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			To Matthew Thompson, my husband, best friend, and greatest supporter

		

	
		
			Prologue

			
				“Angels were created from light;

				Jinn were created from a smokeless flame of fire.”

				—Sahih Muslim 2996

			

			Illuminated by the white moon, the crowd watched the execution taking place within the forest depths. Fire flickered around the couple tied to the stake, heating their skin—and very soon their bones. Despite the onlookers, the only sounds were those of the pair’s cries and wood crackling. The crowd witnessed the flames growing nearer to the boy and girl. The boy with hair akin to the lightness of the moon, and the girl with wild raven hair resembling the night sky. Each person observing their murder held an impassive expression—though this was not a moment they would forget. History was being made.

			The heat caught up with the couple until it was unbearable for them to scream any longer. The girl shut her eyes as the flames engulfed her, while the boy kept his wide open. It was the sight of her crumbling that killed him. Then he, too, gave in to the fire.

		

	
		
			1
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			I hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours. For once, this wasn’t a result of my sleep-paralysis-induced insomnia but instead jet lag. As I left the plane with my dad and my brother, Colorado heat greeted me. Perspiration gathered at the nape of my neck, my body not accustomed to actual summers, having lived in Yorkshire all my life, where Augusts were typically disappointing.

			During the ride from the airport to our new house, my brother, Ehsan, began an annoying game of counting how many pickup trucks he saw. After ten he stopped counting, while Dad chuckled that maybe his next car needed to be a truck. Ehsan then moved swiftly on to jabbing his finger against the car window each time he noticed a fast-food place we didn’t have in the UK, asking if we could go there one day, his voice becoming progressively more excited and higher pitched.

			Dad pandered to him, saying, “Why not?” He probably meant it, too. Dad spent most of his paycheck on Uber Eats. My sister, Azar, and I were the sole reason that Ehsan ate vegetables. We’d learned how to cook because while takeout was fun at first, our bodies started to physically crave nutrients. Azar and I bonded over how to make vegetables taste good to a nine-year-old and a middle-aged man with the taste buds of a nine-year-old.

			“I wish Azar could have come,” Ehsan said.

			“I know. Me too,” Dad said, looking at me in the rearview mirror. He’d trimmed his mustache right before we flew out, so it sat sharp atop his lip. “But she’s busy with summer work and readings for university, important stuff.”

			We both knew that wasn’t really it, but it was a nice excuse. Azar and my dad didn’t get along. There was nothing she’d detest more than to be stuck with him over an extended period in a city away from her friends. I shared her sentiments, but as I hadn’t left home yet for university, I had to go. Fortunately, it would only be for six weeks.

			As we pulled up to our new home, Dad said, “This will be good for us.” The house was modest, with a large porch wrapped around the front. “A fresh start.”

			“Yeah,” I mumbled, despite the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

			When Dad spoke of America, a glimmer of light returned to his eyes. I hadn’t seen it since Mum died, four years ago. “I always wished I’d held out to move to America, rather than just taking the first job offer I got abroad,” he had said with a sigh when he first told us about his new job as a software engineer for some tech company. He saw this as his second chance at happiness. Or maybe that he was righting past wrongs. Maybe he figured if he hadn’t moved to England, Mum wouldn’t have died.

			While initially I said I’d rather drink poison than move the summer before my friends and I went to different universities, I realized I had to be selfless for him. For his chance at happiness. That was why I said I didn’t mind if we crossed the Atlantic for his work. For me, this was only temporary; I was going to university in England in the fall, anyway. I could take a potentially solitary six weeks if it meant he would go back to normal. And besides, it could be an adventure. An extended summer holiday. Maybe.

			Not long after we entered the house, I told them I was going to lie down. In my new temporary bedroom, with the door shut, I breathed deeply. Air freshener, an artificial lavender scent from a bottle, lingered.

			In the quiet of this foreign room, it became real. I never would have thought I’d live in some random city in America. Somewhere my mum had never even visited, let alone lived in with us. Irritation spilt over inside me, and I punched the bed pillow. Once, twice, three times—and each time it bounced back, fluffy to a fault. Everything was out to get me—even inanimate objects taunted me.

			The landlord had provided us with the essentials we needed to get started, which explained why my bed had a matching lilac duvet cover and pillow, with a pink lamp on the bedside table. Pastel and sickly. The room was devoid of much else other than a small desk and chair and a dresser. All the furniture was white, with white floorboards.

			Back home, I had painted the walls a forest green with the help of my best friend, Nic. There were patchy parts in the corners that I covered with furniture. After I learned how to propagate my mum’s houseplants, greenery soon littered my room. Vines lined my windows, with monstera plants sprawling across my bookshelf. Temperamental peace lilies that required far too much attention grew quickly to my delight, and I had placed them on any surface I could find. My mum would have loved my room, loved how her plants had thrived under my watch. It was a point of pride keeping them alive and watching them grow. We couldn’t take her plants with us, so I gave my favorite ones to Nic. I knew she’d take good care of them. Following the advice of the real estate agent, my old bedroom had been professionally repainted “Magnolia,” and the thought that it would never look like mine again twisted inside me.

			It was better not to think about it. New beginnings weren’t a bad thing, I reminded myself. I was moving away for university— I wanted a change, so it wasn’t unreasonable for my dad to want the same.

			I just had to make the most of my time here. I had already saved vintage and thrift shops nearby on Google Maps. While studying for my exams, I had become somewhat addicted to videos of American fashion influencers going thrifting. Charity shops in the UK were not as big, didn’t have the same excitement and possibility as the warehouses in the US with all their treasures (and vintage Coach bags).

			I slung my backpack off my shoulders, my bones aching with fatigue. I pulled out my phone to reply to messages from Nic and Azar, and to tell them I’d landed. Nic sent screenshots of the weather in Hull compared to Denver. It was often raining in England, so at least I’d get some much-needed vitamin D this summer.

			I switched out of my airplane sweats and into my pajamas, ones that my mum had gotten me. I had worn them so much they had a small hole in the crotch. They were patterned with black cats, which wasn’t really my vibe, but she’d gotten a pair for each of us so we could match. When I wore them, I felt closer to her.

			For months after Mum died, Dad had left her clothes in her side of their wardrobe, untouched. When we were packing for the move, Azar came back from university, and we went through her things together, since our house back in Hull was being rented by another family. Her clothes still smelled faintly of her: sweet and smoky. Warm. Like the oud oil she dabbed on the back of her neck and wrists every day. We packed her belongings into boxes that went into storage, and though neither of us said it, I hoped by not interrupting them too much, her smell would always stay on them.

			I brought one of her cardigans with me in my carry-on. She’d owned a collection of cashmere knitwear in an array of autumnal colors. I retrieved it from my bag and stroked the soft texture. If I closed my eyes, I could imagine she was still here, and I was stroking her arm. I let myself have a moment before I put the cardigan down on top of my backpack.

			I closed the half-drawn curtains and then crawled into bed. I knew it was risky to sleep when I was emotional. Over the past few years, I had developed a rigid sleep schedule. I had to. I rarely ever skipped it, knowing the consequences of not doing so. But I was so tired, jet lag too strong for me to care in the moment.

			I was careless.

			As I slid into an almost unconscious state, I realized the extent of my mistake. Snakes appeared, twisting themselves around my throat, and then my wrists, pinning me in place.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Their bodies wrapped around my limbs, scales slithering across my bare skin. Their movements made me jerk—in my mind. In reality, my body didn’t even shiver. There was a disconnect between what I told my body to do and what it actually did. The snakes scraped against me, and it was futile to resist. Their hissing sharp. My heart finally reacted, pulse quickening as my palms became slick with sweat.

			I was paralyzed, stuck in a dangerous space between wake and sleep.

			I could see my new bedroom and the sunlight that leaked through the crack in the curtains. But I couldn’t move. A familiar panic rose in my throat. I coaxed myself to stay calm. This was not the first, second, or third time this had happened, and it likely would not be the last.

			My eyes swept across the room. It—he—whatever this hallucination was, stood blocking the door. He wore all black, a cloak shielding his face. I tried to remind myself that this was all in my head, that this was part of sleep paralysis. But calming myself was easier said than done.

			I always dreaded what came next.

			Plunged into darkness again, I was lured into sleep before being taken into another time. The moon shone high above me, casting an incandescent glow into the vast forest. That light, though, didn’t shine the brightest. No, there were flames all around me, the heat increasing with every passing second. The fire was catching quickly, impossibly so, growing closer to me. Through the flames, I saw the stoney faces of people watching on. They were neither pleased nor displeased, and despite my shrieks for help, their expressions were fixed. I knew this nightmare well, but that did not make it any less terrifying.

			Flames flickered wildly, the scent of burning wood thick and heavy in the air. Perspiration ran underneath my armpits and on my forehead. It was hot. Too hot. My heart hammered, aching. I needed to get out of here, but it was impossible. I was tied up. Soon, the smoke would suffocate me, hopefully before I felt the flames burning my skin.

			I knew exactly how this hellscape went.

			Or at least I thought I did.

			Turning my head to the left, though, for the first time I realized I was not alone at the stake. There was a boy around my age there, too. As soon as I saw him, I sensed familiarity. I leaned forward, against the ropes that were tying me down, only managing to move an inch. He was looking away from me, off into the distance, at the crowd before us. Sharp, cutting cheekbones, his nose crooked, with dark eyes framed by long black lashes. It was his hair, though, that struck me. It was golden, like a halo. Even with the ropes chafing my skin and a blaze around me, I couldn’t help but acknowledge that he was the most beautiful boy I had ever seen. That he was the kind of boy that artists would paint and make sculptures of. The idea that his beauty would be lost brought on a new wave of sadness, of anger.

			As though sensing my gaze, he turned to me. His large eyes devastated and almost pleading.

			“I’m sorry,” he mouthed before the smoke made its way to our lungs, robbing us of our breath.
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			I woke—truly, this time—to find Ehsan’s round face next to mine, his wispy eyebrows furrowed.

			“You were screaming. Was it the bad dreams again?” he asked.

			I sat up in bed. My pajamas were damp from sweat.

			“I’m fine,” I said, voice quivering, giving me away. I somehow managed a smile, though I’m sure it came out as more of a grimace.

			Ehsan watched me and bit his bottom lip, like he didn’t believe me. I didn’t blame him; I was a terrible actress.

			“I just had a nightmare,” I said. “A different one. Honestly, it’s fine, though. I’m sorry I woke you.”

			It took a while to get him to leave, but when he did, I glanced down at my wrists. I remembered the snakes, and the way they twisted around me, forcing me to stay still. As I touched the inside of one wrist, it was tender, like a bruise was starting to form. Almost like my dream was real.
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			Three quick raps on my bedroom door stirred me awake. Though groggy, I understood that I had slept through the rest of the night. My door flung open, and through my bleary eyes, I saw the fuzzy silhouette of my short, stocky dad, light from the hallway shining behind his frame. “The neighbors are here. Get up.”

			I don’t know why he bothered knocking if he was going to burst into my room anyway. We’d had this argument enough times back home that I had given up on it, though that didn’t stop me from letting out an irritated groan.

			“What time is it?” I croaked.

			“Ten a.m. I’m surprised you can even sleep that long; it’s not like you.” His voice was amused, though a bit judgmental, too, as he turned and went downstairs.

			Hefting myself out of bed, I hop-footed it straight into the shower. It was only after washing in water that was a touch too hot, leaving my skin pink and alive, that I caught sight of my wrist. The bruising was pale, subtle like a splash of muddy watercolor. As I brushed my teeth, I noticed that my ankles, too, appeared to have been impressed upon. I spat toothpaste out of my mouth, using the back of my hand to wipe off any residue from my lips.

			Before our doctor confirmed that sleep paralysis was a real thing that happened, Dad believed I was making it up, in a semi-understanding way. That as a middle child I wanted attention. He claimed he “got it”; his brother was like that growing up, too. I hated that stereotype. I often longed to be invisible, not to garner attention.

			After moisturizing my face and changing, I moved down the stairs cautiously.

			“It’s no bother at all,” a woman’s voice said, her American accent smoothly slurred. “This is a tight-knit neighborhood.”

			With each step, the staircase groaned beneath me. When I eventually reached the kitchen, I noted a willowy blond woman holding a tray of cookies wrapped in cellophane. Her face was fixed in a smile, which broadened when she clocked me.

			“You must be Roxana!” she said, putting the tray down onto the wooden dining table next to her and reaching out a hand for me to shake. We shook hands, mine limp, hers as enthusiastic as a lithium battery bunny. “I’m Penny.” Her teeth were milky white and straight.

			I scanned the room; Ehsan wasn’t here. Dad leaned against the counter, cup of coffee in hand. His face was flush, and that was when I realized, with absolute disgust, that he was blushing. Gross.

			“Nice to meet you,” I said, my words slow and forced, sensing my dad’s eyes on me.

			“Oh, wow, your accent!” she exclaimed.

			I sighed inwardly. An American girl who’d joined my school in Hull couldn’t understand any of us. She was surprised we didn’t speak in Queen’s English, and it took her a good month to not look at us like we were Martians, just as Penny was staring at me now.

			“Yeah, Roxana’s is the strongest in the family,” Dad said, smiling smugly. I wanted to shoot back that Dad had a strong, fresh from the boat, Iranian accent, but that would be pushing his good humor too far.

			“Well,” Penny continued. “I came by to say hello and introduce myself. I’m sort of the unofficial community leader around here. I also brought you these.” She reached back for the tray, lifting the cellophane off the top and thrusting the cookies toward me. The scent of sweet caramel filled the space between us.

			I reached across for a cookie; they were still warm and soft. I was very much starving at this point. I took my first bite, and it melted in my mouth.

			“Penny’s son—Dylan?—is the same age as Ehsan,” Dad said to me. “They’re playing in the living room.”

			“Nice,” I said, glad to know where my brother was. I finished the cookie and stepped back, away from Penny, but more importantly the cookies. “I’m thinking of heading out soon, to see more of the area.”

			Dad raised a bushy eyebrow. “Alone?”

			Despite being eighteen years old, he acted like I was eight. No one else’s dad was like this. I could never tell if he was afraid something would happen to me, or if he thought I lacked the ability to navigate myself using Google Maps.

			This was one of many reasons I could not wait until autumn. I didn’t know where I’d be going to school yet, but I would find out later in the month. It was either King’s College in London, which I had put down as my first choice, or Brighton University, my backup, if I didn’t make the grades needed for King’s.

			Dad’s tight grip was also why I was eighteen years old and had never been on a date, let alone kissed someone. No, that was somewhat unfair; my dad’s strictness was only part of the reason I had painfully limited romantic experiences. Nic said I had the tendency to scare the boys in our school, so none of them ever approached me. My natural facial expression was a scowl and black was my favorite color to wear. Still, it was easier—and less embarrassing—to blame my dad for my romantic shortcomings.

			“I just want to go around the block to a coffee shop. And I have my phone. I’ll be fine,” I said.

			He sighed. “Don’t go far. I need to ring the shipment company about getting our stuff sent. I got an email this morning saying it’ll be delayed for two weeks.”

			“Two?” I repeated. I hadn’t quite realized how hot Denver would be, and all the clothes I’d packed with me were wrong. I had an affinity for cute clothes, and a good outfit could change the way I felt. And I needed to make myself feel good, but sadly what I had packed with me wouldn’t cut it. All my tops were tight fitting, no doubt encouraging sweat patches, with bottoms that were too heavy for the heat. My online research told me that Denver was mild in summer, but that hadn’t been my experience thus far.

			Penny cleared her throat. “Let me know if you need help with anything,” she said. “Moving can be pretty stressful.”

			Even though this woman was being objectively kind, something about her overeagerness made me side-eye her. Like…didn’t she have anything better to do than be excessively friendly to a single dad?

			“What coffee shop are you going to?” she asked.

			“Bloom,” I said.

			“That place is all right, but the best coffee is at Cory’s. I think you’ll like it there.”

			“Right, okay, well, nice to meet you,” I said to Penny, leaving as they started discussing nearby stores to get household essentials. Penny harped on about how Walmart was dangerous for her, that whenever she went there she left hundreds of dollars lighter. As I went back up the stairs, Penny’s singsong laugh echoed around the hollow walls of a place that I was forced to call home.

			

			—

			Our new house was situated down a residential street with homes akin to those I had seen on TV but never in real life. The street was wide, pavement clean. We had the lease for a year, which Dad said would be enough time to find a “forever” home. I didn’t really engage in those conversations, though, because my future was elsewhere.

			As I walked by my neighbors’ houses, I had to admit that the novelty of being in the US for the first time was real. I saw garden gnomes, wind chimes, different-colored fences, and well-kept front lawns with blossoming flowers. Many of the houses proudly hung American flags. This level of patriotism made me feel uncomfortable when displayed in England. I saw these kinds of flags as a sign that the person flying it didn’t like people like me and my family. Anyone foreign or different. Anyone, in short, who wasn’t white and straight.

			But on this street, I also noted Puerto Rican and LGBTQ pride flags alongside them, and signs proclaiming that they welcomed everyone, of every ethnicity. I realized that over here, some people saw their houses as being symbolic of who they were.

			Back home, we lived on a main road in a large Victorian house, which I had a love-hate relationship with. At times, it was too big, too echoey, especially without Mum there. None of us—except Mum—went up to the attic in our old place. At night, I swore I heard footsteps up there, creaking wood and doors shutting. Mum said houses sometimes made those noises, that her home in Iran was the same.

			For all its faults, it was the home we grew up in. It was the home Mum once lived in with us. On the dining table, there were colorful paint splatters from when she worked on her art while having breakfast. In the bathroom, there were stains on the door from when she dyed her gray roots back to black, always making a mess that Dad scolded her about. She measured our heights on the doorframe in the kitchen, awarding us stickers each time we grew an inch. The evidence of our growth spurts, and my mother’s clumsiness, had all since been painted over. The dining table donated to a charity shelter. The evidence that my mother was there, in that house, gone. I couldn’t focus on any of that, though, swallowing the lump in my throat.

			My thick dark hair was a sun magnet at the best of times, but especially now. It didn’t necessarily help that my dad was strict about what I wore, too. While he didn’t insist that I wear a hijab, he did impress upon me the importance of dressing “modestly.” This meant the tops of my arms and legs weren’t to be shown, which in turn meant I couldn’t wear short skirts, shorts, or tank tops. So today, I wore a tiered maxi skirt with a T-shirt, both black because black suited me best. Which was fine in Hull, where it was always cold, but here…well, I was to blame for my own suffering during the walk.

			I wandered through the residential area until I found a main road. When researching coffee shops, Bloom looked like the one with the coolest aesthetic that also had Wi-Fi. I wanted to call Nic, and I had limited data in this country. I wasn’t sure if it was worth changing my data plan for only six weeks. I could have called her at home, but the thought of staying there was a hard pass. I needed to be out for as long as possible to keep my sanity. And I definitely wouldn’t be taking Penny’s advice about where to go.

			I had brought my iPad and pencil out with me to sketch some of what I saw in my dream. I wasn’t the most skilled artist by any means, but it was something I had begun working on in earnest when the sleep paralysis began. Drawing my nightmares began as a way to document the different images, to keep them fresh in my mind. Otherwise, they faded so quickly I couldn’t be sure of what I really saw. In particular, though, I needed to sketch the blond-haired boy. His beauty, the sharpness of his jaw, and the way he looked at me was something that I had to capture before my mind erased him.

			When I got to the coffee shop, though, it was closed, despite Google Maps saying it was open until six p.m. I peeked inside, and the chairs were on top of the tables, the lights off. It was only then that I noticed a handwritten note stuck to the door that read DUE TO UNFORESEEN CIRCUMSTANCES, WE’RE CLOSED TODAY. BUSINESS AS USUAL TOMORROW.

			Of course.

			So I continued along in the heat down the main street. I passed a plant shop that I couldn’t resist entering and left with a large monstera. Even though I would be here temporarily, my bedroom needed some green.

			Eventually, a few doors down, I found a diner that from the outside appeared to be classic Americana. The three-dimensional sign said Cory’s with a large coffee cup next to it. On the window was a sign proclaiming Free Wi-Fi, and also, to my approval, Free Palestine. I pushed open the door and immediately inhaled the scent of freshly brewed coffee. I wouldn’t be telling Penny I came here. It was only half full inside, likely because it was midmorning on a Thursday. In the moment it took for me to close the door, the host had appeared, handing me a laminated menu and leading me to a red leather booth.

			I scanned the ridiculously long menu before ordering a coffee and a veggie breakfast sandwich. After connecting to the Wi-Fi, I FaceTimed Nic. She answered on the second ring.

			“Hey,” I said, placing my phone against a sugar pourer. I assessed my appearance on the video call, paying special attention to my fringe, which had parted down the middle during the walk. My Dyson Airwrap dupe didn’t work here with my adapter, so I had to let my hair air-dry. The result was a mess of waves and the occasional curl, though due to the soft water my locks were shiny.

			“Rox! I’ve missed you,” Nic said, her round brown eyes wide.

			“It’s been two days since we last saw each other.” We were not sentimental like that, and someone had to remind her.

			Nic rolled her eyes and positioned her phone against something so she could sit back on her bed. She was wearing cream-colored loungewear, her face devoid of any makeup. She must have just done her skincare routine because her face was as shiny as a glazed donut. Her box braids were tied up in a topknot, which made her face appear even more snatched. I was going to compliment her on it, when she gave me a look.

			“Are you okay?” she asked. The question meant more when it came from Nic. Even through a grainy screen, she could tell something was off.

			“Yeah. I’ve just begun exploring the city, and it’s cool here. Different.” I kept my voice light.

			“Where are you now?” She squinted into the camera, as though that would help decode the answer to her question.

			I lifted my phone up and flipped the camera around to show her the diner. “It’s like from TV, isn’t it?”

			“I’m so jealous.” Nic said this a lot, ever since I told her I was moving for the summer. She thought Hull was dead. And she wasn’t wrong; most people left as soon as they could, which had always been our plan.

			“I mean, I already can’t wait until my time here is up,” I said.

			Nic blew air out of her mouth. “So dramatic. You’ve only been there a day.”

			I shrugged. That didn’t mean it was any less true.

			The waitress came over with my coffee and put it down on the table with a few packets of creamer. As I poured the creamer into my coffee, I caught sight of my wrist again, reminding me—not that I needed reminding—of my dream. My throat was suddenly dry, and I took a long sip of the hot coffee like it could singe off the strange parts of me no one else understood.

			“Something weird happened last night,” I said slowly, testing out the words.

			“What?”

			“I had one of those dreams I’d told you about before. With the dark figure and then the burning.”

			“Eek,” Nic said, grimacing. “I don’t know how you cope with them, they’re so freaky. My dad used to say the dark thing would sit on his chest, and it was so heavy he’d have a panic attack. He pretends he never said that now, though.”

			Nic’s dad suffered from sleep paralysis, too. It was common, especially in people with anxiety. I’d had it sporadically as a kid, but after Mum died, it intensified along with the recurring nightmare of me being burned alive.

			I figured the dreams must be related to a fear of mine. Again, common, explainable. My dad had taken me to the doctor about it. The eyes of the overworked and often bored-looking doctor lit up as he explained away the demon that frequented my bedroom. “Ah, a sleep paralysis demon,” he’d said. “Much documented, even in medieval times.” He had even Google searched the term as I sat in his office, showing me paintings of the crouched, demonic figure.

			In some of them, he sat on top of the sleeper’s chest like in Henry Fuseli’s The Nightmare. Others had him in the corner of the room, looming. I couldn’t picture mine, aside from it being a shadowy figure. I had never plucked up the courage to look it in the eye, to really see if my demon was the same as those documented over many centuries.

			There was no cure, or real explanation of why it happened, just a mystery of the human brain. Sage advice was doled out by the doctor anyway, for me to “reduce any anxiety and stress in life” and to develop a better sleep routine so my REM sleep cycle wouldn’t be disturbed, as that apparently triggered the hallucinations.

			When Nic said that her dad had them, too, I asked him about them, but he didn’t seem to find it as triggering as I did. He laughed it off, said it was off-putting but harmless. His reaction made me second-guess whether we were experiencing the same thing because I certainly couldn’t laugh mine off.

			“Do you know if he ever had any physical signs of them being there?” I asked. “Like bruising or anything?”

			Nic’s head tilted to one side, and she paused for a beat. “Well, no, because they’re not real, right?”

			“Right. Yeah, obviously.” I glanced down at my hands and traced a forefinger on the light bruising on my left wrist. It was not yet fully developed, but tender to the touch.

			Nic must have noticed my eyes diverting away from the screen because she said, “What’s going on?”

			“Nothing,” I spoke quickly. I told Nic most things, but there was something about her not being here that made me hesitate. Our physical distance a gulf between us.

			“How’s the play going, anyway?” I asked.

			“We’re doing The Importance of Being Earnest,” she said, lips pressed together. “I’m playing Cecily, and this guy called Lewis is playing Algernon. He shakes every time he has to hold my hand. It’s made rehearsals more awkward than I thought possible.”

			I couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s the effect you have on guys, Nic.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Hardly.” Though it was true. “You know, they got a speech coach in to try and make us all speak in posh Southern accents.”

			I couldn’t help the grin that spread over my face. I loved Nic, but the thickness of her Yorkshire accent far rivaled mine. “And how is that going?”

			“I can’t bloody do it,” she said in a very bad attempt at a posh accent.

			I laughed. “You sounded Irish, I hope you know.”

			She huffed. “It’s fun, though. Between that and working at the pub, summer’s going to be busy.” As she spoke, there was a faraway look in her eyes. I knew what that meant.

			“What has he done now?” I asked.

			He being Jack, a boy from school that Nic had an on-again, off-again thing with. There was something about him that made me suspicious. Maybe it was because he was so loud, too much of a lad. That and they broke off their situationship every week over pointless arguments. Jack could never admit when he was wrong. I didn’t know what she saw in him. Plus, he was a Scorpio. Nic was a Leo. They were never going to work, and she knew this, but threw out all her belief in the stars when it came to him.

			Normally, I would remind her of this fact, but I still felt uneasy about the night before, so instead listened as she told me about their latest argument. Jack hadn’t opened any of the videos she sent him, and she felt that showed his lack of engagement. He claimed he just didn’t like watching videos or going on his phone that much.

			“That’s a lie,” Nic said with vim. “He’s always online. He just doesn’t like showing an interest in what I like.”

			I nodded along, comforted by her rambling, her words grounding me back in reality.

			“Okay, whatever, boys suck,” she added. “Where’s the first place you want to go when we move to London?”

			When, not if. We hadn’t heard back about whether we got into our top university choices yet, but we had done our vision boards, manifested our life in London. We had to believe it. I thought about her question for a moment. “The art galleries. Tate Modern, maybe?”

			“Then we could go vintage shopping in Brick Lane,” Nic added, smiling. “And check out the kilo sales.” There were thrift markets all around London where clothes were weighed and you were charged per kilo. I saw a girl online managed to score a vintage plaid Burberry skirt for so cheap; it was aspirational. We had those kinds of markets in Hull, but the pieces were never as good.

			“And we need to try all the amazing pastries I’ve seen on Instagram. Like that matcha macaroon cookie.”

			We both sighed.

			Nic said, “I can’t wait. I’ve been doing extra shifts at the pub to save up.”

			Before Dad told us about the move, that had been my plan for the summer, too—to make as much money as possible so I could do all the things I wanted to with ease come September. My student loan would only stretch so far: to cover my rent and bills, possibly groceries if I was frugal enough. But I wanted to experience London to the fullest. I did have the inheritance my mum left me, but it was stored in a separate bank account, under strict instructions by my dad to save it for a house deposit one day.

			My food arrived, and the sandwich was piled high with fillings: avocado, scrambled egg, a meatless patty, and melted cheddar. I had never seen anything so big, and while it looked incredible, I wasn’t sure how best to tackle it.

			I said goodbye to Nic before cutting into the sandwich, using the stick placed down the middle to keep one half on the plate. While I ate, I watched videos of my favorite fashion influencers shopping and styling their purchases. I’d always been obsessed with clothes but was moving away from fast fashion. There was something special about finding secondhand treasures—and I had a somewhat unrealistic expectation that one day I would find an authentic Prada nylon bag for a fraction of the price. A girl could dream.

			Halfway into eating, my phone rang. Azar. I answered the call. My sister was breathless as she asked, “How’s things?”

			I could hear car horns in the background.

			“Where are you? It’s noisy.”

			“On my way to pre-drinks. You sound sad. It’s only the first day—it’ll get better.”

			“I’m not sad,” I mumbled. “Dad was flirting with the neighbor when I left the house. I’ve gone out to get away from them.”

			“Ew, really?”

			“Yep. He was blushing. It was gross. She brought cookies, too.”

			“Is this The Sims? Do people really do that? And oh my God, if he couples up with an American woman…”

			Would it be better if she wasn’t American? I doubted it. Dad hadn’t dated anyone since Mum died. It wasn’t like I wanted him to be alone for the rest of his life, but I also didn’t want to see him flirting. We had only just moved here.

			“What did she look like?” Azar asked with an air of indifference, but I knew she was desperate to know.

			“Blond, white. She probably does Pilates.”

			Azar didn’t say anything for a moment, until she let out a prolonged “Right.” Azar was more of a weights girl. She worked part-time at a women’s-only gym and taught self-defense classes there. She’d always loved sports and athletics. We couldn’t be any more different in that regard, as I longed for a soft life with minimal physical activity.

			Regarding Penny, I knew we were both thinking the same thing: It was almost insulting that Dad was interested in someone white, blond, and thin, someone so visually opposite to our mum. Mum was a classic Iranian beauty, her face soft but fierce, with thick, perfectly arched brows. Whereas, I had similar facial features as my mum—high cheekbones and large eyes—Azar was like Mum in her mannerisms, the way they both moved with a gracefulness that was feline. I was glad we shared her traits, at least, so that parts of her remained.

			When we ended the call, I attempted to resume eating, my sandwich now lukewarm. But it was too much, even for me. I had a healthy appetite, but American portion sizes had defeated me. The waitress—an older woman wearing red lipstick—topped up my coffee graciously without my asking, giving me a bright smile. Her teeth were pearly white. Everyone had white teeth here. I gave her a close-lipped smile in return.

			“My shift’s over, but Zain will be starting soon if you need anything else.” She slipped the bill from her apron onto the table and left.

			I pulled my iPad out of my tote bag and flicked through my drawings. I had dozens that depicted the flames from different angles, the fire slowly creeping closer to me. Most recently, I had attempted to draw the crowd from my dreams, watching. The only thing I ever remembered of them were their grim-set faces. I swiped through. There was the full moon, shining down on me. I had taught myself to draw out of a need rather than a hobby. My illustrations weren’t perfect. They were more cartoonlike, taking inspiration from graphic novels I had grown up consuming. The style didn’t really matter, though. I just needed to keep my dreams alive, needed to know they weren’t just in my head.

			In one folder were hundreds of snakes, and all the different ways they wrapped around my limbs and slithered across the ceiling.

			Sometimes, when I let my brain drift as I drew, I ended up with images I didn’t even recognize. Of medieval rooms that looked like nothing I had seen before. Rough sketches of courtyards with a fountain, the water rippling and reflecting the walls of a palace. Of being on a mountain edge about to jump. It was strange, but I assumed these images were from shows and movies I had seen, seeping into my subconscious.

			As I sketched now, I began with the boy’s dark eyes. Not for the first time since I woke up, I wondered who this boy was to the version of me in the dream. What we had done to be burned together. Whether he even knew me, or if we were two strangers being punished for unknown crimes.

			I kept working on his face, trying to get his contours right, the sharp cheekbones and soft brows. Soon, the waiter came over to ask if I wanted anything else.

			Irritated at the interruption, I lifted my gaze to say a quick “no.” But when I saw the new waiter’s face, it was like I was in an elevator and the cord had suddenly been cut, the drop shocking me into speechlessness. A deep whoosh in the pit of my stomach.

			Standing right in front of me was someone who appeared identical to the boy I had spent the last hour drawing.

			The boy from my nightmare.
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			I froze, my pencil hovering above my tablet, mouth agape.

			“Can I get you anything else?” the blond-haired boy asked, glancing down at his phone. When I didn’t immediately answer, his attention moved over to me. I could have sworn his eyes narrowed, slightly, in recognition. But then his expression went blank, his features clear of emotion.

			He couldn’t have recognized me anyway because I’d only seen him in a dream. And unlike my dream, his hair wasn’t quite so bright, but a sandy, dark blond. He had the same eyes, though, the same ones I had planned to draw. And he was even more beautiful in person, so much so that I couldn’t keep eye contact for long.

			I noticed his gaze linger over my iPad, which was displaying part of his face. One of his eyebrows rose marginally.

			I locked my tablet and rested my arms on top of it, face burning. “No thanks, I’m fine.”

			For a moment, neither of us spoke. When he turned his head to glance over at the host, there it was, his slightly crooked nose. His face needed it, this societally perceived imperfection roughening his edges, only making him better-looking. His profile, while previously faded from my memory, was now imprinted in my mind, déjà vu encircling me. This was not the first time I had seen this boy. Not even the second, my body seemed to be telling me.

			“Well, let me know if you need anything,” he finally said, walking purposefully toward the counter where another server was. The boy was tall and broad-shouldered, and towered over the other server, a smaller middle-aged guy. Though his back was to me, I could sense that whatever he was telling him was not welcome news.

			“We’re short-staffed! You can’t take a break in the middle of your shift!” the older man exclaimed.

			I couldn’t hear the boy’s reply, only his footsteps as he stormed off to the back of the diner, through a set of swinging double doors.

			I checked the time and saw that I had been out for almost two hours. Gathering my things into my tote bag, I threw my money for the bill down onto the table. Once I left the diner, I imagined telling Nic—or Azar—that I suspected seeing the boy from my dream in real life. They would tell me that I was letting my imagination get the better of me. That I was going through a big change, and it was normal to have weirder dreams than usual. That it was pure coincidence that he looked like the boy in my nightmare.

			When I began getting my night terrors, I did some research. I discovered that our subconscious often registers small facts, faces, and details that our conscious brain doesn’t. Maybe I had seen this boy in the airport, or on the drive to our house, and didn’t realize it?

			The diner almost made me forget about how particularly blinding the sun was. Pulling myself together, I opened Google Maps and began my journey home. As I walked, I started to recall the past twelve hours. There was a reasonable explanation for most things. The boy was someone I had seen before. The bruises on my wrist…I probably squeezed them in my sleep due to the anxiety of the nightmares, of the move in general. I convinced myself of this as I continued walking down the street, pausing at a bookshop called To the Lighthouse. In the window was a book that had come out in the US but not yet in the UK. I checked my phone, and while I really should have headed back before Dad spiraled, I found myself going inside.

			A bell jingled above as I entered. The store had that fresh book smell that I loved—and I immediately felt more at ease. The shop was pleasantly air-conditioned, the decor modern. The shelves were painted different rainbow colors. It didn’t quite resemble the secondhand bookshop I worked in back in Hull, with the dark bookcases and musty book smell, but I kind of preferred the openness of this space. At the back of the store was a small arch with a sign saying Children’s Books, which led into another room. To the right was another archway connecting to a small coffee shop.

			And on a table in the middle of the room was a stack of the book I wanted. I made a beeline for it. The cover was different from the UK version, with a more detailed illustration of the characters on the front. The book was the latest from an Irish author who wrote heartbreaking love stories. Each one had me sobbing by the end. Even though I had never had a relationship before, I loved the idea of love. Of love that ran deep, despite the couple not being able to express their feelings or overcome their obstacles to be together. It was like catnip to me, speaking to a part of my soul about a longing that I had never experienced but still somehow related to. I went straight to the cash register, book in hand.

			By the counter, there was a sign that said:

			SUMMER BOOKSELLER WANTED

			The cashier noticed me eyeing it. She seemed around my age, white with peach-colored hair and silver circular glasses. On each hand was a silver ring, one of them a skull.

			“You’re hiring?” I asked.

			“A lot of the college kids have gone back home,” she explained, in that same accent as Penny. “So we’re looking for a temp to cover their shifts over the summer. Are you interested?”

			I hadn’t considered settling into anything in Denver, but some extra money for university would really help. Either for London, which would be expensive to live in anyway, or if I ended up in Brighton so I could still travel over the weekends to hang out with Nic, wherever she ended up. The possibility of being able to save, like I had planned to do in Hull, could put my summer plans back on track.

			“I’m here for the next six weeks, so possibly…Do I need to send you a CV or something?”

			She tilted her head to the side. “CV? Are you British?”

			My cheeks went hot. I had a newfound understanding of how my parents felt when moving to England from Iran.

			“Résumé?” I corrected myself. “And yeah, my family and I moved over here from the UK yesterday.”

			“Yesterday?” The girl made a clucking sound. “Fresh off the plane.”

			“Yep.”

			“Do you have any experience in bookselling?”

			“I worked at a bookshop back home for a year.” It was how I bought the clothes I wanted without asking my dad for money.

			She nodded encouragingly. “Hold on a sec.” The girl turned to go to the back room but paused halfway. “I’m Cleo, by the way.”

			“Roxana, though people call me Roxy.”

			“I like Roxana,” she said with a smile. She left and came back moments later with an older woman. “This is the owner, and also my mom.”

			The older woman had red curly hair that was unruly in a pleasing way. She had a pencil behind her ear, her cheeks pink. “Thanks for the intro, Cleo.” She gave me a warm smile. “I’m Annie Harney, and as my daughter said I’m the owner of To the Lighthouse. Cleo said you have experience bookselling—would you be willing to do a trial shift tomorrow? We’re looking for someone ASAP.”

			This was all happening very quickly and very easily. Nic always told me that if things were meant to be they would be simple. This wisdom was no doubt sourced from TikTok, but still, I took the ease as a sign.

			“Yes, sure!” I exclaimed, trying to keep my enthusiasm in check. I was always like this around adults, overeager. That and having a job would also be the perfect distraction; it would get me out of my head and, more importantly, make sure I couldn’t dwell on my strange dreams.

			She shot me another smile, clasping her hands together. “Wonderful. See you tomorrow at one?”

			I gave her my contact details and exited, with my new book in hand and a trial for a job. Seeing the blond-haired boy in real life felt like a distant memory.

			Dad accosted me before I even managed to take my shoes off in the foyer. “There she is!” he exclaimed. “I’ve been calling you. Where have you been?”

			“You have?” I asked, my voice far away. I retrieved my phone from my bag. I hadn’t noticed his missed calls. “I was just at the diner Penny mentioned.”

			“Why didn’t you answer your phone? You’ve been gone for hours—can you imagine how worried I was?”

			I sighed then shrugged my bag off my shoulder and placed my new plant on the floor before stepping farther into the hallway. I leaned my back against the stair’s banister. “My phone was in my bag. I didn’t see it.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “I have too much going on right now to deal with you being like this, Roxana. If you do something like this again, you’re grounded.”

			My jaw tightened. I often had to hold myself back from saying what I really felt, but I was still so spent from the jet lag that I felt the words on the edge of my tongue. Stop trying to control me. They were desperate to come out. I had to press my lips together, breathe more steadily, do the techniques I had learned in order to deal with my father and his dramatics.

			“Okay,” I finally forced out.

			The fight dulled from his eyes, shoulders slackening. “You need to look after Ehsan for the rest of the day. I’ve got to go out for a bit.”

			That’s why he’s annoyed.

			“Where are you going?”

			“The shipping depot. I was on hold for hours. I need to speak to an actual human being.” He walked past me and straight for the door. “Don’t go wandering again. I’ll bring some dinner on my way back.”

			The door slammed shut. And with that, he was gone, not both-ering to ask me how my walk was, or what happened during it.

			Taking another deep breath, I went into the kitchen. As I poured myself a glass of water, Ehsan bounded into the kitchen. “Where did you go?”

			I gave him a despairing look. “Not you, too.”

			“Dad went ape,” he said, wide-eyed, like he found this fact exciting, scandalous even. For a nine-year-old, he loved drama. It was lucky he was born into an Iranian family.

			“I bet.”

			“Do you want to watch Guardians of the Galaxy on Disney Plus? Penny gave us her log-in details.”

			“Of course she did,” I said. “In an hour? I want to get a shower and sort some things out.”

			Ehsan looked like he wanted to push it, but I normally said no to watching anything Marvel related so this in and of itself was a win for him. “I’ll get the TV set up!” he said.

			Once in my bedroom, I placed my new plant on the windowsill—it was a start to my own little indoor garden. The place looked better with it, but I couldn’t wait for our shipment to arrive to make this space more me. Waiting for me were all my posters, including concert prints of Lorde and Charli XCX, and my sacred collection of Sonny Angel figures.

			Giving in to my tiredness, I crumbled onto my bed. I was exhausted. I mean, I was frequently exhausted, that wasn’t new, but my usual tiredness combined with jet lag meant my body physically ached. My eyelids heavy. It was pleasantly warm in my room, the perfect temperature for a nap. I thought I could close my eyes, for just a second, but that was foolish. What happened next was my own fault for being so careless.
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			Hissssssss.

			The snakes were in my ears, sharp, rattling my nerves. I tightened my eyes shut. I didn’t want to see them. Keeping my eyes closed only staved them off for so long, though, until I was dragged back to a place I knew well. Back into the depths of the flames.

			I could never get used to the feeling of the heat engulfing me. The clenching in my gut, knowing I would die, strapped to the stake with no way out. My screams dull in my ears, throat raw. I had no reason to preserve my voice, because soon it would be gone anyway. And I needed them to hear me, so my calls, my yells, would stay in the onlookers’ ears long after I had passed.

			I turned to my left and saw the boy again. His eyes were pained, downcast, jaw strong, tight.

			“I’m sorry,” he shouted, somehow audible over the roaring flames.

			The words were like a balm for the terror. While I was in my body, it was also like I was watching a film unfold, my actions not my own.

			My face was wet.

			This boy was undoubtedly the one from the diner.
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