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Chapter 1
Asa’s Dad’s Friend’s Friends
 
 
              It was morning time and Asa was walking through the forest to the side of his dwelling, thinking about his friend.
“Something is wrong with Teddy,” he said out loud, and the words made fog in the cold. The sentence was something that he had suspected for the last two weeks, ever since they had finished the King Mountain Task. Still, actually hearing it made him shudder. The Academy had changed the boy who used to look so young with red cheeks and thin blond hair into something…
“Scary,” Asa spoke aloud again.
He was alone, and roughly one mile deep into the forest that spread over the back portion of the second semester mountain. One month ago, he would have been much too nervous to travel back here alone.
With the 100 points he earned after completing the King Mountain Task, Asa had bought additional strength mutations, and was now almost three times as strong as a natural human would be. He could feel the additional strength in every step he took: it was like walking in water, and Asa very much enjoyed the sensation. He carried a spear in his right hand. He had used the drill on his armband to carve the weapon completely out of stone. After two weeks of practice, Asa could sling the projectile at over 80 miles per hour, and at 45 pounds, the weapon still had momentum after slicing its way through a rock dragon.
“I’ll be in trouble if I run into a herd of them, though,” Asa said to himself. He liked to talk aloud as he hiked.
 He found that he wasn’t worried about the possibility of dying back here. He supposed that, like Teddy, he was changing too. He was less fearful of things, and was comfortable roaming the mountainside alone, despite all the mutated animals that resided in the forest.
Amidst the snow, he could see the mound of frozen dirt where he had buried Harold Kensing, the police officer whom the Multipliers had left dead in Asa’s dwelling. Asa remembered the note they had left with the corpse in the ice bath.
 
“THEY’RE MUCH MORE POWERFUL THAN THE FISHIE PLACE THINKS THEY ARE.”
-HAROLD KENSING
 
              YOU SHOULD CRAWL DOWN THE BACK OF THIS MOUNTAIN TONIGHT, ASA. TAKE TEDDY, IF YOU WANT. TAKE CHARLOTTE. BUT GO. WE WON’T STOP YOU. WE ENCOURAGE YOUR DEPARTURE. WE DON’T WANT YOU HERE, AND YOU’LL FIND THAT IT’S NOT WISE TO DEFY OUR WISHES.
SINCERELY,
THE Ms
P.S. - YOU SHOULD TOUCH SOME OF THIS INK AND SEE WHAT HAPPENS.
 
 
It had been right after the end of semester ceremony that he had found the note and the body. Crows were fluttering around Asa’s dwelling at that time. Now, there seemed to be less and less of the black birds in the skies and trees surrounding the Academy.
              Teddy was pale when he saw what the Multiplers had left, and his eyes were just beginning to change into the tired, chronically ill looking ones he had now. “I bet that there’s some kind of acid mixed with the Multiplier’s saliva,” Teddy said. “If you touch it, it’ll sink into your skin, and you’ll change. At least that’s what I think.” There was a silence among them before Teddy spoke again: “They really want you to leave.”
              Asa had looked at Teddy solemnly then. “I’m not leaving, Teddy. I’m not letting this place get overrun with those monsters.” Asa had decided to stand firm in his decision, even with the threat on the wall. If he and Charlotte left the Academy, or died, then the contract between Asa’s father and Robert King would be broken and the Academy would be allowed to make more Multipliers. If that happened, Asa was confident that the creatures would take over the world. As their name suggested, they had an insatiable urge to multiply, to make others like them.
              Teddy started to snicker, and at first Asa wondered if he had said something funny. The snickering continued on and changed tones. That was the first time Asa considered the possibility that his friend was going crazy; there was something very off about the sound. Teddy covered his face, and his shoulders and chest rose and fell in sync with his breath. The snickering built until it was loud laughter, muffled by Teddy’s hands.
              Without realizing it, Asa had taken a step back from Teddy.
              Teddy doubled over, laughing even harder now. The laughter turned to cackles, and when Teddy removed his hands, his face was red and tears were streaming down his cheeks.
              “Teddy?” Asa asked. He took another step back in the small dwelling. 
              “I’m sorry, whew!” Teddy said, wiping tears from his cheeks. “It’s just that sometimes I think that it might be… that it might… HA! HA! HEEHAH!” Teddy had another outburst of laughter that again made him unable to talk. He wasn’t covering his mouth anymore, and his lips were pulled back so that his teeth were exposed.
              Asa glanced at the door. His back was against a wall, and Teddy, who was much stronger than Asa, stood between him and the only exit.
Showing great effort, Teddy gathered himself enough to get out the last few sentences of his statement: “The smart thing to do is just drill you and Charlotte’s…HAHAHA!...heads off. And kill you, you know? Just take my drill and…WHAHAAHA!...over with!”
              Asa was not laughing. He wasn’t even smiling. Teddy went on snickering for a moment before noticing this. The smile vanished and Teddy looked incredibly tired once more. His face looked numb, as though he had just gotten an anesthetic injection at the dentist. “I’m joking, Asa. No reason to be scared.”
              Alone with Teddy, Asa found that he was indeed scared.
              “Where should we bury him?” Teddy asked.
              For the remainder of their encounter that day, Teddy had been closer to his old self. He still looked incredibly tired, and jumped on several occasions as birds flew overhead, but he never burst into uncontrolled laughter or made additional statements about killing Asa or Charlotte. They buried the body, and were home before the sun went down.
              That was the first night since the King Mountain Task they had slept separately. Teddy slept in the safe-room that they had carved above Asa’s dwelling, and Asa slept down below, in the main chamber.
              “He needs to talk about it,” Asa said to himself, stepping over Harold Kensing’s grave. Asa had expressed several times to Teddy that he believed talking about what was bothering him could help. Teddy had shied away from the issue each time it was brought up: Asa suspected that Teddy felt it would hurt too much to talk about the traumatic experience. And so Teddy let it fester.
               Without realizing it, Asa was walking faster into the quiet woods, deep in thought. His head was down, and he hadn’t cried out and used echolocation to check his surroundings in minutes.
              “And this rumor he keeps going on about… It’s crazy,” Asa said. A voice in the back of his mind rebutted: maybe not crazy, exactly.
              The entire Academy was talking about a bit of gossip that said the major Task this coming semester was going to be unlike any before. No one knew where the rumor came from, but everyone had heard it: Instead of having each semester perform their Task individually, all students would be competing at once in some sort of a gladiator-style battle.
              “They wouldn’t do it, it wouldn’t be fair. You’d have Fishies fighting fourth semesters.”
              But when have they cared about fair? the voice retorted again.
              Asa knew that the voice was right: he wasn’t in a place that treated people justly. He remembered how six months ago he had been apprehended in the woods behind his home and taken here, against his will. He had been kidnapped, along with all of his fellow students. Now, he was being put through the harshest program imaginable, trying to survive.
              He had heard that later today there was to be some sort of a school gathering in which the leaders would explain what they could expect throughout the coming semester. The thought made Asa feel sick. After the King Mountain Task, the Academy had given everyone two weeks off to rest and recuperate: the rest was much needed, but Asa felt as though he wasn’t yet ready to hear what was in store for him next.
              Asa was about to speak again, when he ran into something. He had been concentrating so hard on his thoughts that he hadn’t seen the object come into his field of vision.
              Asa was so startled by the sight, and stepped back so quickly that he sat down onto the icy dirt. His eyes bulged, and he was about to start crawling backwards before he realized the grotesque thing in front of him was dead.
              Some sort of ape had been strung up from a tree upside down. The animal hung by its ankles from a long, frosty rope. The body was now swinging gently back in forth in response to the contact that Asa had made with it. Like many of the mutated animals that surrounded the Academy, the animal’s skull was bigger than normal. The eyes had been gouged out and someone or something had slit the animal’s throat. The oddest thing about the entire scene was that the dead monkey was wearing clothes. The thighs were covered in old, ripped jean shorts. A white t-shirt that matched the monkey’s fur was pulled tightly over its torso. The massive hands hung down from lanky arms and were half a foot away from the earth below.
              Asa’s heart was hammering, and he no longer felt as cold. Instinctively, he let out a loud, piercing cry into the forest, and closed his eyes. Because of a mutation, he was able to produce a scream pitched much higher than humans were capable of hearing. Asa guessed that he and bats alone were capable of hearing the noise he could create: As Teddy had informed him, the geneticists who invented his mutation probably were inspired by bats’ ability to use high pitched noises to locate things in the dark caves that they inhabited. With closed eyes, Asa’s ears picked up the echo of the cry he had just released, and a detailed image of his surroundings came to him. Using his echolocation, he could detect things in a 360 degree angle all at once, in roughly a fifty yard diameter. In his mind, he saw an owl asleep in a tree above, a squirrel digging a hole for nuts, and every crack and crevice of every tree in the vicinity. There was no indication of whom or what might have roped this creature up and slit its throat.
              Asa stood up and brushed his pants. He did a quick circle, gazing into the forest around him, but saw nothing.
              Asa looked at the ape again. Aside from the cuts on its head and neck, the animal had sustained no further injuries. The beautiful white hair was untouched, and so were the meaty muscles.
              Whoever did this didn’t do it for food or fur. And they must have done it recently, because the birds haven’t had time to pick at it.
              Asa glanced below the animal, his breath fogging in front of him in the cold air. A puddle of sticky blood painted the snow and dirt, some of it was on Asa’s shoes.
              And the blood hasn’t had time to freeze yet.
              Asa leaned against a tree, puzzling over what could have killed this animal. It could have been another second semester student. Maybe they were just trying to practice hunting. Or maybe some other animal did it… I mean, this monkey is wearing clothes; setting a trap couldn’t be beyond its capabilities. Maybe a monkey enemy of his was retaliating for something done in the past.
              Curious, Asa picked up his spear and moved deeper into the forest. He remembered how last semester Hubert Boistly had warned the Fishies to stay away from the mutated animals. He kept walking anyways, but tried to stay quiet.
              He periodically threw his echoing cries into the air to monitor his surroundings, but it was Asa’s eyes that saw the next corpse. As Asa moved closer, he saw that this animal, like the last, was a white furred monkey that had been hung up by its ankles. The throat was slit, too, with blood puddling beneath like a shadow. But, instead of jean shorts and a t-shirt, this one was wearing what looked like a very old, and very dirty wedding dress. Gravity was pulling the skirt up to the monkey’s hairy shoulders. Though the eyes were gouged out and the face was mutilated, Asa could see that the animal had been wearing makeup, including eyeliner, eye shadow, dramatic pink blush, and red lipstick.
              Asa scanned his surroundings, looking for footprints in the snow or dirt. He found none, but it had been lightly snowing an hour ago, and so they could have been covered up. This kill, like the last one, looked fresh.
              Asa walked wide of the blood on the floor and moved deeper into the forest. The trees were dense above, and Asa was using the mountains behind him to judge his distance from his dwelling. Probably an hour away from base, he thought. He wondered what Teddy was doing up in their dwelling, all alone. Hopefully he’s sleeping. He looks terrible.
Asa looked at the rope the white monkey was swinging from and wondered if she had been killed and hung up, or if she had stepped into a trap. And if she had stepped into a trap, what are the chances that I will notice a small circle of rope on the floor and not step into it?
Asa remained still for a moment, not wanting to take another step until he had sorted out what was going on. Someone or something has killed two monkeys and I have found them hanging from trees. Odds are, it’s just another student. It could be Stridor: I could see him hunting like this; the guy is crazy.
Asa considered this for a moment. It made sense. These animals were right next to a mountainside where a group of mutated students lived, and there hadn’t been school for the past two weeks. People were getting bored. And these weren’t ordinary people; they had all seen terrible, violent acts. Not only that, they had also committed terrible, violent acts. It should be expected that some of them have odd, uncouth hobbies. So there is nothing to be afraid of. The mystery is solved. No reason to be scared.
Asa was breathing a little easier, and he could feel himself growing less alert when the next thought snuck into his mind: But what if it’s not another student?
Asa looked around the woods. Again, he noticed how incredibly quiet it was, without a single crow in the sky or trees. For as long as Asa could remember, the animals had been Asa’s protectors. Now, they seemed to be disappearing.
Asa attempted to reason with himself: If it’s not a student, it could be the hobby of one of the Multipliers that lives on the Academy. I need to get out of here. They want me dead. Conway confirmed that last year, as if all the assassination attempts weren’t enough. And…and…what was that!?
Asa’s ears pricked and his body tensed. All was quiet. He could hear the blood whooshing through veins in his skull, pumped onward by his panicking heart.
Yes, panic. I feel like I’m panicking. Just breathe.
Asa let out an echolocation cry. There was nothing there.
You’re okay. It’s in your head.
Asa’s heart wasn’t calming down, though. It continued to pump faster and faster despite Asa’s attempts to sooth himself. All of the sudden, he felt like he wanted to cry. The feeling came out of nowhere. He was sick of always being scared, of always being on the run. He felt crazy, insane, unstable.
A wave of anger overcame him at the mountains and institution behind him. They had hurt him so much, and all in the pursuit of Robert King obtaining more money.
First, the businessman had used Asa’s dad’s technology to create the most deadly virus in human history, the Wolf Flu. As Asa stood there, scared, the virus was killing even more, and there was no end in sight. The virus had taken Asa’s mother before her time, stealing dozens of good years so that Robert King could be wealthier.
Alfatrex, Robert King’s company, was selling a Wolf Flu vaccine, which was mildly effective, for a ridiculous price. He was thought to be the richest person ever.
The second thing that Robert King had done was to use the humanitarian organization that Asa’s father had established as a sort of military camp. The Academy kidnapped fifteen year olds from all over the country, every six months, and put them through brutal mutations and exercises. Many of them died, and at the end of two years the ones left standing were brainwashed, disturbed, and unnaturally strong individuals who worked to keep the secrets of the Wolf Flu from the general public.
And in the process, it’s made me mentally unstable.
“I’m fine,” Asa whispered to himself.
He was jerked from his thoughts as he heard something again: a clear ‘snap!’ broke the silence. Asa gripped his spear harder, and let out another echolocation cry. This one showed something.
              When Asa opened his eyes, they immediately locked onto the source that he had detected with his echo. He crouched lower behind the bush and watched the man through the snowy tangle of branches and leaves, too scared to breath.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
Four Strangers in the Woods
 
 
 
 
              Asa had never seen this person before; he didn’t look like he belonged to the Academy. He wasn’t wearing either the white or black tight suit that the graduates and students wore. A civilian hunter? The man was dirty, with a washed-out brown long sleeve shirt, and camouflaged pants on. Both of these were stained with blood. A knife handle stuck out of a sheath on the man’s hip. There were leaves and sticks in the black mess of hair atop his head and tangled within his thick beard.
              The man was muttering something that Asa couldn’t hear, and walking with his head down, lost in thought. Asa’s heart was thudding as he watched him pass. Asa stayed put until the muttering person was lost in the layers of forest. Even at a distance, the mutterings and footsteps of the man could be heard in the quiet.
              Asa took another look up through the trees. In all his walks into the woods, he had never been out this far before. The passing stranger, the blood, and the dead primates had left Asa with a nauseating fear…but also with mounting curiosity. The stranger that had walked by Asa didn’t seem to belong to the Academy, as Asa had guessed. Just as the footsteps became too quiet to hear, Asa stood and began to follow in the snow.
              The man wasn’t moving quickly, and at a light jog Asa had the man within sight after one minute. The man veered slightly right at a place in the forest that looked completely ordinary to Asa. Asa followed, the spear still clutched in his hand.
              Even while moving, Asa was shivering in the cold air; when the wind blew, he had to catch his breath. He turned the heat on his suit up more and wondered how the man was able to stand the temperatures in such little clothing. They continued on, walking through beams of light that penetrated the canopy above. Asa saw nothing in the man’s walk that suggested he knew he was being followed.
              Finally, the dirty man came to a campfire in a clearing. There were three camouflage tents set up, and the smell of meat drifted to Asa’s nose from a pot on the fire.
              There was a woman sitting on a log near the fire. Coils of rope were laid at her feet, and she was snaking them through her hands, making knots occasionally. It looked like the same kind of rope that the monkeys had been tied up with. Asa saw her head turn to look at the man he had been following. Asa ducked behind a thick tree, scared she would see him.
              “Eyyy! Joney!” She cried. “What kept you so long, you weren’t peakin’ up at the kiddos on the Mount, I don’t suppose?”
              “Shut up!” Joney said. They both had accents that Asa didn’t recognize, but they sounded closer to Australian than anything else. “That was once, Edna, you hear me? Once, I was peakin’ in on ‘em and you won’t let it go. Michael has let it go! Why won’t you?”
              “I’m only teasin’, my friend. Here, sit. The stew is almost ready.”
              Joney obeyed and for a long while they were quiet. Asa kept his back against the tree trunk, and occasionally sent out echolocation calls to make sure that they had not quietly gotten up from their log in an attempt to sneak up on their eavesdropper. He had thought that finding the source of the dead monkeys would help to answer some of his questions, but he was now more confused than ever. What are these people doing here? Do they have any idea who the “kiddos on the Mount” are? Asa decided that he would watch for a time, and then, if these were indeed human hunters, he would warn them of the danger that they were in; If the Academy finds them, they’re dead; if they run into a Rock Dragon, they’re dead. For now though, he needed to observe for longer.
After a time, Asa hid his spear under a bush, sprinkled some snow over it, and climbed high up into the tree so that he could observe the two people without much risk of being noticed. Given his abnormal strength, Asa was able to climb vertically up the bark using only his hands and feet. If the two of them saw me climb, I’d bet that they’d drop their things, scream and run. Asa smiled as the thought crossed his mind.
He found a small nook up above and was able to stand on a branch while looking around the trunk at the two people. He was so high up that it would have been difficult for someone to notice him at any angle. Asa was actually starting to calm down a bit. At the sight of the dirty people, he was fairly confident that they couldn’t be from the Academy. The Academy had far too much money to have members who looked like this. After a few minutes of staring at the people below him, Asa believed that they hadn’t had haircuts in years. All people affiliated with the Academy are offered exceptional grooming services, free of charge. There was a salon ran by raccoons in the middle of Town: you just pointed to a picture of a haircut you wanted, and they delivered perfectly. The raccoons worked much faster than a human barber could.
              Edna stood, brushing dirty brown hair off her forehead, and walked around the fire. There was a small backpack next to one of the tents and she squatted down and began looking through it. Joney stopped his work with the ropes and looked at her. “What’re you doin’, Edna?”
              “Looking for my knife. Can’t find it. Must’ve…”
              Asa had to use self-control not to gasp. While Edna’s back was turned, Joney picked up a knife that was sitting under the log, and reared back. The blade was long and thick—a hunter’s knife, and Joney held it between his thumb and forefinger. He looked as though he had thrown a knife before. With a quick lunge of his entire body, Joney fired the knife right at the woman who was kneeling only feet from him. The blade moved at an incredible speed, flipping end over end through the fire towards the target.
              As the blade was sailing towards Edna’s exposed back, Asa’s mind was baffled. In that split second between the time the knife was picked up to the time it stopped moving, he thought: Why kill her?
              One moment, the blade was flying towards Edna, and the next, it was in her hand, motionless and harmless. Asa gripped the bark a little harder after seeing the spectacular catch. She had moved so quickly that Asa wasn’t even able to see what had happened. Asa felt his pulse quicken at the super human display of speed.
              “It was on the floor, you dummy!” Joney cried. “Right where you left it!”
              Edna pulled the knife back, and flung it at Joney. This throw, like the first, was well over 100 miles per hour, and, like the first, was easily caught. Asa’s unease was returning.
              “Don’t be throwin’ knives at me!” Edna said back, and a slight smile played on her lips, which opened just enough for Asa to see the black gums underneath.
              Multipliers!
              Now Asa felt utterly trapped, and his heart was beating away in his chest wildly. He felt sick.
              Edna the Multiplier came back and sat next to Joney and resumed the work on the ropes. Their hands were moving oddly fast, and their motions were incredibly precise.
              “So really,” Edna went on, “if you weren’t peakin’ in at the kiddos, why were you gone for so long then?”
              “A couple of the traps we set were full and, I’ll be honest with you, I got a little lost coming back.”
              “How do you get lost ‘ere?”
              “It’s easy. There’s not much to guide you with once you go out there closer to the mountains. And besides, I’ve only been here a couple weeks. It ain’t like I had ever been to the Academy b’fore.”
              “Tha’s for sure,” Edna said. “Only the best and brightest git to go, so no way you’d been there!”
              “Ehh! Shut up now!”
              “Only joking, mah friend,” Edna said.
              Asa felt as though he were frozen to the tree. His legs were shaking beneath him, and he was quietly admonishing himself for following Joney out to this campsite. These people aren’t from the Academy, they don’t even know how to get around the premises. So who turned them into Multipliers? And what are they doing here?
              Asa’s jaw was clenched, and he was breathing very rapidly through his teeth. He felt as though he might vomit when a third person entered the camp.
              “Just in time, Michael,” said Edna. “Stew’s ready.”
              Michael did not look pleased. He was the heaviest and tallest of the three Multipliers, with a thick mustache and a balding head. He wore a Hawaiian shirt, blue jeans and cowboy boots. His steps were heavy and loud. “What’ve you two been doin’ while I’ve been gone?” His voice was deep and carried well. 
              Edna and Joney looked at each other. Michael had his hands on his hips, waiting with a stern expression on his face.
              “Just passin’ the time, sir! Honest!” Joney said.
              Michael chortled. “What’s the rope for, then?” His face was beginning to turn red.
              “You told us to hunt!” Edna said.
              Michael kicked up some dirt and snow with the toe of his boot—“WHAT DID I SAY? I was gone one day, and what was the one thing that I told you not to hunt?”
              Joney stood, his hands outstretched in plea. “But we don’t understand, sir! Isn’t it a good thing? The monkeys have been a threat from the start!”
              “I didn’t ask you to understand,” Michael spat back. “I asked you to not kill any monkeys. And you know what I sees on my way in? Dead monkeys. You two is supposed to be huntin’ for food, not to settle some score. Our orders are to stay low until we get word from the Hive. Is this what you call stayin’ low? Do you want Fran to get involved in this?”
              Joney and Edna were both on their knees now. Asa couldn’t see Edna’s face, but when she spoke it sounded like she was crying. “Sir! Please! Forgive us!”
              “How long have they been hangin’ up?” Michael asked.
              “The monkeys? About an hour or so.”
              “And how many are there?” Michael had his arms crossed and was looking at the two of them.
              “Only three, sir, honest!” Edna cried.
              “Well, go get ‘em down. And if you see any kind of animal hangin’ round the bodies, kill it. Even if it’s one of the kiddos from the Mount, kill the poor thing. I ain’t havin’ this mission fail one week in because the two of ya’ can’t follow orders.” They were all still for a moment, then Michael screamed, “NOW! GO!”
              Edna and Joney scrambled to their feet, and sprinted out of the clearing. They were moving much too fast to notice Asa, high up in the tree. Michael heavily readjusted his belt, groaned, and sat down on a log next to the fire. Asa watched as he carefully removed the lid to the stew and examined it.
              Silent tears were streaming down Asa’s face. He hadn’t understood what kind of mission Michael was talking about, but he knew enough to understand that if he didn’t act fast these people would have no trouble killing him.
              And, maybe they know about the contract. Since they are Multipliers, maybe the mission they’re talking about is to kill me. Asa looked at the Multiplier far below him begin to eat hot stew right out of the boiling pot with a spoon. What’ve I done?
              Involuntarily, Asa let out a soft, high-pitched moan. He clasped his hands over his mouth and was instantly silent. Far below on the log, Michael’s spoon paused halfway between the pot and his mouth. He looked around for a moment, and then he glanced up into the trees. Asa saw that his eyes were blue.
              Asa retreated behind the trunk once again, and the tears fell faster, and his chest heaved up and down with breaths. He saw me! He saw me! He saw me!
              Asa knew that this was no time to let fear paralyze him. He screamed out an echolocation cry, closed his eyes, and saw that Michael had resumed his meal. Asa sighed with relief, and considered his options.
              Looking up, Asa saw that the canopy above consisted of an interlinking network of trees. If I could climb to the top, I could crawl over to the next tree. Asa decided against this because he feared that his weight would make the branches creak.
              Asa heard Michael slurping stew from his spoon below.
              Next, he looked at a straight shot before him into the forest. Asa considered jumping and gliding through the woods; not only would that be noisy, but it would also be easy to see. If Edna and Joney come back while I’m flying through the air, I’m dead.
              Asa’s pulse beat in his neck, and he wiped tears from his cheeks. He let out another echolocation cry and saw that Michael was still concentrating on the stew. He had wanted to find a way out of this situation besides crawling down the tree and moving across the ground. Going to ground level would get Asa closer to Michael, which was something that he did not want to do.
              But if Joney and Edna come back before I leave, I’m dead.
              Unable to come up with a better idea, Asa grasped the cold bark, and began to slowly make his way down to the floor level. Asa let out echolocation calls every few moments. Michael remained in the same place until Asa was ten feet from the floor.
              “Hello?” Michael called. Catching an echo, Asa could see that the Multiplier had put his spoon down. “Edna? Joney?”
              In his all white suit, and hanging just above eye level, Asa was painfully aware of how hard it would be for someone approaching to miss him. The moment continued on; Michael remained still, his head cocked, listening. Though Asa was stronger than natural, he had his limits. His pectorals and biceps began to burn with the effort and he wondered how much longer he could hold on to the bark.
              “Stupid idiots,” Michael muttered, and he went back to slurping up spoons of stew.
              When Asa reached the base of the tree, he carefully placed his feet into the snow. He paused for a moment, listening. When Michael took another slurp, Asa stepped forward.
              He moved slowly at first, but after a dozen yards, Asa stood upright and moved faster, aware that he was no longer hidden behind the tree trunk. He began to run the first moment he thought it was appropriate.
              Using the looming mountains as a gauge, he made a wide circle around where he believed the two hanging monkeys were. Asa moved over the ground at a speed he would have thought was impossible seven months ago. He was churning cold air in and out of his lungs. His mind was buzzing with the events that he had just witnessed, and he kept thinking to himself: Please, just let me get out of here, just let me get out of here, just let me get out of here.
              The run reminded him of the jogs he had taken behind his house when he was younger. His mother had come down with the Wolf Flu, and it was painful to be in the house. There were times when Asa would go out and jog for hours. He had learned that there was a point, about two hours in, when the pain and muscle aches actually began to subside a bit, and the rhythm of his feet underneath grew easier. The exercise offered him a way out of reality, so that he didn’t have to think of his mother lying sick on the couch.
              Asa picked up his speed: he was now bolting along the mountainside, taking enormous leaps over bushes and rocks. He pushed himself harder and harder until his thighs and calves began to burn and he was gasping for air. Subconsciously, he was doing the same thing he had done when he was younger: he was trying to hide from reality in a wall of pain. He didn’t want to think about the Multipliers he had just encountered or what it could mean that they secretly inhabited the mountains around the Academy, apparently on some sort of mission…
              Asa dug into the ground, trying not to think.
              I think I have a pretty good idea of what they want…
              His feet moved even faster, and he began to hiss in and out of his teeth, feeling the consuming pain of lactic acid building in his muscles. He smiled, unable to think, and didn’t let up.
              Throughout the course of the next few minutes, he covered two miles, leaving behind a track of kicked up dirt and snow behind him. He was just starting to slow down when he heard a scream break through the forest.
              Instinctively, Asa hit the floor, sliding along the snow with momentum. Though his brain was low on oxygen, and the ache in his muscles had been consuming him, the cry brought him back to reality, and he began to think again. The scream sounded as though it had come from a young person in distress. He army crawled over to the nearest bush, and tried to let out an echolocation cry.
              Panting hard, the cry was unsuccessful. Asa’s lungs hadn’t been able to produce enough force. He stayed quiet, trying to catch his breath, and listened.
              Close by, he heard grunting. There was a familiar creaking sound that he associated with the white monkeys, strung up by their feet and dead. A female’s voice cursed softly, and Asa believed that he was in the vicinity of someone that he hadn’t yet encountered.
              He looked behind him to make sure that Joney or Edna hadn’t followed the path he made through the woods. All was clear and quiet. Asa tried again to let out an echolocation cry, but was still too winded to do so. He slithered on his belly around the bush, and saw the female who had made the cry.
              As Asa had anticipated, this person had stepped into the same trap as the monkeys had. She was wearing dirty blue jeans, and a muddy, white t-shirt. Though she was dirty, she wasn’t as unkempt as the three Multipliers around the campfire had been. This female appeared to have had her hair groomed recently; she had neat, shoulder-length dirty-blond hair (that was hanging towards the ground at the moment), and although her clothes were dirty, they weren’t tattered or ripped.
              Asa felt the old anxiety begin to build inside of him: there was that awful feeling that everywhere he went, something bad was about to happen. He was miserably alert as he observed the girl.
              She was twisting and jerking, trying to get herself loose from the rope trap. Unlike the monkeys Asa had seen, this girl was only held up by her right ankle. A soft trickle of blood was beginning to run up her calf muscle from the point of restriction on the rope. The girl swung her body upward, clutched onto her ankle, and began trying to pull. Even with her best efforts, she was not able to get herself free.
              She’s athletic, but not super-human.
              Upset and frustrated, the girl relaxed and let her body fall to a hanging position. The rope constricted harder with the added weight, and the girl screamed. Quickly, regretting her decision, the girl covered her mouth with her hands and fell silent. She looked around the forest, as to make sure that she hadn’t been heard.
              Asa froze. Having lived in the Academy for a little over half a year now, he knew the dangers of attracting attention in the woods. He had a strong urge to run out into the clearing and tell the stranger to “hush,” but wasn’t yet sure that he intended to help.
              I don’t know what she is: I thought that the person who killed the monkeys was harmless, too.
              Asa stayed in his position, wondering if he should get up and start running. His heart was pounding fast. The girl’s cries could have carried all the way to the Multipliers: if this was the case, they were probably already rushing through the forest after the source.
              The girl spun around in a circle once more, and this time she was facing Asa. Her teeth were chattering, and her arms were crossed tightly against herself. On the ground, directly below her was a black parka. Stitched on the back was a large, yellow goldfish. 
              Oh, she’s a Fishie! How could I have forgotten? They were supposed to be arriving today, so that they could participate in classes tomorrow.
              “Don’t scream,” Asa said. He stepped out from hiding and revealed himself. “Be still so that I can get you down.”
              Asa stepped toward her, and she pointed her finger at him; her eyes were red and angry. “Get back!”
              Asa was relieved to see that her tongue and gums were pink. He put up his hands to show that he had no ill intentions: “I’m here to help.”
              She ran a hand over her forehead, streaking dirt on her skin and said: “I don’t need help. I just need a knife or something.” Again, she pulled her body up so that her torso was upright, and she was able to hold onto the rope. She turned to Asa: “Well?”
              “Well what?”
              “Do you have a knife?” she asked.
              “Uhh, no.”
              She turned, looking at Asa as she was suspended in the air, holding onto the rope. Asa thought of how scared he would be if he were a normal human and encountered a mutated person in a stark white suit on a mountainside.
              “I can get you down, just be still.” Asa’s wings shot out onto either side of him, and he leapt above the girl and grasped the rope with his right hand. He brought his left wrist up to his mouth and using his teeth to pull the fabric over his thumb, he was able to activate the drill function of his wristband. He momentarily squeezed the drill to life, cut the rope, caught it, and used his wings to help the two of them glide softly to the floor.
              The girl lowered herself to the earth using her hands, and then rolled over onto her back where she sat up, examining the rope on her ankle. She blew some hair out of her face. “I didn’t need your help,” she said. She worked on her ankle for a moment, and when Asa didn’t answer she added: “But thank you.”
              “You’re welcome.” Asa was keenly aware that if the Multipliers had heard the initial scream that they would arrive behind them in a few moments. He got down on his hands and knees and examined the rope on the girl’s ankle.
              “No wonder it’s bleeding,” she said, looking at it.
              “No kidding.” The rope was wrapped with sharp, thorny vines all the way around.
              “I’m Jen,” the girl said. Her face was closer to Asa’s than was necessary.
              Asa let out an echolocation cry to check their surroundings. The Multipliers weren’t in the vicinity. Not yet, at least.
              “Hello?” Jen asked. “I said my name. This is the part where you say yours.”
              Asa looked at her. At times it was still hard to believe that others couldn’t hear the high-pitched noises that he was able to produce. “Asa Palmer.”
              “I’ve got something for you, Asa Palmer,” she said, and reached into the pocket of her parka. She pulled out gold-rimmed, thick goggles. These were much nicer than the ones that the Fishies had been given last year to climb King Mountain with. Asa had seen a pair like this before, but couldn’t remember where. “They’re a gift.”
              Distracted, thinking about the Multipliers in the woods, Asa put the pair of gold goggles onto the ground. He had not carefully examined the goggles he before placed them down.
              “We need to move,” Asa said.
              “You look worried, Palmer.” Jen was smiling.
              “I am worried. We need to run. Can I pick you up?”
              “I can run by myself, I’m not that hurt,” Jen said. “Do you think we can just pull this off my ankle? Some of the thorns are in pretty deep.”
              Asa let out another cry of echolocation, and saw Joney and Edna moving toward them in the brush. They were talking amongst each other, taking their time. Have we already been spotted?
              “Why do you keep on opening your mouth like…” Jen started.
              Asa put a stern finger on Jen’s lips to quiet her. She must have read something alarming on his face because her expression went from playful to concerned. “Be completely silent,” Asa whispered hoarsely to her. With his wings still out, he wrapped his arms around Jen’s torso and began to softly flap so that they floated straight up into the canopy. They landed on a pliable, thin branch high above the forest floor. The wood bounced with their weight, moving the shadows beneath. Asa didn’t dare breath as the Multipliers approached beneath them. 
              “Ehhh! Something musta’ set this un off, eh, Edna?”
              “Seems as such. But—Ah! Lookey here!” Edna said, picking up the end of rope that had just trapped Jen. “A bit o’ blood on it. An’ look at that end! Somethin’ strong had to ‘ave ripped right through it, don’t you suspect?”
              Asa was holding his breath as he watched. Jen didn’t appear as frightened as Asa, but was still following his lead of being silent. She seemed surprisingly comfortable with being fifty feet above the earth on an unstable branch.
              The wind stirred the branches above, moving the shadows below. The outline of the two in the tree seemed painfully obvious from above, but the Multipliers still didn’t seem suspicious. They were so concentrated on what was on the ground that they weren’t looking above them.
              “Wha’s tha’?” Joney asked.
              Asa’s stomach went cold. Joney was pointing at a gold object in the dirt.
              The goggles, how could I have forgotten?
              Asa and Jen shared a look of uncertainty.
              Edna picked up the goggles and looked at them. “Ye Gods, Joney! Does this say what I think it does?”
              Joney looked at the inscription that Edna was pointing at. He sounded the words out very slowly. “J…Uh…Jul. Jul Conway. Jul Conway?”
              “Oh my! Joney! If this trapped up Jul Conway, I think that we are in very, very big trouble!” She began to pace, the goggles still in her hands. “Do you think it was him? What do we do?”
              “Calm down, Edna!”
              “Calm down? How am I supposed to calm down when we could’ve just trapped Jul Conway? Our cover is blown! He’s already suspicious, ya know?”
              Joney tried to reassure Edna, though he looked worried himself. “It’ll be okay! We don’t know that these were his.”
              “Don’t know they were his? Why, they’ve gots ‘is name right there! How’s that Joney?”
              Joney thought for a second. “Well, we ain’t doin’ good just standing ‘ere.”
              “What should we do, Joney? What should we do?”
              Joney spat black sludge onto the ground. “We’ll go ‘round to the other ropes, and take ‘em down. Nothin’ else to do.”
              “Are we gonna tell Michael?” Edna asked, her voice rising.
              “No way are we gonna tell Michael.”
              “And Joney?” Edna started. “Wh-what if we run into Conway?”
              “We’ll kill ‘im.” 
              All was silent for a moment. Asa was still holding his breath, praying that the two of them wouldn’t look up.
              “C’mon. Let’s go.” Joney said. They walked out of the clearing.
              Asa and Jen stayed where they were for minutes after the Multipliers left. “What are those things?” she whispered.
              “Multipliers,” Asa said. “You’ll be familiar with them before long. We need to get out of here. Give me your hands.”
              They locked wrists, and with Asa’s wings outstretched, they drifted to the ground. “Let’s move,” Asa said.
              With so much to think about, Asa wasn’t in a mood for chatting, but as they walked, Jen wanted to talk; she didn’t grasp the gravity of the situation. “How long have you had your wings?” she asked.
              “Five months.”
              “Will I get them, too?”
              “Yes.”
              “Do they hurt?” She was looking at Asa’s shoulder blades to see if there were protrusions in his suit.
              “Yes.”
              “Wow! You’re fun to talk to!” Jen said to him, and rolled her eyes.
              Asa felt his teeth grind together. I don’t care what she thinks about me. Soon, she’ll hear all the rumors and be terrified of me. They’ll tell her how I killed Shelby last year in the cafeteria, and I bet they’ll probably leave out the part where she attacked me first.
              “So are Multipliers just more advanced graduates?” Jen asked.
              Asa almost said, ‘No,’ and explained what he knew. He opened his mouth, stopped himself from speaking, and then thought: The only reason that I know how Multipliers actually come to be is because Conway gave me information he wasn’t supposed to. He trusts that I won’t let anything slip. Finally, Asa answered: “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask someone else. What were you doing back here anyways?”
              Jen shrugged and smirked. “Exploring. They wanted us to go to our dorms, but I figured I’d have plenty of time to see those. I was itching to see the terrain.”
              Unbelievable! Does she realize what danger she has put herself in? All to explore?  “Well don’t do it again!” Asa said.
              Jen laughed: “You can’t tell me what to do, you know? I’ve been on my own the past few years after my parents got sick. Wolf Flu.” She hung her head for a moment before adding: “And I’m not going to let people start pushing me around just because I’m here. I’m not scared of you, you know?”
              “I didn’t say you were,” Asa said.
              “Just don’t tell me what to do, okay? I’m a big girl.” Jen patted her pocket, as though making sure that she hadn’t lost something.
              “I don’t think that you realize how dangerous this place is, that’s all. I wasn’t trying to be mean.”
              “Don’t worry, Palmer, I think that I can handle myself.”
              They passed Harold Kensing’s grave in the woods and Asa thought: Why don’t you listen to me? You have no idea what kind of danger you just put yourself in. This is the reason it would be unfair to have Fishies and fourth semesters fighting in the same arena. If the rumor is true, and the Task is going to be some sort of school-wide fight to the death, I think that Jen’s cockiness is going to end her.
              Jen turned to the left, headed into the arctic jungle that separated Fishie Mountain and the second semester mountain. “Where are you going?” Asa asked.
              “I’ve got to go back to my dorm. See ya, Palmer.”
              Asa thought about warning her of the dangerous animals that inhabited the wild, but then stopped himself. She doesn’t want to hear it.
              “See you,” Asa said, a little disturbed at the odds of her getting ripped apart before the end of her first day in the Academy. “Hey, wait! Where did you get those goggles?”
              “Found ‘em,” she called back, not wasting her energy to turn around.
              Asa shook his head and watched her move in between the brush. “Are you sure you don’t want me to fly you home?”
              “Get a life, Palmer,” she called back.
              Seeing no other option, Asa climbed the mountainside up to his dwelling. The rock was icy, and he held his wings out beside him so that his fall would be less severe if he slipped. “So stupid,” he muttered to himself. The sun was still high in the sky, which surprised Asa, considering all that had already happened that day.
              His mind was drawn to the mystery of the Multipliers in the woods. Why are they here? And who made them, if the Academy isn’t aware of them? And…
              Asa thoughts were cut short as he saw the door to Charlotte’s dwelling open. Asa held his breath, and felt a deep pang in his chest. Despite all the time he had been thinking about Charlotte lately, he still didn’t know how he would explain the letter he left her if confronted face to face…
              Shashowt appeared out the wooden door closed it behind him. He came onto the entryway, and his eyes found Asa’s. Asa glared back the other student; they had developed a strong dislike for one another towards the end of last semester.
              Shashowt spat on the ground and began to clamber down to his own dwelling. Asa cursed Shashowt in a quiet breath and climbed up to his dwelling.
              The circle entryway was icy, and the wooden door handle had frost standing out on it. Asa reached out his hand, turned, and pushed the door open.
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              Asa stepped inside his dwelling, and tapped his foot against the doorjamb, knocking loose the chunks of ice lodged in the sole of his shoe. Because of Teddy, the dwelling was much more inhabitable than Asa thought it might be last semester, when he started carving it out of stone. Like computers and architecture, Teddy had a knack for aesthetics, and the small room was a prime example of this.
              The walls were periodically carpeted with wide, thick animal furs of assorted colors (brown, black, yellow, white), cut into various geometric shapes. Asa’s favorite flanked the vented kitchen stove—a sheep’s skin cut into a fluffy, white heart. Pure of heart was the phrase that always came to Asa’s mind when he saw it. In the past two weeks, Teddy had traded and rearranged furniture in between Asa’s dwelling, his own, and the secret compartment above Asa’s dwelling. Now, a wooden wicker chair, a stone coffee table, and a wooden stool with a small back were arranged in the middle of the room: Because Teddy had not been sleeping lately, he had more time to experiment with things like wood carving. As Asa walked in, there was a roaring fire in a cutout in the wall on his right side. The flames gave off so much warmth that Asa found himself turning down the heat on his suit as he grew accustomed to the temperature. Next to this cutout was a bathtub (above which was the secret compartment that Asa and Teddy carved out last semester, in case Asa ever needed a place to hide), and a small bathroom with a stone toilet installed.
              Asa found that living in the dwelling wasn’t as hard as he had thought. The Academy had gone against its word and supplied the dwellings with stoves, plumbing, and a common room a short fly away to another portion of the mountainside; in this common room, the second semester students could watch television (on Academy approved channels—this included soundless recordings of sports games without commercials, and old movies), play-ping pong, exercise, and get food from a 24 hour cafeteria.
              The common room was a source of anxiety for Asa. Shortly after the last end of semester ceremony, one of the televisions was broken by a student that had slammed into it after she tripped while playing a rigorous ping-pong game. The raccoons came and replaced the television promptly, and set the old one aside to be thrown away later. Teddy stole this broken TV, and Asa was constantly worried that he was going to be killed for the crime.
              Though Teddy had been working hard at decorating Asa’s main dwelling, he seldom spent time there. He would briefly stop by to drop off or pick up furniture, or pass through so that he could crawl within the watery tunnel over the bathtub that led to Asa’s secret compartment, where Teddy now slept. He hadn’t stayed more than a few minutes in the main dwelling since the day that he and Asa buried Harold Kensing’s body.
              Now, for the first time in weeks, he was there. He stood next to the stove; meat was sizzling over a large, iron skillet. His back was turned to the door, and he hadn’t heard Asa enter. Teddy was chopping up vegetables on a cutting board with an enormous knife.
              For a fleeting moment, Asa thought of how Teddy had made the joke about drilling his and Charlotte’s heads off.
              But it was only a joke! No reason to be frightened.
              An awfully morbid joke, though, don’t you think?
              I’m not scared of him, Asa said to himself, but still, he was tempted to slip out quietly; Asa was just starting to realize that something was not right with his friend.
              “Teddy?”
              “WHAA!” Teddy jumped: the cutting board he had been working on flew into the air, sending onions, red and green peppers, and jalapeños scattering all over the ground. Teddy was crouched in front of the stove, knife held out in front of him in a defensive position.
              Teddy’s reaction made Asa jump too: he was leaning up against the wall, hand pressed up over his chest in surprise.
              Teddy straightened up, and held the knife down. “Jesus, Asa, you scared me! Why’d you do that?”
              “I wasn’t trying to,” Asa said back.
              A cold smile broke onto Teddy’s lips, and then he burst into a high-pitched cackle: the transition seemed odd and unnatural. “Well come help me pick this up, then. No harm done.”
              Asa smiled for a split second, and then began to walk towards the stove to help: he felt very aware of his legs while walking: it was as though the motion that was typically unconscious was requiring all of his mental efforts. 
              There’s nothing to be scared of. I mean, this is Teddy: He’s my friend, I trust him.
              As they cleaned the mess on the floor, Teddy said, “I made us dinner. I know how you said that you missed the Mexican food in Texas, so I thought that I’d make you fajitas. I found a recipe in the library.”
              Asa stood up, putting the chopping block with the assorted vegetables he had picked up back on the counter. He looked into Teddy’s face, and was shocked by his friend’s appearance. Teddy was loosing weight: the suit that he had been so delicately measured for last semester was now hanging on him. Both his eyes and his skin were a sick yellow color, as though his kidneys and liver weren’t functioning properly. Asa thought about telling Teddy that he needed sleep, but then reminded himself of how mad he got when Asa tried to assert that anything was wrong. He just wants to let it fester. Instead, Asa said: “The fajitas smell great.”
              Teddy gave an enormous smile. “I don’t think the peppers are ruined; you keep this floor pretty clean.”
              Something about the staggered way Teddy was speaking made the hair on the back Asa’s neck stand up. Before he entered, he was sure that he wanted to confide in his friend about all the things he had just witnessed in the woods. Now, he wasn’t so sure.
              This is crazy! He’s my friend! I can tell him!
              “I’m not worried about the peppers,” Asa said.
              Teddy stared at Asa for a moment, measuring him. “I feel as though there’s something that you’re not telling me.”
Asa’s palms grew sweaty and he rubbed them on his suit. It’s normal that he’s a bit disturbed after last semester. Remember the half dead students chasing after us? I don’t think there’s anything particularly dangerous about Teddy. I just think this awful place has changed him. “Listen, umm, on my walk today I saw some things. I wanted to talk to you about them.”
Why am I talking so formally? He’s going to notice! 
              Teddy picked up the knife and held it firmly in his right fist. “Some things, eh?” He lifted the cutting board and slid the vegetables into the pan of meat with the blade.
Asa didn’t like jalapenos, but he did not tell Teddy. He did go all the way to the market in the middle of Town to get this food. I can eat it, even if I don’t like it.
“I have some things to tell you too, Asa.” Teddy said. “I’ve discovered something that I think is going to be very important. Here, grab a plate.”
Asa obeyed and the two of them fixed their meals. “You’ve discovered something?” Asa said.
Teddy waved the knife in front of Asa’s face. “Not here,” he whispered. “I have to tell you in the secret compartment. Let’s eat down here. You tell me your story while we eat, then we’ll go,” Teddy pointed his knife above the bathtub, and raised his eyebrows to say ‘up there.’
Unsure why Teddy was whispering, Asa asked, “why up there?”
“You’ll see. It needs to be up there.”
Asa couldn’t help but think that no one could hear his cries from the deep cave they had dug into the mountain. He brushed the thought away, and tried not to worry. Again he thought: Teddy wouldn’t hurt me. 
The two of them sat down, and Asa told Teddy the entire story of what had happened in the woods. He talked about finding the two dead monkeys, following Joney to the Multipliers’ campsite, and of helping Jen get out of the trap (At this point, Asa couldn’t help but wonder if Jen had gotten back to her mountain alive).
As always, Teddy was a good listener: he remained attentive and asked questions to clarify things when appropriate. As Asa told the story, he remembered why he liked Teddy. He’s polite, and he takes what I say seriously. He’s still the old Teddy, just a little…exhausted.
After eating a full meal and hearing what Asa had to say, Teddy looked much healthier. He’s at his best when he’s working on a problem, Asa thought. It’s what he loves the most. They sat in silence for a moment, Teddy considering what he just heard.
“And you’re sure that these Multipliers aren’t from the Academy?” Teddy asked.
“Well, I’m not sure, but I really don’t think those guys came from here. Teddy, you should have heard the way they were talking—they had weird accents. And I’ve definitely never seen anyone from the Academy look as grungy as they did.”
Teddy sat his plate down on the stone coffee table, and rocked in his wicker chair for a moment. “I don’t know what they could be doing,” he said. “And you said that they were on a mission… hmmmm. Maybe they’re out there and supposed to be setting traps for crows. There aren’t as many of them around these mountains as there used to be.”
So Teddy had noticed the crows disappearing too. “But they said they were waiting to get some sort of orders,” Asa said.
Teddy shrugged. He rocked in his chair with his fingers interlocked over his gaunt abdomen. “I’m thinking that what I have to show you might help clarify things. You think the presence of the Multipliers has to do with you?”
“I guess so. Whenever Multipliers are doing anything, I can’t help but wonder if it’s because of me. After all that happened last semester, it’s hard to think it’s a coincidence that they’ve set up camp so close to my dwelling.”
Teddy looked over Asa, his jaundiced eyes were firm and unmoving, as though trying to communicate something unspoken. “I agree with you, Asa. I think that you’re the reason they’re here.”
Teddy rocked some more, and stared at Asa while the wood creaked beneath him.
Asa looked away, pretending to not be disturbed by his friend’s intent look. He couldn’t help but wonder what Teddy was thinking.
“C’mon,” said Teddy, rising. “I want to show you that thing now.” Without looking behind to see if Asa was following, Teddy climbed up into the tunnel over the bathtub. Asa heard a splash as Teddy dove in and began to swim up towards the safe room.
All of a sudden, Asa felt as though he wanted to vomit. With Teddy gone, he let the misery he felt flood his face. “I don’t want to follow him, I don’t want to follow him,” Asa whispered. He hadn’t moved an inch from the stool on which he sat.
The tunnels leading up to the secret compartment were narrow and dark. And Asa hadn’t been up there in weeks: Teddy could have added some trap for him.
He doesn’t need a trap. He’s undergone such intense mutations that I’m no match for him. 
Suddenly, an image of Teddy laughing two weeks ago bombarded Asa—his teeth barred, his face red from cackles as he spoke:
…just to drill you and Charlotte’s…HAHAHA!...heads off. And kill you, you know? Just take my drill and…WHAHAAHA!...over with… 
And then today, those jaundiced and unfeeling eyes staring at Asa as he said:
I agree with you Asa. I think that you’re the reason they’re here.
Asa was breathing very rapidly, and he was beginning to sweat. “And if he gets rid of me, Teddy won’t be the freak who’s friends with the murderer anymore.”
The reasons to leave, to walk out the door and not follow Teddy up into the compartment (it’s like following a lion into a den) were almost overwhelming. But then, a calm voice of reason rose from the back of Asa’s mind:
I’ve been going through a hard time. The things that I saw on the back of King Mountain have hurt me. They’ve scarred me. I can’t let this make me paranoid. I can’t allow this to jeopardize my only friendship.
Reluctantly, Asa stood and walked over towards the bathtub. Though he was still benefitting from the strength boosts he received after climbing the back of King Mountain, his legs were shaky beneath him.
Asa stepped onto the lip of the bathtub and looked straight up. Where ceiling should have been, there was a tunnel carved into the stone. Asa paused, took a deep breath, and then began to climb up. The stone was cold against his hands, and when he reached the top, he was looking straight ahead into a connected tunnel that dipped down and was full of cold water. Asa thought about how when they created the secret compartment they decided to have the initial entrance be through a water tunnel above the bathtub. This was so that someone investigating the dwelling would think that it was nothing more than a water storage: it wasn’t uncommon for the students to carve out a high place in their dwelling so that they could fill it with snow that would become usable water when it melted. Asa thought his secret compartment was well concealed: The tunnel grew black and dark before sloping upwards to the safe room.
WHAHAAHA!...over with…
Asa shook his head and tried not to meditate on his fears concerning Teddy. He lifted his body, legs still shaking, up above the water tunnel. After taking a deep breath, he pierced through the water and began to pull himself forward.
Completely submerged, Asa army-crawled forward, his eyes open wide. Because the tunnel was so small, a proper stroke was impossible. Once Asa had entered the tunnel with his hands above his head, he did not have enough room to bring them down by his side while in the tunnel. Kicking softly, he slowly crawled forward in the confined space. Though his eyes were open, he soon was not able to see; each step he crawled forward with his numb hands brought him deeper into darkness.
He moved on and on, until his surroundings were pitch dark. He supposed that Teddy might not have yet lit a candle in the secret compartment, and there was only one small lantern lighting the dwelling: it makes sense that it’s this dark. It’s not a trap.
Unsure if it would even be possible to back up if he had to, Asa continued on in the dark. His lungs were beginning to feel tight, but he wasn’t yet ready to exhale his air supply.
Teddy’s spent the last two weeks up here. Alone.
Crawling onward, Asa saw a dim, yellow light coming from an opening on the top of the tunnel in front of him. Scolding himself for worrying about nothing, Asa crawled until his head was sitting under the small opening the light was coming from. His chest felt strongly constricted at this point, and he was glad to look up into the opening and see that the surface was only ten feet above him. As the tunnel moved upward, it became brighter.
But instead of resurfacing above, Asa remained where he was for a moment. Something wasn’t right.
The last time Asa had been in the secret compartment, the water tunnel merely curved upward into the safe room. Now, instead of the tunnel making a turn, it continued on forward into the dark. The incline that led to the glowing surface was now an adjacent tunnel instead of a continuation of one tunnel.
Asa looked at the fork in the water passage. Above him was the surface, and before him the tunnel went on for an unknown amount of time into the dark. Asa stretched his fingers out into the darkness and couldn’t feel an end.
Has Teddy carved out a new tunnel? To what?
His chest really hurting at this point, Asa released his breath and decided that he didn’t have enough time to continue exploring in the dark, cold water. His bubbles rose to the surface and he followed them.
Asa took a deep breath and crawled out of the water into the candlelight. After a few more yards of a widening, inclining tunnel, Asa reached the safe room.
It smelled wonderful. Asa saw the same kind of scented candles the Academy had furnished the rec room with glowing around the enclosure. I guess that Teddy stole those too. A hammock made out of intertwining green and yellow jungle vines hung wall to wall. The safe room was relatively bare, other than that. Along the back was a small drain that ran off the side of the mountain, far away. Above this drain was a working faucet: Teddy had explained last year that, using wristband drill attachments he had made, he was able to make a long, narrow opening on the mountainside that led to a compartment in the middle of the mountain. Snow was constantly filling up this opening and dropping down into the compartment above the safe room. Due to the heat of the fires in the surrounding dwellings, the snow then melted and would run out into the safe room whenever someone turned the knob. Asa knew that there was probably more to it than that, but Teddy didn’t bother trying to explain all the architectural facets of the project to Asa.
The newest object in the room was the small television that Teddy had taken from the trash in the second-semester common room; the flatscreen was propped up on a small, stone stand. There was still a mass of cracks along the right side of the screen, but not enough to make the image unintelligible. The power cord ran from the back and had been modified on the end so that the three prong electric plug had been cut off. The wire was stripped at the end, and the conducting metal within was twisted together with metal coming off of Teddy’s armband computer.
The television screen went from black to a glowing CNN.com homepage. Teddy turned and raised his eyebrows at Asa: “We’ve got internet now. Pretty cool, huh?”
Asa was so taken back that for the moment he forgot about the dark tunnel that had been added to the water passage in the past two weeks.
“It runs off my armband,” Teddy said. “I swear, it’s like they wanted us to hack this thing. It can do anything.”
“Teddy!” Asa said, alarmed. “Aren’t you worried that they’ll be able to detect you using the internet on your armband?”
“What’re they going to do, kill me?” Teddy let out a shrill laugh that Asa ignored.
“How did you get the television through the water passage anyways?” Asa asked. 
 “I found an ice chest in the rec’s kitchen. The television fit nicely inside; just barely fit through the water tunnel.”
“You stole an ice chest too!?”
“No,” Teddy said. “I borrowed it. It’s now back where it belongs. But come here, you’re going to want to check this out.”
Dripping wet and cold, Asa walked over to a spot in front of the television and sat down. He looked at his armband and thought about how there was an Academy meeting scheduled for later today in the middle of Town. His armband didn’t appear to have any messages on it yet. Asa returned his attention to the screen.
Teddy typed on his keyboard, and in the search box, the words “Robert King Death,” appeared.
“Why are you searching that?” Asa asked.
“Just watch.” The webpage loaded, and Teddy used the arrows on the keyboard to select a news video from a list shown.
              Asa remained quiet as the program loaded. He stole a glance over at Teddy, who was wearing a wide grin on his still dripping face.
              Instantly, a long list of videos popped up on the screen: “What’s next for Troy Webber?” “FBI Under Fire,” and “Alfatrex Employee Speaks Out After Boss’s Murder,” were among the options that could be chosen. Teddy selected one that said, “Police Chief Speaks of Robert King’s Death.” He looked back at Asa in the dim, yellow light of the single candle and said, “Bet you weren’t expecting this.”
              Asa shook his head, his throat felt dry.
              As the webpage loaded, Asa noticed that the television screen was dimmer than normal, as though the armband that was powering it didn’t have enough power to make it light the screen the proper amount. He was still mildly anxious about the prospect of Academy officials somehow detecting the internet use. Surely they monitor the armbands. And if they do catch us, the television is in a secret compartment over my dwelling!
              The video began to play on the cracked screen. There was a sky image of an enormous mansion at night, lit up by harsh, white beams from a dozen helicopters circling above and the headlights from an army of police and government vehicles that swarmed the pristine green lawn, which was now marred with tire tracks. A set of three crows flew over the property. Even before reading the caption at the bottom of the screen—“Home of Dead Alfatrex CEO and Owner”—Asa knew that he was looking at Robert King’s house: the great expanse of clean white rock, which was rumored to be four times the size of the White House, the lawn of grass, which was kept in better condition than a golf course at a Masters tournament, and the clear, blue lake-sized pool that stretched well out of the camera frame could all only belong to the richest man in the world, Robert King.
              Over the undulating sound of helicopter blades, a news reporter narrated: “I’m told that L.A. Police Chief Vincent Caltrone will be delivering a statement momentarily, but now here’s the footage we showed you late last night—can we zoom in a bit?—and if you look at the front door, you can see Los Angeles police officer Troy Webber, who has become a bit of a public sensation of late, being led away from Robert King’s mansion in handcuffs by his fellow police officers. He is being charged with first-degree murder after he live-streamed a video of him killing Robert King, the owner of Alfatrex, from a webcam late last night. Let’s frame over to the press conference, where it appears Vincent Caltrone is about to make a public statement about last night’s murder.”
              The scene changed: Teddy and Asa were now looking at a crowd of reporters, all standing before an empty podium with thirteen microphones on it: each of these microphones had a different TV or radio station logo displayed on the side. On the bottom portion of the screen was the caption—“Police Chief Vincent Caltrone Delivers Statement About CEO Murder.”
              A sick man walked from the right side of the screen. He was wearing a suit and tie, which he adjusted as he took his place behind the microphones to face the crowd. He didn’t look like police chiefs usually look—large, healthy, and intimidating—but underneath the suit it was clear that there was a body consisting of more bones than anything. The gray skin was taut over his cheekbones and his thin lips were stretched over his teeth. He was balding, but not in the usual male pattern that started at the front and slowly crept back over the top. No, this was the spotted, diffuse balding pattern of someone whose body was undergoing such a biological struggle that it didn’t have the extra nutrients to waste on such superfluous things as hair growth. The thin, patchy hair that still existed on random areas over his scalp was a washed-out blond color. His breathing rattled into the microphones. Surrounding his eyes were dark circles, marking blood vessel degradation: this made him look slightly like a raccoon—a very sick raccoon.
              Asa and Teddy instantly recognized the signs of the Wolf Flu.
              Despite his illness and impending departure from the living, there was a determination in the man’s eyes. He was going to work and do his job to the best of his abilities until the disease dragged him to the grave. The chattering of the crowd ceased as the man began to talk.
              “There is a long list of things that have led us to this point.” The dying man looked down at his notes before going on. “First, the citizens of this country and others began to be afflicted by the Wolf Flu, one of the greatest tragedies to afflict human kind. Secondly, one month ago, news stations across the globe were all sent a letter, from an unknown source. Each of the letters were written in the same, scratchy handwriting, and they all accused Robert King and Alfatrex of the Wolf Flu epidemic, pointing to the M1CR mutated agents that have been found in the water. Thirdly, after efforts from the Ivy League, and a series of Federal investigations, a large amount of evidence suggested that the anonymous letters were true.”
              The man brought out a napkin from his pocket, and had a horrible coughing fit. He crouched over the podium for a moment, wiped his mouth, and continued on, his voice a bit more hoarse than before. “These things lead us to what happened last night, in which an off duty police officer, Los Angeles’s Troy Webber, broke into Robert King’s home and killed him.” He took a small sip of water. “There are a lot of unknowns regarding the incident last night, but there are some things that we can be sure of.
              “Number one: The government did not, in any way or fashion, sanction the murder of Robert King. Number two: Troy Webber has admitted to the murder, both on a live internet broadcast last night, and by signing a form admitting guilt this morning, in the presence and under the guidance of his team of lawyers. Number three: The government has no current intentions of giving any unlawful, favoring treatment to Mr. Webber, despite whatever his intentions for the murder may have been. Thank you.”
              He turned briskly and began to walk off stage as he was pelted by an uproar of unanswered questions from the crowd of reporters. The video still had half a minute left to play, but Teddy shut it off.
              “Robert King is dead?” Asa asked.
              “Yeah,” said Teddy. “But you’ve got to watch this next one now.” He typed an address into the URL box that Asa had never heard of before, and then punched in a long series of seemingly nonsense numbers and letters. The webpage loaded, and a second video was displayed on the screen. Teddy hit play.
              An image of a sweaty man came on the screen. His face was lit with orange lamplight and he was crying.
              “Hello, hello. One, two, one, two. This is Troy Webber, L.A.P.D. streaming to you live.”
              From the background came the muffled, gagged screams of a man that was not in the frame.
              “I just want to tell my daughter that Daddy loves you… And…” He gasped for air, let out a succession of crying groans into his hands, and then regained himself. “I didn’t want to be the one who had to do this, but… there was no choice.
              “My wife, my beautiful wife”—then his face turned into a grotesque snarl with his lips pulled back from his teeth and his nose folding up toward his brow—“was TAKEN by this DISEASE!”
              There was a sharp scream, and Troy Webber pulled Robert King into the frame by his white hair. The Boss’s eyes were open as wide as they would go, and his mouth was stuffed with a pair of socks, held in with a belt. His nose was dripping blood onto the socks in his mouth and the silky pajama shirt he had on his torso.
              He was just about to go to sleep, when this man broke in.
              Like his captor, Robert King was crying. The Boss was shaking his head back and forth frantically, trying to say something, but the gag made his words unintelligible.
              “As I’ve said,” the police officer growled, “this is a live broadcast, so there isn’t much time before I kill this murderer, but I want to hear him beg.” Troy pulled the bloody gag out of Robert King’s mouth. As the Boss started coughing, Troy pulled him closer by his hair and whispered—“Squeal for me, piggy. Let me hear you beg, Robby!”
              King withdrew from the police officer’s breath, and looked at the camera; “I’m not Robert King,” he said.
              Troy pulled the man close again and with tears still streaming down his cheeks screamed: “BEG FOR ME! BEG LIKE MY WIFE BEGGED THE DOCTORS!” Caught in the moment, Troy pulled the restrained man’s face closer and sunk his teeth into cheek; he bit hard, pulling and tugging at the grotesquely elastic skin.
              Blood ran down King’s face and his screaming reached a new level of panic. “I’M NOT ROBERT KING!”
              “OWN UP TO IT,” Troy yelled with bloody teeth.
              “I DIDN’T KILL YOUR WIFE!”
              Troy was done talking. The rage in his face was beyond reason at this point. He lunged at Robert King, tackling him out of the frame. There was more yelling, and the sound of a struggle. Then “Please, please.”
              A series of seven gunshots followed. After the first three there was screaming, and the last four were followed by only Troy crying.
              When the police officer reemerged into the screen, he was covered in an obscene amount of blood. He slicked his red, sticky hair back with one hand, and got out his cell phone with the other. He dialed and let it play on speaker.
              “911, what is your emergency?”
              “My name is Troy Webber, and I have just killed Robert King, CEO of Alfatrex at 6390 Roaming Seas. I’ll be in the dining room, unarmed, when the authorities enter. My hands will be up. I’ll come peacefully.”
              He clicked off the phone, and looked down at the body for a moment. His tears were mixing with the blood, and the animalistic aggression had again been replaced with sadness. He looked into the camera and said: “I’m so sorry, baby,” presumably to his daughter, then the video went dark.
              In the cave, the candles were still flickering, and Asa’s hair was beginning to dry. Teddy turned to him and said, “What did you think of that?”
              Asa didn’t know where to begin. Is it over? Is the Academy going to cease to exist now? Are people going to come and save us from this place? And what does this mean for the Multipliers?
              “What’s going to happen to us?” Asa asked.
              “I think we’re going to get out of here, Asa. Now that the secret is out, there’s no reason for us to be here. The Academy is kept alive by Robert King’s desire to train students to kill people on the verge of discovering that Alfatrex is putting out the Wolf Flu. But now that everyone knows, I don’t see the point of us staying. Who’s going to keep us here?”
              Asa didn’t know what he could say. Teddy went on with: “This means that you’re not a wanted man anymore. The Multipliers were helping the Academy because the Academy was lowering the human population with the Wolf Flu, which would lead to the global governments having a smaller chance of stopping them from Multiplying at will. So, they had to adhere to the contract that your dad made, which said that they couldn’t Multiply as long as you or Charlotte were here. Now, that won’t be an issue. You’re just like the rest of us.”
              “But what about the Multipliers? What’s going to happen to them?”
              “I think they’ll leave.”
              Asa considered what he had learned. If Teddy doesn’t think I’m a target for the Multipliers, then he has no reason to kill me. Asa chastised himself for misinterpreting his friend’s actions as threatening.
              “Of course,” Teddy went on, his eyes locking on Asa’s. “I could be wrong. There are four other owners of Alfatrex, besides Robert King. Maybe they’ll use this place to protect themselves. Or maybe they’ll start a new business.”
              It was quiet for a moment. Asa felt his armband vibrate and looked down to see a message appear in the fabric:
 
All students are required to report to the Town Center immediately for an assembly.
 
Yours truly,
Robert King 
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Reporting for Robert King’s Request
 
 
“Yours truly, Robert King?” asked Asa, looking at the armband where he had just received the message.
Teddy stood up and unplugged the television from his armband. Without the glow from the screen, the safe room was dim, lit only with two small-flamed candles. Water dripped from the faucet on the far wall.
“Why is it signed Robert King?” Asa asked.
Teddy looked incredibly tired. “Either the news is lying to us, or the Academy is. No matter the case, we need to go.” Before beginning this new semester, the students had been warned that a ‘strict punishment’ would be issued to any students who didn’t react promptly to messages on their armbands. Now that they were no longer living in the dormitory, they would be responsible for getting themselves where they needed to go on time.
“Maybe they’re afraid to tell us he’s dead,” Asa suggested.
“Maybe. Do you think it’s a trap?” Teddy asked. “What if now that Robert King is dead, the Multipliers want to kill you and Charlotte, and take over the Academy. Maybe they’ll want to move it—to hell with what the crows might reveal.”
Asa followed Teddy over to the tunnel. “You don’t think that’s going to happen, do you?”
Teddy picked up the two flickering candles, one in each hand. “No. I don’t think so.” He blew a puff of air and they were in complete darkness. Asa could feel Teddy walk by him, and then heard soft waves as his friend entered the cold water passage.
Asa crawled slowly on his belly, hands out in front of him until his fingertips brushed the water surface. He took a deep breath and then lowered himself until he was completely submerged. He pulled his body forward along the thin passage until he came to the place where the tunnel made a fork and split off into two directions. 
Asa stayed where he was for a moment, once more contemplating what Teddy could possibly have put at the end of the passage. Asa reached his hand as far down the extra tunnel as he could, feeling nothing as it went forward.
And do I ask Teddy about this extension he’s built? Sure I do. There’s no reason not to. It probably doesn’t actually go anywhere: what would be down the tunnel? Another room? For what? Is Teddy kidnapping Fishies and keeping them chained up in a hidden passage above my dwelling?
Asa actually smiled at his own thoughts. It seemed ludicrous.
Am I being paranoid? This was a question that had been bothering Asa a lot lately. He feared that perhaps the traumatic things that he had gone through and witnessed in the past five months were having an ill effect on him. He could remember watching a documentary when he lived in his home (That feels like ages ago) about the effects that years at war had on the brains of Vietnam soldiers. Being in a war zone for an extended period of time made it so that your brain was constantly soaked in cortisol and adrenaline. Asa couldn’t remember the exact physiology of what happened to these soldiers, but he knew that they started acting odd: they got jumpy. A lot of the veterans spent the rest of their lives sleeping with a gun under their pillow, and hitting the floor every time the neighbor’s car backfired.
Get a grip, he thought to himself. There’s probably some architectural reason for this extra tunnel that I don’t understand. It’s probably nothing. And Teddy will think I’m paranoid if I ask him about it.
Not wanting to take too long, Asa continued on the normal path and emerged over the bathtub.
It was much warmer in the normal dwelling than it had been in the secret compartment, especially near the tunnel’s opening, over the fire. Asa came out, landing with wet feet on the bathtub’s lid.
“Here,” Teddy said, and threw him a towel.
The towel hurtled through the air at a surprising speed, and Asa caught it with one hand, remembering how Edna had caught that knife speeding at her in the woods. He thought of how mangy she was and wondered at the reason for her unkemptness.
“You know what this is?” Teddy asked.
Asa gave his hair a few quick scrubs with the towel before stepping off the lid and into the living room. Teddy was holding a clean white envelope with the single word “Asa” written on it in blue ink. Asa had seen the handwriting before; it had to be Charlotte’s.
“No,” Asa said. “I wasn’t expecting anything from her.”
Teddy held it out to Asa. “Do you want to read it?”
Asa took it and set it back down on the coffee table. “Not right now.”
Asa and Teddy disagreed with the way that Asa was treating Charlotte. For one fantastic week after the last end of semester ceremony, Asa and Charlotte had been a couple. They had done everything together. After some bad dreams, Asa wrote Charlotte and told her that they couldn’t be together anymore. It wasn’t worth it to him; he cared too much about her to spend much more time with her and risk Multipliers coming after them.
After Asa told Teddy that he had broken up with her, his friend had guessed exactly what had happened. He looked at Asa with his yellowing eyeballs and said: “You got scared? How could you do that! You told her you were over that fear thing.” They had been in the rec room at that time, and Teddy shoved the ping-pong paddle he was holding into the container before walking away and muttering something with the word “coward” included in it.
A fire exploded in Asa’s mind. You dirty bigot: you cried all last year. Where do you get the idea to call me scared!? But Asa said: “You’re wrong.”
“Oh, I’m wrong?” Teddy’s chest bowed out and he got uncomfortably closed to Asa, so that their noses were almost touching.
“Yeah. You’re wrong. I don’t like her. It’s just not a good idea. I’m,” pause, “not,” pause, “scared.”
Teddy smiled. “Okay, boss.”
In retrospect, Asa didn’t know why he had lied to Teddy; he had broken up with Charlotte because he had been scared. But why lie? Asa thought about it and remembered that he hadn’t yet healed completely from the diffuse bruises and abrasions he had obtained in the caves, nor had he yet caught up on sleep. Maybe I was just grumpy that day. But who does he think he is, calling me scared?
Asa remembered that scene in the rec room, and was surprised to recollect that he had been so forceful with Teddy. Now, as he watched his friend towel off his dead-looking pale-yellow face, Asa wondered if he would still feel comfortable telling Teddy that he was wrong.
I’m being paranoid again, he thought.
The two of them discarded their towels between the bathtub and fire, so that they would dry, and were about to leave Asa’s dwelling when Teddy used his body to make a physical barrier between Asa and the door.
“You’re lying to me, Asa.” He sneered down at Asa, the pupils in the center of his yellow-green eyes looked too big.
“Huh?” Asa’s heart was racing again.
“You act like you don’t love her, but I can tell you do.”
“Get off it,” Asa said, and shoved Teddy out of the way. To his relief, Teddy took a few steps away from the door (he didn’t have to, he’s much too strong for me to move him like that). Asa opened the door and stepped out. Teddy quickly followed.
The air was filled with the sounds of hundreds of great wings flapping in the air. All around the mountainside, second semester students were opening up their wings and taking off into the air.
Asa took a quick look back at the forest he had been in earlier that day. The tall timbers swayed with the wind, and somewhere in the distance the Multipliers were camping. He wondered what Joney and Michael and Edna were doing. And then he remembered something…
He and Jen were high up in the trees, while Joney tried to carefully read the lettering on the goggles. “Jul Conway.” And then Edna had begun to walk around, jittery and fearful.
“Oh my! Joney! If this trapped up Jul Conway, I think that we are in very, very big trouble!” She began to pace, the goggles still in her hands. “Do you think it was him? What do we do?”
This memory didn’t make sense to Asa with Robert King’s death. Teddy had suggested that the video would help him make sense of what happened, but it only seemed to muddy the issue.
Why are they afraid of Conway? How does this fit in with the rest of it?
But now wasn’t the time to talk about it. Teddy had already expanded his wings out beside him and was running down the mountainside to gain momentum when Asa snapped out of his daydream.
Moments later, Asa was in the air, flapping his bat-like wings and gaining altitude.  The air was crisp and clear, with blue skies directly overhead. The wind pulled Asa towards Town, and the shadow beneath him slipped off the mountain and began to zoom over the canopy of the Arctic jungle.
When he was high over the water, he looked over and saw the Winggame courts bobbing in the gentle chop. He started his descent at this point, thinking, if it weren’t for the violence, I would really like it here. This place is beautiful. Flying is wonderful, and if the Multipliers didn’t tamper with my team, I would actually like Winggame. Asa exhaled, and was surprised at how much he desired to play the game fairly.
Asa glided down in between buildings and landed with a run on the cobblestone path. The road glistened with a thin layer of water, and radiated warmth up to Asa. As he had learned last semester, the streets were heated so that snow wouldn’t cake up and make walking difficult.
A line of Fishies was walking down the cobblestone, looking around, seeming to be trying to take everything in. All across the road, upper classmen were landing from the sky, sprinting faster upon impact than any natural human possibly could. On the steps leading up to a tall, stone, London-style clock tower stood a troop of raccoons, all of which had half-sized brooms in their hands as they swept the thin layer of snow away. Then there were the Multipliers, which could be identified by their black gums and the fact that they didn’t wear the utility suits that the graduates and students wore; Asa counted six in the vicinity, four of which he had never seen before. Is that normal? His eyes darted around quickly. Are there more than usual? Or is it possible that I just have never noticed them before?
The Fishies were mesmerized, their faces wide-eyed, and Asa was struck by a sense that he had become desensitized to all the wonders of the Academy. He watched the way these normal humans walked, and noticed that compared to the mutated beings around them their strides looked labored. On some of them, their suits clung unflatteringly to rolls of fat and unhealthy bony hip protrusions.
Not for long, Asa thought. He looked down at his own body and appreciated the drastic transformation he had made for a moment. There wasn’t an inch of skin on his body that didn’t seem to stretch over packed muscles as dense as lead. Even my hands look different, he thought, flexing them into fists.
Asa looked back to see a pack of five Fishie girls staring at him and giggling amongst each other. When he glared at them, they blushed red and pretended not to see him anymore. Have they already been told I’m a murderer? They’ve only been here a day!
Conway strode in front of the line of Fishies, leading them into the center of Town. He was tall and lean, with a sureness in his stride that was comforting. He was the man who the Academy had assigned as his “mentor” last semester, and he had been one of Asa’s father’s friends.
He might have sensed Asa staring at him, because he turned and looked at the second semester student. As usual, his face was serious and stern-looking, with heavy, concerned lines above his eyebrows. But there is something else in that look. Asa felt that Conway was trying to communicate something to him, but he didn’t know what.
Conway turned back, and continued to walk forward. For some reason, the look that Conway had given him sped up his heart rate. Asa tried to control his breathing as he walked. If Conway had tried to convey a message, there was no way that Asa could ask him about it. The man had risked his life last semester, and had made Asa more informed about the workings of the Academy than he had a right to be, by the Academy’s standards.
Maybe he didn’t intend anything by the look. He could just be tired. He sure looks it.
Conway’s hair had turned even grayer in the past month. Asa thought that with Robert King dying, the graduates were surely going through an incredibly busy time.
But still, Asa had a suspicion that he couldn’t let go that Conway had been trying to tell him something. His speculations included the idea that Teddy had suggested—that the Multipliers were going to attack at the assembly. He also wondered if the rumors were true, and there was going to be a task this year that encompassed all students in one enormous, gladiator-style fight.
But it can’t be true. It wouldn’t be fair.
The last thing that Asa considered was the possibility that Conway had been trying to communicate a good thing. Perhaps with Robert King dead, the Academy was going to disassemble.
But then why did they bring in a new batch of Fishies? And, there are still four owners of Alfatrex, even with Robert King dead. Surely they’ll find some sick way to use us.
Asa felt less and less sure with each effort to rationalize what was going on. So, finally, he switched to a different subject. Up ahead, Charlotte was walking shoulder-to-shoulder with Shashowt. Asa watched them as they moved forward into the stadium-style seating that had been put out.
He had mixed feelings about seeing them together; maybe they were just friends, but Asa thought that Shashowt had other intentions. Asa knew that he had broken off their relationship, and that he had no right to dictate who she saw. But still, the sight of Shashowt beside her made Asa grit his teeth.
Teddy gave Asa a knowing look as they passed beneath stone archways into the Town Center.
They walked up a long row of stairs with the other students moving in the same direction. The layout looked different than it had just weeks ago when they had the end of semester meeting. Asa wondered if the stone structure could somehow change shapes, or if someone actually had to re-carve it. 
As Asa crested the flight of stairs leading to the meeting place, he was floored. By the faces of the other students, Asa guessed that they felt the same way. The center was beautiful. The smooth stone bleachers had been obsessively cleaned so that the intricate carvings of vines, leaves, and acorns gleamed. The marble was so white and shining that it resembled the surface of a pool of milk. The stage to which all the seats faced was covered in thick black and white striped carpet: Asa guessed that it was made entirely of artic tiger fur.
Sprinkled over every surface of the enormous Town Center were hundreds of thousands of red rose petals. They were strewn across the aisles, the seats, and the stage. At a distance, the pedals looked like large drops of blood.
              Asa and Teddy made their way to the top of the steps, twenty rows above where anyone else was sitting. They had both gotten used to sitting alone: ever since Asa killed Shelby last semester, his reputation as a brute had only grown. People had also been sure to keep their distance from he and his only friend here, Teddy.
They watched as the students filled their seats. Asa noticed that the students all seemed more stoic than usual; the pedal-strewn hall was filled with the sounds of footsteps and whispering, serious voices.
For the Fishies, the reason for their mood was obvious: They were in an entirely new environment, and just as Asa had done last semester, they would probably keep their mouths shut until they knew the Academy’s customs.
As for the older classmen, Asa thought that many of them were trying to portray themselves as tough. They puffed out their chests, flexed their jaws, and tried their best to concentrate on their footsteps to be sure they wouldn’t trip. Tonight, the Winggame player draft was scheduled to begin. Because it was advantageous to be put on a good team, every interaction leading up to the draft was crucial for the players. Last semester, Asa had been selected first among the Fishies after an upper classmen noticed him flying along the mountainside. The rumor spread, and by the time the draft came, he was highly desired.
And, with the draft coming earlier this semester, the students were feeling added pressure to make every effort to impress. With lives relying on how well a team drafted, the students could be sure that someone was watching them, judging them, at all times.
Asa and Teddy sat on the pedal strewn bleachers, not talking. Asa couldn’t keep his mind from returning to the idea Teddy proposed in the dwelling. 
What if now that Robert King is dead, the Multipliers want to kill you and Charlotte, and take over the Academy. Maybe they’ll want to move it—to hell with what the crows might reveal.
He looked over at Charlotte, and watched as she bent her arm behind her in a most unnatural way to scratch her back; she was only able to do this because of the mutations she had attained at the King Mountain Task last semester, which made her unnaturally flexible.
Out of the corner of his eye, Asa saw a figure break the invisible social barrier that insured no student ventured within twenty rows of Asa and Teddy. It was Jen. She wore an enormous smile on her face, and her short hair bounced up and down as she moved up the stairs. “Asa!” she shouted, waving.
Why is she coming to sit by me?
With the serious tension that filled the room of students trying to attain a position on a good Winggame team, Jen’s shout was almost offensive. Heads turned to see who had broken the silence, and to know who had uttered the murderer’s name. People threw disgusted looks at Asa, and he felt the urge to bury his head. But, he had an image to keep up; if people weren’t afraid of him, they might attack like Shelby had last year.
Teddy seemed to feel the tension too, and neither of them said a word until Jen had plopped herself down right in between them.
“And you should be Teddy,” she said, putting her hand out to shake.
Teddy looked at Asa as though for help, and then glanced down at all the dirty looks people were throwing at them. Why is she sitting with you? What are you up to? the looks seemed to say.
Reluctantly, Teddy shook her hand and said, “yeah, how’d you know?”
 “Do you know Meggers? She’s a graduate. Meg, I think her real name is. She’s always chewing gum.” Jen seemed to not notice the stares or the silence that now fell over the Town Center. “Anyways, she’s looking over the female Fishies’ dormitory this semester. She told me that you were friends with Asa.
“And you, Asa,” she said. She put her hand on Asa’s knee; this made him feel incredibly uncomfortable, but at the same time he felt frozen. “You never told me about your reputation earlier in the woods.”
Charlotte was looking at Asa, displaying a mixture of anger and pain. 
“Uh. I…” was all Asa could get out.
“They say that you’re a murderer, you know. I don’t believe it myself.” She picked up a red pedal and held it up beside her eye for examination. “What’s all the decoration for?”
Asa shook his head; he felt like he was unable to speak.
She tossed the petal, and it fluttered to the floor. “I’m just excited to get the semester started. I’ve heard that this place is very competitive. I mean, I’m still upset that they kidnapped me, but while I’m here, why not make the most of it? You know?”
You don’t know how deadly this place is; you’d wipe that grin from your mouth if you only knew what was to come, Asa thought. But he didn’t say anything. Instead he nodded slowly. His mouth was dry. Since Shelby’s death last year, the other students had mostly left him alone; they were afraid of him. But, if they thought that he was spending time with a newly arrived Fishie, what suspicions would they come up with? Would it be enough to make them act?
Asa felt relief wash through him as soft, but ominous music began to play into the air, distracting some of the onlookers. Asa deferred from responding to Jen by looking at the stage, where the presentation appeared to be about to begin. A thin, young Multiplier with chestnut hair was about to take the stage. Asa saw that gunmen now flanked the outer walls, sitting high above the crowd—this was normal for an assembly at the Academy, but still, seeing the weapons unnerved Asa. Robert King was nowhere to be seen; Asa wondered if other students would notice this.
The man took the stage, sauntering with a certain aggressive gleam in his eye that Asa didn’t like at all. He smiled, showing his black, shining gums. His teeth were closer to purple than white, as though he had recently secreted the black saliva that Multipliers sometimes do when they feel like killing someone.
The watching students became even more still than they were before he took the stage: Jen was the only exception to this. She brushed a hand through her hair, a carefree smile floating on her face.

Is she insane?
The man was handsome, and wearing a suit like a politician might wear—neutral tones complimented with a red tie. His hair was short and well groomed; his face was shaved clean. He looked very different from the Multipliers that Asa had encountered in the woods.
But then, he did something that contradicted his appearance: his action was brutal and chaotic.
He leapt up into the air, landed, thudded a fist to his chest, and asked the audience: “ARE WE WARRIORS!?”
No one knew what to say, and not a sound came from the crowd. A few heads turned, making sure the guns above them weren’t about to fire.
“Okay, then,” said the man on stage, scratching his chin. “You can laugh, that was a little weird.”
Nearly everyone laughed, letting out some air and then quieting up. Asa felt a bit better after the laughter, as though some of the tension had been released.
“One of the things that we will be talking about today is what the Academy is looking for in its graduates. I think that the word ‘warrior’ fits with what they are looking for. So, if when I ask that, I don’t get a resounding ‘Yes we are!’ then I think my men here should have permission to blow your heads off. Otherwise, what are we here for? We’re here to find out which of you are the best of the best. Why keep you if you aren’t even going to try?”
Jen was snickering beside Asa, as though she was watching a funny skit. Maybe she doesn’t believe him.
Again, the man on stage jumped up, banged his chest and shouted, “ARE WE WARRIORS!?”
“YES WE ARE!” said the crowd back. To Asa’s relief, Jen had participated.
“ARE WE WARRIORS!?” He asked again.
 “YES WE ARE!”
“ARE WE WARRIORS!?”
“YES WE ARE!” This last cry was the loudest of all from the crowd. It was quiet for a moment, and Asa found that he was subconsciously gripping his seat; he had had bad experiences with assemblies like these; he didn’t want to see anyone die today, and the gunmen above didn’t look like they were just props.
The chestnut haired, handsome Multiplier smiled. “Excellent. My name is Chandler Martin, and we are here to talk about...” He snapped his fingers and an explosion came from the back of the stage, big and gold and loud, right behind Chandler Martin. It was only after the fact that Asa realized it had been a firework. Asa was gripping his seat harder than ever; the Multiplier had everyone’s attention; Teddy’s face was a sick shade of yellowy-pale.  “…the Gill Initiative,” Chandler finished, as though no explosion had gone off.
“You see…” He snapped his fingers again, and a series of fireworks went off above the stage, red and green and blue. He smiled, and shook his head—“I love doing that.
“But, all jokes aside, this is a very important place. ARE WE READY FOR ANOTHER GREAT SEMESTER!?”
 And without prompt, the crowd responded: “YES WE ARE!”
“ARE WE WARRIORS!?”
“YES WE ARE!”
Chandler snapped his fingers, and a dozen fireworks went off above their heads, many students leaned back to avoid getting shrapnel in their faces: Asa could feel the heat coming off the explosion.
“ARE WE WARRIORS!?”
“YES WE ARE!” This scream was even louder than the last, and, more than that, everyone seemed to believe it this time. Even Asa felt himself agreeing with the words. I am a warrior.
Chandler was quiet for a moment.
What is the meaning of all this? Asa thought. The way that this assembly was being conducted was extremely unnerving to Asa. He felt as though he was being brainwashed; the repetition and the screaming reminded him of the “Two Minutes Hate” in this book he had had to read in middle school about a society in the future where the government policed people’s thoughts. Teddy was beginning to look like he might vomit, or pass out. His eyes were glossed over.
“ARE WE WARRIORS!?”
“YES WE ARE!” Teddy yelled incredibly loud beside Asa.
Chandler snapped his fingers, and thirty fireworks exploded.
“ARE WE WARRIORS!?”
Asa looked at Teddy as he screamed the response along with the rest: “YES WE ARE!” His eyes flashed with a fiery intensity, and the muscles and veins on his neck bulged as he roared the words with all his might. When he was done yelling, Teddy was breathing hard and blood was beginning to run out of his nose.
Asa felt as though Chandler Martin had completely changed the mood in the center; somehow, the group of students having to obey the intermittent screams, mixed with the explosions had made them feel a reverence for this man whom many of them had never met.
“Whew! That feels great! Let’s get down to business.
“The reason you have been called here today is so that we can talk a bit about our expectations, celebrate the fact that we belong to one of the best organizations in the world, and let you know a bit about what to expect. I know that the Fishies had their individual Assembly earlier, and that they’ve been sitting for a while, but just stay with me.”
Chandler walked from the left side of the stage to the right; he then raised his hand into the air, and a screen levitated out of the stage. Asa wondered if magnets were used to suspend the object.
The words “THE GILL INITIATIVE” were displayed on the screen.
“The Gill Initiative,” he said, “was proposed by one of our owners, Dr. Gene Gill, as a new and exciting way to run the Academy: It’s a whole new way of looking at this education process. Dr. Gill is in the front seat, so why don’t we all give him a hand?”
The response from the crowd was completely out of proportion from the request: a thunderous applause swept over the audience; Teddy screamed and cheered, his face even paler than before; his nose was now gushing blood.
A white haired man in the front seat, whom Asa assumed was Dr. Gill, raised a hand in acknowledgement and thanks.
When the crowd died down a bit, Chandler Martin continued on. “You see, the Academy hasn’t been pleased with some of its recent graduates. And so the owners sat down and tackled the question—what needs to be changed?”
Asa shifted a bit in his seat, anxious to hear what would come next. This has to be connected with Robert King’s death. Maybe this Gene Gill guy is taking over for him. It’s too much of a coincidence that The Boss was murdered, and now we have a meeting where they explain that protocol is changing.
A new slide came into focus on the screen: this one was of a small wooden box with the word “SUGGESTIONS” carved into the front.
“The first thing, is that we want more feedback from you: After all, you are in line to become a valuable part of this organization. This is the most impressive, most exciting organization in the world, and we want your input.
“More so than that, we want you to be happy. Can I have the next slide please?”
The picture on stage changed instantly. As Asa looked at it, he felt blood rush into his cheeks, making them feel hot. The image was of a large, ballroom dance that had never happened. The room was lit with glistening chandeliers. A full orchestra was playing music, dressed in formal black. The dance floor was filled with smiling, happy Academy students in tuxedoes and elegant dresses. In the center of the room, the image showed Asa dancing with Charlotte. Her hair was fixed up and out of her face, and her smoky eye shadow matched her dress. Asa was smiling too, holding her right hand with his left; his right hand was around her waist. They were surrounded by others who were dancing too. Near the bottom of the screen, Asa saw Teddy dancing with Samantha, who had died last year in the King Mountain Task.
Asa was deeply disturbed. They photoshopped images of us all dancing together? Why didn’t they take out the dead people? I guess that our lives aren’t important enough for them to keep track of who they’ve now killed.
“We are going to have events to show appreciation for you, our students! This includes dances, and some surprises.” Chandler Martin winked.
The next slide came onto the screen: this one had a picture of an Academy graduate whom Asa had never seen before. He wore a sleek black suit, and was handing a plate of hot food to a barefoot, malnourished black child. The dead grass, flat plains, and red dirt made Asa assume that the picture was taken somewhere in Africa.
“The second thing that needs to be changed is that we want you to know what this place is all about.” He forced a laugh as though instructed to do so by an invisible prompter. “The Academy is a humanitarian organization. Now, I can’t be entirely specific, but just know that by moving through the tasks here, you are helping the world to become a better place.”
The next image that arose was of a gloved hand displaying an uprooted weed.
“I love this image. The third and final thing that needs to be addressed is that the Academy is about to get a lot more competitive. But we love this, right?
“ARE WE WARRIORS!?”
“YES WE ARE!”
“I can’t reveal all the details now, but this semester’s Task is going to be unlike any before. It’s going to be brutal, giving each of you a better chance than ever before to show your true worth. And it will involve everyone. Fishies through fourth semester students will be competing together.
“Over 10 billion dollars were spent on the Task; this is one of the Academy’s biggest undertakings to date. You’re going to be pushed to your physical limits. You will be injured, hungry, and you will suffer dehydration. Many of you will die, and a few will rise through the ranks and prove themselves worthy.
“We’re about to close out this meeting, but I want to leave you with this: be excited. You have an incredible opportunity to prove yourselves. One more time, now:
“ARE WE WARRIORS!?”
“YES WE ARE!”
“Dismissed.”
He walked briskly off the stage.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5
 
Roxanne’s Sharks
 
 
              Asa held Charlotte’s letter with trembling hands. He sat in his dark, damp, stone dwelling, and gazed at the word, “Asa,” written in her crisp handwriting upon the envelope. For hours, he had wanted to open up the letter but hadn’t: Teddy hadn’t left Asa’s side since the assembly.
              Proof of Teddy’s presence had spilled all over the floor; blood was splotched over the entirety of the dwelling’s stone base. The nosebleed that had started during the assembly had turned into a concerning issue: No matter what measures Teddy took to stop the bleed, the slow but perfectly steady trickle continued on. Teddy had tried not breathing out of his nose, tilting his head back, and pinching down on his nares, but nothing seemed to stop the flow of hot red blood.
              Asa advised that he stay still, but Teddy was so nervous that he had to pace around the small room, pinching his nose. The blood had run from his fingers and down his forearm where it dripped off his elbow, making a mess on the front of his white suit and the floor. 
              After the assembly, they had only been in their dwelling for ten minutes before a message appeared on their armbands stating that the Winggame draft had begun. The now dead Robert King had signed this message, like the last. And it had asked them not to leave until they had been selected.
              The bleeding continued on, and in the middle of Town team captains were choosing from a list of available students to play on their Winggame teams. Asa and Teddy didn’t expect to be chosen any time soon because of their reputations as dangerous individuals. This assumption proved to be a correct one. At the end of the third hour, Teddy stood up and announced that he couldn’t take it anymore; he was heading to Town, to see if he could receive some sort of medical attention for his nosebleed.
              Secretly, Asa was elated to hear this. He had been stealing glances at the letter every time that Teddy’s back was turned, and now he ripped open the top of the envelope with trembling hands.
 
 
Asa,
 
I’m going to keep this short. I care about you; though, I don’t know why. You always have left me. You have never given me a reason to trust you…but you make me happy. This place is dark, and frightening. I’m scared a lot, and you can SEE IT ON MY FACE. In that way, I’m like everyone else here except for you. No one thinks that you’re scared but me. They all think that you’re strong: “A heartless murderer.”
              I don’t know what you are gaining by not seeing me again… I thought that we were through this. Conway explained that the Multipliers wanted us both dead and out of this organization. I don’t know about you, but after the experience we had on the backside of King Mountain, I don’t have much faith. I’m going to work harder than I’ve ever worked to make it through this program, but let’s be realistic: WE MIGHT NOT MAKE IT!
              Look at those words, Asa Palmer.
              Take your time. I can almost feel you wincing away from them as I write them. You hate that kind of pessimism, but sometimes pessimism is reality.
              And, I don’t believe that us spending time together will hurt our chances. If anything, we can talk and strategize about things. You, Teddy and I are the only three students in these mountains that know about the danger that we are truly in. Teddy’s level of usefulness goes without saying… He’s been manic since we returned from last year’s task.
              I know that you’re scared, even if everyone else denies it. It frustrates me to no end that you won’t even talk to me about your decision to shun me from your life! I thought that you cared about me too. If we are going to die here, I’d like to spend the last time that I have in your company.
 
This will be my last letter to you. I won’t wait forever.
 
Yours for now,
Charlotte
 
 
Asa read the letter in silence, and when he was done, he stared at one of the skins hung on the wall. He felt somber, like a child does after a long, hard cry.
He read it again.
When he was done, he tried to imagine how Charlotte must feel. She has such strong emotions for me, and I won’t let us be together.
Asa’s hand began to shake even more violently, and he had to put the paper down at the table. What if I went to her now? Asa thought to himself. He felt a lump of regret begin to build in his throat.
It was cold outside, and he would walk through the snow. If he was lucky, she wouldn’t have been selected for a Winggame team yet, and she’d open the door for him. It would be warm in there. He had been in her dwelling before; it was small and tidy, with different colored clay pots wrapping around the room on various shelves. Maybe at first she wouldn’t let him in.
As Asa thought of this, he began to cry.
But maybe if she saw my tears she’d let me come in and plead my case. I could promise her that I wouldn’t do it again. He imagined her standing there, her brown hair sitting at her shoulders. Her arms were crossed, and most of her face looked angry. Her whole body looked defensive, closed off. Her eyes were different. The vibrant blue irises were moist with tears, and there was something in them that wanted her to believe that it was true; that he cared about her and wanted to be with her and wasn’t worried about what the Multipliers might do.
But it wasn’t to be.
Asa put his head in his hands and sobbed. Suddenly, he felt miserably tired, and miserably trapped. For the time, he thought that going to Charlotte would be a good idea. But he didn’t trust himself with it.
What would Teddy think? And what if I change my mind again? I couldn’t do that to her.
The letter was folded over on the coffee table. Asa could see these words in the candlelight:
 
Yours for now,
Charlotte
 
He knew that it was a fair thing to say. And he also knew that he wouldn’t do anything about it. It was over.
He moaned before putting his head in the crook of his elbow and cried some more.
In all his pain, he remembered another symptom of PTSD: Mood swings.
 
 
An hour later, his armband vibrated and he woke up. He was on the floor, and the letter lay on his chest. Two of the candles had burned out while he slept, making the room considerably darker.
Remembering the demand that second semesters quickly respond when they are called upon, Asa stood up. He tucked the letter back into the envelope and then pushed it under the couch. He didn’t want Teddy to know what he had been up to while he was gone.
His armband vibrated again, and he pushed the “I am aware,” button on the display. Instantly, this button, which consisted of sown fabric, went away.
The message remained:
 
You have been chosen to a Winggame team. Report to Town Hall, room 135 on the main floor.
 
              Asa was very scared. He was about to walk into a room full of unknown people who thought he might murder them. Mutated, dangerous people, at that. And he was in the midst of a program that cared more about obedience than if you murdered a threatening teammate.
              If they killed me, no one would even come question them about it. They’d probably just dispose of my body…unless they wanted to keep it partially alive for some Task, like they had done to the dead students last year.
              He went out the front door and stepped into the cold. The wind whistled, but other than that, the mountainside was barren. I was probably the last player to be selected in the entire draft.
              Asa walked down the mountain slope, moving, but slowly. He was thinking about how much he would love being able to compete in a fair season of Winggame. He thought that it was the most exciting sport in the world. The flying maneuvers were beautiful, there was an immense amount of strategy involved, and, best of all, there were often times surprise endings; anything could happen…
              A piercing noise broke his concentration. It continued on and on, undulating, and Asa realized that it was a scream. He froze where he stood, looking around. Still, the mountainside was empty. The sound seemed to be coming from the forest, where the dirty, odd Multipliers were camped.
The noise broke off, and started again, with a thick, throaty rasp, and Asa determined that it was the sound of a monkey crying for help. Then, as quickly as the sound began, it stopped. It was as though something had made it stop.
Again, the mountainside was silent. Asa could hear his breath coming in and out of his nose. Why are they killing more monkeys?
              Asa stepped forward towards the cliff’s drop-off.
              Conway’s house was situated far below, and Asa remembered how scared Joney and Edna had gotten when they thought that they might come into contact with Jul Conway.
              The chimney was softly puffing out blue smoke into the air, and healthy yellow, red, and purple flowers were thriving in the garden despite the freeze. Probably mutated plants.
              Asa had an awful feeling about the Multipliers camping out in the forest beside his dwelling, killing monkeys that wear lipstick and human clothing. Without any clue as to why they were there, or what they wanted, he didn’t know how to defend himself.
              If one of those things broke into my dwelling, it would slaughter both Teddy and I without getting out of breath.




              As Asa looked down at Conway’s home, a smile broke out onto his face. There was a proactive course of action that he could take that he hadn’t yet thought of before. “Conway,” he whispered to himself. He would go and talk to Conway.
              Last semester, Conway would have never given Asa information, but now, things had changed. He was no longer scared of getting killed for giving Asa information; trust was involved. In the caves of King Mountain, Conway had informed Asa about the Academy’s contract not to make any more Multipliers as long as he or Charlotte were still in the program. Conway was someone that he could talk to, and he probably could offer a word of advice.
              Feeling a bit better, Asa leapt off the cliff, threw his wings open, and sailed down over the arctic jungle towards Town. He had learned that if he picked up enough speed at just the right trajectory that he could make it all the way into Town without having to flap his wings once.
              He descended and then descended some more. The freezing air was hitting his face with such a force that it was impossible to breath in, but still, the experience was exhilarating. He closed in on the arctic jungle’s canopy, his heart racing. He went lower and lower, still picking up speed. Finally, he was so low that he could reach down and touch the leaves with his hand. He didn’t, though. He kept his hands pasted tight against his hips, and was just about to collide with the leaves when he made it past the canopy and was over the steaming Moat. He flew lower, still gaining speed, and didn’t pull up until he was halfway over the water. At that time, he was moving with such velocity that tilting his wings back just a few degrees shot him up high into the air. When he first had to flap, he was well over Town.
              He landed near Town Hall, and trotted up the stone stairs. When he reached the top, he was facing enormous, tinted glass doors in which he could see his reflection perfectly. The ice crunched beneath him as he moved closer, staring into his own eyes.
              Charlotte’s right, they think I’m a murderer.
              Still looking at himself, Asa made a comically mean and ugly face, bringing his brow down low, barring his teeth, and actually growling. The sight was convincing. Quietly laughing to himself, Asa entered Town Hall.
              Room 138 situated in a carpeted, mahogany hallway. Asa tried not to think of what was to come, because he knew that being scared wouldn’t help the situation. The best thing that he could do was walk in confident and proud. ARE WE WARRIORS? But, despite the effort, Asa was terrified.
              Not wanting to let the emotion escalate, Asa yanked open the door when he reached it. Twenty-five Academy students were all staring at him, which made a full Winggame team; twenty-six students made up almost a whole Winggame team—this meant that if he hadn’t been drafted last, he had gone pretty close.
              Fifty-two eyes were fixed to Asa. They were unmoving, unflinching. He could not only see them, but he could feel them as they ran over his neck, his legs, and his torso. A thick, suffocating tension filled the air; it made it so that everyone was afraid to move. The older classmen had seen Asa kill Shelby, and the younger ones had already heard the stories.
              The moment spanned on longer, and Asa took in the crowd. He was feeling a mixture of undefined emotions—a mixture of anger at the unjustness of his judgment, defeat as he thought of his desire to play a fair season this semester, and anxiety at the aggressive looks he was receiving. 
On the right side, there were a few faces that Asa recognized, but he knew none of their names. Asa noticed that one of the females—she was tall, with frizzy, blond hair—had a nasty, yellow-purple bruise circling her right eye—this made her look more menacing.
               On the left side, there was one face that Asa recognized—Jen. She was smiling, and when Asa looked at her, she began rocking back and forth in her chair. She, of course, was not nervous. She’s crazy. It seemed as though nothing made the girl nervous.
              “Asa, stop standing there and come grab a seat,” she said, beckoning him over. Just as in the assembly earlier in the day, she seemed oblivious to the tension in the room, and did not hesitate to break the silence. Asa wondered if this was an act she put on, or if she was honestly that confident. If she is honestly that confident, she’s dead. If she’s that good of an actress, she may have a shot.
              An empty leather seat sat to her right side. To get there, Asa would have to move past half a dozen glaring faces. Worse than that, the person on the other side of the chair looked livid. And strong. 
              That’s got to be the team captain, Asa thought.
              He was stout and short, with hair that was closer to white than blond. His skin had very little pigment in it, and his jaw moved in a slow, deliberate fashion as he chewed on a piece of gum. His eyes were the shade of blue the ocean becomes once you sail past the continental shelf; there was something unnerving about his eyes.
              Not wanting to seem weak, Asa proceeded. His footsteps were quiet on the carpet, but still, they could be heard across the room because of the overwhelming silence. He realized that he wasn’t breathing out of fear that it would be too noisy.
              Asa moved past the first six people without any incident. He passed the back of the tall leather chair that the white-haired male was in. He looked down at the table and saw that at the end of his vein-covered forearms, the supposed captain’s hands were clenched into fists as hard as cement blocks. There was something about the arms that reminded Asa of too-tight springs that were ready to burst. 
              He lifted his fists, and then slammed them down on the table with such a force that Asa was sure he had to be a fourth semester student—his strength gave away the fact that he had to be thoroughly mutated. Everyone watched, transfixed.
              The white-haired male stood up, knocking his chair over, and Asa took a step back. The top of the male’s head only came up to Asa’s chin, but sometimes presence is more than stature. 
              “Let’s get something straight,” he said. “You don’t get to sit by me, and you damned sure better not give me any trouble.”
              Internally, Asa felt timid and small. But externally, his eyes were unmoving above his clenched jaw. He knew that looking scared or weak would get him killed. He had known that there would be Winggame confrontations this semester, and he had mentally prepared himself to be tough. He hadn’t thought they would come this early, though. He stared, letting the clock on the wall click off ten seconds. Not a word was said during that time.
              The white haired youth’s eyes began to shift back and forth in their sockets. His fingers were shaking at the sides of his hips.
              Asa, however, stood still as a statue.
              “That’s enough,” said the girl with the bruise on her face. “He can sit where he wants, Stan.”
              Stan kicked his chair on the floor and moved to another area of the room.
              Asa pulled back his own chair, and sat down. He wished that his first encounter with the team hadn’t involved aggression, but he didn’t think that he had performed poorly.
              “My name is Roxanne,” said the girl with the bruise. “I’m your captain, welcome to the Sharks. I’m glad to have you, Asa. Here, catch.”
              She hurtled a one hundred page paperbound book at Asa and he caught it with one hand in front of his face.
              “This is now your Bible. Get acquainted with it; shake hands with it, introduce yourself, take it out to dinner and get close with it. It’s got the Academy’s revised rules for Winggame in it, and some plays and strategies in there.
              “Before we get started, I want to remind everyone that there has been a rule change and I do have the power to kick students off of my team. If this happens, you forfeit all the points you could’ve gotten if I didn’t kick you off.”
              She smiled wide, and the room felt a bit more hospitable; already, she struck Asa as someone that had a talent for altering the mood in a social situation. “Now, everyone open up to page number one; let’s get through this fast so that we can have the rest of the evening off.”
              And she began to go through the rules. She read quickly, skipping over sentences that she didn’t think were important. She used her tone to emphasize some passages. She seemed nice, and Asa thought about his first meeting with the Bulls. It had been rambunctious, and Koab had banged his chest and yelled to get them excited about the upcoming season. Roxanne seemed to take a more studious approach at getting her team ready.
              She read for an hour, and, with so much having happened that day, Asa’s mind inevitably began to drift. 
Listening to all the talk about Winggame rules made him realize how badly he wanted to compete in a fair season. He often times daydreamed about what it would be like if a normal person watched a match. The uniforms flying over the water, the tackles, the different colored wings, and, or course, the mutations. If they televised this thing, they’d make a fortune. We’re such incredible athletes that people would be mesmerized.
Asa believed that more than half of the Academy students were mutated so far beyond normal capacity that they would dominate in any professional sporting league of their choosing. In football, their sheer speed and strength would put them in a class of their own. As a running back, an Academy student would be able to plow through a world-class lineman that was three times their size. Even in a sport where strength could be overcome with good form, like baseball, an Academy student would be elite. Asa remembered the Fishies being told last semester about how the mutations would also make them more coordinated. Asa felt that if he were in a batter’s box, even without any practice, his increased coordination would put him at an advantage over a ten-time All-Star professional baseball player who had devoted half his life to the game. After the mutations, things seemed to happen slower. Asa would be able to see the individual stitches as a 100-miles per hour fastball sped towards him. His coordination was so good that he would be able to orchestrate every inch of his body, down to his fingers and his toes, into swinging the bat. Normal humans couldn’t do that. And then, once solid contact was made, his strength would make driving the ball no problem.
Asa realized that it was a mildly insane desire to want to play a fair season of Winggame so badly. And he did want it badly; he hoped, however slim the chances, that the Multipliers would just leave him alone. I know I shouldn’t want to play this game that much, though. 
Truth was, these people had kidnapped all the students against their will and as they played, their lives were on the line. No matter how fantastic or expensive the game was, it was all a way to weed out the students that the Academy didn’t want. And they would go to great lengths to do this. Proof of this could be seen in the upcoming Task for this year; which was promised to leave more students dead than ever before. How much did they say they spent on it? Ten billion dollars!?
Asa still couldn’t swallow that number. Where was all the money going? Asa’s mind went wild with this question. Maybe they have hired some military company to come and battle us, he thought. Maybe, to make a level playing field, they’ll let the hired guns use their assault rifles and leave the mutated students with just their hands. He considered other things they could have used the money for. Or, maybe they needed the funds to mutate an army of monsters: things like bees the size of basketballs. Or maybe they needed the money to buy recently dead corpses from some criminal market: God knows they like using those things.
Images of the dead chasing after him flashed in his mind. Although his body was sitting in a calm room as Roxanne read over the Winggame rules, his mind was back in the caves of King Mountain. The already dead students were chasing after them, pounding feet on the cold stone. Asa remembered how in the cabin there was that girl Volkner killed in his classroom—he smashed her head like it was a jack-o-lantern and her brain had splattered over the table. In the cabin, she was standing—alive once again, her head with large metal staples holding the reconfigured brain inside. Asa saw Stridor stand up from where he had been hiding, covered in blood. He snuck over to her and put all his strength behind a blow to her head. Asa shivered, thinking, when he struck her over the head, it just collapsed; the dead aren’t meant to rise again.
Now, his mind brought him back to the caves, where they were cornered in a dead-end hallway. The corpses were sprinting towards them, and they could only be seen in the split seconds when gunpowder exploded. What would the dead have done had they reached the students? And when we ran out of bullets I thought I was going to feel those cold hands close around my throat. Maybe they would’ve slipped their dead, numb fingers into my mouth, trying to force them over my tongue, into my…
Around Asa, people stood up, and Asa, daydreaming (or having a daymare, he thought) shrieked. Roxanne had dismissed the team, but Asa was too immersed in thought to hear. People around him, including Jen, gave Asa questioning looks. The students next to Asa picked up their pace in leaving, not wanting to be around Crazy Asa Palmer.
I’m not crazy. I’m just not all mentally healthy right now. It’s like when you have a stomach bug, but with my brain.
Asa gathered up his book, stood up, and moved towards the door. He ignored the stares.
“Remember,” said Roxanne, “We’re meeting at seven in the morning tomorrow in front of the Fishie Mountain entrance so that we can get a workout in before classes start. And I expect everyone to have read the whole handbook before that time.” Asa gave a curt nod towards Roxanne’s bruised face and then walked out.
As the Sharks filled the hallway and were walking towards the exit, Jen caught up to Asa. “You look white as a lamb, Palmer,” she said. “Somethin’ spook you?” She gave his back a rub. She was very comfortable touching people.
“No, I’m fine.” Asa said. He knew that people would become upset if he began spending time with this Fishie, but he didn’t seem to know how to shake her.
They stepped out into the cold and walked down the steps. “Are you going to walk me to the boat like a gentleman? Or just fly away?” She asked.
Asa didn’t know how to respond to her bubbly personality. “Just fly away,” he said. 
“That’s too bad. We won’t be able to talk in public for the next week. Talking ban starts tomorrow.”
“What do you mean, in public?” He asked. “You won’t be able to talk at all.”
She waved a hand at the comment. “Don’t be such a baby. I can talk, they won’t catch me.”
Asa hoped that she was joking, but didn’t think that it would do any good to lecture her. She’ll see.
“Bye Asa,” she said, and gave his hand a squeeze.
Asa did not like how much she made physical contact with him. He knew that it was putting him in danger. “Bye,” he said, and against his judgment on the scenario, he squeezed back. 
With that, he leapt straight up into the air, shot his wings out, and began the labored ascent. She’s going to die, he thought. I’m sure of it. She’s either overestimating herself or underestimating the Academy.
He thought about this all the way back to his dwelling, and he thought about Jen as he lay in his hammock that night, drifting back and forth on the jungle ropes that Teddy had made him, staring at the ceiling. He had an alarm set to wake him up early, so that he could report with his team on time.
The dwelling was still warm, even though the fire was low. The rock served as good insulation. From far away, Asa heard an intermittent humming noise reverberating through the air. He didn’t know what the sound was, but noted that it sometimes went up and down in pitch. It sounded like it wasn’t too far away.
Before going to sleep, his mind went back to the Multipliers, lurking on the mountainside. He remembered how Edna had accused Joney of “Peakin’ in on the kiddos on the Mount.”
“Christ,” Asa muttered to himself. The thought of those uncivilized, monkey-killing Multipliers spying on the Academy students gave him chills. Suddenly, he wished that he had a stronger door on his dwelling, one with a much thicker lock.
The humming started again, but Asa tried to ignored it.
He closed his eyes, and found that sleep was now overtaking him. It was here, in that moment before drifting off that he realized what the humming was. Somewhere above him, Teddy was using his drill to carve into the stone.
Asa briefly thought of how tired Teddy was, and that he should go to bed. Asa’s exhausted body relaxed in the ropes, his breathing and heart rate slowed, and his brainwaves became further and further apart, preparing himself for REM. Sleep overcame Asa, and above, Teddy carved throughout the night. Asa didn’t have any guesses as to what his friend could be doing up there.
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Morning Run
 
 
              It was a quarter to seven in the morning, and Asa hadn’t yet stood up from his hammock. Teddy had already had a rather productive morning. He stood over the stove, stirring a massive mound of twenty eggs with a spatula, humming a disjointed little tune—with each verse he switched to a different song.
               He had gotten the eggs from the rec room’s kitchen, along with a loaf of nut bread, a stick of butter, and two tall jars of chocolate milk. These jars were currently being chilled in a mound of snow outside; Teddy only liked milk when it was barely above freezing.
              The amount of food would have seemed absurd to Asa before all the mutations, but now it seemed entirely appropriate, if not a little light. Judging by his watering mouth, and his rumbling stomach, he would have bet that all the food would be eaten before he left to meet his teammates in front of Fishie Mountain.
              Asa also would have bet that Teddy hadn’t slept at all the night before. Asa awoke several times throughout the night (after all that he had been through, it was becoming abnormal for him to get a full night’s sleep) and had heard the drill whizzing above. Not only that, but after Teddy had come back, carrying all the groceries, he had begun to cry. Now, he stood over the stove, sobbing as he flipped the eggs in the massive pan. He had bloody nasal tampons crammed up his nose to stop the bleeding, so he was crying out of his mouth. He’s just entirely exhausted, and it’s making him emotional. 

              Asa paid him no mind. Soon, they would eat breakfast together and they could talk about whatever was bothering Teddy. But for now, Asa wanted to read the newspaper. He picked it up, opened it, and felt anger roll over him; he found himself infuriated at the material he found in it, and also unable to stop reading it.
              The newspaper, as it said itself, was a new installation to the Academy’s program as part of the Gill Initiative. It was written in a collaborative effort by Multipliers and graduates in an attempt to keep the students informed. The papers were scheduled to be released periodically (whatever that meant) and the raccoons would deliver them outside the doors of second, third, and fourth semester students, and to the bedside of the Fishies in their dormitories.
              A picture of Asa’s face in full color took up nearly the entire front page. In the photograph, Asa’s teeth were barred, his eyebrows were pulled together in rage, and his jaw was clenched. Initially, Asa thought that it was another Photoshopped image, just as the slide about the upcoming dance had been. Then, he remembered, with regret, where the photo must have been taken.
              Yesterday, right outside of Town Hall, he had growled at himself in the front windows’ reflection. It had been a joke, really, but that one instant in time was all that the students would see. He now knew that he had to be even more careful about his actions.
              Written in big, black, blocky letters atop the image were the words: “IS THIS STUDENT THE MOST HATED IN ACADEMY HISTORY?” and then in smaller letters: “One Multiplier believes so. See what his captain, Roxanne Price, thinks on page 16.”
              Right after procuring the groceries, Teddy had delivered the newspaper to Asa’s bedside. A Multiplier that Asa wasn’t even familiar with, Mark Richardson, had made the comment about Asa being the most hated student in the history of the Academy. Roxanne’s interview was a great source of anxiety for Asa, but he was relieved to read it and see that she seemed to be in support of him.
              “Yes, he was picked last,” she was quoted as saying. “But I think that he has the potential to be a great asset to the team. I’m not going to make assumptions based on what I heard last semester. We’re going to be spending a lot of time together in practice, games, meetings, and I’m sure that his true self will come out. I’ll assess Asa Palmer on how Asa Palmer acts, not on what others tell me.”
              Asa was incredibly grateful for this; he told himself that he would take advantage of this opportunity, and he counted himself lucky for getting such an open-minded team captain.
              There were two other articles in the newspaper that Asa found interesting. The first was concerning a class that the second semester students would take, and the second was a written interview with Robert King, whom Asa now knew was dead. Why is the Academy pretending that he’s still alive? What do they have to gain?
              The article about the upcoming class was a short one, written by Benny Hughs. Benny had led his team to a Winggame championship last season as a fourth semester student, and was now a graduate. Asa had played him in Winggame, and it came as somewhat of a shock to Asa to realize that he was now working with similar responsibilities and privileges as Conway and McCoy did. It was the natural order of things, though it seemed odd.
              Benny stated early in the article that he didn’t want to give too much away, but said that the second semester students would have a flying class, and the “Most Achieved,” would be allowed to pick from a long list of talents. They would then be given an injection and undergo a mutation that gave them their chosen ability. Asa read through them, some of which were “More Efficient Caloric Rationing,” “Substantially Increased Eye Sight,” “A Removable Exoskeleton,” “Whiskers,” “Increased Inner Ear Sensitivity (for balance purposes),” “Controlled Bodily Electric Shock Administration,” “Tactile Fingertip Bristles,” “Retractable Claws,” “Double-Jointed Hip (to enable running on all fours),” and “Substantially Increased Flexibility.” There were many others listed, but aside from the increased flexibility, which Charlotte had, there were none that he was familiar with. He was particularly interested in the one that said “Pheromone Dispersion Control (helps to mold the moods of others).” Asa wondered if Roxanne had this, as he remembered how well she was able to control their meeting last night.
              The interview with Robert King was “written,” meaning that the journalist wasn’t face-to-face with the man when the interview took place. What a surprise, Asa thought. It would have been hard for the dead man to take questions face-to-face. In the interview, though, whoever was writing as Robert King had made some interesting points.
              The talk was mostly about the upcoming Task, mostly and again it was reiterated that this was to be unlike any before it. “Sure, this is going to be the most lethal undertaking that Academy students have ever gone through. But, the student with the right attitude rejoices at this! Why are you here, if not to prove yourself? With the increased competition, students have a chance at earning true glory.”
              “Can you believe that they’re pretending that Robert King is still alive?” Asa asked. His voice was croaky; it was the first time he had spoken that day.
              Teddy didn’t respond, but continued to stir at the eggs. Now, it sounded as though he were humming “Oh Come All Ye Faithful.” He had stopped sobbing a few minutes ago.
              “Teddy?”
              Teddy jumped, just like he had yesterday when Asa accidentally snuck up on him. The spatula went flying, but luckily, the eggs remained where they were in the pan. He turned, hand on his heart, a terrified look on his face. “What, Asa?” he asked.
              Asa paused for a moment. “I just wanted to talk about this article. They keep on going on pretending that Robert King is alive. I just don’t know how long it can last.”
              Teddy picked up the spatula, and scratched the side of his face while thinking. He didn’t even notice that this action was coating his cheek with grease. “Do you remember seeing Volkner yesterday?” Teddy asked, as though Asa hadn’t just spoken.
              For a moment, Asa was offended: Teddy had just completely ignored the comment that Asa made. But, after staring at Teddy’s face for a moment, the agitation turned to pity. The guy was dying on his feet. He swayed where he stood, a few strings of thin blonde hair falling out of the side-part above his forehead and into his eyes, which were now lined with pigmented skin so red it looked like blood; the red-rimmed eyes made him look a bit like a rabit.
              “Uhhh, no. I guess that I don’t remember seeing him,” Asa said.
              Teddy swayed some more, and then turned back to the eggs. He talked while he worked on them. “You bring up an interesting point with the way they keep acting like Robert King is alive,” Teddy said, as though Asa had just now asked the question. He was talking louder than normal, and Asa wondered how much of their conversation could be heard in adjacent dwellings. “I saw something on the news last night that I think would interest you. Here, come grab a plate and we’ll talk about it. Eggs look done to me.”
              Asa got up from his hammock, stretched, and padded over to beside the stove. The rock was cold on his bare feet, and he dreaded having to go outside in just a few minutes. Teddy went and grabbed the jars of icy chocolate milk from outside. When they were sitting again, plates mounded with cheesy eggs and heavily buttered nut bread atop their legs, Teddy told Asa of the news program he watched last night.
              “They now have come out and said that they don’t know how Alfatrex could have invented this virus. They’ve searched the company’s buildings from top to bottom; they said that they even pulled up rugs looking for clues as to how this company got the stuff in the water supply. Or how they created it. They can’t find anything. Nothing.”
              “Don’t they do all that kinds of experimentation here?” Asa said.
              Teddy breathed through his mouth for a moment before talking; with the bloody nasal tampons hanging from his nostrils, he was having trouble eating, talking, and breathing, so he needed to take a small break to concentrate on the latter. “If it’s not here, it’s really well hidden. But people are becoming livid at that police officer that killed Robert King. Troy whatever-his-name-was. They say that this is why everyone deserves a fair trial.”
              Asa shrugged. “I can agree with that. Don’t get me wrong, I think that Robert King got what was coming to him, but I don’t think giving everyone a trial is such a bad idea.”
              Teddy began to giggle: It made a deep, muffled noise with his nose plugged up. “I’ll be honest with you, Asa. I’d kill every one of the graduates that work here, given the chance. EVEN CONWAY!” He laughed some more, and then calmed down, wiping a tear from his eye. “Forget a trial! They didn’t give us a trial!”
              “Well,” Asa said, standing. It was a bit early for him to leave, but he suddenly found that he didn’t want to stay longer. “If, after Robert King is dead, the Wolf Flu slows down, then they’ll know The Boss was the culprit. Right?”
              “That’s right!” Teddy said, waving a hunk of bread in the air. “They’ll know the truth eventually.”
              Asa put his plate in the sink and moved towards the door, already turning up the heat on his armband to deal with the frigid air outside.
              “And,” Teddy continued, his red puffy eyelids widening with excitement. The only thing that Asa could compare the yellow-white color that Teddy’s skin was turning was the underbelly of a catfish. Or a dead man. His cheek was still shiny with grease from when he had scratched his face with the dirty spatula. “If they keep searching, maybe they’ll find us here, and rescue us. Hopefully.”
              “Yeah,” Asa said, taking one more pitying look at his unwell friend. “Hopefully. See you, Teddy.”
              “See you.”
              Teddy was still eating as Asa exited. The air outside was even colder than the stone floor had suggested it might be. Asa loathed extracting his wings for the first time in the morning. The air was unmercifully cold, and his wings were so warm, crumpled up deep in his back tissue.
              But, with no choice in the matter, he extracted them quickly, jumped, and began to flap over to his Winggame team’s meeting spot—right in front of Fishie Mountain. He thought about Roxanne’s comment to the newspaper and was glad to have a captain that would at least give him a chance; that was more than he had been expecting.
              As the forest below turned into arctic jungle, Asa thought about how it was an interesting choice on the Academy’s part to put the most vulnerable, least mutated students in the region of the Mountains that had arguably the most dangerous wildlife. Artic monkeys swung over the branches, and snakes so poisonous that they’d stop a blue whale’s heart slithered in the foliage. It was a dangerous place to be. 
              He landed a few minutes later, crunching down on a thin layer of ice that covered the pebbled walkway. At first, he thought that he might be in the wrong place. He checked his watch, which said “7:21 AM,” in the cloth. He wondered if he had misheard what Roxanne had said the night before.
              As a nervous tick, he brought his fingers up and rubbed his temples. She said in the interview that she wanted to give me a shot; if I show up to the first meeting late because I wasn’t listening, she could kick me off the team. No one would blame her. Think! What did she say yesterday? Where are we supposed to meet?
              Then he heard someone sniff behind him.
              Asa’s heart seemed to be caught in his throat. He turned quickly to see who had made the noise, but in that fraction of a second he had time to think all of this: How could I be so stupid as to not use my echolocation? If I had used it, I wouldn’t have been snuck up on. And, oh, please don’t let it be Volkner! Please, God! But I know it is. I can feel his eyes on me; it must be similar to how a zebra feels when a lion watches it from the brush.
              But it wasn’t Volkner. It was Stan, muscular arms crossed over his small frame. There was something odd about seeing all that muscle packed onto a small body—the oddity probably was that nature never intended him to be as strong as he was.
              Stan spat. “Read what Roxanne wrote about you in the newspaper.”
              Asa stared into Stan’s blue eyes. Stan had an attitude, and was small. Asa guessed that he was probably picked on when he was in human school; He seems to love intimidating people. Perhaps it’s his way of compensating for something that happened to him in the past.
              “I want ‘chu to know somethin’. I respect my captain. That’s my captain, you hear? You gotta respect.” He was pointing a finger at Asa now, and his voice was shaking. He looked either very angry or very scared; Asa wondered if Stan was experiencing a combination of both emotions. “I respect her opinion to trust you. And I’ll do whatever she says. She makes the decisions, you know? But I don’t trust you. I don’t care. I don’t trust you.”
              Asa was stunned by Stan’s flawed logic and poor grammar, but he kept his mouth shut; there was nothing to be gained by making Stan feel stupid. But, he didn’t have anything else to say, and so he just stood there, staring into the deep blue eyes.
              The Fishies arrived a moment later, then Roxanne arrived, and before 7:30 AM the whole team was assembled before the front doors of Fishie Mountain.
              Stan walked by Asa to greet someone he knew, and whispered to Asa: “You’re gonna answer me when I talk to you, Piggy.”
              But again, Asa didn’t answer.
              The Fishies were all silent, and it took Asa a moment to remember that they were now under the talking ban. There was one Fishie in particular, a redhead with a streak of purple running through her hair, who looked very scared. She’s probably seen someone die already. Asa did a quick head count and saw that the Sharks were still completely intact; everyone had shown up.
              Roxanne looked rested and alert. The nasty bruise around her right eye had diffused a bit more, and was turning a lighter shade of yellow. It’s getting close to the color of Teddy’s skin. “Good morning, everyone. Second semesters, listen up: I assume you all read the bit that Benny Hughs wrote in the paper this morning. If one of you does well enough in Flying Class and gets to choose a talent, you consult me before choosing, do you understand? If you refuse, I’ll kick you off. 
“Okay, now, let’s get moving. We have a five mile run today, and the starting point is a little bit down the road.”
              Quietly, the groggy team began to trudge over the pebbles. Why do we need to consult her if we acquire the chance of picking a new mutation? Is she going to pick for us? Tropical birds were waking up in the arctic jungle around them, and beginning to sing their morning songs.
              “The course we’re going to run,” Roxanne explained as she walked, “is a complete circle. Follow the orange flags, I’ve just gotten done putting them all up, but there should always be one within eyesight of you. Cardiovascular health is going to be crucial to us as a team; not only will it enable us to fly with more intensity late in games, but it will allow us to practice longer.”
              Asa was walking in the back of the group, and Jen fell back to walk beside him. Stan shot a look over his shoulder at them.
              Don’t come walk beside me, they can construe that as communication! Asa wanted to tell her this, but was afraid that she would respond. He remembered in the Assembly last year when they shot that Fishie down just for saying, “bless you,” to someone who had sneezed.
              And then, to Asa’s horror, Jen whispered to him: “Good thing it’s a circle: you can cut through a circle.”
              Asa’s eyes widened and he looked around to make sure that no one had heard or seen her speak. The rest of the team trudged forward and apparently wasn’t aware that Jen had spoken. “You can’t cut through the arctic jungle,” Asa said. “You’ll get eaten alive!”
              Jen waved a hand at him. “I’m not running the whole thing.”
              “Yes you are. Now stop talking!”
              “Palmer!” Asa looked up to see Roxanne’s eyes locked onto his. Her frizzy blond hair was wild this morning, puffing three and four inches off her skull. Asa hadn’t noticed how tall she was yesterday, but now he saw that she had a couple inches on him. “Are you trying to talk to her? Do I need to remind you that if she so much as utters one word, it would be reasonable for a graduate to kill her on the spot?”
              Asa didn’t know what to say; the only reason he had spoken was in response to Jen speaking, but he couldn’t tell Roxanne that. All he could think about was how he had been determined to take advantage of Roxanne’s open mindedness towards having the most hated student in the whole Academy on her Winggame team. Now, it looked like he was blowing his chances.
              “Well I shouldn’t have to remind you,” she said. “And, while we are at it, what is play number ninety-five? It was in the handbook you were supposed to read.”
              “I…Uh.” Asa had no idea. He had left last night’s meeting with intentions of reading the manual, but it slipped his mind when he had gotten home. He looked at Stan, who was relishing the sight of Asa being reprimanded.
              “Well?”
              “I don’t know,” Asa said.
              She shook her head. “You didn’t read? I gave you one command, Palmer. Stan, do you know what ninety-five is?”
“Yes m’am, it’s a three-three-fourteen split formation.” He glared at Asa, who wasn’t sure what a ‘split’ formation was.
“Perfect. And Palmer: you’re coming with me to my apartment after this. We need to have a talk. Chatting with the Fishie under the talking ban, and then not reading: I’m very disappointed in you.”
Asa’s heart was hammering. He nodded. His mouth was dry. He was given one incredible chance, and it was over after a single day. She’s going to kick me off, he thought. He was sure of it.
Roxanne’s mood changed quickly and drastically. She chimed off instruction as though nothing had happened: “Well, here we are. This is the road. Notice the red flags up ahead—you’ll just be following those; I don’t think that you all need any more instruction. Let’s get moving, we’ll stretch afterwards.”
Asa liked to stretch before his workouts, but he certainly was in no position to be making demands. He felt numb, and he looked at Jen, who was smiling, before setting off.
His muscles were stiff, but he pushed himself forward. He was angry and upset; these emotions seemed to put a fire in him to want to work hard.
Stan shot off at an incredible pace, and Roxanne followed close behind. The Fishies, not yet being mutated beyond human capacity, were moving at a crawl compared to the rest of the students. After only a few short minutes, the gaps between the twenty-six teammates were sizable. Asa puffed out fog as he moved onward. Another second semester student, named Viola (Asa had heard her addressed by one of their classmates), was one hundred yards behind Asa. Her skin was pale, and the exertion made her blotch. She had been on Benny Hugh’s championship team last year, and so had undergone more physical mutations than Asa. Even though this was true, Asa was running at a faster pace; he spent more time in the gym than most other students in the Academy, and so he was able to run faster than his mutations would have normally allowed. And, also, he was very upset.
A suffocating, nasty tension filled his throat and chest. Why didn’t I read that book last night? I had one chance, ONE CHANCE! As though I wasn’t at enough of a disadvantage, and now I’m going to get kicked off my Winggame team. And why was Jen talking to me? How could she!? Does she not understand the circumstances I’m in? Or the danger in talking while the ban is in place? And who does she think she is, saying that she’ll cut through the Arctic jungle? She’ll die!

Asa was seething. He was mad at Jen, the Academy, Stan, and most of all himself. 
As Asa ran, he thought of Jen’s cocky attitude in the face of danger. I don’t care if I ever talk to her again, he thought. But, for some reason Asa couldn’t explain, he kept using his echolocation to track her position. Though the entirety of the five-mile track was a circle, there were aspects of it that cut back, and zig-zagged. This allowed Asa to shoot his cries through the jungle periodically to see where Jen was.
He saw her after they had been running for two minutes. She was far behind everyone else, and didn’t seem to be exerting herself too much, though she was still jogging. But she hadn’t dared to try to cross through the Arctic jungle. Dirty liar, Asa thought. You’re not as tough as you say you are.
              Towards the four-minute mark, the track made a drastic cutback, and put Asa in another position where he could use echolocation to see how the Fishies were doing. He let out frequent screams through the trees to catalog all of the runners. Mentally, he marked them off in his head.
              Viola passed Asa as he did this; the echolocation cries took up too much energy for Asa to keep up a competitive pace while sending off his cries.
              The last Fishie Asa saw was the red head with the streak through her hair. She was walking at this point, with her hands on her hips. She was far behind the others, and Asa guessed that he would detect Jen soon. He slowed down even more and continued to shoot out his cries into the jungle.
              He didn’t detect her in the next half-mile. She’s got to be back there, though. Surely she didn’t try to cut through the Arctic jungle.
              Asa couldn’t figure out why he cared. If she wanted to die, why not let her? He had warned her; how far did his responsibilities extend?
              In addition to the Fishies on the other side of the jungle, Asa’s echolocation allowed him to see all kinds of creatures in the wild. There were spiders as big as dogs, with webs the diameter of a barn. Asa’s echolocation told him that monkeys lined the canopy, thicker than he would have ever guessed; some branches held as many as twenty. There were bears as big as rhinos in there, and smooth, dark ponds that his echolocation could not see into, but his imagination wouldn’t stop guessing what slithered beneath.
              At last, Asa found Jen. Asa was alone on the small straightaway when he saw her. She wasn’t on the road, but was in the jungle, as Asa had feared.
              Asa saw the picture so clearly. Her head was back, and she had something in her mouth—A stick? She stepped over a log and was moving forward, back towards where she thought the track began. She was going the wrong way. From Asa’s experience with running these roads he knew that she wasn’t making the progress she thought she would. And, more immediate, she was about to walk into a spider web. Asa had seen one of them up close before: in the dark of the jungle, they were almost impossible to see. The thin filaments had a tinge of green to them that blended in with the foliage surrounding. And these spider webs weren’t made for insects; they caught big things, like parrots, monkeys, and snakes. They were much stronger than a normal spider web was. Asa didn’t think that the enlarged spiders would consume Jen, but if she destroyed a web, they might get mad and inject her with lethal venom. And she was very close to one.
              Asa took a quick look behind his shoulder and considered his options. Still, he thought that if he saved her this time that she would just put herself in danger again; there was no reasoning with Jen; she was too stubborn. But, what’s the risk? I’m going to get kicked off this team anyways. So what if they catch me in the jungle? Could my teammates view of me get any worse?
              Asa shot out another echolocation cry and saw that Jen had gotten even closer to the web. She was now holding the stick-thing by her hip, in between her index and middle finger. Asa saw that he was still alone on the road. He cursed quietly, and slipped into the jungle.
              Instantly, he felt that the air was more humid. It was a cold humidity, and felt odd to Asa. Insects chirped and birds cackled and sound seemed to travel differently under the canopy. The light trickled down in small, pointed beams that shone on the jungle floor. A small, black cat hissed at Asa as he ran by it. Though he didn’t think that getting caught running off the set path would make Roxanne madder than she already was with him, Asa didn’t want to shout for Jen and give away their location to his teammates.
              Or whatever animals might be around.
              He felt somewhat suffocated by the thick, moist air, but he ran deeper in after Jen. The leaves atop became denser, and closer together, and soon he had reached a part of the jungle that was as dark as dusk.
              He visualized Jen ahead, walking towards the spider web that stretched across two massive trees. 
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              The air was cold, thick, and humid as Asa ran towards Jen. His breath fogged out of him in the chilled air, and yet, due to the humidity and his recent exertion, he was sweating.
              He visualized her a bit further ahead—her short hair, her new stark-white suit, and the stick-like-thing in her mouth. It was white.
As he grew closer to her, he regretted the decision more and more, and went over the reasons in his mind that coming out into the middle of the artic-jungle to save Jen was a bad idea. Asa was a perceived murderer who had been given a remarkable chance of redemption by his Winggame captain, and already blown it. 
When she had asked him to come to her apartment after the run, he was sure that she would kick him off. In his mind, he laughed at the idea. No, he thought to himself. NOW I’m sure that she’s going to kick me off the team. Leaving the track to go help Jen, what am I thinking? It’s not as though she’s going to learn her lesson; she’ll probably just put herself in the same situation next run, no matter what I say.
              Jen stopped walking and turned to face Asa; she had heard him coming. A smile spread over her lips and she raised the stick-thing, which Asa now saw was a cigarette, to her lips. She inhaled, took the cigarette from her mouth, and ashed red ember into the snow where it sizzled.
              “Look at you, Palmer! You acted like you were too good to cut through the arctic jungle, but here you are. You should be ashamed of yourself, lying like that!” She laughed some and took another deep drag.
              “Are you crazy? Smoking? Really? And I told you not to come out here.”
              She poked Asa in the chest with the hand that held her cigarette; the smoke wisped up and burned Asa’s nostrils. “You’re not my daddy.”
              Asa pushed her wrist from his chest. “Get that thing away from me!”
              And then, she kissed him. Asa was given no indication that it was going to happen; she simply leaned forward and planted her lips on his. She tasted and smelled like smoke.
              Asa pushed her off of him. “Stop it! What’s wrong with you? Let’s get back to the track before someone notices that we’re gone.”
              “I don’t want to go with you,” she said, and walked off. “You don’t control me.” 
              “And where did you get the cigarettes?”
              “They’re from home. Don’t worry, I didn’t steal them like I did those goggles from that old guy.” She stepped over a fallen, mossy log, and then made her way around the massive spider web. “Watch out, don’t touch this web,” she said. “The spider up there looks like he could take you—tough guy persona and all.”
              Asa followed after her, grabbed her shoulder and spun her around, a little rougher than he intended. “Listen to me. I’m not trying to put on a tough guy persona. I’m just trying to help you out. I don’t think that you realize how dangerous this place was. If I hadn’t been there to save you yesterday when you were caught up in the rope…”
              “Forget you, Palmer. I didn’t need you there, and I don’t need you now. What makes you think you’re so important?”
              Asa’s anger was boiling inside of him. He wanted to yell at her, and tell her how careless she was being. She didn’t understand, and he did. AND I PUT MYSELF ON THE LINE FOR YOU! I should have never come out here, trying to help you. Never again. Asa held his tongue though, and watched her go.
              She walked in between the trees like she owned them, as though she knew every secret of the strange and altered arctic jungle that she had never even been in before. Her head was back, and she sucked on the end of her cigarette when she should have been running. She was utterly self-confidant, and moved as though nothing could hurt her.
              Asa was thinking about how to get back to the main road when her expression completely changed. Jen rounded a massive, moss-slick tree and her smile dropped. Color drained from her face, her eyes widened and she even dropped her precious cigarette onto the cold earth. She opened her mouth, took a sharp, terrified breath in, and then moaned in fear. She looked over at Asa, and her eyes said, “HELP!”
              I told you, Asa thought. But, more strongly than that thought, he was scared. He and Jen were completely alone and without a single weapon. From his vantage point, Asa couldn’t see what was on the other side of the tree. For whatever reason, maybe just because scared people sometimes don’t make the best decisions, he didn’t use his echolocation. Instead, he walked, slowly, toward Jen’s side, and followed her stare to see what had frightened her so much.
              Standing before them, was a mutated gorilla. At first, Asa was relieved to see that it was a female. Female gorillas aren’t nearly as strong or ferocious as their male counterparts. Normally, at least. Then, the gorilla’s child climbed up higher on it’s mother’s head, and peered between the female’s thick spikes of hair at the two humans who had intruded into the jungle.
              Like the dead monkeys that the Multipliers had killed and tied up yesterday, this one was wearing clothes. This was one of the ways that Asa could tell it was a female. She wore a pink skirt with a green floral print stitched into the dirty fabric. Also, her ears were pierced with dangling, red earrings. The second way that Asa could tell that she was a female were her swollen breasts, which hung black and uncovered by hair or fabric. The nipples were long, and gnarled. Asa guessed that junior became aggressive when he was hungry.
              Instead of the typical black and grey hair that most gorillas have, this one’s hair color resembled a cheetah’s: spotted all over, yellow and an orange-ish brown. The hair was the typical gorilla-texture, which is three and four inches long, thick, clean, and straight.
              She was leaned over, supporting much of her weight on her front knuckles, which were covered in thick, black skin. The skin looked to Asa like the leather on a baseball glove. Her bare chest rose and fell, and her teeth were barred at Jen, telling her to stay away.
              But when Asa stepped into the frame, the look on her face changed: It softened. She was still breathing hard, but she leaned back a bit, and cocked her head to one side.
              At this point, Asa had forgotten about how angry he was with Jen, or his worries concerning the Winggame team; he just wanted to get out of this situation alive. He wrapped his hand in a tight grip along Jen’s wrist, and slowly extended his wings out beside him. He was ready to make a quick escape if the animal charged.
              The female ape grunted, her voice was very deep, and she studied Asa’s face for a moment. Her eyes looked into Asa’s, and she examined his nose and his mouth, like another human might. It was then that Asa saw how big this gorilla’s skull was. Instead of the mashed forehead that most gorilla’s had, this one’s was very prominent. The skull was rounded atop, and didn’t have the sagittal crest that many primates had.
              Asa could feel Jen’s heart thudding through the veins in her wrist. Odd as it was, in that moment, Asa wondered what Jen’s kiss had meant; did she do it just because she’s so impulsive?
              The ape was an impressive figure before them. Asa was just about to start backing up with Jen when the monkey held up her hands to show empty palms. “I don’t mean any harm,” the gesture seemed to say.
              Despite his fear, Asa watched.
              The monkey reached into a pocket on the hip of her dirty skirt and pulled out a few objects, which she sifted between her hands. There was a red, plastic yo-yo, a deck of roughly 20 wrinkled playing cards, a small makeup mirror, and a polaroid picture. The female monkey grunted once more, and slowly placed the picture at her feet.
              Asa and Jen watched, still unsure if this animal meant harm.
              But she didn’t. The large ape turned on its knuckles and moved back through the foliage. The young one on her back held onto bunches of hair with both its front hands and its feet. Junior wore a small backpack, but was otherwise naked. They watched until the gorillas were gone.
               They stood there for a moment, listening to the birds, snakes, and other animals making their jungle sounds. It was such an odd thing to hear in a place so cold.
              Finally, Jen moved forward, picked up the photo that the gorilla had left, and examined it. Her hands were shaking.
              “My God, Asa. It’s you!”
              Asa moved forward and she handed him the photo. Jen’s right. This is me. Except, not. Like the slide of the dance that never happened that they showed at the assembly, this picture appeared to have been doctored by a computer. Asa stood in the center of the wrinkled photograph, wearing a lab coat. He had thick rimmed black glasses on, and thick beard stubble ran up onto his cheeks and down over his chin.
              “Why did that monkey have a picture of you?” Jen asked.
              “I don’t know,” Asa said, but he now wondered if this had anything to do with the Multipliers in the woods killing the monkeys. Do these animals, like the crows, support me in some way?
              Asa gazed down at his own eyes in the polaroid. What could it mean? Was it possible that he had worn the lab coat and glasses some time in the past, but just didn’t remember? No, Asa thought—it’s probably just edited, like the photos of the dance that never happened.
              “We’d better get back. If you walk this way, you’ll hit the track where you should be in the run now.”
Asa tucked the polaroid in his suit, by his chest. Was that gorilla trying to tell me something by leaving this photo? And why is it edited to show me in a lab coat with a beard and glasses?
              “Yeah, I’m going back,” Jen said. She was still a bit pale and looked shaken up. Maybe this will make her more cautious, Asa thought.
              Even though he wanted to keep thinking about the odd picture he had just been given, Asa had to start moving if he had any hope of getting back onto the track undetected. Maybe if I can get back on track, and finish the run, Roxanne won’t kick me off the team. I’ll even beg if I have to.
              Asa watched Jen make her way through the jungle. When she was close enough to the path that she could walk there without much chance of any harm coming to her, Asa began to fly low through the jungle, dodging through the trees.
              It was dark, and the maze of trees obscured his vision, so he closed his eyes and used echolocation to see where things were around him. He found that every once in a while he would skirt a tree that he didn’t see, or that the echo seemed to come back incorrectly to him after he sent out a cry. But, for the most part, it was pretty reliable. He was moving forward, nervous and excited at the same time. I can’t wait to talk to Conway and see what he has to say about it.
              Asa flapped harder, and moved onward, closer to where he thought the track might be. He was starting to feel better about having to meet with Roxanne after practice. Thinking that perhaps the monkeys were his guardians, just like the crows were, gave him confidence. It made the task of staying alive seem a bit more manageable.
              And, Asa thought. I’m making good time. I’ll probably be able to make it back to the road without anyone noticing that I was…
              Then he was tackled. Later, he would reflect on the initial force and wonder how he didn’t break a rib. The impact took him immediately out of the air and he slammed down onto the snowy ground below.
              Asa couldn’t breathe.
              “I knew you were no good, Piggy.” Stan was atop Asa, with a knee on either side of his torso. His small hands were able to get an unbelievable amount of leverage behind them. His thumbs pressed unmercifully onto Asa’s windpipe so that they made a one-inch deep trench in his skin.
              Asa moved his hands up and grabbed at Stan’s forearms. He tried to rip them loose, but they were too strong; it was impossible.
              “You’re weak, Piggy,” Stan said. His face was red and strings of thick saliva spread between his lips when he spoke. His breath stunk.
              A dry wheeze came from Asa’s throat as Stan readjusted his hands. A little air came out, but he hadn’t had time to inhale. Upon readjustment, the grip was intensified, and Asa felt like his eyeballs were going to pop out with the pressure. His legs kicked in the snow and his back was now covered in wet mud. He tried to buck Stan off, but it was useless.
              “I caught you sneakin’ through the woods, murderer. I’m going to leave you here. They’ll prolly never find your body. If they do, so what? You didn’t get in trouble for the stuff you pulled last year. Why should I? That sound fair, Piggy?”
              Asa couldn’t respond. It was getting hard to think. He lifted his fist and pounded it against Stan’s rib cage. Stan grunted a bit, but his hold on Asa didn’t slacken at all.
              A darkly jubilant expression came over Stan’s face. “I’ve never killed a Piggy before. I’ve killed people, but never a Piggy.” A drop of sweat fell from his nose into Asa’s mouth. Asa was under too much strain to care much about the salty taste.
              “I can’t talk real good, Asa. Do you notice that? Most of the people here, they talk real good.”
              Asa jerked and writhed, and Stan continued talking.
              “You know why? It’s cause this place takes the peoples with the most skills. Most of ‘em talk good. They got school-skills. I didn’t go to school, Asa. I was picked for something else, Piggy.” He leaned close to Asa and spoke with hot breath. “I killed my parents. I then killed the officer that came to investigate. I fed his body to our dogs, and they never found him.” Stan laughed a bit. “That’s what I’m good at. Some are good at math, some science. I guess that the Academy thought it ‘pressive that someone small as me was able to kill like that.”
              His deep blue eyes looked completely insane. 
              My drill, Asa thought. If I can activate my drill…
              Last semester, Teddy had installed a drill onto Asa’s armband. This drill used the programmable fabrics of the armband and was able to tear through rock. Flesh was no problem for the tool. In order to activate it, he had to pull a portion of the armband’s fabric towards his hand. When he did this, the armband was programmed to create a small hole that he could place his thumb in. Once his thumb was in position, all he had to do was make a fist to activate the weapon.
              Asa’s eyes rolled in their sockets and he looked at his armband, which was covered in dirt and snow. Stan was still smiling and sweating on top of him. Asa moved the armband to his mouth, bit down on the fabric, pulled, and then placed his thumb into the small hole that was created.
              Stan wasn’t concerned at all with what he had seen Asa do. Very few students knew about the drill that Asa and Teddy could activate on their armbands.
              Still being choked, Asa kept his hand flat for a moment, knowing that if he put it into a fist the drill would hum to life. From there, he could reach his fist up and direct the fast moving fibers to tear up Stan’s rib cage.
              Asa’s face turned purple, and Stan’s grip hardened. He didn’t want to slack now, with Asa’s death so close.
              But still, with the murderer atop him, Asa thought, do I really want to kill him? Asa remembered how his reputation had changed so much after Shelby’s death last year. He imagined that after this death, the students would have an enormous incentive to kill him; their safety would be on the line. Killing Stan would mean the absolute, nonnegotiable end of normalcy at the Academy for Asa. There would be no more second chances, and every student would be an enemy, except for maybe Teddy. Maybe.
              On top of that, Asa thought, I don’t want another reason for bad dreams. I don’t want his blood on my hands. I don’t want to see someone else die.

              With consciousness slipping, Asa just lay there as Stan continued to choke him. He felt as though the ground suddenly tipped at an angle, and a wave of light-headedness tried to overcome him.
              Stan was really smiling now. “You dead, Piggy,” he said.
              If Asa could have spoken, he would have said, “You’re right.” It wasn’t that he wanted to die, it was just that he was sick of being accused, and he didn’t want anyone else to be hurt. He didn’t want to have to clean himself after Stan’s chest exploded over him either. And he didn’t want to have any more bad dreams.
              But then, Stan spit on him, and his mind changed. It wasn’t that the spit was incredibly offensive to Asa (it’s not any more offensive than trying to kill me), but it started a train of thought. First, Asa thought that he was glad the saliva was clear; he thought of the Multipliers, with their black saliva. In his dying moments, he remembered the contract. He remembered how, if he and Charlotte died, the Academy would become an organization of Multipliers and then they would take over the world.
              What’s worse? Having to clean off Stan’s insides, or having the world fall to the Multipliers.
              Now, purple faced, Asa smiled, and looked Stan in the eyes.  He mouthed the words “Kill you.”
              Stan’s expression changed from jubilation to puzzlement.
              Asa was about to close his hand into a fist and then drill out Stan’s heart and lungs from his rib cage when the tension on his neck was released, and Stan was gone all together.
              Stan flew from the spot where he held Asa into a nearby tree, and Roxanne stood above them. Her foot was still extended in the air where she had used it to kick Stan.
              “What’s going on, Stan?” she asked.
              Asa began to cough harder than he knew was possible. He turned over on his hands and knees, spat sputum into the dirt, coughed and gasped.
              Stan stood up and pointed at Asa. “He was flying through the woods, I caught him; and he didn’t answer my question earlier.”
              “So you thought you’d kill him?” Roxanne asked incredulously.
              “Well,” sputtered Stan, “He’s a murderer. We all know that.”
              “He’s a part of our team!”
              “Yeah, but why was he out in the middle of the jungle?”
              “I don’t know, did you ask him?”
              Asa continued to cough and gasp. He was feeling much better.
              “No,” Stan said. “I didn’t ask ‘im.”
              “I’m the captain, Stan, not you. And if you continue to take situations like this into your own hands, I’ll give my option of firing you from the team some serious consideration.”
              “Understood,” Stan said.
              “Now, you go make sure everyone else finishes their run safely. I’ll deal with Palmer.”
              Stan left, and Asa could feel Roxanne’s eyes as she stared at him. When they had been alone for a whole minute and Asa was beginning to calm down, Roxanne asked: “Do you feel good enough to fly? I need to talk to you in my apartment. Here isn’t private enough.”
              Asa wiped the spittle from his mouth and looked at her. They were completely alone in the jungle. “This isn’t private enough?”
              “That’s what I said. Stand up. You’ve got classes later; we need to start moving.”
              Asa’s legs were shaking, but he was able to stand. He took a few more moments to catch his breath and then, without saying a word, Roxanne spread her wings beside her. They were covered in thin, yellow feathers that stood out in the jungle. Following her lead, Asa spread his wings out too: they were the simple bat wings that all Fishies were given upon arrival at the Academy.
              “Do you feel up to flying yet?” 
              Asa nodded, looking at the bruise on her face. He reflected at how easily she had kicked Stan off of her, and wondered what could have caused the bruise. 
              Roxanne leapt into the air and began to ascend. Shortly afterward, the two of them were flying side by side over the Moat, towards the fourth semester students’ mountain.
              The moat reflected the mountain perfectly in the still water. Finish Line Mountain was what some referred to this mountain as, obviously because it represented the last step in a student’s training before she or he could become a graduate.
              Multiple clear streams trickled down the gradual slope of Finish Line Mountain, coming from the snowy peak high above. The region on the mountains that was covered in snow had been descending slowly downward in recent months, Asa noticed. Finish Line Mountain was layered with thick pine trees. As Asa and Roxanne flew towards the mountain, he was unable to see the entrance for the fourth semester students’ dwellings.
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              As they flew through the air, high above the steaming Moat, Asa wondered why Roxanne was taking him all the way to her apartment just to reprimand him. If she was going to kick me off, couldn’t she have done it in the jungle? And why is she acting as though the conversation needs to be secret?
              Asa could feel the corners of the altered polaroid picture poking his chest. It rested inside his suit, in between the fabric and his skin. 
Far below, off to their right, Asa could see Conway’s house. The roof was packed thick with snow, and soft yellow light came through the thin curtains from the main room. Excitement boiled up in Asa’s mind as he wondered what Conway would say if he saw the picture of Asa in a lab coat with glasses. Asa almost couldn’t wait to know if his suspicion that the mutated gorillas around the Academy were trying to help him was correct. If not, then why were the Multipliers trying to kill them? And why was the gorilla that Jen came across carrying a picture of me?
Far below, a team was practicing Winggame in the early daylight. From so high up, the faces below were unrecognizable; the height made them the size of ants. A male voice drifted through the air to Asa, as the captain shouted orders to his teammates.
“I DON’T CARE IF THERE’S SOMEONE RIGHT ABOVE YOU! IF YOU’RE GOING TO HIT THE WATER, PULL UP! IT’LL BE THEIR FAULT WHEN YOU KNOCK THEIR TEETH OUT!”
Again, Asa longed to play a fair season of Winggame. He wanted to actually test himself against the other players; he wanted to show what he could do in a game, and make a new reputation for himself. He wanted to be known as a winner, not a cheater or murderer. And now, in addition to those, I’ll also be known as the first student to be kicked off their own Winggame team.
With all that had already happened since he woke up, Asa was somewhat surprised to see that it was still only 7:55 AM. He already felt tired, and he still had a full day ahead of him. After Asa’s meeting with Roxanne, he would have to hurry back to his home mountain, which was sometimes called Mount Two (because it held second semester students), for “Flying Class” at 9:00 AM. Asa was confused by the title: I already know how to fly, though. Wouldn’t it have been better to offer the class last semester? After this was a “Responding to Medical Emergencies Class,” and then, directly after that was a class that was broadly named “Science Class.” He wouldn’t have a break until the afternoon. And then I’m going straight to Conway’s, he told himself.
Asa followed Roxanne as she began to descend into Finish Line Mountain. Instead of the entrance being in the front, as the entrance was for Fishie Mountain, the student entrance into this mountain was located along the right side, carved into the rock. Asa saw it clearly, even from a distance. Great stone lions flanked the door on either side. The door itself was eighty feet tall, and covered with a glass overhang. The overhang had a minimal amount of snow on it, but a raccoon was busy sweeping it clean, brushing off bits of snow that drifted to the ground.
Asa and Roxanne landed before the enormous door. Asa was winded from the flight, but tried to control his breathing so that he didn’t look weak.
Roxanne began to walk the moment they hit the ground. Her hair was even frizzier than before, due to the flight. Asa followed, moving quickly to keep up. He saw, though, that she wasn’t heading for the door. She was walking towards a forest trail to the left of the giant door.
“Ummm. I thought that we were going to your apartment?” Asa said.
“We are,” Roxanne said. She strode over the earth, into the forest, and Asa followed.
“Isn’t that the door back there?” he asked.
“That’s a door, but it’s not the door. That door goes to Robert King’s office. That’s where he works.”
“But I thought the fourth semester students lived here.”
“It’s a big mountain, Asa. It can have more than one use. Just like your mountain: the researchers do all sorts of chemical testing there, but you also live on the side of it.”
“That’s true,” Asa said, as if he already knew that. His mind went to what Teddy had told him earlier that day, about the authorities not being able to find where Alfatrex kept all the ingredients and recipes they used for making the Wolf Flu. No wonder they can’t find it, he thought. It’s not in the Alfatrex office building; it’s here. He had an uneasy feeling about living on the same mountain that housed the substances that were used to kill his mother and so many other innocent people.
Robert King deserved to die, Asa thought. I wonder if any of the students are suspicious about his absence. “Have you seen The Boss lately?” Asa asked.
“No,” Roxanne said promptly. “Why?”
“No reason,” Asa said. “Just wanted to make sure he was doing okay.”
She turned and looked knowingly at him with her brown eyes. “You don’t think someone shot him, do you?”
Asa’s mouth was dry. “No.” He laughed nervously, wondering if she somehow knew that he had seen the internet video of Robert King’s death. “Why would I think that?”
Roxanne shrugged. “You just asked the question as though you thought someone had shot him. If you keep asking that, I wouldn’t be surprised if someone else came to that conclusion also.”
Asa didn’t respond and they walked on along the path. Has someone detected the internet transmissions from my dwelling? Asa had a flash of imagination in which he was being led down to some kind of awful torture chamber. They would shock him, cut off his legs, and demand to know what he had seen, and how he had acquired the video.
They kept walking, and soon they came to a small, discreet, glass door. There was a small metal keypad to the side of it, and Roxanne quickly typed in a passcode. The door opened without a sound and they entered into a long hallway. The floor was carpeted with a rug that was whiter than any he had ever seen. Asa looked down, concerned, as they were tracking in dirt and mud.
“Don’t worry about it,” Roxanne said, noticing his unease. “The raccoons will clean it.”
As they walked down the hallway, motion sensors detected them and lanterns that hung from the ceiling hissed to life and then caught fire. Their feet barely made any noise at all on the thick carpet.
They walked like that for minutes, moving over the carpet as the lanterns above hissed to life. The hall was flanked by hundreds of doors that they passed, as well as adjacent hallways that broke off from the main one; seeing these brought Asa’s mind back to the safe room above his dwelling. He thought of the extra lane that Teddy had carved in the water tunnel.
Again, it’s probably just an architectural thing, Asa told himself. What else could it be? What would Teddy need an extra room for?
Finally, they came to a stop in front of a harsh, metal door with the numbers 2583 sketched into it. There was a strong, reinforced handle with a keypad on it. Roxanne entered the code, opened the door, and they walked in.
The apartment was unlike any room Asa had ever been in. The floor was completely covered in sand. Red and blue leather couches flanked a bamboo coffee table. A huge fish tank sat against the wall, a fluorescent light illuminating the fat catfish beneath it. A fifteen-foot wide photograph of a beach at sunset was mounted on the wall. The photograph was somehow illuminating light, and the image was so detailed that Asa could have counted the feathers on a seagull that sat in the sand.
“Have a seat,” Roxanne said.
Asa nodded and walked in. He felt a terrible lump of anxiety in his stomach, and dreaded being kicked off the Winggame team. He sat on the blue couch, which was completely clean despite being surrounded by sand.
Roxanne locked the deadbolt, then picked up a chair and lodged it underneath the doorknob, making the entryway even more secure.
There is a keypad on the outside, Asa thought. Why lock the deadbolt or put the chair in the door. Who is she afraid of?
Roxanne moved across the living room toward the kitchen in the back. It was small, but tastefully decorated with appliances that looked as though they came from a 1950’s diner. The refrigerator was a crisp white, with red plastic outlining it. The floor of the kitchen was checkered black and white tile. A light-up Elvis clock hung on the wall; every time a minute passed, he shook his hips.
“Can I get you something?” She asked, opening up the refrigerator. “Water, beer, lemonade?”
“You have beer?”
“Yeah, the raccoons stock my refrigerator every morning.”
Asa still had a full day of classes ahead of him. “I’ll just have lemonade, thank you. I like your place. Do all fourth semesters have apartments like this one?”
“No, we get to pick how we would like ours to be decorated. I’m glad that you like it.”
Asa heard a noise from behind him and whipped around from where he sat on the couch. A black leopard was pawing out of the back hallway; its fur was matted with sand on its right side. It’s green eyes locked on Asa’s, and it lifted its top lip and began to growl.
“Shut up, Rica,” Roxanne said, and the cat ceased growling, but continued to display it’s sharp teeth.
“Pretty cat,” Asa said.
“Yeah, she’s attractive, but she’s got an attitude. It’s not mine; it’s my boyfriend’s. He thinks I need it for protection,” she said this last word in a singsong, mocking voice.
After seeing Roxanne kick Stan into a nearby tree, Asa wondered who or what she would need protection from. But she does have that black eye, he thought. Maybe there is some legitimacy to the concern.
Roxanne placed two glasses of sweating, iced lemonade on the coffee table. Rica, the panther, was purring beside the fish tank. Roxanne saw the cue, and walked over. She reached her hand in, grasped a catfish, and tossed it to her leopard. What followed was surprisingly violent. The cat pinned the flopping fish to the floor with one of her massive paws, and then bit the head off. While she was crunching the skull, the remainder of the fish squirted blood onto the sand.
The sight made Asa feel nauseous. His heart was thumping in anticipation for the conversation to begin. He wiped his sweaty hands on his suit, and took a sip from his lemonade; it tasted freshly squeezed, but he hardly noticed. His shaking hands made the ice ‘tink’ in the lemonade glass. He sat it back down on the bamboo table, nervous that he might drop it.
Roxanne sat, crossed her legs, and sipped on her own lemonade. She didn’t seem to be in any hurry to start the conversation.
Asa watched Rica devour the entire fish and then begin to lick at the bloody sand. Roxanne’s lemonade glass was half empty and she still hadn’t said anything. Asa felt as though his mind was running too fast for him to properly think, and with the prospect of getting kicked off his Winggame team before him, he was having an awful time. So, he decided to jump into the conversation and get it over with.
“Earlier,” he began. His voice was more even than he had imagined it would be. “When I was in the woods, I wasn’t doing anything…”
She waved a hand at him. “You went after Jen. I know. I was flying over, monitoring the run. What I don’t know is how you could see her from where you were on the track?”
“You know that I was just trying to help?” Asa asked. For some reason he thought it would be better not to tell her about his echolocation yet.
“Yes. And I understand about you not reading the playbook. It was a lot of information. I just want to hold my team to a high standard. And, I needed to make an example of someone. However, I do expect it to be read by tomorrow.”
Asa nodded. He still didn’t feel comfortable. “So the only reason you brought me here was to punish me was because I was talking to Jen?”
Roxanne looked confused. “You’re not in trouble, Asa.”
“So why am I here then?”
The front door’s handle rattled in the doorframe. Roxanne put her lemonade down.
KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!
The door was being hit so hard that it was bulging in its frame.
“ROXIE? YOU IN THERE?”
KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!
              “My boyfriend,” she whispered. Her eyes were wide. She looked scared.
              KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!
              “Roxie, open up!”
              She planted her feet, leapt over the coffee table, and ran through the sand towards the door. Rica sat up from where she was sleeping and looked perturbed due to the ruckus.
              “COMING!” Roxanne called.
              Asa felt frozen as he watched.
              She picked up the chair she had lodged under the handle, sat it aside, and unlocked the door. She stood there for a second before opening it, and practiced smiling. She threw open the door.
              “Travis!” She squealed, and she threw her arms around him in embrace. She tried to kiss him, but he grabbed her face tightly in one of his hands and held her at arms length.
              “What’s going on?” Roxanne’s boyfriend and Asa saw each other. Asa had seen him before. Travis and Asa had met last year when Asa was under the talking ban. Travis had sat at Asa’s table, and when Volkner came by and told Travis Asa’s name, Travis began to drip black saliva from his mouth. He was a Multiplier, and he did not like Asa.
              “HUH!?” He squeezed Roxanne’s cheeks and she squealed again; this time the noise wasn’t made due to excitement (or fake excitement).
              Travis was furious. His teeth were clenched, and black saliva coated his lips. Still, he was handsome. He stood at six feet four inches tall with short, messy black hair atop his head. He wore a gray turtleneck with a heavy coat over it (the shoulders were sprinkled with snow), and beige slacks. The hand that held Roxanne’s face was enormous.
              He took a fast step in, flung the door shut behind him, and threw Roxanne to the ground. Tears had already made it halfway down her cheeks.
              Asa looked at the heavy, metal door that was shut and remembered that if someone wanted in, they needed a passcode. If Travis turned on them (which his dripping mouth suggested he was thinking about doing), a scream for help wouldn’t do any good. Even on the off chance someone heard and wanted to try to intercept the angry Multiplier, they wouldn’t be admitted without a code.
              “Why was the door locked?” he growled.
              “Can we talk about this in the back room, honey? You’re angry!”
              Travis wiped the black drippings from his mouth with the back of his hand.
              Asa thought: How much older is Travis than Roxanne? Ten years?
              “Please. Let’s go sit together. We can talk about this,” Roxanne begged.
              Travis rubbed his temples, and without saying a word, he went to the back. Roxanne stood, and wiped a tear from underneath her eye, right beneath the just-healing bruise, and followed him. She didn’t even look at Asa. 
              The leopard shut her eyes and went back to her nap.
              Asa heard a door shut, and all was quiet for a moment. He didn’t know what to do: Leave or stay? He now knew that Roxanne hadn’t brought him here for punishment, but he still didn’t know the purpose of the meeting.
              The walls didn’t do much to muffle the sound of Travis’s scream. “WHAT ARE YOU THINKING? DO YOU KNOW WHO HE IS?”
              “Yes,” he heard Roxanne say. “Keep your voice down!”
              “MY VOICE DOWN?! ASA PALMER, IN YOUR LIVING ROOM! I WANT HIM OUT!”
              Now it was Roxanne’s turn to yell: “THIS IS MY APARTMENT!”
              Asa heard him hit her from the living room. A clear smack! broke through the air like the crack of a whip. It sounded as though he backhanded her. Asa tensed up so hard that the glass of lemonade he was holding shattered in his hands. Ice, lemonade and glass rained onto the sand below. Asa’s hands were sticky with lemonade and blood.
              He hurried to clean up the mess as Travis’s voice took on a new level of aggression.
              “Don’t EVER, EVER talk to me like that!”
              She was crying and didn’t respond.
              Travis stormed out the bedroom, slamming the door behind him. His shirt was covered with black liquid, and he spat his dark saliva onto the wall where it struck heavily. Asa stood, glass in his hands, and watched the Multiplier walk by. Travis didn’t glance in Asa’s direction. He stormed out the front, slammed the door shut behind him, and then it was quiet again.
              Asa continued to clean, not knowing what else to do. He wondered if Roxanne needed help in the back; had he knocked her unconscious?
              But going into her bedroom without invitation seemed to Asa like an intrusion on privacy. Leaving also seemed inappropriate because he still didn’t know why she had called him here in the first place. And so, he meandered back and forth from the sand to the trashcan, making sure that he cleaned up every speck of blood and every shard of glass. When that was done, he put Roxanne’s glass in the sink, and even washed a few dishes that were dirty. A dishwasher sat in the lower cabinets, but still, he hand washed what he found.
               Asa went back and sat on the couch, contemplating what had just happened. Roxanne is dating a Multiplier. ‘DO YOU KNOW WHO HE IS?’ Travis had yelled. What had he told Roxanne? Surely nothing about the contract, Asa thought. That’s secret information: she’s not supposed to know that. But, the more he thought about it, the more plausible the idea became. She seemed to know that Robert King had been shot, Asa told himself, remembering the odd comments Roxanne had made out in the snow. So maybe he trusts her. Maybe she knows about what went on last semester—about how the Multipliers killed my teammates in an attempt to make me earn fewer points. Maybe she knows that the deaths weren’t my fault, as everyone seems to think that they are.
              The back door squeaked open, and Roxanne came out. Her cheery mood was gone, and she held a bloody rag up to her lip. Asa tried not to stare, but he couldn’t help it. She came around and sat on the couch beside Asa. She removed her rag to show that now, in addition to the bruise beneath her eye, she had a bloody, busted lip. Luckily, none of her teeth had been broken.
              “Don’t tell anyone, okay?” she asked. “It’s a stupid thing to say, I know. Nearly everyone thinks he beats me, but no one outside of the relationship knows for sure. Except for you, I guess. I want to keep it that way.” Her eyes looked intense and hurt all at the same time. 
“I won’t tell anyone,” Asa said.
              She reapplied the bloody rag for pressure, and opened up a small drawer in the bamboo coffee table. She took out an envelope. On the front the name “Roxanne” was written. “This is why I brought you here,” she said. “I wanted to show you this. It’s from Dr. Gill, you know, the guy that made the Gill initiative. He’s one of the owners.
              “Anyway, I read it, and wanted you to see it. I thought it might help; our team has a long road ahead of us. It’s going to be hard for the others to ever trust you, but maybe if you know, it’ll be more likely.”
              She held the letter for a moment, and closed her eyes for a second. When they opened, a single tear slid down her cheek. “I don’t like what they are doing to you, my boyfriend included. I don’t like what the Multipliers stand for. But… but…” she sobbed once, then regained her composure. “I want to live. And since Travis and I started dating, things have kind of… leaned in my favor, I guess. He has a lot of power in this place, they all do. And I want to graduate.”
              Asa looked at her in the face. She looked back at him. “That makes sense,” he said. He hoped that he was able to communicate how seriously he meant those words. How could I hold it against her that she is dating a Multiplier if it is increasing her chances of living? It’s not as though they’d stop being terrible to me if she broke up with Travis.
              “Dr. Gill told me that I could show you this letter, if I wanted to. And I want to. I trust you. But, just know that if you tell anyone what it says, you won’t be answering to me. You’ll be answering to the Academy. Do you understand?”
              “Basically, they’ll kill me if people find out what’s in this letter?”
              “Basically.”
              “I can deal with that.”
              She thrust the paper in his hands. “Leave it here when you’re done. Just put it back in the drawer. I’ll be in the back if you need anything.”
              She left him there alone, and he heard her shut the bedroom door. Asa turned the envelope over in his hands. The top had already been torn open, and the letter stuck out a bit. Asa grabbed at it, and unfolded it. The message had been typed up on a word processor, and Gene Gill had printed his name and signed at the bottom.
 
Roxanne Price,
 
              It has come to my attention that the student, Asa Palmer, has been selected to join your Winggame team. A fine selection, indeed! Though, it is a selection that comes with its share of necessary precautions, or, words of confidence.
              He is a fine student, Asa Palmer!
              I am sad and dismayed to find, however, that his reputation does not precede him accurately. My sources tell me that some think the accidental deaths that occurred last year inside his team were due to actions committed by Asa himself. Koab’s death, Shelby’s death, Darren’s death, Kitna’s death, and Hamm’s death were all merely accidents that happened last year. It was, by no stretch of the imagination, Asa’s fault.
              That being said, some may argue and have argued that the deaths surrounding the Bulls last year have put Asa at an unfair disadvantage for graduating from this program. They say that not only did his team lose points, but that now his reputation will haunt him for the remainder of his time at the Academy. Though I find these accusations false, I can understand where they are coming from.
              Hear me on this one: The Academy will do everything in its power to ensure that no accidents befall your team, Roxanne. Do not fear young Palmer, he’s a good boy.
              Things are changing in the Academy (as they always are). These changes include things that will ensure that mishaps and accidents that led to deaths within the Bulls last year will not occur this season.
              The importance of you understanding this cannot be stressed enough. This semester’s Task, as you may have already heard, is to be the most lethal yet. It will involve all students at once. Participation will be mandatory. For this Task, students will remain in their Winggame teams. Your survival will depend directly on your teammates’ performances. Therefore, it is of great importance that you trust young Palmer. There is a great chance that your life will rest in his hands at a point in this semester. You will need to trust him. 
 
Please, contact me with questions,
Wishing you the best,
Gene Gill
 
              
 
Darren and Koab did not die by accident, thought Asa, outraged. They were strangled to death by graduates and Multipliers! How is that an accident?
He read through the letter once more. These changes include things that will ensure that mishaps and accidents that led to deaths within the Bulls last year will not occur this season. At first, he was tempted to believe the words within. Maybe, he reasoned, with Robert King dead, things really are changing.
But, on the other hand, he thought, maybe I’d be easier to kill if they could get me to let my guard down.
For the time, he believed the more cynical approach. Roxanne was still in the back, and Flying Lessons were scheduled to start soon. Not wanting to be late, Asa tucked the letter back into the drawer, and left the apartment.
Rica growled at him on the way out.
 
 
 
 
9
Flying Class
 
              Asa’s wings thrashed through the air, fighting to pull him off of the ground. They won, and he watched his feet as they left the earth, and then were higher than the surrounding trees. I don’t have any problems flying, Asa thought, so why do we have a Flying Class now, just when I’m getting comfortable in the air?
              First, he gained altitude, and then he picked up speed and moved towards Mount Two. A message on his armband had told him that a red flag had been erected on the mountain, and the entrance to flying class would be at the base. From this far away, he couldn’t see the flag yet. The wind whipped around him and tugged on his body. The clouds to the East had turned a sick shade of purple and were lessening the intensity of the morning sun. It looked like dusk outside.
              As he flew, Asa tucked his hands into his armpits. The chilly wind stung the small wounds that Joyce’s glass had made in his hands and fingers. Also, his hips were beginning to stiffen from where Stan had tackled him into the ground. His neck was tender to the softest touch, too, where he had been choked.
              Injury doesn’t give you a day off at the Academy, though. I think that’s part of what they’re testing us on—how well we can perform when injured. Or, maybe how long we can go without being injured. You’ll need to do well in one or the other to make it through this program.
              Asa moved over the canopy and was just about to glide over the Moat when he saw something he had never seen before. A bird shot past him, moving at least twice the speed of Asa. Its feathers were purely red, and the animal had at least a six-foot wingspan. The wind from the close encounter hit Asa in the face, and he watched the hawk-like bird dip down into the forest. Must be newly mutated, or maybe I’ve just never noticed those red birds.
As was growing typical, crows were completely absent from the sky. Asa hadn’t seen one in over a week now. For some reason, the crow’s absence in combination with the presence of this new bird made Asa feel uneasy.
He flapped harder and shortly he was over the Moat. The Winggame courts were now empty; the team that had been practicing earlier had dispersed so that the students could attend their classes.
Asa’s heart began to beat faster as he thought about how Dr. Gene Gill had said that the students would be competing in this semester’s task with their Winggame teammates. This meant that the task had to be somewhat different from the gladiator-style competition that the rumors had suggested.
But the rumor was right about one thing—it’s going to be lethal. If Chandler Martin’s speech at the assembly hadn’t made that clear, the letter surely drove the nail home.
Asa thought of the way the Sharks had stared at him when he entered the meeting yesterday. They did not trust him, or want him near them. If the Task started today (and Chandler Martin said that it could start at any time), his team would probably kill him in the very beginning. Asa could picture Stan suggesting it, and everyone else would go along with it. Sure, Jen and Roxanne didn’t hate him, but there were twenty-three other players on the team who did. And with the way that the task was set up, Jen and Roxanne would know that the rest of the team trusting them would be vital to their survival. Would they put their relationship with the other teammates in jeopardy to stop Stan from killing him at the beginning of the task, if it came to that?
Asa didn’t think so.
So there was only one thing that seemed reasonable for Asa to do: He would have to make friends with the rest of his teammates, Stan included, if he wanted to live to see his third semester.
Stan tried to kill me this morning. I’ve got a long way to go.
A gust of wind blew strong from behind him, and he loosened the tautness of his wings. The membranous sections of his wings filled with air and he shakily shot higher above the earth. Then, he straightened his legs behind him, pulled his wings’ membranes tight, and leaned forward. Immediately, he was slicing through the air with only a minute lift from wind resistance that kept him from plummeting straight down.
Asa closed his eyes as the air pulled at his whipping hair, his cheeks, and shot evenly down his suit. He turned his body left and right, letting the air massage him with pressure on different sides. The sensation was relaxing, and now that his eyes were closed he found that he was more tired than he had thought. He decided to relax some more as he glided towards Mount Two, and to keep his eyes shut for longer. He wasn’t planning on sleeping, but just wanted some time to shut his brain down. The wind was incredibly loud at the speed, but he could tolerate this.
His thoughts went to the meeting he wanted to have with Conway that night. Maybe he’ll invite me into his house. Asa had never been inside Conway’s cabin before, and the thought of seeing how the man kept his place seemed fun. With how serious Conway was, Asa imagined Conway’s living area as clinical and without much decoration.
Asa knew that he wasn’t supposed to talk with anyone about Dr. Gene Gill’s letter, but Conway had confided confidential information in Asa before. And, maybe Conway would be able to offer a word of advice or explanation. Maybe he knew what this semester’s task was already, or perhaps he could help Asa to understand what Dr. Gill really meant when he said that Asa wouldn’t have as many accidents this semester.
What Asa was more interested in learning about, though, was Roxanne and Travis’s relationship. It wasn’t a rational interest—it wouldn’t help him survive like the other information would—but he couldn’t stop thinking about it. Does she kiss him? The thought made Asa nauseated. The thick, black serum that the Multipliers secreted from their gums smelled awful. The scent was reminiscent of an infected wound that was weeping purulent, yellow drainage.
The reasoning behind her wanting to date him was obvious—she was scared, and he offered some amount of protection. But why was he attracted to her? Maybe there aren’t a lot of options for the Multipliers.
Asa recalled that Conway had said Multipliers have an insatiable urge to Multiply, to inject their black venom into another human’s body so that they will then turn into a Multiplier. Technically, Multipliers were just genetically engineered vampires. Asa wondered if Roxanne was ever scared that he would bite her, inject her, and change her. He also wondered if Travis had to fight the temptation, and how other Multipliers felt about their relationship.
Asa opened his eyes to see that he was much closer to Mount Two than he had expected. The red flag was flown on the South side of the mountain, directly opposite Asa’s dwelling. He glanced in the direction of Conway’s cabin, which was obscured in trees from this vantage point, and then began to flap towards the flag. Other students could be seen distantly as they began to make their way around the mountain.
Asa landed a few feet away from the pole on a stone platform that jutted out from the mountain. The only way to reach it, it seemed, was to fly to the area.
Snow crunched beneath Asa’s feet as he made his way over the sizable protrusion in the Mountain towards two doors in the rock wall. One said “Entrance” and the other said “Exit” above it. The entrance’s surface was either gilded with gold, or the entire door was made of gold; either way, it reflected brilliantly. The door’s handle was also golden and shaped like a dove’s wing. Icicles hung off of the individually carved feathers.
More second semester students landed in the snow surrounding Asa and he entered through the door. The entrance opened up into an extremely vast box of a room. The walls and ceiling were the same rock that the Mountain consisted of, and the floor was a red, springy mat. On the front wall, there were massive, slanted windows that let in a large amount of light. On a cloudless day, this would have been sufficient to light the room, Asa thought. But with the clouds overhead, the electric lights had to be turned on. Each of these lights were installed flush with the rock, and the size of a normal bedroom door. They glowed with even, white light, and weren’t giving off the buzzing sound that fluorescents sometimes do. There were roughly three hundred of them dispersed along the walls and the high ceilings overhead. Though they didn’t seem too bright when looked at directly, they lit the room very well. Asa guessed that these were an Academy invention.
Maybe they were even invented in Mount Two, he thought.
The room was enormous, with the ceiling appearing as high as low hanging clouds. Asa had never seen a ceiling so tall in his life, and thought that this room would rival some of the world’s tallest skyscrapers. Looking up at the ceiling made Asa feel dizzy.
From halfway up and higher, dozens of wooden beams crossed the expanse from wall to wall. Perched on many of these were the large, red birds, just like the one that Asa had seen earlier in his flight to Mount Two.
There were two structures inside of the enclosure that reached from the floor almost all the way to the top. The first was a glass tube. It was roughly four feet wide with blue tinted, transparent glass. There was a door that opened up onto the floor of the tube, and Asa couldn’t see high enough to decipher whether or not a door existed on the top. On the ground, inside of this glass tube, the floor was made of crisscrossing metal grates, with holes beneath. The holes were small enough so that one could stand atop the grate without risk of their foot falling through.
The second structure was quite unusual. It was the width of a tennis court, but round, and made out of wood. It looked like a giant barrel that rose all the way to the top, except it twisted and curved at times. Strange, mechanical noises were coming from within. The bottom of the wooden structure went into a wall, and the students couldn’t see where the thing ended.
Asa gazed up at the top of this wooden structure and saw that near the top there was a railed, wooden deck. This was situated right next to where the tube ended.
The other students were also amazed at the structures, and upon entering took a few moments to gaze upwards. Dozens of Multipliers were scattered around the ground floor, and they too were looking at the enormous constructions.
As Asa made his way deeper into the massive room, he found that the ground floor was much bigger than he had initially thought. Now, he saw that it could comfortably fit at least a thousand people. The height of the ceiling and the massive, rising structures seemed to create an illusion, making the floor seem smaller by comparison.
A shadow fell over Asa and he felt a strong hand fall on his shoulder. “Hello, mate! Long time since I’ve seen ya’!”
Asa turned and said “McCoy!”
McCoy smiled back. His golden hair shimmered in the room’s light, and he wore the same crooked smirk that Asa had grown to associate him with. Great, white dove-like wings were protruding up and out from his shoulder blades, shadowing Asa.
“Hey, guy! What happened to your neck?” McCoy lifted Asa’s chin to look.
“I had an altercation. It’s nothing.” Asa shifted a bit and the polaroid picture in his suit poked him some more. Asa looked around the room and saw that the Multipliers surrounding weren’t paying attention to the two of them. Maybe McCoy would know why a gorilla has a photoshopped picture of me in a lab coat.
“It sure doesn’t look like nothing. Someone tried to off you?” He lowered his voice, and took on a more serious tone. “It wasn’t a Multiplier, eh?”
Asa rubbed his throat. “No, a teammate. But my captain took care of it.” Asa glanced around once more. “Can I show you something McCoy? I’m wondering if you can shed some light on the meaning of a photograph for me.”
“A photograph? Sure. You got it?” His blue eyes twinkled and the carefree smile persisted.
Asa dug his hand into the neck of his shirt and pulled out the polaroid that the female gorilla had given to him in the arctic jungle earlier. He handed it to McCoy, who held it close to his face.
Asa had intended to get a quick answer out of McCoy, but his reaction only brought on more questions. The smile dissipated from McCoy’s face, his eyes widened, and Asa actually saw the color drain from his cheeks. He shoved the photo back at Asa. “Where the hell did you get this?” he whispered hoarsely. Before Asa could answer he said: “No, I don’t want to know. Just put the damn thing up, you hear? Destroy it. You shouldn’t have a thing like that. Bringing it in here, what were you thinking, Palmer?”
Asa didn’t know what to say. He put the photograph back into his suit and stammered for a moment.
“This conversation never happened,” McCoy said. His voice had taken on an authoritative tone that Asa did not like at all. Asa felt guilty, and mentally reprimanded himself for doing something to anger McCoy to such a degree.
McCoy stormed off. His expression still seemed strained and his wings were very erect.
Why would an altered photograph of me in a lab coat with a beard offend McCoy so much?
“Okay, listen up! All of you!” McCoy said. He whistled between his fingers and everyone quieted. “This is Flying Class! You can address me as McCoy, I’m one of the graduates here.” His temper still hadn’t subsided. Asa remembered how McCoy hadn’t even seemed stressed at the end of last semester, when he had illegally left his post and convened with Conway, Asa, Charlotte and Avery in the caves in the back of King Mountain. What is so damning about the photograph? And why did the gorilla have it? “This isn’t so much of a class as it is a test. But, tests are sometimes the best forms of instruction.
“I’m only going to explain this once, so listen up! Everyone see this clear tube in the middle of the room? It’s a lift of sorts. Here’s the doorknob. You’re going to want to go in with your wings out. It’ll be a tight fit, but have ‘em pointed almost straight up and you should be able to squeeze in. Then, when you shut the door, air will shoot up under your feet and lift you high and fast—it’s an odd sensation. Makes me a bit queasy, personally.
“One person at a time, please. No horsing around.
“When you get to the top, step out of the door onto the wooden platform. Try not to fall, but if you do fall, open up your wings. I don’t want anyone falling to their death because they panicked and lost their wits. Stranger things have happened before, so try not to freak out if you slip.
“From the top deck, you’ll be able to look inside this wooden thing. It’s lit up inside, and there are some beams and different obstacles within. You’ve got to jump inside, and maneuver your way through the course. The instructions are that simple.
“When you come out, you’ll be in an adjacent room. I’ll explain more about that room when we get there, but just know that the fastest time through the course will get a reward of sorts. There’s an electronic sensor at the beginning and at the end, and it will track your time.
              “Sound good to everyone?” McCoy asked.
              No one spoke.
              “Great. I’ll go first. You don’t have to go in any particular order, but let’s try to move quickly. We don’t want to be here all day.”
              The students watched as McCoy entered the transparent tube, stuffing his wings into the area above him. He shut the door, and immediately he rose up into the air, hard and fast, until he was all the way at the top of the massive room. From Asa’s perspective on the ground, McCoy looked to be the size of an ant. He stepped out onto the platform with his wings still extended, and then dove sharply into the barrel. They watched the barrel expectantly, as if it might do something. It continued to hum from within, and gave no sign that its state had changed now that McCoy was flying through it.
              “Who’s first?” A notably ugly Multiplier asked. “If no one volunteers, I’m just going to pick someone!”
              “I’ll go,” Charlotte said.
              “In you go, girly,” said the Multiplier, holding the door open for Charlotte.
              She stepped in, rose to the top and, after a brief hesitation in which she stared at the barrel’s contents, dove in. Her fly through the obstacle course wasn’t nearly as quiet as McCoy’s had been. They heard her body bang heavily against the wood a few times, and once they heard her shriek. When all was silent again, the ugly Multiplier called: “Next!”
              Shashowt stepped up without hesitation and was shot up the tube. He probably volunteered because he knows he’ll get alone time with Charlotte on the other end.
              Asa’s entire body was beginning to stiffen, so he lay down on the floor and began to stretch. His muscles were warm from the flight over, which helped some, but his hips just didn’t want to bend much. Asa was sure a nasty bruise was building on his side from where Stan had tackled him into the ground. He lay on his back, grabbed one knee at a time with his laceration-covered hands, and pulled slowly, trying to loosen himself up.
              Teddy plopped down beside Asa. He no longer had the nasal tampons shoved into his nose, but dried blood circled the rims of his nares. He looked up at the wooden contraption with tired eyes. “I don’t like the idea of this, Asa. We’ll be completely alone in there. Anything could happen to us. I don’t want to go.”
              “I don’t think you’ll have an option,” Asa said.
              Teddy was quiet for a second. He bit on his fingernails, and spat trimmings onto the floor. “I think that you should be able to get through pretty fast. Your echolocation should offer a big advantage. Bats fly through crowded caves all the time.”
              Asa watched as Stridor was sucked upward in the tube.
              “Yeah. But we don’t know what everyone else’s mutations are. And Stridor seems to have an iron will.”
              Teddy chewed on his nails and didn’t answer. Above, Stridor dove in. Roughly halfway down the course, they heard a sickening thud. The ugly Multiplier laughed, “Might be a new obstacle in there, now, by the sound of it. Reckon he’s dead, Durden?”
              Durden, another Multiplier, said: “Yeah. I bet he is.”
              Teddy groaned beside Asa, and a slow stream of blood began to run from his right nostril.
              “Next!” the ugly Multiplier called. He waited five seconds and when no one volunteered, he said, “Palmer, you’re up!”
              Why does it not surprise me that I’m the first one they chose?
              Asa withdrew his wings and marched towards the door in the tube, which the ugly Multiplier was holding open. Asa stepped inside, wriggling his wings above him. “Good luck, boy,” the ugly Multiplier said. He smiled, showed his black gums, and then slammed the door.
              Immediately, the membranous flaps in Asa’s wings filled like sails in a hurricane and they jerked the place where they protruded from his shoulders, sending him high into the tube. He gasped with the sudden take off, and his stomach churned as he saw the floor sinking beneath him. An odd, tingling feeling took hold in his intestines and by the time he slowed down at the top, he felt sick.
              He slowed until he was suspended in mid air, right in front of a door with a glass knob. Beside the knob was a notice in yellow writing above a clear handle. The notice said:
 
GRASP THE HANDLE FIRMLY BEFORE OPENING THE DOOR. PRESSURE WILL LEAVE CONTAINER UPON OPENING.
 
              Asa looked down, past his feet at the incredible amount of space between his body and the bottom of the tube. He thought that his wings would slow his fall somewhat if the wind stopped, but he wasn’t sure with the angle at which they were situated. He grabbed hold of the handle, twisted the knob, and pushed. The door flew open, the fan stopped beneath him (Asa reasoned that it must stop when a change of pressure came to the cabin), and Asa’s body fell against the glass. He retracted his wings, pulled himself up, and stepped out of the tube onto the wooden platform.
              There were rails, but they looked flimsy and were low enough that he could flip over them. He could see the ground between the cracks in the two-by-fours. It would take me ten to fifteen seconds to hit the ground if I fell from here. Though he had wings and could easily fly down from this height, his knees were shaking. He extracted his wings and stepped forward onto the platform.
              The wood stretched out before him until it was actually over the gaping opening of the massive, circular, wooden obstacle course. The platform narrowed, and the guardrails disappeared over the opening. Towards the end, the deck triangled down to the width of a diving board.
              Asa stepped forward, slid his toes over the edge and looked down.
              “Might be a new obstacle in there, now, by the sound of it. Reckon he’s dead, Durden?” Asa could hear the ugly Multiplier’s words play in his mind.
              He could understand how someone could die inside this obstacle course. From where he stood above it, the humming noise was much louder. He could only see a hundred feet or so into the barrel, and then the rest was obscured by a turn in the wood. Inside the barrel there were many stationary obstacles, and moving ones. There were flipping metal rings, there were sheets of canvas strung up halfway across the course in some parts, there were hard metal platforms within and windmilling wooden beams that he would have to fly through.
              He readjusted his feet where he stood; his heart was thudding.
              From far below he heard someone yell at him. He guessed it was the ugly Multiplier telling him to hurry up.
              “I’m going to break my neck,” Asa said, and he let himself fall, headfirst into the moving, obstacle-covered, flying course.
              His first thought was, I’m going too fast!


His stomach dropped, he gritted his teeth, and juked left, feeling his wing clip onto a set wooden beam. Pain shot like electricity up his wing and through his back, but he had no time to think about this. The impact had sent him spiraling towards a three-feet wide metal ring that protruded out from the edge of the barrel. His wings would be much too large for it. The ring came up fast, and he sucked his wings into his body, flew through the ring, and then extracted them again. He dodged another wooden beam and then remembered Teddy’s advice to use echolocation.
Of course!
He shot out a scream, closed his eyes, and his brain was given an instant map of what lay ahead. The turn in the wood was actually the beginning of an s-curve, he saw, and he would have to wind back and forth twice before the next straight away. In between these things were similar obstacles to the ones he had already seen: Loops he would have to retract his wings and fly through, wind milling wood he would have to avoid, and planks and metal bars that stretched the width of the entire course. These things weren’t what made his blood turn to ice though, and his stomach shrink up to his throat; it was what he saw at the end that made him scared out of his mind—a wall. His mental map showed that at the end of the s-curve there was a flat, solid-looking barrier that spanned the entire width of the course. He saw no holes in it or ways around it.
But, he had no time to think about that, because the next objects were coming up fast. He dodged a pole, skimmed a wooden beam, and then made the first turn in the S-curve, which led to a small, wooden hoop that he had to retract his wings to pass through. He did so, gaining even more speed. The same glowing, white rectangular lights that had been in the room outside lit the course, and they blurred past him. He heard the cool wind, and the turning of the instruments.
As he pulled up into the next curve, Asa saw that a broomstick-sized wooden pole that stuck out in the course had been broken in half, probably by a proceeding student. He zipped past this object, and found an open path leading to the final turn before the straightaway. It was extremely fortunate that he had a clear path ahead of him because he would have been unable to change his path even slightly at the speed he was now traveling. 
He had to use his entire, adrenaline-filled body to make it through the next turn, and he wondered what kind of a G-force he was experiencing. He felt light-headed. He made the turn upside down, using his wings as a pivot point, and felt that they were being pulled so hard from his body that his wings might rip out his back.
Asa’s cheeks flapped in the air as he made this turn and he finally saw the impenetrable tan object that he was going to slam into. His eyes searched madly for a hole in the object, but found none. At the speed he was traveling, it was impossible for him to stop before slamming into the thing.
Gene Gill lied! He wanted to calm my nerves before having me go to flying practice, so that my guard would be down and I’d fly into this object at a high speed, breaking my neck!
No matter what his thoughts were, and no matter how badly he wanted to stop or how unfair he thought his predicament was, he was going to slam into the object. In a useless gesture, he put his hands out in front of him, as though that would stop him from splattering his body in a fifteen-foot circumference across the tan object that he was rushing towards.
Time seemed to slow. He held his breath and felt his wings hit the object first. They didn’t slow him down at all. The object pressed into his hands, and his arms collapsed under the pressure, leaving his head to take the impact.
He hit the object, hard, and the next moment he was tumbling in the air summersaulting. His head pulsed, his neck ached, but he was alive. He shot his wings out, stabilized himself, and was able to see that he had flown through a hard, tan tarp. He also noticed that after the impact his speed had slowed down considerably.
More objects were coming up. He righted himself and used echolocation to see out ahead of him. He dodged over a wooden plank, flattened himself between two metal bars and went forward.
Dispersed along the walls were ten by ten feet tarps, just like the one he had already flown through. Asa picked up speed, moved through a hoop, and then came into another curve. He kept his eyes closed and was shooting out echolocation cries at the rate of a machine gun.
He glided over a wooden beam, and then was out in what he thought was open air. He let out an echolocation cry, and received the echo, which told him that he had a one hundred yard drop before he would reach the next obstacle. He gritted his teeth and fell through the opening, gathering up speed. He was only halfway down the straightaway when
BANG!
he hit something. The familiar headache returned, and he looked above him, using his eyes this time, and saw that he had gone through another tarp. My echolocation missed it! His anxiety worsened. What if that had been a beam! I would have died! And why did my echolocation give me false information?
Asa decided that for the rest of the course he would trust his eyesight. He maneuvered in and out of the obstacles and every time he felt that he was going too fast, he would slam into one of the tarps to slow himself down. He hit the walls a few times, but luckily he was able to come out the other end with nothing more than a bloody cheek.
The course ended in an enormous pool of warm, bubbling water that came after a blind curve. He sliced deep into the water, swam up for air and heard McCoy call, “Twenty-nine seconds! Not bad, Palmer!”
Asa put a thumb up in acknowledgement, and began to wade to the edge of the pool. He was too out-of-breath to talk.
He found himself in a large, dripping cave with the other students who had completed the course and McCoy. There were large stone bleachers that occupied a wall, and the students were filling them up. The students were wet, and many of them were dripping blood. 
Though Asa wasn’t exactly friends with Stridor, he was glad to see him sitting up, watching the end of the obstacle course for the next student to slam into the water. His head was bleeding considerably, but he was conscious after the blow he had taken in the course.
Asa pulled himself out of the water and said to McCoy, “It felt like a lot longer than twenty-nine seconds!”
McCoy pat him on the back. “Your first time through is always the scariest. You did pretty well, though. Stridor made it in twenty-two seconds; he’s got the fastest time so far. Go, sit down, and catch your breath.”
Asa obeyed, sitting high above everyone else, and he watched as the students slammed into the water. He looked around, saw no one was watching, and took out the polaroid. It was wet, but the picture was still intact. He set it aside to dry.
Every half minute, someone would come slamming into the water, and they’d come up out of breath. As more and more students came out, the water turned a darker shade of red. No one died in the course, though. No one died that day, at least.
On the far wall was something that Asa found equally as interesting as the splashing bodies of his classmates. There was a huge, glass panel, and inside, roughly fifty yards into the well-lit room was a large, round target. The room was perfectly circular, and the target was near the left back of the room. On Asa’s side of the glass was a rifle’s trigger and handle, and on the other side, the barrel came out with a spearhead on the end. Above the glass window that looked into the other room was a clock. It said 09:15:12, and then the seconds ticked onward from there.
Teddy came through screaming, and his cries ceased when he hit the water. He crawled out, nose bleeding, vomited in a trashcan, then came and sat by Asa. “Enjoy the ride?” Asa asked.
Teddy looked at him, blood streaming out of his nose and over his mouth. “I oughta kill you for saying that,” he said, smiling. His eyes didn’t look like he was joking with Asa, though.
Asa was quiet and they didn’t talk for the rest of the time. Asa wanted to know what Teddy thought about why his echolocation didn’t work inside the course, but he didn’t ask. He didn’t want to talk to him.
After the last student had collided with the water and made their way to the bleachers, dripping blood, McCoy stood before them. “Great job, everyone!” he said. He had relaxed some since he had first spoken with Asa. “You all flew well today; I know that this course is a bit intimidating, but you’ll get the hang of it.”
McCoy studied his armband for a second. “By the way, has anyone seen…oh, I hope I’m pronouncing this right…Brumi Ann-bah-rah-see?”
“It’s Ann-bah-rah-sue,” a girl said near the front. “I’m her best friend. I saw her this morning; she was running late, though, and I left before her.”
“And what’s your name?”
“Jessica Stine.”
“Was she planning on coming today?” McCoy asked Jessica.
Jessica nodded fervently, her dried hair bouncing up and down. “Ah-yuh! She said that she was following me out the door.”
McCoy nodded somberly. “I see. Well, it’s unfortunate that she couldn’t make it.”
“What’s going to happen to her?” someone else asked.
McCoy shrugged. “I’m going to report her absence, and then someone else decides. It’s not really up to me.”
Jessica Stine didn’t seem fazed. “I’m sure there’s an explanation. It would be so unlike Brumi to miss class.”
McCoy changed the subject: “You might have noticed that big room behind me—you can see it through the glass. On this side, you’ve got the butt of a spear gun and the trigger. On the other side, you’ve got the barrel, the spear, and the target. Pretty simple.
“This is the new addition to Flying Class that was mentioned in the paper. Here’s the way it works. Every day, after you all fly through the course, the person who had the fastest time gets to take a shot at the target with the spear gun. If that person hits it, they get to choose a new mutation, and this class is over for the whole semester. If he or she misses the target, we convene again for the next class day. You only get one shot per day. So, Stridor, step up here, bud. You were fastest.”
Stridor stood on wobbly feet and walked forward slowly. He had lost a lot of blood and was pale. He walked around the large pool of water to the butt of the gun.
“Just point and shoot, it’s that simple,” Conway said.
Stridor looked back at him. “What’s the catch?”
“That’s all I can tell you.”
              Asa watched closely as Stridor gripped the butt of the gun and wrapped his long index finger over the trigger. The gun was in a ball-socket in the wall so that Stridor could aim it in the other room, but he couldn’t remove the gun, or push it inward.
              As Stridor aimed, Shashowt said to Charlotte: “That’s all he has to do? Hit some stupid target?”
              Stridor took his time lining up the shot, and McCoy watched from the side of the pool. Stridor pulled the trigger, and the gunshot’s sound was muffled from the other room. The spear projected forward at a blazing speed, and Asa saw that it was headed right for the target.
              But then something happened. Asa didn’t believe his eyes at first, but then he saw the crumpled spear lying on the ground a few feet in front of the target. Stridor stepped back, confused.
              The spear had crumpled in mid-air just before it made it to the target, as though an invisible barrier had blocked it.
              “Good shot! Maybe next time!” McCoy said.
              “That was rigged!” cried Shashowt.
              “Duh,” McCoy said back. “Get out of here, guys and girls. You’ve got other classes to go to. See you tomorrow.” 
That was when they heard the screaming and moaning coming from outside. It was a weeping, sobbing, desperate sound, like the survivor of a bomb that killed her whole family might make. The sound was definitely coming from a female.
Many of the students had already stood in the room, and were preparing to exit. McCoy put a hand up to them. “Sit down!” he commanded. He walked over to the exit and opened up the door. That was when the girl ran inside.
              She was wild, and it was obvious that she was hurt. It wasn’t just injury that made her emit those terribly desperate sounds, though. There was something much more terrifying than injury going on here. Dripping from a deep, crescent-shaped gash on the girl’s neck was a mixture of clotted black and red. The red was blood. The black liquid was Multiplier venom.
              For the first time since Asa’s arrival at the Academy, a Multiplier had bit a student. 
 
 
 
10
Mama
 
              Asa had seen the girl before—brown skin, large brown eyes, and a diamond nose ring. But he didn’t know her name until Jessica Stine stood up and shouted “Brumi!” with a shaking voice.
              Brumi entered the room in hysterics, she was moaning with drool running out of her mouth and gasping for air.
              McCoy let the exit door fall shut, after peering out and seeing the landing deserted.
              “Brumi!” Jessica said again. Jessica was already crying, and she began to sprint over to her friend, who had collapsed on the wet stone floor.
              In a display of speed, McCoy caught Jessica by the arms before she reached her injured friend. Apparently he thought that Jessica could only make the situation worse. Jessica thrashed and tugged, trying to release herself from McCoy’s grip, but he was too strong. “Go sit down!” McCoy said. “Now!”
              “No! My friend! Brumi!”
              Brumi wasn’t talking. She was huddled down on her knees in the fetal position with her face pressed against the already bloody floor. Her white Academy-issued suit had been ripped in half so that her torso was completely exposed. Asa felt indecent watching, but couldn’t turn away.
              The girl was bleeding from her scalp, her face, her shoulder, and her neck. She had scrapes up and down her back that looked as though they had been made by fingernails. The injury on her neck—the one that was caused by a Multiplier bite—looked the worst. Asa wasn’t ready to think about what it could mean yet.
              “Sit down!” McCoy called at the crowd. Most of the students were standing now. The standing had started when the first row stood, then the row behind them couldn’t see, then the row behind that row couldn’t see and stood, and it went on like that. “Sit down!”
              No one seemed to be listening to McCoy. Jessica was still thrashing in McCoy’s arms. No one was willing to sit and miss a second of what would happen with Brumi—the Multiplier-bit student was a tragedy you couldn’t look away from. They all recognized that black stuff leaking from her neck. A sick curiosity overcame the crowd and they wanted to know what would happen to her.
              Teddy’s nose was gushing with blood.
              That was when the exit doors opened again, and long shadows were cast onto the floor. People screamed and turned, looking at the three men who had just entered. It was understandable for the students to be scared upon seeing the Multipliers, especially considering Brumi’s dripping black wound.
              This is it, Asa thought. They’ve broken the contract and now there’s no turning back. The Multipliers are going to do everything in their power to take over the human race now.
This is what the Multipliers in the woods were waiting for.
              “SILENCE!” Hollered the ugly Multiplier from the other room. Shouts and screams continued to erupt from the crowd. “QUIET!”
              Brumi was still squirming on the ground, and Jessica was still fighting with McCoy.
              One of the Multipliers drew a gun. “Back away from McCoy!” Jessica didn’t listen. There was a three second pause between the command to “back away,” and the gunpowder explosion. Then red was dripping from Jessica’s side. She fell to her knees, and then a second bullet from the gun raced through her brain and out her skull with a sharp crack. She fell on her cheek to the stone. Her head smacked on the floor and then she stared at the wall with unmoving eyes.
              She should have listened. This place isn’t soft on insubordinates.
              The crowd was now silent, except for a few sobs. McCoy had Jessica’s blood all over him, and he turned and looked at the Multipliers. Asa thought that he detected fear in McCoy’s eyes.
              “What happened in here, McCoy?” the ugly Multiplier said. He pointed his handgun at the ground, but did not holster it. “Seems as though it got a bit rowdy.”
              McCoy just pointed at Brumi and then backed up a step.
              Derden the Multiplier approached Brumi, poked her with his foot, and she let out one sharp scream before continuing to sob.
              Brumi kept her mouth open, and her teeth pressed against the stone as she groaned into the floor. She coughed and spat. Her hair hung down to the stone, now bloody and wet. In addition to being in great mental distress, Asa saw that she was experiencing body-rattling tremors. Her exposed back was tight with spasm.
              “What happened here?” repeated the ugly Multiplier.
              “You tell me,” McCoy said. “Looks like a Multiplier bit the girl. She didn’t show up earlier, and a few minutes ago she barged through the exit door, dripping with that that black stuff.”
              “What do you mean, you tell me?” barked the ugly Multiplier. “I didn’t bite her. No Multiplier bit her. We’re not allowed to do that.”
              “Someone bit her, Jermaine!” McCoy said.
              Jermaine looked the girl over. He had short, fat fingers that he ran through greasy hair. His face resembled a bulldog’s. “What happened to you, honey?” Jermaine asked.
              The girl just continued to sob. She gave no indication that she had heard what he said.
              “This must be some kind of sick joke, McCoy! What is this? Really?”
              “This isn’t a joke! This girl entered in hysterics.”
              Derden the Multiplier walked over and picked the girl up by her hair. Brumi screamed and grabbed the Multiplier’s hand for support. Her brown eyes shot around the room as though she had just woken up in a strange place.
              “What happened to you, girlie?” Jermaine asked.
              “M-M-M-Multiplier. He bit me.”
              Jermaine laughed. “No, there’s no way a Multiplier bit you, honey. We’ve got a contract. We’re not allowed to bite.”
              Derden was staring at the girl’s neck. “I’m not so sure, J. This looks like a Multiplier’s work.”
              “It is a Multiplier’s work!” shouted McCoy. “Don’t play stupid!” 
              Jermaine examined the wound. “Where is this Multiplier, then?” he asked. “What did the Multiplier look like?”
              Her answer sent goose bumps up Asa’s back. “Dirty,” she said. “He was a dirty man. Sticks in his hair. Smelled awful. Breath like stew.”
              Teddy and Asa shared a discreet, knowing look.
              “Well,” Jermaine said. “If you’ve noticed, none of us are dirty. All of the Multipliers here have a dress code—we’d never be seen with sticks in our hair.”
              “I don’t think this Multiplier was from here,” Brumi said.
              Jermaine’s face turned ugly: “There aren’t Multipliers outside of the Academy, so it must’ve been from here. Tell me this is a joke!”
              Brumi shook her head. Tears were falling onto her exposed torso.
              “We’ve got to kill her,” Derden said.
              “What?” asked Brumi.
              Jermaine stared at Derden for a moment. “I want to sort this out first,” he said. “There aren’t Multipliers outside of the Academy, this little twit is lying to us!” 
              “It’s the rule,” Derden responded. “We’re supposed to kill a Multiplier bite victim immediately. We’ve already disobeyed. We’re not supposed to interrogate like this.”
              “Then how will they find out who did this? I don’t want to catch heat for this!” Jermaine said.
              Teddy was crying. A female a few rows down from Asa was sobbing intermittently. The sounds echoed through the stone room.
              “They’ll run an investigation,” said Derden. “You’re going to catch heat for it if you don’t kill her. Give me the gun.”
              Groans went through the students in the seats. They shifted where they sat, unable to be still and watch.
              “PLEASE! NO! NO! PLEASE!”
 
 
              Asa couldn’t get the image Brumi in those final moments out of his mind. Her eyes wide, and she was begging so fast at the end. She stuttered and twitched, and Asa saw in her eyes that she would do absolutely anything for them not to kill her. But, they did, of course. Derden pushed her to the ground, backed up, and shot her. He didn’t want to get human blood on his suit.
              From there, the students were expected to continue on as though it was a normal day. Teddy had to make another trip to the nurse to get more nasal tampons because of his nosebleeds. Asa thought that they were stress-related.
              Stress isn’t the right word, though, he thought. It’s not strong enough. I think his nosebleeds are agony-related.
              The next class was vaguely named “Science Class,” and was taught by a wiry haired man named Professor Stern. Professor Stern had a thin mustache, and talked quickly. He spoke of quantum physics, gene mutation, and chemical biology, moving from one subject to another without pause. After the first hour and a half lecture, Asa still didn’t know what the class was concerned with. He sat in the room, and typed out notes from what Professor Stern was saying, but he couldn’t mentally keep up with the topic changes, or understand the science-intensive material. Teddy entered class halfway through with his nasal tampons in place. Asa made a mental note to ask Teddy to explain what the Professor was talking about at a later time.
              Next, they had “Responding to Medical Emergencies,” which was taught by Benny Hughs. Benny had won the Winggame Season Most Valuable Player award last semester. Now he was a graduate and was already teaching students. It felt odd to Asa that Benny Hughs was now an Academy professor, but it was the natural order of things.
              The class rolled along for an entire four hours. Benny (who wanted to now be addressed as “Professor Hughs”) spent the first half-hour outlining what the class would cover this semester (which was techniques on advanced first aid, guided by the Academy’s mutation knowledge; They would learn how to use Academy engineered gene manipulating serums to treat health emergencies), and the rest of the time telling stories. His stories always began with “When I was a student…,” as though it were years ago, instead of just a month.
              Asa let his thoughts drift away from the classroom in this period, wondering if the Multiplier that had bit Brumi was one of the ones he had encountered in the woods. If a non-Academy Multiplier bites someone, is the contract my father made broken?
              The thought had him on edge all class period. If it was true, he could expect Multipliers to barge in, dripping black, and bite some of the students and kill others. Multipliers, as Conway had explained to Asa, had a limit on how many people they could Multiply in certain time periods. They were biologically engineered to only be capable of changing one person every thirty days; after that, their black saliva would dry up for one moon cycle. If they wanted to take over the world, as Asa believed they did, they would have to kill many more than they changed, because of this limitation.
              But, if an all-out Multiplier attack ever did come, Asa suspected that they would change him, instead of killing him. He believed that this action would satisfy some disturbed urge of the Multipliers to get back at his father. Asa’s father had made the contract that prohibited Multipliers from Multiplying while either Asa or Charlotte were in the Academy. If the Multipliers broke this contract, genetically engineered crows were instructed to deliver letters to news stations and government headquarters that revealed damning information about the Academy, such as the Academy’s whereabouts, their objectives, and their past actions. It was believed that if the Academy fell, there weren’t currently enough Multipliers to take over the world before they were eradicated. The outside world would fear Multipliers, and try to destroy them, if they ever found out about their existence. For the time, Multipliers were dependent upon the Academy, just like a parasite relies on a bigger, more independent organism. He could imagine Volkner getting an intense satisfaction in Multiplying the son of the man who had been so against Multipliers having the freedom to Multiply at will. Asa thought that Volkner would want to do the deed himself.
              I haven’t seen Volkner yet this semester, Asa realized. He brushed it off as coincidence.
              The class went on without incident. Asa was the first student out the door when it finished, and he began a quick flight over to Conway’s cabin. I have so much to tell him: The monkeys, the polaroid, the Multipliers in the woods, Gill’s letter, Brumi being bit…
              He was relieved to see that the cabin’s chimney was puffing out blue smoke as he neared it, a sign that Conway was home. What will he say? Asa wondered. He did not discount the possibility that Conway might tell him to leave the Academy, or that Conway would want to go with him. There seemed to be sufficient evidence that a Multiplier uprising was imminent. Things were changing.
              Asa landed with a crunch of snow in front of the door. The windows were drawn with thin yellow curtains. From within, a soft glow emanated with the shadow of a Christmas tree projected upon the window.
              Asa felt a pang of longing in his chest at the sight. The symbol reminded him of gone times when his mother would make cinnamon rolls on Christmas morning. She would sit in a bathrobe on the couch with her coffee, her hair a mess, and watch Asa unwrap gifts. The time was just a memory now. After she died, Asa had learned that no amount of wishing or crying into his pillow or begging into the dark night could bring her back. No amount of desire could let him return to those Christmases, those mornings before school, or those birthdays. Even if he begged for only ten seconds of his mother’s embrace, sadly, it just couldn’t happen.
              Not wanting to be alone with his thoughts anymore, he approached the door and was about to knock when a sound began to hum out from inside the cabin. It was rich, deep, fast and mathematical; someone was playing a piano inside.
              Asa was very surprised. He had no idea that Conway could play piano, and from the sound of it, he was very good. He had always imagined Conway as a bit cold, and practical to a fault. This kind of hobby was not consistent with the schema of Conway that Asa had built in his mind.
              Not wanting to interrupt, he simply turned the knob and stepped inside.
The cabin smelled of cinnamon and burning dust. The front door led to an initial, sprawling living room and kitchen combination that took up most of the home’s square footage. A hall penetrated the back wall, with three doors lining the hallway; all of these doors were shut.
              Asa’s first thought upon opening the door was of his previous guesses at how Conway’s cabin would be kept; he had thought that the place would be sterile, neat, and purely functional. Asa did not conceptualize Conway as a person to be attracted to the idea of having many things inside his home. Instead, he had imagined that every item inside of the man’s cabin would have a purpose, or it would be thrown in the trash. Conway’s pragmatic nature made Asa even question whether or not the man would tolerate wall art. Asa immediately saw that he had been wrong.
              This place is eccentric.
 The Christmas tree was so packed full of ornaments that the branches bent with the weight. There were the usual ornaments, such as silver and gold balls, a fat Santa Clause sitting in a sleigh, religious ornaments, Snoopy sleeping on his red doghouse, plastic icicles, ceramic birds with flapping wings, Homer Simpson, and many elves. Then, there were unconventional tree decorations, including rusty forks hanging from twine, a bathtub plug, wine glasses, keys of all sizes, and, the biggest ornament of all, an industrial sized metal trashcan lid.  It looked like the Christmas tree of an insane person. The tree was wrapped in enough lights to decorate a small house. A miniature train was rolling along on a circular track surrounding the tree.
The Christmas tree was not the exception to a clean and tidy living room. Rather, it was very congruent with the rest of Conway’s cabin.
Asa could only guess as to what kind of material the floor was made of, because it was covered from wall to wall in various carpets, a dirty mattress, rugs, bits of unmatched tile, and one corner was actually covered with a scattered pile of red marbles. Decorations on the walls weren’t any less scarce. There were hanging tapestries, wooden cuckoo-clocks (dozens of them; each individual clock was painted using just one color), Native American dream-catchers, crosses, pentagrams, taxidermied animal heads, fluorescent advertisements for beer, movie posters, and there was a baseball glove that was nailed to the wall with a metal stake. The room was lit with dozens of lamps, many of which were covered with different colored shawls so that they gave off red, yellow, green, blue, purple, and pink light. The lamps were not situated in any logical order. They were of all shapes and sizes, with some of the smallest ones on the ground, and one that stood five-feet tall was put atop a table so that it almost touched the ceiling.
The piano music was still ongoing when Asa entered. A vertical piano was situated against the right wall. It appeared old, and the wooden sides were removed so that when the keys were hit you could watch as the hammer struck the different strings. Conway wasn’t playing the piano, as Asa had originally thought; Conway wasn’t in the room and Asa couldn’t see the face of the pianist. The pianist was an older appearing female. She wore a sheer, long-sleeve red shirt, and a blue skirt. The back of her neck showed that she was black, with many wrinkles, moles, and areas of hypopigmentation. Her hair was thin and as white as cotton. It was wild, and curled loosely at the top of her head in different lengths.
The music stopped suddenly, and then a new noise filled the air—growling.
Asa still hadn’t grown accustomed to the odd pets that people sometimes kept in the Academy. A full-grown male polar bear stood on its four legs in the middle of the room. It would have hit its head on the ceiling if it had stood erect on its hind legs, and still, in the crawling position its eyes weren’t too far below Asa’s. The animal’s head was the size of an eighteen-wheeler’s steering wheel, and its feet were each the circumference of a basketball hoop. The hair on the back of its neck stood up to make the animal look bigger and more intimidating. In Asa’s opinion, this was an unnecessary thing for the animal to do at this point.
“Ozzie, hush!” the woman at the piano said, and the music stopped. The bear immediately went silent, but kept its hair raised. Asa still hadn’t seen the pianist’s face. “That’s Asa Palmer. Am I right? Is that you, Mr. Palmer?” She pressed three keys down on the piano, and then said, “Yes! It is Mr. Palmer! Come in!” She pronounced the word ‘in,’ as ‘een,’and Asa thought her accent sounded from somewhere around the African continent.
Asa hesitated, staring at the polar bear. He was still unsure whom the woman playing piano was, or how she knew who he was—she hadn’t turned around to look at him, and there wasn’t a mirror on the side wall that she could have used to see Asa’s reflection.
The woman pressed the same three keys, and then said, “Ozzie, go to your mattress.”
The polar bear regarded Asa for a moment, yawned deeply, and then pawed backwards before dropping heavily on the dirty mattress. A cloud of dust puffed into the air around the bedding.
The old woman stood from the piano bench and grabbed a nearby cane. She slowly turned and made her way over the carpeted ground. The cane was a sort of a precaution, and she held it just above the floor as she moved towards Asa. Her eyes were a milky blue color. Her black pupils were entirely hidden behind bluish clouds of discoloration, and her eyes seemed to not be concentrating on anything in particular—they rolled around in her head when she walked.
Blind.
Asa had seen her face before, but couldn’t remember where. Her eyebrows were distally black, and white at the roots. She smiled with cracked lips to show gapped, tiny, yellow teeth. She held her left hand at her side, which had a continuous tremor to it; Asa wondered how she had been able to play piano while shaking so much.
“I am very sorry if I did not ‘ear you knock,” she pronounced ‘knock’ as ‘noke.’ “I like to play piano, because my eyes aren’t very good. It is strange, but when I play I can see the textures surrounding me. I could see you when you came in. Does that make sense, Mister Palmer? The sound helps me to see things, like my eyes work again.”
Asa thought about his echolocation and about how he had experienced something similar. “I can understand that,” Asa said. He was still not sure who this person was.
“That’s why I have all the decorations up. When I play, the sound bounces off of them, and I can see them.”
Did I land at the wrong cabin? “Is Conway here? Jul Conway?”
“He is in the basement. Let me get a good look at you, Asa Palmer, then you can go and see him.” She touched Asa’s arms with her outstretched hands, and then worked her fingertips up to his face. She ran the tactile pads of her leathery digits over his brow, his cheek, his nose, and his lips.
That was when Asa remembered who she was, and he recalled meeting her in The Shop last semester when he was buying a strength boost. She had had the same polar bear. The last couple of times Asa had visited, another clerk had been working.
This is Mama.
She felt his face for twenty seconds. Asa was made uncomfortable by the experience, but knew that this was the only way that Mama could see faces. When she was done, she put her hands on Asa’s shoulders and sighed.
“You look just like your father,” she said.
It felt odd for Asa to hear her say that. He often times thought of his father in terms of his consequences on the world, but not as a person. My father is the genius who made this gene-altering technology, and he also made the contract that makes the Multipliers want to kill me. Thinking of his father as a man always hurt Asa, and confused him. He couldn’t understand why such a brilliant man would leave Asa and his mother, and then kill himself. He didn’t want to look like his father, whom he resented.
Not knowing how to respond, Asa said, “Conway’s in the basement?”
“Yes, my son is in the basement,” she responded.
The old woman was smiling slyly.



“Umm. Conway?”
“You didn’t know that Conway was my son? Oh, honey! What else is he hiding from you?” Mama patted Asa on the back. “It’s the far door down the hall. Don’t pet Ozzie on your way through the room. He’s usually nice to people that I seem to trust, but he’s still a bear.”
Asa smiled, nodded, and moved across the room to the door.
“I’ll get some white cake ready for you,” Mama said. “I’ll put some tea on too. Go fetch my son for me.” 
The bear wasn’t able to fit its entire body on the mattress, and its four legs hung off onto the floor. The animal didn’t move as Asa passed, but it did follow him with its black eyes.
The basement door creaked when Asa opened it, and he moved down a steep set of homemade wooden stairs. When he reached the bottom, he saw Conway. Conway didn’t hear Asa enter, and classic rock was blaring from white earphones he was wearing.
The basement was one large concrete square and had two components; half of the room was a gym, and the other portion appeared to be a jail cell. 
The jail cell was enclosed in a remarkable amount of security measures. Three-inch thick metal bars went all the way from the concrete ceiling to the floor, separating the gym from the cell. The bars were clean and black. Horizontal bars intersected the vertical ones in five separate places. A thick metal door hung on huge bolts in the front of the jail cell. The door had three strong latches on the outside portion that could only be manipulated with keys. In addition to this, there were hinges that completely surrounded the door that could be secured to the rest of the cell with padlocks, to make the opening even more difficult to pass through. A thick chain was bolted to the back wall that ended in four heavy, empty shackles. There was one porcelain toilet, one overhead faucet that came right out of the wall, and a drain in the floor, beneath the faucet. This kind of cell seems like it would be overkill for even the most dangerous of criminals. I don’t think that even Alcatraz cells were this secure. 
The gym portion of the room was dominated by free-weights. There was a bench press that could be adjusted to create a decline or incline press, a squat rack, two one-hundred pound bars with multiple tractor tires on either end, and stacks containing dozens of forty-five pound weight plates. Conway was on the treadmill in the center of the room. It was no ordinary treadmill, and appeared to be a multi-thousand dollar piece of machinery. The floor and support railings were much thicker than on a normal treadmill, giving the machine the appearance that it was made to support bears, not humans. Conway was running at a forty-five degree incline, and the high-pitched hum and the rate that Conway’s feet were moving suggested that the track speed was maxed out. The man was breathing hard, wearing nothing but running shorts and he glistened with sweat from his brow to his bare feet. The digital clock on the machine said that Conway had been running now for nearly forty minutes. While running, Conway was supporting a weight bar loaded with six forty-five pound weight plates atop his shoulder blades. The bar bent as the weights bounced, and the man’s feet boomed when they hit the floor.
Asa was impressed.
Conway’s eyes shifted and he saw Asa in one of the large mirrors that covered the walls of the basement’s gym side. He ran for half a minute more, and when the clock hit forty minutes, Conway leapt off the machine onto the concrete. He hoisted the bar off of his back and placed it atop the squat rack. He was forcefully breathing between his teeth. Asa couldn’t believe how tightly the man’s skin clung to his muscles, and he had a hard time not staring. Conway pulled out his earphones, clicked off his MP3 player, and supported his exhausted body on the squat rack. He looked at Asa expectantly as he continued to breath.
“What’s the cell for?” Asa asked.
“Holding things,” said Conway.
“Big things,” Asa observed.
Conway nodded, closed his eyes, and breathed. It was clear to Asa that Conway didn’t want to talk about the jail cell, or what it was for. “Why are you here?” Conway asked. He stood at his full height and looked down at Asa; he was possibly the tallest person at the Academy. Stridor might be taller, but not by much.
“I need to talk to you. The Multipliers bit a student today; one in my semester. And there are some other things.”
Conway’s rib cage expanded and contracted with deep breaths beneath heavily striated cords of muscle. “Go upstairs,” he said. “I’ll be with you in a moment. I need to clean up first.”
A few moments later, Asa was seated atop one of the dusty couches in the living room, waiting for Conway. Dozens of clocks ticked on the surrounding walls, and Mama was scurrying about the kitchen, preparing white cake on small plates and pouring hot tea into coffee mugs with the proficiency of someone who had not lost their sense of vision. It was clear that she had spent a lot of time in the cabin and knew exactly where everything was by memory.
The polar bear eyed Asa wearily from the mattress. A bathtub full of dog food was against the wall, causing Asa to wonder how much the animal must eat. Surely the dog food is supplemented with hunting. Perhaps he hunts in the Moat, or catches an occasional deer.

“Here you are Mr. Palmer. Some white cake and black tea. Do you like white cake?” she sat the plate with cake on it on the coffee table along with a mug of tea.
“Yes ma’am,” Asa said. He picked up the plate and looked at the dessert. It smelled wonderful. The icing was packed into four different layers that ran through the slice.
“Oh, don’t call me ‘Ma’am,’” Mama said. “Are you from Texas, like your father? You sound like it.”
“Yeah, I’m from Texas. I grew up in a town called Dritt.” Asa himself couldn’t detect any sort of accent in his own voice, and most people that he talked to didn’t mention an accent if they heard one. It was possible that Mama’s hearing functioned better than most people’s because of her visual deficiencies. This would allow her to hear subtleties in voices that other people were not able to detect.
Asa took a bite of the cake. Upon hearing him take a bite, Mama smiled. “It’s good, isn’t it?”
“Amazing!” It was the best dessert that Asa had ever eaten. There were small pieces of nuts intermixed in the soft, sugary, icing-filled cake, and it gave the otherwise soft food a satisfying texture. “This is very good.” He took another bite.
“I made it myself,” she said. “It’s a pastime of mine. Before my son and I got mixed up with your father, and were brought here, I was a baker in Africa. My desserts were highly regarded.”
“I can see why!” Asa said, taking another large bite.
“You saw the basement,” Mama said. “Did you see the cage? Interesting, yes? It’s unusual to have such a secure enclosure in a home, but your father thought it was necessary. He used to live here; this used to be his home. He kept the apes that he mutated in there, before he started to trust them.”
“Apes?”
“Not the normal kind, Asa, but yes, apes. Gorillas. Chimps. Orangutans. Your father mutated all sorts of animals, but only two that he mutated ever gave him fright. Both of the altered creatures that resulted from his experiments were alarmingly smart, your father felt. He thought that if they had malicious intent that they could cause great harm to the world. So, after altering each, he monitored them for some time to see their nature. The gorillas were one of the mutated animals that he was wary of. Do you know what the other was?”
“No.”
“Yes you do. Think, Asa.”
He took a break from his dessert for a moment, but couldn’t come up with an answer.
Finally, Mama said, “Humans. The altered humans, or ‘Multipliers,’ also alarmed your father. Of course, he didn’t make them smarter, like he did this group of apes. Humans are already smart enough to cause a lot of damage.”
 Asa considered the picture in his suit that he planned on showing Conway today, which the female gorilla had given him in the arctic jungle. He thought of how she had been wearing a skirt, and he thought of the youth on her back. “How smart were the apes?” Asa asked.
A sly smile stole over Mama’s lips. “How smart are the apes,” she corrected. “The answer depends on who you ask.” She shrugged. “Robert King didn’t think that they were very smart. He said so. Your father, on the other hand, thought that some of them surpassed human intelligence. His feelings weren’t shared by many on the subject.”
“He thought they were as smart as humans,” Asa repeated, thinking it over. “What do you think?”
Mama made a clucking sound with her tongue and rocked in the rocking chair that she sat in. She slurped on her tea. “I think that the mutated gorillas, your father called them Davids, were misunderstood. Conway disagrees with me on this. I think that often times when you don’t know about another social group, or understand their customs, you think that they are less valuable than they are. Or, when someone else is different, people often perceive him or her as invaluable.
“Your father called them Davids after the biblical story of David and Goliath in which David was the underdog, but he killed the giant Goliath. Your father thought that the Davids were strong in ways that couldn’t be easily perceived by humans, and that they were more powerful than the Goliaths, or humans of the world, knew. I tend to agree with your father. The monkeys that he made seem strange to humans. They don’t have the same kind of desire to conquer as humans do; your father made them that way. They don’t act selfishly, often times, and want to take only what is needed to survive. They have odd peculiarities (odd to us, anyways, and they can become debilitating obsessed with seemingly trivial things. Of course, there are exceptions. Major exceptions. But, they are different, and thus looked at by many as inferior.”
Conway walked into the living room from the basement. He had showered and was wearing his graduate suit. He petted Ozzie as he walked by.
“So, could these gorillas talk?” Asa asked.
“Wait.” Conway said. “What’s going on?”
“We are talking about the Davids,” Mama said.
Conway looked horrified, and then angry. “No. Let’s talk about something else,” he said.
“I’d like to hear,” Asa said.
“Let’s tell the boy,” said Mama. “He needs to know about Fran and…”
“NO!” Conway shouted. “This conversation is OVER.”
Asa was surprised at how quick to anger this topic made Conway. What is the harm in telling me?
“Jul Conway, don’t yell in my house!” Mama said
“Well, I’m his mentor, his father asked me to watch over the boy, so I get to decide what he is and isn’t exposed to! We’re not talking about the Davids. Not yet.”
Asa was hurt, and let it show on his face. “I thought you told me on King Mountain that there would be no more secrets,” Asa said.
Conway looked ashamed, but still, he had the courage to meet Asa’s eyes. “I just don’t think that this is something that you need to know. It’s a liability to tell you.”
In other words, you don’t trust me with this information.
Mama sat with her cake in her lap, rocking back and forth. She did not seem pleased, but also didn’t voice her concern.
“What brought you here today, Asa?” Conway asked.
Asa didn’t know where to start. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to talk anymore. He felt wounded, and wanted to get away. His mind went to the picture in his suit that he had gotten from the gorilla (David) in the jungle,
and he considered how Conway didn’t want to have to talk about the Davids.
Asa stood abruptly. “I thought we could talk, but I don’t think that we can.” He was surprised to find himself emotional. Mama stopped rocking and sat still. Conway regarded Asa with his brown eyes, but his face didn’t show what he was thinking. “Thank you for the white cake and the tea, Mama. And thank you for talking to me.”
She smiled and said, “So polite… You are welcome.”
Asa didn’t say goodbye to Conway, but instead he stormed out of the cabin. He was thankful to make it out into the snow before the tears came to him. Angry, upset, distraught, he leapt into the air, ripped his wings from his back, and thrashed them through the atmosphere so that he shot upward into the sky, towards his dwelling.
What am I supposed to do now? Asa thought. So many issues rushed around in his head. Gene Gill’s letter, which told Asa that he would be allowed to play Winggame without fear of unfair treatment. He thought of Roxanne and her Multiplier boyfriend who beat her bloody. He thought of the video of Robert King’s death that he and Teddy had watched, and how the Academy insisted that Robert King was not dead. The female gorilla (David) with the polaroid picture of Asa in a lab coat. Then, most frighteningly, there was the recent Multiplier attack on Brumi. In conjunction with Asa finding the wild, unkempt Multipliers killing gorillas (Davids) in the forest earlier, this really frightened him. He wondered if the Multipliers were killing the gorillas because of their superior intelligence. Do they want to kill all the Davids off so that they can’t get in their way if there is an attack?
He thought that an attempted escape from the Academy might be warranted.
I’ll have to decide alone, though, Asa thought. Conway won’t help me. Damn him!
Asa’s wings beat through the air even faster as his anger increased.
Damn him!
Asa’s blood was boiling. He remembered the first day that he had ever met Conway, when he was about ten years old. The crows had filled the sky, and Conway had injected Asa with a serum to protect him against the coming wolf-flu epidemic.
And he had the solution, and could have injected my mother, my mom, but instead he let her die! DAMN HIM TO HELL!
Asa landed on a lonely portion of the mountainside and cried angrily for thirty minutes. He didn’t want to enter his dwelling and have Teddy see him crying.
And Teddy’s crazy! He won’t help me either. And then I broke it off with Charlotte. There’s no one to turn to.
It took hundreds of tears for his crying to subside, but it did eventually. He hugged his knees and wanted to go home. The real home. The home with my mother there, alive, where she can take care of me. I don’t want to go back to that empty house. Then Asa cried more because the place he so strongly wished to go no longer existed.
The sky was beginning to darken when Asa returned to his dwelling. His tears were dried, and he felt confident that he could face Teddy without crying again. On a normal day he might have stayed on the Mountainside longer, but he didn’t want to be out after dark, especially with the recent Multiplier attack.
Frost hung from his dwelling’s doorknob, which he turned and opened the door. There were candles that were burning low, and the room was empty. Asa moved in, shut the door behind him, plopped down on the hammock, and shut his eyes.
He rocked back and forth in the hammock, and his shadows danced along the walls. 
A buzzing sound filled the air and his eyes shot open. Somewhere up above, Teddy was using his drill in the secret compartment again.
What’s going on, Teddy? What are you drilling for up there?
Not for the last time, Asa wondered about the extra bit of water-tunnel that Teddy had dug above him, and wondered if it had purposes beyond architecture. He couldn’t imagine what Teddy would need with a secret room.
Before he could contemplate it too much, Asa was asleep.
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Boom Boom
 
              As January became February, it only grew colder. Asa would have liked to think that the crows disappearing from the sky was merely a function of the extreme weather, but he couldn’t convince himself of this. It had been cold before, and they had persisted. What was different now?
              He suspected that it was due to the strange, red birds that were popping up around the mountains. They had become much more prevalent since the day he saw one while traveling towards Flying Class. Now, he scarcely traveled without seeing them. If they were present, they were hard to miss; their wingspans ranged from five feet to ten feet, and they were capable of incredible speeds. They were always present in the room where Flying Class was held, watching as the students dove into the barrel-maze. Asa had seen one in mid January feasting on a mountainside. The red bird was eating something that looked suspiciously like a crow.
              Asa felt as though his classes were continuing along at an unreasonably quick pace. Professor Stern taught Science Class at the speed and skill level that a medical school class would be taught. The material required a large amount of prerequisite knowledge that most of the students didn’t have. Asa wasn’t alone in spending most nights studying hours past the time when his headache set in. He had never learned so much in such a short time span before, and he thought that an outsider might have said it would be impossible for Asa to go into such a strenuous course and keep up. Your abilities will surprise you when someone’s got a gun to your head. When someone’s threatening to kill you if you don’t pass a class, your mental abilities, and level of discipline improve greatly.
              On top of this, he was constantly competing in Flying Class and attending Benny’s Responding to Medical Emergencies Class. This course was just hard enough to be considered a nuisance, and it was frustrating to Asa that he had to sit through Benny’s boring stories about his past Winggame success when he could be studying for Science Class.
               With all the commotion, Asa hadn’t had much time to fear the impending Multiplier attacks that Brumi’s death had suggested. When he finally found a moment to reflect on the fact that the raid hadn’t occurred, he was baffled. They’ve broken the contract, so why don’t they just attack? Asa thought.
              But, apparently, the crows didn’t believe that the Multipliers had broken the contract. According to Teddy, who illegally used the internet to keep up with world events, there hadn’t been any more malicious information about Alfatrex, or any hint of the Academy or Multipliers in the news. The outside world was still oblivious to the existence of the Academy.
              This perplexed Asa: I thought that the contract stated that if a Multiplier turned someone while either Charlotte or I were in the Academy that the crows would release their information about the Academy to the outside world. Is this not true? Or have those red birds kept the crows away so that they are now unaware of what has happened?
              Asa didn’t know. He didn’t have much time to think about it, due to school.
              In mid January, Teddy changed again. Though they didn’t spend a lot of time together in that period, Asa noticed that Teddy was starting to act differently.
              At first, he thought that his friend was changing for the better.
              Teddy looked more awake and revitalized. The bags under his eyes were disappearing, and his color improved. He was eating more. The nosebleeds stopped, and he seemed to be his old self again. He even laughed occasionally, and not in the crazed, maniacal way that Asa had gotten used to.
              But with these improvements came trade-offs. Teddy would go days without sleeping, but he stopped showing normal signs of fatigue. Asa would wake up at all times of the nights to Teddy’s noises. They were more than just the occasional drill going off now. Asa would hear small explosions, sounds like great impacts, and repeatedly there were sounds like glass breaking. Asa never had the courage to ask Teddy about these new sounds coming from above, and he stopped visiting the secret compartment all together.
              Teddy’s eyes were always dilated now. His pupils were constantly the size of nickels. He looked like he was on some kind of stimulating drug, but that didn’t make sense. Where would Teddy get such a drug? Asa just attributed Teddy’s physical changes to stress and lack of sleep.
              The sight was very unnerving, and when Asa and Teddy ate in the cafeteria, people stared at them even more often than they used to. Not only were they the murderer and his friend, but now Asa’s friend looked demon-possessed, crazy, non-human.
              Also, he twitched a lot. It was involuntary, and Teddy seemed not to notice it. The majority of the twitches were quick, rightward jabs of his skull, as though his neck muscles on the right side temporarily tightened up.
              Teddy talked very quickly, and it seemed as though the overall processing speed of his brain had tripled. Asa knew that his friend was highly gifted in math and sciences, but he still felt that he was able to answer questions in Science Class far more easily and quickly than normal. He could perform large, algebraic equations with exponents and multiple factors with five digits in his head as if they were part of a multiplication table. Asa didn’t know why, but this new ability, along with the dilated pupils struck him as creepy.
              Teddy never wanted to talk about emotions, or social pressures anymore. These things seemed to be nonexistent to the new, dilated-pupil-Teddy. He was now only interested in things from which a foreseeable result could be gained. From mid-January to the beginning of February, the only thing that really interested Teddy was talking about why Asa’s echolocation failed him in the Flying Task.
              The phenomena had continued to happen, and though it frustrated Asa, he didn’t think that there was anything that he could do to solve it. When he was outside of flying class, his echolocation worked, but as soon as he jumped into the barrel-maze, his sixth sense gave him incorrect information. Teddy asked Asa dozens of questions about what echolocation felt like. He asked Asa about where the sensation’s failures happened in the course, and offered many different possible solutions. “Try flying feet first.” “Have you tried continuously spinning during flight?” “What about using the echolocation with your eyes open?” None of these worked for Asa, and the inconsistencies in what his vision detected and what he saw using echolocation gave him a headache. But Teddy wouldn’t stop. He was absolutely obsessed with why Asa’s echolocation didn’t work in Flying Class.
              “Maybe they have some kind of emitter that stops me from using it, Teddy,” Asa suggested. “Maybe there’s no way around it.”
              Teddy would stare at Asa with his too-big pupils and say, “there’s just got to be a way around it.”
              Asa didn’t get the obsession. Even if he did get the fastest time in the barrel maze, he would then have to step up and try to shoot the spear gun at the target in the next room, if he wanted to be allowed to choose a new mutation. He had watched Stridor shoot dozens of times after he achieved the fastest time through the maze, and even though there was no perceivable barrier between the gun and the target, the spears always crumpled as though they had struck some invisible force field.
              In the hours of free time that he gave to himself, he liked to spend them with Jen. Though she was wild sometimes, she always respected Asa, and didn’t shun him like the majority of the student body did. They spoke about Teddy together; Asa voiced that he was concerned Teddy wasn’t sleeping enough. “Why would he want to work that much every night? I mean, it just sounds painful to me to go that many days without rest.”
              Jen shrugged. “When my daddy died from the Wolf Flu, I didn’t sleep much. I took on a lot of new activities. I started drawing, reading new books, and I found a stray a dog and was training it to do all kinds of tricks. Personally, I didn’t want to rest. If I was busy, doing something, I didn’t have to think of the reality that my dad was gone, which hurt. The activities gave me shelter. Maybe Teddy feels the same way.”
              This rang true for Asa. He knew that Teddy truly hated the organization he was being held in, and Asa thought that maybe Teddy wanted to work all the time so that he didn’t have to focus on reality.
              But the problem is that I still don’t know how to help him.
              As Asa’s relationship with Teddy was strained, he grew closer to both Jen and Roxanne. Roxanne defended Asa to the other students, and Asa suspected that she understood more about his situation than she should have. He attributed this to the fact that Roxanne had a Multiplier boyfriend.
              But, these were the only relationships in Asa’s life that strengthened at that time. The most Asa could say about his other teammates was that they didn’t fear him as much as they used to.
              After Asa received the letter from Gene Gill, which outlined that for this semester’s Task the students would be working with their Winggame teams, he had become even more concerned with whether or not his teammates liked him. He knew that not having mutual trust in a team could mean premature death in whatever sick Task the Academy’s leaders had devised for this semester. However, he didn’t know how to bridge the gap from perceived murderer to friend with his cohorts. His teammates were understandably weary of him.
              In the time leading to early February, there was a slight shift in how Asa’s teammates viewed him. Some, such as Janice Curnsworth, a girlfriend of Stan’s who had the mutated ability to blend in with her surroundings like a chameleon, seemed to grow only more distrusting of Asa with time. But this was not how most people were acting.
              Asa thought that he could detect that his teammates were becoming slightly more trusting of him. When he showed up for meetings, they no longer grew quiet. During practice, they freely spoke with him when necessary. Asa was never invited to lunch with any of the other Sharks, and they didn’t ever talk with him just for fun, but they also weren’t afraid that he would slit their throats the moment they turned their backs.
              They were getting to know him, and they saw that perhaps all the stories they had heard of the terrible Asa Palmer weren’t exactly true. As they spent more time together, Asa inevitably learned more about his teammates too. He learned their background stories, their mutated abilities, and about their natures.
              It then became confusing to Asa, when he learned about Mike Plode, a third semester student on the Sharks. It was odd to Asa that the other students feared him, but they didn’t seem bothered by the prospect of spending time with Mike Plode.
              Mike Plode had a nickname—“Boom Boom.” This sounded silly and light-hearted, but it wasn’t. His cellmates in a high security prison for adults had given him the names when he was only fourteen years old. Mike Plode had been on the national news, and after hearing his story Asa thought that he had heard a blurb about the guy while watching television in an emergency department’s waiting room with his Wolf-Flu stricken mother.
              All of the students were aware of what he had done, but none wanted to ask. One evening, when they were all exhausted after running hours of flying drills, Jen came out with the question everyone wanted to know. “Why did you do it?”
              Mike smiled. He didn’t smile often, and his lips trembled with the happy expression, as though his facial muscles weren’t used to the position. The team circled him, sprawled out on the Plaid in the middle of the Moat. The Plaid was levitating 100 yards above the water, suspended by magnets; this was a new Winggame change, and one that had each team working hard on strategies to accommodate the new course. It was awfully cold, but the students’ bodies were so hot from the gruesome exercises that it didn’t bother them.
              “Well,” Mike said. All eyes were on him. “Because I wanted to see what would happen, I guess. That’s all, I think. People always think it was done for some kind of heroic or villainous cause.” Boom Boom shook his head. “It was just a coincidence that it was a bank. I don’t have problems with banks; this was just the biggest building I could find.” His eyes lit up. “And I wanted to see a big fire! A damn big fire!”
              While he spoke, Asa thought that it was a ridiculous coincidence that perhaps the world’s most obsessed pyromaniac had hair that looked like fire. Boom Boom’s hair was finger-length all over, and wavy shades of yellow and bright orange that stood straight up. His green eyes were the color of shallow ocean water, and they widened when he spoke of the crime that made him famous.
              “When I was a baby, my parents said that I couldn’t sleep unless there was a fire in the fireplace. I’ve always liked to watch things burn. The power. The dancing energy!” He shuddered. “And I love the way it grows; it multiplies, just like us. When I was two, I was caught throwing my teddy bear into a campfire my grandfather made in the woods behind his house. My parents got mad at me, and said I’d miss my stuffed bear. But I didn’t. No. I loved watching that thing burn. It was worth it.
              “Fire had me from a young age, and I guess it just grew from there. My love for it multiplied, just like the fire does. When I was five, my older brother got some fireworks for Christmas. These weren’t sparklers, but the kind that they blow up in the ballparks around the Fourth of July. We had a Labrador retriever, a real old, dusty, yellow thing. His name was Ike, and it always frustrated me because my name was Mike. My mom would yell at one of us, and I wouldn’t know who she was talking to. No one would. It was stupid.
              “Anyways, I lured Ike into a tin trash can, closed him in there with some of the fireworks, and blew him to hell and back. Well, he didn’t come back, but it’s an expression.” He giggled. “But I loved watching the lid explode off that thing. POW! I mean, what a rush! My parents should have known then.
              “From there, I had various encounters with the law. I had set four or five brush fires and blown up the shed out back with gasoline by the time I was twelve. Then I got into chemistry class at the community college.
              “I tested real well on aptitude tests, like most of you guys, but I always got bad grades. I didn’t care about school. The counselor advised that I be put into a class at a community college so that I could be challenged.
              “Long story short, I learned the things I needed to learn. And when you’re fourteen, people aren’t very scared of you. I was amazed that they let me move so freely. I just walked into the parking garage below the building, like I belonged there, and worked on setting up the explosives for six hours. Six hours, and no one asked me a thing!
              “I lived a mile away from the bank. I climbed into my tree house at home, and watched from the tippy top. I felt the heat, baby! A mile away, and when I pressed the button on my cell phone, I felt the heat!” Boom Boom shuddered again.
              The story sickened Asa, especially the part about the dog. Why would you do that to an innocent animal? Asa never asked how many people died in the bank explosion. He didn’t want to know.
              Boom Boom was a trusted, well-respected student in the Academy. Asa didn’t get it. Maybe it’s because he’s so smart. Professor Stern, who taught Science Class, talked highly of Mike Plode. Asa could understand how a criminal organization like the Academy could use such a skilled arsonist, but didn’t know how you could trust someone like that.
              He had heard that Boom Boom was mutated so that he could make a spider web. Asa had never seen him do it, but it was said that Boom Boom’s webs could stop a charging bull.
              Despite being sickened by Boom Boom’s previous murders, Asa couldn’t help but think that he could be very powerful force in this semester’s Task. He just hoped that he could get Boom Boom and the other members of his team to trust him enough, so that he wouldn’t be left to fight and die alone.
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Sneaking into Robert King’s Office
 
 
February the seventh was a day that Asa would remember.
The visibility was low. A thick fog had fallen over the mountains of the Academy, and Asa was wondering if it would persist until the next day, when the Sharks were scheduled to have their first Winggame match.
A few days later, Asa reasoned that the weather had subconsciously helped Jen to convince him to sneak with her into one of the most guarded places in the Academy on February the seventh. He thought that if the day had been clear and blue, he would have been too scared that someone would see them sneaking into that place on the mountainside.
              Asa was tired. He had just finished a Science Class exam and was looking forward to a weekend in which his studies did not consume him. He had stayed up two nights in a row to study, but felt confident that he had done well.
              As he flew towards his dwelling in the side of Mount Two, he had to change course twice after veering off in the wrong direction in the fog. His head was pounding from the mental rigor of the final, which took him two and a half hours to complete. Each question had a component of complicated mathematics, and contained six or seven terms that Asa had not known at the beginning of the class. In his tired state, he reflected on how nervous he had been when Professor Stern handed out the exam. Now, he felt a great sense of accomplishment at achieving something that he previously thought was impossible.
              Teddy had finished the exam long before anyone, and Asa suspected that he got every answer right. Though the students were warned that not keeping your eyes on your own exam could get you killed, Asa couldn’t help but peak up when Teddy stood up fifteen minutes after beginning. Teddy looked at Asa, winked at him with one of his pupil-filled eyes, and turned in his exam. Stridor turned his test in second fastest, and that was an hour later.
              Asa landed on his dwelling’s doorstep, retracted his wings, and looked out at the white mass of clouds that blanketed the Academy. The fog was so thick that he couldn’t even see Fishie Mountain, which was just a short flight away.
              As he entered his dwelling, he was so thankful for the warmth and the promise of rest that he didn’t notice the human-shaped shadow that flanked the stone wall, projected by candlelight.
              “Hello,” Jen said.
              Asa shut the door behind him.
              Though they had been spending a great deal of time together, she had never been inside his dwelling. They always had taken walks around Town, or spent time in the many paths that sprawled out from Fishie Mountain. Asa was nervous about Jen being inside his dwelling. He didn’t want her to hear Teddy working above them. She was so incredibly bold and confident that he feared she would suggest that they swim through the water-tunnel and see what he was working on up there.
              “How did you know this was where I live?” Asa asked.
              “I have my ways,” Jen replied. “Who is Volkner?”
              Without any concrete reason, Asa felt fear. He hadn’t seen Volkner, the Multiplier who had been the most aggressive about killing both Asa and Charlotte, since last semester. It had struck him as odd, but he had welcomed the absence, and hadn’t questioned it much. “Volkner?”
              “Yeah,” Jen said. She crossed her legs on the bearskin couch and said, “Am I saying it right? Volkner? That’s what I thought he said. Is that someone you’ve heard of?”
              “I’ve heard of him.”
              “Robert King wants to meet with him, and I want you to come with me.” She batted her eyelashes comically. “Pretty please?”
              Robert King is dead, Asa thought. He moved across the room and sat in the armchair across from her. “Why are you here?” he said.
              Jen sighed. “Asa, we’ve already been over this. Do I need to start over?” She spoke in a high pitch, as though her voice was being mechanically sped up: “Hello. Who is Volkner? Robert King wants to meet with him, and I want you to come with me.” She batted her eyelashes in the same, sarcastic manner, except faster this time. “Pretty please?”
              “Robert King wants to have a meeting with Volkner?” Asa repeated. “How do you know this?”
              She looked at the watch on her armband. “I’d love to fill you in, Palmer, but we’ve only got an hour to get there, and it’s a long way away. So, how about I just say that I have my ways? Now, give me the cliffnotes on this Volkner guy, and let’s hit the road.”
              Asa hadn’t yet told Jen about how the Multipliers were trying to kill him and Charlotte, and he didn’t feel like doing it now. “He’s a Multiplier,” Asa said. “He seems to have a lot of power here…or at least he did last year. I haven’t seen him this whole semester.”
              “And he scares you; I can tell by the look on your face.”
              Asa didn’t respond.
              “Well, like I said, we’d better get going.” She stood up. “I’d rather you come, so that you can maybe understand if they get to talking about last semester stuff that I don’t get. But, you don’t have to go. I’m not your mom, Palmer.”
              Asa stood to. “You haven’t even said where we’re going yet, if I decide to come.”
              She smiled. “Oh, you’ll come. You seem to want to get a scoop of gossip about this Volkner guy; I can see it in those eyes of yours. The meeting is going to be in Robert King’s office.”
              “ROBERT KING’S OFFICE?” Asa bellowed.
              “Calm down, Palmer. I know a back way to get in, we’ll be fine, and the old man won’t know we’re there.” She walked towards the door, and then turned back to him. “You coming?”
              Asa cursed, Jen smiled, and they walked out together.
              Once outside, Jen explained that she had planned on them walking through the woods to Finish Line Mountain, where this supposed meeting between Volkner (who has been absent from the Academy for over a month, Asa thought) and Robert King (who is dead) was to be held. But, with the thick fog, she thought it would be acceptable to fly.
              They set off into the fog after looking around to make sure that no one had seen them exit Asa’s dwelling together. Jen kept her wings tucked into her back, and Asa flew, holding on to Jen by her wrists as they went. Though Jen was able to somewhat fly, she sometimes was thrown off course by strong gust of winds. And, in the fog, if they had flown separately it would have been easy for them to lose each other.
              Asa hoped that Jen wouldn’t be able to feel the fast pulse in his hands as he held her over the fog-obscured earth and Moat. He thought about how the first time that he had met Jen; she was traipsing through the forest behind Mount Two. And then, a short while later, she had tried a shortcut during a team run through the lethal span of arctic jungle at the bottom of Fishie Mountain. Those things had been ill advised. But sneaking into Robert King’s office is insane. Asa thought the punishment for trespassing upon the owner of Alfatrex’s personal office would be torture and then death.
              But, careless as Jen had been, Asa was glad that she had given him this opportunity. He recalled the video that he and Teddy had watched in the safe room, which had depicted Robert King’s death. He had cried and screamed, and asserted that he was not the true Robert King.
              But if that wasn’t Robert King, who died in that internet video?
              Asa was also curious as to why Volkner hadn’t been at the Academy. He had been such a presence last semester. Why had he now disappeared? Was this connected, somehow, to the Multipliers that Asa had seen in the woods—the dirty, crude group of people who had been killing Davids? And was it also connected with Brumi being bitten by a Multiplier that she had described as “dirty?” Had Volkner gone out on some quest, outside of the Academy, that had to do with these things?
              Asa was flying straight towards the center of Finish Line Mountain, where Roxanne had shown him the door to Robert King’s office, when Jen said, “We’ll need to drop some more. We’re going to the base of the mountain. Veer to the right some, too.”
              After some more navigational corrections, Jen and Asa landed on a discreet, rocky portion of the mountain, far away from where Roxanne had told him that the entrance to The Boss’s office was. A white lizard was sun bathing on a frost-covered boulder. Asa would have never seen the four-foot tall metal door in the mountainside if Jen hadn’t pointed it out. Its location was thoroughly obscured by trees.
              “Have you been here before? How did you find this?” Asa asked, wondering how she had seen the door.
              “Yeah, I’ve been here loads of times. If you look enough places, you’re bound to find some useful things,” Jen replied. “Once we get in there, we’re going to have to be quiet. We’ve got a long way to travel before we get to Robert King’s office, but still, if someone hears human voices down there, they might investigate.”
              “Human voices?” Asa asked, but Jen didn’t answer. She had already opened the small door and crawled inside. Asa watched her feet disappear into the dark opening. He stood out in the fog a moment longer, wishing that Jen had given him more information on this place. I don’t even know what I’m crawling into. Not wanting to be left behind, Asa went in after her.
              He shut the door behind him and examined the room. It was wide, spacious, but with ceilings that were barely taller than the four-foot tall doorjamb. They were in a parking garage, but one that was not made for human cars. Parked in the spaces, which were outlined in white paint, were hundreds of tiny cars, similar to the ones that Asa had seen the raccoons driving. Each of these cars was red, with shiny, miniature, black rubber wheels, and a single headlight that was centered on the front bumper. A bucket was attached to the back of each vehicle, and most of these buckets were filled with cleaning supplies such as mops, bottles of Windex, and brooms.
              The Academy raccoons had an innate urge to clean, and this was evident in their garage. Each windshield shined, and every tire was utterly void of dirt. The concrete floor appeared to be mopped regularly, and was as clean as though it had been poured earlier in the day.
              This is why she said that human voices would raise alarm here; we are within an area that only raccoons are expected to go. Asa felt his eyebrows come together as he looked around the expansive room and felt the cold concrete beneath his palms. He had never imagined where the raccoons stayed before—it had simply never occurred to him. 
               As Asa was examining the garage, Jen had gotten ahead of him. She was entering one of the many unmarked tunnels along the far wall. Asa hurried to catch up with her.
              The tunnel was as spotless as the garage had been, and it was dimly lit by single-bulb-lights that were screwed into a ceiling socket every fifty yards or so. The tunnel was big enough for one of the raccoon’s cars to be driven up it at a time. As they went, Asa began to get sweaty. Crawling upwards for minutes at a time had him winded. Jen crawled fast, as though she didn’t want to saunter in this tunnel, as though there was some danger in staying here too long. Seeing Jen’s speed made Asa less concerned with fatigue.
              After fifteen minutes of crawling up the spiraling incline, they began to come to places where dozens of hallways came off of the main one. Jesus! Asa thought upon seeing these. Has Jen explored every tunnel in here? How does she know where to go? And how many raccoons live in this place?
              Not long after they passed the first couple of adjacent tunnels, Jen’s sweat began trickling from her nose onto the concrete, and Asa followed the line of drippings as they continued to ascend.
Finally, they came to an adjacent hallway that was different from the rest. Instead of drab, gray concrete, this one had red, patterned wallpapers, bright green carpet, decorative miniature chandeliers that hung from the ceiling, and gold flanked mirrors and pictures of raccoons along the walls. Since this hallway was for raccoons to walk through, and not for driving, the walls were closer together, and the ceiling was even lower than before. This enclosed space brought on a slight fear in Asa that he would be suffocated in the narrow tunnels.
              Or, maybe worse, Asa feared that they wouldn’t have enough room to turn around if something came after them. Jen didn’t show this fear at all. As she continued on, Asa thought about how she had learned to live on the streets of the post Wolf Flu world alone after her parents passed. It had made her tough, and had brought on a strong confidence in her.
              Jen turned her head and whispered to Asa: “Don’t touch a thing! The raccoons are very particular about their possessions.”
              Jen’s point about the raccoons being particular about their belongings was proven in the next area they entered, which was a spotlessly clean commons room where the raccoons could congregate. The low ceilinged, sprawling room was filled with couches, chairs, and ottomans, all of which were upholstered in a uniform royal purple. Shiny, golden lamps were organized around the room, and black, intricately carved tables stood in front of some of the couches. The room was organized geometrically, and after a moment of examination, Asa realized that the left side of the room was perfectly symmetrical with the right side of the room.
              Asa and Jen crawled over the white, thickly threaded carpet and were careful not to bump into anything. There were many doors leading off from the commons room. Through one, Asa saw a room full of purple bunk beds, each of which was methodically made and without wrinkles. Through another door, Asa saw a tiny, polished miniature bathroom. Near the back of the room, they crawled passed a windowed wall that looked in upon a salon. Inside, some raccoons were on all four paws, while other raccoons ran wooden brushes through their thick coats, spilling excess fur onto the floor that was quickly swept up by a busy, custodial raccoon. As Jen and Asa passed by the window, each of the raccoons stopped what they were doing to glare at the intruders, suspicious that they might mess up their perfect living room.
              As Asa gazed into the eyes of a raccoon who was glaring at him, he felt his breath catch in his throat. There was something odd about the way the raccoon was looking at him. The abnormality had something to do with the too-tall skull, the pink ears that were not customary for the average raccoon, and the way the animal’s lips were pink instead of black. They call them raccoons, Asa thought, but that’s not exactly what they are. They are a different animal. We haven’t given them a new name, but these are not raccoons. The most shocking thing was the animal’s eyes—Asa couldn’t put his finger on what it was about the way that they moved, but something about them made it seem like Asa was looking at a human that was trapped in a raccoon’s body.
              Jen led Asa through a couple of scaled-down swinging doors into a silvery, shining, eatery. Many long, white-tiled walls partitioned this room into sections. Along each wall, were dozens of metal food bowls filled with what looked and smelled like dry dog food, next to bowls of clean, clear water. A few raccoons were leaned over the bowls of food, crunching on an early dinner. They stopped eating when Jen and Asa passed by, and one of them displayed a set of sharp, tiny teeth as though to say, ‘this is my food, get your own bowl!’
              But even in the arcane act of guarding food, there is something about their eyes that is very unlike any animal that I have ever seen in the wild.
              After this room, they crawled up a raccoon sized, flight of stairs, and then moved down a dark, cold, rock corridor. Coming up on their left were a series of circular windows that projected white light onto the opposite wall of the hallway. “Pass the windows quickly,” whispered Jen, as she continued to move forward.
              Asa’s palms were becoming raw, and his knees hurt as he crawled. He obeyed Jen in passing the windows quickly, but gazed out as he did so.
              The small windows looked out onto an office area far below. Thousands of humans were arranged into straight lines of desks where they were either writing with a pen, talking on a telephone, or clicking computer keys while staring at flat-screen monitors. They were all wearing normal office attire; suits and ties, tucked in shirts, and leather shoes. Asa was flabbergasted. He had never known that so many humans worked within the mountains of the Academy. But, it made sense. There was a lot of work to be done.
              For instance, someone had to find the fifteen year olds who would be kidnapped as Fishies. There must be employees who monitored all sorts of news outlets to see if anyone had become suspicious of the Academy existing. There must be all kinds of scientists who worked on developing new Academy drugs, as well as Alfatrex drugs. There must be bankers, investors, and many more employees to run the Academy. And then, there must be managers, and supervisors, and people who are supposed to hire all these people. And where do they live? They must have lodgings somewhere within the mountains. There must be someone to coordinate these lodgings, and decide who lives where.
              Minutes later, the circular windows were far behind them, and they were in the pitch dark. Asa followed the noises that Jen made crawling, and used his echolocation every so often to check his surroundings. Finally, Jen stopped, and Asa ran into the back of her.
              “Give me your hand,” she whispered.
              He did so, and she guided it over to a cold, metal rung.
              “This is a ladder. We are very close to Robert King’s office. Don’t say a word. Follow my lead. If something happens, leave me.”
              Without further explanation, Jen began to climb. Asa could hear her hands and feet moving higher and higher up the metal.
              Before he went up, Asa closed his eyes for a moment and placed his forehead against the chilled ladder. This is a good decision. She knows what she’s doing. She’s been here before. And who knows what kinds of things I’ll learn from sitting in on a meeting in Robert King’s office?
              For starters, I need to find out if he’s actually alive, as Jen seems to think that he is. It sounded like she had seen him in his office before. Is that possible? Didn’t I watch him die? Jen has never seen Robert King before in person, though. Maybe she mistook someone else for The Boss. I’ll never know unless I climb this ladder.
              And so, he began to ascend. He felt that the weight of the entire mountain around him was pressurizing the space he occupied, weighing on him. It felt insane to crawl so deep into the mountain to spy upon someone so dangerous as Robert King. And don’t forget, Jen said that Volkner will be in the office, too. Moving up the ladder was like crawling into a wasp’s nest.
              But I have to go. Asa remembered how lost he had felt before he learned why the Multipliers were trying secretly to kill him last semester. He remembered thinking, How am I supposed to defend myself from an attack if I don’t know what’s coming?
              Now, he faced a similar situation. Last month he had happened upon non-Academy Multipliers in the forest behind Mount Two. And now Brumi had been bitten and a Multiplier attack seemed imminent to Asa. On top of this, there were highly intelligent apes, called Davids, being killed in the Academy’s surroundings. The picture of himself that a David had given to Asa in the arctic jungle at the foot of Fishie Mountain was stowed away in the same drawer that Asa kept Charlotte’s letter in. To top these things, Teddy was acting more murderous than ever, and the approaching Task was supposed to be the most lethal one yet.
              The information he learned had the potential to shed light on any or all of these issues. 
              Asa let out a small moan and began to climb. 
              The best situation, Asa told himself, would have been for me to get my information from Conway. But, he does not trust me enough to tell me the things I need to know. He’s left me no choice. I need to know what’s happening.
              As Asa climbed the ladder, his surroundings began to slowly brighten.
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              The ladder came to a spot where it ran vertical beside the glass siding of what appeared to be the world’s largest fish tank. Asa couldn’t see the top of it, or through to the other side. It was full of dark blue, clear water. Tiny, moving bubbles suggested currents in the tank. From high up above came the sound of water splashing.
              Asa looked upward, and just as he couldn’t see the top of the tank, he couldn’t see the end of the ladder.
              Jen was slowing down, and he could hear her breathing above him as she continued to move higher on the ladder that never seemed to end. Asa, who had been mutated to be almost three times as strong as a normal human, was fatigued. He couldn’t imagine how hard this climb must be on her, considering what it was doing to him.
              I don’t understand her, Asa thought. She had gone through the raccoons dwelling, past the parking garage, up the spiral incline, through the living room, through the kitchen, through the tunnel that looked out onto the thousands of workers and up this ladder by herself at some point in the past. Why was she so bold? And why, after finding out that this was a back entrance to Robert King’s office, did she want to return? Asa wished that he had had a chance to ask her this earlier, but she had been hurrying him along from the moment that she had greeted Asa in his dwelling. Either she’s stupid and a thrill seeker, or she’s smart, and sees value in sneaking around this place that other people can’t. Maybe she knows something that I don’t.
              It was so hard to guess what Jen was thinking because of her sporadic behavior. She was unpredictable.
              Asa was in awe at the size of the aquarium he faced. Slowly, as they progressed upward, the water turned a lighter shade of blue. The splashing noise grew louder. Asa could now visualize the top of the ladder a couple hundred yards above his head. Still, he couldn’t see all the way through the water to the other side.
              This must be bigger than some lakes, he thought. It smelled like salt, which made Asa wonder if they were housing ocean creatures here. Or mutated ocean creatures. The thought was unnerving. Due to the vastness of the tank, the potential size of the creatures was virtually unlimited. Asa guessed that a blue whale, the largest of the known living creatures, would be comfortable in a tank this size.
              A turtle glided past him, kicking with long, spotted feet. It took note of Asa with its black eyes. Its face was deeply lined and wrinkled, and the green animal appeared to be decades old. Its brow furrowed and it then looked upon Jen, who was a bit higher. The animal swam up to Jen’s height, examined her, and then swam off.
              Does it recognize us? Does this turtle know who we are? Is it going to alert someone to our presence?
              The thought sounded crazy, but in the Academy, it was never safe to assume that you understood the capabilities of an animal.
              As they climbed higher, there were occasional schools of tropical fish; most displayed more than one bright color over their shiny scales. A hammerhead shark slithered through the water, past the school of smaller fish, taking no notice of them as though it wasn’t hungry. In the deep, dark blue distance of the water, Asa thought that he saw an enormous creature stir in the water. The distance and lack of light obscured what the animal looked like, and after a moment of stillness, Asa questioned whether something had truly been there in the first place.
              Minutes later, Jen finally reached the top of that ladder. She was panting, sweat glistened on her blotched face, and she rested her forehead in the crook of her elbow for a moment, trying to catch her breath. Her cheeks were flushed, and this was the first time that Asa thought she looked beautiful.
              They waited there for a moment before moving on. Asa tried not to stare at Jen, so he looked out over the tank. He couldn’t see where they would go to next. They were at the top of a fish tank, but there was no adjacent ladder that they could go over. How does this lead to Robert King’s office?
              It was now clear, though, what the ladder was for. From the top of the ladder a raccoon could reach a thin beam that ran parallel with the topmost edge of the tank. This beam was an eight-inch thick platform that was held five feet above the water by intermittent cables that ran from the ceiling. Running perpendicular to this beam to make T-like formations were dozens of similar beams that stretched far out into the water. If a raccoon were to crawl out far over the water, they could reach small ladders that led upward to a matrix of metal pipes coming from the ceiling. These pipes, which were spread out above the entirety of the aquarium, had spouts that shot water at high speeds directly downward, into the water. There were hundreds of spouts that were simultaneously shooting water into the aquarium. This, Asa reasoned, was what insured that the sharks and deep-sea creatures far below the surface received adequate amounts of oxygen. This artificial oxidizing system did what ocean waves automatically did in the wild.
While Jen rested, Asa looked in the water some more. Orca whales were shooting wide mists out of their blowholes a quarter mile away. A large white shark was swimming close enough so that Asa could see its teeth, which were crammed in its mouth. Its white, rubbery face was deeply scarred.
              Without saying a word to Asa, Jen slipped over the side of the aquarium and began to crawl on the thin beam that ran parallel with the glass Asa was looking into. Reluctantly, Asa followed her lead. They moved over the beam for some time, and then they crossed over onto beams that stretched far out over the water. Jen pointed to a beam for Asa to crawl onto, so that they were side by side. Asa had no idea where they were going, but he hoped that they were close.
              The beams swayed back and forth with their weight, and the bolts and cables that attached the platforms to the ceiling groaned with the added pressure. These things are made for 20-pound raccoons, Asa thought. I weight eight times that!
              He knew that if he needed to, he could fly back to the ladder where they had come from. If, however, he slipped or the cable suddenly wouldn’t support his weight anymore, he would land in the water before he had time to react. Once in the water, he didn’t know if he would be able to get out. The beams were five feet above the surface, which was too high to reach, and he would not be able to fly directly out of the water—he wouldn’t be able to gather the momentum. And what’ll happen to me if can’t get out of there?
              The thought made him shudder.
The bottom of the tank was too far below him to be seen. From his vantage point on top of the water, he could visualize three sharks circling far below.
              Asa and Jen wriggled along the beams for minutes longer, and Jen looked absolutely exhausted. Her hair was damp with sweat, and she was breathing very deeply through her mouth. She kept her mouth wide open, so that her quick inhalations and exhalations wouldn’t be noisy. The pressurized spouts were shooting water into the surface all around them, and Asa was so mesmerized by the whales, sharks and dolphins below him that when he looked up and saw that they were approaching the far end of the tank, he was startled to remember that they had come here to eaves drop upon a meeting that was supposedly between Robert King and Volkner.
              The gently swinging beams that Asa and Jen were crawling upon reached all the way to the other side of the aquarium, and they could have slid to the end, and looked over the edge. Jen, however, stopped fifteen yards before she reached the edge, and looked down. From this point, through the water and the glass, they could see Robert King’s office below them. Hopefully, if we don’t go any closer, he won’t look up through the aquarium and see us.
              Robert King’s office was situated so that when he sat in his desk, the left wall was the aquarium. The aquarium had been placed there so that the richest man in history could work on his computer, listen to the water trickle into the massive tank, and occasionally gaze out at the leviathan-like creatures drifting in the absurd amount of space.
              Asa’s heartbeat quickened. He turned to Jen and they shared a smile. It was incredible to Asa that he was able to look upon one of the most protected areas of the entire Academy, but it also made sense. Robert King hadn’t thought to put up any security measures that prohibited raccoons from getting to his office, and why should he have? They would only come in to clean. And who in their right mind would crawl through the raccoon dormitories and then balance over millions of gallons of mutated-shark infested waters to spy on one of the most dangerous men of all time?
              Asa looked at Jen, who was now focused on the office. Her face was beaded with sweat. She’s crazy, Asa thought.
              Robert King’s office was roughly the size of a tennis court. There was a bluish, soft hue about the place, due to the large amount of water that filtered the entering light. In the middle of the room, raised atop a golden platform, was Robert King’s desk. The man who could afford nearly anything had a rather simple desk; it was wooden, and well shined. In front of this desk were two leather chairs that visitors could sit in. These were not elevated, so that when someone came into Robert King’s office to speak with him, The Boss would be situated above them.
              On the left side of the desk was the aquarium. The right wall was an incredibly large and intricate mural of the Academy’s five mountains, with King Mountain standing the tallest. Also, just higher than Robert King’s desk, there was a picture of Asa on the wall. This image was framed, and much larger than life-size. Asa was confused to see that this image had been photoshopped, just like the polaroid that the female David have given to Asa in the arctic jungle. It was altered so that Asa appeared older than he was, sporting a thick, black beard and wearing a lab coat. In the picture, Asa had his arm around the shoulders of an orangutan, which was wearing a flowery dress and a pearl necklace. They were smiling, posing for the camera.
              The orangutan’s smile was odd, though. Instead of smiling jubilantly in a crazed laugh, as primates are known to do, it seemed to simply be pulling the edges of its mouth back from its teeth, like humans sometimes do when they don’t feel like taking a picture, but are obliged to. The orangutan’s posture was entirely polite, and though the posed smile was artificial, she did not look unhappy.
              Asa had to stop himself from gasping when he saw what was transcribed in big, blocky, golden letters above the image.
 
Francine Black and Edmund Palmer
 
              Asa let the gravity of those words sink in for a moment. He had anticipated the lettering to say, “Asa Palmer,” not his father’s name. He suddenly felt a little cold and stupid, and he realized the polaroid that the ape David in the jungle had handed him was not of himself, but of his father.
              Asa had never seen an image of his father so young before, so he had not recognized him in the image. He studied the face on the wall that he shared with the biological dad that he had never met. Asa considered how the wings that were folded into his back had been thought up by his father, along with the strength boosts, and probably the echolocation ability that Asa had. Edmund Palmer had been brilliant, and had stood up to Robert King and the other owners of Alfatrex when they had wanted to create more Multipliers. This act seemed like such a noble, fearless thing to do.
So then why did you kill yourself, dad? Asa thought. Why did you leave the world to go on without you? Were you scared? Did some obstacle seem too big for you to overcome? Is that why you gave up and left me and mom to navigate this wolf-flu ridden world by ourselves? Is that why you gave up?
Asa then realized that his father probably also helped to create the Wolf Flu that had killed his mother.
Why? Asa thought. Why would someone do such a thing? And why, if the polaroid was of my dad, was the David in the arctic jungle carrying it around?

Next to the image of Edmund Palmer and the orangutan was a poem. As Asa looked at it, he again had a hard time containing his surprise. It was a riddle. Conway had told him about this in the caves behind King Mountain last semester, and Asa had not thought of it again until this point.
The memory came back to him now. He recalled that before his father killed himself, he requested that the Academy be moved to the middle of a series of mountains, where it now was. According to Conway, Asa’s father had buried something of importance deep underground in the middle of the mountains, and then dug a moat (which is now The Moat), around it. Whatever it was that Asa’s father buried, he demanded that it be in a guarded place. No one knew what was in the vault. Also, before he died, Edmund sent out this riddle to all Academy members. Just as no one knew what is in the guarded vault, no one knew what the riddle meant. Asa read the words on the wall of Robert King’s office:
 
Solutions and weapons that are known
Can be used, or worse, destroyed
Best keep them in the void
There are two spaces that these secrets are maintained
One is metal, it’s locked away
The other, though, isn’t so easily disposed
You can’t see it, it doesn’t say hello
It doesn’t make a difference
It’s never seen
It doesn’t affect any pedigree
Where two come and give half each
This is where it will be
You’ll find that I’ve only stolen from me
 
              The poem struck Asa as nonsense. But, his father, one of the smartest men in history, had written it—so surely it had some meaning, Asa suspected. And why did Robert King put the poem up there on the wall, right next to his desk? Quietly, Asa used a pen function on his armband to transcribe the poem. He didn’t want to forget it.
              Also of note along the right side of the wall was a large cage made entirely of gold. Inside the cage, the floor was carpeted with a red-and-blue-checkered rug. Also inside of this cage, there were building blocks, various picture books, a beach ball, yellow and blue beanbag chairs, a small table with plastic chairs and crayons and a coloring book atop it, a miniature slide, and many stuffed animals.
              A young chimp was sitting at the table and coloring. Asa assumed that this chimp must be a David, one of the primates that were genetically engineered to be smarter than usual. He was wearing jean shorts and had a yellow baseball cap atop his head; his hairy torso was bare, except for a red bandana around his neck. There was also a metal apparatus around his neck, with small, glowing red light in the center of it. He colored with his crayons patiently, not making much noise.
              Robert King was sitting at the desk in the middle of the room, not dead at all. Asa hadn’t seen that face since he had watched the video of Troy Webber, the police officer, killing someone who looked suspiciously like The Boss. The memory was burned into Asa’s brain. 
Troy pulled the man close again and with tears still streaming down his cheeks screamed: “BEG FOR ME! BEG LIKE MY WIFE BEGGED THE DOCTORS!” Caught in the moment, Troy pulled the restrained man’s face closer and sunk his teeth into his cheek; he bit hard, pulling and tugging at the grotesquely elastic skin.
              Blood ran down King’s face and his screaming reached a new level of panic. “I’M NOT ROBERT KING!”
              “OWN UP TO IT,” Troy yelled with bloody teeth.
              “I DIDN’T KILL YOUR WIFE!”
              Troy was done talking. The rage in his face was beyond reason at this point. He lunged at Robert King, tackling him out of the frame. There was more yelling, and the sound of a struggle. Then “Please, please.”
              A series of seven gunshots followed. After the first three there was screaming, and the last four were followed by only Troy crying.
              Asa felt sick. If Troy Webber had not killed Robert King in that video, who had he killed? And if he had killed Robert King, who was this, sitting in his office?
              Whoever this person was, he looked just like Robert King.
              Yeah, but so had that other guy!
              The man was reading paper documents by the light of a metallic desktop lamp. He looked tired, older than Asa had remembered.
              There was an abrupt, loud buzzing noise, followed by a voice coming out of a speaker: “Boss, we’ve got Volkner outside your door. Do you want us to bring him in?”
              “Hold on, I’ll buzz you in after a couple seconds. I appreciate you, David!” Eerily, Robert King’s words sounded cheery, almost jubilant, but his face looked miserable. It was hard to believe that the voice and the facial expression were from the same being.
              “Thanks, Boss. I appreciate you.”
              Robert King opened up his desk drawer, and took out a blue elastic band, a vile of blood-red liquid, and one of many plastic-wrapped, sterile syringes. He unwrapped the syringe, poked the needle through the porous cap of the vile, and carefully drew out half a syringe.
              Asa had never seen any injectable recreational drugs before, such as heroin or ketamine. Is that what I’m seeing? Are those drugs that deep of a red? And if that is a recreational drug, why is The Boss getting high before a meeting? Asa had known people with diabetes before he entered the Academy, and didn’t think that their insulin looked like that.
               Robert King removed his right, leather shoe, and the patterned dress sock on his right foot. He tied the blue elastic band tightly over his calf, to temporarily cut off the circulation. He unwrapped an alcohol-disinfecting pad and dabbed it on the area. The green-blue veins on the top of his foot grew, and he flicked them a few times to dilate the vessels even further. Then, he took the syringe, injected the needle into one of his veins, and pressed the plunger down until all the liquid was inside his body.
              He’s injecting in his foot instead of his arm so that people don’t notice his track marks? What is he injecting, though? Asa’s mind was going wild with guesses. He wondered if the man he saw wasn’t the real Robert King. Maybe he’s injecting a serum that makes him look like Robert King?
              The person that looked like Robert King untied the rubber tourniquet, and withdrew the needle from his body. A thin trickle of blood began to run down his foot, towards his ankle. He reused the open alcohol pad, cleaning the blood, and then he applied a skin-colored band aid. He leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes. He remained like that for minutes, not moving. A stingray floated beneath Asa. The David in the metal cage continued to color.
              For no perceivable reason, Robert King sat up after a few moments. He opened one of the drawers on the side of his desk, and discarded the dirty syringe, the trash from the band aid, the syringe wrapping, and the alcohol-swab in there. He put the tourniquet and the vile of blood-red liquid back in the top drawer, where it came from.
              Asa noticed that he was moving very fast.
Robert King grabbed his patterned dress sock, tugged it on, and then slipped his foot into his shoe. He sat up straight, and shook his face out, as though to shake the tired off.
              It was then that Asa noticed the similarities between Robert King, after he injected himself with that red stuff, and how Teddy had been acting recently. Robert King’s pupils were enormous, nearly the size of nickels. He twitched his head quickly to the right, just as Teddy had been doing recently, Robert King looked much less tired than before he injected himself with the drug. He reached down, pressed a button underneath his desk. After an initial buzzing noise, The Boss said, “bring him in.”
              There was a series of metallic clicking noises and then the heavy front door opened slightly. Volkner was pushed inside, where he collapsed and rolled onto the floor, and then the door was shut again.
              “Nice to see you, Rasmus,” said Robert King, addressing Volkner by his first name and looking him over with his dilated pupils. Robert King’s posture was different than Asa had ever seen it: typically, the man took a relaxed pose, slouching his back a little. A trademark of The Boss was that he talked out of the side of his mouth. All of this was gone. He held an erect, military-style pose, and he talked using his whole mouth. Robert King used to mumble some when he talked, and now he enunciated each word clearly, using his lips and tongue excessively to shape each word. “I can see that Jamie’s hand-me-down shorts are fitting you nicely! Jamie, what do you think?”
              Upon the arrival of Volkner inside the room, the David was no longer coloring quietly at his table, but was now hanging halfway up his golden bars by his hands and feet. He pressed a hairy knuckle up to the metal apparatus around his neck, and as he did so the red light turned green. “My pants fit you,” came a male, computer-voice from the monkey’s neck, and then the David screamed out a high-pitched series of laughs. Asa realized that the metal band the monkey wore allowed him to somehow speak in an electronic voice.
              “Do you like wearing Jamie’s clothes, Rasmus?”
              Volkner did not respond. He was facedown on the marble floor, breathing. 
              Jamie turned a knob on his voice-producing machine, and when he spoke next, the voice was of a female with a British accent: “Volkner, he’s talking to you.”
              Volkner remained face down, and said, “Yes, sir. I am grateful for them, sir.”
              “Good,” Robert King said. “Now get up and come over here. Take a seat. We need to chat.”
              Volkner stood, slowly, on trembling knees. He looked so much different than he had two months ago, when Asa last saw him.
              He was naked except for jean-shorts that didn’t at all fit him: they appeared to have been made for a child, as they were Jamie’s hand-me-downs. They were ripped along the sides and the back, and an extra elastic band had been added to them to hold the torn article of clothing to his body. The only covered a fourth of his thighs.
              Jamie jeered at Volkner as he walked past the golden cage. “My jeans! My jeans! HAHAHAHA!” the monkey said, still in its female English accent voice.
              Volkner’s left eye was swollen completely shut, and his right eye danced nervously around the room. His pale face and scalp were covered in deep, half-healed gashes and scars. Blond hair so bright it was almost white had grown half an inch out the back and sides of his scalp: Typically, he kept his head shaved, but it appeared as though in the midst of whatever had been happening to him, they hadn’t allowed him a razor to do so.
              Asa could see by the positioning of Volkner’s cracked lips that he either no longer had teeth at all, or that he was simply missing the majority of them.
              His body was spotted with yellow, purple, and green-brown bruises, the worst of which covered a 6-inch by 2 feet area extending over his left hip.
              Volkner was missing two toes on his right foot, and he was dripping blood from somewhere.
              The worst part of his appearance was his emaciation. The last time that Asa had seen Volkner, he had been lean, but filled in with muscle. Now, he looked to weigh half of what he used to. On all portions of his body, his joints were wider than the sinewy regions between them. His hips, his knees, his ankles, his shoulders, and his elbows were all twice as wide as the disturbingly thin regions between them. You could count his ribs from twenty feet away: they cast hard shadows on his pale flesh.
              He limped across the room and then slouched down in one of the chairs facing The Boss’s desk. All of the confidence that he had had before was gone. He was a broken man.
              The water trickling down into the aquarium was the only noise in the room for a few minutes. Robert King stared down at Volkner, not saying a word. Volkner couldn’t look up at the stare, and was shifting uncomfortably. Suddenly, he broke into sobs, his bony chest hitching with rapid breaths.
              Robert King took a seat behind his desk, and pressed a button located on his chair that lowered the platform he was atop until he was eye to eye with Volkner. “We need to talk, big V.”
              Volkner nodded, but continued to sob.
              “I’m very angry with you,” Robert King said, matter-of-factly.
              “I’m very angry at you,” Volkner spat back at him.
              Jamie screamed in rage from behind his golden bars and Robert King’s face remained unchanged. 
              “I was your most faithful,” Volkner said, continuing to sob. “I was loyal to you, Robert!”
              The Boss slammed his fist upon the desk and Volkner flinched. “Nonsense! You were my least loyal, continually trying to throw me under the bus! You wanted this organization to crumble so that the Hive would have less opposition.”
              “You’re crazy,” Volkner whispered, trembling.
              Jamie threw one of his coloring books through the bars, aiming at Volkner, but it clattered harmlessly to the floor before reaching its target.
              “That’ll be enough, Jamie,” Robert King said, not taking his eyes off of Volkner. 
              “Sorry, sir,” Jamie said, utilizing his electronic male voice.
              Robert King’s too-dilated eyes were moving quickly over Volkner’s body in a motion that reminded Asa of Teddy’s eyes. He then began to talk very fast, just like Teddy had been doing lately. His voice rose, and his anger waxed and waned as he spoke.
              “Let us review an aspect of the contract that Edmund Palmer made regarding the Academy: If Charlotte Stokes or Asa Palmer are unfairly disqualified of killed, the crows will write letters to news-outlets around the world, detailing crimes that we have committed. Now, let us review how you have handled Charlotte Stokes and Asa Palmer’s coming to the Academy. You tried to poison both of them, you sent Professor Kayce’s mountain lion after them, and you gave them each Blood Canaries that were supposed to kill them. Does that sound fair to you? Huh?”
              Robert King stood, his face was becoming red and he was now talking even faster. “Because the crows sent out letters to the news outlets, letting them know that I was behind the Wolf Flu! And then, oh, THEN, Troy Webber sneaks on my property, makes a video saying that he’s killing me because of my connection with the Wolf Flu, and shoots the head off of one of my accountants who I had altered to look like me!”
              Robert King breathed for a moment, then slammed fists down onto the wood of his desk: “THAT COULD HAVE BEEN ME!”
              Volkner was sobbing harder than ever now.
              “What were you doing, if you weren’t trying to bring the Academy to the ground! How are we supposed to exist without the funding from the Wolf Flu vaccine?”
              Volkner shook his head, still staring at the floor.
              “What were you doing if you didn’t want us to be taken down?”
              Volkner leapt up and threw his chair against the wall next to the golden cage, where it was smashed to pieces. After crumbling, Asa could see that odd, metal devices had been installed in the now broken chair. Though Volkner was emaciated, he was still incredibly strong—much stronger than a human could ever be. Black purulent saliva was running down his chin and he growled: “I was trying to kill the boy so that you could create more like me! I wanted there to be more Multipliers in your organization so that you would be more protected!”
              Robert King took a few steps back from his desk to distance himself from the enraged Multiplier, but he still continued with his verbal attack: “I hear things, Rasmus! I have ways of getting information that you wouldn’t believe! I heard you talking to Professor Kayce about the Hive! I know that it exists!”
              “It doesn’t exist!”
              “Then why is Professor Kayce dead?”
              Asa felt chills go up his spine. He, Teddy and Charlotte had been involved in Professor Kayce’s death last semester.
              “What does that have to do with anything?” Volkner asked.
              “HE DISAPEARED AFTER I CONFRONTED YOU ABOUT THE HIVE! HE KNEW TOO MUCH! YOU HAD HIM KILLED!”
              Volkner threw his hands up in frustration, and walked in a small circle. “What do you think that place is, anyways? The Hive? There’s no such thing!”
              “You told Kayce about it,” Robert King said. “Didn’t you? Don’t lie to me.”
              “No,” Volkner said.
              “Swear to me that you didn’t tell him about it.”
              Volkner looked at Robert King for a moment, measuring him. “I swear.”
              The Boss stood solemnly and then said. “Let’s sit back down.” They did so, both men still looking angry at the confrontation that had just occurred. Anger seemed to bring Volkner’s confidence back.
              “I will admit that some of the choices I made last semester were…ill advised,” said Volkner. “But I promise you, I had no motives of bringing this place down. In trying to kill Palmer, I was only trying to help it.”
              Robert King rocked back and forth. Volkner averted his eyes from The Boss’s massive pupils. “Then why, when I put you in charge of getting rid of the boy and Charlotte, did you not do something like we are doing this semester?”
              Volkner looked blank. “I don’t know what you’re doing this semester.” 
              Robert King sat up straighter, excited. “It was mine and Gene’s idea.” He rubbed his large hands together. “Remember, the crows will see any unfairness as a violation of the contract. I think next time, they’ll tell the world’s armies about the location of The Academy. Then we’d be done for sure. They’d nuke us, I think. I don’t think they’d take kindly to us kidnapping teenagers and turning them into super humans—it’d freak people out.
              “But, we still want to get rid of Palmer and Charlotte. If we’re able to do so, we can have an army of Multipliers to guard the premises! The advantages to having creatures like you guarding us over ordinary Academy graduates would be enormous. For one, your kind is much stronger. You don’t sleep, you’re much more diligent, too. We need more of you. But in order to do so, Palmer and Charlotte must die. But, it must happen fairly. They must have the same chance of graduating as the rest of the Academy.
              “The solution is so simple. We’re making this semester’s task much more lethal than ever before. Increase the number of students that die, and you increase your chances of killing Palmer and Stokes. And, if it doesn’t work, there’s always next semester: We’ll just have to devise a task harder and more lethal then. And, if they survive to their final semester, we might just put all the students in a situation where they’d all die. Why not? It’d be fair, wouldn’t it? All would have an equal chance!”
              Volkner considered. Before he could answer, Robert King spoke up.
              “Do you believe in God, Rasmus?”
              “I…sir…I don’t see the point in the question.”
              Robert King tilted his head, and put his fingertips together. “What I’m wondering, more specifically, is if you believe in destiny?”
              “I’m not sure what you mean, sir.”
              “I want to know if you believe that the future is fixed, pre-ordained. Do you think that God, or something, put me here, in charge of the Academy? Do you think that if he did, he’d be mad if I made it implode? I’ve been thinking about doing away with this place, Volkner. Another question: Do you think that Jesus always knew he was the Son of God, if you believe in Jesus, of course.”
              “Sir, I…”
              “While, Rasmus, I think that you’re scum, I think that you’re smart scum.” Robert King looked at his watch. “Our meeting is about to come to an end. I don’t think that you’ll like what happens next—our meeting was a test, and you failed. But, being smart scum, I thought that I’d ask you a question first: If I was the true Son of God, how would I know it?”
              Volkner looked worried. He smiled nervously, showing three teeth on his bottom black gums and one tooth on the top. These were the only teeth in his mouth.
              “Or, how about I frame it this way—I think that I am special, Volkner. I offer intellectual an challenge: Can you prove that I am not special?” Robert King’s head twitched to the right.
              “I-I-I,”
              “Answer!”
              “I think that you are special, sir! You’re the richest person in history! You don’t get that much money by being ordinary.”
              “True,” Robert King said. He snorted. “Now, can you think of any reason why I wouldn’t be the Son of God?”
              Slow tears trickled down Volkner’s face. “Don’t put me back in the box! Please! I don’t want to go back there!”
              “You’re going back there, Rasmus. You failed your test, remember? I’ve said this already. Can you not recall that?”
              “What test?” Volkner said.
              The Boss laughed. He flipped a switch underneath his desk and shackles came out, locking Volkner to his chair. Volkner writhed and squirmed, and then started to scream.
              “Relax, it’s simply an injection in your neck. It won’t kill you. But, you do need something to subdue your strength a bit. It can be frustrating how strong you are sometimes.”
              Volkner pulled and tugged on the metal, but it was no use. He was trapped.
              “You asked about the test: The test came when I asked you if you had ever told Professor Kayce about the Hive.”
              “NEVER!”
              Robert King waved a finger in front of Volkner’s face. “You’ve failed again, Rasmus! You are lying to the Son of God. You realize that, don’t you? Let us listen to a clip.”
              Speakers popped, and then a voice was played throughout the room. “But what is kept in this Hive?” came a voice that Asa recognized as Professor Kayce’s.
               Volkner’s voice responded on the recording, except it was much deeper then than it was now. And the words were clearer, because he had all his teeth at the time the recording was taken: “It’s a place where we do what we’re made to: We Multiply. I can’t tell you where yet, but in time you’ll see. I’ll take you there. There are a quarter-million Multipliers living there, waiting to come out. They have carved tunnels deep underground, with thousands of hallways. We have gatherers that sneak out at night, steal humans, and…”
              “I think that’s enough,” Robert King said, and he cut off the tape.
              Volkner’s face had gone even paler than usual.
              “Tell me, Volkner, was the Multiplier who bit this Brumi girl from the Hive? Are there Multipliers on the premises that do not work for the Academy?”
              Volkner did not respond, and he pursed his lips.
              “I know that you don’t want to talk now, but you will. Maybe after a few more weeks in the box, you won’t lie to your God any longer.” He pressed the intercom button and asked the guard to come in and retrieve the prisoner.
              Volkner kicked and screamed and begged and cried. Two Academy graduates came in and injected yet another syringe into Volkner—this one knocked him completely unconscious. They unstrapped him from the chair and drug him outside.
              Asa was breathing hard as he rested upon the beam, staring down through the water at Robert King’s office. As the two guards secured Volkner’s near-naked body, there was a loud, monotone sound, and Robert King looked from where he sat out at his enormous aquarium.
              The hair on the back of Asa’s neck stood up, and he was frozen with fear. Robert King was looking up at the surface, where Asa and Jen had been spying on him.
              Directly following the tone, the ocean creatures began to swim to the surface. An orca swam directly below Asa, and he could have reached out and touched its black, wet fin. Sharks circled, along with dolphins, turtles, and all types of fish. The tone seemed to have signaled them to come to the top.
              Asa could feel his heartbeat in his neck. What is going on?
              Then, the same tone sounded again, and thousands of metal hatches opened up from the ceiling. Thousands of camels, giraffes, goats, and cows were dropped into the water, where they made enormous splashes. A camel was dropped four feet from Asa. It splashed into the water, and its head emerged wet and shrieking moments later. It had time to doggy-paddle three paces before a shark bit heavily into the animal’s abdomen, ripping out a string of intestines. 
              That tone meant that it’s feeding time for the animals, Asa realized.
              The water beneath them grew blood red, and even more animals continued to fall.
              With the water obscured, Asa and Jen began the long journey back to the outside world.  
              As they quietly made their way over the beams and through the various tunnels, Asa thought of the possibility that there was an underground facility somewhere that housed a quarter-million Multipliers. Is that possible? Asa was under the impression that all the Multipliers were confined to the Academy.
              He decided that he would again try to contact Conway. Conway didn’t want to give Asa information, but now that he had it, maybe he would be willing to piece it together for him. And, if not, maybe Mama would help him. 
              
 
 
 
 
14
First Winggame Match: Sharks Versus Armadillos
 
 
              After warming up, the Sharks sat in one of the generic underground locker rooms that teams were permitted to occupy prior to their games. It was a cold, damp, stone room that was currently dripping water from the ceiling. There was a drain in the floor through which the water could exit. The chairs and tables were made of undecorated metal that smelled of rust. The locker rooms were unlike the vast, decorative, expensive rooms that the were normal in the Academy.
              In the front of the room, Bruce Thurman, one of the fourth semester students on the Sharks, was addressing his teammates. Bruce Thurman was ugly. He was stout, and abnormally large features characterized his face. His lips, his nose, and his ears all were chronically puffy and swollen; they looked as though they had just suffered multiple wasp stings.
              By watching interactions during practice and meetings, Asa had come to the conclusion that Bruce Thurman was attracted to his team captain, Roxanne Hurst. Obviously, with Roxanne dating a Multiplier, Bruce recognized that he could be killed for ever making a formal statement or gesture that revealed his attraction to Roxanne. Still, the subtle signs were there. Bruce seemed to be excessively encouraging and supporting of his captain whenever she had an idea. When Roxanne told a joke, Bruce would laugh at a degree that was not proportional to the humor of the jest. Asa thought that when Bruce and Roxanne spoke, Bruce would drift too close to Roxanne’s face, and would make too much eye contact for the interaction to be viewed as normal.
              Asa looked at Roxanne, his team captain. She sat in one of the cold, metal chairs, breathing out fog and listening intently to Bruce’s words. Asa was thankful to see that her face was clear of bruises or cuts, indicating that her boyfriend hadn’t beat her in some time.
              Roxanne, Asa suspected, did not mind Bruce’s attraction to her. She never shied away from him, and seemed honestly flattered when he complimented her. But, again, their relationship could not go beyond platonic: If Travis found out, he might kill both of them.
              Bruce had been Roxanne’s first pick in this semester’s draft. While it was common for captains to make draft choices based on students’ physical abilities, Roxanne had picked Bruce because of his knowledge of the game. He wasn’t bad at Winggame—he was a Goo Shooter, which meant that he had used his points to purchase a gun that shot out electric goo during a Winggame match. When hit with one of these electric goo bullets, a player was temporarily paralyzed and would fall to the water below. This made goo shooters extremely valuable. But, Bruce Thurman wasn’t the best Winggame athlete, and at the time he was chosen, there were many superior players still to be drafted.
              Where he thrived was in coaching. He loved Winggame, and spent most of his free time coming up with strategies. Last semester, he had been on the Dragons with Benny Hughs as they won the championship. Many argued that Bruce’s strategic coaching had been a more important factor in the Dragons winning last semester’s championship than Benny’s incredible on-the-field performance.
              Bruce Thurman was rare in that he already had earned all 1,000 points needed to graduate, even before the Winggame season started. He had been lucky enough to be on a championship team as a Fishie, and then he had also won the championship last semester.
              Stan Nuby resented Bruce for this fact. Stan was like many fourth semester students in that this Winggame season would have a big impact in whether or not he died at the end of the semester. In order for Stan to graduate, the Sharks could only lose two regular season games, and had to also win the championship. The odds were stacked against him.
              Bruce addressed his team: “Going into the first game, we never know what a team is going to do, especially with this new deal where the Plaid is raised 100 yards above the water. We’ve practiced a lot of different plays, but I think that we should go with 95. And here is the reason: When the Armadillos were warming up, they only practiced defensive maneuvers. Every one of them. I think that they are going to sit back and wait for us.”
              Stan snorted rudely.
              Bruce ignored him, picked up chalk, and began drawing formations on the board. They had practiced 95 hundreds of times. Bruce, understanding that in stressful times people sometimes forget things, wanted to outline the play for them once more.
              As he went through the play on the board, Asa listened to the crowd outside. There was a match going on over the water, and as soon as it was over, the Sharks would get a call over the intercom and take the field.
              Asa’s heart was thumping. The crowd outside roared, stomped their feet, clapped their hands, oohed and ahhed, and whistled. He was nervous for two reasons. The first was that Winggame always made him nervous. It was an intense and violent game, and each match was observed by hundreds of people. He didn’t want to mess up. The second reason he was nervous stemmed from a conversation that he had had with Jen last night, after they left Robert King’s office. He had never told her about the contract that made him a wanted man among the Multipliers, about the true reasons why people in the Academy thought that he was a murderer, or about his father. He confided these things to her that night, as they sat alone in Asa’s dwelling. He hadn’t intended to tell Jen these things, but she had heard so much during the meeting between Robert King and Volkner that he did not see the point in trying to hide the rest.
              They talked about Brumi being bitten by a Multiplier and what that might mean. They were both extremely frightened by what Volkner had said regarding the Hive. Jen made a connection that Asa would have missed.
              “If the Hive is real, let’s say, and there actually are hundreds of thousands of Multipliers out there, waiting to attack the Academy, wouldn’t it make sense to schedule the attack on the first game of the Winggame season? Everyone will be so tired and preoccupied. Most of the Academy students and graduates will all be in the bleachers above the Moat. If I were them, I’d strike at that point.”
              Asa didn’t know how he felt about this proposition. The Multipliers that had been killing Davids in the woods didn’t seem to be part of a large, organized gang of Multipliers. They had been dirty, and had spoken in language full of grammatical errors.
              When he voiced this concern to Jen, she said: “Do you have a better idea of who those Multipliers are, then?”
              Asa didn’t, and as they neared closer to game time, Jen’s idea was making it hard for him to concentrate on what Bruce was saying.
              An abrupt horn sounded from outside, signaling the end of the current Winggame match. Asa had been deep in thought about what a Multiplier raid on the Academy might be like, imagining dripping black jaws tearing into students’ faces, and when the tone hit him he jumped in his seat. Jen gave him a look that was half quizzical and half sympathetic.
              “Armadillos and Sharks: You are summoned to the start-platforms. Failure to present there will lead to disqualification. I repeat, Armadillos and Sharks…” came the announcer’s voice from above.
              “It’s time,” Bruce said. “Good luck, everyone.” He rested his Goo Gun over his shoulder and led the team out of the locker room, up the stairs, and into the open air.
              There were other guns that could be bought and used inside of the game. Last semester, Asa had bought one that shot out three ordinary balls with ropes connecting them. This had cost only ten points. In practice, however, he had found that this weapon was more cumbersome than it was useful. He decided to leave it behind for this game.
              A steady snow was floating towards the earth, blanketing the slanting roofs of the Town and the Plaid that was suspended one hundred yards above the Moat. 
Stan walked in front of Asa; the light sprinkling of snow was barely visible in his light blond hair. He addressed Janice, another Shark Goo Shooter: “If it were me in charge, this team’ld be running 93, not 95.”
Janice nodded her head at Stan and twirled her limp hair with her index finger. Like Stan, she also had grown up in the country, and Asa suspected that she valued his cowboy persona. Stan was aggressive, patriarchal, and cruel. Janice’s horse-like face lit up when Stan made one of his suggestions to kill Asa, saying that the team would be safer without him. Janice was attracted to Stan’s no-nonsense, black-and-white view of the world. She also shied away when some of the more science-savvy people on the team, like Boom Boom, used technical language. Janice wasn’t science-savvy, and instead of seeing other people’s knowledge as an opportunity to learn, she saw it as a potential for embarrassment. It was a weak trait to have, one that leads to the stunting of intellectual growth, and it also made Janice value Stan more. Stan’s language-abilities were among the most limited in the whole Academy. This made Janice feel safe.
Her eyes admired Stan as they walked.
The crowd that was gathered atop the levitating bleachers that flanked the Winggame court was unbelievable. Hundreds of people sat bundled up in blankets and fur coats over the steaming Moat, waiting for the next Winggame match to begin. This was typical for the first match of the season, as it was the first time that spectators could get any knowledge on other Winggame teams that they would be facing.
As the Sharks made their way onto the Starting Platform, which was a small, square metal deck that would be lifted high above the water to the starting spot, Asa looked over the Armadillos. Their uniforms were a sandy brown color, with the face of an armadillo stitched into the chests. They had three Goo Shooters, one more than the Sharks had. If these players weren’t taken out of the game quickly, the Sharks would have a problem.
As Asa strapped himself into his seat on the Starting Platform, his fears of a Multiplier attack loosened their grip upon him; he couldn’t possibly be scared and concentrate on the game simultaneously. Despite the cold, the people in the bleachers were cheering at a deafening volume as the previous game’s highlights were played on the enormous television screens held high above everything. Asa could feel his heart jabbing at his sternum.
Asa didn’t recognize a single person on the Armadillos, but they all recognized him. The opposite team stared shamelessly at the Sharks, but spent most of their time looking at Asa—the most notorious and infamous student in the entire Academy. 
Bruce had recognized this bias that the other teams would have for Asa, and decided to try and use it for the Sharks’ benefit. In the play 95, for example, Asa, Roxanne, and Mike Plode (Boom Boom) were instructed to guard the Shark’s home goals. Asa Palmer was not one of the team’s strongest members, or one of the best flyers, but Bruce reasoned that with all the taboo surrounding him, it might deter people from attempting to fly past him into one of the five goal posts.
Asa hoped that this would work. If the opponents were either able to take Asa out of the game by putting him in the water, or get past him, there was very little hope of the Sharks winning. Play 95 was highly offense-intensive. Three of the twenty players (the Sharks had more than twenty players on their team, but you could only use twenty in a game—it was a rule) would stay back to guard the five goals, the two Goo Shooters (Bruce and Janice) would try to take over the floating Plaid, and the fifteen remaining Sharks would attack the opposite goals, trying to score.
Maybe, Asa thought, if the Armadillo defenders are quickly overcome, they won’t get a chance to attack our goal.
Bruce had run the statistics, and claimed that offensive-reliant teams historically performed better in Winggame. This was partially due to the fact that the matches did not have a play-clock. A match used to consist of a best two-out-of-three game contest, in which the first team to have five players to fly through the opponent’s goals won a game. Or, if all the players are taken out of bounds by hitting the water, and your team has more points than the other, you won. 
Just as the Plaid had been raised this semester, there was another change to how Winggame was conducted this season. Now, instead of having a match consist of a best two-out-of-three game contest, there was only one game played per match. A single game was now a match. This simplified the rules. The fist team to score five points won.
“So,” Bruce had explained, “There is an advantage to getting on the attack early. A lot of times teams sit back, and never get a chance to play offense. If you have over half your team flying towards the goals right when the game starts, you’ll get your shot at offense in every contest you play. And with this new rule, there will be no chance to make adjustments after the first game, because there will only be one game. If we can surprise them, I think that we’ll have a good chance of winning.”
Another rule was that after you flew through one of the doorjamb-like goals on the opponents’ side, you were eligible to then fly through more, or fly to the other end of the court and play defense.
“It’s not like you can’t play offense and then defense.” Asa had heard Bruce say this phrase dozens of times. Asa always thought that while Bruce’s statement was true, flying to the opponents goals, and then back to your home goal was impractical.
After the entire team was strapped in, the Starting Platform took off with a lurch and Asa’s stomach dropped as he rose rapidly above the water. He held on tightly to his seat’s armrests. The Starting Platform stopped when the students were eye-level with the Plaid, floating magnetically above the water.
The crowd was now stomping its feet in a slow, steady rhythm, like an army on a death march. The sound made a low, deep hum as the suspended metal bleachers vibrated with the pounding.
The wind howled and the snow was falling sidewise. Asa’s hands were numb as he undid his safety belt and stood up.
On the other side of the water, the Armadillos began to chant, “What do we want? DEATH! What do we want? DEATH! DEATH, DEATH, DEATH!”
The crowd loved it and some even began to chime in.
“You’re going to do great,” Asa said to Jen.
She actually looked nervous for once. She tried to hide it, and to make a joke out of it, saying confidently, “I know.”
“Game one of the Armadillos, Sharks match will commence in ten, nine, eight…” the announcer’s voice said through the speakers
Asa happened to glance over to the base of Fishie Mountain and see that smoke was billowing out of Conway’s chimney. He scanned the bleachers, and his mentor was nowhere in sight. Of course he hadn’t come.
 “One. GO!”
The screaming of the crowd reached a crescendo. Seventeen players leapt off the Sharks’ platform, and expanded their wings out beside them. Fifteen of those players zoomed low over the water, while Bruce and Janice made a straight line for the Plaid. Gaining hold of the elevated platform would allow them a great vantage point from which to shoot down Armadillos. Asa, Roxanne, and Boom Boom all stayed atop the Starting Platform, waiting until the Armadillos made it closer to the goal. Their plan was that they would then swoop down, using the altitude to gain speed, and try to collide with players, sending them into the water.
The Armadillos also sent their Goo Shooters directly for the Plaid at the beginning of the match. But, just as Bruce had anticipated, they were playing a mostly defensive game. All seventeen other eligible players remained on the Starting Platform across the water, waiting for the chance to swoop down and take out the Sharks.
They’re not attacking at all, Asa thought excitedly, if we are able to get five players to score, that’ll be the entire match! We’ll start with a record of one win and zero losses. In an eight game season, each win was crucial.
Asa’s attacking teammates were still gaining speed, and Stan, who was moving fastest, was almost underneath the shadow of the Plaid.
Asa, Roxanne, and Mike Plode (Boom Boom) were standing at the edge of the Starting Platform with their wings out, watching in anticipation. Also on the platform with them were the five Fishies who were the weakest flyers, and had been benched.
The Armadillos Goo Shooters were fast, and appeared as though they would all three reach the Plaid before either Jannice or Bruce. Their fastest was a red-headed male, who had a notably long and slender body. His wavy red hair was shoulder length and held back in a tight ponytail.
Just before reaching the Plaid, this player unexpectedly contracted his wings into his shoulders and began to free-fall. While falling towards the water, he shot all six of his bullets at long range towards Bruce and Janice. Given the movement of the redheaded player, Bruce and Janice’s movement, the distance that separated them, and the relative inaccuracy of the Goo guns, wasting all six bullets in a plan like that was not a smart idea. However, it worked. One of the green balls of goo stuck to Bruce’s neck, sent electricity through his body, and he began to seize in mid air. His wings froze, and Bruce Thurman fell to the steaming water where he made an enormous splash.
After seeing that his shot had hit its mark, this redheaded player dropped his now empty Goo gun, expanded his wings, and flew down over the attacking Sharks. Though he might not have been faster than Stan, he was descending from a higher altitude and had a head start on him. The redheaded player fell at a screaming speed, caught up with Stan, and shoved him into the water below.
Stan was the Sharks’ best attacker.
Stan was moving so fast that instead of plunging beneath the water’s surface, he skipped like a stone off the surface of the water before finally plunging beneath the Moat.
Upon seeing this, Roxanne cursed beside Asa. The match had just begun, and already the Sharks were at a deficit. They had lost their best Goo Shooter, and their best attacker, while the Armadillos remained intact.
After pushing Stan into the water, the redheaded Armadillo player’s momentum was slowed down. Seeing this, Viola Burns of the Sharks sped towards him and attempted to shove him into the water before he could take out more players. She dove straight towards his outstretched wings, and just as she was about to make contact with him, the redheaded player contracted his wings into his back. Viola flew passed him, into the water and the redhead expanded his wings out again.
For the second time, Roxanne cursed.
Meanwhile, all of the remaining in-game Armadillos left their own Starting Platform. The thirteen remaining attacking Sharks had to get passed seventeen Armadillos that were flying down from the Starting platform in addition to the redhead.
As they neared the Armadillos goals, the redheaded Goo Shooter slowed down so that he was level with the Sharks weakest flyers, the Fishies. He tore Jen into the water by her ankle and then flew after others.
As the Armadillo defenders made contact with the Sharks, the impacts were astounding. Bodies flew in every imaginable direction—after initial contact was made, people were flying towards the goals, away from them, and straight into the air. Most, however, fell straight into the water.
A series of splashes and flapping wings temporarily blocked Asa’s view from the action. When the water calmed, all the grappling students had fallen into the water, Asa took a count of what had happened.
The redheaded Goo Shooter had finally been brought into the water, where he waded, watching the remaining match. Surrounding him were three other Sharks, which indicated that he had taken them into the water with him.
Dispersed around these students, bobbing up and down in the Moat’s waves, were other Sharks and Armadillos. The attack had not gone as successfully as Asa would have hoped; all of the attacking Sharks but one had been dragged into the water. 
The remaining attacking Shark was, miraculously, a Fishie named Alice Coleman. She was by no means the best flyer on the Sharks, but in the midst of the initial clash, no Armadillo had pursued her. Now, she pumped her wings furiously towards one of the goals as six Armadillos were working hard to change direction and come after her. She sailed through the goal and then was easily shoved into the water by the pursuing pack.
The Sharks had scored one point.
A quick scan of the field revealed that eight Armadillos were still in play, as well as four Sharks (Boom Boom, Roxanne, Asa, and Janice—the Goo Shooter).
On the Plaid, Janice had managed to take out one of the Armadillo players by shooting her in her chest. She fell seizing to the water. But, in the process, Janice used all six of her bullets. The remaining Armadillo Goo Shooter approached her, shot Janice, and then kicked her writhing body off the Plaid so that it also fell to the water far below.
The Sharks had the technical lead in the game, as they were winning one point to zero points, but the Armadillos had far more players still in play. There were seven of them now and there were only three Sharks to defend the goals, including Asa.
“It’s time,” Roxanne said, and she leapt off the Starting Platform. Boom Boom and Asa quickly followed her and soon they were all three whistling through the air, towards the approaching Armadillos.
As Asa gained speed, he reflected on the fact that he had grown accustomed to the sensation of his stomach churning as he jumped off of incredibly large platforms. It hardly bothered him anymore.
Roxanne was much faster than both Asa and Boom Boom, and she quickly outpaced them over the water. From above, the remaining Armadillo Goo Shooter was using her last three bullets in an attempt to take out one of the final three Sharks. The strong wind caught the balls of goo, however, and the projectiles widely missed their marks. Two of the remaining bullets fell to the water. The last of these bullets was blown into one of the Goo Shooter’s fellow Armadillos, who fell to the water, but not before running into another student and taking him with her.
Asa couldn’t believe their luck.
There were now five Armadillos and three Sharks in play.
With the incoming snow and the speed that Asa was traveling, he had to squint in order to see. He welcomed the hot steam rising from the Moat as it hit his face. He looked up at the four oncoming Armadillos.
The Armadillos were traveling much slower than Boom Boom, Roxanne, and Asa were, because they had used up all their speed in falling from the Starting platform in initially defending; they were now having to flap their wings to power their flight, whereas the Sharks were still gliding
At Asa’s speed, the water below him looked as hard as a uniform diamond, and he feared making contact with it. More than that, he did not want to collide heavily with the oncoming Armadillos. I have something to prove, though. I need these people to trust me. Gene Gill’s letter said that I would have to rely on my teammates, and they’ll have to rely on me in order for us to survive in this semester’s lethal Task.

He gritted his teeth, put his head down, and flew right towards the closest Armadillo.
Asa couldn’t see, but he heard a fluttering, whipping noise as Boom Boom and Roxanne made contact with other opponents.
Asa was charging right for a large, blond male Armadillo. He acted as though he was aiming for the wings, but at the last moment, Asa lowered his shoulder and rammed into the Armadillo’s chest. The blonde’s eyes widened almost comically as Asa suddenly changed direction. He heard and felt the opponent’s ribs break, and the wind whistle out of his mouth. The blond player had the awareness to grip onto Asa, and they both went flying into the warm water.
When Asa resurfaced, he saw that Boom Boom had been knocked into the water after submerging a single Armadillo, just as Asa had. Roxanne, on the other hand, had shoved a redheaded female into the surface and was still flying. She was the last player on the Shark’s team, while Armadillos had two remaining.
The two remaining Armadillos players were the Goo Shooter, a female with long, flailing black braids, and a heavy set male with a military style haircut. This male had a short nose that made him resemble a pig.
While Asa, Boom Boom, and Roxanne had been colliding with Armadillo players on the offensive, the remaining Armadillo Goo Shooter had leapt off of the Plaid and flown through one of the Shark’s goals to score. Now, she had turned around and was heading for a second goal. It appeared as though she would zig zag through the remaining goals, which were each twenty yards apart, until she had flown through all five of them, or she was brought to the water.
The male Armadillo was flying towards the goals as well, and Roxanne was moving quickly behind him, gaining on him.
Asa watched from the water. Beside him, the Armadillo that he had collided with was floating on his back, moaning, and clutching his ribs. Asa wasn’t too concerned with this. Bones were often broken in Winggame. Because of the mutations that all students underwent, their bones healed quickly. Asa suspected that the student he had injured would take the field in the next game.
The Armadillo Goo Shooter flew through the second goal. The Sharks were now officially losing.
Roxanne was flying at an incredible pace. Asa had seen other students fly faster than her, but he didn’t believe that he had ever witnessed such powerful strokes of a student’s wings. She caught up with the Armadillo with the military cut, grabbed his foot and tugged. 
Had the Armadillo left his wings expanded, they would have unevenly filled with air from behind, causing him to spin uncontrollably. However, he had the frame of mind to contract his wings into his back when he felt Roxanne tug on him. This wasn’t a natural instinct for most players, and Asa suspected that the Armadillos had been taught this in practice. 
This brought the Armadillo even with Roxanne’s torso. He was much larger than her, and as he grasped her wings, Roxanne dropped drastically. She ripped at his arms, got her wings free, and then the Armadillo was on her neck. Roxanne reared up, trying to stay out of the water, and the Armadillo flailed like a rag-doll. 
Back at the goal posts, the Goo Shooter had scored her third goal.
Asa’s team captain grappled with her opponent and they tumbled through the air, each trying to wrestle the other into the water. Then, something that Asa could not explain happened. Roxanne’s fist shot forward with a speed that Asa would have thought was impossible. He had seen Multipliers and extremely strong graduates punch before. Many of the mutated people in the Academy could get a strong amount of force behind a blow.
Roxanne’s punch was degrees more forceful than anything he had ever seen a human do. It was frightening to watch.
It was as though her elbow and shoulder joints had stored up a large amount of explosives, and their detonation caused her arm to extend; the punch absolutely crumpled the Armadillos face. His cheekbones were shattered, and his head rocked back with such whiplash that Asa thought he surely must be dead. He fell to the water, limp.
The Goo Shooter had scored the fourth goal, but Roxanne, now free of the blond opponent’s grip, was speeding after her.
The player that Roxanne had delivered the incredible blow to resurfaced, to Asa’s relief. His face was a bloody, bone-ridden mess, and he was crying.
This was the first suspicion Asa had that Roxanne Hurst was anything beyond the usual Academy mutant.
The Goo Shooter soared low over the water towards the final goal. Roxanne was closing the gap, moving quickly. They were both very close to the goal.
The crowd screamed. If Roxanne was able to take out yet another player and push this Goo Shooter into the water, she could then fly unopposed to the other goals and zig zag through them, winning the game for the Sharks.
Asa held his breath as he watched. At first, it appeared as though Roxanne would be much too slow to make it. She picked up speed, though, and in the end Roxanne’s outstretched hand was just inches from the Goo Shooter’s foot as she sailed through the final goal.
The cheering grew louder. Dismayed, Asa looked up on the scoreboard as they replayed the event on the television.
The Sharks had lost their first game, which was a big predictor in how well a team performed for the remainder of the season. On the bright side, they had only been one tackle away from winning. This was one of the closest Winggame matches that Asa had ever seen, let alone played in.
If the redheaded Goo Shooter hadn’t taken out Bruce so early with that very improbable shot, the game would have been completely different.
The Armadillos around him cheered.
As Asa and the other players waded back towards, Town, he felt a vibration on his forearm. He gazed at his armband and found a message.
 
The Task is now beginning. You must immediately report to Town Hall, with the rest of your Winggame team.
 
 
Robert King
 
 
 
 
 
 
15
 
The Tropics
 
 
              Asa felt numb as he waded towards the edge of the Moat and pulled his body out of the water. He had known the Task was approaching, and that it could come at any moment, but the suddenness with which the message appeared on his armband had jarred him.
              He checked his armband again, and reread the message, hoping that he had imagined it.
              I’m not ready. My team doesn’t trust me yet. 
              The faces of the Sharks and Armadillos around him appeared calm and somber; Asa wondered how panicked they were on the inside.
              The bleachers above the Moat were emptying as some students flew off the metal and others descended down the stairs, and then sauntered over the walkway.
              The male Armadillo whose ribs Asa had broken was climbing the ladder out of the water very slowly. He sneered at Asa. Asa felt terrible. If he had known that they were about to be put into a lethal, gladiator-style contest immediately after the game, he would have taken great precaution not to hurt anyone.
              Asa thought about how he and Roxanne were possibly the only students in the entire Academy to know that this semester’s Task would be completed in Winggame teams. Also, he and Jen were the only students to know that Robert King was using this semester’s Task as a way of cleansing the student population. As he walked, Asa could hear Robert King’s voice echoing in his head; he could see Robert King’s dilated pupils as he explained how he was going to ensure that Asa Palmer and Charlotte Stokes were killed. He felt as though he had just watched The Boss inject that red serum into his foot. It was like he was back on the beam over the aquarium again.
              “The solution is so simple. We’re making this semester’s Task much more lethal than ever before. Increase the number of students that die, and you increase your chances of killing Palmer and Stokes. And, if it doesn’t work, there’s always next semester: We’d just have to devise a task harder and more lethal then. And, if they survive to their final semester, we might just put all the students in a situation where they’d all die. Why not? It’d be fair, wouldn’t it? All would have an equal chance!”
              “Asa.”
              The voice tore Asa from his daydream, startling him. He looked up and was initially glad to see that Teddy was standing beside him. Then after looking at his friend for a moment, he became intensely worried. Teddy’s pupils were still dilated an insane amount, and he twitched his head to the right.
              He looks just like Robert King did after he took that drug. What is happening to you, Teddy? What is going on?
              Now was no time to ask this, though. There were hundreds of people surrounding them as they walked down the snowy streets towards Town Hall. This would not be the time to explain that he had spied on Robert King during a meeting with Volkner, or that Teddy looked disturbingly similar to how the Boss had looked after he injected himself with that strange drug.
              Asa gave Teddy a wary smile.
              “I saw the Winggame match; you played great, Asa!”
              “Tha…”
              “Listen,” Teddy cut him off, and then gazed around. Teddy was talking fast, just as Robert King had. All of the tired wrinkles that Asa had grown accustomed to seeing on Teddy’s face were gone; it looked as though he had recently undergone Botox. “I’ve figured out why your echolocation doesn’t work in the big barrel in Flying Class. I’ve been thinking about it A LOT, Asa. All you have to do is change your tones while flying.”
              “My tones?” Asa asked.
              “Yes, tones, like musical notes. It has to do with the Doppler effect. When you cry out in the same tone multiple times in an enclosed area, the echoes get all jumbled and your brain can’t tell them apart. Can you change tones when you make your echolocation cries?”
              They were now moving with the crowd into Town Hall. To the left and right were the long, polished hallways that led to the rooms from which captains drafted Winggame players at the beginning of the semesters. Multipliers and graduates were ushering the students not down these hallways, but through doors into the center of Town Hall where they were instructed to descend down massive flights of stairs. The inside structures were filled with marble and stone; there was not much to absorb sound, so the footsteps reverberated loudly as the students moved.
              “I’ve never tried,” Asa said.
              Teddy nodded, and then, without saying ‘goodbye,’ began to walk at a faster pace than Asa, and was soon lost in the crowd. Teddy had walked away in the middle of their conversation. Asa was worried about him.
              The students were ushered lower and lower underground, through large, open doorways with enormous locks on them. The students around Asa kept their distance, as though there was a force field surrounding him. Time had not washed away his reputation as a heartless psychopath.
              The Multipliers and graduates hollered at the students like they were a pack of animals. “Keep it movin’! Don’t slow down. Keep steppin’, move forward, that’s right. Keep it goin’!” 
              The stone hallways were dark and scarcely lit. Asa heard the flap of wings, and then saw a crow fly overhead. This was the first one he had seen in over a month, and he was glad to note that his guardians hadn’t abandoned him completely.
              “Keep walkin’, nothing to see here. Forward you go! Just keep stepping.”
              They kept moving, deeper and deeper, with many slowly curving hallways so that by the time they reached a room with the kiosks, Asa was extremely disoriented. The room was expansive with high, rough stone ceilings. Multipliers were barking orders.
              “Hurry up! We’re on a time frame! Each of you, get into one of the kiosks, and follow the commands!”
              Hundreds of kiosks lined the walls. They looked similar to portable lavatories, except constructed of chrome, not plastic. Asa found one with the word “Vacant” above the doorknob on the outside, and entered. 
              “Welcome to the Task,” came an electronic female voice from no particular area inside the machine. “First, say your last and then first name.”
              “Palmer, Asa.”
              “Palmer, Asa,” repeated the computer. “Six feet, one inches, second semester, Winggame team is the Sharks, Winggame captain is Roxanne Hurst. Is this correct?”
              “Yes,” Asa said.
              “Welcome, Asa. Take off all your clothing, including your suit, your armband, and your shoes, and place them into the slot.”
              A small chute opened inside the kiosk and, reluctantly, Asa stripped naked and discarded his clothes. As usual, the heat had been turned up on his suit. Now that it was off his body, he began to shiver.
              “Hold your breath,” the machine said. Without questioning it, Asa obeyed.
              Piercingly cold water gushed over his body and down a drain that opened up in the floor. The water then grew hot so that it scalded Asa’s skin. He couldn’t take it, and tried the doorknob, but it was locked. At first, the water was soapy, but after a few moments, it was clear. The water stopped as fast as it had begun, and steam came up from the ground, burning Asa some more. After a few moments in which Asa cried out in pain, these things ceased, and a vent brought the humidity back to normal. Fans blew from all over, drying Asa. When he was dry, the fans stopped and the voice came back on.
              “Bathing is essential to ensure that you do not transport any outside skin bacteria into the Task environment. Here is the suit you will wear in the Task,” said the voice, and a drawer opened. Within, Asa found new clothes, which were still warm as thought they had just been gotten out of the dryer. Asa reflected that it was odd how small things like the feel of warm fabrics made him miss his mother so immensely.
              He put on the suit, the shoes, and the new armband. All of these things were the same as his normal suit except different colors. His shoes, suit, and armband were all made of digital camouflage, which was comprised of small, interspersed pixels of color. The dominating color was deep green.
              “Sit,” came the next command, and a metal, cushionless chair rose out of the ground. Asa obeyed once more, and straps automatically whipped down from over his shoulders and latched into sockets beside his hips, so that the straps made an X over his chest.
              Then, Asa’s stomach lurched and he started screaming. Without warning, his seat had dropped through the floor and he was falling in a dark cave, in which he could not see the bottom. Other students’ screams joined his, and he felt the air flutter around him as he counted the seconds he was falling in his head.
              One-Mississippi, two-Mississippi, three-Mississippi…
              By three, the descent had slowed and a chopping sound was pounding the air overhead. Asa could now dimly see the floor half a mile below him; people with flashlights were walking over stone ground. It appeared, though, that he wasn’t going to the ground. He had now stopped moving towards the floor, and was now moving sideways, towards one of the walls of the great cave.
He looked upwards and saw that his chair had spawned helicopter-like propellers from the top of the headrest. These blades whirled so fast that they appeared to be one circular object. A motor hummed beneath him, presumably powering the helicopter blades.
The cave was riddled with dozens of wide tunnels. Without Asa delivering any instruction, his flying chair moved into one of these tunnels while other chairs flew in adjacent ones. With the speed at which everything had changed since the Winggame match, he hadn’t had time to think much. One moment, he was watching Roxanne trying to defend their last goal in anticipation, and now, thirty minutes later, he was riding on a flying chair through a tunnel he hadn’t known existed. He had expected to be in the locker room, reviewing the game with the rest of his teammates by now, but that’s not how the Academy works. You’re not permitted to always get what you expect.
And what could this Task be? He recalled climbing King Mountain for last semester’s Task; he remembered how the Academy had taken the students that had died earlier that semester, rejuvenated them like Dr. Frankenstein had rejuvenated the monster, and somehow programmed them to want to kill. He hoped that there wouldn’t be undead creatures again.
But where am I going?
Asa wondered if the flying chairs would play a role in the Task. Judging by the entrance, Asa guessed that the Academy had spared no cost in creating this semester’s challenge. With the Academy’s advanced genetic recombinant technology and its seemingly endless supply of funds, Asa didn’t think that there was a limit to what the Task could contain.
Maybe the undead are the least of my concerns.
Asa sensed that the flying chair had ceased advancing forward, and was now flying upwards. As the blades chopped and his feet dangled in pitch-dark air, Asa’s mind worked with nasty images of what the Task could possibly hold. In his mind’s eye, he saw all of the Sharks being thrown into a metal room with another team. The last team with surviving members wins. He imagined them fighting another group of teenagers to the death. He imagined the Academy forcing them to take other lives without the clinicalness of a weapon like a machine gun. Robert King and the other perverse minds would want them to get their hands dirty. The Academy pitted students against each other. It made students see death, and become very familiar with it. Maybe they think that if we hear bones crunch beneath our hands, that if we slit our friends’ throats so that the blood shoots out onto our faces, our bellies, our forearms, that they’ll break us. Maybe the theory is that if they can put us in situations where we have to kill our acquaintances, that when we graduate and they ask us to kill total strangers, we won’t be so adverse.

Asa didn’t know the true reason, and couldn’t figure it out because he couldn’t understand the Academy. Whatever moral code the place hadn’t squeezed out of him yet had made it so that he was unable to imagine kidnapping fifteen year olds and training them in murderous, mind poisoning ways so that they’d later be soldiers. Asa was beginning to feel nauseated.
Again he reflected on the scenario with the metal room and two Winggame teams being forced to kill each other with their bare hands. Yes, that would satisfy all of the rumors Asa had heard that this Task was going to be something like the gladiator fights that used to be held in the coliseum, but no, the metal room situation wasn’t something the Academy would do. It was too simple, too sane. If they were going to do that, why dress all the students in new suits and create flying chairs to transport them? Why not just set up a simple office building, lock fifty kids in there, and not open the door until the screaming stopped? That seemed to be the logical way to go about it if you wanted to do a simple gladiator-style fight to the death.
But that wasn’t how the Academy worked. At the end of Asa’s Fishie semester, the Task didn’t involve just climbing the back of King Mountain, but you had to do it while your undead friends chased you down, trying to kill you. The Academy always liked to throw in a twist.
Asa’s mind went even further into how appalling he thought the Task would be. Maybe they’ll put us in situations where we have to sacrifice our own teammates. Maybe they’ll ask us to throw our teammates into a furnace, or they’ll fill the room we’re in with poison gas. Or, maybe instead of using dead people from the Academy, they’ll find dead people from our past.
Asa had a sickening image of being face to face with his mother again…except it wasn’t his mother. The Academy had dug up his mom’s grave, taken her DNA, and made some woman look like the woman who had died from the Wolf Flu a few years ago. Maybe they’d tell her that if she memorized a script and said it to Asa that they wouldn’t kill her. “Please, Asa! I love you! Please don’t kill me!” She’d be crying, because even though her identity would be false, her fear would be real. And they’d tell Asa to kill her.
He shuddered in the cold metal chair. The flying chair’s ascent was slowing, it seemed. Not even the Academy is that messed up, is it? They won’t use the love of my dead mother against me, will they?
Before he could think of these questions any longer, his chair was lifted out of a hole in a white, tile floor. After he was through, the hole disappeared and the chair clattered to the tile, but didn’t topple over. Above him, the propellers had stopped spinning.
He was in a large, open, white room. Across the expanse of tile floor upon which his chair now sat other holes were opening and his teammates were appearing. Jen shot out, looking cocky as ever (Asa was beginning to suspect that her brash attitude was a shell, a defense mechanism that came when she was most frightened). Then there came Bruce Thurman, Stan Nuby, Janice Curnsworth, Juan Chavez, and Roxanne Hurst. The rest of the team was already seated, including Boom Boom and a third semester student named Lilly Bloodroot.
Lilly Bloodroot’s eyes were a deep, unmistakable purple. Asa did not know whether this was the result of a mutation, or if she was merely an anomaly who was born this way. Her hair was as white as milk, but as thick and healthy as a horse’s tail. In Winggame practice it had been hinted at by some of the older students that she had received a remarkable mutation after climbing King Mountain as a Fishie. Asa had never seen her do anything extraordinary, and did not know what her ability was. Something about the unnatural appearance of Lilly’s eyes and hair made Asa wonder if she could read minds. He didn’t think it was possible, but seven months ago he thought that humans couldn’t fly…
Asa’s fellow teammates all looked around the large, white room in befuddlement. Asa saw that every student in the room, including himself, had a small golden shark logo on the left pectoral of their camouflage suits, to indicate their team. No one said a word, and all was silent except for the call of birds and the chirping of insects outside.
Asa then gazed outside. Incredibly large windows that looked out onto a spectacular landscape dominated all four walls of the massive room. The white room that they sat in was ten stories above the ground below. Spread out around them were miles and miles of green, lush landscape. There were areas where thick, leafy canopies ran for thousands of acres at a time, and then large fields with knee high green grass and the occasional tree dominated other regions. There were clear blue bodies of water, and fast moving brown rivers with white, foamy rapids. Judging by the temperature of the room, it was hot here. Every few miles in the distance there were facilities that stood just as tall as the one that now housed the Sharks. These were dispersed evenly across the landscape. Directly below them, Asa could see a strange animal grazing in the grass. They looked similar to a buffalo, but were completely out of scale; they each were the size of half an elephant. Instead of the rough red-brown hair you would expect to see on a buffalo, these animals were covered in feathers of such color and variety that you would expect to see on a male peacock. They were grazing in the tall grass, beautiful in the sky’s light that came off of them.
Oh, God, oh, Jesus! Asa thought as he saw the dead pair in the grass. The animals were enormous, well muscled, and with large horns that were clearly visible even from Asa’s distance. And yet, two of these animals lay dead in the grass, their blood spilling out around them in a ten-yard diameter. Their legs, and their heads were untouched, but their torsos had been gutted like a human might gut a crab. Their rib cages remained intact, but the contents of it, as well as their entire stomachs, were missing. Rainbow feathers were spilled around them.
The other animals seemed to not be at all disturbed at this sight, and continued to eat around the dead. There was no sign of the perpetrating carnivore.
What could have done such a thing? Asa thought. What would have been big enough to take out two of those animals?
A chime sounded, and then a hologram of Robert King was projected into the middle of the white room. He had his hands in the pockets of his gray suit, and his pupils were bigger than ever. His head jerked involuntarily to the right. Something about his huge pupils makes him look more like a shark than a human; the eyes make him look hungry.
“Greetings. Welcome to the Task,” the hologram said to the surrounding group of bewildered Academy students. “It’s a pretty remarkable view, isn’t it?”
Asa was taken aback by the hologram. It looked so real, as though Robert King was actually in the room with them.
“The first thing that I want to address is the glass that makes this view possible. You might not have yet had time to look at it, but it is very thin. Don’t touch it! It breaks very easily, and you don’t want to be in here when it does. 
“I know what you’re thinking: No, if you break the glass, you won’t be thrown outside by some strong gust of wind. Here in the Tropics, that’s what we call this place, the weather is nice. It’ll remain around ninety degrees most of the day, then drop into the lower eighties at nighttime. The winds won’t ever get above twenty miles per hour. No, the reason that you shouldn’t break the glass is because of the pterosaurs, but we’ll get to those later. Right now, I want to address more general things. Why are you here? How can you survive? What is the point of this Task?
“Well, like all things in the Academy, the point is to weed out the weakest students so that they’ll never have a chance to perform poorly in the field as graduates.”
That’s not the only ‘point,’ Asa thought angrily. You also want to disturb us, change us. It’s not just a weeding out process; it’s a molding process.
Robert King’s hologram walked around the room, turning on occasion, his hands in his pockets. At times, he walked straight through students and their chairs, but went on as though nothing had happened. The hologram licked its lips with a dry tongue and then its head jerked to the right once more.
“It saddened me to hear from a little birdie of mine that there were rumors circulating about the nature of this semester’s Task—correct rumors, at that. Now, doesn’t that take all the fun out of the surprise?” He shrugged. “There will still be plenty of surprises, I suppose.
“But, yes, as the rumors have suggested, this semester’s Task will be similar to the gladiator fights of the ancient Romans in that one group of people living may mean the death of another group. However, there will be many differences from how the gladiator fights were conducted. Many of these are made possible by new technologies; I’d like to think the Romans would be proud of these.
“If you would, please run your hand over your left shoulder.” Asa did. There was a small, Velcro-concealed packet there that he hadn’t noticed before. “This is where your suicide pills are kept. Notice the positioning: It is possible for you to bend your head over, removed the pack with your teeth, and begin to chew. No hands required. The poison will seep through the covering into your mouth. Once the drug touches the vascular markings on the inside of your mouth, you’ll die. The death will be relatively painless. For certain, it will be much more painless than being tortured to death by your fellow students; this is a scenario that undoubtedly some of the students would have to experience if not for the suicide pills. Gratefully, Dr. Gene Gill thought that not providing you with a clean way to leave this planet would be cruel. I slightly disagree, but compromises must sometimes be made, even by the most powerful of us.”
His too-dilated pupils seemed to twinkle at the mention of his power.
“These new suits you are wearing are not merely for camouflage, although that is one of their uses. These suits are lined with thousands of tiny batteries; these batteries are so small, in fact, that they are impossible to perceive with normal human senses.”
As Asa watched the hologram of Robert King moving around the room in his gray suit, he began to feel claustrophobic. He felt that his suit was too tight; he wanted out of it. He began to sweat.
“These batteries have no other purpose but to administer shock to students at certain times. For instance, it you attempt to remove your suit, you will be shocked. Not to death, probably, but the shock will be very substantial. If, after the initial shock, you continue to attempt to remove your suit, you will, indeed, be shocked to a sure and painful death.
 “Also, look at the center of this room. Hovering four feet above the ground you’ll see a blue, transparent sphere. It’s a force field of sorts. Drifting inside of this force field is your team’s Killing Electronic Emitter, or KEE, as an acronym. Like a door key.”
Asa looked at the floating blue force field and saw the object, the KEE, slowly rotating inside. It was a silver statue of a shark, about the size of one of Asa’s feet.
“This KEE is very important to you. If any part of your body penetrates this force field, you will be shocked with enough voltage to kill an elephant seven times over.”
Now Asa was really sweating. He felt trapped. What if the suit malfunctions?
 “However, every student who is not a Shark will be allowed to reach within this force field and remove the Shark KEE, no problem. Likewise, you will be able to remove any other team’s KEE without being electrocuted. In short, you can only reach within a blue force field if it belongs to another team.
“Adjacent to the blue force field, you will see a red one: At this time, all teams have an empty red sphere in their Home Base.”
Asa could see Stan’s face on the other side of the red, transparent ball that floated in the room. Outside, the beautiful feathered creatures continued to graze in the tall grass.
“Like I said, this Task is similar to a gladiator style fight-to-the-death. But, it is also a lot like a murderous version of capture-the-flag. The rules are as such: If you are able to get another team’s KEE into your red sphere, you will instantly be removed safely from the Task, and your whole team will be allowed to continue on with their education in the Academy. As a prize for placing one of these Killing Electronic Emitters in your red sphere, you will be given 100 points that you can spend in the Shop in Town. And, at the same time that you place your opponents KEE, your own KEE will disintegrate, and no one will be allowed to place your KEE in their red sphere. You’ll see why this is important.
“If another team puts your KEE in their red sphere, you will be shocked to death, wherever you are. It won’t matter if you’re in your Home Base, or marching beneath the jungle, you’ll fall to the ground and seize until you’re dead and then keep seizing until you’re charred. It will not be an easy death.
“So, the question that every team will be sitting in their Home Bases and thinking right now is ‘how do I survive?’
“Some might come to the conclusion that it will be best to stay and defend their own base. Others might decide that they want to take their destiny into their own hands, and march out into the jungle towards another base, trying to steal an opponent’s KEE. More likely, most teams will divide up into a few groups that will head out in different directions, trying to get other KEEs, while some stay and guard the fortress. Before you decide, take a few more things into account.”
Robert King’s hologram cleared its throat noisily. The vibrations this made on his vocal cords came out in the tones of a Southern accent. Robert King was, Asa knew, from Texas. And he had grown up in the Texas of fifty years ago, when the accents were much more pronounced. Asa reflected that The Boss spoke with a Texas drawl just seven months ago. Why now, when his pupils were dilated just as Teddy’s was, was his drawl going away? His posture had changed too; he held his back much straighter than he used to.
Robert King’s hologram went on. “The first thing you must know is that this Task will last no longer than seventy-two hours. At the end of the seventy-two hours, each student will be removed from the Tropics. Secondly—I think that this will have a large impact on a lot of teams’ decisions—there is no food here in your Home Base. There is water, but no food.
“This is very significant. This means that you must go hunting if you want to eat. Now, you might think to yourself, ‘but humans can survive seventy-two hours without food. Can’t we just camp here?’ You can try, but I wouldn’t recommend it. 
“Remember, you’re not normal humans. Most of you have been mutated so that you’re stronger than usual, and every one of you has grown wings. These mutations are not outside the bounds of nature, and so they must come at a cost. This cost is increased caloric needs.”
Asa recalled his first encounter with this ‘increased caloric needs.’ He had been in the Alfatrex train station with McCoy, Conway, and Charlotte. He remembered watching McCoy and Conway eat an unbelievable amount of food. They had each eaten enough food for fifteen heavy-eating individuals. Though Asa’s appetite wasn’t this extreme yet, he had noticed a significant change. He had to eat three or four times as much as he had before being mutated. He did not know whether or not he would live through three days without food. He would definitely lose a large amount of weight, most of which would be muscle; a loss in a large amount of muscle would make him much more vulnerable to attacks.
“You may have noticed this in your own diet,” Robert King’s hologram went on, walking around pointlessly throughout the room. “Listen carefully, I’m only going to say this once: Most things in the Tropics are poisonous to consume. The birds, most of the mammals that you will find, the large lizards, the fish, and the vegetation are poisonous. There are things that are not poisonous, and that are rather good to eat. I won’t tell you what they are, but you will know when you find them. Written in large letters upon these things will be the words ‘Not Poisonous.’ If you don’t keep this in mind, you will surely die.
“Now, as far as the water goes, none of the water in the Tropics is poisonous in any way. There are no unnatural chemicals in any of the water, and there are not harmful bacteria or parasites dwelling in any of the ponds, lakes, or rivers. However, some of the water is rich in salt. This is the only thing that you must keep in mind when looking to drink water.”
For a time, the hologram of Robert King stood directly in front of Asa, not saying anything. The projection of the man was so seamless that Asa would not have believed it was a hologram if he hadn’t seen the figure walk through solid objects. Asa could see short white hairs curling at the man’s knuckles; the gold buttons on The Boss’s suit jacket were inscribed in cursive with a brand name; the man’s dilated pupils were actually throbbing, trying to pulse out wider and wider.
“Ah, yes, I promised I’d tell you of the pterosaurs,” he said suddenly. “Pterosaurs, as you may know, were giant birds that became extinct in the Cretaceous period. Much larger than any bird, their wings spanned between sixteen and thirty-six feet. In adulthood, some of them were the size of an airplane.
“These animals are often referred to as ‘pterodactyls’ in popular culture. This is not the correct word for the large, bird-like fossils that have been found. In fact, pterodactyls weren’t birds at all, but a type of flying reptile. Pterodactyls’ wingspans did not grow past four feet. The pterosaurs were much larger.
“I’m not saying that there aren’t pterodactyls here, don’t get confused: I’m just saying that there are more dangerous aerials than pterodactyls.
 “We have used the Academy’s DNA technology to revive pterosaurs and pterodactyls from their death to live again, as Jesus did to Lazarus.” Robert King tried to remain serious looking, but couldn’t help smiling at the comparison between himself and Jesus. Shuddering, Asa remembered how The Boss had hinted that he might have some supernatural calling in his meeting with Volkner.
“Not only have we resurrected these animals, but we have trained them. They are very smart; their brains are roughly the size of a human brain. There are two things that should be noted about their training. The first is this: Each of these pterosaurs has nests at the top of the various Home Bases that are dispersed throughout the Tropics. They wear shock collars, and are trained not to fly below fifteen feet. If they do, they will be given a nasty shock. Only occasionally do they choose to attack a creature below the shock-line and intentionally take the punishment.
“Something that we have learned by spending time with these animals is that they have a liking for human flesh. They are equipped with barbed teeth: Once they latch on, they won’t let go. In our trials, we have seen that these creatures often bite down on their human prey only twice before swallowing them into their acid-laden digestive tract. Their eyesight is remarkable, they can see in great detail for a two-mile span. While gliding, these animals can reach speeds of over one hundred miles per hour: Their weight carries them well against wind resistance. Even the fastest Academy students cannot outrun a pterosaur.
“Keep these things in mind. It is perfectly within the bounds of the rules to fly, but once you decide to do so, you are at risk of being picked off by one of our aerial predators.”
Asa wondered if there was a pterosaur on the roof of his home base where he sat.
“One final thing before I let you go on your way: In the center of this room, you should be able to see a circular set of stairs. This will lead you far below to the ground floor. On the ground floor, you will find that there are no walls, just intermittent pillars that support the Home Bases. Also on this first floor, you will see many ropes hanging from the ceiling. If you or one of your opponents pulls on these ropes it will do two things. Simultaneously, the glass in the room you now sit will break, and a tone will play loudly throughout the air. This is the same tone that we have been playing for the pterosaurs for the last few months before their feedings.
“As you could have guessed, anyone in the top floor when one of these ropes is pulled will be in great danger.” Robert King paused, and rocked back and forth, contemplating. Abruptly, he said, “That is all. May the best survive,” and disappeared. Asa recalled how Teddy had suddenly ended their conversation while walking through Town Hall.
Asa looked at his armband. He saw that instead of a normal clock, there was just a timer counting down from seventy-two hours. The seconds ticked by and with each second the white fabric automatically repositioned itself into the appropriate shape. The Sharks looked around the room at each other. The Task had begun.  
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              With the hologram gone, the sounds from outside seemed to grow louder. The chirrup of crickets, a chorus of birds, the chanting of new world monkeys. It was as though the Tropics were knocking on the glass windows of the enclosure, beckoning the students to come out and see what surprises the unnatural landscape contained.
              The Sharks unbuckled the restraints from their flying chairs. They never shared eye contact between one another, but instead stole furtive glances at their fellow teammates. Who’s going to speak first and break this silence? Asa’s heart was racing and he could sense that everyone else was nervous too. To speak about the improbable three day stay in the Tropics ahead seemed like a blasphemous thing. It was as if they believed that if they were quiet enough, the evil of the Task to come wouldn’t find them here; that, if they didn’t talk about the blood ahead, it wouldn’t exist.
              In Asa’s mind, he saw it as fitting when the sixteen year old who had killed his dog with fireworks committed the irreverent act. “I think that we should get moving,” Boom Boom said. His skin was so pale, and green veins made a prominent Y on the side of his forehead. His fiery red hair stood upon his head like flames.
              No one answered Mike Plode’s words for a moment. The Sharks were scared, and there was a tension about the room as taut as a piano string.
              Asa was looking at Viola Burns, a fellow second semester, and saw that she actually flinched when Bruce Thurman spoke in his low, rumbling voice: “What are you thinking, Mike?”
              Mike Plode was the calmest of all the students. (except, Asa thought, maybe Lilly Bloodroot is calmer. It’s hard to tell though, with those purple eyes. She sometimes stares off into space like she doesn’t know what’s going on, or like she can see things that others can’t). Boom Boom began, “It sounds like we can’t stay here, guarding this place. The Boss’s point about our need to go out and find food is convincing: many of us, especially the most mutated of us, will starve if we camp out here. So, we’ll need to go out and find food. Or,” he said, getting up and going towards the window. He looked out onto the horizon. There was a thin strip of metal that ran vertically up the window, and the shadow of it split his face in half. “We can simply attack. Right now. How far away do you think that base out there is? Five miles? Ten miles? Fifteen at the most, I’d say. Either way, we could make the distance in less than three hours at a jog, even the slowest among us. When we all get to the nearest base, we could fight with those inside, and hopefully steal their KEE. Then, we could give it to the fastest among us and have them sprint it to our Home Base, and be out of this Task in a matter of hours, not days.”
              “Won’t that leave our base empty, though, Mike?” Bruce asked.
              “Yes and no,” Boom Boom replied. “Our base will technically be empty for a time, but if we go fast enough, no one will have a chance to take our KEE back to their own base. I guarantee you that all of the other teams will sit around, talking strategy for an hour before they get moving. Even if a team comes and grabs our KEE while we’re gone, we will have returned with another team’s KEE by then, making ours disappear, and taking us out of the game.”
              “Can’t we just stay here?” Alice, a Fishie, asked. Everyone looked at her. Her voice was shaky; she appeared to be in an emotional state between great sorrow and intense terror. “I mean, we could go out and hunt, but do we want to try to steal another team’s KEE? This Task is only very dangerous if everyone decides to try and eliminate each other. If every team just stays around their bases and doesn’t attack anyone else, we’d be relatively safe.”
              “That won’t happen, though,” Viola Burns spoke up. For the first time, Asa noticed that she had greenish-purple metallic fingernail polish on. It glimmered in the light. “I know that there are some students, in my semester at least, that will not want to sit around and wait to be attacked.” 
She’s thinking about Stridor, Asa thought. He remembered how aggressive he was on the back of King Mountain last year, of how Stridor had taken charge. When the undead stormed the lodge the Fishies were staying in and opened fire, Stridor had covered himself with blood so that they thought he was a corpse. Then, he attacked, stealing a weapon and opening fire himself. Stridor was a leader. Asa suspected that Stridor would be on the offensive soon, whether he had a team behind him or not. He was the kind of person that made things happened. Sitting there, thinking of Stridor’s height, his musculature and his discolored wine-stained skin made Asa afraid of running into him while in the jungle. The thought of Stridor was almost as concerning as those giant, bloody carcasses on the grass far below them.
What could kill such a thing?

              “I agree with Viola. And, if we start off quickly enough, that would give us the element of surprise,” Bruce said. “And, we could even leave eight people here to guard the place, just as a presence. We could split up.”
              “True,” Roxanne agreed.
              “OH MY GOD, will you two shut the hell up? Are you kidding with me? Really? Thinkin’ that I’m gonna listen to you two when Bruce’s plan ran our Winggame team into the ground just ‘bout an hour ago? And then there was Roxy, right beside him, just noddin’ her head. ‘Ayuh, ninety-five sounds like a good play to run, Bruce, ayuh.’ Makes me sick. Here’s a new rule for the team: Roxanne and Bruce don’t talk. How ‘bout that one?” Stan’s face was red, and his little hands were clenched into fists below his muscular forearms. Janice was by his side, beaming at him.
              “Really mature, Stan. Seriously, your anger and cursing is helpful,” Bruce said with a harsh sarcastic tone.
              “Maybe you don’t care about what happened in the Winggame match, but I do! I can only lose two games, damn it!” Stan appeared to be in a frenzy. He looked on the verge of tears and on the verge of killing someone all at the same time. “They’re gonna kill me, don’t you get it!? Don’t you care?”
              “I do care! I care about this team and I want them to win. I don’t like the way it feels to lose, so don’t tell me…”
              “CALM DOWN!” Roxanne hollered. 
              “Does being a loser feel worser than knowing the girl you love is dating a Multiplier? Does losin’ feel worser than that?” Stan asked.
              Bruce stammered, not knowing how to respond. His face flushed scarlet.
              “It’s ‘worse,’ not ‘worser,’ you idiot!” Asa didn’t know why he said it, the words slipped out. He was so scared, and this emotion spilled into anger at Stan for taking such a cheap shot at Bruce’s attraction to Roxanne. Stan’s eyes found Asa, crazy and deeply green. “AND YOU DON’T KNOW WHAT YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT, SO SHUT UP!”
              It happened so fast and so slow at the same time. Stan picked up his chair from behind him in a blurring speed, and hurled it directly at Asa. It tumbled end over end through the air in a straight line. Asa fell to the floor, like a baseball player in the batter’s box dodging a stray pitch. It was only when he was on the ground, watching the chair soar over him, that he saw the danger in what was happening. Behind Asa, there was a clear shot towards a nearby window and the chair was moving very fast.
              Pterosaurs.
              Asa reached out his hands to try to stop the chair, but it was too late. It continued on, and shattered through the thin glass as though there wasn’t a barrier at all. The glass crumpled, and the chair fell to the ground far below.
              eeeaaaAAAHHHHH, eeeaaaAAAHHHHH, eeeaaaAAAHHHHH
              The siren began to blare, and Asa realized that the tone that called the pterosaurs was actually caused by the glass breaking, not by pulling the ropes downstairs. Those ropes broke the glass, which then caused the tone. 
The sound was incredibly loud. Just yards away from him in the high ceilinged roomed, he could see by the intensity with which Roxanne’s mouth was moving that she was screaming something, but he couldn’t hear what it was.
              eeeaaaAAAHHHHH, eeeaaaAAAHHHHH, eeeaaaAAAHHHHH
              Asa was sure that the sound could be heard for miles around. It was hurting his ears. On the other side of the room, Stan was making a run for the staircase.
              eeeaaaAAAHHHHH, eeeaaaAAAHHHHH, eeeaaaAAAHHHHH
              Stan had taken three steps when the siren stopped and the room was so quiet that all Asa could hear was a ringing sound in his ears. For some unexplainable reason, the Sharks did not move for a moment, but remained as still as possible. The opening where the window had been broken blew hot, humid air into the room.
              Then, there came a much worse noise than a siren from above them: The clacking of talons on hard metal as something above them moved.
              Clack clack. Clack clack clack.
              It was a heavy noise that sent vibrations through the tile that Asa lay upon.



There’s something on the roof. Something very big.
The nervousness in the room peaked, and Asa felt a drop of sweat run to the tip of his nose. He was breathing shallowly, trying to be as still and silent as possible. His heart was fluttering like a hummingbird trapped in a shoebox. 
A nonsensical chain of thought came into his mind as his ears strained to hear the pterosaur on the roof take off and swoop down into the room: What would it be like to be eaten alive by such an animal? Chewed twice and then swallowed. Would the jaws kill me, or would I slide down the hot, mucus-covered stinking throat of the great bird, with merely a broken hip? Would I make a splash as I fell into the stomach acid? Would the acid eat away at me quickly enough to end my life, or would I suffocate to death? While I was in there, acid eating my flesh off, would I feel the weight of a fellow teammate fall on top of me, still twitching but dead? Would I feel the stomach muscles contract around me, pulling me further down the gastrointestinal tract?
Every student (including Jen, who usually looked so tough) was wide eyed and so paralyzed with fear that they could not move. Seconds ticked by. There were no more sounds from the roof. The humidity and heat were stifling.
Just as Asa’s heart began to calm down, Stan did the equivalent of shaking the shoebox with the hummingbird in it: He began to laugh. It wasn’t the kind of laugh you would emit while watching a sitcom at home. No. This was the kind of howling, jackal-like, hitching, crying, miserably hard laughter that children produce when they’re being tickled too much. He couldn’t breathe he was laughing so hard. Finally, “You-you-you guys! HAHAHA! You guys were so scared! And-and-and…”
He stopped laughing, and the smile was wiped off his face as though a medical doctor had just told him he had cancer.

Clack clack. Clack clack clack.
And then a scraping sound, and then a WHOOSH!
Several students screamed as the animals broke through the glass and spilled inside. Asa would have screamed also, but he was too scared and no sound came from his dry throat.
In the middle of the room stood the pterosaur, its size unmistakable. Its children must be the size of Blood Canaries. The thing’s beak was shaped like a seagull’s, except it was black and about the size of a dining room table. The pterosaur’s talons clacked on the tile as it landed, it bent forward, and let out a scream so full of rage and hatred that Asa thought, this is what a demon sounds like. At the sheer volume and pitch of the cry, what was left of the windows around the room shattered. The inside of the animal’s mouth was jammed full of teeth, all of them at least the width and length of Asa’s hand. Its tongue and throat were pink.
The pterosaur began to sprint forward on four legs, like a quadruped. Asa examined the animal’s movements and saw that it was using its back two legs to propel itself forward. The upper portion of the animal’s well-muscled wings served as front legs, as long as a giraffe’s. The thick membranous part of the wing that caught wind and made it possible for the animal to fly hung useless as the pterosaur sprinted with amazing speed through the room.
              It was a miserable looking creature. The only area of the pterosaur’s body that had feathers was the top of its head; these feathers were long and green—they stood straight up, like a Native American headdress. The rest of the animal’s body was pink, soft, and raw. There were sores that looked like enormous pimples covering the animal’s entire chest and legs. Some were draining blood, while others were oozing white pus. The stench was unbearable. The rest of the animal’s skin was white, cracked, and so dry that it bled with any movement.
              The eyes were angry, and a bright yellow like lanterns.
              Asa saw an enormous electronic collar around the animal’s neck.
              Flanking this goliath were pterodactyls. As Robert King had mentioned earlier, these were not as large as the ones depicted in movies. They were each the size of a Great Dane dog, but appeared to be exhibiting the ‘double muscle’ mutation seen in genetically altered livestock. Their shoulders were as hard and big as bowling balls beneath their white, scaly, reptilian skin. Their chests were wide with muscular striations and thick, beating veins. It was as though someone tried to pack all of the muscles of a horse into an animal the size of a large dog. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on the creatures.
              Five pterodactyls landed around the pterosaur, and, just as the pterosaur had done, began to run like miniature bulls, using the top ends of their wings as front legs. They were disturbingly fast, and made odd grunting noises through their tiny nostril slits. They, like the pterosaur, had mouths full of shark-like teeth. Shock collars were wrapped around their necks.
              Asa lay on the floor, watching these monsters swarm in upon the Sharks. They moved with such speed that it was disturbing. Panicking, Asa’s eyes searched the room for a way out, or for something that he could use to defend himself. He saw the window close by, and thought about jumping out of it. He could then glide to the ground, under the fifteen foot barrier that the shock collars prohibited these flying, prehistoric creatures from going through. But, did he really think that he could outfly these animals that had been naturally selected due to superior flying abilities in prehistoric times? He did not. And, he recalled that Robert King’s hologram had guaranteed that they wouldn’t be able to outfly either the pterosaurs or the pterodactyls. What then?
              My drill!
              Asa’s armband drill seemed like his best, surest weapon. He reached his right hand over to his armband, and pulled up on the fabric. Usually when he did this, a hole emerged that he could put his thumb through. After putting his thumb inside, he would have the ability to make a fist and activate the drill. Except this time, the hole in the fabric did not automatically emerge as he tugged on it.
              Asa looked down, and to his horror remembered that his armband had been switched out along with his suit at the beginning of this Task. This one hadn’t been programmed to work as a drill.
              A scream broke Asa’s concentration on the drill, and he looked up, into the room.
              Jen was the closest to the pterosaur, and was sprinting towards the stairs. The giant beast’s shadow completely engulfed her as it ran forward on its wings and back legs. The ceiling above was as high as a gymnasium’s, but the pterosaur’s feathers atop its head still brushed the high surface. Asa’s brain couldn’t get over the size of the creature.
              The pterosaur’s lantern eyes locked onto Jen; her dark blond hair whipped behind her head with her strides. Juan Chavez, another Fishie ran beside her, also moving towards the stairs.
              It felt as though someone had poured a pitcher of ice water into Asa’s stomach. With a perverse terror, he saw the pterosaur’s jaws open, and its leg muscle’s flex as it prepared to leap at Jen.
              For a tenth of a second, Jen’s eyes flittered over to the resurrected ancient creature. Her next step was faster than the others, fueled by adrenaline. But all the adrenaline in the world wouldn’t allow her to outrun such a thing as the pterosaur.
              The pterosaur’s muscular thighs contracted, springing the animal forward, towards Jen. Its mouth was open so wide that the jaws were ten feet apart, ready to snap shut.
              Then, Jen did something that showed unexpected ingenuity and callousness. Or, Asa thought, perhaps it was an accident.
              As the pterosaurs gaping, stinking mouth moved forward to grab Jen, she dove. She collided right into Juan’s legs, making him flip over into the air. With the speed at which he was running, he was easy to trip.
              Asa thought that Juan never had enough time to realize what had actually happened to him before he died. One minute, he was sprinting towards the stairs, and then the next, Jen had dove at his legs and he was tumbling into the air, above where Jen was situated on the floor. This maneuver put Juan in the air right inside of the pre-historic creature’s open mouth. The jaws snapped shut with a sickening crunch. Asa saw, disturbed, that the prehistoric bird did, in fact, chew Juan only twice before swallowing him.
              Asa was confident, though, that the initial snap of the animal’s jaw had killed Juan. He didn’t even scream. Alive one moment, and then just gone. He didn’t see it coming.

              While the pterosaur was swallowing Jen’s classmate, she reached the stairs and began to sprint down. 
A great deal of blood had been spilled on the tile. Asa glanced around and saw that every single pterodactyl had dark red clotting stains around its mouth like heavily applied lipstick. Several of Asa’s teammates were laying facedown on the floor, not moving. The pterodactyls were chasing the students down, locking their jaws on the back of their necks, and then spinning and jerking until the humans weren’t fighting anymore. Immediately after killing a student, the muscular reptiles sprinted off to catch another student and jerk them to the ground. They took no break to feast. It was as though they were purposefully piling up the bodies so that they’d have a great meal for later.
Stan and Janice were nowhere to be seen. 
To Asa’s left, a pterodactyl leapt at Lilly Bloodroot. Her purple eyes looked so dazed, and reacted slowly to the approaching reptile with the bloody jaws. But her body reacted fast. As the pterodactyl tried to leap onto her, she fell on her back, so that the animal dove over her. Lilly then planted her feet on the pterodactyl’s chest and shot the murderous animal into the air.
This would have been a good plan if the attacker hadn’t been one of the most adept flyers in history. Its wings expended and in one flap, it was on Lilly Bloodroot. It tried to bite her in the face, but Lilly’s strong, mutated hands held the muzzle at bay for a moment.
I must prove myself. These people must trust me, Asa thought.
Asa was on his feet and sprinting towards the pterodactyl when it lifted its right claw and swung down upon Lilly’s chest, drawing blood. She yelped, but her grip did not loosen.
Out of the corner of his eyes, Asa saw Viola Burns also approaching to help. I have no idea what we’ll do when we get there, though. This is like running into a burning building without a hose.
Not thinking, acting on instinct, Asa jumped onto the pterodactyl’s back. The reptile hissed in rage. Even though he was in a near death situation, Asa couldn’t help but be in awe at the musculature of the pterodactyl beneath him. The beast’s body felt like marble with a thin, tight layer of snakeskin pulled over it. Asa had the reptile in a chokehold and was squeezing as tightly as he possibly could in an attempt to either restrict the animal’s airflow or the supply of blood to its brain. No matter how hard he squeezed, he felt as though he was making no progress. Every inch of the creature was solid; trying to close its airway was like trying to squeeze a cannon tight enough that its barrel shut.
The pterodactyl reached back its front claw and slashed Lilly’s chest a second time, ripping through her suit and flesh. Again, Lilly cried out, but her grip on the bloody muzzle didn’t waver. Over a white, scaly shoulder Asa could see that the jaws were now closer to Lilly’s neck. Beneath Asa, he could feel the muscles of the cold, scaly creature trembling with force; it was doing everything in its power to kill Lilly.
Viola Burns approached the hissing pterodactyl from head on. Asa was glad to see that they had backup, but concerned: How can she help? She’s only going to get herself killed. Cries and more hissing could be heard throughout the room, but Asa was too concentrated on the pterodactyl below him to care.
Viola Burns ran until she was one foot away from the pterodactyl’s head. She pulled her hand backwards, and Asa saw the red-metallic, shimmering polish covering her fingernails.
Wasn’t that another color earlier?
Viola brought her hand down to the reptile’s face, backhanding the creature. Asa thought that no matter how mutated Viola was, the backhand would be a poor choice of offense. How much could a blow like that seriously hurt that wide set of jawbones?
Asa was wrong, though. He didn’t consider the fact that he was unaware of many of his teammates’ mutations.
Immediately as Viola’s fingernails made contact with the reptile’s skin, there was a sound like the clap of thunder and a cascade of pterodactyl blood, bone and tongue splashed down onto Lilly Bloodroot’s face, turning her white hair red.
Anguished, the pterodactyl reared back. Half its jaw was now missing.
In the animal’s pain, it had stopped trying to bite down on Lilly’s neck. Lilly released the pterodactyl’s crumbling jaw and made her right hand into a fist in front of the reptile’s face. It was an odd gesture to make. Is she hesitating punching this thing? Lilly’s eyes were locked onto the pterodactyl’s nostrils. 
Asa noticed a bump on Lilly’s forearm, just below the palm of her hand. It looked somewhat like a terrible spider bite in that it was swollen and there were two small holes in the topmost part. This area looked different from a spider bite in that it wasn’t red, but the same pale color as the rest of her skin.
For the second time that day, Asa forgot that many of his teammates probably had mutations he didn’t know about. They didn’t know about his echolocation, so why would he know all of their secrets? He didn’t think much of these bumps.
The pterodactyl was hissing more frantically below Asa. It moved back and forth, jerking its head in sporadic movements.
Another pterodactyl approached quickly from behind Viola Burns. It charged at her, not slowing, not hesitating and when it opened its gaping jaws to grab Viola’s neck, she placed her hand deep into its throat. In that instant, Asa heard the same thunder-like noise that had been emitted when Viola had blown the jaw off of the first pterodactyl. This time, with Viola’s hand lodged deep inside, whatever power she had was more effective. The top half of the pterodactyl’s head was blown off. Brains splattered to the tile and the carcass fell to the ground.
Meanwhile, the pterodactyl Asa was on top of was still reeling from the initial blow and dripping blood. It was waving its head frantically. Beneath this animal, Lilly was still holding her fist up to the creature, and Asa noticed that odd bump again.
The pterodactyl froze for a moment, and the bump on Lilly Bloodroot’s arm contracted, spraying a fine, pink powder at a fast rate. Just as the powder shot out, the pterodactyl’s head jerked again, and all of the pink, mysterious powder flew right into Asa’s face. It covered his skin.
Not knowing what this powder was, he had enough of a sound mind to hold his breath so that he wouldn’t inhale any of the substance. However, immediately after the pink matter made contact with his skin, he began to cough uncontrollably. These involuntary contractions and relaxations of his diaphragm filled his lungs with the pink powder. He actually felt it go down his throat and into his lungs. It was warm, and the linings of his airways began to feel tingly like a human extremity that hasn’t had enough circulation.
Lilly cursed. “I’m so sorry, Asa.”
Asa hadn’t seen Viola coming towards them, and suddenly he heard another explosion; this time, the pterodactyl beneath him died, and fell to the tile.
Asa rolled with the animal and tumbled onto the floor. Knowing that other prehistoric creatures were still standing, and still hungry, he got quickly to his feet. 
Asa tried to look across the room to take stock of the remaining pterodactyls and the enormous pterosaur, however, a dark black smoke was filling the room. Panicking, he circled around, and saw that the smoke was coming in through all of the windows from the outside.
Is something on fire? Is this some type of lethal gas?
The thick, black smoke piled in until the only things Asa could still see were the floor beneath him, the two dead pterodactyls—their muscular bodies still twitching—Viola Burns and Lilly Bloodroot. Oddly, Lilly’s eyes began to grow as Asa looked at her. Now they looked to be the size of purple pool balls.
Has her skin always been that rubbery? Each time she blinked, a thousand wrinkles moved throughout her face like ripples in a pond.
“Are you okay, Asa?” Viola asked him. He remembered the day that the Sharks had had their first morning run. It had been Viola that he had run directly in front of before going deep into the jungle after Jen. Were her hair follicles so thick back then? Or is something happening to her? Is she changing in some way? Asa wondered. Each of Viola’s individual hairs was as thick as spaghetti noodles.
Lilly looked at Viola, then back at Asa. “We need to grab him and take him downstairs.”
              “Okay,” Viola replied.
              Asa began to shriek. The two females moved towards him, arms outstretched. Their mouths were dripping black, thick liquid. Asa tried to run, but found that his feet were now nailed to the ground. He saw stakes going right through his shoes and into the tile.
              Then, things began to get strange.
 
 
 
 
 
17
A Hungry Night
 
              Asa was driving along White Bridge Road in Dritt, Texas, his hometown. He was fourteen again, except this time he knew about the Academy. He knew that he was going to have to go there, but didn’t know how to stop it.
              On the radio some people were talking about the Wolf Flu on Dritt PM, the radio station that Robert King had bought for his son, who lived in the area. They spoke about all the major issues concerning the epidemic, but never mentioned Robert King. Most people only had negative things to say about him, and since the man was paying the bill, they didn’t want to make him mad. Without anything positive to say, the radio-people remained completely silent on the issue.
              The old Volvo smelled like his mother; the cracked leather seats reminded him painfully of the parent he had lost to the Wolf Flu.
              In the purple light of the moon, Asa could see that White Bridge Road was covered in corpses. They were all naked, intertwined like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. You couldn’t see the gravel underneath because of how dense the bodies were. All of them had jaundiced yellow eyes that glowed in the dark like children’s nightlights. Their skin was sallow, sagging. There were bags underneath their eyes.
              Wolf Flu victims. 
              Driving over these bodies made the cabin of the car shake and jostled Asa up and down. He had a throbbing headache, and each bump was like driving a nail into his skull. He kept driving though. The crows were with him, watching him from the trees. There was one with a broken beak that he had seen before and would see again. But that wasn’t what would save him. There was someone else there, too. Someone watching him, holding the dog until just the right time.
              And then, there were flashing lights. Red, blue, red, blue, red, blue.
              The police car behind him was swerving. But it wasn’t really a police car; it just had those lights on top, and the word “Police” painted into the side. It was a bulldozer. The giant, metal wheels crushed the corpses underneath to nothingness so that when you drove over them, you wouldn’t notice as much. The exhaust pipe was sending out great billows of the same thick black smoke that had spilled into the Sharks Home Base in the Tropics.
              Asa pulled over, and the police bulldozer stopped behind him. The engine stayed on, continuing to put off smoke, and Robert King stepped down the steps on the side of the machine.
              He had an enormous smile on his face. His pupils weren’t just dilated, as Teddy’s had been lately, but now his entire eyeball was black. There was nothing but pupil in between his eyelids. It was unnerving because you never could know what he was looking at.
              He wasn’t wearing police clothes, either. He wore a small piece of yellow-white cloth that wrapped around his waist and covered his genitals and buttocks. His legs and torso were bare. On his chest, the word “Police” was written in a bloody, dripping series of lacerations. Below that were the words, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?” On his waist, above the cloth, was a police belt, tightened so that his pale belly overhung it. On the belt there was a gun, and then a series of syringes loaded with the red serum he had injected into his foot that day in his office. Robert King was wearing sandals. The corpses groaned as he walked over them. They were dead, but many of them still held a bit of air in their lungs. As his feet compressed them, this air was squeezed out and ran over the vocal cords of the dead, making groaning noises. Atop his head was a crown of thorns.
              Then, the smoke from the bulldozer came into Asa’s cabin. It was thick and impenetrable. When it cleared, he was in the passenger seat of a police car with Officer Harold Kensing. He was back on White Bridge, but the corpses weren’t there anymore. Harold Kensing was holding a gun to Asa’s head. Asa thought, you can’t be real. I buried you out on Mount Two at the beginning of this semester.
              Harold’s neck was bruised. He was already rotting.
              “They’re making me, Asa,” tears streamed down his face. “God, forgive me. Please forgive me.” His eyes looked at a small bobble head of Jesus on the cross, mounted on his dashboard. Except, instead of the figurine being of Jesus, the face was that of Robert King’s. The entire eyeballs were as dark as the most vacant regions of outer space.
              There was a sound from the side of the car, Officer Kensing opened the door, and a dog was standing on the pavement. The dog was enormous. It had thick, matted hair and wore no collar. Its teeth sunk into Harold Kensing’s arm and pulled him to the ground.
              But there’s something else.
              Those eyes. The night the dog saved me. They seemed…different. Like human eyes that had been implanted into a canine’s skull. But it wasn’t a canine’s skull, really, was it? No. The head was much too big, and protruded on the top. Like it held a human brain in there, too.
              Whose dog was that? Someone must have sent it. And, with all he knew about gene-altering technology, he now thought that someone must have created it.
              The black smoke filled the cabin again, and the scene changed once more. 
              Things were now happening at an insane pace. It was as though a fire hose was shooting bits of information into his brain faster than he could take it. It wasn’t like he saw anything, or heard anything. One moment the information wasn’t in his brain, and then the next moment it was. This is what he learned:
              Somehow, he knew that if you died in a certain place (he thought it had something to do with medicine, or the medical field), you would not cease to exist, but you’d fall on a tarp, and a bell would jingle above your head. And Santa Clause would be there…something about Santa Clause… 
              But then this thing was gone. The black smoke again.
              He awoke and it was warm. He was sweaty and feverish; his head still pounded. There was a fire flickering nearby. Lilly Bloodroot was dampening his forehead with a wet hand. Her purple eyes were beautiful in the firelight. When she saw that he had awoken, she smiled, making dimples on the sides of her lips. Asa saw that her mouth was no longer dripping black. There were multiple gashes in her suit and chest from where the pterodactyl had swiped at her. “He’s awake. I told you he’d wake up.”
              Asa saw that they were in a cave. Rough walls surrounded them. From the mouth came a cool breeze that felt incredible on his sweaty skin. 
              Shadows moved from behind him, and the smoke started to rise again, but then it subsided.
              Jen was then by his side. She brushed Asa’s hair and looked at him.
              “What happened?” Asa croaked.
              “I shot you with my powder on accident,” Lilly said. “It made you hallucinate; the powder is a mutation of mine.” Asa saw that her white hair still had bits of blood in it. “I was trying to shoot it at the pterodactyl and I missed. Then, soon after, you mentally left us for a bit. You convulsed and whimpered a lot. We carried you to this cave.”
              “How long was I under?”
              “Fifteen hours.”
              “Fifteen hours!” Asa sat up sharply, his heart beating fast. “Where are we? What’s happened?”
              “Shhhh,” Roxanne said. “Keep it down!”
              “Are we safe? Is our KEE safe?” Asa took stock of those around him. Bruce Thurman was propped up against the cave wall. He looked pale and appeared to have lost five or ten pounds. Roxanne showed the same development; her cheekbones were more prominent than before and she looked exhausted. Mike Plode, otherwise known as Boom Boom, was lying down, facing away from the fire. Jack Tool, a tall, lanky third semester student had his legs outstretched over the stone floor; the fire danced in his eyes. Lilly Bloodroot and Jen Dean were sitting over Asa. 
              As Asa looked at Gabby Carter for the first time, he couldn’t help but say, “Oh, God, Gabby!”
Gabby Carter lay very close to the fire, with Viola Burns nearby. Gabby was a rather small Fishie, and Asa hadn’t had the opportunity to spend much time with her. Gabby was crying and grimacing. Disturbingly, Asa saw that her foot had been removed by some recent development. Viola was changing a dressing that appeared to be made from suit fabric—Is that fabric from a suit off of one of our dead teammates? Asa looked away, nauseated by the sight of such damaged tissue and protruding, jagged bone.
“I’m lucky, actually—ahh! Oh, be careful!” Gabby said to Viola, who had cracked open a leaf and was applying a clear liquid that ran from it to the exposed wound.
“You don’t want to get this infected,” Viola said. “I know it hurts, but it will be worth it.”
“Where is everyone else?” Asa asked, looking around. He counted nine people; the Sharks had twenty-five students on their team.
Jen took Asa’s hand and squeezed it. 
“Dead?” Asa asked.
“Possibly,” Bruce spoke for the first time. His voice was hoarse—he looked ill. “We couldn’t find bodies for everyone, but that’s to be expected. The pterosaur was eating some of us whole. I wonder about Stan, though. A couple of us saw him leave down the stairs with Janice. We haven’t seen them since.”
Anger grew inside Asa at the mention of Stan; How stupid! Throwing a chair at me and breaking that window! What had he been thinking? It led to so many unneeded deaths.
No one spoke for a moment. The only sounds were the crackling of the fire and Gabby’s quiet whimpering as Viola applied what she claimed to be an antibiotic from a leaf. Asa wondered if Viola had learned how to identify the plant in her Responding to Medical Emergencies Class. She didn’t have Benny Hughs as her instructor, and Asa thought it was possible that the other classes were learning things that were actually useful. In Asa’s class, most of the lecture time was spent as Benny recounted his glorious days as a Winggame player.
The mouth of the cave was far off, and situated on higher ground than the fire. Outside it was dark. Asa was thankful to have the light of the fire after his hallucinations. He felt on edge, uneasy. The fire was five feet high and thin, despite a small amount of firewood. This burn rate didn’t seem proportional to the amount of wood that was burning. Maybe Boom Boom put some kind of chemical on this flame.
Asa’s stomach rumbled audibly, and a wave of nauseating hunger rolled over him. “Is there any food?” he asked.
Bruce, Roxanne, Mike Plode and Jack Tool looked at Asa with disdain that answered his question. These were the oldest and most mutated students in the cave at this time. Their caloric needs were greater than any student.
“No,” Roxanne muttered. “We haven’t found anything labeled ‘Not Poisonous.’”
“I found some Moutainberries, though,” Jack Tool said. He held one up to his nose and sniffed it. “It smells so good. And it’s got the plus sign on it, I don’t think that it’s poisonous.”
“I told you to toss that!” Roxanne said, uncharacteristically frustrated due to her hunger. “You’re not eating it and getting yourself killed; we need you!”
“You’re not the boss of me,” Jack responded. “Besides, what if Robert King was lying?” Jack held the Mountainberry directly in front of his face, examining it. His lips were one inch from it, and Asa half expected him to take a bite.
“Don’t be stupid, Jack,” Bruce said from where he was slumped against the wall.
“I’m just so hungry, though.” His hand was trembling as he held the fruit up to his face. A series of odd associations made Asa think about the fruit in the Garden of Eden, and then of his hallucinations in which Robert King had shown similarities to Jesus, son of David. In the end, Jack put the fruit down and then buried his face in his hands. He wasn’t exactly sobbing, but he was breathing hard in his frustration.
“Is anyone guarding our KEE?” Asa asked.
“No,” Jen said.
“What’s happened in the past fifteen hours?”
Jen was fielding the questions; as a Fishie who wasn’t too severely mutated, the hunger wasn’t impacting her as much as some of the others.  “After everyone got down below the range of the pterodactyls and pterosaurs, we had a meeting. We wanted to make a plan. First, we decided that it wouldn’t be worth it for any of us to stand guard. We wanted to attack, to try and steal another team’s KEE, and we saw that the most we’d be able to leave at our Home Base would be a couple people. Deciding that wasn’t worth it, we all moved together. The strongest of us took turns carrying you and Gabby. We set out for one of the four bases directly around us. We jogged the first ten or so miles, and became discouraged when we found that the next base seemed barely closer; the facilities are much more spread out than we once thought. We kept moving, but at a slower pace.
“Then, we came to an incline in the land that rose thirty feet or so. There were pterodactyls resting upon that hill, as it was taller than the lower limits of their electronic leashes. The hill wasn’t that tall, but it was incredibly long; it was like if you covered the Great Wall of China in dirt and grass. We walked beside it for five or six miles, looking for a place to pass and found none. We came to a spot where there were no pterodactyls resting atop the incline, and Roxanne went up and examined the top. She says that on top of the inclination was a river, with crocodiles swimming through it. She said that the water was murky, and you couldn’t see all the way through it, but there were snakes resting on the other side. She was only up on top for a few seconds when the pterodactyls began to fly towards her, and she got down just in time. We had a group discussion, and decided that the river was impassible; we then directed our attention towards another base.
“We kept on expecting to find food, but it never came. There are strange creatures and plants, but nothing with the ‘Not Poisonous’ writing on it. We started walking; we had covered a lot of ground and were growing tired. It grew dark outside. We kept moving, though. Bruce actually passed out while walking. We found this cave and decided to rest for a couple of hours.”
Asa looked over at Bruce, who was now asleep against the wall.
“Boom Boom can create a web, you know? He made one at the cave opening, for protection,” Jen said.  
Asa nodded. He let the realities wash over him. The lack of food was a more serious situation than he would have thought. None of us has ever been without food since our arrival at the Academy, Asa thought. We’ve had no experience with how these mutations affect our bodies when there is a food shortage.
“So, we’re on our way to another facility? Do we have a plan of what we’re going to do when we get there?” Asa asked.
Jen shook her head.
Roxanne was tired, and didn’t open her eyes to say: “Asa, if you feel alright, would you keep watch for us tonight? Would you wake us in an hour and a half? I think if we can get about ninety minutes of rest we’ll be okay.”
Asa didn’t feel alright; he was hungry and his head still pounded. Though, he did feel awake. It was as though Lilly’s hallucination powder had made him dream heavily for the past half-day. By the look of his teammates, he doubted that ninety minutes would be enough. “I can keep watch,” Asa said. “You guys need to rest. Thank you for carrying me.”
Roxanne smiled and nodded. Viola had finished rebandaging Gabby’s stump and both females were falling asleep beside the fire, which was now dwindling. Jen wished Asa a good night, and lay on the ground, pillowing her head with her arms. 
Asa walked towards the mouth of the cave and sat down, right next to the enormous web that Mike had spun. It completely covered the opening, leaving small windows that Asa could look out of. It glowed silver in the night’s dimmed light; it was made with an awe-inspiring amount of order and organization, just like a web constructed by a spider. Unlike a spider’s web, though, these filaments were each a half inch thick. They looked strong enough to stop a sprinting horse. Asa looked out into the Tropics; insects chirped and the wonderfully cool wind rustled through the leaves.
Asa leaned his back against the wall. He had to urinate, but would wait until everyone was asleep before doing so. Even though you couldn’t take off your suit without being electrocuted, the students were able to open at the waist enough for him to use the bathroom.
Asa still felt strange from Lilly Bloodroot’s powder that he had inhaled. Though he wasn’t visually hallucinating, he still heard things in the quiet night; voices from far off, the sound of footsteps in foliage. His limbs felt funny, like they were too long. He crossed his arms, leaned his head against the stone behind him, and tried not to think about his mental state; he had more important things to concentrate on.
For starters, he wanted to think about that night in Dritt, Texas when he had been pulled over by Officer Harold Kensing. Asa had surely been dead when a giant, odd-looking dog had slammed into the side of the police car. When Officer Kensing opened the door, the dog attacked, and Asa was able to get away. 
Asa remembered the dog’s abnormally large skull. He thought about the Davids, the primates that his father was able to mutate to make more intelligent, and wondered if someone could do the same thing with a dog. And who would do that? It seemed likely that someone had engineered that dog and sent it to save Asa’s life.
The wind picked up a bit, and Asa rubbed his temples. His headache was subsiding, but slowly. He was so hungry.
Then there was the Hive—the supposed lair of Multipliers that Robert King’s meeting with Volkner had alluded to. How many Multipliers did they say lived there? A quarter million? Asa’s mind felt fuzzy still.
There was no way of knowing if the Hive actually existed, but it was possible. If as much as one Multiplier broke free of the Academy, what would stop him or her from Multiplying people month after month until there were thousands of them?
Asa reasoned that if the Hive existed, a force outside of the Academy that uses Academy technology for evil, couldn’t there be a similar force that uses the technology for good? What if there was a group of scientists out there who had broken free of the Academy? What if they were using technology to mutate humans and animals so that they could do altruistic acts, like the dog saving Asa that night?
Yeah, but what else are they doing? And why don’t they do anything to stop the atrocities inside of the Academy, if they do exist?
And there were, in fact, many bad things happening in the Academy. Aside from the immoral premise of the place, a Multiplier recently bit Brumi, and Multipliers are camped out around the Academy premises. Why wouldn’t this outside force help with something like that? 
Asa had a sick feeling that the Academy wasn’t aware of Joney and the rest of the Multipliers around the Academy. He didn’t think that Robert King knew about them. And, it reasoned that they were from the Hive, and that they would attack the Academy.
But why have they waited for so long?
An enormous spider crawled over the ground just outside the mouth of the cave. Asa was glad that he had been asked to keep watch; there was no way that he would have been able to sleep. 
It wasn’t the sounds of birds and the crickets and the wind that would have kept him up. Asa had grown accustomed to sleeping through background noise. For the past couple months, Teddy had been drilling through rock up above Asa; God and Teddy are the only ones that know what he’s doing up there, Asa thought. He brushed the thought aside; he didn’t like to think too long about what Teddy was doing throughout the nights, or what was down the extra tunnel he had carved in the underwater secret passage above Asa’s dwelling.
The reason that Asa wouldn’t be able to sleep was because of the perilous situation he was in. He looked down at his digital camouflaged suit, and remembered what Robert King’s hologram had told them about the tiny batteries lodged within his suit. At this time, he had no way of knowing whether or not someone else had stolen the Shark’s KEE. If someone stole it and returned it to their Home Base, he would be instantly electrocuted to death, like a murderer in an electric chair. The thought made him sweat.
The deadly electric current could come on at anytime, as sudden, as unexpected, and as powerful as a lightening strike.
Likewise, if he and his teammates were successful in obtaining another team’s KEE, and returning it to their own Home Base, they would possibly be killing a whole team. And we don’t know which team occupies which base. What if we get Charlotte’s KEE, or Teddy’s? Will I really be able to contribute to an act that will electrocute them to death? He supposed he didn’t have a choice. There was no point in turning back to guard their own KEE now. If someone was going to take their KEE, they probably already had it. The only thing to do was to play the offensive game.
But the thought of hurting anyone else made him feel nauseous.
He remembered how he had broken that Armadillo player’s ribs right before the Task. If I had known that the Task was about to start, I would have played more conservatively.
Asa checked the countdown clock on his armband. 
55 hours 58 minutes 31 seconds
The numbers continued to count down. From deep within the cave, everyone seemed to be sleeping. Asa’s bladder was full. He stood, undid his pants, and stood as close to the web as he dared. He urinated through the holes, and the stream flowed downhill outside of the cave. He was acutely aware of the noise he was making and hoped that no one heard him.
When he was done, he resituated his pants and was about to sit back down for the remainder of his watch when a terrible noise came from the back of the cave. There was a gurgling noise, and something was slapping against the stone.
“Jack!” Asa heard someone say; he thought it was Viola, and she sounded worried.
Asa ran from his post back to where his teammates had been sleeping. They were all awake now, most of them were sitting. Mike Plode threw some stored brush on the fire and it lit up again, illuminating the cave walls and everyone’s face. Everyone was staring at Jack.
He lay on the ground, clutching his throat. His face was puffy and red, his eyes swollen shut. His lips had inflated like balloons, and his tongue, which was hanging out of his mouth, was the size of a fist. On the ground beside him was a half eaten Mountain Berry. His lips were painted blue.
Gabby Carter was crying, her hands over her mouth. “Somebody do something!”
“There’s nothing we can do,” Mike said, stoking the fire with a stick.
Jack Tool was slamming his fists and his feet into the rock in panic. He’s going to fracture a bone, Asa thought. His chest was rising and falling quickly, and a high-pitched whining sound was coming from his throat.
“I could try CPR,” said Viola. She was full of nervous energy, and was biting the fingers of one hand, while she used another hand to tug on her hair.
“Don’t,” Boom Boom said, not taking his eyes off the fire. “You don’t want that poisonous stuff on your mouth.”
“Well, someone has to do something!” Gabby was sobbing very loudly as the whistling sound stopped as Jack Tool’s throat had completely closed; Asa noted that the food was killing Jack even faster than he thought it would.
No one answered Gabby. She continued to sob. Asa sat down, closed his eyes, and pressed his hands against his ears until it was finished. He didn’t want to hear Jack struggling. He couldn’t do anything to stop feeling the vibrations in the rock as Jack’s body seized, struggled, and then was still.
A couple minutes later, Jack Tool was dead. His face was a shade of purple Asa didn’t think was possible. In the end, he had torn away some of the flesh in his throat with his fingernails, making a bloody mess.
The struggle for air had woken everyone up. Roxanne looked at her watch; somehow, she appeared even more tired after her nap than before it. “We need to get going,” she said.
Everyone stood slowly. They left Jack’s body and moved to the mouth of the cave; Gabby was still sobbing. Mike took a torch to the web he had created the night before. The filaments burned to hot liquid, and Asa stepped over it on his way out into the Tropics.
 
 
 
18
Land of Giants
 
              It wasn’t dark for long. The Tropics grew hot and muggy as the Sharks made their way through the land.
              When not blocked by trees, the Home Bases could be seen looming in the distance. Asa’s heart picked up to an uncomfortable pace each time he saw what they were walking towards. It reminded him of the realities of the game he was living in—Kill or be killed—and of the fact that at any moment his suit could electrocute him to death without warning.
              The Tropics were beautiful, though. 
There were only eight Sharks, now that Jack Tool was dead. They followed a brown, fast flowing stream, with Roxanne in the lead. There were purple, black, and blue flowers. Purple hummingbirds fluttered over petals and drank up the nectar. Thirty and forty pound fish occasionally leapt out of the river, and iguanas and turtles rested on the bank. There were black squirrels. There was grass that was such a dark shade of green that it was almost blue. And everything was enormous. 
Asa walked beside Boom Boom, who had two coconuts tied around his waist; each of these had been pierced with half-inch diameter holes and had vines sticking out of them. Asa didn’t ask what they were for. 
Mike looked pale, just as Roxanne and Bruce did. Asa felt pale. The Tropics were incredibly humid, and Asa was continually producing sweat onto his face. This did not help with his nausea or hunger.
The flow of the river was somewhat directing the course the Sharks were taking through the jungle. Two Home Bases—tall, white structures—could be seen in the distance. “Remind me,” Asa said to Mike, “which Home Base is ours?”
“That one,” Mike pointed to the one closest to them.
Asa felt his hopes sink. They were only a third of the way to an opponent’s Home Base. Even if they reached it before they were electrocuted, they would then have to capture the KEE from potentially hostile Academy students, then turn around and walk back. He became uncomfortably aware that no one was guarding his own team’s KEE and that the electric shock of his suit could come at any time.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Mike said. “You’re wondering how far we traveled yesterday before stopping, and why we’re not closer. Remember after the Boss’s hologram left, when I estimated the distance to the nearest Base at about fifteen miles?”
Asa nodded.
“I was wrong. Very wrong.” Boom Boom looked even paler for a moment, and Asa thought that this was due to a twinge of fear mixed in with the nauseous hunger. It was strange to Asa to see such an emotion in someone who had lured their household dog into a trashcan and then blew it up with fireworks. You’re scared of the electricity charring you, but you’ll kill a dog for fun, Asa thought in disgust.
Through the canopy overhead, Asa saw a pterodactyl flying through the air; it seemed too muscular for a creature in flight.
“How far apart do you think these Bases are?” Asa asked. He kept his thoughts about Mike’s demented tendencies to himself.
“Fifty miles. Maybe seventy-five or a hundred.”
“What!?”
Boom Boom shrugged. “If it was even twenty miles, we would have reached it by now.”
Asa thought back at when he first saw the other Bases out the window of their own Home Base. “But they didn’t look that far away.”
Boom Boom smiled. “Have you noticed the sky, Asa? Look at it.”
Asa did. High above his head, the day was a perfect, clear blue. There wasn’t a single cloud. “What about it?” Asa asked.
“There’s no sun,” Boom Boom said.
Asa gazed up again. Their view of the sky was limited by the jungle surrounding them. “It’s probably still on the horizon,” Asa said. “It’s early in the day still.”
“Yeah, that’s kind of what I thought yesterday when I couldn’t find it in the sky. Except, it was getting close to nighttime, so I thought that the sun was close to setting. But then we came out into a high clearing where I could see the whole sky. I looked all around, Asa. There is no sun here.”
Asa felt uneasy. “What does that mean?”
“It means we’re not outside. We’re in some kind of an arena. Do you remember when they transported us? We weren’t traveling for very long at all; the climate here is much different from that at the Academy. We couldn’t possibly have moved from an artic region of the world to a tropical region in so little time.”
Asa felt a warm breeze move in the same direction as the flowing stream beside them. It’s true. This place is far from artic.
Mike Plode went on: “I think we’re deep underground. The ‘sky’ seems to be some kind of ceiling that glows bluish white in the daytime and gets black at night.”
“You think that the Academy dug out hundreds of square miles of earth to make an underground arena for the Task?” Asa asked, having trouble believing the proposal.
“No,” Boom Boom said. “I think that the Academy dug out thousands of square miles of earth to make this arena. Which leads us back to why you and I both incorrectly estimated the length between our Home Base and the opponent’s bases.
“When we first looked out the windows at the Tropics, we thought that we were outside. When you’re outside, you can only see so much earth at one time. At a point, things just drop off the horizon, due to the curve of the earth—this point is around twenty-seven miles from where a person is standing. So…”
Suddenly understanding, Asa interrupted, “The horizon is different because there is no curve. The whole thing is flat. The designers of this place didn’t think to make the arena curve with the earth.”
Boom Boom nodded. With his recent weight loss, he appeared to be suffering from an acute illness. “Exactly.”
They moved on and no one spoke for a while. There were the sounds of their shoes on moist dirt, the trickling of water beside them, and a symphony of animal noises from the surrounding jungles. They passed one of the giant, buffalo like animals that Asa had seen out the windows of the Home Base. It was standing on the other side of the river (which was being supplemented by adjacent streams and was growing much wider as they traveled on), and was eating without noticing the Sharks. Mosquitos circled it, and it whipped at them with a short tail. Its feathers were beautiful: Metallic green, yellow, purple, blue, orange, and red. It’s feet made deep imprints in the dirt on the shore opposite Asa. The animal was licking moss off of a boulder with a purple tongue as large as Asa’s foot. 
That thing probably has to eat all day, thought Asa, appreciating the animal’s size. It looked comfortably over one ton.
Then, remembering the carcass of the same species that he had seen during his first few moments in the Tropics, he felt cold. The animal had been just as big as this one, maybe even bigger, and had been taken down by a predator. Whatever killed that thing is lurking in this arena.
A dragonfly zoomed over Asa’s head and he was shocked to see that the wings were each three feet long. Boom Boom saw Asa looking at this creature and patted him on the back. “In prehistoric times,” Mike said, “animals were much bigger. There are dragonflies with bigger wingspans than this one in the fossil record. A lot of people think that the oxygen concentration in the air was much higher back then; they think that’s why the brontosaurus, and T-rex were able to get so large. With more oxygen, they had more fuel to grow. Do you know what else oxygen is good for?”
Asa shook his head.
An evil gleam danced in Boom Boom’s eyes and for a moment, he didn’t look tired or malnourished. “Oxygen is good for explosions.” A sick smile played on Boom Boom’s lips, and Asa thought about how the U.S. courts had given the human he was talking to the death sentence for blowing up a bank.
As they moved, Asa’s hunger took hold of his stomach, gripping it with a nauseating force, begging him to eat. At one point, Roxanne bent over a fallen tree and dry heaved until a spew of lime-green bile spilled into the dirt. She didn’t comment on this, but just stood and kept on moving at a slightly slower pace. Asa looked up at the Base they were approaching and thought, we’re not going to make it without food.
A few miles later they could hear the roar of a waterfall, and the river that the Sharks were following suddenly dropped straight down into a vast lake. They crested a hill and took in the view.
The water was moving frantically towards the one hundred foot drop off on their right, and before them was a massive body of blue water. More impressive than the water were the animals that flanked the shores.
“Triceratops,” Boom Boom said, and Asa thought, he knows a lot about dinosaurs.
The creatures were lined along the water, many of them with their heads down so that they could lap up a drink. Some stood so that the slow gentle waves came up to their knees, which were comparable to elephant limbs. The animals were like reptilian hippos, with green-brown scales that blended with their surroundings and three huge horns protruding from their skulls for defensive purposes.
When Asa heard about the Task, he had been scared of zombies, or genetically altered animals, but he had never thought of dinosaurs. He should have guessed, though. The extinction of dinosaurs was only permanent as long as genetic technology wasn’t able to resurrect them. Asa felt his wings, folded up beside his spine. Obviously, the Academy has the technology.
The Sharks stood watching for some time. It filled Asa with wonder to see such large and graceful creatures move over land. Near the tree line he saw a mother dinosaur standing guard over her young child as it chomped on foliage from a small bush.
Asa thought of what Jen had said yesterday, about the pterodactyls and pterosaurs being able to land on the ground atop the sharp incline of dirt that housed a river. Why then, are they not able to come and attack us, as we stand adjacent to this huge waterfall? We are high above the ground and the lake below. Asa did not know the answer to this. Perhaps the sensors along the elevated river weren’t communicating with the flying creatures’ neckbands properly.
“Let’s move,” Bruce said impatiently. He looked as pale as the dead, and Asa thought that he would collapse again soon. 
“You can go,” Mike told him, “but I’m staying up here. I don’t want to get eaten. We should cross the river and walk along the opposite bank, as soon as that one is done eating.”
“Triceratops are herbivores, they’re not going to eat us,” Bruce said.
“I’m not talking about the triceratops,” Mike responded, pointing out into the water. “Look. There, you see it? It’s moving in from the center towards the bank.”
“An alligator? What are alligators going to do?” Bruce asked.
Asa tended to agree. He saw the creature that Mike was pointing to, but wasn’t worried about it. The alligator moved through the water, only its eyes visible. It was hard to see from so high up. If it tries to attack, we are much faster than it.
“That isn’t an alligator. I think we’re looking at spinosaurus,” Boom Boom said.
Asa and the rest of the Sharks watched mesmerized as the beach ball sized eyeballs moved through the water towards the unsuspecting triceratops. Each triceratops weighed more than a school bus. He was about to ask what a spinosaurus was when the animal struck.
The eyes moved forward at a blurring speed. At the last moment the triceratops yelped in surprise. It wasn’t nearly fast enough.
For just a second, Asa saw the top half portion of the spinosaurus’s body. Just seeing a creature of such size and power was fear evoking. Its mouth was big enough that Asa believed it could comfortably fit the entire Sharks team inside. It had a shape similar to the tyrannosauruses that Asa had seen in movies, except it was much larger than he had ever seen a t-rex depicted. The creature latched onto the triceratops with claws longer than broom handles a set of massive teeth. Blood ran from the triceratops’s heavy body into the water and it continued to squeal. The spinosaurus drug the triceratops out into open water with such speed that Asa believed the creature could have taken two triceratopses at a time. When the screaming, yelping triceratops was in the center of the lake, the spinosaurus pulled it under. A circle of red blood flowed to the surface, but the Sharks didn’t see either animal come back up again.
“Spinosaurus is the biggest predator to ever walk the earth,” Mike whispered. “Much bigger than the t-rex.” 
“Let’s hope we don’t run into one,” said Gabby. People had been taking turns carrying her, and she was now on Lilly Bloodroot’s back, her bandaged stump now soaked with blood.
“Let’s cross to the other side,” said Bruce; his voice was hoarse and his eyes bloodshot.
Time dragged and no matter how far they walked, the next Base never seemed to appear any bigger to Asa. In his hungry delirium, his thoughts turned to the outside world, and to history. He had once read a letter written by George Washington that was written as he reflected about an upcoming battle with the British. The quote had moved Asa, and he had unintentionally committed it to memory from reading it over and over again. Washington had written: “The reflection upon my situation, and that of this army, produces many an uneasy hour, when all around me are wrapped in sleep. Few people know the predicament we are in, on a thousand accounts; fewer still will believe, if any disaster happens to these lines, from what cause it flows.”  Thinking of the outside world, and of the non-mutated humans caring for those inflicted by the Wolf Flu, Asa could relate with General Washington. Few knew the despair he felt. Few knew the Academy existed, and few would ever know if he died here in this underground arena. He looked at Gabby, her bloody stump, and the pale faces of his fellow teammates. He looked at the distance he still had to travel, and at the surrounding jungle. Even though his teammates surrounded him, he felt incredibly alone.
The difference between Washington and I is that he was engaged in cause of his own choosing. I was kidnapped. I was brought here by force, and am here so that I might be trained to murder and help murder for the worst organization in the history of mankind.
Asa was beginning to become emotional with these thoughts, but he didn’t share his feelings with his teammates. They were too hungry to bother them with such things. Asa suspected Bruce had lost another ten pounds this morning.
Keeping his thoughts to himself, Asa thought, they can’t break me. I won’t work for them. I’m going to remain mentally intact, and leave this organization at the first opportunity. I am not a monster.
When he thought this, he was still ignorant as to what the Task’s food source was. He also underestimated his own will to survive and the immoral things he would be willing to do to compete in the Task.
Two hours after they saw the spinosaurus drag the triceratops into the lake, Bruce halted. They were beside a steep embankment that led down into a creek. “Roxanne,” Bruce whispered. “There’s someone down there, by the stream.” Everyone paused. Bruce’s eyes were red and his hair stood up in twisted, sweaty spikes. He looked half-crazy. Asa used his eyes to try to see into the deep brush, but didn’t detect a body.
Bruce crouched down, and closed his eyes. “It’s a male, Roxy. An old guy. He doesn’t have wings.”
He is losing it! Asa thought. He and Jen Dean shared a look in which she communicated that she agreed.
But still, Asa was frightened. Roxanne stared into the creek. It was dark, with trees bunched close together and almost no break in the foliage above. “Does he have a weapon?” Roxanne asked Bruce. 
Bruce kept his eyes shut tightly. “I can’t see things like that Roxy, you know that.”
It was then that Asa suspected that perhaps Bruce had an ability that he was unaware of. But so do I. He was upset with himself for not thinking of his echolocation sooner, and let out a cry.
Asa shut his eyes and let the echoed image fill his mind. He was given a vivid three hundred sixty degree image of his surroundings. He saw a praying mantis high above him in the trees. He could see the twigs and bits of bark that layered the ground, and ants crawling over a fallen tree limb. And, also, far below him, there was a body. Bruce was correct; there was a male in the brush. The person was slightly overweight, with soft tissues, and weak knees. It was the kind of body that was used to sitting in front of a computer all day. He was nearly naked, wearing a kind of savage dress made of thick jungle leaves and vines. He wore glasses. Asa’s echolocation didn’t allow him to see color, but he could see sweat gathering over the guys face.
“He’s old.” Asa opened his eyes.
“You can see him?” Roxanne asked. She had been tugging at her hair so that it was teased a few inches above her head, creating a mane of dirty blonde hair. Her green-gold eyes looked like a lion’s eyes. There was a fierceness in them—driven by the hunger—that Asa had never seen before. “How can you see him?”
“Mutation,” Asa said simply. “I have echolocation, like a bat. It’s a kind of radar.”
“Let’s hide,” Roxanne whispered. “Palmer, you’re going into the jungle, and don’t come out without that old guy.”
“Why me?”
“Because you and Bruce are the two people here with an ability to see things without your eyes. Look in the jungle. It’s dark. Your eyes won’t help much down there. And now look at Bruce. Does he look like he’s in any condition to have a struggle?”
Asa only glanced at Bruce, who looked terrible—there was no arguing the fact. “What’s the point in seeing why a person’s out there in the jungle? We don’t even know who it is.”
“Exactly,” Boom Boom said. “We don’t know who it is. Knowledge is power, and you’re the most fit to attain this little gem of knowledge.”
Asa’s mouth was growing dry, his head ached, and fear was slithering up to his throat like a cold steam. He had no way of knowing if the old man down in the creek was a Multiplier, or some kind of other trap. Also, he was weary of the jungle. “I’ll go,” he said. “But I want someone standing guard at the edge of the jungle.”
“I’ll do it,” said Boom Boom.
“And if I scream, you come to help.”
“You’ve got it, boss,” Mike said. He wished that he had a lookout with more sympathy than the mass murderer, but now wasn’t the time to argue. Besides, I need to earn my team’s trust.
Asa moved down the embankment over damp dirt that couldn’t get any blacker. Worms, beetles and ants were numerous. He moved lower and lower, closer to the creek far below, making his way between goliath trees and mossy logs so rotten that they crumbled with the lightest touch. Little monkeys chattered from above. Asa supplemented his vision with echolocation as he went further in and the light grew sparser.
He should have been coming up with a plan as he made his way down, but he was too hungry, and couldn’t muster the energy. Finally, he came to the base of a tall, four-foot thick tree. On the opposite side, his echolocation revealed the man he and Bruce had both detected. He’s older than I anticipated, Asa thought. At first he had guessed the stranger to be in his late fifties or early sixties. Now, he saw that the gentleman was seventy, at the youngest. Probably older than that.
Asa could hear coarse breathing from the opposite side of the log, and could actually smell the person. He smelled musty. Asa’s echolocation revealed that the gentleman had a fine spread of prickly stubble on his cheeks, and curly thin hairs that ran down his chest and abdomen. He wasn’t moving. He sounded out of breath, frightened.
What if he’s a normal human?
What if he’s a Multiplier, or some other kind of mutated being?
None of these options made Asa feel any better.
He wanted to turn around, to go back and tell the others that he couldn’t find the person. I can’t do that. Bruce is probably up there watching me with whatever power he has. 
Asa picked up a rock and tossed it underhand so that it hit the gentleman’s bare foot sprawled out on the dark earth. 
“No,” the man breathed, and he was up and running in only a moment. Asa watched him, and in the faint light saw something on the man’s chest that made him feel sick. Tattooed on his skin were the words “Not Poisonous,” on his chest. The letters were big, bold, unmistakable.
They want us to eat a human.
The old man was slow and noisy. He tripped over a fallen branch and the next second Asa was standing over him, wings spread. He felt like a rejected angel. A hungry rejected angel.
NO! I won’t eat him!
“What’d you want?” the old man said, and then he broke out into sobs. Asa’s heart broke for the guy. He retracted his wings, gathered up the old, bony man, and brought him up the embankment where he sat the human in front of his teammates. The old man was still softly crying.
Roxanne and her Sharks looked down at the thing that they were expected to eat. Roxanne no longer looked like a lion. The fierceness and blood had run from her face and she was biting her fingers, looking like a small child who has just seen a spirit of the dead. Bruce turned, walked from the circle, and then vomited down the embankment. Jen couldn’t look the man in the eyes, and neither could Asa.
He recalled his earlier resolve not to be changed by the Academy, and not to become a monster. His stomach was growling heavily, though. And some of us will die if we don’t eat.
Unlike the rest of his teammates, Boom Boom was looking at the old man full in the face. “Who’s going to do it?” he asked. 
The old man whimpered.
“We’re not killing him!” Bruce said.
“Yes we are, tubby,” Mike said back. “Or, should I say, not-so-tubby? You’re not going to make it through the night unless you eat something, and it looks like grampa is our only option.”
“Stop,” Asa whispered. He felt that both Mike and Bruce were right. 
“I couldn’t eat him,” Bruce said.
“We’ll cook him first,” Mike responded. “When he’s over the fire and you smell him, you’ll think differently.”
Roxanne was quiet.
The predicament made Asa disturbed in a way that he had never been before. Mike was right; they would start to die off without food. But what is my life worth, if I do this? If I kill this innocent man?

“Wait,” the old man rasped. “Just hold on a second, now, gang, please. Let’s, let’s, let’s t-t-talk about this now, let’s be reasonable.”
Asa noticed that Roxanne was now looking at the man. She licked her lips. 
“I have information for you, and I’ll give it to you. Just don’t eat me. You can’t eat me,” and then the man broke into quiet sobs and they watched his dirty torso hitch up and down.
              “Don’t lie to us, old man. We’re not stupid,” Boom Boom told him.
The old man went on as though he hadn’t heard. “My name is Adam Trotter,” the man said.
Asa groaned, and clenched his teeth. The man had a name, a story, a life. Asa made up his mind; if anyone wanted to eat Adam, they’d have to go through him. He wasn’t going to let it happen.
“And, I am a scientist. Used to be a scientist, I suppose, for Alfatrex. A geneticist, specifically. They put me here, in this place, so that you’d kill me, because I know something. And if you don’t eat me, I’ll tell you. Okay?”
No one said anything. Adam Trotter had their attention.
He went on even though no one had agreed not to eat him. “I worked in the Alaska location. There are a lot of secret labs, spread out around the world. And then, one night, I was kidnapped by Academy graduates and rode an underground train here. I wasn’t alarmed, it was part of the job and used to happen every half-year or so, when Robert King had a question he wanted to ask. I’m an expert, you see.
“When I arrived, I was greeted by Robert King. His pupils, they… never mind. That’s not important. I was taken deep into the southern mountain, the big one. They had trapped this person in a cage, and wanted me to study it. At first, they said he was a person. Then, they said he was a Multiplier. It was like they couldn’t make up their mind. When I started studying the thing, I could see why.
“By the time I got there, the Multiplier had been tortured and was missing toes and fingers. I was so mad about that—they ruined the specimen. He no longer trusted us. 
“He had long, blond hair and green eyes. He was beautiful. Defiant. They had caught him lurking in the woods behind a mountain, wearing a suit and a tie. This is unusual attire to be out in the wilderness. He was well spoken, and extremely intelligent. Genius, I’d think, but can’t be sure. He wouldn’t ever participate in any aptitude tests.
“He spoke to us, and was cordial and polite, but never gave away any information about his past. We tried to trick him into giving us information. We even used computer software to try to pinpoint his accent—nothing got us any closer to the truth. The more we learned about this person, or Multiplier, or whatever he was—the more confused we became.
“A team of scientists and myself were brought to the mountains to test him. Interrogation had failed; so, we were asked to use experimentation to answer these questions.”
Adam looked around at his audience of genetically altered teenagers who were contemplating eating him. He shook his head and went on. “We learned a lot. He wasn’t like the Multipliers in the Academy. Electric shock experiments showed that he was as strong as a Multiplier—he certainly was stronger than any graduate. But his gums weren’t as dark as the Multipliers you and I are used to seeing. They looked kind of like if a human eats a lot of blackberries—the gums were pink but tinged with black. And, as an experiment, we would flood his cell with the scent of human blood. An Academy Multiplier will start gushing Salvaserum (that’s the black stuff that they salivate), under these conditions, and uncontrollably. But this Multiplier was immune to it. His mouth remained dry; the scent of blood had no effect on him. This made us conclude that the individual wasn’t an ordinary Multiplier.”
Trotter paused, and wiped sweat from his brow with his forearm. When he spoke again, his voice was trembling. “I am scared to think of what this means. I think that the Academy doesn’t want anyone to know about this. I think that the discovery of this Multiplier-human-thing has Robert King shaking in his cowboy boots. And I also think that…”
The flash of light and the heat were so intense and overwhelming of Asa’s senses that for a moment he thought he was dead. He thought that the electrocution had begun, and had burned up his occipital lobe. But then the thunder came and when it was over, Asa and all the other Sharks were on the forest floor.
Adam was sizzling on the ground, a twitching corpse. A swift strike of lightening had issued from the arena ceiling and killed him, instantly, as he was talking about an Academy secret.
Asa looked at the sky, and then around him. The other Sharks seemed as bewildered as he felt. He didn’t know what to make of the story, but he was sure of one thing: someone is watching us. And someone sent that bolt of lightening to stop Adam Trotter from continuing to tell us whatever he was saying.
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              Boom Boom started a fire, and when Viola tossed in a couple twigs, he screamed and then lectured her: “Careless! You don’t just throw something into the fire like that; you’ll set the whole jungle aflame! Did you see how those twigs practically exploded? The oxygen content of this place is off the charts! If a fire starts, we’re dead!”
              Viola nodded solemnly and ran her metallic, powerful nails through her hair.
              No one stopped Boom Boom as he prepared the corpse for eating, but no one looked either. Asa kept feeling alternating waves of hunger and then nausea; he was sickened by his primal urges. He thought, But I must eat! Listen, if he was still alive, that would be one thing, but he’s already dead! And we’ll die if we don’t eat something!
              When that didn’t make him feel better about it he thought, the Academy chose the food, I didn’t. If it were up to me, I’d eat something, anything, else. But this is the only safe thing to eat that we’ve found. It’s not my choice! It’s the Academy’s fault!
              And then when this thought didn’t make him feel any better, he stopped thinking about eating Adam Trotter’s body entirely.
              Mike Plode found a semi-sharp rock outlying the creek bed and cut the old man’s head off and chucked the skull with blood stained hair, deep into the jungle. “There you are, pansies!” He said to them. “Now you won’t have to look at it. Now you can eat and not think about what you’ve done, what you’re doing. It’s just a body now, see? Like a cow, or a chicken.”
              Somehow, not having the face on the body did make Asa feel better about it. As Mike Plode began cooking the meat over the fire, Asa thought of what Adam Trotter said about the Multiplier.
              The old man’s words had disturbed Asa. He was just a crazy old kook, thought Asa. He was lying to us. He was delusional. There’s no reason I should take Adam Trotter’s words seriously.
              But then another part of him responded, if the information wasn’t true, then why did they send a lightning bolt to kill him?
              Asa groaned. The Academy felt threatened by Adam Trotters knowledge, he was sure of it. Which means he was probably telling the truth.
              Could the Multiplier that the Academy caught be part of the Hive? It was possible. What unnerved Asa about this explanation was that he had previously believed that Joney, Edna and Michael, the Multipliers that had killed the Davids and hung them upside down behind Mount Two, were from the Hive. And the Multiplier that Adam Trotter was describing sounds much different than these. These are dirty, unsophisticated, and uncivilized—the one that Adam described sounded suave, smart, and educated.
              And he didn’t produce Salvaserum.
              The food was cooking over the fire now, and Asa tried his best not to think about what he was doing. He wanted to turn his consciousness away from where his body was until his stomach was full. Then, he would do his best to forget about it.
              Why wouldn’t a Multiplier produce Salvaserum? Was the Multiplier genetically altered? Or was it not Multipliers at all?
              An image flashed in Asa’s mind. Travis and Volkner at the cafeteria during the Talking Ban last year. Volkner informed Travis that the young man he was sitting across from was the Asa Palmer, and immediately Travis began to drip Salvaserum uncontrollably.
              It would be hard for a Multiplier to infiltrate the real world if they sometimes uncontrollably salivate black serum all over themselves. It could be possible that Multiplier that Adam Trotter spoke of was trying to get into human politics or something. I guess that he could paint his gums pink, and hide his identity.
              The idea of a Multiplier getting involved in human politics, in having a say in government legislation, made Asa’s skin crawl.
              Is this kind of Multiplier a new development? Or did my father help to create this?
              And what was he doing around the Academy when he was captured? What else did Adam Trotter and other Academy scientists find out about him?
              A vibration in the ground broke Asa’s thoughts like a hailstorm crashing through a pane of glass.
              Something big is coming.
              There was another vibration and Asa looked down and saw that he had a long strip of unidentifiable cooked flesh in his hand. He was nearly full; he realized that he had been diverting his thoughts from the meal, trying not to think about the sick thing that his body was doing as he ate.
              There was a BOOM and another series of vibrations. The Sharks looked at each other with frightened expressions. Their scared, wide eyes and their fast twitches made them look like squirrels on a park bench when a human approaches.
              Another BOOM, and then the ground was shaking even more intensely.
              “A dinosaur,” Roxanne said.
              “It smells our food,” said Mike, looking up at the long line of smoke from their cook-fire.
              There was a quick succession of steps and then an unearthly, irate, demonic roar hit the Sharks with the force of a tornado. They could feel the vibrations from the sound waves in their chests, in the pits of their stomachs. Some deep-imbedded instinct of Asa’s told him to Run! Run like hell!
              But instead, he stood, and looked in the direction of the noise. He heard Boom Boom whisper, “spinosaurus” behind him, and then there was the shuffle of feet as the Sharks began to leave.
              Asa had never seen a creature so large. In fact, no human, outside of the Academy, had ever seen a land creature so large. Each of its eyes was the size of beach balls, and it stood comfortably taller than forty feet. It cast a vast shadow on the ground below, where its two feet were making indentions in the earth with the length and width of a one-car garage. It let out another roar, and Asa stood, his feet planted by his terror, looking at the yellow, decaying teeth and the roof of the Jurassic mouth, which was black with red spots.
              The spinosaurus leaned forward and began to sprint towards the Sharks; each of its muscular thighs (each of which had the girth of a full grown male bull) launched itself forward with alternating contractions that shot up dirt behind the giant as it raced forward. Asa dropped the greasy bit of Adam Trotter that he had in his hands and began to run.
              He followed the path the other Sharks had taken down the road beside the jungle. They left Gabby, one legged and screaming where she had been abandoned near the fire. Asa grimaced at the desperation in her voice, but kept running. He was relieved when he heard the prehistoric creature pass her up, apparently not interested in the one wounded human when he could potentially catch a whole herd of healthy ones.
              The dinosaur was gaining on them. Asa looked around him, and could not see Jen. They made their way around a bend, and Asa was uncomfortably aware that he was at the back of the pack, closest to the deadly jaws. The dirt beneath him was shifting, and the vibrations from the dinosaur’s steps were making it difficult for Asa to retain traction.
              Up ahead, Boom Boom turned around. He had somehow lit the vine coming out of one of the coconuts he had tied to his waist, and it was acting like a fuse, moving slowly up the vegetation towards the coconut shell. He spun, tossed the coconut high into the air, and then turned back to continue sprinting. The coconut detonated in the air before reaching the spinosaurus. Asa felt the heat of the blast, and bits of sharp coconut shrapnel that cut into his back.
              The spinosaurus howled in sick rage, but kept moving towards its prey. Asa continued on, the back of his neck bleeding from where the fragments had hit him. They turned another corner and came to a straightaway in the dirt path. Feeling that he wouldn’t be able to outrun the spinosaurus for long, Asa made a quick decision and diverted off into the jungle, away from the group.
              If it follows me, I’m dead.
              Asa sprinted up an embankment thick with moist leaves and vines across the ground, threatening to trip him. He used his echolocation, as twenty yards into the trees the thick canopy above muted the light. He heard the parade of Sharks continue to sprint down the road, and heard the giant pacing after them. 
              God help them.
              Asa continued to run. He was pumped full of adrenaline from the close encounter, and guilt at what he had just eaten. With food in him, he felt revitalized. He pushed himself into the unknown wild, his breath coming out hot in the humid jungle. Then he ran further. He didn’t know where he was going. He hurdled over trees, glided over a black pond, using his wings. He heard rustling in the dark pockets of jungle beside him, but didn’t slow. Minutes went by.
              In some basic part of himself, he was shallowly aware that he was using one of his favorite coping mechanisms. Whenever his mother was dying he ran. Whenever he was scared nearly out of his mind by the continual Multiplier attacks last semester, he ran. And here he was, running through the Tropics, in a suit that had the capacity to electrocute him to death after eating a man that had told him about a Multiplier from outside of the Academy. It was too much to deal with right now. He ran to forget. He ran until the lactic acid dripped what felt like lava into his thighs, his hamstrings, his calves, his abdomen, and then he ran some more. He wanted to be numb. He wanted to hurt so bad that he couldn’t think of anything else. 
              At a point, Asa didn’t know how long it was, he reached this kind of meditative numbness where all that existed were the path and his pain.
 
 
After two hours of sprinting at a blistering pace, Asa began to feel okay with thinking again. Not deep thinking, he wasn’t ready for that yet. And he wasn’t ready to walk yet, either. He jogged over the grass and looked out to his left.
              When he was younger, his mother used to take him on trips to Galveston beach, and once they had stayed in a cabin in the Rockies. Asa had a love for running in scenic, beautiful places. He enjoyed being exhausted, and being able to glance out where ocean met sky, or where the jagged tips of the mountains cut into the clouds.
              He admired his current place. 
              He was on the edge of a great canyon that stretched for miles and miles. Far below, brontosauruses ate leaves from remarkably tall trees, using their long necks that made those belonging to giraffes look insignificant. The dinosaurs were metallic blue, and at a glance they looked like gigantic gems on the sea of dark green grass. There were dozens of waterfalls that rained down from caves in the sides of the rock wall that made clouds of mist as the falling water collided with the clear pools that supplied the river below. A pure white hawk circled the valley, looking for rodents in the grass and small fish in the water. Dandelions, and sunflowers and roses grew wild. The river was slow moving and reflected the perfect blue sky above. Further out, there were smooth green hills that rolled out to the edge of the arena.
              Asa had never seen anything so beautiful.
              Painfully, he pulled his gaze from the view and looked out in front of him. Roughly one mile away, rising above the high reaching canopies that rustled in the breeze was a Home Base. The Sharks’ Home Base was now far behind him, and he was heading towards an opposing team’s initial shelter. Anxiety boiled up in his chest as he thought, What if there is a whole team, still situated there, guarding their KEE? They’ll kill me!
              But, he had no choice, really. He had to attempt to attain another team’s KEE. The alternative was to wait, cross his fingers, and hope that his suit didn’t electrocute him to death, which it probably would at some point, seeing as his team left their base completely unguarded.
              And I want to earn my team’s trust.
              He continued to run, but began to stay in the shadows as he grew closer to the base, aware that if a team decided to use defensive tactics, they might have guards. The Home Base grew nearer, and Asa could see a pterosaur along with pterodactyls roosting on the roof. The windows surrounding the top room were still intact.
              He was half a mile away, his fear continuing to build when he was brought to the ground by a dark form that leapt out of the jungle. Upon the collision, he thought the word, strong. Asa was wrapped up in foreign arms and his feet left the earth as he was tackled. His shoulder and back collided with the packed dirt, knocking the wind out of him. He felt a warm body atop him, legs restraining his legs, and strong, unyielding hands pinning his wrists down.
              “Asa?”
              The grip slackened and allowed Asa to sit up and cough until he had his breath was back.
              “Are you okay, Asa? I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
              Asa nodded as he coughed, looking at Roxanne. Her face was painted with black dirt and a mixture of twigs and dead leaves were tangled in her blond hair. The knees and elbows of her camouflaged suit were caked with dirt, as though she had been crawling. Her general filthiness made her golden-green eyes stand out even more than usual, as they reflected the light, clean and glistening.
              “Yeah, I’m just glad it was you,” Asa said. “What were you doing in there?”
              “Waiting for something. We need to hide. I’ll explain.”
              Roxanne ducked back into the jungle and Asa followed her. “Have you seen anyone else since the team split up?”
              “No.”
              Roxanne looked troubled. “They must have taken another route, then. We need to go this way.”
              As Asa followed Roxanne at a stealthy jog through the jungle, she briefly explained the situation. “Bruce, Boom Boom and I somehow ended up together after the Spinosaurus left. I’m not sure what kind of injuries our team sustained.”
              “Is Jen okay?”
              “I don’t know. This way.” She changed direction and Asa could tell by the increased concentration of light that they were moving out the other side of a thin stretch of jungle. “We decided to head for this Home Base. Bruce has an ability—he can sense animals and people without seeing them. There’s more to it, but no time to explain. We were running along the road, and he told us to hide in the jungle. We did, and three members of the Viper team jogged by—Stridor Akardiavna, Lane Black and Michael Spruce. I think that you know Stridor. Michael and Lane are fourth semesters. We watched them go. Stridor was leading them, and he was clutching a KEE in their hand, our KEE. That’s their base, right there. If they are able to place our KEE, we’re dead.”
              They stopped, and Asa took in the closeness of the Viper’s Home Base. He licked his lips, and his tongue was dry. “So where are Bruce and Mike?” Asa asked.
              “They went ahead of me. The Vipers stayed on the road, mostly, which cost them time. We were able to stay ahead of them by cutting through the jungle. Mike says that he thinks he can burn their base to the ground.”
              “Won’t that start a jungle-fire? Won’t that kill us all?”
              Roxanne bit her lip. “We don’t know. But we do know that if we don’t do something, we’re going to be cooked anyways. While they are doing that, I’m trying to find the Vipers and stop them. You can help me.”
              Asa nodded.
              “You need to know something, though, Asa. C’mere.”
              She grabbed his shoulders and pulled him so that her lips were a centimeter away from his ear. She whispered and he felt her breath. “I know that Academy officials are listening in on our conversations. I have an ability, okay? Just trust me.”
              She pulled back and Asa asked, “What can you do?”
              She shook her head and looked at the road through the trees of the jungle. Asa watched her lion eyes grow big and she put a finger over her mouth, telling him to hush. They moved slowly over to the edge of the jungle and looked out at the path. They were now only two hundred yards away from the Viper’s Home Base. There was a beaten path directly outside of the tree-line, and then a vast river.
              Stridor, Lane Black, and Michael Spruce stood on the bank of the river, looking out over the water. Stridor was in the middle, tallest of them. The arena ceiling was changing from blue to a burnt orange as the artificial dusk came over the land. The wine-colored scars on back of his hairless head and his neck seemed more prominent than usual. The metal Shark KEE was dangling from the long fingers of his right hand. In his left hand he held a rifle. Stridor had tied a thick vine that ran across his chest from his shoulder to right hip. Dangling from the vine on his hip was a sack covered in black and white fur, with dark red-brown blood stains on it, as though Stridor had hurriedly skinned an animal before using it and hadn’t taken the time to clean it properly. 
              Lane and Michael flanked him. They both had black hair and Asa didn’t know who was who. Though they were both shorter than Stridor, but they were wide shouldered and bulky—each bigger than Roxanne or Asa.
              And we don’t know what kinds of mutations they might have.
              The swift river, reflecting the burnt orange ceiling, was fifty yards wide and between the Vipers and their Home Base. The Viper standing on Stridor’s right side expanded his wings; which were mutated red, like a cardinal’s, and said, “Let’s go.”
              “Not so fast,” Stridor said, squeezing his teammates arm. “Those green fish worry me.”
              “What are they?”
              “I don’t know,” said Stridor, and he picked up a small fallen tree limb nearby.
              From their hiding spot behind a series of bushes, Asa glanced at Roxanne. She was crouched low, breathing shallowly through her nose. Her left hand was clenched around a dark tree root and in her right she held a dense river-stone, smooth and roughly the shape of an egg.
              “What’re you doing?” One of the Vipers asked Stridor from the riverbank.
              He didn’t answer, but said, “back up,” before throwing the tree branch over the water at a whistling pace. Half way across the river, an enormous, scale-covered green fish broke the surface and snapped its sharp teeth down on the flying chunk of wood, breaking it in half, before splashing down into the river again. 
              “How are we going to get across?” the Viper on Stridor’s left side asked.
              “We’ll have to fly higher than those fish can reach, is all,” the other Viper responded before looking to Stridor, his younger teammate, for approval.
              “If we fly any higher than just above the surface, Lane, the pterodactyls will get us,” Volkner said, an edge in his voice. “They’re watching us.” He looked up at the edge of the roof of his Home Base where the creatures were staring at him over protruding noses and jaws.
              “So how do we get across?” the other teammate said. He must be Michael. Michael had long wavy black hair that was tied up in a ponytail with brown and green thorny vines. His skin was the color of milk chocolate, and his nose was covered in rough scars. His nose was unusually small, almost non-existent, as though it had been cut off in the past and he could only find small fragments of it to suture back on.
              Stridor searched the bank, and then turned, glaring into the jungle. He studied the bush that Roxanne and Asa hid behind and Asa’s breathing stopped entirely. He stared at Stridor as his blue eyes fixated on the spot where the two Sharks lay crouched. His eyes were the blue of deep, icy waters. He studied the bush for what felt like minutes and Asa felt sweat gather on his brow. Please let the foliage cover us, he thought. Lane and Michael stared at Stridor. Finally, Stridor’s eyes moved further along the jungle, away from the bush.
              Asa let out a breath of relief and became aware of his heart hammering against his ribs. He continued to watch his opponent as Stridor looked for something to help him safely cross the river.
              As sudden as the lightening-bolt had come that had struck Adam Trotter dead, Stridor turned, aimed his rifle towards the bush, and fired, all in one swift movement. Asa saw a huge spark and a cloud of smoke erupt from the base of the rifle’s barrel. He heard a bullet race through the bush beside him, knocking leaves to the ground and whistling between him and Roxanne, who were unharmed. 
              As soon as the shot was off, Stridor was reloading his gun with a bullet from the fur sack tied at his hip, and running towards the jungle at the same time. Michael and Lane stood flatfooted, looking dumbfounded next to the water. They watched Stridor’s charge of the jungle with concerned expressions, as though they believed their teammate had gone insane. 
              Roxanne took two steps to the side, so that the bushes no longer concealed her. She reared back, stretching the river-stone behind her in preparation to throw it. Michael and Lane still hadn’t moved. She propelled the stone with a velocity that would be the envy of any non-mutated professional baseball player directly at Lane’s face. Moving quickly, Lane had his hands up to guard himself before the stone made contact. He was able to deflect the speeding rock, but not before it made sufficient damage. The middle finger of his right hand broke into a fractured, deformed appendage as the rock ricocheted out into the river behind him. Howling with rage and pain, Lane stepped backwards, slipped on a wet stone, and fell into the moving water where he made a great splash.
              Though Lane was an enemy, Asa gasped in horror as he saw the tops of the green fish rushing towards him. Lane wildly screamed once, and then was dragged into the rushing water. Blood and bubbles of muffled cries came to the surface and he was dead.
              Stridor had now reloaded, but so had Roxanne; her right hand gripped another stone. She was rearing back when Stridor pointed his gun at her.
              Asa initially thought the next occurrence was a trick of the light; he assumed that his eyes had deceived him. Just as Roxanne had in their first Winggame match when she punched her opponent in the face, she moved faster than any human—mutated or otherwise—should have been able to. Asa had grown accustomed to seeing Multipliers and graduates demonstrating incredible speed and strength, but this was something else entirely. One moment, she was on the ground, and the next, had leapt ten feet in the air. Stridor’s bullet went harmlessly below her, ripping through the jungle.
              Michael Spruce was in the process of running when Roxanne leapt with unbelievable speed. He froze immediately and Asa could read on his face that he was as shocked by what just happened as Asa was.
              Then, also too fast to be possible, Roxanne flung the next rock over the earth at Michael. This time, there was no deflection and her throw met its target. Michael’s nose smashed into his face and blood splattered before him. His eyes stopped moving, and he fell backwards, into the river where the hungry fish awaited him, and dragged him under.
              Stridor did not seem fazed. His icy blue eyes looked like he was playing chess, thinking of his next move; there was nothing in them that suggested he might be caught in a death match that has just turned from three on two to one on two.  He sprinted forward, and this time he did not bother reloading his gun. He reached the bush just as Roxanne landed, and in the last moment her eyes widened in realization of what was happening. He swung the rifle, slamming her skull with the wooden butt of the gun. She whimpered and crumpled, instantly unconscious. Three lines of blood ran from her skull down her dirty face.
              Stridor stood over her limp frame, and selected a bullet from his sack.
For a moment, time slowed down. Asa heard the chirruping of birds around him. He watched as Stridor’s slender finger’s moved the bullet. Asa could see the tendons move in Stridor’s arm, and a thin layer of sweat upon the surface of his skin. Stridor was staring down at Roxanne, about to kill her. He did not look around for another attacker, and Asa thought, He hasn’t seen me! I think that he doesn’t know I’m here!
Wondering if Stridor was aware of his presence, Asa picked up a rock and stared at the back of Stridor’s head. I will only have one chance to knock him out, or kill him. If I miss, he will kill me and those icy blue eyes will be the last things that I’ll ever see. Asa held his breath and took another step forward. He was preparing to charge from behind when an explosion of light and heat nearly knocked him backwards.
              He was temporarily blinded with a flash that seemed as bright as the sun and when his vision returned, he saw that the Viper’s Home Base was completely aflame. The pterodactyls and pterosaur that had been resting on the roof were falling to the ground, charred and still burning. There had been a huge explosion, and Asa remembered what Roxanne had said about Bruce and Boom Boom trying to collapse the base. 
              I bet Boom Boom loved having something to blow up, Asa thought, and smiled. 
              “Damn,” Stridor said, the flames reflected on his eyeballs. Forgetting Roxanne, he extracted his wings and took off into the air in great thrashes of his wings.
              Asa smiled, watching him. Boom Boom has destroyed their Home Base. They can’t turn our KEE in. I’m safe.
              Stridor moved out over the water, high enough so that the leaping green fishes couldn’t bite him. With the pterodactyls and pterosaur dead and burning on the ground, he didn’t have to worry about flying too high.
              Asa’s smile vanished as the flames calmed on the Vipor’s Home Base. He now saw that, while burning, it wasn’t destroyed. The majority of the structure remained intact and on the inside, multiple fire sprinklers were going off.
              The blood drained from Asa’s face as he realized that Stridor could still turn in the Sharks’ KEE, redeem his 100 points, and electrocute Asa and the rest of his teammates to death. Asa leapt into the air, pumping his wings as fast as he could. In a moment, he was over the river, flying in the same trajectory as Stridor—they were moving directly towards the Home Base.
              The two of them made their way across the water, and Asa looked down to see Bruce, sitting up, holding his bleeding head, and Boom Boom, lying on the lawn covered in soot. He was blinking, but slowly. The explosion had stunned them both.
              During the flight, Stridor did not look behind him. He landed in the high room of his Home Base and began a confident jog over towards the glowing, floating orb where he could place the Sharks’ KEE. He saw that the Vipers KEE was still intact, and then slowed to a walk, thinking there was no reason to hurry.
              When Asa landed on the tiled floor of the Viper’s Home Base, Stridor turned and smirked at him. The opponent’s smirk unnerved Asa: It’s like he enjoys this kind of kill or be killed scenario. I’ve never seen Stridor look more alive than he does right now, Asa thought. He contracted his wings and hurled the rock that he still held in his hand at Stridor. The projectile missed wide.
              “Your aim isn’t as true as Roxanne’s,” Stridor observed. “Let’s see if I can hit one out of three,” and he aimed the rifle at Asa’s chest and pulled the trigger.
              Nothing happened.
              Stridor had forgotten to load his rifle back on the other side of the bank when the explosion occurred. Taking advantage of Stridor’s momentary surprise, Asa charged him. He tackled Stridor, who was much bigger than him, and pressed his face down onto the tile floor, which was scalding hot still. Stridor screamed, and bucked Asa off of him. Asa rolled over the hot floor and grabbed the KEE firmly in his hand.
              Inside of the Home Base, it was as hot as an oven, but this did not concern either Stridor or Asa. They were locked in battle, mentally consumed with what was happening around them. Asa felt the KEE in his hand and looked around for inspiration. Much of the tiled floor was smoldering and uneven now. The glass windows were entirely gone, and Asa looked outside and saw the vast jungles and the fast moving river that housed the deadly green fish. Asa gasped, knowing what he should do.
As Stridor was standing up, Asa took two running steps and threw the KEE with as much strength as he could muster. It flipped, end over end, out the window, over the flatland where Mike and Bruce were, and over the fast moving river. Just before it made contact with the water, a fat, green fish leapt from the surface and swallowed the metal object.
Asa smiled, and a relief washed over him that was so uplifting he wanted to weep with joy. I’ve done it. Our KEE is gone. There is no chance that my suit will suddenly electrocute me. My team will find out what I’ve done and trust me again. And, I won’t have to die today.
              Asa heard a click from behind him and knew that Stridor’s rifle was now loaded. He turned and Stridor kicked Asa heavily in the chest with the bottom of his foot. Asa was propelled backwards, arms flailing, until he landed in one of the flying chairs that the Vipers had flown in on. The chair had been burned in the fire and now it was only soot-stained hard metal.
              Stridor’s eyes were as insanely cold and calculating as ever as he pressed the barrel of his rifle up under Asa’s chin, forcing his head back so that he was staring at the ceiling. Stridor kept the barrel planted firmly at the bottom of Asa’s jaw.
“That was smart. Very good move, throwing your KEE into the river.”
Asa was breathing roughly through his nose. The barrel was applying painful pressure to his skin and he was reminded of Harold Kensing.
“I’m still going to have to kill you though, because my KEE is still in play. I hope you understand, Asa. I liked you, and I don’t like many people.”
Asa gurgled, thinking, this burnt ceiling is going to be the last thing that I see.
But instead of pulling the trigger, Stridor’s body seized with electric shock, and he hit the floor. A static laced hologram came on in the middle of the room and called out, “Stridor Akardiavna, halt!”
It was Conway, and his mouth was open wide in a white-toothed smile. Sweat covered his brow and he looked out of breath, as though he had been watching what was happening with nervous anticipation. 
“Do not shoot, Stridor! Asa’s teammate, Stan Nuby, has just returned the Dolphins KEE to their Home Base. He is no longer a threat. Let him go.”
Stridor nodded at the hologram. “Yes sir.” He put his rifle down.
“Strap yourself into one of the chairs, Asa, you’re going back to the mountains.” Conway was beaming.
“What?” Asa asked. He couldn’t wrap his head around what Conway was saying.
“Your teammate turned a KEE in. You’re out of the game, Palmer,” Stridor told him. There was the ghost of a smile on his eyes. “I won’t have to kill you now.”
“Oh,” Asa said shakily. “Good.”
As Asa was situating the seatbelts on his chair, Stridor stood and offered Asa his hand. “Good game.”
Asa shook it, making eye contact with Stridor’s blue eyes. “Good game.”
And then the floor broke away and the flying chair took Asa back to the Academy.
 
 
               
 
20
How Mama Sees It
 
              When the flying chair landed in the basement beneath Town, Asa still couldn’t believe what had happened. As he unstrapped himself from the chair, Stan walked passed and growled, “you’re welcome, Piggy,” before spitting blood tinged sputum on the floor. Janice followed him, her long, lanky legs easily keeping stride with Stan’s short, muscular ones. Her lip was busted and bleeding, but considering what they had just survived, the two of them looked well.
              The other Sharks began to arrive through the floor. Bruce and Mike Plode were covered in ash. Boom Boom’s eyebrows and eyelashes had been burned off and his pupils were contracted down to pinpoints. He stood slowly, stumbled, and then Bruce helped him limp off, saying something about a nurse. Viola and Lilly sprouted out of the floor next, looking exhausted. Then came Roxanne.
              “Roxy!” Came a cry from the center of the room. Travis, Roxanne’s Multiplier boyfriend, rushed over to her, and fell to his knees examining her. “Roxy! Roxy, wake up!”
              He held her face in between his two massive palms and she remained completely unconscious, blood still dripping from the gash Stridor had made in the side of her head. The Multiplier stood and turned on Asa, growling, “What’ve you done, you coward?”
              Asa took a step back on wobbling knees and was thinking about running when Roxanne spoke.
              “Stop.”
              “Oh, Roxanne! Oh, God, I’m glad you’re okay!” Travis began to weep Salvaserum before unbuckling Roxanne and helping her to her feet. “Can I carry you? We’re going to the nurse.”
              “I can walk.”
              As they moved out the doorway and up the stairs, Roxanne turned and smiled at Asa with her lion eyes. 
              They were gone and a hand slid into Asa’s palm and squeezed. Jen stood beside him, filthy and smiling. He grabbed the back of her head and pulled her towards him in an embrace. He buried his face in her hair and they held each other.
              He hadn’t expected it, but he started to cry.
              “C’mon,” she said, tugging at his hand. “Let’s get out of here.”
              Asa flew towards Mount Two, Jen dangling from his arms as they went. They landed on the shore at the base of the mountain, close to the Moat, and walked along the rocky bank as the water lapped and the surface and the sun—the real sun, not an artificial sun—began to sink behind the Finish Line Mountain. He couldn’t let go of her hand, and she didn’t make him. He felt frazzled, broken. Violent images played in his mind, and the nightmarish taste of human flesh came to his mouth.
              “I don’t know why I cried,” he said.
              “What is with you, Palmer?”
              “What do you mean?”
              “Oh! Don’t give me those wounded eyes,” she joked. “You’re too hard on yourself. You just went to hell and back. It’s normal to cry.”
              “I guess, but you didn’t.”
              She shrugged and smiled toothily at him. “I’m not very normal.”
              No you’re not, he thought, and squeezed her hand tighter.
              They walked on a few more paces then stopped. Asa bent down, selected a stone, and slung it hard over the water, putting his pain and frustration into the throw. Asa counted twenty-five distinct skips, though it was hard to count them at the end, and then watched the different waves move out in circles across the Moat. 
              “Advantage number three thousand six hundred seven of super strength: Being able to skip stones better than any mere mortal,” she said, and they both started smiling and then broke out into laughter. Once the smile came to Asa’s face, a weight came off of him, and he couldn’t help it as he was overcome laughter.
              “I’m tired,” he said.
              “You and me both. What are you thinking about?”
              Asa answered immediately, “Conway. And about what Adam Trotter said about the Multiplier-thing that they found out behind the mountains. I’ve been thinking about where it could have come from, and wondering what Conway thinks about it.”
              “Would Conway know about it?” Jen asked.
              Asa shrugged, and then turned up the heat on his camouflage suit, which he was still wearing. He glanced uncomfortably at the suicide pill still situated on his shoulder and wondered if any Academy students had to use it in the Task. “Do you think that the Multipliers are going to attack the Academy?”
              “That’s a good question. I’d say yes, but I have no guess as to when. In that meeting with Volkner, Robert King seemed pretty stern about the Hive thing; I think that he’s worried about it.”
              “I do too,” Asa said. “And I bet that he’s especially worried after what Adam Trotter told us. Why would a Multiplier that produces less Salvaserum be on the backside of the Academy’s mountains?” Asa felt frustration growing inside of him. He wanted to go and talk to Conway, he was sure that Conway would have information he needed, but was reluctant to make the trip and risk being rejected. He was very tired.
              “And where did they come from?” Jen said, her eyebrows raised. “You think your dad has something to do with it?”
              “My dad’s dead.”
              “Okay, had something to do with it?”
              Asa considered. He knew so little of his father’s demeanor. In his dwelling, he had spent hours looking at the polaroid of Edmund Palmer, pondering what it would be like to be so smart. “I don’t know much about my father,” Asa said. “But Conway seems to believe that my dad was spending all of his time at the Academy. If he created this odd kind of Multiplier in the Academy, I think that Robert King would know about it.”
              “Maybe, maybe not,” Jen said. “Your dad could have been sneaky, like me? Could it be possible that he was working on something outside of the Academy and no one knew about it?”
              “I guess,” he said. “But what does that mean? Where does that leave us? We know far too little.” He picked up another stone and hurled it across the lake, skipping it further than the first.
              Jen took Asa’s hand. “Let’s go talk to Conway.”
              “Conway won’t tell me anything.”
              Jen smiled. “What have you got to lose, your pride? We’re at a dead end. Unless you’ve got a better idea, I think that we should talk to Conway.”
              Asa sighed. “Give me your hands.”
              “You’re frustrated,” she observed.
              “Yes, but I think that you’re right.” His wings shot out beside him and he began to carry them to Conway’s cabin, flying above the arctic jungle of Fishie Mountain. 
 
 
 
              The wind chill made it feel much colder than it was, but the temperature was at a high for the calendar year at just over forty degrees Fahrenheit. As Asa and Jen walked up the pebbled path to the front door of Conway’s cabin, they heard the trickle of cold water falling from the snow packed roof to the ground below. The front door was flanked with two small gardens, each overflowing with genetically engineered plants that thrived in the winter. The petals were strikingly colorful against the white snow and the brown cabin; green-silver leaves and vines running up the rain gutter on the side of the house and circling the windows; blood-red roses with firm petals; flowers purples, blues, oranges, greens, and yellows; the flawlessness of these colors seemed out of place in reality, like they belonged in a dream.
              Asa knocked heavily on the wooden door. His face was red and he was mildly anxious, anticipating an argument with Conway. The knock echoed softly back to them and then they heard a menacing growl.
              “Ozzie! Hush now, child. Who is it?” They heard Mama’s voice from inside.
              “It’s Asa. Asa Palmer. And I have a friend with me.”
              “Back up now, Ozzie.” The door swung open to reveal Mama, wrinkles, and hypopigmentation covering her face. She had coarse looking bruises across her arms, her neck—the kind that you get from being on a blood thinner. Her nails, kept short for playing piano, were painted a gray-blue color that mimicked her glaucoma-clouded eyes that stared behind Asa and Jen and did not see. “Oh, honey! Get in here, it’s good to see you.”
              As Asa passed over the doorway she wrapped her fingers around his arm and pulled him towards her, placing a kiss on his cheek with her lips, leaving a large lipstick stain. She wore a shawl tied around her neck and smelled strongly of perfumes and lotions.
              “And your friend,” Mama said. “She breaths like a female, am I right?”
              Jen looked puzzled at Asa. “Yes,” she said.
              “I’m blind, honey,” Mama said, “and when you don’t have your vision, you have to find other patterns to recognize things with. It comes with its advantages. You’re from Toronto. Am I right?”
              “I lived in Toronto until I was ten. How’d you know?”
              Mama smiled. “I can hear it. I can hear textures in sounds as well as you can see textures in a wall. Voices from Toronto have a certain feel to them. That doesn’t make sense to you, I don’t think, but it does to me. Come in, honey. I want to touch your face. I want to see what you look like.”
              Jen walked through the threshold and Mama ran her winkled hands up her arms, past her shoulders. She slid them over Jen’s neck and then began to feel over her face.
              “Why are you smiling?” Mama asked, smiling herself, revealing a gummy mouth with a tongue that seemed too big.
              “It tickles.”
              “She’s pretty when she smiles,” Mama said. “You’re beautiful, darling. Gorgeous hair texture. Your face is entirely symmetrical. You’re healthy, darling. You have full lips,” Mama said, removing her hands. “Go sit by the fire, your ears are cold.”
              Asa and Jen took a seat on the couch while Mama made them tea. Though Asa had been here before, there were still so many eccentric decorations that he hadn’t yet noticed. He thought it would take days to take stock of them all. There were lamps situated sporadically around the living room, covered in green, yellow, purple, blue, and orange shawls; these splashed colors that mixed on the floor, ceiling, and walls. From the floor, the massive polar bear, Ozzie, watched them with his black eyes; his paws were the size of large baseball gloves. There was an old, rusty bathtub full of dog food situated on the back wall, with some of the kibbles scattered on the floor. Ozzie looked far from underfed, his heavy belly spreading out on the rug beneath him. The fireplace was cut into the wall next to the small kitchen area, and was bordered with black stone inlaid with red, glossy, triangular jewels that were arranged in such a way as to make serpents running up and down the sides of the fire. There was the constant tick from the hundreds of cuckoo clocks that lined the back walls. Asa now saw that there was an oil painting mixed in with the ornamentation of Conway and Edmund Palmer, Asa’s father, standing arm in arm on a mountaintop.
              There was a hallway in the back leading off of the main room; one of the doors led down to the basement that held a reinforced jail cell and doubled as Conway’s exercise room.
              “Is Conway home?” Asa asked.
              “He’ll be home later,” Mama said as she sat two cups of steaming tea on the wide stump that served as a coffee table in front of the couch. Sometimes Mama moved so well within her own home that it was easy to forget she was blind. She sat down in an old quilt-upholstered chair and blew the steam out of her teacup.
              “You two made it through the Task,” Mama observed. “Congratulations. Conway was worried about you, Asa.”
              “His hologram came and let me know that my teammate has returned another team’s KEE,” Asa said, and he shuddered, thinking of the implications; some of his fellow Academy students had been shocked to death by the placement.
              “You sound tense, Asa. Is it just because of the Task, or is there something more?” Mama said, slurping her tea and staring without seeing in the direction of her piano.
              “I’m not tense.” Asa said.
              Mama addressed Jen: “Tell me why he’s tense, dear.”
              Jen looked at Asa cautiously and considered. Asa gave her a warning look, but she still spoke. “He’s afraid that Multipliers are going to attack the Academy.”
              Asa expected Mama to choke on her tea at such an obtuse and seemingly unwarranted speculation, but she nodded slowly, sipping. “Tell me why, Mr. Palmer. Why do you fear this?”
              Asa took a deep breath, trying to gather his thoughts. Seven o’clock came with a parade of chimes and bells from all of the clocks on the wall. One of the doors on a massive cuckoo clock opened up and two wooden lumberjacks sitting at a wooden table shot out on a platform. The figurines lifted tiny glass mugs, toasted, drained a foamy yellow liquid made to look like beer, and then the whole procession was drawn back into the clock. When it was quiet, Mama was sniffing her tea and waiting patiently for Asa to answer.
              “A lot of things. Before we start, I want you to know that I told Jen about the contract my father made with the Academy and Alfatrex. I told her about the crows; I told her everything. I think that Conway might be upset about that, if he finds out.”
              Mama shrugged. “He couldn’t have expected you not to talk about it. I bet those secrets have been burning through you; you’ve been carrying them like Jesus carried his own cross. You needed someone to share the burden with, and Conway’s made it clear that he’s not that person. He wouldn’t talk to you. I don’t blame you for your decision to reach out to find others.”
              Asa nodded, and did not talk for a long time. A lump of fear was building up in his throat. He waited for it to subside; he didn’t want to cry again today.
              “There’s been many things that have happened—odd things—none of them prove that there’s going to be a Multiplier attack on the Academy, but…”
              “You feel it,” Mama interrupted.
              “Yeah, exactly. They kind of add up. I want to start from the beginning of this semester…” And so, talking fast, the information flowed out of him. The clocks struck 7:30 and he was still talking. Talking about his fears was like opening up an abscess with a scalpel; every time Mama nodded it felt as though more of the infection had seeped out.
              He began by explaining about the Multipliers that he and Jen had found on the back of Mount Two—Joney, Michael, and Edna. They were dirty, uncivilized people. “And there were all these monkeys—Davids, I guess—tied up and hanging dead. Their throats were slit. It was so disturbing. And they were wearing clothes, just like a human would.” He explained that these Multipliers had mentioned Conway, and seemed scared of him. He detailed his trip with Jen up to Robert King’s office and explained what they had learned about the Hive, and of Volkner’s condition. Even though he spoke for a long time, he had to give the reduced version; there was so much to tell. He didn’t include things like how Robert King had the picture of Edmund Palmer and Francine Black beside the desk, or how Robert King had injected himself with a drug that made his pupils and mannerisms mirror Asa’s roommate, Teddy. He did, however, remember how Robert King had asked questions, insinuating he was toying with the idea of viewing himself as a deity. “And then,” Asa went on, “there was what happened in the Task,” and he told Mama all he could recall about what Adam Trotter had said. He retold the accounts of the strange Multiplier that had been found on the backside of the Academy’s mountains, and ended by saying that Adam Trotter had been struck dead by artificial lightening. “I don’t think that the Academy would have used the lightening to kill him if what he had been saying wasn’t true.”
              Mama nodded. “That makes sense,” she said, and then she sat back in silence for a long while. It was now dark outside the cabin windows, and the little wolves that lived in the mountains were howling at the moon. Asa drank his tea—minty, dark—and looked at Mama, trying to discern her facial expressions. She was so still in her pondering that he feared she had fallen asleep when she spoke.
              “Forgive me, Asa, if I don’t address what you’ve said in order. My old brain isn’t as organized as it used to be.
              “We need to consider the fact that Robert King is alarmed. You said that he looked alarmed in the meeting. And, do you remember Hubert Boistly?”
              Asa paused for a moment, and then felt his heart rate rise. “Yeah! He’s the president of the Academy.”
              “The what?” Jen asked.
              “Exactly,” said Mama. “Jen hasn’t seen him. And you haven’t seen him this semester, have you Asa?”
              “No.”
              Mama scratched her chin. “I think that Hubert Boistly did a fine job managing the day to day activities of the Academy for a time; he is kin to The Boss, you know? But now, I think that Mr. King, The Boss, wants to take leading the Academy into his own hands. Hubert Boistly was, frankly, an idiot. I think that Robert King wanting to take the reigns is proof that he is becoming more tightly wound; he may think that there is more on the table as far as the Academy is concerned than he used to. I think that it means he is scared.”
              “What happened to Hubert Boistly?” Asa asked.
              “I don’t know. I bet that he’s dead.”
              There was another moment of silence before Mama spoke again. “And then, the monkey that Robert King is keeping in the cage beside his desk also makes me think he’s nervous. He’s a David. Your father, Asa, wanted the Academy to be run by Davids. Robert King didn’t agree with this, he thought that they weren’t intelligent enough. I think that he was frightened of the idea that there might be a life form that is smarter than humans, and didn’t want to face that fact. Him going back on that belief makes me feel as though he is scared, also. I bet he’s thinking, ‘what if the Davids are smarter than me? Maybe one can help me out of this mess.’ He’s scared, all right.
              “And then, of course, you have the fact that his clone was killed by that cop earlier this year, and then that video was put online.
              “And then there’s this thing you speak of—the Hive. A place, outside of the Academy where there are over two hundred thousand Multipliers.”
              Mama closed her eyes, trying to think. “If the Hive existed, why wouldn’t they have already attacked the Academy?”
              She answered her own question—“Oh, I don’t know! There are so many reasons.” She was just talking to herself now, and Asa and Jen were observers of a mental process. It was like she had forgotten they were there. “First, the Academy is still putting the Wolf Flu virus into the world’s water supply. If the Multipliers wait to attack, to come out, there will be less human’s alive in the world to resist them, and domination will be easier. In other words, it will be easier for them to Multiply. And Multipliers can only turn a human once every month. So, maybe they are waiting for the number of humans to lower to some critical figure.”
              She closed her eyes again, and ran her lips over her teacup, thinking. Asa and Jen didn’t want to move; they didn’t want to break the old woman’s concentration.
              “Yes!” she put her teacup down and smiled—almost laughed. “They are going to attack the Academy first!”
              “First? Who?” Asa asked.
              “The Multipliers.” In the excitement of discovery, Mama looked momentarily younger. “They are growing in this, this Hive thing, right? Maybe on one of the earlier missions, when Multipliers were allowed to go out and help with Academy work with the graduates, one ran off. Or, in Africa when the Multipliers broke out, maybe the graduates thought they caught all of them, but hadn’t. I don’t know. But anyways, if the Hive thing exists, you have to assume that there is some kind of critical figure. Sure, maybe they have a quarter million now, but they can’t continue growing underground, and not expect to be found out. And when they are found, what is going to happen? The Academy will shut them down. I know it sounds crazy, but the graduates are very formidable when they are on a mission.”
              Asa’s head tilted as he listened.
              Not seeing, Mama went on: “And this Hive-thing, they may have numbers, but what kinds of technologies do they have? Even with a quarter million, they couldn’t take over the world right now; I really don’t think so. But…” she shrugged, “if they were able to take over the Academy; to use its weaponry, the facilities, now that’s a different story.
              “Just think,” Mama said, “where do you think the Hive is hiding? Maybe a small town in a third world country? Maybe some of them are underground? Maybe they are spread out. They are probably excellent at not being noticed; they probably do their best to stay indoors with their shades drawn, wherever they are; Mexico, Peru, the U.S., Australia, Somalia. But their plan is a ticking time bomb. Just think; all it would take is for one of them, just one, to have a suspicious police force break into their home, find that the residents aren’t entirely human, and then the whole operation is over with.”
              Asa interrupted now: “What do you mean?”
              Mama’s bushy white eyebrows drew together. “If some police officer finds a human with black gums, he’s going to tell the leaders above him. Word will be communicated out through telephone conversations and e-mails; the news will spread like a virus. When the Academy got word, they would step in, and the Multipliers don’t want that. That’s why this Hive thing has taken such pains to stay hidden; that’s why no one has heard about it before.”
              “So they want to get out of these hiding places? Is that what you’re saying?” Jen asked. 
              “Yes! I think that they’re not only trying to get out of these hiding places, I think that they’re trying to get into the Academy. If they could take over the Academy, they could grow so much more. These mountains and the Town can hold well over a million people, easily. They’ll want this place, and they’ll try to take it. The question is when. It scares me to wonder if Volkner was feeding them information. They are probably very well informed about this organization. And there might be other traitors too; Multipliers, graduates, humans working for Alfatrex. Anyone could be helping the Hive.”
              Asa thought of Harold Kensing; who had he been working for, if not the Hive? It made sense. Who else would threaten to kill a police officers family if they don’t kill Asa?
              “So what do we do?” Jen asked.
              The clocks ticked on the wall for a moment. “What do you mean?”
              “How do we stop them?”
              Mama’s face fell and she suddenly looked old again. The roll of intellectual discovery had slowed. “I don’t know.”
              The three of them fell into silence again. The fire crackled and the cuckoos along the wall ticked off the time as they went deeper into the night. At first, Asa suspected that Mama might be pondering what to say next, but after several minutes she began to snore. Asa’s frame found a comfortable niche in the corner of the couch and he wondered when Conway would come home. They had nothing to do now but wait.
              The wolves continued to howl outside and Asa was glad to be locked in doors. He thought of the other predators out there; Joney, Michael, and Edna are probably cooking a deer over a fire right now, licking their lips with black tongues. And who knows how many other Multipliers are waiting in the wild? Will Robert King send out a search party to comb through the forests? These aren’t benign Multipliers; they’ve already bitten Brumi, and if the past is a way to predict the future, they will bite more students.
              Asa’s body was exhausted. His joints were sore from the terribly long run earlier in the day, and his head still ached from the hallucinogenic drug that Lilly had sprayed him with. His back hurt from where he had been slammed down by a pterodactyl.
              Slowly, his eyelids fluttered down and then he shot them back open, sitting up. 
              I must not sleep.
              Mama was snoring on her chair, and Jen was curled up on the other side of the couch.
              Asa relaxed.
              Conway can wake me up when he gets home, if I do take a small nap.
              He leaned back against the soft cushions and rested his head on the fabric. Within ten seconds his eyes were shut and his breathing was slowing down as he fell into a deep sleep. 
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Beautiful Months and the Multipliers’ Nighttime Visit to Asa Palmer
 
              When Asa awoke, he saw golden beams of sunlight shining through the windows onto the floor. He stirred, and found that his arm was around Jen as she slept next to him on the couch. He stood slowly, trying not to wake her. Confused, he saw that he was still in Conway’s cabin. On the tree stump coffee table was a silver cassette player with a sticky note on it that said:
 
Press play,
 
Mama
 
 
             Asa did so and was greeted with Mama’s African accented, croaky voice: “Good morning, Asa. I would have written you a note, but with my eyes I sometimes write over what I’ve already written and the meaning gets all jumbled. Conway called last night. He’d been sent on a mission. He didn’t say where, but he’ll be gone for a while. There’s some eggs, bagels, cheese, and all sorts of stuff in the refrigerator. Help yourself. I would have made breakfast for you, but Ozzie and I had to clock in at The Shop before seven this morning. Stay as long as you want. You and Jen won’t have class today ‘cause many students are still in the Task. Have a good day, Asa. I want to see you soon.” And then Mama’s voice cut off and the tape kept reeling.
              Asa and Jen had breakfast on the small, dark wood table and then cleaned their dishes and put everything away. They made sure to leave the cabin cleaner than they found it and then went off to spend the day together.
March came, cold and sleeting, and led to April, which Asa enjoyed. Flowers began to bloom throughout the fields and valleys tucked away in the mountains, and brown grizzlies came out of hibernation and roamed over the land. The snowy summits began to partially melt away under the sun, making clean, crisp streams that ran down the mountainsides into the steaming Moat.  The frightening portion of April began at the end of the month, when Multipliers banged on the door of Asa’s dwelling, demanding to see Teddy Jujune. The time leading up to this event was the best Asa had had in over a year.
              The period wasn’t without unfairness and sorrow—this was present in any stint at the Academy—the twisted moral foundations of the place made it so. Asa learned that a dozen students had refused to compete in the Task in the Tropics; all of these had been killed. Stan, having saved the Sharks by returning another team’s KEE, was more obnoxiously cocky than ever. He refused to look at Asa, and he and Janice were absent from every practice and team meeting. Teddy was acting stranger than usual. His pupils, as impossible as it seemed, grew even more dilated. He twitched compulsively, got A’s on all his tests, and disappeared into the secret compartment over Asa’s dwelling so much that Asa rarely saw him. Over the course of time, rumors came to Asa about more students being bitten by Multipliers. Through March and April, five more had been bitten, and the Academy seemed to do nothing about it. But these things were like flies sprinkled over the icing on the best cake you’ve ever eaten. If you could brush the insects away and get over mental blocks and normal notions of good (which Asa was becoming proficient at), you’d find that the cake wasn’t as tarnished as you first thought.
              Though Stan and Janice didn’t cooperate much with Roxanne’s instructions, and the Sharks had been cut down to a team of ten players (one of which, Gabby, was missing a leg), they were performing well. They technically won their next five games, although they only had to actually play three. Two of the teams they had been paired against were completely eliminated in the Task. From there, they lost a game, and then won the next one, ending the season with a record of six wins and two losses. With these wins alone, Asa had earned one hundred twenty points.
              During their final two games, Asa noticed that Stan had lost weight. He would have attributed it to the tremendous stress he was under, but then there were the bruises—they popped up on his forearms, his neck, and under his eyes. Stan hated Asa, and was perhaps more scared of him than anyone else in the Academy. Because of this, Asa never considered asking Stan where the bruises were coming from. 
              Though the majority of Asa’s teammates had gotten over the myth that he was a murderer, most of the Academy’s students still feared him. This played to his advantage, as defensive players were less likely to put their bodies in his path as he zoomed over the Moat. He scored in all of the Sharks’ last five games, and in one of the matches he zigzagged in and out of the hoops to score three goals at once. Having scored seven goals in all, he was the league’s ninth highest scorer and was featured in the Academy paper.
              The Sharks were headed to the playoffs. If they won the championship, it would then be possible for Stan to live, having earned one thousand points. Though the Sharks record was good up until that point, it was doubtful that they would be successful in the playoffs. They had been playing teams that were, like themselves, competing with fewer players than usual due to the deadly nature of the semester’s Task. In the other conference, however, one team had made it out of the Tropics without a single casualty. The Wolves. Before the Task, they had been a good Winggame team. Now, as they played with greater numbers than all their opponents, it was thought that they were impossible to defeat. They had a perfect eight win and zero loss record going into the playoffs.
              Regardless of how the Sharks performed in the playoffs, there would be a dance held after the championship. This was more of a source of anxiety to Asa than even playing in the championship game would be. He had never been to a dance before—he didn’t know exactly what happened at dances or why they were enjoyed. And who would he ask? Was he expected to ask someone? He felt he had no one he could confide these questions in. 
              School continued to go by, and Asa was becoming more successful in his classes than ever before. Even Professor Stern’s Science Class was manageable. All of the hours Asa had spent cooped up in his dwelling, reading the textbooks on the fabric of his armband by firelight, or scratching out equations onto yellow paper at the library were paying off, and in unexpected ways. Asa’s brain was being molded towards scientific reasoning like an unsightly chunk of metal is hammered into a statue. Studying that would have previously taken him four hours was now taking him one hour. And at the end of the semester, there was a scheduled summer break.
              When Asa heard this news, he was elated. After working at such a nonstop pace for ten months, the hours of lost sleep were catching up with him. Roxanne informed him that there weren’t classes in either June or July.
              “What do you do, then, if there are no classes?”
              Roxanne shrugged. “Just hang out. You can do whatever you want, really—just no leaving the Academy. Last year a bunch of students organized a baseball league and played among themselves. Personally, I spent a lot of time with Travis.” She frowned slightly, almost imperceptibly, and then brightened. “You’ll have fun.”
              Flying Class had its success as well. Asa took Teddy’s advice and changed tones as he traveled throughout the giant wooden obstacle course. His echolocation no longer supplied him with bad information; a steady change in pitch prevented this from happening, and made it so that he could accurately anticipate all obstacles ahead. With this advantage, he grew so that he regularly splashed through the finish line with the best times, but, like Stridor, he was unable to use the spear gun to hit the target that would allow him to select from a list of available mutations. He tried shooting above the target, below it, to the left, and to the right; no matter what strategy he used, the spear always hit an invisible force field and crumpled to the ground. Twitching, Teddy told Asa that he would figure out how to hit the target, but after two months of pondering, Teddy had no good ideas. Asa thought that the game was rigged; he believed that hitting the target could actually be impossible.
              Along with the bears and flowers that painted the wilderness, another animal had returned—the crows, Asa’s guardians. They flocked to the mountains where they made nests in the forests close to Asa. Sighting the red birds that sometimes preyed on the crows was becoming a rarity. In the past, Asa had been fearful of the black birds’ incessant stares as he walked by, but now he welcomed them. Each morning of April he found them waiting on the mountain above his dwelling. They were perched there like sentinels, and with their presence, Asa felt mildly better about the Multipliers that lurked on the Academy’s boarders, and the possibility of an attack from the Hive.
              And, he was making friends. This was a thing he thought would never happen after the tarnish of his reputation last semester. He and his Winggame teammates (except for Stan and Janice) often ate dinner together. They talked about their pasts, and shared histories. They began to trust each other.
              One Friday night they sat around a table in the cafeteria below the Town. Winggame standings and scores scrolled over the walls in a rainbow of neon colors. The Sharks were ranked third in the league, and Asa proudly saw his name pop up on the list of the best scorers. In the overall category, Roxanne was ranked best on the team, due to her defensive prowess. She finished third in the race for the league’s most valuable player award.
               Being Friday, they didn’t have to wake up early in the morning, and were in especially cheery moods. They were having such a good time that they found themselves still talking after the cafeteria cleared and the custodial raccoons began to filter in and clean up after the students. They spoke of Winggame, different strategies, and gossiped over the recent annoying thing Janice, who all agreed must be a compulsive liar, had said.
              The time went by without them noticing; Asa’s abdomen was sore from a fit of roaring laughter he had suffered from after watching Bruce do his imitation of Roxanne’s Multiplier boyfriend, Travis. Roxanne didn’t defend Travis, but laughed along with the rest of the team. Her eyes sparkled when she looked at Bruce, and when he looked back at her she bit her lip. Seeing this made Asa uncomfortable; they were forbidden to be together; Travis would murder Bruce if he ever showed that he was interested in anything beyond a platonic relationship with Roxanne.
              “Wow, it’s midnight,” said Jen, gazing at her armband. She was sitting by Asa. She always sat by Asa, who sometimes found Charlotte staring at him from across the cafeteria as they ate. “Where did the time go?”
              “I don’t know. I didn’t think it was this late. Look at the rest of the cafeteria; it’s completely cleaned. I bet even the raccoons have gone to bed,” Bruce observed.
              It was quiet for a moment, and then Asa looked up and saw Lilly Bloodroot staring at him; her purple eyes were like stormy skies, her white hair was like lightening. “Asa,” she said. “Can I ask you a question?”
              Asa felt the good mood run out of him, and suddenly his heart was in his throat, pumping nervously. He had been expecting someone to ask him about what had happened last semester for some time now, and a premonition told him that the time had come. His teammates were spending dozens of hours with him every week. Don’t they want to know why everyone thought I was a murderer last semester? He found that his mouth was too dry to talk, so he nodded.
              “Tell us; if you weren’t responsible for the death of all those people on your Winggame team last semester, why did they all die? And why were you poisoned your first meal here? And why did that mountain lion chase you and Charlotte into the jungle last semester?”
              Asa’s teammates were staring at him solemnly. The cafeteria was empty, and the scores continued to roll over the ceiling and walls. “Not here,” Asa said. “But I’ll tell you. Let’s go somewhere else.”
              They traveled as a group to Viola Burns’ dwelling, which was carved diagonally adjacent to Asa’s. Though Viola’s door was only yards away from Asa’s, the rock surfaces within were much darker. A tree sat above her door, and inside her dwelling smelled strongly of earth. She made tea for them and they sat on her wooden benches around the kitchen table. The walls and ceiling were knotted with the roots of the tree above them. Paintings lined the walls on canvas made from bark, and the fire, which was vented through wooden shutters in the ceiling and walls that were opened with drawstrings, illuminated the entire room.  
              Asa made them all swear to secrecy, and then revealed everything. The whole story was told with the help of Jen, and by the time he had filled in all the details, beginning with the crows, the wooden vents showed that morning had come.
              Having a group of students understand him was a relief to Asa. He felt lighter than before. None of his teammates betrayed their oath of secrecy, and Asa was glad to have a cohort of students that he could come to with his questions and concerns. It was now possible for him to seek multiple frames of reference when he had an issue. 
              Though nothing could replace the mother and father that he wished would have stayed on the earth and taken care of him, he began to use a new word to describe his team in his mind: Family.
              On the night of April 30, Asa was lying in his hammock as it rocked gently back and forth beside the fire, thinking of how much he loved those he had gone through the Task with. In a way, the atrocities of the event had brought them closer than would have been possible otherwise.
              The polaroid of his father rested on his chest. Though he didn’t understand his dad, or his suicide, he wanted to try. There must be a reason you left me, he thought at the ceiling. 
              That was when a knock came at the door.
              Thinking that it must be Jen, Asa hopped up in his bare feet and padded over to the door, placing the polaroid in his suit beside his chest as he went. He removed the padlock from the door and opened it up to feel the cold air rush in and to see the moon shining between silver clouds in a black sky. Two Multipliers stood there, watching him.
              Asa’s sympathetic nervous system went into high gear, dumping cortisol and adrenaline into his bloodstream. From Asa’s perspective, time seemed to slow down as the Multiplier on the left smiled widely—threateningly.
              “Mr. Palmer, we’re sorry to come knocking on your door so late, but there is an investigation going on.”
              Asa furrowed his eyebrows and his legs flexed slightly. He did not respond, but instead prepared himself for a fruitless fight; if it came to fighting, he would surely lose.
              He knew these Multipliers. The one on the left with the dark eyes, the black hair, and the toothy smile was Derden, the Multiplier who had shot Brumi. His trench coat hung heavily all the way down to his boots, and the shiny leather reflected the silver moon like oil.
              Beside him was Travis, Roxanne’s boyfriend. Asa noted that his carefully buzzed head was showing its first short gray hairs. The cajoling, charismatic expression he often wore was gone, replaced with a face that might have been carved out of stone for how unflinching it was. “Can we come in?” Travis asked, his voice husky.
              Asa was frozen in fear. Out the door, he could see the Town. There were no burning buildings, as he would have expected in a Multiplier attack. A crow cawed. “An investigation?” he asked, surprised that he was able to find his voice.
              Travis put a wide palm on the door, ensuring that Asa wouldn’t close it. “I asked you a question Palmer.”
              “Huh?”
              “Can we come in?” he growled, showing black gums. “Pretty please?”
              Asa looked at the firm hand jarring the door open. There was no way that Asa could keep them out using force. Travis’s question had been fake; the Multipliers were going to force their way in if Asa didn’t allow them to enter. “Yes, come in,” he said, backing up.
              The Multipliers walked in, gazing about the room, which was dimly lit by the embers in the fireplace. With their backs turned, Asa gazed out the door, and thought about running. While the Multipliers were stronger than any Academy student or graduate, they couldn’t fly. If Asa were able to get into the air…
              “Shut the door.” Derden said curtly. 
              Reluctantly, Asa obeyed. He was betting on the odd chance that these Multipliers were actually authorized to come talk to him. He didn’t want to give the Multipliers any reason to punish him.
              “Stand here,” Derden pointed out a place on the floor. “Keep your hands where we can see them.”
              Asa obeyed, crossing his hands in front of himself. Behind Derden, Travis was digging through the stone drawers beside Asa’s oven. He roughly tore out all of every drawer’s contents, scattering pots and pans noisily onto the floor.
              “Do you know where Teddy Jujune is?” Derden asked, scrutinizing Asa’s face.
              “No,” Asa said.
              “You haven’t seen him today?” 
              “No, sir.”
              “He’s not in here?”
              “No.”
              Travis was now removing the animal furs from the wall; Asa wondered what he was looking for.
              “We have trackers on your armbands,” Derden said. “Our GPS says that Teddy’s armband is somewhere in your dwelling. Is that true?”
              “Not that I’m aware of.” Asa could say this honestly; he had no idea where Teddy was, or his armband. He hadn’t seen him in over a week.
              Asa’s heart rate rose as he thought about the secret compartment above his dwelling. His mind went to the additional portion that Teddy had carved out of the underwater tunnel that led to the safe room. What if Teddy died up there? What if he overdosed on whatever he’s been injecting himself with?

              Sweat beaded on Asa’s forehead as he saw Travis tear the animal skins from the furniture, leaving a mess on the floor.
              “Teddy hasn’t shown up to class in two and a half days. Do you know why, Palmer?” Derden sneered.
              “No, sir.” His anxiety was growing. Travis was now moving towards the bathtub near the fireplace; directly overhead was the water tunnel that led to the secret compartment.              
Asa was more frightened by the changes to the secret compartment than anything. He hadn’t been up to see what it looked like in months, and yet every night he heard Teddy (or someone, at least) drilling in the rock above him. For all Asa knew, Teddy could have stashed a dozen multiplier corpses up there.
“Your friends with Teddy, correct, Palmer?”
“Yes sir.”
Travis was running his hands along the lip of Asa’s bathtub, looking for something of interest. All he had to do was gaze upward and he would find something extremely interesting—a secret compartment.
“And you haven’t been concerned for him?” Derden growled. “You don’t know where he is?”
“He’s a bit flakey, sir. I’ve learned to not be too concerned about Teddy. He disappears to study a lot.”
Travis was now looking at the wall of the fireplace. He stepped onto the lip of the bathtub and directly above him was the tunnel that led to the secret compartment.
“We searched Teddy’s dwelling before we came here, Palmer. Why does it look as though no one has lived there all semester?”
“I don’t know,” Asa said, swallowing.
Asa saw with horror that Travis had now looked above his head at the hole in the ceiling. The red glow from the fire’s embers made him look like a devil, and he smiled with his infected mouth. “Look what I found, boys. What is this, Palmer?”
It’s a safe room in case you bastards ever try to kill me, he thought.
“It’s a place where I can store snow and melt it into water,” he said. “For bathing.”
Travis pressed his palms into the stone on either side of the tunnel above his head and was able to hoist himself up so that he was eye level with the water. Asa’s heart was beating like a snare; he could hear it in his own ears, and hoped that Derden wouldn’t be able to detect his increased anxiety.
Travis’s grin washed from his face. “Derden, get over here. Look at this.”
Derden eyed Asa threateningly, and turned towards the bathtub. A moment later, he was facing the water alongside Travis.
Asa felt like he might faint.
The two of them looked at the water. Asa rubbed the bottom of his sweating foot on the leg of his suit. Finally, Derden and Travis jumped down.
“That little reservoir you’ve got,” Travis said. “It’s disgusting.” And he spat on the floor. “Let’s go, Derden. He doesn’t know anything.”
Travis began to walk out the door, but Derden turned to face Asa. He got so close that his nose and Asa’s were one finger-width away. Asa had a strong urge to turn away, to back up, but refused his instincts.
Derden’s breath was hot and stunk of rotting meat when he spoke out his purulent mouth. “I better not find out you’re lying to me, Palmer,” he said, challenging Asa’s eyes. “I’ll kill you myself, if you are. I’m going to give you one last chance to tell me something I don’t know. You’re hiding something. I can tell.”
Asa breathed through his nose despite the terrible smell of Derden’s Salvaserum secreting mouth. “I’m not hiding anything.”
Derden growled briefly from his throat before spinning and marching out the door. The Multipiers had left Asa’s dwelling a mess. Paintings were strewn over the floor, along with animal hide and papers that he had scribbled school notes on. His cabinets hung ajar, and all of his kitchen supplies were scattered.
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Teddy Changes
 
The Multipliers had left the door to Asa’s dwelling open. Asa walked over, slammed it shut, and secured the lock. He leaned his back on the wood and groaned. His heart was still hammering, and he wanted to curl up on his hammock beside the fire, holding his knees to his chest in the fetal position.
No. Think! What is there to do?
Asa looked at the mess of pots, pans, and furs that Derden had thrown across the floor, and decided that he would have to clean his dwelling later. Right now, he had to think of a plan. He looked around at the stone, contemplating. He could see the Multipliers’ handprints in the soot below the secret compartment. They had been so close to figuring out what that was! I can’t let them come back here! Asa was sure that when they first noticed Teddy missing, they had searched his armband in their GPS system. The system had probably given them latitude and longitudinal coordinates that matched up with Asa’s dwelling.
It’s the altitude they’re wrong about. Teddy’s probably right above me.
Asa was also sure that if they didn’t find Teddy’s armband soon, they’d come back. And they won’t find it elsewhere, because it’s probably above me. The second time the Multipliers came to visit Asa, they’d do a more thorough search; he didn’t like the chances that they would overlook his secret compartment twice in a row.
And what will happen if they do find the secret compartment? Asa wondered. For a moment, he breathed, feeling better. I guess that there are no rules that say I can’t have a secret compartment. Maybe it’s okay. Maybe I’m just paranoid. Or, maybe there is something to be worried about. Teddy has been doing SOMETHING up there—he’s been drilling for hours every night. What if he’s been killing graduates up there? Or doing drugs? Or what if he’s been using the internet to tell the outside world about the Academy?
Teddy hasn’t been doing anything bad up there, Asa told himself.
Then why does he never talk about what he does all night?
It seemed like the room had suddenly grown cold. He had been concerned for Teddy since the beginning of the semester when he started making cynical jokes about killing his friends. Teddy wasn’t normal then—that was obvious. But his sporadic nature only increased as the semester went on, and now, Asa was able to admit that he was scared of Teddy.
“I’m very scared of him,” he said out loud, and then whispered, “terrified.”
More than that, he was scared of what he would find in the secret compartment above him. Bodies? Drugs? Weapons? Teddy’s corpse, eyes wide with a syringe beside him? There was no way to know without looking. He would have to go investigate. Otherwise, the Multipliers would be back, and they would discover his secret.
“And I’m worried about him. I love him.”
Asa stood still for a moment longer. He didn’t want to go up, through the cold water tunnel and discover what was up there. In the past months, he had lulled himself into a false sense of security by never taking steps to know what Teddy was doing. What you don’t know can’t hurt you, the saying went. Willing himself to move, Asa walked towards the bathtub and hoisted himself up so that he could see the cold water. The water was entirely still, as though it was a pane of dark glass.
Looking at the dark entryway, Asa thought of the first time he had discovered the extra hallway that Teddy had carved into the water-tunnel. Remembering that time, he realized how frightened he was that his friend would murder him. He had been hesitant to follow him into the safe-room in the first place, and was jumpy—becoming anxious with Teddy’s every action. He had known that there was something threatening, terrible, about his friend at that time, but he hadn’t accepted it yet.
I was in denial.
He lifted himself above the water and turned the heat on his suit up, quickly rotating the dial. From the smooth surface of the water he could see a red, distorted version of himself in the light of the embers.
And then he plunged in.
The water was icy enough that an instinct to gasp tickled at his throat, even under water. He kept his eyes closed as he slowly crawled forward; it was dark enough that his vision was of no use. The worst part about the tunnel was the narrowness of it. Asa’s elbows were smashed in on either side of him, and he knew that if Teddy had collapsed the tunnel down to make a dead end, or installed a gate, that he wouldn’t have room enough to turn around. An impeded route would force Asa to try and crawl backwards through the lightless, cold water. 
After thirty seconds of pulling himself onwards, he began to feel the algae-covered, slimy walls around him for the opening that led to the safe room. Asa did not plan on stopping here. There was a sureness in his gut that he would simply find a barren, cold room carved out of the mountain. 
His heart pricked with anxiety as his numb fingers found the rounded edge of the tunnel that led to the safe room. He stretched his arm before him, and passed this tunnel, moving onward.
Remember how I used to kid myself, thinking that the extra tunnel that Teddy dug must just be for architectural reasons that I didn’t understand?
It disturbed him to think that he could turn such a blind eye to the truth.
The extra tunnel went on for a long time, widening out. There were small grips for his hands, similar to those found on an artificial rock-climbing wall. Asa utilized these, yanking himself forward. He opened his eyes, which had no benefit, and continued to tug. After pacing himself down the tunnel for over one minute, he realized that if he continued he wouldn’t have enough air to turn back around. He thought of the George Washington quote, and he wondered what would happen to a corpse in watery tomb. And what will I do if I reach forward and instead of my palm landing upon the next grip, my fingers slip into the cold mouth of a corpse—Teddy’s corpse. 
Asa mentally reprimanded himself for thinking this. It was disturbing, not useful.
His ears began to hurt with the water pressure. His chest was beginning to beg for fresh air when he saw the first hint of light in the far distance. He whimpered out bubbles in the melted snow that Teddy had siphoned into the tunnel and dug his fingers into hold after hold, pulling himself forward.
He continued to descend for two hundred more yards and then the tunnel opened up completely and he was in a pool. He looked upward and saw blue and green light shining onto the dancing surface. Seeing these lights, he thought of how he was about to finally know what all the drilling was about. He was still for a moment; his hair floating around him as he wondered if he actually wanted to see what Teddy had been doing all that time. There were so many oddities about Teddy as of late—the straight A’s, the dilated pupils, the aggressive jokes, the twitching that was so similar to Robert King. Asa looked back, into the dark tunnel from which he came. His lungs felt like they were about to burst. Even if he didn’t want to find out what Teddy had been doing the past few months, he had to now. He didn’t have enough air to return to his dwelling. He pushed off from the slick stone bottom with all the force he could use, and kicked his way to the top.
He emerged and sucked air deep into his chest. He spun around, looking for Teddy, afraid of what he might find.
Teddy was nowhere to be seen. What he found was not something he had anticipated. Even though there were no dead bodies, or computers connected to outside governments, what Asa saw made him uneasy. The room was vast, stone, and lit with torches holding blue and green flames. Every small wave of the water and every one of Asa’s breaths echoed terribly loudly. He couldn’t suppress the need to cough, but was afraid to make much noise. He sunk down under water, coughed out muffled bubbles, and then came back up. He was terrified of making too much noise. 
Asa waded over to the edge of the pool, and pulled his dripping frame out of the water. He turned up his suit to an even higher temperature and sat, hugging his knees, breathing, and looking about him.
My God, Teddy! What is all this?
The room was the size of a church, a comparison that was made stronger by all of the statues that watched Asa. There were statues of angels on one side of the room, carved in the dark stone. They were life sized, with feathered wings stretching out beside them. They held spears in veiny hands and cast long shadows on the walls. Their noses, their eyes, their ears—everything about them was made with such precision that the pieces were comparable to some of the greatest works of art.
On the opposite side of the room were statues even more decoratively carved—demons. There were a dozen of these, perched about the area, and all roughly seven feet tall. They had claws for hands, long fingernails, and sharp, terrible teeth. Some were standing upright on the ground, stone assault rifles strapped across their naked torsos. Others were perched up in high corners, suspended thirty feet up into the air. Their expressions were of rage-filled agony, with wrinkled brows and noses. Their mouths were unnaturally wide, reminding Asa of the unhinged jaw of a python. Out of their hollow mouths, noses and eyes came thick, black smoke from red fires that burned within the statues.
My God, Teddy! Asa thought. How much time have you spent up here, friend? And why? Why work this hard on something so intricate—so obsessive? Have you gotten into some strange cult? Are you worshiping these creatures, Teddy?
A hypothesis rose to Asa’s mind. He compared his running to Teddy carving; maybe Teddy works in this place to occupy his mind so that he doesn’t have to think of other things.
But if that’s all that’s going on here, why didn’t he tell me about it? 
Asa was convinced that the strange, cavernous enclosure held terrible secrets about his friend.
Thick wooden beams crisscrossed along the ceiling, adding support. Black stone crows hung down from these beams, supported by thin wires in positions that made it look as though they were flying. The room was entirely empty except for Asa, but there was a doorway near the top of the wall nearest the demons.
Asa looked up at the high doorway. Why did he make this opening so far above the ground? Is he trying to keep someone out? Is there an architectural reason that I don’t understand.
Asa extracted his wings as slowly as he could and then softly flapped them, rising himself up to the doorway. He locked his cold fingers onto the bottom of the doorjamb and pulled himself up, closing his wings behind him as he entered a hallway.
The stone hallway was cold, and packets of ice intermixed with the cracks in the stone. The place smelled of chlorine. At the end or the corridor was a room that glowed red with a roaring fire. Asa gingerly tiptoed over the rock in his bare feet; he was acutely aware of each noise he was making, frightened that his neurotic friend would appear from the lit room with pupil-dilated eyes and a hatchet in his hand. With every few steps his ankles popped and in the silence the noise sounded like fireworks to Asa, but he kept moving. At the beginning of the hallway, the floor was icy on his bare toes and he breathed out fog. Towards the end, he felt the heat of the next room, and his breath became invisible once more.
Asa halted at the threshold of the room with the fireplace, listening for any sound. There was nothing but the faint popping of burning wood in a fire. Someone has been tending to that fire in the week since Teddy disappeared. Is Teddy doing this? Or could he have been captured? What if a Multiplier killed him, and is living up here, enjoying Teddy’s mansion—tending to the fire, eating Teddy’s flesh?
Asa stared at the far wall for any movement of the jagged shadows that were projected onto the stone. Not wanting to rush himself into a dangerous situation, he waited there for minutes before peaking around the corner. He could hear blood rushing near his ears. He felt panicked. Moving at a glacial pace, Asa slowly tilted his head so that he could look around the corner. His eye made it past and then he was looking out into the room with the fireplace. The chamber appeared empty, although there were chairs and couches that could be concealing Teddy or a lurking Multiplier—some of the furniture was bare stone, some was wooden, and some was covered with animal furs. The wall in which the fireplace sat had dozens of hallways running to other rooms. How big is this place? 
Asa retreated for a moment, and listened for more movement. He looked to his right, down the hallway, towards the cathedral-like room with the disturbing angel and demon statues. I should leave. I should get Conway or someone to come and help me. I shouldn’t enter this place alone.
Feeling like he might vomit, Asa entered despite his better judgment.
The size of this room sent chills up Asa’s spine. He felt like a field mouse coming into a barn. The room was rectangular, the width of a football stadium, and half a mile long. On the wall with the fireplace (which was the size of a one-bedroom apartment), the ceiling was over one hundred feet above the ground. The ceiling sloped drastically upward and connected with the opposite wall at a height that made Asa feel dizzy; it was a sensation akin to looking up at a skyscraper. The floor was sporadically carpeted with furs of all sorts—lambskin, skinned mutated grizzlies, and a stitched quilt of beaver fur.
Not only was the wall across from the fireplace incredibly large, but it was also almost completely covered in Teddy’s handwriting in thick black ink. There was a pulley system that hung from the ceiling by thick ropes. Suspended from this was a scaffold that a person could use to reach any part of the gigantic wall. Asa could see stone buckets and drying brushes hanging on the railing of the scaffold. 
 Asa felt his skin crawl up the back of his neck as he stepped backward and saw the entirety of the wall for the first time. Thousands of mathematical equations were painted upon the stone; all of these involved steps that Asa didn’t understand, and most had symbols that he had never even seen before. Some of the equations stretched thirty yards wide, with corresponding equations running down the wall all the way to the floor. Teddy had been using the wall as a type of mathematical diary, and used mathematics with such proficiency that he would intermittently slip into English at times. In between long, carefully painted equations, there were words like “…so…” and “…because of this, we can see that…” There was more than just math, though. There were three dimensional atomic structures of chemical interactions: Most impressive among these was a DNA double helix extending from the floor to the ceiling, with every neutron, electron and proton filled into a three dimensional diagram on the stone. Outside of the diagram, there were arrows running from spots on the double helix out to blocks of finely written mathematics that were bigger than a Winggame Plaid.
Mesmerized, Asa began to walk parallel with the wall, gazing up at the structure. He was disturbed to see a life-sized, terribly accurate drawing of himself flying through the barrel maze in Flying Class. Out of the animated Asa’s mouth came Doppler waves that were drawn so that they bounced off of the side of the barrel and came back to make contact with Asa. Beside this, there were more arrows, and more equations that Asa didn’t understand. Painted in enormous block letters were the words, “CHANGE TONES!” beneath the diagram.
Asa’s eyes flickered back over the strange equations. The writing was unmistakably Teddy’s—big, blocky, and geometrically organized. Is this how Teddy discovered that I should change tones in flying class?
Asa’s heart was pumping as he looked at the mathematical symbols that were alien to him. If he hadn’t seen this, he could have assumed that Teddy was merely insane and writing nonsense symbols. But changing tones in Flying Class had worked, meaning that it was safe to assume that the rest of the math on the wall meant something, and was accurate. Asa imagined Teddy working on these things—his insanely large pupils throbbing as his paintbrush added to his massive wall. Asa looked back at the door he had entered through and felt pulled by two opposing urges. Part of him knew that he should leave, but his curiosity kept him gazing at the painted wall.
The figures, numbers, diagrams and words went so high up onto the stone wall that Asa was unable to see it all from the ground. He walked further into the room and was past the fireplace when he saw his father’s riddle.
 
Solutions and weapons that are known
Can be used, or worse, destroyed
Best keep them in the void
There are two spaces that these secrets are maintained
One is metal, it’s locked away
The other, though, isn’t so easily disposed
You can’t see it, it doesn’t say hello
It doesn’t make a difference
It’s never seen
It doesn’t affect any pedigree
Where two come and give half each
This is where it will be
You’ll find that I’ve only stolen from me
 
 
The itch to leave was stronger than ever, but so was the fascination. Arrows ran from each word and pointed at a definition in the stone. Parts of the definitions were words, and looked like they were from a standard dictionary. But then the lining would expand down into row after row of dense mathematical equations. The word “metal” had the most extensive definition, and was flanked with Lewis Structures of electron shells. To the far end of all the definitions and equations, there was another double helix—this one was much smaller than the first Asa came across. This was circled.
What does the circle mean? Is this an answer to something? What does he know? Has he discovered what my father meant by the riddle?
There was a soft sound from behind him—mute enough that he barely heard it, but loud enough that he was sure he was no longer alone. Asa stopped breathing. 
All was silent. Asa didn’t move his gaze from the painted wall, and saw a shadow there, beside his, that he didn’t remember from earlier.
There was a groan, and Asa turned slowly on the bear rug.
Teddy was crouched against the opposite wall, wearing the camouflage suit that he had been given for the Task. He had lost even more weight. His eyes were shadowed under his protruding brow, and he gazed up at Asa through blonde bangs of hair that had fallen in his face. He had the rest of his face covered with his hands; he was driving his nails into his cheeks and shaking.
Asa stood still, feeling trapped. Though Teddy hadn’t said anything yet, Asa thought—There is something very wrong here. Why has he been cooped up here all week? Why hasn’t he been going to class? And why is he shaking like that? Asa was thinking about how far he would have to travel to get out of this place when he noticed that blood was running from Teddy’s nails and over his hands and arms. Teddy was piercing the skin on his cheeks with his fingernails, trembling. Teddy’s breathing was ragged. The positioning of his hands prohibited Asa from seeing Teddy’s mouth, and the shadows made it so that he couldn’t see his eyes.
When Teddy’s voice came out, it sounded foreign to Asa. It was deep and grumbling, octaves lower than Asa had ever heard Teddy’s voice. It reminded him of a sports car’s motor. It reminded him of Volkner’s voice when he was angry. “I was waiting for Saturday. I was waiting for your Winggame match to leave.”
Teddy’s breath continued to rasp behind his hands and the blood from his cheeks dripped from his elbows onto the stone. He was creating two huge gashes underneath his eyes and ripping them open. Teddy continued to shake.
 “GET OUT OF HERE, PALMER!”
Teddy was trembling more than ever. Asa took two steps backwards and stared at his friend. For the time, his feet felt glued to the stone. The fire danced behind Teddy, and he was only a silhouette now.
What did Teddy mean by, ‘I was waiting for Saturday. I was waiting for your Winggame match to leave.’ Leave what? Leave the Academy? Leave this mansion? Not able to control his curiosity, Asa asked Teddy, “What have you been doing up here all week?”
Teddy laughed, and then groaned. Asa couldn’t see his friend’s eyes because he was crouched in front of the bright flames in the fireplace. Teddy growled, “I’ve been trying to convince myself not to come down and get you while your sleeping. It’s all I’ve been thinking about. It’s all that I’ve wanted. I’ve wanted to bite you. I was afraid to leave if I thought you might be in there…so I told myself I’d leave during your Winggame match. That way you’d be gone. That way there wouldn’t be the temptation. NOW LEAVE! LEAVE WHILE YOU CAN!
Startled, not thinking, Asa began to sprint across the stone beside the wall. He didn’t know what was wrong with Teddy, but wanted to leave.
What is happening? Why is Teddy being so mean—so aggressive? Why did he dig out this mansion in the side of the mountain? What do all the math equations mean?
As he passed the fireplace, Asa was struck from behind. He fell, rolled, and then Teddy was on top of him, breathing heat into Asa’s face.
Still in the demonically deep voice: “Why did you come?”
Asa couldn’t talk; Teddy was atop him, pinning him down. One of Teddy’s feet was pressed against the wall behind him and the opposite knee was jammed into Asa’s diaphragm, making it impossible for him to draw in a breath. Teddy was holding Asa’s wrists in his own bloody, shaking hands. His grip was so hard that Asa’s hands were turning numb.
Asa opened his mouth in panic, but couldn’t scream. He’s going to break my ribs; he’s going to rip my arms off!
“Why did you come!?” Teddy growled.
Pinned beneath him, Asa got his first unblocked look at Teddy’s face in the red-orange light of the fire. Asa first noticed, Teddy’s overall complexion. He was more slender, yes, but he also looked stronger than ever. His face was pale, completely smooth, and blemish free. His cheekbones were more pronounced, and his jaw was more defined beneath his firm skin.
And then there were his eyes. His pupils were dilated to the size of half dollars so that when he looked at Asa straight on, glossy black between his eyelids was all that could be seen. Tears were running down his bloody cheeks to his chin. The tears weren’t clear. They were black.
Salvaserum.
Again, Asa tried to scream, but no words came out. He squirmed, but could not get free. Asa turned to see a dead bear head look on without sympathy from the edge of a fur rug.
Teddy’s face had been maimed by a Multiplier bite, and the wound was infected. The left corner of his mouth had been torn off, leaving strips of red, angry flesh where his cheeks had been. This wounded tissue was dotted with black spots. Teddy’s mouth was closed, but because of the hole in his face, Asa could still see his molars. His gums hadn’t turned completely black yet.
Teddy moaned and pinned Asa even harder. He was breathing through his nose and crying. Though Teddy retained his gruesome figure, his voice returned to its natural tone and he sounded like the old Teddy for a time: “I didn’t want you to see me like this, Asa. I didn’t want to see you. I was afraid that I would bite you. I’ve been bitten by a Multiplier, if you can’t tell.” Teddy still pinned Asa with force that made him unable to breath. Tears streamed across Teddy’s face and down his neck.
In an instant, the pressure was off of Asa and he could breath again. He coughed and rolled over to see that Teddy had leapt up and was pacing back and forth before the fire; he was a silhouette in front of the dancing flames. Teddy was pulling his hair and hyperventilating, making noises between sobbing and grunting. He picked up a rocking chair and threw it into the stone above Asa’s head, where it shattered and rained down debris. His voice returned to the unearthly growl: “Why did you come?”
Before Asa could answer, Teddy was atop him again. He had a fistful of Asa’s hair in his hand, pulling his head back, exposing Asa’s neck. Teddy leaned forward and smelled Asa’s neck. He pulled back and his tone became oddly normal again. “Did you see the statues at the entrance? They used to all be angels. But then I became a demon and wanted to make some like me. I wanted to Multiply.” His voice became deep, harsh, moaning: “Asa, I want to rip out your throat! I want to turn you so bad!”
Teddy leaned forward and Asa felt the monster who used to be his friend glide sharp incisors along his neck. Hot Salvaserum tears fell on Asa’s skin.
Asa thought he might go insane with fright. He recalled how in the Tropics he had been so scared to die. But maybe death would be a good trade for what’s about to happen to me! Maybe I would rather die than be turned into a Multiplier! What will happen after he bites me? Will we join Edna and Joney and go to the Hive? Will we be instructed to go bite Charlotte?
Teddy was still pulling Asa’s hair back, threatening to snap his neck. When Asa spoke, his voice was harsh and quiet. “You cried, Teddy. The day we met. We were on the boat, going from Town to Fishie Mountain, and you were crying…”
“SHUT UP!” Teddy warned, lightly nibbling on Asa’s neck and moaning.
“I never said anything about you crying. You were scared, but you tried to hide it. You wanted to look tough, so I gave you that, and pretended I didn’t notice.”
“SHUT UP!”
“And then when you told me about your dad, and how he used to beat you... It broke my heart, Teddy.”
Teddy’s sobs sounded like a broken trumpet. Mucus, Salvaserum tears and blood were smeared across Asa’s neck.
“You were the first one I told about the crows. I trusted you. You are my best friend. I love you, Teddy.”
“I’m going to rip your throat out. Why did you come?” Teddy growled.
Asa was crying now too. “Because I was worried.”
Teddy bit down on Asa’s neck with more pressure than before, and Asa closed his eyes. But before Teddy broke the skin, he stood up, and crouched before Asa. Asa could see Teddy’s molars clenched through the hole in his mouth. They stared at each other, and Teddy went back to nervously ripping at his cheeks with his fingernails. He looked miserable, as though a great battle was happening inside of him. Still trembling, Teddy jerked his head to the shoulder of his camouflage suit.
“NO!” Asa screamed.
It was too late; Teddy had dislodged the suicide pill from the pack beside his neck. He stood, chewed it up, and then swallowed. He pulled at his hair, crying. “I don’t want to die, Asa.” In that instance, he was the old Teddy again. His expression was sweet and innocent. His voice was scared. Asa watched in horror, thinking about all the time Teddy had spent making statues of demons and angels lately. It was an irrational thing to think as he held eye contact with Teddy, but Asa thought, what does he think of the afterlife?

Like most Academy technologies, their suicide pills were superb. Teddy wobbled on his feet and then sat down roughly on his rear. He retained consciousness and remained looking at Asa for one last second. Then the massive pupils rolled into the back of his head, showing the whites of his eyes and he collapsed onto the stone.


 
 
23
The Stone Jungle
 
Asa cried for his friend, colored orange by the firelight, seizing on the stone. He felt an emotional pull to go to Teddy’s side and try to comfort him in some way, but there was an equal force asking him to run away, so he stayed where he was. He moved his fingertips over his own neck, feeling for warm blood or indentions, making sure that Teddy’s nibbling hadn’t punctured any skin.
I had been so sure that I was going to be turned into a Multiplier.
Teddy’s convulsing became less and less violent until he was merely trembling. When he stilled, his body let out a groan and then the room was eerily quiet. 
Asa looked over his friend’s body and couldn’t believe what had happened. He looked dead. He was mostly still; his fingertips still twitched over the chipped stone floor. Teddy’s eyes were closed. Clear saliva dripped down his face from the hole in the left side of his cheek.
Asa chewed on his fingers, thinking, This is bad, this is so bad.
There was a sound. He listened.
Teddy’s breath stuttered into his nose and his chest rose and then gently fell. This process repeated three more times and Asa thought with horror, Oh God, he’s alive! He’s alive! But how could that be? I saw him swallow the suicide pill.
Asa pushed the question aside—that issue wasn’t urgent. What mattered now was deciding what to do next. Yes, Teddy was alive, if barely, but was he dangerous? Asa glanced over at the shattered rocking chair on the floor and was reminded of Teddy’s strength. Asa rubbed his wrists, where Teddy had squeezed hard enough to break blood vessels, making purple-red bruises.
Slowly, Asa approached his somnolent friend on unsure legs and then knelt down beside him. Up close, the Multiplier bite looked painful. The torn skin was chapped with black uneven boils growing along it. His gums were dotted with tiny, almost unnoticeable dots of black.
Through the hardened, lean face Asa could see the old Teddy—the Teddy that had arrived at the Academy—scared, sweet, smart. And that Teddy still exists somewhere down below. It was the good version of himself that bit down on the suicide pill, saving me from becoming a Multiplier like him. He sacrificed himself for me.
              Asa looked again at the broken rocking chair and thought about driving one of the wooden pieces into Teddy’s throat and finishing him. It was a cruel thought, but the Academy would kill Teddy anyways, if they found him.
              And if I don’t get his armband off of him, the Academy Multipliers are going to come back and discover this place! I can’t just leave him here.
              Asa became suddenly and painfully aware of the vastness in which he knelt. Dark doorways going to unknown places punctured through the stone like black wounds. It was impossible for Asa to know if he was alone. Sitting in front of the firelight, he was entirely visible, and the dark hallways were little niches for things to be hiding. A disturbing thought came to Asa and made him shiver: What if the Multiplier that bit Teddy is still here? It must be somewhere, wouldn’t this be a great place for it to hide? Teddy hid here.
              “Being scared isn’t helpful right now,” Asa told himself. He forced his shaking hands to pinch the ends of Teddy’s armband and then he rolled it off Teddy’s forearm before tossing it into the fire. The fire rose up and consumed the armband—the material cracked and curled and turned to ash.
              Asa stayed where he was, looking down at Teddy, frozen with indecision. Teddy continued to breathe. Blood and Salvaserum ran down his cheeks. His thin, blond hair was damp with sweat and plastered to his forehead. Asa looked at a vein on the side of Teddy’s face, and knew that blood was still whooshing through the biological channel. Asa knew this was unacceptable. There was no other option, Teddy would have to die. Asa couldn’t leave him here—what if he woke up? He’d come down and kill me—that’s what he implied, at least.
              Or, maybe he wouldn’t, Asa thought. Maybe, if he survives whatever is happening to his body right now (although the odds are unlikely), he’ll just leave. He said that he was planning on leaving during my next Winggame match, right? What makes me think that he won’t stick to his word?
              HE CAN’T CONTROL HIMSELF! HE’S A MULTIPLIER NOW! I CANNOT TRUST HIM.
              Asa was breathing hard. It was hard to come to grips with the fact that his friend was now a Multiplier. He’ll have to die.
              Asa felt a combination of fatigue and anxiety run through him. It was like he had not slept for three days and then drank a pot of coffee. What are my options? Standing, Asa thought, I wish there was some way that I could cure him; I wish that he could be the old Teddy. I wish there was somewhere that I could hide him, at least. I don’t want him to go.
              Asa looked at the wrecked chair through teary, blurry vision. One of the legs had broken off, leaving a sharp jagged end that led up to a thick stake. It’ll be easy. It’ll be fast. He didn’t feel so sure, though.
              Asa leaned down to pick up the stake. In his half delusional state, he was thinking about vampires in movies. Something caught the corner of his eye and he paused as quickly as though a bolt of electricity had run through him. The back of the broken rocking chair was leaned up against the wall. The portion of chair consisted of a top wooden bar with one dozen perpendicular wooden rods that ran down to make a backrest. To Asa, it looked like a jail cell.
              “That’s it,” he whispered. He thought of the last jail cell he had seen, in the basement of Mama and Conway’s house. In his mind, he saw the thick, metal bars, the keyholes, and the strong concrete walls and floor.
              Behind him Teddy groaned again and Asa shot back against the wall. Teddy flinched and then grew still once more. He won’t wake up, Asa told himself. He wasn’t sure if he believed it. 
              Taking Teddy to Conway’s cabin seemed like the best option. There, Teddy could be locked away in the large jail cell in the basement. He could stay alive and not hurt anyone. It would be possible for him to remain unseen by Academy officials, and avoid being shot down by an Academy graduate.
              But how can I transport him?
              Asa considered dragging Teddy through the water tunnel he had entered through, but he wasn’t sure he could swim the required length while towing Teddy. And what if he wakes up while we’re under water? Asa’s stomach churned with cold fear. Taking Teddy back down through his dwelling wasn’t an option. 
              I’ll have to find another way out.
              Asa grabbed the fractured wooden stake and moved past Teddy, towards the hallways that lined the back wall. He felt disoriented, manic. He didn’t know what he expected to find, but walked on anyway. The floor near the massive fire was hot under his feet. He walked over a bearskin rug and took another glance at the insanely painted wall before ducking into the first hallway.
He trotted along as quietly and quickly as he could. Teddy could wake up at any second. The shadows in the hallway seemed to grow and distort as Asa ran, making his ears prick up for any noise and his eyes dance wildly over the walls in anticipation of being attacked. I wonder who bit him, Asa thought. I’d bet it was Joney. Edna said that he had been ‘peekin in at the kiddos on the mount.’ Has Joney been responsible for all six students who have been bitten this semester? Is the Hive ordering him to bite them? What is there plan? If they are going to attack, why don’t they just attack now? Is Mama right? Are they waiting for the human population to be lower before trying to take over the Academy?
As Asa continued along the hallway, he wondered what Conway would think if he showed up with Teddy in tow. Or what if Conway’s not home, and it’s just Mama? What if I’m able to bring Teddy down to the cabin and he wakes up and bites her?
Asa let out a sound that was between a sob and a laugh. And where am I walking? He thought. What makes me think that I’ll run into another exit? I need to get out of here! Teddy is going to wake up at any second.
SILENCE! Teddy is dead.
Asa felt crazy. He had to stifle a bout of laughter, thinking, I want to put a corpse in jail! He’ll be bones in a box! In his odd, frantic state, Asa found this very funny. Still, he continued along. The hallway led into the smallest room yet. It smelled of fresh paint, and there was an open paint can on the ground, with a drying brush lying next to it. Asa had suspected that Teddy made the paint by crushing up berries, or in a similar manner and was surprised to see that Teddy had obtained this industrial can. I wonder if he has gone out into the real world and come back. Is he using this to fill the stone buckets that I saw in the main room?
Like the room with the fireplace, this one was covered in complex mathematical equations that Asa couldn’t begin to understand. In the middle of the room there was a stone model that Asa recognized instantly as the spear gun portion of Flying Class. There was a small, stone spear gun locked into a wall that faced a large open space with a target. There were marks on the ground in front of the target; Asa guessed that these represented failed attempts. Asa recalled Teddy saying that he would figure out how Asa could hit the target and be rewarded with the new mutation. I had no idea he was working this hard.
Though the room was interesting, it was a dead end, so Asa backtracked into the main room. It may have been his imagination, but Teddy appeared to have moved while Asa was in the spear gun room. Asa moved further from the enormous fireplace and then walked into the next hallway.
He ran between multiple stone doorways before arriving in a large, open area that displayed more of Teddy’s carvings. The entire room was made to look like a jungle; it was one more example of Teddy’s manic work obsessions. Where there had once been solid rock, Teddy had sculpted out a cave, leaving stone trees with bark indentions and stone vines with stone flowers climbing up the trunks. There was sharp stone grass, stone birds perched atop stone branches, and a stone tiger showing stone teeth. Two monkey statues were sitting in the grass, and one of them was picking flees out of the other’s hair. Teddy had made a statue of himself sitting in the grass, watching the two statue monkeys. The statue of Teddy was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, not an Academy suit. There was also a man standing next to Teddy, looking down approvingly. He wore a t-shirt with an Atlanta Braves logo on it. His smooth stone arms were crossed and he was smiling.
Asa guessed that this was Teddy’s father.
There was an actual stream beside the far wall. It came in through a low, dark tunnel on the right and ran out a tunnel on the left. Asa moved deeper into the room, gazing around the carved bushes and had decided to leave after seeing that there was no door.
He turned when something caught his eye. He flicked his attention back to the stream and saw a live bass move through the cold water—shimmering green scales, a whipping tail, and an open pink mouth. The fish disappeared through the left tunnel without a problem, which made Asa raise his eyebrows.
If the bass can leave through that tunnel, then so can we.
Leaving by way of underground stream wasn’t his preferred option, but there wasn’t time to investigate the other rooms. Asa wasn’t sure how the suicide pill was interacting with the other drugs in Teddy’s system—maybe they are counterbalancing each other?—but he did know that Teddy’s half-awake state wouldn’t last forever. He was either going to die or wake up, and Asa wanted to get him to Conway’s cabin before either of those things happened.
Asa hurried back down the hallway and into the main room. Teddy was still in the spot that Asa had seen him in last time, but now he was on his stomach. His breathing was louder now, raspy. His lips were shut, and it appeared as though Teddy was breathing through the gaping hole in the left side of his mouth where a Multiplier had taken out some of his cheek. 
Asa approached slowly and looked down on his breathing friend. Teddy’s fingers twitched and startled Asa, his heart drumming in his chest. “Teddy?” he said. Teddy shifted, and Asa screamed and fell backwards. Sweat gathered on his forehead. He watched Teddy, who remained still except for breaths. He was no longer twitching, and was not shifting anymore. Did I imagine him twitching? “Teddy?” Asa asked again.
Teddy gave no indication that he had heard.
What if he’s trying to lull me into false safety?
You’re being crazy! He’s not trying to do anything, he’s knocked out.
Asa was reluctant to touch Teddy, but if he was going to move him, there was no sense in waiting. He bent down and picked Teddy up. He was lighter than Asa anticipated and he carried him like a baby past the fireplace and into the hallway that led to the rock jungle. They moved past the statues of the monkeys. Teddy’s head bobbled uncontrolled and Asa was uncomfortably aware that if Teddy awoke he would only have to sit up to sink his teeth into Asa’s neck.
The stream continued to trickle along from the right side of the room to the left side of the room. Asa stared at it, thinking what if Teddy put a fence in there to catch things? What if we get stuck and can’t swim back against the current?
Teddy sat up and gasped, pupil-dilated eyes wide and rimmed with Salvaserum. The marks from where he had cut his cheeks opened further and blood began to run out.
Asa screamed, spun, and fell. For a moment, both he and the Multiplier were flailing through the air. He saw Teddy’s face change into a bloodthirsty smile, and he reached for Asa. The two of them splashed into the water. The smooth stream was running faster than Asa thought, and within one second he was swept out of the room and was traveling fast down a dark, underwater tunnel. Teddy was no longer in Asa’s arms and was floating separately.
The stream was running downwards, curving left and right and then taking sharp, falling angles that made Asa’s stomach churn. Asa tried to open his eyes and orient himself, but it was impossible. He was slammed against rocky protrusions and turned so often that he didn’t know which way was up or down. Finally, he covered his head with his hands, trying to avoid any trauma to his skull.
One minute went by like that and Asa began to fear that he would drown. If there were a gate, or some kind of blockage in the mountain stream, Asa would surely die; it would be impossible for him to swim against such a fast-moving current.
He was thinking this when he felt Teddy’s cold hands wrap around his throat. Instinctively, he shot his own palms out and caught Teddy’s face in his hands. Teddy’s jaw was trembling in the dark—even in the circumstances, he couldn’t control his will to bite. Asa tried to remain strong and keep Teddy at a distance, but he was closing in. Asa screamed underwater as he felt Teddy’s leg wrap around his torso and his gaping jaws move nearer his neck.
Then, they were out of the water and falling.
Asa was gasping, spinning, and Teddy no longer held him. He was falling beside a waterfall. He saw the mountains and dark sky before splashing into the water.
Whatever they had fallen into was deep. The waterfall above pushed Asa thirty feet underwater, where his back made gentle contact with seaweed before he began to swim to the top. He kept his eyes wide, looking for Teddy’s kicking feet in the water above him.
He emerged, gasping again, and then did a quick circle. Teddy was nowhere to be seen. The waterfall was roaring beside him so loud that he couldn’t hear his own breath. What if Teddy drowned? Maybe the suicide pill weakened him, and then he hit his head before going into the waterfall. Asa moved over to the shore and pulled himself out. He felt stupid for carrying Teddy to the stream. He should have left right after Teddy chewed up that pill. He saw that he was at the river that separated Fishie Mountain from Mount Two, and he faced the Arctic jungle.
It’s so dark. Teddy could be hiding anywhere.
Asa looked around, contemplating. The trees made black, jagged outlines against the purple sky. Stars were out, twinkling overhead.
It is possible that once Teddy had gotten out of the water he ran away.
He did say, after all, that he was waiting until the Winggame Match to…
Asa was tackled and the back of his head smacked hard on the gravel shore, making his vision blurry for a moment. Teddy was atop him, crying more Salvaserum and growling terribly.
Asa was able to drive his fist into Teddy’s face, knocking his head backwards. Teddy was disoriented for a moment, and Asa slid out from underneath him. The two friends got to their feet beneath the starlight. The river beside them reflected the moon.
“Teddy, THINK ABOUT WHO YOU ARE! REMEMBER!”
Teddy’s nose was bleeding and he continued to growl—the noise gurgled through the hole in his mouth. He took a step forward, and then tripped and fell. He caught himself on his hands and then stood up again, wobbly.
The suicide pill is affecting his neurological functioning.
Teddy took two more unsure steps forward, his hands outstretched. Asa planted his foot and kicked Teddy in the face with his heel. There was a sick crunch and then Teddy crumpled to the ground where he lay, not moving.
Asa was breathing hard as he looked over his friend. Teddy was completely still and made no more attempts to stand. His nose was bleeding like a faucet. Asa wiped his cheek with the back of his hand and realized that he was still crying.
“I don’t want to touch him,” he groaned. His instincts told him to either run or smash Teddy’s head in with a heavy riverside stone, but he couldn’t bring himself to do either of these things. Trying not to give it much thought, Asa grabbed Teddy by the ankles and began to drag him, first over the stone and then through dark jungle dirt.
 
 
 
A few minutes later, Asa was panting and dropped Teddy’s legs. Teddy was lying in Conway’s garden. Purple and pink lights shone out of Conway’s window and painted the lawn. Asa was sobbing. He wasn’t sure that Teddy was breathing anymore.
“And what the hell is Conway supposed to say?” he groaned to himself.
But since he was already there, he knocked on the door. He was greeted with the familiar growl of Ozzie from inside, and expected to hear Mama’s voice telling the polar bear to “Hush.” Instead it was Conway who did the hushing. A moment later, he had pulled back the curtain on the door and was peaking through the glass on the window at Asa. 
His black face was glistening with sweat and the windows were foggy. The curtain closed and then the door opened with a loud creak. 
Conway began to speak with his low, rumbling voice. “Asa, what can you be…” He stopped midsentence, looking from Asa’s crying face to Teddy on the ground. “Teddy. Asa!” He couldn’t find the words. He was shirtless, and from his sweaty, lean frame, it was clear that he just been exercising in the basement. 
“I need your help,” Asa said.
Conway’s mouth was open. “Has he been bitten?” he whispered.
Asa nodded and watched Conway’s throat contract as he swallowed.
“Is he dead?”
Asa shook his head.
Mama’s slender frame slipped out from behind Conway. She smiled and her eyes rested on Asa as though she could see.
“I need you two to help me. I want to keep Teddy in your jail cell,” Asa said. It sounds crazy hearing it out loud.
“What?” Conway hissed. “You want me to keep a Multiplier in here? Are you crazy?”
“He’s got nowhere else to go. The Academy will kill him if they find…”
“But he’s a Multiplier!” Conway was standing at his full height, looking down at Asa with his brown eyes. The stress he was under could be seen in the lines on his hard jaw. “I’m an Academy graduate—if they catch me housing a Multiplier, they’ll punish me. They might even kill me!”
“He needs your help, though!”
Conway shook his head. “No. Lots of people need my help and I can’t assist them.”
“Well then what do you want to do? Kill him? Call The Boss and tell him what happened? You can’t tell anyone what happened, Conway! Teddy’s been living in an illegal safe room above my dwelling. He’s been hiding out up there. Multipliers came to my dwelling tonight, saying they were running an investigation. Teddy’s been missing all week and they came looking for him. It was Travis and Derden. I showed them my dwelling and told them Teddy wasn’t there. If they find out the truth, I’ll be in enormous trouble.”
Mama watched as Conway thought about this.
“Then we’ll have to kill him,” Conway said as though he were asking what was on television that night. His eyes looked numb, as though he were trying not to think about what he was saying.
“No!”
Conway stepped outside and poked Asa hard in the chest—“And you ask me why I don’t tell you all about your father, Asa? And you wonder why I don’t tell you all the history about the Academy? Look at you—you’re acting on emotion! You love Teddy, but keeping him alive is irrational, and you know it!” His eyes were fiery, angry.
“It’s not irrational. You don’t understand! He knows things, Conway! He, he…”
“HE WHAT?”
“His pupils have been dilated a lot lately!” Asa said.
“So?”
“So? So have Robert Kings, surely you’ve noticed. Teddy probably knows what the Boss has been doing lately. Teddy has this ability. It sounds crazy, but this semester he has been so much smarter than usual—I think it has something to do with his dilated pupils. It’s like a super power, though. He’s able to figure things out that he shouldn’t be able to figure out. He told me how to use my tones differently so that I could get the fastest time in Flying Class. He aces all his tests in an eighth of the time it takes everyone else to fill in their answers. And he’s been analyzing my father’s riddle, the one about solutions and secrets. He uses mathematics in ways that I’ve never seen. I think that he knows something valuable.”
Conway stood still, looking at Teddy. “What happened to him?”
“I told you, he got bit by a Multiplier.
“No, after that. Why is he knocked out?”
“He took one of the suicide pills they gave us in the Tropics. It didn’t kill him, though.”
“The pill is made for humans and he is no longer a human. Why did he take the pill?”
“Because he had an urge to attack me, but wanted to stop himself. He took the pill to save me.”
Behind Conway, Mama spoke for the first time: “Let the boy come in, Jul.”
Conway looked angrily back at his mother. “Then what? We keep him for how long?”
“What does it matter, Jul?” Mama asked. “The cell has been used to keep Multipliers, Davids, and graduates in the past—it did it just fine. He’s not a danger, locked up like that. And no one ever comes out here. C’mon, Jul. Help Asa get the boy in here.”
Conway sighed heavily and moved further into the moonlight. He grabbed Teddy’s wrists and Asa took his ankles. “If he gives me any trouble, though, I’ll kill him,” he said as they carried him towards the stairs.
“Deal,” Asa agreed. 
Teddy didn’t stir as he was carried down the stairs, over the basement floor and into the jail cell. Asa watched as Conway locked the initial lock, and then clamped all of the dozens of padlocks down around the caged door. He inserted bolts into the proper rings and secured them with more padlocks.
“He’s going to get very strong. I want to warn you again, if he’s any trouble, I’m going to shoot him dead. Do you understand, Asa?”
“Yes.”
Asa sat down on the edge of the bench press, looking at Teddy. In the mirrors that lined the walls, he could see that Conway sat behind both of them on a metal plyometric box.  
“And I can’t guarantee that the suicide pill won’t kill him,” Conway said.
“Do you think that he’ll die, though?”
“I have no way of knowing.”
It was quiet for a long time, and Asa watched Teddy’s chest slowly rise and fall beneath his dirty camouflage suit. His friend’s breathing was shallow, and towards midnight, it was barely detectable. Asa wondered if Teddy was dying, but didn’t say anything to Conway. If there was something wrong with Teddy, there was nothing they could do. They couldn’t seek medical help for him, and even if they knew what interventions to administer, it would be dangerous to get in close contact with Teddy again.
Asa was on the edge of his seat, trying to detect any movement of Teddy’s when the Salvaserum-covered lips move and the Multiplier croaked out the name: “Aye-sah.” 
Asa was up in a flash, and gripped the bars of the cell, looking down at Teddy. “Are you okay?”
Teddy nodded, then turned over and coughed up saliva that was tinged with Salvaserum.
“Back away a step, Asa,” Conway said; he was also on his feet now.
Asa took a step backwards and watched as Teddy slowly stood up and walked over to the bars. His dilated pupils ran over the different locks and bars, and Asa had a fear that Teddy would be able to find a way out. “Can I have some water?”
Conway went over to the miniature refrigerator in the corner and retrieved a cold water bottle for Teddy. Teddy sipped on it slowly and then said, “Thank you. Where am I?”
Asa began, “You’re at…”
“STOP!” Conway interrupted. “He doesn’t need to know.”
Teddy sipped on his water. “How long are you going to keep me here?” he asked.
“We’re not sure,” Asa said.
Teddy looked down and nodded. “Did I try to attack you, Asa?”
“Yes. But you took a suicide pill to stop yourself. It knocked you out for a time.”
Teddy’s eyes kept moving over each lock. He tilted his head frequently, as if to get a different angle. Then, unexpectedly, he began to weep with big globs of Salvaserum running down his face from his eyes. “I-didn’t-want-to-hurt-anyone!”
Asa regarded him with sympathy, and Conway just crossed his arms.
“Asa, I’m sorry, for whatever I’ve done! When you came into the secret compartment, I became so uncontrollably angry! It was unbelievable, how mad I was at you! I could not have anticipated the urge I felt to kill you, and I feel so guilty for that!”
“Teddy…”
Teddy put up a hand and stopped Asa. “Let me give you something, as a way to say that I am sorry. Would that be okay?”
“What is it?” Conway asked skeptically.
“Just knowledge. I’m going to tell you how to hit the target after Flying Class, okay?”
Asa nodded as he listened as Teddy spoke. What Teddy said was a brilliant idea—Asa had never looked at it that way before. 
“…and if that doesn’t work, I’ll try to come up with something better.” Teddy was smiling, as he could see that Asa was eager to try the new tactic.
“Okay,” Conway said. “I think it’s time that we go to bed.”
Teddy reached his arm through the bar as far as it could go. “Can I shake Asa’s hand before he goes to bed? I just want to touch him. Would that be okay?”
“Absolutely not,” Conway said.
Teddy withdrew, looking hurt. “What do you think I’m going to do, try to strangle him?”
“Let’s go, Asa,” Conway said, and the two of them began walking up the stairs. Behind them, Teddy was yelling from his cell.
“Hey! Wait! Wait a second! Asa, don’t go back to your dwelling—the Multiplier that bit me was waiting for you when I came in. Hey! Wait!” Asa and Conway reached the top of the stairs and were about to shut the door when Teddy’s cries changed back into the demonic, low grumbles that Asa had heard back in the secret compartment, “WAIT! COME BACK HERE, DAMNIT!”
Conway shut the door and then rested his back on it. “You can sleep here tonight, Asa. I think that would be a good idea.” 
Conway retrieved pillows and blankets that Asa could use on the couch. He was glad to be sleeping at Conway’s—he was safer that way. As he lay down, he could hear the wind howling outside and wondered if the Multiplier that had bitten Teddy was still out there, in the cold.
Asa wondered what it would be like to go through the change. He wondered if it hurt. It probably is emotionally awful, having the urge to kill people. He tried to imagine how conflicted Teddy must feel—he loved Asa and yet he wanted to tear his throat out at the same time.
Asa shuddered. He pulled the blankets up to his chin. From Mama’s bedroom, Asa could hear Ozzie snoring.
He felt electric, excited, but he knew that he must sleep. He had Winggame practice early the next morning. Brushing thoughts of a coming Multiplier attack aside, Asa shut his eyes and let sleep overtake him. 
 
 
 
 
 
24
Stan’s Apology
 
 
              The tiny hammer on the golden wind-up alarm clock began to undulate back and forth, striking the small bells on either side of it as the second marker ran past 5:00 AM. Asa’s hand came out from the blankets and stopped the alarm. His eyes opened slowly.
              Before he awoke, he had been dreaming of brushing his teeth and discovering that his gums had turned black. Now, blinking in the soft red glow from the fireplace embers, Asa was relieved to have woken up, but found it hard to believe that he had been dreaming.
              It had seemed so real.
              He stood up and stoked the fire with a heavy black poker, not thinking too much. He softly placed a log among the smoldering ashes and watched as the fire began to spread up the wood. The flames took hold in one tiny corner, and from there they were able to grow to a consuming fire. Watching the fire reminded Asa of how Salvaserum could do a similar thing; if one molecule gets into your bloodstream, it will grow and reproduce until it has taken over your entire body. Your gums will turn black, and you’ll have an irresistible urge to kill. 
              The night before, Conway told Asa to help himself to any food he could find for breakfast. That morning he ate a banana and toast with homemade blackberry jam on top. He made a cup of coffee and let the hot steam drift up to his face as he looked out the foggy windows at the dew-covered grass. A black squirrel was using tiny claws to dig around an oak tree in Conway’s lawn, looking for an acorn that was buried before the winter.
              Asa rinsed off his mug and plate before putting them in the dishwasher. The house was still quiet, except for Ozzie’s heavy breathing in Mama’s bedroom. Before Asa left, he turned and looked at the picture of his father on the wall—stubble beard, glasses.
              He knew that it wasn’t helpful to blame his father when bad things happened, but he couldn’t control the urge. He hoped that Teddy was still okay.
              He opened the front door and stepped out into the cold. The moon was dark orange that morning, and surrounded by a sea of cloudless black and a million tiny dots of light that shone down from the universe. Asa’s wings were stiff as he stretched them out from his back. They reached nine feet on either side of him, and when he held them up he could see silhouettes of the surrounding trees through the vein-ridden thin membrane of his wings.
              With a powerful stroke, he took off and was in the air. He watched Conway’s cabin shrink in the distance beneath his feet as he rose out over the trees and then over the Moat. 
Moments later, he landed softly on the Plaid along side Roxanne, who always looked perky in the mornings. They were alone.
              “You look exhausted,” she said, her green-gold eyes beaming at him.
              “Good morning to you, too, sunshine.”
              She laughed. “I wasn’t trying to be mean, it’s just that…are you sick?”
              “No, I was just up late last night.” She looked at him quizzically and he said, “I’ll tell you about it later. We need to have another team meeting.”
              “Should I be worried?”
              Asa shrugged. “We’re in the Academy. You should always be worried.”
              She leveled him with her eyes—“Is it something bad, Asa?”
              He shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s definitely a development. Oh, hey! I wanted to ask you something. At the beginning of this semester, you said you wanted us to come and talk to you if we won the Flying Class challenge and got to pick a talent. Which one do you want me to pick?”
              “Did you win?”
              “No. Not yet. But you need to tell me. I’m going to win today.”
              “Well that’s a bit arrogant of you.”
              He laughed and fog came out of his mouth. “It’s just that I know something.”
              Roxanne’s eyebrows came together. 
              “I’ll explain it all later, I promise.”
              She looked around. In the distant skies, other Sharks could be seen flapping their wings as they soared towards the Plaid. “I trust you. Don’t tell people I asked you to get this ability, okay? But I want you to pick the electricity mutation—the one that lets you shock people.” 
              “Really? Why not more efficient caloric rationing? I was thinking I’d get that one, if I got to choose. The Task really opened my eyes to how quickly we can starve with all these mutations.”
              “Just trust me, okay, Asa?”
              Now it was Asa’s turn to pull his eyebrows together.
              She looked around once more to see if anyone else was listening in on their conversation. The other teammates were now flying over the water. She stepped closer to him and whispered. “I know you saw me punch that Armadillo in the first Winggame match. I saw your eyes—you knew something strange was going on.”
              Now Asa was really confused.
              She was still whispering to him. “The electricity mutation has advantages that the Academy doesn’t know about. Just get it, okay? I’ll explain later.” 
              “But I don’t understand why?”
              Bruce had just landed, and she greeted him as though she and Asa hadn’t been talking. Then, one by one, the Sharks arrived on the Plaid. When all were present except for Stan and Janice (who were never expected), practice began. 
              They spent most of the practice doing three-person flying drills in which teammates had to weave in and out of each other’s paths as they flew. Now that they had been together for an entire season, they knew all of the plays proficiently, and would easily be able to execute whatever formation Bruce chose next week. They saw no reason to continue practicing something that they had perfected. Flying, by comparison, could always be improved upon.
              Asa was exhausted from the night before, and his hips were stiff from Teddy tackling him to the ground. On top of this, he had other things on his mind. For one, he was excited to try out Teddy’s idea in Flying Class today. It made sense to Asa, but he could also see it failing. He was slightly nervous that if the idea didn’t work he would look crazy. Asa was also nervous about Teddy staying in Conway’s cabin. If something happened, such as Teddy escaping and biting Mama, Asa didn’t know if he would be able to forgive himself. These things added up to a poor practice for Asa. His flying was sloppy. Once, about an hour in, he was supposed to fly diagonally between Jen and Bruce and he accidentally slammed into Bruce and sent him into the water. Incidences such as this were numerous, and by the end of practice he was even more exhausted and also frustrated.
              As the sun turned the Eastern sky blood red, the Sharks were once again seated upon the Plaid. Half of them were wet from landing in the Moat, and all eyes were on Bruce as he explained why he believed it would be best to employ a defensive strategy in their upcoming match against the Panthers. The first rays of sun were beginning to shine through mountain valleys when he dismissed them.
              The Sharks were quiet; many of them were too tired to talk as they stood up and stretched out their wings in preparation to leave.
              A shadow fell upon the Plaid and Asa had just enough time to notice the flying student before he landed. All of the Sharks remained silent, but stared in awe. Stan Nuby had just landed among them. He hadn’t been to a single practice since their second game of the season. So why is he here now? He looked as though he had caught a stomach virus—his face appeared as though it had been drained of blood, and he stood slumped over, as though he didn’t have the energy to stand.
              The posture reminded Asa of how his mother looked before she died. Briefly, he wondered if Stan had contracted the Wolf Flu.
              But that’s impossible! He told himself, All Academy students have been vaccinated against the Wolf Flu. No one has gotten it before.
              Stan also appeared to have been beaten with a baseball bat. His right eye was nearly swollen shut, and his neck had finger bruises on them, as though someone had choked him.
              Stan acted as though everything was normal. “Is practice over? I forgot what time it started. I know you said after the last match, but I forgot.”
              Roxanne looked as startled as everyone, and spoke slowly, carefully. “Yes, practice is over. We start at six every morning.”
              “Okay. I’ll be here tomorrow.” Stan’s voice shook slightly, and Asa wondered if he was nervous about something.
              “Well, see you guys tomorrow,” Bruce said awkwardly, and then he stepped through one of the holes in the Plaid and fell towards the glistening water of the Moat before bringing out his wings and flying over the water.
              Other students were leaving as well, and Asa wanted to get away before Stan had time to say something rude. It was only eight o’clock, and Flying Class wasn’t until nine that day. He thought that if he moved quickly he might be able to go back to his dwelling and get forty extra minutes of studying in before Flying Class. He desperately wanted to get an A on all his finals. He knew that the ten points per class he would be rewarded for doing so were negligible compared to the three-hundred ninety he already had, but still, he wanted to get As. It wasn’t just for the points; he wanted to prove to himself that he belonged. Most everyone else in the Academy was a genius, but he had a suspicion that with enough effort, he could bridge the gap and perform as well as his classmates. He would guess that he had put in twice as much time studying than anyone else in the Academy that semester.
              Asa had his wings out and was about to dive off the Plaid when Stan grabbed his shoulder; “How’ve you been, Piggy?” He pronounced ‘been’ like ‘bin.’
              Asa didn’t know what to say, so he remained silent. Stan didn’t look as though he were trying to be mean. His small mouth held a polite smile.  
              “How’re your classes goin’, Asa?” Stan asked when Asa didn’t answer his first question. He looked at Asa through bruised, swollen eyes.
              What is he doing? Making small talk? He hates me! “Good. I’m nervous about exams. I was actually about to go study.”
              “Oh. Well, don’t let me keep ya. I know I am nervouser than ever, for sure, about mine. I don’t know if you remember, I’ve got to get all As and win the Winggame championship to get my thousand points.”
              “I remember,” Asa said coldly, still trying to decipher Stan’s motives. 
              Stan had his hands clasped together in front of him and was kicking his toe nervously on the Plaid. The sun was bright behind him, making his face a dark shadow. “Listen, Asa, I want to say something.’ Truth be told, I guess I was a bit mean to you. Or, real mean, I guess.” He met Asa’s eyes and unbelievably, Asa saw tears running down his cheeks. “I believed the rumors. I believed that you were a murderer. I’m a murderer too, you know, I killed my parents and all. But I guess I was just mad because I thought that you were a danger to me, so I tried to be scary. But you wouldn’t hurt a fly, Asa. And I wanted to say that I’m sorry. I’m sorry for tackling you, and calling you names and such.” He went back to staring at his feet and his face returned to a shadow.
              Asa didn’t know what to say. Is this some kind of joke? Or some kind of trap?
              Stan looked up again and his cheeks were wet with more tears. “You don’t have to forgive me. I understand if you don’t.”
              Asa remained still. 
              Stan wiped the tears from his face and squared his shoulders. He clenched his jaw, and regained his normal, tough way of holding himself. “You’re a good man, Asa Palmer.” He stepped through a hole in the Plaid and was flying off before Asa could respond.
              Asa turned and saw that Roxanne had stayed. “That was weird,” she said, amused.
              “Really weird,” Asa agreed.
 
 
              Instead of studying, Asa drank a cup of coffee and then took a quick power nap on his hammock. It was cold in the room, as the fire had gone out the night before in his absence. He didn’t bother to relight it, but just turned up the heat on his suit and closed his eyes.
              Asa didn’t usually like to drink two cups of coffee in a day; he had an unusual sensitivity to caffeine, and even this small of an amount could keep him from going to sleep when night came. However, he wanted his mind to be as sharp as possible in Flying Class today. He believed that Teddy’s plan would work, and thought it would be a shame if he failed due to fatigue.
              Despite the coffee, Asa dreamed heavily in the twenty minutes before his alarm went off. He dreamed of the Task, pterosaurs, and pterodactyls, as well as dead monkeys hung up by their ankles. His dream had felt so real that he had to take a moment to orient himself to where he was after waking. He then flew over to the mountain door that led into Flying Class. As he flew, he looked off into the jungle and thought of Joney, Edna, and Michael. It had been months since Asa had seen them. He could vaguely remember Michael threatening Joney that he could ‘get in trouble’ if he kept killing Davids. Who would get him into trouble? The Hive? Some other organization? Were the Multipliers who would get Joney in trouble the same ones who bit Teddy? Asa felt too tired to contemplate such things at the moment.
Asa got closer to the entrance of flying class. He remembered his first day there, when Brumi had come in late, crying and dripping Salvaserum from a flesh wound. Pushing this thought aside and trying to clear his mind for the task ahead, he opened the door.
              The first part of Flying Class went on mostly as usual. Asa entered the room and tried to ignore all of the faces that stared at him. Now, he wasn’t only viewed as a murderer, but was also perceived as a freak for how well he performed while flying through the giant wooden maze. All the others looked at him with a distant admiration. It wasn’t that he was a better flyer than everyone else; Teddy’s advice to change tones while using echolocation had given him an immense advantage. The advice allowed Asa to anticipate obstacles and curves in the ever-changing course that no other student could see. His secret technique made Asa feel as though he was somehow cheating, and the respect and fear he received from his peers made him feel uncomfortable. What made it worse was the fact that most of the other students were geniuses, and had stood out in the world before arriving at the Academy. As for Asa, he had been normal before coming here, and so it felt unfitting that all of the other exceptional students had such reverence for his ability to kill and perform in Flying Class.
              The only person who didn’t look at Asa as he entered was Charlotte. She stretched, contorting herself in super-human positions. Last semester she had obtained a mutation that allowed her to be more flexible. She picked her left foot above her head, facing the wall; Shashowt sat beside her. Asa noticed that she never looked at him anymore, and Asa couldn’t blame her. Asa had been unkind to her, rejecting her affection for reasons outside of her control. It was painful to see her thick brown hair and porcelain skin. He thought she was beautiful. Turning from her, he went to his own corner and began to stretch.
              From just below the enormous barrel maze stood Stridor. He had one of his enormous hands resting on the wood and was stretching out his quadriceps. He’s so competitive. He’s going to be upset if I win this today.
              Asa was painfully aware that Teddy was not there. Again, he thought of what it must be like for Teddy to be slowly changing into a monster. Maybe it would have been more humane just to kill him, like Conway wanted. 
              Derden the Multiplier was the only authority in the room, and he called names from a list, asking students to be shot up the vacuum tube beside the wooden platform before racing down inside of it. The names were called at random. Asa noted how much faster everyone had become. During their first Flying Class, Stridor completed the maze in the fastest time, at twenty-two seconds. Now, this was about average. Stridor could typically complete the course in sixteen seconds, and Asa was usually through in fifteen seconds.
              Derden called Stridor’s name and Asa watched as he was sucked up into the tube to the starting platform at the top. High above, Stridor appeared to be smaller than an ant. Asa believed the wooden obstacle to be as tall as the Empire State Building. Stridor dove into the opening at the top of the maze, which was almost as wide as a tennis court. As he moved downward, blocked from view by the wooden structure, Asa could hear the air whistling off his body at the incredible speed. There was the ever-humming sound of machinery on the inside, where poles and hoops were moving back and forth, impeding students’ flights.
              There was a loud CRACK, and Stridor cursed. The sound was unmistakable; Stridor had just broken through a wooden barrier. The whistling stopped momentarily as he slowed down within the giant barrel-like course. When Stridor flew through the end of the course and landed in the water on the other side, the digital stopwatch on the wall read “18:52.” Asa smiled. With a conservative flight, he would be able to shoot the spear gun today and implement Teddy’s strategy.  
              Surprisingly, that was the day’s best time as Derden called Asa up to the platform. After Asa went, there was only Shashowt behind him, who was no threat. Shashowt averaged twenty-five seconds.
              Even though Asa had been through the course dozens of times, he found himself nervous as he walked towards the clear vacuum tube that sucked students up to the top. He was a proficient flyer, which logically should have taken away his fear of heights, but this wasn’t the case. Every class when he stood on the rickety overhang that led out to the top of the barrel maze, his knees still shook and his heart still hammered. He wondered if this sensation would ever go away. 
              The transparent vacuum tube reflected and distorted the harsh white lights overhead. Asa’s feet were loud on the stone as he headed towards the door to the tube. His hand reached the knob and he was about to open it when Derden slid in between Asa and the glass.
              “You look tired,” Derden said, his dark eyes unreadable. His nose was severely crooked, which was somehow unnerving on his otherwise symmetrical face. “After Travis and I left last night, were you busy?”
              “Not particularly.”
              Travis sneered. “Something funny happened. About an hour and a half after Travis and I left, the GPS told us that Teddy’s armband was no longer located within your dwelling. Isn’t that strange?”
              Asa’s mouth was dry, and he felt the blood run out of his face. He shrugged, trying to look normal. “That is strange. Computers mess up, though. Hopefully you’ll be able to figure it out.”
              Derden roughly tugged at his hair in frustration and emitted an unkind laugh. “Asa, I don’t think that it was a computer malfunction.” He lowered his voice and all the fake humor instantly faded from his face. “Even funnier, the GPS seems to think that Teddy’s armband is no longer with us. It’s as though it fell off the face of the earth.” His expression became more serious, still. The corners of his mouth were drawn down and his jaw was tight. The severity of his expression made it difficult for Asa to keep eye contact, but he managed. “Or maybe someone destroyed it. You wouldn’t know anything about that, Palmer?”
              “No, sir.”
              “Where is Teddy?”
              “I don’t know, sir.”
              “Very well. Have it your way. I suspect that you are aware that punishments for liars are strict.”
              “I understand, sir.”
              With a frustrated growl, Derden stepped aside, letting Asa open the tube and step in. Asa got inside and shut the door, thankful that the conversation with Derden was over with. Just as the different pressures were being built inside the vacuum, Asa saw Derden wipe the corner of his mouth off on his tweed jacket, leaving a black Salvaserum stain on his sleeve. 
              Then, there was a WHOOSH sound and Asa’s stomach dropped as he shot up through the tube. As his velocity slowed, Asa caught his breath before grasping the handle at the top, opening the door, and stepping out on the unsteady deck. He walked out onto the creaking wood and far below he could see that Derden and Shashowt were conversing. With the distance, there was no chance of hearing what they were saying; from so high up, Derden and Shashowt each appeared to be one millimeter tall.
              Asa walked forward and extracted his wings slowly, trying not to jostle his body too much at such great heights. He walked out on the deck until he was directly over the top of the barrel-maze. Looking down, he could see one hundred feet into the barrel before the obstacle course had its first curve, making the rest impossible to see. There was a mechanical hum rising up to him from inside, and wooden rings and poles were automatically rotating within. He looked down and emitted an echolocation cry. Immediately, the odd sensation returned to him. For a second he went deaf, and then a moment later he had a vivid picture of the course in his mind. He saw that directly after the turn there was a canvas tarp that stretched from one side of the course to the other. There had never before been a tarp in this area of the course, which was reconfigured for every class period so that the students had to react as they flew instead of merely memorizing the order of the course and flying accordingly. He had learned that the barrel maze was repaired nightly (probably by raccoons, he suspected), but injuries that the course sustained during the day remained until the end of class. Through his echolocation, Asa was given a clear picture of the tarp. He could see that it was riddled with punctured gaps from where other students had flown through before him.
              Taking a deep breath, Asa let his toes hang over the edge. He leaned forward until he was falling headfirst into the maze, feeling the wind rush over his body.
              He flew at a breathtaking speed towards the tarp, and as he approached one of the punctured gaps, he retracted his wings, making himself smaller, and shot through. Once on the other side, he immediately shot out dozens of echolocation cries of all different tones—it was a bit like singing, but with fast, terse notes. As the sound waves returned to his mutated ears, his brain was given an image of the different rings and windmill formations that the moving wooden barriers created. Adrenaline pumped through his body and for the time he was in the maze he wasn’t tired at all. He extracted his wings and continued to rush forward.
              He twisted, turned, maneuvered his wings, and by the time he came out the end and landed in the water at the finish line, he was panting. The speed at which he had been traveling propelled him forty feet deep in the cold pool of water, and it wasn’t until he came up for air and saw the digital clock say “16:11” that he knew he had finished with the day’s fastest time.
              He waded over to the edge and pulled himself out onto the slick stone floor. “Mr. Palmer, fastest time yet again. Good job,” said McCoy. 
              Stridor watched Asa as he climbed the bleachers and took a spot next to Viola at the top. He was still panting and dripping wet as he sat down.
              “Good job,” said Viola, who didn’t look up from the book she was reading on her armband. In the Academy, the students didn’t see an act like this as rude. Studying for hours on end was necessary, and sometimes being nice was an unaffordable privilege.
              “Thanks,” Asa said, and let her get back to studying.
              He sat quietly and watched as Shashowt came through the finish line at a little over 22 seconds, which was a good showing for him, but did not change the fact that Asa had the fastest time.
              After Shashowt pulled himself out of the water, McCoy waved his arm at Asa. “C’mon up,” he said, asking him to approach the spear gun at the end of the room. Only the back end of the gun was in the room with them; the barrel was lodged through the wall, facing a round, stone room with circular target twenty yards away.
              As Asa made his way off of the stone bleachers and over the floor beside the pool, his heart was thudding. No one else seemed excited. Some were watching Asa quietly as he approached the spear gun, while others studied on their armbands. They had seen Asa, Stridor, and others shoot at the target over fifty times, and the result was always the same; even if the shot was perfectly aimed, the spear struck an invisible barrier and crumbled before making it to the target.
              Asa looked up at the clock positioned directly above the spear gun, which showed that it was 9:45 AM. He rubbed his hands together and tried to concentrate. He knew that he might only get one shot. The night before, Teddy had explained to Asa that it was curious that there was an analog clock situated just above the spear gun; most other clocks in the Academy were digital. Teddy also explained that the invisible barriers that Stridor and Asa often times hit seemed to move. Some days, when they shot the spear gun the spear only went a few feet before crumpling. Other days, it went almost all the way to the target before striking the invisible barrier. It was Teddy’s belief that the hands of the analog clock corresponded with the movement of invisible barriers within the circular room. 
Asa sighed, and tried to imagine a clock face drawn onto the circular room. He imagined a giant “6” next to the spear gun, and the far back area being where the “12” would sit. If these things were true, the target was currently sitting behind an invisible barrier that corresponded with the hour hand, and the minute hand. He thought that if he could wait until 10:20 that he would have a fair shot at the target, after the hour and minute hand moved out of the way. He sighed. If Teddy’s ideas were true, Stridor could get the best time the next day, learn from Asa’s tactics today, and hit the target. He would have to shoot perfectly.
He waited, trying to calm his nerves. After ten minutes of doing nothing McCoy came up and put a hand on Asa’s shoulder. “Asa, we haven’t got all day.”
“Let me take my time,” Asa said, and then stared back into the circular room. He didn’t want to reveal his strategy. He wanted to make it look like he was simply thinking, not waiting for invisible barriers to move, so that his strategy wasn’t revealed.
Not saying a word in response, McCoy stepped back on the damp stone and watched Asa.
Ten o’clock came and went without a word spoken in the room. Asa knew that all of the students would be late to their next class, but it didn’t matter. As the minute hand swung around to the “4,” making it 10:20 AM, Asa stepped up to the spear gun. Now, all of the students were staring at him; none were studying.
He used the notches along the barrel to aim at the target. He took a few seconds to aim, held his breath, and then squeezed the trigger.
There was a loud CRACK and then the metal spear flew forward. Asa expected to see the projectile strike an invisible barrier and fall to the floor, but instead, it slammed into the target with splintering force.
“Wow,” someone said from the bleachers, but everyone else remained quiet. Asa realized that in that moment, he had done something that made him even more exotic to everyone else than before. He turned to see Stridor smirking in the front row, eyes on Asa.
“Good job, boy!” McCoy said. He was absolutely beaming and his blond curly hair bounced as he came over to give Asa a half hug. “You see,” he said, turning to the rest of the student body, “Palmer realized that the clock hands above were associated with the invisible force field that stops the spear from hitting the target. Seriously, well done! The rest of you are dismissed! This will be the last Flying Class that we’ll have. Palmer, come with me, you’ve got to pick out your mutation.”
The students climbed down the stone stairs for the last time, and Asa followed McCoy through a back door into a small clinic. As he walked, he thought about Teddy, and how he had been right. This proved, along with Teddy’s advice that Asa should change echolocation tones while flying, that the thousands of math problems on the walls of the secret compartment hadn’t just been the writings of a mad man—the math actually had predictive power.
Asa felt cold as he remembered the long analysis Teddy made of Edmund’s Palmer riddle.
What does Teddy know?
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              Hours later, Asa was scared of going into his dwelling alone. This would be the second time he entered since learning that a Multiplier had been waiting for him a few nights ago when Teddy was bitten. For some reason, after Winggame practice, he hadn’t thought about it. Now, the thought consumed him. He imagined what it would be like, discovering a lurking Multiplier waiting for him just beyond the threshold of his dwelling.
              As he walked up the mountainside, bits of clear sleet crunched underneath his feet and he kept his wings outstretched for balance. The moon was waning, but still mostly full, and doused the mountains in a hushed blue light, making the shadowed forests and jungles surrounding the summits look even darker than usual by contrast.
              He had told himself that he was going to visit Teddy tonight, but now found that he was simply too tired. Bruce had Instant Messaged the Sharks on their armbands, telling them that they were to meet just after five o’clock at The Lab; Asa hadn’t planned on the meeting, and now didn’t want to go see Teddy.
The Lab was a nickname for the dilapidated building that Asa and Charlotte had retreated into last semester when Septa the mountain lion had been chasing them. Situated in front of Fishie Mountain, The Lab was a two story concrete building that had trees growing into the its shattered windows. The place smelled like a hospital and the checkered-tile floor was riddled with smashed syringes, vials, and torn books. The walls were lined with thick metal cages, all of which hung open.
              Last semester, Asa didn’t have the slightest idea what this place was for. Now, he had guesses, but no way to confirm his theories. One thought was that The Lab had once been a place used by his father to experiment on mutated animals. He wondered if Davids were created in this very area. An additional, darker possibility was that The Lab was used to do genetic experiments on humans. This idea made Asa feel uncomfortable, but he tried to give all ideas due consideration, disturbing or not. Asa realized that it was unlikely that his father only made Multipliers. Surely there must have been failed experiments with humans. An image of a hunched, one-eyed, boil-ridden woman trying to yank her cage open and screaming indiscernible curses came to Asa’s mind.
              No matter what it used to be used for, the Lab was now a great place to house meetings. There were weird classrooms that had desks and chairs that were bolted to the floor. Manacles were welded to the armrests and the legs of the chairs, used in the past to hold some kind of students as prisoners, while someone wrote on the chalkboard in the front of the room.
              A month ago, the Sharks had begun meeting in The Lab. They chose a classroom, cleaned it of dried blood and strewn glass, and then kept the door locked while they were gone so that the mutated lemurs would stop sneaking inside from the arctic jungle after the Sharks left each night. The lemurs had a habit of stealing chalk, defecating on the desks, and drawing explicit images on the blackboard.
              The lemurs hadn’t yet found a way to unlock the door, and so the classroom remained clean. It served a great function. The Sharks could go there any night they chose, sit down at the desks, and Bruce would lecture them on different strategies while writing on the blackboard.
              Tonight’s lesson was complicated and ran late. Bruce wanted to make sure that each student knew absolutely everything they could about the opponent before their next game.
              Exhausted, Asa continued to walk up the slick mountainside.
              A cry of agony broke through the air, and it sounded to Asa like a monkey being slaughtered out in the forest. He thought of the dead Davids hanging by ropes and the Multiplier camp he had come upon earlier in the semester. He thought of Joney, Edna, and Michael. They had all been filthy, and seemed uneducated.
              Then there was the Multiplier that Adam Trotter had told them about in the Tropics before being struck down by lightening. Supposedly, this Multiplier was suave, sophisticated, and well spoken.
              Asa didn’t know how to compensate these two different accounts, but he was scared. His nerves felt like they had electricity running through them as he reached the frosty threshold to his dwelling. He took a deep breath, looking at the natural circles of dark and light on the wooden door, wondering what could be waiting for him on the other side.
              It’s locked. Don’t be crazy. No one could get in here.
              But then how did the Multiplier get in to attack Teddy? Did it swim up the underwater stream that you exited through the other night?
              He clenched his fists before thinking DON’T BE INSANE! No one is in there. It’s perfectly safe.
              He reached his hands up to turn the padlock and froze. The four digit code was “3491,” and always, absolutely always, he locked it by simply turning the last dial to “5” so that it said, “3495.”
              His hands were trembling as he held the cold metal in his fingers and looked at the numbers.
              “2864.”
              Someone had turned the lock.
              Was it Derden and Tyler, continuing their investigation? Or am I walking into a trap?
              Asa stepped back and tugged at his hair. In the distance, steam was rising off the Moat like poltergeists marching into the dark jungles. A crow was perched upon the mountainside with him, staring with black beady eyes. 
              Asa could have gone back to Conway’s home, if he needed to. But the truth of the matter was that he didn’t want to seem weak in front of Conway. He already doesn’t trust me with information. I don’t want to come knocking at his door in the middle of the night, telling him that I’m scared of the dark.
              There were also his teammates along the Mountainside. If he went and knocked on Viola’s door, she’d let him in.
              But it’s probably nothing, he said. It’s probably just raccoons trying to get inside. He undid the lock as quickly as he could, without thinking about it. It was like diving headfirst into cold water.
              With the lock off, he pushed the door just wide enough so that he could slide inside, and then shut it again. He locked the door back again with his numb fingers. Once the lock was in place, he let his hands fall to his sides and a terror washed over him. It was as dark as if someone had come up behind him and thrown a sack over his head.
              I can hear something breathing in here. Something is breathing along side me.
              Asa held his own breath, but could hear nothing. Everything is absolutely fine. It’s okay. I’m okay. Everything is okay.
              He reached for matches on one of his wooden tables that flanked the door, and felt nothing but the cotton tablecloth. Horror clawed at his throat. Hadn’t I left some matches there? His hand spidered over the edges, searching for the large box that the Academy had supplied him, and finally found it. His fingers were shaking as he opened the box and took out a wooden match.
              With his trembling hands, it took him a long time to light the candle on the doorway table. He watched the flames paint the rock orange. He still wasn’t able to make himself turn around and look into the rest of the dwelling.
              “This is silly,” he whispered to himself, but his voice was unsteady. “Nothing to be afraid…”
              There was a soft crack in the dwelling. It sounded to Asa like cartilage popping in a stiff ankle.
              “Don’t scream,” said a female voice.
              Asa turned and thrust the candle into the room, revealing a person standing there. She appeared to be in her early twenties. Asa had never seen her before. She wore brown hiking boots, cargo pants that were tightly belted over her small waist, a form-fitting green tank top, a light khaki backpack with a reusable water bottle in the pouch, and black climbing gloves. Rock climbing clips and nails hung from thick ropes off her waist like jewelry.
              Asa stammered and backed up so that he was flat against the wall.
              He looked over her smooth skin and the soft curves of her body. She didn’t have a single blemish. Her shoulder muscles displayed her strength, as did her tight abdomen and her muscular thighs.  Asa thought that she was too beautiful to be human. But then she smiled and he began to suck in air, preparing to scream.
              Her gums were as black.
              She was pressed against him fast, pushing slim but strong fingers against his mouth so that he couldn’t yell. His eyes moved back and forth, and his chest was rising and falling violently.
              “I’m not going to hurt you,” she said. “I knew your father.”
              She stepped back and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.
              “Did you bite my friend Teddy?”
              “I’ve never bitten any human,” she said. “It’s not what my kind do.”
              Asa scoffed angrily. “Multipliers bite people all the time! Six Academy students have been bitten this semester!”
              She put her fingers on his mouth again. “Hush, Asa! I’m not a Multiplier. I’m a Multiplier Hunter.”
              “A Multiplier Hunter?”
              “Yes, the Academy doesn’t know about us.”
              “What do you hunt?”
              She smiled crookedly. Asa concentrated on her gums and saw that they were not entirely black, like a normal Multiplier’s would be. Instead, they were tinged with pink. “I hunt Multipliers. Hunters are a kind of mutated Multiplier. We have all the strength of Multipliers, but without the instinct to Multiply. My name is Carmen, by the way.”
              Asa gaped at her.
              “We hunt other things, too. Those red birds for instance. Surely you’ve seen them.”
              “The big red ones that were killing the crows?”
              “Yes! You’ll notice that there aren’t as many as there used to be. The Academy created them in an attempt to try and kill off the crows. But we are taking care of them.” She walked over to the padlock and began to twist the dials in her fingers.
              “How did you get in? The padlock was on the outside,” Asa said.
              “I had a friend. I don’t have very much time; I’ve got to leave soon. If they find me, they’ll kill me. They’ve already found one of my kind here, and we’re not sure where he is.”
              Asa’s mind was whirling. “Wait. I’ve heard about this from one of the scientists. They caught a Multiplier on the back of King Mountain. They say that he doesn’t drip Salvaserum.”
              “That’s got to be him! Gregory! Do you know where he is?” She undid the padlock and stood there, palm on the door.
              “No, I don’t know. I heard about him a while ago.”
              She frowned for a moment, and then put her hand on the doorknob, seeming eager to leave. “I came to deliver a message. It’s simply. You’ve got to leave, Asa. You have to. Multipliers—real ones, not Hunters—are gathering. They are planning on attacking the Academy.”
              “What? When?”
              She shrugged. “Fran doesn’t know for sure yet. But she says it will be some time at the end of the semester.”
              “Who is Fran?” The name sounded familiar.
              She waved a hand at him. “I don’t have time to explain. But listen! Pick a night, and leave, okay? They talk about how the surrounding forests are highly monitored, which they are, but there’s a chance you could make it. If you stay, you’re just waiting to die. These Multipliers aren’t like any you’ve encountered. They’re uncivilized, savage.”
              Asa had so many questions. “Are the Multipliers from the Hive?”
              “I’m sorry, Asa. I have to go.” Carmen slipped out the door, and Asa tried to follow her. He yanked the door open and stepped out onto the threshold. He let out an echolocation cry, and looked around fervently, but couldn’t see her. She had disappeared into the night.
              Heart thudding, Asa went back inside and shut the door. He ran a hand through his hair and moaned. What should I do? Should I leave? Right now? He was breathing hard. What if she was lying? Why haven’t I heard of Hunters before? If she was a Multiplier, why didn’t she bite me?
              “What is happening?” he said out loud. He slid down to the floor and hugged his knees. He tried to think, to make a plan, but nothing came to him in his tired mind. Then, he remembered. He wasn’t alone anymore. He had his teammates—they were his family. He could confide in them.
              He stood, yanked the door open, locked it, and glided down to Viola’s dwelling. He stood at her threshold, banging on the door until she opened it. Her black hair was a mess. “Asa? It’s midnight.”
              “We need to talk. Instant Message the whole team until they get here. I can’t sleep.”
 
 
              Though Viola looked tired, she took what Asa was saying seriously. She let him into her dwelling, and he sat down at the long kitchen table beside the fire. Slits of moonlight light came in through the wooden vents in the roof and made stripes of silver on the floor. Viola sat across from Asa, opened her armband, and sent a message to the rest of the team.
              All of the Sharks had installed a program so that if one of their teammates messaged them, the fabric would flap around violently, until they woke up.
              “I’ll make tea,” Viola said.
              Twenty minutes later, they had all arrived except for Stan and Janice, who Viola didn’t bother to message. The Sharks all had bags under their eyes and messy hair. Seeing how tired they were and knowing that they had to get up early made Asa feel slightly guilty. He wondered why he wasn’t able to wait to talk to them until morning.
              Viola made tea and coffee for anyone who wanted it. Asa accepted some coffee, knowing that he wasn’t going to be able to sleep anyways. He stirred in two servings of vanilla cream, and sipped occasionally as he told them everything that had happened in the past two days.
              He started by talking about how Teddy had been bitten; this was received with whimpers of anxiety from his teammates.
“Poor Teddy,” Viola said.
“So where is he right now?” Bruce asked in a raspy, tired voice. He was sitting so close to Roxanne on a bench that their shoulders were touching.
“Teddy is in Conway’s cabin. He has a sort of jail cell in the basement. I don’t know why; he never told me exactly what it was for, but it’s being used to hold Teddy.”
Viola poured herself more tea. “Do you think that him being bitten has anything to do with how odd he’s been acting? His pupils…” she paused, trying to find the right words, “are not normal. They’re the size of an owl’s!” She shook her head. “And he’s been doing so unnaturally well in all of his classes.”
“What are you trying to say?” Mike Plode asked. His red hair was sticking straight up, and he stared at Viola with unmoving green eyes. He spoke with a bluntness that sometimes offended people. Asa believed this was a result of strong pragmatism, not a lack of sympathy or emotion.
Viola shrugged. “I don’t know. I just think that it’s a little weird that all of those things happened to Teddy. Why him?”
This had been troubling Asa too. “Teddy thinks that on the day he was bitten, the Multiplier was waiting for me inside my dwelling. Teddy entered, and so he got bit.”
Lilly Bloodroot’s purple eyes seemed to glow in the firelight. She was staring at the wall, and had a far-off look on her face, as she often did. Asa didn’t know that she was listening until she asked, “What did the Multiplier look like that bit Teddy?”
              “I didn’t think to ask him last night,” Asa admitted. “I should have, though, and I will. I will also ask him about the other things—his dilated pupils, the math on the walls of his mansion, the good grades, and the generally odd behavior.”
              “I think that’s a good next step,” Roxanne said. She was now snuggled up next to Bruce, who had his arm around her. Asa found this hard to look at, thinking about how Roxanne’s Multiplier boyfriend would literally kill Bruce if he saw this.
              “He’s been way too smart this semester,” Viola said, repeating the idea. Knowing that she had noticed this too, made Asa somehow feel better. “I mean, he was always smart, don’t get me wrong, but this semester, Teddy’s been freaky. It’s like his brain is a computer, and when he watches Professor Stern write on the board, it’s like there’s a video camera behind his massive pupils, taking everything in. I can’t believe that he figured out about the clock in Flying Class. It makes me scared to think what else he might have been able to figure out. I’m curious about your dad’s riddle, for one thing.”
              “Me too,” Asa said simply.
              “Tell us what happened tonight, now,” Roxanne said. She was tired-appearing, but remained politely attentive as Asa relayed the rest of the story, talking about Carmen’s visit. He spoke for minutes on end, relaying what had happened while the rest of the team listened attentively. He began with finding Carmen in his dwelling, and ended the story at knocking on Viola’s door. 
              “How do we know she’s not from the Hive?” Jen asked. “Why should we believe what this person told Asa?”
              “There are different Multipliers, remember,” said Boom Boom. “Don’t forget that Adam Trotter told us that the Academy caught a different kind of Multiplier and was interrogating him. For all we know, there could be dozens of different kinds of mutated humans. Maybe the Multipliers and graduates we’ve seen are just the tip of the iceberg.”
              “True, but that doesn’t mean that Carmen wasn’t from the Hive.”
              “I don’t think that she was from the Hive,” Asa said. “I think that if she were, she would have bitten me.”
              They considered this for a while. The candle flames flickered and when Bruce next spoke, his voice sounded gruff and tired, like he was fighting sleep.
              “What if she was from the Academy?”
              “Why would she want to warn me of a Multiplier attack if she was from the Academy?” Asa asked. “The Multipliers in the Academy want me dead, or worse, bitten.”
              “No,” Bruce corrected. “What they want is for the contract between themselves and your father to be broken. And all that needs to happen to break the contract is both you and Charlotte need to somehow fail out of the Academy. That includes dying, being bitten by a Multiplier, and, don’t forget, running away. Maybe she’s trying to trick you into running away.”
              “But I don’t think that she was from the Academy. I’ve never seen her before.”
              “Doesn’t matter. I’m in my fourth semester here, and I still see Multipliers that I’ve never seen before.”
              There was another moment of silence. Lilly Bloodroot still had a dreamy look upon her face. “Imagine if we did leave, though. Wouldn’t that be kind of nice? We could travel together. I know there’s a chance that they’d catch us, but what if they didn’t? What if we were able to get away cleanly? We wouldn’t have any more schoolwork. We would be free of all this fear they hang over our heads. We could change our names; move into a city somewhere. Even if we couldn’t get a legitimate job, we could steal. As fast as we are, we would be uncatchable.”
              “That would be nice, but then what?” Mike Plode drained his coffee and wiped his mouth hastily on his sleeve. “We just wait for the Multipliers to take over the Academy, and then the world? That’s what would happen. If Asa leaves, they only have to make Charlotte, fail, die, or run away, and then the contract is broken. Then they’ll be able to make Multipliers in the Academy. If they do that, who will be left standing to stop the Hive when they try to take over the world? No one. Even if we got away from this place, the Multipliers would come find us. They’d bite everyone until there were no normal humans left. Asa can’t leave. We’ve got to stay here; it’s our only option. I think the best thing that we can do is try to stand and fight.”
              “Fight?” Viola asked; she looked pale.
              “Yeah,” Mike said. “It’s not a pretty option, but it’s the only one we’ve got. If the Academy goes down, it’s the end of the world. It’s as simple as that. The Wolf Flu is taking more human victims every single day, and the Hive is probably biting more people and making more Multipliers daily, also. And when the Hive decides it is tired of remaining underground and they want to have their own country, who’s going to stop them? The United States? China? Honestly, no one has a good standing army. People are sickly, weak, and dying. The Academy is the only hope. So if there is going to be an attack on this place, I think it’s better to die fighting here than to be hunted down like a rat in a hole a couple years later.”
              “But we can’t fight Multipliers! They’re much too strong!” Viola rolled her eyes. “That’s crazy!”
              “Well I think that waiting for them to take over the world is crazy,” Mike said back. “And they’re strong, but we have a lot of weapons. With technology, humans can extend their reach further than natural. I know this; I’ve made bombs before! We do have a fighting chance, let’s not doubt ourselves.”
              Viola crossed her arms and stared down at the floor. When she spoke, her voice was shaky. “It just scares me. I think you’re right though, Mike. We don’t have another option.”
               Asa rested his chin on his hands, trying to think of some other possibility that no one else was seeing. The idea of waiting for an inevitable Multiplier attack that was supposed to come at the end of this semester gave him chills.
              “There’s something that I haven’t told any of you,” Roxanne said. “And I’m sorry! I just… I didn’t see any use in you knowing. But now, I think that it’s time.” All eyes went to Roxanne. “After I climbed King Mountain as a Fishie, I was given a Random Box Talent as a reward, just like everyone else. The mutation I received was an ability to electrocute things, sort of like an eel can.”
              Asa perked up, and rubbed his shoulder where he had received the vaccine earlier in the day that would give him this same mutation. So far, he felt no different.
              “At first, the ability wasn’t very valuable. I could shock someone, but it was very tiring for me. But then Bruce came along and helped me to realize my true potential.” She looked up at Bruce. “Bruce also has an ability. It’s a similar mutation to what platypuses have.”
              “I can demonstrate.” Bruce stood up so that he was looking down at the table. “Jen, hold up a certain number of fingers beneath the table. Don’t let me see. Don’t tell me what it is.”
              She placed her hands underneath the table.
              “Seven,” Bruce said.
              Jen held her hands up so that everyone could see. Indeed, she had seven fingers pointing out.
              “What can you do? Do you have xray vision?” Viola asked.
              “Not exactly.  Just like a platypus, I can sense electric fields. I couldn’t see Jen’s fingers, I could just sense them. It’s hard to explain. Her muscles are contracting with electric signals that are sent from her nervous system, and in a way, I can see those electric signals.”
              “So that’s how you knew that Adam Trotter was in the creek bed when we were walking through the Tropics,” Asa said.
              Bruce smiled and nodded before sitting back down.
              Roxanne continued with what she was saying. “Bruce came to me one day and explained that all our nerves send electric and chemical signals. He wondered if I could control my muscles with my electrocution ability. I learned that I could. Bruce instructed me to lower the voltage I was using. I did. I was clumsy at first, but then I learned to control it with hours of practice. Bruce is the only other person to know this so far, but by shocking my muscles, I have a kind of super-human strength. Well, I guess we all do. But my strength is beyond anything I was able to obtain from the regular Academy mutations. I think that I’m stronger than any Multiplier.”
              Bruce nodded beside her. “I’m supposed to have seven times the strength of a normal human, and her strength is so superior to mine that it’s not comparable.”
              “And now,” Roxanne said, gesturing to Asa, “he’s got the same ability. It’ll take a year or so until he’s able to use it as well as me, but it will happen.”
              Asa leaned back in his chair and looked quizzically at Roxanne. “I saw you jump out of the way of Stridor’s bullet in the Tropics with speed like I had never seen before. Were you electrocuting your muscles then?”
              Roxanne nodded. “If you can learn to control this, Asa, we’ll have two people here who are somewhat stronger than a single Multiplier. It’s not much, but it will help. I want you to start lessons with Bruce and me tomorrow. Hopefully, you’ll be able to use this ability some by the time we reach the Winggame championship, if we make it. And, if the Hive attacks, I want to be as prepared as possible.”
              “Okay. I’m looking forward to training.”
              “And I want to be very clear that everyone must keep this secret,” Roxanne said. “I put a lot of effort into hiding it. I could have been the Winggame MVP this year, but held back to avoid suspicion. Please, no one say anything about this.”
              From then on, there was a five-minute lull when no one spoke. They were all incredibly tired from the rigorous course work, the stress, Winggame practices, and sleep deprivation. Asa found Jen’s hand under the table and held it. His eyelids were heavy, and he felt in danger of falling asleep in his chair.
              Bruce began to snore, and Roxanne put a pillow under his head before leaving. Everyone else got up and walked towards the door. “I think that it would be better if you stayed here tonight, Asa,” Viola said. “We can put up another hammock for you.”
              Asa nodded sleepily and was grateful for the offer. He didn’t want to sleep alone, and wasn’t sure that he would even be able to after all the talk about Multipliers. Viola locked the front door after everyone else left, and together they strung a rope hammock from two I-bolts in the stone.
              He lay there only a couple of minutes before falling asleep. The hammock creaked beneath him every time he stirred and he looked up at the ceiling. Dozens of thick, wooden roots curved out over the stone above him, stretching from the tree on the Mountainside atop Viola’s dwelling. He thought about how early he would have to wake up for their Winggame practice in the morning. He hated the idea of such an intense workout after so little sleep, but he knew he needed the practice. He looked at his hands in the pale moonlight that came in through the wooden vents in the ceiling, and wondered what it would be like to control his body with a kind of peripheral electricity source. He remembered Roxanne’s displays of incredible strength earlier in the year and couldn’t wait until he was at that level. He closed his eyes. It was a little before three in the morning. Images rose up behind his eyelids as sleep began to overtake him. His last thought before drifting off was of how thankful he was for his team. They were, in every way that mattered, his family. 
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Vipocrit
 
              The next day, Asa ran his hands along the wooden railing as he walked down the basement stairs at Conway’s. From below, where Teddy was still trapped, he could hear a grating, sawing noise. Because Asa knew how terrifyingly smart Teddy was, any unusual noise was alarming, and he wondered if the cage could truly hold his friend indefinitely.
              As he lowered himself down the stairs, he felt the fatigue in his legs. He was even more tired than the day before. His body desperately craved a nap before attending that night’s Winggame practice, but he forced himself to go see Teddy. He felt a responsibility to check up on him, and didn’t want Mama and Conway to feel as though they had been used as a dump for Asa’s problem.
              Even though Asa no longer had to attend Flying Class, his schedule was as packed as ever. Just as Roxanne and Bruce had talked about the night before, they had begun practicing Asa’s electrocution power in the morning. 
The three of them took a trip to Roxanne’s apartment at nine in the morning so that Asa could begin to learn how to use his new electrocution power. The apartment was decorated the same way it had been when Asa visited at the beginning of the semester. The floor was covered in thick sand, there was a bamboo coffee table, there was a giant fish tank with catfish swimming inside, and a fifteen-foot wide picture of a beach at sunset was hung up onto the wall.
Rica, the black leopard that lived with Roxanne, hissed at Asa when he entered, and Roxanne let Asa feed her a catfish so that she would grow fonder of him. He dropped the catfish into the feline’s bowl, and was rewarded with a noise somewhere between a hiss and a growl. Rica picked the fish up in her massive teeth and pranced off into one of the back rooms to have her breakfast alone.
Asa and Roxanne got onto the floor, crossed their legs, and held hands. They spent an hour and a half trying to get Asa to shock Roxanne, and saw no real improvement. Roxanne sent Asa tiny sparks up his fingers, and told him to try to “feel the energy prickling down your arms, and just kind of move it down to my hands.” The exercise felt crazy to Asa. He thought that he needed more time to mutate before he would be able to shock anyone. When he first got his wings, it took weeks before they even emerged.
Asa spent his Responding to Medical Emergencies class studying for Science Class. Benny Hughs spent the whole period rambling on about his Winggame career, and about how, “If I were to bet, I’d say I’ll be remembered as one of the greatest of all time.”
Science Class was brutal. Professor Stern went over the ideal gas law so quickly that Asa couldn’t keep up. When it came time to work on problems in class, Asa found himself lost. Professor Stern marched around the room, tugging on his mustache, looking over the students’ shoulders. When he saw the lack of progress Asa was making, he went up to the board and repeated a large portion of the lecture. “Not everyone has to listen,” he said. “You can continue working. Mr. Palmer seems to have been snoozing during the lesson, so this is for his benefit.” Asa’s face went red, but he converted his armband to an electronic notepad and scribbled frantically, trying to keep up. Even the supplemental lesson didn’t make the concept stick with Asa. He couldn’t understand what the purpose of “R” was in the equation PV=nRT, and he didn’t understand why the value of “R” kept changing constantly.
As he stepped off the last stair and onto the basement’s tile floor, he hoped that Teddy would be willing to tutor him some before the final exams, which were two weeks from then.
Teddy was sitting on the tile floor behind the bars, facing the back wall. There was that grating noise again.
Asa moved over the tile in between Conway’s exercise machines. “Teddy?”
Teddy turned, “Hi, Asa! Good to see you!” He only smiled with the right side of his mouth. His left cheek still had a hole in it from where the Multiplier had bitten him; the skin was now full of black, infected boils.
“What are you doing?” Asa asked.
On the floor in front of Teddy were strips of aluminum coke cans laid out like a rat’s nest. “Making a radio. I figure if I have to be in here, I should make the best of it. It would be nice to have music. It’s good to see you, though.”
Teddy stood and reached one of his hands through the bars for Asa to shake it. He had removed his camouflage suit, and was now wearing a white cotton t-shirt, and blue jeans. His muscles were more toned than ever, and Asa believed that Teddy’s bone structure had changed in a slight, but significant way. His toes had always pointed out when he walked, and his wrists had been noticeably small for the size of his hands. Now, his feet pointed exactly straight, and his wrists had grown. His back seemed straighter. Overall, he looked much more athletic. Aside from the terrible scarring, his face was more handsome too. His jaw was more defined, and his features seemed more symmetric. Asa assumed that these were all side effects of turning into a Multiplier.
“Do you need to go see a doctor about your face?” Asa asked, trying to ignore Teddy’s outstretched hand. Teeth could be seen through the giant gash in Teddy’s cheek. His gums were now spotted black.
“It looks pretty bad, doesn’t it? I don’t think I need any medical attention. I’ve been cleaning it really well. Mama gave me some soap, and I’ve been bathing in the sink. There’s a drain in here. And besides, I survived swallowing that suicide pill, so I think I should also survive this. I feel so strong, Asa.”
“That’s good,” said Asa. He went and sat down on the bench press. Teddy still had his hand hanging through the bar at Asa.
“Won’t you shake my hand, Asa?” Teddy asked.
“I don’t think that I should.”
“Do you not trust me? I won’t hurt you.”
Asa continued to meet Teddy’s gaze from behind the bars, but didn’t say anything.
“The worst part about solitary confinement is no human contact. Did you know that sometimes prisoners in solitary confinement will attack guards just to touch someone, and to be touched by someone. It’s a human need, Asa. Can you please shake my hand?”
Asa stood and walked over to Teddy. He held his hand up in front of Teddy’s, watching Teddy’s facial expressions for a flash of malicious intent. They shook. Asa’s hand was wider than Teddy’s, but much thinner. He could feel Teddy’s strength in his grip, and was relieved when Teddy let him go, and he was able to sit back down on the bench.
There was an awkward silence between them.
“I have grown very close to my Winggame teammates this year,” Asa said.
“I’ve noticed.”
“I’ve told them basically everything. They know about the crows. They know about my father and his contract with the Academy; they know that this means the Academy can’t make more Multipliers as long as either Charlotte or I continue in this program. And they know about you being bitten.”
Teddy looked as though he had just swallowed something sour. “Do you think that it was wise to tell them those things?”
“Yes. They are really helping me think through things.”
“What are you doing for them?” Teddy asked. His eyes moved quickly over Asa’s body. For the first time during this visit, Asa noticed Teddy’s eyes. They were different. The pupils remained dilated beyond normal, but they had shrunk since Asa last saw him. Now, they were the size of nickels, not quarters.
“I do a lot for them. I’ve helped them out in Winggame. I did my part in the Task.”
Teddy smiled with the right side of his mouth while the infected, swollen left side remained limp. “So? Everyone else on the team does those things too. But they’re not asking for extra favors and extra advice. You are.”
“What’s your point?”
“Nobody likes a parasite.” Teddy was gripping the bars of the cell so hard that his knuckles were turning white.
“Forget it,” Asa said. He stood, and walked away to leave.
Teddy’s voice softened, “Asa! Wait! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it!”
Asa had reached the steps and was about to leave the basement when he heard Teddy sob. He turned to see thick Salvaserum tears running down his face.
“I’m sorry, don’t leave, Asa! You’re my only friend! Give me a minute to explain! Please.” He began to whisper. “Please, Asa! One minute of your time!”
Asa crossed his arms and returned into the room. He sat back down on the bench press and regarded Teddy, not speaking.
“I’m sorry that I said that to you. It was mean, ugly, hurtful.” He looked at Asa, and Asa thought, he never said that it wasn’t true. He never took it back.
Teddy raked his fingers through his thick blond hair, and pulled it up over his head. When not fixed, it hung over his eyes. “I am an addict without my drug, Asa. I am utterly miserable.” He looked down for a moment and when he looked back up, more tears had rolled down over his cheeks.
Teddy sighed. “You saw my mansion, which I carved out above your dwelling. You have me prisoner. I see no reason to not tell you what I’ve been up to this semester.”
Asa felt the hair on the back of his neck prickle up. For some reason, Teddy’s words were making him nervous. He looked back, pretending everything was normal.
“Each of the mountains around the Academy serves different purposes. I learned this from eavesdropping. Mount Two is sometimes called ‘The Chemistry Mountain’ by Academy workers. It’s not just a mountain that houses dwellings. There is an enormous network of tunnels within. Every mutation vaccine that is sold in the Shop is manufactured deep within Mount Two, but that’s not all. They also create experimental drugs. It’s sick, but they’ll kidnap humans and experiment on them. They kill them when they’re done. Conway, McCoy—those guys that you think are perfect—they help kidnap these innocent humans.”
Asa remained silent.
“In the beginning of this semester I was depressed, so I began to dig out a place above your dwelling as a hobby. It was good for me. It took my mind off of things. I dug all day and all night sometimes. I used the drill on my armband, and carved out tunnels that ran for miles into the mountain. One evening, I hit metal.
“I didn’t know what it was at first. I gently dug around it and found that it was an air conditioning vent. Curious, without thinking about the risks, I cut out a hole in the metal big enough for me to fit inside, and I crawled through. The vent led me through offices, bathrooms, meeting halls, auditoriums, and laboratories. I spent days crawling through the metal ventilation system of Mount Two, looking down at all the workers.
“There are thousands of humans working in Mount Two alone! I was shocked to see how many non-mutated humans work within the mountains.
“One evening, I was making my rounds through the ventilations systems. I had drawn an extensive map of the metallic maze on my armband, and would reference it if I ever got lost. I was above one of the laboratories. There are many labs inside of Mount Two, all of them extremely sanitized. In some, the scientists wear yellow rubber suits to avoid exposure to hazardous materials; in others, there are practically zoos of mutated animals. I’ve seen horses with wings (these animals cannot fly, they are much too heavy, but they have giant, leathery wings), frogs the size of pigs, pigs the size of frogs, flying bees with scorpion tails, feathered fish, and a lot more.
“This particular evening, the lab I was spying on didn’t have any of these oddities. It was unremarkable. I had spied in on it before, but found it boring. There were no hazardous material suits, no mutated humans in cages, and no mutated animals. But, that night I saw the most unusual thing I had seen in any of the labs while spying.
“Robert King, himself, was in this lab.
“He was talking to different scientists. Through listening, I came to learn that he wanted a drug made for himself—one that could make him smarter. I learned that he had put in a request for this drug one year before, and they had finally managed to create it.”
Teddy’s eyes widened as he told what he had seen.
“The drug had just been through its first trial with human testing, and they wheeled the experimental humans in. The first thing that Robert King asked was why these humans had such big pupils. The scientists explained that when a normal human is extremely stimulated by something—as in when they are learning a new concept—their pupils dilate. These human prisoners were being absolutely stimulated by everything. They were constantly learning.”
Teddy shivered and smiled. “The drug is called Vipocrit. God, my Lord, it feels so damn good when you inject it in. It’s red, and when it’s cold, it actually glows. I got to where I was injecting every day. When you’re on it, you see patterns in things that you wouldn’t ever normally notice. It’s like time slows down and your brain speeds up. For instance, did you know that when Professor Stern writes on the chalkboard, he averages two letters a second exactly? I mean, exactly. Isn’t that strange? I noticed that a lot of things happen at one second exactly. When snow falls, it actually falls in waves, slightly varying in intensity, at one-second intervals. Again, exactly one second. I made a machine that measured this. A lot of things we do line up exactly with our clocks. It makes you think that perhaps all of our time units have significance that the clock designers weren’t aware of. These are the kinds of connections that Vipocrit allows you to make.
“And when you’re on it, you don’t need to sleep. It’s not like amphetamines, though, where you simply feel like you have more energy, and then you need to sleep for a few days in a row after a period of hyperactivity. Vipocrit actually makes your circulatory system more efficient. Your heart beats like a hummingbird’s. I never understood the science of it.
“But anyways, so they brought the humans inside the lab, and Robert King looked at them. He asked the scientists how much of the stuff they had created. They explained that there was enough in the surrounding freezers to last one human two-hundred years. Then he asked if any other people knew about the project, aside from the ones in the room. They said no one, and he took out a remote, pressed a button, and a metal cage fell over the door. He took out a handgun and killed every scientist and experimental human in the room. It was difficult to watch.”
Asa felt as though the room suddenly got colder.
Teddy rested his forehead on the bars. “You can probably guess by now, but I stole the drug. I have a few months supply stored in the mansion that I dug out above your dwelling.
“The reason I’m telling you this is so that maybe you’ll be more understanding if I’m in a bad mood. Not only am I changing into a Multiplier, but I also haven’t had Vipocrit in a couple of days now.” Slow Salvaserum tears trickled down his cheeks. “I feel like my heart is beating in molasses. I feel as though my brain is concussed. It’s like I can’t think.” Teddy began to cry harder, and his chest hitched up and down under his white shirt, which was now stained black with Salvaserum. “Could you go get me some, Asa? Please? Just a little bit?”
“Teddy, I…”
Teddy’s voice turned into a terrible growl and his face contorted grotesquely. “YOU WHAT?”
Asa pulled himself back involuntarily. Teddy covered his face in his hands and sat down on the tile. “You see? I’m a wreck. I don’t mean to be ugly, but I’m hurting. If I could only have a little bit of the drug, my friend. Or if you could just bring the stash here, that would be wonderful.”
“I’ll have to think about it,” Asa said.
Teddy nodded solemnly and looked at the pile of coke can strips on the ground.
“Teddy.”
“Yes?”
“What did the Multiplier who bit you look like?”
Teddy’s pupils looked around the cell, and then moved back to Asa. “I don’t know.”
“What do you mean? Did you not see the Multiplier?”
Teddy shrugged. “I don’t remember. I don’t remember much of that night at all.”
“You just forgot?”
“Yes. I think that the Salvaserum had a sedating effect on me. That night feels like a dream.”
Something about Teddy’s tone, or the way his eyes stayed so earnestly locked onto Asa’s made Asa not believe him. Asa rubbed his hands together. He wanted to change the subject for a moment to try and catch Teddy off guard. “So all those tests that you aced, it was because of the drug?”
“Well, I mean, I was always smart, but it sure made me move a little faster. It wasn’t just that I was acing tests; I was acing them in the time it took everyone else to read the first five questions. I could think so incredibly fast, thanks to the Vipocrit.”
“Is that how you figured out that I should change tones in Flying Class? And were you on the drug when you figured out that the invisible force fields that blocked the spear gun target ran in conjunction with the clock?”
“Yes and yes!” Teddy stood, and grabbed the bars again. He was moving a lot, and was making Asa nervous. “And if I could have just a little more, I could solve whatever problem you wanted me to—or I could at least try. You have a genius at your disposal, Asa. Use me for something.”
“What about my father’s riddle?”
Teddy’s face drooped into a terrible grimace and he pulled his head back as though he had been slapped. When he spoke, his voice was much deeper. Asa was given the impression that the deeper, raspier voice was now his real voice, and that he was purposefully changing the way he was talking to make Asa trust him. “What about your father’s riddle?”
“That night when I was in your mansion, I looked at the giant wall and all the math equations. You wrote out my dad’s riddle. Surely you figured something out?”
Teddy shook his head and looked towards the wall. Salvaserum tears were drying on his face like spilled eye makeup. “I didn’t.”
“But there was all that math on the wall. I followed it down, and you circled a drawing of a double helix, as though that was the answer.”
“The question is!” he growled. “Why were you looking at my things?”
“I was looking for you. I was worried.”
Teddy gripped the bars to his cell hard enough that green veins stood out on his arms like snakes. “Don’t ever look at that wall again! Don’t ever intrude upon my privacy like that!”
“So what did you figure out? Tell me! It’s my father’s riddle, I have a right to know.”
Teddy’s lips remained pulled up in a grimace, but his voice turned pleasant. “Nothing. I couldn’t figure it out.”
Asa was pained as he looked over Teddy. What is he hiding about my father’s riddle? What reason could he possibly have for hiding something like this from me?
“I have to go to Winggame practice,” Asa said, rising. His visit with Teddy had been practically useless and he found himself wishing that he had taken a nap instead. 
“Where do the Sharks practice at this time of night? I can’t imagine that you can see well enough to fly.”
“It’s just a classroom thing. We talk about different strategies and things. Goodbye, Teddy.” Asa took the stairs two at a time, leaving before Teddy could again ask where the night practices were held. He found that he did not trust Teddy with that information, locked up or not. 
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Electric Shock
 
 
              For the next two weeks, Asa slept in Viola’s dwelling. It was nice. She was a wonderful cook, and, even better, a great listener. She tried her hardest to understand Asa’s situation, and to sympathize with him. She made it clear that her dwelling was now Asa’s dwelling also.
              Asa thought about Carmen the Hunter’s warning dozens of times every day, and had never been so anxious in his entire life. There was something insanity provoking about not knowing exactly when the Multipliers would descend down upon the Academy. Her only specifications had been that it would be at the end of the semester, but even that wasn’t quite clear. Exams ended before the Winggame season did, and there wasn’t a pure distinction between the ongoing semester and break.
              Other Sharks also seemed anxious about the potential Multiplier attack. Mike Plode made grenades and hid them behind the refrigerator in Viola’s dwelling. Viola protested at first, but Boom Boom talked her into it, his green eyes flashing in anger: “Do you want to be defenseless when a hoard of Multipliers comes and rips down your door?”
              The bombs were simple little things, and if you didn’t see the fuse, you would think that they were just ordinary rocks; each was about the size of a cantaloupe, and they were unusually heavy. Asa held one in his hand as Mike explained how it worked, his red, wavy hair atop his head like a flame.
              “You just pull the fuse and get back. There’s no need to light it. Just pull hard. The inside of this rock is lined with flint, and the rope is tied with barbed wire within. If you pull hard enough, a little fire will start on the inside. After you pull the rope, you’ve got about ten seconds to get the hell away. This thing would blow you in half.” It always amused Asa how much Boom Boom’s eyes lit up when he talked about explosions.
              Roxanne and Bruce continued to hold electrocution lessons with Asa. For the first week of lessons, he made absolutely no progress, and his new ability wasn’t of any use during their first playoff match.
              It turned out, they didn’t need any kind of unnatural advantage anyway, and they defeated the Panthers by a score of five goals to three. Roxanne knocked three opponents into the water, and also scored the fifth goal.
              The next week of practice was as useless as the first, and Asa’s hands were sore from being shocked so many times by Roxanne. “You’ve just got to feel the electricity; it kind of starts up at your shoulders, and then you just thrust it downward.”
              The exercises made Asa feel like a fool who has been given a placebo. He didn’t feel any different. The more Asa learned about Roxanne’s ability, the more he wanted to have it.
              Roxanne and Bruce had both learned Morse Code, and Roxanne could pulsate with electricity and send Bruce messages without anyone else knowing that they had communicated. She told Asa that he would be able to learn this too. She tapped out S.O.S. on the coffee table, and made him repeat it.
              It wasn’t until the division championship that Asa was first able to use his new power. The stakes were high; if they won, they would go compete in the league championship against the Wolves, who were still undefeated. Winning the Championship would allow Asa to spend 100 additional points in the Shop, making himself much stronger.
              Stan added to Asa’s anxiety. As they lined up on the Starting Platform, he was as white as a sheet. He knew that if the Sharks lost, it would mean Stan’s life. He needed them to win the Winggame championship in order to obtain 1,000 total points and graduate.
              Asa attributed the high stakes to Stan’s overwhelmingly odd behavior. Ever since he apologized to Asa, he had been incredibly nice to the whole team. He smiled, was cheerful, and did everything that he could to help his teammates out. Asa believed that this was Stan’s attempt at making the Sharks perform as well as possible, for his own sake.
              But the bruises made Asa wonder if maybe something else was going on. In the two weeks since his apology, Stan received a giant gash on his scalp, a bloody lip, and he broke his wrist (which was set and put into a cast by Missus Ida). When questioned about any of these injuries, Stan always came up with some kind of an excuse. “I tripped into the doorknob.” “I was flying, and my hand hit a tree.” As they lined up for the Winggame division championship, Stan’s nose was crooked and there was blood gathering beneath the skin on his cheeks in hideous purple bruises.
              The horn sounded, and on either side of the Plaid, the students leapt off the Starting Platforms and began to gather speed. The Sharks had a total of ten students on their team, and the Ducks had thirteen. They moved over the water in a blur of green and blue uniforms. 
              The Sharks were running a play called “Tables.” This was what Bruce called an “intermediate” play because it wasn’t either too offensive of defensive focused. Three Sharks stayed back to play defense at the goals, two went up to grapple with opponents on the Plaid, and five students shot forward towards the opponent’s goals.
              Asa was assigned to the Plaid, which only added to his nervousness. The Ducks were a large, heavy team known for physical play.
              Adrenaline coursing through his veins, he landed on the Plaid without much incident. The crowd surrounding him was cheering louder than ever before. Asa believed that ninety percent of the school had turned out to watch. Robert King sat on the first row of the floating bleachers. He wore a thick, mink-skin coat. His eyes were completely covered in black pupils, and he was typing on a small laptop and watching the game at the same time. Graduates in black Academy suits with machine guns flanked The Boss, and stood facing the crowd with their backs to the game.
              Bruce landed beside Asa and began to immediately unload his Goo Shooter on the three Ducks that landed opposite them on the Plaid. His first bullet struck a young blond-headed female in the chest and she went tumbling down to the steaming water below, seizing with electricity as she fell. His second electric bullet struck soundly on the neck of the Duck’s only Goo Shooter, Matthew Walton, but not before Matthew got off his own shot. Asa looked over to see Bruce’s eyes widen just before Matthew’s Goo bullet struck him in the face, making him contort in agony and seize with electric pulses. Both Bruce and Matthew fell to the water over one hundred feet below, taking them out of the game.
Asa wasted no time watching them fall. Cameron Finch stood across from him—they were the only two players now on the Plaid, and their fight had the potential of being pivotal in the outcome of the match. Asa was surprised to see that Cameron had even approached the Plaid. He was on of the league’s best flyers. He was tall, blond, beautiful, and terribly fast. All week, Bruce had been telling the Sharks to expect Cameron to go straight towards the goal. Now, Asa stood across from him with a chance of taking out the best player on the Ducks.
The Plaid was slick from fog rising up off the Moat, so Asa kept his wings outstretched as he ran across the checkered solid portions towards Cameron. He scowled, hoping that he would be able to use his reputation as a murderer to his advantage. It didn’t seem to have an effect, though. Cameron scowled right back, lifting his upper lip in anger and showing Asa his perfect white teeth.
They were both moving as fast as possible when they collided. Though Cameron was taller, Asa was heavier and better muscled, and he brought Cameron to the ground.
Asa had his knees on either side of his opponent, pinning him to the mat. If a player was made to tap out, they were removed from the game. Asa’s hand went to Cameron’s throat, where he shoved his thumbs as hard as possible onto Cameron’s windpipe.
Cameron gasped and his eyes flew wide open in surprise. His hands reached up and grasped Asa’s wrists. Cameron pulled and tugged, but Asa was too strong. He continued to choke Cameron in an attempt to make him tap out.
Next, it was Asa’s turn to be surprised. Cameron was able to get his right foot up against the corner of one of the squares on the Plaid. He pushed hard, making both Asa and Cameron do a somersault. When their bodies came to a halt, Cameron was on top of Asa, and his hands were gripped around Asa’s neck.
Asa’s head was hanging off of the Plaid’s platform, and Cameron pushed down with a grunting force, making Asa’s hair dangle in the wind and his neck stretch painfully backwards. Asa kicked and struggled, but it was no use. In his peripheral vision, he could see other players flying below him, but he wasn’t able to concentrate enough to see what any of them were specifically doing. A chortled noise came from Asa’s throat and he reached for Cameron’s face, but only touched air.
His vision tunneled down. The cheering around him began to grow dimmer.
Concentrate, Asa!
He squirmed, but still, Cameron didn’t let up.
Asa knew that if he didn’t tap out that he would pass out soon. At that point, Cameron would either shove Asa into the water below or choke Asa until he was dead (this wasn’t unprecedented in a match, especially one as important as a division championship).
But still, Asa did not tap. He was going to fight for the very end. He knew that Stan’s life might depend upon the outcome of this fight. In a roundabout way, Asa knew that his own life might depend on whether or not he was able to get out of this chokehold and help his team win. The division championship was worth 50 points to each player.
Asa threw his hips up, trying to buck Cameron off of his body, but Cameron remained atop him. Cameron’s grip was stronger than ever. “Tap!” he growled.
Asa’s heart was thudding. He could feel the blood beating in his skull. There was a weird kind of numbness creeping in around his shoulders and he was beginning to wonder if this was what it felt like before you passed out from oxygen deprivation when he remembered what Roxanne had been saying to him during their lessons.
You’ve just got to feel the electricity; it kind of starts up at your shoulders, and then you just thrust it downward.
Asa tasted blood in the back of his mouth, and he grabbed Cameron by the shoulders and smiled. Asa thought that there must have been something telling in his smile, for in the last moment before he was electrocuted, Cameron had a glint of fear in his eyes.
As Asa pushed the tingly feeling towards his hands, it felt like someone hit the back of his elbows with hammers. Lightening exploded out of his palms, temporarily blinding him and shooting Cameron’s limp body far away.
When Asa’s vision returned, he was falling towards the water. The Winggame match was still going, but suddenly, he was too tired to care. He knew that he should now try to fly towards the opposing team’s goals, but the electricity shooting out of his hands had taken absolutely all the energy out of him. He felt that even breathing was too much work.
He shot through the fog and slammed into the water before passing out. He woke up six hours later in Viola’s apartment, and she explained what had happened. Asa shot Cameron into the water. The Sharks won five points to four, and were headed to the Winggame Championship.
Asa felt as though he didn’t have any time to be excited about this new development. He continued on with his electrocution lessons with Bruce and Roxanne, which were as pointless as ever, but more frustrating because Asa now knew that he could really shock someone if he could get over his mental barrier.
Asa spent all of his free time that week studying with Teddy. Teddy was almost always in a bad mood, and his gums were turning a darker shade of black every day. Asa always walked away from the conversations with Teddy feeling emotionally and mentally drained. Not only were they covering difficult subject matter, but Teddy was always trying to convince Asa of something.
Asa would sometimes get frustrated when working on a difficult math problem. “You know,” Teddy chimed in. “If you would only take some Vipocrit, this would be a lot easier.”
After the fifth time hearing this that day, Asa lost his temper, “I TOLD YOU ALREADY, NO! I’m not getting the drug for me, and I’m not getting it for you!”
They went back to studying, both of them only talking when necessary.
Asa felt as though he did well on all of his finals, but after turning them in, his anxiety was amplified. He knew that the Multiplier attack would come at any day.
On the day before the Winggame Championship, Asa woke up early and went out from Viola’s apartment. The Sharks weren’t going to have a physical practice that day; Bruce said that their bodies needed the rest. Asa flew down to Conway’s, and entered without knocking. Ozzie had grown used to Asa coming and going, and had stopped growling at him. Asa walked down the stairs of the dim basement, and found that Teddy was asleep in his cell.
Pausing on the stairs, Asa looked at his friend for a long time.



Standing there, he thought about different things.
He thought about his father. He thought about the Davids. He thought about the Multipliers lurking on the mountainsides around him. He thought about the upcoming Winggame match. What he spent most of his time thinking about, though, was how thankful he was to have never been bitten by a Multiplier. The Salvaserum that ran through Teddy’s veins was changing him in so many ways. At that moment, he decided that being bitten by a Multiplier was his biggest fear. He had a strange premonition that it would happen to him; that he was going to be bitten; that he was going to change. 
              Feeling sick, he turned around and walked out. 
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              The clouds loomed overhead like it was about to rain as Asa flew over the Moat back towards his dwelling. The sun was partially blocked out, and Asa thought—the forests are so dark that Multipliers could be marching towards the mountains right now. In his mind, he saw ten thousand of the mutated humans, all dripping with Salvaserum as they approached the mountains, lusting over thoughts of biting everyone they found. He thought about it, and came to the conclusion that ten thousand Multipliers wouldn’t be accurate. If they were to attack there would be closer to one hundred thousand Multipliers. Robert King had said there were a quarter of a million Multipliers in the Hive. As Boom Boom had convincingly argued, if the Academy goes down, they’ll most likely take over the world. The Hive probably knows this. Asa looked around at the mountains. They’ll probably do anything they can to bring this place down.
The premonition that a Multiplier would soon bite him was causing his stomach to churn and he felt nauseated. Why is this bothering me so much? he wondered. He knew that it was illogical, but deep within he felt a cold certainty that his fears would come true. He could see it in his mind—a faceless Multiplier with yawning jaws that dripped with thick Salvaserum. He imagined feeling the purulent, thick liquid pump into his neck.
              A shiver went over his body.
              It’s not real. I’m not going to get bitten. It’s just a silly thought.
              He didn’t feel so sure. Carmen the Multiplier Hunter had told him that a group of Multipliers from the Hive would attack at the end of the semester. It will be tomorrow; classes will be over, and so will the Winggame season. And when they pour over the Mountains, I’ll be their first target.
              He tried to think of something else. This was difficult, but he forced his thoughts in the direction of the upcoming Winggame Championship.
              Asa could see the Wolves flying over the Moat, running different plays and practicing flying drills. Even though the Winggame Championship was tomorrow, they hadn’t taken the day off of physical practice, as the Sharks had. Asa didn’t know anyone, outside of the Sharks, who believed the Sharks would win the championship. The Wolves were undefeated. Even more notably, they had all twenty-five players. The Sharks, like the rest of the teams, had had many players die during this year’s Task. They would be entering the match with only ten competitors versus the Wolves twenty-five.
              Asa thought they were going to lose. As a rule, he generally believed that he could overcome adversity, but this was just too much. The Wolves were good before they had more players than any other team; seeing as they outnumbered the Sharks more than two to one, they seemed unbeatable. Asa kept this pessimism to himself; there was no benefit in sharing his negative beliefs with his teammates.
              He landed on Mount Two just below Viola’s dwelling and began to trudge up the rock towards the red door. A flock of crows flew overhead, their shadows drifting over the stone. He was glad to see that the birds were returning to the Mountainside. As his mother had told him, they were his guardian angels. But if there is a Multiplier attack, what could the crows realistically do to stop it?
              “Asa!”
              Asa jumped and was startled out of his daydream. He turned, and saw Charlotte coming out of a dwelling near him. He felt his face flush hot; for a moment it was hard to breathe. “Hi,” he said as pleasantly as he could. He felt nervous. He hadn’t spoken to Charlotte in months. He felt this was not a good time for him to speak with her again. He felt on edge, and worried—like there was a strange electricity floating through the air. He wondered if she could see how jumpy he was, or how his eyes kept involuntarily moving over to the tree line to check for hoards of Multipliers attacking the mountains. 
              Charlotte looked calm and collected; Asa became concerned that Carmen hadn’t visited her to warn her about the upcoming Multiplier attack. Charlotte was wearing a gray, long sleeve shirt and running shorts. Her wavy dark hair was pulled up in a ponytail and her cheeks were red from the cold. She was smiling, which Asa found incredibly odd—she hadn’t smiled at Asa all semester, ever since he began to ignore her. He had hurt her. He felt an incredible urge to come to her, grab her, and tell her that he stayed away from her not out of dislike for her, but out of love for her. He knew that the Multipliers wanted to kill both Charlotte and him; Asa felt as though when they were together, they were too much of a target. Deciding to not spend time with Charlotte had been agonizing for Asa; he knew how much she cared about him, and her letter earlier in the semester had expressed how much he had devastated her.
              But now, she didn’t look devastated at all. She didn’t look like she wanted any comforting from Asa, much less needed it. She looks happy, controlled, and light hearted. It’s as though she has gotten over me. It no longer pains her to see me.
Asa thought that this was good. In the past, it had been tense when they ran into each other and he used to clearly see the hurt on her face when she looked at him. Now, there wasn’t even a trace of distress in her deep blue eyes. This is exactly what I wanted, right? I don’t want to see her in pain, right? Asa felt his throat tighten.
“How are you?” she asked.
Asa then heard himself talk at a pace he thought was too fast. “Good. I’m excited about the Winggame Championship tomorrow. Are you going? You don’t have to. I was just wondering. Are you going?”
She smiled. “Of course. Everyone is going. I’m happy for you. Are you going to the dance tomorrow?”
Asa nodded. “Yeah. It’ll be fun.” He then tried to smile, but found that he could only halfway do it. He looked at the doorway she had just come out of. “I thought your dwelling was way up at the top.”
“This is where Shashowt lives. I’m over here a lot.”
Asa felt irrational anger boil up in his chest. “Oh. Okay.” Why am I talking like this? Do I always sound this weird and stiff when I talk to people? Can she tell that I’m nervous? Why am I nervous? Why should I be?
Charlotte looked up at the sky. “I hope it doesn’t rain. I’ve wanted to go for a jog out in the woods for some time, but it’s been so cold. Running on the treadmill is fine, but it’s boring.” She looked up at the clouds again. “I think that I’d better go if I want to beat the rain. See you, Asa.”
Asa knew that he should tell her not to go out into the woods, and that Multipliers are out there killing chimps and tying them up by their legs. And they’ll slit your throat too, honey. But he couldn’t find the words. The conversation was paining him, and he wanted to end it as soon as possible. “Have a good run,” he heard himself say.
She smiled at him again before walking down the rock and beginning to jog into the forest where Harold Kensing was buried, where Davids had slit throats and were hung up by their ankles, and where Asa had come across Multipliers at the beginning of the semester.
“I’m glad that she is getting over me,” Asa whispered to himself, but the words tasted funny in his mouth. He looked at Shashowt’s door. Shashowt had always been interested in Charlotte, but Charlotte hadn’t ever seemed taken with Shashowt.
Maybe something has changed. Maybe he’s different—or maybe her preferences have shifted.
He turned, feeling different emotions flood over him, and continued up to Viola’s dwelling. He opened the red door with a loud creak, and stepped inside. The fire was low and crackling over a layer of red embers. The air smelled like earth, and old tree roots were tangled in the black dirt ceiling. A hot teakettle sat on the stove, adding a lemony aroma to the room. 
Jen sat at the long, wooden table, holding one of the rock grenades Mike Plode had made in her hands. Asa shut the door behind them and they were alone.
“Don’t play with that!” Asa said.
“Why is that?”
“It’ll blow up! It’s sensitive, if you disturb the flint inside, it could spark and kill you and probably everyone in the surrounding fifty dwellings!”
She stood quickly, leaving the grenade on the table, took his hands, and pressed against him. “What are you going to do about it?” She looked up through loose strands of blond hair at Asa. The fire was reflected in her blue eyes.
She’s flirting with me, Asa thought anxiously. He didn’t know how to flirt; he had never been able to talk to girls. His mouth felt like it was filled with glue, and he stood there awkwardly, not knowing how to respond.
He also didn’t know if he liked what was happening. Males in the Academy thought Jen was attractive; he had heard Mike Plode and Stan Nuby talk about her. Every time Asa and Jen entered the cafeteria, male and female eyes followed her. Not only was she fit and pretty, but she also had a cocky, feminine swagger about her that seemed magnetic. It was hard to take your eyes off her. Asa didn’t know how he felt about her, though. He loved her, as a friend. And she was attractive.
But she’s not Charlotte.
His mind flitted back to Charlotte, and he wondered if she was still okay, jogging through the forest alone. 
“The dance is tomorrow,” she said. “Would you accompany me? I know the guy is supposed to ask the girl, but I got tired of waiting.”
“Tired of waiting?”
“Have you asked someone?”
“No. Am I supposed to?”
She shrugged. “Other people have.”
“Oh.”
“So?”
“Huh?”
“So will you take me?”
His mouth felt dry. “Yeah.” 
She stood on her toes, kissed him, and then let go of his hands. “I would stay, but I need to go work with my Blood Canary. We have a week to move ours, and mine doesn’t seem to want to budge. But I’ll see you tonight, for practice at the Lab. I hear Bruce has been working hard on some intricate plays for the championship. It should be fun to see what he’s come up with.”
She opened the door, and Asa called—“See you,” and then she was gone.
Asa sat down. His heart was pounding, and for some reason, he felt dizzy. He stared at the fire, trying to calm himself.
“The dance,” he said out loud to himself, and then shook his head. Was I supposed to ask her? Has she been waiting for that? He was grateful that Jen was assertive enough to take the initiative and ask him. I hadn’t known I was supposed to go with anyone.
The dance was scheduled for the following night, after the Winggame Championship. It was a big topic of conversation amongst students in the cafeterias and in between classes. The Academy was providing each of the females with a dress and each of the males with a suit. Asa hadn’t worn a suit since his mother’s funeral.
Asa thought it would be fun to go with Jen. She was easy to talk to, outgoing, and he always had a good time when he was with her.
A knot began to twist in his stomach as he thought of the light-hearted way in which Charlotte had spoken to him. Asa felt rattled by her confidence. He had never enjoyed seeing her in emotional pain because of him, so why did our encounter today disturb me so much?
KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK
Asa looked over at the door and wondered who it could be. Jen? No, Jen wouldn’t knock; she would just enter. A new wave of anxiety rolled over him and he wondered if it could be Charlotte.
Asa stood and straightened his hair.
KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK
              Or what if it is Derden, coming to interrogate me more on Teddy’s disappearance? Or another Multiplier?
              Or what if it is Charlotte, and she was bitten by Joney, Michael, or Edna in the woods? An image of her with an infected black hole where her ear had been came to his mind.
              KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK
              Asa knew that his fears were unlikely.
              He took a deep breath, and opened the door. Stan Nuby stood before him—his face was a sick shade of yellow. His eyes were puffy, like he had been crying; he glanced around the room and then spoke in his Southern accent. “I need to talk to you. Anyone else here?”
              “No.”
              Stan shoved himself inside, and Asa shut the door.
              “Is everything okay, Stan?”
              Stan was pacing around the room, tugging at his blond hair with his small, veiny hands. “Piggy, I done somethin’ bad. Real bad. And, I don’t know if you’ll ever forgive me. I feel sick. I done somethin’ bad, Piggy.”
              “Have a seat,” Asa suggested, but Stan ignored him. He paced around the room, clearly restless. He kept on looking over at the door, as though expecting someone dangerous to come in.
              His left wrist was still in a cast, and the two black eyes he had gotten last week had gone from purple to greenish yellow. “I done somethin’ real bad, Piggy.” His eyebrows were pulled together and he looked like he was about to cry. “Like, go to hell for it kind of bad.”
              “What did you do?” Asa asked.
              “It’s somethin’ that a student should never do to another student. We’re supposed to be brothers, of a sort. We’re teammates. Ohhhh. Ohhh!” He was groaning, tugging at his hair, and a slow trickle of tears ran down his cheeks. “It makes me feel terrible. Listen, when I tell you what I’m about to tell you, you’re going to want to kill me. I know it. I would want to kill me to, if I were in your shoes. But, it won’t do us any good for you to come over this table, tryin’ to fight me, you hear? Because this is my last stop on my way out, Asa. I’m leavin’ the Academy. Janice and I are. She’s waitin’ in the woods for me. So, just know, before I tell you this, that I’m sorry and that this is the last time you’ll see me.”
              “You’re leaving the Academy?” Asa asked. Fear came to the back of his throat like acid, and he again thought about Carmen telling him to leave the mountains.
              Stan shrugged. “I know that I probably won’t make it too far before they hunt me down. But if I stay here, they’re going to kill me anyways. You know that I needed to ace all my tests and win the Winggame Championship to get my thousand points, right?”
              “Did you get a bad grade on something?”
              “No, not officially. I haven’t got my grades back or nothin’. I think I got mostly B’s. I could’ve gotten all A’s, but it seems unlikely. And, we’ll probably lose the match tomorrow, let’s be honest.” His eyes moved over to the door, and again Asa got the feeling that Stan was scared of someone barging in the door and killing him. “But anyways, I got somethin’ that I want to tell you, cause I’m a good guy, and I want to help you out. Now, I know that you’re going to be furious, cause what I did…well…it’s going to put you in a bit of a pickle. But don’t go gettin’ mad, cause that’s not gonna solve nothing, you hear?”
              “I’ll be calm,” Asa assured Stan. “Now, tell me.”
              Stan shook his head for a moment longer, and then began to sob. His chest rose and fell with wheezing, fast breaths. “I’m a traitor, Piggy. I am. I—I—I…” but then he broke into such violent sobs that he wasn’t able to continue talking.
              “Calm down. Just try to breath.”
              Stan nodded, and tried to compose himself. What has he done to become this upset? Asa wondered. This is the same guy that murdered both his parents, and the police officer that came to investigate when he was only a child. And here he is, in hysterics with guilt over something that he’s done to me.
              “I’ve been a spy,” Stan was finally able to get out.
              “A spy?”
              Stan nodded, still braying with tears. “Giving information. But it was so that they wouldn’t kill me.” Stan’s chest was expanding and contracting at an alarming rate, and tears were flooding down his face.
              “So who wouldn’t kill you?” Asa asked, but he had a cold certainty that he already knew.
              Stan’s crying was only getting worse.
              “Calm down, Stan, you’re going to make yourself sick!”
              As if on cue, Stan threw open the bathroom door and vomited heavily into the Academy-issued toilet. When he was done, he spat what was left into the bowl and flushed the toilet.
              “Jesus, Stan! You’re really scaring me! What’s going on?”
              Stan stood up and wiped his mouth. He looked slightly more composed. “Don’t use the Lord’s name in vain.”
              Asa was slightly annoyed at Stan’s call to morality, considering his history. But, he apologized anyway. “Sorry. I’m just nervous. What’s going on?”
              Stan inhaled heavily through his nose. Tears continued to wash down his face, but he was now composed enough to talk. “It was two months ago, I think. Benny Hughs came up to me after one of our practices. He asked me if I hated you. I said yes. But you gotta understand, Asa, I thought you were killing other students at the time. Now I know better.
              “Benny said that I could help bring you down. I says, ‘yeah, I’d like that.’ So, he brings me out into the wilderness, and I have to meet with this guy in the woods somewhere. He says that this guy is going to help me to bring Palmer down. Sounded good to me, Asa, but I didn’t know! I didn’t know you were innocent!
              “Well, anyways, when the guy gets there, his name is Allen, and he’s not really a guy. He’s a Multiplier. And he wants to know all sorts of stuff about you.
              “At first I was kinda startled, and didn’t know if I wanted to say nothin’ to him, but he had a gun, and shot into a tree right beside my head and said he would blow me to bits if I didn’t start talkin. So I did.”
              Stan’s crying eyes flickered back over to the door. “I am scared they’re comin’ for me, Asa. They have ways of monitoring. I’ve got to make this fast, okay? I’m going to tell you the essentials, then I’m gettin’ my ass outta here.” He looked back over at the door. “If they saw me talkin’ to you, I’d be dead.”
              Asa nodded. He had so many questions to ask, but decided it would be best to remain silent and let Stan finish. Did he come into contact with Multipliers from the Hive? Asa wondered. Or are these Multipliers that work for the Academy? And why is Benny Hughs involved?
              Stan sniffled, then wiped his nose. “You gotta believe me on somethin’, though, Asa. I don’t know why, but there are Multipliers out there that want you dead. I never heard the reason. It doesn’t make sense to me. But they told me about how last semester they were the ones responsible for all your teammates dying. I thought it was you. I think that’s what they wanted—to make you look like a bad guy. And I called you a murderer, and, well, I’m sorry.” His eyes moved to the door again, and Asa couldn’t help wondering if Charlotte was still alive out there. “Anyways, me and this Multiplier, Allen is his name, have been meeting pretty frequently. And, tonight, when you and the rest of the Sharks have your team meeting in the Lab, they’re plannin’ on raiding the classroom. You can’t go tonight, Asa. They’re coming for you, tonight!”
              Asa thought about what Stan had said about the Multipliers knowing things, and about how if they were watching, they would have seen Charlotte leaving to go on a run. “Have they said anything about any other students? Does it seem like they want to kill anyone else, or just me?”
              “Just you, Piggy. And they’re going to git you if you go tonight.” Stan’s eyes moved over to the door. “I got to get goin’. I’m sorry about this.”
              Asa looked into Stan’s green eyes and believed that he was truly sorry. “It’s okay. I forgive you Stan.”
              Stan nodded solemnly, and walked over to the front door. He turned, looked at Asa, and said, “the two of us got a deadly road up ahead.”
              “Take care, Stan.”
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After Stan left, Asa put his back against the closed door, and stood there, breathing. He could feel the cold weather through the wood. His mind was racing; it was hard to gather his thoughts.
He felt like he had just dodged a bullet. If Stan had just left, and hadn’t warned me, I would have been bitten tonight.
              He was once again overcome with the odd premonition that a Multiplier would bite him. He knew it was only a feeling, but the sensation felt so real to him.
              He inhaled slowly, trying to calm down. If he weren’t careful, he would hyperventilate.
              “Calm down, Asa. Think about this. What is the first thing that I need to do?” he said to himself.
              The first thing that I need to do? I need to get out of here! Multipliers are coming for me tonight!
              “Calm down,” he said again.
              For a moment he just stood there, breathing, trying to clear his mind.
              “Charlotte,” he heard himself say. He opened the door just a crack, peaked through it, and did not see her returning. He closed the door.
              He felt incredibly guilty for not warning her about the Multipliers, and considered going after her.
              “No,” he whispered. “That wouldn’t make sense.”
              The reason I broke up with her was so that we wouldn’t be as big of a target for Multipliers trying to kill us. The last thing I need to do is traipse off into the woods after her. And, even if Multipliers are out in the woods and are killing her right now, what am I going to do about it? They’re stronger than me, faster than me, and they outnumber me. If she is going to die, she is going to die.
              He groaned.
              He considered going and talking to Teddy. Teddy was a good person to talk to with problems like these, especially since he was locked up. He had all the time in the world to think about different problems in his cell.
Asa rubbed his temples. His head was pounding.
              The door pressed open behind him, and Asa shrieked. He jumped away from the opening, and was crouched low, ready to defend himself when Roxanne walked in. She shut the door behind her, but kept her distance. “Asa? Is everything okay?”
              “No. Everything is not okay,” he said. “We need to have a team meeting. Now.”
 
 
Roxanne instant messaged the team, and they all dropped what they were doing and flew to Viola’s dwelling. Last time Asa called a meeting he had been visited by a rogue Multiplier who warned of an attack on the Academy. The Sharks came in wearing faces of concern. They didn’t speak much as they took their seats, and Viola poured tea for anyone who wanted it. Asa just drank water. His hands were shaking enough as it was, and he didn’t need any extra caffeine.
              “I guess that we can all fly together over to the Lab after this for our Winggame meeting,” Bruce said. 
              Mike Plode was still taking his seat, but everyone was present. The door was locked. 
“We won’t be having a team meeting,” Asa said. “Multipliers are planning to attack us tonight at the Lab.”
              Gabby spilled her tea at the news, and Viola promptly stood and began to wipe it up with a towel. Gabby wanted to help, but Viola insisted that she stay seated. It was probably best that Gabby didn’t try to hobble around on her one leg when she was so nervous.
              As Viola poured Gabby some more tea, Asa told his teammates about Stan’s confession. Despite the heaviness of the situation, relaying the story made Asa feel revived. I love these people. Jen grabbed Asa’s hand under the table.
              When Asa was done, Viola drummed on her lips with her metallic, explosive fingernails. “So that’s why Stan was always so beat up. It makes sense now—the black eyes, the broken wrist, all the different bruises.”
              Asa nodded.
              “How do we know that Stan was telling the truth?” Jen asked. “He’s always hated Asa—maybe he just wants him to leave the Academy.”
              “I don’t think so,” Asa responded. “He seemed pretty convincing. He really looked scared. His eyes kept moving towards the door. He seemed pretty paranoid, and he even threw up in the toilet. If he wanted to punish me in some way, he could have killed me while we were alone—he’s strong enough, at least.”
              Asa wondered if Stan was still okay.
              “So are we going to leave the Academy?” Viola asked.
              “No!” Boom Boom said, his green eyes flashing. “Don’t you remember my point about standing our ground? If we leave, they’ll just have a better chance of taking over the Academy; and if the Multipliers take over the Academy, they’ll then take over the world. Best thing would be to stay where we are.”
              Viola crossed her arms and shook her head.
              “I think that Mike is right,” Bruce said. He ran one of his huge hands over his short black hair. “I mean, think about it, we don’t even know where Allen, this Multiplier that Stan has been meeting with, is from. What if he’s from the Academy? Think about it. The Multipliers in the Academy want Asa to leave so that the contract with his father is broken, but they can’t force him out, or the crows will do their thing and tell the news stations about the Academy. So what if some Academy Multipliers are using some kind of a scare tactic to get Asa to leave? It would make sense for Benny Hughs too, who you also said was involved. He’s taken on the role of unofficial coach of the Wolves, and so maybe he doesn’t want Asa playing in the Winggame Championship tomorrow. All Benny cares about is his legacy anyways, so I wouldn’t put it past him to work with the Multipliers in a scheme. Maybe he wanted to make Stan think that Multipliers are going to come and kill Asa so that he’d leave and not get to play in the championship tomorrow.”
              Lilly Bloodroot stared down into her cup of tea with her large, glossy, purple eyes. She watched the cup of liquid like it was a television, and Asa wondered if she was hallucinating. She spoke so low that it was barely audible; “what about Carmen?”
              “Did you say Carmen?” Bruce asked.
              “Yeah, Carmen. The Multiplier Hunter. She came to warn Asa about the Multiplier attacks, and she asked him to leave. Do you think that she is working for the Academy also?”
              Bruce shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”
              Asa considered this. He hadn’t thought of the possibility that Stan had been meeting with Academy Multipliers that were working under false pretenses. The idea made him feel edgy, like everything around him could be part of a big mind game.
              Boom Boom waved his pale hands in the air; green veins could be seen through his palms. “This is too farfetched. Let’s walk through this. You guys are proposing that Multipliers from the Academy have been threatening Stan for months, pretending that they were from outside of the Academy, on the shaky hopes that Stan Nuby, the same guy that killed his parents, would start feeling guilty and come talk to Asa. No. That doesn’t make much sense to me. Wouldn’t it make more sense if the Multipliers that Stan’s been meeting with are actually from the Hive?”
              Bruce was nodding. “You’re right. I don’t think anyone could have counted on Stan acting on a conscious.”
              “And they didn’t really need to do anything to get Stan to leave the Academy; he made that decision on his own, because of his bad grades,” Mike said.
              Viola stood up and shifted one of the logs in the fireplace with a metal poker. She then went around and refilled everyone’s drinks. Asa would have helped her, but he got the impression that she liked being a hostess.
              Roxanne shifted, crossing her legs. “I bet those Multipliers will be pissed when they go to the Lab tonight and find an empty classroom.”
              “Yeah,” Viola agreed, taking her seat. She had gone pale.
              Asa spoke: “I think the question now is, what are we going to do? We know that Multipliers are planning on attacking us tonight in the Lab, but where do we go from here? If we don’t show up, then don’t you think they’ll come looking for me elsewhere? Can we really plan on running forever?”
              Mike Plode was smiling in the corner. “Asa’s right. We need to do something about this.”
              Roxanne was twirling her hair around her index finger. “Why don’t we tell someone? You could go tell Conway, and he could plan some kind of an ambush. Maybe he could get a group of graduates together and they could be waiting to attack the Multipliers in the Lab tonight.”
              “We can’t make this official,” Asa said. “Where is Conway supposed to say that he got the information from? We can’t rat Stan out; they’d kill him. I just wouldn’t feel right about that.”
              Roxanne held her hands out. “Well then, what’s our other option? We’ve already decided that we can’t sit around and do nothing. We can’t run away from the Academy. And God knows we can’t fight them.”
              “Why not?” Boom Boom asked. “It’s going to have to happen sooner or later, isn’t it?”
              Roxanne looked like she didn’t know how to respond.
              “Look,” Mike said. “There are eight of us. How many do you think they’ll send to take us down? Ten?”
              “You can’t be serious,” Viola said.
              Mike raised his voice: “I don’t think we really have another option.”
              “But fighting them? Really? They’ll destroy us, you know that!”
              An image of Volkner stabbing through a student’s skull in class last semester came into Asa’s mind. “I agree,” he said. “I think that we need to think this over, and consider our options more carefully. Unless we have better weapons, I don’t think that a confrontation is a good idea.”
              “You too, Asa?” Mike said. “I know that it sounds scary, but I think it’s what we’ve got to do. Look at it this way—we can either attack on our own terms, or wait for them to come and get us. We just don’t have any other option to consider.”
              Jen crossed her ankles up on the table and blew a lock of blond hair out of her eyes. “I can think of another option.” She had a devious smile on her lips.
              “What’s that?” Bruce asked.
              “We’ve already said that we don’t want to waste this information we have, that we want to do something proactive with it. And I agree. I also agree with what I’m hearing a lot of you guys saying—which is that it would be foolish to try to fight the Multipliers. But there’s another option.” Her smile grew. “We could spy on them.”
              “Spy on them?” Viola asked.
              “Yeah. A couple of us could go into the classroom in the Lab, hide somewhere, and see what happens.”
              Viola scoffed. “And what do you think you’ll learn by doing that?”
              Jen shrugged. “You never know what you’re going to learn when you go spying on someone. When Asa and I went and spied on Robert King’s office, we didn’t really have any expectations, and we learned about the Hive.”
              The fire cracked in the corner, and everyone was quiet as they considered what Jen had said.
              “I think she’s right,” Asa said. “I think that’s our best option.”
              “I don’t know,” Roxanne said. “That sounds really dangerous.”
              Mike Plode laughed in frustration. “Have you not been listening? No matter what decision we make, we’re in real danger. The only thing we can do is make the best decisions with what we’ve got.”
              Asa was surprised to see Viola nodding in agreement. “I think that’s a good idea, Jen. Though it makes me nervous, I think that we could use some more information about what we’re dealing with.”
              Asa looked at his armband. “It’s four o’clock now, and practice usually starts at eight. If I’m going, I want to get there really early so that the Multipliers don’t see me come in.”
              Jen turned to Asa. “You’re not going!”
              “Why not?”
              “Out of all of us, they want you the most! You can’t go into a classroom, knowing there are Multipliers coming.” 
              “So?” Asa asked. “They’ll kill or change any of us if they find us. So what’s the difference if I go or not. Besides, I have echolocation.”
              “I want to go,” Bruce said. “I’ve got my sixth sense too, where I can see electric currents. I really think that’ll come in handy.”
              “Bruce…” Roxanne began. “You don’t have to do this.”
              He leaned over and kissed her in front of the whole team. Roxanne pulled back, and an expression between shock and delight rose to her face.
              “I’ll be okay,” he told her.
              “Travis will kill you if he finds out you kissed me,” Roxanne said. 
              Bruce looked around the room, a grin on his face. “I think these guys can keep a secret. And don’t pretend it was the first time.” He stood, his knees popping. “Jen, Asa, you guys ready?”
              “Now?” Asa asked. His mouth was dry.
              “I think the sooner we get into hiding in that classroom, the better the chances that the Multipliers won’t sniff us out.” 
 
 
 
 
30
Spying in The Lab
 
 
              Bruce, Jen and Asa arrived in the Lab just after six. Each of them had pockets full of calorie-dense candy bars that they could eat while waiting. They had all learned a lesson about their mutated high metabolisms from the Task, and didn’t want their alertness or concentration to waver due to hunger while they were spying on the Multipliers.
              As they walked over the threshold into the building, the sun was setting outside, and the sky was the color of burning charcoal. Faint orange light shone in through the windows, but the facility was otherwise very dark. Broken class crunched under their feet as they made their way over the tile, and small monkeys skittered out the windows at the arrival of humans.
              “I hope the Multipliers weren’t watching us come,” Bruce said, his low voice rumbling.
              “I think we made a good decision to walk instead of fly,” Jen said, looking out the windows.
              “I do too,” Bruce responded. “Walking made us less noticeable, but it didn’t make us invisible.”
              Asa kept on thinking, we’re here to spy on Multipliers from the Hive. Those freaks bit Brumi and Teddy, and they’re planning on coming here to bite us. He kept reciting different versions of these words to himself, because it was hard for him to wrap his mind around what he was doing. He also thought—what could we learn by spying on them that will be worth risking our lives? As they walked through the dark foyer to the classroom the Sharks often met in to discuss strategies, he felt unsure that they were making the right decision.
              Asa looked over at Bruce, who was breathing through his mouth. In the shadows, his gums looked black.
              Even though it couldn’t help his situation, his mind jumped over to thoughts of Janice, Stan, and Charlotte—all of whom had gone out into the woods behind Mount Two for various reasons. Asa would have no way of knowing if Stan and Janice were able to escape the Academy with their lives, but Charlotte had told Asa she would be at tomorrow’s dance. If I don’t see her there…
              A wave of nauseous guilt overcame him and he wasn’t able to finish the thought. 
              Harsh voices whispered in his mind—it would be your fault, Palmer. You could have warned her not to go into the woods, but you didn’t. And why? Because you were getting emotional, because you were having a hard time talking to her. Terrible, really. You know…
              Bruce turned his key in the lock of the classroom door and the sound echoed with a sharp suddenness that broke Asa out of his contemplations. Jen must have sensed his nervousness, because she took his hand. As usual, Jen looked calm and collected. Her head was held high and she was relaxed, as though she was walking into an ice cream parlor, instead of into a classroom where they would wait to spy on Multipliers who had intentions of killing them. 
              Maybe someone like Jen would be better for me than Charlotte. Maybe I need someone with such a strong personality.
              Bruce opened the door, flicked on the lights, and the three of them entered. 
              Asa looked around the classroom, searching for somewhere he would be comfortable hiding when the Multipliers came. The room had sixteen school desks; each of these was bolted to the floor and had shackles coming from the armrests and the desk’s legs. 
Asa had always been curious about the purpose of this strange configuration. He knew that the Lab had been used in the past to mutate different animals and to test them. It was odd, though, to see shackles in a classroom. It suggested that the Academy had created some kind of being smart enough for academic activity, but too dangerous to trust to sit unrestrained in a desk. 
There was a sprawling blackboard on the back wall, with different Winggame plays that Bruce had written in X’s and O’s last time they had met. On the left side of the room, there was an overturned leather chair and a huge oak teacher’s desk shoved against the wall. Atop the desk were scattered pens and a leather notebook, gathering dust. On the right side of the wall was an odd closet that the Sharks had all looked at during practices in the past. The door was not flush with the floor, but was slightly lifted so that there was about a foot of unpainted wall in between the threshold and the ground. Asa thought it looked like the kind of small closet that a hot water heater might be held in. The door was four inches thick of solid, heavy oak, with a lock on the metal handle. Inside, the walls were lined with dense metal chains that snaked from the walls and ended in shackles. Boom Boom had suggested that this might have been used as some sort of restraining closet to give time-outs to whatever violent creatures the Academy taught in the classroom.
As they surveyed the room, Bruce’s stomach growled loudly. “I hope that doesn’t happen while I’m hiding from the Multipliers.”
“No shit,” Asa said. He wondered if Jen and Bruce could see how pale he had gone.
Jen was staring up at the ceiling. “I wish the ceiling was tiled, that way we could hide up above without much risk of being caught.
Bruce grunted in agreement. The ceiling was not tiled, but was made of one large slab of concrete.
              Asa walked in between two columns of desks, thinking, if Stan hadn’t warned us, we’d all die tonight. Or worse, we’d be bitten.
              Jen was moving along the wall, looking at the large desk. “Two of us could hide under the desk,” she said. “We could put it up against the wall. Look, there are even little holes in the back for electric cords to run out of that we could watch through.”
              “If we can see out of it, they can see into it,” Asa said.
              “Do you have a better idea?” Jen asked.
              “There’s always that weird restraining closet. That at least has a solid door to stand behind.”
              “I think if one of us has to hide in the closet, it should be me,” Bruce said. “I’m the one that can see electric currents through solid objects.”
              Asa looked anxiously at his armband. It was still early; he could still back out if he wanted.
              There was a screeching sound as Jen slid the desk out away from the wall, and examined the leg space where she was planning on hiding. “Asa, you and I could fit in here.”
              “Won’t they be able to see us through those little electric wiring holes in the back?”
              Jen shrugged. “Maybe if they’re looking right at it. But it’s not like they’re going to be looking for us. These Multipliers are going to be expecting to find our entire team in the middle of Winggame practice when they barge in. I think that if they find this place empty they’ll just assume that practice was cancelled. I doubt they’d think to look for hiding students.”
              Bruce was nodding beside her.
              “All right,” Asa said. “Let’s see if we fit.”
              Jen and Asa crouched down in the desk’s leg space, and Bruce pressed the desk against the wall. Because the desk was so large, they both fit, but the area was by no means roomy. Asa was sitting on his ankles and his shoulder was touching Jen’s.
              “Can you see us?” Jen called out to Bruce.
              Bruce took a few steps back into the classroom and surveyed the desk. “If I look into those holes just right I can, but I agree with Jen, I don’t think that the Multipliers will be looking that hard for us.”
              In the darkness, Jen smiled at Asa, as though the danger of the situation was exhilarating to her.
              “I think that I’ll get into place in the closet,” Bruce said. “We should keep talking to a minimum from here on out. I know that it’s a couple hours, but the Multipliers could show up here at any time. They could be planning on coming a little early to scope out the area.”
              Bruce walked to the front of the room, turned off the lights, and then closed himself off in the closet.
              Jen picked up Asa’s hand and put it against her chest. He could feel her rapid, strong heart beat. “I’m so nervous,” she whispered excitedly.
              Asa took her hand and put it on his chest. “I am too.” Instead of being excited about his nerves, Asa felt like he might throw up.
              It was so dark that Asa couldn’t read his armband to see what time it was. He and Jen sat in silence, and after some period, Asa’s knees began to ache from the odd position he was seated in. He sat there, hearing his own breath and considering the option of leaving. As the arrival of the Multipliers drew nearer, he became more and more sure that spying on them would be fruitless—Asa did not want to die today, or be turned into a Multiplier.
              He procrastinated leaving by going over all the reasons that spying would be a good idea. For one, the Multipliers were planning some kind of an attack on the Academy—Carmen had said it would come at the end of the semester. If this was true, his chances of being bitten or killed were very high regardless of his actions, so there was sense in risking his life on the small chance that he could gain valuable information.
              But what on earth could I find out from spying on a classroom in which Multipliers planned on attacking tonight?
              He didn’t know. His palms were sweaty, his heart was racing, and the nausea was only getting worse. He waited for a period longer, still worrying about his decision, thinking of what to do. Asa ate a Cliff bar, and discarded the wrapper in his pocket. He sat there, contemplating, frozen by fear. 
Finally, Asa decided that he couldn’t take it anymore. He wanted out. He pushed the desk out a couple of inches before Jen firmly grabbed his arm.
              “What the hell are you doing?” she whispered.
              Asa’s mouth was dry. “I want to leave.”
              “It’s too late now. It’s ten past eight. They’ll be here any second.”
              Jen pulled the desk back, and took Asa’s hand. She made him run his fingers over her armband. Because the armband’s display was comprised of computerized threads, Asa could feel the time on the armband.
              8:11 PM
              Asa’s heart felt like it was beating in his throat. He looked through one of the holes in the back of the desk and didn’t see anything but darkness in the classroom, and in the foyer beyond. All was silent. Jen was right; it was too late to back out now. Asa wondered if Multipliers had a heightened olfactory sense. If so, they’d be able to smell that there were three humans in the classroom.
              If they do, Asa thought, there is nothing I can do about it now.
              FLICK
              Asa’s breath halted where it was in his throat. I heard a noise, I’m sure of it. He felt Jen’s body tighten beside his; she had heard it too.
              All was quiet for another moment. Asa’s eyes scanned the thick darkness for Multipliers. How many of them will there be? Two? Ten? Fifty?
              FLICK
              There’s that noise, Asa thought, but again, everything was quiet and there was nothing to see in the dark classroom or beyond the doorway. Asa wondered how Bruce was doing in the restraining closet. Asa supposed that Bruce would be able to use his power to detect both himself and Jen under the desk, along with any Multipliers that entered the vicinity.
              FLICK
              Asa was certain that he had heard something that time. His eyes locked on the area in the dark foyer where he believed the noise originated, and it happened again.
              FLICK
              Asa was now able to see what was making the noise—a lighter. There was now a green-blue flame issuing from the top of the lighter, which illuminated the surrounding areas in a soft, aqua light.
              Asa felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up. His hands instinctively balled themselves into fists.
              Standing there, in the glow of the small flame was a female trying to light a cigarette. She had thick, one-inch black bangs, and the rest of her hair fell down to her shoulders in a Cleopatra haircut. Her eyes were heavily shadowed in smoky makeup, and her lips were a stark red. She was slender. She wore a leather jacket that went down to her black boots. There was not a zipper, but instead, one side of the jacket was connected with three leather straps that could be threaded through three large silver buckles on the other side. At the moment, her jacket was open. Beneath her jacket, she wore a dress, and the skirt ended ten inches above her skinny knees and showed almost the entirety of her pale legs.
              Asa was just beginning to notice that there was someone else standing behind her when the lighter flame cut off. Now, all was dark except for the glowing end of a cigarette out in the foyer. It was bouncing up and down, as though the female holding it had Parkinson’s disease.
              “Put that out!” came a hushed growl from the foyer. The noise was unmistakably from a Multiplier—Asa knew that human’s couldn’t talk in that low of a tone.
              The cigarette wavered, as though the female was taking it out of her mouth. “Screw you!” she slurred. She sounded drunk.
              “Seriously, put that out!” growled the low voice again. Asa couldn’t see the source of this voice, and he wondered how many of them there were. “What if the Sharks come in here and see your cigarette? Get back into hiding!”
              Asa was alarmed to realize that several Multipliers had snuck into the foyer without him noticing. Did they hear Jen and I whispering a moment ago? Did they hear the desk move as I pushed it out from the wall? Did they hear it when Jen moved it back?
              The cigarette’s red glow intensified for a moment as the female took a hard drag. “They’re not coming. We were given bad information from that brat, Stan.”
              Now a third voice came from the foyer. This one was unmistakably male, and he sounded big. “Both of you, be quiet. Let’s wait another twenty minutes. If they’re not here by eight thirty, they’re not coming.”
              “Yes, sir, Allen,” came the low, rumbling voice.
              The cigarette end glowed a brighter red. The female spoke: “And then are we jetting out of here, or what?”
              Allen’s voice came back low and contemplative. “I want to investigate the classroom before we go.”
              After this, it was silent. The female finished her cigarette, and then Asa watched as the glowing tip dropped to the ground and was extinguished with the heel of her boot.
              Jen put her mouth up to Asa’s ear and whispered very softly—“Do Multipliers have a mutated sense of smell? Can they smell us?” 
              I was wondering the same thing, Asa thought. Seeing no point in telling Jen this, he whispered back, “No.”
              After he said this, he was acutely concerned that he had whispered too loud. Do they have super hearing? He couldn’t remember. As he sat there, he felt his stomach gurgle, but it did not growl audibly. He knew that he should eat again, but he didn’t dare reach into his pocket to pull out another food item.
              Why did Allen say that he wanted to investigate the classroom? Had he heard something? Can he smell us?
              Time went by without a sound. Asa wondered how Bruce was doing in the closet. He wished he hadn’t come. What good is it to have three of us here? We really only needed one.

He wondered if the Multipliers would kill them if they were caught, or if they would turn them into Multipliers. They’ll probably turn us. That way we can help them in whatever attack they’re planning.
Asa had to stifle a groan at this thought. He would rather be dead, he believed, than turned into a Multiplier.
Again, Asa was overcome with that odd, unshakable premonition that he would be bitten. He shivered, and stared out into the dark foyer. He could only see shadows. He wondered if Edna, Michael, and Joney were with them. The Multipliers he had heard speaking didn’t sound like the ones he had encountered in the woods.
FLICK
A shaking blue-green flame erupted from the female’s lighter and she directed the tip of her cigarette into the fire and inhaled.
“Damnit, Rose! Allen told you to…” the low voice began.
Rose retorted quickly, cutting the low voice off—“Shut it, Ned! It’s past eight thirty, you idiot—they’re not coming! Allen, what’s the plan?” She took another drag.
Asa’s breath caught again in his throat as he remembered that Stan had said the Multiplier he had met with in the woods had been named Allen. This is the guy that broke Stan’s wrist, and has been giving him all those bruises. This is the Multiplier that made Stan so scared that he vomited. Allen is the reason that Stan’s eyes kept nervously glancing at the door while he was talking to me in Viola’s dwelling.
“Let’s go in the classroom.” Asa heard shoes clicking on the concrete floor as Allen quickly approached the room. He flicked on the fluorescent lights, and it took Asa’s eyes a moment to adjust.
The one that Asa believed to be Allen was tall (roughly 6’4”), with finger-length messy blond hair. He was wearing a blue button down tucked into a pair of black pants. He had a crooked black tie on, and his dark shoes were shined to perfection. Allen had long arms that hung beside his hips and ended in big hands—they reminded Asa of an orangutan’s arms. 
Beside Allen was the cigarette smoking, trench coat wearing female—Rose. She took a drag and exhaled blue smoke into the room. There was only one other Multiplier with them, and Asa assumed this one was the source of the low voice he had heard. Rose had called him Ned.
Ned reminded Asa of some of the oil field workers he had seen growing up in Texas. He stood just under than six feet tall, but looked like he outweighed Allen by twenty pounds of muscle. He looked like a linebacker. His thick arms filled out his flannel shirt, which was unbuttoned to reveal a stained white wife-beater underneath. He wore jeans and brown work boots. He had an enormous jaw, and a protruding forehead. He looked like a bulldog. His head was shaved except for a strip of short brown hair that ran vertically over his head—a short and thick Mohawk.
Allen walked in, straightened his tie, and licked his lips with a black tongue. Every movement he made was fast and sure. He looked around the room, and something in the way his blue eyes systematically took note of his surroundings made Asa come to the conclusion that Allen was very smart.
Asa felt naked underneath the desk. He retreated further into the darkness and wished he were anywhere else in the world.
Rose moved into he room with an unsteady gait and knelt down on the concrete on her bare knees. The cigarette was shaking in the corner of her mouth, and her eyes were bloodshot. She reached a jittering hand into her coat pocket and pulled out a small bag of white-yellow powder.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Ned asked.
“Heroin. What does it look like?” She untied the bag and poured a hefty line onto the top of one of the desks.
Allen wasn’t paying attention to Rose. He was standing a couple feet back from the blackboard with his fingers interlaced in front of him. He was examining the Winggame plays.
“That’s going to kill you, you idiot! You can’t snort heroin! You’ll die!” Ned looked angry.
Rose laughed musically. “Honey, I know you’ve only been a Multiplier for a few weeks, but something that you need to learn is that it’s hard to kill us. We’re like cockroaches. We’re a lot sturdier than those fragile little humans.” She bent over the heroin, plugged one of her nostrils, and snorted heavily. As soon as the drug was in her system, her eyes drooped a little.
“You’re high!” Ned’s voice was rising, and his hands were thrown up in frustration. “When we’re on a mission from the Hive, we’re supposed to do our best work! How are we supposed to do our best work when you’re high!”
Rose stood on shaky feet; her knees were wobbling, and for a moment, Asa thought that she might fall over. She poked Ned’s chest with one of her petite fingers. “I may be high,” she slurred, “but you’re a prude. The Hive isn’t my boss here, Allen is. And I don’t hear Allen bitchin. I hear you bitchin. So shut your mouth.”
Ned’s face had turned red and veins were popping out on his forehead.
Rose laughed again. “Look at you! Ha! You’re pissed! Look at him, Allen, the baby Multiplier can’t hold his temper!”
Allen gave no indication that he heard. He still seemed to be examining the blackboard.
Asa saw that drops of Salvaserum were leaking out of Ned’s mouth now, showing that he could either smell the humans nearby or was indeed becoming dangerously angry.
Rose kept on trying to annoy him, though, despite Ned weighing three times as much as her. She moved closer so that her red lips were inches from his face and continued to taunt him. “Baby Multipliers have a hard time controlling their temper, Ned.”
“You smell like booze,” he growled.
“And you’d be in a better mood if you smelled like booze! Something about being a Multiplier that you’ve got to get used to is the anger.” She cocked a thumb behind her, pointing at Allen. “Allen, he can control his temper. You know he’s got a bad one, because all Multipliers do, but you don’t see it too much. Multipliers like you and me, we have a hard time. If we’re not medicated, we can lose control. Get medicated, otherwise, your going to find that you’ll black out, and you’ll wake up with blood on your hands. And a big guy like you, you could pound a lot of blood out of someone’s face.”
Ned’s chest was rising and falling with furious breaths that were coming in and out of his dilated nostrils. He looked like a bull about to charge.
“Sssooo, brother,” Rose said, slurring and stumbling a step. “Take my advice, and join the party!” Though she was under the influence of several substances, she could still move incredibly fast, being a Multiplier. She grabbed the bag of heroin and flung it, covering Ned’s face with the white-yellow powder.
Ned screamed in rage and then let go of all restraint. He charged Rose, grabbed her by the neck, flung her up into the air, and then threw her down with all the force he had onto the concrete floor. There was a sick WHAP sound as her head struck the concrete that made Asa feel even sicker than he had before. Rose’s eyes glossed over, and she seemed to lose consciousness for a moment. Ned got on top of her and began to choke her slender neck with his big hands, using all the force he could get. His neck strained with the effort, and his heroin-covered face was contorted into an ugly grimace as he grunted. Salvaserum ran from his open mouth and fell in gobs onto Rose’s unconscious face. Ned’s teeth were coated black.
Allen didn’t seem to care. When Ned threw Rose down, he didn’t even flinch, but just continued to stare at the board. 
Rose’s eyes twitched, and Asa saw them widen as she woke up. Her hands groped at Ned’s chest, trying to pull him off her, but he was too strong. He choked her even harder and her eyes widened. The back of her head was bleeding where she had struck the concrete.
“Let’s see how hard you really are to kill, you bitch!” Ned screamed. 
He’s completely lost it, Asa thought.
Allen turned from the board as though he had just heard the fight. “Stop, Ned,” he said calmly. He looked mildly perturbed with the situation, but no indication of alarm could be seen on his face.
Ned appeared to have not heard Allen’s words. He was smiling now, his face red with effort as he squeezed down even harder on Rose’s neck. He was up off his knees and on his toes; it looked like he was trying to press his thumbs through Rose’s neck and into the floor.
“I said, stop,” Allen repeated calmly.
Still, Ned continued on. Rose was turning a sick shade of purple.
BANG!
Ned’s chest exploded with a spray of blood and Salvaserum and he rolled off Rose.
Asa hadn’t seen Allen draw the gun, but when he looked over, the Multiplier was holding a large, silver handgun. The weapon was polished to perfection, just like Allen’s shoes.
“I told you to stop,” Allen said simply.
Rose rolled over and began to cough up mucus and Salvaserum onto the floor. Her face slowly returned from purple to her usual pale color.
Ned was on his back, holding the large bullet hole in the side of his chest. His breath was coming in and out of his mouth in harsh wheezes, and he was bleeding heavily onto the concrete.
“I’m sorry that I had to ruin your shirt,” Allen said, “but you wouldn’t stop.”
Ned responded in an incredulous tone; he could only say about one word in between his harsh, gasping breaths. “My,” gasp, “shirt? I’m,” gasp, “dying!”
Rose’s coughing fit turned into giggles, and she spat more mucus onto the floor. Her face was covered in slick blood and Salvaserum from being under Ned when he was shot. “You’re not dying, you idiot!”
Ned continued to lie on his back and his breathing grew shallower. Asa watched as his face paled.
Allen scratched the side of his head with the barrel of the handgun, and his eyebrows drew together. “Actually, don’t hold me to my word. You might die. You look pretty bad.”
Ned began to cry softly in between his harsh wheezes, and Rose broke out into another fit of cackles. She took a flask out from her bloody jacket and drank heavily. Her hair was slicked to her skull with blood.
“Just be still for a bit, Ned. Try to keep breathing. You’ll be alright.” With the handgun dangling by his side, Allen turned away from the blackboard and his blue eyes locked onto the desk that Jen and Asa were crouched under. 
Asa thought, Jen and Bruce said that they wouldn’t notice us, if they didn’t look carefully. He’s going to look carefully! He can see us!
Allen’s blue eyes went over the legs of the desk, onto the top, and over the back of the desk where the holes for the electric wiring were. Asa held his breath. Allen licked his lips. Something about the desk must have interested him, because he began to walk towards it, with his handgun at his side.
The hole that Asa was watching through was about two centimeters in diameter; Asa was sure that Allen could see both his and Jen’s eyes shining through the holes. He wanted to back away into the darkness and hide behind the more solid regions of the desk, but was scared that the movement would be even more noticeable than the eyeballs.
In those moments, Asa thought of his father, and the contract he had made. He wondered if Charlotte had gotten back safe. If Multipliers got her this evening out in the woods, and they bite me or kill me tonight, it’s all over.
Allen stood close enough to the desk that Asa could have reached his finger through the small hole and touched Allen’s black pants. There was a heavy sound up above Asa as Allen’s gun touched the top of the desk. Asa closed his eyes, bracing himself, believing that Allen would shoot them down through the top of the desk.
But the blast didn’t come. Instead, Asa heard rustling papers as Allen turned the pages on the notebook.
“What’s that?” Rose asked. Asa couldn’t see her anymore, but he heard the FLICK of her lighter and thought that she was smoking another cigarette. Ned was still wheezing.
“Some kind of grade book,” Allen responded. “I don’t think it’s from the Sharks, though. I think it’s from before them.”
Asa could smell Rose’s cigarette. “Are you ready to go, boss?” she asked.
Asa rubbed his sweaty palms on his suit. He couldn’t believe the words he had just heard Rose say—he never thought he would get out of this situation alive.
“Do you hear something?” Allen said.
Asa stiffened and saw Jen glance over at him in the dark.
“No,” Rose said.
Allen shut the notebook on the top of the desk and took a few steps towards the center of the room. “Everyone be quiet,” he said. He stood there, head cocked, for what felt like an eternity. Asa held his breath.
Rose was seated atop one of the school desks, her legs crossed, with blue haze drifting around her as she inhaled cigarette smoke into her lungs. Ned was still on the ground, wheezing heavily. His chest was rising and falling in shallow increments. He had his palms pressed against the bullet wound, trying to slow down the bleeding.
“Ned, stop breathing so loud, would you?” Allen asked. He was staring blankly out the doorway into the dark foyer.
Ned nodded, and his breathing actually grew more normal.
Rose poured a drop of heroin onto her thumbnail and snorted. Blood and Salvaserum were dripping from her hair. “What do you hear, boss?”
Allen shook his head and relaxed. “It’s nothing. I hear nothing. Let’s get out of here. Ned, do you think you can get up for us?”
Ned spoke softly. “Yeah.” He removed his hands from the bullet hole, which Asa noticed was now no longer pouring with blood. He had been shot in the chest only moments ago, and yet he was bleeding as much as a normal person would with a small flesh wound. Color was returning to his face.
“I knew you wouldn’t die,” Rose said. Her eyes were limp and red from the heroin she had just snorted; she broke out into sick cackles as she sucked on the end of her cigarette.
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              Allen walked over and looked out the doorway into the dark foyer, and then he turned to the open door. “Was this door locked when we got here?” His blue eyes looked at the knob, then around the room.
              “I didn’t open it,” Rose said. She dropped her cigarette and it sizzled out in a puddle of blood.
              “Something isn’t right here,” Allen said, returning to the room. He was striding quickly in between desks, his eyes on the area where Asa and Jen were hiding. At first, Asa tensed. He believed that Allen had heard he or Jen breathing under the desk and was on his way to reveal them. But something in Allen’s blue eyes made Asa think that there was a different motive behind his action. A faint smile played on Allen’s lip, and then he turned, sprinting towards the door that Bruce was behind.
              Asa watched, helplessly as Allen took superhuman Multiplier strides towards Bruce. Time seemed to slow down. Asa thought about how, if it weren’t for him, Bruce wouldn’t be here. Teddy wouldn’t have been bitten. If only Asa’s father hadn’t made the contract dependent upon Asa staying in the Academy, these Multipliers wouldn’t be here. The Sharks would be just another team in the Winggame league, and there would have been no need for the Multipliers to interrogate Stan and plan an ambush.
              If it weren’t for me, Bruce and Roxanne could continue on with their secret relationship. They are happy with each other.
              Asa looked over to see that Jen’s eyes had widened in surprise and anxiety. Asa thought; maybe if I push the desk back and stand up, they’ll just take me. Maybe if they have me, they will see no need to search the rest of the room.
              As Asa turned to look through the hole in the back of the desk, he had made up his mind. He was going to come out of hiding in hopes of saving Bruce.
              But he saw that it was too late. His sacrifice would be futile.
              CRACK
              Allen punched his arm through the door to the restraining closet. Four inches of solid wood shattered.
              Asa wanted to scream—to cry out—but there was nothing he could do.
              Rose was on her wobbly feet, watching in anticipation. Asa guessed that her intoxicated brain wasn’t fast enough to realize what was happening yet.
              Ned had pulled his body to a seated position. His hands, slick with blood, reached for one of the school desks as he tried to pull himself up.
              In the moment, Asa forgot about Bruce’s special mutation—Bruce could see electric currents, even though solid objects. As Allen was charging, Bruce had been able to detect him through the wood. He had moved his body accordingly, and was able to dodge the punch. Allen’s hand groped inside the closet, but found only air.
              The closet door shot violently outward, knocking Allen over. Bruce ran into the classroom and was headed towards the door.
              When Allen had fallen over, Rose had begun running beside him for backup. Now, she stood in between Bruce and the exit.
              For how heavy he was, Bruce was fast. He faked left, but ran right.
              Rose was faster, though.
              She stood on the concrete, grinning with black gums, as Bruce ran towards her. Bruce ducked his shoulders and slammed into her. Usually, this would not have worked against a Multiplier, but because Rose was intoxicated, she stumbled and then fell over. Bruce’s face lightened up, and he took two more steps towards the door before he was brought down.
              While Bruce was dodging Rose, Allen had crawled over within an arm’s reach of the doorjamb. He caught Bruce’s ankle, and tripped him up.
              Bruce was screaming, kicking, and hitting.
              The effort made Allen laugh, and he pulled Bruce’s body towards him, and pinned him down. Asa’s heart was fluttering in his chest like a trapped bird.
              “Look what I caught,” Allen growled to no one in particular.
              Rose was getting to her feet with a disgusted look on her face. “Little brat knocked me over.”
              “That’s why you’re not supposed to do heroin while you’re on a mission,” Ned said.
              Rose rolled her eyes at him.
              Realizing that trying to physically force Allen off of him was useless, Bruce stopped thrashing, but continued to breath heavily through his nose.
              Allen had an enormous smile on his face, and he stared down at Bruce with hungry eyes. “What are you?” he asked. “A student? A graduate?”
              “Wh-what do you mean?” Bruce asked.
              BANG
              In a flash, Allen had drawn his gun and shot a bullet harmlessly into the empty foyer. “Don’t play dumb with me, answer the damn question! Are you a student?”
              “Yes!”
              “What’s your name?”
              “Bruce!”
              “What’s your last name?”
              “Turner.”
              BANG!
              Bruce cried out. Allen had shot another bullet into the empty foyer, but this time, he placed the gun right beside Bruce’s face before shooting so that the bullet just missed Bruce’s ear.
              “Don’t lie to me, Shark. Don’t lie to me. I’m going to ask you again—what is your last name?”
              “Thurman.”
              “Ahhhh, yes! That’s more like it. Bruce Thurman. This is your fourth semester in the Academy. You’re on the Winggame team the Sharks. Last year, you were on the Jets, the season champions. I think that you’ll find I know a lot more than you’d imagine. I am very intuitive, and I have very good resources that spy for me inside the Academy.”
              Asa’s eyes widened as he realized—Allen doesn’t know that Stan told us about them.
              Allen pressed the gun against the bottom of Bruce’s chin. “I’ve heard, Bruce, that you’re renowned for your Winggame plays. You’re a man of strategy. Well, so am I. And if there’s something that I know, it’s that you never want to give a playmaker time to come up with plays. So, we’re going to play a game. It’ll be fun. Here’s how it goes: I ask a question, and then you have one second to answer. If you take longer than one second to answer, or if your answer is bullshit, I’m going to put a bullet in you. Do you understand?”
              Bruce’s eyes rolled around. “I…but...what?”
              BANG!
              Allen shot Bruce in the left foot and Bruce screamed in agony—cords stood on his neck and his face turned red.
              When the screaming subsided and turned into sobs of fear, Allen spoke: “That was more than one second. I thought that you were smart, Bruce. Was I wrong?”
              “NO!” Bruce cried out.
              “Good job. Far less than one second. Now, for some harder questions. Why are you here?”
              “Winggame practice—we meet here.”
              “Do you meet in the closet?”
              “No.”
              “Where do you meet?”
              “In this classroom.”
              “Then why were you in the closet?”
              “I don’t know.”
              Allen pointed the gun at Bruce’s foot and smiled.
              “Wait!” Bruce said. Beads of sweat stood out on his forehead. “DON’T SHOOT!”
              “Answer the question.”
              “I got into the closet when I saw that Multipliers were coming in.”
              Allen considered for a moment. “And you were just in the classroom, waiting on the rest of your team to show up? One second to answer.”
              “YES!”
              BANG!
Allen put another bullet into the same foot.
              Bruce screamed in such a high octave that Asa would have thought it impossible. His face turned purple with the effort.
              “WRONG!” Allen’s chin was now covered in black Salvaserum. “I said no bullshit answers!”
              Rose giggled as she lit another cigarette. “You don’t have practice with the lights off, idiot!” she said, mocking Bruce. She took a drag. When she removed the cigarette from her mouth, the filter was coated in slick, black Salvaserum. 
              “She’s right, Bruce,” Allen said calmly. “Before I ask this—remember the one second rule. Where is the rest of your team?”
              Bruce hesitated. Asa wondered if he was taking longer than one second to answer. He felt like everything was moving so slowly now. Jen took his hand and squeezed it.
              “I don’t know where they are!” Bruce screamed.
              Allen pointed the barrel at Bruce’s already mangled foot and hesitated.
              Bruce elaborated: “We were supposed to meet here. I was taking a nap—I always do before practice. Then I heard you guys out there, and I got into the closet.”
              Allen grunted. “I suppose that sounds plausible. What do you guys think? Rose? Ned?”
              “He’s lying,” Rose said.
              “You can’t prove it, though,” Ned whispered. More color was returning to his face, but he still appeared to be in acute pain. Asa was in awe at how quickly he was healing.
              “Ned’s right,” Allen said to Bruce. “I can’t really prove it. Luckily, I don’t have to prove anything here, right?”
              Bruce inhaled sharply.
              BANG!
              Bruce’s foot was mostly gone now—bloody bones protruded, and held up knots of muscle and spongy fat. He was screaming and crying.
              “That was a question, Bruce. When I say ‘right?’ at the end of a sentence, it makes it a question. You understand that, right?”
              Bruce continued to scream as though he hadn’t heard. Allen pointed the gun. At the last moment, Bruce understood what had just been said and cried: “RIGHT! Right! You’re right!”
              He broke out into sobs.
              Allen used the barrel of the gun to push a strand of blond hair behind his ear. He smiled at the Bruce’s agony. Asa had never seen someone in so much pain; he had never watched someone be tortured before. Bruce’s foot was difficult to look at—it’s hard to believe that the hunk of bloody meat I’m staring at is part of a human, Asa thought.
              A thought came to Asa’s mind that made his heart flutter: He looks like he’ll do anything to make it stop. So far, Bruce had been faithful to Asa and Jen—he had shown courage in not revealing their hideout. But how long can he keep this up? How far will he go for us? Will he die to keep our whereabouts secret?
              Asa believed that he was about to find out.
              Rose took a hefty swig from her metal flask and then wiped her mouth with the back of her arm. She was covered in so much blood and Salvaserum that her dark hair was plastered wet to her scalp. “Will you let me bite him, Allen?” she said. She spoke in a whisper, and Salvaserum spilled out of her mouth when she spoke.
              Bruce was sobbing gently now. He was losing a large amount of blood.
              “If he gets bitten, I’ll let you do the honors,” Allen said. “But we may just want to kill him.”
              Rose rubbed her hands together in lust; her eyes were almost as red as her bloody face. “Can I kill him, boss? You know I’ve wanted to get some action. If I can’t bite him, will you at least let me kill him?”
              “We’ll see, Rose. I’m not making any promises.” He grabbed Bruce’s cheeks forcefully with his hand to get his attention. “I may bet angry and accidentally slip up,” he growled.
              Bruce moaned in fear.
              Underneath the desk, Jen picked up Asa’s hand and brought it to her cheek. It was wet with tears. Asa took Jen’s hand and brought it to his own cheek; he was crying also.
              SMACK
              For no apparent reason, Allen cocked his arm and backhanded Bruce across the face. Bruce’s lip broke and blood ran down his cheek into his hair.
              “You remember the one second rule, don’t you Bruce?” 
              Bruce winced and answered immediately. “Yes! Yes!”
              Allen smiled. “Very good. You’re a quick learner. Now, here’s the question: If you don’t…” Allen paused, thinking of the best way to word what he was thinking, “cooperate, you will be punished.”
              “Okay,” Bruce whispered. It wasn’t a question, but Bruce was so keyed up and anxious that he couldn’t help but respond to everything.
              Allen continued: “Would you rather be punished by being killed, or would you like to be turned into a Multiplier?”
              Bruce’s eyes widened. Asa didn’t think that he expected the question. “Ummm.”
              “One second, Bruce.” This time, Allen pointed the gun at Bruce’s face. His blue eyes looked so cold in that instance that Asa believed Allen could tear Bruce’s head off without blinking his iceberg eyes.
              Asa’s nerves were on hyper drive—he was thinking at an incredible pace. 
              In that time, he came to the conclusion that if, in fact, Allen knew that Jen and Asa were hiding under the desk, Asa wouldn’t be able to tell. It seemed that Allen had no trace of a conscious, and so his facial expressions and mannerisms wouldn’t betray a plan to kill Asa and Jen after he was done with Bruce.
              Suddenly, a certain, terrible thought crossed Asa’s mind: He knows we’re under here. He’s going to kill Bruce, make an example of him, and then come interrogate us.
              What to do then? Leave? How? Asa didn’t see any other option but to sit at this point. He wondered if Jen had a plan.
              “Kill me,” Bruce whispered. For a moment, the fear disappeared from his face as he met Allen’s eyes. “I’d rather be dead than like you.”
              “Okay,” Allen said. He did not mind the insult in the lightest. He was behaving in a completely clinical way. He pressed the gun so hard up against Bruce’s chin that it drew his head back. “This is going to be your last question, Bruce.”
              “Wait!” Bruce said. “I have a question for you.”
              Allen looked mildly interested. “Go on.”
              “What happens to me if I cooperate?”
              Allen smiled. “I see. You are quite the strategist, aren’t you, Bruce? You seem to see that…”
              CLICK
              Allen pointed the gun at Bruce’s foot and pulled the trigger. “Ooooh, you are one lucky son of a bitch! I’m out of bullets! I asked a question. I said, ‘You are quite the strategist, aren’t you, Bruce?”
              Bruce’s eyes were wide. “I am a strategist, I AM! I’m sorry for not answering!” He broke down and started crying again.
              “No reason to apologize, young Mr. Thurman. I’ll let that one go. How does that sound?”
              “Good! GREAT!”
              Allen smiled. “Excellent.” He took a handful of bullets out of his pocket and began to slide them into the clip as he spoke. “As I was saying. Being a strategist, you would like to know what your options are before I ask the next question. That’s smart. Very smart. I don’t know why you would cooperate if you saw no gain. Here’s the deal, Bruce. If you cooperate, I give you my word that I’ll let you go, without further harm. Now, of course, I could be lying, but you’re not really in a position to be choosy. And, of course, you might be wondering why letting you go would be a good option for us; it may not make sense to you why a group of Multipliers would let you go in this situation.”
              Allen returned the clip to the handgun and put a bullet in the chamber. “We are in a great position to let you go, Bruce. We don’t need you. We have plenty of Multipliers here to do what we intend to. And, I believe that if we let you go, you’ll be a good little boy and not tattle on us.”
              Bruce was nodding fervently.
              “Besides, if you did tell people that three Multipliers shot your foot off, or whatever you might tell them, it won’t matter. We have a mission that we will complete tomorrow night. The wheels are set in motion, and nothing will stop us now.”
              Asa suspected that Allen was lying about letting Bruce go, but there was no way to know. Something in Allen’s inflection made Asa believe that he would kill Bruce no matter what. But does Bruce sense that?
              “Is that pretty clear, Bruce?”
              Bruce nodded, and then his eyes moved over so quickly that Asa almost missed it. For just a flash, Asa believed that Bruce glanced over at the desk with regret in his eyes.
              He’s going to give us up, Asa thought.
              Jen must have thought so too, because she squeezed Asa’s hand tighter.
              Ned licked his lips with a black tongue. His expression was now one of hunger, not one of pain. Rose was overcome with a fit of tremors. Her body was shaking in sporadic, repetitive motions and Asa wondered if she was experiencing some kind of overdose. Still, her eyes were locked on Bruce. She was dripping Salvaserum from her bloody mouth.
              “I’m going to give you three seconds for this question, Bruce. If you take more than three seconds to answer, I’m going to step aside and let Rose take over. If you decide you won’t answer, I’m going to step aside and let Rose take over. If you give me an answer that I don’t believe, I’m going to step aside and let Rose take over. If, though, you give me something that satisfies me, I’ll get up and leave. I hope that’s clear.”
              “Very clear.”
              “Good. Here’s the question: Where is Asa Palmer?”
              Asa felt his throat tighten. Even from across the room, he could see beads of sweat on Bruce’s forehead. In light of the question, Asa was beginning to wonder if Allen was being honest in his intentions; Maybe he doesn’t know I’m under here—maybe he will really let Bruce go.
              Jen was squeezing Asa’s hand so hard that his fingers were turning numb.
              Once again, Bruce’s eyes betrayed him. He looked right at the desk with an expression of worry and regret. Asa thought that the emotion those eyes conveyed was, I’m sorry about this. Asa realized that he wouldn’t hold it against Bruce if he revealed where he and Jen were hiding. He has Roxanne to worry about. And he’s going to be a graduate next semester if he lives through this. He has so much to look forward to. And if he lies, it will all be over.
              A rolling nausea crept into Asa’s abdomen as he thought about what it would be like to tell Roxanne about Bruce being killed. He couldn’t imagine the hurt on her face—he couldn’t imagine seeing the tears. At that moment, he wanted Bruce to give them up—he didn’t want anyone else to die on his behalf.
              Bruce inhaled before answering.
              “Go to hell,” he said, and than he spat on Allen’s face.
              Allen’s lips curled up in anger; this was the first hint of emotion he had shown during the entire encounter. He wiped Bruce’s saliva off and stood up. Rose was dancing on her feet with excitement. “Very well,” Allen said. “Do what you want, Rose.”
              Asa closed his eyes; he couldn’t watch. He heard Bruce scream one last time, and he heard Rose growl from her chest. There were sounds like a struggle, and then what sounded like leather being torn apart. These noises went on for twenty seconds. After that, Asa never heard Bruce’s voice again, and there were just the repetitive ripping sounds.
              Slow tears rolled down Asa’s face.
              Asa sat there for a long time, listening to Rose tear hungrily at Bruce’s dead body. There were sounds like a dog lapping up water—he believed this to be Rose drinking Bruce’s running blood.
              The grotesque noises stopped, and Asa opened his eyes. Rose got to her feet, still trembling. “Thank you, Allen.”
              Allen smiled. “It was a pleasure watching you work.”
              Asa tried to not look at Bruce, but couldn’t help it. His body had slid five feet over, and there was a line of blood on the floor where it had been dragged. The body was mutilated. Rose had taken off most of the skin on his face, and torn open his abdomen so that his small and large intestines were exposed.
              Ned stood up. He was still dripping blood, but he looked much better. Multipliers heal remarkably fast. “I think that I can walk now, if you want to go, boss,” he said.
              “Wait,” Allen said. He looked around the room, and a chill went up Asa’s spine. “There is one more thing.” Allen stepped over Bruce’s carcass and took steps towards the desk. Asa had to use every ounce of willpower he had not to cry out—to scream in horror. Allen was four steps away, three steps, two steps—his black shoes that had been shined so well were speckled with Bruce’s blood.
              Allen was now standing right in front of the desk. Asa looked up. He heard Allen’s fingers come to rest on the top of the wood. There was a scraping sound.
              He’s going to tear the desk away from the wall.
              But then, he was leaving. He began to walk back towards the exit. There was now something in his hand. “I want to take this notebook,” he told Rose and Ned. “I don’t know what good it will do, but there might be some things of interest to the Hive within.”
              Then he walked out.
              Rose followed, weaving to the right and left as she drunkenly exited the room.
              Ned was the last one out. He was clutching his bullet wound, which was still dripping blood. He reached up, flicked the lights off, and then followed Allen and Rose out of the Lab. 
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              All was quiet and dark underneath the desk. Asa’s ears were buzzing. Jen was as still as a statue beside him.
              Out in the foyer, there were odd, stretching shadows; the moon had come up while the Multipliers were in the classroom, and was shining blue-silver light into the windows. Asa could see Bruce, lying dead. But thank God the lights are off, he thought. Bruce’s corpse was reduced to a heap of shadows in the dim light.
              Asa and Jen sat still for twenty seconds after Ned turned the light off. In that time, Asa wondered if they were actually gone, or just waiting in the foyer for them to come out. He wasn’t convinced that Allen didn’t suspect that someone else was hiding in the classroom.
              Asa would have waited for hours before getting out of the desk, but shortly after the Multipliers left, Jen broke out into gasping, hysteric sobs. “Bruce,” she said. She shoved the desk away from the wall, and it collapsed to the floor.
              “Jen!” Asa whispered. His eyes took in the foyer. If the Multipliers were anywhere close, they would have heard the noise. “Come back here! What are you doing?”
              Jen wasn’t listening to him. He heard the bottom of her shoes sucking in puddles of blood and Salvaserum as she made her way across the classroom. She flicked on the lights and then got on her knees beside Bruce’s grotesque body. She cradled his head, and wept.
              Asa covered his mouth and leaned his back against the wall. He was scared the Multipliers would return. He was revolted by Bruce’s figure, and wondered how Jen was able to cradle his skull without disgust. She had blood all over her shirt now, her hands, and her knees. Her face was inches away from Bruce’s, and her tears fell on his exposed tendons and muscles.
              “My God, Bruce,” she wept. She bent down, and kissed a spot on his hair that wasn’t bloody. She closed Bruce’s eyes, sat his head gently down on the concrete, and stood up. “We need to go,” she said. She looked frazzled, and her eyes were red with tears.
              “Go where?”
              Jen sniffed and looked at Asa as though confused that he didn’t already know. “We’ve got to follow them.”
              “The Multipliers?”
              Jen nodded.
              “That’s crazy.” Asa felt sick. He was so disturbed by what he had just seen the Multipliers do that he felt like he might never be normal again. The last thing that he wanted to do was follow them—to have more experiences with these Multipliers.
              Jen scowled through tears, and pointed a finger at Asa. “You should come. You said that you wanted to learn more about these guys, and here is our chance. Ned is still dripping blood; we could follow them to their base; he’ll leave a trail. I don’t know about you, but I want to get back at these bastards for killing Bruce. I’m doing this, Palmer.” She turned on her heels and began to stride out the room.
              Asa stood there for a moment, thinking of what to say. He stammered, and then called to her weakly. “Jen…” He didn’t have much time to think, though, and his brain wasn’t working as well as usual. He looked over at Bruce’s carcass—they were the only ones in the room—and shuddered. He heard his feet on the bloody floor, and felt himself turn off the lights as he moved into the foyer. He followed Jen, but it was strange—he felt distant from himself, numb.
              Asa would never have followed Jen if he had been in a better mental state. But he wasn’t. He could not compute how bad of a decision following her was.
               As Asa came out of the Lab, he saw Jen running ahead of him in the moonlight. It was easy for Asa catch up, because he had received more strength mutations than Jen.
              There was a light breeze in the air. Streetlights from Town twinkled off the gently shifting water of the Moat, which was to Asa’s back. After a few minutes of running, Asa realized that he and Jen were headed through the Arctic jungle to the backside of Fishie Mountain. He had never been there before.
              The Multipliers were easy to follow. They were fast, but they couldn’t fly, and so they left footprints in the snow and the dirt. Even more noticeable was the trail of blood that followed behind them. Allen, Rose, and Ned were all bloody, and Ned was still bleeding.
              Asa and Jen moved on foot through the darkest places in the jungle. The canopy was so thick that the moon only shone through in trickles the size of silver coins that littered the ground. They moved deeper, jumping over logs and ducking under hanging vines, but Asa’s mind was elsewhere.
              He was thinking about what to do next. In his mind, he could see Allen sitting on top of Bruce. He could hear his rumbling voice as he said, “We have a mission that we will complete tomorrow night. The wheels are set in motion, and nothing will stop us now.” 
              Asa’s breath came out white in the cold.
              So it’s true, he thought. They are planning on attacking the Academy tomorrow, just like Carmen the Multiplier Hunter had said. We have one more day of safety, and then tens of thousands of Multipliers are going to swarm over the Academy, killing and Multiplying every human they can.
              There were two events planned for tomorrow—the Winggame Championship, and the dance. Asa looked up ahead and saw his date dodge a tree in the dark jungle—she was still covered in blood.
Asa saw advantages in the Multipliers attacking during the events tomorrow. In both instances, the majority of the Academy would be gathered in one place; an attack at either the championship or the dance would be devastating.
              Asa longed for a way out of this situation. He understood Boom Boom’s point about the best decision being to stay at the Academy and fighting to the death, trying to inflict as much damage as possible on the Multipliers. But I don’t want to die, he thought. If he had his way, it would be the Multipliers who would perish.
              He thought about the resources at his disposal, and wished that he commanded some kind of army that could drive through the jungle and take out the Multipliers. He wished that there were some kind of way he could get Robert King to understand the danger the Academy was in. He longed to stumble across a solution to the problem that he had had all along, but hadn’t yet noticed.
              A similar thing had happened earlier in the semester.
He thought of how wonderful it had been when Teddy had figured out how to shoot the target with the spear gun in Flying Class. It had been a problem that bothered him for months, and yet the solution had been right above him all semester in the clock.
              His face brightened slightly as he thought back to that time, and he instantly knew what he must do. He should go to Teddy and speak with him, right after he and Jen were through with spying on the Multipliers.
If you ever do get out of here, a voice in Asa’s head mocked. You barely got out of the classroom—and you had planned on going there. You were hidden hours before the Multipliers arrived, and they still caught one of you. How can you expect to go onto their turf and get out alive? They could have spies out. Asa looked around and the voice continued in a husky whisper: there could be someone watching you right now.
Asa brushed the voice away and thought back to Teddy.
Teddy had advised that Asa change tones in Flying Class, and had figured out that the invisible barriers to the target were in sync with the clock. He was a genius. He had shown time after time that he was able to think of things that other people weren’t.
And I know right where to find him.
Asa was mildly concerned, however, that Teddy might give bad information. He knew that Teddy was his friend, but he was also a Multiplier. He considered how irrationally angry the Multipliers could become, and thought that he should proceed with caution; Multipliers can be dangerous.
Asa and Jen crested a grassy hill and were now on the backside of Fishie Mountain. He had forgotten how incredibly high up the Academy rested in between the mountains. Silver clouds loomed in the distant over frozen marshes, and he could see for miles over the moonlit landscape. It was beautiful. Asa still didn’t know exactly where in the world he was. The only true indication of the Academy’s whereabouts he had was the temperature—they were either very far North or very far South.
As Asa looked out on the land, he wondered how Stan was doing—if he and Janice had been able to successfully leave the Academy or if they had died in some way. He wondered where they would go, if they did make it. What is beyond the long plains on all sides of the mountains? What language do the nearest people speak? How far away is the Academy from the closest human civilization?

There is no time to think of this now, Asa thought. I have to concentrate at what’s at hand.
              As they ran, Asa wondered what they would find if they were able to successfully follow the Multipliers. Where are Ned, Rose, and Allen returning to? Have they taken over a group of abandoned buildings on the backside of Fishie Mountain? How are they staying hidden? Asa found it hard to imagine thousands and thousands of Multipliers hiding on Academy grounds.
              But they must be doing it.
              The blood on the ground was becoming more and more sparse as they began to move down the decline on the rocky slope. Every few yards, there were red droplets, but the volume had lessened significantly since they left the Lab. This was predictable; Multipliers heal quickly.
              Asa followed Jen. Out of the two of them, he knew that she was the keenest; she had a knack for noticing things that others didn’t. For instance, earlier in the semester, she had found out how to infiltrate Robert King’s office by first noticing the door to the raccoon’s living quarters, and then by realizing that they must clean his office.
              They continued down the mountain, and the experience reminded Asa of following Jen through a maze of raccoon dwellings, and over an enormous aquarium to Robert King’s office. He felt very similar to how he had that day, except now he was much more nervous.
They passed a waterfall far on their left, and then began to backtrack and pace over towards the sound of rushing water. Asa could no longer see the blood or footprints, but he trusted Jen. They climbed lower and lower, and Asa wondered how close they were to the Multipliers’ lair. The earth grew rocky, and they were close enough to the waterfall now for the humidity to have increased. They came to the shoreline of a river. They were twenty yards downstream from the waterfall, which was wide, but only fell five stories.
“The trail ends here,” Jen turned and whispered to Asa. He could tell by how quietly she spoke that she believed they were close.
She crouched behind a large boulder and Asa followed her lead, not being sure what she saw. Crickets chirped away in the freezing air; Asa knew that the crickets had to be mutated to thrive in such an environment.
“What are we doing?” Asa whispered.
Jen didn’t answer, but reached her hand up and put it over Asa’s mouth to tell him to hush. Her eyes were wide, and she peaked around the boulder. Asa did the same.
A harsh, high-pitched noise broke out in the air. Asa looked around to find the source, and then saw Joney—one of the Multipliers he had seen killing Davids at the beginning of the semester. He was standing on the same shoreline as Asa and Jen. He wore boxer shorts and a flannel—no pants—and flip-flops. He was dripping wet, as though he had just swum out of the river. The high-pitched noise was coming from his pursed lips; he was whistling.
In one hand, he held a bottle that sloshed with coppery liquid. He picked it up to his mouth, spilled some over his shirt, and then drank heavily.
Do all the Multipliers from the Hive use alcohol and drugs? Asa wondered.
He and Jen stayed silent as Joney chugged down half the bottle, turned, and threw it with amazing velocity into the arctic jungle. It went so far that Asa never heard it crash.
Jen turned to Asa and smiled, as though to say, I told you this trip would be worthwhile; we found their hideout.
Asa didn’t return the smile. He wasn’t sure that celebrating would be appropriate until they got out of there alive.
Jen pulled herself close to Asa and whispered softly into his ear: “He came out of the waterfall.”
At first, Asa didn’t know what to make of this. He looked blankly at Jen, and then she pointed. Asa moved his body so that he once again could view the sheet of thick, falling water, and saw something he hadn’t seen before.
Lights on the other side of the falling water.
Asa couldn’t exactly make out what kind of lights they were; they could have been from a fire, or a light bulb, but he could see lights. “There must be a cavern on the other side of the waterfall,” he whispered.  
Jen nodded, and then put up her finger to hush him. 
So this is where they are hiding, Asa thought. He wondered if this was the Multiplier’s only lair, or if they had many. He guessed that they would all want to stay in one place, but was having a hard time imagining the cave behind the waterfall being big enough to hold a few thousand Multipliers. 
Joney was now leaving the bank and walking into the jungle. 
“Let’s leave while we can,” Jen whispered. Asa had no problem with that; they had seen where the Multipliers were hiding out, and so he saw no need to stay one second longer.
They crouched low as they moved through the woods. They were forty yards in when Asa heard Rose’s slurred voice yell out in their direction.
“HEY!”
Asa and Jen crouched where they were, directly between two bushes. There was no point in running; Multipliers were too fast. Asa hoped that Rose was still drunk, and even if she had seen them, she would forget about them.
This hope was short lived. Asa heard Rose’s footsteps approaching them. There was another pair of footsteps too, coming from the opposite end. Asa saw through the leaves that it was Joney.
But neither Rose nor Joney was looking at the bushes. They were looking at each other.
“How ya doin’, Rosey. ‘is good to see yuh. I heard that the students weren’t in the classroom like ya thought. Real bummer, it is.”
Rose nodded. She was smoking another cigarette, and passed it over to Joney, who took a drag. Rose was still covered in blood, but wasn’t wet, like Joney. “It was a real, real downer if you ask me.” Her face lit up. “But we did get to kill one of the students. I ripped his throat out with me teeth. You should’ve been there, Joney.”
Joney nodded, exhaled and passed back the cigarette. “Good for you! I’ve been telling Allen that you needed to see some action. I think it heartens you—there’s somethin’ to be said for self control, but there’s also somethin’ to be said for sinkin’ your teeth into a human e’ry once in a while, right?”
Rose was smiling back at Joney. Asa wondered if they were romantically involved. “Right.” She took a drag. “So, did you hear back from the little one on the radio? Ned thinks he’s legit…I don’t know. I just don’t know if I can trust him. There’s the whole blood thing…. I don’t know.”
“No,” Joney said. “Little bugger didn’t check in tonight. But you know that he doesn’t want to blow his cover.” Joney looked around, as though to see if anyone was listening. He didn’t see either Jen or Asa. “Come out here with me, Rosey. Let’s go a little deeper into the jungle. I want to have a chat.”
“I’d love to.”
Asa and Jen watched them walk. They stayed still a long time before moving out of the bush’s cover. It was Asa this time who encouraged them to move.  
 
 
 
 
33
Deception
 
 
              An hour later, Asa and Jen had retraced their steps and gone back to the Academy-side of the mountain.
The steaming water lapped up against the shore. Asa crouched beside the Moat. He dipped his cupped hands in the water and splashed it over his face. He gasped, but that was what he wanted. He desired to feel something. After being so terrified for so long, he felt numb and apathetic.
              He knew that Teddy was locked up, and that he could not get out of his jail cell, but still, Asa wanted to be mentally sharp before going and speaking with him.
              He looked up at the moon and couldn’t believe that earlier in the day, Stan had come to visit him and told him about Allen’s planned attack. To Asa, that felt like years ago. He dipped his hands in the Moat, and splashed more water on his face.
              He was alone. He and Jen had moved back through the jungle together, and then she had turned and told him that she was going to bed. Asa looked at her bloody suit, hands, and thighs, and asked if she should clean up before going to the female Fishie dormitory. 
              “It’ll be fine,” she said. “I’ll fly in through the tower. It’ll be dark enough that no one will notice. If someone does notice, I’ll tell them that I was out hunting.”
              She smiled, and met Asa’s eyes with a peculiar look. She was exhausted, and Asa had sympathy for her. But there was something else in that look. Admiration, maybe? There was something unwavering in her eyes; there was a certain feeling that he got when he glanced down at her slightly opened mouth. Asa believed that she wanted him to kiss her then, before they left.
              “Be safe,” Asa said, shortly. “And I’ll see you tomorrow.”
              Jen nodded, and the corners of her mouth tugged downward for a moment. “You too, Palmer.” Then, her wings shot out and she took off.
              Asa splashed more water on his face. “Wake up,” he said to himself. He felt that he couldn’t think. He felt like he wasn’t smart enough to find a solution to all the problems he was facing.
              Without warning, Asa began to cry, alone, by the waterline.
              It was all of it, he supposed. Things were just piling up, one after another. There was, of course, the biggest concern—which was the upcoming Multiplier attack on the Academy. But there were other things, too. Like, considering how he would explain to Roxanne that Bruce had been killed in front of their eyes. Or, worrying about Stan, and Janice. Then there was Charlotte—Asa did not know if she was dead or not. Did she make it back from her run?
              “STOP CRYING!” Asa said to himself loud enough to make crows take flight in nearby trees. He looked around, wide-eyed. I’m going crazy, he thought with a little chuckle. All the stress is making me lose it. You’re talking to yourself. Get it together, Asa!
              He stood, wiped the tears away with the heel of his hand, and began to trudge up the dirt path towards Conway’s cabin. He felt disturbed and upset. He wished that he could go back to feeing numb.
              When he reached the door, he borrowed the key Conway kept atop the doorjamb and let himself inside.
              Ozzie roared ferociously, and came tearing over the living room toward Asa, teeth exposed.
              “It’s me, Ozzie. Hush.”
              The polar bear’s grimace was gone in a flash, and Ozzie wagged his little white tail. He wiggled up to Asa, whining with his ears back, begging to be greeted.
              “You and me have come a long way, friend,” Asa whispered to Ozzie as he scratched behind the polar bear’s ears. The living room was dark and quiet, except for the dozens of clocks ticking away on the wall. Asa guessed that Conway was away on some mission. Otherwise, he would have come out to see who had entered.
              Asa wondered what it would be like, being a graduate. He wondered what kinds of things the Academy sent them out to do. He imagined that some of it must actually be humanitarian work, otherwise, why would Conway and McCoy and all the other graduates stay?
              “Asa? Everything okay?” Mama croaked from her bed in a room off the back hallway. Her hearing was so good that she would have known it was Asa by his footsteps, even if he hadn’t spoken to Ozzie.
              “Yes, ma’am,” he said to her. “I’m sorry to wake you. I know it’s late. I just wanted to go see how Teddy was doing.”
              “No problem. Go right ahead. He’s still up. It sounds like he’s talking to himself down there. He’s whispering. I can’t make out what he’s saying.”
              “Okay, goodnight, Mama.”
              “Yes, dear, goodnight.”
              Asa moved towards the basement, and couldn’t hear a thing. Once again, Mama’s hearing amazed him. He hoped that Teddy was mentally well. Talking to himself didn’t sound good. Asa sometimes worried about Teddy, being locked inside a cell all that time.
              I just got done screaming at myself, Asa remembered.
              Ozzie crawled back into Mama’s bedroom and Asa opened the door to the basement. The door was well oiled, and didn’t make a sound. Asa crept down the steps, and it wasn’t until he was four or five steps from the floor that he was able to hear what Mama could from her bedroom—Teddy’s hushed voice.
              Asa peaked around the basement wall, and looked past Conway’s workout equipment to Teddy. He was hunched over some red and white contraption, whispering hurriedly. There was a quiet metallic voice talking from the machine. Teddy looked angry.
              Teddy looked up, saw Asa, and blushed. He turned something on the small, red and white device, and then classical music began to play instead of the voice.
              “Hello, Asa!” Teddy said, getting to his feet.
              Asa moved across the room and sat down on the bench press. Closer now, Asa could see that the small machine that Teddy had been talking into was made out of coke cans. “What is that?” Asa asked.
              Teddy turned red and smiled nervously, showing his black gums. “It’s a radio.”
              “Oh yeah?” Asa said. “I forgot you said that you were going to make one. That’s impressive.”
              Teddy nodded. “Thanks. It still can’t get very loud, but I’m able to get some AM stations.”
              “Teddy, were you talking into the radio?”
              A small chill went up Asa’s spine as he remembered something that Rose had said to Joney out in the jungle. “So, did you hear back from the little one on the radio?”
              Teddy waved a hand. “Yeah. But it’s stupid. I like to listen to talk radio, and well—this is embarrassing—I like to talk back to it. I don’t get many visitors here. It’s no one’s fault, just a bad situation. But I like to sometimes pretend like I’m arguing with them.”
              Asa looked at the little box again, and wondered if Teddy was somehow communicating with other Multipliers. He decided against it. How would Teddy even know that they had a radio? And, he probably does get bored down here—he needed a radio—it makes sense that he was talking to it. And he does look embarrassed. He’s not talking to Multipliers, that’s crazy.
              Teddy spoke and it jostled Asa out of his thoughts; “Are you okay, Asa? Has something happened tonight?”
              Asa sighed, and completely forgot about Teddy’s radio for a time. All his energy went to thinking about the events that had happened since he had spoken with Stan. “Yeah,” Asa said. He frowned. “Something has happened. A lot of things, actually.  And, I kind of came down here to see if you would be willing to help me sort through everything. I need advice, Teddy.”
              Teddy leaned forward so that two thick, vertical bars framed his face. “I’m here for you, Asa. Tell me what happened.”
              So, Asa began to tell the stories. Teddy was a great listener. He nodded along, and asked questions and made comments indicating that he sympathized with Asa, and also really wanted to understand. Asa thought, even though he’s a Multiplier now, he’s still my friend. At that time, he was thankful that Conway had allowed Asa to keep him. Teddy was genuinely shocked to hear that Stan had met up with Asa and expressed that Multipliers had been interrogating him. Asa told Teddy about what Allen said about attacking the next day. When Teddy heard that Bruce had been killed, he whispered: “I’m so sorry.” The thing that Teddy seemed most interested in was the lair behind the waterfall. He asked questions about the kinds of rocks surrounding the waterfall, asked Asa to estimate the exact height, and asked Asa how thick the falling water was—“Do you think it was more than two feet thick?” Asa couldn’t remember. He recollected most of the entire story just how it had happened to Teddy. He forgot the thing that Rose said about a radio conversation for the time, and he was so wrapped up in his conversation with Teddy that he even forgot about the aluminum radio on the floor.  
              When Asa was done speaking, Teddy asked: “So what do you want to do about these things?”
              Asa ran a hand threw his hair. “I don’t know!”
              Teddy put up his hands patiently. “Let’s start on the most basic level—do you want to stay at the Academy, or do you think that you should run away.”
              “We’ve already talked about this, Teddy, I’m not leaving the Academy.”
              “Okay, okay,” Teddy said. “No reason to get worked up, I just want to walk through the options here.” He smiled, showing his black gums. “I think it’s good to talk about your reasoning for things; it helps more than you think. I know that you’ve already been through this with me, but could you re-explain why you want to stay at the Academy?”
              Asa was frustrated, but he also saw that Teddy was trying to help. “Sure. Boom Boom was the one who came up with this argument, but I agree with it. I’m afraid that if I leave the mountains, that I’ll be no safer than if I stay here. I think that if I leave, they’ll attack, take over the Academy, and then the world. They’d change me or kill me no matter what. But if I stay and fight, I might be able to kill a few of them. Who knows, if there are enough students and graduates here when they attack, we might even win.”
              Teddy looked up at the ceiling as he thought about this. His pupils were now completely back to a normal size. The giant gash on the left side of his face had healed into hard, plastic-like scar tissue, but at least you couldn’t see his teeth anymore when his mouth was closed. Asa recollected that this was their first conversation in which Teddy hadn’t asked Asa to go back to his dwelling and retrieve some of the drug, Vipocrit, for him. “Just so I know that I’m understanding you—what you’re saying is that no matter what you do, you’re probably going to get bitten or be killed, so you would rather have one of those things happen to you while defending the Academy?”
              “Yes.”
              Teddy smiled. “Now we’re getting somewhere. I agree with you. I think that that plan makes sense. And I think that I have an idea.”
              “You do? Great!” Asa knew that coming and talking to Teddy was a good idea. “What is it?”
              “Before I tell you, I want you to remember that you said that you wanted to stay and fight—you think that you’re going to die or get bitten no matter what.”
              “Okay.”
              Teddy paused a beat. “I think that you should go and try to blow up the Multiplier’s lair.”
              “What? How?”
              “With the bombs that Mike Plode made. You said that they’re in Viola’s dwelling, right?”
              “You want me to sneak over to their waterfall tonight, and try to lay bombs down in an area that is potentially housing tens of thousands of Multipliers?”
              Teddy smiled. “Well, not tonight, but yes. If you really want to fight these guys, you’ve got to find a better way of fighting them than hand-to-hand. You saw what happened to Bruce. You know how much stronger they are than you.”
              “You’re right,” Asa said.
              “Listen, I can’t be for sure, because I didn’t see the waterfall, but I think that there is a chance that you could make the whole cave behind it collapse, and kill a bunch of them. You said that the waterfall was really wide—I bet that the cave behind it is too. Think of the mouth of the cave like a giant doorjamb. Each piece of rock that layers the outside is holding up thousands of pounds of rock and water. If you were able to place five or six of Boom Boom’s bombs along one of the side walls on the mouth of the cave, I think that the whole thing could implode.”
              Asa thought about this. It didn’t seem intuitive, but then again, Teddy was much better at physics than he was. “But what if they catch me?” he asked.
              Teddy raised his eyebrows—the expression made the inelastic scar tissue on his left cheek lift up dramatically. “If they catch you, you’re going to either be bitten or killed. But, that’s already going to happen, isn’t it. This way, you would go down swinging. If you go and try to drop the bombs, you can know that you at least tried your best.”
              “Should anyone come with me, do you think?”
              Teddy shrugged. “It’s up to you. I don’t think that it matters.”
              Asa shook his head. “No. It only takes one person to place the bombs. I don’t want to endanger anyone else. But why shouldn’t I go tonight?”
              Teddy chuckled: “Have you looked in a mirror, Asa? You’re exhausted! No offense, but I’ve never seen you look so worn out.”
              Asa thought back to when he splashed himself with the water in the Moat, and felt so incredibly numb. He still wasn’t thinking as well as usual. His whole body felt heavy and sluggish; he couldn’t imagine taking another trip out through the arctic jungle to the Multiplier’s lair.
              Teddy met Asa’s eyes. “Go get some rest. That’s what you need to do. Then, you need to play your heart out during the Winggame Championship. I don’t think that the Multipliers are going to attack then. All the students will be there, sure, but they can all fly, and the match will be outside. I think that they’ll attack sometime at the dance. There will be alcohol there, right?”
              “That’s what I heard.”
              Teddy looked sick with worry. “They’ll attack three or four hours after the dance starts, I’m sure of it. That way, everyone will be under one roof, and a large majority of the students and graduates will be intoxicated.”
              Asa brought his hand to his mouth. “I think that you’re right.”



              “It’ll be a perfect scenario for them to attack.”
              Asa wondered if Robert King had any idea of what was about to unfold. He suddenly felt cold. He thought about Jen, and the fact that he would leave her at the dance tomorrow to go try and make a cave collapse on ten thousand Multipliers. He looked at Teddy’s gums, which were black, and imagined feeling hot Salvaserum drip onto his neck as yawning jaws came down to bite him…
              “ASA!”
              Asa jumped. “What?”
              “You completely just zoned out on me. I think that you need to go to bed. You’re so exhausted.”
              Asa looked at the radio again, and then back at Teddy. Can I trust him? Asa thought that he could. He stood, and put out his hand to shake. Teddy took it gently, and pulled him in for a hug. They put their arms through the bars and hugged each other. Teddy could have bitten Asa, but he didn’t.
              “I really appreciate you listening to me,” Asa said.
              “I’m so proud of you for being so brave,” Teddy said.
              “I might die tomorrow. I want you to know that you’re my best friend and I love you.”
              “I love you too.”
              Asa left shortly after that. He shut the door to Mama’s dwelling behind him and flew up to Viola’s. As his wings flapped in the cool night air, he thought that he had made a good decision in talking to Teddy. Now, he felt much better about what had happened with Bruce. He wasn’t able to bring Bruce back from the dead—that was impossible—but he could get revenge.  
 
 
 
 
 
              34              
The Last Team Meeting
 
 
              The remaining seven members of the Sharks sat for the last time in the damp, concrete, underground room that the teams could use before a match. The players were suited up in their blue and green Winggame uniforms. Outside, the crowd was deafening. Hard rock music was playing from enormous, floating speakers above the water, and students and faculty alike were cheering, screaming, and stomping their feet on the metal bleachers.
              The Sharks met before this in Viola’s dwelling to discuss what had happened last night. Bruce, being dead, hadn’t been there. Asa thought that Roxanne must have suspected the news before she received it. She had entered Viola’s dwelling very pale, and obsessively kept looking across the table, as though thinking she must have just missed Bruce. She sat still as Jen told the story of what had happened. When Jen got to the part where Allen found Bruce in the restraining closet, Roxanne began to breath heavily with her fist pushed up against her mouth. Her eyes turned red as Jen recounted the interrogation. In the end, Jen simply said, “he was killed,” and left out the gruesome details. Hot tears slid down Roxanne’s cheeks, but she did not scream or cry out, or have any loud output of emotions.
              Looking at Roxanne now, in the damp, cold meeting room, Asa came to the conclusion that she must feel like Asa had felt last night—numb. She wasn’t making eye contact with anyone. Her eyes were puffy and red, but no tears came.
              Asa felt incredibly guilty.
              I can’t bring Bruce back, but I can try to get revenge.
              Asa hadn’t told anyone about his meeting with Teddy, the plan with the bombs, or about Teddy talking into his Coke can radio. Asa had decided not to let anyone know that he intended to place bombs around the waterfall that night, because he wanted to do it alone. He saw no use in anyone coming with him. Looking at Roxanne, he thought that he might go insane if he was responsible for the death of another person today.
              When he awoke, he had initially thought of Teddy’s radio, and wondered for a moment if he had been using it to communicate with the Multipliers. For the second time, Asa decided that the thought was absurd. He hugged me! Why wouldn’t he have bitten me if he were planning something against me? Not wanting to give anyone false suspicions, Asa also decided to keep this part of the conversation to himself.
              “What play are we going to run?” Lilly Bloodroot asked.
              Instinctively, Asa looked at Roxanne, and saw that new tears had emerged from her eyes. Bruce had always been the one to pick the plays. Asa knew from experience that little memories sometimes exacerbated the sense of loss more than anything else. After the Wolf Flu took his mother, he would sometimes sit in her old Volvo, inhale her aroma, and cry by himself in the garage.
              No one answered Lilly’s question. The Sharks weren’t really sure who should take charge now that Bruce was gone.
              The Sharks had lower moral than ever before. There was a sulky mood in the air. The cheers from outside seemed to taunt them. The Wolves, with twenty-five players and being undefeated, seemed like an impossible opponent for the Sharks to overcome. Even if Bruce, Stan, and Janice were still on the team, the odds would not have been in their favor. Without them, winning seemed unimaginable to Asa.
              He felt apathetic about the prospect. It was hard to care about winning with all that had happened since Stan had visited Viola’s and told Asa about Allen and the other Multipliers. A dark thought crossed Asa’s mind: If the Academy doesn’t catch Stan and Janice, I bet that the Hive will go after them. They’ve already broken Stan’s arm. They’ll probably kill him if they ever get their hands on him.
              Mike Plode broke the silence, but he did not answer Lilly’s question. “I think that they will attack two weeks from now, when the semester is really over. I know that it’s over for some students after today, but the Fishies are still working on their Blood Canaries.”
              Asa looked over at Jen. She put her head down at the table, and didn’t seem to be paying attention.
              Asa recalled what Jen had said when she recounted what had happened the night before. He realized that she had left out the part where Allen said that they would attack today. Asa was thankful for this. He didn’t want any of his teammates to know; otherwise, they might not go to the dance, and they might keep a closer eye on him. Asa wanted to go set the bombs privately. He didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.
              “I think you’re right,” Asa lied. “They’re not going to try and attack us outside during Winggame, for sure, because everyone would just fly off. The Multipliers are strong, but they cannot fly.” He felt slightly guilty for using Teddy’s point, and also for misrepresenting his beliefs. He looked over at Jen and was again thankful that she seemed to not be paying attention.
              Viola added: “And I hear that a lot of people aren’t going to the dance.”
              Asa didn’t know this.
              Roxanne looked up suddenly and spoke through tears. She hadn’t been listening to the conversation, and changed the subject. “Do you think that we should go get Bruce’s body after this? We don’t want anyone to find it. Won’t they be suspicious of us if the Academy finds the body?”
              Mike Plode cleared his throat. “They’ll already be suspicious of us, Roxy. And, not to be crass, but I bet that his body isn’t there anymore. Did you shut the door before you left, Palmer?”
              Asa took a second, trying to remember. “No. I didn’t.”
              “The monkeys probably took it,” Boom Boom said.
              “Oh,” Roxanne replied in a monotone voice.
              The rock music outside was vibrating the ground and the walls around them.
              Jen ran a hand through her hair and sat up. “Do you think that there are other Multiplier Hunters, like Carmen?” She brought the issue up randomly.
              “I guess,” Asa said.
              Jen furrowed her brow. “Well, if they know that there is going to be a Multiplier attack, maybe they’re planning on doing something about it.”
              “Like what?” Asa asked.
              “I don’t know. Maybe they have set up some kind of defense,” Jen replied.
              Boom Boom interjected: “That would only be the case if there were enough of them for their presence to be a threat to the Hive. We have no indication as to how many Multiplier Hunters are out there. Carmen could be one of five in the world.”
              “Yeah, but what if she’s one of thousands?” Jen asked.
              Asa thought that they should be concentrating on the game. For starters, they were in a public facility, and the little room could be wire tapped. Secondly, they had absolutely no shot at winning if they didn’t start mentally preparing for the match.
              The metal door at the top of the stairwell opened, and the Sharks stopped talking. They heard footsteps, and a jingling noise as someone descended the stairway.
              A person Asa wouldn’t have guessed came out from behind the wall. It was Robert King. He was alone, except for Jamie, his pet chimpanzee, who was on a leash. Jamie was clearly a David. His head protruded upward much too far for him to not be mutated.
              Both Robert King and Jamie were dressed in a peculiar fashion.
              Jamie looked sharp. He wore crisp, khaki pants with a brown belt. The pants were clearly made to specifically fit Jamie’s chimp legs. Above the pants, he wore an ironed, button down white shirt; the top two buttons were left undone. This item also appeared to have been specifically made for Jamie. His arms were the size of a very tall man’s, but his torso was the size of a human child’s. Still, the shirt fit him in every aspect. Atop his unusually large head he wore a New York Yankees blue baseball cap. Asa wondered if Robert King let Jamie watch television. Perhaps he’s a fan of the Yankees? Or maybe he just likes Jay-Z?
              Robert King was dressed in a fashion unlike any Asa had seen him in before. The Boss typically wore plain jeans, boots, and a flannel of some kind. Today, he was dressed like a member of the secret service. He wore dark sunglasses, black shoes, black pants, a white shirt, and a black blazer. Peaking out from his suit on his left wrist he wore a gold watch. 
Jamie padded down the stairs beside Robert King on a diamond-encrusted leather leash. Robert King’s silver hair was impeccably neat. His face was closely shaved.
Asa didn’t know exactly what it was, but whenever Robert King entered a room, people couldn’t stop staring at him. Asa guessed that it might have been the fact that Robert King was the richest person on earth. Or maybe it was that Robert King could kill every student and face no consequences.
No, Asa corrected in his mind, thinking back to his father’s contract. He can’t kill me without consequences.
Asa wondered how Robert King felt about him. The Boss was a power hungry man, and yet, Asa and Charlotte held a certain influence over him, due to Edmund Palmer’s contract. Does that frustrate him? Asa wondered.
Robert King stopped on the third step from the floor and did not speak. The metal device that Jamie wore around his neck flashed a green light, and the David spoke in a metallic voice, “Mr. King would like to speak with Mr. Palmer.”
The Boss turned, still not having said a word, and he and Jamie ascended the stairs. Asa looked around the room at his teammates, not knowing what to do. “Go,” Jen urged him. She looked frightened. Asa got up from where he sat and clambered up the stairs.
Robert King led the way outside, and then down one of the Town’s cobble stone paths. Asa jogged to keep up. Robert King did not turn around to see if Asa was following.
The crowd was deafening from above the Moat’s water, as the spectators anxiously awaited the championship. They were stomping their feet a rock song with heavy bass. Asa could feel the noise in his chest.
Robert King turned off the pebbled road and walked up the stone stairs to one of the London-style stone buildings that characterized the Town. Jamie held the door for him and The Boss went inside. Asa came in a second later, wondering what Robert King could possibly want to speak with him in private for. He opened the door for himself and went inside.
Asa had never been into this building before. It looked like a newsroom, but a very tidy one. There were high ceilings, and the initial room was spacious with big windows looking out onto the Town. It was much warmer in here than outside. Robert King moved down the rows of hundreds of desks until he spotted a clean one that he found appropriate. He pulled the chair back, sat down, and motioned with his hand for Asa to sit across from him.
Jamie leapt on top of the desk, and stared at Asa, who was still wondering what this could be about.
Could it be about what happened last night? How would Robert King know that we went and spied on the Multipliers? Could he know that I know where they are hidden? Could it be possible that he has found out about Teddy?
Then an even scarier thought came into his mind: What would he do if he found out about Teddy? If he tells me that he killed Conway and Mama for housing a Multiplier, I’ll lose it; I’ll just lose it!
Asa’s hands were sweaty as he gripped the back of a leather chair and pushed it over so that it was facing Robert King. Like everything else in the Academy, the chair was luxurious; Asa guessed that in the pre-Wolf Flu world, the chair would have cost five hundred dollars. Now, there was no way to guess. Products were much more expensive now than ever.
Or at least they had been, Asa thought to himself, taking his seat. I’ve been in the Academy for a year now. The outside world could have changed dramatically.
Robert King took off his sunglasses and sat them down on the wooden table. His pupils were so dilated that the entire visible area of each eyeball, from eyelid to eyelid, was black. It was obvious that Robert King had just injected himself with a heavy dose of Vipocrit before coming here. The eyes reminded Asa of owl eyes, or insect eyes. The Boss’s eyeballs moved around in their sockets, but still, Asa could only see black. The only indication he had that they moved came from the way the light reflected off their glossy surfaces.
When Robert King spoke to Asa, his country accent was gone, just as it had been when Asa and Jen spied in on his office. Asa suspected that this was due to the Vipocrit, which made its users have increased muscle tension, as a side effect. The increased tension was something that Asa had seen in both Robert King and Teddy, after they injected. Robert King’s head jerked to the right. An accent from Southern U.S.A. was caused by a loose mouth, and since Robert King was unusually rigid, his accent was gone.
“Where is Stan Nuby?” The Boss asked Asa.
“Stan?” Asa asked.
Robert King’s mouth twitched. He nodded very slightly and then watched Asa with his enormous pupils.
Asa felt naked, vulnerable. He knew that while Robert King was high on Vipocrit he was thinking at an inhuman speed. Asa wouldn’t be able to mentally keep up. He wondered, What does Robert King know?
Asa responded: “I don’t know where he is. He didn’t show up this morning.”
“LIAR!” Jamie said from atop the desk, with the help of his electronic device. He showed his teeth to Asa.
“Hush, Jamie,” Robert King said. His expression relaxed as he looked at his primate. “Let daddy handle this.” He pet Jamie on the head, and Jamie cooed and then nibbled gently on The Boss’s fingers.
Robert King looked at Asa and then said something very unexpected. “Palmer, do you know what makes a god a god? There are three things.”
Asa cleared his throat. Why did he ask that? Asa had been brought up in a Southern Baptist town, and he had been exposed to the idea before. “I know that some people say it’s being all knowing, all powerful, and all good.” Asa thought back to spying in on Robert King’s meeting with Volkner, and recalled that Robert King had spoken with Volkner about similar subject matter. The Boss had said things that day that indicated he thought he might be a God.
Robert King spoke fast—it was a side effect of Vipocrit: “Very good, Palmer. Very good. Time for a harder question. Which of those, if any, do you think are the most superfluous to being called a God?”
Asa looked around the room at the desks and up at the industrial ceiling. Surely Robert King didn’t call me here to have a theological discussion, he thought. He answered, though. It had been something he thought about before. “I suppose all-loving would be the most superfluous. I don’t think that you have to be good to be a god. You just have to be powerful.”
The corners of Robert King’s mouth twitched. “What about all knowing?”
“What about it?”
His mouth twitched again. Asa thought that The Boss was getting slightly angry, but he didn’t know what the cause was. “Do you have to be all knowing to be a god?” The Boss asked, his voice raising.
What is this about? Asa wanted to scream. “I guess so,” was what he said.
Robert King looked up at Jamie for a moment, who was cleaning his feet with his tongue. “What if someone was very smart, and knew everything that he or she needed to?” Robert King asked. “Would that qualify?”
Asa was becoming very uncomfortable with this line of questioning. He answered in the way he sensed Robert King wanted him to. “Yes. I think that would qualify.”
Robert King sighed, as though relieved. “I have become functionally all knowing when it concerns the Academy, Palmer.”
Asa’s heart began to thud in his chest. Robert King paused for a moment, looking at Asa. He looked at Asa’s hair, his eyes, his mouth, and his body shape.
“You look just like your father,” Robert King said.
“I never met my father,” Asa responded.
Robert King cocked his head. “Don’t you think it’s odd that I know what your father looks like?”
Asa flushed red. He had been told that his father had helped create the Academy in Conway’s confidence. It was a secret. If Conway hadn’t divulged information, Asa would still think that his father had been a truck driver. Asa answered fast, trying not to get Conway in trouble. “Sir. I-I-I thought that you had information on everyone. You research the Academy candidates so well. I just assumed, I mean, I don’t know…I thought that maybe you had seen a picture of him or something?”
Robert King raised his eyebrows. “You don’t think that I’ve met your father?”
Asa’s face was hot with embarrassment and fear. “No.” Asa laughed. “My father didn’t know any billionaires.”
“I’m a trillionaire,” Robert King corrected.
“Oh. Yes, sir.”
Jamie lay across the desk on his back and Robert King stroked the long, fine hairs on the chimp’s belly, contemplating what to say next in his fast working, drugged brain. “I know that Stan met with you before leaving yesterday, Asa. Like I said, I have becoming functionally omniscient when it comes to the occurrences within these five mountains. I know a lot more than you think I do.”
It took a great effort for Asa to maintain a somewhat calm appearance. He felt like hyperventilating. He remembered the story Teddy told of Robert King killing everyone involved in making Vipocrit. He remembered how terrible Volkner had looked during the meeting with Robert King. He was emaciated and missing toes. Asa also remembered that he was looking at the man responsible for the Wolf Flu, an illness that had killed Asa’s mother and billions more.
I’m looking at the most deadly person in human history, Asa thought, and shuddered. 
He wondered what Robert King could mean by saying, I know a lot more than you think I do. There were a slew of things that Robert King could mean by that. He could know about Teddy, Asa thought. 
He could know that Conway, Mama and I have been hiding and feeding a Multiplier in Conway’s basement. The Boss would kill Mama and Conway for sure. There were strict ways in which the Academy was supposed to deal with a student who was bit by a Multiplier, and for good reason. Robert King did not want the crows to think that he had broken Edmund Palmer’s contract. Asa remembered how angry The Boss had become when he spoke with Volkner. He had spoken to Volkner about the internet video of Robert King’s clone being killed because of what the crows released. That must have been terrifying for The Boss. He must have realized that it could have easily been himself that was shot.
But surely Robert King would have done something by now, had he figured out about Teddy, Asa thought.
He then wondered if Robert King was aware that he and Jen had spied in on him while he was meeting with Volkner in his office. He could have cameras up. He has enough money that he could pay thousands of people to monitor cameras all day long.
Asa met Robert King’s stare as steadily as possible. He hoped that The Boss was bluffing. Surely he can’t know everything, Asa thought.
But he does know about Stan meeting with you, Asa reminded himself. And he knows about Stan leaving. Asa wanted to groan. He was almost positive that Stan was dead.
Robert King went on: “For reasons that don’t concern you, but that I believe you may be aware of, I cannot offer you an unfair disadvantage when it comes to this institute.” He stiffened, and Asa thought that he was imagining his clone being killed. The crows had written out a pre-recorded message that was from Asa’s father, and delivered it to the news stations earlier in the semester. The message detailed some of the workings of the Wolf Flu, which Edmund Palmer must have known about before he died. Asa knew that the crows would not have released the message to the media if Asa had received more fair treatment in the previous semester.
The message had made a difference, Asa reflected. No one has specifically targeted my Winggame team, and in all of my classes, I have started out on par with all my other classmates.
He remembered back to last year, when the Academy had given him the mutated, enlarged Blood Canary. Asa hadn’t experienced anything of the sort this semester. Robert King was afraid of what else the crows might tell the news stations.
“However,” Robert King continued, breaking Asa’s train of thought. “I am allowed to offer you unfair advantages, or things that could help to keep you safe. Asa, I have reason to believe that you are in danger. And I want for you to stay in my quarters tonight, in King Mountain. You could stay there for the next few weeks if you wanted.”
“By myself?”
“I want to be clear,” Robert King said loudly, as though someone was listening somewhere. Asa looked over at the nearest windowsill and noticed that three crows were gathered there, sitting very close to the glass. “You don’t have to do this. This is only an offer. I’m not going to tell you anymore than what I’ve already said. You may be in danger, and I am offering you refuge, if you would like it. My living quarters are the safest place in the entire Academy. I think that it would be wise for you to stay with me, at least for tonight.”
              Asa felt panic rise up into his throat. He couldn’t speak. So even Robert King knows it’s true, Asa thought. Multipliers are going to attack tonight. Asa wondered if knowing the attack was coming could make the Academy defendable.
              In the distance, a horn sounded, momentarily covering up the noise from the crowd. This horn meant that the Sharks and Wolves were to report to the Starting Platforms for the Winggame Championship.
              Robert King was still petting Jamie on the abdomen, regarding Asa calmly with his demonic-looking eyes.
              Asa thought about his plan to go and set the bombs tonight. Is that even necessary if Robert King knows about the Multiplier attack?
              Asa knew the answer instantly: Yes. For an unknown reason, Robert King seemed to be trying to make the Academy implode upon itself—to kill every student. This semester’s Task had been strong evidence for this. Mama had greatly supported this theory.
              Asa suspected that Robert King would try to shield Asa, and maybe Charlotte, from an attack from the Hive. But beyond that, he did not care what happened to any of the students in the Academy. He didn’t need them. He needed Asa and Charlotte, so that the Academy wouldn’t be taken over by Multipliers from the Hive, but that was it.
              With a normal person, this would be an odd theory, Asa reflected. He looked into Robert King’s enlarged pupils. There is no human emotion in those insect eyes. He doesn’t feel love or remorse or a sense of responsibility to the hundreds of students that he kidnapped and took to this remote, terrible place.
              He’s not going to do anything to defend this place. The Multipliers will probably be after Charlotte and me. If they don’t get us, the worst they can do is kill a large part of the student body. But he doesn’t care. He’ll do whatever he can to defend himself.
              I’m going to place those bombs, tonight, Asa thought. And if Robert King, or Jamie, or one of Robert King’s assistants is monitoring me in The Boss’s living quarters, I won’t be able to.
              “No,” Asa said. “I think I’ll stay at my place tonight.”
              Robert King stood abruptly. “Very well. I think that you are making a very poor decision, but I must not force you into anything that you don’t want to. Good luck in your match, Mr. Palmer. And in everything else. You will need it.”
              The Boss flicked Jamie’s leash, and the two of them walked briskly out of the building. Asa sat there for a moment, staring out the window. Then the second horn sounded, and he remembered that he had to report to the Starting Platform.
              The Winggame Championship was about to begin.  
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The Winggame Championship
 
              Asa looked out onto the cobblestone path, thinking that he was not mentally ready to play the most important Winggame match of his life. The wind was absolutely shrieking outside, and Asa knew that the team with the wind at their backs would have a huge advantage. But he did not dwell on this long. His thoughts were on Robert King. 
              Right after the second commencement horn sounded, Asa looked out the nearest window and had a feeling in his gut that Robert King was not being genuine. At first, Asa didn’t know for sure what brought on the feeling, but he knew that something wasn’t right about the conversation they had just had.
              Knowing that he should immediately present himself at the Starting Platform, but feeling apathetic about this, Asa stayed seated for a few moments as he attempted to sort out what had just happened. The music and the crowd were incredibly loud, even from inside.
              Asa’s intuition suggested that he ponder over Robert King’s claim at being functionally all knowing when it came to the Academy. This idea did not sit well with Asa; something about it rubbed him the wrong way.
              Robert King had told Asa that he knew more than Asa thought he did. Asa had been frightened when he first heard this; it could mean so many things. Robert King’s statement could mean that he knew that Conway and Mama were housing Teddy, it could mean that he knew that Asa and Teddy used the internet to watch the video of The Boss’s clone’s death, it could mean that he was aware that Asa and Jen snuck in and spied on Robert King in his office; there were a great number of things that it could mean.
              But how is he doing it? Asa asked himself. Cameras? Secret recorders? Does he have a mutated animal of some type that spies for him?
              Asa thought back to when Robert King had acted as though he knew that Asa had been told about his father’s involvement in the Academy. 
Conway, McCoy, and Avery are the only Academy officials that I’ve talked to about this issue, Asa thought. Conway told me the story of my father one day on the back of King Mountain, inside one of the thousands of caves. Surely neither Conway, Avery, nor McCoy was a spy, right? And, there’s no way he had wire-tapped the cave that Conway had told the story in—how would Robert King have known that Asa was going to go into the specific cave he went into to?
              Those ideas seemed farfetched to Asa. He didn’t believe that Robert King knew that Asa was aware of his father. Robert King may have suspected it, but Asa didn’t think that the Boss had proof. He hadn’t given any specific examples. He was so vague in how he accused Asa of knowing Edmund Palmer’s past.
              There was another reason that Asa didn’t trust Robert King’s accusations. This other reason was something that would be hard to prove, but that he believed nonetheless.
              Robert King likes to play pretend, Asa thought. He wants to be a God, but he can’t be. So, he desires the second best thing—people thinking that he’s all-powerful and all-knowing; people thinking that he’s godlike.
              Asa was feeling confident in this belief. He truly was beginning to think that maybe Robert King just used careful wordplay to make it seem like he knew more than he did, when a thought came to Asa that halted him.
              But how did Robert King know that Stan had visited me last night?
              That fact was tricky to dance around. Did that mean that Robert King did have cameras all over the mountainside?
              Asa didn’t think so. He thought about how Robert King felt threatened by the Multipliers from the Hive, and yet they were able to live on the outskirts of Mount Two, killing Davids, without being caught. Joney has been living in the wild around the Mountains for a whole semester now, Asa reminded himself. If Robert King actually found Joney, he would kill him.
              Asa was then stuck with another question; if hidden cameras or microphones don’t monitor the Academy, how did Robert King know that Stan had visited Asa yesterday and then left the Academy?
              The answer came rapidly to his mind: They caught Stan and interrogated him. It’s as simple as that. At this, Asa recalled looking out onto the plains past the Academy last night. They seemed to go on and on. Once you were out of the mountains, the land rolled on without a tree for miles in sight. Asa thought that it was possible that Robert King had lookouts that sat in different stations and monitored these fields to see if any students tried to escape.
              They probably caught Stan, interrogated him, and that’s the only reason Robert King even knows about the upcoming Multiplier attack. 
              The horn sounded for the third and final time, which meant that Asa had one minute to report to the Starting Platform if he wanted to play today. He slid out of the chair, and left the building at a trot.
              As soon as he opened the door, he was hit with a wall of noise that sent undulating pressure on his eardrums. The music was even louder than when he came in, and it sounded as though the crowd had tripled. Asa began to run, his heart hammering in his chest, nervous that he would be late.
              When he came out from behind the last building and could see the crowd, he swore quietly to himself in awe. There were not hundreds of people on the bleachers, as there had been at every other game he had been to. Instead, the floating bleachers above the water looked like they had grown to a dozen times their original size, and on each side of the Plaid there were thousands of people.
              Asa wondered who all these people were. Then, he remembered all of the Alfatrex workers that lived in the mountains, but were never seen by many of the students. These must be them. Robert King must have allowed them to come watch.
              The majority of the crowd consisted of men and women in business casual attire. They gazed around at the scenery, and many of them were rowdier than the Academy students. Raccoons walked up and down the different aisles. Some were selling popcorn and candy, and others were giving out ball caps. The audience members were given a choice; they could choose the blue hats with the sharks on them, or the gray hats with a picture of a wolf attached to the front.
              The supporters of the Wolves outnumbered the fans of the Sharks twenty to one. Asa couldn’t blame them. For one, the Wolves were a heavy favorite; it feels bad to cheer for a losing team. Secondly, the Sharks had some odd students on their team. They had Asa, who had been accused of conspiring to kill students. There was Mike Plode, who had blown up a bank before he came to the Academy. And then, before today, the Sharks also had Stan Nuby, who had killed his entire family.
              Asa smiled at how unlikeable his Winggame team was, on the surface.
              There was a howling wind blowing North to South that made the water choppy and was blowing people’s hair in wild tangles. As Asa made it to the Starting Platform, Jen informed him that the coin toss had been a success. The Sharks team captain, Roxanne, had won the toss, and the Sharks would by flying North to South. Having the wind on their backs was a great advantage.
              Asa looked out over the water and thought that the wind might actually by blowing at twenty miles per hour. Asa furrowed his eyebrows and tried not to get too excited about this; the Wolves were good enough that they could overcome such a disadvantage.
              The wind tore at Asa’s suit like dragging fingers, and forced him to take a step back. I think that we might have a shot, though. This wind is really blowing.
              He turned and looked at the Wolves. There were twenty-five of them, and they took up their entire Starting Platform as they buckled themselves in. Their uniforms were dark gray, and they had snarling wolves imprinted on their shoulders.
              Asa looked over his own team, and was surprised to see that each player had undergone a complete change of attitude while he was meeting with Robert King. Gabby was scowling as she strapped herself in. She was staring at the ground, concentrating. There was a competitor’s intensity in her eyes. Viola Burns was flushed red; her eyes were closed, she was bobbing her head, and muttering something to herself that seemed to be exciting her for the match. Mike Plode had his fists clenched and was staring down the Wolves, even though they outnumbered the Sharks over three to one.
              Asa sat down beside Jen and strapped himself in.
              “We’re running play number one. Roxy is the defender.” Jen said. She looked determined and cocky as ever as she pulled her hair into a ponytail.
              Asa paled as he heard the play call. Bruce used to joke with the Sharks that he hoped they would never have to run play number one. The formation was intended to only be executed when absolutely necessary, in dire situations. Bruce had written the play up for when they were in a competitive game and there seemed to be no chance of winning, unless something remarkable happened. It was a Hail Mary.
              The play was simple. Every player but one would attack and try to score, while the one defender stayed back and did his or her best to defend one goal. But, the offensive attack wasn’t conducted in the usual manner. Typically, a player will dive low off the Starting Platform, gain speed as they are crossing mid court, and then coast towards the goal. In play number one, the players were instructed to fly almost horizontal until they passed the Plaid. Then, they dove towards the goals. It wasn’t the quickest way to score—gaining speed at the beginning and then gliding across over the water was the fastest way to score. But by diving so late, the Sharks would be reaching the other team’s goals at near-terminal velocity. This type of maneuver wasn’t exactly against the rules, but it was very frowned upon. It wasn’t unreasonable for students to collide going 150 mph when this type of play was run, and students had broken backs and died before while executing similar plays.
              One of the things that you counted on when you dove so late across the field was that the other team might get scared and get out of the way. Defenders were often not willing to risk their lives for a Winggame match.
              Asa looked over at the Wolves again, and for the first time he noticed their mood. They were laughing. Joking. No one was rallying them up. To them, this game was a pre-celebration technicality.
              We could actually do this, Asa thought to himself again.
              He turned to Jen, and was about to ask her why there had been such a change of mood in the Sharks. When he left to see Robert King, they had been sulky; now, they seemed ready for a battle. But then Roxanne returned to her team after a word with the referee. Her eyes were still puffy, but there was an insane fierceness about her, like a feral cat. Her green and yellow irises seemed to glow with an inner fire.
              Before she sat down, she yelled, “What would Bruce want, huh? Us to give up? Or for us to play our damned hearts out! Let’s do this. These guys are cocky! They’re not expecting us.”
              She sat down and slammed her seatbelt into place. It was as though she was converting every emotion that she had about Bruce into anger and determination to be used in the match.
              The wind picked up behind Asa, and then, with everyone strapped in, the Starting Platforms flew up to opposite ends of the Winggame court, above the choppy water. The Sharks were in the North; the Wolves were in the South.
              Once they were in position, Roxanne stood up and began to scream and cry, “FOR BRUCE! HE WANTED US TO WIN THIS GAME!”
              I’ll do you one better than win this game for Bruce, Roxy, Asa thought to himself. I’m going to go and try to kill those bastards for what they did to your boyfriend. Asa looked up into Jen’s face, and thought about leaving her tonight at the dance to go drop the bombs. This increased his anxiety, and he turned, deciding to put all his emotions into the game.
              “LADIES AND GENTLEMEN!” The announcer boomed through the speakers, and the cheers of the crowd reached a new height. “This is Chandler Martin speaking, and it is my pleasure to present, this years WINGGAME CHAMPIONSHIP!”
              Chandler Martin, Asa thought. I haven’t heard of him in a while. Asa wondered what ever happened to the Gill Initiative. He supposed that it may have just been an act to make the crows believe that the Academy was changing—moving towards more fairness, so they wouldn’t release anymore incriminating information about Robert King or Alfatrex. 
              The crowd roared, and Asa moved closer to the edge of the Starting Platform. He let his toes hang over the edge that was hundreds of feet above the water below. The wind ripped at his back, threatening to tear him into the open air.
              He looked over, and could see Robert King sitting in the front row of the bleachers on the right. From such a distance, Asa couldn’t be sure, but he thought that The Boss was staring at him. On his left sat Jamie. He scratched the chimp behind his ears. On The Boss’s right sat someone else who Asa hadn’t seen in a while—Ned Pudman. Pudman’s black hair was gelled straight back, and Asa wondered how Robert King got along with the other owners of Alfatrex. He also wondered if Ken Pudman had had any threats on his life, like Robert King had. In the same row sat Travis, Roxanne’s Multiplier boyfriend. Asa wondered if he had any idea the emotional trauma that his girlfriend had suffered in losing Bruce.
              Hopefully he doesn’t.
              The announcer continued to speak with increased excitement. “AND NOW! FOR THE TEAM LEADERS!
              “From the Wolves: A MERE FOUR FEET, ELEVEN INCHES TALL. She’s one of the fastest players of all time, and has been known to reach speeds of ONE-HUNDRED SIXTY MILES PER HOUR, THUNDERING TARA TRUMAN!”
              The crowd temporarily picked up their level of enthusiasm, whistling and cheering for Tara. Asa thought that Tara was overrated; she hadn’t scored as much as Asa had this semester, and because of how small she was, she was often times thrown into the water by defenders.
              For the most part, Asa didn’t think that the Wolves had any great players, except for one. The Wolves were good because they outnumbered every other team, and because they didn’t have any bad players. Their team was comprised of 25 merely competitive members. There was one exception to this, which was Jordan Hall. Asa thought that the only reason Jordan Hall did not receive MVP this year was because he was on such a good team. He was, in Asa’s opinion, the best defender in the league. Because the Wolves had so many players, they didn’t need to rely on Jordan as much as another team would, and so his statistics did not reflect his astounding performance this semester.
              “From the Wolves: A SOLID SIX FEET, FIVE INCHES, AND THE HEAVIEST PLAYER IN THE LEAGUE AT THREE HUNDRED FIFTY POUNDS!” The crowd began to roar even before the announcer went on; they knew exactly who was being introduced.
              Asa thought it was impressive that Jordan weighed so much. With all the mutations, the Academy students had very high metabolisms, and it was hard for them to put on weight. Jordan was built like a professional linebacker.
              “He’s one of the best defenders in the league: JORDAN HALL!”
              Fans of the Wolves began waving their hats in support. Jordan stepped forward, almost a head taller than anyone else on his team and as wide as a barrel. Even with the favorable wind, someone’s going to have a very hard time getting past him, Asa thought.
              “From the Sharks: STANDING FIVE FEET, ELEVEN INCHES TALL. She’s skinny, but still one of the best defenders in the league. She was third place for this year’s MVP award. TEAM CAPTAIN, ROXANNE HURST!”
              The crowd cheered and whistled, and Roxanne stepped forward and gave a stiff wave at the onlookers. Asa hoped that she remembered not to use her electrocution ability too much. He thought it wouldn’t be worth it to reveal her special power just to win this Winggame match, even if it was the championship.
              The announcer then presented the last player:
              “From the Sharks: STANDING SIX FEET, ONE INCHES TALL, AND WEIGHING A SOLID ONE HUNDRED NINETY POUNDS!” Asa’s face went red. Some of the students were already booing him. “He leads the Sharks in scoring this season. ASA PALMER!”
              There was a mixture of boos and cheers from the crowd, and Asa gave a small wave.
              As the timer counted down the start, Asa extended his wings and had a surreal moment where he looked around, thinking, what am I doing? He tried to explain it to himself. I’m a mutated human with super-strength and wings, competing in a sport that involves flying with other mutated humans. It sounded insane to him. A year ago, he had never even heard of this place.
              The starting horn sounded and startled Asa. Every Shark except for Roxanne dove off the Starting Platform like competitive swimmers dive into the water at the beginning of a race. Asa, being the Sharks current best scorer, was supposed to attack the Wolves middle goal. He hoped that Jordan Hall wouldn’t be defending him. He wouldn’t be able to set the bombs tonight with a broken back.
              Ten of the twenty-five Wolves left their Starting Platform. Unlike the Sharks, they proceeded in the usual fashion, and dove low over the water, gaining initial speed and then coasting. Jordan Hall stayed on the Starting Platform, wings out, a huge shadow against the sky.
              Asa didn’t look long, but he thought that the Wolves’ dive had been sloppy. This was uncharacteristic for them. They’re cocky, he thought.
              Asa flew as fast as he could on a horizontal route towards the Plaid. The Wolves, traveling far below, passed beyond the Plaid before the Sharks even reached it. The Wolves would get to the Sharks’ goal before the Sharks reached the Wolves’ goal. It all depended on Roxanne. If she were able to defend just one of the Sharks’ five goals, they would have a chance.
              Asa had no time to think about this now. He would think about defense another time. Now, his only job was to score.
              As he flew over the Plaid, still hundreds of feet into the air, he saw the Wolves swap positions on their Starting Platform. Jordan Hall moved to the center, anticipating Asa.
              Asa cursed, and when he got to the end of the Plaid, he began to dive at a steep decline towards the goal. His stomach dropped and the cheering of the crowd disappeared as the air started to scream around him. The wind at his back was pressing him forward at an alarming pace. He knew that any moment he would look up and see the giant form of Jordan Hall swooping towards him.
              This is suicide, Asa thought.
              And then, with all his fear, an odd sensation began to come over his body. His shoulders began to tingle and prickle. The feeling swept up and down his frame.
              If the wind hadn’t been pulling so hard at his face, he would have smiled. He knew from experience that the odd sensation in his shoulders was built up electricity.
              Come at me, Hall! Asa thought.
              He was shooting straight at the Wolves’ middle goal when a figure passed over him; it was a defender from the Wolves. Someone missed me. Someone just misjudged my speed.
              Asa hoped that it was Jordan Hall who had flown over him in error, but the hope was short lived. Asa saw Jordan’s shadow first; it covered an area of water the size of a small fishing boat. And then, Jordan’s huge frame came into sight. He was diving right at Asa, head on. Not only was he huge, but also he was willing to put his body in jeopardy for the game. This made him a great player. Asa was the only Shark attacking the middle goal; if he didn’t score, they would have a slim chance of winning.
              Both he and Jordan were falling at over one hundred miles per hour, and were angled so that they would collide with deadly force. Jordan was right in front of the goal. Asa wondered if Jordan thought Asa would get scared and veer off.
              But Asa didn’t.
              Just as they were about to collide, Asa shoved the tingling feeling out of his shoulders and into his palms. The electricity was released just as Asa touched Jordan, and a sound like a cannon went off in Asa’s face.
              Jordan was thrown off course, and Asa continued on in a straight line towards the goal. His palms hurt from the electricity output.
              As was usual, he had expended all of his body’s energy in creating the blast. Suddenly, he felt like he weighed a thousand pounds. His wings began to slip with the extreme exhaustion, and he thought that he wasn’t going to make it to the goal.
              He gritted his teeth. NO! For Roxy! For Bruce!
              He clenched his hands into fists and used every ounce of willpower he had to hold his wings up for the next few seconds. If the wind hadn’t been behind him, this would have been impossible.
              Feeling as though he had just ran an ultra marathon, and then competed in a power lifting competition, Asa’s body relaxed as he passed through the goal. He slammed into the water, hard. He skipped twice like a stone, and then went under. He had no energy to swim.
              I hope someone notices me and comes in after me, Asa thought. I hope we won. The announcer was screaming something, but from underwater, Asa couldn’t make out what it was.
And then he went unconscious.
 
 
 
 
36
The Dance
 
 
              “Asa. Asa. Asa, get up.”
              Asa’s eyes opened, and his first thought was, my god I’m tired.
              Viola was above him, and in the background he saw the dirt ceiling of her dwelling. He was lying in his hammock. “Asa, you’ve got to get up and start getting ready for the dance.”
              “The dance?” Asa asked. He felt incredibly groggy, as though his brain was moving at a quarter the pace it usually did.
              “Yes, the dance.” She looked at a little gold watch on her wrist that Asa had never seen before. She was wearing a blue dress, and there was a towel on her head; she had apparently just gotten out of the shower. She had no makeup on. “We need to leave here in an hour.”
              Asa leaned back and closed his eyes. “Wake me up in thirty minutes,” he said.
              Viola tugged at his wrist. “No. You need to get up, now. You’ll need extra time to figure out how to put your tuxedo on.”
              Asa’s eyes opened. “I have a tux?”
              Viola nodded. “The raccoons brought it. It’s all wrapped up in a bag. Why don’t you go sit down on the couch, and I’ll bring you some coffee.”
              Asa agreed. He tore his body out of the hammock, walked over, and sat down. His joints were stiff.
              Viola handed him the coffee. It was hot, and had a small amount of milk and sugar. He blew steam off the top and took a sip. The coffee tasted delicious. It was dark and full-bodied. Viola had Academy issued coffee grounds delivered to her dwelling. Asa believed that the coffee bean plant had to be genetically enhanced. He hadn’t tasted coffee that was anywhere near this good before coming to the Academy.
              It wasn’t until Asa was halfway through with his coffee that he looked up in alarm and remembered why he was so tired. “The Winggame championship,” he said out loud. “I electrocuted Jordan Hall.”
              Viola’s nose was three inches from a mirror on the wall as she applied eyeliner. “You really electrocuted Jordan Hall,” she said with a little laugh. “He was unconscious for like five minutes. He’s okay, though.”
              Asa drained the remainder of his coffee. “Did we win?”
              She turned and looked at him with her blue eyes—her right eye had eyeliner on it and the left was still naked. “Do you really not know?”
              “No. What happened?”
              “You must have gone out cold right after you electrocuted Jordan Hall,” she observed. “Like, really out cold.”
              “Yeah. I don’t know what happened. Just tell me.”
              “We won.”
              Asa leaned back against the seat cushion and smiled. “Really?”
              “Would I joke with you about something like that?” she turned back to the mirror and continued to apply eyeliner. “I don’t think that the Wolves were anticipating us diving like that. They kind of got frazzled, and as we dove towards their goal, they got out of the way.” She smiled. “Well, everyone except for Jordan Hall.”
              “And what about defensively, how did we do?”
              “Roxanne was able to submerge two of the Wolves offensive players, and hold them off until we scored five points. We won five to four. You should have heard the crowd.”
              The smile grew on Asa’s face. He stood up, grabbed his clothes bag, and took the coffee mug over to the sink where he stood rinsing it. “I wish I could have heard them. Wow. I can’t believe we won!”
              “Bruce would be proud,” she said.
              “Definitely,” Asa said. And then, Viola’s meaning washed over him, and his elation was momentarily gone. Bruce would be proud if he was alive. He’s dead. The Multipliers killed him, and they’ll kill the rest of the student body if I don’t drop the bombs tonight.
              Asa felt suddenly nauseated. “I’m going to take a shower.”
              Viola didn’t respond; she was concentrating on her makeup. Asa grabbed the leather bag and headed into the bathroom.
              He turned on the faucet, undressed, and sat on the toilet, waiting for the water to warm up. Looking down at the leather bag with his tuxedo inside it, he wished that he could simply enjoy the dance, like everyone else. He thought Teddy had a great idea, though, in planting the bombs along the mouth of the Multipliers’ cave. He thought that if he did a good job tonight, the impact could be devastating to the Hive.
              Especially if it collapses down on one hundred thousand of those bastards.

              Asa stepped into the hot water of the shower, and for the third time, he considered the radio that Teddy had been talking into last night, and went over the possibility that Teddy could be leading Asa into a trap. “But he hugged me,” Asa said to himself. “If he wanted something bad to happen to me, he could have bitten me right then!”
              He rinsed the smell of the Moat off of his body with Academy issued soaps and shampoo. He turned the water off, dried himself with a towel, and then stepped out of the tub.
              He looked at his naked body in the mirror and for a moment, and was shocked at his appearance. He hadn’t look at himself much since entering the Academy; with how busy his semester had been, every second of every day was scheduled for him ahead of time. He never had any time to relax.
              He looked over his body, and felt like he was looking at an image of what he might look like when he was older with years of intense exercise. But that’s the current me. His shoulders were broad, and his thick arms went down by his side. Green veins snaked around his hard muscles.
              Asa had to admit; the strength mutations were one upside of being in the Academy.
              As he took the clothes out of the bag and began to dress, he was struck by a new reason for why it would be perfect for the Multipliers to attack tonight. Not only would there be alcohol at the dance, and not only would it be in a confined area, but the students would all be wearing clothes that prohibited them from withdrawing their wings. The Academy issued suit that the students were given had small flaps that would open when a student needed to expand their wings. But, the attire they would wear to the dance was made out of normal fabric.
              Asa stared at himself in the mirror as he pulled on his vest, tightened it, and then put his tie on. He would be wearing a shirt, a vest, and a jacket; there was no way he would be able to draw his wings out through all that fabric.
              I had better stay only an hour or so, he thought. He did not want to be there when the Multipliers attacked. He wanted to prevent the attack from happening altogether.
              Asa was straightening up his jacket when he looked down and saw a jewelry box in the bag that his tuxedo came in. He took it out, opened it, and saw a gold Rolex sitting inside foam outcroppings.
              He wasn’t even sure that he had seen a Rolex before. He took it out, put it on, and stepped out of the bathroom.
              Asa and Viola left shortly after that.
               Outside, the air was cold. The sun was setting in the West and fog had moved over the mountains. Asa looked up, and could barely see the summit of Mount Two high above him; it was a dark shadow in the hanging moisture.
              Asa and Viola moved down the mountainside, walked beside the pavilion, and then crossed over to the rope bridge towards Fishie Mountain. The dance was to be held at Town Hall, and since none of the students could fly in their formal wear, the second semester students were going to meet the Fishies in front of Fishie Mountain, where boats would carry them over the water toward Town.
              Asa felt stiff and constricted in his tuxedo. His Academy issued suit moved so freely, and he had grown accustomed to its flexibility. He wiggled his wings out of his shoulder blades a couple of inches and pressed the tips against the back of his shirt. The fabric was strong; he wouldn’t be able to force his wings out if he needed to.
              Asa watched as other students moved across the rope-bridge towards Fishie Mountain. They looked like ghosts in the fog.
              When it was Asa’s turn to cross, he felt dizzy, trapped. It was unnerving to be on an unsteady bridge, so high above the earth, and not be able to withdraw his wings if he fell.
              Although he was a bit anxious, he made his way over the bridge without incident.
              As he and Viola walked through the marble hallways of Fishie Mountain, he was emotionally brought back to last semester. There was a fresh, lemony smell that covered the hallways, and everything shined from the raccoons cleaning. The sights and smells reminded him of how incredibly anxious he had been last semester, when the Multipliers within the Academy were actively making attempts to take his life. Something has definitely changed. Not only did they allow me to compete fairly in Winggame, but my team won the championship. Asa strongly believed that the Gill Initiative, and this semester’s fairness were a result of the message the crows released about Alfatrex. That had been a warning shot to Robert King that communicated a clear message: Treat Asa Palmer fairly, or we will release more.
              Asa reflected on this semester’s predicament. The Academy Multipliers have let me be, for the most part. But now I have to worry about Multipliers from the Hive. He felt nauseated as he thought of what he would have to do that night. 
              It wasn’t until they had made it all the way through the winding corridors, out the front door, and down the long pebbled path at the foot of the mountain that Asa saw Jen, standing on the shore, waiting to board one of the Academy’s Viking-like wooden ships. She wore a red dress, and her hair was pinned up with golden clips. A dozen gold bracelets wrapped around her left wrist. In the formal wear, her confident, tough demeanor looked somewhat out of place. There was a feminine flare to the way that she carried herself, but there was also something very strong and enduring about her. Asa thought that this might be due to years of having to care for herself at home after her father died.
              Also standing, waiting for the boat, was Charlotte. Asa inhaled deeply and a wave of emotions came crashing over him. She’s not dead! he thought. He had been nervous about her ever since she went on the jog out in the woods.
              Charlotte and Jen were standing five yards away from each other, and Asa couldn’t help comparing them.
              They were both beautiful. Jen was shorter and looked more athletic, like a gymnast, whereas Charlotte was tall and slender. They both had confidences and insecurities.
Jen moved with an unmatched sureness. She was brash, bold, and sometimes did things without thinking (like sneaking away from the Sharks’ morning run to smoke cigarettes in the arctic jungle). But Jen had human, normal emotions, too. Asa had seen this when she broke out in braying sobs after Bruce had been killed. But immediately after watching him be slaughtered, she wanted to follow the Multipliers. She was capable of making quick decisions.
              Charlotte had shown a similar level of composure, but in different ways. When Conway and McCoy initially kidnapped Asa and Charlotte from their homes, Charlotte never screamed, or cried. She remained calm, and kept a level head as she asked the graduates questions about the Academy. When Conway went to the bathroom, she probed McCoy with questions she knew Conway wouldn’t be comfortable answering. Charlotte was sly. She was more contemplative than Jen was.
              Asa looked at Charlotte. He watched her green eyes as she looked out onto the water and her pale, smooth skin. She was wearing a black, floor length dress made of delicate material. 
              Though Charlotte and Jen were different, Asa had feelings for both of them. But don’t worry about Charlotte; you can’t have her, he thought. He remembered how she used to be pained to see him, and how when they ran into each other on the mountainside a few days ago, she had been so easygoing. She had been so relaxed. She has gotten over me, he thought.
              Charlotte looked over and caught Asa staring at him. He started to look away, then stopped. It was something in her eyes. She kept her gaze on Asa for a moment, and he felt like she was trying to communicate something to him.
              “Look at you, Palmer. In a tuxedo. Wow!” Jen said, breaking his train of thought. She smiled and stood next to him. “It’s good to see you standing again, I was worried about you after the game.”
              Asa smiled back at her, but the expression felt heavy on his lips. It felt forced. His mind was on Charlotte. “I’m glad to be standing too. That always happens to me when I use my electrocution ability; it takes so much energy.”
              They boarded the boat, sat on the rows of wooden benches, and sailed towards Town. The fog was thickening by the minute. Asa and Jen sat near the back of the boat; Jen sat very close to Asa, and they talked for the entire trip about the Winggame match. Asa was only half invested in the conversation. For one thing, he kept thinking that he would leave in a short time and return to the Multiplier’s lair—this was constantly on his mind. Also, Charlotte kept giving him looks. She sat next to Shashowt, who was her date. They were involved in a conversation, but Charlotte looked just as distracted as Asa was. Asa felt that her glances were too long for her to not be communicating something.
              But what?
              They arrived in Town, and walked along the cobble stone path. Asa was somewhat taken aback by how normal everyone looked in their formal wear. We look like average teenagers. No one would guess that we all had folded up wings within our shoulder blades, and different special powers. 
              They walked for a few minutes in between the stone buildings before reaching the green lawn that stretched out in front of Town Hall. The white pillars of Town Hall had been wrapped in strings of light for the celebration. The windows were polished to perfection, and the grass was clipped like a golf course.
              Jen took Asa’s hand as they climbed the front steps. He felt slightly guilty for doing so, given his apprehensions about her and his lingering feelings for Charlotte. He did not pull away, though. Her touch felt nice. And, I might die tonight, Asa told himself. Or, I might be bitten, become a Multiplier, and never see Jen again. These were real possibilities that he was trying to fully understand. I might as well try to have a good time for the hour that I’m here.
              Raccoons in black bow ties held the doors open for the students. The raccoons themselves looked cleaner than usual, with fluffy, dry fur that looked like it had just been shampooed and blow-dried.
              As they walked inside to the foyer, Asa was beginning to feel uneasy about the prospect of the dance. What if the Multipliers don’t wait to come and attack? What if they barge in in the first five minutes?
              His anxiety mounting, Asa tried to act as normal as possible, keeping up polite conversation with Jen.
              They entered one of the banquet halls, which was meticulously decorated for the occasion. Thousands of candles surrounded the room, atop decorative tables of differing heights. It gave the room a beautiful ambiance, but all Asa could think was how easy it would be for the Multipliers to come in, knock over the candles, and then lock the doors. We would all burn alive, Asa thought. There were dozens of large, round tables draped with gold-encrusted white table clothes spaced out in the room. There was a great wooden dance floor near the center. Along the walls, interspersed with the candle tables, were refreshments. There were cookies, pieces of cheese, meats, and crackers, punch, soda, water, and liquor.
              Why would the Academy want there to be liquor here? Asa thought. He was beginning to wonder if the Multipliers from the Hive had a hand in the organization of this event.
              Asa and Jen sat at a table. Raccoons brought them glasses of wine. Asa didn’t take a sip of his, but just sat it on the table. He didn’t like illicit drugs or alcohol; he thought that they were maladaptive. The only drug he used regularly was caffeine, and he hoped that it would stay that way. And, tonight is especially not a good time for me to start a new habit of drinking. I don’t need to be handling bombs while I’m drunk.
              Jen didn’t seem to feel the same way as Asa. She sipped on the glass of wine in the first few minutes they talked, as other students began to fill into the hall. Charlotte passed behind them, and gave Asa another meaningful glance that he couldn’t decipher.
              Asa watched as Jen drank the wine and thought about how she was bolder than Charlotte. Asa didn’t think that Charlotte would be a person who would like alcohol, but he was quickly proven incorrect on this assumption as he watched her from across the room.
He saw a raccoon in a tie walk over to their table and hand Charlotte a glass of red wine. He expected her to do as he had done, and put the glass on the table, still full. But before she sat it down, she not only took a sip, but she tipped the stem up and drank the whole glass. Asa found this extremely odd. It’s like she knows she’s going to die tonight, Asa thought, and felt a chill go up his spine. Charlotte looked at him again with her sad, knowing eyes, and then made her way across the room to the refreshment table.
              A live jazz band was taking the stage. There were five members, all male; there was a clarinet player, a trumpet player, a trombone player, a percussionist, and a pianist. They kicked off the night with a lively, fast moving song as students took their seats, were served wine, and began to talk. 
              Jen looked at Asa. She appeared to be having such a good time, and Asa reflected with some jealousy that she wasn’t about to go to the Multipliers lair. Asa honestly believed that Jen either didn’t pick up on what Allen had said to Bruce regarding attacking tonight, or that she thought he was lying. There is no other explanation. She looks relaxed; she wouldn’t be that way if she thought that she was about to be killed. “So what did Robert King say to you? All the Sharks were wondering.”
              “I’ll tell you later,” Asa said. He looked across the room and saw Roxanne entering the hall. Travis was by her side, smiling, showing black gums. Asa hated him. She should be with Bruce, he thought.
              “That’s fine, I understand you not wanting to talk about it.” Jen said. “We probably shouldn’t talk about that here anyway.”
              They chatted for ten or fifteen more minutes. They talked about Jen’s blood canary, and about how she had finally taught the giant bird to sit on command. Asa was only half-listening. He was watching Charlotte, who had managed to already drink two self-poured, stout glasses of vodka punch and her second glass of wine. If she keeps drinking like this, she’s going to pass out in the first hour.
              A creeping, low voice responded in Asa’s mind: It’s as though she wants to pass out. It’s like she’s self-administering anesthetic before going through something that she knows is going to be very painful.
              Asa felt sick.
              “Do you want to dance?”
              The song had shifted to something slower. “Sure,” Asa said.
              He and Jen want to the dance floor. He put his right arm around her and clasped his left hand with her right hand. His back was now to Charlotte, and he looked right at Jen.
              “You look pale, Asa.” She scooted closer to him and smiled. “And I can feel your heart beating. You don’t have to be scared of me. I like you.”
              It took Asa a moment to process this; she thinks that I’m nervous because of her. Asa played along. “I’ve just never been good with girls,” he said. This was true.
              They danced, moving rhythmically back and forth together, and Asa found Jen’s touch soothing to him. “You’re okay,” she said. “There’s no need to be nervous.” Even though she didn’t know what he was nervous about, her words made him feel better. He could smell her perfume as she looked up at him with dazzling green eyes that reflected the candles surrounding the room. He felt safe with Jen. He pulled her closer.
              As they danced, he regretfully decided that he would have to leave when the song ended. He knew that it would disappoint Jen, but he thought that she might understand later, when he explained. Even if she didn’t forgive him, that was better than her getting killed. Asa thought of Bruce’s carcass. He didn’t want anyone else to die for him.
              The song ended and Jen lingered beside Asa, looking up at him. He didn’t think about what he was doing, but he bent down and kissed her. He withdrew a second later, startled by what he had done; frightened that she would reject him. But she didn’t. She just looked up, smiling, and said, “Usually I initiate our kisses.”
              Asa smiled. He felt pale and clammy.
              “Do you feel okay, Asa?”
              “Yeah,” he responded, trying to sound cheerful. “I’ve just got to go to the bathroom.”
              She looked concerned, but he left anyways. He walked out a side door, and moved into one of the bathrooms in the hallway. The bathroom was candle lit, just as the dance hall was. He moved to one of the sinks, splashed water into his face, and then looked into the mirror. He felt sick with anxiety. “I look like hell,” he whispered to himself. It was true; he looked pale enough to be dead.
              He wiped his face with a hand towel and walked out of the bathroom at a quick pace. He wanted to leave Town Hall, go, grab the bombs, and be at the Multiplier’s lair before anyone knew he was gone. He didn’t want someone coming looking for him.
              “Asa!”
              A hand grabbed his forearm tightly and he shrieked a little. He turned, and saw Charlotte, looking up at him. She smelled strongly of alcohol, and grabbed the side of his coat, pulling her body towards him.
              She laughed at nothing apparent. She looked drunk. “Asa! How are you? I went out into the hallway when I saw you going to the bathroom.”
              She stumbled and he wrapped his arms around her to prop her up. His hands lingered over her back, though, even though there was no reason for them to remain.
              “I’m drunk,” she said, her eyes rolling a bit.
              “Is everything okay, Charlotte?” he asked.
              Suddenly, the sadness that Asa had seen in the ballroom returned. She looked on the verge of tears. “I’m sorry I got drunk. You don’t hate me, do you?”
              “No! No! Why would I hate you?”
              She stumbled some more, and ignored the question. “Can I tell you something that might be bad, Asa?” Before he could answer, she went on. “When I wrote you that letter, at the beginning of the semester, after you broke up with me…” she hiccupped… “I signed it ‘yours for now.’ But I don’t think that I meant it. I still have feelings for you.”
              And then, she kissed him. She tasted like alcohol, and he immediately pulled back, not wanting to actively participate in kissing her while she was drunk. They had a history between each other, and she had never soberly made a move like this this semester.
              “What’s going on, Asa?” she asked. Her eyes were lidded.
              “Yeah? What’s going on, Asa?” The sound came from behind him, and he turned around and saw Jen. Asa took his arms away from Charlotte. Whereas Charlotte had been threatening tears, Jen was really crying.
              “Jen…” Asa began, reaching out for her.
              But she shook her head, still crying, and went into the girls’ bathroom.
              Asa left Charlotte standing there, in the middle of the hallway, and was about to follow Jen into the bathroom when he paused. His hand was on the bathroom door. He felt torn between going now, and attempting to explain what Jen had just seen to her. I should leave, he decided. If I don’t show back up to the dance, Jen will just think that I got upset and left. She won’t come looking for me.
              Asa inhaled deeply. Now, he felt like crying. He turned away from Jen and Charlotte and began to run down the hallway towards the door to the outside.
              “Asa!” Charlotte called after him.
              But he didn’t stop. He ran out into the night and saw that the fog had grown even thicker.
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Behind the Waterfall
 
              Asa ran along the cobblestone streets until he turned around and Town Hall had disappeared into the fog. Visibility was very minimal. He could see floating yellow fires down the streets; the lights were dim, and he could not see the streetlamps that they rested upon.
              He was breathing hard, not so much from the short run as from the immense stress he was under. He felt like something was constricting his chest so that he couldn’t get a full breath.
              For a moment, his brain wondered what he would say to Jen next time they spoke. Or to Charlotte? He shook his head violently back and forth, as though trying to sling the thoughts out.
              There’s not time to think about that now. I can think about it after tonight. Right now, I need to get to Viola’s and grab the bombs.
              He began to slide his wings out, and then growled, “Damn it!” The fabric of his clothing did not budge as he pressed his wings against it. He slid out of his jacket, and then his vest.
              Asa looked around. He now had his jacket and his vest in hand, and was wearing a white shirt with a black tie. His mind went back to Jen catching he and Charlotte kissing and he was overcome with a wave of anger, frustration, and embarrassment.
              “She kissed me!” he cried, and in a jolt of rage he shot his wings clear through his white shirt, creating two separate holes, right above his shoulder blades. His membranous wings stretched out to either side of him, and he began to flap them downwards.
              He felt his feet leave the ground and in just a few moments the Town was invisible to him in the thick fog. He was flying blind through the night. He had oriented himself to where Mount Two was using the buildings in Town. Now that he was in the air, he trusted himself and flew forward without any visual cues.
              It occurred to him then that he might never see The Town again. I could die tonight. Or, the Multipliers could blow it up. They could carry a large amount of bombs with them, and just destroy the whole area instead of individually attacking each student and graduate.
               He hadn’t thought of this before, and the realization that he had not gone through all the possibilities made him feel exposed and scared. He kept flapping his wings anyway, and soon the vague shape of Mount Two came up in front of him.
              He landed in the doorway of Viola’s dwelling and let himself inside with a screech of the door hinges. He took the box of matches from the table beside the doorway, lit one, and then lit one of the small candles that Viola used to light up the rest of the room. Asa intended to just use the single stick as a light, and then blow it out when he was done. He intended to move as fast as possible.
              He walked past the kitchen table and peered around the room. Viola’s makeup bag was still sitting on the table. On the floor of the bathroom was Asa’s Academy-issued white suit. He decided not to put it on; that would take too much time. The mug Asa had drunk coffee out of before going to the dance sat in the sink. It struck Asa as perverse that he be reminded of all these very normal things now that he was about to set off on a mission to kill hundreds of thousands of Multipliers. It was like the Universe was taunting him with all the small things that he would miss if he died.
              An image of Bruce’s bloody body—his guts spilled out onto the floor—rose to Asa’s mind and he gritted his teeth. He knew that what he was doing was worth trying, no matter the consequences.
              I’m going to have to fight them sooner or later. Either I’ll attack them, or they’ll attack me. I’d rather end this on my terms.
              Boom Boom’s bombs were in a potato sack on the floor, between the kitchen counter and the bathroom. Asa picked up the sack and looked inside. There were six of them in there, each weighing roughly fifteen pounds. Asa reached his hand inside and felt one of the explosives. It was cold. The outside stone was speckled with dirt. It was hard and unmoving against his fingertips.
              In that moment, he felt more confident than ever before. In the past, he had viewed this mission in a Why not try? What’s there to lose? kind of way. Now, touching the bombs and seeing how heavy they were, he felt that his goal was more tangible. Mike Plode made these bombs, he told himself. And he also made explosives that successfully blew up a whole bank. And Teddy, who is the smartest person I know when it comes to physics, thinks that this will work!
              Asa smiled, closed the sack, and was walking towards the door when a dark and cold thought came to him, like a hangman whispering cold breath into his ear. He stopped, and his skin crawled as he considered the thought.
              Teddy’s a Multiplier. His intentions are skewed. You got this idea from the same person who carved out a secret mansion in the mountains, and then tried to KILL YOU within it!
              Asa looked at the door, and responded to the voice in his head by speaking aloud: “He didn’t bite me, though. He took the suicide pill. He would have rather killed himself than bitten me.”
              Asa took two more steps, and then the cold voice responded: He was different back then. He had only been a Multiplier a few days when he took the suicide pill. Now, he’s been one for well over a month. You’ve seen the vicious ways in which Multipliers act (an image of Ned straining as he choked Rose with all his strength flashed across Asa’s mind). Two days in, his gums were only spotted black! Now, they’re as black as charcoal. Do you really think that he hasn’t changed? Can you really trust him? And what about the radio? Wasn’t he talking to someone on the radio? Do you think that he could have been speaking with the Hive?
              “SHUT UP!” He screamed, and the noise echoed loudly among the walls. “He hugged me last night. If he was going to bite me, or wanted something to happen to me, he would have hurt me then.” He blew out the candle, put it back on the door-side table, and walked out into the fog. He shut the door behind him, leapt into the air, and flew over to the backside of Fishie Mountain. 
              He was in the air for fifteen minutes, trying to find the location of the waterfall. He couldn’t remember exactly where it was. All the time he was in the air, he was trying not to think of Allen shooting Ned, or the Davids with slit throats out in the woods. He tried not to wonder what they would do if they found him. They would torture me, probably, and try to get some information out of me. Then, they’d either kill me or bite me. Every time he pushed one of these thoughts away, it resurfaced, but was more violent and more convincing. He hugged the bombs to his chest, and thought about how much better he would feel when this was all over.
              He was blind in the fog. He found that even his echolocation cries offered him limited visibility due to the hanging moisture.
              After a time, though, he heard the rushing sound of the waterfall, and landed in the jungle one hundred yards from the Multiplier’s lair. He stood under the canopy and contracted his wings back into his shoulder blades.
              In the dim light, he could see that the tree trunks and the green vines that wrapped around them were covered in droplets of condensation, like a glass of ice water on a summer’s day. The cicadas were singing away, just like last night, when he had come here with Jen.
              Jen, he thought, and his heart palpated. He wondered if she was looking for him now, at the dance. He wondered if he didn’t show up at Viola’s dwelling tonight if the Sharks would come looking for him.
              He shook his head again, and reminded himself to concentrate on what he had to do.
              Carrying the sack of bombs by his side, he walked as quietly as possible through the jungle. He carefully avoided any fallen leaves on the dark dirt floor. He walked slowly, only moving seventy-five yards in the next three minutes. As he got closer, the waterfall came into view and he felt like he might vomit. He could see lights shining through the falling sheet of water; Someone’s home, he thought, and almost giggled.
              The sound of rustling branches came to Asa and he snapped his head back just in time to see a dark form moving forty-feet above him through the tops of the canopy. It was gone in a flash, disappearing into the fog.
              Asa’s mouth was instantly dry and he tried to imagine what could have just glided through the canopy like that. At first, he thought it was the shape of a chimpanzee, but then he began to wonder if it could have been a human. Or a Multiplier?
              He groaned, and leaned against a tree. The incredible fear he was feeling reminded him of when the police officer Harold Kensing had held a gun to his head the night before Conway kidnapped him and taken him to the Academy. Asa closed his eyes. He was back in the police car, now, looking at the dashboard where the radio had been pulled out. Harold king had the gun to Asa’s head. He told Asa, “I just remember the black gums. They have black gums and a black tongue and they held me by the neck and told me that if I didn’t do this that they’d kill my whole family and me. Oh, Asa. They could. They could. And trust me, there’s no reason for me not to kill you right here and now, Asa Palmer, because they are powerful, much more powerful than the fishy place thinks that they are. They’ll find you anywhere. You’re as good as dead, son.”
              Asa opened his eyes. He was back in the dark, foggy jungle, looking across the water at the spider-like shadows in the foliage. His legs felt unsteady beneath him as he looked at the lights behind the waterfall, and imagined a hundred thousand Multipliers living in an expansive cave behind the sheet of water. He guessed that they would be getting ready to leave now; to head to Town and feast on everyone they found.
              Asa clenched his fists, and remembered that these were the Multipliers who bit Brumi. And they bit Teddy. And they killed Bruce. He thought of Roxanne’s tears when she had been told.
              No longer wondering what the shadow was that had moved above him, Asa whispered, “No more, you bastards.” He wiped his sweaty palms on his pants, picked up the sack of bombs, and began to move out of the jungle and into the clearing on the bank of the river.
              The fog was thick, but if a Multiplier came out of the waterfall, they would be able to clearly see Asa now as he moved beside the river. He felt incredibly aware of every breath he took. He could feel his heartbeat in his throat, and his fingers growing numb because he was holding the sack so hard.
              Left foot, right foot, left foot, right foot. That’s it. You’re doing well.
              A crow screamed in the jungle, and Asa jumped. He looked over and could see the black bird regarding him with beady eyes. Asa put his finger to his mouth to tell the bird to hush. The bird screamed again, as if in protest to Asa’s actions.
              He went on, though.
              The rocks directly beside the waterfall were slippery, and Asa used a great deal of concentration in selecting rocks that wouldn’t slide out from under his feet when he stepped on them. He climbed upwards, holding the bag above him so that it wouldn’t hit against the ground and make noise. When he was halfway up, he turned around and sat down. He was eye-level with the forest canopy now, and was close enough to the waterfall that he could touch it.
              He looked at the earth beside the waterfall, and felt wary of Teddy’s plan. In theory, it had made sense. While he was speaking with Teddy the night before, he imagined bombs exploding at the mouth of the cave, and the entire river above the enclosure crashing down on the Multipliers within. But now, he didn’t feel so sure that it would work that way. The earth was hard-packed and rocky. He scooted even closer to the waterfall, and put a hand on the damp dirt. He imagined one of the bombs going off, and the waterfall and cave beneath remaining intact. If the bomb doesn’t kill them, then it will just work as a firework to let them know that I’m here.
              Asa saw that this wasn’t a time to give up and turn around, though. He was already beside the waterfall with the bombs in hand. He wanted to attack the Multipliers, and didn’t have any better ideas.
              He reached inside the potato sack for the first bomb.
              He held out the cantaloupe-sized explosive and examined it in the ghostly light. The fuse coming out of one end was wrapped in barbed wire that would spark with another substance inside when tugged upon. He didn’t know how big the explosion would be, but he suspected that it would be substantial. He knew that he would only have enough time for one chance, so he began to take out all six bombs and layer them into the rocks beside the waterfall. His plan was to pull four fuses, then fly away, and hope that the other bombs exploded in the presence of harsh trauma and extreme heat.
              He was placing the fourth bomb when he heard a noise that turned his blood to ice and pumped his heart so full of adrenaline that it kicked at the wall of his chest like an angry bull.
              FLICK
              Then quiet. Asa couldn’t muster the courage to turn around. He sensed that the sound was close, but didn’t know how close. Am I visible in the fog? he wondered.
              FLICK FLICK FLICK
              Then there was a heavy sigh. Asa turned around as slowly as possible, trying to remain invisible.
              Sitting five yards to Asa’s right and a step or two lower on the incline was Rose. She was wearing a short skirt that barely covered any of her legs; they were so pale that they seemed to glow. Thin, black spaghetti straps were the only things resting upon her bare, bony shoulders. Her legs were crossed in front of her, and she was smoking a cigarette. When she exhaled, the smoke was barely visible in the dense fog.
              Asa’s eyes widened and his mouth gaped open in shock. He watched as the tobacco at the end of her cigarette reddened when she inhaled, illuminating her pale face. He hoped that she was drunk, or high, and hadn’t noticed him. He stayed as still as a statue, hoping that if he didn’t move, she wouldn’t detect him.
              She exhaled, looked out onto the foggy jungle and spoke, “What are you doing here?”
              Asa followed Rose’s gaze, suddenly terrified that there was another Multiplier below that he couldn’t yet see. She took another drag, and exhaled again. Still, Asa couldn’t see anyone down there.
              “I asked you a question,” she said. She inhaled, and then her head turned and she was smiling at Asa. Her lips were covered in thick Salvaserum, and in the faint light, it looked like Bruce’s blood.
              Asa opened his mouth to scream, but only a faint rasp came out. Instinctually, he tried to grab one of the bombs, but his hands were slick with sweat and he dropped it into the river below.
              Then, Rose was on top of him. The cigarette was gone from her mouth, and the Salvaserum was now all over her neck. She swiped the remainder of the bombs aside, where they fell to the water. Asa hoped that they would explode, and in a miraculous chain of events, he would be able to wriggle free of Rose’s grip and fly away.
              But they didn’t explode. They made soft THUNKS in the river below, and then were taken away by the current.
              Rose was straddling Asa, and smiling insanely wide. Asa couldn’t tell the difference between her teeth and her gums because of how much Salvaserum she was producing. “Oooooh, look what I’ve found. Is it he?” Her hands went to Asa’s hair and pulled it up off of his forehead. Somehow, her smile widened. “It is!” she bent down and smelled Asa’s neck. Hot Salvaserum fell to his neck. She sat up and moaned. “I found him! I found Asa Palmer!” she was talking in ecstasy to no one in particular. She bent down and whispered in his ear. “I want to bite you so bad. I want to rip out your throat and pour Salvaserum into your bloodstream.” She was whimpering with a desire to kill him. Asa tried to jerk away, but her hands were wrapped around his wrists like unbreakable shackles. She was unbelievable strong. She smelled of alcohol. 
              Asa felt her open mouth breathing on his neck. He felt the sharp points of her incisors running along his skin. She sat up hurriedly and closed her eyes. She slapped her face. “No! I can’t bite him! I promised Allen that he would remain untouched.”
              She shook her head.
              Asa couldn’t process what was happening. He lay beneath Rose, looking up at her in the fog, thinking, it’s actually happening! They actually caught me! He couldn’t come to terms with these truths.
              Hurriedly, she reached her hand into the waterfall beside them, and began to splash water onto Asa’s neck as she washed her Salvaserum off his skin. “Don’t tell Allen that I almost bit you, okay?” She smiled at him.
              Asa couldn’t talk.
              “Okay, up you go.” With another display of her incredible strength, she tossed Asa up onto her shoulder like he was a doll, and then began to climb down the side of the waterfall. She was strong, but drunk, and her gait was unsteady on the slick rocks. As she went, she muttered, “Allen is going to be so proud. I got him! I got Asa Palmer! Just like the boy said, he’s here!”
              When she reached the bottom of the waterfall, she turned and passed between the stone wall and the falling sheet of water, still carrying Asa.
              She had taken Asa into the Multiplier’s lair. 
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Asa could feel the blood beating in his eyeballs as Rose carried him. He looked back and saw the waterfall roaring just outside the cave. He felt like time had slowed down. He could see that the water was actually moving in waves of increasing and decreasing pressure; he had never noticed this before.
Looking around the cave, he tried to wrap his mind around what had just happened.
              I’m one of the Multipliers most wanted targets, and they’ve caught me! They’re going to kill me! Or worse, turn me into one of them!
              Asa was painfully aware that he could be breathing his last breaths.
Rose carried Asa further into the Multiplier’s lair. “I got him! I got him, Allen! Here he is! It’s the boy! It’s Palmer!”
              “Pipe down, Rose! The game’s on!”
              Rose stopped walking. “Allen, did you hear me? I’ve got Palmer. I caught him! Just like the other boy said.”
              Allen responded. “Yeah I heard you, but I’m not dealing with him right now. Come, put him down in the chair next to me.”
              “Can I bite him, Allen? Please!” Rose started to wiggle with desire.
              Asa heard a whistle go off. “Damnit!” Allen cried. “No, Rose, I already told you! Bring him over here!”
              “Fine,” Rose said shortly, and began to walk again. Asa was slung over her shoulder. He decided to allow her to carry him without protest, thinking that struggling would only heighten the Multiplier’s distrust, and worsen his chance of survival. There was no way that he could overpower these creatures, especially in their lair, so he didn’t even try.
              Rose put Asa down on his feet fifteen yards into the cave. He looked around, sensing that he must be dreaming. Rose barred her black, slick teeth at Asa. “Sit!” she hissed, and then she walked over to one of the side walls, slumped down, and hugged her knees to her chest.
              Asa obeyed. He sat down into a foldable, canvas lawn-chair and nervously straightened his tie.
              He looked around at all sides, taking in the enclosure. He was surprised to see that the entire cave behind the waterfall was no bigger than a basketball court. He sat near the back wall. There was a high, pointed ceiling made of speckled black and pink stone.
              With half-hearted dismay, he realized that he had been wrong about this place. It wasn’t nearly large enough to hold one hundred thousand Multipliers, or even a thousand. So where are the rest of them? Within the cave, he counted only six. Is this just one of many hideouts?
Allen sat beside him in another foldout chair, watching a basketball game on a large television that was sitting atop a wooden crate. The television was plugged into a big, bulky battery that sat on the floor with outlets running along the top. Asa realized that the television was the source of the whistle he had heard earlier. Allen’s blue eyes were intent upon the screen, and his hand continued to reach to a can of unsalted almonds before bringing them to his mouth. He chewed thoughtfully; his eyes looked intense. Also on the table was the large silver handgun that Allen had shot Ned with in the Lab. Asa looked at the gun, then back at Allen, and a series of thoughts raced through his mind. Is it loaded? Is there a bullet in the chamber? Is the safety on? Allen’s complete submersion into what was on television made Asa believe that he might not notice a stray hand reaching for the firearm. There were three minutes left in the basketball game on the television. Asa decided not to reach for the gun until he had surveyed the room a bit better.
              Against the left wall, closer to the waterfall, there were six cots lined up. Three of them were occupied. Asa could see Joney, either resting or feigning sleep with his head on a pillow. Michael was sitting up, reading a leather-bound bible in the light of a small candle. Ned was also on a cot. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and Asa could see the area on his rib cage where he had been shot the night before. Jesus! Asa thought. That wound looks a decade old! There was a small area of pink scar tissue on Ned’s chest, but there was no active bleeding or scabbing. Ned had been bleeding heavily after being shot; the wound was inflicted only 24 hours ago. Asa was in awe at how fast Ned had healed. He was sitting up in bed, playing on a handheld video game console. Blue and red lights flashed up onto his face, and he wore headphones. His bare chest was covered in short, prickly black hairs.
              Asa looked at these three, resting Multipliers. He thought, I’ve just been caught and taken prisoner here, and they haven’t so much as gotten up! Does it not surprise them that I’m here? They’re acting as though they knew I would come.
              Rose was still clutching her knees while leaning against the wall, staring at Asa like he was a hamburger and she was starving. She rocked back and forth.
              There was another Multiplier slumped against the right wall. Her eyes were open, but they were not focused on anything. She was swaying slightly where she sat. Her eyes were red, and twitching. She was drooling saliva and Salvaserum absently out of the corners of her mouth. There was a bloody syringe and an elastic band on the floor beside her. After a moment of staring, Asa realized that this was Edna, the blond Multiplier he had seen with Joney on the first day of the semester. She looks so much thinner.
              Allen spoke; “We don’t all do drugs, you know?”
              “Huh?” Asa responded.
              “I noticed you looking at Edna,” Allen said. Although, Allen having seen this seemed impossible; Allen had never taken his eyes off the television screen and was sitting slightly in front of Asa. “Not all Multipliers use drugs. I don’t. But a lot of them do. I understand that you’re aware I’m from the Hive, which is a large gang of Multipliers that work together. We need money, just like everyone else. We sell illicit street drugs, among other things. It’s a great business for us; there’s such a high return, and we don’t face the dangers that humans in that industry have to endure.” He threw a large helping of almonds into his mouth and talked as he chewed: “For example, if we want to sell on another drug lord’s turf, what can they do to stop us? We’re not going to be intimidated by a human. The worst they can do is put a few bullets into us. Ned, the shirtless one over there, he got shot last night.” Allen gave Asa a knowing look. “But I guess you already know that. Well, anyways, look at how well he’s healing. Bullets aren’t a big deterrent for us. Neither is law enforcement, especially post-Wolf Flu. OH, C’MON!”
              Allen stood up and waved his hands in frustration at a play called on the television. He was watching a professional basketball game, hosted by the ABL, or American Basketball League. Like all other industries, the Wolf Flu was radically altering the sporting world. Players were dying, coaches were dying, and owners were dying. Five years ago, the ABL wasn’t in existence. But after seeing the status quo of major professional basketball associations begin to decline in popularity due to misfortunes related to the Wolf Flu, some entrepreneur decided that he or she could start a competing league, and they did. The ABL players and coaches, by total luck, managed to get sick less than those of other leagues. The ABL was now considered the premier basketball league in the world, attracting the best players, coaches, managers and owners.
              On the television, the New York Cats were playing against the Boston Lions in the Northern Division Championship, according to the logo on the bottom right hand side of the screen. It was game seven of a seven game series. The Lions were up by four with two and a half minutes left. They had just committed a foul on the Cats, who were shooting free throws. The stadium was packed, by post-Wolf Flu standards; almost one quarter of the seats in the stadium were filled.
              Asa watched the player shoot, and miss. He was amazed that a professional athlete could miss such a shot. He found human sports boring after playing in the Academy’s Winggame league, where he played against fellow mutants who were much more athletic than even premier humans. And these were premier human athletes in the ABL. During its rise, the ABL took the best players from the NBA; there was no league as competitive in the world.
              Allen leaned forward, watched the Cats player shoot the second free throw, and make it. He cursed quietly, and then leaned back.
              “Where was I? Oh yeah, drugs. So, we’re in the business of selling drugs, which means that we are around them a lot. We have to handle them. A lot of Multipliers choose to use them. There are very few side effects, because we are such hardy creatures, and I have been told that they make their users feel good. But I don’t use them. And don’t worry, when you’re a Multiplier, you won’t have to either.”
              Allen said the words when you’re a Multiplier as a clinical matter of fact. Asa’s eyes moved over to the gun on the table again. Allen continued to stare at the television. Asa had another surreal moment where he came to terms with where he was, and what was happening. The floor tilted beneath him and he grasped the armrests, overcome with a fit of dizziness.
              When you’re a Multiplier…
              The words echoed in his brain, and for a time, all he could think of was what that meant. It meant that he would have to endure being bitten, and changed. And, it meant that instead of going back to the Academy, he would be going to live with the Hive; with Edna, Joney, Ned, and thousands like them—violent people who made drugs and salivated at the thought of killing innocents.
              Not only would I live with them, I would be like them.
              His stomach roiled with nausea.
              They haven’t changed me yet, he told himself. There’s still hope.
              Asa looked at the gun on the table. It was so close—within arms reach. But Allen was incredibly fast. Asa didn’t know if reaching for the firearm would be wise.
              Trying to convince himself that what was happening was real, Asa felt the different threads of canvas that made up chair he sat in. He inhaled deeply—the air smelled like lake water. This is actually happening. He recounted the events that led him here—Stan’s confession, Teddy’s advice to drop the bombs, the dance…
              His heart picked up a bit as he remembered the dance, and leaving Jen and Charlotte. Have they discovered that I’ve left yet? Did Jen go looking for me? He looked at the mouth of the waterfall, and hoped that she wouldn’t show up. As much as he wanted to believe that there was a way out of his predicament, he didn’t want Jen to get hurt because of his actions.
              “Can I please bite him Allen?” Rose begged from where she sat on the cold floor.
              “No,” Allen said in a monotone voice. All his focus was on the game. “WHAT!? Are you kidding me!? FOUL! YES! YES!” On the screen, one of the Boston Lions went up for a layup, made contact with a defender, and missed the shot. Allen instantly got upset, but then celebrated when the referee called the foul. As the player went up to the free throw line, Allen spoke again.
              “I think basketball is the best sport we have today.” He cast a sideways glance at Asa. “How much do you know about what the Academy graduates do on a day to day basis?”
              “I know that they do humanitarian work,” Asa said.
              Allen laughed. “I see that the answer is not much. The Academy does do some humanitarian work, that’s true, but they also do a lot of things to make money. One of those things is that they put their graduates into professional sports. The graduates perform well, but not too well to raise eyebrows, and then the money they make goes back to the Academy. The Academy has basically overtaken professional baseball and football; all the best players are graduates. For me, it makes the sport boring. I know who’s going to win. But basketball has remained relatively pure.”
              They watched the game in silence for the next couple minutes. When Asa saw that there were only fifteen seconds on the clock, his heart began to sprint in his chest and he had to swallow his breaths to not hyperventilate. Allen was cheering for the Lions; they were down by one point. Their shooting guard put up a three-pointer at that time and scored. They were up by two.
              Allen nodded and closed his eyes. “Fifteen more seconds, and we’re going to the championship.” He opened them, and went back to watching the game.
              Asa looked at the gun again. He thought that he couldn’t be given a more perfect situation. He was captured on a night when one of Allen’s favorite teams played a crucial game in his favorite sport. Allen was distracted. Asa looked around, and saw that no one but Rose was paying attention to him, and she was intoxicated. Asa leaned forward, deciding to go for the weapon. His palms were sweaty. His hand inched forward and just as the ball was about to be inbounded…
              “Can I please bite him?” Rose whined.
              Allen grabbed the gun and pointed it at Rose; he hadn’t noticed Asa reaching for it. The barrel shook in Allen’s hand with anger. “Do you want me to shoot you?”
              Rose stammered, “N-n-no. It’s just…”
              “I HAVE TOLD YOU MY DECISION. NO! I BIT ASA’S FATHER AND I WILL BITE HIM!”
              Rose nodded, she looked hurt.
              Allen sat down and put the gun back on the coffee table, this time closer to Asa than before. He really is oblivious, Asa thought. A timeout was called in the game, and Allen relaxed a bit. He turned to Asa; “Did you know that I bit your father?” He smiled, black gums glistening.
              Asa didn’t know how to respond; Allen must be mistaken. “My father was Edmund Palmer,” Asa said.
              Allen nodded, his blue eyes shining as though something was funny. “I know who your daddy was. I bit him.”
              Asa shook his head, remembering what Conway had told him about his father’s history. He didn’t want to argue with this Multiplier, but couldn’t help it. “No,” Asa said. “My father killed himself. Jul Conway told me.”
              “Jul Conway should know. He was there. He’s right; your daddy did kill himself. But I bit him first.”
              Asa just repeated the words, “bit him?”
              “Sure did. Shot Salvaserum into him and everything. It was a big turning point in the war between Multipliers and humans; it was a big win for our kind. I’m sorry that you didn’t grow up with a daddy, but I hope you understand,” he flashed Asa a smile like he had just told a funny joke. “The Academy heard that there had been rogue Multipliers taking lives in Dallas, Texas. They were right; it was a few others and I—we were working separate from the Hive at that time. There was a gunfight, and, long story short, I had a clear shot at your daddy’s neck, and I took it. We were in this big warehouse. I hung back a bit in the shadows to see what would happen. He started crying, tears running down his face, only he didn’t look sad, and he told Jul Conway what had happened. After you get bitten, you fall into a deep sleep after a short time; some people only last a few seconds, and some people last a few minutes before going unconscious. But when you wake up, you are already thinking like a Multiplier. Your dad knew this, of course. He invented us.
              “It was kind of cute, the way he handled it. He said goodbye to Conway, hugged him, and told Jul to say goodbye to his pregnant wife for him. Jul said he would. Then, your daddy held out a gun for Conway to take, and asked Conway to kill him. Conway said no, so your daddy took the gun to himself.”
              Allen clucked his tongue. “I sure wish your daddy wouldn’t have done that. All his brainpower, he would have been a really useful addition to the Multiplier army if he hadn’t killed himself.”
              The game was back on and the Cats inbounded the ball. Allen’s focus switched to the basketball game.
              Asa felt numb. For the past semester, he had viewed his father as a coward who killed himself when things got tough. But that wasn’t true. His father had sacrificed himself, bravely, for a noble cause. He didn’t want his intellect and knowledge to be put to use by the Multipliers. But why didn’t Conway tell me this? Maybe he was scared of what I would think; maybe he didn’t want me to know that my father was once bitten by a Multiplier.
              The cats passed inside, and then back out to the perimeter. Asa suddenly felt brave, like his father. The gun was three inches from his knee on the table. He wanted to sacrifice himself like his father; he didn’t want to become a Multiplier. They’ll have to take me down, but they’re not biting me.
              Asa’s hand went for the gun.
              On screen, the cats sunk a three-pointer. They won by one point. The horn sounded and the game was over.
              Allen grabbed the gun before Asa could.
              BANG! BANG! BANG!
              He shot the TV off its stand. Glass was strewn on the floor, and the smoking television lay on its back, broken. Ned, Michael, and Joney were all looking at Allen in alarm.
              “WHAT KIND OF DEFENSE WAS THAT?” Allen screamed at the broken television. He was breathing hard, his chest rising and falling. “Season’s over because of some terrible defense.”
              There was a beeping sound in Allen’s pocket. He took out a small, handheld radio. “WHAT?” he said into it.
              And then, a voice came through the other end that Asa would never forget. I should have known. It was Teddy. “Allen? Michael? Anybody there?”
              Allen spoke back into the radio: “We’re here, Teddy. What can we do for you?”
              “Have you gotten him?” Teddy asked.
              “Yeah, we got him. Do you want to talk to Palmer?”
              Teddy didn’t respond.
              “Teddy, you there?” Allen said.
              When Teddy spoke back, Asa thought that he sounded like he was crying. “Yeah, I’m here. No, I don’t want to talk. Just checking in.”
              The static stopped and then there was silence on the other end of the radio.
              Allen turned to Asa: “You’re learning a lot about your history tonight, aren’t you? First that your dad was bitten by a Multiplier, and now that your best friend turned on you. It’s not a good night for you; that’s a lot of bad news.”
              Asa didn’t know what to say. He wanted to vomit, cry, and tackle Allen all at the same time. He had never felt so enraged, so hurt.
              Allen twirled the gun around on his index finger. “But now the time has come for you to be bitten.” Allen smiled. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”
              Asa bolted. He stood up and ran as fast as he could towards the mouth of the cave. From behind him, he heard Allen yell, “Not you, Rose! Get him, Ned!”
              Ned wrapped his muscular arms around Asa. Asa was no competition for him; Ned was impossibly strong. Still, Asa kicked, and screamed and cried like a newly caged feral raccoon. Asa was actually hissing, which surprised him.
              “Bring him over here, Ned. Thanks a lot. I know that you’re upset, Asa, but it’s just like a little boy who doesn’t want to get his vaccines; it will only hurt for a bit, and no matter how hard you fight, we’re still going to do it. It’s only a little injection.” Allen sounded amused at Asa’s struggles.
              Trapped in Ned’s arms, Asa wished that he could electrocute Ned, but the tingling sensation wouldn’t come. Ned easily carried Asa over to the back of the room, where Allen was unfolding and expanding different metal contraptions. Asa was wide eyed and crazed with fear.
              Ned threw him down onto a stretcher, which was sitting atop two crates and tied down. Asa writhed and wiggled, but it was no use. Using handcuffs, Ned secured Asa’s arms and legs to the stretcher and then he and Allen backed up, admiring their work. Rose was lurking far behind them, glaring at Asa.
              “Good work, Ned,” Allen said. “And you too, Palmer. It’ll be much easier if you don’t fight it.” 
Allen walked over toward Asa, and began to press buttons on a device situated higher than Asa. Asa looked up and saw an electronic monitor hanging above him. “Don’t worry,” Allen said, seeing the fear in Asa’s eyes. “This is just a standard medical monitor. We’ll keep an eye on your oxygen saturation, your heart rate, and your blood pressure. The change from human to Multiplier is pretty dramatic, and sometimes a person’s heart stop. But don’t worry, we have epinephrine, and are all very good at CPR. You probably won’t die.”
Asa’s chest was rising and falling with harsh breaths. He remained still while Allen tightened a blood pressure cuff over Asa’s left arm, and then taped an oxygen and heart rate monitor clip around Asa’s left index finger.
              Allen was smiling as he did this. Salvaserum was beginning to coat his lips and covering his big, blocky teeth. He was looking forward to biting Asa.
              “Now, when you wake up, you’ll feel different. A lot different. This is normal. You won’t be able to produce any Salvaserum yet, but you’ll still be thinking like a Multiplier, which will be good. After you wake up, we’re going to take you on a little mission with us. We’re going to be visiting Town in the middle of the Academy.”
              An image of Jen’s eyes widening as Asa held her by the throat rose to Asa’s mind, and he lost it. He began to scream and writhe on the bed. Allen stood back, watched Asa pull uselessly against the cuffs, and then moved back beside him when Asa relaxed.
              “I told you, it’s useless to fight this,” Allen said.
              Asa realized that he was crying. “Why don’t you just kill me?” Asa asked.
              Allen shrugged. “I thought about it, but I think you could be of use. You could show us how to get where we need to go tonight, after you wake up.”
              Asa looked at the ceiling. He imagined all of the students at the dance, having a great time—drinking, dancing, and laughing.
              Asa felt something cold on his neck and jumped.
              “Relax,” Allen said. “It’s just a disinfectant—betadine. It lowers the rate of infection in those bitten. Relax.”
              Asa didn’t think that relaxing was possible. He watched as Allen dipped a sponge into a bowl of dark red disinfectant and then rubbed in on Asa’s neck. When he was done, Allen rubbed his hands together. “Ready?”
              There was a beeping sound above Asa, and he looked up.
              Allen stood up and pressed a button on the monitor. “That’s just letting me know that your heart rate is fast. But that doesn’t help us. I think that’s to be expected.”
              He wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt, and when he pulled it away, it was marked with Salvaserum. The shirt was stark white; “This was my only shirt left,” he said, examining the stain. “Oh well. We’ll be back at the Hive before long.”
              Asa tried to think of something that he could do to slow down this process; he needed more time. He didn’t want to be a Multiplier. Now, Joney, Michael, Ned, Rose, and even Edna were watching the proceedings.
              “WAIT!” Asa said.
              “What is it, Palmer?” Allen’s voice had changed from a normal tone to a demonic, low rumble.
              “I-I-I… Jut hold on!” he shrieked.
              “He don’t have nothin’ to say, Allen, he just is stalling. Go ahead an’ bite the poor sucker; take ‘im out of his misery.” Joney said.
              Asa’s mouth felt dry. Allen was hovering over him.
              “Gladly,” Allen growled.
              He grabbed Asa’s left shoulder, and his hair. He bent Asa’s right ear towards his right shoulder, exposing the left side of his neck, and then bit with the speed of a viper. Asa screamed louder than he thought was possible, and the noise echoed off the rock walls. The other Multipliers were laughing. Allen continued to bite down; the pressure was incredible. His incisors were dull, but he had bit so hard that he had broken through Asa’s skin to his muscle.
              The worst part of the experience of being bitten by a Multiplier was that Asa could actually feel Allen’s Salvaserum being pumped into his body. The process went on for over a minute, and Allen moaned during the process.
              By the time it was over, Asa’s neck was bloated and swollen with how much Salvaserum filled his tissues. Allen withdrew, and Asa watched with horror as his blood squirted from his open wound and splash across Allen’s shirt.
              “You hit an artery,” Ned said.
              Asa was beginning to feel woozy and sick.
              “It’s okay,” Allen said. “Salvaserum makes blood clot fast.”
              The arterial blood squirted from Asa’s neck once more, then the bleeding subsided. The Multiplier bite felt warm and infected. Asa felt feverish.
              I am a Multiplier now, he thought with horror.
              Then, his vision went gray. 
              Just before he completely passed out, he heard Joney say: “Swee’ dreams, Palmer! See you in a bit and you can help us on our mission in Town. Maybe you’ll even see your date from the dance!”
              Then, he drifted out of consciousness.
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              Shortly after the blood squirted on Allen’s shirt, Asa began to feel detached from the reality that surrounded him. Time was starting to dilate and contract.
              Then, he felt as though the stretcher he lay upon opened up and he fell through it.
              He moved through the air for a moment, shifted, and landed on his feet.
              He looked around. The familiar smell of a lemony wood cleaner came to his nostrils. The sights around him were familiar, too. He was standing in an expansive wooden room with enormous bunk beds lined up in rows. One end of the room ended in a series of doors and a staircase, and the other end of the room was walled with an enormous window that looked out onto the mountains of the Academy, the Moat, and Town. Taxidermied, mutated animals with unnaturally large skulls were mounted upon the high walls—giraffe heads, the upper half of a charging bull, a bear.
              I’m back in the Fishie dormitory, Asa thought. But how could that be?
              He looked down and saw someone sleeping with a blanket pulled up to her shoulders. I’m in the female Fishie dormitory. He looked over her smooth skin, her blond hair, and watched her chest rising and falling.
              It was Jen.
              Asa looked at her for a moment with affection, and bent forward, wanting to kiss her neck while she slept. Only, when he got closer, he found that he wanted to do more than kiss her. I want to rip open her neck with my teeth and pour my venom into her.
              He stepped back, startled by the thought. He was breathing hard. A clock ticked on the wall.
              He tried to remember how he had gotten here. He recalled being bitten by Allen, and his arterial blood squirting onto Allen’s white shirt. Then I fell asleep, he tried to convince himself. That’s all. This is just a hallucination.
              He felt the hair on the back of his neck prickle up. He could see Jen’s pores in the moonlight that came in through the vast window in the back of the room. He could hear the breath coming in and out of her nose. He reached up and touched the bedframe above her. He could feel the swirling indentions and bulging knots of the wood.
              This is much too real to be a dream, he thought.
              Is it possible that I unconsciously walked here? Or that there is an error in my memory?
              And then a terrible but somewhat satisfying pressure built up in the roof of his mouth, and Salvaserum began to overflow out his lips and splatter onto the floor. He felt dizzy as he looked at Jen. He was in immense pain, and he knew that he wouldn’t feel better until he bit her. He bent down, jaws open, and leaned over her bed…
              But instead of making contact with her neck, he fell straight through her. A moment later, he landed in a grocery store’s warehouse. There were great rows of forty feet tall shelves that held labeled cardboard boxes. The air smelled of blood, sweat, and gunpowder. And there, in front of Asa, was his father. Edmund Palmer was slightly shorter than Asa and not as well built. He had a thick, prickly beard of dark hair. Asa could see himself reflected in his father’s glasses. There was a gun in his dad’s hand.
              “Dad?” Asa said.
              But his father didn’t hear him. It was as though Asa was an apparition. Asa noticed a single tear trickling down his father’s cheek; his father wiped it away with the back of his hand. Edmund’s neck was bleeding and the wound was saturated with Salvaserum; he had just been bitten by Allen.
              “Take it,” Edmund said. He held out the gun to someone who stepped out of the shadows.
              At first, the figure was hard to recognize, and then light shone upon his face. He was tall and black with a harsh scar beneath his left eye.
              Conway.
              Conway was bawling. He gave Edmund a startled look. “I can’t take that. What do you want me to take that for?”
              Edmund became sterner with him. “I need you to shoot me. And when you get back to the states, I want you to take care of my wife and kid. Can you do that for me?”
              Conway was hysterical. He shook his head and his tears spilled off his face and onto the ground. His lips were trembling and coated with saliva. “Why would I have to do that? You can take care of them!” Conway was in denial.
              Edmund sighed: “I’ve been bitten, Jul. This is the end for me.” His voice shook with sorrow. “If I live, I’ll be a great asset to the Multipliers. I will be one of them, Jul! It’s better if you just put me down.”
              Conway was backing away, shaking his head, whispering, “No, no, no, no, no.”
              Edmund looked upwards for a moment. Then he held the gun up to the middle of his forehead.
              “NO!” Conway cried.
              BANG!
              Asa sat up, wide eyed and scared. He felt hot, feverish. He looked around, gasping in the air.
              He saw the rushing waterfall, the candles, the cots, and the fallen television. He realized that he was in the cave, and that he had just woken up from a very realistic dream.
              Asa saw Ned standing above him with his arms crossed. There was a handgun holstered on Ned’s right hip and he was looking at Asa with an expression of uncertainty; his eyebrows were pulled together and his mouth hung open.
              Asa felt groggy and confused. Why is Ned looking at me like that? Why am I even here? He shook his head, trying to remember what was going on. He looked at the broken television, and the lawn chairs that he and Allen had been sitting in some time ago, watching the ABL game. Something in the cave’s arrangement brought back the memories of what had happened before he went unconscious. In his mind, he saw Allen leaning over him, about to bite him…
              Asa gasped and brought his hand up to the side of his neck. The area was painful, hot, and swollen. This is a Multiplier bite; I’ve been bitten by a Multiplier, Asa thought with horror as he gingerly touched the wound. It was hard to come to terms with the idea that it had actually happened. He realized that he was no longer a human. His wants, his desires, and his thought processes would all be different now. He breathed in the air and felt it expand his chest. Breathing feels the same, he told himself. He concentrated on his feet and wiggled his toes in his dress shoes. That feels the same, too.
              Asa remembered how Allen had told him that he would feel different when he woke up. He took another breath; it still felt as it always had.
              “Did I change?” Asa asked Ned. His voice sounded hoarse and distant to himself.
              Ned kept the odd look of concern and didn’t answer the question.
              Asa took in another breath, and now something did feel different. He was extremely nauseous. This feeling was so overpowering that for a moment he brushed away his concern as to whether he was a Multiplier or a human.
Asa stood and realized that he was no longer chained down to the stretcher. He felt terrible, and a disgusting taste like that of rotting meat filled his mouth. He began to walk forward. He was still attached to the medical monitor, and it toppled over behind him. He tore himself from the blood pressure cuff and the heart rate monitor, suddenly feeling very claustrophobic. “I’m going to throw up,” he said.
              “Uhhhhh, boss,” Joney said. He sounded unsure, maybe even scared. “Palmer is awake. He don’t look so normal.”
              “I’m going to vomit,” Asa said again, louder this time. The side of his neck where he had been bitten was throbbing.
              Why did Joney say that I don’t look right? Why is Ned looking at me like that?
              Joney came to Asa with a large mop bucket. Asa took it in his hands, got down on his knees and retched up something that tasted like hot, spoiled, liquid cheese. The taste made him want to vomit up even more. He retched until his abdomen was sore, and than he spat all of the nasty substance that he could out of his mouth.
              “Allen, could you come over here?” it was Ned, and he was standing above Asa. “I think that you should see something.”
              Asa heard Allen’s footsteps as he walked over toward them.
              Asa opened his eyes. He felt better now, and he looked down into the bucket at his own emesis where he saw something that chilled him. Sitting there in the bottom of the blue bucket was half a liter of black, thick, pure Salvaserum.
              Is that normal? He wondered. Do all Multipliers vomit up Salvaserum after they change? Based on Joney and Ned’s reactions, Asa thought that this wasn’t the norm. Could it be possible that I didn’t change—did my body somehow reject the Salvaserum? Even though Allen had told Asa he would feel different after waking up, Asa still didn’t notice anything unusual about the way he was experiencing the world. Asa wasn’t sure what was happening to him, but he did know one thing—if I didn’t change, they’ll kill me. He stared into the bucket. The Salvaserum gave off a horrible smell.
              Allen was looking down at the bucket too.
              “I think that something might have gone wrong, sir,” Ned said—he was talking fast. “I’ve never seen anyone vomit up that much Salvaserum after they’ve been bitten. To tell you the truth, I’ve never seen anyone vomit up Salvaserum at all. This looks strange. This looks very strange.”
              Asa spat again into the bucket. He could feel his heart fluttering with fear as he thought, my anxiety feels normal too.
              “I did put a lot of Salvaserum into him,” Allen said. “Maybe his body couldn’t process all of it, so he threw some up. Changing people into a Multiplier isn’t exactly an established science yet. Palmer, look at me.” Asa looked up at Allen and met his blue eyes, which ran from Asa’s face to the bite on his neck. “How do you feel?”
              Asa didn’t answer, but instead he turned and retched some more into the bucket. He didn’t have anything left in his stomach, and was just dry heaving.
              “His wound doesn’t look right,” Ned said.
              “How many people have you seen changed?” Allen asked him; he sounded angry. 
Ned started to stammer and then Allen interrupted him.
“That’s what I thought! Look, we’ve got things to do tonight, and we can’t sit around debating over whether or not Asa’s acting normal. I put the Salvaserum into him, so he’s a Multiplier now. It’s that simple.”
Ned answered back, sounding a bit braver this time. “But Teddy said…”
Allen raised his voice: “I don’t give a damn what Teddy said! Teddy was caught by Asa and is currently in a jail cell right now. We’re the ones who are supposed to go break him out; he needs our help. He’s not that smart. And besides, there’s no right way for a Multiplier bite to look. They all change differently.”
Ned paused for a moment. “If you say so.”
Allen sighed. “I do say so. I don’t mean to rush this, but it’s just that we need to get going. The Hive is counting on us, and we only have a small time window to get to Town before all the students leave the dance, okay? But don’t think that I’m not taking this seriously. If Palmer didn’t change, I’d be able to tell. I’ve been around a lot of Multipliers. The question is, does the wound hurt? Palmer look at me.”
              Asa did. His heart was beating fast, but he had pulled the heart rate monitor off his finger, so no one could tell. Allen’s eyes ran over Asa. Asa wondered what Teddy had said on the radio to them. Based on the conversation between Ned and Allen, Asa guessed that Teddy had predicted Asa wouldn’t change. But why? Why would he guess that? Those were questions that could be addressed later. Right now, he had to look at the facts and weigh his options.
              At that time, Asa believed in his gut that for some reason the Salvaserum hadn’t worked properly. First, there was the vomit—it appeared as though his body had rejected the Salvaserum. Then, there was the indefinable sameness that he felt; he couldn’t explain the exact reason, but he still believed that he was a human.
              But then there is the dream, he reminded himself, thinking of the lucid hallucination he had had that he was biting Jen. That wasn’t normal, he thought. He had never had a dream in which he was a Multiplier before. But perhaps he dreamed of that subject matter because he was scared of becoming a Multiplier. And, even in the dream, his intentions to bite Jen had frightened him.
              As Asa thought over the dream, he let a morbid thought come to his mind—one that he thought would settle the issue; do I want to kill anyone? Does that sound like fun? Asa thought about the students at the dance, running them through in his head and having images of their faces flash up into his mind—Roxanne, Shashowt, Charlotte, Boom Boom. The answer to this question was very clear: No. He was sure of this. He was not a violent person and the thought of harming humans disturbed him rather than excited him.
              Asa exhaled, and felt relief. He did not want to change. Like his father, he would rather be dead than a Multiplier.
              Asa looked at Allen’s face, thinking, this person will kill me if he knows that I didn’t turn into a Multiplier. Asa realized that he would have to play the part. He would have to at least convince Allen that he had changed. If he couldn’t do that, he would be as dead as Bruce.
              “How does the wound feel?” Allen asked, and he moved his long fingers over to Asa’s neck. He began to poke at the wound, putting pressure on different areas. It hurt immensely, but Asa tried not to show it. He remembered Teddy’s Multiplier bite on his face after he had been bitten; it didn’t seem to hurt, and even though the Multiplier wound was vast and deep, Teddy manipulated his mouth without demonstrating pain. Asa tried to copy what he had seen Teddy do, hoping that Allen wouldn’t detect the deceit.
              “It feels numb,” Asa said. He looked straight into Allen’s eyes as Allen pinched the exposed, tender flesh on Asa’s neck. Asa wanted to cry out and back away due to the pain, but he resisted this urge.
              Allen let go, apparently satisfied. He wiped the blood on his fingers off onto his shirt. Asa noticed that there was no Salvaserum on Allen’s fingers, meaning that the bite must not have any in it. “The wound doesn’t seem to bother him,” Allen told Ned. He scratched his chin with bloody fingers, never taking his eyes off of Asa. He addressed Ned again: “You’re correct; I would expect to see more Salvaserum spotted along the exposed tissue. It almost looks just like a normal cut, doesn’t it? But remember, everyone changes differently. How do you feel, Palmer?”
              Asa felt a new wave of panic come over him as Allen’s eyes scanned his face. Asa tried to remember everything that he had learned from Multipliers so far and to apply it here in his answer. He talked slowly, making his voice as close to a growl as was possible. “I never understood why you guys wanted to kill people, or bite them,” he said. “But now, I can’t wait to rip out someone’s throat.” He hated saying such a violent, untrue thing, but judging by Allen’s face, it seemed to be working. “Are you going to let me come with you guys tonight? We’re attacking all the students in the dance, right?”
              Allen’s expression changed. The happiness left his blue eyes and they suddenly looked cold and unforgiving. Straining not to break Allen’s intimidating gaze, Asa couldn’t help but think about how Allen had shot Bruce’s foot off while interrogating him. “Do you really feel that way, Palmer?”
              Asa’s anxiety shot up inside of him. He thought that he had said the right thing—but then why is Allen looking at me like that? Is he trying to trick me? Not wanting to take too long to respond, Asa committed to an answer: “Yes. I want to kill someone tonight; I want to kill very badly!” He smiled as menacingly as he could; he tried to look brave despite how thoroughly scared and unsure of himself he was.
               For a moment, Allen just stood there, staring at Asa. Then, he picked up his right hand and slapped Asa on the shoulder. “See, Ned? He’s alright!” Allen began to bark out sharp chops of laughter. “You want to kill someone tonight, do you?”
              “Yes.”
              Allen grabbed Asa’s hair and his face grew serious—evil. “That’s ‘Yes, sir.’ Got it?”
              “Yes, sir.”
              “Good.”
              Allen continued to hold Asa by the back of his hair. Asa looked over at Ned, whose eyebrows were still pulled together in skepticism. It didn’t seem like Ned believed Asa was now a Multiplier. That’s fine, Asa thought. I just need Allen to believe me. No one will attack me without Allen’s approval.
              Allen growled: “I’m only going to say this once, Palmer. So listen.”
              Asa nodded. He looked behind Allen and saw that the rest of the Multipliers, including Edna, who was now conscious, were standing near the waterfall as though waiting on something. Edna and Rose were sharing a cigarette; both of them had terribly red eyes.
              Allen continued: “There’s a lot you don’t know. You’ve only just been turned, and I know that you feel a little weird. You probably feel aggressive, and angry, and out of control.”
              Asa nodded and took on an expression of slight amazement as though Allen were reading his thoughts.
              Allen smiled, showing teeth that were still tinged red with Asa’s blood. “It’s a lot of fun being a Multiplier, but it’s also hard work. And, it’s a lot of taking orders. The Hive is a huge organization, and most everyone is taking orders from someone. A good Multiplier is an obedient Multiplier. Take Volkner, for example. He put his life on the line to give the Hive information about the Academy. He’s very useful. He’s very obedient. He’s a good Multiplier.”
              Asa nodded again.
              Allen let go of Asa’s hair and rubbed his hands together. “Tonight is going to be an exercise in obedience. You’re not going to understand everything that’s going on, and you’re not going to get to make any decisions. But your role in our mission tonight is going to be crucial in helping the Hive to achieve its goal, which is to turn every human on earth into a Multiplier.” A thin line of Salvaserum ran out the corner of Allen’s mouth at the thought of changing so many humans.
              Asa nodded obediently. His mind was buzzing with questions. If we’re not attacking the dance, what are we doing? How long can I keep this up? Should I try to escape out into the jungle? If I go through this mission with them, will they take me to the Hive after we’re done? Surely if they take me to the Hive they’ll figure out that I’m a human. There are a quarter million Multipliers in the Hive, wherever it is. How would we get there—using a helicopter, a car, on foot?
              “I’ll give you a brief explanation of what it is we are doing. I find that if my teammates are well informed, they can make better decisions.” Allen checked his watch. “We need to leave here in two minutes. But I think I can give you a brief summary
              “Your father, Edmund Palmer, created us. You know that much already, I’m sure. Teddy’s told me some things.
“Your daddy grew to be scared of us; he was afraid that we might try to take over the world,” Allen’s mouth spread into a vicious smile at this sentence. “So, he devised a little hiccup in our DNA that he thought would make it harder for us to reproduce until we had a good chunk of the world’s population. As you might have heard, we can only Multiply once a month. So, for instance, I just bit you. Now, if I tried to bite a student at the dance, I could inject my Salvaserum into them, but it wouldn’t do anything. There’s a special solute that is only released through the Salvaserum whenever we are actually biting someone, and this special solute is what turns the victim into a Multiplier. This strange solute is what we can only produce once a month.”
Allen waved his hands. “Now, again, we only have two minutes, so I’m being brief. The story is a lot longer than this. Teddy says that Conway told you some, but I don’t know how much. A while ago, your daddy made a riddle, and no one knew what it meant. It goes like this:”
Allen began to say the riddle as though he had recited it a millions times:
 
 
“Solutions and weapons that are known
Can be used, or worse, destroyed
Best keep them in the void
There are two spaces that these secrets are maintained
One is metal, it’s locked away
The other, though, isn’t so easily disposed
You can’t see it, it doesn’t say hello
It doesn’t make a difference
It’s never seen
It doesn’t affect any pedigree
Where two come and give half each
This is where it will be
You’ll find that I’ve only stolen from me”
 
              Allen smiled. “What concerns us tonight is the first part of the riddle. We believe that your daddy made some kind of vaccine, a ‘weapon’ that is hidden in the middle of Town. Martin Chandler and Volkner have helped us in investigating this, and we now know that there is a secret passage underneath the Shop that has some very peculiar security devices attached to it; it’s as though someone specifically didn’t want Multipliers to be able to get in. When you see, you’ll understand. We have reason to believe that your daddy hid a serum under the Shop that will allow us Multipliers to reproduce more than once a month—we could reproduce every day if we needed to with this new mutation!”
              “Wow,” Asa said. Now, he almost wished that they were simply going to Town Hall to kill Academy students. What was happening was much worse. Asa was going to have to help them receive a vaccine that, if they obtained it, would help them take over the world.
              Allen shook his head—he couldn’t stop smiling. “If we get this vaccine, Asa, it would be over for the humans. We would be able to quadruple our already staggering forces in two days!”
              “That’s incredible,” Asa said. He felt sick again.
              Allen’s watch began to beep, and he pressed a button on the side of the face and turned it off. “We’ve got to go, now. Is anyone not ready?” he called. No one responded. Allen walked over and dug into a chest on one of the side walls. He tossed Asa something and he caught it. At first, he thought that it looked like a giant mosquito head.
              “It’s a gas mask,” Allen said. “You’ll see when you get there. We’ve got to go now. We’ll be running through the woods. Try to keep up.”
              Asa felt as though things were happening too fast. “We’re leaving right now?”
              Allen nodded; “Right this second.”
              “Wait! Where are we going?”
              Allen looked back at Asa: “Just follow us. We’re going to the Moat. We have a small canoe that we’re going to float over the water in.”
              Asa saw that the other Multipliers also had gas masks. Allen walked over to the waterfall, stepped around it, and then the others began to follow. Asa walked over to the mouth of the cave. His knees felt wobbly underneath him, but he willed them to move.
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Back to Town
 
 
              As Asa stepped around the waterfall, he was surprised to see that the fog was even thicker than before. He was the last one out of the cave; the Multipliers were already running through the foliage towards the Moat.
              Asa hesitated, thinking, I shouldn’t follow them. I need to get out of here. Asa felt lucky to have convinced Allen that he was a Multiplier up until this point, but wondered how long he could keep up the act. Many of the Multipliers violent and crude tendencies disgusted Asa; he felt that he couldn’t conceal his true beliefs forever. He looked around. He could hear the waterfall crashing into the river below him; he could feel the cold mist kissing his face.
              Asa considered darting off into the jungle in the opposite direction of the Multipliers. He thought that they wouldn’t come looking for him. What would they gain from coming after me? They would probably just go ahead with their mission and forget about me. And, even if they do come looking for me, there is no guarantee that they’ll find me.



              Asa decided that running would be his best option. This was his lucky break—this was his opportunity to leave. 
              But for some reason, he stood still, considering running after them. Even if I am able to convince Allen that I’m a Multiplier for the entire night, they’ll still find out at some point. After we leave Town, we’ll head off for the Hive. Asa felt his stomach drop at the idea of being watched and scrutinized by two hundred fifty thousand Multipliers. Surely someone will figure it out when we get to the Hive. My experience with Multipliers is limited—I would inevitably do something inconsistent with being a Multiplier. And, I’m not a very good liar.
              Asa wondered if the Hive was carved out of mountains, like the Academy. Or maybe it occupies a series of enormous sky-rise buildings somewhere. Or maybe it’s not in one place; maybe the entire Hive is spread out and they just communicate electronically. Or, did Robert King say something about it being underground? 
              Either way, Asa thought that his best chance of survival was to run away. He looked out into the jungle in the opposite direction that the Multipliers had ran. Still, his feet wouldn’t move.
              He whimpered.
              He knew what was wrong, but had been trying to push it from his mind.
              It was Boom Boom’s argument, which said that they should take any measures possible to fight the Multipliers, because if they don’t, the Multipliers will proliferate and take over the world. So, in reality, the best option was to play offense with them—to try to hurt the Multipliers before they built up an army, and destroyed the Academy. Boom Boom’s argument was especially pertinent tonight, when Asa knew that the Multipliers were attempting to gain a serum that would allow them to Multiply over thirty times as often as they were now able to.
              Asa felt like crying. Every ounce of him pleaded to go out into the jungle and hide—to save himself. He was emotionally and physically drained. Even though, for some reason, the Salvaserum did not work on him, he still had already gone through the mental strain of thinking that he would become a Multiplier today. And, earlier in the day he had played the Winggame championship, and had been dragged into the waterfall by Rose. He was exhausted. He was terrified of being found out by Allen. He thought of Bruce, lying dead on the floor of the classroom with his throat torn out and his foot blown off.
              Asa’s eyes began to sting with tears. He was tired of being scared all the time.
              He then thought of how Jen had begun to gasp and cry after the Multipliers left the Lab. She had walked over and cradled Bruce’s head in her hands.
              She had cried so hard. She had been miserably upset. But what did she do next?
              Asa whispered to himself, “She wanted to follow the Multipliers.”
After everything she had seen, she didn’t let her fear get in the way of what she needed to do.
              It was settled. Asa took off into the jungle, but in the direction following the Multipliers, not running away from them. He didn’t know how he would be able to stop them from stealing his father’s serum, of if that was even possible, but he had to try.
              The Multipliers were too far ahead of him to be detected. They were much faster than Asa, and were given a considerable head start. Still, he knew that they were headed toward the shore of the Moat, and he dug his feet into the ground, running as fast as he could.
              As he ran, Asa tried to mentally prepare himself for how he would act when he next spoke with the Multipliers. He needed to act like there was nothing wrong—like he was supposed to be there—like he was one of them. The person he knew who could do this best was Jen. Asa knew Jen well enough to understand that her cocky exterior was sometimes just an act. She had been living by herself in the post-Wolf Flu world before being taken to the Academy; she was a young woman, who had to develop a tough exterior if she was going to survive in a world with no real authority to step in if someone wronged her.
              Think like Jen, he told himself. Do what Jen would do.
              Asa ran in between Mount Two and Fishie Mountain and then began the downward slope that led to the edge of the Moat. He knew that he could make the distance much faster if he flew, but he wasn’t entirely sure if Multipliers who had been in the Academy before changing could fly. Not wanting to take chances, he stayed on the ground.
              He reached the shoreline a few minutes later and it wasn’t until he was just a few feet from the Multipliers that they came into view in the heavy fog. Asa was exhausted from the run, but he breathed through his nose, trying not to show it.
              Act like Jen, Asa thought.
              “What took you so long?” Ned barked. Rose and Edna were sharing another cigarette behind him. Michael had his arms crossed, staring Asa down. Joney and Allen looked up to hear Asa’s answer; they were retrieving a hidden canoe from thick bushes by the shoreline.
              “I’m sick, ass hole,” Asa said. He felt dizzy; the confident words that he had chosen felt heavy and unnatural in his mouth.
              To Asa’s relief, Allen, Edna, Joney, and Rose laughed. Michael and Ned did not; they continued to stare at Asa and their lips didn’t so much as quiver. Ned’s expression was similar to the one he held just before he lost control of his anger and choked Rose out in the Lab.
              And if he does that to me, Asa thought, I won’t heal quickly like Rose did. He’d probably just snap my neck.
              Joney slapped Ned on the shoulder. “Yeah, Ned! You ever been sick before? Tha boy has got a point! Did yeh not see ‘im move his guts out into tha’ mop bucket? And yeh think he’d be runnin’ in tip top shape after sometin’ like tha’?” Joney squealed out another laugh. Ned still didn’t look convinced.
              “Shut up!” Allen ordered. “We’re trying to not draw attention to ourselves, remember? Let’s get into the canoe; we need to set off. Asa, sit in the front by me.”
              Asa walked by Ned. Ned scowled and his enormous shoulder muscles seemed to flair. Despite Ned’s demeanor and terrifying appearance, Asa forced himself to stare Ned down as they crossed each other. He hoped that he looked formidable; he felt terrified.
              The canoe was rocking back and forth in the edge of the Moat with the gentle waves. Asa hopped into the boat and walked to the front, doing his best not to stumble. Multipliers don’t stumble. The rest of the group quickly followed him. Michael got in last, pushing them off the shore before jumping in. Ned took up the paddle and began to row them across the water. Asa was thankful that he wasn’t the one asked to row; he didn’t want there to be a clear-cut display of his strength.
              The fog over the water was so thick that when they were thirty feet away from shore, Asa couldn’t see land in any direction. He had never seen a foggier night in the mountains. Even if Robert King had lookouts posted to watch for Multipliers, the visibility was so poor that the chance of someone spotting the group was very slim.
Ned kept paddling and a humid wind blew over Asa, as cold as ice. The frigid gust made Asa want to gasp, but he refrained. Without the warmth of his suit, Asa’s body was shivering and his teeth were chattering. He looked around at the Multipliers; none of them seemed to be cold. Ninety percent of Rose’s legs were showing and yet she sat smoking another cigarette with Edna as though it was a mild summer day. Asa clenched his jaw and willed himself to stop shivering.
He looked up at Allen, searching for any sign of suspicion, and found none. He really trusts me. He really thinks that I’m a Multiplier. Allen was leaned forward with his big hands interlaced between his knees. He had set his gun on the bench between him and Asa.
Asa’s eyes flickered to the firearm. The weapon was large, powerful. I could probably put a bullet in Allen’s blond head before he even noticed I was going for it. Asa clasped his hands and looked down at the creaking wooden frame of the boat, trying not to shiver. Going for the gun wouldn’t be wise. It’s true, I might be able to get one shot off, but then what? Michael has a gun too, and so does Ned. I’d live only half a second longer after shooting Allen. And, they’ll probably just go on with their mission as planned after they kill me.
Asa decided that it would be best to wait and see if a better opportunity to sabotage the Multiplier’s plan presented itself. He even allowed himself to indulge in the idea that Robert King could have graduates waiting at the shoreline to take down the Multipliers—to stop them from completing their mission.
              But they won’t be there, Asa thought. He remembered talking with Robert King earlier in the day, and being offered protection for the night. Offering Asa protection was a move that only made sense if he thought the Multipliers were going to attack the dance, which they weren’t. Robert King’s only informant had been Stan Nuby, and Allen had been smart enough to insure that Stan didn’t know about their true intentions.
              Asa looked up, past Allen, at the spot where Mount Two could be seen on a clear night. Even though he couldn’t see the Mountain, he visualized it in his mind; he could see the configuration of dwellings along the Mountainside. Near the middle, there was Viola’s, and if you walked upwards and to the right a couple hundred paces, you would come to Asa’s dwelling. Asa thought about how he hadn’t entered the place since running into Carmen, the Multiplier Hunter.
              He raised his eyebrows at the thought of her. What if she is on the shore? What if she and an army of Multiplier Hunters are going to try to intervene? After considering this for a moment, Asa decided that it was a possibility. There was so much that he did not know about the Multiplier Hunters, however, that he was not able to predict the likelihood of such an intervention. 
              The paddle dipped into the water, and Ned rowed them towards Town with his thick biceps and back.
              “Do you still feel sick?” Allen whispered beside Asa. There was no sympathy in his blue eyes, just curiosity.
              “A bit,” Asa said. He wanted to be able to use the excuse of an illness later if there was another display of his weakness or incoordination, in comparison to the Multipliers. 
              “That’s going to leave a nasty scar,” Allen said, indicating Asa’s bite mark with his eyes. “It will be very important to you when we get to the Hive tonight. Mine is on my arm.” He pulled up his white shirtsleeve to show a hard area of discoloration on his forearm. “They turn lighter with time. After your scar heals, it will immediately be black, and then after a few years, it will be dark gray. After a few decades, it’ll be white. No one knows why. When you get to the Hive, you’ll probably be at the bottom of the pecking order. Your scar lets people know how long you’ve been a Multiplier. The fresher ones have to show respect to those who have been Multipliers before them. That’s the way it usually works, at least. It’s a good system; it’s not just about having a hierarchy for the sake of order. The longer you’ve been a Multiplier, the less humanlike you are. Your body will go through the entire physical change of becoming a Multiplier in the next month, but your mind will continue to change for decades. The longer you’ve been one of us, the more devoid you are of useless, maladaptive emotions. That’s why we like to have our leaders be those who have been Multipliers longest.”
              Asa thought of Allen saying, devoid of useless, maladaptive emotions, and thought of how cold and unflinching his eyes had been as he told Rose to kill Bruce. “It sounds like the Hive is pretty organized,” Asa said, trying to sound as though he wasn’t disturbed.
              Allen pulled his shirtsleeve down. “It is. There are a lot of rules. Best advice I can give you is to keep your mouth shut for the first few months after you get there. If you piss someone off, they could kill you.”
              Asa nodded. “I’ll remember that.” He looked up into the fog. “I have kind of a weird question.”
              Allen grunted.
              “I know that the plan of the Hive is to change all the humans, but what’s after that? Have the leaders of the Hive talked about what they want to do after they control the world’s population.”
              Allen smiled, his black gums gleaming. “Great question. There is a lot of debate. We can reproduce, just like normal humans, so we would obviously start a superior society of our own, with Multiplier generations to come. Some people would like to keep a supply of human prisoners that we could use for enjoyment. For instance, we could buy a human and give him or her to a Multiplier for a special occasion. But that’s not decided. What we do know is that we need a bigger population before we could win a war against the humans. And our mission tonight is going to help us immensely in reaching that goal.”
              Allen looked out over the water. High above, crows were cawing in the night sky. Asa wanted to keep Allen talking in hopes that he would reveal a part of the plan that could be exploited. “So how long have you been planning to do this?”
              “Volkner came up with the original plan, I’m not sure when, though.” Allen inhaled deeply through his big nose and rubbed his hands together. “I’m nervous. Well, maybe nervous isn’t the right word. I’m excited, I guess.”
              Allen picked up his gun and examined it before holstering it in his hip. “Volkner began doing private research about these vaccines on his own. He always told the Hive that your daddy had made some kind of serum that would allow us to Multiply every day instead of for every month. The response was, ‘Great! Where is it?’ Volkner never knew, until late last semester. You haven’t seen Volkner this semester, have you?”
              Asa thought back to when he had spied in on Robert King’s office and seen Volkner come in, emaciated and tortured. Instinct told him to keep this story to himself. “No. Haven’t seen him once.”
              Allen spat in the Moat. “Well, he’s in Robert King’s custody, so that makes sense. Our Academy informants tell us that King claims he’s punishing Volkner for giving you an unfairly difficult time last semester.” Allen clucked his tongue. “Which he did. We know Volkner did that. He was keeping the Hive very updated on his plans to kill you. But what we believe Robert King is truly punishing Volkner for is his connection with the Hive. We hear that he has tapped some of our phone conversation, and he was monitoring Volkner’s Academy database access. He caught Volkner looking at some extremely off limits files.
              “Your father imbedded the vaccines he made deep under the Shop and he put some very odd, very specific security measures in place to stop Multipliers—or anyone, really—from getting to the vaccine. He also made some computer files in which he stored instructions for how to get past these strange obstacles. You are a second semester student, right? Did you have Flying Class this year?”
              “I did.”
              Allen spat again. Asa could see that his saliva was tinged black. “Well, you know how at the end of the course, there was that obstacle with the spear gun? And then you had to shoot a target, but there was an invisible force field revolving around the room, connected to a clock?”
              “I remember.”
              “Well, that’s a copy of something we are going to have to get past tonight. Looking at these specific computer files your dad wrote is kind of tricky—there are security traps, and Volkner knew that if he looked through them there was a good chance that Robert King would find out. So, he had a fallback—if he got caught, he was going to lie and say that he was actually looking for ideas for the new Flying Class. I guess I don’t have to tell you that Volkner read the files, and got caught. Robert King didn’t buy the Flying Class excuse, but by this time, the Academy’s education advisors had already approved the Flying Class curriculum, so the spear gun thing stuck. Robert King has been torturing Volkner ever since; he won’t let anyone talk to him. What The Boss doesn’t know is that Volkner gave the Hive all the information he had before he was taken into custody.”
              Allen laughed without humor and spat darkly into the Moat again. “Sorry. I produce a lot of Salvaserum when I’m excited.”
              Rose leaned back and blew smoke right above her head where it mixed with the fog. She slurred, “The craziest damn thing Robert King’s messed up on is that he still trusts his Multiplier’s!” Rose opened her mouth in a ridiculous grin and raised her eyebrows. “He’s an idiot! He let Martin Chandler organize this whole dance thing, and I bet he didn’t even bat an eye when he saw the request for alcohol.” Rose sputtered out a quick laugh. “Alcohol? Is he stupid? This is going to be the easiest thing ever. Most of the Academy is drunk, and we’re just going to slip in and get what we need! What an idiot!” She laughed again, took another drag of her cigarette, and then tossed it overboard.
              “Quiet down, Rosey,” Allen said. “We’re almost in Town.”
              Asa looked behind him and saw the tall, stone buildings take shape out of the fog. His heart picked up its pace at the sight of land. They were one step closer to getting the vaccine, and Asa still didn’t know what he could do to stop them. Hearing about the extensive planning that went into this mission made him feel sick—hopeless. He had known something was wrong when alcohol was being served at the dance. How can Robert King not notice this? He’s smart, so why could he not see that Martin Chandler was tricking him? Why would Robert King ever trust a Multiplier?
              Asa felt a lump gather in his throat, as he reminded himself that the same thing happened to him with Teddy. Teddy had deceived Asa—he had even convinced Asa to walk over to the Multiplier’s lair, like a package for delivery. Asa’s eyes burned with held back tears as he thought of his friend’s betrayal. He had trusted Teddy. He had loved Teddy.
              As the canoe landed on the shore and Asa stood up he tried to engrain a thought into his head: Never trust a Multiplier.
              With his gasmask attached to his hip, he stepped out of the boat and onto the stone shore.
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The Shop
 
 
              Asa could feel Ned and Michael’s suspicious eyes upon his back as he led the Multipliers over the cobblestone. Asa checked his Rolex; it was 10:45 PM, which meant that the students were probably thoroughly drunk by now at the dance. The wind pushed through the holes in the back of his shirt and chilled his torso.
              After landing on the shore, Allen had leaned the canoe up against one of the buildings and ordered Asa to lead the way. Allen had a large, paper map in his pocket, but decided that following Asa, who was familiar with Town, would be more proficient.
              The fog made the lanterns look larger than they were by diffusing the light. The first three minutes of the walk was entirely without incident, and with every step Asa became less and less sure that someone would intervene. By the time they were passing behind Town Hall, Asa had come to the realization that he had been delusional when hoping that Multiplier Hunters would come in, stop the Multipliers, and save him.
              They passed behind Town Hall at a casual walk. Allen had ordered them not to move fast; that would attract too much attention. He had said, “I’ll waste someone if I have to—but I’d rather this just go smoothly.” Asa looked up and the fog was so thick that he couldn’t see the top of Town Hall’s dome. Yellow lights shone out from the Dungeon below, and Asa saw movement on the exercise mats.
              He crouched down a bit, looking into the lower level, and could see Stridor Akardiavna pounding on a punching bag. He was shirtless. His port-wine stains were prominent and every inch of his skin glistened with sweat. He was hitting the bag with vicious intensity and the glass windows muted loud rock music that pumped from the Dungeon’s speakers.
              Asa was shocked. While other students are enjoying the dance and getting drunk, he’s exercising. Asa looked around at the Multipliers and saw that no one else had noticed Stridor. Asa wondered if there was some way he could get Stridor’s attention, to convey that he needed help…
              Asa’s thought process came to a halt as one of Town Hall’s backdoors opened up and Jules, a tall, blond, graduate female came outside carrying trash bags to the dumpsters. She was whistling, and Asa thought that she looked tipsy. She did not see the Multipliers until Allen spoke.
              “Hello lovely,” he growled.
              She looked up and just had enough time to go wide-eyed before her head snapped back as quick as a cobra strike as a bullet flew through her skull. Allen smiled and watched as she collapsed with a bloody face to the floor. She was dead.
              “Wrong place at the wrong time,” Rose reflected.
              Allen holstered his gun, which was now equipped with a silencing cylinder on the end. The silencer did not mute the gunshot completely, but did help in keeping the noise down. Asa guessed that Allen had been saving the silencer for when he was in Town. With the casualness of a man doing the dishes, Allen walked over to Jules body, picked her up, and flung her into the dumpster. Asa didn’t hear her hit the bottom. The trash receptacles in Town looked normal, but were actually chutes to an underground dump.
              Allen dusted off his hands and clapped Asa on the back. “Let’s keep moving.”
              Asa nodded and walked forward, leading them closer to the Shop. He was aware of his hands, his feet, how far his back was arched, the way that he was holding his head, and how much his hips moved as he walked. He was insanely nervous, but didn’t want to show it and was putting an immense amount of effort into walking normally.
              He still didn’t have a plan, or see any possible way that he could stop the Multipliers from getting the vaccine under the Shop. Allen’s intelligence and motivation made stopping him seem impossible. Asa thought of the clinical nature with which he had tossed Jules’s corpse into the dumpster. Thinking of such an act chilled Asa.
              He remembered Allen telling him that the longer you have been a Multiplier, the more devoid you are of human emotions. Asa believed this. He wondered if this was the reason why Allen trusted Asa, but Michael and Ned did not. Maybe Ned and Michael can understand my fear and motivation to lie because they are closer to human. Maybe such a fear is so foreign to Allen that he can’t understand why I would pretend to be a Multiplier when I am not.
              There was no way of proving this, but Asa found the idea interesting.
              They came to the Shop, and dread fell upon Asa like a thick curtain. We’re here. His eyes darted around, hoping to see someone emerging from the fog to help him. But he was on his own.
              “This is it,” Asa said.
              Allen walked up to the front door and peered inside. The front door was covered in thick glass windows, and the doorjamb was inlaid with swirling gold designs. “All this glass is a trap,” Allen explained. “It’s to make it look like the Shop is easy to break into. If you try to break one of these windows, the panes of glass will spontaneously explode back out at you, and an alarm will sound. Your daddy was a smart man, Asa. Too bad he offed himself.” He spat Salvaserum down onto the doorway.
              “So how are we going to get in?” Michael asked.
              Allen reached into his pocket and grinned widely. “I’ve got keys. Volkner sent us the dimensions.” He pulled out a string of yarn with a key attached to each end. “You’ve got to unlock the door handle and the deadbolt at the same time,” he said. “Everyone put your gas masks on. Make them snug over your faces. When we get inside, don’t touch anything unless I tell you. We’ve got to move fast.” Asa tightened his gas mask onto his face. Allen inserted both keys, simultaneously turned them, and then pushed the door open.
              Asa had heard that polar bears guard the Shop when no one is there, but Allen hadn’t mentioned anything about polar bears. Asa wished that Allen hadn’t thought of those creatures, and would be happy dying if only the Multipliers wouldn’t be given access to the vaccines. He reasoned that he was going to probably die no matter what happened, so it would be a good investment to lose his life and also stop the Multipliers from attaining a tool that would make it almost certain that they would take over the world.
              As soon as Allen stepped in the door, he rolled a metal canister over the ground, which began to hiss and emit gasses from both ends. Out the right end came a canary yellow gas, and electric blue gas spewed out of the left side. The two fumes mixed together to make the room a clouded green.
              Allen turned and looked at the others through the goggles of his gas mask. “Come in. Shut the door. Don’t touch anything.”
              Everyone obeyed and Rose shut the door. The room was dark, and Asa looked over the counter where he had first met Mama. The floor was white marble, and decorative bookcases were full of thick volumes all along the walls.
              The blue, green, and yellow gasses swirled around the room. Asa stared at the canister, wondering what the gas was for. He wondered who created it, and what other technologies the Hive’s Multipliers had available to them.
              A low series of growls began to come from the back room, and then Asa saw a long snout push open the swinging doors to the back room. Allen activated an additional canister and tossed it, gasses spewing, into the back room. A large, dirty, white polar bear padded into the front room. The animal’s black eyes narrowed as he saw the intruders, and its growl grew more menacing. The animal showed its enormous, white teeth and its snout wrinkled; the bear let out a hideous, threatening growl.
              The room was now thick with the green gas, and Allen shouted, “Stay still.”
              Again, everyone obeyed Allen.
              Asa’s eyes were locked on the polar bear, wondering if it would strike. As he watched, though, something peculiar happened. The animal’s snout began to relax. The black beady eyes looked around quickly, as though it were paranoid.
              Allen giggled. “I love this stuff,” he said. Suddenly, Allen jumped at the thousand-pound polar bear, slapping his feet on the marble floor. The polar bear yelped and retreated into the back room, tail tucked. Allen turned, smiling. “That gas scares the hell out of you. Those polar bears are seeing the stuff of nightmares. It’s a hallucinogenic gas. NO ROSE! STOP!”
              Rose’s hand froze where it was, just inches from the light switch. 
“That’ll sound the alarm, I told you not to touch anything.” Allen reached up, and manually spun the ceiling fan around three rotations. Instantly, the light switch flicked to the ‘ON’ position and the lights clicked on. “I meant it when I said ‘don’t touch anything.’ The only safe way to turn the lights on is with the fan, which is actually just a big switch. I bet that old blind lady who works here does it with a cane.” Allen turned and walked through the swinging doors to the back room. “Follow me.”
              Asa was the first to follow.
              He had never been in the back room of the Shop before, and the sudden change in scenery took him by surprise. It was unlike any indoor facility he had ever been in before.
              The floor was pebbled with dark blue and green loose stones. Five feet in, the room began to decline with the gradualness of a staircase for three stories before sprawling out into an expansive room. There was an automated wheelchair lift on the left side of the room that ran down the decline; Asa supposed that this was for Mama, as such a sharp plane could be hazardous for her, considering her blindness.
              The other Multipliers came in behind Asa and Allen and stood at the top of the pebbled hill, wearing their gas masks, looking at the room below. Judging by their expressions, Asa concluded that the Multipliers were also not expecting to see such an area.
              A full-grown oak tree, with long, stretching branches was planted in the center of the room. The ceiling glowed with HID lights as bright as a clear day.  Surrounding the tree were odd assortments of dark, wooden tables, each long enough to comfortably sit thirty people. Each of these tables was topped with heavy metal safe boxes. Asa realized that the mutations that students could buy with points were stored in those safes. A grand piano made of polished white wood sat off to the side. Giant, mangled bones were scattered over the floor for the polar bears to gnaw on, along with plush beds and troughs of water. Moss and vines grew up the stone walls and wrapped around the giant oak in the middle of the room. 
Near the back of the area, there was a large, circular cave leading down into darkness. Asa saw a line of four polar bears huddled together, tails down, squeezing timidly into the opening and walking out of sight. The green gas from the canister hung in the air.
“They’ll be scared for a couple of hours, then the gas will wear off,” Allen explained. “I guess they sleep down in that cave.”
Asa noticed that he was breathing more often and harder than the Multipliers around him. With the gas masks on, inhalations and exhalations hissed noticeably, and Multipliers require less oxygen to live than humans. Even though he was nervous, Asa invested effort into quieting his breaths and monitoring his volume.
Rose’s red eyes widened behind her goggles. “So is this where the vaccines are kept? We’ve already made it?”
Allen rapped her roughly on the back of the head with his knuckles. “NO! I told you, they are far below ground. We have further to travel.”
They stood there for a moment longer, looking down at the room and Rose rubbed the back of her head. Out of his peripherals, Asa could see Ned staring at the left side of his neck, still unconvinced that Asa had changed. Asa wondered if Ned was contemplating some way to prove to Allen that Asa was still human.
If they hadn’t been standing still, they wouldn’t have heard it.
There was the soft thump of the front door closing into the threshold. Someone had followed them into The Shop. Asa turned, and saw that everyone but Allen appeared somewhere between anxious and scared. Allen’s face remained calm and he set off to work immediately.
Allen un-holstered his gun and strode over to the doorway that led to the front of The Shop. He peaked through the crack on the side of the door, and then turned and pointed at Asa, before motioning for him to come over. Asa obeyed, and walked over the pebbled floor towards the Multiplier.
Allen grabbed Asa by the back of the neck and firmly forced the handle of the firearm into Asa’s palm. “You still want to kill someone, Palmer?”
Asa nodded, still trying to keep up his lethal persona, even though he wanted to cry. He kept his eyes steady, not wanting to reveal that he was frantically wondering who had just entered. Mama? Jen? Conway?
Allen whispered in his gas mask; “A graduate just walked in. I want you to kill him.”
Asa met Allen’s eyes and nodded again.
Ned was suddenly at his side, “But sir…” he began
Allen hushed Ned’s objection and then stepped backwards, standing beside the door.
Asa could feel blood pulsing through his head and his eyes as he lifted the firearm and pointed the barrel at the still-closed door. He still couldn’t believe the extent to which Allen trusted him. Not only had Allen handed Asa a weapon, but he had entrusted the partial success of their mission to him.
Asa wondered if the hallucinogenic gas was having any effect on the newcomer. The seconds ticked by at a maddeningly slow rate, and Asa could feel a drop of sweat trickling down the back of his neck.
With the gun in his hands, Asa considered his options. Earlier on the boat he had thought about shooting Allen, but had decided against it due to the inevitability that he would be gunned down himself. Now, he wasn’t so sure. There was a graduate about to come through the door, who could help in a fight. Asa decided that this could be his best chance. He could shoot Allen in the head just as soon as the graduate entered, and then turn the gun on Ned. Asa knew that the odds of taking down all of the Multipliers weren’t good, but he doubted that he would get another chance like this. He tightened his grip on the handgun and glanced up at the center of Allen’s face for a moment. I’m going to aim right in between his blue eyes.
He couldn’t tell if he was imagining it or not, but he thought he heard soft footsteps on the other side of the door.
Maybe Robert King is going to send in a whole army of graduates to take these Multipliers down, he thought. He tried to not get too excited about this idea and to focus on the task at hand—shooting Allen. He stole another glance at his face before staring at the door again.
              He knew that once he fired a shot at Allen there was no turning back; his identity would be revealed, and he would no longer be able to continue down to get the vaccines with them. 
              There was a faint tap, and Asa believed that the sound was the graduate’s fingernails lightly touching the door. Whoever was on the other side hesitated. Asa wasn’t breathing.
              The door shot open and Asa didn’t wait to see who it was. He turned hastily and fired at Allen. The bullet shot out of the end of the silenced barrel; smoke issued from the side of the gun and Asa felt the weapon recoil in his hands. There was a quickly closing gap of four inches between Allen’s face and the intruder’s when Asa fired. The graduate was running straight at Allen.
              Asa’s bullet somehow went right in between Allen’s face and the attacker. It ricocheted off the stone and was propelled harmlessly into the room below.
              Now, Asa took the time to look at the graduate; it was Thom, who had been the chaperone of the male Fishie dormitory last year. His eyes were expanded and wild—his neck was strained, displaying bone and muscle beneath tight flesh. 
              He grabbed for Allen, but Allen was too quick. Allen sidestepped and then punched Thom in the face. Thom stumbled backwards, fell on his buttocks, and began to shiver. The smell of alcohol came to Asa’s nose: Thom is drunk. That explains why he was confident enough to attack a group of Multipliers on his own. Now, Asa saw that Thom was the furthest thing from confident; he was terrified, and what courage he had before entering was now gone. He rocked back and forth, holding his knees to his chest. His eyes flicked around the room like it was full of flying demons.
              Thinking fast, Asa realized that he had made a terrible decision in taking aim at Allen. Thom was drunk, hallucinating, and would offer no help to Asa. Asa’s bullet had harmlessly missed Allen, hurting nothing but the Multipliers’ trust in Asa. Panicked, Asa realized that it was over. He was done. He was going to be killed.
              Everything was happening in slow motion. To Asa’s right, he saw Rose, Michael, Edna, and Joney standing by the decline, all frozen and not moving. Allen was standing above Thom, glaring at him, making sure he didn’t get up. Asa was most concerned with Ned. Ned’s thick, muscular right hand was reaching for the holstered pistol on his hip. He’s going to end me before I get off another shot.
              Asa still perceived things at happening at about quarter-speed. He began to raise the firearm, thinking that he would defend himself and shoot Ned. When he had raised the weapon to halfway up, however, he had a better, but more cynical idea.
              I’ll shoot Thom.
              Asa didn’t want to kill anyone. He was not a violent person. But, given the circumstances, he thought it was the best option. If he fought, he would lose, and both he and Thom would be killed. But, if he shot Thom before Ned could draw his own weapon, he may be able to gain back some trust, and continue on with the Multipliers, looking for another opportunity to sabotage their plan to get the vaccine.
              Without further thought, he took aim right between Thom’s eyes and pulled the trigger. This time he did not miss. Thom’s head snapped backwards and red splashed down on the pebbles. Asa gasped. Instantly, he wanted to take back what he had done. I’ve killed him. A rotting guilt filled his stomach and seemed to leech all of his warmth from him.
              “DROP THE GUN!” Ned was yelling at Asa; he was three feet away and pointing the revolver at the side of his head. Time resumed its normal progression. “DROP IT, PALMER!”
              Asa obeyed, and the gun clattered to the floor.
              “HANDS ABOVE YOUR HEAD!”
              Again, Asa obeyed.
              “What the hell, Ned?” Rose cried.
              “HE TRIED TO KILL ALLEN!” Ned was breathing hard through his nose and his face was red. He looked like he was about to lose his temper again. A large vein was pulsing on his forehead.
              “Ned,” Allen said calmly. “Lower your firearm.”
              Ned continued to point it at Asa. When he spoke next, he sounded like he was on the verge of tears. “But… But… Boss! C’mon! He tried to shoot you!”
              Allen walked over to Ned, put his hand over Ned’s, and lowered the weapon for him. Once the gun was lowered, Allen’s voice grew sterner. “He didn’t try to shoot me, Ned! Whatever anger issues you’re dealing with, you’d better put them on halt until we get through with this.” He leaned close enough to Ned’s ear that he could have kissed it, and whispered softly. “Otherwise, when we get back to the Hive, I’m going to put in a very unfavorable report of your obedience.”
              Whatever Allen meant, Asa gathered that it was very serious by the frightened expression that filled Ned’s face. “Yes, sir.”
              “I won’t have any more issues with you?”
              “No, sir.”
              “Good.” Allen stepped back. “Asa, hand me the gun. Wish you would have shot Thom with the first bullet, but still, good job.”
              “Thank you, sir.” Asa bent down, picked up the firearm, and handed it to Allen. He thinks that I missed! Asa realized. He thinks it was an accident.
              Allen took the firearm, put it in its holster, turned, and walked down the pebbled incline towards the ground below. The others followed; Ned never took his eyes off of Asa.
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              Asa couldn’t believe that he had gotten away with shooting at Allen. He walked down into the lower room, constantly on edge that Allen would change his mind and kill him. His anxiety was mentally consuming, and Asa tried to push it out of his mind. Now that Thom was dead, and Asa no longer had a firearm, he had to find another way to stop the Multipliers.
Allen told them that the gas was only active in the air for a minute or so, and that they could take their gas masks off. Everyone did so.
              The green and blue pebbled floor of the lower room was littered with yellow and orange leaves. Allen crunched over these as he stomped towards the great tree in the center of the room. Allen explained that the entrance to the lower levels was somehow hidden inside the oak tree. Asa wasn’t sure what that meant, but Allen went to work running his hands over the trunk, and tugging at the different branches.
              While waiting for Allen to figure out the tree-entrance, Asa walked around the room, looking at the safes. Each of the metal boxes was engraved in brail and English. Asa imagined Mama coming down to the lower level on the wheelchair ramp, and then having to feel her way to the correct vaccines. Asa took a moment to look at the texture on each of the safes, thankful for his eyesight.
              The smell of cigarettes stung Asa’s nostrils, and he turned to see Rose’s face just inches from his. Her eyes were closed, and she sniffed in heartily before exhaling with a smile. “You still smell so fresh,” she told him. “You almost smell like a human. Almost.” She licked her lips with a black tongue, using it to wipe Salvaserum that was leaking out the side of her mouth.
              Asa smiled nervously. “I guess I am fresh,” he said. “Only been a Multiplier a few hours.”
              Rose closed her eyes again and leaned into Asa’s neck. She inhaled deeply. Asa just stood there, not wanting to push her away, or retreat, fearful that he would break a Multiplier norm. While she sniffed him, he was immensely uncomfortable. Asa continued to find the Multipliers unpredictable and strange. The more time he spent with them, the more sure he became that he would be instantly discovered to be a human when he arrived at the Hive.
              Asa was thankful when Allen called for them, so that he could walk away from Rose. “Get over here. We’re moving,” Allen shouted.
              Asa and all the Multipliers gathered behind Allen. He had somehow found a way to open up the tree trunk, revealing a small doorway. Inside, Asa saw a glistening silver pole that ran down into darkness.
              “This is it,” Allen said, rubbing his hands with a greedy expression on his face. “We’re going to all slide down this pole, and then we’ll be that much closer to reaching those vaccines.” He glanced over his shoulder at the door before addressing them again, as though fearful that more graduates were coming. “I want to move fast, okay? I don’t want another interruption like our dead friend up there gave us. Let’s get in and get out. But that doesn’t mean that we’re not careful. I only had one conversation with Volkner about this place, and he didn’t give me a whole lot of detail on the first two rooms. I don’t know what they’ll be like. But he stressed that no matter what happens, we must not walk off to the side. The second we get into these rooms, we walk straight towards the doors. Anyone not understand what I’m saying?”
              No one said anything.
              “Alright,” Allen said. “Follow me. No loitering up here.” Allen turned, grabbed the pole, and slid down into darkness, out of sight. The rest of them followed. 
Rose went second, and then Ned pushed Asa roughly forward. “Go on, newbie,” he said. “I’m not letting you be the last one.”
              Asa thought about spiting back a rude retort, but held his tongue. He walked forward, grabbed the pole, and let his weight carry him down. In moments, he was surrounded by total darkness, sliding quickly down the slick pole. There was no light around him, and he had no way of gauging his speed. It took half a minute before dim lights began to emerge beneath him. He slipped down until the pole ended and he dropped ten feet onto a red rug. Allen and Rose were beside him, and Asa backed away so that the next Multiplier wouldn’t fall on top of him.
              “Don’t get off the rug,” Allen growled. “I have a suspicion that this rug marks the boundary.”
              “That pole is going to be a bitch to climb back up,” Rose observed, straining her eyes in the darkness above to try to see the next person coming down. The door to the tree looked to be as small as a pinprick at this distance. Asa realized that a normal human wouldn’t be able to get back out of this room, and they would probably die down here. The pole was a high leap above Asa’s head and slippery. With their incredible strength, the Multipliers would have no problem leaping up, grabbing the pole, and climbing out. Asa thought that he could climb out, but it would be with some difficulty. He would rather fly. 
              Asa looked around at where he had landed. He thought the room belonged in a medieval castle. The walls were made of blocky, gray and black stones, which were chipped and aged. Small candles were burning from holders that jutted out from the wall. Seeing these candles alarmed Asa. Surely, he thought, those aren’t on all the time. Is someone else here with us? Are they automated to come on when the door above is opened?
              The idea of someone living down here was creepy. There were dozens of dark hallways that ran off the main area. The initial room was cut in half by a long rug that ran the entire one hundred yards between Asa and the door in the back.
              All we have to do is walk straight, and stay on the rug? Asa thought. Why would that be hard? Why didn’t my father make it more difficult to get to the other door? He could have at least put some obstacles in.
              Edna, Joney, and Michael came through. Edna, still high, landed flat on her back, traveling at a speed that would have cracked a human’s ribs. She grunted, then giggled and stood up, obviously not that hurt.
              “Let’s go,” Allen said. “Remember, don’t walk off the rug. Stay on the rug.”
              Asa nodded. He was tired of hearing Allen repeat this so many times. Allen led the way. The first fifteen yards of the room were narrow, and then the space opened up, vast and sprawling.
              They took their first few steps, and then a pain-provoked shriek of agony filled the air, turning Asa’s blood cold. The wailing was the kind of vocal-cord shredding scream that Bruce had put out when Allen was shooting his foot off. But that wasn’t what disturbed Asa. What disturbed him was the voice—he had heard it before—it used to sing him lullabies before bed and now it was crying out as though insanely terrified.
              “That’s my mom,” Asa said, but no one listened. Asa walked a little faster, and when the room widened out, he could see her. His eyes filled with tears; he never thought he would see her again, but here she was.
              She was slender. Her face was dotted with freckles and her eyes were green and wide.
              How is this possible? Asa wondered. Did she not actually die? Did the doctors give her over to the Academy where she would be stored until this moment?
              She was standing on a chair, and surrounded by a large, glass, cylindrical enclosure. There were shackles on her ankles with chains that ran down and were bolted to the floor. Horrified, Asa saw that the glass enclosure was quickly filling with water, and soon, she would be chained to the bottom and submerged. But there’s more. Something is moving in the water, Asa thought. He looked closer and saw that there were hundreds of fish in the tank with his mother; they were small, each no longer than three inches. Asa’s mom continue to wail and cry.
              “Plea-eee-eese! Help me! Do something!” she begged. The water rose up to her ankles, and Asa realized what was causing her cries to be so urgent—not only would she drowned without assistance, but she would be eaten alive; the water around her feet quickly turned red. Those are piranhas, Asa thought. Or at least some type of flesh eating fish.

              Asa looked at the wall beside his crying mother and saw that a sledgehammer was mounted there, as though someone had planned this. Asa watched as his mother yelped and jerked one of her feet out of the water. Momentarily, she forgot about the shackles. She tripped over her chains and fell face first into the water, where the flesh-eating fish began to attack her whole body.
              I must do something, Asa thought, watching his mother flail. He had never thought he would see her again, and now that she was here, he felt the need to save her, despite Allen’s warning to stay on the carpet. He dashed off the rug and out onto the stone, running towards his screaming mother.
              But the screaming stopped the instant Asa stepped on the stone.
              His mother was gone. She had vanished, along with the glass enclosure, the water, and the fish.
              “YOU FOOL!” Allen screamed. He drew his gun. “I TOLD YOU NOT TO GO OFF THE CARPET!”
              “But my mother…”
              “THAT WAS AN ILLUSION!”
              Asa felt sick and dumb.
              “GET YOUR GUNS OUT!” Allen screamed. “SOMETHING IS COMING!”
              Asa could hear it too. There was a heavy clicking sound coming out of each hallway. Whatever was making the noise was coming closer, and fast. Joney, Michael and Allen pointed their guns from doorway to doorway, not knowing where to aim.
              Asa felt scared, but also somewhat relieved. If they all died, the Multipliers wouldn’t be able to acquire his father’s vaccine.
              Allen was cursing under his breath, spinning around so fast that his hair was flipping through the air. This was the most frantic Asa had ever seen Allen; his usually calm, blue eyes seemed to burn with intensity as he tried to figure out what was coming. The sounds from the corridors grew heavier, faster, and closer.
              BANG!
              Asa turned in time to see smoke issuing from Ned’s pistol and a monster collapsing to the ground. Asa thought that Boom Boom might know a more accurate term for the creature, but to Asa it looked like a velociraptor. The dinosaur was seven feet tall, and lean, with long, scaly legs that ended in black talons as sharp as razors. Its open, bleeding mouth was full of sharp, pointed teeth, similar to shark teeth. The animal had a long, muscular tail that it used to catch air and change direction as it ran.
They were fast. To Asa, they appeared to be running at least fifty miles per hour. A dozen dinosaurs descended upon them from all directions, leaping, with open mouths hungry for flesh.
              Flashes and smoke filled the air, with the deafening boom of gunshots. Michael, Ned, and Allen were turning and firing with superhuman speed. Their awareness of what surrounded them was hard for Asa to believe. As Multipliers, not only were they faster, stronger, and more agile than humans, but also their brains were able to process information much more efficiently than Asa’s.
              In seconds, the gunshots had ceased, as all of their firearms had run out of bullets. Asa looked around to see dark blood and collapsed dinosaurs littering the ground. One final raptor was approaching. Michael withdrew a knife, ducked to miss the animal’s chomping jaws, and then drove the knife into the dinosaur’s neck, and abdomen until it was on the floor and not twitching anymore. Asa watched in horror. No more velociraptors came out of the surrounding corridors. Asa was frozen in fear from the attacking dinosaurs, and from seeing how fast the Multipliers could move and respond to situations.
              “WHAT WAS THAT?” Allen screamed, spittle flying from his mouth. Asa turned and did not have time to duck before he was backhanded in the face. The world swam away from him for a moment, and he stepped back, suddenly dizzy. “I TOLD YOU NOT TO STEP OFF THE CARPET!” Allen hit Asa again. Asa felt blood run from his lips. He put his hands up, even though they were useless against Allen’s physicality.
              Allen stepped back, observing Asa’s stance. His chest was expanding and contracting with enraged breaths. “Why did you do it?” he growled. “Why did you step off?”
              “I thought it was my mother,” Asa said. “I’m sorry.”
              Allen’s fists went to his side; he tensed, and screamed, “DO I HAVE TO KILL YOU? WILL YOU OBEY ME FROM NOW ON!?”
              “YES!” Asa yelled back, hoping that Allen wouldn’t hit him anymore. “YES!”
              “I think that he did it on purpose,” Ned said quietly; he was sneering at Asa.
              Allen turned and punched Ned in the stomach, taking all his rage out in the blow. Asa thought that if he absorbed such a blow himself that he might suffer internal bleeding. Ned bent over, and fell to his knees on the bloody carpet.
              “I’VE HAD ENOUGH OF YOU,” Allen screamed. “I said he’s a Multiplier, so he is! GET OVER YOURSELF! I’m the authority here, what I say goes, and I’m the expert, and I KNOW WHAT’S BEST!” Allen kicked Ned in the stomach, and Ned sprawled out on the ground, wheezing.
              Allen turned to Asa; his expression changed insanely fast from rage to indifference. “Do I have to kill you?” Allen asked; his eyes returned to the still blue of clear-skies ocean.
              “No, sir.”
              “Because I will. If you’re going to screw this up for me, I’ll take your life here. So, tell me, can you control yourself? Because I don’t know what’s in the next room. There may be another illusion, or they may send thousands of bees down to sting us. No matter what, can you walk in a straight line?”
              “Yes, sir.”
              Allen smiled, showing that his teeth were coated with Salvaserum. “Excellent. Let us continue.”
              He turned on his heels and began to march towards the back door. He did not look back to see if everyone followed, but they did. Ned had some trouble standing, and had to jog some to catch up with Allen.
              Allen did not pause to give them another pep talk, or say a word as he reached the door. He simply reached his hand out, turned the knob, and began to walk through.
              The next room was hot. Steam was in the air, along with another smell.
              Sweat.
              “It’s an illusion!” Allen called behind him. Though Asa was scared of the secrets this room held, he was curious to see what they would find. They walked further in. This room was set up similarly to the last, with red carpet in the center and stone walls on either side.
              Another similarity that the two rooms had was the sounds. Both were full of screaming. While the last room had only one person screaming, this room had hundreds. Asa thought, if hell is real, this is what it sounds like. Looking left and right, Asa saw a sea of chairs, each seating one person. All of the chairs had sick contraptions and shackles on them, holding the screaming people in place. They were all sweating, hot, and red; most weren’t wearing more than underwear, and their mouths were open in screams like they were being burned alive. Their arms, and legs were secured, and so were their heads, which were chained over to one side to expose the vulnerable parts of their necks.
              “Oh my Lord,” Rose said, moaning. She covered her mouth with both hands, and Salvaserum leaked through her fingertips. 
              Ned was looking left to right, tugging at his hair in frustration. The Multiplier’s desire to bite these vulnerable looking humans was voracious.
              “IT’S AN ILLUSION!” Allen screamed again, trying to be heard over the cries of the shackled humans. Asa thought that Allen was trying to convince himself as much as the others.
              Asa felt no desire whatsoever to stray from the carpet, but saw that the surrounding Multipliers had to engage every bit of self-control they possessed in order to walk in a straight line. Asa remembered that none of the Multipliers ran out in the other room, only he had. Asa understood that his father had been smart in setting up the two illusions. This room was to get Multipliers to veer off the path, and the other was to tempt humans to step away from the carpet.
Trying to act like a Multiplier, Asa copied Ned’s mannerisms, and tugged at his hair, staring at the human necks as he walked. 
              Despite the temptation, none of the Multipliers stepped off of the carpet. By the time they reached the far door, the rug was covered in dripping Salvaserum, and so was everyone’s chin but Asa’s.
              That’s another thing, Asa reminded himself. It’s fine for now that I can’t produce Salvaserum; it takes about a month after they change for Multipliers to regularly produce the stuff. But if I’m in the Hive for two weeks and I still can’t, people will become suspicious.
              With a shaking hand, Allen reached for the door handle, turned it, and pushed the door open.
              As soon as the door was cracked, the screaming stopped. Asa looked around. The people and the chairs had disappeared. The Multipliers around him were panting, exhausted by the restraint that they had just demonstrated. Asa copied their body language.
              “Good job, everyone,” Allen said. “We’re almost there. We’re almost at the vaccine.” He turned and began to walk down a hallway.
              Asa passed through the threshold, wishing that he could do something to stop them. He was willing to give his life to keep the Multipliers from obtaining the serum, and he hoped that he would be presented with the opportunity to do so.  
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              They walked down a winding, narrow hallway, lit with torches. Their feet stuck to the ground; the soles of their shoes were covered in Salvaserum. All of the Multipliers were still breathing hard from the effort they exerted in the last room.
Allen turned occasionally as he walked to speak with them about what to expect up ahead. He had wiped the Salvaserum on his chin off on the sleeve of his shirt, but had done a poor job of it, leaving a thin, drying layer of black. The hallway was flanked with torches that cast harsh shadows over his face.
              “This is it,” he growled. His voice was terribly low and menacing, as though he couldn’t yet return it to a normal pitch so soon after being tempted to bite innocent humans. The Multiplier’s instinctual urge to kill disturbed Asa. “We’ve almost made it. As I’ve said, there is supposed to be some kind of obstacle in this next room that corresponds with a clock. We’re almost there.”
              They walked on for another minute, traveling through the long corridor before they came to an opening that looked out onto the room beyond. The room was divided into three areas. The first, which was where they were standing, was roughly the size of a Winggame Plaid, and was decorated with cushioned red chairs, mirrors framed in gold, and foot stools covered in mink fur. Everything was dusty, but still looked expensive and comfortable.
The second half of the room was a round body of water. Above the body of water was a clock, its hands showing the time of 11:45 PM. The body of water spanned from wall to wall, and you could not access the third part of the room without either going over the water or swimming through it. Asa stared at the dark water, concluding that something in the water corresponded to the hands on the clock above. Asa wondered what would happen to a person swimming in the water as one of the clock’s hands passed over the equivalent area on the clock. Would a current drag you under, and you would never return to the surface? Would bullets rain down, tearing you in half? Would you be attacked by water-creatures? 
The third part of the room, which sat on the far end, was the size of a small foyer, and ended in giant, metal double doors with knockers crafted to look like crows.
One is metal, it’s locked away, Asa thought, remembering his father’s riddle.
              They all stared for a moment. Asa looked up at the second, minute, and hour hands of the clock, and imagined an invisible force-field out on the water. Asa concluded that whoever was going to cross to go to the next room would have to wait until the minute hand moved fifteen minutes forward, otherwise, it would impede a swimmer’s route on the left side of the circular pool. Swimming on the right side was an option, but Asa wouldn’t feel comfortable swimming with the second hand traveling in the opposite direction as he was moving; it would give him substantially less time to cross.
              Allen’s eyes were serene as he stared across the water at the great double doors. “It’s so close,” he said. “The vaccines are right there.” 
              Rose took out two cigarettes, lit both of them in her mouth at the same time, and handed one to Edna, who accepted it with a trembling hand. The cigarette filters had Salvaserum imprints of Rose’s lips on them. “If what you say is true, Allen, and there’s some kind of trap in that water that follows the hands of the clock, I say we go one at a time. No reason we should all die if we get it wrong.”
              Allen considered this, rubbing his chin. “Then I guess that means we need a guinea pig to swim across when the clock strikes midnight,” he said.
              “I’ll do it,” Asa volunteered. 
              Ned chuffed, and gave Asa an angry look.
              Allen turned to Asa, his face unreadable. “Why would you want to do that, Palmer?”
              Asa tried to think quickly. The real reason he wanted to be the one to cross was so that he could do his best to destroy whatever vaccines were in the next room. “I just…” Asa paused, looking at the ground, wishing he had more time to think. “I wanted to make up for what I did back there, when I ran off the carpet. I’m sorry. That was foolish. And, you said that rank is decided by who has been a Multiplier longest. I’ve only been a Multiplier for a few hours, so I think that I’m a natural choice to put my life in danger and cross.”
              Allen seemed pleased. “That’s very noble of you. Good job, Palmer.” And then he walked off and took a seat on the sofa in the first part of the room. The rest of the Multipliers did so as well, sitting in the comfortable cushioned furniture. Asa went off on his own and sat alone against the wall, hugging his knees. He wanted to be by himself to think. He was mentally preparing himself to practically commit suicide. 
              On the couch, Michael and Ned were whispering in angry voices with Allen, possibly trying to convince their leader not to trust Asa. Asa wasn’t worried about it. Allen had trusted him up until this point.
              Asa felt his body tremble with fear as he thought of what would happen after he went through with his plan, came out the door and the Multipliers discovered that he had destroyed the precious vaccines. He closed his eyes. He didn’t want to think of the kinds of torture he would have to endure at the hands of Allen, who would be inconsolably enraged when he found out what Asa had done. He wasn’t ready to die. He thought of how his father had found the strength to kill himself when he needed to. Asa thought that he could do this, but it didn’t mean that he wasn’t scared.
              Asa gently ran a hand along the injury on his neck where Allen had bitten him. The area was hot and tender beneath his fingers. At least I’m not a Multiplier, he thought. At least I have a chance to stop them from getting the vaccine.
              He took a moment to think about what it would mean if the Multipliers were able to steal the vaccine in the back room, and then replicate it. On face value, being able to Multiply once every day instead of once every month didn’t seem like such a big deal, but Asa was astonished at what he came up with as he did the math. If there were two hundred fifty thousand Multipliers in the Hive, as he had been led to believe, and they were all able to Multiply every day, they could raise their numbers to two hundred fifty million in just ten days. The impacts were staggering. They would then probably go to war, and be unstoppable. What army could compete with such an abundance of highly mutated creatures in combat scenarios? More frightening still was the thought that while they were fighting, the Multipliers could continue to make more Multipliers by biting humans, always replenishing their dead.
              Asa looked up. It was already 11:50 PM. Time was slipping away. Asa’s face produced a thin layer of sweat. How much more time do I have to live? He wondered. Thirty minutes? Twenty? He grabbed at his stomach as though that could help with his nausea. The clock ticked loudly, and to Asa it sounded like it was mocking him. 
              Asa cocked his head to the side as an interesting thought crossed his mind; I wonder if I use an echolocation cry if I’ll be able to detect the invisible force-field that corresponds with the clock? Asa let out one of his incredibly high-pitched cries, went momentarily deaf, shut his eyes, and then a map of his surroundings filled his head. He could see that Ned and Michael were still upset and talking with Allen on the couch. Asa could not detect anything over the water—it was clear.
              But there was something else. He couldn’t believe it, initially. He thought that something had gone wrong with his echolocation. He let out another cry, closed his eyes, and saw it again.
              Standing in the hallway, out of sight from the Multipliers, were familiar faces. Jen, Roxanne, Mike Plode, Viola Burns, and Lilly Bloodroot were four feet from the main room. They were surrounded by crows.
              Asa’s breath caught in his throat. He thought that he would never see his teammates again. He felt bewildered and confused.
              A swarm of crows came into the room, and Asa realized what had happened. It’s just like when I fell from that tall tree and I couldn’t get up, so the crows brought my mother out to help me. The crows had gone and somehow gotten Asa’s friends to leave the dance and come help him.
              My guardian angels, he thought. He let out another echolocation cry, and concentrated on his friend’s faces. Their cheeks, noses, and ears were marked with small abrasions and lacerations from where the crows had grabbed them with their beaks, and pulled them to this place, where Asa was in danger. The Sharks were still in their formal wear, Mike was wearing a tuxedo, and the females were wearing elegant dresses.
The air in the clock-room was suddenly full of flapping black wings and screeching birds as the crows flooded in. Edna hollered and stood, waving her arms above her head, trying to protect herself from the flying birds.
Allen also stood. He wore a concerned expression as he looked over the birds, but stayed where he was, not sure what to do.
Cawing, one of the crows swept down and rammed into the side of Edna’s face. She screamed wildly, arms flailing, and took two steps back. The birds seemed to feed off of her fear. Three more attacked, soaring into her neck, her shoulder, and her forehead. She shrieked, took two hurried steps backwards, and fell into the circular pool of water in the center of the room.
Asa’s hand came to his mouth in anxiety; even though Edna was a Multiplier—an enemy—he didn’t want to see her killed by whatever lurked in the dark pool.
Edna resurfaced spat out a mouthful of water, and was watching the birds overhead when the second hand on the clock above ticked past the thirty second mark. If Allen was right, and the circular body of water corresponded with the clock above, then that meant that the second hand just ticked past Edna. As Asa watched, nothing seemed to happen for a moment. Edna waded over to the shore, still watching the crows above.
A tentacle, white as milk, emerged from the water and wrapped around her face. The tentacle had several suckers, which grabbed onto her skin so hard that lines of blood and Salvaserum fell down her cheeks. She opened her mouth to scream, but before any noise could come out, she was dragged under the water with immense force, leaving bubbles where she had just been.
There were even more crows circling the room now; to Asa it looked like five hundred birds.
“EDNA!” Joney screamed. He hobbled through the swarming crows, and knelt at the stone shoreline, looking into the water where Edna had disappeared. “EDNA!”
“What is going on?” Allen shouted. He was swatting at the birds as they flew through the air. “Where did they come from?” He caught one crow by a wing and ripped it into two pieces.
Ned was looking at Asa, his brow furrowed. Michael took out his knife and was cutting the crows in midair. Rose stayed seated, and swatted at the flying birds with open palms.
While the Multipliers were preoccupied with the crows, they were not paying any attention to the hallway leading away from the room. Asa saw his teammates creeping in over the stone floor, Roxanne leading the way. Her hair was curled and pulled up elegantly atop her head in gold clips. Her golden-green eyes were narrowed and there was an angry smirk on her face. Her feet were bare, and Allen didn’t hear her until she was right behind him. His eyes widened, but he didn’t have time to turn around.
Roxanne’s right hand was balled up into a tight fist. Asa predicted what would happen before it occurred; She’s going to use her electrocution ability to deliver one of her deadly punches. She reared back, and then punched the back of Allen’s head with inhuman force. Her fist moved with power as though it had been shot out of a cannon. When her knuckles made contact with the back of Allen’s head, there was a sickening crunch, and then his frightened eyes instantly turned dull and unresponsive. His knees, ankles, and hips released their posture and Allen’s body collapsed to the floor.
Roxanne turned and smiled at the other Multipliers—her eyes communicated an unspoken challenge. Asa wondered if the Multipliers were aware of Roxanne’s unique super strength.
“You dirty bitch,” Rose said, and she sprinted towards the Sharks, along with Ned. Michael stood still for a moment, and Joney was still on his knees, staring into the water where Edna had disappeared.
Asa quickly surveyed the room and considered the humans’ odds of defeating the Multipliers. Of those who were conscious, there were now four Multipliers and six humans, including Asa. If the Sharks were typical humans, they wouldn’t have a chance, but Asa believed that with their different mutations a victory was not outside the window of possibilities. Especially if they don’t take out Roxanne early, Asa thought. She’s the only one of us who may even have an advantage against the Multipliers.
Asa and Jen caught eyes for a moment across the room, and he was mentally brought back to when she caught him kissing Charlotte at the dance a few hours ago. He hoped that he would be able to explain—to make her understand—and for a moment he forgot about the ongoing fight, the crows that surrounded, and was consumed with a cold, empty feeling in his chest.
Jen turned to face Rose and Ned, who were charging her and the other Sharks, and Asa forced himself to concentrate.
Asa looked over to his right to see a series of crows slam into Michael’s face, making him bleed. He had his knife out and was slicing at the crows with one hand while using the other to guard his face, but there were so many of the black birds that guarding them all was impossible.
To Asa’s left, he saw that Joney was still crying over the dark water, looking down as though he expected Edna to emerge. His face was inches from the surface, and the bobbing waves almost touched his nose. Asa looked up and saw that fifty five seconds had passed since Edna was pulled under. The second hand was about to make another round.
Asa wasted no time. He ran forward and planted the bottom of his foot on Joney’s buttocks, sending him splashing over the edge. The second hand passed his mark on the clock, and the long tentacle wrapped around the Multiplier and pulled him under.
Asa stood there for a moment, staring at the empty water, breathing. He was about to turn around and attack where he was needed when he heard footsteps quickly approaching. Asa felt hands wrap around his throat, and he was thrown onto the ground. He tried to gasp, but his airway was restricted. The pressure on his throat was unbearable.
He looked up to see Michael staring down at him. Michael straddled Asa’s abdomen, and his big, hairy hands were squeezing down on Asa’s neck with bone breaking force.
Asa tried to inhale again, but still found it impossible.
Michael’s face was covered in bleeding gashes, and crows continued to ram at him, tearing at his flesh, but he acted as though he didn’t feel the pain. “Teddy told us you wouldn’t change,” Michael grunted through bloody, clenched teeth. “He said that there was somethin’ different about you. Now I’m gonna kill your cocky ass. You think you can trick me, boy? Do ya?” Michael’s hands squeezed even harder.
Asa tried to pull at Michael’s wrists, but this did nothing. Michael’s skin was slick with blood, sweat, and Salvaserum, and Asa was not strong enough to pull him off. Asa looked up into Michael’s rage-filled eyes and hoped that this wouldn’t be the last image he saw before he died. He kicked his legs. Michael sneered. Asa’s vision began to tunnel down.
BANG!
There was a flash as bright as lightening, and then the side of Michael’s head exploded in a shower of blood and tissue. His decapitated body rolled off Asa and he fell into the dark stone pool in the middle of the room.
“You okay?” Viola asked. She was standing above him, lightly blowing on the explosive nails on her right hand, which were smoking.
Asa wheezed in a couple of breaths and sat up enough to watch a tentacle pull Michael underwater. “I’m alright,” he said, and he hauled his body to a standing position with great effort before taking in the surrounding sights.
Rose looked dead. Her face was caved in and deformed; she was limp and slumped against the wall. Roxanne appeared severely injured as well. She was face down in a puddle of blood. Boom Boom laid beside her, his leg twisted in a grotesque manner.
At some point in the fight, Ned had acquired Michael’s long hunting knife. He held Jen roughly by her blond hair and had the sharp edge of the weapon pressed against her throat. His short hair was matted with blood, and his nose was swollen and crooked. Crows continued to slam relentlessly into him.
“PALMER!” Ned called, his eyes bulging and wild. “Call the birds off! Call the birds off or I cut through her pretty neck!”
Viola looked at Asa, and he stepped forward. Lilly backed away from Ned, not sure what to do.
“CALL THEM OFF! Don’t play dumb with me; I know what you can do! Teddy told me about how the crows listen to you! You’ve got three seconds. ONE! TWO!” Ned’s eyes were bloodshot and bulging. Asa believed that he was serious.
Asa whistled, and then called for the birds: “Crows, be still!” He felt silly saying the words, but the crows were just as obedient as they had always been. The black birds landed on the stone floor and looked up at Asa, waiting for another command. Asa felt like a magician. The room grew incredibly quiet as soon as the crows stopped cawing and flapping. Asa could hear the soft waves of the water in the middle of the room; he could hear Viola breathing beside him.
Ned smiled and then spat blood on the floor. He was pulling Jen’s hair so hard that her eyes were filling with tears and she was biting her lip so that she wouldn’t cry out.
              “Don’t hurt her!” Asa cried.
              Ned laughed without humor. “Don’t hurt her? Kind of like you killed all my friends?” He jerked at Jen’s hair and she cried out.
              Asa felt helpless as he looked at Ned and Jen. What does he want? Asa wondered. Viola, Asa, and Lilly were standing ten feet away from Ned and his hostage.
              “Let me tell you something that bothers me about you, Palmer—you always think you’re in control.” Ned licked his lips with a black tongue. “You woke up on that stretcher a few hours ago, and you knew you hadn’t changed. But did you freak out? No. You kept on. You lied. You kept your cool. And when I caught you trying to shoot Allen’s head off, you brushed it off. You think that you’re untouchable, don’t you? DON’T YOU?” he roared.
              Asa shook his head. All those times he had felt so helpless—he had been the furthest thing from feeling in control. “No,” he said.
              “LIAR!” Ned yelled. “I don’t care. It doesn’t matter. Because here is the God-honest truth, Palmer, you’re not in control anymore. I have you. For reasons beyond me, Allen thought that he could turn you into a Multiplier. To be honest with you, I think he was a bit crazy. Teddy told us that you wouldn’t change. But I know the truth. And you’re about to pay.”
              Asa saw that blood was trickling down from Jen’s neck. He didn’t know what exactly Ned meant by saying that he was about to pay, but he didn’t want to find out. He wanted to keep Ned talking, so that he could have more time to find a way out of the current situation. “Why did Teddy say that I wouldn’t change into a Multiplier?” Asa asked.
              Ned spat. “It’s that stupid riddle your daddy made up. Teddy says that the riddle suggests your dad hid some secrets in your DNA. Teddy told Allen that this whole mission wasn’t necessary; whatever is hidden in that room back there is coded into your genetics. Teddy advised that we gather some of your blood and take it back to the Hive for testing.”
              “My blood?” Asa asked.
              “Yeah, that’s what I said. The riddle says that there are two places where the weapons and solutions are hidden. ‘One is metal, it’s locked away,’ that’s that back room. That part is obvious. But listen to the last part of the riddle.” Ned recited it by memory:
 
“Solutions and weapons that are known
Can be used, or worse, destroyed
Best keep them in the void
There are two spaces that these secrets are maintained
One is metal, it’s locked away
The other, though, isn’t so easily disposed
You can’t see it, it doesn’t say hello
It doesn’t make a difference
It’s never seen
It doesn’t affect any pedigree
Where two come and give half each
This is where it will be
You’ll find that I’ve only stolen from me
 
              “Do you see?” Ned asked, still pressing the knife into Jen’s neck. The crows watched him patiently. “Do you understand what the riddle means now? ‘The other, though, isn’t so easily disposed.’ That’s you. You’re not easily disposed, and I think your time in the Academy has proven that. We’ve gone through hell trying to kill you. And then there’s the part about ‘you’ll find that I’ve only stolen from me.’ Teddy thinks that means that your father changed your DNA to code for the serums that your father made. But, he only altered the genes that he gave you, not the ones from your mother. ‘Where two come and give half each,’ that’s just sexual reproduction. I don’t get the part about not affecting pedigree, but Teddy said something about ‘turned off’ DNA. Anyways, the serum that we’ve gone through all this trouble to get is coded in your DNA. Allen was unstable. He was so stubborn and hard headed that no one could convince him that he was wrong. So when Teddy came to him with this evidence, he still wanted to come down here and get the vaccine. And even though he was warned that you might not have changed into a Multiplier, he didn’t believe it.”
              “I still don’t get it,” Asa said. “So why didn’t I change into a Multiplier?”
              Ned sighed. “Because you have things in your DNA that code for ‘weapons and solutions.’ The weapon is the serum that allows Multipliers to Multiply more often. The solution is a ‘cure’ for being a Multiplier. Your dad made this just in case Multipliers started taking over the world. Some scientist could synthesize something out of your blood, inject me, and I’d turn back into a human again. Whatever is in your DNA prevented you from becoming a Multiplier.”
              “And Teddy knew this?” Asa asked.
              Ned nodded, then said, “I bet it hurts to have such a backstabbing friend.”
              Asa didn’t respond, but in truth, it did hurt. Teddy knew this secret, but had never shared it with Asa. Even when they had had pleasant exchanges in Conway’s basement, Teddy was always plotting against Asa.
              And then Asa remembered something that brought another piece into the puzzle. He recalled the time when he had gone into the enormous mansion that Teddy had carved out of the safe room above Asa’s dwelling. There had been a huge wall across from a massive fireplace that was covered in math equations, diagrams, and writing. Asa remembered seeing his father’s riddle written upon the stone, followed by a long series of mathematics, and then a circled double helix, as though that was the answer to Asa’s father’s riddle. Asa did not know as much about biology as Teddy did, but he was aware of the most important double helix known to man—DNA. Asa felt sick with hatred and distrust for Teddy. He reminded himself, though, that Teddy had been sweet, kind, and loyal before turning into a Multiplier.
              “So now that we’ve gone through our little song and dance, Palmer, here is what I want. I want your blood, or I kill the girl. Do you understand?” Ned smiled.
              “Don’t do it,” Jen whispered, and then she cried out as Ned pulled her hair.
              “SHUT UP!” he said. “Either you give me your blood, Palmer, or I kill the girl and then I’ll come over there and drain you of it. Your choice.”
              Asa looked at Jen’s face. He didn’t want anything to happen to her. “How am I supposed to give you my blood?” He asked.
              “You’ve got that open wound on your neck. Take off your shirt, rub it on the wound, and then toss it to me. I’ll take the bloody shirt, and you’ll never hear from me again. I’ll let the girl go.”
              Asa’s heart was beating fast. He was willing to give his life to stop the Multipliers from getting the vaccine. He looked over at Lilly and Viola. Lilly was able to produce hallucinogenic powder, and Viola still had five mutated fingernails that she could try to attack Ned with. He liked their chances in a fight, but the thought of watching Ned slice Jen’s throat made his stomach churn.
              Asa felt emotionally drained. He wanted to go home—the real home, not back to his dwelling. He wanted his mother back. He was tired of living a life in which he was frightened all the time. He was constantly alert—constantly on edge—constantly pumped full of adrenaline so that his heart was hammering and his palms were sweaty. In the last year he had seen so many people die that he couldn’t name them all. A few hours ago, he was bitten by a Multiplier, and a few minutes ago, he had been seriously considering destroying the vaccines and letting the Multipliers kill him. It was all too much. He looked into Ned’s angry eyes and suddenly wanted to cry. He felt unstable, insane, and not prepared to make this kind of decision.
              In his peripheral vision, Asa saw Roxanne getting to her knees in the pool of blood. She looked up at Ned, her eyes hazy and out of focus.
              Ned didn’t notice Roxanne. “What’s it going to be, Palmer?” He asked, and he tightened his grip on Jen.
              Asa slowly began to unbutton his shirt and a smile spread over Ned’s face. “That’s good, Palmer. Very smart.”
              Behind Ned, Roxanne’s eyes slowly shut, as though she was falling asleep, and then they snapped open. She did not look well. Ned still didn’t notice her.
              Asa took his shirt off and brought it up to the wound on his neck.
              “Rub it hard, Palmer. I want a lot of blood on that shirt.”
              Behind him, Roxanne’s eyes were shifting into focus, and Asa saw them widen as she realized what was happening. 
              Asa was so distraught that he barely felt it as he dug the shirt into his fresh wound and let it soak up his blood. Ned watched, and still did not hear Roxanne behind him.
              Roxanne stood on shaky legs and took a couple steps towards Ned.
              “Don’t do it, Asa,” Jen whispered.
              Ned tightened the knife on her throat, making more blood run down her neck and chest. Jen stopped talking.
              Asa tried not to look at Roxanne as she crept towards Ned. Her right hand was balled in a fist, and it was obvious that she was getting ready to bash his head in, just like she had done to Allen.
              Maybe it was Asa’s eyes, or maybe Ned heard something, but he detected Roxanne behind him. He turned quickly, released Jen, and stabbed at Roxanne’s face. Roxanne ducked, and the knife cut some of her hair.
              Asa dropped his shirt on the ground and ran forward. Like a linebacker, he tackled Ned and crows flapped into the air to avoid their rough landing on the floor. The knife went skidding across the stone, and landed out of anyone’s reach against the wall.
              Asa was only able to stay atop Ned for a moment before he was flung off. Ned stood, his broad shoulders flaring, and looked wildly around for the knife. He spotted it at the same time that Roxanne got to her own feet and began to run after him.
              Ned reached the knife before Roxanne could grab him, and he turned and backed her away, brandishing the pointed metal. Roxanne skidded to a stop.
              Ned laughed wildly, his broken nose gushing with blood. He kept his eyes on Roxanne, as she was the only truly formidable opponent. “It’s one on five,” Ned said. “Unfair, but I think that I can make this interesting.”
              Boom Boom spoke from the corner wall where he sat with his broken leg. “It’s not one on five,” he corrected.
              “Oh, fine,” Ned said. “One on six. I didn’t think that I’d count you, considering the shape of that leg.”
              Boom Boom smiled, his pale skin glistening with sweat. He was obviously in pain. “I’m not talking about me,” he said. “I’m talking about the crows.”
              Ned looked down at all the hundreds of birds that covered the floor and his jovial face fell, and his brow creased with worry. Now that he didn’t have Jen as a hostage, Asa had no incentive to keep the crows calm.
              “Attack him,” Asa said, not much louder than a whisper. Every talon left the stone in an instant, and every wing was flapping towards Ned’s face, blinding him in a flurry of black.
              Ned screamed, fell back, and the crows tore at his flesh. He thrashed and rolled, killing some, but there were so many that he was not able to fend off the whole attack. It reminded Asa of when the crows had attacked Harold Kensing outside his home.
              Roxanne did not want to leave her fate up to the crows, however. She ran towards his writhing body. Ned was so preoccupied with the beaks that were pecking his face off that he didn’t notice her coming. With electric speed, she kicked him in the chest and he came off the ground and rolled into the water.
              Roxanne would later admit that she hadn’t been looking at the second-hand of the clock to see where it was, but luck was on her side. Shortly after Ned hit the water, the second hand passed over the appropriate spot, and the tentacle came out and grabbed hold of his screaming head. He was dragged under and Asa never saw him again.
              When Ned was gone, the crows gathered on the ground, and it was quiet. Asa was ambushed with a shot of emotions and he fell to his knees, gasping and crying. It’s over. We did it. We stopped the Multipliers. We won.
              He was happy for all these things, but did not know why he felt so terrible. He wailed uncontrollably, feeling that he couldn’t cry hard enough. He thought that his teammates might be staring at him, and that they might think that he was crazy, but Asa didn’t care. He sobbed into the bloody rock and hitched his chest and howled. 
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              Asa’s sobs slowly waned until he quieted and the tears rolled without sound. As he came out of his hysterics, he realized that he didn’t know how long his weeping had lasted. He had been so consumed with sorrow that nothing else mattered for a time.
              “Palmer,” came a hoarse whisper.
              Asa looked up through wet eyelashes to see Boom Boom motion him over. Asa stood, found his shirt, which he put back on, and then came over to sit with Mike Plode.
              The other Sharks were along the opposite wall. Jen, Viola, and Lilly had their backs to Asa, but Roxanne was facing his direction. She was crying. Asa wondered if she was remembering Bruce. He wondered if it felt good that she had somewhat gotten revenged for his death. She probably just wants him back, though, Asa thought.
              “Gabby would have come,” Mike said, “she wanted to, but we made her stay back. She drank too much at the dance and fell down on her crutches right outside the Shop.”
              Asa nodded, and then looked at Mike. “None of you had to come.”
              Mike exhaled air in an impatient manner. “Don’t act like you wouldn’t do the same for us. We wanted to help. We care about you. We’re family.”
              Asa started to cry some more after hearing those words. He had only known his teammates less than half a year, but he felt like he had known them his whole life. He looked over Mike’s body. Dried blood sat under his busted lip, but the worst part was his leg. “Your leg looks like hell, Mike.”
              Mike laughed, and looked down at the deformed extremity. The foot was twisted in an abnormal position. “I think I broke it.”
              “Duh,” Asa said, and then they both laughed.
              Mike cleared his throat and then lowered his voice, “Listen, Asa, we’re glad that we could help and all, but we’re a little confused. What’s going on? How did you end up here? Jen said that last she saw you, you were at the dance.”
              Asa wondered if Jen told them about how Asa had kissed Charlotte. Boom Boom’s face didn’t give away whether or not he had this piece of knowledge.
              “I know that it may be hard to talk about, but I think that me and your other teammates can help you work through this,” Mike said.
              “You’re right,” Asa said. “I’m just trying to think. So much has happened tonight. I guess I’ll start at the dance. No. Before then. I need to start my story right after Jen and I saw Bruce killed in the Lab. We then ran over and saw the Multiplier’s lair. But after that, we split up. I didn’t tell anyone where I went that night, but I went and talked to Teddy. That’s where this all started.” Asa then recounted all that had happened, going over his conversation with Teddy, Teddy’s advice that Asa drop the bombs, and Teddy’s coke can radio. He told Mike about leaving the dance to go drop the bombs, getting caught by Rose, getting bitten by Allen, and then of not changing into a Multiplier.
              “Yeah, I heard that big one, Ned, saying something about you being bitten and not changing. He said your dad coded it into your DNA.”
              Asa explained how he didn’t know what was going on when he woke up after being bitten; he just knew that he was still human. He explained about the hidden vaccines, and about the Multiplier’s desire to obtain them. “And then you guys showed up just before the clock was in the right position.”
              Mike’s eyes went up to the clock above the water. “It’s twelve twenty,” he said. “You could swim over on the left side. Or fly over, I guess.”
              Asa’s mouth went dry. “Why should I do that?” he asked.
              “Same reason you were going to before. Don’t you think you should destroy those vaccines?”
              Asa wiped his mouth. He wasn’t crying anymore. “Yeah. I think you’re right. Just don’t leave until I come out, okay? I don’t know if you can see the clock from the other side.”
              Mike Plode smiled, trying to be cheery despite the pain he felt from his broken leg. “Do I look like I’m going anywhere soon? Go on ahead. We’ll wait for you.”
              For reasons he couldn’t understand, Asa’s anxiety flashed back up as he walked past the birds and over to the edge of the stone pool. He expanded his wings out beside him, and when the time was right, he flew over the water towards the third part of the room. He landed, looked back, and gave Boom Boom a thumbs-up.
              The double doors were ten feet tall, and the handles were crafted to look like a crow’s wings. Asa turned one of the handles and slipped inside of the room.
              There were candles burning, and a fireplace along the far wall. Again, Asa found it eerie that all the candles turned on automatically—it gave him the feeling that someone lived down here. The floor was ivory, which was so dusty that little clouds came up where Asa walked.
              The vaccines were in glass boxes on pedestals in the center of the room. There were two separate enclosures, one for each vaccine. The solutions weren’t labeled, but Asa knew that one must cure Multipliers, while the other allows them to Multiply even more frequently.
              The door behind Asa shut automatically, and then the fire in the fireplace grew to a blinding wall of light. Asa had to turn his head, and was momentarily blinded by the strange flare. After a moment, the fire was back to normal, and Asa could look back in the direction of the fireplace.
              A man had appeared there. He looked very similar to Asa, but there were some differences. He was shorter than Asa, and not as well built. His face was covered in a prickly beard. His hair was longer than Asa’s, and messier. He wore glasses, but the blue eyes that looked through the lenses were identical to Asa’s. Asa had seen the man before, first in a polaroid that a David had given him in the woods.
              “Who are you?” The man asked. He crossed his arms.
              Asa stepped forward until he was standing with only one yard in between himself and the newcomer. “Do you not know who I am?” Asa asked the man.
              The man’s eyes ran over Asa’s face, and Asa thought he saw the slightest hint of recognition.
              “I’m your son. I’m Asa Palmer.”
              Edmund Palmer bit the side of his hand and stepped back with emotion. Asa didn’t know how his father was here. Allen said that he shot himself. He didn’t care, though. Asa didn’t need to know why his dad was here. What mattered was that he was immensely grateful to be staring face to face at his dad for the first time. He didn’t consider that this could be a trap, or some kind of test. Asa stepped forward, arms wide to embrace his father.
              Only, there was nothing there. His arms sliced through his father as though he were only air. Asa looked back and saw that Edmund Palmer was now standing behind him.
              “I’m not your actual father, Asa. Your actual father is dead. You do know that, right?”
              Asa’s heart ached in his chest. “I know that,” he said. “It’s just…I saw you, and…”
              Edmund, or the thing that looked like Edmund, smiled. “I know. I look very real.”
              Asa agreed. The illusion of his father was indiscernible from a real person. Asa could see the pores on his father’s face, bits of red mixed into his brown beard, and tiny green striations that ran along his blue irises.
              “So what are you?” Asa asked.
              Edmund paused for a moment, thinking of how to word it. “I am an artificial representation of your father. Your dad built me to think like him, act like him, talk like him, and, of course, look like him. I am made to, on some level, feel like your father. I feel like I am him, and looking at you, my heart breaks for the son I never got to meet.”
              “I don’t understand,” Asa said.
              Edmund looked at the gold watch on his wrist. “We don’t have much time. I’ll go away in four minutes.”
              “Go away?” Asa said. Even though he knew that he wasn’t looking at his real father, he still didn’t want this representation to leave him. It was like looking at a picture of his dad, or watching old home videos, except better.
              “Yes, I must go away. When I created myself…or, when your father created me, he decided, wisely, that there should be limits put on me. Anyone with a big enough skill set can create something extremely powerful, but it takes a strong moral compass to impose limits upon the creation. My limits are time. I am only alive for five minutes. My time is slipping.”
              “But what are you?” Asa asked, getting somewhat frustrated. “What’s your purpose? Why are you here?” his eyes filled with tears. “Just to taunt me or something?”
              Edmund’s expression showed sympathy. “Asa, no. I love you. I would never want to hurt you. I’ll quickly tell you what I am; your father created a super computer that followed him around—that’s me. I learned what your father thought, hoped, said out loud, and I was instructed to learn to copy it. Your father created me in case he died. I am a substitute for him, and I am here to explain to the first person to walk through that door what these vaccines are for.
“I am a computer that was given the skills to be able to imitate. I am like a parrot, only my imitations go beyond speech to thinking styles. Your father put a monitor in his wristwatch that fed me data about him at all times. And I used that data to learn to imitate your father. I’m not perfect. If you asked me a question that your father never answered himself, I wouldn’t know what to say. Much of these words I’m saying were words that your father said to people asking him about this imitation super computer.” 
              “But why do you have to go? Can’t you stay? Can’t I ask you some questions about my dad? Can’t we sit and talk? If it’s more power you need, I can plug you in or something…”
              Edmund put up a hand to stop his son’s fast speaking. “Asa, it’s not a power issue. I am a computer. Computers obey orders. Your father ordered that I destroy myself after five minutes, so that is what I will do.” He looked at his watch again. “Well, in a little under three minutes now.”
              Asa felt panicky. There was so much he needed to know—so much that he wanted to know. He also wanted to spend more time with this strange machine that acted like his dad. He started with one of his most pressing questions: “So my dad put something into my DNA, right? He coded something in it?”
              “There are two vials here. Just like in the riddle I wrote. One takes down Multipliers restriction on multiplying, and another is a cure for Multipliers. But both are also stored in your DNA, but in a peculiar way.”
              “How do I get it out of my DNA and made into a real substance?”
              Edmund looked at his wristwatch again. “I am sorry Asa, but I don’t have time to explain that.”
              “You’re right,” Asa said, but he clamped his teeth together in frustration. “We have to make this time count.” He did his best to try to think of the most succinct way to word the biggest problem that he had. It took him ten seconds, and Edmund watched him think patiently. “Multipliers are trying to take over the world,” Asa said. “There are a quarter million of them. Robert King is aware, but I don’t think that he knows how to stop them.”
              Worried lines appeared on Edmund’s forehead. “This was my biggest fear. I killed myself so that they wouldn’t use me as a weapon.”
              “What should I do?” Asa asked.
              “I don’t know,” was all Edmund responded.
              “YOU DON’T KNOW?” Asa said, frustration and fatigue making him lose control. 
              Edmund raised his own voice, “How am I supposed to know? You think that I can devise a plan with so little information? Impossible. Edmund didn’t know about this situation, and I’m not the best critical thinker. I’m mostly an imitator. Although,” the hologram said, rubbing its chin, “I do have one piece of advice for you. Find Francine Black. From what I know about your dad, that’s what he would do.”
              “Francine Black,” Asa repeated the name. He had heard it before, but didn’t know where. “How am I supposed to find her?”
              “I don’t know,” the computer that looked like Edmund Palmer told Asa. “I have been dormant for over sixteen years. She could even be dead. We have under two minutes now.”
              “Well do you have some advice? Something to leave me with, to help me? I’m scared, dad.”
              His father’s eyes again showed sympathy for Asa. Asa found it odd to speak with this machine. Sometimes he felt like he was talking to an actual person. The machine didn’t seem bothered by this, and answered as though it was indeed Asa’s father. “Go and find the Davids. They are the monkeys that I have mutated. They are oddly intelligent. Go to them. They can help you. They have a very large underground community that not even Robert King knows about.”
              “How do I find them?” Asa asked.
               Edmund smiled. “That’s the thing about Davids. You can’t find them, they’re too smart. Don’t bother looking for them. They’ll find you.”
              Asa didn’t understand, he couldn’t see how that helped. “How do I get them to find me, then?”
              Edmund paused again, considering his wording. “If you show compassion for the Davids, they will find you. Honestly love them. Develop a charitable heart towards them. Don’t think that you will ever control them. Do these things, and they will find you.”
              “Dad! That doesn’t make any sense to me.”
              “We have seven seconds left.”
              Asa started crying again. “I love you, dad.”
              “I love you too.”
              “Can’t I have more time? Can’t you stay a little longer?”
              But then Edmund flickered out of existence. He was smiling as he left, and Asa walked forward and stood in the spot he had disappeared. The air in that area was warm, as though his father had actually been standing there just moments before.
 
              Three minutes later, Asa had developed a plan and walked out of the double doors. He had decided not to destroy the vaccines, and he carried them in his hands. They were both purple, thick, and in glass tubes.
              Mike Plode had been waiting on him to come out. “You can cross on your left side. I’d go now. It’s perfect.”
              Asa jumped, shot his wings out, and flew safely across to the other side.
              Jen looked down at the vaccines in Asa’s hands. She had used her dress to clean up her bloody neck, and Asa could see a jagged cut there from Ned’s knife. “Mike said that you were going to destroy the vaccines,” she said.
              “I was,” he explained, “but then I thought that I could use them. I want to take them to Mama’s house and inject Teddy. One of these will cure him—will turn him back human.”
              “But how will you know which one to inject him with?” Boom Boom asked.
              “I don’t,” Asa responded. “I’m going to inject him with both. One will make him Multiply more, but that won’t matter, because the other one will cure him.”
              “It’s worth a shot,” Jen said. She caught Asa’s eyes for a moment, and he wondered how she felt about the situation with Charlotte. It wasn’t the time to ask, though.
              “Someone should take Mike to Missus Ida. He needs medical attention,” Asa said.
              “Nah, I’m good,” Mike waved a hand. “I’ll go after you inject Teddy. I want to see this.”
              Asa put the vaccines in his pocket and was about to lead them out of the room when he turned and looked over the ground. “Where is Allen’s body?” he asked.
              The others were looking too.
              “Allen is the blond one, right?” Roxanne asked.
              “Yeah,” Jen said. “He’s tall.”
              “I think I pushed him in the water,” said Roxanne.
              Asa shook his head, panic starting to pull at his throat. “No. You just punched him in the back of the head. His body should still be here. Where is it? Where the hell is it?”
              “I think that Roxanne is right,” Mike said. “He was pushed into the water.”
              Asa wasn’t sure. He looked around the floor again, still hoping to find Allen’s body. “Let’s get over to Conway’s house.” He didn’t voice any more concerns, but Allen’s absent body made him very frightened.  
              
 
 
 
45
The Tape Recorder
 
              As Asa flew through the foggy night, he tried to convince himself that Allen’s body had indeed been dropped into the pool of water in the center of the room. The alternative was terrifying. If he crept away early on in the fight, he may have had time to get to Conway’s by now. Asa recalled that Allen planned on freeing Teddy after he had secured the vaccine.
              He probably also wanted to show me to Teddy—to demonstrate that I had indeed turned into a Multiplier, Asa thought. Allen is the kind of guy who would have loved to prove Teddy wrong. Maybe he’ll be too embarrassed to show up empty handed and just run off.
              The fog made it impossible to visually locate Conway’s cabin from far off. The Sharks did not want to lose sight of Asa, who was most familiar with the area, so they followed closely behind, their wings flapping in the cold.
              Asa talked to himself, trying to ease his nerves. I’m going to land on the front porch, and the door will be intact, as normal. There will be no sign of a struggle. Even if Allen escaped, he probably just took his losses and ran off.
               As he dipped down closer to the wooden structure, Asa’s hopes vanished. Something was very wrong. He landed ten feet back from the door, and the other Sharks came in behind him.
              “Oh, God,” Jen said, contracting her wings.
Asa couldn’t agree more. He began to trot towards the doorway. The door had been torn off its hinges and strewn roughly aside in the grass.
“Asa,” Mike hissed. “What if someone is in there waiting to attack us?”
Asa didn’t listen to Mike’s warning. He stepped over chips of wood and broken glass into the cabin. His heart was thudding in his ears. He looked around the living room and saw that all the lamps were still standing; each was covered in a different colored shawl, sending various shades onto all surfaces. The cuckoo clocks on the back wall ticked off the seconds. Ozzie’s bathtub of dog food still sat on the ground.
“Ozzie?” Asa said, running deeper into the house. The polar bear always came out to see who was at the door. Something is very wrong. Asa turned around and saw Ozzie, lying lifelessly on the floor. Asa’s heart rate quickened. 
Asa peered into Mama’s bedroom, which was open. Lights from the living room spilled in, illuminating Mama, who was lying facedown on the floor. Asa flicked on the bedroom lights, and knelt down beside her, shaking her frail back. “Mama! Mama! Wake up!” He turned her over and saw that she was breathing, but shallowly.
              Asa’s teammates were now in the hallway beside Mama’s bedroom. “Roxanne, go check on Teddy,” Asa said. Roxanne took off down the stairs. Asa was not optimistic about what she would report back.
              I should have just kicked Allen’s body into the water, Asa chastised himself. Why hadn’t I thought of that? Why did I just assume he was dead without even checking?
              Asa looked over and saw a red gas canister on the floor. This one was smaller than the ones Allen had used in the Shop, and only had one nodule, instead of two. Asa wondered what the side effects of this gas were. He shook Mama again, hoping she wasn’t dead. “Mama, you’ve got to wake up!”
              Mama’s eyes flickered open, and then widened. The cloudy pupils moved around the room, not able to see. “Who’s there?” she demanded.
              “It’s me, Asa.”
              Her face relaxed. “Asa? Asa, what happened? I was sleeping and then some man came in. He broke down the door. My head feels woozy. There was a gas canister. I think that the gas made me tired.”
              “Where is Jul?”
              Mama had to think about this for a moment. Her eyes were still groggy. “He is on a mission. Don’t know where. Don’t know when he’ll be back.”
              A succession of clacks came from the basement where Roxanne was sprinting up the stairs. She reached the top, panting. “He’s gone,” she said. “Teddy is gone.”
              “Oh, Lord,” Mama said.
              Asa pulled at his hair in frustration. “Where could they have gone? What should we do?” He asked no one in particular.
              Boom Boom answered: “There’s nothing we can do. In this fog, they’re probably able to fly away, no problem. Teddy will be carrying Allen. They’ll have no worries of being detected.”
              Asa wanted to scream at someone for not making sure that Allen was dead. He bit his tongue. It had been just as much his responsibility to make sure that none of the Multipliers got away as anyone else’s. He said, “I guess Allen crawled off when no one was looking.”
              “What is going on?” Mama asked. “You all sound exhausted, and you smell like sweat and blood. What happened?”
              “It’s a long story,” Asa said.
              “I have carrot cake. Let’s go into the living room, and I can listen to this long story. I’ve got whole milk, too.”
              “There are six of us,” Viola informed Mama, worried that the blind woman was offering more than she knew.
              “I know, Viola,” Mama said back. “I can hear each of you breathing. Help me up, Asa.”
              Asa grabbed hold of Mama’s bony hands. Her skin felt soft and fragile. As he helped her stand, something clattered to the ground. Asa looked down to see a small, square electronic device. “What’s that?” he asked.
              Mama was smiling. “I had forgotten. I got so tired, I guess. When I thought something might be wrong, and that fella started shoutin’ outside, I turned on my voice recorder.”
              “Do you think it picked up anything that happened?” Asa asked.
              “Only one way to find out.”
 
              A few minutes later, the Sharks and Mama were seated around the different couches and chairs in Conway’s living room. Roxanne had propped Mama’s door back up into the frame, but it was broken and only served as a crude barrier. 
Asa sat with Mike on his right, and there was enough room for Jen to sit on his left, but she walked passed this spot and sat across the room; Asa felt a heavy pang in his chest. Mama cut everyone huge slices of refrigerated carrot cake, which was topped with thick white icing. Everyone was also given a large glass of milk. Asa ate greedily. The cake was delicious, and the milk was cold enough that ice crystals were inside of the glass. Asa realized that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. He felt himself perk up a bit with food in his stomach.
              Asa was content to stay quiet while Boom Boom relayed the entire story to Mama, beginning with Teddy’s suggestion that Asa should drop the bombs.
“Asa, you should have known better than to listen to him! Conway said Teddy would try to trick you,” Mama interjected.
Asa agreed. “I shouldn’t have trusted Teddy,” he said.
When Boom Boom finished the story, it was quiet. “So what do you think?” he asked Mama.
Mama put her plate down on the floor and let Ozzie lick up the crumbs and stray icing. “I haven’t heard the whole story yet,” she said. “We’ve still got the recording to listen to.” She picked up the recorder and rewound the tape, listening for the right spot. When she found the appropriate place, she sat it down on the tree-trunk coffee table and let it play.
For a moment, it just reeled on without any noise. Then, Asa could hear Ozzie growling on the recording. Ozzie, who was still licking Mama’s plate, looked up as he heard the sound, his ears pricked up.
“Who is it?” came Mama’s voice from the small speaker. She sounded scared.
Then there was the sound of shattering glass, and Allen’s voice boomed through, very clear: “HOLD YOUR BREATH, TEDDY! THIS IS ALLEN!”
At this point, Ozzie was growling like crazy, and Mama’s nervous breathing was picked up by the recorder. There was the sound of the canister clanking over the wooden floor, and then of the sleeping gas hissing out of one end. There was a loud clatter, and then a booming THUMP, which Asa believed were both Ozzie and Mama collapsing. Silence came through for a few moments, and then the sound of the door being ripped off the hinges. Allen’s footsteps echoed inside the living room. “You’re a big guard dog,” he said to Ozzie, his voice muffled by the gas mask. They heard his footsteps as he descended the stairs.
“Put this on,” he said, his voice further away, down in the basement.
“Where is Asa? Why are you so beat up? What has happened?” Teddy’s voice asked, muffled by a gas mask.
“Palmer got away. We were ambushed,” Allen said back.
“AMBUSHED? By who?”
“Asa didn’t change. A bunch of his teammates showed up while we were in the hidden rooms under the Shop.”
Teddy screamed, “I told you he wouldn’t change! Why didn’t you listen to me? Why did you even go down there—I said all you needed was his blood!”
“Relax,” Allen said. “I made a mistake.”
Teddy’s voice calmed. Asa leaned forward so that he could listen to the recording better. “At least tell me you got his blood. Please tell me you got his blood.”
“I didn’t.”
“Did you get the vaccines?”
“No.”
“Allen! How could you have not gotten his blood! I told you not to trust Palmer!”
“Wait!” Allen said. “Wait! Look, on my shirt. This is Asa’s blood, right here. I bit him, and some of his blood squirted onto my shirt.”
“Are you sure its his?”
“Positive,” Allen said back. “Now how do I get you out of here. I want to be long gone by the time Jul gets back.”
“I would have preferred a vile of blood,” Teddy said.
“Well I don’t have a vile. Do you want out of here, or not? Where are the keys?”
“The old lady upstairs has some keys in her pockets. Go get those, and hand them to me. I know how to open the cell.”
Instinctually, Mama’s hand went to her front right pocket as she listened to the recording. Her keys were, in fact, gone.
On the recording, they could hear Allen coming up the stairs, then him kneel down. There was the jingle of keys as he removed them from Mama’s pocket, and then his footsteps descending the stairs. “Give em here,” Teddy said. It was quiet for a moment, and then they could hear the jail cell squeal open and two sets of feet coming up the stairs. “I’ve been in that cell way too long,” Teddy reflected. Allen didn’t respond. Asa listened to their footsteps as they left the room. The tape reeled on for four more minutes until they heard Asa come in. Mama reached over and stopped the recording.
              It was quiet in the room for a time. Asa sipped on his milk.
              “Where do you think they went?” Jen said. She looked over everyone except Asa.
              Asa answered: “The Hive. Allen said that they were going to the Hive.”
              Mama asked, “Do you know where that is, or how they are getting there?”
              “No idea,” Asa said.
              Mama stroked her chin, and smiled. “I guess you are pretty special to us, Asa. You have a Multiplier cure in your DNA. And your father kept that such a secret.”
              Asa smiled nervously. He had been thinking about this a lot. “Do you think that I should turn myself over to the Academy, so that they could do some kind of test on me? Maybe they could make a cure out of my DNA.”
              “Bad idea,” Boom Boom said. “They’d get the cure, but they’d also be able create the vaccine that allows Multipliers to Multiply more often. Robert King doesn’t want Multipliers from the Hive to proliferate, but he sure wants his Multipliers to be able to reproduce. You can’t trust the Academy with that.”
              Mama added: “If your daddy wanted the Academy to know about your secret, he would have told them.”
              “This is another reason for the Multipliers to want to attack me.” Asa ran a hand through his hair. “Mike, do you think that you could make the cure from my DNA? Would that be possible?”
              Mike considered. “I don’t know. I could always try, but I wouldn’t know where to begin. I wish that we had someone else that could help us.”
              Asa leaned back into the couch cushion, thinking of how his father recommended that he find someone named Francine Black, and get in touch with the Davids. He still hadn’t told anyone else about that, and for the moment, he felt too tired to relay the story.
              They sat around like that for another hour before Mama announced that she was going to bed. She told them to prop the door up when they left.
              “Don’t you want to stay with one of us?” Roxanne asked.
              “No,” Mama said. “I like it here. My bedroom door locks, and Ozzie is with me. I should be fine.”
              Mama locked the door to her bedroom as she retired for the night and one by one the Sharks trickled out until only Asa was left. He stared at the clocks, thinking about the pool of water below the Shop. He knew that he hadn’t actually seen his father, but still, his heart ached with loss. He felt like he could have stared at his father’s hologram for hours.
              Without being aware of what he was doing, Asa leaned over on his side and put his head on the pillow. He stared at the clocks as they ticked away time on the wall, and tried to plan out what he should do next. What should I do with these vaccines? His eyelids were too heavy, though. His eyes closed and visions of his smiling dad played in his head. He then began to full-out dream, hugging a pillow absently to his chest. 
 
 
 
Epilogue
 
              Two weeks passed.
              The Fishies were all graded on whether or not they moved their Blood Canaries into the appropriate stalls and the semester was officially over.
              It was eleven in the morning, and the graduation ceremony was scheduled to start at eight o’clock. Roxanne would be graduating, and Asa was somewhat excited for her. Graduating was better than dying, like Bruce had, he supposed. Roxy had told Asa that Travis wanted to marry her as soon as she was a graduate. Though she did not expressly speak of how disturbing it would be to sleep beside a Multiplier every night, she paled considerably when the issue was brought up. Boom Boom had voiced his concern that Travis would kill her; “I’m not saying he’s working for the Hive, or whatever. But word gets around. You’ve killed a couple of Multipliers, Roxy. These are violent people. I don’t know what you should do about it. You’ve got to marry him. Just be safe, I guess.”
              Asa had returned to his dwelling for a span of ten minutes, a couple days after they found that Teddy escaped, and had taken three items before locking the door behind him and returning to Viola’s dwelling.
              The first item was the polaroid of his father. He stared at the blue eyes three and four times a day now, as though if he concentrated long enough, the man in the photo would come to life and tell him what to do. Once, he had even asked the photo advice on whether or not he should keep the vaccines. His father had remained quiet on the issue, and Asa had decided to empty them out on the forest floor before burying the glass syringes.
              The second item he gathered from his dwelling was Charlotte’s letter that she had written him at the beginning of their second semester in the Academy. He didn’t know why, but he compulsively read the writing. It never made him feel good. He wasn’t talking with Charlotte. Jen and Asa hadn’t had more than a passing, quick exchange of words; he had not found the right time to explain why he had been caught kissing Charlotte at the dance. A dull ache filled Asa’s chest when he thought about either girl.
              The third item he took was a shovel. On the morning of the fourth semester students’ graduation, Asa picked up the shovel and walked past Viola’s dining room table towards the door.
              A newspaper from two weeks ago was still laid out on the wooden surface. “SHARKS DEFY ODDS! WINGGAME CHAMPIONS!” These words were printed out in huge font at the top of the front page. Asa found that a large, color picture of himself went with the main article. It was an incredible photograph, Asa had to admit, and he felt a ting of pride as he looked upon the image. The photo showed Asa flying towards the goal at a blurring speed. Jordan Hall, a giant mass of muscle, was swooping down to impede Asa’s route. The most spectacular part of the image was the small space right between the two competitors; coming out of Asa’s hands was a flash of white light—a bolt of electricity. Asa thought that the picture was flattering; he looked like superman, but with demon-wings.
              Stepping past the newspaper, Asa walked over to the door, shovel in hand. He pulled on the handle, and felt his whole body tense up. A young man in black was standing in the doorway, his hand raised; he had been about to grab the door handle.
              Asa’s heart was sprinting in his chest. Given the unpredictable and dangerous nature of his last year, he found that the smallest of surprises made him fidgety and alarmed. “Hi, Benny.” Asa said carefully, trying not to let on how much he was alarmed to see Benny Hughs at his door. He had not forgotten that Benny worked closely with the Hive, and had gotten Allen in touch with Stan Nuby earlier in the semester. “What brings you here?”
              “Been looking for you, Palmer,” Benny said irritably. “I’ve been standing outside your dwelling for half an hour, knocking. I was about to kick the door in when I thought you might be at Viola’s. I hear you’re dating her.”
              “I’m not,” Asa said.
              Benny shrugged. “Rumors, you know. Anyway, Robert King wants to speak with you.”
              “Now?”
              “Right this second. In his office. You can follow me.” Benny’s eyes moved toward the shovel in Asa’s hand. “What’s that for?” he asked.
              Asa had a pre-prepared answer for this, because he did not want anyone to know his true intentions. “Summer break is two months. I thought I’d try my hand at gardening. Don’t know when I’ll get another opportunity, and it sounds fun.”
              Benny frowned. “C’mon, Palmer.”
              Asa put the shovel down, stepped out, and locked the door.
 
              Benny led Asa to the official entrance of Robert King’s office, which Asa had never been inside of; he had only ever entered through the raccoons’ facilities. As they flew, Asa looked over the mountains, which were the greenest he had ever seen them. Clear, sparkling streams ran from the snowy peaks.
              The wound on Asa’s neck from being bitten had faded into a hard, plastic-like scar. Being mutated, Asa healed faster than a normal human. He had not gone out in public for the first week after being bitten, fearing that someone would see his Multiplier bite. The mark was still obvious, but Asa didn’t think anyone would correctly guess what it was from.
              The door to Robert King’s office became visible as they grew closer. Asa felt like vomiting.
              He had guessed that Robert King would summon him the day after the incident beneath the Shop. Surely I was recorded on a camera, Asa had thought. But after ten days with no incident, Asa concluded that either Robert King didn’t know who was to blame for Thom’s and Jules’s death, or he didn’t care. Asa wondered if perhaps there weren’t as many cameras in Town as Robert King wanted people to believe.
              As they came in for a landing, Asa chastised himself for not coming up with some kind of story that he could use to explain why he had been walking through Town with a bunch of Multipliers the night of the dance. At the moment, he could think of no logical explanation other than the truth.
              They landed, and the door instantly opened, as though it had been waiting for them. A tinny voice came through a speaker mounted on the wall; “Hughs, thanks for retrieving him. Palmer, walk on down the hallway, and come inside. The door to my office is straight ahead—make no turns.” Then Robert King’s voice cut off.
              Benny smiled crookedly at Asa. “Good luck,” he said.
              Asa muttered something inaudible, and walked inside. His face was pale and sweaty.
              The door automatically shut behind Asa, and little, glowing green fish inside of hanging glass spheres lit the initial hallway on either side. The fish were ugly, with tiny eyes and sharp teeth. The entirety of the animals’ bodies were phosphorescent, and the greenish light they gave off reminded Asa of the way directors sometimes lit cemeteries in scary movies.
              He walked forward, occasionally glancing down the vast, green hallways that led off the main corridor. I wonder if Volkner is being tortured somewhere in this facility, Asa thought.
              The long hallway ended in a jewel-encrusted gold door, which automatically opened wide when Asa approached.
              “Come in, Palmer. Take a seat.” Robert King sat behind his massive mahogany desk, wearing a maniacal smile as though something was very funny. His eyes were black orbs—all pupils—and his hair was immaculately combed over to the right side of his head. Jamie sat atop his desk. There was no leash coming down from his neck today. The David was wearing a clean white collar, a New York Yankees jersey, and shorts tailored to fit his chimp legs. He eyed Asa as he came in and sat down.
              Even though Asa had seen Robert King’s office before, it was still startlingly impressive to him. The right wall shone through to the biggest aquarium in the world; the rippling water above sent a calming blue light into the room. On the left was Jamie’s giant playroom, which was enclosed in golden bars. Pictures lined the walls—some paintings, some photographs.
              Asa’s eyes stopped on one particular photo and he felt his breath stop in his throat. The image was of his father and an orangutan, both of whom were smiling. The picture was labeled, “FRANCINE BLACK AND EDMUND PALMER.”
              In his mind, Asa could hear his father’s voice telling him to find Francine Black. Francine Black is a David? Asa thought.
              He did not have much more time to think about this, because Robert King spoke: “Do you like the photos?” Robert King asked. His head twitched to the right—a side effect of Vipocrit—and his country accent had been replaced with clear and fast speech.
              “Yes, sir,” Asa said, turning back to Robert King casually, as though he did not know that Edmund Palmer was his father, or anything about Francine Black.
              Robert King smiled—or he showed his teeth, at least. “Let’s get down to business, Palmer. Why do you think that I brought you here?”
              Asa went with a safe answer: “I don’t know, sir.”
              Robert King showed his teeth again. He seemed to be more on-edge than last time he met with Asa. “Where did you go the night of the dance, Palmer? You didn’t stay there all night, did you?”
              Asa’s mouth felt terribly dry. “I-uhhh…”
              “What’s that, Palmer?”
              Asa tried to swallow. He felt trapped. He hated how Robert King never revealed how little or how much information he had. He wished that The Boss would slip into one of his rants about how he might be a god, instead of going forward with this line of questioning. “I was with Multipliers,” Asa said. As soon as the words were out, he regretted them. But what else was I supposed to say?
              “I know,” Robert King said, although Asa wasn’t sure if he believed The Boss’s words. “Why were you with them, Asa?”
              Sweat was gathering on Asa’s forehead, and he wiped it away with the sleeve of his suit. He felt so helpless. He desperately wished he had come up with a lie to tell anyone who questioned him. Now, he found that the only plausible story he had was the truth. He decided that he would attempt to leave some crucial things out.
              “I was trying to stop them. I started feeling sick at the dance, so I went out for a walk. I was getting some fresh air when I spotted the Multipliers.”
              “A walk?” Robert King asked, his eyebrows raised to indicate that he knew Asa was lying.
              “Well, it was more of a fly,” Asa corrected. “And I saw some people on the banks of Fishie Mountain. So, I flew down to see what they were up to.”
              “I see,” said Robert King, his black eyes rolling in their sockets. It was impossible to know what he was looking at. “So then, what?”
              Asa was breathing, thinking hard. He had already skipped the part about Teddy so that Conway and Mama wouldn’t get in trouble for illegally keeping a Multiplier in their basement. He also didn’t want to tell about how he was bitten. “And then they took me as a hostage.”
              “As a hostage?”
              Asa nodded. He looked over at Jamie, who was shaking his head in disbelief. Asa went on: “They said that they were going on some kind of mission—they wanted to steal something, but wouldn’t tell me what. They said that they wanted me as a hostage in case someone attacked them. Then, we got in a boat, and came over…”
              Robert King’s hand pounded down on the top of the desk and Asa jumped. “Listen, Palmer, I’m not asking you to get information, I know what happened that night. I’m asking you to see if you’re lying.”
              “I’m not lying,” Asa said. Something in Robert King’s face made Asa believe that The Boss did not have all the information that he claimed to. Asa was not going to tell the truth. If Robert King found out about the secrets that Asa’s DNA held, he might be subjected to cruel laboratory tests.
              The Boss rubbed his temples. “Here’s the deal, young Palmer. I know you’re lying. I know it for a fact. But I also have…incentives not to punish you. Never mind that. Let me make you understand something; I don’t care if you killed a graduate that night. Honestly, I don’t. I don’t care how you got into the situation you got into. All I care about is one thing—did the Multipliers get what they were after?”
              In truth, the answer was yes and no. They had not acquired the vaccines, but they had gotten away with some of Asa’s blood, which was on Allen’s shirt and was laced with DNA that could code for the same results the vaccines could produce. Asa hesitated, and then said bluntly, “I destroyed the vaccines.”
              Robert King’s eyes widened, and Asa saw with some pleasure that he had actually surprised The Boss. “Under the Shop?”
              “The vaccines are gone. The Multipliers didn’t get them.”
              Robert King nodded, and then reached down for something in a lower desk drawer. He sat up straighter, cradling an item beneath the desk so that Asa couldn’t see it. “You did a good thing, Asa. And I like to reward people who do good things. Put your hand on the desk, palm up.”
              Asa hesitated.
              “Don’t hesitate, Palmer. It will do no good. You don’t really have a choice.”
              This was true. Robert King had the power to make Asa do just about anything. Asa put his hand on the desk, palm up.
              Robert King rubbed the inside of Asa’s forearm, just below his suit, with an alcohol pad. The smell burned Asa’s nostrils. “What are you doing?” he asked.
              “Giving you a reward,” Robert King said. “I’ve already told you that.” Then, The Boss pulled a tiny syringe filled with white liquid up onto the desk. He flicked Asa’s arm to make the veins stand out. “Don’t be nervous. It won’t hurt much.”
              The needle went into Asa’s vein, and Robert King squeezed the plunger so that the white liquid shot into Asa’s cardiovascular system. Asa’s heart was working hard due to his anxiety, and he expected to collapse at any minute from whatever drug Robert King had just injected.
              Robert King removed the needle, and then dabbed at Asa’s blood with a gauze pad. Asa sat there for a minute, feeling normal.
              “You can go, now,” Robert King said.
              “What was that? What did you just inject me with?”
              The Boss winked. “It’s a mutation. You’ll find out. Go now, Asa. I don’t want to have to ask you again.”
              A little scared about what might be running through his veins at that time, Asa stood up and began to walk out. He looked up at the picture of Francine Black and his father as he passed it.
 
              Two hours later, Asa found that the white vaccine Robert King had injected him with still had no effect. Deciding that there was no point in lying around Viola’s dwelling all day speculating about what his body might do, Asa grabbed his shovel and set off into the forest behind the dwellings to work on what he had planned for the day.
              His father’s words played in his head as he walked over the crunching leaves: “If you show compassion for the Davids, they will find you. Honestly love them. Develop a charitable heart towards them. Don’t think that you will ever control them. Do these things, and they will find you.”
              Asa thought about his father’s view of the Davids regularly. Will Jamie ever truly have allegiance to Robert King, always being locked up? 
              The sun glinted down through the forest leaves and hit the dark-dirt floor in a series of scattered beams. Dust hung in the air. Asa walked past the spot where he had buried Harold Kensing’s body; if he had not memorized the configuration of trees surrounding the spot, he would not be able to identify it. The area where the man was buried looked just like any other spot of dirt on the mountainside.
              It had been, in part, thinking of how he had buried Harold Kensing’s body that made Asa conceive the task he was now participating in. The idea of a fellow human rotting above ground had disturbed Asa, so he had given the policeman’s body a halfway decent burial.
              Honestly love them.
              Asa walked further in, giving his Rolex the occasional glance as he moved on to make sure he would not miss tonight’s graduation ceremony. The birds sang overhead, and the bushes occasionally shook with the movement of a scurrying squirrel. He went on like that for hours, letting his mind wander on different topics. He did not have a systematic way of finding what he was looking for, but instead hoped to stumble upon one. He knew there were still more out here. He had found a dozen in the past three days.
              He thought a lot about Teddy. Seeing his friend change into a monster had transformed his thinking of Multipliers. Before, he had viewed them as malicious and evil creatures that longed to destroy. Now, Asa compared them to drug addicts, and believed that they were something to be pitied. They were beings that hurt others because they are hurting. Drug addicts sometimes stole for drug money. The Multipliers bite, scheme and plan to take over the humans because sitting idle and knowing that unbitten flesh is still present in the world is painful to them. Teddy had betrayed Asa—this is true—but he did it out of what he felt was a necessity. The Multipliers are addicted to power—they are addicted to anything that gets them closer to controlling the world.
              Asa wished so badly that he could have given Teddy the Multiplier cure and watched him change. Teddy was Asa’s best friend; no one understood Asa quite as Teddy did. Asa would also miss Teddy’s help with homework; he doubted that he could have gotten through this past semester without his friend’s help.
              Asa still had Jen, whom he was close too, but there seemed to be a cold and invisible barrier between them now. Jen didn’t smile as easily when she was around him. A heavy weight hung between them.
              A cloud drifted between the sun and the earth, making the forest a shade darker.
              “Francine Black, Francine Black, Francine Black.” Asa repeated the name aloud, thinking about her. It was hard to imagine his father having such respect for a monkey. Logically, Asa understood that with bigger brains than typical primates, the Davids were capable of expression and logic that was similar to humans. But, intuitively, he couldn’t imagine what such a relationship would be like.
              Asa zig-zagged through the woods.
              He wondered about the condition of the world outside of the mountains. He wondered if people still thought Robert King was dead. He wondered if Alfatrex was still a company.
              He wondered if Teddy was being treated well in the Hive. Asa suspected that they would probably recognize his intelligence and expedite his process of moving through the social hierarchy. Asa shuddered to think that Teddy would probably be able to make the vaccine that allowed the Multipliers to Multiply every day, using Asa’s blood on Allen’s shirt. Then what? There would be millions more made in a matter of weeks.
              But how long will it take for the Multipliers to synthesize the vaccine? Weeks? Months? Years?
              “Francine Black, Francine Black, Francine Black.” The words moved unconsciously over Asa’s lips.
              Asa’s mind drifted further back to the night before he learned about the Academy, and was brought to his new life. He thought about how Harold Kensing would have shot him dead, but a giant, mutated dog intervened and saved Asa. Asa still did not know who had sent the dog; Conway and McCoy had sincerely denied knowledge of the strange and heroic animal.
              “Francine Black, Francine Black, Francine Black.”
              Finally, Asa found what he was looking for. This one was fresh. Others he had found were merely piles of three and four bones, already picked over by wildlife in the area.
              Hanging by her feet, was a dead David; she was a chimp with black hair. Joney had most likely killed her. She wore a tutu; she appeared to be only a child. A bloody tiara with plastic crystals was still hanging from her thick, black hair. She only weighed fifty pounds. Her throat was slit, and there were giant puncture wounds on her abdomen, and her hands, which hung down and almost brushed the ground.
              Flies were eating out her eyeballs, and Asa stifled a gag as he reached for the vine above and untied her. The smell was unpleasant, and Asa hated touching the dead bodies. 
              Honestly love them, his father had said. Asa knew that he wouldn’t let the smell get in the way of burying his own mother, whom he honestly loved.
              Asa laid the dead chimp with the enormous head and empty eye sockets down on the dirt floor and began to dig. With his Winggame earnings from the championship, he had bought ten extra strength mutations, and he could feel their benefit now as he sliced the shovel through the hard earth as easily as if it were butter (he could also feel the caloric cost of the new mutations in his rumbling stomach).
              He dug like that for five minutes, until he had made a grave, four feet deep and wide enough that the chimp would be able to lay spread out, in her eternal resting place. Asa picked the David up and gently sat her down into the grave. He leapt out and looked down at her.
              “Joney, you bastard,” Asa whispered. “Why did you have to kill all these Davids?” Asa had a shovel full of dirt and was about to drop it onto the chimp’s body when he paused. He put the dirt back in the pile, and walked around the clearing, his eyes searching.
              Asa still didn’t feel any different from the white stuff Robert King had injected him with. A tickle of nerves began in his abdomen, and he brushed it away. “Not now, I’m working,” he told himself.
              Asa found yellow sunflowers growing out of little incline of dirt not far off. He took two handfuls with him back to the burial site. Asa stopped, looked down at the little David, and then jumped into the grave with her. He bent down, placed sunflowers over her chest, and one behind each ear.
              Then, he climbed out of the grave, grabbed the shovel, and sprinkled the first bit of dirt over her body. For some reason, Asa found this burial more emotional than the others. He wasn’t crying, but there was a morose lump in his throat.
              When she was buried, he put more flowers atop her grave, along with a couple of stones to keep the wolves and rock dragons from digging her corpse up.
              Asa Palmer stood, looking down at the grave for some time. In truth, he did sympathize with the Davids. Though they were animals, the things they did reminded him of humans. He recalled the David giving him the polaroid in the arctic jungle.
              A thin tear rolled from his left eye. Asa pulled his shoulder up and brushed it away. He checked his watch, and sighed. It was time to get back. He picked up his shovel and walked out of the clearing, towards the mountains.
              There was something that Asa wasn’t aware of; had he used his echolocation while in the clearing, he would have seen that he wasn’t alone. High above, there was another David, clinging to the top branches, watching Asa silently.
              The wore a t-shirt with a snowman on it. It was old and raggedy; he had found it last year in the pile of clothes the Fishies had thrown out when they were given their Academy issued suits. The clothes were always littered on the back of the mountains, and were stolen away by the Davids. This was one of the ways the Davids got their clothes.
              This David’s name was Adam, and he, like Asa, had a lump of sadness caught in his throat. Adam had been watching Asa for the last three days. The little David Asa had just buried was Adam’s sister.
              Adam looked towards the West, and could see Asa trudging through the forest back towards where he lived. Adam sighed, made a decision, and then took off, jumping through the treetops so that he could get another look at the strange human who had the compassion to bury the slain Davids.
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