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The Academy: Book Three
 
 
Chad Leito
 
 
 
1
Trembling Hands
 
              Mama lowered her lips to her teacup and slurped warm honey water. It was rude to slurp—she knew that. However, it was fun, especially because she was blind. Mama had begun to lose her sight when she was four, and had been practically blind by the time she was six. Being blind did limit her experiences in some ways, but it also heightened them in others. People never understand that, she thought.
              She was eighty-one years old. In all those years, she had developed some ideas about people. She didn’t have unbiased case studies, or double blind experiments to prove her ideas (as Jul was fond of reminding her when he disagreed), but she believed in her heart of hearts that she was in tune with people a bit more than others—just as she was a bit more in tune with music, or sound in general than other people.
              She had a theory that most people didn’t like to believe that others had a heightened sense of awareness that they themselves lacked. Most people, for instance, thought that they were smarter than most people. Statistically, this idea is simply impossible. Most people cannot, by definition, be smarter than most people. And yet, in all her years of talking to people, she found that it was true. People don’t like admitting that others can see things that they don’t. Mama thought that for this very reason people never seemed to believe her when she said that she didn’t mind being blind and that her disability offered her the opportunity to notice things that seeing people simply could not.
              When I try to tell them this, I hear them smile. I hear their lips slide over their teeth and then the air bubbles moving from between their lips and teeth, because of the pressure. They smile smugly. A smug smile pushes the air bubbles out a little faster because people smile too big, and the pressure is greater on those pockets of air in the gums. A nervous smile sounds similar to a smug smile.
              Mama blew the steam off her honey water.
There were some people who were good at recognizing when other people had abilities they lacked. Asa Palmer—the boy that Conway is so fond of—is one of them. He delegates better than anyone I’ve met. He listens to me for wisdom. He trusts Teddy and Mike with science things. He looks to Jen when he needs courage. He looks to Conway for information. He doesn’t assume that he knows everything, and because of that, he gets by like he does. Because he admits he needs help, he goes through life with all of the power of the people around him. He’s scared a lot. He has anxiety—much more than most people. But in a way, that’s his super power. Him being ordinary and being able to call upon those around him makes him special. It sounds easy, but not many people can do that.
Mama slurped on her honey water again and enjoyed the sensation that came to her ears. She heard the soft gurgle that the water made when her lips touched it. She could hear the warmth in the echo of the waves in the water. Warm water sounds different than cold water, she knew. It sounds a little softer. The sound of the slurping bounced off the walls around her. She could hear the sound coming off the cluttered walls, the comfortable armchair that she was sitting in, and the ceiling above her. It doesn’t matter if they believe me, I suppose. I know that I can sense things that they can’t.
              She sat still for a moment, listening to the sounds of the room. She could hear the mechanisms inside the dozens of clocks on the wall. Ozzie, her pet polar bear, was lying on a mattress behind her. She could hear his heart thudding in his chest. She couldn’t hear human hearts from feet away, but she could hear Ozzie’s, and other polar bears’. She assumed that their hearts were nosier than human hearts because they were bigger, more powerful, and surrounded by bigger ribs that vibrated as a result of the heartbeats. She listened to Conway breathing. He sat on the couch, and she noticed that he was fidgeting more than normal. She could hear that he was grinding his teeth.
              Conway was someone who had trouble fully understanding that her blindness made her more perceptive in some ways. For example, he still tried to lie to her sometimes. Mama didn’t know exactly what gave her the impression that people were lying, whether it was subtle changes in the voice, or the sound a person’s fingers make when they touch their lips after they say something that she knew was false. She just always knew.
              And right now, he’s lying.
              A few moments ago, Mama had asked Conway if something was wrong. He had said that there wasn’t anything wrong. Now, she was sitting, sipping on her tea, and waiting for him to gather his thoughts and to confide what he would in her. She knew that he wouldn’t tell her everything. That wasn’t Jul’s nature. If she was lucky, though, she might be able to piece together the whole story from the clues that he gave to her.
              Mama sat there, listening carefully to her son. Another advantage of being blind was that people had a harder time telling what you were focusing on. When a person who can see is focusing on something, they look at it. This gives them away. A blind person, however, doesn’t have to do anything that gives their focus away. When listening to something, Mama sometimes moved her head to hear it from several different angles, but people couldn’t tell what it was she was concentrating on. Now, Mama was concentrating on her son’s hands. They were trembling slightly as he held his tea. Conway was not aware of this, though. Mama appeared as though she was staring at the floor, thinking.
              Mama heard Conway shake his head—this was signaled by the sound of his collar rubbing against the back of his neck. He’s thinking. I’ll give him time. Whatever he has to tell me, it’s important. He’s been acting strange ever since he learned that Teddy escaped and took Asa’s DNA with him. I can’t force him, though. Jul Conway doesn’t do anything that he doesn’t want to. I need to give him time to come to me at his leisure. He wants to tell me something, he just doesn’t know which pieces I need to know. He’s so secretive.
              It took a long while, but Mama was patient. She listened to a bird making a nest against the side of the house. She heard Ozzie’s stomach begin to gurgle as it digested the dog food he had eaten an hour before. She listened to Conway draw in breath multiple times, as though he was about to speak, only to then shut his mouth and continue contemplating. She heard the icemaker in the freezer dispense ice into the tub. She noticed that one of the cubes didn’t fall out of the tray and into the tub; it was a cube on the side of the tray closest to the wall. This happened every so often.
              “I think that Robert King doesn’t realize how dire the situation is,” Conway finally said. He spoke in Edo, a language that he and Mama both knew and that he had learned growing up in Nigeria. Typically, they spoke in English when they were alone. That was the language they were most comfortable with. Mama thought in English, most of the time. They spoke Edo when they were discussing things that could get them in trouble. They didn’t think that their house was bugged or anything; it was just a precaution they took because it had no harm and some potential benefit.
              Mama nodded. She slurped on her tea and waited. She knew her son and she knew that it wouldn’t be wise to respond now. He would talk more if she didn’t interrupt him.
              Jul shook his head again and then rubbed his hands together. She could hear that the fingers were long and covered in thick calluses. “Even after all that’s happened, he still wants Multipliers to work for him. I can’t understand it. Why would he do that, Mama? Multipliers are dangerous and deceptive. None are loyal to him. You would think that after what happened with Volkner he would lose faith in the creatures, but he would make more if it wasn’t for the contract. Why can’t he see how dangerous they are?”
              Mama could sense that Jul actually wanted her answer here. She knew that there was something he wasn’t revealing beneath his agitation—she didn’t know what, but something new had happened. It wasn’t that Multipliers had stolen Asa’s DNA, which had a code in it that could increase the Multipliers ability to multiply. No, he started getting agitated about a week after he found that out. There’s something new. Maybe something has happened to him. Maybe he has an idea that disturbs him.
              Mama knew that, for most people, a simple idea wouldn’t cause so much distress. Jul wasn’t most people. He was honest with himself, for one thing. He never represented things in an untrue way just to make himself happy; Mama suspected that most people did that more often than they would like to admit. Ideas could be scary to Jul because of this. If an idea led him to believe that the world would be better off if he killed her, he would do it. He wasn’t afraid of difficult truths. My suspicion is that he’s come across a difficult truth and that it scares him. He doesn’t know it, but I may be able to help him.
              “Mama?” he said. “Why do you think he can’t see how dangerous they are?”
              My son is impatient, she thought. Now he was talking in a way that he only talked to her when they were alone. When other people were around, he didn’t like to seem needy. Mama cleared her throat and began to speak in her croaky voice. The answer she had was directly related to what she had been thinking about her son. Perhaps that’s why I started thinking about him in that way. “I think that he wants to trust the Multipliers. If they are good and trustworthy, then he can justify using them as guards.”
              “Why would he want to think that, though? It’s wrong. Can’t he see that? No matter how hard he imagines that they’re good, the Multipliers are still malevolent creatures.” He shook his head again.
              “I see your point. It’s not advantageous for him to continue to believe what he believes. A lot of times, though, people believe things because it makes them feel better, not because they are true.”
              Jul nodded as though he was listening, but Mama suspected that he had only been half paying attention to her. Whatever this new idea is, it’s bothering him greatly. She could still hear that his hands were trembling by the waves in his teacup.
              Mama waited for him to speak for the next half hour, but he never did. Finally, he drained the rest of his tea, stood up, took the empty teacups, and washed them in the sink. He’s not going to talk to me about it, Mama realized. If he would just be more like Asa, he’d be more effective. He would also be less trustworthy, though. Conway is a vault that no one gets to see inside of. If you get close to Asa, he confides everything in you. At least, I think that he does.
Conway finished the dishes, walked over to Mama, and kissed her on the head. He was about to go to his room when Mama spoke and stopped him. “Jul?”
              “Yes?” he said.
              “You’re planning something.” She spoke in Edo.
              Her son did not respond.
              “You’re planning something that scares you. I wish that you would talk to me about it.”
              Jul still did not respond. Mama waited a full minute.
              “Can you promise me something, Jul?”
              “Maybe,” he said back. He was no longer letting her see himself. His voice was deeper. He sounded older. He had again taken on the clinical, protective, responsible persona that everyone else saw.
              She smiled at that. He’s always been so serious. “Promise me that, whatever you’re doing, you will consider involving Asa Palmer.”
              “I know that Asa has done some things for us, but he’s a…”
              “A child, yes,” she said, finishing his sentence. “I know. He’s not even sixteen years old yet.”
              Jul Conway continued: “When I told him about his father, I didn’t want anyone else to know. His whole Winggame team from last semester knows about the contract now. It’s out of the question. He broke my trust.”
              “And what harm has come of that?”
              “A lot of harm could come of that!” Jul said. “If Robert King catches wind that I was talking about his past…”
              Mama interrupted her son again. “JUL! Listen to yourself! You should be ashamed! You’re saying ‘if.’ If Robert King catches wind… Why don’t you consider what actually happened. Asa confided in his friends against your will and they ended up saving his life, and maybe the whole Academy at the end of last semester. Let’s look at what else actually has happened—none of them have talked. Asa evaluated the situation and decided to go against your wishes. The actual consequences of what happened were beneficial, regardless of the what if-scenarios you can come up with might result in.”
              He began breathing hard. That bothered him, she thought. I think that it bothered him because it is true.
              She continued: “So if you decide to involve Asa Palmer in whatever it is you’re planning, you can expect that he’ll keep his mouth shut about it unless he has a very good reason not to.”
              Conway continued to breathe noisily behind her. It wouldn’t have been noisy for most people, but Mama could detect a definite increase in the volume.
              “Consider it, please Jul,” Mama said. “I know that you have a bias against the young sometimes.”
              “That’s not true! I was planning on getting a student involved.”
              She had to try hard not to smile. Unintentionally, he had revealed a small part of his plan. She wanted to know more. “And it wasn’t Asa?”
              “No. It’s someone that’s proven himself. It’s someone that I think I can trust.”
              “He’s proven himself more than Asa? Asa was brave enough to try to set bombs on a Multiplier camp a few months ago. Asa Palmer has a bit of Edmund in him, whether you like to think so or not. Please consider him.”
              Conway rubbed his face with his right hand. She could hear that he needed to shave. “I’ll consider,” he said. He then disappeared into his room and shut the door.
              Mama smiled. She closed her eyes and listened as Conway paced in the back room. At least he’s considering using Asa. I wish I knew what he was doing, but at least he’s considering Asa.
              Odd as it was, she felt that her fifty one year old son would be safer if he worked alongside the fifteen-year-old boy.
              There’s a little bit of Edmund in him.

              
 
 
2
Buster
 
 
              Asa Palmer was lying in bed, awake and perturbed by the sound of a hard brush scrubbing away at tile. Can’t he give it a rest? The raccoon was in the bathroom, cleaning even though it was well past midnight. I’ve got to get up in the morning, Asa thought. It was a Wednesday, and though he was on summer break with no official responsibilities, Viola Burns would be at his door at eight o’clock in the morning. He and Viola worked out each morning to prepare for the upcoming Winggame season and for whatever tasks they might be thrown into during the next school semesters. The alarm clock on his armband was set for seven.
              Asa didn’t even want to look at what time it was. Late enough that I’ll feel fatigued and sluggish in the morning.
A soft light fell from the bathroom door where the raccoon was cleaning. Why can’t he clean that while I’m out tomorrow? There’s another bathroom in my apartment—couldn’t he clean that one now? Asa could see the furry creature’s shadow on the back wall of the bathroom from where he lay. The silhouette made the mammal look grotesquely enlarged; on the wall, its lolling tongue was the size of a human arm, its ears were both the size of rounded chair backs. The raccoon’s headlamp, which he wore on an elastic strap that ruffled his hair, was on and caused the shadows in the bedroom to shift every time the creature moved his head. The creature’s headlamp automatically turned on when he entered a dark room so that he could clean any room he wanted, without needing a light on. The reason for the headlamp wasn’t that the raccoon was conscientious of Asa’s need for REM, but that he didn’t know how to turn on the wall light switches. He had flipped a wall switch by accident once that Asa had witnessed, when he was dusting the walls vigorously, and the raccoon had looked up surprised when the room magically illuminated. He didn’t seem to have the brainpower to realize the connection between the switch and the light.
              The raccoon’s name was Buster. He was fat, thanks to his diet being supplemented by the cereal that was stocked in Asa’s cabinets. He liked Lucky Charms the best; Asa thought that they were probably the most calorie dense cereal available, and something in the mammal’s hardwiring was dead-set on keeping a plump layer of fat around the his midsection.
He wasn’t really a raccoon, even though his ancestors were, just as a dog isn’t really a wolf; he was a creature that the Academy had created as a result of genetic manipulation, from the starting point of a raccoon. Asa didn’t know what to call the weird thing in his bathroom, so he just called it a raccoon. It was certainly not, however, a raccoon.
Raccoons don’t do weird stuff like this.
Asa and Buster had been living together for a month at this point. Asa had found him in his new dwelling in Mount Three when he moved in, shortly after Roxanne’s graduation ceremony. The dwellings in Mount Three, Asa was pleased to find, were all found along a hallway that was built into the mountain. Each was enclosed behind a large metal door set in the stone that only opened up when someone with the appropriate, approved fingerprints pressed the pad beside the door. Asa had been glad to see this. During his second semester at the Academy, he had had to live in a small cave that he and Teddy had carved out from the side of a mountain. The only thing closing him in from the outside world had been a wooden door and a small lock. During that semester, he had slept in his hammock each night knowing that if a Multiplier wanted to come after him, the only obstacle was a relatively thin panel of wood. He slept better now, knowing that he was more protected. The new apartment also had the advantage of central heating and cooling, which made his nights much more comfortable. Even though last semester he always had a suit that had a heating component on it to keep him warm, and a fire in the fireplace, he had continuously woken up in the mornings with a cold nose and ears. This was now no longer a problem. 
The apartment was nice—it was decorated with cloth furniture, thick rugs and carpet, and paintings on the walls that showed relaxing prairie scenes. The walls were painted soft greens and blues. More than any place he had been in the Five Mountains, his apartment reminded him of an average, suburban house in the United States. White trim framed the walls and doorjambs. All of the rooms were cubes, with flat ceilings rather than rounded ones. It reminded him of the house that he and his mother used to live in. Overall, he was very pleased with his new accommodations.
 When he had moved in, however, it was dirty. No one had cleaned it after the former tenant moved out. After unlocking his front door for the first time and entering, he had found that his new dwelling was disgusting. Dishes were piled up in the sink, with a putrid smell emanating from them. The trash badly needed to be taken out; it was overflowing onto the floor and smelled of rotten bananas. Plates and mugs littered the coffee table. However, the Academy had given him a solution for this. A fat, old-looking raccoon had been in a wire cage in the center of the room with an “Owner’s Manual” atop it. Next to the manual had been a letter from Dr. Gene Gill, one of the owners of Alfatrex, and the Academy. 
 
Asa Palmer,
 
              Congratulations on moving into your new apartment! Naturally insulated by the surrounding rock of the mountain, this living space is a great place to keep warm and rest next semester in between classes, tasks, Winggame matches, and the many other activities that fill the lives of our Academy students. This apartment is roughly one thousand square feet and furnished with a fully functional kitchen, one bedroom, two baths, and a spacious living room. If you would like any improvements within reason, just ask!
              As you know, one goal of the Gill Initiative is to make your life here a little bit easier, more comfortable, and more enjoyable. On surveys, some of the third and fourth semester students from last year complained that the raccoons could be a bit obtrusive. They would come in and out of apartments as unwelcomed guests, whenever they wanted. Students saw this as an invasion of privacy. Some students refused to let them in.
              That’s why, as part of the Gill Initiative, we’re giving each student their very own raccoon! This way, rather than being viewed as an intruder, each raccoon will be a roommate!
              The Owner’s Manual will give you detailed instruction on how to keep your raccoon healthy.
 
-Gene Gill, Ph.D.
 
             Asa had put the letter aside and looked at his furry new companion. Still, he thought about that first encounter with Buster. Something happened then that still happened occasionally now.
               In his mind, he called it the switch.

              When the switch happened, it was like looking at the optical illusion that, when looked at one way, appears to be a vase, and, when looked at another way, appears to be two people having a conversation. In reality, both views are accurate, but the human mind can only see the image as one thing at a time. He supposed that he had never experienced the switch with raccoons before because he had never spent enough time with one.
              When it had happened the first time he met Buster, he had actually gasped.
              One moment, Buster had been an old, ugly, and overweight raccoon looking up at Asa. Asa had been able to tell that there was something different about the creature, of course. Its head was taller and more rounded than a normal raccoon’s, its hair was a bit brittle, sparser and whiter than usual, and the creature’s fingers seemed to be longer and less paw-like than the average raccoon’s. He had never stared long and hard at raccoon proportions, he simply intuited these things as different. Also, Buster was admittedly a mutant. It would be odd if he looked exactly like a normal raccoon, because he wasn’t. But still, in that initial instance, Buster was, in Asa’s mind, more raccoon than anything else.
              Then the switch had happened and Asa could no longer see Buster as a raccoon. The band of hair over the eyes had still been there, a signature of the creature’s ancestors, as had been the tail, the claws, and the black, shiny nose. But now, rather than defining the creature, these raccoon-like qualities had seemed to be part of a costume that something else had put on.
              He’s an old man.
              For an entire two minutes, Asa did not move. He had stood stationary and stared at the strange thing in the wire cage—the thing that he now owned.
              His heart had been thudding in his chest. His mouth had been slightly dry.
              How did I ever see this as a raccoon?
              After the switch, it was impossible to see the creature as he had seen it. As clear as a snake is not a garden hose, he was looking at an old man and not a raccoon—a thirty-pound, hairy old man, but an old man nonetheless.
              Buster had been looking up at Asa with an expression of annoyance and apprehension. His bushy, white eyebrows came together, and beneath the sparse brindle hair on his forehead, Asa saw that the thing’s skin was wrinkled and creased with deep horizontal lines, just as an old man’s would be. The forehead was dotted with age spots of discoloration. Then there was the nose; the humanlike qualities in the nose were just subtle enough that Asa could understand how he had never noticed them before, but significant enough to cause the switch to happen. Rather than simply being a black, wet button-like end to a triangular muzzle, as is the nose of most raccoons, Buster’s nose pointed down slightly. The nares, rather than opening out to the area directly in front of the creatures face, opened on a slant to the area below the nose, as a human’s did. Another feature that Asa’s eyes kept on moving to was the creature’s jaw. Its mandible was slightly thicker than that of a normal raccoon’s, giving the creature a chin that dipped down an inch or so beneath the black lips before it curved back towards the neck. These were the things that Asa could pinpoint as being old-man-like about Buster. Then there were some indefinable things. Buster’s eyes, for no reason that Asa could articulate, looked like the eyes of an old human male. His expressions were more akin to expressions that one would see on an old, grumpy grandfather than on a raccoon that attempts to steal out of a trash can. Asa could imagine what Buster would look like if he could somehow transform into a human. He would have large, owlish eyes, a small mouth, a slender nose, and delicate bone structure in general. He would be fleshy and plump, with thick, bushy white eyebrows and full cheeks.
              Then, the switch had happened again. Buster had put his ears back and let out a string of chattering sounds at Asa.
              Asa had blinked.
              He had been looking at a raccoon again and had felt crazy for ever thinking that the thing inside of his cage had been an old man. The creature is covered in black, white and grey fur. He’s thirty pounds. He has a wet, black nose and a bushy tail. How on earth could I have ever thought that this thing was an old man?
              He had then bent down and unlocked the cage. Buster had sat back on his haunches and looked at Asa. The switch had
happened again. For a moment, Asa had felt as though an old man had been scrutinizing him. Then, Buster had bolted from the cage, chattering grumpily in a way that only raccoons do and that old men certainly don’t do. He had then looked to Asa like a raccoon.
              As Asa lay in bed, looking at the moving raccoon silhouette on the back wall of the bathroom, he considered how strange and foreign Buster still was to him, even after a month. Once, Asa had seen Buster cleaning his shower. The raccoon had brought a cup into the bathroom, filled it repeatedly with water from the toilet, and splashed the tile around the tub to wet it. Buster would then squirt soap onto a brush that was attached to a long handle and scrub the dirt from the side of the wall. When the raccoon had needed to move to another section of the tile, he had wet the area with more water from the toilet.
              Asa had stood, arms crossed, watching Buster do this for a few minutes. Buster had not minded Asa watching. Humanlike though he was, he didn’t seem at all self-conscious when people watched him work.
              He doesn’t know how to turn on the faucet, Asa had discovered. He had then said to Buster, “You know, it’d be easier for you to wet the tile if you just turned on the faucet.” He had then turned the faucet on, causing water to fall into the tub.
              The creature had not reacted in a way that Asa would have anticipated.
              The raccoon had showed his teeth, chirped angrily, and lunged at the faucet’s knob. Asa had drawn back his hand quickly, fearing that Buster would bite him. Buster had then slammed the knob into the ‘off’ position (Asa assumed that this was done by accident; the knob was in the ‘off’ position when it was pointing at the floor; the raccoon jumping onto the knob naturally had this result) and then had begun to chatter angrily at Asa, showing his teeth and taking aggressive steps towards his owner. Asa had left the bathroom, perplexed. I was only trying to show him a better way to clean.
              Asa smiled sleepily against his pillow, remembering the circumstance. I didn’t know anything about his personality back then. There was still a lot to learn, but now Asa knew more. A couple days after Asa had showed Buster how to turn on the shower faucet, he had heard the faucet come on as he and Viola were watching a movie on his couch. He had put his bowl of pasta on the coffee table and stood up to investigate. He had found Buster scrubbing the tile walls of the shower with soap and water that was supplied by the showerhead.
              Asa had smiled. “Found out my way was better, huh?”
              The raccoon wouldn’t look at Asa. He didn’t acknowledge his owner at all. He simply continued to scrub.
              You’re a prideful little guy, Asa had thought, before retreating back to the living room.
              His memory was broken off as he heard the shower head turn on inside the bathroom. This has got to stop, Asa thought. Suddenly, the raccoon in his bathroom didn’t seem so cute to him. He thought about Gene Gill’s letter, which had said that in-home raccoons were a solution to students feeling like the raccoons were unwelcomed guests. He’s certainly not welcome in my bathroom at this hour.
He got out of his bed and padded over the carpet in his bare feet to look inside the bathroom. He glanced as his armband, which was charging, as he walked by and saw with dismay that it was three-thirty in the morning.
Asa flipped on the bathroom switch. Buster’s headlamp immediately turned off as a result of exposure to external light. The raccoon, however, acted as though he didn’t notice the change. He didn’t do anything to acknowledge that Asa was standing there.
              Buster was scrubbing away at the tile, his long-fingered paws wrapped around the handle of his brush. He scrubbed in circles, and used his body to apply more pressure onto the brush. He acts compulsively, Asa thought. Buster was frowning. Asa wondered how his raccoon’s DNA had been edited, exactly. He was smarter than a normal raccoon, of course. He was probably smarter than a natural dolphin, or a chimp. His use of tools far exceeded anything that Asa had heard of a chimp doing. Odder than that, though, is his compulsive urge to clean. Asa knew that natural raccoons cleaned things incessantly sometimes; they cleaned food with water before they ate it, they cleaned their fur, and they cleaned certain items, such as coins, that they were fond of. But this is taking it to a whole new level, Asa thought, watching the panting creature that was cleaning well into the night. He’s cleaning as though his life depends on it.
              No matter how badly he wants to keep cleaning this bathroom, though, he’s got to stop. I need to sleep. Buster is supposed to make my life easier, not more difficult.
              “Buster,” Asa said, his voice rusty with sleep.
              Buster continued to scrub. His eyes were dead set on the spot on the tile that he was scrubbing.
              “Buster!” Asa said, louder this time.
              The raccoon’s ears twitched, indicating to Asa that he had been heard. Buster didn’t care that Asa was speaking to him, however, and continued to scrub. It reminded Asa of a little boy who is playing video games and doesn’t respond when his mother calls him.
              Asa felt anger boil up inside of him. Not only was he losing sleep, but also he had been awake long enough now that he was hungry. If Asa ever woke up for more than thirty minutes, he had an irresistible urge to eat; he also was sure that a bowl of cereal or some small snack like that wouldn’t cut it—he would have to eat the caloric equivalent of half a day’s worth of food for a normal human, at least. He knew that this was a result of being a mutant; he was six times as strong as the average human with the same amount of muscle, but he also needed to consume many more calories. It was burdensome to have such a need, especially because his mouth and gastrointestinal tract were not mutated at all. Grizzly bears need to consume over ten times as many calories as the average adult male human, but they have mouths and stomachs designed to eat much quicker than humans can. Asa’s ordinary digestive system worked slower, but he needed more, meaning that he spent a lot more time than normal people eating.
              It’ll be twenty five minutes before I’m able to go to sleep—that’s if I’m quick! Then I’ll have to wake up in three more hours.
              “Buster.”
              There was still no response from the creature.
              I’m done with this. Tired and angry, Asa turned off the shower water and snatched the brush from the raccoon’s hand.
              “Get out! I don’t care if…” Asa was beginning to say to his raccoon, but then Buster did something that took Asa by surprise and stopped him midsentence. The creature leapt, hands splayed out, at Asa’s face.
              He’s going to attack me! He’s really going to attack me! Asa thought this with disbelief.
              He raised his bare arms to protect himself and took a step back in surprise. The raccoon bit him, hard. Buster’s sharp, pointy teeth pierced the skin on Asa’s right forearm, drawing blood.
              Asa reacted without thinking, just as a person will swat at a bat that flies into his or her face. He became aware of the tingling, numb feeling in his shoulder the moment that he had been attacked. He hadn’t used his electrocution ability much since he had earned it after Flying Class last semester. The first time he had ever used it, he had knocked Jordan Hall, a three hundred fifty pound Winggame opponent, unconscious. Asa had lost consciousness as well as a result of the exertion. At that time, he couldn’t control the power much at all. Now, he had more control of it, but he still had nothing close to the kind of control that Roxanne Price demonstrated.
              He shocked Buster; he used what he thought would be a non-lethal force, but he was angry at the raccoon and intended to hurt him—to punish him for lashing out.
              Buster screamed. The sound was akin to a door squeaking open on rusty hinges. Immediately, he let go of Asa’s arm, dropped to the floor, and began convulsing.
              “Buster?” Asa asked.
              The raccoon took a few strange steps. He was walking as though his knee joints were locked in the extended position. His hair stood straight up, and his jaw was opened wide as though he was yawning but couldn’t stop. His head was tilted to the side. His ears were cockeyed.
              “Buster?” Asa asked, thinking that he had given the animal too much of a jolt.
              A small noise came from the raccoon’s open mouth; it was high pitched and strained, unlike any sound Asa had ever heard Buster produce before.
              “Buster?” Did I kill him? Is he going to die?
              The animal’s positioning relaxed gradually. His knees bent slightly, and then his whole body shook, as though he was flinging water off of his fur. He stopped shaking and then he looked at his hands for a moment; his fingers were splayed out on the tile floor. Buster coughed once and then looked up at Asa.
              The switch happened and Asa felt the urge to take a step back. Everything in his mind told him that he was looking at an old man, not a raccoon. Buster eyed Asa for a moment; his expression was one of disappointment and contempt.
              Asa felt an ache in his chest. He had hurt something much smaller than him. I shouldn’t have done that.
              Then Buster sprinted at Asa’s bare ankle. He bit the skin and then scurried off before Asa had time to react.
              Asa turned and a string of curse words exploded out of his mouth. Then he yelled, “Tomorrow I’m going to start training you! I’m going to get some rope and you’re wearing a collar!”
              There was no response from the raccoon. All was quiet within the apartment. Asa might as well have been yelling at a wall.
              He looked down and saw that bright red blood was leaking out of the tiny puncture wounds that the raccoon had inflicted in the skin of his ankle. “I’m your owner!” Asa shouted at the quiet apartment.
              The raccoon didn’t respond.
              Asa cursed again and walked towards the wall to get a piece of toilet paper from the dispenser. He was thinking about how he would punish the raccoon; he had been wondering if punishing the creature would be a good strategy ever since he had released Buster out of his cage. When Asa had opened up Buster’s Owner’s Manual, he had been looking forward to reading tips on how to best interact with the raccoon. Instead, he had been disappointed to find that the entire manual was filled with medical problems to look for, and the proper diet to feed your raccoon.
              Remembering this, Asa shouted, “And you’re not eating any more Lucky Charms until you start respecting me!” Asa had allowed the raccoon to eat the cereal, even though it wasn’t part of his approved diet for two reasons. The first was that it was cute, and the second was that if Buster didn’t get his way, he threw a fit; Asa didn’t enjoy dealing with Buster when he was angry.
              Without any guidance on how to best control his new pet, Asa had assumed that living with the raccoon would be easy. He had thought that living with Buster would be different than living with a dog in that he wouldn’t have to set up ground rules and consequences for if those rules were broken.
              Now I know that I was wrong. I’ll probably be living with this raccoon for the rest of its life, so I need to mold it into something that’s easier to deal with.
              He folded the toilet paper into a square and dabbed the blood on his ankle. The bite on his forearm wasn’t bleeding. He wondered if the electric shock had cauterized the wound.
              I better disinfect the one that’s still bleeding. Buster’s breath stinks. His mouth is probably crawling with bacteria.
              He walked in front of the bathroom sink and was reaching up to open the counter above his head, in which antiseptic ointment was held, when he froze. He noticed that his face looked different. It was redder than it should have been. Along the front of his neck, his cheeks, and running across his nose, his skin was splotchy and a deep red, as though he had been drinking too much or just exerted himself during a hard workout.
              Is something wrong with me?
              He knew that the mutations the Academy students were given hadn’t gone through the same safety procedures that pharmaceutical drugs had to go through in the United States. They sometimes caused odd, and lethal effects, even after they had been in a person’s body multiple years. Asa had been tested on this subject in Professor Stern’s Science Class last semester. The Academy was collecting data on how humans who were subjected to the strange mutations aged, but a lot was still unknown. Professor Stern taught about how some graduates died from early liver failure as a result of their body not being able to process all of the excess broken down muscle tissue that their mutated selves produced. Because of this, Asa was a bit more worried whenever he noticed any abnormality with his body than he would have been otherwise.
              And this is certainly an abnormality. I am angry right now. Maybe that could be causing my face to turn red like this.
              Asa struck this idea down after staring at himself in the mirror a moment longer. His face was a deep, blotchy red. He had seen himself in the mirror when he was angry before—he didn’t redden this much.
              Something is going on.
              Asa had eaten a lot of baby carrots the day before. He had learned in Science Class that there was some chemical in the vegetable that, when eaten in excess, turns a person’s skin orange.
              But this is red—almost purple—not orange.
              He decided that he would try to calm down and then check his face in a few minutes. I did get angry with Buster. The color in my face also could be a strange side effect of the electricity that I just expelled.
              Putting the color of his face aside for a moment, Asa reached into the cabinet and took out the antiseptic ointment. He applied it liberally, and then returned the tube to the cabinet.
              He took another look at himself in the mirror. Still red.
              Next, he exited his bedroom in search of food. He was wearing nothing but boxer shorts, and he hugged himself against the cold air. He looked around his living room. All was quiet, and absurdly clean. His television reflected the couch and coffee table in black and grey tones. He had plants in his living room for decoration—vines atop a bookshelf, and potted cacti were scattered around the room. They had been there when he moved into the apartment. He wondered if they would die in the windowless apartment without any sunlight, or if they, like Buster and Asa, were mutants and perhaps could live without the normal amount of UV radiation. I guess we’ll find out. His eyes continued to scan the living room. There was no sign of Buster. I bet that he’s in the other bathroom, hiding from me. 
              Asa moved one of the big armchairs that faced the television out so that it was blocking the doorknob to his bedroom. Buster could open the door, but he wouldn’t have the strength to move the armchair.
              I don’t want him sneaking back in there while I’m eating. He is probably holding a grudge against me for shocking him. I don’t want him biting me in my sleep as revenge.
              With the armchair in place, Asa walked over to his kitchen. The clock on the wall reminded Asa of how tired he would be in the morning. He groaned, opened up the refrigerator, which was always stocked with good pre-prepared meals, and began to pick out what he would eat. 
 
 
3
The Simulator
 
              Viola was, as usual, a few minutes early.
              Viola Burns was conscientious, and cared more than most about things such as being timely. She worked hard at school, and it showed in her excellent grades. Asa secretly thought that she was a bit dull, especially compared to the other people at the Academy. What she lacked in aptitude, though, she made up for with effort. She had gotten exceptional grades at one of the premier private schools in the United States before being kidnapped by the Academy. Her achievements were stellar compared to a normal teenager, but lackluster compared to those of Teddy Jujune—who was a college lecturer at fourteen—or Stridor Arkardiavna—who had wowed the intellectual world when, as a child, he had demonstrated a greater understanding of Einstein’s relativity than most adult experts in the world. Asa believed that Stridor was the smartest student in the entire Academy. Asa supposed that not everyone could be a genius. Genius is defined as being far outside of the norm—by definition, there couldn’t be many, and so not everyone the Academy kidnapped was one. Asa knew that he certainly wasn’t the sharpest student in the Academy. He and Viola seemed to have a special connection because of how hard they had to try just to keep up with everyone else. He felt that Viola could relate to him better than some of the geniuses that surrounded them.
Despite her lack of aptitude, she had the most points of any Academy student entering their third semester—eight hundred and fifty. She only needed one hundred fifty more to graduate at the end of her fourth semester. She had been lucky and skilled enough to be on a championship Winggame team during both of her first two semesters—first with Benny Hughs on the Dragons, and then with Asa on the Sharks. Still, she never relaxed about her position. She knew that it wasn’t unheard of for a student to get less than one hundred fifty points in two semesters.
“Relaxing in this place is dangerous,” she had told Asa.
Asa opened the door five minutes prior to eight o’clock to let her in.
He looked at her for a moment after he opened the door. He thought that he saw something in her eyes for a small fraction of a second, but then it was gone. He stared at her, not sure even what he had thought he had seen there. He brushed this thought aside.
              She was wearing the newest version of the Academy issued suits for students. It was tight, but incredibly flexible. It fit each student’s body like a gymnast’s suit might, but the fabric was nearly a quarter inch thick. Asa thought that it made them look like they were on Star Trek. The suit was equipped with internal heating and cooling systems that could be operated by twisting a dial on the armbands; Asa had no idea how the technology worked, though he had benefited from it for a year now. He could be outside in subzero temperatures, but be so warm that he was sweating if the heat on his suit was turned up. The suits were white and grey; the outside fabric was a texture akin to snakeskin, but softer.
              Asa looked at Viola’s face. She looked anorexic, though she was far from it—she ate all the food that she physically could. Asa had once seen her eat one and a half pounds of ground beef and five cooked eggs during one meal. Her head looked too big for her tiny neck; her cheekbones were skeletal; her wrists looked as though they could be easily broken; her eyes were sunken into her head. Asa and Viola had had conversations about her extreme weight loss. She was a little less than five and a half feet tall. When she arrived at the Academy, she weighed around one hundred and fifty pounds. When Asa had met her at the beginning of last semester, she was a slender, but healthy-looking one hundred thirty pounds. Now, she weighed just less than one hundred pounds. It was a result of the mutations.
              Some of the Academy mutants, like Asa, managed to put on muscle after they had mutated. Before coming to the Academy, Asa had been on the skinny side. Now, at around six feet tall and weighing an extremely lean one hundred ninety pounds, he looked about as muscular as a light heavyweight professional boxer.
              Most students grew leaner after their mutations (Jordan Hall was the only exception to this that Asa could think of). The mutations caused muscle tissue to require so much more fuel in the form of calories than ever before that it was hard for the students to keep fat on their bodies.
              Viola Burns was one of the people who lost both fat and muscle. Asa had urged her to go see Missus Ida, a mutant who served as the Academy’s ‘nurse’. Asa had found out recently, to his surprise, that she was actually a trained Medical Doctor. He had thought that Missus Ida was loony the first time that he had met her. Viola had protested with Asa for weeks, and finally they had come to an agreement. Viola, who weighed one hundred and three at the time they made their agreement, said that she would go to see Missus Ida if she dropped below one hundred pounds. It was her belief that by taking a more proactive approach to making sure that she was consuming enough calories she could steer her weight back into a healthier range. She wasn’t losing weight for lack of effort. She was nearly always eating. As Asa opened the door for her, she was chomping into a Snickers bar. 
              “Hello,” Asa said. “Come in, I’m almost ready to go.”
              “What’s wrong with your…ummm…your face is a bit blotchy, Asa.” Viola said. She always tried to sound polite. She finished off her candy bar and then folded up the wrapper neatly in her hand to be discarded later. Asa never threw away his own trash anymore. He always just tossed it on the floor and let Buster clean it up. Viola disagreed with this; she disposed of her garbage herself. Asa guessed that Nadine, Viola’s raccoon, rarely had any work to do.
              “My face?” Asa asked.
              “Yeah, it’s all purplish-red.” Her eyebrows were pulled together. She touched Asa’s forehead. “No fever,” she said.
              “You’re such a mom,” Asa said back. He then began to traipse off towards his bedroom. “Hold on, I’ve just got to brush my teeth.”
              When he was in front of his bathroom sink, he saw that the redness in his face had worsened since the night before. He had forgotten to check it after eating at three in the morning. The red-pattern was still blotchy, as though he had been drinking. The redness wasn’t so abnormal that it looked as though he had a medical problem. Asa knew people that had faces that were incessantly as red as his own. Robert King, for example, was always a little red in the face—it was just the natural tone of his skin. For Asa, however, the color was unusual.
              I feel fine, though, he thought, before picking up his toothbrush, squirting toothpaste onto it, and then brushing his teeth. In the mirror he saw Buster’s brush lying discarded in the bathtub. Asa had seen no sign of the raccoon that morning. I still need to make him a collar, he thought. Maybe a leash, too, I think that it would be good to start his training today.

              When Asa was done brushing his teeth, he exited the bedroom, shut the door, and pulled the heavy armchair in front of it again.
              Viola watched him from the sofa. She was eating one of Asa’s red apples greedily, munching away as though it were a race. This was her second apple; she held the core of the other in her left hand. Outside of the Academy, it was polite to ask before you dug through someone’s refrigerator. In the third semester apartments, it didn’t matter. The refrigerators, Asa had discovered, were regularly stocked so that they were always full of food. The back walls of the student’s refrigerators were chutes that the Academy could send food through. Asa figured that they must monitor the levels of food inside the refrigerator, because as soon as he was running low on an item, it was restocked.
              “Why are you barricading your door?” Viola asked.
              “It’s Buster,” Asa said, scanning the apartment for a moment. There was still no sign of the raccoon. Asa raised his voice so that the creature could hear him. “I don’t want him in my room until we’ve established some ground rules.”
              “What do you mean?” Viola asked. She stood up and threw her apple cores away in the waste-chute next to the sink.
              Asa opened the front door and held it for her. They exited and began to walk down the hallway to the third-semester students’ exercise room. The hallway was painted with dark green walls, and the floor was made of multicolored rocks cemented together.
“Buster just has no respect for any of my needs,” Asa complained. “He’s inconsiderate. He woke me up at three in the morning, scrubbing my bathroom with that headlamp of his strapped on. I’m tired, Vi. Does Nadine pull stuff like that?”
              Viola shook her head. “She usually sleeps right beside me the whole night.”
              “She sleeps in bed with you?”
              Viola nodded.
              Asa laughed. “You have a very different relationship with your raccoon than I do. I like Buster, as long as he’s not doing something inconsiderate like cleaning while I’m trying to sleep. But I wouldn’t…” Asa stopped talking midsentence, though he didn’t realize it. They were passing Charlotte Stokes’s apartment door and he stared at it. He looked at the mail slot, thinking that he might write her a letter sometime. He still had hers from last semester. Yours for now, Charlotte, it had been signed. Their relationship was strained, mostly because of Asa’s concern that the two of them being together could be dangerous. This thought wasn’t completely unwarranted. The first time they went on a run together, Professor Kayce had sent his mountain lion, Septa, after them—presumably to kill them. Because their attendance in the Academy was a crucial point in the contract that Asa’s father had made with the Academy—the one that forbade them from making any more Multipliers—Charlotte and Asa were both targets to supporters of the Hive’s cause. We didn’t spend much time together last semester, Asa thought, and I still was attacked. Multipliers even kidnapped me and tried to turn me into one of them. Could spending time with Charlotte make that worse?
              It was a more complicated issue than that now, because there was also Jen Dean to think about. Asa had fun around Jen. Her cocky attitude was annoying sometimes, but it was also freeing. Without Jen, Asa would have never had the courage to spy on Robert King’s office last semester.
              “Hello?” Viola said. She waved her hand in front of Asa’s face. He saw the tips of her mutated fingernails, which were metallic green and purple.
              “Yeah?” Asa said.
              “You were talking and then you just stopped. It happened when we passed…”
              “I was just thinking about something,” Asa said, interrupting her, perturbed. He didn’t want to talk about that topic with Viola. He and Viola were friends, that was for certain. She had saved his life twice the semester before, both times by causing an explosion with her mutated fingernails. In the past month, Asa had spent more time with Viola than anyone. He trusted her with his secrets. She was part of the minority of the Academy that didn’t view Asa as murderous and hardened.
              And yet, if he was completely honest with himself, he didn’t really care about Viola’s opinions on things. He recalled last semester how she couldn’t wrap her mind around Boom Boom’s argument that they should stay at the Academy and fight the Multipliers. She had a hard time with thinking outside of the box, and considering possibilities that weren’t quite normal. She wouldn’t understand Asa’s apprehensions towards the idea of dating Charlotte, and she couldn’t offer Asa any suggestions on the subject that Asa himself hadn’t thought of.
              She’s not creative, Asa thought.
              There were other, more creative and smarter people at the Academy that he could have spent more time with. Boom Boom, for instance, was an excellent outside-the-box thinker. Asa thought Boom Boom was a great strategist, and brilliant. The problem with Boom Boom is that he’s kind of a creep. He had attracted the Academy’s scouts when he built a bomb and blew up a bank. The feat had required certain mental abilities, but it also showed a deficit in others. Anyone who commits an act like that has issues with mentally putting themselves in other people’s shoes. Boom Boom had also killed his childhood dog. Knowing these things made Asa uncomfortable around his former teammate.
              Roxanne Price was also creative, and smart. The problem was that she was engaged to marry a Multiplier named Travis. Asa didn’t have the slightest idea how this relationship had begun. Travis was charming and handsome, but he was a Multiplier. Asa hated Multipliers. Even Teddy, his former best friend, had undergone extensive negative personality changes when he had become one. Asa assumed that Roxanne flirted with Travis when they first met, and then when she saw what he was really like and wanted to break if off, it was too late. Asa wasn’t exactly sure what Roxanne meant when she said that they were engaged. Are they going to have a wedding? Here? At the Academy? The idea sounded ludicrous; Asa imagined raccoons and polar bears setting up chairs on a lawn, and students flying in from the surrounding mountains to watch the wedding. What’s the point of that? There are no laws here. I don’t think that either Roxanne or Travis is religious, either. 
              Asa liked Roxanne, but she was always spending time with Travis. Travis hated Asa; Asa assumed that this was because of his father’s contract, but this had never been officially confirmed. Travis did not like Roxanne spending time with Asa, and Asa thought that Travis wouldn’t hesitate to engage Asa in a physical altercation. That was something that he did not want to happen.
              Most of the students in the Academy had a strong prejudice against Asa. They thought that he was dangerous.
              Because of all of these things, Asa found himself spending a lot of time with Viola. He liked her company, but wished that he had someone else to talk to sometimes.
              He missed Teddy.
They reached the door to the exercise room and entered.
              The exercise area was multi-leveled and expansive. Stairs led up to three different floors, and most of the area was stocked with machinery to help the mutants exercise. Thick ropes hung from the rafters of the four-story ceiling. Some Academy students liked to tie weights onto themselves and climb the ropes up to the top.
Asa and Viola liked to practice what they called “fly-ups” in this area. They would tie a harness around their waists, attach weight plates to their body, and then attempt to fly straight up by flapping their wings. Three hundred pounds was Asa’s maximum fly-up weight, but he came down a little too hard. With practice, though, he was steadily improving. He and Viola also practiced “assisted fly-ups” in this area in which they would attach weights to their harnesses that added up to an amount that would be impossible to fly with. They would then stand next to a rope, and use their hands as little as possible to make it to the top.
              The floor of the entire work out area was padded with thick, textured, black rubber to add increased traction beneath the student’s feet and to prevent injury in case of a fall. The area was so brightly lit with fluorescents that it reminded Asa of a surgical theatre. The workout area was equipped with a voice-activated music system that was always listening. If a student asked to hear any song that had been published by a record label, it automatically played. The requests following the first song then were put into a playlist and played from first to last. Students could also adjust the volume by their voices. For fun, Asa had tried to ask it the most obscure songs that he could think of. The system knew everything.
There was an area in the bottom floor that was known as “The Pit.” The Pit was a lowered area in the floor that was lined with mats. Students sparred there. Plush helmets and boxing gloves were stocked in a large box beside The Pit.
              The oddest, and, in Asa’s opinion, most fun piece of workout equipment was located in the back of the room. It was called the “Simulator.”
              The Simulator, when turned off, looked kind of like a giant soccer ball to Asa. There was a hole in the top of the Simulator that students dropped down into. The room was a dodecahedron (Asa had never heard of this word before encountering the Simulator), which meant that it had twelve flat surfaces that were connected together to make the room a jagged sphere with corners and crevices. The room was forty feet tall, forty feet deep, and forty feet across.
              When it was turned on, all of the surfaces within the Simulator showed an image, resulting in the Academy student inside feeling as though they had been transported somewhere else. Currently, there were only two simulations programmed into the machine, but the Academy promised to come up with more in time. The two simulations were simplistic, and exactly the same except one was ten miles long and the other was two miles long.
              At the beginning of both simulations, the dodecahedron that the Academy student stood within lit up so that it appeared as though the student was standing on a grassy field. Though Asa had gone through the simulations many times, he was always surprised to find how realistic they were. When the machine came on, he could feel humid, salty wind blowing over him. In front of the student, one mile away, was the sea. Wind rustled knee high grass around the students, producing a hissing noise. Asa had even seen grass graze his leg before, and had felt it, too. He assumed that this tactile sensation was produced by very controlled wind patterns. In both simulations, roiling storm clouds of different shades of grey blanketed the sky. The students could hear the ocean waves far off.
              The goal of the simulations was simple—travel the distance as fast as possible. The clock started as soon as the student began to run. The first time that Asa had ever gone into the Simulator, he had started off at a hesitant jog along the land. He had kept his hands outstretched, sure that he would soon run into the next surface of the Simulator. It felt as though he was moving forward. He ran one hundred yards, then two hundred, and then three hundred. The sensation frightened him. He looked up, feeling disoriented. There was no clue from his senses that he was still in the dodecahedron that he had just dropped into. The ground began to curve slightly upward, and Asa ran up it. He heard and felt gravel crunching beneath his feet.
              He ran faster.
              For a few minutes, he was having a good time. Then he came to the end of a huge cliff that dropped away to the ocean. He leapt, spread his wings out from his back, and began to flap. He looked down and could see the foamy, dark ocean far below him. The water was turbulent and reflected the gloomy sky above. Asa felt his wings fill with air. This is some kind of wind tunnel that shoots air at me to simulate flying, he had thought. I’ve seen them do this with people to simulate what it’s like to be in a free-fall. He flew on for a moment, and then became aware of something as he looked around. He glanced behind him and saw the cliff that he had jumped off. He saw another patch of land in front of him. To the sides, there was nothing but ocean all the way to the horizon. The water was below him, and the sky was beneath him. Cool, salty ocean air whipped noisily past his ears. I have no idea where the walls of the Simulator actually are, he had thought.
              Out of curiosity, he had dived straight down at the water. He had kept his hands out in front of him, not sure if the Simulator would be able to keep up with such a fast dive. If I crash into the floor of this thing, I could break my neck. He had descended at a stomach-churning speed. The wind had been shooting past him so hard that he had been practically deaf.
              I wonder if this thing simulates water, he had wondered.
              A smile had broken out onto his face as he swooped lower and lower. He had been able to see the details in the choppy water. He had felt the spray of the ocean on his face.
              He had continued his descent. When he had been two feet from the surface, he had pulled up and glided parallel with the water for a moment. He had watched his shadow move beneath him.
              Let’s try it, he had thought.
              Hesitantly, he had lowered as gradually as he could, leading himself with his hands so that if he ran into the wall, he could use his arms to break the fall. He had reached out and felt a thick spray from the ocean. The water is cold. Just before he had been about to plunge into the water, something completely disorienting happened. The water had disappeared; the sky had disappeared, as had the cliffs, the clouds, and everything around him. Asa had looked around and saw that, though he had just had the sensation of gliding forward at a fast speed, he then saw he wasn’t moving at all. His hands had been stretched out at nothing. Hard wind had been blowing from the side of the Simulator, holding him up in the dead center of the room. His stomach had felt queasy. That felt so real. His face had been wet with salt water. Slowly, the machine had dropped him down to the bottom surface of the Simulator.
              Asa thought that he understood the basic principals of the Simulation. The ground was something like a treadmill, which added resistance to give the impression that the students were running. The hills that he had encountered were the gradual inclines on the side of the Simulator. He assumed that the walls must move some once the Simulator turned on. He thought that the flying sensation was created by hard, artificial wind, partnered with the right background and noises from the surrounding displays.
              Even with these explanations, the Simulator was amazing. When you’re in it, it’s impossible to tell that it isn’t real.

              Asa looked around. The exercise area was utterly quiet except for Asa and Viola’s footsteps. They had found through trial and error that eight o’clock was the perfect time to get their workouts in. The space was almost always deserted. Asa found that, because of his reputation as a crazed murderer, people often stared at him while he exercised. He preferred to be alone.
              To make sure that they had time with the machine, Viola and Asa had reserved it every day from eight o’clock to nine o’clock in the morning. There was an electronic clipboard next to the door to the Simulator that displayed the appointments. 
              Asa suspected that the Simulator’s appeal to the students was due partly because it provided such an engrossing and wonderful experience, but also because of the scoreboard. On the enormous back wall of the exercise area, there was a large, electronic display that showed the students’ best times in black in white. Even from far away, the lettering was clearly legible.
              “Looks like Stridor did it again,” Viola said.
              Asa looked at the board, trying to hide that he was perturbed by the revelation. Stridor had set a new record for the ten-mile course—fifty-one minutes and thirty-six seconds. The record wouldn’t be hard to beat under normal conditions, but in the Simulator the air blows back against the students at all times, so their flying miles were slower than usual. The record board on the back of the wall showed the top fifty student performances, next to their names. It was a source of bragging rights among the students. Stridor held the top ten spots in both categories. Asa looked over the names. His eyes paused for a moment on Charlotte Stokes. She was the third most frequent name on the ten-mile course record list. Stridor was the most frequent. Asa was the second most frequent.
              It bothered Asa that he was not the best. Asa had held the tenth best record on the ten-mile course the day before, but Stridor’s new time had beaten his. Asa felt angry and exasperated as he looked at the board. When he had first learned about the Simulator, he had had aspirations of clocking in the best times. If he was honest with himself, he didn’t know if he could beat Stridor.
              Asa was accustomed to winning. He had been good at cross country, he had ended up getting the best times in Flying Class the semester before (thanks to a tip that Teddy gave him regarding his echolocation), and his Winggame team had won the championship the year before, partly thanks to some of Asa’s exceptional play. He had even bested the Multipliers on several occasions when they had come after him the previous year. His advantage typically came in the form of a dogged, savage determination to outwork his opponent. He was naturally gifted at athletics, and had a passable mental aptitude, but his fiery determination was what really set him apart. He worked twice as hard as most students at Winggame, and thus his learning curve was accelerated by a factor of two.
              But Stridor is an absolute freak. It’s like he’s not human.
              Not only was Stridor Arkardiavna the smartest student in the Academy, and one of the most athletic, but he also had a work ethic that made Asa look lazy. Viola and Asa could have gotten up earlier to work out, but Stridor had reserved the Simulator from six in the morning until seven thirty. Asa recalled how last year, while all of the other students had been enjoying themselves at the dance, Stridor had been working out in the Dungeon. He’s crazy. And he hates to lose more than anyone I’ve ever met. Asa recalled the look on Stridor’s face when Asa had begun to beat him in Flying Class last semester.
              “You can try for the ten mile, if you want,” Viola said. She and Asa typically each did the two-mile course before doing weights. That way they could both get time with the Simulator. Viola held the forty-first best time on the two-mile course, but that was the best that either of them had done.
              “I…no,” Asa said. “You probably want to…”
              Viola interrupted him. “I’ll be fine by myself,” Viola said. “I can read your face. I see how much this means to you. Go ahead, try.”
Asa couldn’t help but grin. “Oh, alright. I’ll try.”
“Give him hell,” Viola said.
              Asa started walking towards the door to the Simulator.
              Viola called for him. “Asa, I meant to ask you,” she said. She jogged up beside him so that she didn’t have to yell. “What did Conway drop in your mail slot last night? Was it something important?”
              “Huh?” Asa asked. “I haven’t gotten any mail.”
              “I may be mistaken then,” Viola responded. “I was walking through the hall around ten last night and I thought I saw him slip something into your slot. Maybe it was the wrong mail slot. I was far away.”
              Asa shrugged. “I’ll check again when I get back to my apartment,” he said. He then turned and began to walk quickly towards the Simulator. If Conway wasn’t leaving a letter for me, whom was he writing to then? Asa knew that Conway confided in him more than any other student.
              When he reached the door to the simulator, he touched the knob and paused, thinking.
              Buster moved my letter, he thought. It was the only logical explanation. Who else would Conway write to? Asa asked himself again. And I’m sure that it wasn’t on the floor in front of the slot. I’ll have to look for it when I get back. And I’m putting him on a leash and he’s going to learn some ground rules for living with me.
              Gritting his teeth, Asa turned the knob and stepped inside. 
 
 
4
Erythrocytosis
 
              He stepped through the door into a small room, painted black, that was the shape and size of a small walk-in closet. On the floor, at the back of the room, there was a metal hatch. To Asa, it reminded him of an opening at the top of a submarine. Or the hatch that Conway and McCoy dropped me down into at Cobb Lake. He walked over to the lid, hauled it open, and dropped down into the darkness below.
              Though he regularly fell from great heights and caught himself with his wings, he still had a stomach-dropping sensation when falling. He had learned in Science Class that many human emotions and sensations were chosen by natural selection to increase the chance that humans would survive and reproduce. For example, even if a human hasn’t ever been in contact with a snake, and doesn’t know that snakes can be venomous, the human will have an innate fear of slithering, hissing, scale-covered creatures on the ground. Likewise, most humans will fear heights even if they are properly strapped into a harness, or mutated to have wings.
              Asa shot his wings out beside him and drifted to the floor surface of the Simulator.
              If our DNA codes for our fears, I wonder if I could be mutated to be less afraid of the Multipliers. That way, I could view fighting them in a more utilitarian way and not let emotions have an impact on my actions.
              He landed softly on the bottom side and heard the screen on the top of the Simulator come out and cover the hatch above.
              After considering for a moment, he decided that he liked his fears and anxiety. They’ve never gotten in the way of anything. I approached the Multiplier’s lair last semester with Teddy’s homemade bombs. My emotions don’t control me; they just kind of guide me in the right direction.
              I can think more about that later. Right now, I need to concentrate on the simulation.
              The high scores on the wall outside of the Simulator didn’t have any real-world impacts. Students weren’t awarded points based upon their performances, and they couldn’t win mutations or become exempt from any dangerous Academy tasks if they did well. Still, Asa felt a burning desire within him to complete the course in a respectable time. He didn’t want to necessarily break Stridor’s new record, which was five minutes better than Asa’s best pace, but he did want to at least be in one of the top ten spots.
              Baby steps, he thought. All that I have to do to hold the top position in the future is improve faster than Stridor does. I don’t have to beat him today; I just have to improve today.
              The Simulator began to hum around him, and the screens began to glow the greyish blue color of an early morning sky.
              Asa started jumping up and down, getting ready. I should have warmed up before I stepped in here. I don’t have time to shut the Simulator down and restart now, though, if I want to do the ten-mile course.
              The screens remained blank, but a cool salty wind began to blow over Asa’s hair. He breathed deeply. The smell reminded him of vacations with his mother. They used to drive to Galveston, Texas and he could still recall the exalted feeling that would come over him when he first smelled the ocean and the long car ride was over. He closed his eyes for a moment and remembered what it felt like to walk barefoot on the warm sand beside her with the sun beating down on him and the beaches full of pre-Wolf Flu beach sounds—children shrieking with delight, the ocean rolling in, and ice clinking in glass drinks.
              It’s all gone now, Asa thought. I can’t go back to that place. Time has erased it. My mother is no more. Half of those people are gone. The most devastating loss is that attitude. It will take generations for people to regain that carefree attitude. Asa recalled the way Dritt, his hometown, had been before he had been stolen away and taken to this strange place.
              Lawns that used to be mowed were covered in waist high grass and weeds. Before Asa had left, he had noticed that snakes were making their way into town, taking advantage of the new cover that the overgrown lawns provided.
As he had walked through the neighborhoods, he could hear rattlesnakes warning him of their presence from the high grass where little girls used to have picnics on the lawn. 
Dogs that used to be spoiled, loved companions became mangy predators. This thought brought two images to Asa’s mind.
The first was of his neighbors Chihuahua. He didn’t know his former neighbor’s name. She had been a single, twenty-something year old woman who always wore more makeup than most women did on their wedding day. She had dressed in pink most of the time, smelled of a floral department, and Asa could remember how she had almost always worn sunglass with enormous, reflective lenses that covered half of her face. She had had a Chihuahua that wore tutus and tiaras named Sandy (Asa knew Sandy’s name because his neighbor had talked loudly to the dog as she walked her. “Good tinkle, Sandy-muffin! Oh, good angel! Did you tinkle, baby! Yes! What a good baby! Tinkles is good!). Sandy had been fat and spoiled. She had traveled to the grocery store in her owner’s purse. That had been before the Wolf Flu.
              The nameless neighbor of Asa’s had died. At least, that’s what Asa assumed. Towards the end, around the time that Asa’s mother died, Asa had stopped seeing her. He had stopped seeing Sandy, too, until he heard a noise in his pantry one night.
              The crunching sound had come from the pantry an entire seven months after the neighbor had disappeared. Asa had opened the pantry door to investigate, and his first thought had been, there’s a rat eating my cheerios. The cheerios box had been torn open on the ground, and the small brown thing had been eating them savagely. Asa had clapped his hands together to scare the creature off, and then it had looked up at him and snarled. The snarl had not been the snarl of a well-groomed, spoiled house-pet. It had been the snarl of a feral animal that’s in a life or death situation. Sandy, Asa had realized. The dog had shown its teeth—half of which were now missing—and looked at Asa in a way that communicated, “I don’t have a problem biting people.” Pre-Wolf Flu Asa would have left the dog alone and called his neighbor, or the city to come take care of the problem. Post-Wolf Flu Asa didn’t have the same options. There’s no one that I can call. I need to take care of this myself. This dog can’t keep eating my cheerios—I only have so much food, and a lot of the factories are shutting down, according to the news.
Then he had seen the foam. Sandy was dripping white, frothy foam from her mouth. That, in conjunction with the feral look in the creature’s eyes had left little doubt in Asa’s mind as to the creature’s condition. She’s rabid. She’s going to die. Sandy had lunged at Asa, and he had leapt up onto the kitchen counter, ducking so that his head didn’t hit the cabinets. Sandy had barked and yapped at him. He knew that if she got the chance, she would bite him. He had also known that it would not be as easy to get treatment for a bite from a rabid dog at that time, with all of the doctors so busy trying to take care of the never-ending stream of Wolf Flu patients. He had made a disturbing, but smart decision. He had unplugged the microwave from the wall and thrown it down on the rabid creature, crushing it. She was rabid—she was going to die anyways, he had told himself. Sandy, who had weighed eight pounds when she was fat and four when she was starving, had died instantly. Asa had buried her in his neighbor’s backyard. That’s where she would have liked to be buried, had been his thinking.
              The second image that came to his mind of post-Wolf Flu dogs was the Peterson’s Golden Retriever. Before the Wolf Flu, it had been a show dog. The dog’s coat was a deep orange, highlighted with golden, metallic, shiny waves. After the Wolf Flu, Asa had mistaken the dog for a coyote. The creature had somehow lost all of its hair—Asa suspected that some cruel kid might have burned it off, or perhaps the dog had succumbed to a disease. The dog’s skin was grey and ashy. It had grown skinny and it had lost its left eye. Once Asa had seen the post-Wolf Flu dog trotting through the neighborhood with something bloody in its mouth—about a dozen foot-long strands of hair had been hanging from the animal’s closed jaws. To Asa it had looked like some woman’s hair.
              The wind picked up inside of the Simulator and Asa heard seagulls crying above him. The tones on the screens were changing. Above, the dark clouds were forming. Around Asa’s feet, the screens were growing darker to simulate grass.
              Enough thinking about the Peterson’s dogs and how life used to be. Robert King and others have molded the world into the way it is. That can’t be undone. The only thing that we can do now is look forward and try to change the future.
              But first I need to live through this place. And if I want to do that, I need to train. How can I beat Stridor’s time?
              The Simulator did not display a stopwatch or a timer so that the students could keep track of how they were doing as they went through the courses. However, each time that Asa had exercised inside the machine, he had kept up with the time using the clock on his armband.
              On the ten-mile course, the Simulator produced a strong wind that blew into the students’ faces the entire time. As a result of this, Asa found that his flying miles were actually slower than his running miles. He could run five four-minute miles, but when he reached the cliffs, he found that the strong headwind prevented him from gliding as much as usual. Because of this, his flying miles were effortful and usually took him around seven minutes.
              Maybe if I dive below the cliffs I can cut off some of the headwind this time, he thought. 
              The Simulator was then ready. Grass was slapping at Asa’s legs, and he looked down to see that he was standing in a green field. The sky was grey and looked like it was threatening rain. The ocean was choppy in the distance.
              A female, robotic voice came from nowhere in particular. “Good morning, Asa Palmer. Would you like to run the ten mile course, or the two mile?”
              “Ten mile,” Asa said back.
              “Ten mile, is that correct?”
              “Yes.”
              “Okay, get ready. Set. Go.”
              The voice was gone and Asa took off, taking long strides over the field. Before he had gone too far, he looked down at the clock sewn into his armband.
 
8:06 AM
 
              I need to be done running by nine, he thought.
              He wished that there were some kind of indication of the pace he was moving at. He guessed that the creators of the simulation desired hyperrealism over providing a great workout. After running the first half-mile or so, Asa found that he wasn’t fatiguing as fast as he thought he should and picked up his pace. I’ve probably been running too slowly, but I don’t really have any indication of how fast I should go aside from what my body tells me.
              Asa had theories as to why the Academy had installed the Simulator and made it an endurance exercise. Many of the Academy students were extremely strong. Without even participating in regular exercise, some mutated students could lift amounts of weight that were unheard of for normal humans. The same deviation from the norm did not exist, however, in the students’ endurance abilities. Asa didn’t know why this was. They were, of course, better than normal people at endurance, but there were Olympic athletes that could probably outdistance the Academy students in a marathon. Asa wondered if when his father devised the strength mutation, there was a physiological reason to not affect the heart. Perhaps it was too risky. The Academy students could run world-record sprints at any distance up until two or three miles. Maybe they don’t have a good endurance mutation yet, and so they need us to work hard to develop our heart and lungs semi-naturally.
              Asa reached the first cliff, leapt off, and swooped at a slight angle downward into the wind. The headwind feels stronger today, Asa thought, though he knew that it was probably the same as it had been every other time he did the ten-mile course. He tucked his wings in some so that the air resistance still kept him gliding, but so that the headwind didn’t pull him back so much. He dipped down slowly. His goal was to glide downwards for two thirds of the flying mile and then to pump his wings until he reached the cliff. He tried to breathe deeply and relax. He looked down at the water below, thinking that he would begin to pump his wings furiously to ascend up to the cliff when he was ten feet from the surface. I need to try to rest while I’m gliding each time. After I stop gliding, I’ll have to flap nearly straight up to the cliff and then run a mile. My goal is to make sure that I’m pretty exhausted after the next mile, and then I’ll glide again, catch my breath, and repeat the process.
              When he was ten feet from the water, he withdrew his wings and began to thrash the air downward, propelling his body towards the cliff above. Flying was tiring in many ways. The most obvious was that it was tiring to flap. Asa’s flapping motion came naturally to him now and he could do it without much concentration. With each beat of his wings, he felt his chest and abdomen tense up. While flying, it was advantageous to keep your body straight. Asa strived to keep his feet straight behind him, though they dropped sometimes when he was fatigued.
              After a couple minutes of ascending through the headwind, he reached the edge of the cliff and took off at a hard run. He monitored his breathing for a moment, realized that he wasn’t as tired as he had been at the same mile marker last time, and increased his pace.
              In the far distance, he saw the monotonous, nonsensical pattern of islands that the Simulator generated. He was running on a narrow strip of island surrounded by water. The island he ran on was one mile long, and was surrounded by improbably tall cliffs. Then, there was one mile of water, followed by an island that looked exactly like the island that Asa was on. This continued on for nine miles and then there was nothing but ocean until the horizon. Asa had found that there was nothing in the simulation that signaled the end of the course. Whenever he had flown the last mile, the surroundings simply faded into black and Asa was lowered to the ground of the Simulator.
              Feeling that he still wasn’t as fatigued as normal, Asa picked up his pace a little bit and then looked at the clock on his armband.
 
8:14 AM
 
              What time did I start? Eight oh five? Eight oh four? He couldn’t remember. I suppose that I’ll just use my body’s feedback as a good indicator. I want to run this mile fast enough that I’m gasping at the end.
              He picked up his pace some more, to what he intuited was faster than he had ever run in the ten-mile course. Oddly, though, he didn’t feel like he was becoming more fatigued. Still trusting his body’s feedback, he picked up his pace to a near sprint. The grass stung the front of his legs as he sprinted over it; he pulled the ocean air deep into his lungs and kept on going.
              When he reached the end of the one mile stretch, he looked at his clock again.
 
8:17 AM
 
              Did I just run a three-minute mile? He leapt into the empty air off the edge of the cliff, allowed his body to free-fall for a moment, and then spread his wings out. I couldn’t have run a three-minute mile; that would have exhausted me. The wind filled his wings and he began to glide towards the choppy water below him. Maybe I checked my watch just as it turned to fourteen. It’s possible that I ran a few seconds under a four-minute mile. That’s a bit fast, but not impossible for me.
              He went on like that, running over the islands and flying over the spaces in between. He pushed himself until he was going at a pace that made his muscles feel like they were alight with blue, intense, painful flames and his mind had no energy to think of anything but the goals before him and the pain he was experiencing.
              He loved that feeling.
              He had loved it ever since being introduced to cross country in junior high. When his mother had been ill, he had used running as a way to temporarily escape reality. He found that no matter how desperate or sad he felt, he could always go out and run so hard and for so long that his mind had no choice but to stop thinking of the things that bothered him, because it didn’t have the energy. When he finished a cardio workout like that, the problems were still there, but they felt more manageable. After his running workouts, he could tackle his issues with a clear head rather than seeing things through a cloud of pain.
              Asa reached this euphoric state of effort in the second half of the ten-mile course. He leapt off the ground at the nine-mile mark and began to pump furiously in order to rise higher into the air. Because the tenth mile did not end at the top of a cliff, Asa decided to start off by ascending, and then to descend the rest of the mile. He ascended so hard and so fast that dark spots formed on his vision. At that point, he dove.
              He began his dive by shooting straight towards the water. When he pulled up, he was traveling so fast that his whole body was shaking. It was hard to keep his wings in place beside him. It’s odd that I’m in a simulation; this looks so real. He timed it nearly perfectly. Just as he was about ten feet from the water and beginning to slow, the Simulator turned off. The ocean, the salty smell, and the islands disappeared.
              Asa’s heart was thumping. He saw that he was gliding on artificial wind in the middle of an empty room.
 
 
5
Trembling Hands 2
 
              Asa was dripping wet with sweat as he climbed out of the hatch at the top of the Simulator. I need a shower, he thought. He was utterly exhausted, but he was excited to go outside and look at the scoreboard. I think that I could have gotten into the top ten. He had looked at the clock on his armband, but couldn’t use the time to decipher how long he had taken to go through the simulation. If my math is right, I did it in forty-one minutes. That can’t be right. I must be misremembering what time I started at.
              His legs felt wobbly and his head was buzzing delightfully as he walked towards the door to the workout area. He enjoyed experiencing a runner’s high. Lights seemed to be brighter in his vision. Things looked a bit sharper. Simple actions such as breathing and sitting felt good. The endorphins gave him a slightly euphoric feeling and yet his mentation wasn’t at all cloudy.
              He opened the door and stepped out into the workout area. The first thing that he noticed was Conway. He was wearing his black and grey graduate suit and sitting on a seat in front of a cable-resistance bench press machine twenty yards away. His hands were clasped between his knees. He looks older every time I see him now, Asa thought. Conway’s hair was now about one-third grey. He had a short, stubbly black and grey beard that ran untidily down the front of his neck. It looked more like he had forgotten to shave for a few days than he was just growing a beard. He never doesn’t shave. He’s military-like in how neat and clean he dresses and appears all the time. His eyes looked like he was very tired. And yet, juxtaposed to his otherwise harried appearance, he smiled when Asa came out the door. The expression touched his eyes and made him appear warm and loving.
              He missed me, Asa thought. He felt ridiculously touched by this realization. He didn’t have many living adults that cared about him, and so he treasured his relationship with Conway, even though Conway had wronged Asa in the past by withholding information from him. He missed me, Asa thought again.
              It was then that he remembered that Viola had asked him what Conway’s letter said. He felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. He wrote me and I didn’t read it. This stuff with Buster has got to get better. I need to control him more.
              A voice spoke to Asa from the back of his mind: You forgive him that easily? You must have the daddy-thing bad for him. Asa felt as though something cold had dropped into his stomach and his happiness soured.
              The ‘daddy-thing’ was what he was beginning to call his liking for Conway in his mind. Asa was no psychologist, but hadn’t he heard that kids who grow up without a father crave attention and affection from older, mature males? He didn’t know for sure, but he did know that he often times caught himself making excuses for Conway that he wouldn’t for everyone else. Conway hadn’t visited him once since coming back from his mission and discovering that Teddy had disappeared with Asa’s DNA. Does he not have any theories as to what is going to happen? Some advice? Some words of encouragement?
              To these charges, his mind would chime in, defending Jul Conway. Well, he’s probably been busy. He’s stressed out a lot. He’s probably getting to work on solving the problem right now, and doesn’t want to involve me.
              When Asa lay in bed, analyzing himself and his actions, he discovered that these thoughts sounded similar to what a friend of his whose father was a drunk used to say to his mother when his father didn’t show up to his baseball games. The mother was an instigator—for custody reasons, she wanted to cause a rift between the father and the son. “Your father didn’t even show up late this time,” the mother would say. Asa’s friend would come back with a fierce anger in his eyes: “He’s been busy, mom! He told me on the phone that he wanted to come! He wants to be here! It won’t happen again! Why are you trying to make him look bad?”
              Asa looked at Conway and felt a mixture of love and hate for the man. It was a sickening feeling. 
              “How’d you do it?” came a voice to Asa’s left. It was Shashowt. He’s angry.
              Asa and Shashowt had a history of not liking each other, even though they had never had a flat out confrontation. Shashowt seemed to want a relationship with Charlotte, though this never seemed to work out for him. Asa guessed that Shashowt was jealous of Charlotte’s history of being attracted to Asa.
              Shashowt had grown in the past month, as people his age did sometimes. He was filling out, he was taller, and his voice was deeper. The hint of a beard was beginning to grow on his chin; the whiskers looked long and untidy, but Shashowt didn’t trim them. He wants everyone to see what a man he is, Asa thought, annoyed.
              “What?” Asa asked. He glared at Shashowt. He didn’t like him.
              “How-did-you-do-it?” Shashowt enunciated the words to Asa as though he were a child.
              “How did I do what?”
              Shashowt’s face reddened. Behind him, there was a cluster of students looking at the Simulator’s record board. One of them was Viola. She was standing a little bit away from the pack, looking up.
“You really piss me off, Palmer,” Shashowt said with as much disgust in his voice as he could muster.
              Asa inhaled sharply through his nose. He clenched his hands into fists and the euphoria he had just felt from the exercise was gone. He knew that he could break Shashowt’s nose if he desired. Part of him had a longing to do so. Another part of him, however, knew that his reputation as a murderous monster would be more solidified if he got into a fight over a few offensive words. Most of me doesn’t care, though.
              He decided to prod Shashowt for a moment to see what had provoked him to say such things. “Tell me what this is about,” he said.
              Shashowt glowered at Asa. He clenched his jaw, and he was actually shaking some. His eyes were turning red, as though he might shed furious tears. This unexplained anger shocked Asa. “YOU…” Shashowt began. The word came out like a yell and he shut his mouth firmly in an attempt to gather his composure. Shutting his mouth produced an odd, hollow clacking noise. His teeth were crooked. The small crowd behind him turned and stared. Shashowt whispered. “You tell these appallingly obvious lies all the time. You didn’t kill Koab and the others. You don’t know why the mountain lion came after you and Charlotte during your first semester. You act as though you simply improved in Flying Class last year, and that you figured out how that force field thing worked.” Shashowt shook his head. “And now this…” He shook his head again. “It’s pitiful that you’re attempting to lie. You should have stopped when you were ahead, Palmer. You really should have. No one is going to believe this.”
              “What are you talking about?”
              “You’re not a good enough actor to pull this off,” Shashowt responded. He shook his head again, clenched his jaw, and then walked off. It looked to Asa as though Shashowt was removing himself from the conversation before he did or said something he would regret.
              In hindsight Asa thought that he should have guessed what made Shashowt so mad. He had been exposed to the idea earlier when he looked at his watch and calculated how long it had taken him to complete the ten-mile course. Still, until he saw the scoreboard, he couldn’t believe that he had finished the course in forty-one minutes. That would mean that he had run and flown twenty-five percent faster than he ever had before. At the time, he could think of no logical explanation as to how he could have done that. He had put the same amount of effort into all his tries on the course. He hadn’t altered his strategy much at all.
              When he turned and saw that his name was at the top of the scoreboard at the number 1 position, he felt elated and confused all at the same time. “This is why Shashowt is mad?” Asa asked the group of students standing, looking up at his time.
              Sheryl Donahue, a blond girl in Asa’s semester that he had never spoken to before turned and smiled at him. Asa only knew her name because he had heard Benny Hughs use it in class the semester before. She knew his name because everyone in the Academy knew Asa Palmer’s name. He was the third semester student that bad things seemed to always happen around. He was thought by some to be a hardened psychopath.
              “Yes,” Sheryl answered, “he was complaining about you before you came out. In your defense, Asa, I told him that just because you cheated doesn’t mean it wasn’t impressive. No one else has figured out how to cheat.”
              “I didn’t cheat,” Asa said.
              “Oh,” Sheryl said back. “You just happened to take fourteen minutes off of your best time today.” She turned to her friends—Stevie Meyer and Beverly Solice—and smirked very slightly.
              Asa thought about trying to convince them, but there was no point.
              Conway stood up and motioned for Asa to come over. Asa did. Conway was no longer smiling jovially. He looked entirely serious. “I need to talk with you,” Conway said. “Alone.”
 
 
              Five minutes later, they were sitting in Asa’s living room. The door to Asa’s bedroom was still shut and Buster was hiding somewhere. Asa brought Conway a glass of ice water and he took it, saying “thank you.” He took a sip and then held it by his right knee.
              Conway was acting like his old self. His face was serious—his eyebrows were drawn together slightly, and wrinkles of concern ran over his forehead. His hands are trembling, though. That’s new. The ice clinked along the edges of the glass. Conway saw Asa looking at his hands and put the glass of ice water down on the coffee table. He clasped his hands together in front of him.
              “Viola told me that you wrote, but I couldn’t find the letter…”
              Conway waved a hand impatiently at this. “That’s fine. The letter just said that I wanted to talk to you.”
              Asa shut his mouth and nodded. He didn’t appreciate being interrupted like that. Does he not care why I didn’t respond? He chose not to comment on this, however. Something is worrying him. He’s not acting entirely normally.
              Conway looked around the room, his jaw moving as he grinded his teeth together. His dark eyes took in the walls, the edges of the television, the bookshelf in the corner, the rugs on the floor, the paintings of prairie scenes and the ceiling fan. He then looked down into his hands for a moment. “We should leave,” Conway said.
              “A few minutes ago you suggested that we come here,” Asa responded.
              “I know. I was wrong. Let’s go.” Conway stood up and began to walk towards the door. Asa followed, feeling a bit apprehensive because of Conway’s erratic behavior. He locked the door and then followed Conway.
              The two of them walked over the rock-floor of the hallway towards the door that led outside. Conway was walking fast, and not looking at Asa.
 
 
 
6
Why They Tremble
 
              The door to the third semester students’ dwellings was situated high up on Mount Three. Conway pressed the unlock button beside the door and pulled it open, revealing a spectacular view.
              Far below were Town and the Moat. The Moat was unusually calm that day—it reflected the grey, cloudy sky like a slightly wavy mirror. Asa and Conway were far above Town, and could see the top of the tallest buildings. People and raccoons traipsed between the buildings, over the geometric, cobblestone roads. Town was quiet in the summers. Without classes being held, there was less traffic on the streets. Asa found the transparent bubble that led down to the underground train station and for perhaps the thousandth time he thought is all of this really happening? Did I really arrive there just eleven months ago? The air was refreshingly warm that morning. Asa guessed that it was above fifty degrees Fahrenheit. He wondered about the arctic climate he had arrived in eleven months ago. It was about this time of year, and it had been snowing. Had that been a freak storm?
              Asa looked over at the Winggame equipment. The Plaid, along with the Platforms had been lowered from their levitating places and were being scrubbed in preparation for a Winggame match later that day. There was to be an exhibition match among graduates, which Asa was excited about seeing. McCoy would be playing, as well as Benny Hughs and Roxanne. There were raccoons up on the levitating bleachers, scrubbing them as well. Asa expected that there would be a large turnout. He wanted to see McCoy knock Hughs into the water, hard. He’s always so cocky.

              “Come on,” Conway said. Asa shut the door behind them and they walked down a dirt path that curved around the mountain.
              The path was narrow, and on Asa’s right side there was a long, straight drop down into a patch of pine trees. There was no railing to keep the students from falling off; all of them could fly by their third semester, so installing rails would be an unnecessary expense. Asa walked towards the edge and looked down. The wall below him was brown and grey hard stone, intermixed with sparkling patches of blue and green rocks that shimmered in the light in some places. From his vantage point, he could see the tips of the trees far below him. He wondered grimly if someone fell in just the right way if the trees would impale him or her. His heart began to thump at this thought, and he had an urge to walk closer to the inside wall. He disregarded his fear, though, and walked so that his feet were six inches from the edge of the drop off. If I fall, I’ll just extract my wings. I need to get over this fear of heights; it’s only a hindrance.
              As they walked, Asa grew angry at Shashowt and Sheryl’s certainty that he had cheated. Why won’t they just believe that I performed well? After a moment’s consideration, Asa realized that if he were in their situation, he may not believe that the time was achieved fairly either. I have done a lot of odd things since I’ve been here. And forty-one minutes is really fast.
              The fact was, however, that Asa hadn’t cheated at all. So how did I do it? He didn’t have a rational, believable answer for this, and so he supposed that it was unfair of him to judge his classmates for being skeptical. Also, whether or not they trusted that he had come by that time fairly didn’t have any real consequences.
              It is annoying, though. Maybe there’s some way that I can show them that I actually did it that way. It’s also possible that while I was flying I enacted some glitch on accident. Maybe some others will do that and then they’ll believe me.
              Conway made it around the narrow bend and began to traipse down a dirt-covered path that led into a forest full of pines. The pines were massive—some stood as tall as sixty feet, and had trunks that were six feet in diameter.
              Asa had spent a lot of time exploring these woods in the past month. He found that he could think well when he was walking, and lately he had had a lot to think about. He saw that the wildlife was markedly different from that of Fishie Mountain, or behind Mount Two. Asa suspected that the different ecology existing so close together was a result of the speed at which the Academy was mutating new creatures and letting them loose. Out here, behind Mount Three, Asa had seen a pack of some odd kind of wolf mutants. The creatures had black and grey fur that was spotted in patterns that reminded Asa of a leopard or a cheetah. When they were walking along the mountainsides, they looked pretty noticeable, as they were darker than the rock. On the other hand, their coats provided a good camouflage in the darkness of the forest. Asa had discovered that the frequency of grey spots on their mostly black coats was similar to the frequency of light spots where the sun leaked through the canopy onto the shadowy forest floor in the daytime. The creatures practically disappeared as they hunted on the forest floor. These particular mutant wolves were tall—their backs were roughly the height of Asa’s hips. They were skinny creatures, with much wider rib cages than their stomachs; their legs looked to be thinner than most wolves’ legs. The mutant wolves were the major predators behind Mount Three, and Asa saw that they ate much of the same prey as the Rock Dragons behind Mount Two. If they were given enough time, the two predators would compete, and one would probably die out.
              The air smelled of pine as they made their way deeper into the forest. A stream gurgled to their right. Asa looked back and noticed that he could no longer see the light from the entryway into the forest.
              How far is Conway taking me? What does he want to talk to me about? Is he afraid that my apartment might be bugged—that someone working for Robert King might be listening in? If that was true, it implied that what Conway was going to tell Asa would go against Robert King’s wishes.
              What could that be? Asa wondered. There were two things that he thought would likely happen soon that fit into the parameters.
              The first was that the Multipliers had discovered how to make themselves Multiply faster using Asa’s DNA. Asa knew that there were a quarter million Multipliers living in secrecy in a place called the Hive. Asa did not know where the Hive was; it was his understanding that not even Robert King knew where it was. The thought of that many Multipliers, living together, plotting against the humans and talking with their black lips and gums made Asa’s stomach do a flip. 
Teddy is there, now. The boy who cried on the boat ride during first day at the Academy is in the midst of all those violent, savage creatures. Asa reminded himself that Teddy had betrayed him to the Multipliers, and had been instrumental in Allen stealing Asa’s DNA last semester. He’s not in the midst of them, Asa thought. He’s one of them now. That didn’t change the fact that Asa cared about Teddy, though. When Asa had walked into Teddy’s secret lair last semester and discovered that he was a Multiplier, Teddy had taken a suicide pill in hopes of killing himself so that he wouldn’t bite Asa. He’s probably not as altruistic now, though. Asa recalled how Multipliers continued to change into more malevolent versions of themselves for decades after they had been bitten. A year from now, and Teddy’s personality will be completely ruined. The friend that I loved will be irrevocably and completely changed.
The Multipliers’ goal was to take over the world—to Multiply until there were no humans left. Just as humans are hardwired to like sugar, and an addict is wired to go after certain drugs, Multipliers were programed to want to change humans so that they became like themselves. Last Asa had been informed, the Multipliers were still in hiding. As Conway had explained it, they would only come out and declare war on the humans once they had a high enough population so that they were sure they would win. A quarter million Multipliers is a lot, especially with their enhanced physical abilities, but it would be more than reasonable for the three billion or so humans alive to extinguish them if the Multipliers made themselves known.
              And so they wait.
              Asa’s father had invented Multipliers—he had intended them to be a benevolent force that fought alongside humans in humanitarian work, but he had made a mistake when coding for their desire to Multiply. 
              One of the best things that Asa’s father had coded for when he mutated humans to create Multipliers was a speed limit in how often they could Multiply, in case something went wrong. While some people, such as Volkner and other scientists that worked at Alfatrex, could manipulate DNA, none could do it as precisely and effectively as Asa’s father. Because no one knew how to change it, the Multiplier’s Multiplying speed limit was still in effect; for physiological reasons that Asa didn’t understand, they could only Multiply once a month. This meant that they were drastically limited in how quickly they could build up an army.
              There was, however, a concern. Asa’s DNA had a code written into the portion of it that was ‘turned off’ that could change Multipliers to be able to Multiply once a day, rather than once a month. Asa’s DNA was on a bloody shirt of his that had been taken by Teddy and Allen to the Hive.
              If Teddy figures out how to extract that portion of code and use it, the Hive could have millions of Multipliers by now.
              That was the first thing that Asa was worried that Conway would tell him.
              The second was that Alfatrex was no longer releasing the Wolf Flu into the world’s water supply. As disturbing as it seemed, Asa desired that the human population continue to suffer from the disease that had killed his mother; it was the best thing he could hope for. If the Wolf Flu stopped being produced, and the population stopped lowering, the Multipliers could become less incentivized to delay their attack. If the Wolf Flu continued to be produced, the Multipliers would wait until the human population was at a less threatening level until heightening their aggressive measures.
              What if it’s something else? Asa wondered. Maybe they’ve already come out. It could be all over the news right now. The Academy students didn’t have access to media produced from outside the Academy; the internet on their armbands was heavily restricted; Teddy had been the only person Asa knew who was smart enough to get around these restrictions and access normal websites. If the Multipliers had declared war with the humans, there was a chance that Asa wouldn’t know about it.
              “Here is good,” Conway said. They had come to a clearing about a twenty-minutes-walk away from the door to the third semesters’ dwellings. The ground was littered with thousands of dead, brown pine needles. There were two large stones, sitting about five feet apart. The stones had spongy, green moss growing over them. Conway sat on one, and Asa sat on the other.
              Conway looked at the floor for a moment in silence, as though gathering his thoughts. His hands were still shaking slightly.
              There was a fallen tree directly behind Conway; its trunk was covered in bright green moss, and large, bulbous grey and orange mushrooms. The pine needles behind the tree rustled audibly. There’s something back there, Asa thought. Probably a snake or something. At first, he had been worried that a person or Multiplier might have followed them out into the woods and be listening to them behind the tree trunk. He tossed this idea aside, however. The trunk was much too narrow for anything human-sized to be hiding behind it.
              “I have some difficult things to tell you, Asa.”
              Asa nodded. He had figured that.
              Conway’s expression hardened and he put on the expressionless mask that he always wore when he wanted to keep his true feelings hidden, which was quite often. His jaw tightened. His lips became slightly pursed, causing crescent-shaped wrinkles to form on the outside of his mouth. His eyebrows fell into a relaxed position. When Conway took on this expression, it always seemed to Asa as though he was receding into himself.
              “I wouldn’t be telling you these things if I didn’t have a great deal of trust in you.”
              Asa nodded again. He felt the ‘daddy-thing’ start—he had a warm feeling growing in his chest and he almost smiled—but then he squashed the feeling. Just like my fear of heights, I need to approach Conway rationally. I can’t let my odd attraction for him sway my judgment. Asa put on his own version of Conway’s mask-like facial expressions, concealing his true feelings also.
              “In the past, you’ve told your friends things that I specifically requested you not to,” Conway went on.
              This made Asa furious. He raised his voice. “I wouldn’t have had to if you would have had the courage and respect to talk to me! Without my friends, I would have been left with no one! Do you expect me to care about your wishes when you won’t even discuss my situation with me? Do you expect me to keep all of my problems to myself? I would have been killed if I hadn’t told the Sharks about my situation last semester! You certainly weren’t there, coming to my rescue when the Multipliers kidnapped me!”
              “Enough!” Conway said. His eyes flashed angrily—a leak of emotion that seeped through his mask. He gathered himself and then spoke—“If you wouldn’t have acted so brash, and trusted Teddy, you wouldn’t have needed saving last year. I told you not to trust him. He stabbed you in the back. You should have listened to me.”
              Asa took in a deep breath. Conway was right, but it hurt to come to terms with this, especially because it concerned Teddy’s betrayal. In Asa’s heart, he still had a hard time believing that Teddy—the best friend he had ever had—had turned on him like that. Logically, he knew that this was true, though.
              “I’m going to trust you with a certain piece of information today because I have no choice,” Conway said. “You are my best option. I considered using other students, such as Stridor, but getting them up to speed would widen the band of people who knew too much. I didn’t want that. I also considered telling graduates, such as McCoy, but that course of action has the disadvantage of being predictable. I confide nearly everything in McCoy. After today, people will come and question him.”
              “McCoy doesn’t know what you are going to tell me?” Asa asked.
              “No.”
              Asa thought about what it could be. It’s probably not something as big as a Multiplier attack on the human population, then.
              Conway adjusted the neck on his suit. A spot of sunlight was shining through the trees at just the right angle so that it hit him in the eyes. He shifted over on the rock so that his eyes were in the shade. “As you know, this situation with the Multipliers is kind of like a ticking time bomb. It’s not going to get any better by chance. It’s only going to get worse. Which means that at some point, we’re going to have to do something about it. We’re going to have to fight them. We’re going to have to kill the Multipliers.”
              “I know,” Asa said. He had been thinking of the same thing during many of his walks out into this forest. There was no way around the ugly truth that a war was inevitable. Teddy will have to die. It’s either that, or I’m going to have to die. There is no other way around it.
              “A problem with this is that the humans don’t have a united force that could work to bring these creatures down.” Conway paused for a moment, thinking about what he should say. “I know that you can’t watch the news, but the Wolf Flu has brought about a lot of global unrest. The disease has hit some of the major powers—namely the United States and China—viciously. Smaller countries are trying to exploit this weakness, attack, and become the hegemons themselves. The largest nations in the world are killing each other. More importantly than that, for our purposes, they hate each other. They’d never be able to put their differences aside and work together.
              “Even if they could work together,” Conway went on, “the Academy is a secret organization. It does illegal and unethical things to gain power. If the Academy came out and explained to the world powers that it needed help, it would come under attack, and for good reason. There is no way that the Academy would be able to unite the world against the Hive.
              “Even more substantial is the fact that the Academy is divided right now. You probably understand that all of this,” Conway spread his arms out to indicate the whole Academy, “didn’t just happen. Robert King has over a thousand workers who live in these very mountains and work for him. Just like you and I, they can’t leave. They’re basically slaves—albeit, slaves with nice apartments and living spaces. Some are scientists. Some do banal things such as plumbing and filing tax forms for Alfatrex.” Conway shook his head. “Robert King is under fire. On every level, he’s making decisions that are hurting peoples’ lives. He’s not thinking straight. I think that he’s going crazy. I think that that drug…what’s it called?”
              “Vipocrit.”
              “Yes, Vipocrit,” Conway said. “I think that it’s making him see things from a more narrow perspective. He…well, I don’t have to explain the whole story to tell you this—in Finish Line Mountain, there is a great auditorium that can hold all of the employees that live within the mountain. Last week, he caught some of his workers trying to leave the place. They had stolen a boat and gone across the Moat to Town late one night. Some of them were technologically savvy, and my understanding is that they were going to try to have the underground trains take them somewhere else, and then they would escape. Robert King caught them. There were sixty-five of them. On Thursday evening, he had nooses lined up from the roof of the auditorium, over the stage. He hanged every last one of them while their family members, friends and coworkers watched.”
              Conway shook his head. He looked disgusted. “I watched that, too.”
              Once again, Asa heard a small sound from beneath the log behind Conway. He thought about letting out an echolocation cry, but decided against it. It’s probably just a forest animal. He wanted Conway to keep talking.
              Conway picked up a small pebble from beside him and then tossed it down onto the pine-strewn earth. “Likewise, the task for next semester…” he looked up and met Asa’s eyes earnestly. “Forgive me, but I can’t tell you what it is. There’s no benefit, only risk.”
              Asa nodded.
              “It’s lethal, though—very, very lethal. And, more than that, it’s cruel and indecent.”
              What could be so bad that Conway feels this disturbed by it? Asa wondered. Last semester he and his teammates had resorted to cannibalism during the Task.
              Conway cleared his throat. “Robert King believes that he is better off having ten excellent graduates than thousands of mediocre ones. He doesn’t care about having high numbers. He thinks that when the students are put into these strange life and death situations it changes them and they grow in ways that they wouldn’t otherwise. The evidence to support this simply isn’t there.”
              “I know all of these things, Conway. I know that there’s trouble ahead, and that the future doesn’t look bright. I know what the Multipliers are capable of, and I understand that there’s not a unified force dedicated to stopping them. Is this what you took me out here for, or do you have something else to tell me?”
              “No, I have something else to tell you,” Conway said. “It’s just that…” he paused, seemingly unable to find the right words. “I… I’m planning something. And the thing that I’m planning is a bit out there. However, if you seriously consider the things that I just explained, I think that my plan makes sense. Well, you…there are other things that you have to understand, I suppose. I’ll tell you those, too…”
              Conway opened his mouth and closed it several times. His hands continued to shake between his knees. He’s nervous out of his mind. 
              “I won’t judge you, Conway,” Asa said.
              Conway smiled thinly at Asa.
              “Tell me what you’re planning on doing,” Asa said.
              Conway shut his mouth, and the fear that had been so evident on his face just a moment ago disappeared. He’s wearing his mask again. His dark eyes locked onto Asa. A cloud passed beneath the sun, darkening the clearing. The scar beneath his left eye made him look more menacing. “I want to kill Robert King,” he whispered.
 
 
7
Asa’s Job in the Murder
 
              Asa nodded, letting Conway’s words sink in. He wants to kill Robert King, the Boss, the most powerful, richest man in the world.
              Asa was struck with the memory of Volkner as he walked into Robert King’s office last semester. He had been wearing Jaime’s shorts, which were entirely too small. He was emaciated, and flinched when Robert King spoke, as though he had been beaten many times before. He had been missing fingers and toes.
              If someone hears Conway saying these things, he’ll be worse than dead. He’ll end up like Volkner. And I could be charged just for hearing these things and not reporting him.              
              However, despite the danger, I hate Robert King. He caused the death of my mother. He’s caused the deaths of hundreds of Academy students. I want him to die.
              “You seem to be suggesting that Robert King’s death would help with the war against the Multipliers,” Asa said.
              Conway nodded. “It would. Gene Gill would take over.”
              Asa knew very little about Gene Gill. He had started the Gill Initiative the year before, which encouraged fairness and brought about the dance. Asa had only seen the man a few times. He had white hair, hairy arms, and was supposedly a scientist that had bought a large portion of Alfatrex.
              “How would Gene Gill taking over the Academy be any better than Robert King running it?”
              Conway ran a hand over his head. “Gene Gill is not a fan of Robert King’s lack of regard for human life. He doesn’t want any students to die. He wants the Academy to be hard, but his proposal is that if you fail out, you take a job for Alfatrex. He wouldn’t make the Academy any easier; the consequences of failing just would no longer be so severe. Not nearly as many students would die.”
              “That would be nice,” Asa said. “How will that help with the Multipliers?”
              “Gene Gill wants to develop the Academy into a place that the graduates and students love and want to protect. He could be instrumental in making the Academy a unified front in the war against the Multipliers. He hates Multipliers. Robert King’s position on them depends on the day.”
              “How do you know all this?”
              Conway looked behind him as though someone might be listening in. Everything was quiet except for a hawk landing on a branch high overhead. Conway turned back. “Gene and I are good friends,” he said. “Last year, he interviewed me about you, because I’m your mentor.”
“About me?”
“Yes, remember? He wrote you that letter last year and had Roxanne give it to you. In it he basically promised that things would go more fairly for you in your second semester. I’d say that he kept his promise. None of your teammates were killed by Multipliers. In the Task, you were treated the same as everyone else. We got to talking, and he started to ask me my opinions on things. I had seen him with Robert King before, and they seemed like friends, so I was hesitant to share my true sentiments at first. But then he started to open up to me. He told me that the Multipliers frightened him. He voiced a disliking for some of the Boss’s tactics. Something in his blue eyes made me feel as though he were being genuine. I decided to trust him. So, I told him everything that I knew. He knows about the Hive. He knows that if the Academy stops releasing the Wolf Flu they may attack it. He also knows that Multipliers have a shirt with your dried blood on it.”
              “You said that he was a scientist,” Asa said.
              Conway nodded.
              “Does he think that it’s likely that they’ve been able to make a serum, using my DNA, that helps them to Multiply faster?”
              Conway shook his head. “He says that the DNA sample from the shirt probably wasn’t very good. That doesn’t mean that it’s impossible that they have some intact regions of your DNA, but it’s unlikely. He also says that even if they are able to get a look at your entire genome, it will be hard to find the correct strands in your junk DNA to extract. The genome is huge, and because the code for Multiplying faster isn’t in a usable portion of your DNA, finding it would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. Needles have been found in haystacks before, but not often.”
              This made Asa feel a bit better, although he was still worried. I think that Gene Gill might underestimate Teddy. He’s freakishly smart.
“So if I’m understanding you correctly,” Asa said, “you think that if Gene Gill ran the Academy, he would be able to mobilize it as an army if he needed to.”
              Conway nodded. “People would listen to him.”
              “Okay. I haven’t spent time with Gene Gill, so I’m going to trust you on that one,” Asa said. “I also dislike Robert King, so I’m already partial to the plan. Tell me why you think that if something happened to the Boss that Gene Gill would be the one to take over.”
              “Because I can rule out the other three owners, Stormy Rubins and Vinny Natale don’t like Ken Pudman. It would come down to a vote, so he wouldn’t win. Natale is busy all of the time with his other exploits, so I don’t see him wanting the job—same with Stormy. Gene Gill has taken an active role in the Academy since he bought into Alfatrex. He wants to be here, and the other owners respect him. Trust me, he’d get the job.”
              “Okay,” Asa said. He tried to imagine attending the Academy and not being worried all the time that he might be killed if he messed up. Compared to the way things are now, that’d be wonderful. “So does Gene Gill know that you’re planning on doing this?”
              “No. And he can’t ever know that I did it.”
              “Why? I thought that you said he doesn’t like King.”
              “He doesn’t, and he doesn’t support cruel and overly violent punishments for things. But if someone kills the former head of the Academy and gets away with it, that sends a signal that if someone doesn’t like him, they could kill him too, as long as the new head of the Academy approves. He wouldn’t want that. He’d want to set a precedent of punishing people who commit unsanctioned murders, whether it was for the good of the Academy or not.”
              “How are you going to do it and not get caught?” Asa asked.
              Conway smiled. “The first question is how do you do it, period? How would you kill him if you had to, Asa?”
              Asa looked out at the line of seemingly never-ending pine trees to his left and thought out loud. “I’m not sure,” he began. “One of the frightening things about Robert King is that no one knows how much secret monitoring he does around the Academy.” Asa paused, and then looked at Conway. “At least, I don’t know. He met with me at the end of last semester. He knew that I had been walking through Town with Multipliers. This suggests that he has hidden cameras on some of the streets.” Asa thought of how Robert King’s eyes were so dilated that if he looked directly at you, all you could see were his pupils. “I think that it would be difficult to poison him secretly,” Asa went on. “The Boss is so sharp when he’s on Vipocrit. He notices just about everything. And his David, Jaime, is sharp, too. Jaime’s nose is probably a lot better than a human’s, he’d probably be able to smell if something was wrong with a dish that Robert King was served.” Asa rubbed his temples and stared at the pine-strewn ground. Is there a time when Robert King is vulnerable? He’s often times surrounded by armed guards, many of them being Multipliers. He was suddenly struck with inspiration. “The raccoon dwelling,” Asa said.
              “The what?” Conway asked.
              “The raccoons, they live in some kind of strange compound on Finish Line Mountain. You can crawl through their living quarters and enter Robert King’s office from atop his aquarium. Jen and I did it last semester.”
              Conway nodded. “I’ve seen the long beams that run over his aquarium that the raccoons use. I thought about that. I didn’t think that they would hold someone my size.”
              “They held me.”
              Conway scratched his scruffy chin. His stubble sounded like sandpaper rubbing against his hand. “If you got to the edge of one of those beams and were looking down on the Boss, how would you kill him?”
              “I’d shoot him,” Asa said. “If I had a firearm, that is.”
              Conway shook his head. “You’d have to shoot through water and glass.”
              Asa visualized the aquarium in his mind. “You’re right,” he said. He recalled that last semester he had gazed through the edge of the water and a pane of transparent material as he watched Robert King’s meeting with Volkner.
              “I suppose that you could jump from one of those beams into his office and try to kill him with your hands, or a short ranged weapon,” Conway said. Asa got the idea that he was being tested—that Conway had already thought this through and had seen a flaw with it, but wanted to know if Asa could spot the same flaw. “What do you think of that idea?”
              Asa hesitated. On the surface, that seemed like it would work. Something would have to be done about Jaime, which wouldn’t be desirable, but it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. “It wouldn’t be the safest option for you,” Asa said.
              Conway smiled. “And why not?”
              “Because…because…” Asa looked down again, trying to figure out how best to put his thoughts into words. He looked up. “Because he’s Robert King.”
              “So, what’s the risk in that?”
              “That’s just it,” Asa said. “We don’t know. We have no way of knowing what the risk of attacking him straight on is. When Vipocrit was created, he started using it for himself and kept it a secret. He could be benefitting from a new mutation that we don’t know about.” Asa thought about Bruce Thurman’s special ability. “He could be able to detect your electric field from far away. He might have armed Jaime with a pistol of his own by now. There’s no way of knowing, unless you have information that I don’t.”
              Conway shook his head. “No one knows everything about Robert King. I think that it was keen of you to point that out. The problem with trying to murder him from short range is that he would probably know your intentions before you did it, even if that was only a fraction of a second that would worry me. I want him dead before he knows what happened.”
              “I agree,” Asa said. He looked down at Conway’s hands and saw that they were no longer shaking. He was staring at an enormous pine tree on the other side of the clearing, thinking. Asa felt a love for Conway at that moment. He’s standing up for us, Asa thought. He’s the first adult here to put his or her foot down and try to stop this thing. Every other adult here has been such a coward. “So what’s the plan?” Asa asked.
              Conway didn’t take his eyes off of the tree trunk. “Long range rifle shot,” he said. “It sounds simple, and it is. But I’ve been thinking about this for a long time and I think that that’s the best option. You can’t poison him for the reason that you stated. I have very little experience with explosives and couldn’t even get my hands on one if I want to. I’m a very, very good shot, though.”
              Asa wondered about Conway’s trembling hands, though. They’ve momentarily stopped trembling now, but will he be able to get them under control before he takes the shot? “When?” he asked. His mouth had gone dry and the word came out like a croak. He cleared his throat.
              “Today,” Conway said. He rubbed his hands together some more. “While he’s at the Winggame match.”
              “Why then?”
              “Because people will be distracted. A lot of the graduates will be playing in the exhibition, and most of the others will be watching. I’m going to take my shot from the water’s edge. I’ve got scuba gear in my cabin. I’ll wrap my rifle up in plastic and swim deep under water until I’m in position right beside Town. Then, I’ll come up and take my shot. I’ll wear a mask, just in case a camera sees my face. After I take the shot, I’ll go underwater again. I’ll swim to the shoreline on the opposite end of the Moat. Most people will be concentrated on the spot where the gunshot came from, and the others will be preoccupied trying to save Robert King’s life.” Conway’s eyes shifted so that they met Asa’s. “Then I’ll run.”
              Asa sat in silence. He could hear birds singing from the branches above him. “That sounds like a good plan,” he said. “I support what you’re doing. I think that it’s smart. If Gene Gill is as good as you say, I’d much rather him run the Academy than Robert King.”
              “That’s the one part of the plan that I feel really good about,” Conway said. “If Gene Gill takes over, he’ll do a great job.”
              “I’ll trust you on that,” Asa said. “But now I’m wondering why you brought me out here. It sounds like you had thought up your plan before today—you didn’t need my consultation. I know that you prefer secrecy, especially when you’re planning to do things that could potentially get you killed if they were leaked out. So why tell me your plan?”
              “Because you have a part to play in Robert King’s murder.”
              Asa sat still. I have a part to play? He was happy to help. Even if Gene Gill wasn’t as great as Conway thought, anyone would be better than Robert King. And Conway is right—we need the Academy to be unified if we want to have a shot at defeating the Multipliers. A handful of people won’t have nearly the same shot as a whole organization would at taking the Hive down. And I can see Conway’s point that if the Academy becomes less murderous, the employees and students who live within the Five Mountains would be more likely to comply if there was a joint effort in place to destroy the Hive. “Conway, I’m happy to help you,” he said, “but I can’t see what you would like me to do. The plan that you described sounds like a one-man operation.”
              “That’s true. You won’t have anything to do today. And, there’s a chance that you won’t have any responsibilities at all, except to keep your mouth shut about this conversation,” Conway said. He eyed Asa sternly.
              “Of course,” Asa said, perturbed that Conway felt the need to continually remind him.
              “Let me start by saying this, Asa—I think that I can make the shot. My rifle is equipped with a state of the art scope, and, as I said, I’m good. There’s a spot at the edge of the water, between two buildings, where I’ll be about two hundred yards away from Robert King. I’d say that my chances of hitting my mark and killing him are ninety percent. I’d be surer, but I’ll be shooting from the edge of the water. Also, there’s a lot of wind around the Moat and I won’t have a lot of time to sit and make adjustments. In addition to those things, the water will be bobbing me up and down.”
              “Ninety percent?” Asa asked. “So, there’s a one out of ten chance that you can’t make it? Conway, can’t you find a way to minimize the risk?”
              “Do you have a better plan? I need to be that far away so that I have good enough cover. I think that a long-range shot is the best chance that I have of killing him.  And, I think that taking the shot at the Winggame match today will give me the best odds. No other event that’s coming soon on the calendar will keep so many graduates and Multipliers busy.”
              “Won’t they notice that you’re not there?” Asa asked. “Are you not expected to come?”
              “I don’t come to many Winggame matches anyway. I don’t think that anyone will find my absence odd.”
              “You don’t think, Conway?”
              Conway narrowed his eyes. “Yes, Asa, you heard me correctly. I don’t expect that I’ll get caught. There are no certainties. And, do you want to know the honest truth? If I could have Robert King dead, but have to be locked up in some cell within King Mountain for the rest of my life, I’d take that trade.”
              “Explain,” Asa said coldly. “You could be such an asset in the fight against the Multipliers.”
              “That’s true, but there won’t be much of a fight if Robert King is running the Academy. The humans will be demolished. This would be a good trade. There aren’t better chances than this one, Asa. I know that it is frightening, but it’s the best decision that I can make.”
              Asa rubbed his neck. He ran the tactile pads on the ends of his fingers over the scar tissue from where he had been bitten by Allen the Multiplier last semester. “I’ve made similar choices,” he said. “I understand. Sometimes, you come to a crossroads where taking a frightening, aggressive action is safer than doing nothing at all. I understand.”
              “Good,” Conway said. “I would have gone ahead with or without your consent, but you’ve got a good head on your shoulders, and there’s a certain amount of confidence I gain from knowing that you’re on board.”
              “But what’s my role in this?” Asa asked. He was anxious to find out.
              “You only come into play if something goes wrong—if the one-in-ten odds are actualized. A lot of things could happen. I could simply miss due to human error. My gun could misfire. Robert King could move at the last second. If something like that does happen, I may be killed and I may be apprehended. Whatever the case is, someone has to do what I tried to do, but failed.”
              “You want me to kill Robert King if you can’t?” Asa whispered. His heart began to thud in his chest, partly because he was scared and partly because it would be satisfying to be the one who avenged his mother’s death.
              “You don’t have to, if you don’t want to,” Conway said. “But there are rules.”
              “Okay,” Asa said. “Let’s hear them.”
              “First, you’ve got to promise me that you’ll try to kill him in some way that allows you to escape. You can’t plan on getting caught or killed after that. Your father…” Conway winced and then looked away, towards the trees. “He meant a lot to me, and I feel a certain responsibility for you. Can you promise me that you’ll at least try to escape afterwards?”
              “Yes,” Asa said.
              “Secondly,” Conway continued, “before you go through with your plan, you have to recruit someone to help you.”
              “In case I die or get captured, right?”
              “Yes. Obviously, I don’t think that it will come to that, but I try to be pragmatic and think of all the options.”
              “Who should I choose?” Asa asked.
              “That’s up to you,” Conway said. “You’ve shown a knack for picking good accomplices in your missions before. I think that you should pick someone that you trust a lot, and someone who you think is very capable.”
              Asa wondered how he would try to kill Robert King, if it came to that. He didn’t have access to rifles, like Conway did, and he wasn’t skilled with firearms. “If your plan fails, how should I do it?”
              Conway shrugged. “I don’t know.”
              “You just haven’t thought of this?” Asa asked.
              “No, I’ve thought of it plenty. The best plan is to not make a plan.”
              “Why?”
              “Because, if I miss and Robert King lives through my assassination attempt, things will change; he’ll heighten security. It will become even harder for anyone to get closer to him, and in ways that we can’t predict. It would be foolish for us to make a plan right now, when we don’t know what security will be like then.”
              “That makes sense,” Asa said. “So, if I understand everything correctly, you’re asking me to try to kill Robert King if you can’t, and to recruit someone before my attempt, in case I fail.”
              “Exactly,” Conway said, standing up. He put out his hand for Asa to shake. “Do you agree to help me?”
              Asa took the hand and shook it hard. He stood up, too. “Absolutely.”
              Conway looked at Asa for a long while, his eyes running over Asa’s face. “It really is incredible how much you look like Edmund,” he said. “Now, Asa, if you’ll excuse me, I have some things that I need to get ready.”
              Conway’s dark, transparent wings shot out on either side of him with a loud whoosh sound. He began to flap, stirring the pine needles beneath him. Asa watched as his mentor soared above the tallest tree branches and out into open sky. 
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Asa’s Favorite Spot
 
              After Conway left, Asa stood up and walked through the forest, heading further away from his apartment. His mind was buzzing with all that he had just learned. I’m glad that he didn’t tell me a month ago; the anticipation would kill me. I can’t believe that it’s going to happen today. Robert King could be dead by the time the sun goes down.
              The thought made him giddy, though it was disturbing. Robert King had been the one who made the Academy so lethal. Asa had seen more people die because of that man than some war veterans.
              The sky was darkening overhead, and a soft wind began to rustle the branches high above him. He recalled how still the air had been earlier, and how there had been almost no chop in the Moat. I hope that the waves don’t pick up much, he thought, looking overhead at the gently swaying branches. I want Conway to be stable and unmoving as he lines up his shot.
              As he walked, he thought of his encounter last semester with the hologram that had acted as his father. That had been wonderful. He recalled being able to see the pores on this father’s face, and that red was intermingled with his brown beard. It had been as though my father was actually there. He had said he loved me. He also said that I should befriend the Davids.
              Asa had no such luck on this task. He hadn’t seen any live Davids, aside from Jaime and some corpses, since the David gave him the polaroid picture of his father. After Teddy left about a month ago, Asa had gone out and given the Davids that Joney and Edna had murdered a proper burial.
              “Respect them,”
his father had said.
              “I did that,” Asa said to himself. “Nothing has happened. Isn’t giving them private burials respecting them?”
              It hadn’t really been Asa’s father that had said that, though. It had been a machine that mimicked Asa’s father. He recalled what the hologram had said after Asa had asked it what he should do about the growing Multiplier population. “I don’t know.” The machine had gone on to explain that it wasn’t very good at critical thinking, but it could mimic things that Edmund Palmer had said in certain situations.
              Maybe the machine didn’t know what it was talking about. It told me that my father would have advised that I get in contact with someone named Francine Black, and befriend the Davids. Is it possible that those wouldn’t be my father’s true intentions? Asa thought that this was very possible, considering the fact that the machine admitted to not being a good critical thinker. Maybe the advice to get into contact with Francine Black and the Davids was something that my father gave, but in a different context.
              Asa let this thought sink in. He walked between two narrow trees and then out onto his favorite spot around the Five Mountains. He had discovered it two weeks ago. He came out onto a jagged rock on the back of Mount Three that ended in a deadly, breath-taking drop. On the edge of the cliff sat a tree with long, knotted branches that reached out over the drop. Asa gripped the trunk between his two hands, planted his feet against the bark, and began to climb. This motion would have been impossible before he had been mutated, but now it was quite easy. It made him feel like a monkey. When he was roughly twelve feet up, he reached the lowest and largest branch the tree held. This branch reached far out beyond the cliff and over the deadly drop. Asa gripped the branch with his hands overhead and began to put one hand over the other, making his way out over the drop.
              Out here, the mountains didn’t block the wind. A howling gust came unexpectedly up behind him, making his body swing like a pendulum from the branch and pushed all of his hair towards the front of his head. He laughed out loud and let go of the branch with his left hand so that it dangled by his hip.
              He recalled going over to his friend JJ’s house when he had been about ten. JJ had a pool. Asa liked to swim beneath the diving board, and grab onto it. He would do pull ups, assisted by his buoyancy. They were very easy. He could do them with one hand, and it was fun to pretend that he was actually strong enough to do pull ups that easily.
              Now that’s my reality, Asa thought. He figured that holding onto the branch now was about as difficult as it would be for a normal person to hold onto it if most of their body was underwater.
              Still holding with just his right hand, he looked down.
              My God!
              The sight was breathtaking in two ways. The first was that he was absurdly high up, triggering a gut reaction of fear. He looked at his feet, dangling below him. He kicked them back and forth. He pulled his body halfway up with his right hand and then released. Before he fell much, he shot his left hand up and caught the branch. The tree branch moaned and creaked. This is a good way to get over what fear of heights I have left, he thought.
              The second way that it was breathtaking was that it was beautiful. Asa figured that the drop below him was one thousand feet. Even if a person were to somehow land on the area directly below Asa, however, their descent would not stop there. The rock was so steep in that place that a non-mutated person couldn’t stand on it. The grey and black rock sloped drastically downward; small trees were sparsely situated on this patch of rock. Further down, farther away from the cliff, there was a white and blue river running through a patch of dense forest.
              Asa gripped the branch above him with both hands and pulled himself so hard that he became airborne. Like a gymnast on the bars, Asa landed atop the branch on his buttocks. The branch creaked some and bounced with his weight. Involuntarily, he was smiling.
              It’s kind of fun being a mutant. 
              He thought about his time in the Academy. Broadly speaking, a lot of this is fun—fun but scary. He thought about the different things the students had been asked to do during his time there. There were the Blood Canaries—the large, mutated birds that were about the size of ostriches. Students had had to train them so that they would walk obediently from one stall to the other. Then there was Winggame, one of Asa’s favorite activities. He loved everything associated with the sport. It was fast, intense, and he was good at it, too. It was satisfying to work hard and see the results displayed on the statistics board in the cafeteria in Town. There was also the classes where he learned at a pace he wouldn’t have thought possible previously—his intellect had grown partly because of great teachers, partly because he had worked so hard, and partly because it was simply expected of him. I’m not a loser. He had worked perhaps harder than anyone else in his grade while studying for Science Class the previous semester. There’s also the wildlife, Asa thought. The landscape surrounding the Academy was filled with creatures that no one had seen before. Asa had the opportunity to see and interact with dinosaurs and animals that had never existed in the natural world. There’s also the unnatural changes to me. The mutations did have their costs—growing wings had hurt, and the strength increases that Asa benefited from made his caloric needs go through the roof. But I would never be able to safely climb out here if I weren’t a mutant; I also couldn’t fly over rivers or benefit from echolocation.
              Asa took a deep breath. The air was crisp, and smelled of pine trees and coming rain. The clouds had darkened overhead and he admired the rocky landscape far below him. He spat and watched the wind carry the saliva until it was out of sight.
              If Robert King were dead, this place would be wonderful. Robert King’s belief that growing up in a more lethal environment makes people more capable is the root of most things I dislike about the Academy. If he was gone, there would still be terrible things—like the fact that the Wolf Flu is still being produced and that the Hive is growing, but at least if he died there would be fewer distractions. I could concentrate on ways that I could help in the war against the Multipliers rather than being preoccupied with whether or not I have enough points, or working on a deadly, sick task that Robert King has devised.
              The temperature dropped a few degrees and Asa turned up the heat on his suit by turning the rubber dial.
              This suit is cool, too, he thought. It could be subzero temperatures outside, but Asa could stay warm at all times.
              It felt unreal to Asa that The Boss would probably be dead in a few hours. He looked at his armband. It was ten thirty five in the morning. The Winggame match was at two o’clock. Just three hours and thirty minutes and he’s dead.
              Asa didn’t feel sorry for him.
              I just hope that Conway’s able to get a clean shot at him.
              Asa remembered last year when he and Teddy saw the video that purportedly showed Troy Webber killing the Boss. In the end, it had turned out that he had killed a guy that had been mutated to look like Robert King, as a sort of decoy for anyone who tried to kill him.
              Will the same thing happen today?
              Asa didn’t think so.
              Robert King feels safe when he’s within the Five Mountains. He’s an egotistical bastard who likes the attention he gets at Winggame matches.
              Asa rubbed his face.
              But what if Conway misses?
              Asa did not have a plan as to what he would do. He agreed with Conway’s sentiment that it would be wise to wait and see what kinds of increased security the Boss put into effect after a failed assassination attempt before making a new plan.
              Something that I could plan for is who I should ask to try to kill him if I fail.
              Immediately, Charlotte came to Asa’s mind. She wasn’t the most obvious choice, but she was obviously capable. She was smart, organized, careful, and collected in times of turmoil. Asa recalled how he had been much more scared than she had been when McCoy and Conway had kidnapped them and taken them to the Academy almost a year ago.
              I can’t do that; I love her too much.
               As the thought came out, Asa winced. I don’t love her. I barely know her! And even if I did, I don’t let emotion get in the way of my thinking. I just don’t think that she would be the best fit.
              A voice from the back of his mind chimed in: Why?
              Asa coughed and didn’t address this question.
              Roxanne Price would be a good person to ask, but I would have trouble getting her alone without Travis. Viola Burns is too emotional. Lilly Bloodroot is too spacy. Boom Boom is too crazy.
              Asa paused. His fingers were scraping off bark absently and letting it fall far below.
              Maybe crazy is good, though.
              Asa recalled how, in the previous semester, Boom Boom had been the first in their group to recognize the fact that even if the war against Multipliers came down to a fight the group knew they were probably going to lose, they should attack. Boom Boom had looked at the problem logically and knew that inaction meant certain death if the Multipliers took over, and so a high risk of death wasn’t a good reason not to fight them.
              He’s killed people before, too, Asa thought. Usually, that turns me off about Boom Boom. In this instance, it gives him an advantage.
              Asa hadn’t heard anyone coming up behind him. Later, he would think that she had been extremely stealthy.
              Something hit Asa hard in the back. He yelped and slipped off of the branch he had been sitting on. He fell a couple feet, but before he had time to extract his wings, a hand caught his wrist.
              “Wh—who?” he breathed. He looked up and saw Charlotte smiling down at him. She was straddling the branch and holding him by the wrist as he dangled above the enormous drop. 
              At the sight of her, his heart skipped a beat. She’s older, he thought. Her cheekbones were more defined now, making her look more like an adult. Her hair tumbled around her smiling face as she looked down at Asa with her green, lion-like eyes. Without her eyes, she’s pretty. With them, she’s beautiful. The sharp eyes made Charlotte look exotic.
              “Hello Asa,” she said, her eyes twinkling with humor.
              “You scared the hell out of me.”
              She pouted. “Poor baby.” Then she dropped him.
              Asa put his wings out immediately, flapped hard, and was propelled into the air. He grabbed Charlotte by the shoulders and landed on top of her, pinning her to the tree branch. She was laughing uncontrollably. “Your face!” she said in between breaths. “I’m sorry. It’s just that it’s not going to hurt you! You’re like a bird that’s scared of heights!”
              Her laugh was contagious. Her teeth were white, and her eyes were filling with tears at how hard she was laughing. Asa couldn’t help but laugh, too. “It’s not funny,” he said. For some reason, this made her laugh harder, and he couldn’t help but laugh with her.
              When they were done, Asa realized how close their faces were. He could see that her eyes weren’t monochromatically green—they just seemed that way when you were far away. They were actually blue, brown, and different shades of green, making them look the color of a blade of grass when across a room. She looked up at him expectantly. She drunkenly kissed me at the dance. She wants me to kiss her now, too.
              Asa sat up. Charlotte cleared her breath and sat up, also. When the wind blew, the tree branch creaked more than it had when just Asa was sitting on it.
              “What are you doing out here?” Asa asked. That sounded shorter than I intended, he thought.
              Her smile began to falter. “Why are you always such an ass, Asa? These aren’t your woods. Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask you to marry me, okay? Multipliers aren’t going to come out of the bushes and get us if we sit together for a couple of seconds. I was out hiking and I saw you. Would you rather me not come and say ‘hello’ next time?”
              “No.” Asa said. He felt dumb. “I’m sorry. I know that your letter… I…”
              “Shut up, Asa,” she said. “I get the picture. I understand.”
              “And about the dance…”
              “I don’t want to talk about it.”
              Asa nodded. There was an awkward silence. He didn’t know what to say. Charlotte put a strand of hair behind her ear. “When I saw you,” she said. “I thought that it could be nice if we could just talk, without bringing up all of that stuff for once. You’re kind of insanely focused on a few small things, Asa.”
He liked how she called him ‘Asa.’ A lot of people, including Jen, called him ‘Palmer.’
“Like what?”
“Your father, the Multipliers, surviving the Academy,” she said, counting them off on her fingers.
              “Those things are the most important things in my world right now,” he said, meeting her gaze. “If the Multipliers are able to continue Multiplying, there won’t be a future.”
              Charlotte shook her head and then looked down. Her hair fell in front of her face. “I’m not saying that those things aren’t important. I think that they’re important too. I just think that other things are important as well. Like your well-being now, and whether or not you’re having a good time. If the Multipliers win, and they might, do you want to spend your last few minutes wishing you had had a better time?”
              “I’d spend my last few minutes fighting,” Asa said.
              “Here’s the thing,” Charlotte said. She picked her head up and gave him a look like she was an authority figure. “You think that you’re the side that’s taking this more seriously, right?”
              “Taking what?”
              “The fight against the Multipliers.”
              Asa nodded.
              “Well I don’t. What did Professor Stern say was the purpose of jokes?”
              Asa knew this, but he had memorized it in a clinical sense. “He says that they relieve tension. Laughter relieves tension.”
              “What else?”
              “It encourages critical thinking,” Asa said. “When you joke with your friends, you get chemically rewarded for being creative.”
              “Did you have fun when I dropped you?”
              Asa nodded.
              “And after I dropped you, you attacked me in a creative way.” She smiled. “Maybe if you joked more and took the world off your shoulders every once in a while, you’d be more effective.”
              Asa shrugged.
              “Do you have an actual rebuttal, or are you just going to ignore me.”
              Asa shrugged again, but smiled slightly.
              Charlotte pointed—“See, a joke! You’re learning, Asa!”
              Asa laughed.
              “How have you been?” Charlotte asked.
              “I…” Asa said, and then paused. He didn’t think about things like how he was doing much. He spent most of his time strategizing his workouts, or preparing for his upcoming classes. “I’ve had a good time today. I was just enjoying the view before I was rudely interrupted.” He looked at Charlotte out of the corner of his eye, grinning. “I had a good workout this morning.” He left out the talk with Conway.
              “I saw your good workout,” she said. “You put up an impressive time.”
              He looked at her to see if she was mocking him—to see if she thought he had cheated. She looked completely serious.
              “Thanks,” he said. “How about you?”
              “I’ve been good,” she said. “I’ve been hiking a lot. I like the change of scenery from last semester.”
              “You should be careful out here.”
              “You seem to care a lot for someone who won’t ever date me.”
              He looked at her.
              “Another joke,” she said. She smiled.
              He laughed uneasily.
              There was another silence between them—this one not as awkward as the last. He liked sitting beside her. He enjoyed her company.
              “I’ll let you get back to your brooding,” she said.
“Brooding?” 
              “You had that look on your face,” she said. “The one you get when you feel the world on your shoulders.”
              He smiled. It was true—he had been brooding before she came along. “You don’t have to go.”
              “I think I should.” She touched his arm to steady her body and then stood up on the branch. Like a tightrope walker, she walked back to the tree trunk and then jumped off onto solid ground. “Bye, Asa,” she said as she walked away.
              He didn’t want her to go, but he couldn’t force her to stay. “Bye,” he said. As he watched her walk into the forest, back towards the apartments, his heart was thudding in his chest. His stomach was doing flips. Still, he didn’t get up and go after her.
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One Step Ahead
 
              Asa walked through the forest after Charlotte left, thinking about their encounter. Do I really need to joke more? Am I, as she said, too concentrated on just a few things?
He saw her point about how jokes can sharpen a person’s ability to think. But can’t thinking do that, too? At any rate, I think that I’ll relax a little after Robert King is dead.
He thought of how she had looked at him when he had pinned her against the branch. He recalled the flecks of blue in her eyes. She wanted me to kiss her.
              He picked up a rock and threw it against the trunk of a tree. It knocked off bark and a cloud of dirt.
              Is it possible that she’s right? That maybe there’s nothing that we can do to stop the proliferation of Multipliers, so we should just have fun while we still can?
              His eyebrows drew together and he kept walking. He felt troubled.
The air had grown colder and the wind picked up. The sky was continuing to darken and the clouds were moving quickly overhead. The sky to the South was as black as night.
              I wonder if Conway will be able to make the shot in the rain, Asa wondered. I also wonder if Robert King will come if it’s raining. I guess I’ll find out soon.
               At half past one, he extracted his wings and flew over to the third semester students’ apartments, thinking that he should shower before attending the Winggame match. He hadn’t bathed since his workout, and he thought he would be more comfortable in a clean suit.
              As he walked down the corridor, over the multicolored rocks, he saw a cluster of third semester students standing by a door to an apartment. Sheryl Donahue was standing in the group, her back to Asa. Her blond hair was up in a ponytail, exposing the back of her neck. Asa was able to recognize her without seeing her face. The back of her neck, as well as the rest of her skin, was covered in freckles. She was whispering quietly, and although Asa couldn’t make out what she was saying he could tell that the others found it amusing.
              Cameron Finch, a fourth semester male that Asa had encountered the semester before during a Winggame match, stood towards the back of the group. Finch looked like a model. He had blue eyes, blond hair, perfect tan skin, and a bone structure like Ken the Barbie Doll. When he saw Asa, his blue eyes widened some. “He’s behind you,” he whispered out of the corner of his mouth. He was trying to be quiet, but the noise reached Asa’s ears.
              Sheryl immediately stopped whispering. She was probably telling them about how I cheated in the Simulator today, he thought. He had an urge to say, “I didn’t cheat,” as he walked by, but he refrained. That wouldn’t do any good. Instead, he settled for glaring at Finch as he passed the group in the hall.
              He reached his door and grasped the knob. The knob was shaped to look like an owl’s head, as were all the others down the hall. He felt the metallic feathers beneath his fingers. He turned the knob, pushed it open, and paused.
              Something is wrong, he thought.
              He was reminded of something that had happened the semester before. He had gotten back to his dwelling to find that the padlock wasn’t situated right in the door. Inside, he had found that a Multiplier Hunter named Carmen was waiting for him to deliver a message—to leave.
              I locked the door before I left, Asa thought. Or did I? He was unsure. His gut told him that he had.
              Who would have come in here while I was away? The side of his door was equipped with an electronic pad. In order to enter the room, if the door was locked, you had to place your thumbprint on the pad and be recognized by the device as an authorized user.
              Who else would be able to get inside?
              Asa didn’t know. He knew that Buster somehow was able to get in and out when the door was locked. Maintenance people, such as plumbers, from the Academy could do the same.
              Someone probably had to fix something in my apartment. He thought of how the refrigerator ordered more food when Asa was running low on a particular item. Maybe one of my appliances was having an issue and I didn’t know about it. It could have sent out a signal, asking for someone to enter. They could also be doing something such as spraying for bugs.
              Asa looked down the hall, to his right. The tight cluster of five students was still quiet. Cameron Finch stole a glance at Asa and then looked away. Part of Asa wanted to ask them if they had seen anyone enter his apartment, but he brushed the idea aside. They were probably too busy gossiping about me to notice, anyways. Even if they do have good information, I don’t want to talk to them.
              He pushed the door open and stepped inside. He shut the door behind him and looked around.
              Everything appeared normal. The pictures of prairie-scenes sat idly on the walls. The television reflected the living room in sharp, shiny shades of black and grey. The couches hadn’t moved. The door to Asa’s bedroom was still shut and the armchair was still lodged in front of it.
              Asa’s senses were on high alert. He couldn’t hear anything unusual.
              His heart rate picked up and he had an idea—I should use echolocation.
              Asa drew in breath, and shrieked with a force that non-mutants could not muster. His throat flexed so that it was a tiny hole, and he forced as much air over the top of his vocal cords as possible. At the same time as he let out this cry, he became deaf. A millisecond later, his hearing returned and in his mind he saw the room, perceiving information that couldn’t have come from his eyes.
              He saw that there was no one behind the couch. He saw that there was no one behind the counters, or in the spare bedroom.
              He looked around a moment longer, using his eyes this time. After a few seconds, he was convinced that he was alone. Must have been a maintenance person. He locked the door behind him and went to take a shower. 
 
              Fifteen minutes later, Asa had locked his apartment door and was walking back down the hall that he had just come from. He was glad to see that the group of gossipers was gone, but someone else was standing there—Stridor.
              He’s tall, was Asa’s first thought. Asa was tall, too, but Stridor towered over him. The third semester student stood at about six feet seven inches tall (he had grown since entering the Academy). He was built like a basketball player. He had a lean, dense, muscular frame that appeared to be elongated. When his arms were hanging limply beside him, the tips of his fingers were almost down at his knees.
              “Asa,” he said, smiling as though they were old friends.
              Asa and Stridor had never been friends. Stridor had seemed annoyed with Asa the year before when he started to beat him in Flying Class. They had never been enemies, though. If Sheryl told him that I cheated, we might become enemies.
              Stridor was not someone that Asa wanted as an enemy. He was the smartest student at the Academy and clinical and ruthless in his approach towards life. He was covered in scars—Asa vaguely knew that Stridor’s father had burned him when he was little. Wine-stain-like discolorations ran along the top of his head, where he didn’t grow hair, and down his neck. He wore a suit, so Asa couldn’t see the majority of his skin, but he could see the discolorations on Stridor’s hands. His blue eyes appeared cold, and made him look older than he was. They moved quickly over Asa. Even though he wasn’t on any drugs, he sometimes moved his eyes like Teddy or Robert King did when they were on Vipocrit.
              “Stridor,” Asa said. He managed a half smile.
              “Did you get sunburned?” Stridor asked.
              Asa put his hand up to his cheek. He knew what Stridor was referencing—he had seen it again right after he took his shower. He was still a purple-red color that he couldn’t explain. “No,” Asa said.
              Stridor stared at him. He’s sizing me up. Stridor smiled. “Can I have a word with you, Asa? I’d like to discuss something.”
              Asa realized how alone they were. Most of the students are probably out over the Moat, getting ready for the Winggame match. He looked at Stridor with a dawning realization. He knows this. Of course he knows this! He must have planned this! He might want to fight me for cheating to beat his score. What do I do? I could try to intimidate him—yell at him, or charge him. But then what if he seriously just is trying to talk to me? There’s no harm in seeing where this goes. If he does attack me, I can shock him. It may render me unconscious, though. Then what…
              His thought was interrupted as Stridor cleared his throat. “Can I have a word with you, Asa? In my apartment, perhaps?”
              What do I do? Asa thought. Maybe he just wants to figure out how I achieved my time this morning. If he doesn’t believe that I did it fairly, I can try to replicate it outside for him, but later. I want to see what happens between Conway and Robert King.
              He wondered if Conway was already under the water of the Moat, holding his plastic-wrapped rifle. He’ll probably take the shot in the next twenty minutes. The thought made anxiety flutter in his chest.
              “I can’t right now,” Asa said. “I want to go to the Winggame match.”
              Stridor nodded. He looks so confident. What Random Box Mutation did he get in his first semester again? Asa couldn’t remember and he wasn’t sure he had ever known. Maybe he got something that makes him feel like he could take me.
              “I know,” Stridor said. “It will just take a moment. Five minutes, maybe.”
              Asa’s face reddened even more. “I want to get a good seat.”
              Stridor’s jaw tightened. “I truly need to talk to you, Asa, and it cannot wait.”
              “I didn’t cheat,” Asa said. He had his fists clenched beside him. “And if you think I did, you can race me sometime outside. I didn’t cheat.”
              “What are you talking about?”
              “The ten mile course in the Simulator. I beat your time.”
              “Oh,” Stridor said. “I hadn’t noticed.”
              “Don’t give me that!” Asa said. “Everyone’s talking about it, everyone thinks that I cheated, but I didn’t! I’m sorry that I knocked you off the top spot, but you just have to deal with the fact that I’m better than you.”
              Now Stridor’s face reddened. “Asa, listen to me—I honestly didn’t know that you had beaten my time until you just told me. I don’t think that you cheated. You’ve never lied to me.” His eyes moved back and forth slightly as they took in Asa’s face.
              Asa shook his head. He felt confused, but was still on guard. “Then why do you want to talk to me?”
              Stridor half smiled. “I thought it would be fun.”
              Something is wrong here, Asa thought. “Have you been in my dwelling?”
              “Yes, the door was ajar and I was looking for you. I was afraid something had happened to you.”
              “My door was ajar? You thought something happened to me?” Asa asked. Stridor has barely spoken with me in the two semesters we’ve known each other and now he seems genuinely concerned about me. What does he know? Is it a coincidence that this is happening after my talk with Conway? Does he know something about the assassination attempt? Does Robert King know?
              “Yes,” Stridor said. “I mean, no. I just… I want to talk to you. Can you step in my apartment with me?”
              Asa hesitated. He didn’t know what was going on and that made him uncomfortable.
              Stridor shook his head. “No, let’s not go to my apartment. Let’s step outside. I’d like a word with you on the landing.”
              “Okay,” Asa said. At least that’s a more public location.
              “Actually,” Stridor said, looking at his apartment door. “Can you wait out in the hall while I go get something?”
              Asa opened his mouth, and then closed it. Is he going to get a weapon? Can I trust him? Asa looked down and saw that Stridor wasn’t wearing his armband. Why?
              Stridor stooped down so that his blue eyes were even with Asa’s. He gritted his teeth and whispered to Asa sternly. “Your anxiety is going to be the death of you if you don’t trust me right now.”
              Asa stared back at Stridor. Now he felt a completely new kind of fear. Something about the earnestness in Stridor’s face made him know that his classmate didn’t intend to harm him. There was anger in his eyes—his face had hardened so that his lips were pursed together. He’s annoyed with me, Asa realized. I should trust him. He’s playing a game. Something is happening and I don’t know what it is.
              A vague dread came over Asa. On a day like this—after Conway had just expressed his plan to kill Robert King, the best thing that he could have hoped for was an uneventful day.
              Asa nodded towards Stridor. He felt that, though he was in the dark, he didn’t have a choice but to follow Stridor’s lead.
              Stridor smiled and then disappeared into his apartment for a moment. When he returned, he was carrying a blue Jansport backpack. He barely fit beneath the doorjamb without ducking.
              “Where did you get that?” Asa asked.
              Stridor held a finger up to his lips. “Do not say the name of any items that I show you,” he said.
              “I’m lost,” Asa said. “I don’t know what’s going on.”
              “That’s okay,” Stridor said. “You don’t need to know what’s going on right now. You just need to do as I say and I’ll fill you in later.”
              Asa didn’t like being told what to do, especially by someone like Stridor, who wasn’t an authority figure over him. He nodded, though. He was worried about Conway, and Stridor was odd and smart enough that Asa could believe he somehow knew something about Conway’s plan.
              “Walk with me,” Stridor said.
              As they strode down the hall, Asa looked at Stridor, wondering if he could take him. I’m more muscular than he is, but he has a better reach than me. He moves a bit flatfooted, too. And I have my electrocution ability. Still, though, he doubted that he would be physically dominant over Stridor. There was a cold confidence in Stridor’s eyes that warned of unseen powers.
              They walked out the front door to see that it was misting outside. The wind had picked up even more, and the sky was darker than it had been. The Moat steamed gently in the dropping temperatures.
              Stridor unzipped the front pocket of his backpack and pulled something out that Asa had never seen another student with. It was an electronic tablet, with about an eight-inch screen.
              Asa opened his mouth to again say, “where did you get that?” but he closed it, remembering what Stridor had said about not mentioning the items.
              Stridor powered up the tablet, scrolled through some icons, and then clicked on one with a yellow key on it. The screen filled with a list of options, and Stridor clicked on number six, which was labeled, “Asa Palmer.” Immediately, the speakers turned on and began to play back static. Asa could hear movement and something that sounded like brushing.
              “Testing,” Stridor said. “Testing, one, two, three, testing.”
              The same odd, sound came from the speakers. Nothing changed in the output. Stridor locked his tablet and the screen went dark.
              “What was that?” Asa asked, his eyes wide, staring up at Stridor.
              “I was checking to see if they were listening to us.”
              “Who?”
              “Who do you think?” Stridor asked. He put the tablet back into his backpack.
              “The Academy?”
              “Of course.”
              “What is this about, Stridor?”
              “I stopped you because there is something that we need to do,” he explained. “I still don’t want to talk about it explicitly until we’re far away from here. Here are your instructions, though. I want you to go to your dwelling and put your armband on the charger, okay? It has to be on the charger. Then grab some food and some water. Here,” he said, handing Asa the backpack. “Put some water bottles in here. Grab non perishable foods, like granola bars and things.”
              The backpack felt heavy in Asa’s hands. “I still don’t understand,” he said.
              Stridor put a hand over his face. He looked frustrated. “And you’re not going to for now. You will later. You just need to trust me.”
              Asa looked over towards the Plaid. Surrounding it were occupied bleachers on both sides. The Winggame match had started, and graduates were flying through the air from their respective Starting Platforms.
              “I don’t want to leave just yet,” Asa said. “I want to…see the game.” Conway will take his shot any second.
              “The game,” Stridor said, “won’t turn out how you think it will. And there’s nothing that we can do to stop it.”
              Asa looked down at the bleachers. He couldn’t make out individuals. His heart was thumping in his chest. What does Stridor mean?
              Stridor reached into his bag again and handed Asa a pair of binoculars. They were heavy, and equipped with an assortment of dials on top. “Asa, you’re a man who doesn’t follow blindly, so I’ll show you something and hope that it convinces you to do as I say. Look at the game, as you called it, through these.”
              Asa picked up the binoculars and looked down at the Winggame match. Benny Hughs had just scored, and was flying around to score again. McCoy had just tackled Avery. He moved the lenses over so that he could see the stands. He saw the back of Charlotte’s head—she was sitting with Shashowt, and Sheryl was a few rows beneath him. Is Robert King not there? Is that what he wanted to show me? After searching for a moment, though, he found him. The Boss was sitting near the middle, flanked by Derden the Multiplier and Ken Pudman.
              “Don’t look there,” Stridor said. “Look at Conway. You can see him. He just came out of the water a few moments ago. From our vantage point, he’s near Town Hall.”
              Asa’s mouth went dry. He looked up at Stridor. “How do you…”
              “Just watch,” Stridor said. “I told you that I’d explain later. I don’t want you to have to see this, but you’re leaving me no choice. Just know that I tried to stop it and couldn’t.”
              Stridor was pointing at a particular spot on the edge of Town. Asa took the binoculars and looked down, near the shore, and found what Stridor was pointing at. Conway had emerged. He was about half a mile away, but the binoculars were superb. Asa watched as Conway unwrapped his rifle on the shoreline. He was wearing a wet suit and a mask that covered all of his face but his eyes. A black oxygen tank was on his back. Goggles and an air mask were hanging around his neck as he readied his rifle.
              “Do you have to watch the whole thing, or can we just go?”
              “What do you know, Stridor?” Asa asked.
              “I know that…I know the plan. I know more than Conway. If I tell you, will you not try to stop it?”
              Asa felt like ice had just dropped into his stomach. “Stop what?” he whispered. His head was spinning. He watched as Conway turned off the safety and chambered a bullet. “What’s going to happen?”
              “There’s no stopping it now, Asa,” Stridor said. “The best thing that we can do is move on from here.”
              “What’s going to happen?” Asa yelled. He was still holding the binoculars. He was pressing them so hard against his face that he would have red circles around his eyes for two hours afterwards.
              “You’ve got to keep your voice down!” Stridor said.
              From the shore, Conway cleaned the scope atop his rifle with a cloth and pulled the butt up to his shoulder. Asa quickly scanned over to Robert King. He was whispering something to Ken Pudman. His David, Jaime, sat on the bleachers in front of him. His pupils were perversely dilated.
              “Stridor, please tell me what’s about to happen,” Asa said.
              “You won’t promise that you won’t try to stop it,” Stridor said.
              Asa didn’t promise because it was a promise that he thought he couldn’t keep. If Conway is about to die, I have to try to save him. I love him. He was a good friend of my dad’s. He’s my mentor. He’s one of the only living adults in the world that actually cares about me.
              “Is someone going to shoot him, Stridor?” Asa asked. “Is something in the Moat going to get him?”
              He wanted to use the binoculars to scan the area, but he didn’t want to miss anything. He watched as Conway put his right eye up to the scope and looked through, trying to find Robert King in the magnified crowd. His hands aren’t shaking.
              “There’s nothing we can do,” Stridor said.
              “I DIDN’T ASK IF…”
              Stridor plucked the binoculars from Asa’s hands and put his hand over Asa’s mouth. Asa panted and gave Stridor a venomous look. He had an urge to elbow Stridor into the stomach or electrocute him, but he refrained.
              “Stop yelling. We’re going to be working together, and now is as good of a time as any to start making some ground rules,” Stridor said. “No yelling. Control yourself. I’ll let you watch, only if you promise not to yell again.”
              Asa stared at Stridor.
              “Promise,” he said.
              Asa nodded and said, “I promise,” though it was muffled by Stridor’s hand.
              Stridor let go of Asa and Asa wiped his mouth. “We’re wasting time,” Stridor said. “We need to leave. I know some things and I don’t want to explain them all right now.”
              “You know what things?” Asa asked. He felt close to tears. “Is something going to happen to Conway?”
              “Yes,” Stridor hissed. “And if we don’t move, something is going to happen to us, too.”
              Asa considered the facts. People have been after me before, but what makes today special? The only thing different that has happened was my conversation with Conway. If Robert King knows about that… Asa didn’t finish his thought verbally. Instead, he saw an image in his mind. It was a mixture of the state he saw Volkner in last semester and his own image. He imagined that he was dirty, with scars, bruises and blisters running up and down his half-naked body. He saw himself weeping at Robert King’s feet, begging for forgiveness.
              “But if you must watch, watch.” Stridor shoved the binoculars back into Asa’s hands. Asa took them and peered down at Conway.
              Conway was barely visible through the steam on the Moat. His black suit made him almost blend in with the darkening water. He hadn’t moved since Asa last saw him. What is he waiting for? Is he spending all that time just to line up his shot.

              Asa held his breath. He wanted to know what would happen next. He considered letting out an echolocation scream, but he knew that Conway was too far away for him to get a good picture of him.
              To Asa, the moment seemed to take forever. Things tend to feel like this when I’m awaiting something unbelievably bad. He had a small bit of hope in his chest that Stridor was somehow wrong. Maybe Conway knows more than Stridor. He thought that this was unlikely, though. It was obvious that Stridor had a secret method for extracting information, as evidenced by his strange tablet and the fact that he knew that Conway would emerge from the Moat.
              Asa silently wished as hard as he could that Conway would be okay.
              Over the Plaid, Benny Hughs had now scored three goals. No one else had scored yet, as both teams had brought out formations that emphasized defense.
              He’s going to get the shot off any second, Asa thought.
              As though his thought process had altered Conway’s actions by some psychic process, Conway pulled the trigger.
              Watching the gore that followed, Asa made a strange, moaning noise from his throat. He recalled how it had felt one time in Flying Class when he fell into the water at a bad angle and belly flopped. For a moment, the pain had paralyzed him, and as he came up for air, he hadn’t been able to breathe for a moment. That was how he felt as he watched Conway’s misfire.
              Conway pulled the trigger and then there was a flash and a bang, just as there always is when someone shoots a rifle. The things that followed weren’t as common. It was hard to tell, because it happened so fast, but it appeared as though the butt of the rifle exploded. What Asa knew for sure was that Conway was injured. He fell backwards, retreating a bit and dropping the rifle into the water.
              “He’s missing his hand,” Asa said. The explosion had torn off Conway’s right hand. Asa could see Conway’s ulna and radius protruding from the stump of muscle, blood and fat at the end of his arm. “Oh, God!” Asa felt like he would be sick.
              “We’ve got to go,” Stridor said.
              Asa continued to look. He watched with sympathy as Conway’s eyes widened and he examined the wound. Conway looked horrified. Robert King was standing up from his place on the bleachers, completely intact and still alive. The Winggame Match had come to a swift halt as players began to realize that something was amiss. Students were beginning to fly off the bleachers. People were screaming.
              Stridor yanked the binoculars out of Asa’s hand and stuffed them into his backpack. Asa felt as though he was in a daze. He couldn’t think.
              Stridor lifted his right hand and slapped Asa hard across the face. Asa felt his cheek warm up from the blow and his head rocked back.
              “Move your ass, Asa,” Stridor said. “Lead the way to your dwelling. We’ve got to run.”
              Asa nodded. He opened the door to the third semester students’ dwelling and began to run down the hallway. He wasn’t angry in the slightest at Stridor for slapping him. I needed that, he thought. He still was in a daze and didn’t quite know what was going on, but now he trusted in Stridor’s sense of urgency.
 
 
10
The Plan
 
              Asa’s fingers felt numb as he rolled his armband onto the charger in his room. His mind was fighting reality. How could this have actually happened? He had thought that maybe Conway would miss the shot, but never that the gun would explode in his hand. The Academy must have known what he was planning, but how? Did they eavesdrop on our conversation today somehow? Asa exited his bedroom, shutting the door behind him.
              He looked at Stridor, who was rummaging through Asa’s cabinets with his backpack open, throwing in certain things. The Academy must have heard us. And Stridor is acting like I’m in danger. What is he packing for? Where could we possibly be going?
              His pained mind moved to another topic—what’s going to happen to Conway? Is he running from them right now? Did he dive down into the water? Will they kill him if they catch him? Is it possible that he could escape? Is it possible that his injuries are already fatal?
              Then he thought—It’s my job to kill Robert King now. This is bad. They know that I’m going to be coming after him.
              “Got the armband charging?” Stridor asked.
              Asa nodded. He felt naked without it. Without his armband, the heater on his suit didn’t work and he realized that his dwelling was cold.
              “Good,” Stridor said. “Now let’s move.”
              Stridor began to walk towards the door, his backpack slung over his back. 
“Wait. Where are we going?” Asa asked.
              “To work out,” Stridor said. “The rec room.”
              Asa ran the fingernails of both hands together. Does that make sense? It doesn’t to me. Am I losing it?
              Stridor sighed and then took out his tablet again. He ran his fingers over the screen for a moment and then brought it to Asa. There was a message written on it.
 
It’s not safe to talk in here, follow me and I’ll tell you in five minutes where we are actually going
 
              Asa nodded. Stridor was right before. I am going to have to trust him until I can get more information.
              Stridor led them through the hallway at a brisk walk and through the doorway outside. In the small window of time that they had been inside, it had started to rain. Asa followed Stridor out into the cold shower and began to shiver immediately. Stridor led Asa down the same path that he and Conway had taken earlier in the day. The rock was slippery in places, and miniature waterfalls formed in certain places off of the cliffs.
              Asa looked over towards the right. The Winggame match had ceased, and there were still people in the stadium seats that hovered over the water. Without the binoculars, he couldn’t find Robert King. He scanned the water and couldn’t see Conway.
              When Stridor made it into the tree line and they were shielded from people seeing them from the Winggame match, he began to sprint. He was fast, and Asa gradually fell behind for the first half mile, but then he started to catch Stridor. The ground was muddy, and the layer of wet pine needles was slippery beneath his feet. Occasionally, he had to grab a branch to steady himself.
              As they ran, Asa let out echolocation calls every thirty seconds or so. He didn’t ever see anyone lurking around them. He would have liked to use them more often for safety reasons, but his exhaustion prohibited this. The pace that Stridor kept was challenging and he was losing much needed oxygen every time he let out one of his cries.
              When they were about three miles out, Stridor stopped. He came to a sliding halt beneath a large pine tree. The branches and leaves above offered a bit of cover, but the rain still fell down on them. Stridor fell to his knees and used his slim fingers to open up his Jansport. He reached his hand inside and took out the tablet that Asa had seen earlier.
              Asa knelt beside Stridor, watching him. Both Stridor and Asa were trying to catch their breath.
              “What are you doing?” Asa asked.
              Stridor made a shooing gesture, telling Asa to be quiet. Typically, Asa would not have been receptive to a command like that, but given what had just happened, he obeyed.
              Stridor turned on the tablet’s screen. The device was getting rained on, but this didn’t seem to have any negative effects. Again, he scrolled through the icons until he found the one with the yellow key on it. He looked over the list of options until he found the one that said “Asa Palmer.” He clicked it and the speakers came to life with static and an odd brushing sound.
              “Hello?” Stridor yelled, not into the tablet, but into their surroundings. “Testing, testing, one, two, three. Testing.”
              The same brushing sound and static came through. “No one is listening to us,” Stridor said.
“Good,” Asa said back. He felt frantic and confused. The image of Conway’s hand exploding in a mist of blood kept returning to his mind, despite his efforts to stop thinking about that. “Now can you tell me what’s going on?”
              “Yes,” Stridor said. “We’re leaving the Academy, right now.” The rain ran in rivulets off of Stridor’s bald, scarred scalp.
              “I don’t…” Asa said. He was having trouble gathering his thoughts. Conway planned on killing Robert King. Stridor showed up, acted weird, and then Conway’s gun exploded in his hand. Now Stridor wants me to leave the Academy with him. He ran the events through his head once more, trying to see if there was a logical connection between everything. “I don’t know what’s going on,” Asa said. “I don’t see why we have to leave the Academy. Where would we go?”
              Stridor nodded patiently, but then he glanced behind him to make sure that they are alone. “I heard your conversation with Conway. You were bugged. Or, rather, something around you was bugged. Your audio channel usually records what goes on in your apartment, but today it recorded you out in the woods with Conway. I don’t understand how.”
              “I’m being recorded?” Asa asked.
              Stridor nodded. “They’ve been keeping tabs on you ever since you moved into your apartment.”
              “Why did they start recording me then?”
              “I’m not sure. I need your help to figure that out. All I know is that they had a device implanted in your apartment to listen to you.”
              “Why…How do you know about this? What’s that device? How are you able to listen in?”
              “I’m a hacker, Asa. I hacked into the Academy’s network. It was surprisingly unprotected, really. For all the effort that they use on manpower and weapons, you’d think that they would have more and better firewalls. Civilians outside of the Academy have found the network before. There are blogs written on the web about the Academy, but most people think that it is all a hoax. They have a couple dozen microphones hidden around the Academy that they listen in on.”
              Asa nodded. Stridor glanced around again. Asa let out an echolocation cry to check their surroundings, but the rain had picked up and he was given a grainy picture of the forest.
              “Do you still want to kill Robert King?” Stridor asked. His face was utterly serious—like Michelangelo’s statue of David. It reminded Asa of Conway’s face.
“Yes,” Asa said. “I do.”
“Then you’ll leave the Academy with me,” Stridor said.
              “But why? Why do we have to leave?”
              “Robert King knew about Conway’s assassination attempt before it happened,” Stridor explained. “Right after he learned of it, he made plans to have Conway’s rifle sabotaged and to leave right after the attempt. He only stayed through the Winggame match to prove that Conway would actually do it. Some people in high command had doubts and Robert King wanted Conway taken into custody for an attempted assassination, not a planned assassination that may or may not have been actualized.”
              “You knew about this?” Asa asked. “Why didn’t you do something? Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”
              “I went to try to find Conway, but he wasn’t at his cabin. He doesn’t wear a tracker—there was nothing that I could do. As for why I didn’t come tell you sooner—you were miles away in the forest. I didn’t have time to go and find you. I had to set a trap so that we would be able to leave today.”
              “A trap?”
              Stridor glanced around again. “We really should leave,” he said. “We don’t have much time. Someone could find us here.”
              “I’m not leaving until this starts to make sense to me,” Asa said.
              “Fine,” Stridor replied. Lighting flashed blindingly above them, and then thunder roared through the dark afternoon. The sky was a purple-green color. Asa hadn’t seen this severe of a thunderstorm since arriving at the Academy. “I’ve left the Academy twice since being brought here,” Stridor said. “I fly out to the mainland. That’s where I got this backpack, my tablet, and some other items. There are guards stationed about three miles out from the mountains at intervals of four miles. They are situated high up in deer blinds, so that they can see long distances. The guards form a circle, and keep watch to make sure that no students leave.” Lightning flashed again, followed by thunder, and Stridor paused until the crackling stopped so that Asa could hear him. When he spoke, his breath formed fog in front of him in the rain. “The ‘trap’ I set is simple. The guards keep electronic schedules on their phones and tablets that tell them when their turn to keep guard in a certain station is. These are human guards, not graduates or Multipliers. If they spot a student leaving, they’ll call the Academy and the Academy will send out graduates or Multipliers to catch the students. On occasion, employees of Alfatrex try to leave, too and are caught.”
              “You got all this information by hacking into the Academy’s system?”
              Stridor nodded impatiently. “The trap I set is to tell two guards that they are working in the same place at the same time. At two o’clock, two guards showed up at a post twelve miles from here, leaving the one in front of us open. It’s two fifteen right now. The post in front of us is probably still open, but the guard must be headed that way now. The guards drive these little go-kart things from station to station in this concrete underground hallway. They’re pretty fast. We need to go.”
              Asa’s head was spinning. “Stan and Janice tried to leave last year and they got caught.”
              “Stan’s a dumb ass,” Stridor said. “Trust me, I’ve done this twice.”
              “So what’s after that? After we pass the guards, what will we encounter?”
              “The Academy is on an island,” Stridor said. He was yelling in the heavy rain. “You know where we are, right?”
              “No,” Asa said.
              “The Aleutian Islands, have you heard of them?”
              Asa shook his head.
              “They are a string of volcanic islands off the coast of Alaska. The Five Mountains are all actually dormant volcanoes. The island we are on is about one hundred and fifty square miles. The Five Mountains are situated nearly directly in the center so that you can’t see the ocean from any of them.”
              “You can’t see the ocean from the tops of the mountains?”
              “You can see it from the top of King Mountain, if you took the time to look after you climbed it as a Fishie,” Stridor said. “Although it’s still so far off that you might not have recognized it for what it was. Also, cloud coverage often limits the visibility from that mountaintop. You can’t see the ocean from the height of the dwellings on any of the mountains.”
              Asa tried to remember the day he had climbed King Mountain. He hadn’t thought to take a good look towards the horizon. Professor Kayce had just been killed and Asa had been exhausted. “What about the other mountains?” Asa asked. “I don’t understand why I wouldn’t be able to see the horizon from the back of Mount Two.”
              “The back isn’t tall enough. If you go up to the top, you can see it as a sliver of blue when the sky is very clear. It’s small, but you can see it,” Stridor said. “Now can we go?”
              “No,” Asa said. “I’m not making the decision to go until I’m sure that I understand all of this. So we reach Alaska and then what?”
              Stridor looked around again. “This storm will offer us coverage, so we have a few more minutes. Ask your questions wisely, because in five minutes I’m leaving with or without you, understand?”
              Asa nodded.
              “After we reach mainland Alaska, we trek about one hundred miles inland until we hit a tiny town called Chignik. There someone will be waiting for us.”
              Someone will be waiting for us? Asa repeated the sentence in his mind. It made it sound like Stridor had people working for him. “Who?”
              Stridor looked down at his tablet to check the time. “I don’t know the person, he just has a screen name that I know—Noah. I was looking through the Academy’s intranet and I discovered that someone else had hacked it one day. This person was browsing through documents. Noah found me and set up a private chat. Noah is good at what he does; he’s even better than I am. Noah gave me some tips—Noah is the one who devised this plan for us to leave the Academy today. He will help us find Robert King once we get out of here. He will offer us refuge at his home and his help to devise a plan of action.”
              “How can you trust this person?” Asa asked.
              “He’s helped me before. He has abilities that I don’t have. I can’t afford to lose Noah’s assistance and I have no reason not to trust him. Can we go now?”
              “Hold on!” Asa said. “Won’t they notice that I’m gone? If the Academy listened in to the conversation between Conway and me, don’t they know that I will be trying to kill the Boss now?”
              “I’ve thought of that,” Conway said. “Remember how I said that your dwelling is bugged?”
              “Yes.”
“Well, the Academy doesn’t think that you know that it’s bugged. When we get to mainland Alaska, we will take refuge somewhere and record you talking to yourself. Then, from my tablet, we can play that recording through the hidden microphone in your apartment and make it sound as though you are there. I’ve read their plans. They are going to monitor you, but only via audio.”
              “Okay, Stridor,” Asa said. “I can go, but no one can know I’m gone. There’s a contract that says that if I leave…”
              “You or Charlotte,” Stridor corrected. “I know more than you think, Asa.”
              Asa sat there for a moment, looking at Stridor’s face. His blue eyes were icy. His scarred skin was rigged and bumpy in places. His hands were long with large knuckles, reminding Asa of a chimp’s hands. Can I trust him? Asa thought. Should I go with him? His gut told him to stay, that he didn’t have enough information. He could be killed by the Academy if he left. Also, there were Multipliers out there that would love to find him outside of the safety net of the Academy. But then he thought of Conway, and what he had gone through to try to kill Robert King. I told him that I would try, Asa thought. This looks like my best chance.
              “Let’s go,” he said.
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Not as Planned
 
              Stridor nodded with approval when he heard that Asa would go. He then powered up his tablet and opened up a compass application. “Follow me,” he said, and he took off, looking at the compass every so often to help guide him towards the correct spot.
              Asa didn’t think that it could rain any harder, but then it did. The rain was slamming into his skin so hard that it stung. He had grown accustomed to wearing his armband at all times and the luxury of being able to turn on the heat in his suit; he hadn’t been so cold in months. The rain was as cold as ice water. It was coming down so hard that it prohibited him from breathing through his nose. He kept his mouth wide open as he ran, gasping in breath through the rain. The ground was now not only slick, but also it was riddled with puddles, some of which were deep enough to come up to Asa’s ankles. The rain helped to lessen the visibility, but every once in a while lightning illuminated the atmosphere so that the forest was brighter than it would have been on a clear, sunny day.
              I rushed into this decision, he thought. There were problems with the plan. For one, people would notice that he never used the Simulator again. People would also notice that Stridor wasn’t using the Simulator. There would also be students that would notice his absence: Viola, for example, was supposed to work out with Asa the following day. Maybe Stridor has a solution for this, Asa thought. He seems to have thought of everything else. This didn’t help Asa’s doubt, though. There is no solution for this problem. Viola will probably know something is wrong if she can’t find me for…
              Asa’s thinking came to a halt.
              How long are we going to be gone? Asa wondered. A couple days? If that was it, he could maybe get away with telling Viola that he had gotten sick when he got back. She would know that he was hiding something, but he would deny it. Eventually, he hoped that she would get over it. But what if we are gone weeks? Or a month? What if the Academy calls a mandatory meeting and I’m not there? They haven’t done that all summer so far, but Conway just tried to assassinate Robert King. People saw that. Wouldn’t that warrant some kind of an explanation from the Academy?
              Asa felt sick, but he continued to run behind Stridor in the downpour.
              He recalled how earlier in the day he had thought about how nice the Academy would be if he could attend it with Robert King dead—without the fear of dying if he messed up. Then he could enjoy Winggame, his classes, and all of the challenging tasks that it threw at him. I could also spend more time with Charlotte.
              Did I make the wrong decision? he wondered.
              When he thought this, his mind instinctively went over all of the reasons that leaving with Stridor would be a good idea. If Robert King is dead, and Gene Gill takes over the Academy, it will be less deadly. According to Conway, Gene Gill would be able to organize the Academy into a unified army that could attack the Hive. If Robert King doesn’t die, there will be no organization in the world that has the ability to step up and stop the Hive. No one else plans on killing him. It doesn’t matter if it seems scary or a long shot, I must try to kill him. Stridor knows enough information to prove to me that he has insider information on Academy plans. I trust him.
              They ran for an indeterminable amount of time. Asa’s hands, face, and feet were numb from the rain that was being slung through the air by the strong winds. The enormous pine trees surrounding him were swaying back and forth as though they were all participating in the same violent and ritualistic dance.
              We must be five or six miles away from where we started, Asa realized. That means that we are past the guard. I wonder how far until we are far enough away to be undetectible.
              His legs were burning, as were his lungs. This is only the first part of the journey, though. He looked back up at the swaying trees. Does Stridor still expect us to fly over the ocean in this weather? he wondered. We’ll be tossed about easily in this wind.
              They kept on running. Asa was glad to find that about mile ten, Stridor’s pace began to slow. He was still running fast for non-mutant standards, but Asa was now easily able to keep up with him. He’s more winded than I am, Asa thought, surprised. He thought about the Simulator. Maybe I actually did complete the ten-mile course at a faster time than him without any odd glitches occurring.
              Asa was nervy as they went over fallen trees and fast running streams, between branches and over paths that animals had made. He always expected someone to come swooping down upon him from the Academy. He supposed that if it were to happen—if he and Stridor were caught—they would get no warning. They would simply be tackled or shot. If they shoot me, I’d be dead before I knew anything was amiss. The thought was unsettling.
              “Stop,” Stridor yelled. The sky had gotten even darker, and the atmosphere was constantly rumbling with thunder. “There is a King Wolf up ahead.”
              Asa stood there, panting, confused about what Stridor meant. Then lightning cracked down from the sky and illuminated a clearing in front of them. Standing there, facing them, was the kind of mutant wolf that Asa had seen on the back of the third semester students’ mountain. The creature was tall, and black with grey spots. Its eyes were golden and shimmered in the flash of lightning. It wasn’t showing its teeth, but it still looked threatening. The lightning receded and the wolf mutant was lost in shadows. “I’ve seen those before,” Asa shouted over the roar of the rain. “Why are we stopping?”
              “They’re dangerous,” Stridor said.
              “It looks skinny. We can take them, Stridor.”
              “They’re skinny because they need to eat more than normal wolves. They need to eat more because they’re stronger than normal wolves.” Stridor reached into the side pocket of his backpack and pulled out a knife in a leather case. He unsheathed it, revealing a sharp, black, nine inch hunting knife. “They’re one of the Academy’s latest experiments,” Stridor said. “They’re not dangerous when alone, but they hunt in packs.”
              “Do they hunt people?”
              “Only if they’re hungry enough. And like you said—that one looked very skinny.”
              Asa looked around and was amazed at the low levels of visibility in the dark forest surrounding him. The storm clouds had blanketed the entire visible sky, not allowing much sunlight to penetrate. Under the canopy of the trees it was as dark as a starless, moonless night, and he couldn’t see anything. Are other King Wolves staring at us right now? He let out an echolocation cry, but the echoes did not return to him with any good information. The downpour surrounding him interfered with his ability.
              “I don’t want to have to fly above the canopy,” Stridor said. “But we may have to. If I say fly, do it.”
              Asa didn’t respond. He squinted through the rain and turned his head slowly, trying to see if there were other wolves. Stridor is bossy, Asa thought.
              “Let’s go,” Stridor said. Without Asa’s consent, he began to run through the forest, in the direction that they had just seen the King Wolf. He said this with such confidence that Asa assumed that he had seen something that indicated that the path would be safe.
              It was not.
              Because of the deafening rain, he didn’t hear them coming. One moment he was running freely and the next moment sharp teeth had pierced his left shoulder.
              Asa shrieked and looked to the left. Just as he was bitten, lightning flashed. A shaggy, soaked, King Wolf had attached itself to Asa’s left arm. All of the creature’s legs were off the ground and in the flash of lightning Asa saw his own blood coat the muzzle of the mutated creature like war paint. The animal’s jaw was incredibly strong. It felt like his shoulder had just been crushed beneath a falling car. The creature had been moving extremely fast when it hit Asa. It felt like the King Wolf had been shot out of a cannon ten feet away and then latched onto Asa’s shoulder.
              His eyes opened wide with surprise. As a Fishie, he had been afraid of the creatures that lurked in the wilderness around King Mountain, but since obtaining more strength mutations, these mutated animals hadn’t been a concern of his. This thing could kill me, he thought. If one of these creatures grabs hold of my neck, I’m dead.
              The force of the blow spun Asa around and brought him to the mud. As he was falling, he realized that the King Wolf that had attacked him had come from a different angle than the one he and Stridor had seen a moment ago. That means that there are at least two of them. Stridor said that they hunt in packs. How many could there be? Seven? Twelve?
              He hit the ground on his hands and knees. His hands landed in a frigid puddle that ran halfway up his forearms. The King Wolf growled savagely and then whipped its head back and forth. Asa felt the muscle on his left shoulder begin to tear. The wolf lowered down on its haunches and actually dragged Asa a few feet over, despite his attempt at resisting.
              Is this thing stronger than me?
              “STRIDOR!” Asa screamed. In the darkness ahead, he couldn’t see his companion. This scared Asa more than being blind in the dark, or deaf in the roar of the rain with mutant wolves surrounding him. Stridor was emotionally cold. He won’t come after me unless he needs me bad enough as a part of his plan. Asa did not know what his role would be in trying to killing Robert King, and so he had no way of predicting whether or not Stridor would return to help him.
Asa considered his options. I could punch it, but that would mean lifting my right hand off the ground. He was afraid that if he did that, the wolf would be able to topple him over onto his back, revealing his abdomen and neck. I could try to fly away. That seemed like the best option.
Before he could implement this plan, though, a bolt of lightning tore through the sky. Asa looked up to see another King Wolf running at him, with its knees bent, ready to pounce. The mutant wolf’s upper lip had slid up over its teeth and gums, making its muzzle wrinkled and turning its eyes into angry, glowing slits. The animal’s teeth were long and sharp, flanked by syringe-sharp canines. Asa could see brown tartar on the wolf’s gum line. He could see the black lips that encircled the mouth. With the lips drawn back and the mouth slightly opened, Asa saw the back of the wolf’s throat, and he had a horrible thought; If they take me down, I’m going to be swallowed down a dozen throats like that.
              He didn’t have time to see if Stridor was near. Asa threw up his right forearm to block the King Wolf from biting his face. The jaws latched on viciously to the flesh on his arm, and immediately the mutated wolf began to pull. Asa would have been thrown onto his back, but the two wolves that were biting him each pulled with roughly equal force, keeping him on his knees.
              Asa’s next action wasn’t one that he planned, but something he did of instinct. He electrocuted both of the wolves beside him, hard. He felt a tingling in both shoulders and let it go, using the mutated ability he had earned in Flying Class the previous semester.
              The wolves beside him yelped and he felt instant relief as they opened their jaws.
              Not spending any time taking stock of his injuries, Asa scrambled to get his feet beneath him, leapt, and extracted his wings. He disregarded Stridor’s fear that they might be seen by Academy lookouts. That didn’t matter to Asa anymore. He knew that if he didn’t move fast and remove himself from the pack of wolves that he would die.
              Just as he was about to flap for the first time, he had an odd sensation and then felt a searing pain in his wing.
              Something is very wrong.
              He tried to flap but couldn’t. Lightning came again and Asa looked down to see that his feet were about seven feet off the ground. His wings were stretched out beside him, and a wolf had leapt up and caught the membranous middle portion of his right wing in its mouth. Without this portion of his wing, he wouldn’t be able to catch wind and fly. The wing began to rip down the center, directly above the swinging wolf, and blood fell from the wound.
              Worse than that, Asa saw about half a dozen wolves below him, jaws open, ready for him to fall. They were splattered with the blood spilling from his torn wing.
              Asa felt like he was falling in slow motion. The lightning disappeared, throwing him into darkness once more.
              In the darkness, Asa didn’t know where the ground was. He could hear the wolves snarling and whining beneath him. The whining was more disturbing, in Asa’s opinion—it reminded him of the way housedogs begged for treats.
              He felt the wolf fall from the edge of his right wing as he descended towards the hungry King Wolves. He tried to flap again, and found that this time, without the wolf dangling from his wing, he was able to do so. His left wing, however, was the only one with enough membrane to catch any air. He spun around in a quick, dizzying circle and was tossed a few feet to the side before he landed in the mud. He retracted his wings, cursing. Flying was out of the option, but he was glad that at least one wing still worked. If I had fallen straight down, I might already be dead.
              Then there was another flash of lightning. In the white light the blood on the ground was stark and noticeable. He didn’t have time to count the wolves, but he thought that he saw nine. All of the King Wolves were snarling, and three of them had teeth that were stained red with his blood.
              The light disappeared, leaving Asa as blind as before. The wind was blowing the rain nearly sidewise.
              Asa dug his fingers into the earth and grabbed two handfuls of mud and pine needles. His plan was to throw it into the wolves’ faces and run. It was a feeble plan, but he didn’t have any other option.
              Then, the clearing was once again illuminated. A bright flash came from Asa’s right side. He saw that two of the wolves were only steps away from him. This mud isn’t going to do anything to stop them, he realized. They’re faster than me, and there are so many of them. Looking at the scene of shaggy, mutated carnivores in the light of the flash made him so frightened that he couldn’t breathe.
              Then there was another flash, followed by two more in quick succession.
              “Oh,” Asa said. The word didn’t travel far past his lips in the howling wind.
              He couldn’t explain what he saw for a moment. Some of the wolves’ seemed to have exploded from their chests, while others were missing parts of their skulls. Blood had now painted the entire clearing.
              Then he turned and saw Stridor. He was holding a handgun in the dark afternoon, and he squeezed off two more rounds. Muzzle flash illuminated the area twice more and then Stridor yelled at Asa; “That’s all of them, we need to move!”
              Stridor turned and ran, his backpack bouncing up and down on his back. Asa stood and ran, too. He felt numb, and the membranous portion of his right wing, which was now withdrawn into his back, was still bleeding. He felt warmth running from between his shoulder blades. His right forearm was dotted with puncture wounds. The biggest of which had yellow, spongy pockets of fat protruding from them. Looking at this made Asa feel sick.
              “Stridor!” he called weakly. Stridor either didn’t hear him or decided to keep running anyway.
              Asa picked up his pace, scared that he would run into a tree trunk in the dark. “Stridor!” Again, Stridor did not answer.
              Asa sprinted, sucking in breath between his gritted teeth. Finally, he caught his classmate and ripped him backwards by his backpack, stopping him. Stridor pointed the gun at Asa’s face. “What?”
              Asa stared at the barrel. For a moment, he just stood there, doing nothing. The barrel was deep, dark, and ominous. He couldn’t believe what Stridor was doing. Doesn’t he know that that could misfire? “Put the gun down!”
              “Tell me what you want?” Stridor’s eyes danced back and forth. “We need to move!”
              “Don’t point a gun at my face!” Asa screamed.
              Stridor readjusted his grip with his big fingers but did not lower his weapon. Asa considered reaching up and lowering Stridor’s gun, but he had an odd instinct. Something in his eyes tells me that he would kill me if I did that. He considered for a second. No, that’s crazy. Stridor wouldn’t kill me. He needs me. Asa looked into the eyes again and felt a chill run down his spine. He’s a genius, but at the same time, he reminds me of an insecure child. He wouldn’t shoot me for making him feel threatened; he would shoot me, though, if he thought that I was disrespecting him.
              It was then that Asa had his first doubts about partnering with Stridor.
              No, he wouldn’t shoot me.
              Then why is he pointing the gun at my face? The spot on Asa’s forehead, in between his eyebrows, where the barrel of the gun was pointing seemed to itch.
              “I’m the one who makes demands.” Stridor said this so quietly that Asa almost didn’t hear.
              “I’m hurt,” Asa said. “We need to stop. We can’t go on—my wing is torn. We’ll have to repair it. You said that we have a long flight ahead of us over the ocean and I can’t fly.”
              “Keep going,” Stridor said. “You’re making excuses. You first.”
              Then Stridor grabbed Asa by the hair and shoved him roughly forward. The sky had gone from dark to green again, but the rain was still falling in buckets.
              “Run!” Stridor commanded. Asa put one foot in front of the other and started to move through the forest again.
              I’m not his accomplice. I’m his hostage.
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Ocean
 
 
              He pointed a gun at me, Asa thought as he ran through the forest.
The trees out here were enormous and ancient. The rain was slowing some; it appeared as though the most severe part of the storm was past them, but it was still nasty weather. It was hard to run in the thick mud. It sucked at Asa’s feet, which were cold and numb.
              He’s probably still pointing the gun at my back as I’m running.
              Asa saw Stridor’s eyes in his mind. “I’m the one who makes demands,” Stridor had said. His head is messed up. He’s in a stressful situation. But still, pointing a gun at my face? That’s not normal.
              It was then, as he was bleeding from one wing and both arms, running through the pouring rain miles away from his apartment, that Asa considered how little he actually knew about Stridor. They had never had a long conversation before the one today. In the Task the semester before, Stridor had held a gun to Asa’s head. That had been during the heat of competition, though, Asa thought. He had never held that against Stridor; he and all of the other students in the Academy seemed to have an unspoken understanding that there were times when they were pitted against each other and had to do things that they wouldn’t have done under normal circumstances. It was nothing personal. But what’s the excuse for how he acted today?
Asa also recalled how Stridor had been in Volkner’s class with him in their first semester. Stridor had raised his hand during the talking ban, in which any form of communication resulted in death. Volkner, leaking black, thick Salvaserum from his mouth had told Stridor that he could kill him for the raised hand. Then he had looked at Stridor’s armband computer and saw that he had pulled up some loophole in the communication ban rules that Asa couldn’t remember. Why did he do that? That seems crazy to anger a Multiplier like that when you’ve already seen fellow students killed. Stridor hadn’t been in the Academy long. How had he been so confident? What did he know? Perhaps a better question is ‘what did he not get about the situation?’
              Another hallmark of Stridor’s was his manic work ethic. While everyone was at the dance the semester before, Stridor had been working out—pounding his fists against a punching bag in the Dungeon while normal students were enjoying themselves.
              How do I make sense of all of these things? Asa thought. Lightning flashed and thunder followed a second or two behind it, which was a sign that the storm was indeed moving past.
              Stridor has an insane need for power, Asa thought. He questioned Volkner because he wanted to make a statement—to set himself apart, even if that meant risking his life. He worked out during the dance because working to be a better fighter, student, and Winggame competitor—simply to be better in general—is more fun to him than a dance ever could be. I need to be careful with him.
              Asa continued to run and soon his mind receded into that cocoon of pain that he was so fond of entering while running. He ran and the burning in his legs and chest were too engrossing for him to think about the murderous person he was running away from the Academy with.
              Asa was so deep into his trance that he was surprised when they came to the ocean. He hadn’t smelled the salty smell of the ocean before reaching it, possibly because it was raining and possibly because he had grown so accustomed to it over the past year at the Academy. The Academy was so close to the ocean that he thought this was possible. He ran up a rocky hill and was given a clear view of the water.
              The ocean was dark and the waves were choppy and powerful. It was still raining, though not as hard, and lightning flashed on the horizon out in front of them. He couldn’t see land from where he stood. The ocean gave the appearance of going on forever.
              He put his hands on his knees, bent over, and panted. He felt like his face was glowing with warmth.
              Stridor came up behind him a moment later. He no longer had the gun in his hands; his backpack was shut behind him. He looked exhausted. Red blotches ran from his cheeks down the front of his veiny neck. His eyes looked sunken in. He was practically gasping for air. Asa was surprised to see this. That run was much harder for him than it was for me.
              “I’m sorry if I kept too quick of a pace for you,” Asa said.
              He was about to continue his explanation, telling Stridor that he had been scared of being caught when Stridor looked at him with those dead, blue-grey eyes. There was intensity and venom in Stridor’s gaze that made Asa shut his mouth. He opened it again to speak, but it felt as though someone had shot his gums full of Novocain.
              “You can’t fly?” Stridor asked.
              The wind blew strong out towards the water. It pulled Asa’s dark hair with it, tossing it to one side. Stridor didn’t have hair that could be blown. This made him look like a statue—unreal somehow, and less human than Asa already thought of him as.
              “No, I tried to earlier.”
              Stridor nodded. He was still exhausted from the run, much more than Asa was, but he was trying to hide it and so he was breathing through his nose, but very hard. He looked like he might vomit.
              “I don’t think anyone followed us,” Stridor said. He looked out at the ocean.
              “Stridor, I can’t fly,” Asa said. “I’m injured. We’ve got to go back.”
              “You wait until we are all the way out here to tell me that?” Stridor asked.
              “I told you when we had just gotten past the wolves!” Asa cried.
              Stridor seemed not to hear this. “That’s fine, I can carry you. There’s a strong wind behind us, I think that we can make it.”
              Asa looked out at the water. “I can’t see land, Stridor,” he said.
              “Due to the curvature of the earth, the distance to the horizon at sea level is only twenty-six miles. Alaska’s only about thirty to thirty-five miles away. Once we’re a little ways out, we’ll be able to see it.”
              “I understand,” Asa said. “But what if the storm picks up again?”
              “The wind will be behind us,” Stridor said.
              “Winds change,” Asa said. “Didn’t you just see that happen? That storm came out of nowhere.” The prospect of dangling from Stridor’s arms so high above open ocean bothered Asa. If he gets out there and finds that he can’t make it anymore while carrying me, he’ll drop me.
              “The storm is traveling that way,” Stridor said, pointing towards the ocean. “The quicker we get going, the less chance we have of getting caught in bad winds.”
              Asa didn’t go because he wanted to, he went because he didn’t object and then it was too late. Stridor asked Asa to hold onto the backpack. Asa did. Stridor then grabbed Asa from under the armpits, jumped, and began to flap out over the water.
              They went at a pretty good speed for the first few miles. Asa’s armpits hurt from how Stridor was carrying him, but he didn’t protest. He looked backwards, towards the Academy. He could see the tops of the mountains in the distance. I’m so far away from that place already. What am I doing?
              He couldn’t understand how Stridor had talked him into all this. Every step that Stridor had convinced him to take—from leaving the hallway beside his apartment, to putting his armband on the charger, to running into the woods with him, to letting Stridor carry him out over the ocean when he himself couldn’t fly—had been pushing Asa’s comfort level. When he thought about all of the things put together, it seemed unbelievable that Stridor had convinced him to leave with so little information.
              I suppose that he did know what was going to happen to Conway, but still, why did we have to follow his plan? Couldn’t we have thought about it for a day or two so that I could examine the plan, looking for any flaws? I don’t even know what his plan is, exactly, other than to get in touch with that guy—Noah—who lives in Alaska.
              His heart thudded as his feet dangled above the choppy water. This isn’t the time to protest, though, he thought. I’ve committed and now I’m along for the ride.
              After fifteen minutes or so of being carried by Stridor, Asa noticed the dim outline of land out in the distance. Above him, Stridor was puffing air in and out of his lungs. His wing beats seemed more labored, and they had dropped from one hundred feet to fifty feet above the water.
              “You okay?” Asa asked.
              “Yes,” Stridor grunted. “Just doing all the work for you.”
              Asa didn’t respond to this. If he drops me here, that would be a long swim back to the shore. Asa then made a decision. He lowered the backpack and wrapped the straps around his legs. Then he reached up and grabbed Stridor’s wrists. This way he can’t drop me, he thought. If I go down, he’s going with me.
              Stridor’s eyes narrowed and he glared at Asa.
              “You’re doing enough work,” Asa explained. “Let me hold myself up.”
              “You don’t have to…”
              “I insist,” Asa said.
              Stridor nodded and flew on. They rose higher after Asa held onto Stridor’s wrists. Asa had the faint idea that Stridor had been toying with the notion of dropping him. 
              Stridor’s flying was labored for the next twenty minutes. He stopped trying to hide his fatigue and instead made it evident. It started to rain heavily again, but, luckily, as they drew closer to the storm the wind began to blow strong from behind them. Stridor did the smart thing and gained altitude while he still had the wind behind him. The membranous portions of his wings filled with air and the two of them started to rise. 
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              The rest of the flight was smooth and easy. They were incredibly lucky that the wind was blowing towards Alaska so hard from behind them. If it weren’t for the wind, Stridor’s insistence that we keep moving probably would have left us stranded in the middle of the ocean.
The ride would have been fun for Asa, if his arms hadn’t been going numb from holding onto something above his head. He started to feel a pinprick sensation in the tips of his fingers. He considered asking Stridor to hold onto him a bit, but resisted. I don’t trust him.
              Their flight ended as the sun was setting in the West. Stridor took them down in the light rain and they landed on a beach with grey sand that was covered with sharp, tiny pink and white seashells and heaps of seaweed. The land sloped gradually upward from there and was marked with lush grass, the occasional bush, and rocky terrain. Asa’s feet sunk into the wet sand and he slowly opened and closed his hands. His fingers were excruciatingly stiff and painful after holding onto Stridor for so long as they flew. There’s no way that I could have done that before I was mutated. The wind continued to blow, chilling Asa so that his teeth were chattering. Asa spent a moment staring out over the water, towards the Academy. He couldn’t see land in that direction. 
              Stridor walked over to a rocky slope and sat down. Asa pulled his backpack off and sat it down, but continued to stand. “You hungry?” Stridor called.
              “Starving,” Asa responded.
              Stridor opened up a granola bar and ate half of it in one bite. “Sit down,” Stridor said.
              Asa stayed where he was.
              Stridor smiled uneasily. “Do you not trust me or something?”
              Asa shrugged coldly. “I just don’t feel like sitting down.”
              “Did I do something to offend you, Asa?”
              “You pointed a gun at my face,” Asa said.
              “And what do you think I’m going to do if you sit down beside me?” Stridor asked. His eyebrows were raised and his blue eyes twinkled boyishly. “Do you think I’ll bite you? Hurt you in some way? No! I need you, Asa. Even if you think that I don’t care about you—and I do care about you, I’m just a caring guy—you’ve got to realize that I need you. I’m not a danger to you. If I didn’t need you here, I would have never pointed the gun at you.”
              Asa stood still for a moment, arms crossed.
              Stridor laughed. “The silent treatment, huh? Look at this,” Stridor said. He pulled out a small, insulated lunchbox from his backpack and unzipped the top. Inside the lunchbox was half full with ice cubes; two bottles of chocolate milk were lodged within the ice. “If you don’t want to be my buddy, that’s fine. I really don’t intend you any harm, though. But you’ve got to eat. I know that you want to do what Conway asked of you,” he said. “I want to help you. You’re not going to be able to accomplish anything, though, on an empty stomach. The Task last semester was based upon the idea that mutants like you and me need a lot of calories to survive. Here, take the backpack, pick your own snacks, and if you don’t want to sit with me, that’s okay.”
              Asa looked at the backpack. He’s right, whether I like him or not, I need calories. Asa took the pack in his hands and looked through it. The only zipper that was opened showed a food compartment. Asa saw granola bars, Slim Jims, cans of almonds, and candy. He took a dozen Slim Jims, a handful of granola bars, a pack of skittles, a can of almonds, and sat down on the hillside next to Stridor.
              “Do you want a bottle of chocolate milk?” Stridor asked, holding the lunchbox open to Asa. Asa took one without saying a word.
              He opened up the first Slim Jim and ate it in one bite, relishing the greasiness and saltiness of the item.
              “It’s not gourmet, but it’s the best that I could do,” Stridor said. “I just want to say something—for what it’s worth, I’m really sorry for what I did, Asa. I threatened you, and that was wrong. I want us to be a team.”
              Asa opened up another Slim Jim, still not looking at Stridor. He recalled the coldness he had seen in Stridor’s eyes after they had encountered the King Wolves.
              “Asa, I think that this meal shows you how quickly I had to put all of this together. I’m kind of making up this plan up as I go. Try to see what I did from my side—I’m not saying that threatening you was right, but try to see how I felt in that situation. We needed to leave the Academy right then and there; I probably wasn’t going to be able to make another distraction like I had just made with the guards. Also, I heard everything that Jul Conway said to you. He talked about how if Robert King didn’t die, the world would be overrun with Multipliers. I know that it’s a stretch, but as we were standing there in the rain, I felt as though if we didn’t make a run for the ocean it would mean the end of the world. I thought that Robert King would continue doing a terrible job at the Academy, and there would be no unified force to stop the Multipliers.”
              “We had other options,” Asa said.
              “Like what?”
              “We could have planned more—we could have looked at all of the surrounding circumstances and made a decision about what to do with my wing.”
              Stridor sighed and looked out at the ocean. He opened up his chocolate milk and took a long drink from it, before screwing the cap back on. “I see that now. But at the time, I guess that I just freaked out. I regret that. I thought that the only way to get you to come with me was to point the gun at you.”
              “That’s not the way that this partnership is going to work,” Asa said.
              “I understand. Again, I’m sorry,” Stridor said.
              They didn’t talk for a while. Each of them ate their snacks. They poured the ice out of the lunchbox and used it as a trashcan.
              “I’m not trying to say that what I did was right,” Stridor said. “But it did work. I got you here in one piece. My plan got us here, whereas we don’t know what would have happened if we had waited around the Academy for a day or so to come up with something to do about your wing.”
              Asa didn’t respond. He thought, he’s right; we did make it. But if it hadn’t been for that strong wind at our backs, we might not have. I don’t like that he threatened me, but I can sort of see where he’s coming from. He only threatened me because he thought it was for the greater good. Maybe he’s actually not such a psychopath. Maybe he’s just dead set on accomplishing his goals, no matter what the cost. Asa looked at Stridor’s icy eyes. I hope that I never find myself in between Stridor and whatever he wants to accomplish.
              “This beach is completely deserted,” Asa said, not responding to Stridor’s previous comment. “We’re lucky that we didn’t land on some resort, or in a well populated bay area.”
              Stridor shrugged and took another bite of granola. “I guess that those things were possibilities, and would have been bad if they happened, but I played the odds. There was a very low chance of that happening.”
              “How is that?”
              “Alaska is huge, Asa, and there aren’t many people that live here. Before the Wolf Flu there were about seven hundred thousand residents. There’s not a good current count of the population, but it’s safe to say that there are now less than four hundred thousand people living in Alaska, if the Wolf Flu has hit it nearly as hard as it has the rest of the world. Yes, I see how four hundred thousand sounds like a lot of people, but also consider this—about half of the residents of Alaska live in or around Anchorage. We’re over three hundred miles away from Anchorage, so that makes the population that we have to deal with about two hundred thousand. Now think about this—Alaska has a longer coastline than all of the other states in the U.S. combined. Before the Wolf Flu the U.S. had over three hundred million residents, as a comparison. So the odds of us landing within viewing distance of another human were pretty slim.”
              Asa nodded. “That makes sense.” He again looked out at the ocean, towards the West. The sky was beginning to darken and the stars were beginning to show faintly near the horizon. Above them, tendrils of dark orange were intermingled with clouds. “I wonder what happened to Conway. Would it be possible for you to look on your tablet?”
              Stridor nodded and said, “sure!” through a mouthful of food. He reached into his backpack and pulled out the tablet. He used the sleeve of his suit to wipe water from his eyes. “We’ll get a weak signal this far out in the middle of nowhere, but we can probably get online using one of the Academy’s towers."
              Asa felt anxiety rolling in his stomach as Stridor began to punch on the screen. Despite his wishes, his mind continued to play the scene of Conway’s hand being blown off during the misfire. He shut his eyes, hoping that he wouldn’t see this anymore, but depriving his eyes from visual information seemed to make the image his mind was producing even more vivid. He opened his eyes and looked at the darkening sky, waiting for Stridor to say something.
              Is it possible that he got away? He is pretty fast. Asa recalled watching Conway running on the treadmill in his basement with a weighted barbell on his shoulders. He was in the Moat, though. That narrows the search quite a bit. In order for the other graduates to catch him, they probably would just have to sit atop the buildings, wait for him to inevitably run out of oxygen in his tanks, and try to fly away. He’s fast, but there are so many graduates. He’s not as good of a flyer as Benny Hughs.
              Asa thought back fondly to his talk with Conway in the forest. It was one of the few times that Conway had confided in Asa. Asa’s mind wandered, and he became caught up in a fantasy of working side by side with Conway. In his daydream, he and Conway were graduates together—partners in work that shared everything.
              But what if he’s dead? The thought made Asa’s stomach turn frigid.
              No, they wouldn’t kill him. They didn’t kill Volkner.
              His mind had a nasty rebuttal for this. They didn’t kill Volkner because Volkner had information about the Hive. Conway doesn’t know anything that Robert King doesn’t.
              “They caught him,” Stridor said, staring down at his tablet. He wiped water droplets off of the screen.
              “Oh yeah?” Asa asked. He tried to sound nonchalant and to not let the worry show in his voice. “Is he dead?”
              “He’s in a holding cell somewhere,” Stridor said.
              “What are they going to do with him?”
              “I can’t tell,” Stridor said. “Derden was the one who put him into a cell in Finish Line Mountain. He wrote a report that just says they locked him up. There’s nothing here on what they’ll do to him. I think that Robert King gave his orders verbally, so there’s no record of it.”
              Asa rubbed his hands together and breathed. He’s not dead. That made him feel a little better. He supposed that he had known that Conway would be caught, and so this was the best reasonable outcome. What will Mama think? Does she know yet?
              “There’s something else,” Stridor said. “It looks like someone has gone looking for you in your apartment. You’ve been reported missing.”
              “Okay,” Asa said.
              “They’re going to be monitoring your audio feed from now on, though. Robert King put out a message saying that he doesn’t want you knowing that they are looking for you,” Stridor said, holding the tablet close to his face. It looked tiny in his long, chimp-like hands. “Robert King doesn’t want you to have any indication that you’re bugged. Let’s check something real quick,” Stridor said. He went to the application with the key on it and found Asa’s audio feed. He tested it, and made sure that no one could hear them.
              “Are you concerned that we might be bugged?” Asa asked.
              “Not too much,” Stridor said. “If either of us were, there would already be graduates coming after us. Although, I still don’t know how you were bugged out in the forest with Conway, so that’s concerning to me.”
              “Do you think it was my armband?” Asa asked.
Stridor shook his head. “The armbands don’t have any kind of hardware that would allow for that. I would know. I’m not sure how they did it. There must have been another device around you. Maybe Conway was wearing something.”
Asa breathed in the salty ocean air for a moment and felt the rain falling on top of his head. “So they know that I left the Academy?”
              “No,” Stridor said. “You misunderstood me. They just made a report saying that they don’t know where you are.” He squinted out towards the horizon. “This is something that we can deal with, especially since they plan on monitoring you just by listening in on the hidden microphone in your apartment. All that we have to do is to record you making noises—talking to yourself or something—like you would if you were alone in your apartment and play that through the feed so that it sounds like you’re in your apartment.”
              Asa wondered what he would say when he made the recording. He figured that it might be realistic if he talked about Conway some—that’s probably what he would be thinking about if he were alone. They were lucky in that Asa actually did talk to himself out loud sometimes, so there was a precedent of him doing so. “You know how to record something I say and play it through the Academy’s intranet so that it sounds like it’s coming from my apartment?”
              Stridor opened his mouth, and then closed it. He turned and looked at Asa. “No, but Noah does.”
              Asa had dozens of questions running through his mind. How are we going to fix my wing? How do you know that we can trust Noah? Why did you want me to go on this mission with you? What do you need me for? He wanted to know all of these things so badly that it frustrated him to be only able to ask one at a time. He tried to run his mind through the logical progression of what would happen if they made recordings and this ‘Noah’ person was able to put them on the Academy’s intranet. They would hear me and assume that I’m in my apartment. Then what? I suppose that they would just monitor it sporadically and make sure that I’m still there. There’s no way that they would assume that I’m faking out the system. They think that I don’t know my apartment is bugged. So will that solve the problem? Is it really possible that they won’t know I’m gone?
              Asa sat up straighter as though he had just been electrocuted. “What about Viola?” he asked, talking loudly.
              “What?”
              “Viola!” Asa said. He rubbed his face, trying to think of how to word the problem his mind had come across. “Other students might notice I’m gone. I exercise with Viola every morning. Won’t she notice that I’m gone tomorrow? What if she reports that or something?”
              Stridor drained the last of his chocolate milk and put the empty glass bottle into the lunchbox they were using as a trash receptacle. “That’s a risk, definitely,” he said. “However, I don’t think that Viola would report you missing.”
              “And if she does?”
              Stridor sighed. He interlaced his long fingers in front of him. “If she does, and the Academy finds out that we have tricked the system, they might come looking for us.”
              Asa cursed. “I guess we’d have to go back and hope that we could make it to the Five Mountains before any graduates found us. We could say that we went on a camping trip or something. Maybe some of the graduates wouldn’t believe us, but they wouldn’t be able to prove anything.”
              Stridor smiled and looked at Asa. The smile was strained, and didn’t quite reach his eyes. His cheek twitched. “Asa, I don’t…” He paused, trying to find the right words. “If that happens—if Viola tells someone that she can’t find you—I’m not going back.”
              “What? I don’t understand.”
              “In an ideal situation with everything going smoothly, we would kill Robert King and return to the Academy. Then we would continue our education as though nothing happened. But if someone has any suspicion, I don’t want to return.”
              “Why?”
              Stridor laughed; the sound came out harsh, and to Asa it seemed as though his fellow student was trying to hide his frustration. “What do you mean, ‘why?’ If they knew that we left and assassinated Robert King, I don’t want to even think about what they would do to us. You heard Conway talking about that. He said that Gene Gill couldn’t allow someone to get away with killing the head of the Academy, whether he thinks it’s beneficial or not.”
              “Conway said that Gene Gill was a decent guy, though,” Asa said.
              Stridor spat. “I don’t give a damn what Conway said. He’s delusional. Sure, Gene Gill might not be as messed up as Robert King, but he’s an owner of Alfatrex, Asa. He’s seen teenagers murdered because they didn’t score enough points during their years at the Academy. He’s not a decent guy. He’s a decent guy, relative to Robert King! There’s a big difference. Don’t think that it would be unreasonable for him to torture us, or to use us in some sort of risky experiments.”
              Asa disagreed. His face flushed. He was nervous about voicing dissent against Stridor, who was often brash and unpredictable, but he had to say this. “I get that he has sat by and watched as teenagers were murdered, but Conway was suggesting that he did those things for the greater good. If he verbally disagreed with Robert King, something could happen to him; he could be killed. The world needs Gene Gill to take Robert King’s place. Though it seems like the wrong thing to do, I think that Gene Gill could be putting up with a lot of stuff for the best of intentions.”
              “That’s possible,” Stridor said. “But we don’t know if it’s true. Personally, I’m not going to test Gene Gill’s altruism by turning up after he suspects that I killed the Boss.”
              “So what would you do, then?” Asa asked, his voice rising. “Where would you go?”
              Stridor glared at him. “Why do you want to go back to the Academy so badly?”
              For Charlotte, he thought. Because I love Winggame. I’m also addicted to the Tasks. Mainly, though, I have nowhere else where I’m welcome. Asa didn’t say any of these things, though. Instead he said, “I asked you a question first.”
              “I’d go see my girlfriend, Lidia.” Stridor looked away from Asa and back towards the ocean. He said his girlfriend’s name slowly, as though liking the way it felt on his lips. “Lidia Washall.” His lips trembled for a moment. “She’s in Nebraska. I could make it that far.”
              Asa threw his hands in the air. “Have you contacted her since being in the Academy.”
              Stridor looked at Asa. His eyes were red as though they were on the verge of tears. “No! Are you crazy? If she told someone about the Academy and had messages from me, graduates would come after her! I know it.”
              “Then how do you know that she’s alive?” Asa asked.
              “She’s active on social media. Or, she was about a month ago.” Stridor shook his head violently and then yelled at Asa as though responding to some doubt he had voiced. “ALL OF HER FRIENDS ARE DEAD! She’s got no one to talk to online anymore. She wouldn’t post because there’s no one to talk to! It doesn’t mean a thing!”
              Asa stared directly into Stridor’s eyes. The intensity of Stridor’s gaze was terrible and entrancing all at the same time. Asa couldn’t look away. “Well, you can go find Lidia. I’ll return to the Academy.”
              “No!” Stridor yelled. “No you won’t! Not if I don’t go back.”
              “Why?”
              “They’d torture my name out of you! You’re clumsy! You’d slip up if you tried to get back without me! Then they’d know that you were gone and assume you knew where I was. You’d slip up, Asa. They would torture you. You would give me away.”
              Asa again thought of the state he had seen Volkner in last semester. If they did catch me, they could probably get me to give Stridor up. They’d cut off my fingers joint by joint until I told. “I wouldn’t get caught,” Asa said.
              “I’m not letting you try,” Stridor said back.
              Asa and Stridor stared at each other for a long time. Asa thought, you’re not going to let me try? Who says that you’ll have any say in the matter? Asa understood that he and Stridor would not reach an agreement on this issue. We won’t right now, at least. Asa decided that the best course of action would be to move forward with their plan and hope that Viola never reported to anyone that she couldn’t find him. We’ll cross that bridge when we get there—if we get there. Hopefully we’ll never be at that point.
              “Let’s concentrate at the task at hand,” Asa said. “If the Academy does go looking for us, what are the chances that they could catch us?”
              “Not very good,” Stridor said. “The world isn’t as populated as it used to be. There are lots of places to hide. Also, I can monitor the Academy’s movements from my tablet.”
              That made Asa feel good to know that the Academy wouldn’t be able to sneak up on them. But there is no way that we can monitor the Hive, if they come after us. “You know about the contract that my father had with the Academy,” Asa said, “so you know that if the Multipliers find out I’m not at the Academy, they’ll come looking for us, right?”
              “I’ve thought of that,” Stridor said.
              “And?”
              “And, again, there are a lot of hiding places. The world is big, and under populated,” Stridor said.
              That answer didn’t make Asa feel any better. “If everything goes perfectly, how long do you think we’ll be gone?” Asa asked. “Classes start in a month.”
              “I have no idea. We need to talk to Noah, first.” Stridor ate his last Slim Jim, zipped up the lunch box, and put it back inside of the backpack. He looked down at himself, and then he looked at Asa. He laughed. “I know that I keep going on about this area not being populated and all, but we’ve got to find other clothes. We look like we’re from some extraterrestrial spacecraft wearing suits like these. Hopefully we can come across an abandoned cottage or something and find some stuff to wear.”
              “And then what?”
              “Then we try to make our way to Noah. He’s supposed to have food for us, and at his house we’ll have some refuge. We can make a plan there. We’ll also be able to make the recording that we’ll play through your microphone.”
              “How do we get there?” Asa asked.
              Stridor stood up and put on his backpack. “Don’t know,” he said. “We’ll start off on foot and maybe we’ll get lucky and find an abandoned car or something.”
              “We can’t take a car!” Asa said. “What if we got pulled over?”
              Stridor looked at him. “We’d take care of the cop.”
              Asa gaped at Stridor. “Kill a cop! Are you crazy?”
              “Relax, I’m joking,” Stridor said. His eyes didn’t look like he was joking, though.
              Asa followed Stridor up the slope of the grey sand. Both of his arms were hurting. His right wing had stopped bleeding, but he knew that it couldn’t have healed. It won’t heal properly unless we can suture it back together, he thought. Hopefully we can find some medical supplies somewhere.
              They set off into Alaska, walking east, further away from the Academy. As Asa walked, his arms swinging gently in the air, he felt strangely free. I’m away from the Academy.
              It was strange to think of how he had woken up that morning and worked out with Viola. He had had no idea what the day held in store for him. First he had thought it would be a normal day, then he had thought that Conway would kill Robert King and now he was trekking over Alaska with Stridor. He hadn’t even known at the beginning of the day that they were close to Alaska.
              He took a deep breath and walked on.
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              The clouds dissipated some, revealing patches of starry skies. Asa looked upwards and was amazed at how many stars there were. To his naked eye, they seemed uncountable. Their silvery glow washed over the Alaskan terrain.
              He was surprised at how well they could see in the dead of night. The stars were shining brightly, and his eyes had adjusted to the dark. Stridor and Asa walked up and down steep slopes that were riddled with thick bushes, and blanketed with thick, lush grass. Both of them agreed that they could see well enough to travel and that they didn’t need to use Stridor’s flashlight. Using the light would only give them away and wouldn’t offer much of an advantage, since the natural visibility was so good.
              “What time is it?” Asa asked. He was about ten paces behind Stridor. Without any discussion, Stridor had been given the leadership position.
              Stridor adjusted the backpack on his shoulder as though he were about to sling it around his body and open it, and then placed it back. “The only clock that we have is on the tablet,” he said. “I don’t want to turn it on right now because we need to save battery. We aren’t running that low, but I’d rather be safe than sorry. It was about ten fifty when the sun set, and that was probably an hour ago, wouldn’t you say?”
              Asa grunted agreement. In the starlight he almost overlooked a hole in the ground and stepped inside it. He moved his foot past it at the last second. It was a deep, cavernous hole about the circumference of a volleyball. Some creature probably burrows in there, he thought. He walked a few more paces, listening to the grass whoosh against his suit. He looked around at the open wilderness. There wasn’t a highway, hospital, or house in sight. It was strange to him that places so untouched by humans still existed. He thought about how most people would have good reason to be on edge out here. There were bears in Alaska, he knew. He didn’t know about the other types of wildlife, but he assumed that there were other large predators. Wolves, perhaps. This did not make him uneasy, though. Stridor had a gun and they both had powers that would prevent them from being easy prey to non-mutant predators.
              His mind ran over what Stridor had just said regarding what time it was. The sun sets at ten fifty here, he thought. How had I never figured out where we were? He had noted in his first two semesters that the sun set and rose at times different than those in Dritt, Texas. Now, as he strode over the land behind Stridor he thought about how it was clear to him that he could have discovered the exact latitude of the Academy by charting these times and comparing it to information that Teddy could have gotten off of the internet. From there, the longitude could be narrowed down by which places were widely uninhabited.
              It wouldn’t have done me any good, though, he thought.
              Asa looked at the sky. I’m in Alaska, he thought. Thinking this made his stomach feel as though low charges of electricity were running through it. I’m far away from the Academy. He figured that it would be odd, but reasonable, if the hidden microphone in his apartment didn’t pick up any noises from him until the morning. After that, though, the Alfatrex worker who is making sure I’m in my apartment will become suspicious. We need to get to this hacker’s house quickly and make that recording to not raise suspicions. If everything goes smoothly, Stridor won’t have a problem with us returning to the Academy. I don’t want to have that fight with him, but it will be inevitable if the Academy suspects I’m gone.
              Seemingly contradictory as it was, he felt groggy and alert at the same time. He examined this strange feeling and came to the conclusion that he felt groggy because his body was indeed tired. He had gotten up early in the morning and had had a traumatic and long day. At the same time, it was exciting to be walking beneath the starlight without being monitored by the Academy. They were also on an exhilarating mission. I’m going to kill Robert King, he thought.
              Initially, the words sounded untrue in his mind. He thought of all the power that the man had. He also had clones and possibly other technologies that Asa didn’t know about.
              When he broke the problem down into smaller pieces, however, it seemed manageable. Is it possible that we will find this Noah guy? That seemed possible. Is it possible that he will give us good information and tell us where Robert King is? That seemed possible, also. Stridor seemed to have respect for this person’s hacking abilities, and Stridor was extremely capable himself. Is it then possible that we could travel to where Robert King will be? Asa thought that that was also possible. They didn’t have any form of trackers on them, and, as Stridor had said, the world was becoming less and less populated. If they could find some relatively normal looking clothes, they could travel without attracting too much unwanted attention. Finding food would be hard, but Stridor and Asa had both done much more difficult things than scavenging for food in this dilapidated society. As Asa had learned from his post Wolf Flu time in Dritt, there were plenty of unoccupied residencies. Many homes weren’t cleaned out after their residents perished. A lot of people died with unopened canned goods in their pantries. If we find Robert King, is it possible that we could kill him? Asa didn’t see why not. He understood that a lot of other people had failed to kill Robert King, but the Boss had always known that those would-be assassins were coming. If Asa and Stridor could set up a situation like the one Conway did, without Robert King finding out, they could kill him. He’s flesh and blood, no matter how much he likes to pretend that he is a god.
              These things seemed to be reasonable, but Asa wanted to gain more knowledge about what they were doing. He held the philosophy that two people could solve a problem better than one, if both people were well versed in all of the aspects.
              “Tell me about this Noah guy,” Asa said.
              Stridor turned his head and gave Asa an icy stare. “What about him?” He kept moving.
              “How did you meet him? Didn’t you say it was on the internet?”
              “No, intranet. It’s a closed network where computers within that network can communicate together. We met on the Academy’s intranet.”
              “I’m not following. He got onto the Academy’s network?”
              “Yeah, he’s a genius.”
              Asa let out a quick echolocation call. He didn’t detect anything odd around them. “Okay, I understand that there are some people who are really good at hacking and that those people could find a way to gain access to a private intranet. I don’t know how they would do it, but I’ve heard of people doing things like that. What I don’t get, though, is how this Noah guy would even know where to look. How does he know that there is an intranet to log onto?”
              “I told you earlier,” Stridor said impatiently, “there are blogs written about the Academy. There are a few people in the outside world who suspect it exists. This isn’t surprising considering how many Alfatrex employees, graduates, and Multipliers there are. It’s reasonable that some word has trickled out. I guess that at some point the news trickled to someone involved in the hacking community. They found the Academy’s intranet and blogged about it. This attracted other hackers and somehow Noah found it. There are only five or six people in the outside world who are personally able to look at the Academy’s files.”
              “So the world governments know about this? Has this been on the news?”
              “No,” Stridor said. He kept walking with his back to Asa. “No one pays any attention to the hacking community. Most people in power discredit them as paranoid conspiracy theorists.”
              “I don’t…” Asa paused. “Why? Even if they think that they are conspiracy theorists, aren’t the hackers presenting information on this blog that seems of consequence?”
              Stridor shrugged. “It’s not a matter of whether or not the information is of consequence, it’s a matter of whether or not the source is trusted. In this case, it’s not.”
              “Couldn’t one of these half dozen or so people who can access the Academy’s intranet show someone how they access it and that it’s real?”
              “I guess so,” Stridor said. “Look, I don’t understand why the Academy isn’t news yet, I really don’t. I would have bet on it being discovered by now. I think that, paradoxically, one of the things that stops it from being noticed is how out of the ordinary it is. If a hacker came to some official with a suspicion that he had unearthed a sex trafficking organization, that might be listened to. That happens. But when someone tells an official that they found an organization that mutates teenagers and animals and is releasing a disease into the world’s water supply, that’s not listened to; the Academy looks like a hoax, and that helps to conceal it. Also, if I were to take a guess, I’d assume that these elite hackers aren’t all people who have good standing with the world governments. There’s another option, too. Maybe the Academy threatens them if they’re found. Or maybe some Multipliers take care of them if they are trying to reveal the Academy. The Multipliers don’t want the Academy revealed as much as anyone. If that happens, the Wolf Flu stops killing people and the population that they are going to fight against stops decreasing.”
              Asa nodded.
              Stridor stopped walking and looked back at Asa. When Asa caught up with him, he began walking again so that they were shoulder to shoulder. Stridor looked down at Asa. “Are you worried that Noah is going to betray us?” Stridor asked.
              “I’m a little worried about that. I think that the odds are against it, but this is a person that I don’t know at all.”
              “If he was going to betray me, he would have done it already. When I first started snooping through Academy files, he contacted me via a chat program and told me that the way I was looking through files was detectable. Then he gave me some software to download. He let me look at the code first and I knew enough to see it was legit. The software he gave me made it so that the Academy couldn’t track my movements. If he was going to betray me, he would have done it then.”
              Unless he’s working for the Multipliers and was waiting for you to lure me away from the safety of the Academy, Asa thought. He said nothing.
              “The software was smart. Noah stole it from someone else. Do you have a guess who wrote it?”
              “No,” Asa said.
              “Teddy. Teddy was snooping before I was and he developed the software so that he wouldn’t get caught. Noah copied it and gave it to me. I don’t think that Teddy was aware.”
              Asa felt his throat tighten at the thought of his friend. I could use his guidance right about now. Teddy would be able to think of some creative way that I could discover if this Noah guy was trustworthy.
              “Anyway, Noah and I have chatted a lot online about the Academy. I can get a feel of his personality through his words. He’s somewhat secretive, but playful at the same time. He likes jokes and riddles. I picture him as an older guy—maybe in his fifties or something. He has a vast knowledge of software and other things, too—pop culture, history, and mathematics are a few examples.”
              Asa saw another hole in the earth and stepped over it. “So you know where his house is?”
              “No, he’s weird about that. When we get into Chignik, I’ll contact him and he’ll tell me where to go. He seems a little paranoid about other people coming over. I can understand why; he’s hacked into the intranet of a very violent and malevolent organization and we’re two guys who are students there. He knows that we’re mutants. I think that he wants to make sure that we’re alone before he reveals where his house is.”
              “And then what?” Asa asked.
              “The plan is that he will let us know where Robert King is going, give us food and shelter so that we can sleep some, and then send us on our way.”
              “Why can’t he just tell you where Robert King is in the messenger?”
              Stridor looked away from Asa. “I asked him. He wouldn’t answer.”
              “He wouldn’t answer?” Asa asked, his voice rising. “And you trust him?”
              “We don’t have a choice,” Stridor growled. “And yes, I do trust him. You’ve got to understand, Noah is a weird guy. That’s just the way he is.”
              “So you’re not worried that we’re walking into a trap?”
              “No.”
              “Do you not think that it’s odd that he lives within one hundred fifty miles of the Academy? Look around us, Stridor. This land is nearly completely deserted. How many people live that close to the Academy in the whole world? A thousand? Doesn’t that sound fishy?”
              Stridor’s jaw clenched. “I asked him about that. He said that it wasn’t the oddity it sounded like.”
              “What does that even mean?”
              “He wouldn’t tell me.”
              They walked on for a moment. “I have a bad feeling about this,” Asa said. He looked at Stridor, who was staring ahead as though Asa hadn’t said anything. Asa thought, but it doesn’t matter that I’m afraid, does it Stridor? I can’t go back without you. My wing is torn and I can’t distract a guard. You probably thought about how I wouldn’t be able to use your trick with the guards without you. That is just like pointing the gun at me, but more subtle. You’ve trapped me, Stridor, so that I have to go with you. I think that you know it.
              My wing being broken is just an added bonus.
 
 
              
They didn’t talk for the next hour. They were both exhausted and put out with the other person. Every so often, Asa heard Stridor’s stomach growl. He didn’t say anything about this, but he noted it. Asa was getting hungry too, but there was no point in talking about it. They hadn’t seen so much as a windmill since arriving in Alaska, and there was nowhere around that they could stop to get food. They had a lot of ground to cover, too, but they were both too fatigued to jog. They didn’t discuss this, but they both felt it.
              Stridor stopped and then knelt down in the grass. To his right, far off, there was a line of trees that marked the beginning of a forest. Asa looked at Stridor uneasily. They were standing in the middle of an open plain, and he suddenly had a longing to be in the cover of the forest. Asa assumed that if Stridor knelt, he had a good reason for it. Asa knelt also. He let out an echolocation cry, but couldn’t detect any oddity. “Why did we stop?” Asa asked.
              “There’s a dead body close by,” Stridor said. “It’s a human.”
              Asa looked at him.
              “I have a genetically enhanced sense of smell,” he explained.
              “How do you know what a dead body smells like?” Asa asked.
              Stridor glared at him and did not answer. Asa realized that he had asked a stupid question. He’s been in the Academy for the past year. He’s had plenty of exposure to dead bodies.
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              Asa put his hands down on the grass and found that it was still wet from the storm that had now passed. He could hear grasshoppers’ songs playing through the night air. It was about forty-five degrees and he was cold, but thankful to now be dry. The skies had cleared even more in the past hour and now the moon was out, lighting the world with a silvery, ghostly light. Asa had been thankful for this light when they were traveling, but now he realized how visible it made them. Why weren’t we traveling through the forest?
              He let out an echolocation cry and shut his eyes. When he perceived things with echolocation, it made no difference whether it was day or night. He didn’t perceive colors, only the surfaces surrounding him and their textures. The echo returned to his ears and he knew that ten paces behind him there was a dandelion with half its seeds blown away—it was a fuzzy half-sphere. He saw more of the holes in the ground surrounding him. There were no crows or any other kind of birds in the sky. He let out a series of echolocation cries and images of his surroundings came to his mind in quick succession. He saw that Stridor’s brow was furrowed and that his nose was twitching as he sniffed the night air. Asa’s echolocation did not reveal where this body was that Stridor could smell.
“Not one body, but two,” Stridor said. He paused and sniffed some more. “They’re fresh. The blood isn’t congealed yet. Probably died within the past two hours. No, wait!” He sniffed again. “Not two bodies, but one body and someone else that was injured badly. Their blood is spilled, but they’re gone now.”
              “How far away?”
              “It’s hard to tell,” Stridor said. “I think that it’s coming from the forest. The wind is carrying the scent, so it could be further away than it seems. I’d estimate a mile or so, though.”
              “What do you think happened to them?” Asa asked.
              “I don’t need to think, I know. Multipliers got them. I can smell the Salvaserum.”
              “Are you sure?” Asa felt as though Multipliers were staring at him from the forest. He imagined them looking at his hunched back as he knelt beside Stridor and felt goosebumps erupt on his skin.
              “Positive. Even before I was mutated I could smell Salvaserum. It’s one of the most distinct smells I’ve ever encountered.”
              “It smells like someone cooked a dead rat in rotting cheese.”
              Stridor stopped sniffing and regarded Asa. “I think that’s an apt description. C’mon,” he said. He stood up and began to walk towards the forest.
              “Wait!” Asa hissed. “Are the Multipliers still here?”
              “No,” Stridor said. “If they were, I would be able to detect them.”
              Asa stood. “Where are you going?”
              “Let’s go look at the corpse?”
              “That’s sick. Why?”
              Stridor made an exasperated sound. “Not just to look at something morbid, Asa. The corpse probably has some clothes on it. We need clothes. We might find other useful things too.”
              Asa agreed that that was a good idea and the two of them began to jog towards the forest.
              Finding the spot of the death with Stridor was easy. It was like having a trained hound dog with you.
              Before they reached the corpses, Stridor pointed towards the ground. The trees were enormous, but well spread out and there were natural trails between the trunks. “Look,” he said.
              Asa did and saw two parallel patterns in the ground. Both were about ten inches wide and they were roughly three feet apart. “Tire tracks,” Asa whispered.
              Stridor nodded. He breathed deeply through his nose and involuntarily gagged. Asa couldn’t yet smell what was leading Stridor through the woods. “This way,” he said.
              As they got closer, Asa could smell it. The Salvaserum odor was thick and putrid in the air. It made alarm bells go off in Asa’s mind. His instincts told him to run away, but he kept walking forward with Stridor.
              The next thing they saw was the corpse. It was belly up in a clearing. “Broken neck,” Asa whispered instinctually. He had little medical training, thanks in part to Benny Hughs’s poor lecturing in Responding to Medical Emergencies the previous semester, but the injury was obvious. The back of the man’s head was flush with his right shoulder. His forehead was caked with dirt.
              “He’s a big dude,” Stridor said.
              “Yeah,” Asa said back. The corpse was tall and lean. Asa thought that if the man stood up he would have been only slightly shorter than Stridor. The man had short, messy red hair with pale skin and a lot of freckles. He was wearing a green John Deere shirt, blue jeans, a belt with a belt buckle that had a bottle opener on it, and tan work boots. He had a nasty Multiplier bite on his right forearm. It was covered in Salvaserum and blood that was slowly leaking away from the wound, puddling in the dirt.
              A few paces away from the dead red-haired man there was a four-wheeler turned upside down. Even further away in the clearing, there was another four-wheeler sitting right side up. The off-road machines had thick tread on their four large tires, and handlebars and seats that were reminiscent of a motorcycle’s.
              “There’s the blood from the other guy,” Stridor said. He pointed to a dark patch of dirt. “There’s Salvaserum mixed in with the blood.”
              “Where’s that body?” Asa asked.
              “If I were to guess, I’d bet that it’s still walking around,” Stridor said. “Not as a human anymore, but as a Multiplier.”
              Asa looked at the upside down four-wheeler, the corpse, the blood, and the other four-wheeler. His mind tried to come up with an explanation. “Where do you think that these guys came from?” Asa asked.
              Stridor sniffed the air. “I don’t know.”
              “Are there Multipliers still around?”
              He sniffed again. “No. They were here recently, though. This guy’s blood isn’t even dry yet.”
              Asa felt sick. “I have a guess at what happened,” he said. He looked at the scene some more. Each of the ATVs had leather saddlebags on them, and large, red gasoline containers on the back. “I think that the two guys were on some kind of trip. Maybe they were traveling somewhere, or just camping. I think that that guy,” Asa said, pointing to the dead man, “wrecked his four wheeler and broke his neck. Then the other person—the one who left that blood on the ground—stopped to assist him. I think that Multipliers then found them. They bit the healthy one and he probably changed into a Multiplier. I think that they bit the dead guy in the arm so that they didn’t have to move him with a broken neck. Maybe they thought that if they turned him he could live. I guess that they were wrong.”
              “I think that’s a good theory,” Stridor said, “but I want to add one thing. I bet that Multipliers didn’t stumble upon them after the wreck. I bet that the two of them were running from Multipliers and that’s what caused the wreck.”
              Asa’s ears were pricked up. As he looked at the corpse on the ground, he found that all of his grogginess was gone. His heart was thudding hard in his chest. “Why would Multipliers be out here?” He looked around.
              “We’re close to the Academy,” Stridor said.
              “You don’t think that the Hive is close by, do you?”
              Stridor shook his head.
              “Is there anything about the Hive’s whereabouts in the Academy’s files?”
              Strdor shook his head again. His eyes stared at the corpse for a long time. Finally, he pulled at the neck of his suit. The fabric began to loosen around his body and he undressed so that he was in his underwear.
              “What are you doing?” Asa whispered. He looked around again. All of the shadows made him uneasy. He let out another echolocation cry but detected no threat.
              “I’m getting his clothes,” Stridor replied, walking towards the corpse.
              “He’s dead,” Asa objected.
              “His clothes are fine,” Stridor said. “Besides, we need to find clothing for both of us. It will be easy to find something for you to wear; a lot of people are your size. This may be the only opportunity we’ll get to find some clothes that will come close to fitting me.”
              “Yeah,” Asa said reluctantly. “I see your point. It’s kind of funny that we found clothes for you first, though. I would have thought…”
              Asa’s speech was interrupted. Stridor had leaned down and touched the bottom of the corpse’s shirt, intending to pull it off, when there was a noise. It was high pitched and soft. Stridor was so startled that he yelped and tried to retreat so quickly that he fell backwards. He scrambled to his feet, staring at the body.
              “What was that?” Asa whispered.
              Stridor’s eyes were locked onto the corpse. He was breathing hard, his bare, thoroughly scarred chest rising and falling. “Him,” Stridor said. “He’s not dead.”
              “You said you smelled a corpse!” Asa growled.
              “He smells like a damn corpse! It’s not my fault that…”
              Now it was Stridor’s turn to be cut short. The redheaded man on the ground spoke. “Reh-gie?” The voice was slow and grumbly, like an old man’s voice. It sounds like he’s got blood in his throat. The man spoke louder. “Reggie?”
              Asa and Stridor looked at each other. Stridor’s eyes were wide; he looked scared.
              “Reggie? I hear someone. Who’s there?”
              Though the red haired man was talking, his body remained completely limp. How can he be alive? Asa wondered. The back of his head is right up against his shoulder. Asa and Stridor were standing out of the man’s line of vision.
              “Reggie?” Then the man began to sniffle and his voice grew thick, as though he were crying. “Reggie? I can’t move, Reggie! I can’t feel anything, Reggie! Are you there?”
              Asa put his hand over his mouth in horror and disgust.
              Stridor moved, still naked except for underwear, over to his backpack.
              “Reggie?”
              Stridor unzipped the backpack and took out his handgun. It was black and gleaming in the moonlight. He’s going to kill him, Asa realized. He’s going to murder this man that we’ve come across! Why, because he’s afraid that the man will make too much noise? Or is it because the man has seen us and that worries Stridor? Asa couldn’t prove it, but he thought he saw excitement sparkle in Stridor’s eyes at the prospect of getting to kill someone. Seeing this delight in Stridor’s eyes made Asa’s stomach go sour. 
              “No!” Asa yelled. He felt rage begin to fill his heart towards Stridor.
              Stridor checked the clip, turned the safety off, and cocked the gun.
              “I SAID NO!” Asa yelled. He was no longer concerned that Multipliers out in the forest might hear him.
              “You’re right,” Stridor said. He put the gun down on his backpack. “I should take his clothes off before I kill him. We don’t want blood on that t-shirt.”
              The red haired man began to breathe quickly, his chest rising and falling hard. He couldn’t speak much louder than a whisper, but he was clearly trying to scream. “Listen! You don’t have to kill me! I can’t even move! I don’t…Hey! Hey, what are you doing?”
              Stridor began ripping the boots off of the red haired man’s limp feet. The wreck paralyzed him, Asa realized. He can’t feel his feet, but he can sense that he’s being jostled around. The motion made the man’s head roll and he screamed. His ear was still lying unnaturally flat on the earth, but the back of his head was no longer touching his shoulder. This new position somehow made it possible for him to speak louder. “OWWW! HEY! HEY, MISTER!”
              Stridor undid the man’s belt and pulled off his jeans. He was wearing boxers that had bulldogs on them. The man screamed through the process, but Stridor didn’t seem to care about this at all. He spoke to Asa without looking at him. “The tricky thing,” he said, pulling the man’s socks off, “will be to get that shirt off without it getting bloody, or covered in Salvaserum. But I have an idea for that,” he said. He stood up and walked over to his suit on the ground. He picked it up and walked back over to the dying man.
              “Help! Please! Please! Please! My neck is killing me! Stop this!” Listening to the anguish in the man’s voice caused Asa physical pain. Asa was amazed at how little Stridor cared about the man’s well being. Stridor bounced a little with every step, feeling ecstatic that they had come across such great supplies. “You can’t do this to me! Don’t take my clothes!” The man was now crying hard. His face was scrunched up and tears were running across his cheeks, making clean streaks on his dirty skin. “It’s cold out here! It’s too cold! I’m cold!”
              “My idea is that I’ll wrap this around the wound,” Stridor said, using his suit to cover up the man’s Multiplier bite. “And if I tie it like this… voila! I can now take the shirt off and it won’t get blood on it!” With as much regard for the agonized, cold human being as a normal person might have for a sack of potatoes, Stridor grabbed the bottom of the shirt and pulled it off the man’s body. His head swung wildly as Stridor picked him up with the shirt. When the shirt came off, the man’s torso fell to the ground with a thud. “See,” Stridor said, smiling. He turned to Asa and his smile froze on his face.
              In the time that Stridor had been taking the clothes off of the man, Asa had been thinking. He’s a psychopath! When someone is hurting in front of a normal person, they sympathize with that pain and it hurts them, too, in a way. Stridor isn’t like that. He doesn’t feel for other people.
              “What is wrong with you?” Asa asked. His voice was trembling with anger. I hate him, I hate him, I hate him. He had picked up the gun from the backpack and was pointing it at Stridor’s face. The gunmetal felt cold and heavy in his hands. It’s solidness felt reassuring. He assessed the situation. There are probably Multipliers out in these woods somewhere. Stridor can’t smell them, so they are most likely too far away to hear us talking, but they would probably be able to hear a gunshot. But what is worse—having Multipliers hear a gunshot or continuing to be this perverted person’s hostage?
              But if I kill him, what will I do? My wing is broken. I can’t return to the Academy without his help flying, unless I can somehow suture my wing back together. That seems nearly impossible now, though. I would have to first find the correct materials and then actually be able to sew it back together. The membranous portion of his wing was incredibly sensitive. It would be like running a needle repeatedly through the flesh of his armpit. Also, he would have to work from an odd angle. He didn’t know that he would be able to do that alone.

              “Asa?” Stridor asked. His voice was diminished. The confidence and playfulness he had just been exuding were all gone.
              “HE’S HURT!” Asa roared. He took a step forward, squeezing the gun hard between his hands. “But you don’t care. He was screaming while you took his clothes off. He was telling you that he was hurt but you completely ignored him.”
              “I…I had to get his clothes off before…”
              “WE’RE NOT KILLING HIM!” Asa screamed. The sound of his voice echoed through the forest and back to them.
              The red headed man was sobbing quietly.
              “It would be the merciful thing to do,” Stridor said.
              “ASK HIM WHAT HE WANTS—YOU DON’T DECIDE WHAT’S…”
              Asa was yelling as loud as he could.
              “Okay, okay,” Stridor interrupted him. “You’re being too loud, there might be Multipliers in the vicinity! Give me the gun.” He stepped forward as though to take it.
              Asa pointed the barrel at Stridor’s left leg.
              Stridor froze.
              Asa was gritting his teeth so hard that it hurt. “You’re a bastard. You got me to come out here at gunpoint, knowing that I didn’t know how to operate your tablet. I can’t get back to the Academy without you. I’ve practically been your hostage, and I’ve been quiet about it. This is where I draw the line.”
              “This?” Stridor asked, gesturing at the man on the ground. “This? He’s been bitten by a Multiplier! He’s going to die!”
              “I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die,” the man said.
              “Maybe,” Asa growled, “but we’re not going to be the ones to do it.”
              “Are you serious?” Stridor said. He gave Asa a venomous, disgusted look. “Do I have to spell it out for you? He’s been bitten! He’s going to turn into one of them!”
              “He’s done nothing wrong,” Asa said. “He doesn’t want to die!”
              Asa had a moment then, staring into Stridor’s icy eyes, in which he wondered at the source of all of his anger. He hadn’t been so enraged in a long time. Ever since Stridor had pointed the gun at him in the woods behind Mount Three, his emotions had been simmering on low and now he felt as though he were exploding with resentment. Why should we murder just because it’s advantageous? It’s not the right thing to do! I’m not going to be like Robert King—murdering just because it suits me. Stridor is not a good partner. If he had to kill me to complete this mission, he wouldn’t hesitate for one second.
              Stridor’s eyes glowered in a mocking, hateful way. “Oh, so we wait until he joins the Hive, and then you’ll try to kill him?”
              Asa’s eyes were stinging with tears of fury. The image of Stridor danced through the droplets. He held the trigger halfway down and kept the barrel pointed at Stridor.
              “He can’t join the Hive, Stridor! He’s going to die!”
              Some of Asa’s rage seemed to be rubbing off on Stridor. He leapt up in the air and fell back down again, slamming his hands into his thighs and displaying his frustration. “EXACTLY! So let’s end him right now and be done with it!”
              “Would you do that to a terminal cancer patient, Stridor?”
              Stridor shrugged.
              “It’s not for you to decide if he dies or not. He’s done nothing wrong, so his life isn’t in our hands.”
              Stridor looked as though he had just tasted something sour. “You know, when I asked you to come, I thought you would be helpful. I saw that you were friends with Teddy, and Teddy was a pretty bright guy. Do you really want to kill Robert King?”
              Asa nodded. He kept the barrel of the gun focused on Stridor’s right leg. He was concentrating hard at not letting his aim waver. If I fire this gun and don’t kill him, he won’t have mercy on me. If he somehow manages to overpower me—if I miss and he tackles me—he will view me as more useless than that man on the ground. He wants to kill the man on the ground because he sees him as a threat. If I shoot at him and miss, I’ll be in the same category.
              Stridor shook his head. “You don’t get it. This morality that you have, it’s going to get in your way. You won’t be able to accomplish anything with it. Maybe you could have in the old world—when most people played by those rules—but not now. It’s just a disadvantage now. Don’t you see that Robert King is more powerful because he’s completely amoral? He exploited your moralistic, stupid father into making an army for him. He has killed half the human population and it has led to him becoming the most powerful man in human history.”
              “His greed has also led to the Multipliers,” Asa said. “If my father would have been able to give his technology away, Multipliers would have never been built in secret.”
              Stridor waved his hands in frustration. The dying man on the ground, naked except for his boxers, was still asking if Reggie was there. Stridor went on: “and you think that everything would have been perfect then? You’re delusional. Once technology like this exists, the person who uses it in the most amoral, power-seeking way is going to get all of the power. Multipliers—or something like them—would have been created no matter what. What your father did was open Pandora’s box. There’s no hope, Palmer.”
              “Then why are you trying to kill Robert King? Why do you not want the Multipliers to take over the world?”
              “I have my reasons,” Stridor said dismissively.
              “Tell me what those are.”
              “They’re private reasons.”
              Asa moved the gun up so that it the barrel was now pointing at Stridor’s bare belly button. He adjusted his grip. He felt more confident with the barrel pointed there. A gunshot to this area would be more damaging than one shot at Stridor’s leg, and his torso was also a bigger target.
              “You like to always appear to be coldly in control of your emotions—a perfectly enlightened being who makes decisions based on benefits and risks, not emotions,” Asa said. “In that way you’re like Robert King. You’re also like him in that you overlook critical aspects sometimes. Right now you’re overlooking the fact that I have a gun and you’re overestimating the value I have for your life. Just because I wouldn’t kill an innocent man doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t kill you,” Asa said. “You’re far from innocent. You had intentions of killing that man and you pointed a gun at me earlier. I’m a little worried about what the consequences will be if I don’t kill you, Stridor. You need to convince me. What did you mean when you said that your reasons are private? If you think that everything is doomed no matter what, what’s your angle?”
              Stridor took a nonchalant step forward.
              “STOP!” Asa gritted his teeth.
              Stridor stood still, hands up, smiling innocently as though Asa’s concern and anger towards him were simply the result of a misunderstanding.
              “Answer the question—why go on this mission if you have such a bleak view of what’s going to happen?” Asa said.
              Stridor stood still for a moment. He was staring into Asa’s face and Asa got the impression that Stridor was trying to size him up—to determine if he could overcome Asa, or if Asa would really kill him. Stridor then relaxed and exhaled. Apparently he didn’t think that Asa was bluffing because he began to talk. “I’m not going to back down from what I said,” Stridor began. “My overall reasoning for going on this mission is personal. But what I can tell you is this—our goals align with each other. I honestly want Robert King dead. I honestly want to return to the Academy. I honestly want Gene Gill to take over and I honestly want the Multiplier threat to be extinguished.”
              Asa didn’t say anything. He readjusted his grip on the gun. Despite the cold, his hands were sweating and the metal was becoming slippery in his hands. He didn’t know what to do. He still did not trust Stridor. He was unpredictable and dangerous. He had already pointed a gun at Asa, basically threatening to kill him, and he had shown that he didn’t mind killing when someone else was inconvenient to him. But if I kill him, I’ll be all alone. I’ll probably be able to ride one of these four wheelers to Chignik, but I wouldn’t be able to get in touch with this Noah person and find out where Robert King is. I probably wouldn’t even be able to contact Noah. Stridor’s tablet could have security measures on it that won’t allow me to access the application he uses to chat with Noah. Also, even if I were able to kill Stridor, steal the tablet, make it to Chignik and contact Noah, what would I say? “Oh, hi Noah, I know that you’re already kind of paranoid about mutants showing up at your house, but I was wondering if I could come over alone. Where is Stridor—the only person that you trust from the entire Academy? I killed him in the woods. Yeah, he was freaking me out so I offed him. Can I still come over—I pinky promise I won’t kill you, too.”
              Also, if Stridor dies, my chances of surviving out here in this world decrease. Stridor’s ability to smell Multipliers from a long way away will be invaluable. He’s already survived two trips to Alaska before, and has evidently gotten around well enough to steal a tablet and the gun I’m holding. He is cold, but he’s also very tactical and proficient. If I went off on my own, I’d have to find food and shelter. If I couldn’t find Noah, I’d need to find something to suture my wing with and then try to make it back to the Academy without being noticed. I wouldn’t even be able to make a fake recording that could be played as though it happened in my apartment if Stridor isn’t with me.
              While Asa was thinking through these things, Stridor was planning. He noted that Asa’s eyes had glazed over and that he had withdrawn into himself, which he often did. He saw this as an opportunity.
              Stridor moved with incredible speed. He was five feet away from Asa, and Asa didn’t see the attack coming. He kicked a cloud of dirt at Asa, sidestepped, and then lunged at Asa.
              When Asa saw that Stridor was attacking, it felt as though he were waking up from a dream. His eyes opened wide and he began to act. Asa fired the gun immediately after Stridor kicked up the dirt. Through the cloud of dirt he saw a spray of blood and thought that he had hit Stridor. But then, somehow, Stridor charged him. He knocked the gun out of Asa’s hand. Asa turned, and was hit in the face by one of Stridor’s massive fists. It was like getting hit with a sledgehammer. His head rocked back and he would have fallen if he had not backed into a tree.
              Asa saw Stridor coming for him. He’s so tall, he thought. Asa’s eyes did a quick sweep of the area and he couldn’t see the handgun. I can’t let him reach the gun. Stridor’s eyes were hateful, narrow slits. He’ll kill me if he gets it.
              Stridor swung at Asa’s head. Asa ducked and Stridor’s fist made hard contact with the tree, shaking it from top to bottom and sending a shower of bark down on Asa. Asa felt the tingling sensation in his shoulders that came when he was threatened and his electrocution ability was queued. He knew that he could discharge a great deal of electricity into Stridor’s body, but this would most likely result in them both falling unconscious. This didn’t seem like a good option. Multipliers were nearby and Stridor wanted to kill him. If either Stridor woke up or Multipliers found him before he woke up, he would die. He wished that he had Roxanne’s mastery of the electrocution abilities, but he didn’t. Bruce had aided Roxanne in becoming proficient, and now that he was dead Asa’s learning progress had slowed.
              He considered how he would attack Stridor. Typically, he thought that hitting someone in the groin was cheap, however, Stridor had kicked dirt in his face. And he’ll kill me if I don’t win. I can either be ethical and dead, or cheap and live.
              He brought his knee up into Stridor’s groin so hard that it lifted Stridor off the ground. He shrieked and reached out for Asa at the same time. While Stridor was still in the air, he grabbed two fistfuls of Asa’s hair; it was thick and served as sturdy handles. He pulled Asa’s head down and brought his knee up at the same time. Asa tried to yank his head out of Stridor’s grip and to stop the blow with his hands at the same time. He was able to get his hands on the upcoming knee, but was unable to stop the blow completely. The knee hit Asa in the cheek, making him see white sparkles of fireworks in his vision.
              Asa grunted, squatted slightly, and punched upwards. When he threw the punch, he was still partially blinded by the knee that had just landed on his face and so he hadn’t aimed properly. Out of luck rather than skill, the punch landed solidly on Stridor’s bony cheek. Stridor let go of Asa’s hair and took a couple steps backwards.
              In this moment of reprieve, Asa considered attacking Stridor. Stridor was taller and stronger, but he was temporarily dazed from Asa’s lucky punch. Asa thought that he could probably take Stridor. But if I find the gun, I definitely end this.
              Asa turned, his eyes dancing around the clearing. He heard Stridor shuffling behind him. Where is it? He knocked it out of my hand. I just had it. The gun has to be here somewhere.
              Asa knew that he wouldn’t have much time. The daze that Asa’s blow had induced was probably wearing off. And in a fair fight, I think that the odds are in Stridor’s favor.
              Asa heard Stridor’s feet as he sprinted behind him. He wasn’t sprinting at Asa’s back, though, which is what Asa would have expected. He was running away from Asa—towards the red-haired man with the broken neck on the ground. Asa was about to turn and see what Stridor was doing when he saw the gunmetal gleaming in the moonlight. When Stridor had knocked it out of Asa’s hands, it had fallen hard onto the earth and was now half-buried in pine needles.
              Not caring at all what Stridor was doing, Asa bolted towards the weapon. If I reach the gun, it’s over. I’m going to kill him. My prospects don’t look too bright with Stridor dead, but they look better than my prospects do with him alive.
              Asa was just about to reach the gun when he felt it—a cold, slick wetness falling over his head. What the hell? Did Stridor throw a water bottle on me? Why? As a distraction? I’m about to have a gun. Throwing water on me was his last mistake.
              But it didn’t feel like water. The substance that was soaking Asa’s hair and running down his suit felt slicker than water. Then the smell hit him and he remembered the gas tanks on the backs of the four-wheelers. Oh my God! He’s going to light me on fire!
              Asa grabbed the firearm and turned as quickly as he could. The barrel of his gun was caught in Stridor’s hand. Oddly, Stridor pressed the gun against his bare chest where his heart was. I’ve got to take this chance to kill him! Asa was about to fire when Stridor spoke. He was smiling as though something was funny.
              “I think that it’s in your best interest to hear me out before you fire that gun, Palmer,” Stridor said. His left hand was holding onto the barrel of the firearm so hard that it shook in Asa’s hands. He was pressing the gun against his own chest. “Look above you,” Stridor said. Asa did. Above him, Stridor’s right hand was holding a lighter. His thumb was over the wheel, ready to flick it and ignite Asa’s body. “Here’s the situation,” Stridor said. “You can shoot me in the heart and that will definitely kill me, if you choose that option. However, the second after you do that, I will, as the advertisement says, ‘flick my bic.’ You’re soaked in gasoline. It’s probably in your nose a little bit, am I right?”
              Asa didn’t say anything. He noticed that it was.
              “You won’t die if I set you on fire, initially, but you will be badly wounded. You will fall down, roll, and try desperately to smother the flames. The thing about the drop and roll rule when you’re caught on fire is that it doesn’t work for people who are covered in gasoline. You’re eyeballs could melt, or your eyelids might melt into your eyeballs. Your nose will be gone, as will your lips.” Stridor smiled. Asa looked up at his winestained skin. The scars looked plastic-like in the dark. It made him look like some demonic, enormous doll. “My lips, and nose were all gone after my father did this to me, Asa. A doctor in California constructed the ones you see. My injury was life threatening, and I didn’t have as much gasoline on me as you do.
              “Let me highlight another aspect of this situation, Asa. If I burn you, there’s no going back to the Academy. You would have to explain where you got those hideous burns. What would you say?
              “Now, you’re probably thinking that if you shot me in the heart that I’d die before I was able to light you, but consider the science. People who are shot in the heart die because their heart stops pumping oxygen to their tissue. My tissue has enough oxygen to survive long enough to set you on fire before I die. I think so, at least. So what’s it going to be, Palmer?”
 
 
16
The Puzzle
 
              He thinks this is hilarious, Asa thought, looking at Stridor’s face. His lips were pressed together in a tight grin, as though something outrageously funny was happening but it wasn’t an appropriate time to laugh. His eyes twinkled like the eyes of Santa Claus in children’s books.
              The smell of gasoline was giving Asa a headache. He couldn’t believe how strong it was. He had, like anyone who has ever driven a car, smelled the scent before, but never like this. When Stridor had splashed him with it, he had flung the liquid at Asa from beneath him, causing some of it to go up Asa’s nose. It smelled like skunk-spray and bleach mixed together and made Asa feel woozy.
              “What do you say, Palmer? Are you going to shoot me? Are you going to make me burn you?” Stridor asked.
              “You’re enjoying this,” Asa said.
              “So? I like puzzles. I’m finding that I’ve just created a very interesting puzzle for us to solve.”
              Asa considered the situation. He believed that Stridor would, like he said, ignite Asa’s body if he was shot. It would be a dying effort, and burning Asa would not save Stridor’s life. Stridor would burn me because of the principal. He likes this game, and the game doesn’t exist if he wouldn’t really set me on fire.
              “What do you want me to do?” Asa asked. “Lower the gun? Let you go free? I don’t know that we have a future together, Stridor. I’m going to be frank with you—I don’t think that there’s any way that we can let bygones be bygones.”
              “Explain,” Stridor said.
              “You’ve proven that you’re okay with killing people that get in your way. I’m something that is in your way now. I’ve shown that, because I can’t trust you, I want you dead. I can’t imagine us continuing this mission together. I’d be afraid that you would kill me if I ever became an inconvenience to you.”
              Stridor stared at Asa. His lowered his right hand a bit so that it was lying on Asa’s gasoline soaked hair. He kept his thumb on top of the lighter. “You’re right and you’re wrong,” Stridor said. “You’re right that I would kill you if you became inconvenient to me. You’re wrong in assuming that you could be inconvenient.”
              “I don’t understand.”
              “Of course you don’t,” Stridor said. “What you need to realize is that, first off, I want to complete this mission and that, secondly, I don’t think that I can do this mission alone. Recall what I did when the King Wolves were attacking you. I came back for you. On paper, you were inconvenient then. You cost me a good deal of bullets and saving you put my life in danger. But if you put into perspective the fact that I think that I need you to do this, it was worth it. I need you for this mission, Asa, and so you’re not inconvenient to me.”
              “What about after Robert King is dead, though? What then?”
              “Then you’ll be valuable to me because arriving at the Academy without you will be risky. I think that we could go back to the Academy and continue on with our education next year if there isn’t an investigation; I think that in that case no one will notice our absence. But you’re famous there, Palmer. Robert King knows that Multipliers want you. If you went missing, he would want to know why. So I have an incentive to return to the Academy with you.”
              Asa considered this. He kept his finger over the trigger of the gun. What Stridor is saying makes sense. I believe that he actually does have incentives to not kill me. What worries me is that he’s saying these things with a gun to his chest. He’s so smart; he could be tricking me.
              “Tell me what you would like to happen, Stridor,” Asa said.
              Stridor looked at Asa with unflinching, icy eyes. “You hand me the gun and I’ll walk over to my pack and take out one of the water bottles. I would toss it to you, you’d clean yourself off, and then we would hop on the four wheelers and head to Chignik. That is, if they have enough gas to get there.” He smiled again. The right side of his lip was swelling where Asa hit him. Asa felt the left side of his cheek swelling. 
              “I think that you would shoot me,” Asa said.
Stridor nodded slightly. “I understand.”
              “I’m not buying this incentive-talk. I think that your incentive will be to kill the thing that you perceive as a threat, which is me.”
              “That’s not true, Asa, but I understand your position.”
              “Do you really want to continue on with me? You don’t want to kill me?”
              “I don’t want to kill you.”
              Now Asa was smiling. “There’s only one way that I’m willing to do that. You’re not going to like it, but if you’re being honest about all this incentive-talk, you’ll do it.”
              “Let’s hear it.”
              “If either of us really has an incentive not to kill the other person, it’s me,” Asa began. “I need you to get to Noah—he wouldn’t meet me without you. Without meeting Noah, I won’t be able to find Robert King. I also need you to get back to the Academy. I don’t know how to work your tablet to confuse the guards. I also can’t fly back, and I think that it would be difficult for me to mend my wing without your help.”
              Stridor’s eyes flickered up, as though he were thinking for a moment. They then fell and met Asa’s.
              “Do you agree that my incentives are more dire?”
              Stridor didn’t answer. 
              “If I die, your chances of killing Robert King and returning to the Academy diminish. If you die, my chances don’t just diminish, they go to zero. I have no chance of killing Robert King without Noah. I have no chance of returning to the Academy without your help.”
              “I can see that,” Stridor said.
              “And you agree that neither of us has a moral aversion to killing the other?”
              “Certainly.”
              “One of us has to have power in this situation,” Asa said. “I think that the safest way to determine who gets the power is to give it to the person who has the biggest incentive not to abuse it. That’s me. So here is the deal. You are going to release your grip on the firearm, slowly. Then, raise your left hand into the air. The next thing that you are going to do is back away ten paces. Then you throw the lighter so that it lands safely at my feet. The next thing that you do is go get a water bottle and throw it towards me so that I can clean off the gasoline. Then we leave, and we don’t kill the guy.”
              Stridor regarded Asa for a moment. His face became a blank mask and Asa couldn’t tell what he was thinking. His cheek twitched. Finally, he smiled. Asa hadn’t noticed it before, but the teeth on the left side of Stridor’s mouth were covered in blood. His long, slender fingers released the grip on the gun. Then, just as Asa had asked, Stridor backed up, threw the lighter at Asa, and then threw him a bottle of water. Asa unscrewed the cap and upended it over his head. The liquid was cold and he poured slowly, trying to get as much gasoline off as possible. He wasn’t able to remove all of it, and by the time he was done, his teeth were chattering, but the gasoline smell wasn’t as strong.
              Is Stridor really going to listen to my plan? Asa wondered. Is he really going to be okay with giving me all of the power? That didn’t seem like Stridor; this was the same person that had pointed a gun at Asa and forced him to keep going after he had been attacked by King Wolves. Although if he’s planning something, I don’t see what it is. He’s given me the lighter, he’s allowed me to clean the gas off of myself, and I am the one holding the gun.
              Still, Stridor was too smart and too emotionally cold to be trusted. I’ll have to keep an eye on him. It’s possible that he’s backing down now but waiting for a better chance to kill me. We’ll have to sleep sometime.
“I think that you’re right,” Stridor said. “You having the power makes the most sense. You couldn’t make it without me, and so I can trust you. If we run into trouble, though, I’m counting on you not to hesitate with the handgun.”
              Asa nodded.
              “The only thing that I have a problem with is not killing the red head. He’s already dead.”
              Asa kept the handgun pointed at Stridor, but he averted his eyes to look at the person that had wrecked his ATV. A puddle of blood was forming around his head. There was a red, circular puncture wound under his chin.
              Stridor pulled on the dead man’s jeans and spoke. “You shot him after I kicked dirt up in the air.”
              “Oh,” Asa said. I thought that that was your blood I saw spray into the air.
Stridor then pulled on the green John Deere shirt. It was snug on him, and barely came down to the top of his jeans, whereas it had been slightly baggy on the man that was now dead in the clearing with them. For some reason, it made Asa feel uneasy about not knowing the redhead’s name. Stridor then took stock of their supplies. Luckily, both ATVs tanks of gas were three-quarters full and the canister on the back of Asa’s was still half full. Neither Asa nor Stridor knew how far the off-road vehicles could go per gallon, but they agreed to simply ride until they were out of gas. Stridor at first wanted them to siphon the gas from one of the ATVs into a plastic canister and then they could both ride on one of the four wheelers. Logistically, this was a good idea. Asa wasn’t willing to ride that close to Stridor, though. Stridor rolled the dead man’s ATV right-side up and took that one. Asa took the one that belonged to ‘Reggie,’ the corpse’s friend who was now presumably a Multiplier.
              As Asa sat down on the four-wheeler, he looked behind him at all times, making sure that Stridor didn’t try to charge him. The four-wheeler bounced beneath Asa’s weight and he picked his feet up and rested them on the panels. Stridor stared at him, holding onto the handlebars. “Go ahead,” Stridor said.
              “No, you first,” Asa said. He motioned with the gun.
              Stridor’s eyes narrowed.
              “I get the power, remember? I’m the one with no incentive to kill you,” Asa said. “So I want to be behind you.”
              “You don’t trust me?” Stridor said, smiling sarcastically. He still had the blood on his teeth.
              “Not at all,” Asa said without humor.
              Stridor started up the ATV, punched the gas, and passed Asa. Asa clicked the safety on the side of the gun and holstered it in the neck of his suit, so that it was sandwiched in between his suit and his skin. He then turned the key, hit the throttle, and followed Stridor.
              Asa had had a friend growing up that lived on a farm and had ATVs. He hadn’t ridden one, though, in nearly ten years and was surprised at how well the vehicle handled. The suspension made Asa only bounce slightly as he ran over roots and mounds of dirt. The four-wheel drive made it so that they could drive over saturated areas of mud without getting stuck. Asa stayed fifteen feet back from Stridor so Stridor’s tires didn’t sling mud back on him.
              They rode in between the trees for the next ten minutes. While they were in the forest, they didn’t dare go faster than fifteen miles per hour because of a fear that they would lose control and wreck. The motors whined loudly beneath them, and Asa wondered if Multipliers were around to hear.
              Ten minutes into the drive, Stridor led them up a steep embankment that was about twenty feet high. What’s on top—railroad tracks? Asa followed, gripping the rubber on the handlebars hard and leaning forward as the ATV ran up the incline so that he would not roll backwards. Stridor saved me once already when the King Wolves attacked me. I don’t think he would come back for me if I wrecked the ATV now, though. He gripped the seat by squeezing his legs together and pushed the metal throttle. He underestimated the four-wheeler’s speed and flew up the incline too quickly. When he reached the top, the vehicle jumped a couple feet into the air before bouncing and then landing atop a dirt road. A smile broke out onto Asa’s face as he saw that the road stretched out in front of them.
              Stridor never said anything about a road, he thought. He could see Stridor losing him in the moonlight. He was fifty yards away from Asa and gaining distance. I guess he wants to pick up the pace now that we’ve found flat ground. Asa gripped the handlebars, leaned forward, and pushed the throttle down all the way. He felt like he was shot out of a cannon. The ATV lurched forward, large tires kicking up dirt behind him. Wind shot past his face at an incredible speed. The ground zoomed by beneath him. He didn’t have a speedometer, but he estimated that he must be going over fifty miles per hour.
              Is that possible?
              He didn’t know how fast four wheelers could go, but fifty sounded right.
              Each of the ATV’s had a pair of small headlights on the front that shone out in front of them. Asa’s were on, but up on the road, they weren’t necessary. The path was high up, with embankments on either side. The elevation stopped the trees from blocking too much of the moonlight and starlight from reaching the ground, and Asa’s surroundings were lit in silvery light.
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Noah
 
              The night grew colder and Asa became hungrier. The whine of the ATVs and the air flying past Asa’s face became monotonous. The road never changed. It wasn’t a highway—or at least, Asa didn’t think that it was a highway. All the highways he had ever seen were paved, not dirt roads. Highways also had signage, which this road did not have.
He also thought, unlike at first, that it couldn’t be someone’s private road. He didn’t have a clock, and he didn’t know how fast they were traveling and so it was impossible to calculate exactly how far they had gone. He watched the gas needle lower down to a quarter of a tank over a course of time that felt between one and two hours. Even though I can’t calculate it, my gut tells me that we’ve gone more than fifty miles. We’ve been going fast for a long time. Could someone’s private road be that long? Asa felt the wind blowing through his hair, which was now completely dry. It had an oily feel from the traces of gasoline still in it and was clumping together. The right side of his lip was swollen from where Stridor had hit him. He could feel a knot forming on the back of his head where he had smacked it against the tree trunk. It hadn’t hurt when the injury occurred, probably as a result of adrenaline, but now it was thumping and swollen, like a tiny heart had formed there. After considering, he supposed that it would be reasonable for this to be someone’s private road. In a normal state, that would be rare, but this was Alaska, the least densely populated of them all. He considered some more. This could also be a back road in some national park. Asa didn’t know if there was a national park in the Southwest region of Alaska, but considered it to be a possibility.
              As he watched the dirt pass beneath him, a strange thought occurred to him. This is the first time I’ve driven since Harold Kensing pulled me over. It’s been about a year since I’ve driven anything.
              He remembered that night, holding the leather steering wheel of his dead mother’s Volvo. I had just thought I was going out on a pleasant drive to clear my head some. Then the cop car had come up behind him and pulled him over. I had thought that that was the worst it could get. Now, he was zooming over Alaska with a murderous companion on ATVs that belonged to a dead man and a man who was no longer a man but was now a monster. Asa had wings, one of which was injured, and his DNA had been thoroughly manipulated. There was a clan of mutated monsters that lived in something called the Hive that wanted him dead. It got much worse.
              He kept driving, following Stridor’s ATV and taking the gentle curves of the road while in a trance. He was deep in thought and his hands worked automatically as he sped over the ground.
              It isn’t all bad, though. He compared his life at the Academy to the life he had had before. Being a mutant is disturbing at times (like when my wings first broke through my skin), but it’s a lot of fun. I can fly now, which I love doing. I also don’t have to steal food from my dead neighbors’ pantries anymore, or eat a diet that mostly consists of things sold at gas stations with long shelf lives. I eat steak, chicken, fresh salads and always have enough food to fill me up. I also now get to receive a great education, whereas before I didn’t know if I would be able to finish high school. The best things of all, though, are the friends that I have. There are likeminded people all around the Academy. I have friends. I’m not lonely anymore.
              He thought of the Academy as Conway described it would be, if Robert King were dead. I would still have all of those good things, but it wouldn’t be as lethal. I could count on my friends being there next semester and would not have to worry about them dying in some messed up competition the Boss invents. Without realizing it, he pushed the gas slightly harder and began to travel faster. He felt a rejuvenated sense of purpose. I have to kill him. I need to kill the Boss.
              One of the reasons that he trusted Stridor was that killing Robert King would help them both out so much. I believe that Stridor wants him dead and I believe that he needs me. He looked at the back of Stridor’s hairless head as he rode up behind him. Why else would he go through all this trouble to lead me out here?
              He was then struck by an idea that made him feel as though someone had just thrown a bucket of ice water on him. He hitched in a breath.
              He could be turning me over to Multipliers. They could have contacted him through the internet. They could have offered him a reward for turning me in.
              Or, maybe this Noah person is a Multiplier but Stridor doesn’t know it. Asa looked around at the Alaskan land that surrounded him. They want to find me so badly—why did I ever agree to leave the safety of the Academy?
              He kept driving, and these thoughts disturbed him. In the end, he had a gut feeling that Noah was a real person who wanted to help them and that Stridor didn’t have a deal with Multipliers. Still the nagging in the back of his mind persisted. It’s hard to imagine some guy just stumbling upon the Academy’s intranet, isn’t it? In the end, he dismissed these fears, not because he didn’t think that they were justified, but because he couldn’t do anything about them. It would be impossible for him to return to the Academy without Stridor, and Stridor wasn’t returning until Robert King was dead.
 
              Stridor kept his tablet on his lap as he drove and every so often Asa would see it light up as Stridor pressed on it. He assumed that Stridor was checking the GPS or a compass to make sure that they were going the right way. Ten minutes after Asa had resigned himself to shelve his fears and keep going, Stridor’s tablet lit up and he slowed his ATV to a stop. The road was lower here, and they had come out of the forest and onto open plains. To their right, in the South, they could see the moonlight shimmering on the dark ocean. 
              Asa stopped beside Stridor. He didn’t point the gun at him, but he took it out of the neck of his suit and held it in his hand. “What’s up?” he asked.
              Stridor was staring at the illuminated screen. “That’s it,” he said. He pointed to a dark spot on the edge of the water; a large hill was behind it, casting the area in shadows.
              “That’s what?” Asa asked.
              “Chignik.”
              Asa’s eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t see a town there, Stridor. You said that this person lived in a town. I don’t see any lights.”
              “I don’t suppose you would expect to, either. In this post Wolf Flu era, there’s probably only about three hundred people living there, and it’s nearly one in the morning. The whole town is asleep.” He looked down at the tablet again, tapping certain spots. “We’ll go a little further and then we need to ditch the ATVs and walk. We don’t want to bring any unwanted attention to ourselves.”
              Stridor locked the tablet, put it in his bag, and they continued on. They rode for a mile or so before driving the ATVs into a creek bed and turning off the ignitions. It was good timing. They would have needed to refuel soon had they not reached their destination. Then, they began to walk towards the dark spot at the bottom of the hill. The water was calm and the skies were partly cloudy. It was hard to believe that just a few hours ago it had been storming so hard.
              “Let’s try to stick to the shadows,” Stridor said. “If someone sees a suit like yours, they’ll be curious and they might come out to ask questions.”
              “You’re right. We need to find some clothes for me while we’re here. It would also be good if we could suture up my wing.”
              “Maybe Noah will have something,” Stridor replied.
              They walked on. As they grew closer, the town became visible. Asa could see small buildings by the shore, and a dock sticking out into the water. They came to a road that had a sign declaring that it was “Main Street.” Here, they passed a log cabin. It was two stories and had a porch swing out front. There was a sign above the door that read, “Jo-Jo’s Seafood;” the sign was crooked and looked as though it had been hand-painted. 
They walked past a gas station with all of its lights off. Asa stared inside the big glass windows and saw aisles of shelves with candy and gum sitting on top of them. In the back there were refrigerators with sodas, plastic containers of milk and sports drinks inside. There was a counter, behind which were various tobacco products and lottery tickets. Asa wondered at the fact that he used to see places like this every day. After a year of being in the Academy, they seemed foreign to him. He studied a beer advertisement that had a cold can sitting in a bucket of ice with great interest.
They passed “Tom’s Produce,” which looked like a produce stand run out of a person’s house. The structure was red brick and had a driveway with a pickup truck parked atop it. On the front lawn, beneath a large wooden overhang, there were wicker baskets with fruits and vegetables inside of them atop tables that were bolted into the concrete. There were cucumbers, strawberries, blueberries, turnips and tomatoes. The baskets had plastic signs detailing how much everything cost. There was a mason jar on the middle table with the words, “Pay Here Please,” written on it. There were wrinkled bills and coins at the bottom of the jar. I guess that the people here are pretty trustworthy. One of the baskets of turnips had blown across the lawn in the storm earlier, and the money jar was a quarter full of water; the bills were soaked and sticking to the bottom.
              “We need to find a church,” Stridor said. “That’s where we will meet Noah.”
              Asa didn’t say anything. His mouth was dry. He let out an echolocation cry and saw nothing out of the ordinary. The streets were deserted. They turned left, heading down Apache Street. There were no stoplights, only stop signs to direct traffic at the intersections. Asa felt like their feet were making too much noise; the town was eerily quiet. “There,” Asa said, pointing further inland. “The church is that way.” He saw a cross atop a steeple against the purple sky.
              It took them five minutes to reach the church. They still hadn’t heard so much as a dog barking when they arrived. Asa was on edge.
              The church was tall and wooden. It was white, but looked as though it hadn’t been painted in ten years. The paint was peeling in places, revealing soaked wood. The lawn and flowerbeds were muddy. The roof was an upside down “V” with a large metal cross surmounted on top.
              Stridor stopped on the pavement and looked around. Asa let out an echolocation cry. He couldn’t detect anyone in the vicinity. “Do you think that Noah is awake?” Asa asked.
              “Yeah. I estimated that we would arrive at one-thirty. My guess was pretty close.” He took out his tablet and tapped on it with his slender fingers. He held it up and away from Asa so that Asa couldn’t see the screen. Asa didn’t like this. He clicked the safety off of the handgun.
              Stridor locked the tablet and looked around.
              “Now what?”
              Stridor sighed. He readjusted his backpack. “Now we wait.”
              They sat beneath the overhang at the front of the church with their backs against one of the side walls. They were in dark shadows, which made Asa feel more comfortable. Now that he wasn’t active, he began to feel cold and tired again. He heard Stridor’s stomach growl. Hopefully Noah will feed us.
              The screen on Stridor’s tablet lit up. He unlocked the tablet and looked at it for a moment, and then he looked around. He had tensed some.
              “Is something wrong?” Asa asked.
              “He sees us. He described what we’re wearing. I can’t see him, though,” Stridor said, looking into town.
              “Can you smell him?” Asa asked.
              “No. Maybe if he were the only human around I could, but there are hundreds of people living here. I won’t be able to distinguish his smell from the others.”
              Asa shot an echolocation call in the direction that Stridor was looking. His echo did not return with any interesting information.
              Stridor’s tablet vibrated. “New message,” he said. “Look at this.” He tilted the tablet to Asa so that he could see their correspondences. This made Asa feel better.
 
SMAN (12:59:47 AM): At the church
NOAH (01:04:12 AM): I see you. You never said you were so tall. I assume that’s Asa Palmer with you. I see that you couldn’t find a John Deere shirt for him, too. Maybe we can remedy that. I want what I request or the deal is off. If you truly are Academy students, have Asa fly to the top of the church and stand on the roof.
 
              “What do I say?” Stridor asked.
              “I can’t fly up there, my wing is still injured.”
              “I know.”
              “Just explain the situation,” Asa whispered. “Tell him that I’m hurt.” 
              Stridor leaned his head back against the wall. “I’m just anxious that if I say you’re hurt he’ll call it quits.”
              “Why?”
              “He’s weird like that. I told you, he’s very anxious about us coming. He’s an odd individual.” Stridor paused. “Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll tell him that you will stand in the moonlight and show your wings. Then you will retract them and climb up the side of the building. That will display your strength. I think that, even though he’s logged onto the Academy’s intranet he wants to make sure that this isn’t some kind of a hoax or something. He wants to see that we’re the real deal.”
              “That’s fine,” Asa said.
              Stridor typed for a moment then sent his message. Noah responded promptly.
 
SMAN (01:06:12 AM): Asa has a hurt wing. He can stand out in the moonlight and show you that his wing is hurt and then he can climb to the top of the church, if you like. He can’t fly, though, due to injury.
NOAH (01:06:40 AM): I want what I request.
 
              Stridor cussed. Asa looked up and saw that he was sweating. “This isn’t good,” Stridor said.
              “What does he expect?” Asa said. “He can’t be this paranoid! There’s nothing that we can do about it!”
              “I think that he won’t help us out. I know that he’s being unreasonable. I told you, he’s a weird guy. He’s so secretive, and he’s so serious and methodical about making sure we are who we say we are.”
              Stridor’s tablet vibrated. He had a new message. Both Asa and Stridor read it.
 
NOAH (01:07:05 AM): I want what I request.
 
              Stridor sighed and typed out a response. “I don’t know if this will work,” he said, “but we don’t have another option.”
 
SMAN (01:08:01 AM): I want to give you what you request, but it’s simply impossible. I can fly to the top of the church if you like.
NOAH (01:08:04 AM): Do it.
 
              Stridor obeyed at once. He stood up, clutching the tablet in his hand and walked down the steps in the front of the church and out into the moonlight. Asa watched him. Knob-like protrusions poked at the fabric of his shirt until it was stretched taut.
              Asa smiled. He forgot that he’s not wearing a suit that automatically opens when he extracts his wings.
              Stridor took off his backpack and then his shirt, leaving them on the ground. He kept hold of his tablet and then shot his wings out. They spanned about ten feet to either side of him. The top portion of each wing was rigid, thick, and bony. Beneath these regions there were membranous parts that were semi transparent. They had veins running through them. Asa tried to see this from the viewpoint of someone that had never seen wings before. Those don’t look like a trick, Asa thought. If those don’t convince him, nothing will.
              Stridor then began to flap and the grass around him waved in the wind he created. The puddles beneath him rippled and he slowly lifted off the ground and out of sight. A moment later, Asa heard his feet land on the roof. There was a pause where nothing happened. Asa stared into the night, trying to find Noah but seeing no one. The town appeared completely deserted. Finally, Stridor jumped off the roof and parachuted down with his wings. He picked up his shirt, tugged it on, and then slung the backpack around one shoulder. “C’mon, he wants us to walk this way.” He pointed towards the hill.
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              “That’s our only instruction?” Asa asked. “Walk this way?”
              “For now.”
              “This is creeping me out,” Asa whispered. He spoke quietly because he didn’t want Noah to hear him. He didn’t understand how Noah could see them without being seen and so he didn’t discount the possibility that the guy could be listening in.
              “Me too.”
              Asa went on. “I’m also still concerned about what you told me he said earlier, about how it wasn’t as much of a coincidence as it seemed that he lived close to the Academy. At first I kind of shrugged this off as weird. Now, it makes me worried that he could be a rogue graduate, or a Multiplier.”
              Stridor looked down at Asa. His busted lip had scabbed over and was even more swollen than before. It looked painful. “Or maybe the Academy itself set up this trap,” he said. “They trapped Conway. It’s possible that they could trap us.” He hardly showed it—Stridor was always relatively serious—but Asa could detect fear in his eyes. Whatever I may be scared of happening, I don’t think that Stridor is in on it. He looks genuinely frightened. He’s not that good of an actor.
              They entered the dark gloom of the forest at the base of the hills. They walked a couple hundred yards and then Stridor stopped and typed out a new message. It got a quick response. 
 
SMAN (01:12:05 AM): We’re in the forest.
NOAH (01:12:17 AM): I know. Keep walking.
 
              They obeyed. As they got further away from Apache and Main Street and all of the buildings, Asa began to feel more uneasy. Noah could shoot us and no one in that sleepy town would come out this far to investigate the source of the gunshots. He tightened his grip on Stridor’s firearm. The safety was still off.
              Stridor’s tablet vibrated and lit up.
 
NOAH (01:13:59 AM): Have Asa put the gun in the backpack. Zip it up and then fling it out in front of you, too far away to reach. Then, interlock your fingers behind your heads and get to your knees. I’ll be there soon.
 
              “I really don’t like this,” Asa said. “But we don’t have a choice.” He took the backpack from Stridor, deposited the handgun inside, and tossed it out in front of them. It tumbled end over end in the air before landing next to a tree trunk. Stridor and Asa got to their knees. Stridor kept the messaging application on the tablet and set it down in front of him, so that he could see if they got a new message. Then the two of them interlocked their fingers behind their heads.
              Asa could feel the blood pumping in his head. He was weary and exhausted. He let out echolocation calls every few seconds to make sure that no one snuck up behind them. 
              They sat like that for a long while. The ground was damp. Water leaked through the suit fabric that covered Asa’s knees, making them wet. His arms began to grow numb. He let out echolocation call after echolocation call, but saw nothing.
              After about fifteen minutes, Stridor spoke. “I smell something,” he said.
              “What?” Asa asked. “A person?”
              Keeping his hands behind his head, Stridor sniffed the air again. He took in a few deep snorts of air before exhaling. “I…I don’t know. It’s… different.”
              “A Multiplier?” Asa whispered. His mouth was dry.
              Stridor shook his head. “No, different than that, too. It’s a person for sure. Maybe they have a dog with them or something, though. Something is making the odor weird.”
              Asa let out an echolocation cry, and this time he did detect something out of the ordinary. It was coming up from behind him, and the figure was very different than the forty-year-old man that Asa expected Noah to be. Could this be someone else?
              The person approaching was approximately four and a half feet tall. It wore pants that fit like pajama pants, a long sleeved shirt, and a cloth covering on its head that had a slit revealing eyes. If Asa had been looking at the person, he wouldn’t have been able to see the eyes because they were in shadow, but with echolocation, shadows didn’t matter. The eyes were deeply set and surrounded by wrinkles. Echolocation was also good at discerning textures; Asa could tell that the texture of this person’s skin was strange. It was thicker than a normal person’s (or any person that Asa had ever met) and covered sparsely in fine little hairs.
              Asa let out a series of echolocation calls so that he could get information about the person’s gait.
              The person had large feet. Through the echo, Asa saw the raised Nike symbol on the outside of the person’s shoes. That must be a size twelve, at least! Seeing this made the hairs on the back of Asa’s neck stand up. People who are four and a half feet tall usually don’t need shoes that large. The person had a gun holster around his or her thigh; the holster was empty; the person was holding the firearm in front of them, ready to use it if necessary. The hands are huge, too! They’re probably as big as Stridor’s.
              Asa was just about to tell Stridor that an armed individual had approached them from behind when the person spoke. The voice was high, but the person spoke from the bottom of their throat, like prepubescent boys will sometimes do to make them sound more like adult men. The person spoke fast.
              “Stridor and Asa, I am behind you. My name is Noah. Do not move. You don’t need to be afraid if you listen to me. Do not move. I am about to come around and stand in front of you. Do not move. I have a gun in my hand but will not shoot if you do not move. Do not move.”
              Asa used his echolocation to watch as Noah sidestepped in a wide circle around them. He kept the weapon pointed at them as he moved, and soon he was standing next to the backpack, in their line of sight.
              What Asa’s echolocation had not been able to detect was that Noah’s clothes were all the same color—black. He’s wearing a ninja outfit, Asa thought. It was unnerving not to be able to see more of his face than just a slit where his eyes were. Noah kept the gun pointed at them with his left hand while he bent down and picked up the backpack with his right hand. He slung it onto his back with ease. He looks athletic.
              “I am your friend unless you betray me,” Noah said. “If you betray me, I will kill you. Do you understand Stridor?”
              “Yes.” Stridor said.
              “Do you understand, Asa?”
              “Yes.”
              “Has anyone followed you?”
              “No.”
              “No.”
              “Okay. I will know soon enough. If someone has followed you, I will allow you to stand up now and leave. Once we get to my house, the punishment for a betrayal of this kind will be your lives. There will be no room for bartering. Understood?”
              “Yes.”
              “Yes.”
              “Now stand, Stridor. Come and shake my hand.”
              Stridor obeyed at once. Noah came up to the bottom of Stridor’s chest. Stridor walked over to Noah and they shook hands that were roughly the same size.
              “Now you, Asa.”
              Asa obeyed. Noah’s hand was rough, and the joints were large and knobby. His hand was bigger than Asa’s.
              Noah’s shoulders relaxed some after he had shaken both of their hands. It was as though doing this meant that both Asa and Stridor were now safe. “Now the two of you will follow me to my house. Before we get there, however, I must warn you, my Grump-Grumps is much more nervous about the two of you coming than I ever was. I told him that I could make sure that you two would bring no harm to our household. I promised. So here are the rules: One, do not make any sudden movements. Two, you must obey Grump-Grumps and me at all times. Three, you must answer any questions the first time that they are asked, in a direct manner, and you must never lie. Do these things and you should be fine. Let’s be off.”
              Noah then turned and began to run. He was able to move so quickly over the ground that Asa immediately thought—mutant. A normal human could not run that fast so fluidly.
              Asa and Stridor took off after him.
              The three of them ran over forest terrain, dodging in and out of trees. I think that this is going well, all things considered, Asa thought. This person is certainly strange, but if he was going to kill us, he could have done it already.
              Unless he’s leading me to Multipliers that want to capture me and run tests on me. Why won’t he show his face? Why is he wearing a ninja costume? What is he?
              After half a mile, they came to a halt with Noah in the lead. Noah had taken them to a clearing that could not be seen from the town. Tall pine trees surrounded it at every angle. In the middle of the clearing, there was a house. It was the size of a small barn—made of wood and roughly two stories tall with a slanting roof. The entire structure was raised onto stilts—you had to walk up stairs and onto a deck to reach the front porch. There were three plastic lawn chairs on the deck. There were two windows on the first story of the house, and one on the second story. Golden light from lamps came out of all three of these, glowing through lace curtains that prevented Asa from being able to see what was inside.
              An enormously fat Rottweiler was standing on the lawn. He had a harness on that was clipped to a twenty foot chain that wrapped around one of the steps leading up to the deck. The dog looked like he would weigh about one hundred twenty pounds when healthy; in actuality, he probably weighed one hundred sixty pounds.
              “Carlton, hush!” Noah said.
              Carlton, the Rottweiler, was barking madly at the sight of Asa and Stridor. He was pulling on his chain, his eyes bulging and bloodshot, and showing his teeth as he barked. Foam fell from his lips onto the muddy floor.
              “Carlton, look at me!” Noah said. He put his fist in the middle of his forehead. Immediately, the dog’s eyes moved from Asa and Stridor to regard his master. “Hush,” Noah said. The dog’s eyes then returned to Asa and Stridor, but he did not bark again.
              “I’m sorry,” Noah said, addressing his guests. “Carlton has just never seen anyone like you and so he’s frightened.”
              “Anyone like us?” Asa asked. “You mean white?”
              “What?” Noah started to giggle. He grabbed his belly and bent over with it. The laughter was so genuine that Asa couldn’t help but smile. “No! Not white! People—people, you know?”
              Stridor and Asa looked at each other. “We don’t know,” Stridor said.
              Noah slowly stopped laughing and cocked his head. “Are you messing with me?” he asked. His voice regained that robotic tone from before. “We are friends.”
              “No, I’m not messing with you. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Stridor said.
              “You haven’t figured out what I am?” Noah asked.
              Asa and Stridor both shook their heads.
              Noah began laughing again. He grabbed his belly as he cackled. It took him a long time to regain his composure and when he did, he sat up straight and wiped his eyes by pushing his fingers through the slit in his ninja costume. “I can’t believe it! People are fun! I like you two! I haven’t seen anyone besides Grump-Grumps and Bagel in years. It’s fun to see new people—I think that their unpredictability heightens this. I assumed that you knew, Stridor, but didn’t want to ask me over the web.”
              Stridor shook his head.
              “I’m a David,” Noah said. “So is Grump-Grumps and Bagel.”
              Asa had slightly suspected this as a possibility. When the words came out of Noah’s mouth, he felt like a child realizing that school is cancelled because of snow. Beside him, Stridor covered his mouth and said, “Oh.”
              “Come on,” Noah said. “Remember what I said—no sudden movements around Grump-Grumps.”
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              Asa and Stridor followed the David wearing a ninja costume across the lawn. Carlton backed away from them as they passed, frightened. He did not bark again.
              Asa felt the mud sucking at his feet. He felt as though he were in a daze. He had been looking forward to this moment since the end of last semester, when the machine that imitated his father told him to seek out the Davids.
              This meeting could be incredibly instrumental in helping us with the war against the Multipliers. I came here hoping that Noah could merely help us find Robert King—if we can make an ally of this David that would be more beneficial than any information we could gain.
              Asa tried to remember all he had learned about Davids. They’re smart. Or, to be more specific, some people think that they’re smart. My father did. He thought that their intellectual abilities surpassed those of humans. Because Robert King keeps a pet David, it seems that he does, too. There are some, however, who disagree with the viewpoint that Davids are incredibly smart—such as Conway.
              As Asa stepped up the creaking stairs, he felt giddy. He was looking forward to getting to make his own decision about the creatures.
              He had had a few encounters with Davids before, but not enough to get a good impression of them. During the previous semester, he had found some of them tied up with their throats cut behind Mount Two. Though he hadn’t been able to talk with these, he had learned that they wore clothes. One of them had been wearing a tiara and lipstick. This showed that they had a human-like desire to be beautiful, as well as a human-like ability to find pretty things and use them to alter their appearance. Then Asa had come in contact with the Davids in the Arctic Forest in front of Fishie Mountain while on a run with his Winggame teammates. Those things (Asa was still having trouble with what to call them in his mind; they were chimps, but they were also mutated to be more human-like. He was following a David that was smarter than himself, and had done very human-like things such as put on clothes, live in a house, and had the ability to talk) had looked more like gorillas than chimps, and had given Asa a picture of his father. Then, there was Jaime, Robert King’s intelligent pet that spoke by using a strange machine-collar he wore around his neck.
              As Asa thought about all of these examples, he looked at the form of the thing that was wearing the ninja costume. He’s walking on two legs, Asa thought. His eyebrows creased. He felt curious and anxious as he realized this. All of the other Davids that I’ve seen walk on four legs—or they at least are knuckle-walkers. Does this mean that Noah is not a David? Asa didn’t think so. No human is four and a half feet tall with hands as large as Stridor’s. Asa looked at the long-jointed fingers and the neatly trimmed fingernails beneath the ninja sleeve. Those hands look like that of a hairless chimp’s.
              Noah reached the door, put his hand on the knob, and turned around. “I’m going to go inside first,” he said. “Stay out here, be quiet, and don’t go anywhere. I need to tell Grump-Grumps that you’re here.”
              Without waiting for a response, Noah opened the door only enough so that he could slip inside and then he went in. He shut the door quickly, leaving Asa and Stridor standing there alone. In the quick moment that the door was open, Asa had seen a sliver of the inside of the house. He had seen a window on the side of the house, a refrigerator, and wooden cabinets built into the wall. It looks like a normal human’s house from what I can see.
              “You know what Davids are, right?” Asa asked Stridor. He knew that Stridor had access to the Academy’s intranet, but didn’t know what all Stridor had learned in his research.
              “Yeah,” Stridor said. “They’re primate-hybrids.”
              Asa didn’t know exactly what that meant, so he said his understanding of what the creatures were out loud. “Yeah, chimps that have been modified to be smarter.”
              Stridor shrugged. “They’re also human’s that have been modified.”
              “What do you mean?” Asa whispered. “Humans? I think you don’t understand it right. They’re chimps. Jaime, Robert King’s chimp, is a David.”
              “Yeah, the definition of a David is a primate hybrid. So it’s just a primate mixed with another primate. Albeit, most of the time they are mixed with humans.”
              “What?” Asa asked.
              “Just like the raccoons that clean our houses—they’re human hybrids.”
              “What?” Asa asked again, louder this time.
              “Quiet,” Stridor said. “We don’t want to disturb Grump-Grumps.” He smiled at the name. “You didn’t know that? You didn’t know that the Academy makes a lot of human hybrids?”
              “No,” Asa said.
              “What did you think the polar bears at the cafeteria were?”
              “I just thought that they were, you know, altered to be intelligent. Just like we’re altered to be stronger.” Asa felt nauseous. He could hear whispered voices inside. He heard Noah’s boy-like voice and then a sound coming from someone that sounded like a very large, older man.
              “You can’t just alter something’s DNA and make it smarter!” Stridor said. He paused. “Well, I guess that you could, but it would be very difficult. The code that nature writes in our DNA is much too complicated for anyone to make out of thin air.”
              “Conway said that my father…”
              “Conway is a liar,” Stridor said. “He doesn’t trust you with information. That’s what I think, at least.”
              Asa felt anger flash in his chest towards Stridor. He glared at him. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about! Asa thought. He crossed his arms and stood shivering for a moment, angry with his companion. After a moment he realized that Stridor was probably right. Conway had a history of misrepresenting facts to him. Conway doesn’t trust me completely.
              “I still don’t understand how the Academy can alter our DNA to make us stronger, but the scientists can’t manually alter the DNA to make animals smarter,” Asa said.
              Stridor smiled. “You don’t know what you are, Asa,” he said.
              Asa looked at him. His scars contrasted greatly with his white skin in the golden light that shone through the curtains. His eyes twinkled in the way they often did when he thought something was funny. “What do you mean?” Asa asked. “Stop beating around the bush with me—I want answers.”
              “I’m not trying to beat around the bush with you,” Stridor said. “I’m just honestly continuously confused at how little you know. The Academy doesn’t write DNA for anything, even simple mutations. It’s too risky. They have samples to draw upon instead. How much stronger are you than a normal human, per square inch of muscle, Asa?”
              “I’m six times as strong,” Asa said.
              “Do you know what animal is six times as strong as a normal human, per square inch of muscle?”
              Asa shook his head.
              “Chimps,” Stridor said, smiling. “One hundred fifty pound chimps can literally throw themselves from branch to branch with just their arms. It’s possible to calculate the force with which they can climb, measure the size of their muscles and see that per square inch of muscle they are much stronger than humans. Every one of us that has been given a strength boost is now partly a chimpanzee. The Academy injects you with a virus that takes the DNA that controls your strength and replaces it with chimp DNA.”
              Asa stood thinking for a second.
              “People—your father included—have tried to write DNA from scratch before. It’s too hard to do. It typically has lethal consequences. They find that it’s easier to steal DNA from other animals that nature has written almost perfectly.” 
              “My wings,” Asa said. “They’re like bat wings.”
              Stridor nodded. “Yes, you’re also part bat! And have you ever noticed that every mutation that students receive is something that some type of animal can do.”

              Asa thought of the mutations that he was aware of. Echolocation was something that bats could do. His electrocution ability was something that an eel could do. Stridor’s ability to smell better than other humans was a talent that many different mammals had. There were some talents that were more vague—like Charlotte’s ability to be more flexible. Asa couldn’t pinpoint which animal this had to have come from, but there were plenty of options. Many animals are more flexible than humans.
              “So I’m a David?” Asa asked.
              “Technically, no,” Stridor said. “Only a very small part of your DNA had to be replaced by chimp DNA to give you the strength boosts. Earlier I said that primate-hybrids were Davids. That’s the short definition. The long definition is that at least fifteen percent of a primate’s DNA has to belong to another species of primate for them to qualify as Davids. So, some Davids have fifteen percent ape DNA and eighty five percent human DNA. Others have half one thing and half another. Some have eighty five percent chimp DNA and fifteen percent baboon DNA—these would look a lot like chimps.”
              “I didn’t know that,” Asa said. He looked out at the forest, thinking about how he had thought a moment ago that he might have to teach Stridor what Davids were. I was wrong about that, he thought. He lifted his hand a little and looked at it in the glow from the lights indoors. Am I really part chimpanzee? He squeezed his hand into a fist, watching the muscles on his forearm bundle up. Is that really not human muscle?
              He supposed that Stridor was telling the truth. First off, if all the Academy students really are animal-human hybrids, Stridor would know, given his access to the Academy’s intranet. Secondly, his explanation makes sense; I don’t know a lot about genetics, but it seems reasonable that it would be easier to steal genetic code from certain animals than to make it out of thin air.
              A thought then crossed his mind. He recalled the switch that happened to his perception of Buster, his raccoon, sometimes. One moment, I see him as an old man, and then the next he just looks like a raccoon to me.
              Asa’s mind was whirring. He felt like this was so much information to take in at once. “So, you’re telling me that some Davids are eighty five percent human and only fifteen percent chimpanzee.” He paused. “Wait, I thought that humans and chimps were already ninety eight percent identical, genetically.”
              Stridor nodded. “Yeah, so?”
              “So then why is it significant if something is eighty five percent human and fifteen percent something else? They’re already closer than that, genetically, to begin with.”
              “I can see why you had to study so hard last semester,” Stridor said. Asa thought that he had intended it as a passive-aggressive joke. “You’re thinking of this all wrong. Sure, chimpanzee DNA and human DNA is identical in a lot of ways, but rarely in the long strands of DNA will you find portions of code that are exactly alike among the two species. It’s not like that two-percent or so difference is located in one isolated region of the double-helix—it’s all over the place. That all-over-the-place mix of differences has profound consequences when you insert DNA from one species into the other.”
              “Okay, I think I understand,” Asa said. “So, if an animal has eighty-five percent human DNA and fifteen percent chimp DNA, they’ll look a lot like a human, right?”
Stridor shrugged. “I guess it depends on what portion of the DNA is chimp and what portion is human. I would assume that they would look like a human. Why?”
              “Because Noah walks unlike any David that I’ve ever encountered. They’ve always looked much closer to chimps and apes than humans to me.”
              “Maybe the ones you’ve seen have been,” Stridor said.
              “Is that just a coincidence?” Asa asked. “It seems odd to me that just by chance I’ve never come across one that walks upright like Noah. Why do you think that is?”
              “I don’t know,” Stridor said. “But we’re here. You can ask him yourself. Maybe he’ll be more forthcoming with information in person.”
              The doorknob turned, the door opened slightly, and a bar of yellow light fell out onto the porch. Asa could see no one through the crack in the door. “Put your hands on the top of your head and enter,” Noah said from behind the door.
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The Cabin
 
 
              Stridor entered first—his green John Deere shirt looked orange in the light from the house.
We could be walking into a trap, Asa thought. We don’t know these Davids well at all.
              Then he thought: I worry too much. There’s a time and a place for worrying, but it’s not now. Even if I am walking into a trap, I don’t have any other options. I need my wing to be fixed and we need to find out where Robert King is. I also want to learn more about these Davids.
              Before he stepped inside, Asa took one final look back at Carlton, the fat Rottweiler. The black dog had plopped down in the mud and was watching the strangers enter his home. I bet that this is really scary to him. I bet that we look as freaky to him as Noah does to me, with his enormous hands and feet but body that is as short as a child’s.
              Then, Asa put his hands atop his head, as he had been requested to do, and walked inside.
              He stepped into the largest room of the cabin, which was a combined living room and kitchen. There was a hallway in the back left corner that presumably led to bedrooms and a bathroom. The room was well heated; his fingers were numb from the cold outside, and the warmth felt excellent on his skin. Carrots, onions, mushrooms and gravy were cooking on the stove, and the oven was on; it smelled like they were cooking brisket. In addition to this pleasant smell, there was an unpleasant one. It reminded Asa of a litter box, but much stronger. The floor was covered in a thin grey-blue carpet. The walls of the cabin were polished wood, and they were covered with a peculiar series of art. The art was hung sporadically on the tall walls. There were roughly twenty paintings, all done on canvas, and all abstracts. In each of the paintings, the artist had chosen two colors—one was purple and gold, another was red and blue—and thickly painted over the entire canvas to make something that looked like a bicolored tornado. Asa wasn’t an art expert, but he intuitively thought these paintings looked beautiful. There was a strange kind of balance to them. There were two large green sofas and a few armchairs in the middle of the room, sitting atop an expansive, luxurious rug that looked out of place in the quaint cabin. A coffee table was in the middle of the sitting room. Near the kitchen, there were two plastic card tables that had been pushed together to make a bigger table. A hodgepodge of chairs sat around these tables—some were lawn chairs, others looked like they belonged in dining room sets. None of the chairs matched. The table had been set with glass plates, plastic silverware, disposable napkins, and a series of coffee mugs and thermoses that didn’t match. Despite the fact that many of the things on the table did not match, it looked as though someone had put a lot of time and effort into making the table look good. The water glasses were set on the left hand side of each plate. The plastic silverware sat atop the folded disposable napkins that were in front of each plate. 
Noah said that Carlton has never seen anyone like us before. These are three Davids living out in the woods together. It’s possible that we’re the first visitors they’ve had in years.
              Asa felt extremely touched by their effort to make their home appealing, with the dinner made in the middle of the night and the set table.
              “Sorry about the smell,” Noah said. “Grump-Grumps secretes some pheromone that smells awful when he feels threatened.”
              “Oh, shut up!” said a David that was undoubtedly Grump-Grumps. Asa deduced that the other David must be Bagel. Noah was now out of his Ninja costume and Asa could see him. He knew that it was rude to stare, but he couldn’t help it. He had never seen anything like these Davids.
              All three of the Davids in the cabin were more humanlike than any David that Asa had ever seen.
              Bagel sat in the back of the room, atop a lofted bunk. She was about Noah’s size and slender. She had dark brown hair that was very similar to the texture and color that Asa’s mother’s had been. It was thick, and was parted down the middle, leading to two braids that ran onto her shoulders. She wore a blue dress with pink and yellow flowers on it. She watched Asa with her head cocked; she had big blue eyes and her brow was furrowed in a curious expression.
              She thinks that I’m as odd as I think she is, Asa realized.
              The first and most obvious deviation from typical human appearances was her fur. Atop her head, her hair looked completely humanlike; it was about a foot and a half long, and looked as though it grew until it was cut rather than rejuvenating by shedding. Across the rest of her body—covering her face, her arms, and the tops of her feet—was a series of fine, fuzzy, brown hairs. The layer of fur was thinner than a chimp’s would be; Asa could see through the layer of fur and to her skin beneath, which looked entirely humanlike. The skin was soft, pink, and Bagel had freckles covering her nose. Her mouth was a little wide, and her nose seemed to be set high on her face, but other than those oddities and her fur, her face looked like that of an average little girl. Her hands and feet, like Noah’s, were about the size of Stridor’s, even though she was only half his size.
              Asa then looked at Noah. He’s young, was Asa’s first impression. And he’s self-conscious.
               Noah was wearing odd clothes. He wore a neon green hat atop his head, cocked to the left. Below this, he wore a green and yellow striped t-shirt and loud, flamboyant pants that had newspaper cartoon clippings sewn into them. In the time that Asa and Stridor had been standing out on the deck, he had changed from his Nike running shoes into retro Nike basketball shoes; these were neon green and yellow, matching his shirt and hat.
              He looks straight out of the nineties. Why did he change for us? Asa assumed that Noah changing clothes from his ninja outfit was similar to the elaborate meal they had prepared; the Davids didn’t get too much company, and Noah wanted to impress.
              Unlike Bagel, his skin was not covered in fur. His skin was more leathery-looking than a normal human’s. He looked like a boy with an old farmer’s skin. He had auburn hair that could be seen beneath his hat; the haircut was unprofessional and messy-looking. His mouth protruded slightly, so that it was halfway between a chimp’s muzzle and a human’s mouth. His nose was upturned, like chimp noses are, revealing the inside of his nostrils. His eyes, though, were bottle green and very human-like.
              Grump-Grumps looked the oddest, in Asa’s opinion. The only thing that he wore was a pair of overalls; his torso was bare beneath the denim shoulder straps. Asa thought that this was possibly because the overalls were the only things that he could find to fit him. Asa was surprised that any human clothing fit him. He was massive.
              He’s got to be a gorilla-human hybrid, Asa thought. This was evident in a lot of Grump-Grumps’s characteristics. His size was the most obvious. He was taller than Asa and shorter than Stridor, but he looked as though he comfortably outweighed both of them combined. His shoulders were as wide as the front door. His musculature was incredible and intimidating. His deltoids were the size of basketballs, his pectorals were as big around as trashcan lids, and his forearms were bigger than Asa’s thighs. The other thing that made Grump-Grumps look like a gorilla was his head; the back of his skull stretched towards the ceiling like that of a silverback gorilla, and then his skull sloped down from there to his brow. His jaw was protruding and ape-like; Asa was surprised to see that when Grump-Grumps spoke his teeth were big and blocky, like a human’s, rather than being huge pointy triangles, like a gorillas. The other thing that made Grump-Grumps look like a gorilla was his stature. He stood on two legs, like Noah and Bagel, but he was stooped over at the hip, like a gorilla.
              He stared at Asa and Stridor, his long arms hanging in front of him. His lip was stretched with a huge wad of tobacco and he picked up a cup and spat into it. The cup was a plastic solo cup, but it looked like a little girl’s teacup in his hands. His hands were as large as baseball gloves.
              Besides the stature, the head shape, and the incredible musculature, Grump-Grumps looked very human. He had pale, dry skin, and curly white hair atop his head. He did not have fur. He appeared to be experiencing human-like male patterned baldness—his hair was receding and the front top of his head was bald. The back and sides of his hair were covered in white tufts; to Asa it looked to be the consistency of cotton candy. The David’s eyes were green, like Noah’s and this made Asa wonder if they were somehow related. Maybe they are, in a way, half siblings. The human donors of their DNA could be the same, but the gorilla and chimp donors could be different.
              Asa noticed that there was a shotgun leaning against Grump-Grumps’s thigh. The shotgun was a black, tactical weapon with a pistol grip. If there ever had been a metal trigger guard on the gun, it was now removed. I bet that Grump-Grumps wouldn’t be able to fit his finger in a trigger guard that is made for humans.
              “I’m going to be clear with you,” Grump-Grumps said. His voice was even lower than Stridor’s. He spat thickly into his cup and then wiped his mouth with his forearm. He didn’t have fur, exactly, but his forearm was covered in thick white hair; some dark spit stuck inside the hair. “You scare me. I didn’t want you here.” His green eyes flickered from Asa to Stridor and back again.
              Asa and Stridor remained silent. Asa didn’t know how to respond. These people are of a strange culture and species that I don’t understand. They seem paranoid, and I don’t want to say something that inadvertently comes across as a threat.
              He looked around the quaint cabin and considered the situation that these Davids found themselves in. How did they end up in Alaska? How do they get food and supplies? Surely they can’t just go to the store and buy it. They must have developed some system. Asa considered the fact that a lot of Davids lived around the Five Mountains. That must mean that these have escaped. It stands to reason that humans—people that are among the same species as Stridor and I—could have done something to make these Davids feel threatened. It’s even possible that they actually were threatened. If they have a bias against us, it’s probably for good reason.
              Grump-Grumps mouth worked for a moment, as though he were gathering his thoughts. “Now that you’re in here, you should know—the forest around us is being watched.”
              Are there more of you? Asa thought.
              “If you led someone here, we may be captured—that is true. But let it be known that we will kill both of you, even if it means our lives. So, there is the door. If you want to go out, leave. We won’t try to stop you. If you had ill intentions in coming here, this is your only chance to go.”
              Asa and Stridor stayed where they were. I wonder if he would actually let us leave, or if it’s just a test. Maybe if we began walking towards the door he’d fill us with bullet holes.
              After a long pause in which the only sounds were from Grump-Grumps spitting in his cup, the pans sizzling on the stove top, and Grump-Grumps’s loud breathing, Noah laughed uneasily. “Can they put their hands down now?” he asked Grump-Grumps.
              Grump-Grumps glared.
              “Look,” Noah said. “You told me that if I did a proper check on these guys that they could come over. If you have a problem with anything that’s happened so far, I’d like to hear it. Otherwise, we have some work to do.”
              Grump-Grumps spat into his cup, but didn’t say anything.
              “Okay, then,” Noah said. “Asa, Stridor, you can let your hands down now. This is Grump-Grumps, as you probably guessed, and back there is Bagel.”
              Asa let his hands down and shook out his fingers. He still felt apprehensive about talking in this strange scenario. Apparently Stridor did too, because he remained quiet as well.
              “I have so much to ask you two!” Noah said. “I’ve been reading about the Academy for a long time, I don’t even know where to begin!”
              “With all due respect—and believe me, I have a lot of respect for you people, allowing us to enter your beautiful cabin,” Stridor began. Asa thought that this sounded cheesy and forced, but Grump-Grump’s expression softened a bit. “My friend here and I, we are very hungry. As you know, we mutants require a lot of calories to keep going. Perhaps we could begin our discussion over some food.”
              He’s even taking on their speech patterns.
              Noah’s face brightened. His protruding mouth broke out into a smile. “Oh, yeah! I didn’t know what to cook for you guys—we usually just eat food right out of the can, but I thought you might like something cooked.”
              “It looks and smells wonderful,” Stridor said.
              “Not so fast,” Grump-Grumps growled. “You,” he said, pointing at Asa. “What happened to your forearm?”
              Asa looked down at the puncture wounds he had received earlier in the day. The blood had scabbed over some of the wounds, but a few were still gaping, open and dirty. He could still see bits of spongy fat through the skin. “I was bitten by mutated wolves.”
              Grump-Grumps stood still for a moment. Asa guessed that he was being skeptical. “And your wing is injured?”
              “Yes,” Asa said.
              Grump-Grumps grunted. “Go sit down, let me get the first aid kit,” he said, and then stomped off towards the back hallway. His footsteps shook the entire cabin. While this was happening, Bagel stared at them with wide eyes, not saying a word. She held a baby-doll in her hands, and petted its hair as she watched them.
              The Davids were paranoid, but once Asa and Stridor were welcomed into their home, they were very hospitable. Bagel—who couldn’t talk, Asa found out—got their plates for them. She made it clear that they didn’t help, screeching at them when they offered. She brought around the containers of food and dished out large helpings of mashed potatoes and gravy, carrots, and brisket. Grump-Grumps returned with the first aid kit. He had gotten rid of the tobacco in the back.
Asa ate his first plate quickly. He told Noah that the food was delicious, and he wasn’t stretching the truth to be polite; the food really was wonderful.
              They didn’t talk much as they ate—it would have been pointless. Stridor and Asa were so ravenously hungry that it was hard for them to concentrate on any questions when such great food was in front of them.
              Asa ate three full plates of food and Stridor ate five. Grump-Grumps doubled Stridor in his consumption of food, and both Noah and Bagel ate two plates. For dessert, Noah served plates of hot brownie with vanilla ice cream on top. Asa also complimented this profusely and with sincerity.
              When Asa stood to carry his empty plate to the sink, Bagel stopped him and took it herself. “Thank you,” he said. She didn’t respond, but quietly padded over the carpet towards the sink.
              Asa felt tired and comfortable. The air was warm, he had a roof over his head, and a full belly. Those aren’t the only things that are making me comfortable, though, Asa thought. Another factor is that I’m not alone with Stridor anymore. Asa looked over at Stridor; he had his hands shoved inside of his jeans pockets. He looks normal enough, however, just a few hours ago he poured a canister of gasoline on my head and threatened to set me on fire as his last dying action. Asa was glad to have other company.
              “Are you ready?” Grump-Grumps asked him.
              “Huh?”
              He smiled, showing his huge, crooked teeth. He had a substantial under bite. “You look a little sleepy,” Grump-Grumps said.
              Asa smiled back. “I am.”
              “Well, we need to clean that wound, and then I know that Noah has some things he wants to do with you. But after that, you can rest. You and Stridor can take the couches tonight.”
              “Thank you,” Asa said. He felt a loving warmth glow in his chest towards the Davids. Stridor and I couldn’t have made it much further without sleep. Or rather, we couldn’t have made it that far and have still been effective without sleep.
              Grump-Grumps patted on the corner of the card table that they had just eaten from. “Plop yourself up, there,” he said. He sat the first aid kit in the middle of the table. “Let me take a look at that wing of yours.”
              “It’s kind of big,” Asa said, looking around to see if the kitchen could accommodate his wings.
              “It’ll be alright,” Grump-Grumps responded. His voice was throaty and it always sounded like he was partially growling. “Let’s see it.”
              Bagel had stopped doing dishes and was staring at Asa. Noah, who was finishing up his ice cream, stared too, his bottle green eyes reflecting the light of the many lamps around the room. Asa could still remember how strange it was when he had first seen people with wings. He had been so immersed in Academy life for the past eleven months that it was hard to believe that a year ago he hadn’t even known that the place existed.
              “Well, don’t dilly-daddle now,” Grump-Grumps said.
              Asa nodded, and began to slowly extract his wings. He felt a sharp pain in his right one, where the wolf had bitten him earlier. Blood had congealed in the little pocket behind his right shoulder blade, and extracting the wing brought on a new wave of pain. He gripped the corner of the table beneath his legs and grimaced as the sore and sensitive tissue stretched out. “AH!” Asa cried out as the wing reached full extension. Blood from the newly opened wound began to drip onto the carpet.
              Noah said, “wow!” His eyes were gleaming as he looked over the wings.
              Asa turned and looked at the giant protrusions from his back. These would be spectacular if you weren’t used to them, he thought. He looked down and saw that more blood was falling onto the carpet. “I’m sorry. Do you want me to go outside?” he started to retract his wings.
              “No, don’t,” Noah said. “Leave them out, it’s okay if they bleed on the carpet. We like to stay inside as much as possible in case there are spies out there. Even if I step out to get the mail, I wear my ninja outfit.”
              “That’s a nasty bite you got there,” Grump-Grumps said. “What do you want me to do, sew it up?”
              Asa laughed. “I was hoping that you would know. I’m not a doctor.”
              “Well I ain’t either!”
              “Grump-Grumps is good,” Noah said. “He’s cared for me ever since I was a toddler—me and Bagel both. Being mutants, we couldn’t exactly go see a primary care physician if we got sick, and so he’s become pretty adept at providing medical care.”
              “Yeah, I do what I can do. Now hold still. I need to clean this up,” Grump-Grumps said. Asa looked at his wing. There was a linear tear going through the middle of it. The David opened up a bottle of rubbing alcohol, soaked a cotton ball, and began to dab at the wound. It stung so badly that Asa’s head swam, and he involuntarily jerked his wing away.
              “Sorry,” he said.
              “I’ll hold you still,” Grump-Grumps said. His fingers, though enormous, were notably gentle as they touched the membranous tissue on Asa’s wings. The David held on firmly with care as he cleaned the wound.
              The pain was excruciating. Asa asked a question to take his mind off it. “So you guys ran away from the Academy? How long ago was that?”
“We’ve been on our own eleven years,” Grump-Grumps said. “Them two was just babies when we left. I used to see your dad, Asa.”
               Asa turned quickly. The bottom of his wing hit the bottle of rubbing alcohol and it would have spilled all over the floor had Grump-Grumps not caught it. For such a big creature, he moved surprisingly well. “You did?” Asa asked. “What was he like?”
              “Hold still and I’ll tell you!” Grump-Grumps said. His voice boomed throughout the small cabin.
“Sorry,” Asa muttered.
“I never got to talk to him myself. Although, I can deduce that he was a pretty nice guy. Or, at least, he was nicer than the people that looked after us when he died. He kept me in a cage, which I didn’t like, but he kept me well fed and I wasn’t going to die unnaturally early with him in charge. He would walk by me, with his nose in a book a lot of times. I wasn’t the most interesting specimen to him. He liked to talk to some of the others more. Then he died and everything went kind of sour. The one that he liked the most—an orangutan lady, I can’t remember her name—she escaped, and then they started killing all of us that were smart.”
              “What?” Asa asked. “Why? Who did?”
              “Robert King,” Noah said. He said this through a large bite of ice cream.
              “That’s right,” Grump-Grumps responded. “Well, it wasn’t him specifically. He sent people to our cells to kill us. I think that he was scared that the smartest ones of us were going to take over. Hold still!”
              “Sorry,” Asa said. He concentrated on remaining still despite the pain. “You ran away eleven years ago. How did you get out?”
Noah shook his head and stood up. The bottom of his plastic chair whispered on the carpet. “You don’t want to start that one,” Noah said. “It’s a long story.”
              “No, I think that I—Ouch!” A new pain radiated through his wing as Grump-Grumps began to clean debris out of the torn tissue with his huge fingernails.
              “Hold still,” Grump-Grumps said; the tips of his fingers were red with blood. “The wound is dirty, you don’t want an infection.”
              Asa tried to hold still. His face turned a deeper shade of red and he gripped the corner of the table.
              “Spare the details, but I’d also like to know what happened,” Stridor said.
              Grump-Grumps filled a little bowl with rubbing alcohol. There were five bloody cotton balls sitting in front of him. He picked up a rag, wet it with the rubbing alcohol and said, “I’ll tell you the gist of it. But first, Asa—you’ve got to understand, what I’m about to do will seem cruel, but it’s necessary. I need to clean your wound with this rag.”
              Asa’s heart was thudding. “Yeah, do it,” he said.
              Grump-Grumps began rubbing the disinfectant washcloth roughly up and down the wound. The pain made Asa light-headed. “You’ve got dirt all in this thing. It’s got to get clean, otherwise this open wound is going to get infected, especially because it’s cooped up in that skin fold on your back all day long.” Asa was grinding his teeth together; he appreciated what Grump-Grumps was doing and didn’t want to make the process any more difficult by pulling away while the David worked. Grump-Grumps dipped the cloth inside the bowl of rubbing alcohol and the liquid turned pink from Asa’s blood. He picked it back up and began to scrub some more. “Now to the story,” Grump-Grumps said.
              “Make it quick,” Noah said. He handed his bowl to Bagel, who took it, and then he sat down and put his enormous Nike-clad feet on the table. “We’ve got things we need to talk about.”
               “Sure, sure,” Grump-Grumps said. “I’ll tell the shortened version. Well, me and…” Grump-Grumps paused. His upturned nostrils flared—each one was big enough to fit a U.S. quarter inside of. He sniffed again and then got close to Asa’s hair. Asa felt the huge gorilla-man breathing on him. “You smell like gasoline, Asa.”
              Asa paused. He looked over at Noah, who had furrowed his brow. What do I say? Asa recalled how paranoid the Davids had been about allowing them inside their home. Grump-Grumps had threatened to kill them if they led anyone to the Davids’ home. And we were just starting to get comfortable. How do I explain this? I can’t tell him that I had my gun pointed to Stridor’s chest, and so he poured gas on my head and threatened to burn me to death. How would that go over with these fidgety, mutants that have been conditioned by ill treatment not to trust humans? They would think that we were violent and dangerous if they found out what happened. Granted, that would be a fair assessment; I’m not dangerous, but Stridor definitely is.
              “Asa?” Noah said. “You look pale.”
              Asa opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He glanced over at Stridor, who was still sitting with his hands deep in his pockets.
              Grump-Grumps took a step back from Asa. “Why do you smell like gasoline?”
              Asa was still thinking of a way to explain how he and Stridor had gotten into the fight. Yes, we got into a fight where we both threatened to kill each other, but it’s no cause for alarm. The thing that brought the fight on is quite silly, actually. You see, we stumbled across a dying man that had been bitten by Multipliers. You know what Multipliers are, right? I’m sure Noah’s read about them. They’re these incredibly violent mutants that want to conquer the world—to cleanse it of all human life except for themselves. They kind of want to kill me and test my blood, but that’s another story. Anyway, they had bitten this guy and he had his neck broken. Stridor wanted to kill the guy. I’ve seen a lot of people die, and I’ve killed a few myself, and so if there had been a justified reasoning for this murder, I would have probably been okay with it, but there wasn’t. Not only that, but Stridor had been bothering me all day long. First he took me as a hostage at gunpoint and then he told me that if he became aware that even a single person at the Academy was the least bit suspicious that we had ever left, he wouldn’t ‘allow’ me to return, whatever that meant. So then he started taking off the dying guy’s clothes and he had absolutely no regard for the fact that this guy might be in pain. The guy was trying to scream, begging Stridor to stop. That’s when I thought, ‘you know what, Stridor has got to die,’ and so I pulled a gun on him. But there’s no cause for alarm, we’re not dangerous people. And even if we are, we’ve made this strange pact that I’ll keep the firearm at all times because I need Stridor alive more than he needs me alive. If he tries anything, I’ll just kill him. Don’t worry, really!
              “Asa, why are you hesitating?”
              “I…” Asa didn’t know what to say.
              A strained silence filled the room.
              Stridor burst out with such a high pitched, shrill laugh that it made Asa jump. He looked over at the only other human in the room.
              “Asa, you’ve got to tell them,” he said, still laughing hard. “Oh, God!” His eyes were filling with tears because he was laughing with such force.
              Asa sat still, not knowing what to say. He saw Noah’s eyes shift over to him questioningly.
              “Okay, okay,” Stridor said. “I’ll tell them. We were out in the woods and HA!” He broke out into another fit of laughter.
              Is he going to tell them? It seemed irrational, but Asa recalled that Stridor always seemed unable to contain his laughter in tense times. And if he’s going to reveal how I truly came to be covered in gasoline, I think that it’s about to get tense in here.
              Grump-Grumps took two more steps backwards. Asa let out an echolocation cry to determine his exact positioning. He saw the shotgun leaning up against the back of the couch. Whether it had been subconscious or not, the enormous David had put himself where the firearm was in reach.
              “Okay, wooh, sorry,” Stridor said, wiping his eyes some more. His face was red from laughing so hard. After letting out a small, breathy laugh, he began to speak. “It’s not that funny, I’m sorry. I just find things like this hilarious.”
              He’s going to tell them. Asa was sure of it. What will I do? Can I run? Will they let us leave? Maybe they won’t think that it will be that big of a deal.
              “So we found these two ATVs in the woods,” Stridor began. “I don’t know how long you’ve been watching us, Noah, but they’re the ones that we drove into Chignik. So when we came upon them, they had gas tanks on the back of them, right? And Asa, being a genius, couldn’t tell if there was gasoline or diesel in them; I don’t know why that was a concern of his, but it was. So he tries to smell inside one of the canisters and he tips it up and it runs all over his face!” Stridor had started laughing again towards the end of the story. “I’m sorry. I still don’t know why that was so funny.”
              “Oh,” Noah said. He wasn’t laughing. No one was even smiling except for Stridor, who was laughing like a crazy person.
              “It’s been a long day,” Stridor said. “I’m a bit delirious, I guess.”
              Grump-Grumps laughed shakily and then stepped forward again, so that he was behind Asa. “It’s been a long day for you,” he agreed, and then recommenced cleaning Asa’s wound. 
Asa was flabbergasted; Are they really buying this story? He supposed that maybe normal people wouldn’t, but these were Davids with very limited social interaction. They might just be strange enough to not know how odd what Stridor just did was. That laugh was insane.
              Stridor wiped the rest of the tears from his eyes and stood up. Even after spending so much time with him in the past day, Asa was still not used to Stridor’s height. “Noah, do you mind if I get my tablet out of my backpack,” he asked, pointing to the Jansport that had been tossed against the wall.
              Asa had a series of rapid thoughts pass through his mind. Stridor is crazy. Stridor has proven that he will kill me if he doesn’t find me useful. I need to let him know that he can’t have the gun back—that when we leave here, I get control of the weapon. Otherwise, I’m not going with him. He can’t be trusted.
              “No!” Asa yelled before Noah could respond. After the word left his mouth, he realized that he what he had said was inappropriate and too loud. He attributed this as a result of his fear of Stridor and also the agony of Grump-Grumps cleaning out his wing.
              Noah eyed him with his large green eyes. The eyes were kind, but alarmed.
              “What the hell, Asa?” Stridor barked. His eyes were not kind at all. They were like blue fire—fierce and unforgiving.
              “Sorry,” Asa said. “I just was going to say that I could get it.” He offered a wan smile. Stridor didn’t return it.
              “I’ll get it,” Grump-Grumps said. He strode over to the backpack and then tossed it to Stridor. It hit Stridor hard in the chest. Asa half expected Grump-Grumps to say, ‘get out!’ Instead he said, “don’t take this personally, but we’ve removed the handgun from your backpack. You will get it back when you are leaving.”
              “No problem,” Stridor said. He fell back into the chair and unzipped the zipper. “Just wanted to check something.” He took out his tablet.
              There was then a tense silence. Asa heard the clink of Bagel doing dishes and the sound of Grump-Grumps dipping the rag in the rubbing alcohol. Everyone seemed to have forgotten that he was about to tell a story.
              Stridor tapped on his tablet for a moment before breaking the silence. “Asa, they went into your dorm to check on you. You’ve been reported missing from the Academy.” 
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              Asa’s ears were ringing.
              “I’ve been reported missing?” he asked.
              Stridor used his finger to scroll some on his tablet. “It says here that they sent Derden to make sure you were in your apartment, and you weren’t, obviously. They noticed that your armband hadn’t moved in a while and that you hadn’t said anything in your apartment in some time.” Stridor looked up from the tablet and gave Asa a meaningful glance.
              Asa recalled his conversation with Stridor from earlier that night. They had been sitting atop the grey sand on the shore of Alaska, surrounded by sharp, broken seashells. Stridor had said that he wasn’t returning to the Academy if there was a hint of a suspicion that the two of them ever left. When Asa had said that he could make it back alone, Stridor had given him an icy stare. “I’m not letting you try,” he had said.
              The stare that Asa was receiving now was very similar to the look on the beach. He’s meaning this as a reminder of what we discussed previously. He’s not going back now. He’s also not going to let me go back.
              Asa felt a dull ache in his chest. If I don’t go back to the Academy, I can’t continue my education there. There will be no more Winggame, no more Tasks, no more learning about my father, no more of the friends that I’ve made, no more Conway, and no more Charlotte.
              What would Stridor do to stop me? The answer came to Asa’s mind quickly. He’d kill me. It’s that simple. He wants to run off to Nebraska to be with his girlfriend and he won’t be able to monitor me all the time from there. He won’t ever trust me, and sooner or later we’d have to part and go our separate ways. He will kill me. I don’t know how—he may set me on fire with gasoline, cut off my windpipe with his lanky hands, or put a clip’s worth of bullets into my chest—but he will kill me if he can.
              Asa felt a chill run over his skin as he stared back at Stridor and the true gravity of the situation set in. It’s his life or mine now. Though they were sitting politely at a table, looking civilized and not going for each other’s throats, Asa was sure that he and Stridor were interlocked in a death match. I don’t think that either of us will admit it, but I can be certain that that’s the situation.
              Asa’s reasoning was based upon three things. The first was that Stridor was clinical and had no qualms with murder. The second was that he didn’t want Asa to return to the Academy. The third was that Stridor didn’t trust Asa.
              Even if I honestly wasn’t going to return—which seems like a real option—he would kill me. 
              Asa felt an urge to tell the Davids around him that they should exterminate Stridor. If they only knew how insane and destructive he is, they would see that, though it seems cruel, he needs to be killed. He’s a psychopath.
              Is there still a chance that I can rectify this situation? Asa wondered. Is there a way that I could make a pact with Stridor and we could go forward without one of us being murdered?
              He didn’t think so. Stridor was a genius. He had most likely already considered all of the options, and nothing that Asa could say would sway his position. He won’t believe that I won’t return, and he believes that me returning will put his life in jeopardy.
              So what then? Asa wondered. The thought came as quickly to his mind as his realization of what Stridor would try to do to him. I’ve got to kill Stridor.
              Asa had killed people before. He killed Shelby in his first semester, and he had murdered in the second semester Task at the Academy; he had also killed a lot of his not-quite-dead classmates on the back of King Mountain. But all of these circumstances weren’t in cold blood. Those things weren’t premeditated; I was simply responding to a situation.
              However, no matter how unappealing this seems, I think that killing Stridor is necessary. So how do I do it?
              He didn’t know yet. He would have to think about it and look for an opportunity; the best scenario would be that he could end Stridor before Stridor was aware of what was happening. I’ll need to surprise him. Maybe if we can leave here, and I have the firearm, I can just shoot him when his back is turned.
              WHAT AM I THINKING? He asked himself. His heart was pounding, though his face didn’t show that he was struggling with himself internally. Am I really considering murdering him, just because I think that he might try to kill me? Isn’t that the same logic that Stridor used to support the idea that we kill the dying redhead with the ATV—that we murder him because of what he might become and the crimes that he might commit later? Am I okay with this?
              And then where would that leave me? If I honestly am able to kill Stridor, what will I do? I’ll be alone, over one hundred miles away from the Academy. There are clearly Multipliers around this portion of Alaska, as evidenced by what happened to ‘Reggie’ and his redheaded companion. Without Stridor’s sense of smell, these creatures could be very hard to avoid. And then what would I do? I couldn’t return to the Academy—could I? I would just live alone out in the woods, I suppose. Maybe I could join forces with the Davids and live with them.
              But before I go any further thinking about this, it might be prudent to gauge Stridor’s thinking first. He may not think that this is that bad.
              “What do you think about this?” Asa asked.
              Stridor shrugged. He continued to look at Asa with the same cold expression he had given him on the beach. “Their suspicions are raised.”
              “They’re looking for you?” said Grump-Grumps from behind Asa. He sounded scared. He put the rag down into the bowl of rubbing alcohol and crossed his massive arms. He walked a few steps around the table and addressed Noah with his booming voice. “This is what I didn’t want!”
              “Relax,” Noah said.
              Grump-Grumps shook his head and stomped his foot; Asa looked down and saw that the foot was somewhat apelike—the toes were large and elongated, with the big toe slightly separated from the rest. With how heavy the David was, he had been able to put a lot of force into the stomp. The floor shook violently, making the clean dishes that Bagel had placed upon the counter clink and rattle. “I’m not going to relax,” he said, pointing a finger at Noah that was nearly as big as a sleeve of crackers. Now that he was angry, the gorilla-human hybrid looked more like a gorilla than a person. “I worked for this household for years!” He pounded his chest with his fist. The sound was deep and solid. “I was the one who kept us all safe and I did it by being careful!”
              Noah stood up to his full height so quickly that his chair fell behind him. He held his enormous hands out to his side in a gesture of exasperation. “We were living like paupers before I took the reigns in this family! With you in charge we were scrounging through trashcans. Don’t give me that lip, old man, after eating my food and wearing the clothes that my earnings bought!”
              “I’m the protector here!” Grump-Grumps said. He slapped his chest again. Asa saw Bagel wince at the violent expression of dominance. “We have our places—you can type on your computer, but I’m the one that keeps us safe! This is my domain, young man!”
              “Don’t call me that, you useless freak!” Noah was screaming with hate and malice in his voice. His green eyes were squinted so that they looked like malevolent slits. It didn’t seem to bother him that he was so much smaller than Grump-Grumps. “I could leave you! I could leave both of you! I’d be fine without you, but you wouldn’t be fine without me! So go ahead, make this decision. I’ll walk out the door!”
              Grump-Grumps stood still, breathing heavily, his gorilla-hands clenching and unclenching into fists. Bagel was in the corner, hugging herself tightly. She began to mewl and cry.
              “Look what you did!” Noah said. “You made her cry!” He began to walk over with an outstretched arm, as though he intended to comfort her.
              Bagel’s hairy face contorted into a snarl; she lifted her upper lip and showed her teeth. Unlike Noah and Grump-Grumps, Bagel’s teeth came to sharp points at the ends. Noah paused. Bagel leapt from her corner, onto the card table beside Asa. The leap reminded Asa of a cat. Bagel then leapt off the card table and landed on the back of the couch. She sprinted across the back on all fours, leapt, landed feet first on the back of the chair, and then sprung about fifteen feet to the top of her bunk, her blue dress shifting with every motion.
              “Look what I did? Me?” Grump-Grumps said. “You’re the one she’s scared of! You’re the one that’s threatening to leave!”
              “I won’t leave if you don’t try to overstep your boundaries! I let you live here, I’m the leader!”
              “This isn’t an aristocracy!” Grump-Grumps hollered.
              “You’re right! So get back over there, finish sewing Asa up, and we’ll talk about it!” Grump-Grumps stood still. “Go!” Noah hollered, his green eyes blazing.
              Grump-Grumps grumbled something, but shuffled his feet back over to Asa. He began to rummage through his first-aid kit aggressively, shoving things around as he did so.
              “Let’s talk about this,” Noah said. “Grump-Grumps, I assume that you want Asa and Stridor to leave.”
              “That’s right!” he began to set out a suture kit on the table. “Let me sew this one’s wing up and then they’re off!”
              Noah shook his head. “We’re in no danger with them here.”
              “What do you mean, ‘we’re in no danger’?” Grump-Grumps asked. “We’re wanted by the same organization that’s gone looking for these guys!”
              “They’ve been looking for us for eleven years and have never found us. Just because they’re looking for something doesn’t mean they’ll find it. I am able to track the Academy’s information. Would you feel better if I went back to my room and made sure that they weren’t looking in this area?”
              Grump-Grumps nodded.
              Noah picked up his chair so that it was upright under the table and walked towards the back hallway. Stridor went back to looking on his tablet.
              Grump-Grumps was still breathing roughly. He opened up a suture packet and said, “I wish that we had anesthetic, Asa, but we don’t. This is going to hurt. Are you ready?”
              “Are you sure you know how to do this?”
              “I don’t think it matters much, Asa,” Stridor said, still looking at his tablet. “No one else is going to be able to help you.”
              Grump-Grumps straightened out the two pieces of tissue, lined them up as perfectly as possible, and began to thread the sutures through Asa’s wing, making the two pieces stick together. He had nimble, dexterous fingers. Asa was pleased to find that the suturing wasn’t as painful as Grump-Grumps cleaning the wound had been.
              “You are good at this,” Asa said.
              “Yeah,” Grump-Grumps said. He did not take his eyes off the laceration and continued to sew as he spoke. “I’ve had a lot of practice. Noah used to really like climbing trees when he was little. He would fall all the time and get cuts and I’d have to sew him up. Once Bagel fell into the coffee table and ripped her cheek open. I had to sew that up—it took a ton of stitches. Not nearly as many as this is going to take. This is a really long cut, and I’m going to have to do one row of stitches on both sides of the wound, so that it’s not jagged. I can’t guarantee you that this will heal right, but I’ll do my best.”
              “I appreciate it,” Asa said.
              Everyone in the living room was quiet for the next few minutes. Asa couldn’t see Bagel in her bunk. He guessed that she was hiding under the covers.
              “If you don’t mind me asking,” Asa said, looking around, “how do you afford all of this stuff? Is this your cabin?”
              Grump-Grumps sighed. “No, it’s a dead man’s cabin. We took hold of it after the man died. We were living in the hills above Chignik for about half a year before we found this place. It couldn’t have been a better scenario, really.
              “Noah found the dead man. He was six years old and me and him and Bagel were living out of an abandoned van in the wilderness. I have no idea how that van got there. That part of the story is of no consequence, though. Anyway, I lost Noah one day; it turned out he had ran off and was looking at a house. The house he was looking at wasn’t this one, but one up the road about a mile that’s on the same property. Noah said that the house was completely deserted and that we should consider living there. I was the boss back then.” Grump-Grumps laughed gently. “That was before smarty-pants learned how to provide for us. Anyway, I started watching the house, too, and I found that Noah was right—it was deserted. After watching for a couple weeks and making sure that no one was ever going to come home, we broke in. We found the owner dead on the floor of his bedroom. He was a tall, grizzly looking guy with a huge beard. I didn’t know what got him at the time, but later I found out that he had killed himself with some prescription drugs. I found the empty bottles in the kitchen and I found out a motive for the suicide later.”
              Asa could imagine the ape-man exploring the house. In his mind he saw Grump-Grumps turning sideways to go through doorways and swaying with his long, muscular arms swinging in front of him as he walked down the corridors. What if someone had been living there? Asa thought. He tried to imagine how terrified pre-Academy Asa would have been to find a human-ape hybrid wandering in his house.
              “Anyway, Noah was still young then, but he was precocious with computers. He was able to use the guy’s personal computer to find out about his life. More helpful than that, the guy kept a journal in a locked chest beside his bed. We broke the lock and read it.
              “The guy’s name was Charlie Westerfield and he had been a real hermit; he was a recluse to the extreme. He wrote in his journal about how he threw his phone away because telemarketers called. He never answered the door for anyone. At the time that he died, he hadn’t spoken to a single human in over a year.”
              “How did he manage that?” Asa asked. 
              “He had some clever things that he did. He ordered non-perishables to be delivered to his home through mail order catalogues. He would write the check for twenty bucks more than it should have been for and include a little note asking the delivery guy not to make him sign for the package.”
              “That’s all he ate?”
              Grump-Grumps nodded. 
              “How did he make money?”
              “He didn’t,” Grump-Grumps said. “Not while he lived here, at least. He was a big-shot lawyer for a number of years before completely losing his marbles. He had saved enough to buy food until he died. When he committed suicide, he still had plenty in the bank; it was enough to keep us going for a few years, at least.
“It was Noah who planned out how we could steal his identity. He was brighter than me, even then. Noah was careful about everything. He did the guy’s taxes and sent them into the government on a timely fashion, he paid the electricity and gas bill, and he set up our monitoring system so that we could hide if anyone got close enough to see us.”
              “So you had enough money to last all this time?” Asa asked.
              “Well, no. That’s how come you heard Noah talking about us looking through trashcans and such. There were some lean years, but then Noah found a way to make money. He writes software online. He makes apps for different smartphones and stuff like that. He claims to be Charlie Westerfield online, he gets the royalties electronically transferred to Westerfield’s bank accounts, and then he electronically uses the account to buy things that we need.”
              “And no one has ever come to make sure that he was here?” Asa asked.
              “No,” Grump-Grumps said. “From his diary I kind of gathered that he drove everyone off before he died. I don’t think that any of his relatives or friends from his old life knew he lived out here. He was from Boston.”
              “Wow.” Asa sat still for a moment, considering. “If you don’t mind me asking, how old is Noah?”
              “Seventeen.”
              “When did he start showing an aptitude for computers?”
              Grump-Grumps tied off the last stitch on the back of Asa’s wing and then moved so that he could address the front side. He was incredibly coordinated, and was able to easily talk while he worked. Sweat ran down the peak on the back of his head, down the slope of his skull, and onto his face. He rubbed the beads away with his arm. “Noah began to show an aptitude for computers soon as he ever got around the things,” Grump-Grumps said.
              “What I’m really curious about,” Asa said, “is how smart do you think that Noah is? I mean, compared to regular humans.”
              “He’s smarter than me,” Stridor said. “At least, he is with things on the computer. I’m fairly bright, and he can run circles around me when it comes to coding. When we corresponded over chat, he used to show me clever tricks to disguise myself online that I had never thought of.” Stridor had volunteered this information, but he had a nasty look on his face, as though he didn’t like to admit that he was inferior to anyone in any way.
              “What do you think caused that?” Asa asked. “Did he spend a lot of time working with computers when he was at the Academy?”
              Grump-Grumps shook his head. “He spent almost zero time doing that. He’s just…” Grump-Grumps paused, thinking of the proper word. “Special. He sees things that normal people can’t.”
              “So you think that it’s more nature than nurture?”
              “Oh, yes,” Grump-Grumps said. Asa still hadn’t gotten used to how deep his voice was. When he stood close to Asa, his voice made Asa’s rib cage vibrate. “He certainly wasn’t nurtured exceptionally well. At the Academy he was exposed to mathematics textbooks and was taught to read, but he’s mostly self-taught. I think that he was just born exceptionally intelligent.”
              Asa had a question to ask that he thought might come across as rude. He gripped the corner of the table and looked down at a stain on the carpet, considering whether or not to ask. Eventually, he decided to go for it. “My understanding of Davids is very limited,” he said.
              “I understand.”
              “So forgive me if this is ignorant. Here is what I’m wondering: how could a David be smarter than a human? The problem that I see with this is that humans are already the smartest primate occurring in nature. So I would expect Davids to become smarter the closer they get to being a human. Wouldn’t the highest ratio of human to other-primate result in the highest intelligence, with purely humans being the smartest?”
              Stridor answered this one. “Not necessarily,” he said. His blue eyes had lit up. He likes this topic. The excitement he has when he’s explaining things reminds me of Teddy. “You’re thinking about intelligence all wrong. It’s not one single variable that can get manipulated. Intelligence is made up of a host of variables. There’s the ability to understand communication and to communicate, there’s ability for calculations, spatial thinking, long-term memory, short-term memory, and so on. A lot of people don’t realize this, but if you test chimpanzees and humans with specific aptitude tests, you’ll find that chimpanzees perform better at some things. For example, chimps have better short-term memory than humans. It’s kind of like how dogs are better at remembering schedules than humans are. Growing up my family had a dog that I would sometimes put on a leash and walk to the park. I know that it sounds unbelievable, but I swear that the dog would get excited if I even began to think about taking it to the park. It seemed as though he could actually read my mind. I asked my mom about this. Her theory on the matter was that the dog was picking up on a cue that I wasn’t aware of; they’re better than humans at picking up on cues. For example, maybe when I was thinking about taking Durben to the park I walked a certain way that I wasn’t aware of, but that the dog could pick up on.”
              Asa looked down at Grump-Grumps feet. The skeletal construction of the feet looked to be a mix of gorilla and human. His feet were wide, but not as wide as a gorilla’s. The tops of the feet were dotted with freckles on human-like skin. If feet can be partly human-like and partly gorilla-like, I suppose a brain could be a mixture, too. “So you’re saying that Noah’s brain must have the best of both species; it has advantageous chimp-like qualities and advantageous human-like qualities.”
              Stridor made a face as though he tasted something sour. Asa thought, for some reason, what I just said offended him. Does he not like thinking about how Noah is smarter than him? Stridor spoke. “I think that that’s mostly true. He may lack some good qualities, though. For instance, we don’t know about his ability to lead.” Stridor stared at Asa with unmoving eyes.
              “I understand,” Asa said.
              Just then, Noah came back. Grump-Grumps stopped suturing the front of Asa’s wing and looked up expectantly. His white, bushy eyebrows rose in expectation.
              “They’re not looking here,” Noah said. “But something interesting did happen. Have you seen the latest transmission about Asa?” Noah looked at Stridor. He situated his chair and sat down in the shadow of Asa’s wing.
              “No,” Stridor said. He tapped some more on his tablet.
              “Do you know someone named ‘McCoy,’ either of you?” Noah said.
              “Yeah, I know him. Why?” Asa asked.
              “Well, something odd happened. I don’t quite know what to make of it. He has reported that he saw Asa Palmer in the weight room about an hour ago. He said that Asa wasn’t wearing his armband and that he was working out.”
              Asa looked at Noah.
              “I thought that you were Asa Palmer,” Grump-Grumps growled.
              “My Lord, calm down!” Noah said. “The report is obviously a lie. I checked a photo of ‘Asa Palmer’ out from an old issue of the Academy’s newspaper. There was a picture of you playing Winggame.” Asa thought that Noah had probably seen the picture from last semester’s Winggame championship, when Asa had electrocuted Jordan Hall. “You are Asa Palmer.”
              Asa nodded.
              Grump-Grumps muttered something and then went back to sewing up Asa’s wing. He recommenced with less care than he had used previously. There were little ‘pop’ sounds each time he stuck the needle through the skin on Asa’s wing. 
              “He’s right,” Stridor said. He was still looking at his tablet. “McCoy did put in that report.”
              “What do you make of that?” Noah asked, his green eyes going back and forth between Asa and Stridor. “Why would he put in a false report? He could get into trouble for something like that. From what I’ve read in the Academy’s records, people have been killed for lighter offenses.”
              “He must have talked to Conway,” Asa said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense to me. McCoy probably went to visit Conway. He must have informed him that I had been reported missing, and Conway must have urged him to make the false report.” Asa looked at Stridor. “This is Conway’s way of making sure that we can go back.”
              Stridor’s eyes were blank, and his tone was flat. “We can’t go back.”
              “I don’t understand.”
              Stridor’s eyes filled with rage for half a second and then became flat again. He smiled coldly. “We can discuss it later. We’ll evaluate after our mission is complete.”
              Asa nodded. There’s no point in arguing right now. Both Stridor and I are trying to make a good impression on these Davids; we want to make them comfortable so that they don’t kick us out. Also, he probably wouldn’t tell me what he honestly thinks anyway. He knows that I want to go back, and he has made up his mind not to let me have a chance. That means that he will try to kill me. He’ll want to have me help him kill Robert King and then he’ll want to shoot me in the back of the head or subject me to some similarly quick and clinical death before I even know what’s happening. He’ll use me and then dispose of me.
              A new thought crept into Asa’s mind: I’m safe until Robert King is dead. Though Stridor and I disagree on things, he knows that I’m valuable to him up until that point. If I’m smart, I’ll kill Stridor before we make it to Robert King’s hideout. That will leave me with the task of killing Robert King alone, and facing his guards and whatever other security measures he has by myself. That sounds risky, but that may be a safer bet than waiting to see what Stridor has planned for after we try to kill the Boss.
              Asa wondered if he should stop arguing with Stridor altogether. He decided against this, though. I need to look like I don’t suspect that he’s going to murder me. If he knows that I know, he might not wait until Robert King is dead to try to kill me.
              Asa recalled the way that Stridor’s eyes had gleamed as though he thought something was funny when they were out in the forest and he was holding the lighter over Asa’s gasoline-saturated hair. Asa shivered. He was sure that if Stridor decided that Asa needed to be killed, that he would do it. No amount of begging or pleading would make Stridor sympathize with him.
              He’s cold.
              I don’t want to raise his suspicions. I need to continue on as though I think that he’s reasonable and that I can persuade him. If he were a normal person, I would continue to argue with him. 
              “I think that it will be fine to return to the Academy,” Asa said. “I mean. McCoy has reported that I’m there and Noah can help to send a transmission of my voice so that it looks like it came from my apartment.”
              “I…” Noah paused. “I don’t think that I can do that anymore,” he said.
              “What?” Asa asked. “Stridor told me that you said…”
              “…that I would do that for you, I know. But that was before you were reported missing. I know that this new report came in and that it says you’re there,” Noah said. He was rubbing his hands together. He looked nervous. “I understand that the Academy might accept this ‘McCoy’ guy’s word, but they also might not. And if they don’t, and a transmission comes in from somewhere that indicates you were at the Academy when you weren’t, that’s going to get investigated.”
              “You’re afraid that they’ll trace the signal back to this cabin?” Asa asked.
              “Exactly.”
              “Can’t you make yourself untraceable or something? I thought that you were better with computers than anyone at the Academy.”
              “I think that I am,” Noah said. “But I don’t want to take the chance.” He pursed his thin lips together, making his mouth look more like a muzzle for a moment. “The answer is ‘no.’”
              Asa nodded slowly. Hopefully they won’t question McCoy’s word, Asa thought. We’ll need to act quickly. If I’m gone for too long, they’ll check my apartment again. When they find that I’m not there, McCoy will get in trouble and I won’t be able to ever return to the Academy again. I need to find out where Robert King is and we should leave as soon as possible. I’ll need to sleep for a couple hours before we continue on, though.
              “I understand,” Asa said. “Can you still tell us where Robert King is, though?”
 
 
22
Robert King’s Hideout
 
              A few minutes later, Bagel served everyone cups of hot chocolate with marshmallows on top. She had gotten out from beneath the blankets on her bed, where she had been hiding, and gotten the drinks without saying a word. Asa thanked her and she didn’t even look at him. Bagel is strange.
Asa blew on his hot chocolate and let the steam rise up onto his face. It smelled wonderful—like a Hershey’s bar. He took a small sip and then set the cup back down. He looked across the table at Stridor’s mug. There was a faded picture of a beach on the front. Below, red letters spelled out “Hawaii, 1997.” Asa wondered if that had been a mug from the home’s previous owner—the guy that had killed himself.
Grump-Grumps was working on sewing up the bites on Asa’s forearm. He had finished with Asa’s wing; now, each side of the membranous tissue had neat little stitches running down it. It looked superb. Asa was confident in the David’s ability to sew up the openings on his forearm. Grump-Grumps said that normally it wasn’t good to sew up animal bites, as it could lead to infection, but these were too large not to. He cleaned the wound extensively, as he had done with Asa’s wing, and then began to sew it up without anesthetic. It hurt, but the pain wasn’t unbearable. His forearm wasn’t nearly as sensitive as his membranous wing.
              “Okay now,” Noah said. He had disappeared into the back computer room for another few minutes to refresh his memory regarding Robert King’s location. He said that he didn’t want to give any incorrect information to them. When he had returned, he was wearing a gold watch. “Are you ready for the coordinates?”
              “You’re just going to give us coordinates?” Asa asked.
              Noah nodded. “They’re sixty point two-four-four-eight degrees North and one hundred fifty four point two-eight-five-one degrees West.”
              “That’s where Robert King is?” Stridor asked.
              Noah nodded.
              Asa heart was thumping. Until that point, the plan had seemed like a long shot. Now we actually know where he is! He’s probably still surrounded by guards and other security measures, but Noah can help us come up with ideas to get around those.
              “Can you say it again?” Stridor asked. “I want to type it into my tablet.”
              “NO!” Noah yelled. 
The yelling startled Grump-Grumps and he accidentally stabbed Asa with the needle. Red blood ran onto the table. Grump-Grumps wiped up the new wound with a cotton ball and muttered, “sorry.”
“That’s the whole reason that I wanted you to come here,” Noah said. “I thought that it would be safer for me to tell you in person. I don’t want these coordinates on your device. I don’t even want you to put them onto your GPS. What I want is for you to memorize the coordinates, look up where you are, and walk until you are nearby Robert King.”
               Stridor put his tablet down on the table. “I understand,” he said. “Repeat the coordinates to me, and I’ll memorize them.”
Noah did. After one more iteration, Stridor was able to repeat the coordinates back to Noah correctly. Asa wasn’t quite as fast.
“Say them again,” Asa told Noah.
Noah did.
Asa asked for them to be repeated to them again. He still didn’t have them memorized.
“You don’t have to worry about this, Asa,” Stridor said. “I’ve got them.” He tapped the side of his head, right in the center of one of his scars.
Asa didn’t doubt that Stridor had the coordinates memorized. He had seen how quickly Stridor learned new concepts in class. I need to memorize these in case I need to kill you, Asa thought. Dead people can’t retrieve memories. What he said was, “I think that it would just be better if we both knew them. Better safe than sorry.”
Noah agreed. He was patient with Asa, repeating the coordinates to him twice more. Asa then repeated them back with ease. He sat for a moment, trying to solidify the numbers in his mind. When he was confident that he wouldn’t forget them, he asked, “So what kind of a situation is he in? Where is this place? Are there guards there? What do we need to do to kill him?”
Noah readjusted the watch on his wrist. “You just approach him and kill him. He’s probably armed with a firearm, but that’s it.”
“Wait, what?” Asa asked. “What about his guards?”
“There are none.”
“What about cameras—what do we need to avoid?”
“Nothing,” Noah said.
“I don’t understand.”
Noah smiled. “Robert King is paranoid,” he said.
“Yes,” Asa responded, “which is exactly why I thought that he would be heavily guarded.”
Noah shook his head. “That’s exactly why he’s not heavily guarded.”
“I don’t understand.”
              “Then I don’t think that you get the meaning of his hideout. Robert King plans for every single scenario. He keeps a fallout bunker in case of a nuclear attack, he has a secret door hidden in a wall of his office in case he needs to escape, and he also keeps suicide pills on him at all times in case he ever finds himself being tortured. He worries about everything. So, naturally, he has worried about finding himself in a situation where he trusts no one. An assassination attempt qualifies as such a thing.”
              “But he knew about the assassination attempt,” Asa said.
              Noah shrugged. “He went to his little cabin, so I guess that means that he felt as though he couldn’t trust anyone.”
              “Cabin?”
              “Yes, cabin,” Noah said. “It’s a cabin so small and quant that it makes the one we are in look like a mansion.”
              Asa looked around. It was hard for him to imagine Robert King having a cabin of this size, and nearly impossible for him to imagine Robert King in anything smaller. We’re talking about a man that has the largest aquarium in the world as one of his office walls.
              “Robert King wanted a place that he could go where literally no one would know where he was. Think about it. For a man who doesn’t know who he can trust, this is the perfect situation.” Noah’s eyes were wide as he spoke of the cabin. He has respect for this idea.
              Asa considered what Noah had just said. It was hard for him to imagine, in this age of technological proliferation, anyone being able to go anywhere where literally no one could find them. This held especially true for a man like Robert King. And then that brings up the question: how was Noah able to find him.
              Noah continued. “The coordinates that I gave you are for a cabin on the North edge of Lake Clark National Park. It’s about forty miles from here. The area is completely secluded. It’s in the deep wilderness. There are no roads within thirty miles of the place and the tree coverage provides camouflage for the cabin. The cabin is situated up in the mountains and is completely surrounded by pine trees. From what I can tell, the cabin is made completely from materials that were found around the cabin. The way that he came about this shelter is quite clever, but also cruel. He hired a team of men and women. From what I gathered, these were all people who were experienced in doomsday prepping—people who thought that the zombie apocalypse was coming or something.” Noah seemed to think that this was funny.
              That’s not far off from what might happen, Asa thought. The Multipliers aren’t zombies, that’s true, but the effect of their takeover will be the same—humans will be pushed into hiding and the survivors will be the ones who can provide for and protect themselves.
              “He sent them all out on a helicopter and had them parachute down to the site where he wanted the cabin to be built. They were forbidden from making fires or cutting down trees at a frequency that would alert anyone that they were there. They had axes, knifes, packs of food, and containers for capturing water, but they weren’t allowed to bring chain saws or any devices that would make too much noise and alert anyone of their presence. The team’s objective was to make a long-lasting shelter out in the woods without anyone knowing. I don’t know the exact specifics about the shelter, but it’s very small. I’d guess that it’s about half the size of this living room. It’s stocked with food, candles, matches, water, and other things that Robert King might need to stake out there for a while.”
              “Let me guess,” Stridor said. “After he made the cabin, he killed all of the people involved.”
              Noah nodded. 
              “So how do you know about this?” Stridor asked.
              “Old emails between Robert King and the head of the project. I think that Robert King thinks that he deleted them properly, however, he didn’t. I inferred that he killed those men, not because I have any solid proof but because they disappeared after their involvement with the project was over.
              “The next part of the plan was just as important as making the cabin,” Noah went on. “Robert King has a helicopter that flies on autopilot. He inputs the coordinates and the helicopter flies above the cabin. From there, Robert King parachutes down. He doesn’t bring people with him, and he doesn’t bring any electronic devices. In a week’s time, the helicopter will come back, retrieve him from a nearby flat area on a mountain, and he’ll return to the Academy.”
              “I’m not seeing how this would be a good idea if you thought that you were going to be assassinated,” Asa said. “How does this help? If he were going to be assassinated, wouldn’t it just happen when he got back? I can see how this secluded cabin could help to delay his assassination, but not prevent it.”
              Noah was nodding impatiently the whole time that Asa was talking, as though to communicate, “Okay, I understand, let me talk now.” This was slightly rude, but it didn’t bother Asa. He hasn’t seen anyone other than Grump-Grumps and Bagel in years. I can understand why he would be excited to talk.
              “He has informants, and a good system to determine whether or not anyone is lying to him.” Noah blurted out. “Informants alone wouldn’t help, because in a world where someone is trying to assassinate Robert King, he can’t trust anyone. So he’s devised an interviewing format with which to question his informants so that he can get the truth. The trick is that he has a lot of informants, and they don’t know about one another. There are a dozen or so graduates and Multipliers around the Academy right now that think that they have a special relationship with Robert King, when in fact, they are one of many. He has hand picked graduates and Multipliers from different cohorts to spy on others. If any of them give him contradictory information, he will be able to narrow down the number of people he suspects might be against him. When he gets back, if everyone tells him that Conway’s assassination attempt was a singular event and that there will be no more attacks coming, he can be fairly certain that this is true.”
              That sounds just like Robert King, Asa thought. He has no problem pitting people against each other for what he wants. This is just like the Task last semester. He wants elite soldiers and so he had us kill each other to help the ones who survived gain experience in combat. He’s maybe even more messed up than Stridor.
              “Let’s see if I’m getting this straight,” Stridor said. He let go of his tablet and ran a hand over his baldhead. The right side of his lip was swollen and bruised from where Asa had punched him earlier; when he talked, the left side of his mouth moved more than the right. “Robert King is in this cabin out in the wilderness. No one knows that he’s there, and he has no means of contacting anyone.”
              “Yes,” Noah said.
              “So he’s a sitting duck.”
              “If you know where he is,” Noah said, smiling and raising his eyebrows.
              “You’re a genius!” Stridor said this to Noah in a voice that Asa thought he had intended as being genuine, but it came across as fake. He doesn’t like giving credit to others. “Thank you so much!”
              Noah beamed; I guess that he believes Stridor is being genuine. “No problem.”
              “We couldn’t have done it without you,” Stridor said. His tone was gracious, but his eyes made him look perturbed, jealous even.
              “Okay, that’s about it,” Grump-Grumps said. He tied off the last of the sutures and then wiped Asa’s forearm with an alcohol-saturated cotton ball. He then stood up and his back cracked as loud as though someone had clapped his or her hands together hard, rapidly, and repeatedly. “I’m going to bed,” he announced. Asa saw that the gorilla-man’s eyes were puffy and red. “I’m usually in bed around nine or ten, so this is very late for me. My back gets to hurting if I stay up too late, too.”
              Asa could imagine that Grump-Grumps’s back would hurt. He was oddly formed; he was bipedal like a human but stooped over at the waist like a gorilla. No animal was intended to hold such a position.
“Thank you for helping me,” Asa said.
              Grump-Grumps nodded and smiled sleepily.
              Noah stood up, leaned over the table, and examined the cotton balls. His large nostrils flared as he sniffed in air. “Your blood has an unusual amount of iron in it,” he said.
              Asa cocked his head. “You can smell that?”
              Noah said, “It’s a chimp thing. We have good olfactory senses. And the iron content in your blood isn’t something that I could easily miss. It smells very strong.” He then looked at Asa’s face. “Have you received a new mutation lately?”
              “No,” Asa said. “Why?”
              “Do you feel ill? Do your joints hurt?”
              “No.”
              “Hmm,” Noah leaned back in his chair and crossed one leg over the other. Asa still hadn’t gotten used to how big the David’s feet were—his Nikes looked like clown shoes. Though they were large, Noah was able walk well in them. He was surefooted and agile. “Well something strange is going on with you,” he said. “Your face is red. It’s almost purple, even. How long has this been going on?”
              “I noticed it last night,” Asa said. He recalled standing in front of his bathroom sink and looking at his face. He had feared then that he was suffering from some rare byproduct of the multiple mutations he had been given. He was stronger than normal people, he had wings, he had the ability to echolocate objects, and he had been given that injection from Robert King that he still didn’t know… “Wait! Yes, Robert King injected me with something.”
              Stridor looked at him sharply. “When?” he asked.
              “At the end of last semester. He gave me a new mutation.”
              “Why?” Stridor asked. He again had a look on his face as though he had tasted something sour. 
He’s always been jealous of me.
              Asa considered how he should explain. In truth, he didn’t know why, but he assumed that it was a reward for how well he had handled the Multipliers in diverting them away from the vials that contained Multiplier-related mutations that his father had made. “I…” Asa paused. “I don’t know?”
              “You don’t know?” Stridor asked indignantly.
              Asa hesitated. Noah was sitting across the table, lost in thought. He spoke up, interrupting. “How has your endurance been lately? Better? Worse?”
              Asa had not been expecting this question.
              “Better,” Stridor said.
              “Huh?” Asa asked.
              “You did the ten mile course in the simulation in forty one minutes.”
              “Oh, yeah. It’s been better, I guess.”
              “Erythrocytosis,” Noah said.
              “Er-ith-cy-osis?” Asa said, trying to repeat the word.
              “No,” Noah responded. He said the word slower. “E-ryth-ro-cy-to-sis.”
              “What’s that?” 
              “It’s what you have,” Noah said plainly. “That must be what Robert King gave to you.”
              “I mean, what does it do?”
              “It means that your red blood cells are more numerous than normal.”
              “So?”
              “So, red blood cells being more numerous explains your red face. The chemicals that make blood red are more abundant in you than they are in a normal person. That also explains the iron smell to your blood. Red blood cells have a lot of iron in them. And that also explains why you have been able to perform better at endurance tasks. Red blood cells carry oxygen. So, when you exercise, you’re now able to carry more oxygen to your muscles than a normal person is.”
              “I don’t understand why Robert King would give me that, though,” Asa said.
              “I don’t either,” Noah responded. “But I’m pretty sure that’s what it is. I mean, all the signs point in that direction.”
              After that comment, the conversation tapered off. Asa sat there, thinking about why Robert King would give him such a mutation. What does he have to gain from it? He wished that he could ask Noah more, but he felt that bringing up the conversation again might lead back to why Robert King had given him the mutation in the first place. Stridor seemed to have forgotten that he had been asking about that, and Asa didn’t want to have to explain why he had been walking around with Multipliers the night of the dance.
              Bagel put out soap and new toothbrushes with toothpaste beside the kitchen sink so that Asa and Stridor could use them. Asa was grateful. He hadn’t wanted to complain about it, but it always bothered him when he wasn’t able to brush his teeth before going to bed. He washed his face in the sink, brushed his teeth, and then asked if he could go to the bathroom.
              Grump-Grumps had been heading towards the back of the cabin when Asa asked this question. He had his shotgun with him and turned around as though Asa had said something offensive. His green eyes—the exact same color as Noah’s—glowered at him.
              “I can go outside if I need to,” Asa said.
              Stridor finished washing his face and rubbed it with a towel.
              Grump-Grumps didn’t move.
              Noah looked at Grump-Grumps and answered Asa’s question. “That will be fine. Go on, bathroom is through the second door around the corner.”
              Asa felt awkward about not having gotten consent from Grump-Grumps, but he walked towards the bathroom anyway. He had to go. I bet that Grump-Grumps told Noah earlier that we weren’t to use the bathroom. Though we’ve been talking for a while, these Davids still don’t trust us. I can’t blame them. My father ran tests on them, and they’ve seen other Davids killed by humans before. It makes sense that we haven’t earned their complete trust in this short amount of time.
              The bathroom door was old and thin. There was a painting of a bicolored tornado tacked to the outside of the door—this one was pink and yellow. That’s an odd decoration, Asa thought.
              He turned the knob and pushed the door open. He groped along the wall and found a light switch. Five uncovered vanity bulbs were situated above the mirror—only two of them lit up, casting the bathroom in a harsh light. Asa stepped inside and shut the door behind him.
The bathroom had yellow painted wallpaper that was pealing. The floor was old, cracked, grey linoleum. The bathroom looked relatively normal, if a bit unattractive. There was a small, plastic trashcan beside the toilet. There were towels hanging from hooks beside the bathtub. A colorful shower curtain hung from a rod above the bathtub. On the counter, there was a soap dispenser with congealed soap coming out of the nozzle, a half-used container of toothpaste, and three toothbrushes. This looks like a mostly normal bathroom. There were just a few things that seemed odd. First, the toilet had a toilet seat on it unlike any Asa had ever seen. The seat was expandable, so that it could open wider than a normal toilet seat; there were a series of hinges near the back that allowed the seat to expand. That makes sense, Asa thought. Grump-Grumps would need a modified toilet seat—he is enormous. I bet that they ordered this off of the Internet for him. I bet that this kind of a toilet seat is typically for morbidly obese people, or people with severe sciatica. Another oddity was that there were three enormous brushes sitting next to the soap dispenser. These were not normal hairbrushes; to Asa, they looked like the kinds of brushes you would use to clean the coat of a large dog, or maybe a horse, even. They had thousands of pointy bristles and there was a lot of hair trapped within. In the wastebasket beside the toilet, there was a ton of black and grey hair. I guess that that’s where they clean the brushes out. Even though Grump-Grumps and Noah didn’t have ape-like amounts of body hair, they were still hairier than normal people. Bagel was extremely hairy, though. Asa guessed that the majority of hair came from her. The towels hanging on the rack were also covered in short, dark hair.
Asa adjusted the toilet seat to a normal size, took off his suit, and sat down. He had to use the bathroom—that had been true—but he also just wanted some time to think. He craved being alone so that he could consider all that had happened. He did his best thinking when he was alone.
He rubbed his face. I’m tired, he thought. He wondered what Charlotte was doing back at the Academy. He imagined her pale skin and her springy dark hair. Does she know that I’m missing? Is she worried about me? He decided that she probably didn’t know he was gone. The preliminary report that Asa had gone missing had been contradicted by McCoy’s report. There would be no reason for the Academy to begin questioning students this early, even if they don’t believe McCoy’s report. And if they did start questioning people, they would probably start with Viola, not Charlotte. I hardly spend any time with Charlotte.
              A thought then occurred to him that made his heart sink. All of these things that I’m considering—my friends, the investigation—they won’t matter if I don’t return. Asa thought of how dreary life would be if he couldn’t return to the Academy. When he was bored, his mind drifted to thinking about Winggame strategies, how to best combat the Multipliers in the coming war, and the origins of the strange place where teenagers were mutated and turned into lethal soldiers. But if I don’t return, those things won’t be my most pressing concerns. If I decide not to go back, my concerns will be much more banal. I’ll probably have to find an abandoned cabin like the ones these Davids found. Then my concerns would be ‘Do I have enough water?’ ‘How should I go about fixing that leak in the roof?’ and, if I live alone, ‘Is the solitude making me crazy yet?’ Admittedly, the Academy is a dangerous and stressful place, but at least it is lively. And if Gene Gill becomes leader of the Academy, it could become a lot safer, too.
              The risk that Asa faced upon returning to the Academy was being charged with leaving or worse, Robert King’s murder (if I’m able to succeed, that is). He thought that with McCoy’s testimony, he might be able to convince whatever authorities he had to speak with that he hadn’t left. At the least, they probably wouldn’t be able to prove that he was gone.
              Probably, Asa thought. He didn’t want to think of what would happen to him if they did find out what he had done.
              Conway will find out what the punishment for such an offense is soon enough, Asa thought. He wiped his face. He was sweating slightly.
              I shouldn’t think of such awful things. I’m tired and they aren’t useful. I need to force myself to consider what I should do next.
              My main concern is Stridor.
              Asa recalled the flash of anger in Stridor’s blue eyes when he had suggested that Noah might be superior to Stridor. In a lot of ways, he’s very similar to Robert King. He wants everyone to think that he’s special, and he works manically to keep up that appearance. He’s different from Robert King in that he’s smarter and more cunning. Robert King has a whole slew of followers, though. He has pitted his own graduates and Multipliers against each other, so that each is scared of what would happen if they don’t defend The Boss. Stridor doesn’t have that kind of power.
              He doesn’t yet, at least.
              It was easy to see that if Stridor continued to excel, as he had been, that he might, in time, garner the kind of following that Robert King had. These are scary times, and Stridor, though cold, is extremely competent. He’s like Hitler in that way. I could imagine a lot of people turning to him when Robert King inevitably fails in the war against the Multipliers. He’s young, but he’s uncannily talented. People may take comfort in his abilities.
              I could especially see Stridor taking control of the Academy in fifteen years or so. Gene Gill is old, he could die, or Stridor could secretly kill him. If that happened, I think that Stridor would be a natural choice to take over. None of the other Alfatrex owners seem to want the job. 
              Asa saw then that Robert King wasn’t the only Academy leader that needed to be killed. Stridor, though he’s not in power right now, would lead the Academy down the wrong path. He would do the same stuff that Robert King does; the students would be pitted against each other. There would be no unity. The Multipliers are too serious of a force to be taken down by an unorganized army of Academy graduates and students.
              I need to kill him.
              Asa didn’t like the idea, but he knew that the alternative would be death.
              What worries me is the off chance that Stridor doesn’t actually want to kill me. I believe that he does, but that’s all that is—a belief. I have evidence, such as his coldness, and the fact that me returning to the Academy is something that he doesn’t want, but I don’t have any proof.
              Asa wished that he did have definitive proof, but he didn’t know if that was a luxury he would get. If I wait to get proof, it may be too late. He’ll kill me right after we are done with Robert King.
              “Robert King,” Asa whispered. The name made him think of how Noah had described his situation.
              He’s all alone in a cabin. He’s not protected by guards. Asa wondered if he was scared out there. He wondered if he had taken Jaime with him. Even if he has a gun, he’s a sitting duck. With no information that we’re coming, we’ll have the advantage of surprise. I could kill him on my own if I needed to.
              Asa could hear the faint sounds of NFL announcers’ voices coming from an adjacent room. He listened for a moment and realized that Noah was playing a football video game beside him.
              I haven’t seen a video game console in well over a year, he thought. He wondered how old the game was. Years, probably. I bet that over half of those players are now dead from the Wolf Flu. I bet the same is true for the announcers.
              He rubbed his hand over his face roughly. I need to stay on track. I know I’m tired, but I can’t let my mind wander.
              Where was I?
              I was thinking about how I could probably kill Robert King by myself. Which means that Stridor probably could, too. Stridor has probably realized this.
              A new realization struck Asa. He won’t wait for us to complete our mission before he comes after me. Stridor doesn’t need me anymore. He’ll kill me the first chance that he gets. When will that be? He probably won’t want to do it while we’re here. He wouldn’t want to wear out his welcome with the Davids. He’ll want to wait until we leave.
              I need to be the one to get the handgun.
              Asa looked around.
              I need to make sure that they don’t give it to Stridor. He’d probably shoot me in the back of the head after we’ve walked for ten minutes away from this place. He would then bury me in a shallow grave.
              I need to get that gun. Where could it be hiding? Is it possible that Stridor is searching the living room for it right now? No one is watching him. Bagel is asleep and both Grump-Grumps and Noah are in their rooms.
              And if he finds the gun, what’s to say that he’ll wait until later to kill me. He could shoot me in the living room, throw his backpack on, run out the door, and fly away. The Davids couldn’t catch him.
              Asa began to sweat more profusely. That’s what he’ll do if he finds it. Hopefully the gun isn’t in the living room. Hopefully Noah hid it better than that. It’s probably in his room. He probably took it back with him when he changed out of his ninja outfit.
              Asa finished using the toilet, stood up, pulled on his suit, and washed his hands. He was about to exit the bathroom when he remembered seeing a wooden block full of knifes on the kitchen counter. Could Stridor try to kill me with one of those tonight? Asa wondered. If he did so, and had to flee, Stridor would have to abandon his handgun. At first, that seemed unlikely to Asa. However, the more that he thought about it, the more that idea made sense. Sure, Stridor would have to abandon his handgun, but he would gain the element of surprise. I think that he wouldn’t suspect that I would suspect him of killing me with a kitchen knife. Losing the gun wouldn’t be such a great loss. Robert King is alone out in the woods. Stridor could probably take him without it.
              Asa shook his head as he looked in the mirror. His face was red and blotchy. His eyes were bloodshot. I’m too tired to play this mental game. I need to get some rest.
              The problem was that Stridor would be sleeping on the couch next to him. How could I possibly rest with him there?
              Asa then had an idea. I should look for a weapon of my own. That way, if he tries to attack me, I can defend myself.
              He opened up a pair of cabinets over the sink. He did so slowly, so that they didn’t make much noise. The Davids on either side of the bathroom had superb hearing, and he didn’t want them to know that he was rummaging through their things, looking for a weapon to steal.
              The cabinet above the sink was stocked full of toilet paper, clean towels, and shampoo. Some of the shampoo was normal brands that Asa had seen—he had even used some of them. Then there were kinds of shampoo that he hadn’t ever heard of. The shampoo bottles each had a Golden Retriever on the front of them. They use dog shampoo? Maybe it’s cheaper. Maybe Bagel needs to use it. After all, the hair covering her body is more like fur than the hair on humans’ heads.
              He shut these cabinets and moved to the ones beneath the sink. At first, these didn’t look promising, either. There were two wicker baskets full of things. There was toothpaste, unopened toothbrushes, cotton balls, a bottle of lotion (That’s probably Grump-Grumps’s—his skin is ashy), plastic bottles of green mouthwash, and what looked like a large makeup bag. Asa took the makeup bag and set it on the counter. It was black and closed with a zipper. He opened the zipper slowly. 
              Inside he found red lipstick, powders, and concealers. These are probably Bagel’s. I bet that she likes to play dress up sometimes. He recalled seeing the dead David in the woods around the Academy that had been wearing lipstick. He rummaged through all of the items, but couldn’t find anything that he could use as a weapon. There was a small pair of nail clippers inside. He opened them up and examined them. There was a nail file within, but the edge was dull. He put everything back inside of the makeup bag, zipped it up, and returned it to its spot.
              Asa looked around for a moment longer. He wished that he could find a weapon, but there didn’t appear to be one in the bathroom. And if I’m in here too much longer, Grump-Grumps might come to see what I’m up to.
              Reluctantly, he opened the door and walked out into the hallway.
              The living room was dark when he entered it. A Mickey Mouse nightlight was on near Bagel’s bed, giving off a soft, blue glow. Asa approached the couches.
              Stridor appeared to be asleep on the couch closest to the kitchen. His left arm was on the floor beneath him. Asa watched him for a long time. His breathing was calm and regular. After a while, Asa realized that Stridor was actually asleep. It doesn’t look like he’ll try to kill me tonight after all.
              Asa looked over at the kitchen. He considered going for a knife that he could keep hidden in a cushion beside him, in case Stridor tried anything funny. He looked behind him. Bagel was lying on her side, watching him with her large, blue eyes. She’s not asleep after all. He hadn’t noticed that she was awake before. One of her braids fell over her mouth in front of her. She was as still as a statue. Asa took a step to the left and her eyes followed him.
              It will probably be fine to sleep. Bagel is watching, so I can’t get a knife. That probably means that Stridor wasn’t able to get a knife earlier.
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              Asa opened his eyes and found himself surprised by the unfamiliarity of his surroundings.
              Where am I?
              The sensation he felt was similar to the one he would get as a child when his mother took him on trips to Galveston beach. When he awoke on vacation, the feeling began as one of faint confusion. He would open his eyes and notice that the glow of the digital clock was no longer present beside the bed, the faint clicking noise that his unbalanced ceiling fan made was absent, and the popcorn-textured ceiling was no longer above his head. Then, while on vacation, the feeling would melt into one of contentment and happiness. He usually slept beside his mother on such vacations. He would see the back of her head instead of the clock, he would hear her breathing instead of the off-kilter fan, and he would wrap the sheets around his body and go back to sleep, feeling comfortable.
              The surprise he felt when he opened his eyes in the Davids’ cabin started off the same. He was mildly confused. His eyelids felt heavy. The cloth couch beneath him was different from the sheets he usually slept on. The picture in front of his eyes was different. He saw a coffee table, another couch, moonlight streaming in through curtains over windows. This feeling didn’t melt into one of contentment and happiness, however. Now, rather than subsiding, the feeling roiled up inside of him like a geyser of anxiety, increasing until he was fully awake.
              His body remained completely still, but his eyes shifted over the room as the memories of the cabin came back to him.
              I’m in a cabin out in the woods with a group of Davids.
              Why am I not in my apartment?
              Stridor and I are on our way to try to kill Robert King.
              Stridor!
              The couch beside Asa was empty.
              A dull, shapeless feeling of apprehension followed this knowledge. It took Asa a moment to recall that Stridor wanted him dead.
              He searched the kitchen with his eyes. His first thought was that Stridor could be looking for a knife in the wooden block of utensils. It was dark in the cabin, but had Stridor been standing there, Asa would have been able to see him by the light of the Mickey Mouse night-light and the blue glow of the moon coming in through the curtains. He saw nothing.
              Maybe he’s just gone to the bathroom, Asa thought.
              It was then that he heard a soft, rummaging sound from behind him. He let out an echolocation cry. His echolocation cries were too high-pitched for non-mutated humans to hear; Asa assumed that it was a sound of the same wavelength that bats made when they let out their echolocation cries.
              The information came back to Asa’s ears and filled his brain with an image. He saw Stridor hunched over his Jansport backpack on the ground. Stridor was still wearing the John Deere t-shirt and the blue jeans that he had stolen off of the dead man. Even in the colorless image that he received from his echolocation call, Asa saw that the skin surrounding Stridor’s eyes was puffy from fatigue. His lip was so swollen where Asa had hit him that it looked like it might actually burst. One of the limitations that echolocation presented was that it only gave Asa information about the texture of things. Because the information that echoes gave back was colorless, one might expect the mental representation constructed from the information to be like a black and white photo. Asa perceived a world that was more limited than that in some ways, because he couldn’t even see shades with his echolocation. So he could see Stridor’s eyes, but he didn’t know what they were looking at; the eyeball simply looked smooth. It was easy to guess what he was looking at, though. He had opened up the front pocket of the Jansport and was holding a rectangular item. The thing was the size of a TV controller. There was a metal clip on one side of it, presumably so that a person could attach the thing to his or her pants. The other side of the item had a rough texture on it, Asa saw. He suspected that this might be to offer more grip. He saw that on the top of the item there was a series of rounded metal pieces, all screwed inside of the outer structure.
              It’s a knife, Asa thought. Stridor has a knife with him. I guess that the Davids didn’t notice it in his bag.
              He let out a rapid succession of echolocation cries, watching Stridor zip up the bag. He did so slowly, gripping the metal tongue on the zipper and moving it a couple inches per second. He’s trying to be quiet. He doesn’t want me waking up.
              My God, he’s going to try to kill me in my sleep. Why else would he have gotten the knife out? Asa tried, but couldn’t think of any other logical explanation as to what Stridor was doing. Maybe he’s just trying to sneak away? The quick response his mind came up with was, then why would he get his knife out first?
              There was no rational reason.
              He’s trying to kill me.
              Asa let out another series of echolocation cries and perceived Stridor pulling his backpack atop his shoulders and then opening the pocketknife. When the blade was at the fully extended position, there was a soft ‘click.’ Stridor froze. Asa could perceive his chest rising and falling slowly through the quick succession of echoes.
              Asa remained where he was. He recalled how the night before, in the bathroom, he had wondered if he should preemptively kill Stridor. One of the things he had desired was undeniable proof of Stridor’s murderous intentions, rather than just evidence. Here is the proof, Asa thought. He’s actually going to try to do it here in a second. What better proof could I have asked for?
              Asa shifted a little, feeling the rough cloth on the sofa cushion catch on his prickly day’s worth of facial hair. What should I do?
              He let out another echolocation cry. Stridor was still knelt down with the backpack on and the knife extended before him. The click of the blade scared him. Maybe he’s afraid that I heard it and woke up. Maybe he heard me shift on the couch.
              Asa’s mind saw a few possibilities. He could get up and call Grump-Grumps and Noah to his defense. That option had serious consequences, though. He wanted to avoid making Grump-Grumps nervous. The guy was paranoid and seemed to know how to handle a shotgun. Not that he needs one; he could probably squeeze the life out of me with his huge hands pretty easily. Asa could imagine Grump-Grumps going berserk if he came out of his room to find Stridor holding a knife and Asa claiming that Stridor was going to kill him. Stridor would then probably say that he only drew the knife because he thought that Asa was dangerous. Grump-Grumps may not take the time to listen to us bicker. If we were lucky, he’d kick us out. If we were unlucky, he’d shoot us.
              The other option was to try to take Stridor by surprise. Asa didn’t think that Stridor knew about his echolocation ability, which would give him an advantage.
              Why had I trusted Stridor? Why didn’t I just try to run off while he was sleeping?
              Stridor stood, and his elongated joints popped like firecrackers in the empty house. He froze. Asa watched this through echolocation. He saw that the knife was in Stridor’s right hand. He was clenching and unclenching the fingers of his left hand, thinking. I bet that he’s trying to see if I’ll wake up. Maybe he suspects that I’m awake.
              Asa didn’t have any good plan as to how he should respond yet. Sure I have echolocation, but I probably can’t take him with my fists. I’m lying down, also. Do I stand up? Do I charge him? Then I’ll lose the element of surprise.
              Stridor began to walk towards the back of the couch. He’s planning on leaning over the back and stabbing me.
              Asa remained paralyzed with indecision. Should I shout and wake up the others? Stridor would charge me. But, I suppose that he’ll charge me anyway.
              I wish that I had a weapon.
              Asa’s eyes were still open and he noticed that the coffee table was within arm’s reach of him. The furniture looked relatively light. The top was an ashy-wooden box that had four metal legs coming out the bottom of it. There were a couple small shelves inside. Maybe I could wait until he gets close enough to the back of the couch, reach out, grab the table, and throw it at him. The idea would have been preposterous for someone of normal strength, but because of Asa’s mutations, throwing the table over his body with one arm would be reasonable.
              He let out another echolocation cry. Stridor was three steps away. He was taking short, soundless steps, but moving consistently. Asa let out a series of shrieks, and an image of Stridor’s textures came into his mind. Asa perceived the tall form moving in interrupted flashes, as though in a strobe light.
              What do I do after I throw the table at him? If I move quickly enough, he won’t have time to dodge it. Asa feared that if Grump-Grumps awoke to them fighting, he would kill them. I’ll hit him with the table and then just run out the door. What if he dodges it, though?
              There was no time to consider. Through his cries, Asa saw that Stridor was now one step away from the back of the couch. He took his final step forward and raised the knife.
              Asa moved as quickly as he could. He reached out, grabbed the edge of the table, and hauled on it.
              As he pulled, he looked up to see Stridor’s surprised expression. He saw the dark blade of the knife. The blade was only about four inches, but that was plenty of length to deliver a fatal blow.
              Before he knew exactly what was happening, Asa had a vague sense that something was wrong. The coffee table wasn’t rising up as he had anticipated. He pulled harder and felt it come off the ground a few inches before simply falling over. There was a massive bang as it whammed into the ground. Before Asa could see what Stridor was doing, he aborted his plan and leapt off the couch. Even from the awkward position on his back, he was able to thrust his body off the sofa cushion and land on the other side of the coffee table.
              His eyes raced over the scene, trying to figure out what had happened. The noise of the coffee table falling had been loud, and he heard movement coming from the back bedroom. I woke them up.
              Bagel was mewling from her bunk.
              He looked down at the coffee table, still confused. After examining it for a moment, he saw that one of the legs had gotten caught in the crisscrossing fabric of the rug, and so he had been unable to lift it. An unlit series of candles in glass holders had fallen to the ground, spewing shards onto the rug.
              He looked up at Stridor. He doesn’t look tired anymore. He had taken a few steps back from the couch when Asa had reacted. His eyes were shadowy pits in the dark light; he looked like a tall, hairless demon. His mouth was contorted into an enraged sneer.
              “What are you doing?” Stridor half whispered.
              “Why were you sneaking up on me?” Asa asked.
              “I was waking you up, so that we could leave?” Stridor said. He glanced to his right. Bagel was mewling and staring at them from atop her bunk.
              “You were sneaking up on me with a knife in your hand,” Asa said. He looked down and saw that Stridor had quickly placed the knife in his pocket—his hands were dangly by his sides, empty. Asa thought that he detected shock on Stridor’s face. He doesn’t know how I knew he was holding a weapon.
              Then the back two doors opened simultaneously. Noah came out first, running on his bare chimp-like feet. He had a handgun drawn as he turned the corner, and he pointed it at Stridor and Asa in turn. He scanned them to see if they were holding any weapons.
              Grump-Grumps came waddling behind on his bowed ape-legs. His cotton-like white hair stuck out on the sides and back of his upward slanting skull. Grump-Grumps had brought out his shotgun. He was holding it with two hands. The barrel was pointing at the floor. 
              “What’s going on?” Noah demanded in his high pitched voice. His hair, which had looked messy before, now looked absurd. Cowlicks were everywhere, bunching up most severely on the sides and the back. This made him look childlike. The handgun that he was pointing gave a different picture. He had elongated forearms and huge hands. His opposable big toes gave him excellent balance as he took a firing stance. He looked very capable with the firearm.
              “Asa had a bad dream and pulled the coffee table over,” Stridor said.
              That’s a stupid lie, Asa immediately thought. Grump-Grumps then articulated the reasoning behind Asa’s thought.

              “Then why are you wearing a backpack?” Grump-Grumps yelled. He pulled back the hammer on his double barrel shotgun, keeping it pointed at the ground. “And why are you up?
              “Stridor is lying,” Asa said. He faced Grump-Grumps and Noah, holding up his hands. I’ve got to be convincing, Asa thought. I need to state my case. Stridor will contradict me. I need them to take my side.
              “Then what happened?” Noah asked.
              Asa recalled how Stridor had lied earlier about how the gasoline had gotten on Asa. They had bought that. The memory made him nervous. Maybe he will be able to trick them again.
              There was no time to dwell on that, however.
              “Stridor was sneaking up on me with a knife,” Asa said. He was somewhat surprised to find that his voice sounded confident and unwavering. “He thought that I was sleeping, but I saw him. He was sneaking up towards the back of the couch. I’ve been afraid of him ever since we left the Academy. When I saw him coming towards me with the knife, I tried to throw the coffee table on him. It got stuck on the rug and fell over.”
              “Which couch were you sleeping on?” Noah asked.
              “That one,” Asa said, pointing. “I jumped over the table after it fell over.”
              “If you were on that couch, how could you see that Stridor was holding a knife? He was coming up behind the back of the couch,” Noah said.
              Grump-Grumps was nodding. “This isn’t making sense.” His eyes were bulging. He’s losing it.
              Asa hadn’t planned on telling Stridor about his echolocation ability, but now there was no choice but to reveal it. “I have a mutation that allowed me to see the knife. It’s like the sonar that bats have.” 
Asa snuck a look at Stridor. His eyes were still in shadows. His expression was inscrutable.
Asa went on. “I can make this strange call-thing. It feels like I’m screaming, but the shriek is so high pitched that normal ears can’t hear it. The echoes bounce off of things and then return to me. My mutated brain deciphers this information and gives me a picture of my surroundings.”
Grump-Grumps looked at Noah. “Is that possible?”
Noah moved a hand behind his back. “How many fingers am I holding up?”
Asa let out an echolocation cry. “Zero, you just have a fist behind your back.”
              Noah pulled his right hand out and showed everyone that it was indeed balled up into a fist. His left hand continued to hold the gun. I guess that he’s left-handed.
              Grump-Grumps looked at the fist and grunted. He shifted a little, his back stooped. “Why would Stridor want to kill you?” he asked in his low, rumbling voice.
              “Because he doesn’t want either of us to return to the Academy. I want to return. He thinks that if I return, I’ll get caught and then they’ll interrogate me and find information about where Stridor will be.”
              “That doesn’t make any sense,” Stridor cried. “How would you know where I am if you returned to the Academy? Couldn’t I just give you false information regarding where I’m hiding? That would be a lot easier than killing you.”
              Noah and Grump-Grumps shifted their gazes to Asa, expectantly.
              “I…” Asa began, and then paused; Stridor had made a good point. “You’re right, it doesn’t make sense,” Asa cried. “I wouldn’t know where you were. You wouldn’t have to kill me! But you’re trying to. I know that much.”
              Stridor shook his head. “No, I’m not trying to kill you. I wouldn’t do that, Asa. We’re friends!”
              Liar, Asa thought.
              “Then what were you doing up in the middle of the night?” Noah asked. “You’ve already lied once when you said that Asa had a bad dream. The truth now, please.”
              “I didn’t want to say earlier, so I lied.” Stridor said. “The truth is that I was coming to wake Asa up. I was awake and I wanted to leave before you guys woke up. I thought that we could get an early start on our day. We have a long way to travel.”
              “Then why the knife?” Asa asked.
              “I was holding a knife, okay?” Stridor said, laughing as though Asa was being absurd. “I wasn’t going to kill you with it. Is it a crime to hold a knife? Does everyone who holds a knife intend to murder someone? I was just going to hold it.” He gestured towards the door. “It’s scary out there. There are tons of things that we could run into.”
              “Which is why it doesn’t make sense not to wait until morning to leave. Then you could have had a gun,” Noah said.
Stridor stared coldly at Noah. Noah pointed the gun at him.
Stridor said, “I can get another gun.”
“Your story isn’t holding up,” Grump-Grumps grumbled.
It was then that an awful tone began to cry out through the house. To Asa it sounded like a fire alarm. It was loud and the pitch was whooping. Bagel covered her ears and began to cry loudly. Noah ran for the back room.
Grump-Grumps pointed his shotgun at Asa and Stridor. “What the hell did you do?”
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              Asa didn’t know what was going on.
              Grump-Grumps’s eyes were bulging as he aimed the barrel of the shotgun at Asa and Stridor. “What did you do?” he screamed, repeating the heart of the question.
              Asa didn’t know what to say. He held his hands up by the sides of his head. The alarm continued to emit its shrieking undulation throughout the house. The sound made Asa feel on edge. It was ominous, made to convey danger. “Don’t shoot!” he cried.
              “What did you do?” Grump-Grumps screamed for the third time. The shotgun was trembling in his large, hairy-knuckled hands.
              Asa didn’t know what would be a proper response. “Nothing,” he shouted over the whine of the siren. He thought that this was the truth. He had just been standing there, talking to Grump-Grumps and Noah. He hadn’t set a fire or anything like that. He had just been standing still. So why is he pointing the gun at us? What does the alarm mean?
              Stridor remained where he was behind the couch. He had followed Asa’s lead and was now also holding up his hands.
              The alarm shut off as suddenly as it had begun. Asa’s ears were ringing. It had been incredibly loud. Bagel continued to cry on the bunk bed. She was hugging her furry knees and rocking back and forth.
              “Shut up!” Grump-Grumps said to her.
              She shut her mouth and began to moan, sucking on her lips as she did so.
              Noah came back into the room at a jog. He held two silver laptops, one in each hand. He moved past Grump-Grumps and set the computers on the kitchen table.
              “What is it?” Grump-Grumps said. Asa looked at his face. The huge, gorilla-man’s green eyes looked wild. His bushy eyebrows were pulled together in concern. There was a thin layer of sweat on his liver-spotted brow. He’s terrified, Asa realized.
              “I don’t know yet,” Noah responded. He pulled out a chair, sat down at the table, and opened up both laptops at the same time. Now Asa examined Noah’s face. He was wide-eyed. His fingers were shaky as they impatiently pressed on the computer keys, demanding that the computers get out of sleep mode. Noah is scared, too. This realization was more frightening to Asa than finding that Grump-Grumps was scared.
              “What did you do?” Grump-Grumps demanded, pointing the shotgun at Stridor and Asa.
              “I don’t know what’s going on,” Asa said. “We haven’t done anything wrong. We don’t know what’s happening. We don’t know what the alarm means.” He looked at Stridor. His eyes were still in shadows. Asa thought, maybe I spoke too soon. Maybe he knows something about this. In the past he’s known about things that I haven’t.
              “Our alarm went off,” Noah said, clicking on the mouse pads on both laptops while he spoke. His multitasking abilities are superior to humans’ also. “It means that someone is out in the woods, walking towards the cabin.”
              “Why are you pointing the shotgun at us, then?” Asa asked Grump-Grumps.
              “In all the time that we’ve spent here with the alarm system on, we’ve only had it go off about three times. It seems a coincidence that it’s going off when you two are here. Explain!”
              Asa shook his head. “You think that we brought someone else here?”
              Grump-Grumps nodded. He adjusted his grip on the shotgun.
              “Isn’t it probably just a deer or something?” Asa asked.
              “No it’s a person,” Noah responded. He was now typing on both keyboards at the same time. Asa could see a login screen, and that Noah was putting in two passwords simultaneously. “The alarm that I’ve set up only goes off if a person is walking in the woods. It required a pretty sophisticated feat of software engineering, actually. The alarm goes off if a few requirements are met. The first is that something must trip a motion detector. We have tons of these, hidden within trees. If the motion detector is activated, heat detectors begin to scan the forest, specifically around the area where the motion detector sensed something. If any moving heat sources are detected, such as a mammal, the image is immediately put into my computer. I made a program that scans the image and analyzes it. If the heat-source is walking on two legs, the alarm goes off.”
              Noah had now gotten past the login screen and was clicking on a series of files.
              “Put the gun down!” Asa said to Grump-Grumps. The David had his large finger over the trigger. He was trembling all over. I don’t think that it’s out of the question for him to accidentally shoot us. He’s scared out of his mind. “Why would we lead someone here?” Asa asked.
              Noah clicked on the laptop.
              Bagel continued to rock back and forth, moaning. Her braids swung like pendulums in sync with her motions.
              “It sounds like something the Academy would do!” Grump-Grumps said. “They wanted to keep us locked up for the rest of our lives! They sent you here to help bring us in!”
              Grump-Grumps looked different, now. He looked like a stray dog that had been caught in a trap. Sweat was wetting his white hair. He was breathing hard. His eyes were bulging and wild. Asa thought, he has an extensive and irrational fear of the Academy.
              “That doesn’t make sense!” Asa cried. He looked at the gun apprehensively. The barrel was pointed at his chest. The spot where a bullet would go if Grump-Grumps pulled the trigger felt itchy. “If we were trying to bring you into custody, and Academy graduates were coming to get you, why would we have waited until now to start the plan?”
              Grump-Grumps did not answer. He didn’t even look at Asa in acknowledgement that he had heard him say anything.
              The images were now loaded onto Noah’s screen. The pictures were thermal images, showing odd shapes in shades of blue, yellow, and red. Most of the outer picture was blue, but in the middle of the screen there were multiple blobs of red, shaped roughly like humans.
              “There are three of them,” Noah said.
              Grump-Grumps shook his head violently as though in objection to this fact. Asa noticed that the David’s ears were pulled up, towards the back of his head. He had seen dogs use this expression when they got nervous. “I told you I would kill you,” he said. He stomped his foot, shaking the entire cabin. “You were trying to leave!” He stepped forward, gripping the barrel of the shotgun as though he were choking it. Asa thought that he was about to be shot.
              “Noah!” Asa cried, backing up. “Tell him to stop!”
              “Calm down, Grump-Grumps!” Noah said.
              “I told them!” Grump-Grumps said.
              Bagel opened her mouth and increased the volume of her moaning. She pulled her lips back, revealing sharp teeth.
              “Stop it!” Noah yelled.
              Grump-Grumps was advancing on Asa, holding the shotgun. Asa stared at the barrel. He imagined what it would feel like to be hit by projectiles from the large gun. The explosion itself would knock him off his feet. He would have a large hole in his torso, if Grump-Grumps were to pull the trigger, and collateral damage radiating out from the point of impact. Mutated or not, that shotgun can kill me.
              “Grump-Grumps,” Stridor said in a quiet voice. The tone was serene and calm. All around him, people were shouting to get one another’s attention. This made it so that screaming was the norm in the situation. Stridor’s calm voice was eerily out of place. It got Grump-Grumps’s attention and he turned his head.
              “We were alone with Noah out on the lawn,” Stridor said. “We could have killed him and then thrown a grenade through your window. If we meant you any harm, it would have already come to you.”
              “They’re going to try to take us alive,” Grump-Grumps whispered.
              “Then we could have taken Noah when we were in the woods with him,” Stridor said. “A whole troop of Academy graduates could have surrounded the area, and then they could have stormed this cabin before you knew what was happening.”
              Grump-Grumps’s face was hard and unreadable. His lips trembled.
              “That makes sense,” Noah said.
              Asa stared a moment at Stridor. Does he have anything to do with this? Asa wondered. He hadn’t heard of any plans to attack the Davids, but Stridor was a master of deception.
              Grump-Grumps’s eyes shifted back and forth. He was now pointing the gun at Stridor. He continued to tremble. “Then who is out there?” he asked. His eyes were red and wild.
              “I don’t know,” Stridor said calmly, still holding his large hands beside his head.
              Asa was amazed at how calm Stridor was being. He had a shotgun pointed at him, and Grump-Grumps looked nervous and strained enough to kill someone. Not only that, but there were now mysterious people headed towards them from the woods. Though there were all of these different things threatening Stridor’s life, it would have been impossible to discern that from his body language alone. He looks as though he’s talking to a friend or something. The hands up look odd, but aside from that he doesn’t seem nervous at all. He’s not talking fast, and he looks relaxed.
              “Grump-Grumps, I think that you should put the gun down,” Noah said.
              Grump-Grumps pointed the barrel at Stridor for a few more seconds and then lowered it. Asa felt intense relief. If he had shot Stridor, he would have then turned the gun on me.
              Everyone stood quietly after that. Bagel wasn’t moaning so loud. Her bed creaked every time she rocked back and forth. Grump-Grumps was breathing hard, his jaw clenched. He stared at a random spot on the wooden wall, as though there was a television there. Noah wrung his hands together. He had acted with confidence when telling Grump-Grumps to drop the gun, but he looked frightened.
              Asa turned and looked at the thermal pictures on the computers. The red and yellow human-shaped blobs of heat were all walking with confidence through the forest. They stayed close to each other. The thermal image was not very precise. It was impossible for Asa to determine whether they were men or women, or what they might be holding. He could determine, however, that they were humans, or human-like things. All of the figures walked on two legs.
              “I’m not understanding why this is such a bad thing,” Asa said.
              Grump-Grumps’s red eyes locked onto Asa and narrowed with contempt.
              “I mean, it looks like a group of people are just walking through the forest,” Asa said. “Why are we jumping to the assumption that they have intentions to hurt us?”
              “And it’s just a coincidence that they are walking through our part of the forest on the day that you’re here?” Grump-Grumps hollered. His booming voice rang out through the living room of the small cabin. A huge green vein was beating furiously on his spotted forehead.
              “That’s enough,” Noah said. “You need to calm down. Asa honestly doesn’t know.”
              “How can he not…” Grump-Grumps began.
              Noah interrupted him. “Enough, I said.” Noah turned to Asa. He took a deep breath before he continued, showing his frustration. “Like Grump-Grumps said earlier, we’ve only had the alarm go off three times here. We’re in an area where there is a small population and that’s far away from major roads. It’s an extremely rare event whenever people walk through this area. Then when you throw in the fact that it’s still dark outside, it’s natural to wonder if it’s not just a group of people passing through, but a trio headed for us.”
              “And then you’re here, also,” Grump-Grumps growled.
              Asa could smell that strange cat-litter box scent that he had smelled upon arriving at the cabin. Noah had said that the older David was secreting pheromones because he was scared. He’s certainly scared again, then, Asa thought. The scent made his eyes water slightly, and he had an urge to step back a few paces, but he resisted as he didn’t want to be rude.
              Noah turned to Bagel, his hands clenched into fists. She was still crying loudly atop her bunk. “Bagel, you’ve got to shut up!” Noah shouted.
              Bagel snapped her sharp teeth together, stopped audibly crying, but continued to rock. Her blue eyes drooped in an unsure, hurt expression as she looked at Noah. Why did you yell at me, the look said. Seeing the David sad and scared made Asa’s chest tighten with affection for her. She was small, with narrow shoulders and slender bones. Her nose was tiny and her large blue eyes were glistening with apprehension.
              Noah ran his fingers through his hair, looking at her. He looked sorry for what he had done. What he said, though, was, “you can’t just make senseless noise like that. It’s going to give me a headache.” His tone was soft, but Bagel didn’t appear to be comforted.
              The camera angle on the computers shifted. The heat blurs on the screen were continuing to move towards them at a casual walk. Grump-Grumps stared at the screen with his mouth open. Asa could see his large, blocky teeth. He was breathing forcefully through his nose, making tufts of white nose hairs move. “What are we going to do?” he asked Noah, still not taking his eyes off of the screen.
              “There’s no reason to panic yet,” Noah said. He looks like he’s panicking, though, Asa thought. He just yelled at Bagel for no reason. “They’re still about a mile out from here. We’ll watch and see what they do. They might pass us like on the other three occasions. It seems odd, but they might just be hikers.”
He said the word “might” as though he doesn’t believe it, Asa thought. He thinks that the human-shaped things are coming for us. Asa stared at the heat-blurs on the computer screens. I think I agree with him. It was hard to see a lot of details about the figures caught on Noah’s heat sensing monitors, but to Asa they did not look like a group of people enjoying a hike out in the woods. They were walking too slowly, and they were crouched down slightly. They look as though they are on a mission—like they are military or something and they are trying to avoid being seen.
Asa thought that it was too much of a coincidence that he and Stridor were at the Davids’ cabin when someone was approaching. Odds are, someone is coming because we are here.
He wondered who would be interested in their location. It would have to be someone who knows about us, and the Academy. And they would have to have a way of tracking us down.
He thought that it was most likely either Academy graduates or Multipliers. The Multipliers would want to take me alive, he thought. He still didn’t know if Teddy and the other Multipliers had been able to extract the DNA they needed from the bloody shirt of which they had stolen. Their best bet would be to keep me as a prisoner so that they could run tests on me. He imagined what that would be like. He would be kept in a cell somewhere and Multipliers with black gums would come by and extract his blood. I would probably be the only non-Multiplier in the Hive. They would all drip Salvaserum when they saw me.
Teddy would probably be one of the Multipliers that examined my blood. Would he put up with me being treated like that?
His instinctual answer was ‘no.’ He imagined Teddy’s blue, kind eyes, his soft cheeks, and his high-pitched voice. He saw Teddy as he had first seen him—scared and afraid as they crossed the Moat on a wooden ship headed to Fishie Mountain.
              But that’s not who Teddy is anymore, Asa reminded himself. That boy is dead. He now produces Salvaserum when he sees an innocent human. He wants to help the Multipliers take over the world. He tricked me. He radioed the Multipliers and told them I was coming to their hideout to drop the bombs. He’s a monster now.
              Asa didn’t know how the Multipliers could know where he was. But I don’t know how the graduates could know where I am, either, Asa thought, looking at the computer screens. And obviously someone knows.
              He thought that if Academy graduates caught him, they would also take him alive. How would I explain why I was out here? He could come up with no logical explanation other than the truth. Why else would I be out here with Stridor and a group of rogue Davids? They’ll remember Conway’s assassination attempt and connect the dots. When Robert King returns to the Academy he’ll realize that Stridor and I were headed towards his cabin.
              Both of the options seemed horrible, and yet Asa couldn’t think of any other rational explanation. Who else could be coming towards us?
              “They’re half a mile out,” Noah said; the glare of the screen reflected off his eyeballs in the dark room. “I think that they are headed this way. We need to hide.” He closed his laptops, stacked them on top of one another and picked them up in his right hand. The handgun was still in his left hand. “Grab Bagel, c’mon,” he said to Grump-Grumps, and he walked towards the back hallway.
              Grump-Grumps rested the barrel of the gun on his right shoulder. He walked over to Bagel’s bunk bed, picked her up with his left arm, and followed Noah down the dark back hallway.
              Asa and Stridor followed afterward. As they walked, Asa looked up at Stridor. He just tried to stab me a moment ago; I need to remember that. I can’t let my guard down. Stridor didn’t try anything odd in the hallway, though. He simply walked with his hands dangling by his side.
              The five of them entered into the first door on their right, which appeared to be Grump-Grumps’s room. There were dirty socks on the floor, as well as a few pairs of enormous overalls. The room smelled like an animal shelter. There was a king sized bed in the middle of the room, surrounded by rusty bedposts. A stained, yellow dust ruffle went around the bed. There were no sheets atop the mattress—it was bare and severely dented in the middle from heavy use. The floor was wooden, bare, and dirty. There were a few of the bicolored tornado pictures decorating the wall.
              Bagel had her face pressed into Grump-Grumps’s shoulder as he held her with his left hand. His hand stretched all the way across her back.
              Asa looked around the room. Noah said that we were going to hide? Why did we all come in here? Where are we going to hide, under the bed? Asa looked at Grump-Grumps’s enormous body. He would have trouble hiding just about anywhere, he’s so large.
              “It’s here, right?” Noah asked in his high-pitched boy’s voice. He had his hands on the wooden slats on the bedroom’s front wall. He ran them over the surface.
              “A little over is where the door starts,” Grump-Grumps said.
              Asa could see no door, though. Noah appeared to be pressing on solid wall. Asa didn’t understand what was going up, but then Noah pressed on a particular spot and a section of the wall opened out towards them, revealing a space behind it.
“A panic room,” Stridor commented. “I thought that the wood on that wall looked different than in the rest of the house.”
              Seeing the hidden door made Asa feel better about the people walking towards them in the woods. They will not be able to find that hiding space on a cursory glance, Asa thought.
              “There’s not enough room for all of us,” Grump-Grumps said to Stridor. “I made the room to just fit us three. You and Asa will have to find somewhere else to hide.”
              Noah opened the door wider. Grump-Grumps sat Bagel down and she walked inside. Asa stepped to the side and looked in. Grump-Grumps is right, he thought immediately. The space was the size of a small closet. Grump-Grumps alone would practically fill it.
              “Let me try to squeeze in,” Stridor said. “Asa and I are slender.”
              Grump-Grumps grunted noncommittally at this. There was a briefcase resting against his wall, beneath the window. It was brown leather and had stuffing coming out of it in some places. He grabbed this briefcase and stepped inside. He was as wide as the whole room—his shoulders touched both walls. “I think that I’ve gained weight since last time,” he commented. Asa noted how his overall-covered belly almost passed the threshold.
              Noah stepped in next—he took up a small corner on Grump-Grumps’s left. “I don’t think that there’s room,” he said. “The people will be here any minute. They were only half a mile away last time I checked.”
              “There’s no room,” Grump-Grumps said sternly.
              Stridor walked forward as though he didn’t hear these objections. He squeezed his body up against Grump-Grumps, pushing the huge David back. Bagel screamed.
              “Get out!” Noah said.
              “There’s no room!” Grump-Grumps repeated. He put his palm against Stridor’s back and shoved him out the panic room. The wall slammed shut and Asa and Stridor were standing in the bedroom alone. They locked eyes.
              “What should we…” Asa’s question was cut short by a ragged bark coming from the front yard. His ears pricked up. “Carlton sees them,” he said.
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The Intruders
 
              Carlton’s bark made Asa certain that the dog had seen the people approaching the cabin. It was a low, menacing bark that came deep from the huge dog’s chest. It was hateful and frantic. Leave or I’ll rip your throat out, the bark said.
              Asa looked around the filthy room. The door in the wall that the Davids had disappeared behind blended well with the rest of the wood paneling.
              “Just you and me,” Stridor said. His eyes glinted.
              Did you have something to do with this? Asa wondered. The glint in his eyes made him look amused. He gets that look when he’s in a situation that would make a normal person nervous, Asa reminded himself. He likes being stressed. He likes puzzles. This is quite the brainteaser. He imagined seeing the problem on an aptitude test. ‘You’ve snuck off from the Academy to murder its leader, the richest, most powerful man in the world. Multipliers want you for your DNA. You are in a small cabin out in the woods, and three human-shaped creatures track you down and approach—they could be anyone. What do you do?’
              Stridor’s mouth curled into a slight smile, presumably considering their situation.
              Asa ran over to the nightstand and threw open the top drawer. Inside there was a box of batteries, a half eaten Baby Ruth in a Ziploc bag, a National Geographic about silverback gorillas, and a stack of unlabeled VHS tapes.
              “What are you doing?” Stridor asked. His eyes flitted around the room.
              “Looking for a gun or something,” Asa said back. “There are only three of them. They might be Multipliers, or they might be graduates. It won’t matter if it comes down to a gunfight. Bullets to the brain kill all of those things.”
              “True,” Stridor said.
              Asa opened up the bottom drawer of the dresser. There was no weapon in this drawer either, just personal items.
              Outside, Carlton’s barks became even more frantic. They reached a higher pitch. Asa thought that he must be on the verge of injuring his vocal cords.
              Asa ran his hands along the fabric of his suit, staring at the window, trying to think. His suit felt scaly, like a snake’s skin. His heart was pounding. The dog’s crazed barks (they sound more like screams than barks to me) heightened his ominous feelings. The moon-glow streaming in through the window offered a blue, dim light, and Asa’s eyes were well adjusted to the dark. He could see everything around him in stark details.
              The moon is bright at this time, Asa thought. That’s something to consider, in case I want to try to make a run for it. I could be easily seen from far away. Maybe that means that they’re farther away than Carlton’s barks are suggesting. They could still just be campers passing by. He could be seeing their shadows moving a couple hundred yards away. The dog hardly ever sees anyone. It makes sense that he would be barking frantically like that if people were simply passing by.
              But then something happened that refuted that thought. Asa heard voices coming from right outside the window he was staring at. They were hushed, and he couldn’t make out what they were saying, but he was certain that someone was outside.
              Carlton heard it too. Asa could hear the dog stop barking and begin to make a strange, fearful noise. It let out a sad, howling undulation, as though it had a thorn in its paw and it was begging for something at the same time.
              Those aren’t just hikers; hikers wouldn’t approach a dark cabin in the woods and whisper as they circled it. Asa felt his face flush. How could we have brought someone here? I don’t understand how anyone could be tracking us. He looked at Stridor. His grin had widened. He has something to do with this.
              Asa heard footsteps crunching in the pine needles just five feet away from him outside the window. They passed without pausing, and then all was quiet except for the Rottweiler’s ragged, crazed cries for help.
              “Be honest with me, Stridor,” Asa said. “Did you summon someone to come get us?”
              Stridor turned his head and met eyes with Asa. He looked sincerely confused. “Why would I do that? No.”
              Asa believed him. It wouldn’t make sense for him to call upon the Multipliers; that would put him in danger. Although, I also don’t think that it makes sense that he wants to kill me, but he indeed does.
              The next sound they heard coming from outside made Asa want to vomit. Carlton let out a terrified screech that surpassed everything previously in terms of pitch. He’s scared out of his mind. Then, the dog was completely silent. There was no gunshot, or thud, just silence. The dog’s cry had been cut off in the middle, as suddenly as though someone had hit the ‘mute’ button on a television.
              Asa opened his mouth to say, “they killed him,” but nothing came out but a croak.
              He remembered how last semester he, Jen and Bruce had hidden within The Lab and waited to spy on Multipliers. He and Jen had hidden beneath a desk and had been able to watch through a hole made for electric cords in the back of the desk. He had learned that night just how cruel Multipliers were. He had watched Derden choke Rose until her red eyes were bulging out of her sockets, and then Allen had shot Derden in the chest with a pistol. That hadn’t even been the worst part, though. He recalled seeing Bruce gutted with Multiplier fingers and teeth.
              They’re savage creatures that love violence. Killing Carlton is something that Multipliers would do, not graduates. Graduates wouldn’t want to announce their presence like that. Multipliers wouldn’t be able to resist breaking the neck of a scared, helpless animal.
              He imagined Carlton lying on the dirt, his neck twisted like the dead man Asa had seen on the ATV. He imagined Carlton’s tongue spilling over bloody teeth and onto the dirt, his eyes smooth and unseeing.
              A wave of nausea washed over him.
              The next thing happened suddenly. Asa had expected more time than he was given. He anticipated the Multipliers prowling around the cabin for a while, looking for the best place to enter. That didn’t happen.
              Asa heard the handle on the front door jiggle back and forth a few times. It was locked. Then, without much time wasted after the jiggling, he heard glass burst forward and clatter to the kitchen. He heard a hand reach inside, twist the locks, and then the door creaked open.
              Asa took a quick step backwards. He looked around him. What should I do? There was a curtain-covered window, but if he broke through it, the Multipliers would hear him and come after him. They were faster than he was.
              Maybe I could fly away, though.
              There was no time to break through the window, even if he could have gotten away safely, he realized. He heard footsteps traverse the living room. They were quiet, but Asa and Stridor were statue still and so they could hear them.
              They are coming right for us and I’m standing here out in the open.
              Will they know who I am? Will they bind me up and take me to the Hive so that monsters that used to be people, like Teddy, can study me?
              A hand touched Asa’s shoulder and he almost screamed. He turned to see Stridor motioning for him to crouch down. Asa didn’t understand at first. He watched as Stridor got onto the floor and then slithered backwards so that he was underneath the bed.
              Stridor is murderous. I don’t like him and I don’t trust him. I have to admit, though, he’s valuable when he’s on your side.
              The dust ruffle surrounding the bed didn’t extend all the way to the floor, but it didn’t need to. The room was dark enough that the space beneath the bed was cast completely in shadows.
              Asa saw a light come on in the living room.
              I hope that the space beneath the bed will still be cast in shadows if they turn the light on in here.
              He heard footsteps coming from the hallway and mentally cursed. He wouldn’t have time to get down and crawl backwards beneath the bed. They were a couple steps away from him and he was still standing in the middle of the room.
              Without thinking about it, Asa took a couple steps forward and put his back against the wall. It wasn’t a good hiding spot, but at least no one passing by would be able to look in and see him. But all they have to do is poke their head in and they will see me, Asa thought. He imagined Salvaserum dripping off their chin as they ogled his vulnerable neck.
              The footsteps were about to reach the threshold. It sounded like the Multiplier was wearing cowboy boots, and that he was big.
              “Reggie,” a voice hissed from the living room.
              The boots stopped.
              “Reggie, get back here,” the voice hissed again. It sounded like it was coming from a female.
              “Let me check this room real quick,” Reggie said back. He spoke in a slight drawl.
              “You’re not in charge,” the voice hissed back at him. “Get back here right now, damn it!”
              “You can’t tell me…” Reggie’s voice trailed off. A soft click came through the air. It sounded as though someone had pulled the hammer of a gun back. “You wouldn’t,” Reggie said.
              “I would,” the hisser responded.
              Reggie stood there, thinking for a moment.
              The hissing voice went on. “If you can’t take orders, we have no need for you. You can make decisions when you’re older, but not now.”
              That’s a basic tenant of being a Multiplier, Asa remembered. The more senior members get to make the decisions. This was based on the fact that the longer you were a Multiplier, the less swayed you were by what Multipliers viewed as human weaknesses, such as emotion.
              I guess that this Reggie guy hasn’t been a Multiplier for long.
              Asa felt the wall behind him. The wood that concealed the panic room was rough. Asa supposed that Grump-Grumps could have made it himself. He wished that he were on the other side of the wall with them.
              “Reggie,” the hisser said.
              Reggie hadn’t moved. Asa could hear the Multiplier breathing.
              “Get back here or I’m going to shoot you.”
              Apparently something convinced Reggie that the hisser was serious. He walked back towards her, in the direction of the living room.
              Asa stood there for a moment, looking at the space beneath the bed. He was just about to run and try to hide in the shadows when a connection was made in his brain.
              Reggie.
              He remembered the scene that he and Stridor had come upon in the woods. There had been two ATVs and a red-haired man with a broken neck on the pine-strewn floor. “Reggie?” The man with the red hair had said that name over and over. Asa could hear the sound in his ears. The dying man’s voice had been a low grumble. It had sounded as though there was blood in his throat. There probably was. “Reggie?”
              Asa shuddered.
              What did it mean?
              Asa supposed that ‘Reggie’ had been the person riding the other ATV when the red-haired man had crashed and broken his neck. The red-haired man had a Multiplier bite on him, and Asa had assumed that Multipliers caused the crash. So that means that the guy with the boots out there was bitten and left his friend to die. He probably was bitten just a few hours ago.
              That means that the Multipliers that are with him are probably the ones that bit him. 
              But that doesn’t make any sense. Why would they be here? How could they have found us? What’s the connection?
              Asa was torn out of his thoughts by a low murmur coming from the living room. He slowly lowered his body so that he was on his hands and knees. His ankles popped loudly. He pressed his palms to the dirty floor and inched his way backwards, underneath the bed. He made as little noise as possible as he moved over the dirty socks and pairs of overalls that littered Grump-Grumps’s floor. He was halfway underneath the bed when he heard footsteps returning to the back. This time, it wasn’t just Reggie’s boots—there was a series of footfalls. They’re all coming back here.
              Asa dropped hard to the floor. There was a dull thud as his chest struck the ground.
              He looked up, through the bedroom’s threshold and saw their shadows on the ground in the hallway. They were just two or three steps away from being able to turn and see him.
              Asa flattened his body, pressed his palms against the ground, and shoved himself backwards. His suit was made of such a material that it might not have slid easily on the hardwood, had Grump-Grumps’s bedroom floor been clean. This was not an obstacle, however; the layer of dirt on the floor indicated that the David hadn’t mopped in months. Whatever traction Asa’s suit might have gained was diminished by a thin layer of dust, socks, and other dirty clothes. He slid past the dust ruffle and underneath the bed, into the shadows.
              Asa heard someone step into the room. The footsteps made sharp ‘whap’ sounds on the wooden floor. Asa gazed through the space between the floor and the bottom of the dust ruffle. He could see that whoever entered was wearing a worn pair of Tory Burch flats. The leather was cracked and dry; the golden insignia on top was speckled with dirt and what looked like blood. Asa saw slender, feminine ankles above the flats. The feet took three more steps in and Asa could see details in the skin, even in the dull moonlight. There was a black, circular mole above the left ankle. The legs were cleanly shaven and smooth.
              The feet stood still for a moment. Asa guessed that the owner of the shoes was looking around the room.
              What brought you here? Asa thought.
              Stridor was incredibly still beside him. Asa couldn’t hear him breathing. Asa turned and looked at his fellow student. Even in the shadows, Stridor was wearing a grin.
              Asa turned back to the pair of shoes. Is that a Multiplier? Asa wondered. He thought so, since Reggie was with them, but he didn’t have any definitive proof yet.
              It’s odd that she’s wearing those shoes. Asa didn’t know how much Tory Burch flats cost, exactly, but he knew that they were expensive. He knew, simply judging from the lack of support on the sides and the soles, that the stylish leather flats probably weren’t the best shoes for taking a long hike through the wilderness of Alaska in. They looked like they would be a poor option compared to tennis shoes.
              But maybe the owner doesn’t suffer from blisters or foot pain, Asa thought. If she’s a Multiplier, maybe her feet are strong enough that shoes are simply an aesthetic addition to her wardrobe. She might be able to run and hike in those flats just as well as in tennis shoes.
              Another pair of feet stepped into the room. This person was wearing pink Converse high-tops and blue jeans that were rolled halfway up the person’s calves. These legs also looked as though they belonged to a female. The pink Converse wearer flicked on the switch that activated the overhead light. The floor was washed in a bright yellow glow that hurt Asa’s eyes, even from underneath the bed. He scooted back a bit, fearing that he would be visible in the brighter light.
              “Anything?” the woman in the pink Converse asked.
              “No,” the person wearing the Tory Burch flats responded. Asa guessed that she had been the hisser from earlier, which meant that she had a gun.
              Asa could hear a quiet smacking sound. He thought that one of the women was chewing gum. The woman wearing the Tory Burch flats turned around and sat down on the bed. The mattress creaked, and lowered down some, but not enough so that it hit Asa. The pink Converse shoes remained where they were, on the other side of the tall room. Asa heard that one of the women was breathing hard, as though frustrated.
              It stank underneath the bed. The whole room stank. Now that the person in the Tory Burch flats was sitting above him on the bed, however, there was an undertone of perfume.
The room was chilly. Asa’s ears and the tips of his fingers were numb. The Davids kept their house cold enough at night that blankets were a necessity.
              Asa felt a hand touch his shoulder. He turned his head to see Stridor holding one finger up to his lips in a hush gesture. Asa was taken aback by how creepy Stridor looked. The yellow light shining from the overhead light hit the right side of his face, causing one of his eyes to shine like a blue flame and the other to be cast completely in shadows. He was grinning; his smile was lopsided because his lip was still busted from where Asa had hit him. He looked like he might accidentally break into cackles.
              Asa raised his eyebrows at him, as though to ask what’s so important?
              Stridor pointed with one long slender finger at the floor in front of the bed. Asa turned and looked. At first, he couldn’t see what Stridor thought was so funny. Then, after looking at it for a moment, his heart seemed to stop for a moment with horror.
              I hadn’t been able to see it before she turned on the lights.
              There were clear markings on the dirty floor that would reveal Asa and Stridor’s location if the Multipliers were keen enough to look there. Asa could see a perfect outline of where his hands had been planted in the dirty ground. Fine lines of grey dirt on the hardwood marked the lines and indentations of his palm. Closer to the bed, there was a large, clear streak of cleanliness on the dirty floor where he had scooted himself backwards. The same was true for where Stridor had scooted beneath the bed. There were two pairs of hand indentations followed by clear marks that showed someone had slid under the bed.
              Please don’t see that, he thought.
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From Under the Bed
 
“Reggie, get in here,” the woman wearing the pink Converse shouted. Her voice was harsh and loud.
              “Yes?” Reggie called from the other room. He walked inside, his boots thudding loudly on the ground. Reggie was wearing jeans, like the woman in the pink Converse, but his were more worn. They were frayed at the bottoms. His calves were large and filled out the denim.
              “I thought you said the phone would be here,” the woman wearing the pink Converse said.
              Reggie sighed. Each of his breaths ended in a high-pitched wheeze that sounded like a hydraulic bus settling down. He sounded like a smoker. “I told you, service is shot here,” he said. “My cruddy phone is plumb not telling me anything about where Chuck’s phone is.”
              “I still don’t understand how it could find where Chuck’s phone is in the first place.”
              Reggie sighed again. “It’s an app. You get if from the app store. You people wouldn’t understand that, though. I guess it’s a more recent thing. It came out while you were in the Comb.”
              “The Hive,” the woman wearing the Tory Burch flats corrected. She had crossed her legs. One of her leather flats dangled from the toes of the foot off the ground. Asa could see that her feet were smooth and devoid of callouses, as though she had recently received a pedicure. Her toes were painted pink.
              “Yeah, whatever,” Reggie said. “It’s called ‘FindMyiPhone.’ I know Chuck’s Apple password, so I’m able to hit a button and it’ll tell me where his phone is located.”
              “It apparently doesn’t work very well,” the Tory Burch woman commented. “No one is here. Your usefulness to us is becoming doubtful.”
              “I told you, but you’re not listening to me!” Reggie said. He took a couple steps forward and then plopped down onto the mattress, hard. He weighed considerably more than the Tory Burch woman; the mattress dipped down and touched Asa between the shoulder blades, pinning him to the ground. He remained silent. Reggie went on. Asa could imagine him, sitting atop the mattress and showing the Tory Burch woman his iPhone. “Look, usually, when it’s working, it’ll tell me exactly where the phone is. I showed you earlier. Chuck’s phone went somewhere into this area. See that circle right there--the big one in the middle of the screen? That’s where Chuck’s phone could be. That circle is about a mile wide.”
              “This doesn’t seem like a very helpful app if it only narrows the location of the phone down to a one mile radius.”
              “I told you!” Reggie said. He was wheezing harder now that he was worked up. “It’s usually better, but there’s bad service out here. Don’t you people ever listen? And besides, you wouldn’t be in this predicament if we hadn’t have left him there! If we would have taken him with us, like I suggested, there would have been no iPhone to steal!”
              There was then a moment of silence. Asa could hear Reggie’s fingers thudding hard against the screen on his phone.
              FindMyIPhone? Asa thought. He turned his head so that his left cheek was planted on the dirty floor and looked at Stridor. Stridor was still wearing the redhead’s John Deere shirt and his blue jeans. Then, it clicked for Asa. His eyes went down to Stridor’s pockets.
He must have the redhead’s phone in his pocket. Asa had heard of the app that Reggie was referencing. It was useful if you ever lost your iPhone—you could simply input your AppleID into a computer application and it would tell you exactly where you lost your phone. Asa felt anger and frustration well up inside of him. Stridor must have known that he was taking the redhead’s phone—he must have felt it in his pocket, but he chose not to say anything about it. Maybe he thought that it would come in handy later. How could he not have thought that taking the phone could have put him in danger? Even I know about that app, and I’m not the one who’s a computer genius. How could he have been so stupid?
Stridor silently reached into the left front pocket of his jeans. With his thumb and forefinger, he slid out an iPhone. It was covered in a thick rubber camouflage case. Stridor set it on the floor between himself and Asa. He looked at it. His expression was unreadable and dark.
At least this means that Stridor didn’t summon these people; now I’m sure that he won’t purposefully give our location away. Their finding us was an accident. I don’t think that Stridor intended to lead them here.
But how could he have been so stupid when he’s so smart? Maybe that’s part of the problem—perhaps he’s not careful enough because he thinks he knows everything.
Asa looked out under the dust ruffle, past Reggie’s boots, at his and Stridor’s handprints. Seeing them made his throat contract with fear. All they have to do is examine the floor closely, and they’ll notice the odd marks and find us beneath the bed.
The iPhone app presented another threat. What if the only reason that the iPhone isn’t giving away our exact location is because there’s some weather event that’s blocking service. Maybe a cloud will pass over us and Chuck’s iPhone location will be revealed.
He could still hear Reggie punching the screen of his phone above them. “What are you doing now?” the pink Converse woman asked.
“I’m restarting the phone. There’s a chance that it just needs to reload.”
“How will that help?”
              Reggie wheezed. “I don’t know. I’m trying something, at least. You two are just standing there.”
              Though Asa knew that Multipliers were incredibly fast, what happened next still surprised him. Their abilities seemed to defy physics.
              There was a sharp slap. The Tory Burch flats moved in a blur, turning around as the woman wearing them stood up. Then, the boots were off the ground and out of Asa’s line of sight.
              Don’t throw him down on the ground, Asa thought. If they throw him onto his back, all he has to do is glance over here and he’ll see us.
              Reggie wasn’t thrown onto his back. The Tory Burch flats took four quick steps to Asa’s left and then there was a great, rattling bang. Asa guessed that the woman wearing the Tory Burch flats had pinned the man in cowboy boots to the wall.
              There’s the definitive proof that they are Multipliers, Asa thought.
              Asa could hear Reggie’s wheezes. The woman in the Tory Burch flats was standing up on her toes, presumably holding Reggie against the wall and above her. She was much smaller than Reggie, but she had been a Multiplier for longer, and thus was stronger.
              “Let me tell him what the situation is, Cassy,” came the voice of the Tory Burch woman.
              “Fine, go ahead,” Cassy, the woman in the pink Converse, responded.
              “Tell me what? Can you put me down?” Reggie asked. Asa crept forward a little underneath the bed so that he could see Reggie’s boots. They were an entire foot off the ground.
              In response to Reggie’s request that he be put down, the woman in the Tory Burch flats backed up and then slammed him into the wall again. The cabin shook.
              “NO!” She growled. “I’m getting sick of you! You don’t get it! You think it’s all empty threats. I’ll have Cassy put a bullet in you and then we’ll bury you outside if you don’t shut up. You think that I have a conscience or something, but you don’t get it!” Her voice was husky with rage. She backed up again and threw his body into the wall once more. 
He cried out. Reggie was beginning to sound scared. “I’m one of you now!” he pleaded.
“That doesn’t mean that I want you alive!”
Reggie began wheezing harder. “Please put me down, I can’t breathe.”
The Tory Burch woman didn’t respond to this. Cassy was standing still, planted in her pink Converse a few feet away. Asa watched as she lifted one foot and used it to scratch the back of the other leg nonchalantly while a man’s life was being threatened.
Reggie continued to plead. “I thought”—wheeze—“that you”—wheeze—“wanted to make everyone like you.” He took in a ragged breath. “I’m like you now.”

He’s just learning what it’s like to be a Multiplier, Asa thought. He’s underestimating how cruel the society he will be asked to enter really is.
“I do,” the Tory Burch woman responded. “I want to make everyone like me. I want to bite every human on earth, but the way to make sure that we turn everyone is to align ourselves with the Hive.”
Reggie’s voice was quieter now, and whistling. “But you said that the Hive didn’t want you to bite me…”
Reggie was slammed into the wall again. He started crying.
              They must be tearing up that wall. The Davids are lucky that the Tory Burch woman didn’t decide to pound Reggie up against the door to the panic room.
              “That’s going to be the last time you say that, understand?” the Tory Burch woman said.
              Reggie let out a small sob. Asa guessed that he nodded, because the Tory Burch woman continued.
              “You’re right, we weren’t supposed to bite you, but I don’t want to hear you say that again. I already told you not to say that. We can’t trust you if you don’t follow orders. I’m going to set you down, now. Go and sit on the bed like a good boy. Try anything, and you’re dead. Do you understand?”
              Reggie let out a squeaking sound to signify that he understood. Asa saw boots slap the ground and tiny plumes of dust rose where they hit on the floor. Reggie walked over to the bed and sat down. This time, he plopped down right in between Asa and Stridor, weighing the mattress down so that it was only five inches from the floor.
              “Here’s what you don’t get,” the Tory Burch woman said; the feet had turned so that the toes were facing Reggie. “Cassy wanted to kill you right after you were bitten.”
              Asa could hear someone smacking on gum. He assumed that this was Cassy.
              “As I’ve told you, we’re working for an organization called ‘The Hive,’” the Tory Burch woman said. “And they don’t want us biting people. We’re not even supposed to be in Alaska.”
              “You’re supposed to be at the Institute, right?” Reggie asked.
              “The Academy,” the Tory Burch woman corrected.
              The mattress overhead groaned as Reggie shifted his weight. He’s not very smart, Asa thought. He’s slow to pick up on how dangerous these Multipliers are, and that’s the second thing he’s incorrectly recalled.
Asa glanced at the markings in the dust that gave away their location. I can’t believe that they haven’t seen them, yet. To Asa, the markings looked painfully obvious. I didn’t notice them before Stridor pointed them out, though. So maybe they’re harder to see than I think. He looked at the markings again. Asa’s hands had been slightly sweaty when he pressed them against the dirty floor and pushed his body beneath the bed. His and Stridor’s handprints were the only places on Grump-Grumps’s floor where he could clearly see the wood, rather than seeing it through a thin layer of dust.
They need to leave soon. If they stay in here for a few more minutes, they’re bound to look down and notice.
Asa wished that he had Stridor’s handgun. Sure they are Multipliers, but if I had a gun, we would at least have a chance. Without a firearm, our only hope is that they don’t notice us.
 The Tory Burch woman continued. “As a Multiplier, you’ll soon find that your craving to bite is sometimes insatiable. That’s what drew us to find you. But a stronger craving that we have is to see that everyone is changed. I want the world to be devoid of humans. I want it all to be…” she paused and a glob of Salvaserum fell thickly onto the dirty floor and splattered. 
Asa’s eyes widened and he pulled back a bit in revulsion. The black, thick liquid stank—it smelled like old garbage or rotting fish. It was the consistency of mucus coming from a person with a particularly bad sinus infection. What bothered him even more than the consistency or smell of the stuff was what it meant. Multipliers secrete Salvaserum from the glands in their mouth when they are fantasizing about biting someone. Asa looked at the Salvaserum, contemplating it. That black goo has the power to change a human into a Multiplier. He supposed that it worked like a virus, but he wasn’t sure.
There was a harsh scratching sound, as though the Tory Burch woman was wiping off her face. “Sorry,” she said. “But that proves my point. We desire global success for the Hive’s mission, which is to change every human into a Multiplier, more than we desire immediate gratification. However, sometimes we make mistakes, like with you.”
              She took a long pause. Asa could hear Reggie wheezing above him. His right leg was bouncing up and down on the ball of his foot with nervous energy. It took him a long time to figure it out, but now he’s scared.
              “I thought you said that you wanted me to join you,” Reggie said.
              “I do and I don’t. I like recruiting. It’s one of the best jobs for someone working for the Hive. It feels wonderful.” More Salvaserum dripped onto the floor. It was only a couple feet from the distinctive markings in the dust that he and Stridor had made when slithering beneath the bed. Please don’t see that. “But more than that, I don’t want to let the Hive down. We weren’t supposed to go off hunting. We were supposed to remain stationed around the Academy, which is quite a ways from where we found you. If the Hive discovered that we left our station, the best-case scenario would be that we would be removed from our post. The worst-case scenario would be death. We don’t want that.”
              “So what do we do?” Reggie whined. His drawl was becoming more distinct as he grew more upset.
              “When Cassy and I made the plan to go find a couple humans to bite, we agreed that we would kill them afterwards—that way there would be no evidence. When I saw you as a human, I had no problem doing that. But then you became one of us and I…” she paused and her feet shifted. Asa thought that she glanced over at Cassy. “…faltered. I wanted to talk it over with Cassy. In the meantime, your friend was shot and his phone was stolen. That’s why you’re useful to us, understand? The person that found Chuck has information that we don’t want getting back to the Hive. You’re useful because we think that you can help us find them.”
              Reggie’s foot continued to beat up and down nervously. Asa looked between his boots at the area in the wall that hid the panic room. He wondered how Grump-Grumps, Gigi, and Noah were doing. Can they hear all of this? Asa was glad that the Multipliers were saying things that ruled out either Asa or Stridor having intentionally brought them out to the cabin.
              Asa was breathing as quietly as he could through his mouth. His breaths were shallow. He was lying with his arms folded up beside his head, and his right shoulder was beginning to throb from the strange position, but he didn’t dare shift.
              “So if I understand what you’re saying,” Reggie said. “I’m only here so that you can use me to find Chuck’s phone.”
              Asa guessed that the Tory Burch woman nodded, but he couldn’t see.
              “And then what?” Reggie wheezed a moment. His voice had raised an octave. “I’m just done for? Bye, bye Reggie?”
              “No,” the Tory Burch woman said. “I’m saying that I don’t want that to happen, and so you’ve got to help me out. I don’t want to have to kill you, but you can’t be a burden. You’ve got to learn your place if we’re going to keep you around. The second thing is that you’ve got to come up with a believable story as to why one of us bit you. It can’t involve us going to Alaska.”
              “A story to tell the Hive?” Reggie asked.
              “Yes,” Cassy said, sounding annoyed. “He’s thick,” she said to the Tory Burch woman. “This isn’t going to work.”
              “Yes, yes it is! How about we just say that I was out fishing, and I came upon this island you talked about, where the Institute is.”
              “Academy,” Cassy corrected.
              “Yeah, yeah, Academy, sorry. So I come on this island and I go exploring, and you two catch me. Then, it’d make sense that you’d bite me, right?”
              “No,” Cassy said. “We’re stationed like thirty miles inland, and you’d have to get past some guards. Jennie, this isn’t going to work. We’ve got to kill him.”
              Reggie stood up and the bed springs creaked. “Wait! You can’t kill me! I-I can be useful. Hold on! Let’s see if the app has loaded again.”
              Asa heard keys jingling as Reggie dug in his pocket and pulled out the phone. One of the female Multipliers sighed—Asa thought that it was Cassy, but he couldn’t be sure.
              Asa turned his head and looked at Stridor. Stridor was in an army crawl position, slightly held up on his forearms. Only his right eye, which was closest to the opening beneath the dust ruffle, was lit up; it seemed to be glowing blue. He looked worried, but excited all at the same time. He was looking at Chuck’s phone.
              Asa looked down at it. He still couldn’t believe that Stridor had accidentally brought it.
              “Hold on, the app is loading,” Reggie said.
              Please don’t tell them where we are, Asa thought. Please don’t load.
              He wondered if Stridor had a plan for what to do if the app told the Multipliers that the phone was in the very room they were standing. They would definitely find us. If that happened, Asa saw no way out. We’d be stuck in a bedroom with creatures that are stronger and faster than us, that are better armed, and that would want to turn Stridor and bring me back to the Hive so that I could be studied.
              Asa didn’t want it to end like that. He wanted this trip with Stridor to be a positive one in the war against the Multipliers. He wanted to kill Robert King so that a better Academy leader could take over, one that would unite the Academy in the war against the Hive. If they are able to study my DNA and are able to make a serum that allows them to Multiply faster, the war will be over before it really begins. There is no way that the Academy would be able to keep up with the Hive’s growing numbers if that happened.
              “I don’t think that this app is going to work,” Cassy said. “Can we just shoot him now?”
              Asa heard a gun’s hammer draw backwards.
              “No, wait!” Reggie said. He shifted when he saw the gun and the back of his knee struck the end of Grump-Grumps’s bed. He collapsed into a sitting position on the bed. The springs protested loudly, but they held. There was a loud thud, and Asa looked down to find that Reggie had dropped his phone when he tripped. The phone hit the ground and then bounced under the bed. It landed halfway on Asa’s forearm.
              Asa’s eyes widened. He felt as though his heart had been hooked up to a car battery—his body thrummed with electric fear. He looked at the iPhone as though it was a rattlesnake. In actuality, having this thing so close to me is more dangerous than a rattlesnake. People can survive rattlesnake bites. I won’t survive another close Multiplier encounter.
              Time seemed to slow. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Stridor’s smile widen almost comically. The expression put wrinkles in the bald skin above his ears. Asa could see his molars.
              The iPhone was covered in a black, rubber case. The FindMyIPhone app had been turned on when the phone was dropped. The screen was illuminated, and pointed towards Asa, lighting up his face. On the phone, he saw a zoomed out map. He saw blue, indicating water, and a tan color, indicating land. There were very few roads on the area the satellite was searching for Chuck’s phone, but Asa saw a few. One of the roads was Main Street, which Asa and Stridor had seen the sign for on the way in. There were also little markers above squares that indicated buildings. He saw a couple of these he recognized from his walk through Chignik, like Jo-Jo’s Seafood and Tom’s Produce.
              Are all of the stores here named after their owners, he thought wildly. Can’t they make up original names? He felt like giggling. The terror he felt was on the brink of throwing him into cackles.
              “HOLD ON!” Reggie shouted. It took Asa a moment to recall that Cassy had just pulled a gun on him. “HOLD ON!”
              “Give me one good reason,” Cassy said. Her voice was cold.
              “Let him try the app thing first, Cassy! You’re being crazy!” Jennie, the Tory Burch woman said.
              “You’ve got one minute. I’m not waiting for it to load any longer than that.”
              “Cassy!” Jennie said.
              “There’s no good reason that he should have been bitten. We screwed up. We’ve got to kill him. That’s the only option.”

              “Let’s not be brash, just give me a moment to look at the app,” Reggie said.
              Asa heard the mattress springs squeal as Reggie began to bend over to pick up the iPhone. Asa’s eyes went wide. Another heavy dose of adrenaline was dumped into his bloodstream.
              What should I do? He didn’t have much time at all. In a third of a second, Reggie’s fat fingers would be feeling beneath the bed for the iPhone. Asa’s amped up brain was able to think a few things in that time.
              What if he reaches down and feels my hair? Will he scream? Will I scream?
              Should I put the iPhone flat on the ground? At the moment, it was half on the ground and tilted up so that a corner lay on his forearm. If I do so, there’s a chance that the Multipliers will hear me rustling down here. Maybe Reggie will just grab the phone, even though it’s sitting partway on my arm. Maybe he’ll grab the corner and not be able to tell.
              Asa saw Reggie’s fingertips first. They were wide and rough looking, covered in callouses. They were the fingertips of a man who had done a lot of manual labor in his lifetime.
              Asa hadn’t dared to move his right forearm yet, for fear that the corner would drop off of his arm and land with an audible smack on the dirt floor. He had his left hand held slightly over the phone, ready to move it towards Reggie’s hand if that became necessary.
              As Asa watched, Reggie’s fingertips scraped over the ground on the dirty floor, searching right in front of him. The palm was so close to Asa’s face that he could see a wart near the base of Reggie’s pointer finger, illuminated by the light of the iPhone. He saw that Reggie’s fingernails were irregularly cut and jagged, as though he chewed on them. There were thin layers of dirt beneath the distal ends of the nails.
              Asa had been breathing shallowly for the entire time the Multipliers were in the bedroom. Now, he held his breath entirely for fear that he would accidentally breathe on one of the fingers. Holding his breath was especially uncomfortable because his heart was pumping as though he were sprinting.
              The fingertips made lines in the dust on the floor as they searched. Reggie wasn’t feeling deep enough for the phone. Asa heard him readjust again atop the bed. “Hold on a moment,” he grunted. His voice sounded strained from the pressure caused by leaning over his large gut.
              Asa saw Reggie’s hand press forward beneath the bed. He’s going to touch me. Oh my God, he’s going to touch me.
              The searching hand was headed straight for Asa’s neck. The top of his head was pressed against the bottom of the mattress, and so the hand would go beneath his chin, which was off the ground, and touch the base of his neck. If he touches my neck, there’s no way that he will simply think that I’m a piece of clothing or something. He’ll feel my skin, and how warm it is. He’ll know that someone is under the bed.
              Asa reacted without really thinking. He could feel Stridor’s humored eyes upon him, half joyful and half terrified. With his left hand, Asa grabbed the back edge of Chuck’s iPhone and slid it in the way of Reggie’s hand, right before it reached Asa’s neck. As the phone touched the man’s fingertips, it was still moving slightly. He’s going to know, he’s going to know, he’s going to scream, he’s going to know, Asa thought manically.
              But Reggie did not seem to notice. His fingers gripped the phone and he pulled it out from under the bed.
              Asa let out a silent shudder and began to breathe again. The whole episode had lasted ten or fifteen seconds, but it had felt like it lasted an eternity. His heart was pounding so hard that it actually hurt.
              “Did it load?” Cassy asked. Asa imagined her pointing the gun at Reggie.
              Reggie didn’t answer.
              “Hello?” Cassy asked.
              “No, but there’s something on the phone. It’s sticky,” Reggie said. He sounded disgusted. “It’s red. It’s on my fingers.” Asa heard him sniff. “It smells good.”
              “It’s blood,” Jennie said. There was desire in her voice.
              Asa felt his throat tighten. The reprieve from terror was over, and he was more afraid now than he had been when Reggie’s fingers were searching beneath the bed.
              Blood? How could there be blood on the phone?
              He looked down and saw by the light streaming in beneath the yellow dust ruffle that the area beneath his right forearm was indeed spotted with blood. His eyes widened. It didn’t take long to find the source; blood was trickling down the injury to his right forearm that he had sustained from the King Wolves when he had been leaving the Academy with Stridor. The neat, blue little sutures that Grump-Grumps had sewn into his skin were still mostly there, but there was one defect. In one little area, in the middle of the soft skin on the underside of his forearm, a couple stitches had broken, opening the wound.
              When could that have happened? How did I not notice?
              After thinking for just a moment, Asa realized that there had been lots of opportunity for him to accidentally reopen the wound. It could have happened when I was pulling on the coffee table, trying to throw it onto Stridor. It could have happened in my sleep. The stitches could have also broken when I hastily got to the floor and pushed myself beneath the bed. I wouldn’t have noticed because I’ve been so preoccupied since I woke up in the middle of the night.
              Asa didn’t know what to do. Should I attack? Will Stridor do something?
              Reggie’s words rang through his mind; he heard the wheezy, drawling words as though they were death bells. “It smells good,” he had said, referring to the blood.
              Asa realized that his fear of being apprehended and taken to the Hive probably wouldn’t be actualized. That might happen if we ran into Multipliers that did everything by the book, but these are rogue Hive members. They’ve snuck off to bite and kill people without the Hive’s permission. They might not know about me. They might not believe that I’m Asa Palmer, and they might not want to turn me in and admit that they snuck away from their post. They might just kill me. They might just bite Stridor and me, kill us along with Reggie, and then throw us all in a shallow grave.
              He heard a slapping sound and looked up to see that the Tory Burch woman, Jennie, had gotten down on her stomach. She smiled with Salvaserum coating her lips. Her eyes gleamed with delight as she looked upon Asa and Stridor. “Hello, pretties,” she said.
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Stridor’s Negotiation
 
              When Asa was sick, he hated vomiting. Most people don’t like to vomit, but Asa had an extreme aversion to it that went beyond normal. He wondered if he had a phobia of vomiting. He hated feeling his stomach contract as he gripped the toilet and got up from his knees and onto his toes, he hated the feeling of bile coming up through his throat, gagging him harder, he hated the cold sweating, and he hated the taste of it. When he was sick with a stomach virus, he would lie down and will himself not to vomit. He would be dehydrated, feeling like he was going to die if he had to vomit up anything else. Every time a more intense wave of nausea overcame him, he would become terrified. I can’t vomit, I can’t vomit, I won’t vomit.
              And yet, he was, in the end, powerless to prevent it. Whenever he was over the toilet, gagging so hard that his abdominal muscles would be sore the next day, he always thought, I can’t believe this is happening. I thought that I could prevent this.
              He compared the feeling of finally vomiting to seeing Jennie’s face for the first time. Her hair was shoulder-length, dark, and lightly curled. Her skin was pale. Her eyes were ocean-green, a little lighter than Noah’s. She was slender. She looks a lot like Charlotte, Asa thought. One thing that distinguished her from Charlotte was the texture of her skin. Charlotte’s skin was porcelain-smooth and without blemishes. Jennie’s was pocked with acne scars that left deep shadows on her cheeks and chin. Her brow was more severe than Charlotte’s—it stuck out over her eyes, reminding Asa of a Neanderthal or Grump-Grumps. Though her irises were the same color as Charlotte’s, there was a look of distinct hate in her eyes, which was not an expression that Charlotte commonly had.
              Jennie reached forward with one of her pale hands and gripped Asa around his left forearm. The fingers wrapping around Asa felt human—they were covered in skin and he could see knuckles moving under the surface—but the force with which they grabbed Asa felt machine-like. It was like being gripped by a mechanical hand that was powered by a truck’s engine. Asa felt his arm compress. I’ll have a bruise there tomorrow, he thought. It felt as though Jennie could fracture his bones just with her grip, if she had the desire.
              Then he was being dragged out. He tried to resist; he put his right hand down to stop his momentum, but it was no use. In a motion that looked more alien than human, Jennie swept around, planted her flats on the ground, and hauled.
              Asa felt as though if he resisted any longer she would rip his arm out of its socket. He relaxed, submitted, and allowed her to slide him out from under the bed. She dropped his arm and stood.
              “Stand!” she barked.
              Asa put his hands beneath him and got up. Stridor was slithering out from under his half of the bed. He’s doing the smart thing, Asa thought. There’s no point in resisting. They would just pull him out anyway.
              Asa looked at his captors. Jennie appeared to be in her thirties. She was wearing a black romper that, like her Tory Burch flats, looked too stylish to be on someone trekking out in the woods, especially in the cold. She wore a black leather jacket with numerous silver zippers over her torso. She looked tough. She looked like a Multiplier to Asa.
              Cassy, on the other hand, looked like an all-American girl. She was pretty, with rosy cheeks. She had blond hair pulled up in a ponytail. She appeared to be Asa’s age. She was wearing a sweatshirt that said, “Anchorage” across the top and had a Moose near the bottom. She was wearing blue jeans. Asa wouldn’t have guessed that she was anything but normal if he couldn’t see her black gums and tongue. The gun is odd, too. She held it like a trained police officer would hold a firearm. She kept her pointer finger over the trigger. Both of her arms were pointed straight out in front of her. The barrel was directed at Asa.
              Reggie wore blue jeans, a red t-shirt with a beer company’s logo on the front, and worn boots. He had receding, short blond hair, a stubbly chin, and all of his skin was flushed red. There was a jagged, infected-looking Multiplier bite on the left side of his neck. He kept his head slightly tilted to the right, as though this relieved the pain of the bite somehow. The bite had bled onto his shirt, making it a darker red in places, and making it stiff. Asa could see that the bite was spotted with Salvaserum.
              Reggie spoke first. “Did you kill Chuck?” he asked.
              “I’ll be asking the questions,” Cassy said, her eyes narrowed.
              Reggie had been looking at Asa and Stridor with a stern expression, but at Cassy’s words he nodded and crossed his arms.
              “However, what Reggie said is a good place to start: did you kill Chuck?” Cassy asked.
              Asa was contemplating how he should answer the question when Stridor spoke.
              “Yes,” he said flatly.
              Asa looked at him questioningly. He answered so quickly. Why would he admit to it? He must have a strategy.
              Then something dawned on Reggie’s face and he spoke even though he had been directed to keep quiet. He pointed a belligerent finger at Stridor. “You’re wearing his clothes!” he exclaimed, his blue eyes wide and spittle shooting from his mouth. “He stole Chuck’s clothes.”
              “Who are you?” Cassy asked. She pointed the gun at Stridor.
              “My name is Stridor Arkardiavna, I’m from the Academy. I’m a student there.”
              “And who’s he?” Cassy asked, motioning towards Asa with the barrel of her handgun.
              “Asa Palmer,” Stridor said without pausing to think.
              Asa cursed in his mind. Why is he being so forthcoming with information?
              Cassy and Jennie straightened up when they heard that name.
              “Asa Palmer,” Jennie said slowly. She stepped closer to Asa so that she could get a better look at his face. Asa felt her eyes crawling over him—his suit, his hair, his eyes. “You’re the one that met with Allen,” she said. “You’re Teddy’s friend. You’re special. What do you think that we should do with them, Cassy?”
              Cassy spat on the floor. “Let’s kill the basketball player and Reggie. We’ll take Mr. Palmer on a trip.”
              “Hold on,” Stridor said.
              “Shut up,” Cassy responded.
              “Take Asa on a trip?” Jennie asked.
“To the Hive. They’ve wanted him for so long.” 
Jennie looked nervous. “But won’t we get in trouble if we bring him back?” Her enormous brow was furrowed. “Won’t they know that we left the Academy?”
Cassy spat again. Her saliva was cloudy with black veins that ran through it. “The kid must have left sometime,” Cassy said. “When did you leave the Academy, kid?”
              Asa opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Should I answer?
              Stridor answered for him. “We left yesterday afternoon. We’re headed to kill Robert King.”
              Cassy tilted her head, thinking. “Okay, we can say that we saw them leaving and we followed them out. We followed them to this cabin in the middle of nowhere and we caught them. We killed the tall guy and took Palmer.”
              “You’ll want to take me, too,” Stridor said.
              “I told you to shut up,” Cassy growled.
              “Can I say something?” Reggie squeaked. He was still wheezing. He was ringing his hands together, looking from Stridor to Cassy.
              Cassy nodded.
              Reggie continued to rub his hands together. He smiled and Asa saw a dot of black on his gums. It could just be a dot of food, or his mouth could already be changing. “If your story is that you left the Academy, maybe you could just say that you ran into me. I don’t want to die.”
              Cassy made a noncommittal grunt. “We’ll consider it. As for you,” she said, turning the gun on Stridor. Her blond ponytail bobbed with the movement.
              “Think through this, Cassy!” Jennie shouted.
              Stridor had his hands up. “Why are you doing this?” he asked. Even with a gun pointed at his head, his eyes didn’t lose that excited gleam. His voice retained the steady confidence that Asa associated with Stridor. This reminds me of when he challenged Volkner in his classroom during our first semester.
              “Because we don’t need you. We’re not supposed to change students, no matter what. It’s a rule.”
              Stridor smirked. “You could kill me, or you could make a deal with me.”
              Cassy’s eyes went over to Jennie. She looked uncertain. Asa could understand why. He was uncertain as to what Stridor was getting at, also.
              “What could you offer us?” Cassy asked.
              “First, I’ll tell you what I want in exchange. I want you to bite me on the arm, not the neck, and I want you to take me to the Hive.”
              “We’re not supposed to change students,” Cassy repeated.
              Asa thought, they also bit and changed two people very recently. They probably can’t change Stridor right now.
              “I understand that,” Stridor said, raising the portion of his face where his eyebrows would have been if he had any hair. “But when the Hive hears what information you gained, you won’t get in trouble.”
              “How would you know?” Cassy asked. “What could be that valuable?”
              “What if I told you where three Davids were?” Stridor asked.
              No! Asa thought. He had to use a lot of effort to keep his eyes from flicking over to the wall that hid the Davids. They’ve been nice to us! What are you doing, Stridor?

              Cassy’s eyes moved over to Jennie. “We don’t need Davids,” she said.
              “No,” Stridor responded, “what you mean is, ‘we don’t need dumb Davids.’ You do need smart Davids, though. Everyone does. Let me be more clear, I know where two dumb Davids are and one genius David is.”
              Cassy’s eyes shifted. Asa didn’t know what he could do to help. He didn’t know what Stridor was thinking. He kept his mouth shut and watched.
              “The Hive is looking for Fran, am I right?”
              “How do you know that?” Cassy snapped. Asa thought that he detected a bit of fear in her voice.
              “I have ways. But think—why are they looking for Fran? She’s smart. She’s special. I know where a David is that’s a little young, but will be just as smart as Fran when he gets older.”
              Cassy pointed the gun at Stridor. “What’s to stop me from making you tell me where it is and then just killing you?”
              “Because I know other secrets. This is just the start. I’m a hacker, Cassy, and I can help the Hive break into the Academy’s intranet.”
              “How can I trust you?”
              Stridor shrugged. “I don’t know. But if someone is interrogating Asa in the future and they find out that you destroyed me, I think that you’ll get in trouble.”
              Again Asa wondered if the Davids could hear. They have guns, he realized. Noah has one, Grump-Grumps has a shotgun, and he also has that suitcase he brought in there with him. Maybe the Davids can take the Multipliers. Maybe that’s Stridor’s plan.
              Asa looked at Stridor. He recalled Stridor threatening to shoot him if he didn’t come with him. Those are the same frigid blue eyes that bored into me as I was being threatened. This is the same Stridor. He doesn’t care about saving anyone else. He cares about saving himself. He doesn’t care who wins—the Davids or the Multipliers—as long as he gets to keep on living.
              Cassy turned the handgun on Asa again. Her nose wrinkled some as she addressed him. She’s considering what Stridor is saying, Asa realized. “Is what he’s saying true? Is he a hacker?”
              Asa paused for a moment. The way that I answer this could lead to a gunfight between the Davids and the Multipliers. If I answer honestly, I give Stridor’s claim validity and the Multipliers might trust him enough to enter into a trade. But if I lie, I might be able to discredit Stridor and make them not trust him. They would then kill him, bite me, and we’d go off to the Hive, but at least they wouldn’t kill Grump-Grumps, Bagel and Noah. On the other hand, if they do try to apprehend the Davids, they’ll fight back and there’s a chance I won’t be taken to the Hive.
              Stridor interrupted before Asa could answer. “I can show you. You don’t have to listen to what he says because I can give you a taste of the kind of information you’d be helping the Hive to get.”
“How?”
“It’s on my tablet out in the living room,” Stridor said. “I’ll log onto the Academy’s intranet and tell you something that you want to know. Your job is to gather intelligence about the Academy, right?”
              Cassy nodded. “Kind of.”
              “Well even if that’s not part of your job, I can still help you out with it. The Hive won’t be mad at you if you bring me.” Stridor stepped forward a bit. His hands were still held beside his head, palms out. His head was bowed slightly so that he had to raise his eyes to look at Cassy, even though she was much shorter than he was. Is this a strategy? Asa wondered. I think that he’s trying to look less dangerous, so that they’ll consider taking him.
              But why does he want to be a Multiplier? Has this been a long held dream of his? Has he always wanted to drip black Salvaserum from this mouth and be able to bite people and change them? Or does he simply consider the option to be better than death, which is the alternative? Or does he see a way out of this situation that I do not?
              Asa thought that it was likely that Stridor had a plan that Asa couldn’t see. It’s happened before. I thought I knew more about Conway’s plan to shoot Robert King than him but then he revealed that he had far more knowledge on the topic than I did.
              Cassy looked at Jennie. “What do you think?”
              After Jennie had gotten up off the floor, she had wiped her hands on her black jumper. There were dirty grey blotches on the front in the rough shapes of fingers and palms. Jennie licked her lips with her black tongue. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I think that I’d like to see that tablet. I want proof.”
              Stridor nodded slowly. He still held that slightly bowed, submissive stance. He looks like a different person. Growing up, Asa had had a friend at school that was gifted with an unnaturally keen talent for acting. When he changed his stance, the way that he spoke, and the rhythm that he spoke with, he looked almost like a different person. Just like Stridor looks like now. It was creepy to watch Stridor change his demeanor to trick someone. It makes you wonder if anything he does is real. Maybe every motion he makes is premeditated and is directed towards some purpose. Asa had never known of anyone who could control his or her actions like that at all times. But I’ve never known anyone as smart as Stridor, either.
              “Let me go get it,” Stridor said, hands still up. “Or maybe one of you could come with me. Or one of you could grab my backpack. It’s a Jansport in the living room. It looks…”
              Stridor’s words were cut off be a soft creak. Asa looked over to see the wall on the other side of the room open. A hand stretched out from the dark crack. The hand was as large as a gorilla’s and had some structural similarities to a gorilla’s hand, but it was covered in dry, ashy human skin and humanlike clear fingernails. The hand wasn’t empty. It was wrapped around something that looked like a green egg.
              Asa saw Cassy turn so that she could face the hand. She maneuvered her gun so that it was pointing at the door that had just opened. “What is that?” she cried. 
              “Don’t move, this is a grenade. If you shoot me, I’ll drop it. The pin is out,” came Grump-Grumps’s voice from inside the panic room.
              Asa’s right hand instinctually went up into his hair and he tugged—it was a nervous habit. He had forgotten that blood was trickling down his forearm, causing his hand to get bloody, and he accidentally rubbed blood into his hair. When he realized what he had done, he let his right hand fall to his side. What is Grump-Grumps doing? Asa wondered. Why would he give up his position? Maybe he thinks that he’s going to be caught anyway, and so he might as well come out on his own terms.
              “Who is that?” Cassy shrieked. Asa didn’t see her move, but she was now standing atop Grump-Grumps’s stained, lumpy mattress. Some of her hair had fallen out of the tight ponytail and now a lock was hanging in front of her face. She looks worried.
              Stridor didn’t answer this
question right away. His face relaxed a bit, and the smirk fell. Even Stridor is surprised at what is happening.
              Grump-Grumps continued to call from inside the panic room. “I’m going to come out on the count of three. If you shoot, I’ll drop the grenade and it will go off.”
              Where did they get a grenade? Asa wondered. He looked at the turtle-shell metal surrounding it. Did Noah somehow buy that? Did they steal it from somewhere? Could it be homemade? Asa wouldn’t have been surprised if this were the case. Their home security-system was military grade, and Noah was a genius.
              
“Do you understand not to shoot?” Grump-Grumps asked.
              “I don’t like explosives,” Cassy said. He saw that her face had gone pale. Salvaserum ran out the corners of her lips. “Don’t drop the grenade,” she said. Her voice sounded garbled with Salvaserum.
              Jennie didn’t seem as bothered by the idea of being in the same room as a grenade. She had been second in command previously, but now that Cassy was wavering, she stepped up. “If you drop it, I’ll shoot you before the grenade goes off,” she threatened.
              “What good will that do?” Grump-Grumps growled. Even though Asa had spent the last few hours with Grump-Grumps, the David’s deep voice surprised him. “If I drop it, I’m going to get hit with shrapnel anyways.”
              “What do you want?” Cassy asked.
              Reggie was standing in the middle of the room. His eyes kept flickering from the half-open panic room door and the bedroom’s threshold. Asa thought that he was considering running.
              Grump-Grumps loud voice boomed out from the gap, answering Cassy: “I am the genius David that Stridor is talking about,” he said. “I have two children with me. You don’t want them. I want to open the door, and I want you to let them leave.”
              Asa thought, Stridor said that the genius David he had to offer was young. If they remember that, they will know that he wasn’t talking about Grump-Grumps. Grump-Grumps’s hair is completely white.
              Cassy kept her eyes focused on the barely open door to the panic room. “Is he the one you were talking about?” she asked Stridor without looking at him.
              “Yes,” Stridor lied.
              Jennie shook her head. She had realized what Asa realized; “No, you said that the one we wanted was young.”
              “Younger than Fran,” Stridor said.
              “Don’t do this, Cassy!” Jennie said. She stepped closer to the narrow opening that Grump-Grumps’s hand was stuck through. “If anyone tries to run, we’ll shoot them!”
              “You shoot them and I’ll drop this grenade!” Grump-Grumps said.
              “Then we’ll all die,” Jennie said, her eyes glinting. She continued to walk towards the panic room door.
              She’s going to try to surprise them.
              Jennie was three steps away from Grump-Grumps’s hand when Asa shouted, “She’s coming toward the door!”
              The next thing that happened would be something that Asa would run over in his mind a lot, trying to determine all of the motives that were involved. He supposed that if the plan had gone smoothly it would have been a tremendous win for the Davids; they would have gotten away with no deaths or injuries.
              It happened incredibly fast.
              There was a flash from inside the panic room, followed by a bang. Asa looked over to see that a bullet had been shot through Jennie’s forehead. A spray of red shot out the back of her skull and onto the wall behind her with a force so strong that Asa heard the blood and brains slap onto the wood.
              She crumpled.
              He didn’t have time to react or think before the next thing happened. Cassy jumped off of the bed and landed on the nightstand in a crouched position. From there, she shot her handgun blindly through the door of the panic room. Wood chips shot out over the floor. People and Davids screamed. Later, Asa couldn’t remember if he had screamed, but he did, he just wasn’t aware of it. The door of the panic room shot open and Asa saw Noah running on his chimp-feet towards the door. He had a sense of balance comparable to a cat’s. As he ran, he squeezed the trigger of his handgun, sending bullets into the room. The first bullet hit the wall two feet above Stridor’s head. He’s trying to kill Stridor; he sees Stridor as an enemy! The next clipped the wall beside where Cassy was crouched on the nightstand. The third hit her in the shoulder.
              Cassy turned and aimed at Noah, but her gun was out of bullets.
              Asa turned, seeing the door of the panic room swing all the way open. Bagel was sitting against the wall, clutching her abdomen with a furry hand. There was an unreal amount of blood on the ground and spreading out over her flowery dress. Grump-Grumps had been shot in the middle of the jaw and the neck. He also lay against the back wall. His green eyes—the same color as Noah’s—were wide with fear, but frozen in death.
              It’s disgusting, Asa thought, looking at the kind and beautiful creatures that had been destroyed. They didn’t do anything to bring this fate upon them. All they wanted to do was leave the Academy and live happily the rest of their lives in quiet. Stridor and I should have never come. Their fate was decided by what they were, not who they were.
              He didn’t have much time to feel remorse over the unfairness of the Davids’ fate, however, as the grenade was now lying on the ground next to Grump-Grumps’s overall-clad thigh. The handle had expanded without the David’s hand wrapped over it. Now that Asa had a closer look at the grenade, he was sure that it wasn’t a military-issued weapon. Noah must have made it. I don’t know how, but that thing looks homemade.
              The device had blue and red wires snaking in and out of drilled holes in the green casing. The metal looked thick and heavy. That shrapnel will be much more lethal than bullets. The thing that convinced Asa more than any other feature that the device was homemade was the handle. Now that Grump-Grumps’s thick fingers weren’t over it, he could see that the handle wasn’t specifically made for the grenade; it didn’t aesthetically match the rest of the device’s slick metal look. The handle was white plastic with rubber circles running around it. To Asa, it looked like it might be a handle from a plunger, or a quirky looking spatula.
              Under normal circumstances, a homemade grenade is less scary than a military grade one, however, when it’s made by Noah, the opposite is true.
              Asa had no idea what the power of such a weapon would be. He’s been able to do things with computers, such as make successful apps, that other people haven’t been able to do. There’s no reason to believe that Noah wouldn’t be able to make a better bomb.
              Asa didn’t see what happened to Reggie, Cassy and Stridor. He took off, leaving them behind him.
              When Asa ran his five-kilometer races in cross-country, he was always good at the final sprint. When he ran himself to exhaustion and then attempted to sprint the final two hundred meters or so of a race, he could feel his body shutting down to shunt energy to the places that needed it most. His vision would begin to tunnel—his peripheral vision would fail. His sense of touch would diminish; he wouldn’t be able to feel his feet hitting the pavement or the pain in his legs.
              Running from the grenade gave Asa a similar sensation. He was so enthralled with fear that he didn’t notice anything, and couldn’t think about anything but his goal, which was to exit the cabin.
              I’ve got to get out, I’ve got to get out, I’ve got to get out, he thought.
              The living room blurred past him. He didn’t notice that he had stepped in Jennie’s blood on the way out and that his shoes were now squeaking with every step. He saw the door in front of him, still open. Glass was strewn on the floor in front from where the Multipliers had forced entry.
              He passed over the threshold and then jumped over the steps and over the dead Rottweiler on the dirt. He kept running.
              Asa was five steps away from the cabin when the grenade blew up. The sound was incredible, like thunder clapping inside of a drum. Windows and bits of wooden wall shot outward onto the lawn. Asa felt something clip his right forearm, right above his King Wolf bite, drawing blood. The fire lit up the night as though it was day for a moment. The leaves, which had been cast in dark shadows a moment before, were suddenly brilliantly illuminated. Asa felt burning wind push against him.
              He kept running.
              The race isn’t over.
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              Asa’s legs felt like rubber bands as he ran over the damp pine needles in the dark forest.
              Why is the ground damp? It took him a moment to recall that it had stormed the day before. That feels like it was weeks ago. Twenty-four hours ago I hadn’t even woken up to go workout with Viola. That seems crazy.
              He wasn’t sure what time it was, but it was still dark outside. He had the vague sense that he was running north, but he wasn’t sure. The land sloped slightly upwards as he went.
              He ran the first mile away from the cabin in the same numb state that he had been in when he exited. He didn’t think of much. The thought, I’ve got to get away kept flittering through his mind. Another occasional thought was, someone is following me. He had the sensation that someone was staring at him.
              I’m being watched.
              Every time he turned to investigate this thought, however, he saw no one. In the dark distant sky he saw a tower of smoke rising from the cabin, illuminated by the flames below.
              After the first mile, he slowed from a blistering sprint to a quick jog; Asa’s quick jog pace would be a blistering sprint for a non-mutant. This slower pace was more manageable, and his brain began to come online again.

              What should I do? That was the first question that came to his mind. He jogged some more, listening to the sucking sound his shoes made as he extracted them from the mud after each step. I don’t know, he thought.
              So, he asked himself an easier question. What should I not do?
              He still felt as though someone was watching him, though he didn’t know who it could be. In the frantic state in which he had left the cabin he had still been aware of his surroundings enough to know that he had been the only one to escape through the front door. He recalled that Noah, still wearing his green and yellow striped t-shirt, his hat, and his pants with cartoon clippings on them had gone into his bedroom before the bomb went off. He didn’t see the grenade, Asa thought. He had been concentrating on shooting Cassy. I should have shouted for him as I ran out.
              He didn’t know why Cassy, Stridor or Reggie hadn’t run with him. Maybe they didn’t see that the grenade dropped. Asa thought that it was unlikely that Stridor hadn’t noticed. Maybe he froze with fear. That also seemed unlikely.
              But Stridor didn’t go out the front door. Maybe he didn’t think that the grenade would work for some reason. Perhaps he had been shot by a stray bullet.
              Whatever the reason, the fact is that he didn’t move and he’s dead now. Cassy is dead too, as is Reggie, Bagel, Grump-Grumps, Jennie and Noah.
              Stridor is dead, he didn’t escape.
              Stridor is dead.
              Stridor is dead.
              The words just didn’t sound right in his head. He felt as though he were lying to himself, trying to make himself feel better.
              He’s dead! Stridor is dead!
              He just couldn’t believe it. Stridor had always been so smart and so strong. How could he be dead?
              It doesn’t matter if I don’t believe it. It’s true?
              Asa breathed in deep breaths through his nose and then puffed the air out through his mouth. It was a breathing technique he had learned in cross-country. The method feels unnatural, but breathing in through the nose allows you to get air into more of your lungs than you would be able to otherwise.
              The air smelled of pine. It was enjoyably chilly on his hot face; steam was coming off of Asa’s body as he ran.
              If Stridor is dead, why do I feel like someone is following me?
              A chill ran up Asa’s back, feeling like a thousand baby spiders.
              He turned his head and glanced over his shoulder. His eyes were fairly adjusted to the darkness, and the moon was shining bright down through the canopy. There were trees reaching towards the night sky, fallen logs, pine needles on the ground and puddles shining in the blue moonlight, but he could not see anyone following him.
              He turned his head and continued running. He laughed a little. I’m being paranoid. Stridor isn’t following me. He’s dead.
              He imagined Stridor’s blue eyes full of humor as he held the lighter over Asa’s gasoline-soaked hair.
              He felt the ghost-spiders run up his back again, tickling his neck with their tiny legs.
              No one is following me. They are all dead. Now what should I do?
              The question hadn’t gotten any easier, but he now had a little bit more energy to think about it.
              He considered where he was. I’m in post Wolf Flu Alaska, alone and by myself. It’s possible that I could run two hundred miles in this direction and not run into another person.
              He felt utterly alone. This feeling was made worse by what he thought next.
              I can’t return to the Academy.
              It hurt him to think about, but it was a reality. Without Stridor’s software trick, he wouldn’t be able to bypass the guards. And, they’ll probably be on the lookout for me, since I’ve been reported missing, even though McCoy’s report contradicted that.
              Even if I could get past the guards, I don’t know where to go. I left that part of the plan up to Stridor, which was stupid. I’m one hundred miles away from where Stridor and I landed on that grey beach hours ago. I couldn’t get back there. Without a GPS to tell me where to go, I wouldn’t know exactly where to fly over the ocean to get back to the Academy. You can’t see it from Alaska. I can’t just take off over the water and hope that I’m flying in the right place—I could drown. What if I got out there and couldn’t find my way back?
              His feet slapping through the mud was rhythmic.
              My mom is dead, I don’t have any friends in Dritt, the ones that I do have in the Academy are unreachable, and Teddy is as good as dead to me.
              His eyes began to sting. His chest ached. He almost cried, but he resisted.
              I need to be stronger than that.
              He supposed that in the end he would have to find a place to lay low. If he signed up for normal high school or went back to Dritt, the Academy would find him. The Academy was good at finding people.
              So I guess that I’ll just have to find a cabin that someone died in like Noah’s family did.
              Why did I not shout for Noah to run?
              He kept on running, feeling more alone with each step.
              I’m going further away from the Academy.
              His brain went through the events of the past couple days. Why did Conway have to tell me his plan? If he had kept quiet, Robert King’s hidden microphone (wherever it was) wouldn’t have been able to let him know what Conway meant to do. He could have shot Robert King, killed him, and none of this would have happened.
              Asa remembered sitting out in the woods with Conway. He recalled the way Conway’s hands shook and the love he felt for the man that was the closest thing to a father he ever had.
              Then he recalled the deal he had made with Conway.
              I agreed to go kill Robert King, if he failed.
              Sixty point two-four-four-eight degrees North and one hundred fifty four point two-eight-five-one degrees West, he thought.
              I still remember the coordinates of where he is.
              He ran for a moment, not thinking much about anything.
              He thought of the coordinates some more. If I kill him, I’ll be doing a favor for Conway. Somehow the thought made him feel less alone; it was like Conway was still there, in a way.
              And, if I kill him, I’ll be helping the Academy in the war against the Multipliers.
              After that thought, he knew that he had to try. He didn’t need any more convincing than that.
              What’s the first step?
              He thought for a moment, still running. The feeling that someone was following him persisted, so he didn’t want to slow down.
              I need to get a device that can tell me what coordinates I’m at. Without a phone or something, the coordinates I know are useless.
              Asa cursed loudly and was torn from his thoughts. He had halted immediately, feeling a sharp pain as he ran into something, though he hadn’t seen anything in his way. He looked down to see that his thigh was bleeding slightly. He backed up a few steps and squinted in front of him. Barbed wire, he thought. He looked further ahead of him and saw that in a few hundred feet, he would hit a road.
              He considered his options. I could either go back to Chignik and try to find a phone, or I could look for some place along this road.
              He turned and looked back. The pillar of smoke had risen higher. He still felt as though someone was following him.
              I think that I should press forward.
 
 
              Asa reached the road, which was paved with painted line markings. Occasionally, there were signs. “BIRDTREE 6 MILES,” was a sign that Asa was particularly interested in. He needed to reach a populated area so that he could steal a phone or some other device that would help him reach Robert King’s coordinates, and he didn’t want to return to Chignik.
               I can still feel the eyes watching me from the forest.
              He took off along the road, headed for Birdtree, whatever that was. He kept to the edge of the forest, running along the outside of the barbed wire fence. He didn’t want to be seen by a passing motorist. He was still wearing his Academy-issued suit, which was stained red in the back and below the right forearm from the injuries he had sustained. I would surely catch someone’s attention.
              He jogged, but he continued to slow his pace. He was tired and needed to eat.
              I can worry about that when Robert King is dead, he thought.
              He wondered how much time he had. Didn’t Noah say that Robert King would be leaving the cabin and returning to the Academy in a week?
              Dawn came, making the sky purple and then a dull grey. His legs had ceased feeling numb. Now they hurt. His left foot was swelling at the arch, causing him to limp. It felt like someone had put a child’s rubber bouncy ball beneath the skin on the bottom of his foot. It hurt to land on it, but he kept going.
              His face felt hot. He imagined that if he looked at it in the mirror it would appear extremely flushed.
              I can’t believe that yesterday morning I woke up at the Academy, thinking that I would continue on there indefinitely. Now, only one day later, I’m running all over Alaska, planning on killing Robert King, and I know that I’ll never go back.
              Every time he thought of his intentions to not go back, his chest tightened some. No more Winggame. No more classes. No more Tasks. No more friends. No more Charlotte. No more Conway. No more Jen.
              After a mile of jogging, he saw a gravel side road. He stopped and examined it. Asa had no tracking skills, but it was clear that the road had been used since the last rain. Tire marks were visible going on and off the road.
              Maybe I won’t have to go the whole six miles, he thought. Maybe I can find what I need here. He pulled up the hood on his suit and began to walk in the tree-shadows on the side of the road.
              What is my plan? Am I just going to steal someone’s phone?
              He didn’t really know. He was just going to have to see what opportunities arose and pick the best one.
              I don’t like stealing—I don’t want to be a thief. However, I don’t like Robert King being alive even more.
              Asa continued on for a few hundred yards, considering turning back. As he got further down the road, he couldn’t see any more tire marks. Did someone just use the road back there to turn around? The marks were clear at the beginning, and the road is the same here as it was back there.
              He was about to go back when he saw a house out of the corner of his eye. He took a few steps to the right so that he was at a better vantage point, and looked. It’s not a house; it’s a mansion.
              His heart was pumping hard in his chest. He could feel that his thoughts were cloudy from a lack of sleep, but he didn’t pay any attention to this. I need to keep going.
              The structure was five stories high and sprawling over a large, treeless lawn that was surrounded by barbed wire on the other side of the road. Thick green vines snaked up tall, supporting beams. The windows were filthy; Asa could see that even from so far away. Some of the black roof tiles were crooked. No lights were on in the house. No car was parked in the driveway.
              No one is there, Asa thought. I should turn back.
              Asa shuffled his feet to turn back and looked down the road. So many trees on either side of the road—so many shadows—so many hiding places.
              He felt the ghost spiders again.
              “Stridor?” he said, and then he clamped his hands over his mouth, startled that he had spoken. His voice hadn’t sounded like his own. It sounded croaky and odd, like a stranger’s. There’s no one there, he told himself.
              But if there was, I wouldn’t be able to see them. There are so many hiding places.
              He started to giggle but then he bit his tongue. It hurt, he was tired, and he wanted to lie down. Thinking of going back gave him the chills.
              And then he saw him—Stridor was standing on the other side of the road. He was peaking his head out from behind a tree. His blue eyes were shining with hate. He had a lighter in his hand.
              Asa shook his head and Stridor disappeared. He was never there.
              All in my imagination.
              He felt sick. He supposed that he had been too amped up to notice before, but now he found that his ears were ringing. He supposed that this was from being close to the cabin when the grenade went off.
              Maybe I should go check out the mansion. If there’s something there, I’ll use it. If not, maybe I could sleep for a couple hours. I think that I had just dozed off when I heard Stridor getting the knife out of his backpack and I woke up. I need to sleep. Maybe I can find a room inside that house that I could lock myself in. That would be nice. That would make me feel better.
              He began to traipse towards the mansion. He didn’t jog. His stride was that of a partially drunken person.
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              As Asa walked up the lawn, he felt as though his brain was working at half speed.
              It might be, he thought sluggishly. I’m sleep deprived and hungry. My body requires so much more energy than a normal person’s. It has to support my wings, it has to make more red blood cells than a normal person’s body, it has to provide for my denser muscles, and on top of all those things, I’m injured.
              The grass on the lawn was two feet high, which gave Asa mixed feelings of hope and hopelessness. On one hand, someone’s mowed it in the past few months. On the other hand, maybe no one has been here in the past few months.
              He still couldn’t see a light on inside any of the dirty windows. The white surface of the mansion was not only covered in vines in some places, but it was stained a dark brown color from dirt lodged within the outer textures.
              At least it will be a good place to rest, Asa thought. Then, when I wake up, I’ll go to that town that I saw the sign for. Was it ‘Birdtree?’ Was it ‘Birdview?’ Whatever. I’ll need to go through there. I don’t know how I’m going to find my way to a device with the coordinates, but I can think about that when I’m not so tired.
              He limped up the gravel drive, which had weeds growing up between some of the rocks. My left foot is killing me, he thought. Each time he stepped on it, it sent pain radiating up his ankle. How far did Noah say Robert King was away? Forty miles? He grimaced just thinking about having to go that far.
              He had to walk up ten wooden stairs to reach the front deck, which led to the front door. The deck was wooden, and had been painted black at one time. It still had some black on it, but most of the original sealant had been removed. Asa leaned down and looked at the exposed wood. There were small groves in it. Did a squirrel eat off the sealant? Maybe a deer did it? It looks like it was removed, though, and like it was done roughly. Maybe a human did it with a small knife.
              Why would anyone do that?
              Asa didn’t know. He was too tired to think about it. He walked up to the door and saw a “NO TRESPASSING” sign. He quickly scanned the wording. He saw references to articles under Alaskan law. He saw wording like, “without the owners’ express written consent.” There was other wording threatening felony charges.
              This place is definitely deserted. It’ll be a great spot for a nap, though.
              He tried the door handle and found that it was locked. He took a step back and considered kicking the door in. He paused.
              Maybe someone has an alarm system on this place, he thought. He looked up at the deck’s dirty ceiling. A bird’s nest was lodged in the corner. Heavy, dense cobwebs were strung from the wall above the door to the ceiling. As Asa looked at it, he thought, I wonder if there are any baby spiders in there?
              He felt as though some were crawling over the back of his neck.
He turned quickly, expecting to see Stridor coming up the walkway. He thought that half his face would be freshly burned, the other half merely covered in his old scars that his father inflicted upon him.
              He wasn’t there.
              Asa laughed, but it sounded strange. The laugh was croaky and foreign. It reminded him of a seal’s bark. It sounds kind of like the ragged barks Carlton was emitting before the Multipliers killed him.
              I need to get some sleep.
              He decided not to enter through the front door, as the front door would be the most likely place for a burglar alarm to go off. Instead, he extracted his wings, flew up to a third-story window, and tugged it upwards. It wasn’t locked and slid easily into the open position. He held onto the ledge a moment, looking at the recently sutured laceration on his wing. The sutures were still intact, and the flight didn’t cause much pain at all.
              He looked inside the room, considering the fact that the window had opened so easily. I guess that no one thought that an intruder would try the third story window. He smiled, gripped the seal at the bottom, and pulled himself in. He shut and locked it behind himself. The latch he used to secure the window was dusty, and he rubbed his fingers off on his dirty suit. Why did I lock the window? That seems like something I would do if I thought Stridor was coming after me.
              “Enough,” he said.
              He looked around. He was standing in what he supposed may have once been a bedroom. The walls around him were painted white and the faint smell of mildew hung in the air. The walls had been bleached by the sun, except for where furniture used to stand. He saw the square outline of what might have been a dresser. There was an outline against a wall where Asa would think a bed would go. There was a circular outline high up on one of the walls. A clock?
              In the pre-Wolf Flu world, a place like this would have made Asa ask a lot of questions. Why would someone leave a perfectly good building like this? In the post Wolf Flu world, where the hospitals had to turn down patients and Asa had had to care for his own mother as she deteriorated until death, Asa didn’t see the abandoned mansion as too peculiar. The reason for it being there abandoned was simple. Some people died. It happens all the time. Maybe someone stole the furniture. Maybe this house is on the market, but the market has too many structures and too few healthy people to buy all of the homes.
              Whatever the true reason was, Asa wasn’t worried that anyone would come and find him.
              Stridor is dead, he told himself again. He won’t find me.
              Even so, Asa looked out the window one last time. His eyes scanned the shadowy forest, but he didn’t see anyone.
There were three doors leading to the little room he found. One of the doors led to a hallway, another to a bathroom, and another led to a closet. Asa shut all of these doors and locked the ones leading to the hallway and bathroom. If he had been feeling better, he might have gone through the house and checked to make sure that no one was there. At that moment, however, the prospect of doing such a thing sounded like torture.
              He lay down on the dirty carpet. The smell of mildew was stronger towards the floor. He used his left arm beneath him like a pillow. He shut his eyes, turned on his side, and drifted off. His last thoughts before going to sleep were: If Robert King hadn’t put the Wolf Flu in the water, I could return to my mother. If it hadn’t been for Robert King, this house would be full of furniture, well kept, and lived in by some healthy, happy family. If it hadn’t been for Robert King, Noah, Bagel, and Grump-Grumps would be alive. If Robert King never existed, my forearm wouldn’t hurt so much right now and I wouldn’t be so tired. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be scared all the time. If it weren’t for him, half the world population wouldn’t have died a painful death, leaving their families to try to make it without them. If it weren’t for him, I would still have a mom to have Thanksgiving with. That would be in November, though. This is summer. She might take me shopping for school clothes around this time of year, but instead I’m alone in this smelly, damned mansion. If it wasn’t for him, she might take me out to eat, my new school clothes still in her car. We might have laughed and gotten dessert today. If it wasn’t for him, I could hug her, and feel her warmth. She would have meat on her bones. She would be able to breathe. Instead, she’s dead, buried in some half-ass grave at the cemetery because the dead bodies were so numerous they couldn’t all get proper burials. The face I love, the brain that used to form the thoughts, “I love you, Asa,” are dead and gone and I can’t have them back. He needs to die. And I’m going to kill him. And I’m going to like doing it.
 
              As Asa slept, he didn’t hear a person walk up the walkway, the grass whispering against his pants. He didn’t hear a person open a window on the side of the house and let himself inside. He didn’t even hear someone accidentally drop a bottle of SmartWater on the kitchen tile floor and cursed. He didn’t hear a person pacing around on the first floor, muttering to himself as he meticulously ate Doritos. He didn’t hear anyone walking up the stairs, or a hand sliding on the banister. He didn’t hear anyone press an ear against the door to the hallway that Asa had locked. He didn’t see an eye staring at him from beneath the threshold. He didn’t hear any breath against the bottom of the door. In Asa’s world, all was quiet. He slept soundly.
 
              When Asa awoke, his first thought was, I feel better.
The skies had cleared some as he slept. Sunlight streamed in through the filthy window, hitting the far wall, bleaching it some more. He heard a bird singing prettily outside of his window. I wonder if that’s one of the ones from the bird’s nest above the deck.
              Asa rolled over onto his back and stretched. He reached his hands high above him and felt his back pop and blood flow increase to his stretching muscles. He held his right forearm above his face and examined the cut he had sustained from the flying debris after the grenade went off. There was a straight, partially scabbed over laceration right below his elbow. It wasn’t bleeding anymore, and he couldn’t see any dirt in the wound. I’ll need to find something to clean that with, though, he thought. If I’m going to be living out on my own, I can’t go to the doctor. The Academy could somehow use my doctor’s visit to track me. I need to stay off of the map. He flexed his hand, feeling the scab stretch. But I’ll have to do that later. Now I need to focus on killing Robert King.
              He stood, still feeling the knot in the bottom of his left foot. He was hungry, but not severely so. He thought that he might be able to make it to Robert King’s cabin without eating, if he knew exactly where to find it.
              But I don’t. That’s the first problem that I need to solve—I need to get a GPS.
              He ran a hand through his hair. It stuck together in places from when he had accidentally touched it with his bloody hand at Noah’s cabin.
              I should probably have a gun, too. Just because the Boss is trying to lay low doesn’t mean he’s not taking basic precautions.
              Asa unlocked the door to the bathroom, not worried that someone might be in there. It was empty. The room was dark, and he flipped the switch. The power was off and the bulb did not illuminate. He flipped it back down to the off position out of habit.
              He had to urinate, and turned to see that the toilet bowl was full. Curious, he turned on the faucet. It sputtered for a moment, but then water came out.
              Does that mean someone lives here?
No, he thought. There might just be a well that someone forgot to turn off when they moved out. It might run on a different electrical circuit than the lights.

              He used the bathroom and then stepped out into the hallway, not cautious that someone else might be there.
              I don’t think that there’s any food here, but I might as well explore, just in case.
              The carpet was grey with dust and little plumes came up when he stepped down upon it. He walked down the hallway and came to a large living room. The room was expansive. There was a fireplace along one wall, and another wall had windows that looked out over a beautiful mountainous, piney view. The room was bare, and filthy. I bet that this place was nice.
              On Asa’s right side, there was a wide staircase leading up and down. He put his hand on the bannister and started to walk down to the first floor. He didn’t notice that the bannister didn’t have as much dust on it as it should have had. He didn’t notice any footprints on the staircase.
              When he reached the second floor’s landing, he looked around in the initial room. It looked like the living room on the third story, except there wasn’t a window. Maybe this was someone’s media room, he thought. The kitchen is probably on the first floor anyway.
              Asa went down the staircase, still running his hand along the banister. He was looking up at the ceiling as he went. There were cracks running down the sheetrock, making Asa wonder if the foundation was shifting. It’s a shame; this house could be so beautiful if someone took care of it. Then a thought struck him: Maybe I could live here. Maybe after I kill Robert King I could make this my home. It already has a well house, which is nice. It might even be possible…
              His thought was cut off with the suddenness that a guillotine ends a life.
              He breathed in, and the air clicked in his throat. His body had been slouched as he walked down the stairs, but now it straightened as though he were electrocuted.
              There were items on the fourth stair from the bottom, as though someone had just been having lunch there. There was a brown paper sack sitting upright. Beside this sack, there was a sandwich, half wrapped in cellophane with some bites missing out of it.
              Asa could feel his heartbeat in his face. He could hear the blood whooshing in his ears.
              Beside the sandwich there was a pistol. The thing was old and small; it looked like a short-range self-defense gun. The barrel was only three inches long. The pistol lay on its side, and beside it there was the last item on the staircase.
              Exactly what I need.
              It was a smartphone.
              Asa stood still for a moment, his ears pricked. He was buzzing with excitement at having found items that could help him and at the prospect of someone else being in the mansion with him.
              Someone else is in here, he thought. I’m certain of it. That sandwich can’t have been sitting there for too long, otherwise some animal would have come in and stole it. I can’t see any mold on it.
He imagined a vagrant living here. Maybe it’s some guy whose family has been killed by the Wolf Flu. He saw the man who had left the sandwich as a tall, burly, bearded man. He supposed that for someone who could hunt well, this mansion would be a good place to hole up. Maybe someone lives here who wants to be off of the map. Maybe it’s someone who doesn’t want to live in a city because he’s afraid he’ll contract the Wolf Flu.
But then why are the upper floors empty?
              Asa quickly came up with a logical explanation. There are five stories in this huge house. If I were to live here, I would only take up one room.
              But then he saw a problem with the theory that he was looking at the half finished lunch of someone who lived in the mansion.
              Why would someone who lives here carry his or her food around in a paper sack? Paper sack lunches are good for people who need to eat outside of their homes. I’ve never packed a lunch in my apartment at the Academy, carried it to the kitchen table and then unpacked it.
              The hair on Asa’s neck pricked up. He looked around the floor beneath the staircase and saw something that made him feel cold all over. Coming to and from the base of the staircase were footprints. These were not ordinary footprints, though. They’re massive. They appear to be size sixteen.
              It’s Stridor! Stridor is in here!
              Don’t jump to conclusions! Asa told himself.
              However, then he looked at the items again. Food, a smartphone, and a gun. Those are the things that I need. Stridor is on the same mission as I am.
              Does he know that I’m here?
              Asa let out an echolocation cry. The echoes bounced off of the backside of the front door and showed Asa the rooms on either side of the entryway. They were empty.
              If Stridor knew I was here, he would have killed me before I woke up. It can’t be him.
              Then how do you explain the shoe-size, the gun, and the smartphone?
              Maybe it is Stridor and he just so happened to find the same mansion that I did. 
              Asa stared at the phone. He didn’t immediately recognize the brand. A cold certainty swept over him. I bet that if I took that thing with me, I would find a downloaded application on it that showed me what coordinates I’m at.
              That’s enough thinking! I need to get that stuff and get out of here before whoever returns.
              Asa let out another echolocation cry, perceived no one, and shuffled down the staircase. He rewrapped the partly eaten sandwich in cellophane and threw it, along with the gun and the phone, inside the brown bag. He looked inside the paper sack and saw that there were four peanut butter sandwiches.
              That’s enough calories for an Academy mutant.
              But I know that Stridor died! He didn’t get out the front door!
              Maybe he got out the window! Asa had forgotten about the window in the back bedroom.
              He shuddered and ran back up the staircase, letting out a series of echolocation cries to insure that he wouldn’t accidentally run into Stridor.
 
              Ten minutes later, Asa was in the woods. He had leapt out the third story window and glided to the tree line. From there, he sprinted two miles north, which he knew was the general direction that Robert King’s cabin was, and then he climbed a tree to look at the things he had stolen in the brown bag.
              He took a moment to look around the forest. The shadows amongst the pine trees didn’t look as threatening in the daylight. He recalled how he had continuously thought that Stridor was following him. He remembered the sensation of being watched.
              Maybe that was more than just me being paranoid, he thought. Maybe Stridor was following me.
              However, that didn’t make sense. Why wouldn’t he have killed me in the mansion, if he knew I was there?
              Asa opened up the paper sack and took out the phone. His hands were shaking. He pressed a button near the bottom and the screen illuminated. “TAP TO UNLOCK,” white letters told him.
              There’s going to be a code, Asa told himself.
              He tapped the device and was pleasantly surprised to find that there wasn’t a code. He was instantly allowed access to the phone. The reception gauge showed that he didn’t have many bars, but he still had enough service to use it. He flicked upwards and all of the phone’s applications went past him. There was one for note taking, there was an app for email, there was an app for drawing, and many more. At the bottom of the list, Asa saw something that again made him feel like baby spiders were crawling over the tiny hairs on the back of his neck.
              “Coordinate Locator,” was the name of the app. He clicked on it and saw a very simple interface. “Locating,” it said for a moment, and then it gave Asa the coordinates of where he was right then.
              “I’ll be damned,” Asa whispered. He was sure now. He had proof. He was holding a phone that Stridor stole. Why would someone download an app that tells them their coordinates? That may be useful for a sailor or something, but for the vast majority of people, an application like that is useless. So I guess that Stridor lost his old gun and phone and stole this one? He may have accidentally left those things at Noah’s cabin. He probably jumped out the window in such haste that he had to leave them.
              Asa let out an echolocation cry, just to make sure that he was still alone. The echoes told him that he was.
              A cold wind blew through the forest, making the pine needles above him shake and rattle softly against each other.
              Am I positive that these items are Stridor’s? Asa wondered. He thought about this for a moment before making a decision. I’m not completely certain, but I have enough evidence that it would be foolish not to assume that Stridor was in that mansion, too. The odds that someone else would have enormous feet and be carrying a gun, a ton of food, and a phone with a GPS coordinates app are ridiculous. That had to have been Stridor.
              Asa took out the half-eaten sandwich, unwrapped it, and began eating it from the back. I feel weird about eating after Stridor.
              The peanut butter was plentiful and crunchy. He ate backwards until he reached the bites and then littered the rest of the food on the ground. Some bird will get a good snack out of that. He took out another sandwich and ate it quickly, thinking.
              He wondered if he should have taken the items. It appears as though Stridor was clearly on his way to kill Robert King. I don’t really care who kills the man, I just want him dead. Maybe I just should have left the items on the staircase. I could have let Stridor continue on with his journey and kill Robert King for me. That way, I’d get the same result, and without any of the risk.
              Maybe I could still go and return the items to the staircase. Asa looked behind him. The forest was so thick and he had run so far that he couldn’t see the mansion anymore behind him.
              No, I can’t go back.
              He objected for two reasons.
              The first and most obvious reason was that Stridor would probably have returned from the bathroom or wherever he had been when Asa found the items on the staircase. The last thing that I want is to encounter Stridor again.
              The second reason was more vague. It was hard to put it into words. I don’t trust myself to understand Stridor, was the main theme of the thought. Leaving those items there in hopes that Stridor would do something might be a good idea if Stridor were more like Viola, or even Roxanne. He’s not, though. He’s constantly surprising me. He gave up the Davids to the Multipliers, he knew that Conway’s gun was going to misfire, and he’s tried or threatened to kill me several times when I didn’t expect it. What if his plan is to go to Robert King, try to make a deal with him, and if The Boss resisted, kill him? That wouldn’t be unreasonable.
              Asa wrapped up the cellophane into a ball and dropped it into the paper sack.
              I need to kill Robert King myself. I can’t have Stridor do it. I don’t trust him, and I’ll have no way to validate that the deed was done. I want to do this for Conway. I want to see him dead.
              He looked around him again. He wondered if Stridor had discovered that someone had stolen from him yet. What will he do? He’ll probably look around the mansion some for a person hiding. I doubt he knows that I was there. If he did, he would have killed me.
              Asa opened up the app and looked at his coordinates again. He would need to travel northeast to get to Robert King’s cabin.
              Is that safe?
              He remembered how, because of his new, red-blood cell related mutation, he had beaten Stridor on the ten mile course in the Simulation the day before. I’m faster than him in long distances, and Robert King is about forty miles away. If I start running now, I’ll have about half an hour to kill Robert King before Stridor could possibly reach the cabin. We’re about to be, if we aren’t already, in a national park, which means that he won’t be able to use a car to beat me there. Also, I took his only GPS, so he’ll have to find another one.
              I’m going to kill King.
              Asa put the cell phone in the brown bag, along with the last two sandwiches and the gun. He extracted his wings, glided down to the forest floor, and took off, running over dead pine needles. Grump-Grumps stitching is holding up well, he thought.
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              It was ten o’clock and the sun was beginning to descend closer to the horizon in the southwest when the coordinates on Asa’s phone matched up with the coordinates he had memorized.
              He stopped running, leaned up against a thick tree trunk, and tried to calm his breathing down. His face was not just blotchy anymore; it was now literally closer to red than any other color. There were a few dots on his temples where his normal pale skin shown through, but the rest of his face was an exaggerated version of the red-purple color he had first seen in the mirror the night before last. To someone who didn’t know that Asa had erythrocytosis, they would think that he looked as though he were having a heart attack, or trouble breathing. His lips looked like he had just messily eaten a lot of strawberries.
              He dropped the sack onto the ground and rubbed his temples. He looked at the portion of skin that showed between his suit and his wrist. “Wow,” he whispered. It must be getting more severe, he thought. It wasn’t this bad after the ten mile course in the Simulator. However, I did just run forty miles, not ten.
              The run had taken Asa just under three hours, according to the clock on the smartphone he had stolen from the mansion. He looked down at the brown paper bag and then back up.
              Where is Robert King’s cabin? It’s supposed to be here.
              He was in thick wilderness that appeared to be completely untouched by humans, standing on a gradual slope that led up to the base of a stony mountain. To the south, there was a lake that shimmered in the orange light of the evening sun. The vegetation here was very similar to that around Chignik. There were occasional patches of dark green grass, but these were rare. Most of the forest floor was covered in dead pine needles, fallen sticks, and thorny vines stretching over the floor. The vines had proven to be an incredible nuisance during the run. Asa’s legs would have been cut badly if it hadn’t been for his suit. Asa still wasn’t aware of all the technologies that went into making the thing, but it was somehow fairly resistant to being scratched. The King Wolves’ bites, and the flying shrapnel from the grenade exploding had pierced it, but the thorns hadn’t been strong enough to regularly penetrate the material. Asa had a few cuts, but they weren’t that bad.
              Where the hell is that cabin? Did Noah give me the wrong coordinates?
              Asa let out an echolocation cry. He looked around. Neither of these methods of perceiving the physical world around him let him know that a cabin was nearby. All he perceived was an endless array of trees stretching out in every direction.
              Did I remember the coordinates incorrectly?
              He wiped sweat off of his brow.
              It’s possible.
              He had noticed that after about an hour of running he hadn’t been able to think as well. I need to eat, and then I can work on the problem of why I don’t see a cabin. I need to get some water, too.
              The lake was roughly half a mile down hill. Asa hadn’t ever drunk water from a natural lake like that, but he supposed that the lake water in a natural park would be relatively safe. He didn’t want a parasite, but he didn’t really have an option. I need to drink water.
              He picked up the brown sack and started in that direction. As he walked down towards the lake, he noticed something. The sucking sound he had heard when walking around Chignik was still present here. The ground was moist and saturated with water.
              Struck with inspiration, he got down on his hands and knees and did something that he had seen squirrels do before. He pressed his fingertips into the ground, dug out a small amount of dirt, and revealed a hole. Without the dirt there, the water gathered in the hole.
              He dug some more.
              Soon, his arms were tired and he had a hole that was roughly one foot deep. At the bottom, there was a three-inch puddle of water. It was dirty, but that was better than containing lake bacteria; Asa thought so, anyway. He placed his palms on either side of the hole, leaned in and slurped the water up.
              The water tasted gritty, as there was dirt mixed in with it, and he had to get a pine needle out of his mouth at one point. The last slurp was mostly sand and he sat up and spat it out onto the ground. He spat until his tongue wasn’t covered in dirt and then stood, walked over to a tree, and leaned against the bark. He took out the first sandwich, still searching for the cabin.
              He ate the first peanut butter sandwich and felt some of his energy return. He took out his cell phone and looked at the coordinates. The two numbers that it gave off were both long. They went to nine places after the decimal, whereas the number that Noah had given him only went to four places beyond the decimal.
              He took out the other sandwich, and while he was eating it, his brain began working enough to understand.
              I’m in the right place, but just generally. Robert King’s cabin must be in the vicinity. He realized that the area the cabin could be in might be a one or even five-mile radius around him.
              Asa groaned quietly. His calves and shins throbbed from the exhausting run he had just completed.
              I need to move now, though. If I take too long, Stridor will be able to catch up to me.
              Asa had run in a relatively straight line from the mansion to the correct coordinates, and he was faster than Stridor, so he thought that he had at least had half an hour.
              He took the phone and the gun and walked north.
              With a bit of food and water in his stomach, and his cardiovascular system beginning to calm down, he started to feel giddy. Robert King has got to be close. He’s sitting in a cabin, and there are no guards with him.
              Asa could barely believe it.
              The weight of the gun felt good in his hand. His thumb ran up and down the rough texture of the handle. He let his pointer finger slip over the trigger. It was smooth.
              Asa didn’t have much of a plan. He didn’t feel like he would need one. Robert King was alone, and Asa would have the element of surprise.
              Should I have a plan? Asa wondered.
              He recalled Robert King pulling him into an office building to talk before the Winggame Championship at the end of his second semester. The Boss had sat there, holding Jaime’s leash. Asa recalled how large Robert King’s pupils had been—they had taken up his whole visible eye, from eyelid to eyelid. It looked as though his eyeballs had been replaced with black marbles.
              The drug that he’s taking, Vipocrit, it makes him smarter than a normal person.
              Asa halted where he stood. He once again felt like someone was watching him.
              Would a normal person in Robert King’s position come out to a cabin on the side of the mountain without protection? Noah thinks that that’s what Robert King is doing. While I was talking to him, that seemed to make sense. I understand what Noah was saying about how guards and things could be dangerous for someone who has just dodged an internal assassination attempt.
              But no security measures?
              That was hard to believe.
              Still, maybe he didn’t want to allow anyone to know where he was, and he didn’t know how to install cameras or booby traps himself.
              Though Asa had drunk a couple cups of water, his throat felt dry. His lips were swollen. He licked them and looked around.
              A crow flew overhead.
              He looked up and saw two more crows sitting on branches above him.
              The presence of crows had always been a sign of danger for Asa. They were his guardians.
              Where were they when Stridor held the lighter over my gas-soaked head, then? He thought about this. His stomach knotted up as he realized something. When I left the Academy, did that make the contract between Robert King and my father void? Does that mean I’m not really under their protection anymore?
              Asa didn’t think so. He thought his father’s genetically engineered crows were programmed to love him, just as human DNA programs people to like sugar, fats, and carbohydrates.
              He ran a hand over the sutures on his right forearm. He felt the tight little knots that Grump-Grumps had made with the sewing material.
              He felt nervous. He wasn’t really sure if the crows would still protect him.
              This is a bad idea, he thought. Robert King wouldn’t be this unprotected. I need to hide somewhere. I need time to think of what I need to do.
              That’s when he looked up and noticed something. He squinted, and felt his stomach tighten some more as he walked forward. He felt sick. The surprise he felt was ten times what he had felt when discovering the brown bag, the gun and the cell phone on the stairs in the mansion.
              He couldn’t breathe for a moment. It felt as though he had been hit in the gut. It felt as though the world were shifting. He couldn’t make sense of it.
              Lying on the ground, face down in the mud, was a David. This creature was closer to a chimp than Bagel or Noah had been. It had thick, dense, black fur on almost every surface of its body.
              Asa cursed and put a hand over his mouth.
              He felt like he was close to vomiting. It was a result of the gruesome image in front of him, as well as the run and the peanut butter sandwiches sitting undigested in his stomach.
              The David was dead. His positioning as well as the blood made that clear. No living creature lies with its face half-buried in mud. It would suffocate. Only things that don’t need to breathe—such as cadavers—lay like that.
Asa took a few steps closer, his hand still over his mouth.
The creature had been wearing a blue baseball hat. It was a New York Yankees cap.
Did Robert King kill Jaime?
              The David also wore jeans, which were specially tailored to fit his strange legs, and an orange t-shirt. There were two bullet wounds to the back of his head and one between the shoulder blades. The poor thing’s ears were speckled with mud; Asa thought that this must have happened when the David fell down; it probably splashed into a puddle.
              A crow called from overhead. “HA! HA!” it seemed to be laughing, but slowly, as though it were mocking Asa.
              “HA! HA!” another cried.
              Asa looked up at the birds. They were staring at him.
              “HA!” pause “HA!”
              They’re laughing at my surprise. He rubbed his face. He felt the stubble on his chin from not having shaved in some time. No, that’s crazy.
              Who did this? Stridor? Could Stridor have beaten me here? That’s impossible; I’m faster than him. But maybe he found a road and got into a car or onto a motorcycle. Maybe he found an ATV.
              Did Robert King kill Jaime?
              The David looked smaller, somehow, in death. He was the size of a four-year-old human.
              Asa continued to walk forward. When he was standing five steps back from the David, he heard flies buzzing over the corpse. He saw a diamond-encrusted leather collar around his neck.
              Robert King loved Jaime so much. He wouldn’t have killed him.
              Asa paused. Is Stridor here?
              Asa looked up and saw something that might qualify as a cabin twenty steps away from him. No wonder I couldn’t see it before, he thought, looking at the structure. Pine needles had fallen on top of the slanted roof, making it striped with green, black, and light brown, which matched the forest floor perfectly. Pine tree limbs had been sawed off of trees and layered along the bottom of the structure to further assist in camouflaging the cabin. It was very small. Asa thought that it was about ten feet long, six feet wide, and seven feet tall. He had seen bigger tents. There was one door on the front, and it hung ajar.
              Asa lifted his gun and pointed it in front of him. He clicked off the safety. He crouched down, pointing the barrel at the door.
              He didn’t know who he would rather encounter—Stridor or Robert King. Robert King seemed to be the better option. For one, if Jaime’s death were the work of Stridor, Stridor would know that Asa was coming. He would be missing his gun, his smartphone, and a bag of sandwiches; Stridor would assume that Asa had taken these. But if it was Robert King, there was a possibility that the man was benefiting from some mutation that Asa wasn’t aware of. And he’s so fast. He processes information at a rate that’s not even possible for me. Trying to shoot him might be like trying to swat a fly with a rolled up newspaper.
              Asa’s footsteps were quiet on the needle-strewn ground. He let out an echolocation cry, directing it into the cabin, but the return echo did not give him a good look of what was inside.
              I’ll have to get closer, he thought.
              His hands were shaking, reminding him of how Conway’s hands had shaken when he told Asa about his plan. Asa tried hard to steady them, but he couldn’t. The two options were just too terrible. Robert King and Stridor were the most merciless beings he had ever met. In some ways, Robert King was worse than Volkner. He was torturing the Multiplier, after all.
              Asa recalled seeing Volkner, emaciated and missing fingers and toes, walking into Robert King’s office last semester. He’ll do that to me if he catches me. He’ll turn me into a ghost of my former self.
              He thought that Stridor’s approach would be just a quick bullet to the brain.
              Robert King would want to study me. He would also want me to beg for mercy. He would want me to tell him that I love him, that I think he’s wonderful. He’s sick like that.
              He still couldn’t make his mind up as to who he thought was in the cabin. It wouldn’t make sense for Stridor to be here because he can’t have gotten here so quickly. It doesn’t make sense to me why Robert King would kill Jaime.
              But after thinking about this a moment longer, he decided The Boss killing Jaime would actually be believable to him. In the meeting between Robert King and Volkner during last semester, Robert King had thrown enraged fits when Volkner had lied to him. More telling than that, Robert King tries to convince people that he’s a deity. He recalled how The Boss had implied to Asa that he was omniscient before the Winggame Championship the previous semester. He didn’t just imply it, Asa thought. I could see in his expression that he truly believed it. He really thinks that he’s a god. That seems like a recipe for violence when someone with such an ego lives with a pet that will grow to be smarter than him.
              Asa looked at Jaime again. He saw the metal device wrapped around Jaime’s neck that helped the David to talk.
              Jaime had known his place with Robert King, though. Asa recalled how the chimp hybrid had been respectful and quiet when Robert King was talking. I don’t think that he would have done anything to make Robert King feel threatened by his intelligence. He loved the man.
              But I also don’t think that it’s Stridor.
              Asa hadn’t realized it until that point, but he had a headache. I bet it’s from dehydration. I was sweating buckets, but I only drank a little water. The buzzing of the flies and the laughing of the crows from above made it feel like needles were being jabbed into the backs of his eyeballs. His head throbbed.
              Could it be Cassy in there?
              He hadn’t thought of this before. Cassy had been shot in the shoulder, but she was also a Multiplier. Asa thought that a wounded Multiplier was still faster than he was. But how would Cassy know where Robert King’s cabin is?
              Maybe Stridor told her.
              Asa imagined a scene where Stridor and Cassy both exited through the back window of the cabin, before the grenade went off. Cassy could have taken Stridor into a secluded area of the forest and threatened him. Stridor would have told her anything to live. He may have told her where Robert King was.
              But then what? She killed him and then went to the cabin? But then who left the brown bag, the gun, and the smartphone in the mansion.
              His head was pounding. He was thinking so hard that it was exacerbating his headache. He looked at the door to the cabin. He could see that it was made of hand-cut branches sewn together with vines. Noah did say that this whole cabin was made by survivalists, and just off of what they found from the surrounding land. They used handsaws, axes, and vines that they found. Asa had to admit; though the cabin was small, it was impressively sturdy for something that wasn’t the result of any industrial tools.
              He thought that he was close enough to let out an echolocation cry. He opened his mouth, let out one of his screams, went deaf, and then saw what was inside.
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              “HA! HA!” A crow laughed from above.
              “HA! HA!” another one joined in. It sounded close to their normal cries of “CAW! CAW!” It was the same cadence. Asa could have sworn that it was a laughing sound, though.
              He took a couple steps forward. His brain had received information that told him about what was inside, but he just couldn’t believe. It must be a mistake. That can’t be true. That can’t be what I saw.
              The person had seemed so invincible before that it was hard to think that he was dead. He had been so smart. He had lived while others around him died.
              And his dead body makes me ask a question; who killed him?
              Asa felt a drop of sweat gather on his nose and then fall to the dirt below. He still hadn’t cooled off from the run. Steam rose from his body.
              “HA! HA!”
              When Asa was a couple steps closer, he let out another echolocation cry. He closed his eyes. With his eyes open, he still received the information that the echoes provided, but the picture was always more clear with his eyes closed. He had a theory that this was because his brain could only process so much spatial information at once, but he wasn’t sure what the actual reason was. I know that it works, though.
              The door was only slightly ajar, and Asa’s echoes initially bounced off of the wooden surface. The door was hinged on the right side, meaning that the echoes bounced into the left side of the room first.
              Asa saw this side most clearly.
              The dead body wasn’t in the left side; at least, most of the body wasn’t; the feet were, but that was it. What Asa saw there was the living space of a man trying to live off the grid—a man with eccentric tastes.
              There was a standing, electric space heater that was hooked up to an electrical converter, which ran to positive and negative clips that were attached to the proper nodes on a car battery. There were about a dozen extra car batteries stacked against the back wall. The heater was off. It was hard for Asa to tell what the temperature was outside, as his body was so hot, but he would have guessed it was in the low fifties. He supposed that Robert King might save the car battery to supply heat only when the temperature outside dipped below freezing. The walls had a primitive but effective kind of insulation attached to them—tree branches. Small, thin twigs with pine needles shooting off in every direction were neatly tied to the inside of the walls, making a blanket of needles. There was a mound of blankets and sleeping bags pushed into one corner. The sleeping bags and blankets weren’t folded or rolled up, but rather just sat in a large, unorganized heap. One of the blankets had New York Yankees symbols stitched into it, making patterns that Asa’s echolocation could pick up.
              Asa looked down and almost shrieked. The palm of his left hand, which was the hand not holding the gun, went to his mouth and he bit down on it.
              He hadn’t realized it, but as he had been walking forward, concentrating on the cabin, he had been walking closer to the dead David lying in the dirt all the time. He was so close that he could have reached down and touched the back of Jaime’s fur covered head—the fur, which had always been so meticulously clean before, was now sticky with blood and matted to the David’s skull. The hands of the facedown corpse were splayed out on either side of the torso, palms down. Asa saw something that he had never realized about Jaime—his hands had human like characteristics. The hand wasn’t quite as long as a chimp’s; the knuckles weren’t as thick as they should have been. His skull, like Buster’s, was tall and rounded, like a human’s.
              His complex, genius brain is splattered and rotting on the muddy ground, Asa saw. There was a large chunk—about the size of a die—near Asa’s shoe. A fly sat on the dead tissue, rubbing its legs together.
              Asa took his palm out of his mouth and grinded his teeth together. I will not vomit, he told himself.
              He recalled how Cassy had pulled him out from under the bed.
              Sometimes, you can’t will things not to happen. Sometimes, things are out of your control.
              He looked back at the cabin door, taking a step away from Jaime’s drying brains.
              The crows kept laughing up above.
              “HA! HA!”
              Are you not going to help me? He directed this thought towards the crows. He didn’t dare say the words, though, for fear that the killer was near.
              He let out another echolocation cry. Next to the bundle of blankets, there was a small, open-flame, portable stove. This had a hose running from it to a propane tank. There was a TV stand, open and pushed against the wall. There was a laptop sitting on the tray; a cord ran from the computer to a blocky device on the floor. Asa assumed that this was a battery.
              Along the front wall there were some essentials. Asa perceived toilet paper, non-perishable food items such as canned foods and there were things that had the texture of bags of chips. Asa also saw pallets of water bottles, stacked almost all the way to the ceiling.
              Beside the food and water, there were some items that Asa thought were for Jaime. There were boxes, which were roughly the shape of board games. Maybe they are boxes with chess and checkerboards inside. There were books. Asa saw that they were large and had soft pages, which were consistent with coloring books. There were also less educational things, such as Frisbees, chew toys, and tennis balls. 
              I wonder how Robert King spent his days here, Asa thought. Did he ever go out and throw the tennis ball and have Jaime retrieve it? That seems like something a dog would like. Maybe he and Jaime just played catch. Asa breathed in the piney aroma. Did he like the smell? Did he have a good time out here? Did Jaime? And did Jaime see his death coming? He must have. It seemed like he ran, judging from the bullet holes in the back of him.
              Asa let out another echolocation cry. This time he concentrated on the right side of the cabin. There were large bags against one corner; Asa didn’t know what they were. They looked heavy. There was a machete hanging on one of the walls, next to a shovel, an axe, and a rifle, which hung from its shoulder strap on a large nail.
He didn’t have time to get his gun, Asa thought.
Robert King was dead on the ground. Asa was even surer that The Boss was dead than Jaime was.
              He let out another echolocation cry, just to be certain. He still couldn’t believe it. He was still having trouble breathing deeply.
              This is the man who ran the Academy—who ordered graduates to go out and apprehend smart teenagers like he was a zookeeper that wanted more exotic birds. He brainwashed people. He turned them against each other. If it weren’t for him, my father wouldn’t have created Multipliers; he would have used his inventions for good, not war. He would have made them public domain. Instead, he accidentally made monsters called Multipliers, and then they turned against him.
              If it weren’t for that man, my mother would still be alive. I can’t even hear her voice in my head anymore, YOU BASTARD! Asa felt hot tears begin to sting his eyes. His hands were still shaking. I don’t know what she sounds like! I haven’t seen a picture of her since you had Conway and McCoy take me to the Academy! My mental image is growing fuzzy in my head. The smell of her—the one that lingered in the Volvo—is like a ghost now. I can remember that she had a clean smell—a flowery one—but those words are the best my memory can do. Used to, I could close my eyes and it was like she was there, holding me, and I could breathe in her scent. Now, I just have words for what that was like. I remember that she had dark, sweet eyes and a warm smile, but I can’t see it anymore. I wouldn’t have to be worried about losing the memories if she was here. I want her back. I don’t want to be here. I want her to teach me how to drive. I want to have her meet Charlotte. I want her to take pictures of me before prom, and I want her to make me grilled cheese sandwiches. I want her to peek into my room while I’m sleeping and watch me silently and love me. I wish that I had her to argue with over whether I’m old enough to do this or that. I wish that she could have been there, hugging me, while I was looking over her comatose body. She was burning up with fever and when she opened her eyes they were yellow, cloudy, matted with gunk on both sets of eyelashes and unseeing. I was crying with my mouth open, I remember that—it was kind of like I was moaning. I think that in some stupid, immature part of my brain I thought, ‘this is my mom! My mom doesn’t want me to cry! She’ll stop rolling her eyes and making those gurgling sounds in her throat, if she sees how much it’s killing me to watch that!’ And she stunk, too. The flowery smell was gone, replaced with the smell of sweat and vomit. I will never ssmell the flowery smell again. I blamed her, in my head. I blamed her for not comforting me; I was scared. When I came to, after one of my runs, I realized logically that it wasn’t her fault, but I still couldn’t help but feel that way. I feel guilty for that. And I blame you! I blame you!
              Asa didn’t remember walking into the cabin, but the next thing that he realized, he was standing there. The floor was covered in rocks that shifted and clinked together as he walked over them. Hot tears of rage and hate spilled over his cheeks. They were tears of loss, also. They were tears of longing. He wanted to touch his mom. He wanted her to pat his head and hold him to her chest. He wanted to hear her laugh. He could still half-remember the way that sounded in his head. She had a habit of snorting when she found something incredibly funny. In a way, it was an ugly sound; it was improper and impolite. However, it was lovely, too. It was carefree. She only did that around people that she was comfortable around.
              That’s gone, too.
              He didn’t remember grabbing the shovel, either, but apparently he had because when he looked down he was holding it. He gripped the handle hard, his forearms trembling. He had placed the short revolver down at his feet.
              Robert King had died with an expression of fear on his face; it was frozen there. His eyes were wide, and all pupils. His eyebrows were raised and his jaw yawned as though the man were about to scream. There were three clean bullet holes in the middle of his forehead. Blood ran in rivulets over his face.
              Asa looked closely at Robert King’s body. The man had died wearing an expensive-looking fleece jacket of some brand name that Asa had never heard of. He wore blue jeans below this, and cowboy boots covered in intricate stamp-work and sewing patterns.
              Did he just breathe? Asa thought. He stared at Robert King’s chest. Did I just see it rise?
              No, he told himself. There is no one breathing in here. It’s only your imagination.
              But then he heard it again. There was a rustling sound and he heard an inhale of breath, sounding like someone had taken in air through their nose. He reared back with the shovel and then drove it into Robert King’s face with the mutated muscles the man had helped bestow upon him. The blade of the shovel was dull, but Asa put enough force behind it to do considerable damage. The point went into the gaping mouth and hit the man’s top teeth. The shovel went through the first ten teeth in the arch; Asa felt the handle of the shovel vibrate as each one broke off and fell into the corpse’s throat. The lips opened up wide into a jeering grin.
              Now he’s laughing at me! Now he’s laughing at me for what happened to my mother!
              “HA! HA!” he heard a crow call outside. In his enraged brain, it seemed to come from Robert King.
              Maybe it didn’t come from him, but he ordered it. He allowed it. It’s like the Blood Canary that used to smile at me with those blocky teeth.
              You killed my mother.
              Asa looked at The Boss’s skin. In the orange-red light that came in through the front door, he could see how well the skin was taken care off. The coloration was consistent throughout. There were no acne scars or blemishes upon the man’s skin.
              This enraged Asa.
              My mother’s skin was eaten away long ago because of you and you’re getting facials! I’m going to ruin that well-kept face!
              He lifted the shovel and drove it again and again into Robert King’s face. I heard him breathe! I’m killing him!
              Blood splattered onto the bottom of his pant’s legs and then he was standing in it so thick that it seeped through the holes in his shoes, making his feet wet. It wasn’t as hot as a living person’s blood, but it wasn’t the same temperature as the air surrounding the corpse.
              Lake water would be colder than this, Asa thought.
              That told him something. He can’t have been dead for too long. That means that his killer must be near.
              Asa stopped. He had struck the skull a few dozen times—he didn’t know how many. Now, he was hitting a red mound that wasn’t a face anymore. He was breathing hard. Some blood had splattered up and hit Asa’s face and torso in little flecks. He was crying hard. Tears fell from his chin onto the ground.
              I hate you so much, he thought. And now you’re dead. You’re as dead as my mom.
              But somehow, this didn’t make Asa feel any better. Looking at the mess he had made of the man’s corpse, he felt worse.
              He threw the shovel aside and heard the blade clatter against the rocks. He sniffed and could smell blood and his own sweat.
              “Screw you,” he said to the cadaver.
              And then, something happened that scared him so much he jumped an inch in the air. He heard someone breathe.
              Initially, he thought that it was Robert King’s cadaver, as he had the first time. After examining the mound of bloody, gashed flesh that used to the man’s head, he decided that that couldn’t be true. He doesn’t really have a nose or a mouth to breathe into anymore. His brain is partially gone. He can’t be breathing.
              And then he realized that he wasn’t alone. He had the same sensation of someone watching him that he had had when running towards the mansion. He felt the spiders crawling up the skin on the back of his neck and grew cold. Stridor, he thought. Stridor is here. I don’t know how, but he is here. I was so blinded by my anger towards Robert King that I didn’t check my surroundings properly. I was in a trance of rage and hate and he must have snuck up on me.
              “Interlock your fingers behind your head, turn around, and fall to your knees,” said a chilly voice. It was deep, cold and clinical in a way that only one person’s was.
              Stridor.
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              Asa had never seen the YouTube video for which Stridor was pseudo famous, but Teddy had told him about it. Apparently, as a young boy, Stridor had been filmed explaining general and special relativity while writing mathematical formulas to complement the explanation on a whiteboard. Asa didn’t know much about the theory, and he didn’t know what about Stridor’s explanation had been so spectacular, but the performance had caught the eye of MIT, where young Stridor was offered a full ride to study.
              I wonder if Stridor enjoys learning as much as he likes intense situations, Asa thought. He looked at Stridor’s eyes. Just as they had when Cassy held the gun on him, and when he held the lighter above Asa’s gasoline-soaked hair, his eyes were twinkling. He had a gun in his hand and was pointing it directly at Asa’s face. Asa was staring down the dark barrel. This is becoming too familiar, he thought.
              “Did you forget about my ability? I thought you would,” Stridor said. His voice trembled some as he said this, as though he were about to laugh. It was the kind of voice that a child uses when he or she is telling a knock-knock joke and they can’t wait to get to the punch line.
              “Huh?” Asa asked. That’s a weird thing to say to me. A normal person would comment on the fact that I’m covered in blood and that I just beat a corpse with a shovel. Stridor understands that; he can relate to breaking taboos and acting in a clinical, uncaring way to do whatever you want.
              Stridor smiled with his eyes, making little wrinkles around the corners. He was still wearing the dead man’s clothing. I bet he feels comfortable in that shirt and jeans. I bet that they were still warm when he put them on. The John Deere shirt had a slit down the left side of it and when Stridor moved it flapped open, revealing his pale, lean, elongated abdomen. There were some cuts on Stridor’s arms, but these were minimal. He clearly was able to get away before the grenade went off. I guess that he did go through the window. That’s probably what caused those cuts.
              “Did you forget about my ability?” Stridor asked again.
              “I don’t understand,” Asa said.
              Stridor spoke quickly; he was bursting to tell Asa about the mistake that he had made. “I can smell you, remember? I told you that I have a mutated sense of smell. I smelled Chuck from a long way away. Did you not think about that?”
Asa realized dully that his knees were shaking beneath him. Some part of him had realized that he was soon going to die. Stridor would shoot him. If he can kill Robert King, he can kill me. Another part of him processed what Stridor had said. “You’re right,” he said. His voice was still croaky from fatigue and a lack of water. “I didn’t think of that.”
              “How would you have acted differently if you would have remembered?” Stridor asked.
              Asa thought about it for a moment. His head was still pounding. The crows were still laughing at him outside. “I don’t know,” he said. What the hell kind of question is that? Why does he care?
              “Well, think!” Stridor yelled, his face crinkling into a grotesque, furious expression for a moment before returning to the odd, humored one.
              “I guess that I would have been more careful. I probably would have realized you could be hiding anywhere. With your ability, there’s no sneaking up on you.”
              Stridor smiled, his lips pursed together, and nodded. “That’s good.” He flipped off the safety.
              Oh my God, he’s about to shoot me! Asa thought. He couldn’t see a way out. He couldn’t reach the gun in Stridor’s hands; Stridor was standing five feet away from Asa and had the reflexes of a cat. If Asa reached for the barrel of the weapon, Stridor would take a step back and shoot simultaneously. The handgun that Asa had brought in was sitting on the floor. Why did I put it down? That was so stupid! I should have been more wary. Someone had obviously killed Robert King; why didn’t that frighten me? There was also the assault rifle hanging on the wall from the long nail, but Asa thought that reaching for that would be a terrible choice. Stridor had his gun pointed at Asa, with the safety off, ready to go. He would easily be able to simply squeeze the trigger before Asa could grab the gun, position it correctly, make sure the safety was off, and then fire. And I’m not even sure that there are bullets in it.
              In that moment, he came to the realization that he couldn’t find a way out.
              In the absence of a way out, I need to try to delay my death, Asa thought. This would have been a futile plan had Stridor been in a hurry, but Asa didn’t think that he was. We’re in the middle of nowhere; I’m alone and not a threat.
              Asa knew that if he were able to delay his death, there was the slight possibility that a way out could open. Also, Asa simply didn’t want to die right then. Humans and other mammals are endowed with an instinct to delay death, and Asa could feel that instinct all over. His palms were sweaty. Things around him were crisp and intense. He could see the striations in Stridor’s blue irises. As Stridor got ready to pull the trigger, his pupils dilated some, making the iris striations twist around in a circular motion.
              I need to delay this.
              He thought of his options. With a normal person, begging for mercy might slow them down, but that would disgust Stridor. That would probably expedite the process. What is Stridor susceptible to?
              The answer came in one word: Flattery.
              The long finger was closing over the trigger when Asa said, “How did you get here so fast? Tell me that, at least.”
              Stridor licked his lips and looked at Asa flatly. “You’re asking the question as though I did some trick. I just ran here.”
              “How did you do that faster than me?” Asa said. “I have the endurance advantage over you. I came straight here.”
              Stridor sniffed in through his small, reptilian nose. “You didn’t come straight here. You left the cabin before four in the morning and now it’s sunset. We’re only forty miles away from the cabin. You couldn’t have come straight here.”
“Not from the cabin,” Asa said, “from the mansion.”
Stridor sniffed again. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about the five-story mansion. You were there; I saw your footprints. I know that you didn’t know I was there at the time, but I figured you would realize that I had been there after I took your stuff.”
“I still don’t know what you’re talking about,” Stridor said. His eyes grew dark.
Asa opened his mouth to speak and then stopped. He looked at the barrel of the gun, still pointed at his head. I haven’t been shot yet, that’s a win. He thought about the feeling of the blood on his feet, the sensation of his knees shaking, and of the cold sweat running down his face. He breathed in and smelled blood and pine needles. I don’t want to die. I like being able to feel, to smell and to see. I like existing. Asa was on the fence regarding his belief as to whether or not there was an afterlife. Finding out soon would be a poor consolation for dying.
Asa rubbed his mouth, trying to recall what he and Stridor had been talking about. Thinking of dying soon can be so distracting, he thought. Meanwhile crows laughed outside as though they thought his inner dialogue was humorous. I can’t tell if they’re being sarcastic, though.
              He looked at the barrel of the gun. Focus.
              “I don’t know what kind of a game you’re playing,” Asa said. “You’ve got a gun pointed at me. There’s no reason that you can’t tell me the truth.”
              “I agree,” Stridor said. “Which is why I’m not playing a game.”
              “Then why are you acting like you weren’t at the mansion?”
              “Because I wasn’t,” Stridor said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
              It was then that Asa’s mind began to work. He focused his attention on what Stridor was saying. Why is he lying to me? I can’t figure that out. I don’t see what he has to gain. Is it possible that he’s telling the truth?
Asa thought about the things in the mansion that he had found—the sandwiches, the phone with a coordinates tracker on it, and the gun. There were also the big footprints on the dirty floor. Stridor is probably the only guy I know with feet that big. Asa looked down and saw that Stridor was still wearing Chuck’s work boots. His eyes widened and he inhaled sharply. Had the footprints been as wide and blocky as those that the work boots would make? Asa couldn’t prove it, but he didn’t think so. An idea occurred that he hadn’t thought of. Maybe there is a way out. Maybe this is something that I didn’t think about. I did run fast here, but maybe if he has enough time to catch up…
              Asa looked up at Stridor’s face. He was utterly and honestly confused. I need to keep him talking. I can’t let him figure out what I’ve just thought of. The prospect of having to trick Stridor made him nervous, but there was no other option. He would have to try. I need to distract him so that he does not smell my help coming.
              “Talk!” Stridor demanded.
              “You came straight here to kill Robert King after the blast?” Asa asked. He looked at the gun in Stridor’s hand. “That’s Jennie’s gun, isn’t it?”
              Stridor’s frustrated expression remained. “Yes and yes,” he answered. “What mansion are you talking about?”
              “You wouldn’t know because I underestimated you,” Asa said. He thought that it was a corny thing to say, but Stridor seemed to be interested when he mentioned that word. He’s so full of himself it’s crazy. “Tell me what you want, Stridor. Before you kill me, because I don’t get it. What’s the real reason that you wanted to kill Robert King? Don’t tell me some crap about the Multipliers because based on how willing you were to have Cassy bite you, I don’t think that you care which side wins,”
              Stridor smiled wide with his frog-like mouth. Asa saw his molars. Asa’s eyes were about even with Stridor’s mouth, due to their height difference. “You’re right,” Stridor breathed. He readjusted the grip on the gun with his long fingers. “It’s not about sides for me, it’s more about my position in it all.”
              “What do you mean?” Asa asked.
              Stridor smiled even wider. “Why do you think that politicians do what they do, Asa? Think about some presidential election. The people who are running have law degrees from the best universities in the country, and they have work experience such as being a senator or the governor of some state. They could be making millions of dollars a year in the private sector. Instead, they’re applying for a job that pays less than half a mil.” Stridor licked his deformed, scarred lips. His voice grew husky. “They do it for the power.”
              “And that’s why you’re doing it?” Asa asked. He glanced outside. The setting sun was red and cast purple and orange beams through the darkening sky above. Beads of sweat still stood out on his blood-splattered face, but he wasn’t sweating anymore. His body had cooled off some after his ultra marathon run through the forest and he was actually getting cold as the temperature dropped.
              “Yes, I’m doing it for the power,” Stridor said. “It feels good to say that to you, but you should take it as a bad omen. I wouldn’t ever tell someone that was going to live that I wanted power. People are naïve. They lie to themselves. They say that a leader should want to lead because of ideals—because he or she believes that they can better society if they’re in a position of power. Ha! What do you think is the most attractive thing about being a world leader? Is it getting to help the poor? Is it the salary? Or is it being able to move the world with your voice? Leaders issue commands and millions of people live or die. They control what gets invested in. They get to decide how much the constituents should pay for their roads, for their schools, for their citizenship.” Stridor’s eyes began to shine with humor again as he brought up the next topic. “The biggest benefit to that much power, though, is that you get to play on a bigger board. It’s like a giant chess game. I love problems, you see. I love puzzles. I can’t think of a position in life that would give me better puzzles than if I ran the Academy.”
Though Asa didn’t think that Stridor’s smile could get any wider, it did. He looked giddy, like a child seeing Santa Clause at the mall. Asa looked down to see that Stridor’s index finger was running up and down the length of the trigger. Is he distracted enough that I should go for it? He looked up at Stridor’s eyes and saw that though they were excited and shining, they were also sharply alert, as his eyes always were. They moved quickly, as Teddy’s did. He doesn’t miss anything. He probably has the ability to talk about the Academy, watch me to make sure I don’t make any sudden movements, count backwards from one hundred by sevens, and read a book all at the same time. I can’t count on distracting him; he’s too smart for that. He probably knows that I’m flattering him to delay my death, but I don’t think that he cares.
Stridor went on: “If I led the Academy, I’d be faced with a huge, constant game that started years ago. The Academy students and graduates would be my pawns, my knights, my rooks, et cetera, and the enemy would be the Multipliers.” Stridor lifted the gun. Something about his motion conveyed a note of finality. Asa inhaled sharply. He’s about to do it. Asa glanced through the doorway. There was still no one outside to help him. Hurry, he thought. “The first step in my path is to make sure that you don’t live long enough to jeopardize my chances. You know that I killed Robert King, and I can’t have that.”
              “Wait!” Asa shrieked. “Hold on! How does this help? What’s the path? Why kill Robert King?”
              Stridor’s head tilted. Asa expected him to pull the trigger. His heart skipped a beat.
              “While Robert King is alive, no one else will run the Academy; isn’t that obvious? So I had to kill him.”
              “But won’t Gene Gill run it now?” Asa asked.
              “Yes, of course. I’m not planning on running the Academy any time soon. My goal is to make a good impression as a student, garnering support and respect as I go through. In ten or fifteen years, Gene Gill will be too old to keep up with all the demands that will be put upon him. Someone else will need to take the reigns. I want that to be me!”
“How do you know the war will be going on in fifteen years?” Asa asked.
“I don’t,” He raised the gun again, and Asa again thought that he was about to pull the trigger.
              Asa wondered what he should say. I need to delay him. “I have the antidote in my blood,” Asa spat out.
              That made Stridor pause. “What?” he asked. 
               “You don’t know because Robert King probably never even knew. He may have, but I’m not sure.”
              “Say what you mean,” Stridor said. “What antidote?”
              Asa’s heart was pounding. This is my last chance. He thought of how best to go about explaining what his father had coded into his DNA. If he doesn’t believe me, I’m dead. “Look at this,” Asa said, pointing to the scar on the left side of his neck. “That’s a Multiplier bite. I’ve been bitten and I didn’t change.”
              Stridor leaned forward, squinting at the bite. “How is that possible?” His tone indicated that he didn’t believe Asa. But he’s still asking questions, which is good.
              “My father coded two important things into my DNA. I have a code that is the antidote for Multipliers, meaning that if you were to implant that string into their DNA, it would make them be human again. He also coded something that would allow Multipliers to Multiply faster.”
              Stridor stood still for a moment, glaring at Asa with his piercing blue eyes. He’s considering it, Asa thought. “Why would your father do that?” he asked.
              “I don’t know,” Asa said. “I think for safe keeping. He locked the antidote and Multiplier serum away in a vault, also.”
              “Prove it,” Stridor said.
              “How am I supposed to do that?” Asa asked. “If you get a Multiplier to bite me, I guarantee you that…”
              Asa paused in the middle of his sentence and both he and Stridor turned their heads sharply to look at the back wall. There had been a thumping noise just beyond the wall. It sounded as though something had landed there, such as a rock. He’s here, Asa thought. But why did he make that noise? He must have fallen or something. Now Stridor knows!
              Stridor kept the gun pointed at Asa as he looked at the back wall of the cabin. Neither of them saw the David enter the cabin.
              He came in so fast that he was a green and yellow blur. He crouched low, sprinting two steps over the rocky floor before hitting Stridor hard and bringing him to the ground. He grabbed for the gun, but Stridor’s grip was too strong; he retained control of the weapon through the fall.
              “Noah,” Stridor breathed.
              The David was still wearing the clothes that Asa had last seen him in—he wore a green and yellow striped shirt, pants with cartoon clippings and Nike basketball shoes. He had lost his hat, though. His brown hair was messy, dotted with bits of sticks and leafs. His ears were enormous—much more like chimp-ears than human-ears.
              When Stridor had said he wasn’t at the mansion, Asa’s mind had begun to wonder if it was possible that Noah had been there with him. It would all make sense. I attributed the shoe size to Stridor because I’m used to thinking of only big people wearing big shoes, and Noah is relatively small. I didn’t remember at the time that his feet and hands are as large as Stridor’s. Also, all of the items are things that Stridor would be carrying, but they are also things that Noah could have had. It’s possible that Noah followed me to the mansion after the blast. Then, while I was sleeping, he could have gone out and found food for me, a gun, and a phone that can display the user’s coordinates. Maybe Noah was following me and that’s why I kept feeling like someone was lurking behind me in the shadows. But why would he have done all those things? Why follow me? Why get these items for me? Where did he get them? Asa watched as Stridor reached up and grabbed a fistful of Noah’s hair. Somehow during the fall Stridor’s lip had been reinjured. He was grimacing; his teeth were painted red with blood. I shouldn’t worry about why Noah did all of those things. If we can kill Stridor, I’ll have plenty of time to ask him.
              More crows were cawing outside. However, they still weren’t helping Asa, which he found odd.
              Asa had two options; he could either go for the gun he had stolen from the mansion, which sat on the bloody ground next to his left foot, or he could lunge at Stridor and Noah. Both propositions had their advantages. The gun would obviously be more lethal. One shot to Stridor’s head would win the fight for them. The problem with that idea was that Stridor had a gun and Stridor was stronger than Noah. He may be able to subdue Noah and shoot me before I’m able to point the gun at him. Also, the gun from the mansion only has a three-inch barrel. It would only be effective at very short ranges. With Noah and Stridor fighting like that, I would be afraid that a stray bullet might hit Noah. The advantages to charging immediately were simple and clear. First, it would be fast. Secondly, Asa thought that he and Noah could take Stridor.
              Stridor was twisting Noah’s neck backwards in an unnatural position, using the David’s thick hair like a handle. Noah still had one hand atop Stridor’s left, which held the gun. He was able to keep it pointed harmlessly towards the wall for the time, but he was losing the battle. Stridor was stronger than he was.
              Asa leaned forward and sprang at Noah and Stridor, aiming his body at the gun in Stridor’s hand. His goal was to pin the handgun more securely against the wall, and then he and Noah could work on Stridor.
              As Asa was running, Stridor’s eyes flicked up. A normal person would look scared, Asa thought. He was just intending to kill me and now, if I’m fast enough, I’ll have the upper hand. Stridor’s expression was not one of fear, though. He looked like he was about to crack up and begin to cackle wildly because he was enjoying this so much.
              As Asa moved forward, he saw Stridor lean backwards some. Asa saw Noah press into Stridor’s body with his torso, even though the movement must have been painful as Stridor had a fistful of Noah’s hair.
              Stridor’s losing. I can’t believe I’m going to tackle him.
              It was like being struck by a sledgehammer you didn’t see coming. Asa was completely taken off guard.
              He realized a moment too late that Noah wasn’t causing Stridor to lean back; Stridor was leaning back so that he could get his feet in a good position to kick Asa with.
              Stridor’s right work boot came up and hit Asa on the left side of the head. Asa’s teeth clacked together and then there was an incredible impact on the right side of Asa’s head. Stridor’s foot had driven him into the thin, wooden wall of the cabin. First, his head hit the pine branches and he felt the needles scrape his face. Then, his skull was driven through the wall. He felt splinters of wood shoot out all around him. The side of his face scraped against jagged pieces of the wall. The entire cabin shook.
              The events starting from Asa running at Stridor and ending with his head being knocked through the wall lasted only a quarter of a second. It happened with the quickness and unforgiving quality of a lightning bolt tearing through someone, ending a life. Asa thought two things. I’m hurt bad, and, that turned the fight.
              He sat there for a moment, stunned. He tried to move, but he was too dizzy to do anything effective. Lights that weren’t actually there danced in his visual field. He saw the ground in hazy fragments tilting and rocking like the floor of a small fishing boat at sea during a storm. His ears were ringing. He thought that he heard Noah screaming, but wasn’t sure. He thought that he heard Stridor laughing.
              Or maybe I’m hearing the crows.

              I need to attack immediately. Maybe I won’t be effective, but Stridor doesn’t know that. Maybe I can at least distract him.
              I need to be able to see, first, though.
              He shook his head roughly and through the fireworks of lights his concussed brain was showing him, he saw the figure of a body on his left side. His ears were still ringing, and he couldn’t hear, but he thought that he should at least move towards Noah and Stridor.
              He used the part of the wall he hadn’t been kicked through to stand up and then he lunged forward, towards Noah and Stridor. Only, when he reached them, he couldn’t feel two people. He felt only one person, and it was cold. The face was sticky and misshaped. Asa’s vision cleared some more and he could hear again. He looked down and saw that his hands were sticky with blood from the corpse that used to Robert King. He shrieked and backed up. A firm hand caught him by the top of the hair and straightened him.
              “YOU SHOOT ME, I SHOOT YOU!” Came Stridor’s deep, booming voice right beside Asa’s ear. Asa was pleasantly surprised to see that Noah had somehow gotten away from Stridor’s grip. He probably slipped out right after Stridor kicked me.
              Noah was standing on the other side of the room. Blood was running down his face from his scalp—a chunk of his hair was missing, revealing a shining, pink abrasion. He was holding the gun with the three-inch barrel that Asa had stolen from the mansion. His elbows were locked and he was pointing the gun at Stridor’s face. His stance was like that of a police officer. His tiny nose looked even more chimp-like when he was snarling like that, showing his blocky teeth.
              “CALM DOWN!” Noah yelled. He took a step towards Stridor.
              Stridor was pointing the gun at Noah. He was holding Asa in front of him as a shield. “Take a step back!” Stridor said. Asa thought that he was about to shoot. Noah’s trying to get close enough to take a shot, and Stridor knows it.
              “Am I bleeding?” Asa asked. His voice sounded muffled. He felt something hot running down the side of his face. No one answered him.
              Noah didn’t take a step back. “Let him go!” he said.
              Asa felt something in Stridor’s body that told him that he was about to shoot Noah. He couldn’t have said exactly what it was, but he was positive that he was about to see another David with glassy, dead eyes and a slumped, bloody body. Not Noah! Asa thought. He considered how nice the David had been to them. Without him, Robert King would still be alive. That raving lunatic that killed my mom would still be living in this cabin!
              
And what will Stridor do? He’ll turn the gun on me, end my life, and then get out of here. This won’t be the last sunset those cold, heartless eyes of his get to gaze upon. He’ll get to go back to the Academy, practically a free person, while the wolves feed on Noah and me tonight.
              Asa felt a strange tickling sensation in his shoulders. It felt like when a person’s legs go numb and then they try to walk on them. The sensation grew, trickling into his chest and down to his elbows. It almost hurt, and he wanted to release it.
              I’m scared to release it, though.
              There was no option.
              You made your last mistake, Stridor. You should have never touched me. You should have remembered that I won the mutation after Flying Class last semester and that I chose an electrocution ability.
              Asa touched Stridor’s leg and energy exploded from his hand, searing his skin and electrocuting all of the pain sensors in his arm from the elbow down, making him feel like his arm was on fire. The last thing that he was aware of was that Stridor’s body moved backwards as though it was shot out of a cannon. It hit the back wall with a sickening crack.
              But then Asa was on the floor, losing consciousness.
              The last thing he was aware of was the sound of the crows outside.
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The Life After
 
              Asa’s mind began to float back up to consciousness. He was aware of a few things. It was warm, wherever he was. It smelled like someone was cooking; the aroma was salty and full. He had an intense headache—one that throbbed behind his eyeballs and made it hard to think. He heard someone moving, and a gurgling sound like a soft stream.
              Stridor!
              Asa recalled what had happened before he went unconscious. He had electrocuted Stridor as he and Noah had a faceoff. Did he get a shot at Noah? Asa remembered hearing a loud crack just after Stridor was electrocuted. Was that Stridor hitting the wall, or did he shoot Noah?
              Asa sat up. His mouth was dry, his head was pounding and he could feel caked dry blood on the side of his face. He saw that he was still in the cabin, staring at a wooden wall that was adorned with pine tree branches. To his left, sitting a couple feet outside the door, was the propane-powered cooker that he had seen earlier. It was on, with a blue flame shooting up through metal coils. Atop these coils sat a metal pot. Some kind of soup was boiling inside of the pot. That’s what’s making the gurgling sound, Asa thought. And the smell. It made his mouth water; he was extremely hungry.
              He saw that it was dark outside. He couldn’t see any stars. They weren’t bright enough to compete with the flame on the cooker.
              He closed his eyes. The light of the flame made his headache worse. He remained still for a second. I can’t remember my head ever throbbing so badly. It’s making me nauseous. He knew that it would be prudent to look around the cabin some more and to find out what had happened in the fight between Noah and Stridor, but he couldn’t endure movement right then.
              Even if Stridor is behind me, I’m in no shape to fight him.
              Noah must have won. Stridor would have killed me. Stridor wouldn’t have made me soup.
              But then a disconcerting thought crept into his mind. Maybe Stridor wouldn’t kill me if he didn’t have to. Maybe he was able to shoot Noah and then he woke up from the shock before I did. He now knows that I have a valuable code in my DNA; that makes my life mean something to him.
              There were footsteps behind Asa. Someone walked beside him and knelt down.
              Please don’t be Stridor, please don’t be Stridor, he thought. There I go again; I’m trying to will something not to happen, just like I used to do when I didn’t want to vomit. Like vomiting, what’s going to happen is what’s going to happen. I have no psychic powers. I should just see what the reality is.
              Asa opened his eyes and saw Noah kneeling beside him. A great relief swept over him. The David was missing a chunk of hair from where Stridor had pulled it out. His green and yellow shirt was speckled with blood. Asa didn’t know whose it was. Noah probably doesn’t know either. We’ve both seen so much. Noah’s eyes were large, bottle green, and kind. They looked at Asa’s eyes and his forehead. “How do you feel?” he asked. Noah’s voice still surprised Asa. He was so mature in some ways, but his voice was still that of a little boy.
              “Glad to see you,” Asa croaked. Talking brought shooting pains into his skull. “Headache,” he said simply.
              “I figured,” Noah said. “I brought you these.” He put four red, circular pills into Asa’s palms. “It’s ibuprofen, twelve hundred milligrams,” he said. “Take them.”
              Asa didn’t know how many milligrams of ibuprofen a person was supposed to take, but he trusted Noah’s judgment. He took the pills and then Noah gave him a bottle of Gatorade. It was room temperature, as Robert King didn’t have a refrigerator in his cabin. Asa tossed the pills into his mouth and then took a swig of the sports drink. It was red; the taste reminded Asa of Jell-O. He drank greedily and drained half the large bottle. He hadn’t been aware of how thirsty he was until then. I guess that I’m still dehydrated from the run. He returned the cap onto the bottle and stifled a belch. “Stridor is…”
              “Dead,” Noah said, finishing the sentence for Asa.
              Asa turned his head slowly. His neck was sore. He looked around the cabin. The rocks on the ground were still bloody, but the corpses were gone. He didn’t care to ask what Noah had done with them. He was glad that he had disposed of them, though. He didn’t want to look at any more bodies.
              “C’mon out whenever you’re ready,” Noah said. “We’ll have dinner.” He stood up and walked outside. His long chimp-hybrid arms hung so far down his body that his fingertips were beside his knees. He bent down and turned off the propane on the cooker. Asa blinked. It was now completely dark.
              Asa sat there for a moment, sipping on his Gatorade. Outside, he could hear Noah ladling the soup out of the pot and into bowls. Asa stood up and walked on uneasy feet outside. “Sit down, I’ll get you some soup,” Noah said.
              Asa obeyed; on the side of the cabin there were two foldable metal chairs. Asa thought that he had seen one of these in front of the TV tray with the computer on it inside. He sat down gratefully. He wasn’t yet able to stand for very long periods at a time. “I still feel woozy,” he said.
              “The soup will make you feel better.”
              Noah brought Asa a warm bowl of chicken noodle soup and a large spoon to eat it with. It was chilly outside, but that felt good to Asa. Noah had turned the heater on inside the cabin and Asa had been sweating some in his sleep.
              He slowly ate the soup, not thinking of much, just chewing and staring out over the forest. After five minutes, his eyes adjusted to the darkness and he could see the stars. They lit the sky with so many specks of light that they seemed infinite. The places in between the stars were beautiful shades of luminous blue and purple. He stared, eating and drinking. He finished the bowl of soup and sat it down on the dirt beside him.
              He looked over and noticed that Noah was also watching the stars. For some reason, this chilled him. He’s not a human, but he’s appreciating the same thing that I am. In fact, he’s probably appreciating it more deeply than I am. He might have a greater understanding of how magnificently far each photon has traveled to reach us. He may be staring out, appreciating an order and organization that I’m not even sensitive to.
              Noah dunked his spoon into the soup, picked it up, and took a bite.
              Or maybe he’s missing his family, Asa thought. He has lived with Bagel and Grump-Grumps for his whole life—first at the Academy and then in and around Chignik. It probably hurts him just as much as it hurt me when my mom died.
              Asa tilted his head, staring at the David. His heart was thumping in his chest. What is it that makes us feel? What is it that makes me experience life from my angle? What is this thing inside of me that I think of as me? Why, if I’m just an amount of matter and energy, do I feel like I’m conscious? What’s the purpose of that? And does Noah have it, too? Could the thing within me—that some people call a soul—have been inside Noah’s body if some celestial lottery had turned out differently? Is he feeling like I do?
              Asa leaned back in his chair, looked out at the stars, and thought of Buster, his raccoon. He recalled how the thing kept switching from appearing like a raccoon to appearing like a human to him. He thought of how Stridor had explained to him that the raccoons at the Academy were actually human-raccoon hybrids. I wish that I could have treated him differently. I was mean to him. I treated him like a slave. I guess that I just never thought that he felt things like I do. I just never considered that.
              Asa looked at Noah again and his chest tightened. The David didn’t look sad, necessarily. His face wasn’t crumpled. His lips weren’t trembling. There was, however, a single tear rolling down his cheek.
              Asa remembered how an old lady named Mrs. Triver had brought him a casserole after his mother died. Mrs. Triver had lived across the street. Her husband was in the process of dying when she brought the casserole, and Asa had been extremely grateful for the gesture. The woman was old and heavy. She had dyed orange hair that was curled atop her head; the hair was a similar texture to how Grump-Grumps’s hair had been—like cotton candy.
              She had arrived at Asa’s front door, smelling so strongly of perfume that it stung Asa’s nostrils. She had caked on makeup before coming over. Asa had accepted the casserole, thanked Mrs. Triver profusely, and then expected her to go. She hadn’t. She had stood there, not moving in the doorway.
              “How are you feeling, dear?” she had asked.
              “Fine,” Asa had said. He had been incredibly sad, and was still sad, but he was also fine. The weather had been nice outside that day and he had gone on a run earlier. He still missed his mom, but he had also decided that he wouldn’t waste days upon days in pained mourning. My mom wouldn’t want that.
              At Asa’s response, Mrs. Triver had frowned. “Can I come in, sweetie?” She had asked.
              Asa had let her, only to be polite. She had come in, sat on the couch, and again asked him how he was really doing.
              “Fine,” Asa had said.
              She had commented on how messy the living room was, as though this was a sign that Asa’s mental state was deteriorating and that he was too sorrow stricken to be productive. Asa had looked at the dishes on the coffee table, which were the only things out of place, and thought, I’m just a messy person. He then had felt his cheeks begin to warm with frustration.
              Mrs. Triver had sat with him for a while, telling him that it was okay to cry and that she was sure he missed his mama very much and that no one would think that he was a baby if he broke down.
              “I do miss her,” Asa had said, “but it’s been ten days. I’m not going to cry for the rest of my life.”
              She had frowned at this again. She had talked pleasantly about the weather for a time and then had asked Asa again: “How are you feeling?”
              “I’m feeling completely fine, now stop asking!” Asa had snapped. “You don’t believe me or something? Is that it?”
              Now Mrs. Triver’s cheeks had turned red. She had stood, straightened her denim blouse and smiled angrily at Asa. “You shouldn’t holler at someone who is offering you assistance.”
              “I don’t need assistance.”
              “Then I had better be going.” She had then left.
              Asa had thought about that conversation a lot. It bothered him that Mrs. Triver had thought that Asa needed to talk about it. There is no right way to deal with loss. Everyone handles it differently.
              Asa pondered these things as he looked at Noah. He supposed that the David had cried harder when Asa had been unconscious, but right then he seemed to be in a good mood, despite the single tear that had rolled down his face.
              Asa turned back to the stars. He wouldn’t like it if someone watched him cry and he supposed that Noah would feel the same way.
              Because he feels things like me, Asa thought.
              About ten minutes later, Noah spoke: “Do you always pass out after you electrocute something?”
              Asa turned and looked at Noah. The tear was gone and his green eyes were expressive and curious.
              “Yeah, so far,” Asa said. “Although, I’ve only shocked someone like that twice. I think that it just takes so much energy that my body passes out.”
              Noah nodded. He turned back and looked at the stars for a moment. Asa stared at the David’s nose, which, while covered with human skin, was very chimp-like in its structure. It was tilted upwards and very small.
              Asa went back to looking at the stars. He thought about the events leading up to now. He thought about the crows. Why hadn’t they helped? Maybe they felt as though intervening would make Stridor more lethal. Maybe they’ve stopped being my guardians. Asa didn’t know. There was really no way to find out.
              He thought of how he had mistakenly thought that Stridor had been in the mansion with him yesterday when in fact it had been Noah. He asked some of the questions that had come into his mind during the fight. “Why were you in the mansion with me? Why didn’t you wake me up? Where did you get a gun?”
              Noah cracked his long fingers in front of him. “I think that I should just tell you the story from the beginning,” he said.
              “After Grump-Grumps dropped the grenade, I ran to my room because there was a door that led to the outside of the cabin in there. When we first moved in, it led out to a rotting deck, but we tore that out so that the door just led to a five-foot drop and then the forest. I opened the door, jumped down, and sprinted as fast as I could.” Noah paused, as though thinking of how to word what he wanted to say next. “I think, Asa, that I was in shock at that time. I don’t know exactly what ‘being in shock’ is, from a medical standpoint, but I’ve seen the phrase used in television shows and things and from what I know I think that I was experiencing shock.”
              Noah took a sip of water from a plastic bottle before going on. “In retrospect, I think that they were dead right when they were shot,” Noah winced, as though someone had just shown him a video of them dying again. He was about to go on speaking when Asa stopped him.
              “Hey, I just want to say that I’m sorry.”
              Noah nodded.
              “I know that it sounds cheesy to say, but if I could have foreseen what was going to happen, I would have never agreed to go to your cabin. I didn’t know the Multipliers would come, and I feel partially responsible for what happened.”
              “Thank you, Asa,” Noah said. “You’re not responsible, though. Their deaths were the result of the war that’s going on, not any one instance.”
              Asa thought about that for a moment and found that it was wise and true. Sure, specific Multipliers did kill them, but that’s only because it’s their nature. They’ve been genetically modified and changed into monsters from human beings.
              “I know that this will sound cheesy, too,” Asa went on, “but it’s true. I only knew Grump-Grumps and Bagel for a short time, but they seemed like very kind and good people.”
              Noah nodded. “They were,” he said, his voice thick with sorrow. He cleared his throat, smiled, and said, “Anyway, on with the story.
              “So, I was in kind of an odd state after the grenade went off, as I knew that Bagel and Grump-Grumps had died. I didn’t think much for a time, I just ran. It just so happens that you and I ran in the same direction. I can’t really tell you the reason why—remember, I was kind of in hysterics at this point—but when I saw you I decided to follow you and not allow myself to be seen. You were faster than me, but in the time I’ve spent living out here I’ve learned to track. I followed you all the way out to the mansion. I went in through a different window than you did and I looked at you through the crack between the bottom of the door and the floor. I rested for a time, and then I began to think more rationally.
              “I decided that I wanted to help you kill Robert King. I didn’t know what I wanted to do after that, but I had heard the recording of you and Conway in the woods and I agreed with his logic. He convinced me that the Academy and the world would be better if Robert King was dead.”
              “So why didn’t you wake me up?” Asa said.
              Noah shook his head. “I don’t think that would have been smart. You’re very mutated and you needed your sleep. I didn’t know that Stridor had escaped the cabin, also, and so I thought that there weren’t any time constraints.
              “I decided that while you were sleeping, I would go and get supplies.”
              “Why didn’t you leave a note or something?” Asa asked.
              “I did,” Noah said. “I figured that if you woke up, you would go downstairs. I used pine needles to write a large message on the living room floor explaining the situation.”
              “I never went into the living room on the first floor,” Asa said.
              Noah laughed. “Yeah, I noticed.”
              “Anyway, as Grump-Grumps said, the guy who used to own our cabin had another house closer to the road. We kept supplies in that other house, too, just in case of an emergency. So I went there, got the gun, made the sandwiches, and took a couple of the cell phones that we had—we kept some there in case my family and I ever needed to leave and split up. Then I came back, put the items on the stairs, went to the bathroom, and when I returned they were gone. Why did you take them and leave?”
              Asa then explained his reasoning for thinking that the items belonged to Stridor. He pointed out that Noah and Stridor both have large feet and that the items were all things that Stridor would have wanted.
              “I should have thought of that,” Noah said. He looked out at the stars, his large eyes reflecting the light.
              “So what happens now?” Asa asked. “Robert King is dead and I can’t return to the Academy.”
              Noah turned and looked at Asa, his eyebrows furrowed. “Why can’t you return to the Academy”
              Asa stared at Noah, trying to read his expression. Asa’s heart began to pump faster. Is he suggesting that I can? Asa thought about how it felt to dive off the Plaid during a Winggame match. He recalled learning about the different mutated animals. He thought about the exciting Tasks. He thought about Charlotte. “Yeah, I can’t return,” Asa said slowly. “I’ve been gone for too long. McCoy’s report that said I was there is over twenty-four hours old. I’m one hundred and forty miles away from the place, and we don’t have Stridor to help me trick the guards so that I can bypass them.”
              “No, Asa, you can still go back. I guess you haven’t been getting updates on any of this stuff. McCoy made another report. It said that you were upset with what had happened to Conway and were spending time out in the woods without your armband on. Living out in the woods, he said, wasn’t an illegal activity. It’s your summer break; you can do whatever you want with it. Furthermore, I’m an even better hacker than Stridor. I have his tablet—it was jammed into his jeans pocket. The screen is a little cracked, but it still works fine. I can assist you in tricking the guards.”
              Asa couldn’t help but smile. He was beaming. “Are you serious?” he asked.
              “Totally,” Noah said. “I want you to go back. It will be nice to have a pen pal on the inside.”
              Asa leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms to ward off the cold, and stared at the stars. With the knowledge that he could return sitting in his mind, they looked more beautiful than ever. He wondered what Charlotte was doing. I’ll have to tell her that I spent some time in the woods alone, he thought. I’ll have to keep that story consistent.
              “So what about you?” Asa asked. “What will you do?”
              Noah sighed and took another sip from his water. “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I’ll have to find somewhere else to live. I can’t imagine finding a setup like I did at the cabin, but it’s possible. I think that the encounter with the Multipliers opened my eyes to something, though.”
              “What’s that?”
              “That I want to help.” Noah turned to Asa and looked at him flatly, with tired eyes. Though he was young with a squeaky boy’s voice, his eyes looked very old in that instance—weary. “I have no illusions about the danger the human race is in with this Multiplier problem. And, I don’t mean to sound too full of myself, but I think that with my abilities, I could play a significant role in this war. I don’t know how I’ll help, but I want to try. I’ll need something from you, though.”
              “What?”
              “I’ll need some blood samples. I would also like to swab your cheek and take some of your hair. I want to study your DNA. I heard what you said to Stridor about what your father coded in there.”
              Asa nodded. “Yeah, sure, you can have whatever you want.”
              Noah stood. “Do you want a root beer? Robert King had some in here. They’re kind of warm.”
              Asa smiled. “Yeah, that sounds great.”
              Noah brought him a can and the two of them sat in silence and looked at the stars. The lake reflected the sky. He sipped on his soda and thought about a lot of things.
              He wondered if he would actually be able to get back to the Academy. In theory, what Noah said made sense. He could see the steps that would be required to get from where he was back to his apartment, but he had learned that life didn’t always exactly match the models he made in his head.
              He thought about Charlotte. He had developed a longing for her during this trip. The idea seemed ludicrous and irrational at first. He couldn’t figure out why the trip would make him like her more, but as he sat there, sipping on his root beer, he wondered if she would be willing to be in a relationship with him again. I like her a lot. I think that believing that I was really going to lose her helped to make me see how special she is.
              He tried to imagine what the Academy would be like without Robert King, and failed. We’ll just have to see. He supposed that it would be less deadly, but it was hard to imagine the Academy as a safe place. He was used to his friends dying and being bitten by Multipliers. But just because it’s been that way doesn’t mean it will always continue. Things change.
              He thought about the war against the Multipliers. Somewhere in the world, there was an organization called The Hive where a quarter million of them lived, and they wanted to take over. The idea made him scared. It seemed impossible that The Hive could be defeated. One step at a time, he reminded himself. Robert King is dead. That’s a huge win. I just need to keep working towards my goal.
              Noah sat beside Asa, not saying a word, just drinking his root beer and admiring the stars and their reflection on the lake below. The two of them had a lot to think about. A brisk wind drifted over them, tugging at their hair. The sky was cloudless that night, and devoid of crows. 
 
 
Epilogue
 
 
              In the morning, Asa bathed in the lake. He used soap from Robert King’s stash. It felt good to clean his wounds and to get the blood off.
              Though Noah thought that he could spend another week in Alaska without raising suspicions, Asa was anxious to return to the Academy. He didn’t want someone to question McCoy’s report and go looking for him.
              Asa and Noah had breakfast together and talked. Afterwards, they found Robert King’s stash of Vipocrit and a plastic box of wrapped, unused syringes. Asa allowed Noah to tie a tourniquet around his arm and then to access a vein in his arm with one of the syringes. Noah had removed the plunger from the syringe before using it, so that there wasn’t a vacuum inside. He let Asa’s blood drip into an empty water bottle until it was about an eighth of the way full. He then extracted some of Asa’s hair, put it in a bag, and made him rub the inside of his mouth with several pieces of medical dressing before putting them in Ziploc bags.
              Noah gave Asa a hug before he left. The David felt bony to Asa, making him worry.
              Noah gave Asa a cell phone with coordinates on it, detailed verbal instructions on how to get back, and instructions on how he could use the phone or his armband to contact Noah later. Asa grabbed some food, stuffed it into a bag, and then took off.
              It took him two full days to make it to the beach that he and Stridor had landed on. He called Noah from that location and they talked briefly about the plan. Asa then waited until it was full dark outside before spreading his wings and flapping out over the ocean.
              He landed, contacted Noah again, and followed detailed instructions regarding where to go to avoid the Academy’s lookout system. It seemed to work. Several hours later, Asa was standing outside the door to his apartment with his hand on the metal knob. He turned it, pushed it open, and stepped inside.
              “Are you kidding me?” Asa hollered upon arriving. He shut the front door behind him and stepped inside. Most of the things were how he had left them—the kitchen was in pristine shape, the sofa was fine, and the TV was hung safely on the wall. His bedroom door, however, was ajar. Metal doorknob pieces were arranged neatly on the coffee table.
              Asa had locked the door before leaving so that Buster couldn’t get inside his room. Buster must have dismantled the doorknob. No one else would leave the pieces on the coffee table in such an organized fashion.
              “Buster!” Asa shouted. He walked through his apartment, opening doors, looking for his pet raccoon. He looked in the bedroom, and was grateful to find that nothing was destroyed. “Buster!” I bet that he stole something from me; he has a habit of doing that. He finally found him in one of the closets. The raccoon was curled up beneath the bottom shelf on one of Asa’s pillows. He hissed when Asa opened the door and the light fell on him.
              “What did you take?” Asa demanded. He reached inside, grabbed the raccoon by the back of the neck, and pulled him out of the closet. The raccoon didn’t dare bite Asa; the last time he had done that, Asa had shocked him.
              Asa removed the pillow and found a stash of shiny things beneath it. There were forks, spoons, copper wiring, jewelry, and a gold watch. Asa picked up the watch and looked at it. He recognized the device immediately: it was the Rolex that he had been given before the dance at the end of the second semester.
              Asa turned towards Buster, brandishing the watch. “Did you take this?” Asa asked.
              The raccoon looked at the floor. He had white, bushy eyebrows and a black and white tail. He held his delicate paws in front of him, his black claws gleaming in the light from the overhead bulbs.
              “Answer me! I told you…” Asa began, but then paused.
              The switch happened.
              He saw the raccoon then for what he was—half old man and half raccoon. The creature’s chin dipped down like a human’s and his nose protruded from his face and had downward facing nostrils. His eyes, though, were the strangest. Asa couldn’t put his finger on what exactly about the eyes made this happen, but there was a humanness about them.
              Asa stared at the creature for a moment, thinking about Noah and how the David felt just like Asa did. I guess that Buster feels too. 
              “I’m sorry,” Asa said.
              The raccoon-thing looked up at Asa. His fat belly was pink beneath sparse, brittle white hair.
              “You can understand commands, I guess,” Asa said.
              The raccoon didn’t nod or speak back, but Asa thought that he saw understanding in those black eyes.
              “You must. People tell you to clean, and you do it, and you seem to follow their specifications. Maybe you just don’t listen to me because you don’t want to.”
              The raccoon continued to stare up at him. He gave no sign that he understood and Asa began to doubt himself.
              “No matter,” Asa said. “You can have the watch—I don’t use it. I don’t need it. Just stay out of my room, okay? I would prefer it if you didn’t bother me when I’m sleeping.”
              The raccoon continued to stare up at Asa; he looked scared. Asa reached out and offered Buster the Rolex. Buster peered up at him for a moment, as though trying to gauge if Asa was serious or not. He then took the Rolex and scampered back into his little closet.
              Asa stood up, entered his bedroom and went straight to the shower. He smelled like lake water and sweat.
              As he showered, he thought of how he wasn’t sure that the raccoon had understood a word he had said. It doesn’t matter, though. He feels. He wants the Rolex, and I’ve literally only used it once. I want him to be happy.
              Asa took a long, hot shower, relishing the feel of the water hitting his injuries and sore muscles. He even stretched his wings out and washed them, too. It was a large shower, but he still only had room to extract one at a time. I’m so lucky to be here, he thought. He considered the fact that he had at times honestly thought that he would never be able to return to the Academy.
              Twenty minutes later, he stepped out of the shower, dried off, and put on some basketball shorts. He turned off the lights and slipped into bed. The silk sheets felt great on his skin and the mattress was more comfortable than ever after having slept on the ground the night before.
              Asa’s eyes shot open, he sat up, and he flicked on the lights. He had a creeping suspicion that he had seen something strange in his room before lying down, and he wanted to make sure he hadn’t imagined it.
              “No,” Asa whispered in disbelief, staring at the door. He stood up and padded over to get a closer look.
              The doorknob of his bedroom door had been reinstalled while he was in the shower. He tried the knob and the lock; both worked perfectly. He looked out into the living room and saw that Buster’s closet door was shut. He looked back at the doorknob. He couldn’t believe it.
              I guess that he can understand more than I thought.
              Asa shut his bedroom door, but didn’t lock it. He had a feeling that Buster would be respecting his privacy wishes more from now on. He recalled what Viola had said about Asa being too hard on Buster. I guess that she was right.
              As Asa drifted off to sleep, he thought about his position. He thought that there was a possibility that someone had noticed him coming in from Alaska and that Academy officials would come in and arrest him. Also, when they find out that Robert King has been killed, I’m going to be questioned about it. They know that Conway asked me to kill him. Maybe they’ll never find his body, though. I’ll think about that more in the morning.
He thought about Noah. He wondered if the David had found a new home yet. He wondered if Noah had made any progress with his blood yet.
The last thing that he thought about before he was completely asleep was his mom. He didn’t think about her in fully formed thoughts, but as his brain shut down, images of her flashed in his mind. Somehow his brain was constructing images of his mother that were more fully formed than it had been able to do in a while. He saw her sitting beside him at the doctor’s office, reading a magazine with golden hoop earrings in each of her ear lobes. He saw her standing over him after he had fallen from the Tower and the crows had gone and gotten her for help. He saw her smiling up at him the last time she was conscious before the Wolf Flu took her. Her cheeks had been flushed and a thin layer of sweat had covered her face. “I love you,” she had assured him. “No matter what happens, remember that.”
              Asa turned over, smiling. He felt her love for him, warming his chest, even though she was now gone. He hugged a pillow, grateful for the images that had played in his mind and fell asleep. 
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