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To thirteen-year-old me: Everything will be okay. I love you.
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The Eye of the Witch



The Witch House of Yeet Street was a dilapidated, three-story Victorian monstrosity painted the color of bone—at least where paint remained, chipped and peeling. Its broken and shattered windows were like hungry mouths with glass teeth. Walls bulged and protruded in awkward places, going from square to triangular forty-five-degree slants, to hexagons and octagons, with a roof that simultaneously coned, slanted, and went flat wherever it pleased. The top floor ascended almost towerlike to a window that resembled an all-seeing eye, overlooking the small town of Curtain Falls.

In many ways, architecturally speaking, the Witch House reminded thirteen-year-old Aidan Cross of a Biblically accurate angel, which he knew all about from internet memes, not the Bible itself. The running joke on the internet was that these angels would say something like “ƁƎ ŊŐŢ ǞƑƦȺɨƉ” while simultaneously being a cosmic terror made out of several burning wheels covered in eyes, wings, and appendages. At the end of the day, it showed how much we relied on someone to deliver the Bible to us through a filter because the actual Bible was kind of scary.

But Aidan had been told he had a hyperactive imagination.

[image: ]
Kai Pendragon was the most beautiful man in all of Aether. At least he would have been if he was 100 percent man. As it stood, he was only 50 percent man. The other 50 percent of him—from the waist down—was fish. Kai Pendragon was a merman of Meridia.

But mermen weren’t just pretty boys for looking at. No sir. They were also powerful hydromancers—mages of the sea.

Kai Pendragon commanded the waters like he commanded Nadia Cross’s heart.

And this was where things got complicated.

Nadia Cross was a Fýrian. She had long, red hair down to her waist. What she lacked in size, she made up for with a fiery tongue. She had what you would call “a real attitude problem.”

Like all Fýrians, Nadia Cross was a pyromancer.

What this meant was that she was acquainted with fire manipulation and pyrokinesis. Fire was beautiful, hungry, dangerous. Easy to use but difficult to master. In Fýr (pronounced fear), fire was a weapon.

It also meant that she was a sworn enemy of Meridia. And vice versa. Practitioners of fire and water magic did not mix. And they certainly didn’t fall in love with each other.

But if fingers were to be pointed, quite a few could be directed Kai Pendragon’s way. In addition to having a charming personality, and a smile that made Nadia’s insides feel all wobbly, Kai apparently did not believe in clothing. Sure, he was all fin and scale from the waist down, but tell that to the part of Nadia that couldn’t stop staring at his naked top half.

Kai Pendragon’s black hair was shorn to the skin on the sides, and long on the top, woven into warrior braids that dangled down his bare back. From the contours of his strong chest down to the hard plane of his stomach, ending just a little too prematurely when skin became scale, Kai Pendragon’s body was

It was just


Hey, Aidan!

Aid, whatcha got there?

Aidan slammed his notebook shut.

The fictional world of Aether imploded into the dull palette of reality, and Aidan’s consciousness was transported back to the embarrassingly dorky bedroom of one Aidan Cross.

Aidan was a matchstick of a thirteen-year-old—thin as a reed, freckled to heck and back, with hair like a brush fire. But that was the only part of him that resembled fire because he had a personality like wet socks. At least, that was Zephyr Windon’s hurtful appraisal of Aidan’s personality, two years ago, when they first met in middle school. Zephyr and Aidan were friends now, but those words—“a personality like wet socks”—had etched themselves into his brain.

Aidan’s walls were covered in posters for things like Skyrim and The Witcher. The bookshelves that weren’t eyeball-deep in fat stacks of fantasy novels were stuffed with paraphernalia for Dungeons & Dragons, Magic: The Gathering, and LARPing—guidebooks, expansion packs, and cosplay.

But the overwhelming nerdiness wasn’t the problem. The problem was standing before Aidan in the form of Zephyr Windon, and Terrance Adams, and Kai Pendleton.

The reason Aidan found himself in this predicament was that he was under the impression that his bedroom was entitled to any sense of privacy, and that his three best friends wouldn’t barge in at any given moment like a pack of cackling, cross-eyed hyenas.

It was nice when your parents liked your friends, but it might have been nicer if they gave a bit of advance warning.

“Uh, nothing,” said Aidan. “Homework.”

Aidan cringed the moment he said it. It was summer vacation.

Zephyr, Terrance, and Kai seemed to think that was just the funniest joke ever told; they burst into a fit of laughter. He laughed nervously with them, simultaneously wondering if it would be better to hold on to the notebook for security, or to discreetly tuck it under his mattress.

Zephyr was the first to stop laughing; he turned it off like a light switch.

“Dude,” said Zephyr. He pushed a pair of thick-rimmed glasses up his nose. “Are you looking at …?” He proceeded to mouth something that rhymed with “doobies” but was somehow even more inappropriate.

Zephyr was the smallest of them—even shorter than Aidan—with neat black hair parted on the side like his mom combed it for him. At the very least, she made him comb his hair; she was very strict. Which was ironic because Zephyr was the biggest troublemaker of the four of them. He had a big mouth—both literally and metaphorically—which was filled with just way too many teeth, including two very big front teeth. If one of the four of them was going to say something stupid, it usually came out of his mouth.

“What?” said Aidan. “No. It’s a notebook. Gross.” His grip on it tightened. So much for discreetly tucking it away.

“Not that I endorse … that,” said Terrance, “but if you were wanting to look at a dirty magazine, cutting out the pictures and gluing them inside an unsuspecting notebook and calling it ‘homework’”—he air-quoted—“would be the way to do it.”

Terrance was both the brains of the group and their newest member. His family moved from Brooklyn to Curtain Falls last year. He aced every class he was in, including PE, because he was athletic to boot, with a love for baseball and the Yankees. He was torn between pursuing forensic science and astrophysics, with documentary filmmaking as a sort of pipe dream. He dressed in button-down shirts and polos that he tucked into his pants, and he always wore a belt.

“Dude,” said Zephyr. His eyes were bugging out, all but pressed against the surface of his glasses. “You cut out pictures of girls and glued them inside your notebook?” He smacked Terrance on the arm. “And here I thought you were the genius! Here, lemme look.”

He made a grab for Aidan’s notebook.

Aidan was not a violent person. But he hit Zephyr’s hand, like a cat pawing at its own shadow—bap! And then he proceeded to stuff the notebook under his own butt. He weighed just barely one hundred pounds sopping wet, and he would use all one hundred to keep Zephyr from seeing this thing he had written.

“I am not looking at girls!” Aidan exclaimed. He looked desperately for someone to come to his rescue. With guilt in his heart, his gaze fell on Kai Pendleton. Aidan offered his most pleading look. Even though Kai was the last person he would want to read this notebook.

Kai had a cool haircut, shaved on the sides and long on the top, swooping over to one side. Kai was athletic. Kai was street-smart. Kai was a ladies’ man. He flirted with just about every girl at school (including the most popular girl at Berkshires Middle School—and editor of the school newspaper, the Berkshires Bulletin—literal “Queen Bea,” Beatrice McCarthy). They all flirted back. In fact, it was pretty safe to say that Bea had an obvious crush on Kai. Obvious to everyone except Kai, of course, because Kai was too cool for crushes. He dated NO ONE, which only added to his universal appeal. He was just this happy-go-lucky, easy to talk to, romantically unattainable all-American boy.

Aidan was in love with him.

Kai Pendleton wasn’t Kai Pendragon, but he wasn’t not him either. Just as Nadia (Aidan spelled backwards) both wasn’t and wasn’t not Aidan. Aidan certainly did not have an attitude problem, although sometimes he wished he did. It was just, sometimes this shy, quiet person he was on the outside felt like a lie. He had things he wanted to say. It’s just, sometimes the words and feelings got tied up inside of him and never made it to the outside.

That’s where his writing came in. The inside of this notebook was the one place Aidan was allowed to be himself. It was nice to invent a version of him that did and said the things that he was afraid to say and do. Also, Aidan was a little bit jealous that Kai flirted with just about every girl in existence—and by a fifty-fifty chance of fate, he fell into the biological category of genders that Kai did not flirt with—and this fantasy world was his creative loophole.

“C’mon, guys,” said Kai. The sound of his voice made every muscle of Aidan’s body decompress. “He’s obviously writing another D&D campaign.” Kai looked at Aidan, and Aidan felt it like a foot pedal, accelerating his heart. “Right?”

Aidan had no problem lying through his teeth. “Obviously. And no, you can’t look at it yet.”

Zephyr looked so bored by this revelation, his eyes retreated into his skull. “Ugh, you guys are so lame. When are you going to start caring about girls?”

“When are we?” said Kai. “When was the last time you even talked to a girl?”

“Bruh, I am just biding my time. Waiting for my growth spurt. Trust me, when summer’s over”—Zephyr flexed his skinny arms and kissed the nonexistent biceps on each one—“the ladies will flock to this.”

“I hate to burst your bubble,” said Terrance, “but your mom is four feet tall, and your dad has a beer belly. If you have a growth spurt, it’s going to be sideways.”

“Oh yeah?” said Zephyr. “Well, joke’s on you because I AM GOING TO HAVE A GIGANTIC—”

“La la la la la!” Aidan said, plugging his ears. “I’m not listening!”

“Nobody wants to hear about your weird little growth spurt,” said Kai.

“You wear size five-and-a-half shoes,” said Terrance.

“Just wait until I hit my growth spurt,” Zephyr muttered, seemingly to himself. “Then you’ll all be sorry.”

“Bruh, I am already sorry,” said Aidan. He stood up and cautiously patted Zephyr on the back, like one would a feisty chihuahua. Because Aidan was the least threatening presence in the room, Zephyr didn’t swat his hand away, but rather, leaned into it.

“Bruh,” Terrance and Kai agreed simultaneously.


There were many things Aidan, Zephyr, Terrance, and Kai liked to do on those lazy summer afternoons, and they each had their favorite. Aidan’s was D&D night. Kai liked to hit the community pool. Terrance liked to ride bikes and explore the vast alien frontier of Curtain Falls, Shallowgrave County, Massachusetts, population 6,659. Zephyr was inclined to scary movie nights and video games because they were the two ways in which he consistently dominated the others, in both hand-eye coordination and psychological fortitude.

Despite their individual preferences, there was one thing they all could agree on: yeeting crap at the Witch House. It hit both the sweet spots of Terrance’s need to explore and Zephyr’s thirst for horror. It allowed Kai to exercise his pitching arm.

Aidan was the scaredy-cat of the bunch, but he had his own secret motive for wanting to go. Before leaving his bedroom, Aidan discreetly slipped his notebook into his backpack.

Yeet Street was an old, nondescript path made of dirt and gravel that veered off into the woods, careening wildly through the forest for a quarter of a mile. When it ended, so did your breath, because the thing standing before you was less a house than an entity. When you stared at the Witch House, it stared back.

When Zephyr, Terrance, and Kai invaded Aidan’s room, it was with the express purpose of going straight to the Witch House. This had been decided, apparently. Naturally, they had their bags packed and pockets filled with projectiles ripe for the yeeting. They brought polished stones and aerodynamic sticks. Glass bottles, old baseballs, and expired fruit. Pebbles, coins, and marbles. Zephyr had a brand-new slingshot, and you’d better believe he was going to use it. (This was perhaps a safety oversight on the part of Mr. and Mrs. Windon.)

Since the windows were long since broken and shattered, the four friends had concocted an advanced game of sorts called Knock the Witch’s Teeth Out. The “Witch’s Teeth,” in this scenario, were the glass shards that clung to every window frame in hungry, jagged rows.

Aidan, Zephyr, Terrance, and Kai dropped their bikes in the wild tangle where gravel became a jungle of tall grass and wiry weeds. There was a moment of silence. Not out of reverence or respect. The house had a way of sucking the air right out of you.

And then they unzipped their bags and unloaded their pockets and proceeded to do as the unfortunately named Yeet Street instructed: yeet.

“Do you think the ghost of Farah Yeet still haunts this house?” Kai asked. He wound his body up like a top, took aim, and let loose. The stone in his fastball grip shot out like a bullet. It missed the edge of a long glass shard by a hair. Kai seemed visibly disappointed, but to Aidan, it was poetry.

“Are you kidding me?” said Zephyr. “She’s a witch. What else is she going to do while she’s dead?”

“I mean, was she really even a witch?”

“It’s literally in the title: Witch House. Stop asking stupid questions.” Zephyr released a fierce marble from his slingshot. All velocity, no accuracy. It didn’t even go through a window. “The better question is, do you think the ghost of Gabby Caldwell still haunts this house?”

Gabby Caldwell was a local teenager whose body had been found in the Witch House twenty years ago. She was something of an urban legend—maybe even more so than Farah Yeet because people knew her.

“Actually,” said Terrance, “there’s no such thing as ghosts, and witchcraft is the invention of feeble minds and religious misogyny.” He grabbed his Yankees cap by the bill and adjusted it—a tic when conversations got stupid.

“aCkShUaLlY,” Zephyr repeated mockingly. “Look, Terrance, just because you know big words and you’re gonna study astrology at MIB doesn’t mean you know jack about squat.”

“Astrophysics,” Terrance corrected. “MIT. And actually—”

“No, Terry, shut your cakehole! Ghosts and witches are real, and it has been proven numerous times on the internet.”

Terrance rubbed his eyes and shook his head.

“They even made a documentary about it! The Blair Witch Project? Ever heard of it?”

“Oof,” said Aidan.

“Oh boy,” said Kai.

Terrance did not hesitate for a second. He was a predator going in for the kill. He pulled his smartphone out, did not even type four whole words, and pressed go. He read aloud: “‘The Blair Witch Project: It is a fictional story of three filmmakers, Heather Donahue, Michael C. Williams, and Joshua Leonard …’”

“What?” said Zephyr.

Terrance marched over to Zephyr and shoved his phone in his face.

“Bruh, get your dumb phone out of my face!” said Zephyr, swatting Terrance’s phone away.

“There’s only one dumb thing here, and it’s not my phone.”

Zephyr and Terrance stared each other down. Terrance was a head taller than Zephyr, but what Zephyr lacked in height, he made up for in spite.

Zephyr snatched Terrance’s Yankees cap right off his head.

“Dude, give it back!” said Terrance.

It was too late. Zephyr took three running steps, then launched Terrance’s Yankees cap like a Frisbee. It sailed. Wobbled ever so slightly as the bill threw it off balance. Curved. Then landed with immaculate precision through the shattered top-floor window of the Witch House.

The Eye of the Witch.

Zephyr had never made a perfect yeet like that. Not once in his tiny, growth-spurt-deprived life. It was as if Terrance’s hat was carried inside by the very hand of the witch—Farah Yeet herself—as an act of divine intervention. Or whatever the witch equivalent of that was. Witchcraft?

“Bruh,” said Aidan.

“Bruh,” Kai agreed.

Zephyr turned and looked Terrance dead in the eye. If Zephyr felt any hint of remorse, it was nowhere present on his face.

“There,” said Zephyr. “If the house isn’t haunted, feel free to go in and get your stupid hat.”

“Dude!” said Terrance. “My dad bought that for me at Yankee Stadium!”

“Yeah? Well, serves you right for wearing a stupid Yankees hat in Massachusetts.”

Terrance’s hands clenched and trembled with fury.

“Honestly, I did you a favor. Tell you what: I’ll give you one of my Red Sox hats and we’ll call it good. Whaddya say?”

“I don’t want your damn Red Sox hat!” Terrance screamed.

Zephyr took a step closer to Terrance, until there was barely a breath between them.

“Then go get your hat,” said Zephyr. “Unless you’re afraid of ghosts or something.”

Terrance turned one hundred and eighty degrees. Made a straight line for his bike.

“Ha!” Zephyr bawked. “That’s what I thought. Ghosts are real. Go eat a Yankee Stadium wiener. I hear they’re made of pigeons and sewer rats.”

There was no hesitation in what happened next. Terrance spun on a dime. Marched back to Zephyr in seven deadly strides.

Punched him right in the bridge of his glasses.

“Crap,” said Aidan.

Kai said basically the same thing, but the adult version. Aidan knew this because his dad said the exact same word at least ten times a day.

There was a slight delay on Aidan’s and Kai’s part, but once Terrance was on top of Zephyr—still hitting him, while Zephyr’s hands were trying to wrap around Terrance’s throat—they flew into action. Aidan was not one to take initiative, but adrenaline pushed the words out of his mouth.

“I’ll get Zephyr, you get Terrance!” he said.

Kai seemed impressed that anyone would volunteer to “get Zephyr,” let alone Aidan, but he nodded.

Kai put Terrance in a full nelson—his arms wrapped around Terrance’s arms, locked behind the back of his head—and pulled Terrance off Zephyr. Aidan had no wrestling experience, so he simply fell on top of Zephyr and let his body weight do the work. He did not weigh a lot, but he weighed more than Zephyr.

“I’m fine, I’m cool, I’m fine!” Terrance yelled at a volume that seemed neither cool nor fine. But when Kai let go, Terrance walked away with his hands in the air. He was cool. He was fine.

Zephyr, meanwhile, was writhing and screaming and slobbering beneath Aidan. “I’m going to kill him! I’m gonna take a crap in his stupid Yankees hat, and I’m gonna smoosh it on his stupid head, and then I’m gonna kill him! You hear that, Terrance? I’m gonna kill you! And then I’m gonna kill every single one of the New York Yankees, just to spite you! Even Gerrit Cole! You hear me? I’m gonna kill Gerrit Cole!”

“I think you should probably go,” Kai told Terrance.

Aidan offered Terrance a sympathetic look while Zephyr writhed and howled like a demon beneath him.

Terrance glanced from Kai, to Aidan, to Zephyr. And for the briefest moment, Zephyr fell quiet. There was nothing but bloody murder in his eyes.

Terrance nodded, ran to his bike, and mounted it with a running start. He sailed smoothly down the gentle, forested curve of Yeet Street, then vanished behind the trees.

Aidan started to climb off Zephyr, but Zephyr pushed him off the rest of the way. Aidan fell on his back.

“Get off me, fatso!” Zephyr snapped. He stumbled to his feet and brushed off his pants. “Why don’t you go on a diet? You weigh like a thousand pounds.”

“Hey, c’mon,” said Kai.

Aidan nodded thoughtfully, blinking away the sting of Zephyr’s not-so-constructive criticism. It helped that his dad frequently gave him the opposite criticism, that he needed to eat more, or the wind would blow him away. He was honestly a little more worried about Zephyr’s glasses. They were bent just enough in the middle that they couldn’t sit on his face properly. The right lens was cracked, and the left had popped out entirely.

“I think we should walk you home,” said Aidan, putting on a brave face. He emphasized the word “walk” because Zephyr was in no condition to ride a bike.

“Kai can walk me home,” said Zephyr. “You can go eat a Yankee Stadium wiener you big, fat … fatso! You can eat ten of ’em!”

“Hey!” said Kai. “Don’t snap at Aidan. He saved your butt!”

“I’m sorry!” said Zephyr angrily. And then his voice softened. “I’m sorry. I just want to walk home with Kai. If that’s okay.”

There were tears in his eyes. Coupled with his busted glasses that didn’t sit on his face right, Aidan couldn’t find it in himself to say no.

“Oh,” said Aidan. “Okay.”

Kai wasn’t done with Aidan, though. He approached Aidan in a way that made Aidan’s body go rigid. When Kai stopped, his right hand was extended, elbow down, palm open, like he wanted to arm wrestle. But this wasn’t about arm wrestling, it was about the sacred art of the Man Hug.

Aidan grabbed Kai’s hand, they brought it in, and they hugged it out.

Usually it ended in a couple good ol’ slaps on the back. But Kai gave Aidan no slaps on the back this time. And he held the hug longer than Aidan had anticipated.

Aidan smacked Kai twice on the back—more violently than necessary, like he was tapping out of a WWE match—then pushed him away. And because Aidan was trying to make this as un-awkward as possible, he finger-gunned Kai and said, “I love you, bro.”

Kai grinned wildly. “Not as much as I love you, bro.”

“Oh my God, get a room!” said Zephyr. Under his breath, he muttered, “Maybe it’s a good thing my glasses are broken.”

Aidan felt himself blushing. Fortunately, Kai was already returning to Zephyr. They picked their bikes up off the ground—Kai with ease, Zephyr fumbling with his—then walked them slowly down Yeet Street. Kai waved back at Aidan. Even Zephyr offered a limp peace sign. Aidan smiled and waved back.

The smile on Aidan’s face faded with each step they took until they disappeared from view.

Aidan approached the backpack he had left beside his bike. Crouched down, unzipped it, and retrieved a spiral notebook. There was no title on the front. Instead, he had drawn the alchemical symbols of the four classical elements in a straight line: fire [image: ], air [image: ], earth [image: ], and water [image: ]. In his head canon, he called the story Fire & Water—a fantasy adventure, sure, but more importantly, it was a love story. A story of forbidden love.

No one could ever read this story.

Aidan tried not to think too hard about what he was about to do. If he did, he might change his mind.

He took three momentum-filled steps, then chucked his notebook. It flapped open and rattled its pages like the wings of a very large insect.

Landed barely—just barely—inside the shattered, top-floor window of the Witch House.

[image: ]

There was a quiet little cove where a horseshoe of land hugged a tiny pool of sea, and it was here that Nadia Cross and Kai Pendragon would meet. Away from the bustle of village life. Away from the fire-spewing warships and the violent, hydromancy-controlled waves where Fýr and Meridia waged war. It came down to trade routes and territorial disputes, but years of bad blood turned the issue into something far worse. Meridians were known to sink Fýrian ships. Fýrians were known to harpoon unlucky merpeople. Who initiated the violence depended entirely on who you asked. It was rather barbaric, and Nadia preferred not to think about it.

This was very easy when Kai was around. And it was also very hard.

“Have you ever thought about running away from here?” Kai asked.

Nadia was snapped back from her unpleasant thoughts. “Run away? Where? How? You don’t even have feet.”

Kai gave a playful half-smile that made Nadia tingle. “You know what I mean.”

They were lying on their backs—Nadia on the dry part of the beach, Kai on the wet part, where the tide ebbed and flowed into him—but now they rolled onto their sides, looking at each other. Nadia tried not to let her eyes wander. It helped that Kai had pretty eyes. Golden brown. Like tiger’s-eye gems.

“What is there outside of here?”

Kai offered a breezy shrug. “Lots of places. The world is big.”

“‘Lots of places,’ he says. ‘The world is big,’ he says.” Nadia imitated Kai in a low, dumb voice.

Kai simply smiled. Then he reached out and touched her face. Any chance Nadia had of playing it cool melted like butter over hot bread. She dissolved in his hand.

“Anywhere I can be with you,” said Kai, “and not have to keep it a secret, sounds like a place I’d like to be.”

Nadia rolled her eyes. Then rolled her entire body, her back facing him, so she could blush in privacy.

“I guess that doesn’t sound terrible,” she mumbled.

Kai chuckled in that easy-breezy way he did. “I’m glad you agree.”
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