.”
“They’re over here on the dresser, where you placed them last night,” Mama replied, her voice calm but firm.
Mydir froze. She hadn’t put them there. She remembered clearly placing them in her bookbag, tucking them into the side pocket so she wouldn’t forget. She had even zipped the bag shut, a rare act of caution. Neyrah, standing nearby, tilted her head. She remembered too. She had watched Mydir pack the bag, had seen her turn off the lights and place it by the front door next to Keiron’s. His bag, if it could be called that, was more of a prop than a tool. No books, no papers. A shell he carried because the other kids did.
Back then, kindergarten didn’t come with homework. It came with crayons, nap time, and the occasional tantrum. Keiron’s bag was part of the costume of childhood, a hollow accessory slung over his shoulder to mimic routine. But Mydir’s bag held weight. It held intention. Neyrah had seen her sister zip it shut with precision, sealing more than school supplies.
She was dog tired. They all were. The night had stretched thin, and Neyrah hadn’t slept. But Mydir had a test to take—one that might decide everything. She didn’t know where the energy came from until Keiron leaned close and whispered, “-you c’n b-borrow my strenf.”
He grinned, eyes half-lidded with sleep. “I—I c’n sleep anyw’ere. Got 'nough sleep f’r two days… 'cause Peebody—she, um, she wasn’t sleepin’ t’night.”
He loved to tease Neyrah, always with a secret he wouldn’t share. But this one, this quiet offering, he gave freely. He willingly allowed Mydir to borrow some of his strength for this important day.  Even though he was a toddler in the natural his soul was significantly older.
The morning had already asked too much of her. Now, in the morning light, the house felt quieter, but no less heavy.  Mama’s voice echoing from the bedroom and Mydir frozen in place, the memory surged back into Neyrah with sharp clarity. The glasses on the dresser hadn’t been misplaced. They had been moved. And not by anyone in the house.
She looked at Mydir, who was still staring at the dresser with a quiet intensity. There was a crack in her certainty now, a fracture in the logic she relied on. Neyrah stepped closer, her voice low.
“You didn’t put them there,” she said.
Mydir turned to her, eyes wide. “No.”
And in that moment, Neyrah understood: a force had crossed the threshold last night. It hadn’t come for attention or recognition. It hadn’t come for them specifically. But it had touched their world, rearranged it, left its mark. It moved through the house without sound, without permission, altering the shape of their morning.
She stood at the edge of the porch, her small hands clenched into fists, the taste of pencil lead still lingering on her tongue. A little over seven and a half years old, and already she understood being liked wasn’t a matter of sweetness or charm; it was a calculation. She had no softness to offer, no dimples to flash. Katrina had those things. Neyrah Savannah carried an untouchable energy, a kind of wild grace that didn’t ask for approval. Mydir had intellect. It was her currency.
As she walked out the door, Mydir took a deep breath. The air was thick with tension, but she didn’t let it in. The weight of her ambition settled on her shoulders, not as a burden, but as a mantle. She was ready. She was prepared. She was Mydir, and she was about to change her life.
“Come on, we’re gonna get left—I can hear the bus,” she called to Keiron, her voice steady but urgent.
· 
Neyrah watched her go.  She stood motionless behind the curtain. She sensed the shift. The Hanks had been circling all night, drawn to Mydir’s exhaustion, her vulnerability, her quiet desperation. They fed on stress, on fear, on the kind of pressure intense enough to bend even the strongest minds bend. But they hadn’t touched her. Neyrah had kept them at bay.
She had stayed awake all night, eyes trained on the corners of the room, flashlight in hand. She had whispered warnings into the dark, not to scare them, but to remind them she was there. She saw them. They couldn’t pass unnoticed.
She didn’t understand it. She didn’t know why no one else could. But she accepted it. It was her role. Her responsibility. Her gift. She didn’t have Mydir’s intellect or Katrina’s fire, but she had vision. She had vigilance. She had the ability to stand between her family and the things that moved through the walls.
Mama’s words had reached her too. “You can will good things to happen just as you can will bad things to happen.” Neyrah believed it. She had seen it. She had watched the Hanks retreat when she focused her energy, when she summoned her strength, when she refused to be afraid.
She didn’t know what Mydir would face today. She didn’t know if the test would go well, if the teachers would see her brilliance, if the system would reward her effort. But she knew this: Mydir had stepped into her power. She had walked out the door with purpose, holding Keiron’s hand being the faithful big sister that she was, making sure he didn’t forget anything.  And Neyrah had cleared the path.
The house was quiet now. The truck had pulled away. The shadows had thinned. Mama was humming in the kitchen, and Katrina was still asleep. Neyrah sat down on the floor, her back against the wall, her eyes on the hallway.
She would keep watch. She always did. But the air held a different charge. The flashlight flickered once, then steadied. And for the first time, Neyrah felt the Hanks hesitate—not because of her, but because of Mydir.
She stepped beyond being a watcher. Now, she was the witness. Mydir was becoming a witness they feared.
Mama called from the kitchen, voice sharp with urgency. “Neyrah, wake Katrina up and make sure she’s ready to get on the church bus. I have to walk to the stoe today, before Cordell gets off work, and I can’t be carryin’ no little girl on my hip.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Neyrah called back. “She already weady—she just needs to bwush her teef.”
Mama paused, then sighed hard through her nose. “Lord Jesus. When are you gonna start talkin’ right? It’s gettin’ on my nerves. I know you smart, Neyrah. So why you talk like that?” She didn’t mean to snap. Bella Rose was sleep-deprived, stretched thin, and every word felt heavier than it should.
Neyrah learned not to answer questions grownups already knew the answer to. Grownups always had a critique about the way her words came out, soft and tangled in ways she couldn’t control. But she couldn’t hear it the way they did. To her, it sounded normal. To her, it sounded like herself.
She went to wake Katrina, quiet and careful, pretending she hadn’t heard a thing. 
· 
Later at the preschool, Neyrah went into Bishop Rankin’s study. She was going through of a growth spurt at a little over four and a half. She asked Bishop Rankin outright, “Have you seen Hanks?”
He peered down at her through his bifocal glasses, as he appeared to look through her soul across timelines measured in revolutions around the sun, those arbitrary loops we call years. He hesitated, unsure whether he should be telling a four-year-old such information, and wondering all the while how she knew. Begrudgingly, he said, “Yes, but it has been a while. Not since… hmm. I can’t quite recall.” Then he asked, “The question is, how do you know about them?”
Neyrah said she saw them all the time. Even in the daytime.
He looked at her strangely and said, “In the daytime, Neyrah… appregedigo… this can’t be.”
She kept talking. She told Bishop Rankin how she couldn’t wait for Saturday mornings. She and Katrina loved to watch Tom and Jerry. The violence was intoxicating for them. They weren’t allowed to hit each other at home, and Neyrah would be the one who got in trouble.  She was supposed to know better. It never made any sense to her. She’d say to herself, 
I think they forget I am only four years old.
She continued to babble, not because she expected answers, but because Bishop Rankin listened. He always listened to the children. That was enough.
She told him about the day she’d had enough of being the little patsy. Bishop Rankin laughed at her use of the word patsy, watching her sit in the chair with her legs and arms all crossed—such a comedian, he thought. He caught himself. I shouldn’t be laughing, he told himself, but she has a way with words. A natural storyteller.
She had hauled off and slapped Keiron in the mouth for calling her “Lips,” even though his were bigger. The only one without big lips was Mydir.
“I don’t know where the anger came from,” she said.  But it had been building, quietly, invisibly. 
“Then, I saw it Bishop, a hank, slick and fast, jumped from my shadow into my daddy’s.” Bishop Rankin thought to himself, whelp, it found a worthy home.  He knew of Cordell, he’d heard stories.
From that day on, Cordell changed. Not all at once. But slowly. Sharper words. Colder eyes. A kind of rot spreading beneath his skin. The Hank had chosen him. And she had given him a chit—jealousy, compacted and transferable. He didn’t know he’d claimed it. But he used it. And he never let it go.
Neyrah seemed to be talking to Bishop Rankin for hours. But when he said, “Okay, we had five minutes before breakfast, and it has been ten…”  As Neyrah got up and started walking to breakfast, Bishop Rankin said to her, “Don’t hit Keiron. You don’t know who you are going to have to ask for a glass of water before you die.”
Neyrah pondered if she had wandered into the InBetween for a couple of hours with Bishop Rankin, and whether he had shifted time somehow.
The words hung in the air, strange and heavy. Neyrah didn’t understand them fully, but they settled in her chest as if meant for later, a warning to remember when remembering mattered most. Bishop Rankin had a way of speaking in warnings, and his wife always nodded along, quiet and watchful, as if she knew the cost of ignoring them.
Katrina looked up from her juice box, her brow furrowed. She didn’t say anything, but her silence felt thoughtful, almost grown.
· 
The ride home from preschool was quiet. The vinyl seats were warm from the sun, and the air smelled faintly of crayons and peanut butter. Bishop Rankin’s wife drove with one hand on the wheel, humming a hymn under her breath, but Neyrah recognized it as the song Mama had been singing lately: “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.”
Neyrah pressed her forehead to the window, watching the trees blur past. She thought about water. About asking. About dying.
The bus slowed as it turned onto their street, tires crunching over gravel. The familiar sight of their weathered house usually brought a sense of relief, but today, a knot of unease tightened in Neyrah's stomach.
And then they saw her.
Mama stepped out of the woods again, barefoot, silent, carrying a bundle wrapped in her head scarf. Her face was pale, almost translucent, and her eyes held a distant, unfocused gaze.
Katrina gasped softly, clutching the bottom of the seat cushion. "Mama looks... different," she whispered, her voice barely audible above the noise of the engine.
Whatever had been haunting her before (those days of pacing through the house, muttering old sayings, and sleeping with salt under her pillow) seemed to have broken the moment she disappeared into the woods. She usually darted into the woods when Cordell was at work and the children were away. 
After Neyrah and Katrina got home, Mama had slipped silently back into the woods, leaving them with Uncle Hoot for the rest of the day. He sang the same song over and over, “I’m Going to New Orleans,” — his voice scratchy and off-key. It stretched endlessly, like time had stopped and they were stuck in some strange loop.
It was torture.
Neyrah remembered the stifling heat of the house, the smell of dust and stale beer, and the way Uncle Hoot played his French harmonica: slow, aimless, each note drifting into the air without purpose. It had been a gift from Grandpa Abner, passed down from his own father. The brass was dulled, the engraving worn, but it still held the weight of old hands and older silence. Uncle Hoot wasn’t unkind, but his presence was a constant reminder of Mama’s absence.
Mama came back later that evening and fixed stuffed bell peppers. The aroma usually filled the house with warmth and comfort, but tonight, the warmth was missing, a poor substitute for the love and attention they craved. Uncle Hoot, of course, loved his rice. He always did.
But as he was getting ready to leave, Neyrah noticed a strange detail: his shoes were pointed at the toes, polished, almost too clean. A weird feeling ran through her. The shoes were his, no doubt. But something felt off. She couldn’t shake the thought: the shoes were here… but where was he?
Mama must’ve detected it too. As he stepped toward the door, she asked, “Where’d you get those shoes?”
He paused, hand on the knob. “A friend,” he said.
And then he left.
The way he said it. So casual. So dismissive. It sent a shiver down Neyrah's spine. It was a lie. She knew it. And Mama knew it too.
The air in the small house crackled with unspoken tension. Cordell's frustration had been building for weeks, fueled by long hours at work and the unsettling changes in Mama. The woods had become her refuge, but to him, they were stealing her away.
He needed to leave for work again, and the thought of another day consumed by worry gnawed at him.
"I have to go," he muttered, avoiding her eyes.
Mama stood in the doorway, blocking his path. "Where are you really going, Cordell?" Her voice was low, laced with suspicion. The old sayings she'd been muttering had begun to sound like accusations, veiled and cryptic.
"Work, Bella. Where else would I go?" He tried to sidestep her, but she mirrored his movement, her gaze unwavering.
"Don't lie to me," she hissed, her eyes flashing. "The woods call to me, but they whisper about you too."
His patience snapped. “You think the woods are talking about me?” he spat, pushing past her. “Then let them talk to me directly. I don’t need this—not from you or your damn people.”
He didn’t mean to shove her with such force, but his hand connected with her shoulder, sending her stumbling backward. She crashed into the old wood burning stove, the edge of its metal pipe catching her arm. A searing scream tore from her throat as the smell of burning flesh filled the room. 
Cordell froze, horror washing over him. “Bella Rose!” He reached for her, but she recoiled, her eyes wide with pain and betrayal.
“Get away from me!” she screamed, clutching her arm. The burn was livid red, the skin already blistering.  The burn was deep and wide, angry across her Cherokee red skin.
He wanted to apologize; to explain it was an accident, but the words caught in his throat. The accusation in her eyes silenced him. Instead, he turned and fled, the image of her seared into his mind.
The house was silent save for Mama’s ragged breaths. Neyrah and her siblings watched from the corner, their faces pale with fear. Mama’s eyes were fixed on the burn, a strange calm settling over her features.
A presence was in the room.
Neyrah didn’t see it, not fully, but she felt it. A shift in the air, a ripple in the quiet. As if the moment had opened a door. Later, she would remember the way the shadows in the corner seemed to pulse, how the dust hung too long in the light. There had been a Hank in the room. It didn’t cause the shove, but it seized the moment. It fed on the rupture, the pain, the silence.
Later that night, Cordell returned, his face etched with guilt. He found Bella Rose sitting in the dark, her arm wrapped in a makeshift bandage. He knelt before her, reaching for her hand.
“Bella Rose, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” His voice was thick with remorse. “Please, let me take you to the doctor.”
She didn’t respond, her gaze fixed on some distant point.
He tried again. “I was wrong. I was angry. But I never wanted this.”
Finally, she spoke, her voice barely a whisper. “The woods will heal me,” she said. “But what will heal you?” She gestured to the space between them—the chasm of hurt and mistrust that had opened up.
Cordell had no answer. He knew he had broken a sacred thread, a bond too fragile to restore. The kiss never came. The apology hung in the air, incomplete and inadequate. There would be no retribution, no grand gesture of payback. A slow, agonizing unraveling of their bond, thread by painful thread.

chapter 16 HANK WHO?
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When Mama came back from the woods, the burn mark was gone. In its place were faint spiderwebs, thin and silvery. A couple of nights later, Neyrah saw her rub them off with a wash rag soaked in liniment without so much as a hint of discomfort. Her face was calm, and her hand steady “We all have the power to heal ourselves, Neyrah,” she said.
But Neyrah wondered if it was true. Could they really heal themselves from everything? From the pain, the fear, the growing darkness enveloping their family?

The resentment lingered, a bitter taste in the back of Cordell’s throat. He saw the spiderwebs on her arm as a mark of the woods’ growing power over her, a power that excluded him. He ached, knowing he was no longer the center of her world. And the fear of losing her fueled his anger and despair. A breeding ground for Hanks.
But Cordell always had Hanks. Greedy Hank made him feed Keiron the KFC chicken while the others watched, pretending not to notice their hunger. Mean Hank slammed doors and broke dishes. Lazy Hank kept him on the couch while the kids cried in the next room. But this—this was the jealous Hank. It didn’t scream. It watched. It whispered. It made him count how many times she looked out the window, how long she stayed in the woods, how often she said nothing at all.
And the jealous Hank stayed close. It had found a crack. And Cordell, whether he knew it or not, had started to change.

Mama’s healing was physical and transactional. She had crossed into the InBetween. She had made an agreement.
She didn’t speak of it. But things began to shift.
She stopped wearing her scarves. She didn’t always answer to her nickname, MaBella. She moved slower, but with more intention. She began to clean things that weren’t dirty. She began to forget things she used to remember.
Her gold tooth disappeared. No ceremony. No blood. No explanation. One day it was there, and the next it wasn’t. In its place was a central incisor, quite remarkable, called the money teeth for a reason. This was no ordinary tooth.
They are the most visible teeth when someone smiles or speaks. They mark identity, intention, and inheritance. They are powerful symbols of transformation and concealment.
When one is lost or removed, it disrupts the balance. When she placed the gold over the tooth, she wasn’t decorating. She was hiding. She was masking the truth of her role—The Enchanter of the Veil.  The Veils are not just individuals – they are a generational force, a living curtain between realms.  They are born with the ability to channel the InBetween, to act as windows through which spirit, memory, and transformation pass.  She became the Enchanter — as many had before her. The one who embodies the Veil, protects its legacy, and ensures its continuity. The binder.
The gold was a shield. A distraction. A refusal.
The return of the natural tooth was a signal. The enchantment was no longer dormant. She had entered the InBetween. The veil had recognized her. Only Katrina and Neyrah noticed. Katrina said nothing. Neyrah stared too long.
Mama didn’t acknowledge the change. She smiled more, narrow barely showing any teeth. She chewed ice as if it soothed an ache. She ate catfish again, with her special blend of herbs and spices. Her words once flowed with the ease of Bishop Rankin’s sermons, smooth and golden. Now they catch in her throat, choppy and misplaced.
She began to sleep with her feet toward the door. She placed a bowl of water under the bed and changed it every morning. She stopped cooking with onions. She stopped singing.
She started writing again: stories, lists, and names she folded into cloth and tucked into her bra.
Cordell came back sooner than expected from work. Mama let him in. She made space.
Mama was going to the InBetween. It accounted for her strange behavior when Cordell returned. She was in the InBetween bargaining for safe passage.
She’d conceived months prior, but the egg didn’t implant. A soul awaited. Mama felt the delay. She knew something was interfering with the crossing. The veil hadn’t opened. The soul hadn’t entered.
Mama began to prepare.
The veil doesn’t open for imbalance. It waits for polarity. RH negative is rejection. RH positive is insistence. One pushes. One pulls. The crossing requires both.
Mama knew this. Not from books, from blood.  Not from doctors, from loss. But mostly the way her body held the soul and refused to let go. The egg had been ready. The soul had been willing. But the veil said no.
RH incompatibility went beyond medicine—it was metaphysical. It meant the child belonged to both worlds and neither. It meant the mother had to bargain. Had to bind herself to the positive. Had to stay close to the source of insistence, even if it came wrapped in cruelty.
Cordell wasn’t the father, but he was the positive. The push. The force behind the possible. Mama was the negative. The pull. The vessel strong enough to hold her. The veil didn’t care about love. It cared about polarity. It cared about balance.
That’s why Mama stayed. Why she gave up her good hair. Why she folded names into cloth and tucked them into her bra. She wasn’t preparing for birth. She was preparing for entry.
Mama didn’t give up all of her good hair. It was barely enough to be noticed. Enough to be missed.
She gave up her silence. She began to speak in fragments. Not to people. To the veil.

She stayed with Cordell. Not for love. Not for trust. But for balance. The veil had made its terms clear: polarity must be honored.
His lineage held weight. Not in the natural, where he was a man rotting in his own cowardice, but in the supernatural, where names carried currency. And Mama needed his name: Outlaw.
· 
Cordell hailed from the Fieldbloods, a people whose knowledge flowed beneath the surface, inherited rather than studied. They moved as if the veil watched them, a knowing woven into the very fabric of their being. Mama recognized it in his aunt's salted windowsill, in his cousin's refusal to sleep facing east. They were born with the map already folded inside them.
The veil separates and binds. Mama’s sacrifice was maternal yet metaphysical, tethered to blood and polarity, for a soul needed to come through, and Mama was willing to pay. The Fieldbloods interpreted the Akashic Record not through scholarly texts, but through a primal, instinctive understanding. 
Their roots tangled deep in the soil, their knowledge passed down in whispers, in glances, in the way they stirred their coffee without ever tasting it. 
They understood the earth’s rhythms, the secrets in rustling leaves, the messages on the wind. They read books, yes, but they also read people, the land, and the silence between words—a reading that couldn't be taught, only inherited.
They weren't wealthy in the conventional sense, yet they wielded a different power: a vast knowledge of the unknown. They bent rules, exploited loopholes, manipulated the unseen forces no that governed their world. Their wealth was spectral, untethered, air money that never touched banks, never passed through traceable systems. You didn't know how much they had, and that was the point. Their abundance lived in shadow, in barter, in the deep folds of the Fieldbloods. Their dreams weren't mere dreams; they were maps—prophetic, vivid, encoded with warnings and instructions, their subconscious minds attuned to the subtle currents of energy beneath reality.
Beneath their unassuming exterior, Cordell’s family was shrewd and calculating. They preyed on the vulnerable, their earthly cunning as sharp as their mystical insight. They made their money off the backs of poor people; a few days before Social Security checks were distributed, they’d drive around offering elderly folks a dollar or two, then show up at the post office to collect repayment with 100% interest. These weren’t generous neighbors; they were opportunists who could smell desperation, and they reeked of it themselves. Their influence was exerted from the shadows, their power meant to be wielded in secret, for the world would be turned inside out if their true nature.
In the Woodlands, wealth was measured not in dollars, but in proximity to the land—to be rooted, to know the trees by name, to feel the wind's shift, to hear ancestors in the hush between bird calls. To leave the land was to suffer, cut off from the source of power, adrift. The veil was both gift and responsibility. Neyrah’s lineage carried the weight of reversal, of healing, of remembering. And the land remembered too: its soil infused with blood and tears, its trees whispering stories, its rivers carrying names never written. 
The land was alive, with healing microbes, memory-rich minerals, and roots gently cradling grief. The Woodlands held the key to their past, the map to their future. They had to protect it, preserve it, honor its legacy. What is bound must be remembered. The veil had its own rhythm, its own memory. It didn't forget. It didn't forgive. It waited. And when the time came, it moved through bloodlines like a current—quiet, insistent, undeniable.


chapter 17 COMMUNE WITH SPIDERS	

The day started like any other for Mydir. Cordell’s engine revved. Cereal clinked in the bowl. Mama hummed softly in the kitchen. But at school, Mydir could be herself. A kid. Gifted. Brilliant. Highly capable. 
But remembering wasn’t always loud. Sometimes it came in the form of a child sitting quietly in a school hallway, waiting for her name to be called.
The long corridor smelled of pencil shavings and old carpet. Beneath that, Mydir could feel a whispering force—just beneath the linoleum, ancient and alert.
She sat with her hands folded, her backpack pressed against her knees, her breath shallow.
The other children passed by without seeing her. Teachers glanced, then looked away.
She wasn’t in trouble. She was in transition.
The veil does more than divide. It entwines. And what’s entwined must not be forgotten. The veil had its own rhythm, its own memory. And when the time came, it moved through bloodlines—a current: quiet, insistent, undeniable.
Then the door opened.
The hammer dropped. Not with a resounding crash, but with the quiet thud of Principal Paulette Pickle’s words.
A few weeks after she took the test, Mydir had been summoned by Principal Pickle to go over the results.
Her name echoed through the sterile hallways of Pickle Elementary, a summons she had both anticipated and dreaded. She had known it before she heard it. That morning, she had woken with a heaviness in her chest, a quiet knowing her life was about to change.
She walked slowly, her backpack snug against her shoulders, her steps measured. She could see Principal Pickle through the glass door, her silhouette framed by fluorescent lights, her expression unreadable.
Mydir sat down, her backpack placed squarely onto her lap, a shield against the unknown. She was eager to learn how she did, but the excitement had dulled. The validation she had craved now appeared out of reach, eclipsed by the unease gnawing at her insides.
She had studied. She had prepared. She had recited vocabulary lists and solved equations in her sleep. But none of it mattered now. What mattered was the feeling: the quiet rustle in her bones, the way her name was spoken—as if she were going to be somebody.
Principal Pickle adored little Mydir. She remembered her from preschool. She needed glasses, wore her red hair in a tight bun, and always had on a dress. Advanced beyond her years. She had taken personal delight in watching her grow, in seeing her mind unfold.
She smiled as Mydir entered, warm but formal. “Mydir,” she said, “you are the first one at Pickle Elementary to get a perfect score.”
Mydir blinked.
“And not only are we recommending that you be placed one grade ahead,” Principal Pickle continued, “but three.”
The words landed softly, but they carried weight. But today, the recognition struck differently.
The veil had moved.
Mydir sat still in the chair, her hands folded tightly in her lap. The words “three grades ahead” echoed in her mind, but they didn’t settle. They hovered.
She had always wanted to be seen. To be recognized. To be told she was exceptional. But today, the recognition struck differently.
Her mother should have been there. She had promised to come. She had circled the date on the calendar and told Mydir they would celebrate afterward. But that morning, she couldn’t get out of bed.
Mydir had watched her try. She had seen the way her mother’s hands trembled when she reached for the glass of water. She had heard the strain in her voice when she said she was fine.

She wasn’t fine.
Principal Pickle leaned forward. “Where’s your mother today?”
Mydir hesitated. “She’s not feeling well.”
She knew not to say more.
What lingered in her mind wasn’t the question—it was Mama’s strange behavior since leaving the Woodlands. The spiderwebs in the corners that never seemed to gather dust. The way Mama whispered to the sink. The way she folded names into cloth.
The principal nodded slowly. Her eyes softened. She looked down at the papers on her desk, then back at Mydir.
She didn’t ask about her father.
Mydir saw the way Principal Pickle’s shoulders shifted. The way her mouth pressed into a thin line. The way she looked at the door before speaking again.
“I’m proud of you,” she said. “This is a big moment.”
Mydir nodded, but her chest tightened.
She wanted to be proud. She wanted to smile. But celebration felt premature.
She said “alright, take your scores home I am sure your mom will be pleased, I know I am very pleased, but I expected this of a girl who gets 100 percent on every assignment. Mydir squeezed out a smile, took the papers and saw she’d need a guardian to transport her to the weekly meetings held at the school on Wednesday evenings. Her heart dropped, and she knew…
She knew the perfect scores, the accelerated placement, the accolades, meant nothing without her mother's presence, without her mother's unwavering support. The weekly meetings, the guardian requirement, were a cold reminder; she was still a child, still dependent on the adults in her life.
As Mydir walked out of Principal Pickle's office, clutching the test scores in her hand, she couldn't shake the feeling–she was walking into a storm. The hallways seemed darker, the laughter of the other children sounded distant and hollow. She longed for the familiar comfort of her mother's embrace, for the reassurance that everything would be alright.
But Bella Rose was not the same. She’d changed after the fire.  The veil had changed her, had deepened her connection to the unseen world, had burdened her with a knowledge that Mydir couldn't comprehend. The smile, once lighting up her face, now seemed strained; her eyes held a distant, haunted look.
Mydir tried to push the unease aside, to focus on the positive. Three grades ahead! It was a triumph, a validation of her hard work, her dedication. She imagined the look on Samuel's face, the grudging admiration in his eyes. She would be the youngest in the family to attend college, a feat that would solidify her place as the intellectual powerhouse of the Marigold clan.
But even the thought of surpassing Samuel couldn't dispel the heaviness in her heart. She knew the world she had always known was shifting beneath her feet. The Hanks, those shadowy creatures only Neyrah could see, seemed to be multiplying, their presence a constant reminder of the unseen forces at play.
As Mydir and Keiron got off the bus and walked into the yard, Mydir noticed the front door was slightly ajar, a detail that sent a fresh wave of anxiety washing over her. She pushed the door open and stepped inside, her senses on high alert. The house was quiet, too quiet. Mama wasn’t singing. Katrina wasn’t playing with Neyrah’s doll on the floor. Neyrah wasn’t watching the shadows.
“Mama?” Mydir called out, her voice trembling slightly.
There was no response.
She walked through the living room, the kitchen, the hallway, each room empty, each space filled with an unsettling stillness. Finally, she reached her mother’s bedroom and gently pushed the door open.
Bella Rose was lying in bed, her eyes closed, her face pale. Mydir rushed to her side, her heart pounding in her chest.

“Mama, are you okay?” she asked, her voice filled with concern.
Bella Rose opened her eyes and looked at Mydir, a faint smile gracing her lips. “I’m fine, baby,” she said, her voice weak but reassuring. “Just a little tired.”
Mydir reached out and took her mother’s hand, her fingers tracing the delicate lines on her palm. She noticed a difference—an unfamiliar detail she hadn’t seen before. A faint glow emanated from her mother’s belly, a soft, ethereal light pulsing with a life of its own.
Mydir stared at her mother’s stomach, her mind racing, her heart pounding. She knew, with a certainty defying logic, whatever stirred inside her mother would alter the course of their lives forever.
“Mama,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “Are you… are you pregnant?”
Bella Rose looked at her daughter, her eyes filled with a mixture of love and fear. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She nodded, her gaze fixed on Mydir’s face, waiting for her reaction.
And in that moment, Mydir knew the hammer had truly dropped. The world she had always known was about to shatter into a million pieces.
Mydir didn’t speak. She held her mother’s hand and felt the warmth, the pulse, the quiet rhythm beneath the skin. Her breath slowed. Her thoughts didn’t.
She looked at the glow again. It was steady. It didn’t flicker. It didn’t fade.
Bella Rose closed her eyes. Her chest rose and fell with effort. Mydir stayed beside her, unmoving.
She wanted to ask questions. She wanted to understand. But the words wouldn’t come.
She thought of the veil. Of the Woodlands. Of Neyrah’s stories. Of how the world had begun to shift.
The meetings. The papers. The requirement for a guardian.
Samuel. Bear. Katrina. Keiron’s stuttering.
The silence in the house.
Bella Rose opened her eyes again. “I didn’t want you to find out this way,” she said.
Mydir nodded. She didn’t trust her voice.
“I’m okay,” Bella Rose said. “It’s just… different now.”
Mydir didn’t know what “different” meant anymore. Everything was uncertain.
She stood up and walked to the window. The sky was gray. The trees were still.
She turned back to her mother. “Does Neyrah know?”
“She feels it,” Bella Rose said. “She doesn’t have the words yet. But the veil’s been whispering to her. It started in the Woodlands.”
Mydir sat down again. Her legs were heavy.
“Is it… normal?” she asked.
Bella Rose didn’t answer right away. “It’s not normal,” she said. “But it’s not wrong.”
Mydir looked at the glow. It was quiet. It didn’t demand attention. It existed.
A joyless shift moved through her.  
She reached for the papers in her backpack. She placed them on the nightstand.
Bella Rose glanced at them. “Three grades ahead,” she said softly.
Mydir nodded. “They want me at the meetings.”

Bella Rose closed her eyes again. “We’ll figure it out.”
Mydir didn’t know how. But she believed her.
She stayed in the room. She stayed still. Silent
The house remained quiet.
Outside, the wind began to stir.
Inside, one beginning had ended—and another had already begun.
Chapter 18 HIGHLY CAPABLE

Bear never came back from the Woodlands with Mama and the rest of the family. After Samuel went back to the military, Bear was lost. He didn’t have his partner in crime anymore. Samuel and Bear were the oldest brothers, two years and two days apart. They were best friends as much as blood.
When Samuel left, Bear sank into a deep, dark depression. He started disappearing into the woods, hunting alone. Sometimes he’d go days without food, trying to awaken what he called his primal instinct. 
“The natural order of things,” he said, “is to hunt.”
He said he’d spent thirteen days tracking the bear he called his Duet, his Moment, across time and space. He’d followed it clear across the Louisiana–Texas state line before returning home to the Woodlands, passing through the Big Thicket of Texas and into the swampy hush of the Delta Blues, where the air itself seemed tuned to sorrow and survival.
He said Big Mama Rose told him to bring us some of the bear meat, explaining Keiron needed more protein because she had sensed it. He went on, describing how the meat tasted:
 “Sooo sweet and juicy, like blackberry jam and blueberry pie all mixed into one bite of pure delicious goodness.”
His eyes began to tear at the corners.
He said the bear had laid down on all fours before its death, then crossed its arms—offering its life to spare Bear’s, because Bear was on his thirteenth day of near-starvation. It was a friend giving up his life for a friend, an act of devotion etched across time and space.  He’d find it again. Not by chance, but by blood, by vow, by spirit.  The mark on his skin was proof; the bear knew him.
And I wonder now if this was his song with death.
Not a battle, not a surrender—but a duet of destiny.
A moment composed in frequencies only Bear could hear.
Somewhere in that telling, I heard my brother’s music, how it soothed him, how it seemed to transport him back to the place of the offering. The bear’s journey was his. The sweetness in the meat, the sacrifice in the gesture were all part of the song Bear sang with death. Quiet. Sacred. Unheard by anyone but him.
Bear got his name from the bear-shaped birthmark on his chest, slightly above his heart, white against Cherokee red, same as his mama’s. Her color. Her blood. His body.
Mama asked, “Where’s the bear meat?”
Bear walked out to his red and white car and came back with a cooler full of red meat. He’d taken it to the butcher, who charged him half the meat to prepare it, which was common in those days.  Where money wasn’t the main currency. Quid pro quo, but the bartering involved your soul.  Mama nodded and said, “Let’s pray a prayer of praise and harmony with nature to the bear for providing us nourishment.”
Cordell hadn’t gotten home from work yet; in turn it was good seeing Bear again, speaking his truth. But his eyes were glistening, with a translucent glow. Neyrah couldn’t quite describe it. He looked as if he had a lust for killing. She saw the tears welled in his eyes, but not one drop left them, instead they dissipated.  His brows furrowed seemingly far apart, his stare distant.  She didn’t know what she was witnessing, but it was bloodlust. No doubt.
Keiron wandered over and said, “You gon’ cook it for us, Bear?”
Bear stood in the doorway, a shadow stitched to the frame, his shoulders broad and unmoving, the cooler still clutched in his hand. The red and white paint of the car behind him had faded in the summer sun, but the meat inside was fresh, wrapped in butcher’s paper, still cold from the ice, still burning with the scent of the forest. Neyrah watched him from the corner of the room, her fingers curled around the edge of Mama’s prayer cloth, the one embroidered with vines and stars. Bear didn’t speak at first. He looked at the floor, next at the ceiling, and lastly at the cooler, as if it were a coffin or a cradle.
“I’ll cook it,” he said finally, voice low and thick as syrup. “But I want y’all to taste it raw first. A sliver. Enough to feel the offering.”
Mama shook her head. “No. My children ain’t eating no raw bear meat, Bear. I’m surprised you are.”
Her voice cracked but raised at least two octaves higher. “Are you trying to die?”
Next, more gently, she added: “We will honor it. We’ll honor the bear, and the hunger, and the hunt.”
Keiron wandered over, a half-smile escaping his lips, his boots still dusty from the yard. “You gon’ cook it for us, Bear?” he asked again haphazardly smacking his lips as if he could already taste it in his gullet.
Bear didn’t answer. He opened the cooler and pulled out a strip of meat, dark and glistening, marbled with fat, veins etched through it. He held it up to the light and said, “This ain’t just meat. This is thirteen days of silence and sweat. This is the moment he laid down and gave me his life.”
Neyrah peered around the room and saw Bear’s eyes glowing again—translucent, glass filled with blood and moonlight. She couldn’t tell if it was grief or madness, or a force older than both.
He had always been deeply reserved, letting his almond-shaped eyes do most of the talking. He’d say more without a word. His eyelashes were long, thick and black, like spider legs hanging from his eyelids. Most of the Abner men shared that trait.
You could tell a fly was in the room without hearing the buzz when he was around. He seemed to dread them. His eyes would track their movement midair, slow and precise, the hands of a clock measuring every second of his life.
He could make Mama smile with a single wink. It was as if they could read each other’s thoughts through his eyes—the windows to his soul.
But now he was something else.
Feral. Sacred.

“He crossed his arms,” Bear said, voice trembling. “Praying. He knew me. He saw the mark on my chest and said, ‘You’re mine. You’re me.’”
Mama reached for the prayer cloth and laid it over the meat. “Then we’ll eat with gratitude.”
Bear nodded, but his hands were shaking. He took the meat to the kitchen and began to slice it, slow and deliberate, each cut a ritual. Neyrah watched him from the doorway, her heart thudding in her chest. She remembered the stories Samuel used to tell: how Bear would vanish into the woods for days, how he refused to eat until hunger settled deep in his bones, how he said the forest spoke in frequencies reserved for the broken.
Cordell came home as the skillet began to sizzle. He paused in the doorway, sniffed the air, and said, “That smells wild.”
“It is,” Mama said. “It’s wild and it’s dinner for y’all. I gotta go to the bathroom.”
Mama came out, and Bear looked at her strangely. “What’s wrong with you?”
Mama said, “The smell of bear meat ain’t agreeing with me for some reason.”
Mydir gave Mama the side-eye, and Neyrah was wondering if it had anything to do with her dreams of the InBetween.
Bear remained silent as he cooked. The meat browned quickly, fat crackling, the scent rising as incense. Neyrah caught the aroma: earth, berries, a scent older than time. When Bear finally served it, each piece rested on a wooden plate, carried with reverence by steady hands wrapped in quiet ceremony.
They ate slowly, reverently. The meat tasted sweet. Shockingly so. Blackberry jam and blueberry pie weaving through each bite. Beneath the sweetness, the taste of hickory and smoke lingered. Neyrah registered it stir in her throat, pulse in her chest, and resonate deep behind her eyes. This was a story swallowed whole, a remnant carried across time—belonging to no one, and to everyone.
chapter 19 THE DESCENT	
Instead of tasting the sweet nectar of the bear meat, Mama reached for the leftover rabbit stew she’d made the night before: carrots, celery, rice, and a few softened saltine crackers floating in the rue. She took two of her homemade pickles from the jar and ate them with the quiet precision of someone raised to dissect each spice, mineral, and vitamin in every bite. No smacking. No show. Big Mama Rose would never have tolerated that. Every chew was measured. Every bite a test: for flavor, for clarity. She tasted for salt: sodium, iodide, signal. Seasoning, orientation, truth. The way it settled on the tongue. The way it tracked through the broth. She moved slow, deliberate, tuning lineage. The vinegar, the brine, the softened rice. Each element had to speak correctly. She wasn’t eating. She was evaluating. Listening. Confirming what still held.
2

After dinner, Bear stepped outside and lit a fire in the pit.
Back then, out in the country, there weren’t any garbage trucks making rounds. Folks had to burn their trash. Cordell built the pit for that exact purpose.
He didn’t say why. He stood there, staring into the flames, his birthmark glowing faintly in the firelight. Mama joined him, hands folded, lips moving in prayer. Keiron and Cordell stayed inside, but Neyrah followed. She was pulled by her insatiable curiosity.
Mydir decided it was time for Katrina to take a bath. She took her by the arm and started running the water. Katrina tugged back, eyes on the door.
“Neyrah go, Katrina go,” she said.
“No, Katrina take a bath,” Mydir replied, gently but firm.
Bear turned to Mama and said, “He gave me his life so I could remember mine.”
She didn’t answer. She stood beside him, watching the fire, listening to the woods.
An owl called out in the distance.
Then again.
And again.
Who. Who. Who.
The whippoorwill followed—sharp, rhythmic, relentless.
Whip-poor-will. Whip-poor-will. Whip-poor-will.
More than birdsong,
it was mimicry—
Voices from the bloodline, warped by time and trees.
Slaves whispering through pine.
Cherokee tongues split by English.
Black Cherokee denied bloodlines 
White mouths preaching salvation in the dark.
Who. Whip-poor-will. Who. Whip-poor-will.
The woods spoke in fragments.
Questions she’d inherited.
Warnings she’d ignored.
She didn’t answer.
She couldn’t.
The fire crackled.
The woods leaned in.
There was movement—slow, heavy.
A memory waking up.
Not hers alone.
Bear stood in the firelight, unmoving, his silhouette carved from flame and shadow. The others were still inside, but Neyrah and Mama remained.  The air was thick with smoke and the hush of the InBetween.  It filled her nose; her chest and it was the kind that clings to skin and settles in the lungs.
He began to hum, low and tuneless at first, gradually becoming clearer. A song—familiar, strange. His voice cracked, finally steadying.
“On a dark colored freeway, blues sounds in the air…”
The words floated out over the clearing, soft and eerie. This was the first time she heard someone sing a song or riff other than a gospel song.  Bear’s voice wove spells, conjuring the entire air around them.

“The sound of a drumbeat piercing my ear..…”  
Mama asked, “Bear, what song is that? Drumbeat piercing your ears? Sounds like you been away far too long.”
He said, “Hotel California. The Eagles.”
Mama nodded her head.
He paused, eyes locked on the fire, and Neyrah saw it—she saw Bear, and his soul. His being. It shimmered around him, heat rising off stone. He stood taller than before, broader, his presence stretching beyond the limits of his body. His eyes had changed, no longer brown, but the color of river stones, flecked with silver and moss. His hair, once dark and coarse, now shimmered deep ocean blue, moonlight on water.
A cloth, rough and furred and primal, had draped over him. It wasn’t what he wore. It was what he became. The bear spirit had wrapped itself around him, not as costume, but as covenant.
Neyrah felt her breath catch. The fire crackled, and the woods leaned in. Bear didn’t speak, but the silence around him was full of language. The kind only the broken could hear. The kind Mama had warned her about. The kind that lingering in dreams and settled in old bones.
He turned slightly, and Neyrah saw the mark on his chest — jagged, glowing faintly, a constellation etched in flesh. It pulsed with the rhythm of the fire, with the rhythm of the forest, and she remembered what he had said earlier: “He gave me his life so I could remember mine.”
The pulse carried into her, and this time she caught his thoughts before his lips moved: Every beginning comes from some other’s end. The words struck her as both alien and familiar, as if they had traveled centuries to reach her.
Now she understood. Bear was her soul’s favorite, because their souls moved the same way — in rhythm, in memory, in fire. The phrase rose inside her, unspoken yet undeniable, and she recognized its source. Seneca had whispered it long ago, and now his voice threaded through her veins: every beginning comes from another’s end.
During the hunt, Bear crossed into a rite. A reckoning. Sacred and wild. He met the predator as his equal. The bear saw him, marked him, claimed him too.
The song faded.
And still—those voices calling from far away. In an almost whispery falsetto.
Bear’s lips stopped moving.
But the melody lingered, echoing in the trees.
Neyrah stepped closer, feet bare, earth cool beneath her.
She didn’t speak.
She didn’t need to.
The fire flared once before it settled. Bear looked at her, and for a moment, his eyes weren’t his own. They belonged to entities that existed before names were given.  That remembered the first hunger, the first prayer, the first offering. 
He reached into the fire and pulled out a stone, still glowing. He placed it in her hand.
“This is yours now,” he said. “Do you see me, Neyrah? Do you see me?”
Neyrah didn’t ask what he meant.
She didn’t understand why he’d transformed right before her eyes, and Mama hadn’t said a word.
The bear spirit had stepped back, but the InBetween hadn’t closed. Not yet.
As Mama walked closer to the house, Bear’s being shifted, back into flesh and bone.
And Neyrah was even more puzzled: her mother’s stomach was glowing as she stood beside Bear and the fire.


The forest rustled. The owl called again. And somewhere deep in the dark, the bear spirit watched, waiting.
“Neyrah, go on back in the house. I’m going to stay in my car tonight. I’m not in a good place.”
She paused at the bottom step, her hand resting on the chipped rail, eyes searching his face for something she could hold onto. But Bear had already slipped into the driver’s seat, his shoulders hunched, his jaw clenched as if he was holding back a flood. He reached for the cassette player, turned over his mixed tape, and leaned back as the tape began to play.
As Neyrah walked up the steps, the music blared through the open windows, raw and aching:
“Girl, you know I………………
She stopped mid-step, turned her head slowly, and saw him—Bear, her brother, her blood—burst out crying, mad and raw. It wasn’t the kind of crying coming from sniffles or shame. It was guttural, unfiltered, a sound that tore through the chest and left a man hollow. 
The choke cry.
“Maaaamaaa! Maaaamaaa! Something’s wong with Beaw!”
Neyrah screamed, her voice cracking through the quiet dusk.
Bella Rose, barefoot and bowlegged, broke into a full-fledged sprint from the back room with the speed and precision of the goddess Athena. Her feet slapped the dirt, her duster trailing behind her—a ghost chasing the wind. She reached the car, yanked the door open, and dropped to her knees beside him.
“Awwwhhhh, Bear, Baby, what’s wrong?”
He couldn’t look at her. His face was wet, his eyes swollen, his hands trembling on the steering wheel. The choke cry had passed, but the grief stayed in his throat.
“Mama… I lost my woman.”
“I lost my woman, mama.”
He said it twice—once as a boy, and again as a man.
Both broken. Both true.
“You lost your girl, your woman? Your what? I didn’t know you had one.”
“Yeah. I been seeing her since before the fire. Even before we went back to the Woodlands. I wanted you to meet her on Christmas Eve.”
He looked up, eyes swollen. “I love her. And she gonna marry a dirty old man man.”
Bella Rose blinked, her breath catching. “She’s pregnant by him, Mama. But I love her. I love her.”
He turned to her, eyes wild, voice splintering with the sound of dry wood breaking. 
“She told me what he done to her. She told me. But her daddy’s gonna have a shotgun wedding. I want her, Mama. I still want her.”
Bella Rose saw it at that moment—the kind of hurt that doesn’t sit in the heart but spreads through the bones. After Samuel went to the Army, there was no one left to talk sense into Bear. Their biological father was nowhere to be found. All they had left was Cordell, and Mama wasn’t about to ask him for help. Not now. Not ever.
So, she did what she always did. She squared her shoulders, straightened her posture as if entering battle. Her shoulders hung in the air, defiant, untouched by gravity.  She wiped her hands on her duster, and said:
“Come on in the house and get some sleep.”
Bear shook his head, the music still playing low behind him—a ghost whispering through the speakers.

“Listening to this boo-hoo music,” she said, “is only gonna make you want to go to sleep and never wake up.”
He didn’t answer.
“I’ll get you a glass of that grass wine for your sorrow,” she said, softer now, one hand resting on the curve of her belly. “Joy cometh in the morning.”
Grass wine was the home brew she learned to brew in the Woodlands—fermented from sugarcane and switchgrass (Panicum virgatum), a tall native grass with sweet undertones. It took at least two months for the best flavor. She’d cut the cane, dry the grass, steep it in well water, and let the mixture sit in glass mason jars until the bubbles stopped rising and the yeast settled out of view.
Bear turned his face toward the window, the last light of day casting long shadows across his cheek.
“I feel so dark right now.”
Bella Rose reached in and touched his hand, her fingers warm, steady.
“Darkness is the absence of light,” she said. “Joy cometh in the morning.”
She stood there for a moment, her hand still on his, her breath slow and deliberate. The silence between them held. After a moment she turned and walked back toward the porch, her steps careful, the weight of Amyra shifting inside her with each one.
Neyrah was waiting at the top, arms crossed, face pale.
“Mama,” she whispered, “is he gonna be okay?”
Bella Rose didn’t answer right away. She looked out at the horizon, where the last sliver of sun was sinking behind the pine trees.
“He’s got to be,” she said. “We all got to be.”
She eased herself down into the rocking chair, the glass of grass wine in her hand, the other resting again on her belly.
“This ain’t strong,” she said, half to Neyrah, half to the night. “Enough to soften the sorrow. I drank it with my mama when I was carrying you. 
Neyrah blinked, her arms loosening slightly. Bella Rose didn’t look at her.
Inside, the house was quiet. The air smelled of old wood and lavender, the kind Mama kept tucked in jars above the sink. She poured the grass wine into a plastic cup, the liquid pale and golden, sunlight caught in a bottle. She set it on the table and waited.
Cordell fell asleep with the TV watching him, one hand resting on the remote, the other tucked past his belt, an old habit, more about comfort than anything else. He’d eaten the food without a word. No thank you. No nod to Bear.  He eft a few pieces of meat on the plate, as if it wasn’t good enough, and plopped his big belly on the sofa. Didn’t even clear his dish or put it in the sink.  The TV guide lay open on his chest, pages fluttering with each shift of the fan.
He muttered, “That boy done lost his mind over some damn woman…”
Bear came in before eight o’clock, his eyes red, his shoulders heavy. He didn’t say a word. He sat down, picked up the glass, and drank.
Bella Rose watched him, her heart aching in places she hadn’t felt in years. She knew sorrow. She knew what it meant to love someone who couldn’t stay.
Some said they were kin. Others said it was worse.
But she knew—morning always came, no matter how long the night.
So she sat with him, in silence. The cassette had long stopped playing in the car, but its echo still lingered in the quiet. The house held them both—a prayer waiting to be answered.
“Neyrah, get in here and take your bath. Keiron and Katrina are asleep. You are always in grown folks’ business.”
“But Mydiw, I hadn’t seen Beaw in months. He’s weawwy sad. He cwyed, and he was just sittin’ in his caw.”
Mydir said, “Well, Mama will figure it out with him.”
“Mydiw, I wish I was smawt like you.”
Mydir said, “I’m intelligent. Smart is knowing what to say. Intelligence is knowing when to say it. There’s a difference.
Besides, you’re smart—you may not know it yet. You’re too busy telling stories about Hanks and stuff… you want to see that mess.”
“I don’t!” Neyrah shouted. “They want to see me!”
“I can’t wait to go to first gwade just like you, Mydir.”
“First you got to go to kindergarten.”
“What am I going to leawn in kindewgawten?”
“Well, since y’all are learning the ABC song in preschool, y’all will learn the ABCs and learn how to read and write words.”
“Wow, I can’t wait!
“It won’t be like the First Preschool for the Gifted and Talented.”
“You will be learning real stuff, not make-believe.”
Neyrah looked at Mydir as if she’d taken her toy out of the Cracker Jack box.
“What, you mean we don’t learn how to go into the Inbetween in kindergarten? That’s what they are teaching you at that school…”
“I’m gonna tell Mama…”
“Mama awweady knows, and she won’t cawe—’cause fwee is fwee. She gets a bweak fwom me and Katwina duwin’ the day.”
“Now dry yourself off and put on your gown and let’s get to the room before Cordell wakes up.”
Mydir, knowing how Neyrah loved to lie, didn’t think Mama would send her to a crazy preschool.
But Neyrah was right about one thing, Mydir thought.
She does need a break from Neyrah and Katrina fighting all the time.
For this reason, she let sleeping dogs lie.
The bathwater sloshed as Neyrah stood up, her little feet squeaking against the foot tub.
She wrapped the towel around herself snug, chin high, eyes wide.
“I’m gonna be intelligent like you, Mydiw. I’m gonna learn weal stuff.”
Mydir didn’t answer. She handed Neyrah the gown and turned toward the hallway.
The house was quiet except for the thrum of the fridge and the wind slipping through the cracks.
Cordell snored from the couch, one arm flung over his head, the TV still glowing.
Mama’s voice floated in from the porch, low and steady, talking to Bear.
Neyrah paused at the doorway, listening.
“I think Bear is gonna be okay,” she whispered.
Mydir looked back at her, eyes soft.
“Maybe. But Mama’s the one who knows how to fix things.”
They walked down the hall together, shadows stretching behind them.
The night held its tongue.
chapter 20 VOICES CALLING	

By morning Mama was puttin' on the full-court press when it came to tryin' to figure out Bear’s “woman.”
The grief hadn’t left the house. It changed shape.
Now it wore questions. Wore lite bread. Wore the scent of bear meat sizzling in the pan.
She'd ask, “What does she look like? Does she have all of her teeth? Does her family have money? What color is her skin?”
And he'd say, “Mind your business.”
She gave him a swift slap upside his head.
Cordell yelled from the front room, in his usual position watching' reruns of The Price Is Right. He loved to gawk at the half-naked women, Mama would say.
"Don't talk that way to your mama, boy."
He and Bear weren't the best of friends. We weren't raised the way he was, greedy, lazy, and inappropriate. The Marigolds and the Abners practiced proper etiquette even in the Woodlands… away from any formal civilization.
Big Mama Rose used to say if you don’t know how to act at home, you won’t know how to act in public, Mama would recount.
"Y'all ain't gonna shame me in front of those white folks."
Bear's almond eyes glared at Cordell, and his look said a thousand words… probably something along the lines of, I wish you would. Bear was tough; he drank testosterone for breakfast, and he smelled of it, Mama would say—as funky as could be… but she loved him.
"He don't know I'm playing', Mama?" Bear said, barely above a whisper. "He just trying' to show out, I guess, for those half-naked women on the TV. Actin' as if he is in charge because he works for his dad. I can’t wait till Samuel gets home on leave… we gonna beat his ass for shoving' you into the heater."
Mama said, "I ain’t having' none of it. Whether you know it or not, when you are on your hunting spells, it's nice to feel protected around here… since Mr. Kyle."
Bear leaned back, voice low. “Well, Mama, you shouldn’t have been beggin’ for rides… you know men. Ass or gas.”
Mama slapped him upside the head.
“What’s wrong with you usin’ that language in front of me?”
Bear rubbed his scalp, eyes steady. “I only said ‘beat his ass,’ and you didn’t say one word…”
Mama sniffed. “Well, in this context, it sound sounds nasty. And we don’t do nasty.
She leaned in, voice quieter. “For real… tell me about her, Bear.”
Bear looked off into the distance, a crooked smile forming' on his face, soft as a Sunday drizzle, quiet as a hymn.
Said she had long dark hair, her skin the color of sun-warmed clay.
"Boy, you sound like you are talking about Pocahontas or something'."
He said, "Well, she is a little bigger than Pocahontas, and she is a little healthier version of you."
"So you saying' she could lose about 20 pounds?"
Bear said, "More like 50…"
I guess it was a commercial, because Cordell was listening'. He said:
"50 lbs? Gollll-lee! So, you need them with a lot of meat on their bones."
"Mama, if you don’t…"
"Bear, let's go outside."

As they walked outside, Neyrah followed them. She was good at being' unseen…
Mydir gave her the side-eye, a look that said, “…being' nosey.”
Mydir got eye contact with Neyrah for a fleeting second and pointed to a picture on the wall of a man with his nose wrapped up in Band-Aids that said:
"Lord, I pray I can keep my nose out of other folks’ business."
Neyrah stuck out her tongue at Mydir, before slipping out of the house with Bear and Bella Rose. She hated how Mydir was always trying to tell her how to behave.
Mydir, Keiron, and Katrina were still eating' breakfast. The bear meat wasn’t as sweet and juicy as the night before in the bear sausage and egg sammich, smothered with real mayonnaise instead of what Neyrah preferred.  The deliciously sweet taste of Miracle Whip. She also hated lite bread, the rough edges. So she gave her sandwich to Keiron, and he savored every bite.
Much to Katrina’s annoyance, since she loved to sleep, she arrived at the breakfast table late. She told Neyrah since she didn’t give her the sammich, she was gonna tell on her for stealing the little red ambulance from The First Gifted and Talented Preschool. She was a bit angry because Neyrah usually gave Katrina the crumbs on her plate, and she loved the bread crusts Neyrah tossed away.
The conversation between Mama and Bear got all hushed all of a sudden. Seeing' Neyrah’s presence, Mama shooed her away.
As she passed Bear, he gave her a wink. "Don’t let Mama catch you spinning' too wild." It was the kind of thing he said when he was looking out for her, even if he pretended not to care.
That’s when Neyrah decided to spin around in the yard while she waited for Katrina and Keiron to finish their breakfast.
Neyrah, spinning in the yard after she’d stolen the red fire truck from daycare, learned how to enter the InBetween. She imagined herself and Katrina right in it.
Big Mama Rose used to say, "Spin too long, and you’ll slip through the veil." Neyrah didn’t know what veil she meant, but the wind always felt different when she turned fast.
She spun. And spun. And spun.
She was spinning through bloodlines—sacred ones. The kind that whispers when the wind catches right.
The world spun. A dizzying kaleidoscope of green grass and blue sky.
Neyrah, turning around in the yard, experienced a sudden, overwhelming disorientation, as if the ground beneath her feet had become untethered.
Her breath came short. Her feet forgot the ground.
The wind whispered in a language she didn’t know.
Dizziness gave way to a profound psychic disturbance, a clash between her internal frequency and the world around her.
A low hum rose from the earth, a voice without words, speaking through vibration and silence.  This unsettling sensation was a mystical signal (an early manifestation of her unique gifts), hinting at a deeper connection to the InBetween, a realm where destiny recalibrated and guidance manifested.
All of a sudden, she became nauseated. She fell to the ground, and the little red ambulance tumbled from her pocket.
Bear and Mama looked over.
Mama said, "Get up from there."
Bear said, "Mama, she is puking—what's wrong with her?"
No one knew Neyrah had entered the InBetween. Not even Katrina, her protector.

She was being' chastised by a faceless voice for stealing the little red ambulance. She was warned to give it back because it will be needed to spare a life that might leave too soon. The voice explained: the preschool was a portal to the InBetween, and any infraction there carried dire consequences in the real world. She was told to make haste and give the little red ambulance back immediately. Bear would be in need of its services soon. Really soon.
She was out for hours. Or what passed for hours in the InBetween.
She awakened to Bear standing in their room. He placed her onto the bed, forgetting she was not allowed to sleep on the bed. She reminded him that it was Cordell's rule, but Mama was the enforcer too. He said, "You haven’t stopped peeing' in the bed yet, and you are almost five."
She dozed off to sleep, to awaken the next day on the floor in time to hear her mother and her number one, Mydir, scurrying to get them ready for school.
Bishop Rankin called her straight into his office before breakfast. She was glad they were having' oatmeal and bananas because her stomach still wasn’t sitting' right. Neyrah sat still, her feet not touching the floor, her stomach churning
In the InBetween, she dreamt there were trades all the time—for beings whose bodies could handle illnesses, or weren’t old enough to handle illnesses. She told Bishop Rankin of stealing' the ambulance.  She was in the InBetween because she was spinning' around in the yard, and they were telling' me this is a portal, and I need to give the ambulance back really fast… or someone, and all I could see was Bear…
He said, "Give it to me now. Give me the ambulance." She reached into her pocket, and she saw Bishop Rankin's hand shimmer for a second, and he disappeared for no more than a minute without the ambulance. When he got back, he said:
"We got it to where it needed to be just in time. Neyrah, your sickness could have killed you. You were brought into the InBetween to heal. The bear meat you ate was not cooked all the way, and you caught a foodborne illness called trichinosis. I did some bargaining on your behalf, but it's going to come with a price…"
Price, Neyrah pondered. What would a girl less than five years old have that’s worth anything?
The InBetween knew Bear was her favorite, and the price was him being' taken too soon. But Bella Rose and Big Mama Rose intervened on his behalf in the dreamworld layer of the InBetween, and in the natural, he did get really sick—but he got meningitis… and that was a story in and of itself.
When Neyrah and Katrina got home… they were still singing' the song Mrs. Rankin was singing' on the church bus:
"Swing Low, Sweet Chariot… Coming' forth to carry me home."
Mama was in the doorway with her pocketbook all disheveled and eyes wide shut, saying', "When and where did y'all hear that song?" Katrina said, "At preschool…" Mama said, "Don’t sing it tonight or for the next few days. Bear is in the hospital; they think he has meningitis."
And that’s when Neyrah knew… the price: her favorite brother… her Bear.
The weight of the InBetween settled heavy on Neyrah’s small shoulders. The secret of the stolen ambulance and hushed warnings of impending doom were a fraction of it. What gripped her was the knowing, the unsettling awareness the world shimmered at its edges, thinner and less solid than everyone else believed. Most adults, with their firm pronouncements and predictable routines, remained blissfully ignorant of those liminal spaces, where reality thins and the unseen presses close.
She watched Mama, her face etched with worry as she paced the creaky hardwood floor, pieces of linoleum scattered here and there—forgotten prayers left behind in haste. Mama, who could silence a room through a single glare and soothe a crying baby by gently humming, was now a whirlwind of anxiety, muttering prayers under her breath as if trying to stitch the world back together word by word.

Cordell, usually glued to the television, was uncharacteristically quiet, his eyes darting nervously toward the front door as if expecting bad news to arrive knocking Even Mydir, the ever-present shadow, seemed subdued—her usual sharp tongue replaced by a soft, almost mournful silence. Only Katrina, lost in her own world of make-believe and bread crusts, remained untouched by the growing unease, her innocent obliviousness a stark contrast to the heavy atmosphere permeating the house.
Neyrah was struck by a pang of guilt, a sharp stab of responsibility that belied her tender age. She knew, with a certainty that defied logic, Bear’s illness was connected to her transgression—a cosmic consequence of her childish theft. The InBetween had made it clear: actions had repercussions, and even the smallest infraction could ripple outward, disrupting the delicate balance of the world.
That night, sleep offered no escape. The InBetween beckoned, pulling Neyrah into its swirling depths. This time, it wasn’t a chaotic jumble of colors and sensations, but an austere, desolate landscape. Twisted trees clawed at the sky, their branches bare and skeletal. The air was thick under a chilling mist, a shroud that clung to her skin.
A figure emerged from the fog, its form shifting and indistinct. It was Big Mama Rose, her presence both comforting and terrifying. Her eyes, usually twinkling radiating warmth and wisdom, were now filled carrying a profound sadness.
“Neyrah Savannah,” she said, her voice a low, mournful murmur. “You have opened a door that should have remained closed. The InBetween is a powerful force, a place of both healing and destruction. You must learn to respect its boundaries, to understand the consequences of your actions.”

Chapter 21 THE PRICE OF THE INBETWEEN

Where the veil thins, and the debt begins to speak.
The Shadow’s Claim
She gestured toward a distant figure, barely visible through the mist.
Bear lay on a makeshift cot, his face pale and drawn.
A dark shadow hovered over him, tendrils reaching, claiming.
Big Mama Rose’s voice thundered steady:
“The price has been demanded.
But there is still hope.
The scales can be balanced.
The debt can be repaid.
But it will require sacrifice—a willingness to give up the most precious.
Neyrah’s heart thundered in her chest.
The InBetween wanted Bear.
And it was up to her to answer.
The Morning Current
The next morning, Neyrah awoke experience a strange sensation—
a restless current flowing beneath her skin, seeded by the night’s descent.
The dream remained vivid:
Bella Rose, translucent and gray, sat on a rock, glowing softly from her stomach,
her words tender, woven reminiscent of lullabies.
Big Mama Rose stood nearby in full battle dress—
white hair flowing, eyes flashing lightning.
They were aware of Neyrah’s presence, although they could not see her;
she existed on a different plane, caught between dream and waking.
Her illness had pulled her into the healing realm.
Because she was sick, she was spared.
The Theft and the Seed
But why was she spared, when she had caused the infraction?
Before six years old, each act plants seeds across lifetimes.

She had stolen an ambulance, a vehicle meant for healing, from the portal.
When the tainted meat touched her, her vibration sank low.
Yet, she survived.

The Seven Realms
Within the InBetween, there is no skin color—pure energy.
No hierarchy—pure flow.
Neyrah saw the seven realms, each a frequency shaped by memory and inheritance:
· The Return Realm: multidimensionality, paradox
· The Crystal Clarity Realm: earned wisdom
· The Dreaming Realm: imprinting, reflection, memory
· The Healing Realm: cellular healing, aura stabilization
· The Igneous Suspension Realm: ambiguity, crossroads
· The Metamorphic Disruption Realm: volatility, survival
· The Obsidian Descent Realm: absorption, protection, gestation
Bear was caught in the Return Realm—
his soul a vessel of all frequencies.
If he returned, he might leave behind what made him human.
The balance was fragile, touch and go.
The Marking and the Anchor
Big Mama Rose was gone from the InBetween, but Mama remained—
etching a name into the rock:
Amaya — A Mother Always Your Anchor.
Because it is by choice that we navigate the InBetween.
Every offering echo beyond the veil.
And the debt remains unpaid.

Coda: THE ECHO AND THE MARKING

[bookmark: _Hlk206045230]They pushed her out of bed again, forcing her to sleep on the floor.  Luckily, without the foot to the face this time. She thought that because everyone seemed to fall asleep so quickly, she might penetrate the elusive comfort of sleep’s solidarity: the warmth, the unity of spirit, the safety in numbers, the protection of the collection. But she should have known: Katrina was always out for herself when it came to sleep. Get between her and a pillow, and you’d see her in full battle dress form.
Katrina was thicker than a snicker and muscular, standing over seven feet tall with the roar of a lion and the instincts of a puma. Her hair was wavy purple with a single white streak down the middle, a trait shared by all the protector veils. She didn’t yet possess the ability to enter the InBetween willingly; she had to be summoned. Her skin glowed with the Cherokee red of Bella Rose’s bloodline, and her eyes echoed the slant passed down through generations.
The Cherokee skin, the towering seven-foot frame, thick with ancestral muscle, marked by purple waves streaked with white. Specks of white dusted her face from the bridge of her nose to the part in her hair.
Neyrah, in her own battle-ready form, was a mere six feet tall. Muscular, yes, but with a leaner build. Her hair was orange and coily, threaded with white streaks throughout. Her legs were longer, her muscles more elongated, and her skin shimmered with a deep golden bronze.
Oh yeah, they were mean about ridding themselves of Neyrah’s vulnerability. It was a nasty kind of mean. The sleep-mumbling, the twitching, the shoving and pushing—sleep position was sacred. And sleep itself was spiritual.
They were always like this when the blankets got wet. And they were wet. Always were, when that dream came back.
The one where a darkness chased her barefoot through the garden maze, dusk-colored hands reaching.
She didn’t cry. Not this time.  She blinked fast and slipped off the bed as if it didn’t matter. 
The warmth of the covers, a fleeting comfort, was always out of reach. Neyrah, pushed to the far edge of the bed, shivered in the cold, her lanky body relegated to the periphery. The damp sheets, a constant source of shame, were a physical manifestation of her "interloper identity," her perpetual feeling of being an outsider.
But the bedwetting was more than a childhood affliction; it was a physical signal of spiritual sensitivity, a porous boundary between waking and sleeping, a constant reminder of her unique connection to the InBetween realm, where dreams and reality blurred.
The floor was cold. Her toes curled against it, her nightgown damp against her legs. She padded to the other corner of the room, where the shadows whispered. 
That’s when she heard it.
A creak.
Something opening—uninvited.
She turned toward the closet. The slats in the door angled sharp, jagged. A shape contorted behind them—slow, deliberate. Her breath caught halfway to her lungs and stayed there.
She wasn't supposed to believe in the Nothing. That’s what Mydir always said. The Nothing wasn’t real, but rather stories told when adults didn’t want to explain harder truths. But this one?
It was real.
She could hear its breath scrape the inside of the door. Could feel it thinking about her with eyes that hadn’t blinked since she was born. It didn’t need to growl for her to feel the rumble in her chest. 
She remembered Mama once whispered that monsters don’t break in. They crawl out of old places, deep, dark, dusty places.
She backed toward the wall, pressing her hands flat against the paint, wishing she could sink into it. Her brother muttered in his sleep, limbs flung wide and safe. He never saw it. It never wanted him.
It chose her, and maybe Katrina.


Because she knew. She’d seen too much in dreams. Too many garden rows turned inside out. Too many crow feathers stuck in places they shouldn’t be.
The closet door moved again.
A sliver of light hit a shiny belt, watch, tooth? And she bit her lip to stay silent. The pain grounded her. Reminded her of the ritual. Five seconds in. Hold. Five seconds out.
She whispered under her breath:
I see you. You don’t get to take me. Not this time.
As she lay there on the floor, the closet door, a familiar gateway to the unseen, creaked open once more, revealing the grey-eyed Nothing.  But now, in this phase of escalating chaos and burgeoning spiritual moments, its presence held a different weight. It was no longer a childhood fear, but an evolving sentinel, its silent watch a constant reminder of the deeper truths that were beginning to surface.
Its gaze, unwavering and unsettling, seemed to pierce through the thin veil of reality, guiding Neyrah towards a profound understanding of her own forming identity and the mystical forces at play in her world.
“Mama, Mama, the Nothing is back—the Nothing is back…” Neyrah screamed from the floor.
Mydir jumped into action. Not to confront, but to contain. She knew exactly what to do. “Neyrah, Neyrah, shut that mess up. Mama ain’t got time for that mess this morning. You know she hasn’t been herself—and she’s not feeling too well.”
It was 3:22 in the morning, and this time it was more.
It was the Nothing.
Neyrah had been so caught up worrying about the Hanks, she’d forgotten about the Nothing. Or the Not Here.
She whispered to Mydir, voice trembling:
“But I saw Mama in there. And the Nothing—or the Not Here—was standing right behind her, as she was writing a word on a stone. She was writing AM.
I only remember seeing two letters. She was playing a game—the one you play at school…”
Mydir squinted. “Chess?”
“Yes. Chess. She had two ponies, and she told both of them:
A knight should always protect his queen.
Then she took the Mama and the Daddy pieces. She laid the Mama in front of the Daddy, with the two knights behind her—and the Daddy in front.”
Mydir rubbed her temples. “So Bella Rose, Mama, is the queen. She’s in enemy territory—Cordell Outlaw’s house. And the king, the father, is tucked away somewhere safe. Out of sight. So, the Veils stay hidden.”
She glanced at Neyrah. “Bear and Samuel are the knights,” she said.  
 “Mydir stared at her for a long moment, eyes half-lidded. A sigh slipped out.”  She paused, her voice softening for a breath. Slowly the wall came back.
Mydir mouthed the words before thrusting her head back onto the pillow. “Do you hear yourself, Neyrah? The Nothing the Not Here what? You’re not making any sense. Take it back to the InBetween. Or don’t. But Samuel’s coming in two or three days, and Bear’s not ready. This is not about you.”
· 
[bookmark: _Hlk213401675]Neyrah remembered…
Many times, in the dead of night, Neyrah would seek out her mama and Cordell Outlaw, but instead she was met with harsh words:
“Get the hell out of here!”

The door would slam shut, leaving her to curl up on the floor, the bathroom light a lonely beacon in the darkness.
The cold, hard linoleum tiles became her bed.
They crept into her bones, settled in her joints, made her fingers stiff and pale. The bathroom wasn’t chosen—it was assigned. A geography of rejection etched into her body, tile by tile, night by night. Each slammed door wasn’t just noise—it was instruction. This was her training ground.
She stopped asking. Stopped knocking. The bathroom became her altar. The cold tile, her initiation. Each night, she lay there to prepare. Her body absorbed lessons words couldn’t deliver: how to stay, how to endure, how to exist in the space between belonging and exile.
Cordell’s voice cut through the walls—sharp, intentional. Every command landed as a blow. Every silence carried judgment. He punished Neyrah with precision, shaping her into a smaller and quieter version of herself. He taught her how to vanish, how to survive unseen. He didn’t lose control. He enforced it.
She considered asking Bella Rose if she could sleep with them…. but the grey-eyed presence lingered. Neither comforting nor cruel. It watched with a stillness that carried deep, unspoken understanding. Its gaze wrapped around her, quiet and complete. It absorbed each moment as Neyrah’s survival unfolded across the cold tile. At last, it stepped beyond observation—becoming a keeper of truths too profound for childish understanding.
The light above flickered in rhythm, deliberate and steady.
Neyrah couldn’t read its pattern, but she felt its gaze.
The walls held their breath.
The light stuttered.
Something was preparing to break, within Neyrah, and in the sinews of their shared reality. A subtle unravelling had begun: a single thread tugged from the tapestry, threatening to dismantle the entire intricate design. The air throbbed with discord, a prelude to a storm only she could sense. The house felt like a fragile shell, vulnerable to unseen forces.
Neyrah, steeped in the ritual of survival, held steady as a tremor ran beneath her skin. She recognized the rhythm. It was the same dance with darkness; a pact forged in necessity. Each creak of the floorboards, each rustle of leaves outside the window, echoed the fragility of their existence. She lay on the cold, unforgiving tile of the bathroom floor, the chill seeping into her bones, anchoring her against the chaos within. The linoleum pressed smooth against her cheek as she drifted, or perhaps descended, into sleep’s elusive grip. Rest never came fully; it was a tactical withdrawal, a moment to gather strength for the battles ahead.
Neyrah started to dream, or rather, the dreams seized her, triggered by the insistent, digital prodding of the clock: first 3:22, next 4:22, after that 5:22. She didn’t know what the numbers meant—not yet. But they pulsed with intention—coordinates whispered through time, felt in her chest rather than her mind.
Each click was a key turning in a lock, opening doors to realms beyond waking. She started to move between worlds, a reluctant traveler on currents she barely understood, yet navigated with an instinct honed by years of practice. The bathroom faded, the cold receded, replaced by the shifting landscapes of her subconscious.
Dream 1: The Reading of the Strands
She saw Mama, older somehow, and etched with a weariness that defied her age, part her hair down the middle. Not on the sides this time, in order to expose the stark white hair that had begun to dominate her scalp. A thick sweetness hung in the air, the kind that clings to overripe fruit a moment before it collapses into decay. The air crackled with unspoken tension. She was pulling pieces of hair out from her head, specifically the white hair, each strand a tiny filament of pain.
She was saying that she needed to read them, that they held the answers, the warnings, the path forward. Her voice was a dry whisper, barely audible above the frantic thumping of Neyrah's heart. She would place each hair onto a black tablecloth, a square of velvet that seemed to absorb the light, rendering the room even darker. The cloth was worn, its nap rubbed smooth in places, hinting at countless readings, countless attempts to decipher the cryptic messages woven into their lives. The white strands, stark against the black, formed patterns—symbols that shifted and writhed, alive with motion.  Words, she said, but words in a language only she could understand.
She brought all the children into the room, their faces a mixture of fear and curiosity. "Do you see?" she asked, her eyes pleading, desperate for confirmation. But no one could read the words, the secrets etched in the fragile strands.
 Katrina hadn’t learned her letters yet, her small face screwed up in concentration, trying to decipher the shapes. She would have been able to read it, Neyrah knew, she had the gift, but once they told her that she couldn’t read until she learned her letters, she believed them, the power of words, a self-imposed blindness. Mydir couldn’t see into the InBetween because she didn’t want to, her eyes averted, her body rigid with resistance. Keiron looked dazed and confused, lost in his own world, his thoughts tangled and incoherent. Because of his stuttering, the words escaped him, trapped behind the barrier of his broken speech.
 Also, Keiron really didn’t care at that point in his being, his spirit already weary, resigned to the chaos around him. Neyrah was the one who cared most, who desperately wanted to know, but she misunderstood with her form of dyslexia that caused her to put "not" into sentences, twisting the meaning, obscuring the truth. It caused her to read "NOT Mothers," a denial, a rejection of the very source of their being. Before she could finish, before the full weight of Neyrah’s misinterpretation could settle, Cordell flung open the door, his face contorted with anger, and drug Bella Rose by the hand, his grip brutal, possessive. "Really, Bella?" he sneered, his voice dripping with sarcasm, shattering the fragile atmosphere of the reading.
Dream 2: Brokenness in Unison
In the corner, she saw again Mydir, Keiron, Katrina, and herself alone on a sofa in a dark house. The curtains were closed, heavy velvet drapes that blocked out all light, all hope. The air was thick with the smell of dust and decay, a suffocating blanket that pressed down on them. They were moving their heads back and forth in unison, a slow, rhythmic swaying, a physical manifestation of their shared brokenness. It was a dance of despair, a silent lament for all that they had lost…they’d just witnessed their mother being whisked away in the dead of night.
Dream 3: The Return Flow Realm
She saw someone whose spirit spoke to her as Savannah Rose, a name that resonated deep within her soul, a forgotten echo of her true self. She was chastising someone who looked a lot like Mama—older, maybe same age, someone who’d given up on life, her eyes hollow, her spirit extinguished. She was sprawled on a sofa, a grotesque parody of comfort, watching a big, huge screen with people radiating from it, their images flickering and distorted. They were so real that she even spoke to it, engaging in one-sided conversations with the phantoms on the screen, seeking solace in their artificial presence. It was a pathetic, desperate attempt to fill the void within her. She remembered the lady with white hair saying, "Get up, they are tracking you," her voice sharp, urgent, cutting through the fog of despair. 
The poor, pitiful lady looked around as if she were seeing someone, her eyes darting nervously, her body trembling. "Who?" she muttered, her voice barely a whisper. Suddenly, the white-haired lady said, "They are tracking you in your mind. Think of sunshine and rainbows, you reek of heartache," her words laced with both pity and warning. Neyrah was enjoying this realm of the InBetween, which was the Return Flow Realm where souls become conduits of all frequencies, a place of boundless energy and infinite possibilities. She could eat the whole Cracker Jack box in one smack, the sugary sweetness exploding on her tongue, a fleeting moment of pure, unadulterated pleasure.
All of a sudden, the gray-haired lady, resembling Big Mama Rose in full battle dress, her face grim, her eyes blazing with righteous fury, said, “Shhh,” her voice a low, menacing growl that sent shivers down Neyrah's spine.
At that moment she turned to Neyrah’s direction, her gaze piercing, accusatory, and said, “Someone is here that can erase our very fabric of reality. There is an interloper here,” her words heavy with dread. She looked dead at Neyrah, her eyes locking onto hers, and Neyrah gasped on the cold bathroom floor, the dream shattering around her.

Awakening: The Weight of Evidence
Neyrah bolted up at 6:22 a.m., her heart pounding, her breath coming in ragged gasps.
It was a Saturday morning, and everyone was still asleep, oblivious to the battles raging in the unseen realms. She stared at the “evidence,” the soiled clothes, the remnants of her journey, and decided that she didn’t have the energy to wash them in the sink, not today. The weight of the dreams, the weight of the responsibility, pressed down on her, threatening to crush her. So, she threw them in a plastic bag, sealing away the secrets, the fears, the unknown threats. 
When she got back into the room, she found some fresh clothes, clean and comforting against her skin, and lay down at the foot of the bed, seeking solace in the familiar presence of her siblings. She drifted between waking and sleep, the edges of reality blurring, dreams still clinging to her as shadows do—quiet, persistent.
Crystal Clarity Realm: The Stone of Tomorrow
As she drifted, she stumbled into the Crystal Clarity Realm, a place of pure, unadulterated truth, where the veils were lifted, and the future lay bare. And that’s where she saw that Bella Rose was inscribing the words "A Mothers Always Your Anchor" on the stone. She had no idea why Mama was writing this on the stone, what it meant, what it portended. It was the Stone of Tomorrow, a massive crystal slab that pulsed with an inner light, reflecting the hopes and fears of all who touched it. The words shimmered on the surface, etched in light, a promise, a warning, a plea.
The words dimmed, and soon began to fade. Neyrah reached for them, not with her hands but with her breath, trying to memorize the light before it vanished. She experienced herself being pulled—first gently, later violently—back into the waking world.
And at 7:00 am, Mydir shook her awake, her face etched with concern. “Let’s go take care of the evidence,” she said, her voice urgent, her eyes darting nervously around the room. “We don’t have time for Cordell’s shenanigans today, Samuel is coming home on leave soon, and Mama has enough to deal with.” The weight of their responsibilities settled upon Neyrah, heavy and suffocating. Samuel's return, a beacon of hope, was also a source of anxiety.
 His presence would disrupt the delicate balance of their lives, forcing them to confront the truths they had so carefully concealed. And Mama, always at the center of their world, was unraveling, her spirit fading, her grip on reality loosening. 
In her dream, Neyrah had been called an interloper. The word stayed with her, unsettling and unresolved. She didn’t know what it meant, not yet, but its presence lingered, pressing against the edges of her thoughts. A tension was shifting. The battle for their reality had hardly begun, and she was no longer sure which side she belonged.
[bookmark: _Hlk212476515]Mydir closed the door to their little bedroom with a quiet finality. She turned to Neyrah and said, “Now it’s time for me and Mama to teach you how to cook breakfast.” Her voice carried the weight of tradition.
“After all, you’ll be five soon.”
Neyrah protested, “Wait—Keiron is already five. Why isn’t he learning how to cook?”
Mydir said, “Because Mama doesn’t want him to learn… something about a fox in the henhouse. I didn’t understand her.”
As they made their way into the kitchen, Neyrah overheard Cordell barking at Bear from the living room. “Ohhh, you want to steal cornflakes, do you? Well, you lucked out today. You get to eat the entire box.” His voice was sharp, performative. “Just because you had meningitis doesn’t mean you get to take whatever you want in here. I pay these damn bills, not you.”
Cordell believed he was delivering punishment. He insisted this was justice. But when everybody’s hungry, Cordell becomes a sadistic feeder—especially to the one person who shouldn’t be eating that much in the first place. He loves to feed people until they’re uncomfortable, until they’re sick, until they puke.
But not Bear.  Mama said that he must have a hole in his stomach or a worm to be able to eat so much and be so skinny.
Bear showed him. He ate each bite with intention, with defiance. He savored every spoonful of cornflakes that he added a half a cup of sugar, milk dripping from his chin, eyes locked on Cordell. And he loved it.
Bella Rose emerged from the forest, her presence quiet but commanding. Cordell turned, irritated. “Where did you come from, Bella? Don’t you need to be getting your rest?”
She looked at him with a gaze that could kill. She held her silence, letting it speak: You don’t care. You hate that I’m connected to the woods.
She turned to Bear. “Bear, baby… we’re expecting company this morning.”
“Who?” he asked, mid-bite.
“Someone by the name of Rosalita Guiterrez.”
“Mama, I ain’t messing with no married woman.”
“She’s not married, son.”
Bear’s eyes lit up. Milk dribbled from his mouth. “What did you do? Mama, what did you do?”
Bella Rose watched Bear savor each bite of cornflakes, his eyes locked on Cordell. She saw more than hunger; she saw heartbreak, defiance, and the quiet ache of a man who’d been denied love. That’s when she made her move. Mama brushed up on her chess skills.
The room missed it, but Neyrah didn’t. She glanced at Mydir, and for the first time, saw a spark in her eyes. A knowing. Soon enough it vanished into the chaos of a Saturday morning, more chaotic than usual. Company.  No one asked how mama knew she was coming over for breakfast.  How she knew that she wasn’t married or getting married to the dirty old man.
The full court press had worked. Not only did Bear get his woman, but the dirty old man met vigilante justice. Rosalita’s brother saw things in black and white, with no gray, and no in-between. He said he took one for the team, for the family, for the Guiterrez name.
Their father had wanted silence. The perpetrator spoke their native tongue, shared their heritage, and—most importantly—had money. That made him easier to ignore than being “acquainted” with Bear. It wasn’t about skin color, he said. It was about language. About blood.
After the filth met his day, Bear began learning Spanish. He wanted Rosalita’s father to know he heard what his soul was trying to say.
To this day, we think Mama had a hand in moving things in a way for justice to land. But no one can prove it.
All we knew was that Rosalita was coming to be formally introduced. Samuel, her firstborn, wasn’t nearly as serious as Bear when it came to love.
Mama had made a trade in the InBetween—playing chess with fate, offering a piece of herself because she’d heard Bear’s heart song. She knew what it meant to long for someone.
She wanted to right a wrong that had once broken her, and she believed love could be the answer.
Bear got his woman back through Mama’s intervention. How? By swapping Samuel’s relationship with his Army girlfriend for Bear’s beloved. The consequence Mama never foresaw: Samuel would never marry. Never have children.
Rosalita came to our house clearly pregnant. She was showing. Mama said, “She’s blooming.” Rosalita said Bear would give her his name and make an honest woman of her. She teared up. “Thank you.”
Mydir walked in, looked at Rosalita and Bella Rose, and said, “Humph.” With an inaudible huff, she walked out—glasses smudged, ponytails swinging.
Cordell was berating Keiron for stuttering. “You sound stupid,” he snapped, as Keiron came in from the back porch, wondering what all the fuss was about.
Cordell looked at Rosalita—amazed. Mama noticed. She got jealous. She didn’t want Cordell for love. She wanted his name. His shield. She needed him. There was a difference.
But when she saw the lust in his eyes for Bear’s woman, she knew what he was looking at: youth, skin, heritage. The pride in Rosalita’s enunciation. What had been stripped from the Black Cherokees, from the mulattos. The essence of her being. Mama’s heart wept.
Bella Rose was beautiful. In the Woodlands, the Abners and the Marigolds were teased for their Black Mexican look—long cold-black hair, deep-set eyes. Mama had the bowed legs that could bring a man to his knees. She never understood it, but it ran in the bloodline.
She would rub Mydir’s legs for hours with cocoa butter, trying to straighten them. She said that her girls are going to be known for their brains and not their bodies.  She succeeded, but at the cost of hyperextension. Mydir lost a full inch when she stood. It looked painful.
Rosalita quietly asked, barely above a whisper, “Mama Bella Rose, may I honor your family by preparing a meal?”
Bella Rose gave her the once-over, examining her intentions. She shot a look to Bear. His eyes pleaded: Please. She needs to feel welcomed. This is her way of sharing who she is.
Mama paused. Lowered her eyes. “Sí, señorita. Sí.”
Bear had been teaching Mama a few Spanish words. Rosalita needed to know that when she married Bear, she was marrying his family too.
She prepared a meal—fried tortillas, eggs, tomatoes, lemon juice, and her abuela’s salsa recipe. She presented the plate to Cordell, honoring his role as father. Bear hadn’t told her the backstory.
Bella Rose said nothing. She knew what Rosalita was doing. It wasn’t dirty. It was respect, the same kind of respect that had drawn Cordell to her in the first place. What his family name represented. And soon, Rosalita would carry that name too, much to Bear’s irritation.
As Katrina took a spoonful of eggs and fried tortilla, Rosalita smiled and said,
“Qué bonitas son sus niñas, señora Bella Rose.”
Bear laughed. “Keiron is a boy—he just has long and wavy hair.”
Rosalita’s eyes widened. “¡Ay, lo siento!” she said quickly, placing a hand over her heart. “I didn’t mean to offend. He’s beautiful, like his mama.”
Bella Rose nodded gracefully, implying that she understood.
As Keiron used the fried tortilla to sop up the little specks of juice from the salsa, there was a loud banging on the door.
Bella Rose, alarmed, stood up quickly. “Outlaw, get the doooo….”—she blurted out, her voice sharp with instinct.
Cordell swung into action. With his family’s lineage, he was well-versed in the scum of society. He didn’t go to the door first. He went to the bedroom. He retrieved his piece and held it behind his back, careful not to draw attention to his left hand. His voice was steady, cold.
“State your fucking business.”
Instead of a word, there was an even louder knock on the door. The stranger didn’t speak. All they heard was the cock of a pistol.
Samuel, hearing the familiar sound, retreated a step and said,
“Guess who.”
Bella Rose’s eyes widened. She knew that voice. No matter how grown he was, she recognized her child. Her voice cracked with urgency and joy.
“Stand down, stand down—it’s Sammy! It’s my baby Sammy!”
Bear seemed to snap out of his depression all of a sudden. His face lit up, and he yelled,
“Sammy is home! My big brother is home!”
In that moment, Bear was ten years old again, tagging behind Samuel through the fields of the Woodlands. Best brothers. No one could touch that bond.
Samuel stepped inside. He looked at Cordell as though he reeked of a scent that scorched his soul.
But he gave him respect—Cordell was the man of the family now, and he carried the name. Samuel spoke to him first.
“Cordell. Good morning.”
Cordell’s eyes crossed with frustration. He couldn’t show his manhood in front of Rosalita, not like he wanted to. He muttered a stiff “Hello,” and immediately slithered back to the bedroom to quickly put away his piece.
Samuel turned to Bella Rose and gave her the longest hug he’d ever given her. He loved his mama. But he loved his brother Bear even more.
Instead of a hug first, Bear and Samuel held out his hand.
“Give me some skin,” he said, grinning.
Samuel slapped his palm, then flipped it for the backhand. They added a shoulder bump and a quick punch to the arm.
The rest of the kids didn’t get it, but they didn’t need to. That was brotherhood.
Samuel looked around. He was astonished at how grown-up Mydir was acting, how big Keiron was getting. His eyes rested on Katrina too—baby girl was as cute as ever.
When he got to Neyrah, he didn’t say much of anything. She remembered that. It hurt.
She always felt like an outcast, even in homecomings. So, she retreated to the wall and watched from the corners.
Bear said to Samuel, “Come here. I want you to meet Rosalita—I told you about her.”
She was in the kitchen, washing dishes and putting them away amid all the commotion. She wanted to show Bella Rose that she had home training.
Rosalita turned around, her hand wet with bubbles, and saw Samuel’s blue eyes.
“No te pareces a Bear,” she said. “Tus ojos son azules.”
Bear interceded on her behalf but didn’t translate for Samuel or Bella Rose. Doing so would have been regarded as questioning his paternity, and they had enough of that.
Bear said, “Because we have Indian blood and white blood. When you see my grandmother and grandfather, you’ll understand.”
He didn’t translate. He knew better.
To Samuel and Bella Rose, he simply said, “She says hello Samuel, how are you?”
Samuel nodded, unsure. Bella Rose watched Bear’s face.
She knew a lie when she heard one.
She read his body language.
Bella Rose, Rosalita, and Mydir retreated to the kitchen. They put away the dishes and started on the supper plans. Keiron and Katrina went outside to play. Neyrah followed Bear and Samuel to the front porch.
Samuel leaned against the wall, watching the sun clear the trees over the 12:00 mark. He glanced back toward the kitchen, then turned to Bear and said quietly, “Rosalita’s pregnant.”
Samuel looked him in the eye.
“Is it yours?”
Bear didn’t lie to Samuel. Not under any circumstances. He took a breath and said what happened to Rosalita. That she was his girl. That she couldn’t help what happened.
Before Bear could finish, Samuel cut in.
“We ride at dusk.”
Bear stepped forward. “At ease,” he said. “We ain’t in Vietnam right now, bro.”
Samuel’s jaw tightened. Bear continued, “He suffered. By the hands of her brother. Those Gutierrez don’t play either.”
Samuel looked away, before looking back. “Well… raise him as your own. No one has to know. I got you, bro. If you need anything.”
He hesitated, “Do you have a ring?”
Bear shook his head.
Samuel reached into his pocket. “Well, the reason I’m coming home… I was going to propose to my girl.”
Bear blinked. “What? Did Mama know about her?”
Samuel shook his head. “No. I wanted to bring her on leave with me and tell Mama. But when I asked her to marry me, she laughed in my face.”
Bear stared at him. “What? Laughed, bro?”
Samuel nodded, a flicker of pain behind his eyes.
Bear leaned in. “Did y’all get down yet?”
Samuel’s face lit up. “Yes. Many, many, many times.” He had a spark in his eye that water couldn’t put out.
At once, he snapped back to reality. “She’s white. Her dad’s the battalion commander.”
Bear stepped back. “Sammy… you could’ve gotten killed. Mixing up with a white girl is one thing. But the base commander’s daughter? What were you thinking? And marriage? What’s wrong with you, bro?”
Samuel didn’t back down. “Bro, we’re as white as she is if you look at our family. We were bought and sold by our own family.”
Bear didn’t respond right away. The silence between them was loud.
Neyrah leaned in closer. She had that strange feeling again, as if she was shifting into the InBetween. But before she could settle into it, Samuel snapped her out of it.
“Why are you always nosing around in grown folks’ business? Get over here. I’m gonna beat—”
Bear grabbed Samuel’s hands. “She ain’t your child, Sammy. You don’t get to whoop nobody. Calm down.”
Samuel’s eyes were wild. He hadn’t been the same since he started jumping out of airplanes. He went from zero to sixty in five seconds over the smallest infraction.
Neyrah, realizing she was spared a whooping, decided to make a trade in the most valuable currency a person her age could hold: information.

She said, “Sammy, I wemembew the fiwe.”
Samuel’s eyes widened to the size of quarters. He couldn’t believe she couldn’t speak better than she did—but she remembered the traumatic fire from a year ago.
She continued, “I mostly wemembew Mama going back. Getting a memowial stone fwom undew the mattwess.”
Bear and Samuel exchanged glances. Neither had any idea what Neyrah was talking about.
They shooed her off to play with Katrina and Keiron, and she did.
Chapter 23 Company

[bookmark: _Hlk212476829]As the training session began, Katrina, ever the protector, led Neyrah over by the fence, near the bales of hay, assuming they were out of sight of the grownups. She leaned in and said quietly, “I heard you in your sleep last night, before you wet the bed.”
Neyrah looked down, her face flushed with heat. Katrina continued, “How is it that you’re still wetting the bed, but I don’t anymore?”
“I don’t know, Katrina. What do you think?” Neyrah asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Katrina didn’t hesitate. “I stopped wetting the bed because I could tell when I was peeing in my sleep.”
Neyrah’s eyes widened, round as quarters. “How?”
“Because I would get warm all of a sudden,” Katrina said plainly.
Neyrah paused, searching Katrina’s eyes, “I don’t get warm at all, I get cold when I’m nervous.  My hands and my toes turn white. How do you think I can get out of the InBetween?”
Katrina’s voice was clear, steady. “I also stopped wanting to go, for a while now Neyrah.”
[bookmark: _Hlk212391155]“So you’re saying I’m choosing to do this to myself? How do I get out of there without peeing everywhere? Can you help me?”
With all the wisdom of her soul, Katrina—standing seven feet tall in full battle dress—looked Neyrah in the eye and said, “Make no mistake. You and I are sisters, and I am your sworn protector. But we do not have the same journey. Our souls align, but there are places you have to go alone. I can only enter the InBetween to help you at your behest.”
Neyrah replied, “At my behest, enter the InBetween—at your will, and until such time as it is revoked.”
Katrina drew her sword. Neyrah followed, drawing hers. They began training.
To Samuel, it looked as if they were fighting. Everyone else seemed to tolerate it as long as they kept that mess outside. But when Samuel saw the intensity of it, he swooped down from the porch and began to chastise Neyrah. “You should know better,” he barked.
Katrina, unwavering in her role as Neyrah’s protector, picked up a rock and busted Samuel upside the head.
Samuel turned around, amused, as if struck by a spell. He picked Katrina up and started playing with her like she was a baby doll. Katrina looked down at Neyrah and said in her taunting voice, “You should be glad they think you’re ugly. This cute mess is getting on my nerves.”
Katrina wouldn’t embrace her cute factor, her beauty until she was much older.
Neyrah, alone in the hot Texas heat on a Saturday—with no First Gifted and Talented Preschool activities, no Bishop Rankin to speak life into her—settled for the next best thing: Keiron.
She and Keiron started playing with lizards, trying to see which one of them could catch one and make it show them “the money.” The money was the flap of skin located on the throat of certain lizards that they flash to attract mates.
As they tortured the poor green lizard, holding it upside down by the tail and chanting, “Show me the money, show me the money,” Neyrah asked Keiron, “Why don’t you talk to me anymore like you used to?”
Keiron shrugged. “How?”
“We used to communicate without saying a word,” Neyrah said.
Keiron looked confused. “I don’t remember doing that.”
Neyrah gave him a long look, rewinding the tape of time in her mind. This started when he began stuttering. He’d also been tossing and turning in his sleep for the past few months, waking up in a cold sweat.
She had to tell Katrina.  She pushed her way through the house to where Katrina was being gawked at by Bear’s woman and Samuel. They were astonished at how much Katrina and Mydir favored Bella Rose.
Neyrah had to communicate with Katrina the best way she could.
She said, “Tonight I’m going to try to beckon for you in the InBetween. I think I know why Keiron is stuttering, and I don’t think we have a lot of time.”
As Neyrah was communicating with Katrina, she saw a hank jump on Cordell. Bitter and bruised, he made a comment about Rosalita’s body—her skin, her accent. He wouldn’t stop. It was as if he was possessed.
Bear and Samuel had started day drinking as soon as Samuel arrived home.  By 4:00 pm, they were already a fifth of whisky deep, with vodka spirits chasing close behind. Poor Cordell Outlaw didn’t stand a chance.
Bear had written Samuel about Cordell pushing Mama into the heater. The knowledge of that, the spirits, the dishonoring of Bear’s woman, and the humiliation of Bella Rose —all of it drove Samuel and Bear to surrender to their primal instincts. The amygdala fired. The medulla obeyed.
They told Cordell they were tired of the disgrace he brought to their family. 
Rosalita, in her native tongue, started crying.
“Ay Dios mío, why does this keep happening to me? I do nothing. I no want this. I no want this.”
Samuel tore off his dress greens with the rage of the Incredible Hulk. He tossed his garrison hat on the floor. He had blood in his eyes. He was in full combat mode.
Bear was along for the ride. Every kick to the butt that Samuel gave Cordell, Bear followed with a punch to the face.
They knocked Cordell down. He tried to crawl to the bedroom to get his piece, and that enraged Samuel because he knew Cordell was going for a gun. He was, after all, being double-teamed by Veils.

Mydir grabbed us children and said, “Get in the bedroom. Underneath the bed.  Wait it out.”
We followed her leadership. Samuel and Bear dragged Cordell out the door. Rosalita locked herself in the bathroom. Mama screamed and held her stomach. She hobbled to the bedroom and beckoned for Mydir to come.
She said, “Mydir, pick up the blood on the floor. Very slowly. And give it to me.”
Mydir reached for the floor.
Mama said, “No. Get a sterile spoon. Get Katrina’s baby spoon—the spoon that was passed down from baby to baby in the family, only given to the firstborn female since the Rose bloodline.”
That’s what Mama went back into the fire to retrieve. Neyrah finally remembered.
When Bella Rose beckoned for Mydir, Neyrah followed right behind—in the shadows.
Mama said to Neyrah, “Go get your protector. Go get Katrina.”
Neyrah didn’t know Mama saw her.
Bella Rose said, “Of course I see you. I know you can shadow walk.”
What Neyrah didn’t know was that what she was doing was shadow walking. She didn’t think anyone saw her do this. And no one did—other than Mama and Big Mama Rose.
Bella Rose told Mydir to leave the room.
“I need to ignite the prayer of the Tres Unos.”
Mydir tried to object.
Bella Rose said, “I don’t have much time.”
During what Neyrah thought was a prayer, a shadow walked from the InBetween and said,
“Bella Rose, are you igniting the prayer of the unborn? The prayer of the Tres Unos?”
Bella Rose nodded her head in submission.
Katrina didn’t ask one question. But Neyrah had so many.
The shadow figure said:
“It takes a life to save a life.”
And retreated back into the shadows.
They held hands—Neyrah, Katrina, and Bella Rose—all in battle dress.
This was the first time Neyrah saw her mother’s wings.
They were folded around her belly, not for flight, but for protection. Shielding the sacred, and unborn, or perhaps returning.
Bella Rose looked at the girls. Her voice was steady, but her eyes held centuries.
She said, “Repeat after me.”
They nodded.
“When love calls, the soul must answer.”
Their voices echoed in unison.
“Knock on the door, and it shall be opened.”
The air shifted. The veil thinned.
“It takes a life to save a life—it is so.”
The final line hung heavy, a blade balanced on breath.

Bella Rose’s wings pulsed once, before settling. The ground beneath Neyrah recalibrated to a familiar melodic frequency resonating deep within her. Katrina weathered this moment. She had always known this moment would come.
Neyrah didn’t speak. She couldn’t. Her mouth was dry, her chest tight. The shift occurred in the room and profoundly within her. The veil had thinned, and in doing so, it had marked her. And somewhere, beyond the walls, the Nothing was listening."
Chapter 24 Retribution?
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