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Jack Rossi was taught a lesson when he was eight years old. His mom had been in the kitchen, rolling bread dough beneath her soft palms. He could tell she was angry about something.

“There is a difference between being nice and being kind,” she said, turning to him. “Being nice is about being polite. It gets the job done, clean and orderly. You are nice to people you don’t know in the store buying groceries, or to a kitten you find under a car in the winter. It is doing what you should, when you’re supposed to and how you’re supposed to, when the time is right.”

She brushed some flour off her forehead with the back of her hand. Jack grinned when it just added more to the flour that was already there. Mrs. Rossi smiled back and flicked some flour at Jack’s nose for the trouble.

“Anyway, being kind is different. Harder. It means doing what is best even when the cost is high. It’s saying something that hurt and hurt and hurt right now, so it wouldn’t have to hurt ever again.” She took the dough and tucked it into a bread tin, tapping at the edges to get it to settle in. “It’s pulling poison into your own mouth, through your teeth because you were sucking it from someone else’s wound.” She continued, “Because poison is cheap, and you can’t afford to watch a person die.”

Jack looked up at her and thought about what she’d just said. He felt very serious and very grown up hearing it.

“Always remember to be kind when the time is right, bunny,” she said, and kissed him on the forehead. “Anyone can be nice.”

The following nine years after that moment had been hard—but Jack hadn’t needed the lesson from that talk until tonight.

Now, here he was, standing in the woods with August staring back at him. August was furious; knuckles bloody, eyes red.

Jack’s cheek smarted from the blow he’d earned when August had asked Jack something important and Jack hadn’t understood quickly enough. The rejection had hurt August enough for him to share that pain on the side of Jack’s face.

August had never hit him before.

Jack thought about his mother’s words and knew that it was time to make a decision.

He could be nice and apologize. He knew what to say to make his best friend’s shoulders stop heaving, stop the angry tears glittering at the corners of August’s eyes. It was easy.

Or he could be kind, and taste August’s poison. Give him what he’d asked for.

The wind picked up speed and rattled some of the leaves from the trees nearby. They bent and swayed in the breeze like they were breathing in time with him. They might be. He couldn’t tell what was real anymore.

Things were much worse than Jack had let on. He had been dealing with hallucinations for weeks now—walking around seeing another world stitched over the real one. He’d broken down and told August about them when he couldn’t pretend they weren’t happening anymore when August was starting to notice that something was wrong. But he’d lied about their intensity. About how they were slowly covering his vision.

What Jack saw now, what August couldn’t see, was the ground blanketed in a thick tangle of vines that he knew weren’t there because he hadn’t been tripping on them. He heard the river rushing, but beyond August, there was only darkness. It was a thick nest of trees, growing so close together that he probably couldn’t fit between them if he’d tried.

The one thing Jack knew was that when he got emotional, the visions got worse, choking the real world from his sight. They would stay that way until he looked away and calmed down. Then, when he turned back, things would be regular again—more or less. But, the thing was … Jack was never sure that anything really would change back, and it felt like every time he might get stuck, that nothing real would ever return.

With his cheek burning and his heart racing, he couldn’t control it. The illusions were deep and he was stuck. Whatever was in the trees drenched him in terror, so Jack tried to keep his eyes on August. Out of the corner of his eye, Jack saw birds on every branch of every tree—crows maybe. Feathers and meat hung from their bones; they rotted where they stood, but their many eyes stayed bright as they watched August and Jack keenly. They rarely moved except to sharpen their beaks on the wood or to cock their heads to follow their movements. Their behavior was so strange and unbirdlike that it distracted him. He only looked away from August for a second, but when he turned back, his August was gone and standing in his place was something wearing August’s face.

This version of August was wrapped in handmade leather armor.
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