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Asa’s Dad’s Friend’s Dog
 
              Asa was listening to the radio before he was pulled over by the cop and it all began. An unusual amount of crows sat in the trees surrounding White Bridge Road, watching Asa’s car cruise by.
              The steering wheel of the old Volvo vibrated beneath his hands, the suspension unable to keep up with the rocky terrain beneath the tires. He leaned forward and squinted into the summer night; the weak, yellow beams of the rusty car didn’t penetrate far into the country road. Every once in a while he saw a pair of eyes staring out at him from the thick woods that surrounded as he passed on the unmarked stretch of land.
              Asa was fourteen years old and did not have a driver’s license.
              The Volvo had been his mother’s. It still smelled like her, Asa thought. The cracked red leather on the seats, the chipped mahogany dash, and the matless floorboards all reminded him of her. Asa missed his mother, but the thought of her did not pain him; it made him happy to remember her.
Through the speakers in the car that she had bought, a late night radio program was playing. It bothered him to hear about the pandemic going on, but he found that he was not able to reach up and turn it off. The voice was vibrant, cheerful, and seemed almost mocking when juxtaposed with such serious subject matter.
              “You’re listening to Dritt PM, the only place to get news, weather, and more live in the wee hours of the morning beneath the Dritt Texas sky. I’m Chuck Morgan, your host, and joining me today will be biologist Dr. Jaime Harrett from the Dritt Institute of Technology, right down the road. Dr. Harrett, how are you doing this evening?”
              “Wonderful.”
              Asa glanced in his rearviews and saw nothing. Dritt PM had been a nighttime-news station his whole life. It was completely absurd and unnecessary. The town of ten-thousand didn’t need a live radio station that played from midnight to six in the morning, but it had one; just like it didn’t need a theme park, a zoo and the biggest man-made reservoir in the world, but they were there too. When you live in a town with Robert King’s son, you have access to a lot of things that you don’t need. Asa had heard that Cobb King suffered from insomnia, so he bought a whole radio station just so that he could listen to it if he went for a nighttime drive.
              Chuck Morgan’s voice was articulate and showed no sign of tiring. “That’s great. As we said before commercial break, Dr. Jaime Harrett is on air with us tonight to talk about the sickness that’s on everyone’s mind—the Wolf Flu. Dr. Harrett, thanks for being here so late. I would imagine that you’d usually be in bed by two in the morning and I appreciate you being here.”
              “My pleasure.”
              Asa shifted in his seat at the sound and furrowed his eyebrows. The Volvo’s sound system wasn’t the best, but he could hear that Dr. Harrett’s voice was going hoarse. A sore throat was usually an early sign, and even though Asa had seen countless people fall to the virus, it still made him uncomfortable to know that this woman could be sick.
              Chuck went on—“If you would, please give our listeners a little intro into the Wolf Flu. I understand that most people, if not everyone, is familiar with the virus by now, but just in case, would you say a few words explaining what it is, talk about the symptoms and why it’s relevant?”
              “Sure,” she croaked out, and then cleared her throat. Asa turned up the radio. “The Wolf Flu is, as you’ve said, a virus. It’s not actually a strand of the flu, as the name leads people to think. An immunologist at Harvard University named it whenever people still thought that the virus was a newer, stronger version of the flu. Now, we know better. We know that we don’t know what this thing is…” she began to laugh without humor, which turned into a rasping, horrible cough. “So, we don’t know exactly what the Wolf Flu is, but we do know a few things about it. It causes immune suppression, abdominal tenderness, sclera icterus, rash, fever, severely increased mucus production, hacking cough, weight loss, vomiting in some cases and death in all cases.”
              It was quiet for a second and only static came through the radio. The words echoed through Asa’s mind again—and death in all cases. He knew it was true, but hearing it still gave him chills.
              Dr. Harrett continued—“It spreads at an incredible rate. The death toll of this thing is unmatched by anything that we’ve seen before, and we don’t know if anyone is immune or how to stop it.” She began to hack and cough into the microphone.
              There was silence on the radio and then Asa heard papers ruffling. He was still leaning forward, staring at the road ahead. Even at thirty miles per hour, White Bridge Road could be dangerous at night. It was seldom travelled, which is why Asa chose to drive on it. Highway 44 ran parallel with White Bridge, but the highway was six lanes, and White Bridge was only two. The old, country road was mostly abandoned except for cows, the occasional tractor, and Asa, who sometimes liked to drive at night when he couldn’t sleep. He was only fourteen years old and he didn’t want to risk being pulled over on 44, so he took White Bridge. Most of the officers in town would understand his situation; there were millions of kids like him; both parents dead with no one to look after them. The Wolf Flu had swept the US so fast that the public social services didn’t have a chance to sort all the kids out into foster homes. Even if they had been able to, there weren’t enough foster homes to handle all of them. Kids had to get around, and with no parents to drive them, they had to learn how to drive themselves. But still, Asa didn’t want to risk getting pulled over by a cop having a bad night. The laws hadn’t changed, just how most of the officers enforced them.
              Dr. Harrett’s voice came through again: “Last I heard, the global population’s been cut in half, but it’s impossible to have good, hard numbers on the Wolf Flu. It moves so fast. No one had even heard of it two years ago.”
              Asa remembered when the information first reached him. An electron-microscope image of the virus was on the front page of the New York Times. The article was saying that Latvia was suffering from an elusive, and frighteningly effective strand of the flu. When you read things about distant countries with funny languages, you never expect it to affect you. But six months ago Asa had been holding wet rags to his mother’s burning forehead. He had felt so helpless those times. There was nothing that he could have done for her. The hospitals wouldn’t see her. They were packed. When she died, the funeral was sparsely populated. Everyone was in the hospital, Asa guessed.
              Chuck’s voice was happy and confident, “and what do we know about the physical properties of the virus? Can you tell us a little more about how it infects people and what exactly it does?”
              “It’s dark matter, as far as we’re concerned. We don’t know. It doesn’t make sense with what we have about viruses so far. It’s a contradiction to every rule we’ve seen. We can’t tell how it passes, and it makes some people undergo harsh mutations, but not everyone. For some, the effects look similar to cancer. We know surprisingly little about this thing and that’s what makes this a dire, serious situation.”
              There was a flash of light from the corner of Asa’s eye and then he was searching the rearview for what he thought he saw. He wasn’t looking ahead, and wasn’t aware that he was putting more pressure on the gas. The radio was silent for another moment. The interview was awkward; there wasn’t much to say about the Wolf Flu that everyone didn’t already know. Asa wanted to know if they would talk some about Robert King, Cobb’s father and the man who paid for the radio station, but he guessed that they wouldn’t. Not many people had good things to say about the man, Asa included. They probably weren’t going to speak poorly of him when he’s paying the bills.
              A burst of red light flittered through the trees a half-mile behind the Volvo and then disappeared. Asa flipped off the radio and could now only hear the groan of the engine and the rattling and squeaking the metal of the old car made. He stared into his mirrors and saw nothing. He scanned around and concentrated his hearing, listening for the whine of a siren. He sighed and was about to turn the radio back on when the police car pulled out onto White Bridge Road behind him, sirens and lights announcing its presence.
              Asa cursed loudly to himself and kept on going. The police vehicle was still over half a mile behind him. Asa searched the road for side streets. He didn’t think that he could outrun a cop. But maybe if he tried, they wouldn’t care to follow.
              He didn’t think an officer would arrest him if they caught him out driving, but he knew that they could. His car wasn’t registered, he didn’t have a license on his fourteen-year-old person, and he hadn’t paid a single tax on the small house that his mother had left him. The bills had come, but he didn’t have the money.
              Asa could now hear the siren screaming behind him and that the police car was speeding to catch him. The cop car weaved in and out of its lane, lights illuminating the forest around it. It was as if the person driving was drunk. Asa’s heart was beating in his chest. He did not know why this officer would want to pull him over. He wasn’t speeding. All his lights were in order.
              Asa steered the Volvo over to the side of the road and began to slow, hoping the police car would skirt by him, in an emergency of some kind that had nothing to do with him. He made a promise to himself to drive less if this happened. He watched the swerving, speeding cop car behind him. He heard the siren and the pulse in his ears and neck. His mouth had gone dry. His palms had started to sweat as they always did when he was terribly nervous.
              Despite Asa’s wishes, the police car slowed to a crawl behind the Volvo. Asa pressed down on the brakes, put the Volvo in park, and sat there. The police car parked behind him at a cockeyed angle. The siren turned off, but the lights stayed on, alternating red and blue into the cabin of the car that used to be Asa’s mom’s.
              Asa wondered if there was any kind of old registration in the glove box. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat and put his hands on the steering wheel. He had heard of people getting shot by officers because they weren’t showing their hands. It was an extreme thing to happen, but these were extreme times. The murder rates had skyrocketed since the Wolf Flu hit America, and the police were as on-edge as anyone.
              Asa tried to breathe and thought that he didn’t have any money if they wanted him to pay a ticket. The owner of the LuckyStop down the road from his house knew his mother and gave Asa all the gas and food he needed. He had no cash to buy anything with. He looked in the rearview and saw that the officer was not yet out of his car. Then, running through his associations with the word ‘cash,’ his mind fluttered to Robert King, or as some called him ‘The Boss.’
The Boss owned Alfatrex, the one and only company that has produced even a semi-effective drug against the Wolf Flu. The injection was painful and expensive. For two hundred dollars they would stick a six-inch needle in your back and inject what felt like battery acid into you. The Wolf Flu vaccine had apparently been proven to ‘significantly reduce’ a person’s likelihood of contracting the virus, whatever that means. And you had to get it once a month, or they said that it wasn’t effective. Robert King was the world’s first trillionaire, or so some thought. No one really knew how much money he had. Often times, when the gas station was closed and Asa was hungry, he thought of how awful he would feel to be the richest man in history and to not be donating a dime to assist in the biggest pandemic of all time, much worse than the one before it, the Spanish influenza. The Boss said that his contributions came in his work from Alfatrex, but god knew that his time wasn’t free.
The cruiser’s driver door opened and a huge boot slammed down onto the dirt. Asa kept his hands on the wheel and watched the officer through his rearview. A giant hand gripped the roof of the police car, making it shake, and the officer stood up so that Asa could see him for the first time. He was a big, solid man, who was evenly spread out and thick in every area of his body. The driver door slammed shut, and the officer stepped into better light.
Asa’s head cocked when he saw the man, confused. He was balding and sparse strings of greasy red hair covered half of his ears, ran over his collar, and pasted onto his forehead with a thin layer of sweat. His uniform shirt was untucked in places, and the buttons didn’t match up just right. The two things that alarmed Asa the most were the man’s face and the way he was walking. The officer was large all over, but his face was gaunt, and thin. His skull was huge, and on top of it was tight, pale, freckle scattered skin that sunk in at the cheeks and in the dark bags underneath his eyes. He looked as though he hadn’t eaten for days. He looked left and right as he walked, his eyes shot through the forest as though there was a predator lurking for him deep in the brush. He walked with the sloppy certainty of a man who has had a stroke but doesn’t know it. His feet limped and he was walking in crooked line, his boots making dirt clouds in the road as he made his way over the gravel to the Volvo.
Asa kept his hands on the steering wheel and continued to watch the man. His heart was thudding even faster, and he didn’t notice it but he still had his left foot heavy on the break pedal. It’s okay. He’ll understand. There’s nothing to fear, he tried to reassure himself.
The officer took his firearm out of its holster and held it by his side as he continued to limp over towards the car. Asa’s eyes bolted wide open and went from the handgun to the vacant face on the massive man. He tried to remember to breathe and he told himself that the firearm was just a safety precaution. The officer was out on a country road with no partner with him. It’s normal for him to pull out his firearm, right?
When the big man was standing right beside Asa’s door, Asa realized he hadn’t rolled his window down. The officer’s face was peering into the car, his eyes dancing around the seats, and then he looked over his shoulder at the forest behind him, as if he heard something frightening. Asa saw that his shirt had grass stains in it and his metal ID tag was hanging upside down over his chest.
Asa reached over to roll the window down when he froze with fear. The gun was pointed right at his face from outside the car. Asa saw the big, sure hands holding the firearm, and closed his eyes, ready for the blow.
Tap, tap, tap.
Asa let out a whispered shriek, but then opened his eyes to see the officer gesturing for him to roll the window down. He had only been tapping the window with his firearm. That’s normal, right? It’s normal for an officer to use the barrel of his handgun to tap a window.
Asa rolled down the window and the officer bent over and looked into the car. The fourteen year old was shaking, his hands still on the steering wheel, trying to predict what the officer would say. License and registration or where are you headed? Or do you have any idea how fast you were going back there?
But the officer said none of these. He was a complete stranger. Asa had never seen his face before. He opened his mouth and began to speak, his voice came out quiet and harsh, like a worried whisper. “Are you Asa Palmer?” His breath smelled sickly sweet like mildew. The officer stood up again and looked around, then stared back at Asa. His lips were pulled down on the corners, and he looked as scared as Asa felt.
“Yes.” Asa was surprised he found his voice.
The officer raised his black handgun in the air and scratched the side of his face with it. “My name is Harold Kensing. SHUT UP!” he screamed, as if he were reprimanding himself. “Don’t say your name. The kid doesn’t need to know,” he was staring at Asa as he said this. He smiled, let out a sob, and grumbled something underneath his breath. “Get out of the car.” The officer stepped back and pointed the firearm at Asa.
Asa pulled the handle, footed the door open, and stood out on White Bridge Road’s asphalt with his hands in the air.
Harold Kensing’s mouth was twitching as though he were having some kind of a spasm. He pointed the barrel of his weapon at Asa’s face and muttered, “Jesus, please forgive me.” The weapon was shaking in the officer’s hands. He closed his eyes and turned his head away.
“Sir!” Asa said, sweat beating down his face. He was trying to alert the officer that his actions could lead to untrue interpretations. He looks like he’s going to kill me! Asa thought.
 “I have to, Lord,” Harold muttered to himself.
“Officer?” Asa asked, his voice cracking. He found that his hands were rising up by his head, palms out.
Harold opened his eyes and looked Asa in the face. He blinked heavily, as though he had just woken up. He took one of his hands off the gun and tugged at his hair. “Come with me. Come sit in the cop car. Go around and get in the passenger side door. Hurry, before they see us!”
Asa didn’t pause to ask whom the officer was talking about, but quietly made his way to the passenger door with his hands above his head. Harold was still pointing the firearm at Asa; he had one eye closed and was trying to look through the small sight on the shaking metal.
“Open the door with your left hand,” Harold said. Asa looked at the officer and considered turning and running into the woods behind him. Harold’s hands readjusted on the weapon in what Asa thought was dead aim for the center of his face. He opened the car door slowly, slid inside, and shut the door behind him.
It was warm inside the car. The first thing that Asa noticed was that a large portion of the dashboard had been destroyed. The police radio and a laptop had been ripped out of the dash, leaving a tangle of electric cords hanging out into the cabin. That’s normal, Asa tried to convince himself. Perhaps they’re in the process of replacing the computer. Despite the effort, Asa didn’t believe it. The broken glass on the floor, and the cracked plastic that housed the dashboard computer pointed to a frenzied, unplanned removal of the electronic devices, instead of a professional job.
Harold Kensing kept the firearm pointed at Asa while he moved over to his door, opened it, and thumped his huge body down into the driver’s seat. He shut the door behind him and held the barrel two inches from Asa’s left eyeball. Asa looked at the man’s huge fingers. Scabs and cuts and dried blood covered the tips. Asa looked back at where the car’s computer system had been and thought: There’s another reason to believe the job wasn’t professional. Did he just rip the electronic system out with his bare hands?
“PUT YOUR PALMS ON THE DASH! BOTH OF ‘EM! NOW!”
Asa did and then Harold started to really cry. He was blubbering, slobber running down his massive chin and falling in strings onto his pants. “I don’t want to, Harold. I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to.” He began to whisper in between the great gasps he was taking to provide air for his sobs. “Please. Please. Please. Please. Please.”
Asa looked through the dusty glass in the front of the cop car at his mother’s Volvo. The red and blue lights pulsed over the trunk. He must think that I’m someone I’m not. He must think that I’m some murderer.
Harold was breathing heavily in the driver’s seat. Asa felt the hair on the nape of his neck as it stood erect. But if that’s all it is, Asa thought—if he just thinks that I’m a murderer, why is he acting like this? Why is he pointing a gun at me? Why not just arrest me and then let the legal system take its course?
Asa had heard that the United States legal system, along with the rest of the world’s, wasn’t as effective as it used to be. Often, because of the lowering population, and the loss of legal resources, the courts could be persuaded by money to let a guilty criminal go free. Because of this, there was a growing trend of people taking justice into their own hands. Asa wondered if he was experiencing an instance of this right now.
Who does he think that I am? And how do I convince him that I’m not the criminal he believes me to be?
Asa felt the cold metal press against his ears. He closed his eyes and started to cry too. “Mr., I don’t understand! Why do you have to do this?” Asa’s legs were shaking. He couldn’t sit still.
“You don’t need to know, Asa Palmer. Trust me. I’ve said your name about a thousand times on the drive here.”
Asa’s heart began to pound. His old theory was discarded; there was no mistaken identity here.
Harold’s voice changed to something mockingly serious, “I’m Harold Kensing, and I’m going to kill Asa Palmer.” He sobbed and moaned and cackled for a few seconds. “But who was I kidding? You’re a kid! How am I supposed to kill a kid? But it’s what they want. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry!”
“Who wants this?” Asa cried.
“They want you dead alright. When I asked them why, they said something about your father. I don’t remember now, Asa. I’m having trouble thinking.” The pressure of the weapon increased on Asa’s ear. “Close your eyes, I don’t want to have to do it for you afterwards.”
Asa didn’t close them and kept on talking. I need to delay this. “My father’s dead. He died when I was just a baby.”
“I know, he killed himself. Now shut your eyes.”
“No,” Asa said defiantly. “There is a mistake. My father died of a heart attack. These people are wrong about that! Don’t you think that they could have told you to kill the wrong person?”
Harold shook his head and moaned. “No.” He tilted his head and wiped some of the drool off on his shoulder. “They showed me a picture of you and everything. They had a whole file on you. It said that you were going to be a fishy this year.”
A new stream of hot tears rolled down Asa’s face. This man is insane! Asa had no phone, and if he made a move for the door he thought that Harold would pull the trigger. He wanted to keep the officer talking.
“What do these people look like?”
“Oh, Asa Palmer. I’m going to do it. Please get ready. Please just close your eyes.”
“What do these people look like?” Asa whispered. His eyes were closed tightly.
Harold pressed the gun even tighter to the side of Asa’s head until his skull was lodged between the barrel and the glass window. The pressure hurt. Harold spoke. “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 me and my whole family. 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. They’ll send someone else like me to do the job, or maybe they’ll do it with their own hands. Close your eyes. That’s good. You’re about to die. And there’s no escaping it. No one is safe. No one. And they want you first. You’re one of the first that they want. I-I-I-I-I.” He was stuttering, crying so hard that he couldn’t talk. He sat up, startled. “What was that?” Harold whispered.
He pulled back from Asa, but kept the gun pointed at his head. “Did you hear something?”
Asa’s eyes looked into the surrounding forest. Tears were coming automatically. He thought that he might throw up. He didn’t know that you could be this scared. I’m going to die, was all he could think now, and he didn’t even know why. Asa answered Harold, “no,” even though he wasn’t fully aware if he had or hadn’t heard anything. He was too zoned in on the man with the gun to think of anything else.
All was quiet for a moment. Harold Kensing kept as still as the dead. Asa turned to look at him, keeping his hands on the dash. Beyond the barrel of the weapon, Asa could see the man’s face in the light that was shooting from the squad car and echoing back from the trees. Miserable and haggard were two words that came to the fourteen-year-old’s mind when he looked at the officer. His ears were pricked. Beads of sweat were gathering on his forehead. His eyes were bloodshot and impossibly tired. His lips were chapped, and the saliva continued to flow out from his mouth, down his chin, and then fall below.
“I think they’re coming,” Harold whispered. “Close your eyes, now.” The man’s voice was a low grumble. “Close them, or I’ll shoot you with them open. I’m going to do this. I swear. I may not want to, but I can do it.”
Asa was just shaking his head and muttering, “Please don’t, please don’t, please don’t.”
“I’m going to do it.”
“Please don’t.”
“Close your eyes.”
“No, no, no, no, no.”
CLACK!
Asa opened his eyes and was not dead. The gun had not gone off. “What was that?” Harold asked.
Asa saw the hind legs of a large animal stalking off into the woods behind Harold. “A bear or something. I think that it just jumped onto the car.”
“There are no bears in these parts. Close your eyes. Do it. NOW!”
Asa did. He was sweating and crying and breathing and he clenched his eyes closed for the blow.
Two things happened almost at once. CLACK! And BANG!
The cop car shook violently as if another vehicle had charged into the driver’s side and the gun went off. Asa opened his eyes. It was so loud! The window behind his head had exploded and his ears were ringing.
“What…?” Harold asked. He opened the driver’s side door a few inches to see what had collided with him.
Asa only saw the animal for a moment. It was a dog, as thick and heavy as a bullmastiff. It must have weighed two hundred pounds. The thing was snarling and showing white, long teeth as sharp as syringe needles on the ends, and as thick as Asa’s pinky. The dog had black, thick hair and appeared to be well groomed. It had no collar. The top of its skull seemed too big, as if it were holding a human brain in there, and the eyes seemed too blue, too knowing. It did not look like a natural dog.
The dog snarled and lunged at officer Harold Kensing, and in a second, he was on the asphalt and the firearm was off of Asa.
Asa didn’t stay long enough to see what happened next, but he heard. His hand snapped open the door and he was off, his long legs running straight for the shelter of the woods. Tears were still streaming down his face and his legs pushed himself forward as quickly as they could go. He couldn’t be in the thick woods fast enough.
From behind him he heard snarling and screaming and then two gunshots.
BANG! BANG!
The snarling stopped, but the screaming did not, and Asa guessed that Harold had killed the dog. Asa kept running. He hurdled over some bushes at the entrance of the woods, landed, slipped, and fell in the dirt.
BANG!
A bullet flew over his head and he could hear that the screaming officer was running after him. Asa looked ahead of himself and saw a maze of tree trunks and bushes with vines with thorns crawling over them, all above the leave-strewn ground.
Asa pushed himself up with his hands and ran deeper into the forest. Two more gunshots rang out behind him and then he heard officer Harold tumble over into the dirt. “My gun! Where is my gun?”
Harold was crying and screaming now. Howling. And by the time he had gotten to his feet and found his firearm, Asa was a hundred yards deep into the black night.
Harold got up and fired a couple more shots into the dark.
“Nonononononono! Where did he go? He can’t have gone far!”
Harold sprinted out into the dark forest, moaning, with his handgun in his grip. His breath wheezed in and out of his tired chest. He didn’t know it, but Asa had made a sharp turn at a creek ahead of him, and Officer Harold Kensing was headed in the wrong direction.
 
              Asa ran through the woods.
              His eyes were now adjusted to the dim light and he dodged through the trees and the bushes. Wolves howled in the distance, but that didn’t bother him. He had ran cross-country in junior high and he used to jump the back fence behind his house and jog out in this forest for miles after his mother went to sleep. He jogged the most when she was sick; it was a way to take his stress and anxiety and burn it in his legs and abdomen as he kicked away miles of earth beneath him.
              It wasn’t a stress reliever now.
The more he ran and the more the reality sunk in. He dug his tennis shoes in the dirt and increased space between himself and the maniac officer who had pulled him over. Asa could see the pale skin, and the freckles, and the yellow teeth, and the drool on Harold Kensing’s chin in his mind’s eye. He could hear the officer’s voice and the way it reverberated in nervous tones. He could feel the barrel of the gun pressed against his ear and he pulled up his hand to swat it away while running, even though nothing was there.
What had he been talking about? Was he mad? Was that all? Was there nothing more to what had happened?
Asa thought that this was likely, but he still had a dull fear in his gut that the threats had meant something—that the pale man with the sunken-in eyes had been a sane man who had seen something so awful that he was growing unhealthy with fright and had agreed to kill a fourteen year old named Asa Palmer that he did not even know. He remembered the words that had been spoken:
“They’ll find you anywhere. They’ll send someone else like me to do the job, or maybe they’ll do it with their own hands. Close your eyes. That’s good. You’re about to die.”
“They want you first.”
Asa kicked his speed up a notch and moaned through heavy breaths. He figured that he was a little over five kilometers from where he had been pulled over and had a rough sense of where his home was from here. Even in the dark, he knew these woods.
Why would anyone want me dead?
Asa had no real enemies. He certainly hadn’t wronged anyone with enough power to threaten to kill a police officer’s family.
And he knew no one with black gums.
That chilled him in a way that nothing else had. Asa didn’t know why. It was ridiculous, but the image of some murderer licking his lips with a black tongue wouldn’t leave his head.
Asa saw the back of his neighborhood coming into view ahead. The whole block was dead black, with no lights on in the windows. Asa knew that most of the houses had been vacated. People were leaving Dritt Texas to be with family in other parts of the country while others were simply dying. The town looked noticeably different than it had two years ago, before the Wolf Flu left Latvia and made its awful march through the rest of the world. Cars sat in front of vacant houses on four flat tires. Weeds and waist high grass stood in unattended lawns. Windows were smashed, and hungry people who were out of jobs searched pantries that didn’t belong to them.
And what was that dog? Asa’s mind asked from nowhere. He had just remembered it as he reached his back fence. The animal didn’t have any outrageous features. He was a large animal, yes, but sometimes dogs, like people, grow bigger than others. Officer Harold Kensing’s stature had proven that. But still, Asa’s mind was stimulated trying to recall things about the animal. It had four legs, a tail, two ears, a snout, two eyes, and black hair. In those ways, it was a plausible animal. But small things about the canine stuck in Asa’s memory. It didn’t walk like a regular mastiff, labored and heavy as it lumbered along. The animal had been light on its feet as though it were a terrier, or even a cat. And the top of the dog’s head was far bigger than normal. The top of it looked as though it had undergone some kind of mutation and it was holding a brain the size of a softball in there. Asa had only seen the blue eyes for a second, but he couldn’t convince himself that they weren’t in some way more knowing than an animal’s should be. They seemed sentient.
What happened back there? Did the dog just smell trouble and come and decide to help me out? The animal rammed into the car just as the gun went off. A coincidence?
Asa couldn’t say so with a clean conscious. It was too much. An officer pulled him over, knew his name, told him that there were people after him and was about to kill Asa when a huge dog comes in from seemingly nowhere, rams into the cop car, and fights off the giant officer to give Asa just enough time to get away.
No way. There’s something going on.
But what’s the answer? 
Asa’s head was thudding. He jumped the back fence and walked up his lawn towards the kitchen door. He didn’t know how to make sense of what had happened that night and he felt debilitatingly tired all of the sudden. His heart had been pumping him full of adrenaline, working three times as hard as usual for the past hour now and he needed a chance to rest.
He reached up and found the spare key he kept hidden atop the window jam, unlocked the kitchen door, and stepped inside. The burglar alarm went off and he pressed the code and silenced it. He locked the door behind him, set the alarm, and felt somewhat safe for the first time in hours. He thought about calling the police, but what if they were the ones after him? And even if they weren’t, everyone knew that nothing good came from the post Wolf Flu Dritt County Police Department.
He poured a glass of water and walked to his bedroom. He locked the door behind him. It was completely dark inside his room and he used his hands to feel his way over to his bed. He placed the glass of water on the nightstand and felt the revolver he kept in the cubby below the top surface to make sure that it was still there.
He didn’t know what to do, but he knew that he must sleep. He didn’t want to make a rash decision while his brain wasn’t working at full capacity. Besides, it could wait for tomorrow. Surely they’d understand if he slept before calling it in. If he decided to contact the police, he’d say that he was in shock and not thinking right the night before.
He lay his head down on his pillow and pulled the blankets up to his shoulder. It’s probably true. I’m probably going through minor shock.
He closed his eyes and thought of how it didn’t bother him to be sweaty and dirty in his bed. He was fine with it. He needed to rest. His breathing calmed, and random visions began to play in his mind. He was drifting off to sleep and dreaming when his eyes shot open and the thought occurred to him. He had no way of validating it, but something inside of him knew that it was true.
              That Dog had been sent to save me.
              
 
 
2
Crows
 
              Asa was having odd, fast moving dreams while he slept that night. Harold Kensing was on the move; his mission wasn’t completed yet.
Asa was stirring, and visions of crows flashed in his mind.
              The animals acted different about him.
              Sometimes, when Asa was scared of them and didn’t want to believe that there was something profoundly bizarre going on, he would tell himself that the crows’ actions were merely coincidence. But, when coincidence after coincidence after coincidence happens, this view gets harder and harder to believe. Asa had no other options. What was he supposed to think: that the crows cared about him more than other people?
              People always thought that how the crows treated Asa was odd. People would whisper about how many of the crows stared at Asa, and they would ask him if he had bird feed in his pockets sometimes. He got picked on for it, because the children knew that he was different; the birds didn’t treat anyone else quite like him. One particularly religious girl in his grade school had started the rumor that Asa was possessed by the devil, and that the crows were worshipping him. In many of his peers’ minds, this view still reigned.
              In public, Asa had brushed the rumor off as absurd—he said it was nothing more than silly, childish superstition. But at night, while he was lying in bed, it gave him chills. He didn’t own a Bible, but he had a picture book with Biblical stories for children in it; the stories included Daniel and the Lion’s Den, Noah’s and the Flood, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego (Asa’s favorite) along with some more of the popular ones. When Asa was scared and alone at night, he would pick this book off of his bookshelf, hold it to his chest, and try to convince himself that the devil had nothing to do with why the crows watched him.
              Some nights were better than others.
              The rumor never left Asa’s mind, because no matter how much he tried to logic it away, he could never answer the question: Why do the crows treat me differently?
              His mother the crows watching Asa too, but was never scared of them. Asa could remember playing in his sandbox in his backyard one morning when he was four years old. The crows sat on phone wires and fences overhead, looking down and watching him. One swooped down and sat on the handlebars of Asa’s tricycle. It looked at Asa, cocked its head, and seemed to smile. Its feathers jutted out at its neck, and the thing’s talons were razor sharp against the metal of the bicycle.
              Asa just continued to play as he always did when the crows came to watch him. He was driving his toy trucks through roads in sand mounds that he had made. Sometimes the crows would interact with him and help him play. Sometimes they would sit on his shoulder, or in the bucket of the toy dump truck that he was pushing and Asa would drive them around. But on this particular day, they just sat there staring at him.
              Asa heard a sob coming from the house and looked up. The kitchen window was open, and inside, his mother was standing at the sink. Tears were trickling down her cheeks as she looked at all the birds: there were hundreds of them, all of which stared at Asa. Their eyes were beady and round, and they opened their mouths slightly so that they appeared to be smiling. Some were perched on the arms of the lawn chairs, six or seven sat atop the unused doghouse that they had, and even more gathered on the branches of the big oak that shaded the back yard.
              Asa stopped pushing his trucks at the sight of his mother crying. “Mama, what’s wrong?”
              She smiled. “I’m just so happy,” she said. He saw that those weren’t tears of sorrow, but ones of joy.
              “Why, Mama?”
              “Your Daddy sent the crows to watch over you, Asa. They’re your guardian angels.”
              His mother continued to watch from the window, Asa continued to play with his trucks, and the birds continued to stare adoringly at him.
              From that day forward, Asa was torn between the idea that the crows were either angels or demons. The fact of the matter was that they treated him in a way that they didn’t treat anyone else. Not all of the crows, just some. The ones that loved him (Asa didn’t know what else to call it) would listen when he spoke. Sometimes, when he was alone and he ran across a crow, he would ask it to do something. There was something different in the eyes of those that loved him. “Go fly over to that branch,” he would say, and some would, while others just stared at him, or flew away, or pecked at the earth.
              Once, when Asa was seven, a crow saved his life. It was late January, and the snow had fallen to cover the earth six inches in a white blanket. Growing up in North Texas, Asa was ecstatic to see the snow; it wasn’t every year that snow came, and it rarely ever grew as thick as it had that day. School was cancelled and his mother didn’t have to go into work.
              The Wolf Flu was non-existent.
              People didn’t walk around wearing medical masks in the super market. There weren’t preachers and self proclaimed apostles and prophets at every street corner—“THE END IS COMING!” People didn’t sit on their poaches with shot guns resting in their hands to keep the looters away. And, most important to Asa, his mother’s bed wasn’t empty in the middle of the night.
              Everything was good, and right, and the way it was supposed to be. The snow was beautiful, and Asa had all day to explore it. His mother allowed him to go into the backyard at any time he wanted, but she was wary of the forest that sat behind their back fence. Asa begged his mother to let him go alone out into the woods behind their house all morning, but she wouldn’t let him.
              “No, it’s dangerous. What if you slip and fall and I can’t find you? What will happen then, Asa?”
              “I won’t slip and fall.”
              She continued to wipe dishes clean with her towel and didn’t respond.
              “Well, why don’t you come with me?” Asa asked.
              She considered. “Okay, we’ll go later.”
              “How much later?”
              “Two O’clock.”
              It was a deal.
              Time dragged on and Asa grew restless. He was allowed to go out into the backyard, but that was no fun. He had been out there thousands of times. He wanted to explore, and you couldn’t do so in a small, fenced in area that you spend most of your free time in.
              At noon, his mother went and took a nap. “Wake me up at two and we’ll go,” she had told Asa.
              She worked long hours at the LuckyStop down the road, and didn’t have much time off. She needed her sleep.
              “We can’t go now? Please?”
              “No, Asa. I told you, we’ll take a walk at two and then you can have all the time to play that you want. You can stay out for hours, if you like.”
              “Mama, no. Let’s go now!”
              She kissed him and said, “I love you,” before disappearing into the bedroom. The conversation was over.
              Asa tried to find something to do, but everything seemed dull and lackluster with the snow-covered forest sitting out there. He guessed that there weren’t even footprints in the snow; not many went into those woods besides Asa.
              Asa tried to lie down and sleep the hours away, but found himself squirming and even more eager to get outside than before.
              Finally, he went to his bedroom closet, slipped on his jeans, his rain boots, his thick poofy red jacket, mittens, and a hat and walked outside. I’m just going to play in the yard, he told himself. As Asa opened the door and walked out into the yard, his mother did not stir in her sleep.
              He went outside, shut the door behind him, and felt the chill on his face. He smiled as he looked at the trees beyond his back fence; the tops of the branches were frosted with white snow. It was the wilderness behind the back fence, a snowy tundra that only oke, Asa Palmer, the worlds most brave explorer, dared to step foot in.
              Suddenly, the thought of going with his mother seemed dull to him. She wouldn’t want to run with him, or climb trees with him, or shout, “Avalanche!” and run away from an invisible mountain. No, she would stand there with her arms crossed and tell him to be careful. “That’s high enough, Asa, now start to come down!” It would be an awful reminder that he wasn’t an explorer and that he wasn’t the bravest man in the world; if his mom were there, he would feel like a boy with his mother; he would be a boy with his mother.
              He decided that he would go out alone, and in an hour or so, he would come back and go to the forest again with his mom. In the first trip, it would be a wild, unexplored wild tundra, and in the second it would be the forest behind he and his mother’s home. Both were fun, and both he wanted to experience.
              Asa trotted off through the snow in his backyard, running zigzags and circles to try to make the footprints look as random as possible. Then, when he thought that they wouldn’t just look like he had walked to the back fence and jumped over, he walked to the back fence and jumped over.
              He gasped with the beauty of it all. His cheeks were red and his breath fogged out in front of him. It really was wild tundra in his mind.  On one side of the fence was civilized Dritt Texas where you could expect to see cars, and gas stations, and jack russell terriers barking from windows. But on this side, it was different. The trees went on forever and behind any of them it would be reasonable to find a polar bear, an artic wolf, or an iced over ocean where leviathan, ancient creatures swam in the dark beneath the surface. The wind blew, and a thin stream of ice crystals were streaming through the air, slipping in and out of the trees, making the place look enchanted.
              Asa began to sprint, giggling with joy. He kept his knees high as he ran and had to lift his feet up over the snow with each step to avoid tripping and falling over. He was a hundred yards in when he halted, breathing hard, and he grew worried.
              He looked back over his shoulder and saw that he had made the only tracks in the clean, smooth field of snow. It was undeniable now; she would know that he had gone into the forest behind the house without her permission.
              He stood there, thinking of what to do. He looked at his roof, covered in snow, and thought that maybe, if he had thought about making tracks before he started running, he would have decided to stay in and wait until two. But, the damage was already done. She would be as mad at him if he went one hundred yards into the forbidden woods as if he went one hundred miles into them.
              So he decided to shoot for the second option.
              The sky overhead was growing gray, with thick clouds between Asa and the sun. The sunlight beamed into the clouds, and was broken up and divided millions of times, and then it came down and reflected off of the snow on every surface. It gave the feeling that the light was coming from everywhere.
              Asa ran and ran and ran. He had always had good endurance, even as a child, and he loved the feeling of tired, absolute exhaustion that a person gets after pushing their body for miles. The snow slowed him down, but he loved the challenge. His legs burned with the effort and snow had wet the bottom of his jeans while some flew into his rain boots, making his feet cold.
              Asa kept going.
              He didn’t notice the crow perched on a branch high above his head. It was watching him; its black feathers ruffled up to make a coat in the freezing air. This crow was eleven years old, with a broken beak and a missing left eye. The whole left side of the crow’s face was scarred up; it had been badly injured one evening when a robin came back to her nest to find that the crow was eating her babies. It stood sentinel and quiet, watching Asa.
              There was a tree about a mile away from his house that Asa always called The Tower in his mind. It was much taller than all of the others and had thick, strong branches that shot out on every side of the giant trunk. Asa had never dared to climb all the way to the top of The Tower before, although he thought that he could have. As you moved up, the branches grew smaller, but they were always thick enough to hold Asa. The top of the tree stood out thirty feet above everything else around it; Asa could only imagine the spectacular view that you could get from the top of The Tower. He imagined that he would be able to see for miles.
About a month previously, Asa made it about half way up The Tower previously. He stood there and the ground seemed to be forever away.
              If I fall, I’ll die.
              He looked up, and when he saw how much further he had to go, he gave up. The view isn’t worth it, he decided.
              But that was a month ago, he had been so young then. And besides, today was about adventure! He was an explorer, don’t forget!
              When Asa reached The Tower, he realized that he had forgotten just how tall it was. The trunk was about ten feet in diameter; the size was needed to support the massive wooden structure above it. Asa had been wrong, he decided. The Tower stood forty feet above all the others. Just looking at the top made him dizzy. His stomach dropped at the sight height of the massive thing.
              He looked back behind him at the long length of footsteps and told himself to be brave. No one has probably ever climbed to the top of this, Asa thought. An explorer goes places no one else is brave enough to.
              He jumped, gripped the lowest branch that he could, swung his legs into the air, and pulled himself up. He sat on the lowest branch, panting, and realized that he was only six feet in the air. He looked up, and instead of seeming closer, the top of the tree seemed only further away.
              It began snowing again, but Asa didn’t take note of it as he ascended the next branch.
              He went up and up and up, his heart thudding in his chest each time he looked at the white ground that seemed to be miles below. His arms were tired from the climb and he thought that this was the highest he’d ever been. He looked up and saw that he still had twenty feet or so before he would be above the canopy.
              It was really snowing at this point; the flakes were coming down white and thick. Asa looked at the path he had taken to get to The Tower and saw that his tracks were disappearing beneath new snow. For a moment, he considered going back, but then his mother’s voice played in his head, “That’s high enough, Asa. Come down.”
              He smiled and thought about how he was an explorer, and how he wasn’t boring like his mom. He climbed even higher.
              When he made it above the canopy, he didn’t take any time to take in the view; he would only do that once he reached the top. He looked up, saw that he still had so far to go, and refused to look down. He kept climbing.
              At the top, the tree swayed in the wind. He looked up and saw that there was still ten feet of thin tree to climb, and decided that he had gone high enough. He hugged onto the cold bark and looked out onto Dritt. It was beautiful. The canopy stretched out forever. It was a sea with brown bark covered in snow for coral reefs. Beyond that, the town was covered in white and all was still. He heard a crow cawing. It sounded rasp and harsh, but Asa didn’t notice it. The houses and lawns, and idle cars and lawn mowers and the school, and the LuckyStop where his mom worked were all quiet and peaceful. He took it all in for another moment and then a strong gust of wind slapped into his back, bringing flakes of snow with it.
              The tree branch swayed twenty feet either way. The wind was incredible, causing the wood to groan down the tree, and making the top sway so much that Asa was outside the parameter of the lower branches.  Asa held on for his life, whimpering. When the wind slowed, his heart was hammering and he decided to start climbing down. He had been gone for almost an hour now and he didn’t want his mother to wake up, worried.
              The snow was falling even harder. The branches were slick with ice and Asa made his way slowly down, making sure he had a good grip on the branches before moving his feet.
              When he was only forty feet above the earth, he looked up and couldn’t believe that he had been all the way to the top. He was staring up to the top of The Tower when the branch broke.
              It snapped in the thickest part; later, Asa would think that it had to be porous from the work of termites or some other wood-eating animal. Asa was standing on the branch when it broke, and his grip slipped from bark that he was holding onto. He fell and his back slammed into the falling branch, and then he slid on the icy bark away from the tree until he was falling in thin, vacant air.
              His stomach was dropping and as he looked down he saw that he had thirty feet to fall before he hit the ground. The snow would offer some padding, but not enough. His arms and legs flailed wildly, trying to grab onto something, anything, to slow down his dangerous speed.
              But, there was nothing to grab onto. He fell and fell and fell and his screaming was halted with the impact and the snap of a bones.
              Snow puffed up around his broken body and then resettled around him. Wings were flapping somewhere, but Asa didn’t notice. Asa lay in the snow, looking up at The Tower above him. He was thankful to be alive. He tried to take a breath, but it wouldn’t come.
              The snow was falling even harder. Whatever path he had made on his first trip out was now covered. At first, he had been thankful for this because it meant that his mother wouldn’t be able to prove that he had gone out into the forest without permission. Now, with horror, he realized that it also meant that his mother wouldn’t be able to find him.
              He panicked, and again tried to breathe.
              Nothing.
              He sat there, opening and closing his mouth until finally, his lungs were able to fill halfway with cold, beautiful air. His diaphragm had taken a hard impact, and it took it a second to wake up and help Asa breathe again, if only shallowly.
              He began to cry, and he looked back and saw that the path he had walked in his rain boots was filled in; the snow had erased it, as if he had never been there. As the adrenaline wore off, he felt an excruciating shock run throughout body. He hurt everywhere, but his ribs and leg hurt the most. Some warm liquid was running along his chest inside his jacket.
              He tried to scream for his mother, but only a whisper came out. He found that he couldn’t fill his lungs with air, but could only breathe shallowly.
              The snow kept falling, trying to bury him.
              He tried to move his legs and found his left one miserably broken. He bit down on his lip and writhed in the pain. The thing on his ribs wouldn’t allow him to sit up.
              The snow was still falling, dancing as it came down to bury the injured.
              Asa looked around the barren trees above, desperately, trying to think of something. He dug his hands into the snow, dimly aware that his right mitten had come off sometime during his fall, and tried to pull himself up into a sitting position.
              The pain felt like getting stabbed and the warm liquid inside of his jacket began to run faster. His body wasn’t working right. He moaned and cried and felt that his left leg was already being buried in the snow.
              “Mama,” he whispered. His face was pale and his lips were numb. “Mama, please come help me, Mama.”
              But, despite his efforts to scream, she could not hear him.
              The pain was becoming too much for him. He gritted his teeth and looked at the branches above. They seemed to sway above him, and the whole world felt like it was turning upside down. Asa thought that he was dying and then he passed out. There were no tracks to find him and he was a mile away from anyone else.
              He continued to bleed in the snow like that for a quarter-hour before his mother found him.
              “Asa! Asa! My god, Asa! What has happened?”
              Asa’s eyes slowly opened and he saw his mother standing above him. She was wearing only a long sleeve shirt and pants. She had no jacket, and above her nose and on her ears and cheeks she was bleeding out of thin gashes. “Mama!” Asa tried to say, but nothing came out.
              Then, he passed out again. When he awoke, he was in the emergency department and a doctor was shining a light into his eyes. He had two broken ribs and his left leg was broken in three places.
              His mother told the hospital that she had been there with him when he fell, that she had seen it. When they got home and were away from scrutinizing ears, she told him the real story.
              She had been sleeping in her room when an incessant tapping at her window woke her. She sat up and saw that it was two-thirty, thirty minutes passed when Asa was supposed to wake her. She called throughout the house for Asa and when he didn’t answer, she went outside to find him. The crow grabbed at her right when she opened the door, it flew at her face and shirt, and tugged at her with its beak until she was following it. It urged her towards the fence. The snow was coming down in sheets. For reasons that Asa didn’t know, she knew that the crows were good, and that they could be trusted. She let the crow pick at her face, and guide her with hectic cawing to her son, whom she found almost buried beneath The Tower.
              She didn’t ground him, because, as she said, the broken bones were enough. That day he learned to listen to his mother’s warnings, and that the crows, even if they were demons, were there to help him.
              Asa stirred more as he slept. Crows began to gather around his home, their sharp talons clacking on the roof over his bedroom. Half a mile away, Harold Kensing was now back in his vehicle. A sticky note on the passenger seat had Asa Palmer’s address written on it. The ink looked like blood.
              One of Asa’s most recent encounters with the crows had been right after he saw the electron-microscope image of the Wolf Flu virus on Time magazine.
              He was in his room, getting dressed before school and a crow landed right outside his window and the phone rang at the same time. His mother got the phone in the other room, and Asa continued to dress while the black bird watched him from the other side of the glass. Asa put on his clothes, fixed his hair, and would catch glimpses of the bird staring at him from right outside his window.
              When he went into the kitchen for breakfast, his mother was still on the phone. She was smiling, and curling the phone cord around her index finger as she listened to the male voice coming through earpiece. Asa sat down at the table behind the plate his mother had fixed for him—eggs, ham, cinnamon toast, and a large glass of milk (he hadn’t had a big breakfast like that since she had passed). He cut his ham up and dipped it in the egg yoke while he watched his mom.
              She looked over at him, her blue eyes that she had given to him sparkling. “Oh, that would be so great. Asa has grown so much!”
              There was talking from the other end and Asa took a drink of his milk.
              “Yeah, I do. I miss him.”
              Asa took another bite.
              “Okay. Uh-huh. Bye-bye, Conway.”
              She hung up the phone and Asa spoke with his mouth full:
              “Who was that?”
              “An old friend of your fathers.”
              He wanted to ask more questions, but she called her work immediately after and told her that she was taking a personal day. She started chatting with the secretary, and before she hung up the clock on the wall said 7:15 and Asa knew that if he didn’t get moving that he would miss the school bus. He kissed his mother, gathered up his backpack and walked outside.
              Dozens of crows were scattered around the neighborhood. Some sat on rain gutters, or telephone wires, and all of them were watching Asa. He walked to the bus stop and tried to pretend that they weren’t there for him.
              When the bus doors opened ahead of him, Asa stepped on. He walked down the aisle and noticed that Amanda Pearson, the girl who had started the rumor that Asa was possessed by the devil, was holding her Bible to her chest and watching as Asa walked by. He sat a few rows backed from her, and watched as she pointed out the window to the crows and whispered to the girl next to her. They giggled and stole a glance back at Asa.
              Asa rested his backpack atop his legs and buried his head in the rough fabric. Crows are normal, they can’t prove anything, he thought.
              When the school bus pulled into the middle-school entrance, it had gotten worse. Hundreds of birds were on the roof, perched on tree branches and telephone wires. It wouldn’t have been that bad if crows had just followed Asa, but when he moved, their heads turned in synchrony. Hundreds and hundreds of tiny necks all rotated, pointing the birds’ beady eyes in the exact direction that Asa was walking.
              In each class that Asa had, the teacher had to go and close the blinds. Otherwise, he or she would not have gotten anything done that day; the amount of birds was becoming absurd, and the students were noticing. Amanda’s rumor was well known throughout school; she had been spreading it since they were in kindergarten. Many of the children didn’t believe that there was something supernatural going on between Asa and the crows, but that day, even some of the teachers thought twice about it. In Asa’s math class before lunch, their teacher gawked at the birds staring through the window before shutting the blinds; she had never seen so many birds in one place before. She knew the rumor that was going around amongst the students—that Asa was possessed by the devil and that the crows were his followers—and she was deeply religious. After twisting the blinds closed, she looked white as a sheet, stumbled through half the lesson, and then told the class that she was feeling ill and that there would be no homework. She sat for the rest of the class period muttering prayers at her desk with her eyes closed. She refused to look at Asa for the rest of the year.
              By lunchtime, there were tens of thousands of birds outside the school, and the number was growing. They were flying in from all directions. They cawed, and walked on the roof with their talons, and pecked on the windows. No one sat with Asa in the lunchroom that day; his friends seemed to have disappeared and everyone else had no problem openly talking about Asa and staring at him. He looked down at the lunch that his mother had made him. On his napkin, she had written I love you in black ink. He would have been embarrassed had one of his friends found the note, but secretly, he loved finding them; she would sporadically write them throughout the year as a surprise. He suddenly missed his mother. He kept his head down and ate his lunch, pretending that no one was staring at him. He wondered whom his mother had been talking to that morning.
              Halfway through lunch, the assistant principal, Mr. Mear, came and asked Asa to come to his office. The math teacher that had prayed through most of the class was sitting on a bench right outside Mr. Mear’s office; when Asa passed, she buried her eyes in her hands. Her fingers were covered in silver rings with fish symbols and crosses, and she wore bracelets with Bible verses stamped into them.
              Asa entered and the Assistant Principal shut the door behind them. He was a balding, plump man, and he was sweating profusely. His leather chair squeaked as he sat down and he reached back behind him to shut the blinds; the crows had flocked to the West side of the building to get a better view of Asa.
              “Are you feeling okay, Asa?” the man asked. “Because if you aren’t, you could go home.”
              “I’m feeling okay,” Asa said.
              Mr. Mear jumped at the sound of pecking on the window behind him. “Because,” Mr. Mear went on, “we could call your mother right now, and she could come get you. I’ll tell your teachers not to even give you makeup work.”
              “Mr. Mear, I’m feeling fine, I…”
              Mr. Mear began to groan and shake his head. The cawing went on outside, and the birds continued to peck at the window. “Just say that you’re sick, boy! How am I supposed to run a school with all these birds outside? I don’t know what you did, but I’m letting you off easy. No punishment, just say that you’re sick. Call your mom.”
              “I didn’t make these birds come,” Asa said. “What does that even mean? How could I do that?”
              Mr. Mears pushed the phone in front of Asa. Asa called his mother.
              On the drive home, his mother was ecstatic. She was telling Asa that there was a doctor at the house who was going to give Asa a much-needed vaccine.
              “A vaccine for what?”
              “The Wolf Flu.”
              “Oh, mother! You don’t really believe that science fiction garbage, do you?”
              “I think that it’s just a good safety precaution,” she said. She began to hum and they kept on driving.
              They drove in silence as the birds swarmed around them. It was impossible to count, but Asa guessed that there were millions of them now. When they flew in groups, they made huge shadows on the ground. The roofs that they passed were black with birds, and they followed the car like a storm cloud. Asa saw that some of them took short cuts, and flew over neighborhoods so that they would reach Asa’s house before the car did.
              When they arrived at home, the sound was deafening. The birds were cawing from every direction, and when Asa walked over the front yard to get to the door, the birds had to move to make room for him. They were covering nearly every surface for a square mile; every telephone pole, every car, every home, every blade of grass, every street sign and every fence was covered in birds. Still, thousands of them flew overhead.
              Asa saw that a man across the street was staring at him as he entered his home.
              A tall, black man was sitting in the living room. The Alfatrex Industries symbol, a black viper, was stitched upon his breast pocket. Asa was not yet familiar with the company.
              The man was tall and black. He was lean, and his forearms had veins running all down them. A cluster of scar tissue sat just below his left eye. He stood when Asa entered and smiled warmly. “Hello, Asa.”
              He introduced himself as Bill Hallstead, but Asa, for some reason, didn’t believe that ‘Bill’ was the guy’s real name.
Asa sat down at the kitchen table with the man while the crows swarmed around the backyard. Asa rolled up his shirt, and watched as the man rubbed an alcohol covered cotton ball over his arm. He took a syringe, and injected the fluid into Asa’s arm. The shot burned, but Asa didn’t show it on his face.
After that, “Bill” got up and left. He said goodbye to Asa and his mother and when he opened the door to leave, the cawing was almost deafening.
Asa heard the man’s car start, and listened to him drive away. Right after the man who claimed to be Bill Halstead left the residents, so did the crows. They cleared out the sky, and the fences, and the telephone poles, and by evening the sky was clear and the streets and trees in Dritt county had an appropriate, expectable amount of birds occupying them.
 
 
Chapter 3
Take a Deep Breath: It’s a Long Way to the Bottom
 
While Asa Palmer stirred in his sleep, three things happened at once: the first was that the electricity surged off in Dritt County, turning off Asa’s alarm system and everything else that was plugged into a wall. This was a common occurrence; Dritt Utilities, like every other company, had to cut back in ways that they weren’t accustomed to because of the Wolf Flu. The second thing that happened was the crows began gathering in the woods behind Asa’s house. They were scattered among the branches, all looking in the same direction. The third thing that happened while Asa slept was that Officer Harold Kensing killed the engine of his cop car in front of Asa’s home.
              The officer opened up the driver’s side door to his cop car, and admired all of the crows around; there hadn’t been that many to visit Dritt since the day that Asa had been sent home from school. Harold stepped onto the concrete, shut the door behind him, and almost toppled over.
              Compared to how he looked now, Officer Harold Kensing had seemed healthy a few hours ago. As he stared at the bedroom window that guarded Asa from the outside world, the bags under his eyes were covered with thick, purple surface veins, and his face was dirty, and scabbed in places. Under his neck, two new bruises were forming; these hadn’t been there when he pulled Asa over. They were fresh. They gave the impression that someone had just choked him—maybe there had been threats made. Blood was gathering at a sickening pace behind his neck skin.
In the moonlight, even the crows could tell that the man looked sick. One flew down from the roof and began to tap wildly on the window to Asa’s bedroom. Harold took no notice of it: he had gone through so many excruciating traumas over the past few days that most of his sanity was gone. His boots slapped on the walkway up to the front door, but no one in the neighborhood was awake to hear it.
 
Tap! Tap! Tap!
Tap! Tap! Tap!
The crow sat on the bushes outside Asa’s window and rammed its beak into the glass in three beat successions.
Tap! Tap! Tap!
Asa was tossing and turning in his bed, lost in a deep sleep. He was dreaming that his mother was alive, and that she was talking to someone on the phone while he ate his breakfast. What had she said his name was? Convoy?
It was something like that.
Tap! Tap! Tap!
But then Bill Halstead showed up.
Tap! Tap! Tap!
              But that wasn’t his name, was it?
 
Harold made his way up to the front of the drive when he noticed the crow tapping on Asa’s window. It was perched atop the bushes, banging its beak into the window. The animal stopped, looked at Harold, and then went back at its work.
Tap! Tap! Tap!
“Shhhhh,” Harold whispered, and he held the barrel of his gun up to his mouth like a grade school teacher will hold up her index finger when she’s trying to quiet rowdy children. “You’re going to wake people up!”
Tap! Tap! Tap!
“Hey, stop it!” Harold stumbled over his boots and his back rammed into the brick wall of Asa’s home. He didn’t feel it; he was numb all over.
Tap! Tap! Tap!
Harold bent down and picked up a rock from the flowerbed. It was hard and covered in dirt. He weighed it for a moment, and then slung it right at the bird, putting his massive body in his projection. His aim was dead on, and a smile filled his pasty white face as the rock turned in the air. The crow “Kaw!”ed, erupted in a cloud of feathers as the rock hit, and then fell to the ground.
Harold was giggling when the thousands of talons left the roof above. In his dumb, almost dead state of mind, he didn’t realize that they were headed for him.
 
Millions of birds were flying in from all directions. All of them were crows. It was the most crows to occupy Dritt since that one day…
 
Asa was mumbling in his sleep as Harold Kensing was screaming outside. Asa didn’t stir. “She talked to Convoy, or Conmay, and then the crows came. That was the day.” He shifted on his pillow. The alarm clock on his dresser was off, and showed no time. The sun would be rising in the East in another half hour. “It was the same day that he gave me that injection. The black man with the veins in his arms. The scar on his face. That was the day that the crows came. They covered the ground.”
Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap!
A new bird had taken the place of the one that Harold Kensing had taken out with a rock. The sound came in loud and clear in the dark bedroom, but Asa was still sleeping. “Conlay, or was it Conman? Or Convoy? She talked to him, the crows came, and then the black man with the scar under his eye… He’s the one… He gave me my vaccine…”
 
Harold Kensing was screaming, walking backwards, and swatting the birds with his huge hands. They were swarming him, thousands of crows were flying around his body, landing, and pecking at any surface they could find. For some, they got beakfulls of Kevlar and clothes and boots, while others found soft, penetrable flesh. Blood was falling to the grass in drops from the black, sharp beaks. He lifted his firearm and tried to pull the trigger but it wouldn’t budge. “The safety,” he muttered. He kept his eyes shut tight, and swatted away two birds that had perched on his face. He disarmed the safety, and at the same time, a crow stabbed a sharp beak through his eyelid.
Harold was crying and screaming, and the gun went off, putting a bullet through his left foot. He collapsed to the ground.
 
Asa’s eyes shot open and his heart was pounding. A second gunshot rang out through the night and he stood up from his bed.
Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap!
He split open his blind and saw three crows perched atop the bushes, tapping frantically at his window. By now, he knew to listen when the crows tried to communicate. Behind the birds, a cop car was parked crookedly in the street with one wheel on the curb. Asa’s mouth opened as he saw a bloody figure rolling over the grass, being attacked by crows. The person stood up, swatted the crows away, and for a fleeting moment Asa could recognize the face of the man who had been sent to kill him—Officer Harold Kensing.
Harold Kensing collapsed over his own feet while he was running blind through the cloud of black wings and beaks and talons. The birds were relentless, and even more came down from the sky to attack.
“No,” Asa said. The birds had to be telling him something; something bad was out there and he had to run.
He opened the door to his bedroom and dashed out into the living room. Through the back windows he saw a sea of black, with crows covering every surface in the backyard. He threw open the door and stepped outside.
As always, the crows were staring at him, their tiny black eyes were drawn to something about Asa’s face. Something that he inherited, perhaps. He ran across the back lawn and heard another gunshot erupt from the front of the house.
Asa jumped the back fence, and started out for the woods. The crows moved out of his way as he ran, and thousands followed him. In all the commotion, he didn’t see the huge, black thing flying through the trees above.
He sprinted, dodging trees in the dark and trying to wake himself up enough to make a plan.
I can’t go to the police; there’s not a proper law enforcement agency in this town. And when they find Harold dead in my yard
(please don’t let him be dead, please don’t let him be dead)
              that Amanda Pearson girl will come in and testify that I brought the crows. They’ll believe her, won’t they? Why not, it’s true, isn’t it? Everyone at school knows that the crows treat me differently. And there probably won’t be an appeals case either: In Dallas a week ago, an officer killed a man accused of murder in a holding cell. No trial or nothing. The officer died a week afterwards: he had the Wolf Flu. They’ll do the same to you. They’ll get some guy who’s just about gone to do the job. Why not? It’d save a broke government a lot of trial money.
              As Asa ran, it grew even darker in the forest. The birds covered each of the spidering webs of branches above, and they flew overhead in such thick, dense groups that it blocked out the moonlight. The sound was unbelievable; there were millions of crows screaming right at Asa. Asa moved forward, and a crow stomped its talons into his chest. Asa ran to the side, and another crow stepped out in front of him. He tried to go back, and found a blanket of crows blocking his way.
              They want me to stay here.
The crows overhead grew so thick that Asa had to stop running; it was too dark ahead to dodge the trees. The sky above was so dense with crows that they completely blocked out the moonlight. The boy of fourteen years and eleven months stood there and felt the bark of a tree right in front of him that he couldn’t even see. The cawing grew louder and louder, and the morning grew darker still. Asa felt like he was in some kind of a cage. Everywhere he moved, they pushed him backward by flapping wings. The cawing was so loud that he couldn’t hear himself breathing. He closed his eyes because there was no point in keeping them open. He made a wish for Harold Kensing without much hope.
The cawing stopped and the light came back.
Asa looked up. All of the birds were silent. Millions and millions of crows sat throughout the forest; they covered every spot that snow had on the day that he fell from The Tower. Each of their shiny black eyes above their beaks were pointed right at him. He felt that it would be inappropriate to breathe. The branches swayed in the wind, but the birds held their positions. They sat poised upright on moving bark.
Asa didn’t even hear him coming. Even in the silence, he had not heard it.
It was like getting hit with a truck.
The birds and the branches and tree trunks around Asa were moving so fast.
No, I’m moving.
Asa was being carried by a man wearing all black. The man was short, and lean, and hard as marble. His arms were as thick as tree trunks. He was covered in head to toe in black, thick fabric that clung tight to his body.
               Asa kicked and jerked and screamed, but it didn’t matter.
              The man bounded over a line of bushes and in one leap while still holding Asa, and continued to sprint in the forest.
              Asa wondered what color the man in black’s tongue was. Surely these are the people
that officer Kensing spoke of. Surely these are the ones who will get me at all costs. And I’m going to die before I know what happened last night—before I know about the dog and what they want and why I’m wanted.
              The trees were speeding past Asa at what felt like forty miles per hour. The birds were still, and Asa was amazed at how many there were. Incredibly, he thought that there were more in the trees and the sky and the ground than that day he had been sent home. The man (or thing) that was holding Asa was dodging in and out of the trunks and leaping over brush at a sickening pace. His legs moved in a blur, like a leopard’s. Asa stayed still and stopped fighting; he thought that falling into a tree at that pace could be fatal. Asa looked behind him and saw dirt shooting up behind this man’s impossibly fast moving legs.
              Asa felt sick. He looked ahead of him and saw that the road was just a few hundred yards off. The man in black wasn’t even breathing hard and when they were near the road, he skidded to a stop, kicking up dirt and dead leaves beneath him.
              He sat Asa down and Asa just stood there, stunned.
              “Don’t try to run, or I will catch you,” said the man in black. “Make it easier on both of us and just stay put for a moment.”
              Crows covered every inch of White Bridge for as far as Asa could see in either direction. There was a car sitting idle on the shoulder, and Asa wondered if it was his mother’s Volvo, still abandoned from the night before when Harold Kensing had pulled him over.
              Asa stood still while the man’s head snapped back and forth, as if looking for something in the vegetation. Asa noticed that the man in black had a band covering his forearm. The numbers “5:55” were stitched in the fabric and Asa thought that it was an amazing coincidence that it was just about that time in the morning. “Ah, there it is. C’mon! Follow me!”
              The man sprang across the road and Asa found that his legs carried him over to the strange person. The crows made a path for both of them to cross.
The crows protected me from Harold Kensing, so what are they doing now? They’re just standing there.
They stood on White Bridge, opposite Asa’s mom’s Volvo. The man turned to Asa and said through his mask, “A lot of birds out today, huh?”
Asa’s mouth was dry and he didn’t respond.
The man pressed on his forearm and was staring into the fabric. “King Lake is this way. We’ve got about a mile left to go.”
“Where are we going? And who are you?”
“I’ll tell you when we get there, but we might not make it. Conway said that the boat was leaving at six sharp. We would have left sooner, but the crows were a bit distracting. Up you go.”
Asa was in the man’s arms, and in a flash they were sprinting through the woods again. The man’s legs moved in a blur, and Asa held on around his neck so that he didn’t fall. Asa knew that there was no use fighting it; if the man could run this fast, he could certainly detain Asa.
In a couple of minutes, they were out of the woods, and King Lake came into view ahead. The man in black had ran the mile impossibly fast.
King Lake stretched out of view like an ocean. Robert King (Or as some call him, The Boss), the trillionaire owner of Alfatrex had had the resevior built for his son, Cobb. It was the biggest reservoir in the world, and it stood at the center of Dritt Texas; it was a symbol of who was running the show. Cobb could buy nature; he could control the elements. All of their money practically made them gods to the Wolf Flu ridden, poorer population.
The man carrying Asa came out of the woods and they began to sprint over the dirt surrounding the lake. Crows were swarming overhead. A long, wooden dock stretched out ahead of them, and a two story fishing boat was setting off out into the water. The motor on the boat was humming in the dawn, and the vessel was ten feet from the end of the dock.
Asa tightened his grip and the man in black sprinted over the wooden dock. The crows flew out of the way, and some cawed from the land behind them. When they reached the end of the dock, the boat was twenty feet from the dock and still moving. The man carrying Asa planted one last foot on the wood, and leaped out over the water. They flew so high into the air that Asa felt his stomach drop as they began to descend.
The water rose up to meet them, but they kept on moving forward, propelled by the jump that the man in black had made with his impossibly strong legs. The man landed on the deck, with Asa still in his arms.
He looked behind him and saw that the boat was floating away from the dock. “That was pretty good, wasn’t it?” the man said through his mask. He had a British accent.
The floor level deck of the boat was all white, with thin metal rails surrounding the edges, and benches to sit on and fish off the sides. The man in black walked to the door, stepped inside, and he began to descend down a dark, damp staircase with Asa still in his arms. The boat kicked into a next gear, and Asa felt that they were moving over the water much faster now.
Before they reached the boat’s basement, Asa could hear crying coming from below. “Please, let me go. You don’t have to do this! Please. Please.”
The man who was carrying Asa stepped off of the last stair and they were standing on the bottom floor of the boat. It smelled like fish, metal, and lake water. There were old coolers around the edges, and a single light bulb twisted in to a socket on the ceiling. Besides that, everything else was mostly either flat metal, or huge, metallic nuts and bolts that were holding two surfaces together. In the middle of the floor there was a closed metal hatch with a wheel above the door. It looked heavy and secure. You could open it and drop things into the lake below.
There were two other people in the room. The first was the crying person; Asa thought that she was beautiful. She had clear porcelain skin, and thick brown hair that came out of her scalp in thick waves that fell to her shoulders. She was slender, with high, defined cheekbones and ocean green eyes. Asa could see why she was crying immediately; she was tied up. She had thick ropes around her wrists and ankles, with knots that didn’t move no matter how much she writhed and wiggled. A length of chain went from metal cuffs on her wrists, and ran through a series of ten forty-five pound circular weight plates that were stacked up to make a big, four hundred and fifty pound cylinder. The chain wrapped from the bottom of the plates and connected back on the top. 
Asa saw that the girl’s eyes kept on moving from the weight plates to the closed hatch door on the bottom of the boat.
The other man was wearing the exact same clothing as the man who had carried Asa except that his mask was off. He wore unmarked black shoes on his feet, and his whole person except from his neck and head was covered in tight, fitting fabric. He was taller than the man who had carried Asa, and much leaner. He was a black man, with graying hair. There was a knot of scar tissue beneath his left eye and Asa thought that the man looked oddly familiar.
“What took you so long, McCoy?” The maskless man asked the man who was carrying Asa.
“There were more crows than I expected,” said McCoy. He sat Asa down next to the girl.
Asa tried to stand, and McCoy pushed him down. Asa then hit McCoy in the face, and then Asa’s hands and ankles were in cuffs; just as he had in running, McCoy could latch handcuffs at a remarkable pace. The man’s hand moved impossibly fast, tying long lengths of rope to Asa so that he wouldn’t squirm.
“Has she been any trouble, Conway?” McCoy asked.
Asa tried to remember where he had heard that name.
“I tried to explain to her what was going on,” said Conway, but she didn’t believe me.
“Let me go! Please, let me out!” said the girl.
Asa followed the chain attached to his handcuffs and saw that they too were attached to a four hundred fifty pound bulk of lead. He jerked, and tried to twist, but it didn’t work.
“Who are you?”
McCoy, the man who had carried Asa through the woods, took off his mask and shook his head. He had short, blond hair, and a much younger, stronger face than Conway. “I wish that I could tell you, but we just don’t have time.” He was looking at his forearm again.
“Time for what?”
“Time before I have to drop you two. You two have to be in the water as quickly as possible. We don’t want to miss the next train. We’re almost there. Conway, open up the hatch.”
Conway twisted the big metal wheel on the hatch in the middle of the floor.
“WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT? YOU’RE INSANE!” Asa was screaming, the words echoing around the small, metal chamber.
Conway stopped twisting and lifted the heavy door of the hatch. The boat was still moving at a fast pace, and water was gushing into the basement from the opening in the floor.
McCoy acted as though he didn’t hear Asa. “We’re on a very tight schedule. We’re supposed to check in at 6:10 to Alfatrex Station Number 63, and if I sit here and try to explain everything to you, we’ll be late. I’ll offer you a bit of advice, though—take a deep breath; it’s a long way to the bottom. You’ll have to fall about four or five hundred feet until you hit bottom. If you don’t get a deep breath, you’ll be in trouble.”
“Please, let us go!” screamed the beautiful girl beside Asa. She looked at Asa for a moment with her piercing green eyes.
McCoy was staring at his forearm. The boat was slowing. “We’re in the target zone, Conway. Drop them.”
Conway moved over to the chunk of lead attached to the beautiful girl, lifted it, and sat it down into the water. Asa watched as the girl with the blue eyes slid across the wet floor.
“Deep breath!” McCoy called out.
She looked at him like he was crazy, but then took in a lungful before she went down into the water. There was a splash and then she was gone.
“No! You can’t do this!” Asa screamed.
The other girl is dead, he thought with horror. The lake is empty, she’ll go right to the bottom.
“Actually, we can,” said Conway. Asa looked at the man in the eyes and would have sworn that he had seen him somewhere. The man lifted the bulk that was attached to Asa and dropped all four hundred and fifty pounds of it into the water of the biggest reservoir in the world.
Asa was screaming and crying and he slid across the floor.
“It’ll be fine!” called McCoy. “Just remember, deep breath.”
The weight was too much. Asa struggled and tried to stop himself from going into the water by applying traction to the metal with his shoes, but the floor was covered in water and he was slipping. Finally, his body slid to the edge of the hatch, and he looked down into the deep water below. The chain that was attached to him went straight down, and twelve feet below he could see the weight plates pulling him down into the water. Beyond the weight plates, there was a seemingly endless depth of water; Asa could not see the bottom. He sat there in limbo for a second, his back flexed with adrenaline pumped strength, trying to keep him alive.
“Remember,” McCoy called, “deep breath.”
Asa took a deep breath and then plunged into the water. He opened his eyes. The lake was clear and he could see for a good distance; a hundred yards below was a sinking shape that Asa thought was the brunette girl.
              I’ll never know. I’ll never know who sent officer Kensing, or who those people are, or who sent that dog to save me. I’ll never know why the crows love me, or why they’re killing me.
              He was certain of these things. He looked up and saw that the boat above was already small. The top of the lake shimmered and sunlight shown through. Asa looked down and saw that he was falling into an abyss. There was nothing but black underneath.
              He jerked at his hands with all the strength that he had, and saw that it was no use. He was tied up so well that he couldn’t use his back to gain leverage, and even if he managed to get the cuffs from either his hands or feet, both were attached to the chain that was dragging him to his death.
              He looked up again and saw that the boat was still traveling. He couldn’t see the hatch anymore, and the object was still shrinking in his vision. His lungs were beginning to hurt. A perch swam a few feet from his head, unaware and unperturbed by they drowning person. They were not crows; the fish didn’t care about him.
              Asa went like that, down and down and down until he was in the darkness of deep depth. After a minute, his lungs were crying out for oxygen, but there was none. He kept on going down. His ears hurt with the pressure and he struggled with the cuffs even though he knew it was useless.
              And he kept on drifting down. 
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It began as a low hum. As Asa went lower and lower into the vacant waters, away from the surface where all of the boats and engines should be, a mechanical sound grew louder. Asa had been holding his breath for over a minute now, and he wondered if it was all in his head—if this audio hallucination was the first sign that his system were shutting down.
Asa’s hair floated and waved in the deep water as he continued to descend. His ears hurt with the pressure and his lungs were tight and begging for air. He looked around in the darkness for the beautiful girl who was submerged before him, but couldn’t find her. The handcuffs were digging into his skin, and he jerked and pulled on them. The chains rattled and moved some, but the metal wasn’t coming off. Asa looked above him to the surface of the water. The sunlight was reflected among the small waves and Asa couldn’t see the boat anymore. He thought that even if he was able to get the handcuffs off that he wouldn’t be able to swim to the surface before he drowned. The weights continued to pull him down.
              It hurt. Asa noticed with panic that his vision was tunneling down into a thin beam. His brain was in dire need of oxygen, and his chest was beginning to tighten and plead for air.
              He could see the lakebed below him now, caked down with thousands of pounds of water sitting on top of it. Green and brown weeds reached up towards the far-off surface, waving as if welcoming Asa into their reach. In half a minute, he would be among the thick vines. Even though he was certain he would parish no matter what the circumstances, he had an illogical fear that there was some kind of foreign, scale-covered lake creature that would take bites from his skin with sharp teeth as he finally came to a rest at the bottom of King Lake.
              He smiled nervously at the thought. What’s it going to do, kill me? Probably no faster than the lack of oxygen surrounding my body.
              Asa’s eyes were wide open, still searching for the beautiful girl among the tangle of deep-water plants. He scanned all around; he had an incredible urge to get just one final look at her.
              Asa cocked his head to the side. He had heard it again, and he was almost positive that it wasn’t a hallucination this time. The whine of an engine came to his ears; the noise was growing louder by the second as he neared the bottom of the reservoir. He noticed that the plants that grew from the floor weren’t just moving with the water currents, but something was making them vibrate from beneath the dirt.
              The metal plates that Asa was chained to slipped below the deep-water vegetation and out of sight. The weight continued to drag Asa lower, and the slimy fingers and tendons of the seaweed wrapped around his arms and legs, then brushed his face and neck. He let out a moan accompanied with a dozen bubbles when an edge of plant brushed his ear and he mistook it for a snake out of the corner of his eyes.
              The plates beneath him struck hard, slime covered dirt, and Asa bobbed up and down for a second, still chained to the weight below. He had an innate instinct to blow out all the air in his lungs and to inhale water—but he suppressed it. He tugged hard at his chains, but they still wouldn’t budge. The whine of a motor was obtrusive at the bottom, and Asa wondered what could be this deep.
              Is it some kind of filtering system?
              His head was throbbing, and just as he gave in and blew out all of the air from his lungs and saw the bubbles disperse around him and race up to the summer air he felt a jerking sensation. He wrapped his hands around the chain that was pulling him down and felt that it was pulsating. He looked down and saw that the weights that he was attached to had sunk down beneath the bottom, and that he was being pulled into the dirt.
              They’ll never find me.
              The chain continued to tug and he was jerked through thick mud, hands first. The wet, cold lake bottom moved around his body, and he felt little resistance at the top. He took one last look up above to the surface of the lake, and then he was completely buried. He was in utter darkness. As dark as a tomb. Inside of the mud, the engine noises were almost deafening, and he thought that through it all he heard a man’s voice.
              A slurping sound reached Asa’s ears and then something jerked him downward with a force that made his neck whiplash in the mud and his stomach drop. Asa fell and landed on the weight plates and the chains.
              He gasped and pulled in precious air. His eyes seemed to sear in the light surrounding him. Compared to the dark tomb he had just been in, this room was as bright as the sun. At first, he couldn’t see anything but blinding light.
              He wretched in another breath of air and felt something cold and slimy run down his nose. Asa propped himself up on his knees and coughed and vomited. His face was still covered in mud from the lakebed and he had inhaled some of it into his lungs. He had an instinct to reach up and clean his face, but found that his hands were still locked securely in his handcuffs.
              Blood was pounding in his temples as he hacked and spat up mucus and mud onto the floor below him. He flexed his back and shoulders and the handcuffs dug deep into his skin but he kept pulling. He was still gagging and forcing himself to inhale between bouts of coughing and retching up lake content from his breathing passages. His lungs were screaming, and he found that no amount of air satisfied him. Tears were streaming down his face as he continued to cough and breathe, too preoccupied with his own body to pay attention to his surroundings.
              “Stop pulling on that! You’re going to break your wrists!”
              The voice barely penetrated Asa’s consciousness. He had no idea whether it was a male or female, and he certainly didn’t know what the voice was telling him. In his gasps and gags he was only dimly aware that there was someone else beside him.
              “Asa, stop!”
              Still, Asa was in his own world. He had coughed up all obstructions from his throat and now he was bent over, enjoying the sacred air that surrounded him. His body had been pushed to its limits of oxygen deprivation and now, sitting there, churning in and out as much air as possible, trying to save himself from brain damage, Asa couldn’t use energy thinking about something as trifle as who was talking or why. He was beginning to feel better. The tears were slowing, he kept his eyes closed, and he wondered why his wrists were hurting so much.
              “Asa! Stop it!”
              Someone grabbed him and he went into frenzy, kicking and pulling and screaming and writhing on the floor. The hands were off of him, and then everything was quiet for a moment. He opened his eyes and looked at the room he was in.
He was panting, and so was someone else. Asa saw the girl sitting against a wall, still chained to the weight plates that had dragged her to the bottom. Her face was bruised on the left side and her hair and clothes were drenched and muddy. Her green eyes locked with Asa’s.
The floor was trampoline material that stretched the between the four walls and was held up by a series of springs surrounding. Asa looked down and watched as a trickle of blood dripped off his wrist and onto the trampoline. The droplet sat there for a moment before falling through the pours of the substance and onto hard tile situated half a foot below the trampoline. The blood droplet, along with all the water dripping off his and the girl’s bodies slid down a slope in the tile and then fell down a drain. Asa saw that the weights attached to him pulled the trampoline surface down so much that it touched the tile.
The room was lit with small, circular pads in the ceiling. All of them glowed blue-white and seemed to be a part of the surface rather than a bulb attached to it. It was as though every once in a while the ceiling decided to glow. The ceiling itself was a mixture of swirling shades of brown, and was shiny on the surface.
The walls were ornately and beautifully decorated with a mountainous theme running throughout the room. The walls themselves belonged in a museum. They were painted with pictures of goats standing high atop mountainous peaks, looking below at sprawling landscape as though admiring the feat that they had accomplished. The detail was amazing; the animals’ beards moved with the wind, their hooves had indentions and textures to them, and their pupils were horizontal slits of black.
There was another person in the room. He was emaciated, pallor, and slumped over in a white coat. He was wearing a surgeons mask and had a stethoscope draped around his neck. His eyes were yellow, and when he coughed a deep noise rumbled in his throat. His skin was cracked and dry. Asa had an instant guess at what this person was suffering from.
 “Who are you? Where am I?” Asa asked. Under ordinary circumstances, he would have felt that asking those questions so initially and directly would have been rudely blunt, but after being kidnapped and nearly drowned, he thought they were appropriate. Asa saw that the beautiful girl was watching the man in the white coat, and he wondered if she was as nervous as he was.
“I’m Dr. Varbas and you’re at Alfatrex Station number 63.”
Asa noticed the black outline of a viper on the man’s coat—Alfatrex’s symbol.
“Alfatrex?” Asa asked, confused.
“Yes, I know what you’re thinking. It’s the same one that makes the Wolf Flu virus.” He paused. “Vaccine. The Wolf Flu Vaccine. Excuse me. I’ve been sick lately and when I’m sick I can’t think straight.”
The man wasn’t lying. He was, Asa thought, very sick. He talked and moved slow, like a drunk. He reached for something on the inside of his coat and Asa saw that his fingernails were yellowing and that his hands were shaking.
“Let’s get you two uncuffed. Conway and McCoy should be here any moment.” Dr. Varbas unhooked a key ring from the side of his hip and took the metal cuffs off the beautiful girl’s and Asa’s wrists and ankles. Asa’s wrists had deep cuts in them where he had tugged on the metal, and they were sore when he moved them.
“Conway,” Asa said to himself, almost at a whisper.
“What was that?” Dr. Varbas asked.
“Nothing. I just think that I’ve heard Conway’s name before. He seems familiar.”
Dr. Varbas’s yellow eyes stared at Asa from above the surgical mask. They did not move for a moment, and Asa couldn’t see what the man’s mouth was doing. They seemed to say something to Asa; or maybe he was just exhausted with fatigue from the deadly virus that was consuming his body.
Asa’s thoughts were interrupted by another slurping sound, and two pairs of feet were hanging from the ceiling. Mud and water fell below onto the trampoline, and Asa realized that the brown, swirling ceiling above was the bottom of the lake, suspended there by some kind of reflective membrane. Conway and McCoy landed gracefully on the floor, looking around with goggles and a mask on. The goggles and the mask were both black, just like their suits, and they were sleek and thin. The lenses of the goggles were made of heavy glass, and Conway and McCoy’s eyes seemed to be magnified by the way the glass was curved. The mask portion of the goggles came down from the nose bridge to cover their noses and mouths. Each of them pressed on the side of the goggles and the mask retracted upon itself until it disappeared into the nose bridge. They removed their goggles and stored them somewhere in the sleeve of their arms.
“I told you you’d be fine,” said McCoy. His blond hair was matted down with mud. He smiled, showing perfect white teeth.
Asa and the beautiful girl didn’t say anything. Asa thought that it would be better to sit back and try to get a better bearing of what was going on before starting to add to conversations.
Conway looked at everyone in the room except for Asa, his left eye turning above his scar. The man stood rigid, and beneath his clothes Asa could see the outline of each of his tensed muscles. He seemed comfortable in a military attention stance and Asa could sense that the man worked tirelessly, and that he couldn’t understand anyone doing otherwise. There wasn’t a hint of fear or humor on his leader’s expression, and the strong lines of his jaw led down to lips pursed slightly together. He looked as though he were mildly upset, as though he had a million things to do and formalities were keeping him from doing those things.
Where do I know him from? Where have I seen that scar beneath his left eye, or those veins on his arms? I’ve seen him, I know it.
McCoy stood relaxed. He kept his hands behind his back and his feet spread wide, balancing himself on the trampoline surface. He wore a small smirk on his face, as though the formalities that bothered Conway only humored himself. He caught eyes with Asa for a moment and Asa saw in the way that he moved the deep blue irises that he was looking at a man who honestly believed that he could do anything.
“What’s the plan?” McCoy asked the doctor.
“We’ll have a quick meal and then send you on your way.”
“Is anyone else coming?” asked Conway. He stared up at the ceiling, as if expecting more people to drop down.
              “No, this is the entire party. This way, please.”
              Dr. Varbas had a hard time walking over the moving surface. He took slow, careful steps and everyone else stayed still as to not make the floor bounce more until he had made it across the room and had his hand safely on the doorknob. He was perpetually stooped over, his spine exhibiting premature arthritis. He turned and spoke casually through the surgical mask. “C’mon, now.”
              He pushed open the door and walked through. Conway and McCoy quickly followed, making their way over the trampoline without any apparent difficulty.
              Asa was alone for a moment with the beautiful girl. They shared a glance and he saw fear for a fleeting second in the green eyes, and then she walked out the door looking calm and composed, water dripping from her clothes and hair onto the floor. Asa followed.
              Asa’s mouth fell open in awe as he entered the next room. This one, like the last, was painted with the skill and attention to detail that one would expect to see in a museum. Asa looked up and saw that the smooth surface of the ceiling was painted like a sky on a perfect, spring day. Clouds were weightless in the sky among a series of angels playing harps and singing and dancing. The angels were all children, and all of them were naked. They had red, cheery cheeks, curly blond hair that looked like McCoy’s, and plump bellies, legs, and arms.
              The walls surrounding were painted to look like a Roman marketplace. People were bartering with vendors at wooden stands beneath huge straw umbrellas. In the painting, men and women were entering and exiting stone structures and talking with their hands while laughing. One boy was in the process of throwing a ball high into the air. A few feet away, a group of ten children and a dog were all gathered together, tense and ready to volley for the ball.
              A chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling, and beneath it sat a massive wooden table with appropriately massive wooden chairs surrounding it. The table’s legs were carved to look like angels holding up the central piece of wood. These angels were all adult men with bulging muscles with swords attached to their hips, and folded wings behind their backs. They looked much more serious than the angels painted on the ceiling.
              As they sat, Asa looked above them and wondered how many thousands of pounds of water sat above them, and who would want to bring, or create such beautiful art work so far underground. Not for the last time, Asa suspected that he was among criminals. It was the only explanation that made any sense to him.
              Dr. Varbas sat at the head of the table, and McCoy and Conway flanked him. Asa sat beside Conway, and the beautiful girl sat beside McCoy so that Asa was directly across from her.
              Conway sat down just long enough to unfold his napkin before standing up and announcing that he had to use the restroom. He disappeared behind a massive oak door at the side of the room and they heard his footsteps disappearing behind a hallway.
              McCoy, Conway, and Dr. Varbas didn’t look sinister to Asa. They seemed as relaxed and calm as men going about their daily, boring routine, and yet Asa did not trust them. They had kidnapped him and the beautiful girl and brought them down to this lair beneath the biggest reservoir in the history of man.
              Why us? Why me? Asa thought. The girl seemed normal enough, but he knew nothing about her. She could be the daughter of some kind of celebrity or government official. But he, fourteen year and eleven-month-old parentless Asa Palmer had nothing that would separate him from others in the eyes of a kidnapper. He had no one who would pay a ransom for him. He doubted that anyone would even notice that he was gone if they killed him down here.
              Asa looked over the painting of the Roman marketplace. Directly above the beautiful girl’s head there was a church painted on the wall. In front, there was a fountain, and a series of wide stone steps leading up to open doors that revealed an aisle and an alter beneath stained glass window. The building rose with flying buttress arches and stone patterns of gothic architecture to the roof, which was painted high up on the wall, and almost reached the dining room ceiling. Just below the top of the structure, gargoyles jutted out on small stone platforms with grotesque faces, angry eyes, and claws that gripped to the stone. Atop the center inanimate object perched a crow, gazing up at the angels in the sky. The black bird’s beak was shiny and half open, as though it were smiling at the heavenly children above.
              Asa’s stomach dropped at the thought of the crows as he realized that there was something different about him. There was something that set him apart. He had no way of knowing how, or if any of this was connected to his relationship with the winged creatures.
              He continued to stare up at the crow, examining its every feature. The sharp claws, the way the knee joints bent slightly, the way its relaxed wings matched perfectly with the rest of its body. Asa was so absorbed in examining the attention to detail that he jumped, startled, whenever McCoy spoke.
              “Are you nervous?” he asked the beautiful girl. He leaned back, smiling, and watched the two people he had helped kidnap.
              The beautiful girl crossed her arms and looked at the wall painting without responding. The only evidence that she had heard was a trace of defiance in her green eyes.
              She’s strong, Asa thought.
              “What about you?” McCoy asked Asa directly. 
              Asa kept his hands beneath the table at his lap so that no one could see that they were shaking. He looked at the beautiful girl and then McCoy. “Yeah, I’m scared,” he said. Saying it made him feel better.
              “Don’t be,” Dr. Varbas said. “We’re not here to hurt you, only to help.” Asa couldn’t see the doctor’s mouth, but his yellow eyes were warm and smiling.
              McCoy rapped his fingers on the wood, as if pondering what to say. He tilted his head. “You know, I wish I could tell you why we brought you here, but protocol says that I can’t. You’ll find out soon enough, at the assembly.”
              “What assembly?” the beautiful girl asked. “There’s an assembly of you people?”
              McCoy laughed. “What do you mean, you people? You guys are one of us too now, if you pass. I was in your shoes once before. I was scared to death whenever they took me from my mum’s house in the middle of the night. Back then the Retrievers would tell the recruits exactly where they were going. Protocol’s gotten a lot stricter lately.”
              “If we pass what?” the beautiful girl asked. “We’ll be like you if we pass what?”
              McCoy was about to speak when Dr. Varbas interrupted, putting a sick, emaciated hand on the English man’s shoulder. “That’s enough Rob. They’ll find out at the assembly. If Conway walks in and you’re talking about this with the kids, he’ll lose it.”
              “Conway’s too uptight,” McCoy said.
              “That may be true, but he’s also the best.”
              McCoy smiled and looked at Asa. “Your Dad was quite fond of Conway. He helped him get to where he was, you know?”
              “McCoy! Hush now!” Dr. Varbas reprimanded. “Don’t say things like that! You’ll get us fired!”
              “I didn’t say anything. Did I, Asa Palmer?” McCoy flashed a threatening smile and his eyes grew dark.
              Conway’s footsteps were returning and Asa could feel the beautiful girl watching him. Asa shook his head. “No, I didn’t hear anything.”
              “Good.”
              Asa could feel the beautiful girl glowering at him. He felt weak for giving in, but he thought it had been the best decision. His life and safety were worth more to him than his pride.
              These people have me confused for someone else, Asa thought. They think that my father was an important man. But he was just a truck driver who died of a heart attack. Acute myocardial infarction, they had called it at the hospital. What will happen when they find out that they kidnapped the wrong Asa Palmer?
              Conway came in, sat down, and was followed shortly by three people in chef uniforms. They each balanced two huge metal trays on their hands, and they came around and organized food and drink throughout the table.
              Each person was given one liter of chilled bottled water, a plate, and silverware. An absurd amount of food was placed throughout the center of the table in decorative bowls and plates. The food was served family style, and everyone was encouraged to help him or herself.
              If they’re going to kill us, or if they’re trying to make ransom money from us, why serve such expensive items?
              There was enough food to feed a small army, and Dr. Varbas, McCoy, and Conway immediately began to pile their plates high with different items. There were melted flatbread steak sandwiches, mashed potatoes with cheese and bacon cooked inside, green and red peppers stuffed with various meets and cheeses, piles of lobster and shrimp, entire loafs of freshly baked breads, sliced apples, sliced pineapples, bananas, muffins with grains and raisins cooked inside, steaming bowls of macaroni and cheese, steamed vegetables, bowls of stew, and a chocolate cake topped with banana cream icing. Asa wondered how much all of the items had cost, and what kind of people these were to not be morally or financially opposed to wasting so much food.
              Dr. Varbas ladeled some stew onto his plate and took a muffin. He pulled down his surgeon’s mask and took slow bites of his stew. Asa saw that his lips were blue and chapped.
              McCoy and Conway, on the other hand, loaded up their plates as though they were picking things out for entire families to eat. They both took more than two serving of each item, piling the things high up on their plate. Asa thought that it would be impossible for either of them to eat what they had served themselves. The beautiful girl ate nothing. Asa took a muffin. He wasn’t hungry, but he didn’t want to seem rude.
              Conway spoke as he ate. “Did you hear about the angel sighting?”
              Varbas blew on his stew. “No, what happened?”
              Conway continued. “Somewhere in North Dakota there was a couple on the news. They said they saw an angel flying over their farmland. They produced a blurry cell phone video. You can see a dark object flying through the air.”
              “One of our guys?” Dr. Varbas asked.
              Conway shrugged. “There’s no way to know. The video is pretty blurry.”
              McCoy spoke through a mouthful of sandwich. He was shoveling food into his mouth as though he had been starved for a couple of days prior to the meal. “They can’t prove anything! The couple who saw it was hicks. People are always saying that they’ve seen aliens, or that the Virgin Mary was burned into their toast. It’s ridiculous.”
              “Not when it’s true,” Conway said. He looked around the table and caught eyes with everyone but Asa. He hadn’t looked at Asa the whole meal.
              “Was anyone from the Academy deployed to that area?” Dr. Varbas asked. He sat his spoon down and rested his chin in his hands.
              “Yeah. Kelly was supposed to visit their water purifying sight. Apparently there’s some no-name there that’s been running a lot of tests.”
              “Does the Boss know?” Varbas asked.
              “We’ll find out,” Conway said.
              They didn’t talk for the rest of the meal. The beautiful girl remained still with her arms crossed, Dr. Varbas relaxed with his head in his hands, and McCoy and Conway finished everything on their plate over the course of the next hour. Asa chewed his muffin slowly and watched them. How are they eating so much? And how are they not morbidly obese? He played the last conversation over in his mind and tried to figure out where he was.
 
 
 
 
5
The Train Ride
 
              Shortly after the meal was finished, Dr. Varbas stood up, excused himself, and left the dining room, coughing as he went.
              Every ounce of food had been eaten off of the massive table. Stew bowls sat empty except for a small amount of broth, lobsters had been emptied out, and the sandwich plate was clean of everything but bread crumbs.
              Conway was asleep at the table. He had pushed his plate forward and was resting his head atop his forearms. His muscular abdomen bulged beneath the black fabric, but neither he nor McCoy seemed to be in any great distress after eating the incredible amount of food.
              Asa first felt the sensation. A low rumble began in the floor, softly shaking the table. Asa could see the water moving in his water bottle with the vibrations. Then he heard it. There was a low whining sound that seemed to come from everywhere at once. It was quiet and low at first, and then it amplified until it was a deafening scream and there was the squeal of metal on metal.
              Conway shot up, startled, and his chair fell to the ground. He hollered in surprise and Asa saw panic in his eyes. It wasn’t until the noise had stopped and everything had calmed down that Asa was able to process what was coming out of the man’s back.
              The beautiful girl was looking at the protrusions as well, her eyes scanning up and down the details. She was pasted to the back of her chair in shock, trying to stay away from the man who had kidnapped her, and who she didn’t understand.
              McCoy seemed completely unruffled by the unusual sight.
              Black wings came out of the man’s back. The wings were much bigger than any depicted on the painted angels around them. They spanned twelve feet on either side of the man’s body, with five separate slightly concave chambers on each side to catch the air. Small, thin black hairs bristled along the surface. The wings were the thickest at the top, where a series of strong bones curtained the thinner parts of the wings.
              Conway was breathing hard, his chest rising and falling. His teeth were barred, and seemed to be looking around the room for someone to kill. His legs were spread wide, and his knees were slightly bent. He held his arms flexed and his hands balled into fists. He didn’t even look like the same calm and composed man Asa had met on the boat earlier in the day.
              “Calm down, Conway. It’s just the train,” McCoy said. He turned to the beautiful girl and Asa. “He’s got post traumatic stress disorder, he just won’t admit it.”
              “I DO NOT!” Conway growled. His wings began to contract back in around his spine.
              McCoy shrugged. “You’ve been through trauma and now loud noises scare you. They cause you stress. Sounds like posttraumatic stress disorder to me. Let’s go, that’s our train. I don’t want to keep anyone waiting.”
              McCoy, Asa, and the beautiful girl stood, and Conway continued to pant. There was a light sweat on his forehead and he still looked shaken.
              “Take them yourself, McCoy,” Conway said. “I’ll catch the next train,” and he stomped out of the room and slammed the huge oak door behind him.
              When he was gone McCoy said, “that’s one bad thing about this job. A lot of people get mental problems; you’ve got to see and do things that some people just can’t handle. There’s no way to know if it will send you over the edge until you’re in that situation. This way, c’mon.”
              He led them out another oak door opposite the one Conway disappeared behind. They were in a long hallway with arched glass that made the walls and ceiling. All around them, the glass was dark and at first Asa couldn’t discern what he was looking out into. Then, he looked up and saw shimmering water hundreds of yards above them and realized that they were in an underwater bridge at the bottom of King’s Lake. He marveled at the fact that he had drifted all the way to the bottom, thinking that he was going to die a mere two hours ago. They could see fish swimming above them, and in the distance a motorboat was making its way over the water.
              “Where exactly are we?” Asa asked.
              “Alfatrex Station Number 63. Didn’t Varbas tell you?”
              “Yes, but what does that mean? Where are we going and why did you take us? What do you do? Who are you people?”
              McCoy flashed a smile as he walked underneath the glass arch. “I can’t answer a lot of what you’re asking, partly because of protocol and partly because I just don’t know. I can tell you that you’ve been selected to be a part of something really exciting. It’s called the Academy. You’ve never heard of it, I know. I think something like forty percent of the Academy’s function is to make sure that no one knows what it is. You can work for the Academy for fifty years and still never know exactly what it does. Each member is given very specific assignments, and they follow out those assignments. They’re given information on a need-to-know basis. Academy members don’t need to see the big picture. You’re asking me big picture questions and I just don’t know.”
              Their footsteps echoed along the tile as they walked. Asa had gathered enough from McCoy’s body language and his relationship to Conway to predict that he was someone who was willing to give out more information than perhaps was appropriate. He feared that whenever they reached whatever train they were walking to that he may not have another opportunity to ask questions freely. So, he decided to take a chance and ask McCoy what was on his mind.
              “Who is Harold Kensing and what does he have to do with all this?”
              “Who?” McCoy asked.
              “Officer Harold Kensing. He was trying to kill me this morning. He pulled me over last night and…”
              McCoy stopped walking and faced Asa. He seemed concerned, almost scared. “What do you mean? A police officer?”
              Asa felt the girl’s green eyes watching him. “Yes, a police officer tried to kill me. He held a gun to my head and said that people wanted me dead.”
              “What else did he say?” McCoy glanced both ways down the hall to check for unwanted ears.
              “He said that they wanted me dead because of my father or something. He said that the fishy place couldn’t protect me. He was insane, really. He said that they had a file on me or something. He said that people with black gums and tongues wanted me dead.”
              McCoy ran a hand through his head and cursed. He looked at the girl and Asa.
              “What does that mean? Does it have anything to do with where I am?” Asa asked.
              “I don’t know,” McCoy said, shaking his head. He looked serious, and he wasn’t smiling anymore. Light from the shimmering water above projected onto McCoy in calm, blue, undulating tones. “I’m going to say something off of the record, and if either of you two ever quote me I will lie and say that this conversation never happened. Do you two understand?”
              Asa nodded. The beautiful girl just stared.
              “Charlotte, do you understand?” McCoy repeated.
              Charlotte nodded, her green eyes locked on McCoy.
              Charlotte, Asa repeated the name in his mind.
              “Asa, don’t tell anyone about what happened to you, okay? Where you’re going, there are people…” he paused. “they’re not bad people, but… they might not know what’s best. Just be careful, okay? Don’t go telling everyone that story. Only share it with those that you trust. You too, Charlotte. Keep quiet about what you heard.” He stole another glance down both sides of the hallway. He looked pained, conflicted. “And, I’m not supposed to tell you two this, but be careful. You two especially. Out of everyone in the Academy, you two kids are in the most danger. Don’t ask me why, because I don’t understand it all, okay? But please be careful. Conway would die if he knew I told you this. Don’t share what I’ve just told you with anyone you don’t trust with your life. I’m only trying to help.”
              Charlotte and Asa nodded, dumbstruck by what had just been said.
              “This conversation is over, and as far as I’m concerned, it never happened.”
              They were walking again beneath the waters of King’s Lake. Asa and Charlotte shared a glance. The girl looked concerned, confused, and worried.
              When they reached the end of the hallway they saw they were in a small train station, with some slight variations to the traditional model. There were four rails attached to the train—one on each corner. The metal was thick, and black, and well oiled. The rails ran through slots in each car that were one foot long. The train was small, but very long. Each car was only big enough to hold one person, like a motorcycle sidecar.
              McCoy led the way and they walked parallel with the train. There were hundreds of cars in the long line, each with a person looking out of their car at Asa, McCoy, and Charlotte as they walked. Asa saw that some of the people were in black suits like McCoy, but most of them were in normal clothes, and seemed to be about the same age as Charlotte and Asa. The children looked out of the thick, yellow tinted glass with expressions of concern, and fright.
              Finally, near the end of the row of cars, they came upon vacant vessels. The thick glass windows had opened up towards the ceiling, and leather seats and thick straps and buckles waited for them. Charlotte got into the first, Asa got into the second, and McCoy got into the one behind them.
              Once Asa was inside the vessel and he had clicked in the six appropriate buckles (they locked in around his chest, waist, and then the chest and had straps that combined the whole thing together) the glass lowered and then locked with a low hiss. The seatbelts tightened around Asa automatically, and he looked around the cabin.
              The seat he was sitting in supple black leather that conformed to his body. His legs stretched down into a narrow, dark opening before him. His seat reclined automatically, putting his feet further forward into the dark of the cabin, and making it so that he was facing up, towards the yellowed glass. In the train station ceiling above him, the fluorescent lights were dimmed by the train car’s glass. Refreshments were ready for him on the sides of the car. There were bags of pretzels, chilled juices and waters, and a small refrigerator carved into the leather with cups of fruit carved inside. Above him, right below the yellow glass was a dashboard with a series of dials and screens showing information.
              There was a series of buttons with which you could adjust the temperature and fan speed. Next to this sat a channel and volume button. Above this was an electronic screen that displayed the time—9:26AM—and the traveling speed—0 miles per hour.
              Asa felt the train car begin to lift, and felt a vibration below that told him they were about to take off. He was nervous. He had no idea where he was going, what a ride in this machine would be like, or how long they would be traveling. In fact, he didn’t even know if he would be traveling. He didn’t know where he was—he couldn’t trust these people! He looked at the air vents and remembered how the Nazi’s prisoners had been led to the showers where they would die. The situation was exactly the same, only modern. Asa and all of these children had been stolen from their homes to do some kind of undefined work.
He felt his heart began to beat in his chest, and now that he was alone all of the emotions he had felt the last few days were coming back to him. He was terrified, and tired, and being forced to go somewhere against his will. Sure, he wasn’t pushed into the cart, but what was he supposed to do, run? McCoy had carried him for over a mile earlier in the day, demonstrating strength beyond the capacity of a normal man. And Conway had wings. There was no running when it came to these people.
The vibrating grew louder and he clenched the armrests until his fingers turned white.
Why didn’t the crows stop McCoy? Did they think they weren’t powerful enough? Why didn’t they try? They were Asa’s protectors, and they sat idle while someone stole him and dropped him to the bottom of a reservoir.
What do they know? How could they know what’s going on?
And who sent Officer Harold Kensing? Who are the people with black gums?
And who was that dog?
The train shot forward, and Asa held his breath as he watched the speedometer rise. His body was pressed back against the leather, his stomach had dropped, and he was holding his breath.
The machine settled in at a little over 600 miles per hour, or at least that’s what the speedometer told Asa. As they reached top speed, the sensation wasn’t as great, and Asa’s grip loosened on the arm rests.
Asa found that he was crying. Outside the yellow glass was pitch dark, and Asa couldn’t discern a thing. He was hyperventilating, feeling all the emotions that had been suppressed since he was pulled over by Harold Kensing wash over him. He wanted it to all be over, he wanted to know what was happening, and he wanted to be safe. He cried for all of these things, but what bothered him most was the loss of control. He wanted to be able decide to go home if he wanted to. He wanted to be able to stop this train, get up, and walk away without being hunted down by the creatures McCoy and Conway. He wanted to be able to see his mother again.
As he rode, he felt completely powerless. He felt as though he had little or no say as to where his life was going.
He cried like that for ten minutes and then worked to regain his composure. Asa had no idea when they would be stopping, and he didn’t want to look weak and sobbing whenever they reached at their destination. He breathed air deep into his lungs and closed his eyes.
Visions began to flash in front of him and he shook his head, warding off dreams. Despite his fatigue, he didn’t feel comfortable falling asleep in such a compromising situation.
Asa reached up and pressed the power button on the console. Instantly, the yellow glass in front of him became a television screen and he was watching the Channel Six News. A tall, blond woman was sitting behind a desk. She was covered in makeup, but it wasn’t helping. Anyone could see that she was exhausted, and losing weight. Her eyes were yellow, and she seemed strained to smile. She was dying of the Wolf Flu.
“More on that in a moment,” she said, trying to seem perky. “Now, we’re going to transfer you live to North Dakota where our correspondent Amy Kelly is standing live with the Burk family who have an amazing story to tell. Amy.”
The screen switched to Amy Kelly, a black woman in a red suit standing on a farm. There was a barn in the distant background, and a soft wind was playing with her hair. Beside her stood a man and a woman. The man was wearing overalls with a pearl snap shirt beneath it. He looked healthy. The woman was wearing a denim dress with brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Dangling, beaded multicolor earrings hung from her lobes like fishing lures. She showed all the classic signs of a Wolf Flu victim—her eyes were yellow, her cheeks were sunken in, and a light sweat could be seen on her forehead, thanks to the high definition cameras. The thing that Asa, and everyone who mentally diagnosed others with the Wolf Flu noticed was the fatigue. It seemed as though the life was being drained from the woman as she stood there. She held her head forward, as though her neck was too tired to hold it up. Her eyes looked like she had been awake in a war zone for the last three days. All the muscles in her face were limp with exhaustion. Asa guessed that she would have another week to live, if she was lucky.
“Thank you Erin,” Amy Kelly began. She smiled and seemed to be overflowing with vitality. “I’m standing here with Bud and Vanessa Burk, the man and woman who first informed the world of the Burk Farm Angel, which is now an internet sensation. The video they posted last week now has ten million hits! What do you think has brought on the success?”
She held her microphone out in front of the couple. Bud took the initiative and began to speak. “Well, Amy, I think that there’s no secret about the matter. To be frank, I think that people aren’t stupid.
“Vanessa called me out into the kitchen and there she stood, recording something out the window on her cellular phone. I walked over to the sink, stood beside my wife, and when I saw the darned thing I go, ‘Yee Gods!’ I think that people can tell the difference between something fake and authentic. This is authentic.”
Vanessa was standing there nodding her head.
Amy Kelly pulled the microphone back to her. “Thank you, Bud. Erin, do we have that footage ready to show viewers?”
Amy, Bud, and Vanessa disappeared and were replaced by hazy footage of the farm skyline. The camera moved slightly and Asa could tell that he was looking out a kitchen window by the four white, wooden, crisscrossing bars in the image. “Bud, get in here!” shouted an excited Vanessa. “Git in here, Bud!”
Footsteps played from behind the camera, and a dark figure shot threw the air far off on the screen. Asa wondered why the footage was such a big deal; the black dot in the sky could have been a great bird, or a remote control plane. At that distance, the nature of the object could not be discerned.
The flying object changed positions and Bud muttered, “Yee Gods!” just like he said he had. The thing flew closer and closer, seemingly right towards the camera. It was then that Asa saw the significance of the footage. There was no mistaking the shape of an adult male flying through the air; he was wearing a tight, black suit and his muscles moved in fluid succession, controlling the flight. Huge, wings came out of his back, but unlike Conway’s, this man’s looked like oversized dove wings, white and fluffy.
The man flew directly over the kitchen window and out of sight. There was a Whoosh! sound as he passed, and dishes clanked in the kitchen, moved by the wind the flying man brought with him.
“Let’s rewind that to give you a better view,” Erin the news anchor said. The footage was rewound to just before the flying man passed over the kitchen window. The paused image was blurry, and the face was dark, but it was impossible to deny that it was a humanlike creature with wings.
The anchor spoke—“the flying-man, or thing, has not been discovered yet. There are a lot of theories about what this is, from extraterrestrial species, to a prank done with video editing software. If you would like to share your ideas with this news station call 888-41…”
Asa turned the television off and relaxed in the cabin. The train was still traveling slightly over 600 miles per hour and he listened to the soft sound the engine made. He opened up his water bottle and chugged half of his supply down in a few gulps. His heart was hammering in his chest. He felt hot and claustrophobic inside the small space.
He didn’t want to watch anymore of the news because it was frightening him. Seeing the winged man on an accredited news station made his situation more real somehow. He wasn’t going crazy; other people had seen it too. He laid back and tried to think of something else, besides where he was going, or what they could want with him.
It took another half hour before Asa was asleep. He twitched in the cabin and his eyes rolled around behind his eyelids. His body was obtaining much needed rest, even if it was coming at the price of bad dreams for Asa. 
 
 
6
Black Gums
 
              There was a lurch and Asa woke up. He looked at the clock on the dashboard and saw that it was after 4 o’clock in the afternoon. He reached his hands up and wiped tears that had been produced while he slept off of his cheeks. He couldn’t remember what he had been dreaming of; it felt to Asa as though the last six hours had passed in the blink of an eye.
              The speedometer in the cabin slowed until it said 0 miles per hour. Up above, Asa saw bright industrial lights shining through the yellow glass of the train car. Now that he was awake, he was scared again; fright had been a near constant emotion for Asa since he had been pulled over by Harold Kensing. The train car settled down, there was a hiss, and Asa saw that the yellowed glass popped open, letting in cool air from the outside.
              I’ve been traveling at 600 miles per hour for 6 hours, Asa thought. I could be anywhere.
              His seat automatically sat itself back up into a sitting position, and his seatbelts unclicked. A voice rang out over an electronic sound system—“Fishies. Exit your train cars, wait to be handed a parka, and then exit to the stairs above. There, group leaders will guide you to your resident mountain.” Asa was sure that he had heard the voice before. The audio loop started again—“Fishies. Exit your train cars…”
              Asa could hear people climbing out of their train cars in front and behind him. He settled down into the leather seat for one additional moment, shook his head, trying to reign in his emotions. He forced himself to smile, and then pulled himself out.
              The beautiful girl with green eyes, Charlotte, was standing on the concrete platform when Asa exited his car. She was smiling at him and his heart fluttered. “Did you have a good trip?”
              “Yeah,” Asa said. He was giving an exaggerated nod, hoping that he had wiped all the tears from his face. “Did you?”
              “Yeah,” she said, and smiled again. Her clean white teeth were a stark contrast to her muddied skin. Asa saw that the other teenagers were filthy as well. He wondered if all of them had to sink to the bottom of some body of water as well.
              “Fishies,” the loop began again. Asa looked at the giant TV screen mounted on the wall and saw an image of Robert King sitting at a desk, dictating orders. He was a white haired old man with a slight Southern draw. He spoke out of the side of his mouth, and all of his motions were firm. He was the richest man in the history of the world, the owner of the one and only Wolf Flu vaccine. Asa had no idea what The Boss could have to do with any of this.
              All around him, teenagers dressed in street clothes, and men and women dressed in black costumes like McCoy and Conway had worn were walking from the train cars to a series of stone steps that rose above them and out of sight. On either side of the massive steps stood two bald people handing out parkas with goldfish on them.
              The audio loop began to play again, “Fishies…”
              Fishies.
              Fishies.
              Asa’s mouth went dry and the room spun around him. He was only dimly aware of these things, and the looped speech playing from the intercom ceased being processed by his brain. His mind was somewhere else, and his eyes went blank as he drifted back into a memory.
              He was in the cop car with Harold Kensing. It was warm in there, and Asa looked at the dashboard where the crazed man had tore his radio out of the front of the vehicle. A tangle of blue and red wires jutted out into the cabin. He could feel Officer Kensing’s breath on him as he spoke. “They showed me a picture of you and everything. They had a whole file on you. It said that you were going to be a fishy this year.”
              “Asa.”
              Asa jumped, startled. He was back in the train station.
              “Are you okay?” Charlotte was looking at him with concerned green eyes. Her mouth was slightly open and Asa stole a glance at it. Her lips were soft and relaxed.
              “Yes,” he said. “I’m fine.”
He could tell by her facial expression that she didn’t believe him. “We need to move, or we’ll be left behind.”
Asa saw that she now had a parka on. The train station was practically empty now except for the two bald people standing on either end of the staircase. He wondered how long he had been standing there in a trance. “Right, sorry.”
Asa walked towards the stairs, his heart thudding in his chest. Robert King spoke again—“Fishies…” and his speech looped on from there.
The man on the right side of the stairs handed Asa a heavy, well-insulated parka. “Thanks,” Asa said.
“Welcome, mate,” said the bald man. He smiled at Asa and the fourteen year old’s mouth opened to scream. He remembered what McCoy had said about keeping what had happened with Harold Kensing to himself, and was able to stop his shriek at the last minute.
The bald man smiled more when he saw Asa fright, and Asa hurried up the stairs. “Did you see…?” Asa began to ask Charlotte.
“Shhhh!” Charlotte reminded as they ascended the stairs. “Keep your voice down. Yes, I saw. They have black gums.”
“What do we do?”
“How should I know? Just keep moving.”
As they climbed the steps, Asa felt adrenaline flow through his body and his fear mount. Harold Kensing hadn’t been crazy. How else could he have known about the fishy place and the people with black gums? Asa had no time to think about this new information. He climbed the stairs next to Charlotte, pulling on his parka as they walked.
It’s the middle of summer, why do I need a Parka?
              Asa’s answer came as they rounded the top of the stairs. They were in a massive glass dome that stood forty feet high and made a spacious circle around them. The only things in the glass dome were Asa, Charlotte, the staircase, and an empty tile floor. A glass door stood before them and Asa saw the others walking down cobblestone paths with the hoods of their blue parkas pulled over their heads. An image of a goldfish was stitched into the back of each parka, between the shoulder blades.
              “Wow,” Charlotte whispered. Her eyes lit up as she spun around, looking out the windows.
              Snow drifted down from the sky and landed on the layer of white that covered everything. They were in tundra. In the distance, Five Mountains surrounded them. They were the tallest things that Asa had ever seen, their snow covered peaks rising through clouds and hazed by the blue tint that atmosphere gives objects at incredible distances away. He felt frozen by awe, and he turned on his feet to examine each goliath structure.
              They were completely surrounded. From where Asa stood, he could see that the Five Mountains were all connected without a break or valley for even a river to run through. He had never heard of rock structures creating a barrier like this before. Asa saw that four of the mountains looked very similar. These four mountains jutted up at a height that Asa’s eyes couldn’t believe, that his brain couldn’t comprehend. They made the Tower, the tree that Asa had fallen from, look like a toothpick that sat next to a house. Each of these four mountains was roughly the same height and shape as the next. A few buildings were scattered up the bottom tenth of the four elevations.
              Asa looked at the fifth mountain for the longest, an impossibly large hunk of rock looming in the South. If the first four mountains were houses, this one was a mansion, standing four or five times higher than the rest. Asa wondered what the top must be like, and if anyone had ever been that high. Surely there is no oxygen at that level.
              Inside of the circumference of the mountains, and directly outside of the glass bubble that Asa and Charlotte were standing in was a grid of streets and buildings. It was beautiful; the small town that sat guarded by the Five Mountains was a result of artistic genius and an obsessive attention to detail. Cobble stone streets ran and crisscrossed in between buildings. Rain gutters were slit into low sidewalks, and despite the falling snow, the street remained clear. Black streetlamps stood erect in the sidewalk, glowing fire in the fading light. Atop each of the lamps was a black iron crow; each was made differently, with different shapes, standing positions, feather dispersal, and body compositions represented among the statues; they looked real except for the shine of the metal and the fact that they never moved. Stone buildings rose up out of the ground, their chimneys smoking and snow resting inches thick atop slanted roofs. The buildings were remarkably clean. Each window was spotless. Directly across from where Asa was facing he saw a building with stone steps leading up the heavy metal doors. Black, iron vines climbed up the doors, dipping in and out of the metal. Each crevasse of the fake plants was clean, and the whole thing shined like a polished piano. The milk white steps in the front of the building were perfect and pure.
               Charlotte was still immersed in the sight, taking in all that was around her when Asa saw the last of their group turn a corner and disappear behind a building. “C’mon, we need to keep moving,” Asa said, “they’re leaving us behind.”
              They hurried out the glass door and the chill of the wind took their breath away. Asa gasped and took a step backward, shocked at the temperature. “Where are we?” he asked Charlotte. “Colorado?”
              “I don’t think it’s this cold in a Colorado summer. And we traveled much further than that.”
              They jogged through the cold air, their feet flapping on the cobblestone path. As Asa looked up at the buildings around him, his first question was—what is this place? —and his second was—where did they get all this money? From a distance the details seemed spectacular, but now, as he moved throughout the quiet town, they were absurdly extravegant. The doorknobs were carved of gold, the cobblestone was warmed to keep the snow from sticking, and the beautiful blue and red and yellow flowers sprouted up amidst intricate bushes, despite the below zero temperatures. Asa had never heard of flowers that could bloom in such cold weather.
              Asa and Charlotte held their parkas up to cover their ears as they ran, trying to catch up. They heard the distant voices of their group and didn’t want to get lost in the unfamiliar territory.
A crow descended from the sky above and landed on a black stone mailbox on the sidewalk. Asa looked at the crow, and they caught eyes. He wondered if the animals were working out some kind of plan to get him out of this place, but he looked up to find a sky vacant of any birds. The crow was old, and had a broken beak and a missing left eye. At first, Asa thought that he recognized the crow. Seeing it in the snowy atmosphere reminded him of something. But, as he continued to run he decided that he was incorrect. Many crows look alike.
Their group came into view in front of them, people in parkas walking in a line that spanned the entirety of the cobblestone. McCoy was in the back of the line waiting for them when they came up. His black suit had seemingly grown a hood, and he looked at them with searching blue eyes.
“Where have you been?” he asked, angry. The relaxed demeanor that he often held was gone.
“We fell behind,” Charlotte said.
“Well don’t let it happen again. Remember what I told you two.”
They looked up and saw that their group was walking down a narrow road toward a dock that stretched out over a body of water.  Asa hadn’t been able to see the water from the glass bubble because the buildings surrounding had blocked his vision.
“Where are we going?” Asa asked McCoy.
“We have to cross the Moat and get you checked in at the appropriate residency.”
“The Moat?” Charlotte said.
“It’s not actually a moat. It’s just called that. It’s a reservoir. We’re on an island right now, and there is a body of water surrounding us, separating us from the Five Mountains. The Moat makes a complete circle around this little island, which is called the town. Do you see the steam coming off the water? It’s heated so that it never freezes.”
“How warm is it?” Asa asked.
“It’s still pretty cold. The water is probably in the fifties, if I were to guess.”
“Have you ever been in it?”
McCoy laughed. “Loads of times. You will too.”
Asa wrapped his arms around himself and couldn’t imagine being wet in weather like this. The fog drifting up off the water made the Moat look mysterious, inviting. It was a beautiful sight, sitting there beneath the snow-covered mountains.
As the group continued to move forward, more of the Moat became visible to them. It was enormous, and seemed to stretch a mile between the island that they were standing on and the mainland where the mountains sat. Asa saw that there was a series of enormous floating platforms out in the middle of the water. The biggest of the platforms, and the one situated in the middle looked like a giant checkerboard. The object was the size and shape of a basketball court with ten by ten cutouts made in the platform where the water shown through. These cutouts sat by equally large areas of platform. On either side of this checkerboard-like platform were what looked like a series of five large doorframes floating in the water. They floated directly in line with one another, spaced out about ten feet apiece, in an upright position just like a doorframe would normally sit.
“What are those platforms for?” Asa asked McCoy.
McCoy smiled, and Asa saw a woman in a black suit cast a sideways glance at McCoy. His relaxed way of moving had returned. “In time, my child. The Assembly is tonight. Many of your questions will be answered there.”
The boat that sat on the end of the dock was, like everything else, beautiful. It was carved entirely of wood with hundreds of seats on the top. Sails sat on masts above the deck to move the vessel.
Asa looked over the group that he was traveling with and guessed that there were roughly 450 of them. All of the people in black (Asa overheard them being called chaperones) began to wave people down the dock and onto the boat. The small wooden vessel bobbed with the weight of the moving people.
Asa was staring ahead and didn’t notice the bald person moving in the opposite direction as them. He was tall, and when he talked his slimy black gums shone. He had dark eyes that were sunken in deep underneath where his eyebrows should have been, but weren’t. He wore a pure white suit with a red rose pinned to his left breast pocket. There was a small, skinny man following in the bald one’s shadow.
This man who was following had a full head of hair and healthy pink gums. He wore a black suit, like McCoy, Conway, and the rest of the chaperones, but his figure was much less impressive. He was gaunt and seemed malnourished. His ribs poked through the tight fabric and his spine was twisted with scoliosis.
When Asa finally did notice the man with black gums in the white suit, he was no more than ten feet away. The bald man’s gray, cold eyes were set on Asa in such a stare that Asa froze where he stood for a moment. McCoy and Charlotte kept walking, leaving Asa at the back of the line, where no one could witness what happened.
The bald, black-gummed man was barking orders and the frail, glasses ridden man in a black suit was hurrying to keep up, and trying to scribble down everything that the bald man said onto a yellow legal pad. “No! I said call Ken Pudman’s secretary and tell them that I can only meet on Tuesday at…”
The man in the white suit stopped talking for a moment and the frail scribe following behind him looked up expecting the rest of the sentence. Something about Asa’s face had made the man with black gums lose his train of thought. The man’s nostrils flared, taking in the surrounding scents.
The incident happened so fast that afterwards, Asa debated with himself as to whether or not it had actually happened. Everyone else in line was in front of Asa, so he had no one to confirm or deny what Asa thought that he saw. The man in the white suit looked at Asa, his skin almost as pale as the surrounding snow. For one tenth of a second, or perhaps less, the man with black gums lifted his upper lip and brought the inside parts of his eyebrows together in a snarl that made Asa’s heart skip a beat. It was an evil, menacing look. He showed almost his entire top layer of gums, and the sharp, menacing teeth that hid between his lips.
As quick as it had started, it was over and the man’s face returned to normal except for the small hint of a smirk on his lips as he looked over Asa’s face. Asa wondered what kind of frightened expression he had made in the midst of the horror.
“…four, and tell Ken’s secretary that I cannot…”
The voice trailed away behind Asa. Asa looked around, and wasn’t sure that anyone else noticed what had just occurred.
McCoy looked back at Asa and gave him a stare that Asa couldn’t read. He thought it said, be careful.
Asa was in a semi trance as he made his way over the dock, trying to stay as close to McCoy as possible. His heart felt like a hummingbird in his chest, and the adrenaline and cortisol, stress hormones, that shot through his body made him forget about the cold. He felt as though he had just ran sprints for the last hour. He was sweating. 
Ken Pudman. He said Ken Pudman. Asa ran through the name in his head. Ken Pudman had been the president of the United States last term.
What did it all mean?
He had no answers. He did not know. Every step into this new world, from Officer Harold Kensing, to the people with black gums that he had warned Asa about, only brought more questions, and no answers.
He was excited for the assembly that would be coming tonight. McCoy had said that he would be given information. Asa trusted McCoy.
Asa and Charlotte were the last to step aboard the ship, and so they were not able to select their seats. There were four spots still open, and none of them were beside each other.
Without saying a word, they parted and made their way to opposite ends of the ship. Asa held onto the railing as he walked to prevent himself from falling. As he was walking, a chaperone untied the boat from the dock and they began to drift.
 
 
7
Fishie Mountain
 
              The wooden vessel began to creak as Asa sat down on one of the benches. He leaned up against the backrest and ran his hands along the smooth wood. There was a faint wind blowing around him, and most of the other Fishies were shivering, holding their parkas tight against their bodies. Asa sat up tall, and didn’t notice the cold. He stretched up his neck and looked back at the town the boat was drifting away from. Far down one of the cobble stone paths, Asa could see the man in the white suit—his pale baldhead was exposed to the elements, and he was moving with the fluidity of a cat. His assistant was scurrying behind, trying to keep up with the bald man’s strides.
              He’s not a human, Asa thought. He lowered into his seat some more and watched the giant masts above move to the correct position, seemingly on their own. Wind filled the sails and pushed them forward. Human’s can’t move like that. Human’s don’t have black gums. Human’s don’t torture cops so that they kill fourteen-year-old kids.
              Charlotte sat six rows in front of Asa, and she was talking to someone with a baldhead. Asa leaned forward and gripped the wooden seat between his legs. The person turned, and Asa could tell that it was a male. He was wearing a Fishie parka. He smiled and Asa saw that his gums were pink, normal. His head, however, was not. The person was tall, and so even though Asa sat far back from him, his head was in clear view. 
              The back of his scalp was covered in blotches of dark red skin atop his Caucasian head. The blotches of discoloration were arranged in a seemingly random way, as though someone had thrown a cup of maroon dye at him. The top half of his left ear was gone, and the skin stopped in a calcified, plastic-like twist of wine colored scar tissue.
              But still, he was handsome.
              Inner qualities, a confident and quiet soul, helped to overcome these deformities. He looked down at Charlotte as she spoke; her head came up to his shoulder. The bald person’s face seemed to feign interest while she was talking. His eyes flashed around the vessel, and then back to Charlotte. He gave the impression that he knew everything at once.
              Charlotte’s eyes glowed at him. Asa was jealous.
              She’s probably like that with everyone.
              The bald man’s eyes shot over at Asa, registered that he was staring, and then went back to Charlotte.
              Asa looked out over the water. I don’t care, really I don’t. He was gripping the bench even harder now.
              The water had a low chop, and was the deep blue that gave the impression of immense depth. The Moat, as they had called it, spanned about three quarters of a mile, and they were a quarter of the way across. The wooden vessel was taking all of the Fishies North, in the direct opposite direction of the biggest mountain that loomed in the South.
              In the exact spot in the water that Asa was staring, bubbles began to rise to the surface, and then a shadow. Asa leaned forward, trying to get a better view, trying to make sure that his eyes weren’t fooling him. They weren’t. A moment later, a ten-foot thick cylindrical body emerged from the water. The scales made horizontal white and black stripes along the body, like on a zebra. The body rolled, and then it was gone. Waves dopplered out from the spot where the thing had been, and rocked up against the boat.
              Asa looked around the vessel with his mouth open in awe to see if anyone else had seen what he had. No one seemed to notice. None of the people had stirred.
              It was then that Asa noticed the crying boy sitting beside him. Silent tears were streaming down his face and his lip quivered as he looked forward. The boy was plump and blonde. His cheeks were chubby and red beneath the hood of his parka. 
              “What’s wrong?” Asa asked the boy, keeping his voice low so that others didn’t hear them?
              “Huh?” the boy looked up at Asa and the tears continued to fall, but his bottom lip stopped quivering. He was trying to hide his tears.
              “You’re crying,” Asa whispered with concern.
              “No I’m not,” said the boy, but tears continued to fall onto his cheeks.
              Asa nodded, and then looked straight ahead at the mountain that they were headed for. He heard the boy beside him sob once more. “My name is Asa,” Asa said, and put out his hand. “Asa Palmer.”
              “I’m Theodore June. Call me Teddy.”
              They shook hands.
              “June?” Asa repeated. “I’ve never heard that before.
              Teddy nodded. “I’ve never heard of it before outside of my family either. So…” Teddy paused, and looked at his hands. He had a moment where he looked like he was about to burst out crying, and then he regained his composure. “Did they take you from your family too? How did you get here?”
              For Teddy’s sake, Asa pretended to not notice the tears; crying was understandable at this point; they had been kidnapped; it was nothing to be ashamed of. But if Teddy was ashamed of his tears, Asa wasn’t going to make an ordeal out of them. “I was running in the woods behind my house and a chaperone came and snatched me up. He took me to a boat, they drove me out to the center of a lake, tied me to iron weights, and had me sink to the bottom.”
              Teddy looked up, confused. “Had you sink to the bottom?”
              “Yeah. I thought that I was going to die. There was a train station at the bottom of the lake. I sunk through the bottom and landed in this room where the floor is made out of trampoline. From there, we had lunch, and then we got on the train.”
              “Oh, well that’s not what happened to me. I work at a school and…”
              “What kind of school?” Asa interrupted. “Elementary, high school?”
              “It’s a college,” said Teddy.
“What college?”
“Duke.”
              “Duke?” Asa blurted. “Like the university.”
              Teddy was bashful. He didn’t make eye contact. “Yeah. I work in the Math building, and I was leaving at three in the morning. I got in the elevator, pressed the F button, and the thing just continued to go down. The elevator fell for hours. I was banging on the door and pressing the emergency button, but it didn’t do anything.”
              “Wow. What do you do at Duke?”
              “Uhhh…” He twisted his hands together. “I lecture.” The next words came out fast, as though he were apologizing—“I’m a TE, which is, like, this thing that’s even lower than just a lecturer. It’s not a big deal. I don’t get to publish or anything.”
              “How old are you? How did you get that job? What do you teach?”
              “I’m fifteen. Today is my birthday, actually. I teach discrete math, which is basically mathematics where the answers are limited to a certain range of real numbers. I like it; it’s very applicable. Stuff like—‘if Johnny has 38 dollars, a coupon for %50 off his first three purchases, and he wants to buy as many 8 dollar toys as possible, how many can he get? Six toys with two dollars left over. So it’s not as though I’m teaching calculus or anything like that.”
              “How did you get the job?” Asa looked over Teddy. Teddy looked much younger than fifteen. He wondered what kind of respect he received from the students. The boy fidgeted a lot.
              “I’ve always been good at math. I wrote this formula for predicting atmospheric changes. Most meteorologists’ computers have my formula in them now. There was a story about me on CNN. Duke thought it was impressive, and offered me a job.”
              “That’s incredible! You teach at Duke, and you’re fifteen.”
              Teddy cracked a smile for the first time. “I’m proud it.”

              “You should be. I bet you’re the smartest person here.”
              Teddy raised his eyebrows, still smiling, and shook his head. He had stopped crying. “No. Not even close. Have you talked to some of these kids? Some of the other ‘Fishies’?”
              “No. What?”
              “They’re all geniuses. At my train station, one of the chaperones was asking everyone about their accomplishments. Do you see that girl, right next to the railing? She’s looking out onto the water. Blonde hair. She’s worth millions. She invents kitchen gadgets—knifes, things that chop your vegetables. She even invented a machine that will clean your fish for you, season them, fry them, and then cleanly dispose of the waste. Isn’t that remarkable? And the boy with the long blonde hair, sitting in the front. I don’t know if you can see him right now, but anyways, he won the high school national debate championship as a freshman in high school. Can you believe that? President Ken Pudman hired him to play George Decker in mock debates, to get the president ready for the real thing. He could have asked anyone, and he hired a kid. The president thought that a kid was his best practice in a mock debate! And do you see that bald one up there? Real tall, he has scars on the back of his head. He’s missing half his ear.”
              Teddy was talking about the man sitting beside Charlotte.
              “That’s Stridor Akardiavna. He’s a genius. Off the charts. Seriously, off the charts. There’s a youtube video of him when he’s seven. It’s ten minutes long and he’s scribbling on a chalkboard, and talking to the camera. In the video, Stridor presents a new way of thinking about the Theory of Relativity. I don’t really understand all of what he says, but experts say that he’s right. As a seven year old kid, he proved that Einstein’s grand accomplishment, the thing that was used to create the atom bomb and one of the biggest leaps that science had ever made, needed some tinkering. Stridor proved that Einstein didn’t ‘get’ something! Unbelievable. So what about you? Everyone has his or her grand accomplishments here. I think that they’re rounding up some kind of elite group. Why did they pick you?”
              Asa felt his heart rate rise and was afraid he was blushing. He had no idea that he was among such a company. “I don’t know,” he said, his voice low. “I haven’t done anything like that. I’m not a genius. I’m normal.”
              “Huh,” Teddy said. He relaxed back in his chair, pondering. “Are you athletic?”
              “I run cross country. I’m pretty good; not close to the best in the nation or anything.”
              Teddy looked at him; “And you’re sure you haven’t invented some space ship, or written a literary masterpiece, or beaten a Grand Chess Master?”
              Asa thought about it. He was enjoying talking to Teddy; he liked him. But this conversation made him nervous. He couldn’t think of anything that was special about him.
              His stomach dropped and he thought of the crows
              He considered for a moment. The crows do make me unique. It’s something that I have that no one else does.
              Asa considered McCoy’s warning and then answered Teddy—“No. Nothing.”
              They sat in silence for a moment. Asa looked around at all the people beneath their fluffy parkas.
              Genius.
              The word played in his mind. These kids were all so much smarter than he was. They must think so differently. They must be so different. Asa wondered if they were processing information in a completely different way from himself. He wondered if Stridor, the bald one beside Charlotte, thought in math equations instead of images and words. He wondered what the blond girl who made kitchen gadgets thought of the mechanics involved in this wooden ship. He wondered if Teddy noticed some logical flaw that he had made. Asa spent the most time wondering what Charlotte’s talent was, though.
              The boat cast long Northern shadows as they coasted into the dock. Four people in white suits tied the boat to the dock and let down the bridge so that the Fishies could walk across. Asa watched them. They looked much younger than McCoy or Conway; they appeared to be Asa’s age, at least in the faces. Their musculoskeletal systems, on the other hand, were much more developed than any fifteen year olds; muscles shot out from their body in every direction, divided by deep crevices in between.
              As all the Fishies and chaperones were lining up and filing out of the boat, Asa noticed that Teddy didn’t look sad anymore. He had a slight smile on his face and the tears were gone.
              The group made its way out onto the wooden dock. The dock, like everything else in this strange place, was gluttonously adorned with expensive details. The wood was thick, and a deep red, with a shiny sealant running along the entire length. Golden torches were placed on either side of the massive expanse of wood, and were erected the entire length of the dock, illuminating the Fishies with flickering orange light.
              The only sounds were feet on the thick wood and the soft kisses of the water against the dock. The moon was out, even though the sun had not completely set and was still wavering on the horizon in between two great mountains. The moon was a glowing yellow crescent above the mountain that they were walking towards.
              No one talked. They were consumed with the sight.
              The mountain in front of them, although not the biggest among the Five, was even more of a spectacle from up close. Asa looked up and saw that it rose high above what he thought was physically possible, and then more, seemingly straight up. This close to the structure, Asa couldn’t understand how it didn’t topple over; it seemed to run completely vertical after it hit the clouds—stretching up at the end as though to make itself look taller. It was a natural phenomenon; it was a reminder to Asa of the unbridled powers that man did not control.
              Lower down in the rock, covering such a small portion of the mountain that it could be easily looked over, was the area that humans had changed. Buildings with glass windows overlooking The Moat were sculpted out of the mountain itself; these were the same color and consistency of the rock in the mountains. They were made to be seamless—it was impossible to point to the exact location where nature ended and the buildings began. Asa saw that there were two great towers coming from the rock. He followed them to the bottom and saw that as his eyes went lower he saw that they gradually became rockier, and more sporadic until he was just looking at untouched mountain again. It was as though these structures were natural growths that sprouted from the rock on their own.
              The dock reached 100 yards from the land out into the water. As the group moved over the dock and walked closer to the mountain, Asa noticed a pebbled road that ran in between white leafed pines, up several flights of marble stairs, and up to a great door at the bottom of the mountain. The road was surrounded with statues of naked men and women, knights in full uniform, and giant, painted flowers. There were benches along the half-mile stretch of road where a person could sit and rest during their walk from the Moat to the mountain.
              Asa’s breath fogged in front of him as he stepped off of the dock and onto the pebbled path. As he looked around, he noticed that the trees didn’t look like they belonged in Tundra—many of them had thick green leaves and frost-covered fruits hanging from them. To the left and right of the road were thick woods. Asa looked into them and saw the plush stacks of foliage on the ground, the vines growing up the trees, and the icicles hanging from the thick branches of the canopy.
              As Asa walked, he thought that the atmosphere was entirely too loud. The air was saturated with noises. He could hear the buzz of insects, the calls of tropical birds, and a constant hiss that came from deep within the maze of trees. Teddy walked beside Asa, and had taken the same interest in the surrounding forest.
              There was a rustling up above, and as Asa looked, a line of monkeys jumped from the canopy on the right side of the road, to the canopy on the left side of the road. Then they were gone, and Asa and Teddy were left staring at the gently swaying branches where they had been.
              “Those monkeys were white,” Teddy said.
              “And their fur was thicker than any I’d ever seen,” Asa added. “I’ve never seen such a thick track of woods before.”
              “That’s because these aren’t woods,” Teddy said. “It is jungle.”
              It struck Asa that, as bizarre as it seemed, he was looking into an artic jungle. The plants, vegetation, and animals that comprised the biomes of tropical atmospheres had somehow been uprooted and planted again in a cold, mountainous region.
              “How can that be?” Asa asked, his eyes searching around him. “Jungle organisms thrive in temperatures that are much warmer than this.”
              “How do you carve buildings out of mountains? How do you build the biggest underground railroad system in the world, and your seismic activity not get noticed? How do you grow wings? There’s a lot we don’t know yet, Asa Palmer. This jungle is another drop in a bucket of water.”
              McCoy was a few paces ahead of them, and Asa and Teddy both slowed their walking so that they could talk with more privacy. “Where do you think we are?” Asa asked. “What is this?”
              “They call it The Academy,” Teddy said. His eyes were big and round, and his cheeks were red from the cold. “But I don’t know what that means. I have no idea. We’re called Fishies, I know that. But I don’t know what any of this means. Humans solve unknown problems by connecting new situations to similar things that we’re familiar with. I’m not familiar with anything similar to this.
              “The chaperones at the train station did say one thing, though; they said that we were going to work for a humanitarian place. How could this,” Teddy spread his arms out wide, “be humanitarian. Isn’t humanitarian about giving? Being frugal? This is the most expensive compound I’ve ever seen. Just feel the inside of your parka. That’s real fur. Very expensive.”
              Asa opened the side of his coat up and looked at the inside. The fur was thick and soft; it looked like it had been cut from a great, white feline. He ran his numb hands along it and could feel the warmth that it held. He liked Teddy, and wanted to ask them about the crows, but thought that it was too soon. “They said something indicating that people get deployed from here,” Asa added. “Have you heard of the Burk Farm Angel—the video that shows that guy flying through the air? The chaperones at the train station said that that might be one of them—that someone had been deployed to North Dakota.”
              “Interesting,” Teddy said, and his breath fogged out in front of him. He was about to say something else, but them McCoy turned around and narrowed his eyes at them. Asa and Teddy shared another look, and then kept walking. They maintained their silence for the remainder of the walk.
              It was ten minutes before they reached the end of the road and were standing at the massive door that Asa had seen from the dock. The Fishies stood on iced-over marble steps that were hundreds of feet back from the great, wooden entryway and still, Asa thought that they might have to back up more if it opened outward. Stone goldfish the size of cows were chiseled into the rock around the door so that they appeared to be swimming along the side of the mountain. 
The sun had set and it was darker. Hundreds of fire torches were scattered among the walls, coming out to light up the faces of the Fishies. Asa stole a glance over at Stridor and Charlotte and saw that they were still talking. They both had their hands deep into the pockets of their parkas and she was looking up at Stridor, smiling; her green eyes were beaming.
Absolutely beaming.
The entryway doors themself were impressive. They were made entirely out of wood, and looked to Asa to be the size of a football field turned on its side. Huge metal hinges held each one to the rock, supporting hundreds of tons of wood. Three quarters of a way up were thousand pound metal knockers that no man would ever be able to use.
Well, Asa thought, remembering how many times this place had surprised him. I suppose someone might use them.
Asa noticed that McCoy was looking intently at his forearm like a quarterback reading plays. Then, with his opposite hand, he pressed a certain spot on his arm, and the great wooden doors began to open.
The wood gave out a deafening creak and the doors swung wide out towards them before coming to a halt. The doorway led into an enormous, fire lit foyer.
The room was round and massive. The floor was covered in triangular patterns of thick marble that ran in kaleidoscope shapes to the center of the room. There, in the middle of it all was a circle pattern in the center of the rock. Inside this circle was an orange fish made of shimmering stone.
“Move inside!” One of the chaperones shouted, trying to be louder than the wind. The Fishies all made their way up the stone and inside the man-made cave. Stridor and Charlotte led the way.
The hundreds of people packed themselves inside the room and the doors began to groan shut again. The air was warm, and Teddy and Asa took off their parkas. A fifty-log fire was roaring in the fireplace. Thick leather chairs and couches were dispersed among the room, surrounding wooden coffee tables. The first group of people to enter the room occupied these, and Charlotte and Stridor occupied a couch together. Asa looked at the back of Stridor’s head and wondered what kind of accident had made those maroon blotches. Fire, maybe? Or a chemical burn of some kind? Asa then looked at Charlotte. She had pulled part of her curly hair back behind her head and was sitting cross-legged on the leather. Dirt still speckled her cheeks from their descent through King’s Lake.
Charlotte sensed Asa staring at her, turned, and looked at him. Asa blushed and looked away. He was sure that she noticed, but he did nothing to correct the situation. When she returned to her normal sitting position, he did not look back.
Asa and Teddy stood together in the center, waiting to see what would happen next. Teddy was shifting from his left to right foot. “What’s wrong?” Asa asked.
“I have to use the restroom.”
A shrill, terse whistle broke out throughout the room, echoing in every corner; everyone stopped talking, rustling, or moving. Everything was silent except for a succession of squeaking noises that came from Teddy’s shoes—he was still shifting from foot to foot. Asa gave him a harsh look to tell him to stop, and stay still. Teddy didn’t seem to know what the look meant. He continued to shift back and forth.
A podium stood on a small stage next to the closed wooden door. A woman climbed up, smiling with perfect white teeth, and faced them. She was tall with a healthy, heavy build and a big chest. She wore the same black uniform that all the chaperones did, and smacked gum while she talked.
“Hello, my name is Meg, but people call me Meggers.” She giggled and turned and looked at all the Fishies. A few were smiling. “And you, guys and girls, are Fishies. Congratulations on being chosen to join the Academy! Being a Fishie means a few things—number one, it means that you are, as of today, three months within your fifteenth birthday. So, either three months older, or younger. Secondly, it means that you are the lowest of the low in this place. Remember that. If someone, other than a Fishie, asks you to do something for them, you’d better do it!”
Teddy was still shifting. The incessant squeaking made it hard for Asa to concentrate.
“Okay,” Meggers continued. “And you are now standing in Mountain One of the Academy, or as it is most commonly known—Fishie mountain. This is where you will live for the next six months with all of the other Fishies. Make friends. Be social. This place is hard and you’re going to be asked to do things that seem impossible. A strong peer group makes these tasks a whole lot easier!” Meggers smacked her gum some more and then smiled. Asa got the impression that she thought she was really cool—that all of the Fishies were wishing that they were her right now. Asa didn’t like that trait in people.
Teddy was moving back and forth more drastically now—he was picking his feet up and stepping side to side instead of just shifting his weight. Asa saw that he was stepping on the orange goldfish on the floor, which meant that they were in the direct center of the room.
“And now, to tell you a little about this place…”
Teddy took a step to the side and rested his weight on his parka, which shot out from under him. He yelped, and slapped onto the ground flat on his back.
The sound of the incident was not at all proportional to what had just happened; it sounded as though a cannon had just gone off. The noise echoed through the foyer, seeming to reside for minutes.
Teddy quickly stood up, brushed off his pants, and acted like nothing had happened. Everyone was staring at him and his face had turned ruby red.
The next thing that happened made it impossible for Teddy to pretend that he hadn’t fallen.
“What’s your name?” Meggers asked, looking right at Teddy.
Teddy looked around as though she weren’t talking to him. His face turned a darker shade of red.
“You—the boy who just fell—what is your name?”
Teddy pointed at himself and asked, “Me?”
“No,” Meggers said, “The other person who just fell.”
Laughter filled the hall.
“What is your name?” Meggers asked. She smacked some more on her gum.
“Teddy.” His head was lowered and he was staring at his shoes.
“Like Teddy bear?” Meggers asked.
Asa wished that this would stop.
Teddy nodded, cleared his throat, and then said, “Yes.” His voice was trembling and tears were close to the surface.
“Has anyone ever called you Teddy Bear?”
Teddy shook his head.
Meggers stood up a little taller, a little prouder, and said—“Teddy Bear just demonstrated something about this foyer. It is entirely symmetrical; the whole thing is a circle and there is an object opposite of another object on each side to counterbalance the sounds. If you look up, you can see to the top; notice how the dome has that gentle curve to it.
“If you stand at the center of the room and make a loud noise, as Teddy Bear demonstrated, there is this great echo.”
Everyone looked up.
Meggers smacked her gum some more and went on—“Behind you, on either side of the fireplace, is a hallway. The one on the right goes to the boys’ dormitory, and the one on the left goes to the girls’. When I dismiss you, you will follow these down to your living areas. From there, you will receive instruction from another chaperone on how to pick your bed. Afterwards, each student will undergo a physical exam by one of the nurses, then there will be an assembly, in which the president of the Academy will speak, followed by a quick dinner before bed. If you have any questions, feel free to ask your chaperones. You are dismissed.”              
 
8
Tiger Tails and Bad Omens
 
              Asa and Teddy walked together amidst a long line of males as they snaked through tunnels of long underground hallways and up and down spiral staircases. The corridors were dark, and damp, and cold. Nearly everyone pulled their parkas back on. They could hear the sound of monotonous, dripping water, but could not tell where it was coming from. A few people spoke, but not many, and when they did it was in hushed voices. Lanterns were sparse. Spiders spun webs in corners. Every so often a rat would screech from the shadows.
              As they were walking, Teddy whispered a question to Asa—“Isn’t it odd that no one here has the Wolf Flu? No one even looks sick.”
              Asa hadn’t thought of that. He had been too preoccupied thinking of other things to remember the pandemic that was sweeping the outside world. “Yeah,” he said. “Very odd.”
              Teddy’s face looked grave and serious with long shadows cast from the sparse light. Asa recalled the last few hours in his head; ever since the train station, he had not seen anyone that even looked as though they had come down with a cold. Dr. Varbas had the Wolf Flu, but he was outside of this compound. Everyone here looked perfectly healthy while the world outside was dying.
              McCoy came up behind Asa and patted him on the shoulder. “Havin’ fun, mate?” he asked. “Who’s your friend?” McCoy, unlike everyone else, seemed to not be phased by the dark, grim length of corridors that surrounded. He smiled like it was a summer’s day.
              “This is Teddy June. And I’d be having more fun if I knew where I was.”
              McCoy smiled again. Asa looked at McCoy’s shoulders and again noted how massive his muscles were; they affected the way that he walked, so that he was perpetually puffing out his chest. “Nice to meet you, Teddy June. And don’t worry about it, Asa. You’re fine here, I promise. The assembly will clear things up.”
              Asa looked around him at the dingy corridor.
              “This place isn’t the prettiest,” McCoy said. “But people don’t use it much. You’ll use this corridor for the first month and a half or so, and then it will go unused until the next bunch of Fishies gets here.”
              “Why will we stop using it?” Teddy asked.
              “You’ll have your wings by then. You probably won’t be strong enough to fly, but you’ll be able to glide to wherever you need to go from the towers. And once you can glide, you’ll be allowed to climb up the ladders on the side of your dormitory tower. That will save you loads of time. This path isn’t exactly a straight line to our destination. We’ve been walking for fifteen minutes and we may not even be halfway there. It’s impossible to tell. Anyways, I’ll see you two around. I’m supposed to be up at the front. Excuse me. Pardon. Excuse me.”
              They heard his voice trail off as he walked ahead of them.
              “Who do we talk to if we don’t want to do this?” Teddy rhetorically asked Asa.
              “I don’t think that there’s a protocol for that,” Asa said.
              “I wonder if anyone’s tried to escape this place.” Teddy pulled his hood over his head and kept walking.
              When they had made it through the tunnels and multiple flights of staircases, Asa thought that McCoy had underestimated the length of the hallway when he spoke with them earlier. Asa’s feet were dragging and his eyes were tired as he followed the line up one final, rickety staircase at the end of the corridor.
              They emerged in a room quite different from the tunnels; this room had a warm, welcoming feel to it and was, like much of the Academy, flush with items that cost outrageous amounts of money.
               “Wow,” Teddy said.
              Asa grunted in agreement.
              They were standing in the far corner of the male dormitory. It was much different than Asa had imagined; when they told him that they were to be living in dorms, Asa had taken that to mean small, dingy, yellowed apartments with bunk beds. There were bunk beds, but nothing else that Asa had imagined.
              Sprawled out before them was a vast expanse of thick, dark, rich, hardwood floors that spread out to reach logwood walls. Each wall rose forty feet in the air, where it met an ‘A’ shaped ceiling that slanted up to a sixty foot high point in the center of the room. Asa found that he was automatically taking off his parka. It was warm, and dozens of fires danced in rock fireplaces around the room.
              There were over two hundred bunk beds, each with one bed on top of another. They were so big that grizzly bears could have slept in them comfortably, and Asa wondered what you call a mattress that’s bigger than king size. They, like the floors and walls and beams that crisscrossed high overhead, were made of thick, well-oiled wood. Each of the beds had a chest at the foot that was the size of a small couch.
              The far wall was made of thirty-foot windows. Outside, the jungle canopies could be seen, lit by the light of the torches on the foot of the mountain. Dark terrain beneath stars and a high moon seemed to stretch forever beyond this.
              Besides the abundance of space in the room, the thing that Asa noticed most were the taxidermied animals. At first glance, they didn’t disturb Asa. They seemed normal. It was a room that resembled a cabin, and cabins often had dead animals hanging on the walls. But when Asa studied closer, he found himself puzzled. More than that, he was scared.
              The animals weren’t moose, or deer, or bass caught out at a stock tank. They were bears, and lions, and hawks, and apes and monkeys, except…different. Asa looked up at a black bear situated on the wall ten feet above his head. The taxidermied creature began at the torso, with barred teeth and sharp claws, ready to attack. It was as though the animal had jumped straight through the wall. The animal was bigger than any black bear should have been; it appeared to be able to take down a full-grown elephant by itself. But still, that wasn’t the oddest thing. The thing that Asa noticed the most was the animal’s skull. While everything else on the animal was twice the size of a normal black bear’s, the skull was three times the size. Not only that, it also had different proportions so that the top of the head, instead of being flat with the ears sitting on top, jutted upward so that the ears sat on the sides of the black head. It made the animal look almost like a human. It made the animal look sentient… Like it wasn’t really an animal but a person that looked like a bear.
              The thought seemed familiar to Asa…
              ...sentient…
              “Next,” a chaperone called, and the line Asa was standing in moved forward. The voice had broken Asa’s chain of thought. He and Teddy shuffled their feet forward and then stopped. A chaperone in black was giving Fishies instructions and then they would go pick out their beds.
              The line moved slowly until Asa and Teddy were in the front. They stood before a man in all black with graying peppered hair. The chaperone would have been handsome, except for the way his nose was deformed. It appeared to have been broken hundreds of times and was so twisted that Asa wondered if he could actually breathe out of it.
              “You two; what are your names?” The chaperone asked.
              “Teddy June.”
              “Asa Palmer.”
              The chaperone tapped on his forearm. Asa guessed that all of the chaperones had some type of computer system attached to their suit. He wondered what all of the capabilities were. “Okay,” the man began. “Here’s what you need to know—be aware that in the dormitories, like all the Academy facilities, you are being watched on hidden cameras. They are everywhere. So do not destroy any of the property and treat it with respect, or you will face punishment. There is no promise that it won’t be cruel, and it will most definitely be unusual.
              “You can choose any bed that is not taken. If you cannot tell if someone else has already claimed the bed, look on top of the chest. If it has not already been taken, there will be instructions projected onto a metal panel. If it has been taken, the metal panel will be blank. Follow those instructions and then that bed will be yours for the next six months. Choose wisely, because you cannot, under any circumstances, trade beds with anyone. After you have chosen your bed, walk to that hallway and follow the blue line on the floor until you reach the nurses station. There, you will be given vaccinations, and a physical exam. Shortly after, there will be a brief assembly, and then dinner.
              “Next.”
              Teddy and Asa were ushered further into the bedroom and the next group was given instructions. The two walked along the hardwood and Teddy opened up the first chest that he saw. Directly under the wood was a panel of black metal. There were no instructions on it. “Guess this one’s already taken,” he said. “Where would you like to sleep?” Teddy asked.
              “In my bed at home,” Asa said. “But if that can’t happen, a bed next to the window would be nice. I’d like a view.”
              They made their way to the end of the room and found that there were more beds that hadn’t been claimed. To Asa’s delight, there was an open bunk only ten feet away from the row of thirty-foot windows.
              “This alright with you?” Asa asked.
              “As long as I can have the bottom bunk,” Teddy said. “I don’t do well with heights.”
              As Asa climbed the twelve-foot ladder to the top bunk, he wondered how Teddy would handle flying, if that were really something they would get to do. The mattress was layered with luxurious sheets and blankets; a white bearskin was folded at the foot of the bed. Asa felt it and found that where he expected fur, he found bristles. He looked at it for a moment before deciding that it must be polar bear pelt.
              Asa crawled over to the edge of the bed. Being twelve feet above a hardwood floor made him slightly weary, but the bed was sturdy and his mattress was wide. The chest on the foot of his bed opened up away from him and he saw white directions projected on the black metal, just like the man with the broken nose said there would be.
 
Instructions for using your chest:
First, make sure that you are satisfied with the bed that you have selected. After you follow through with these steps, you will have the chosen bed for a six-month period.
Once you have chosen your bed, place your palms down on the black metal and hold them there for five seconds. Palms may be placed anywhere on the surface. After this is done, you have officially claimed your bed. From that point onward, your chest will open each time you press your palms against the metal. No one else will be allowed to access your chest, and, likewise, you will not be able to access anyone else’s chest.
Enjoy!
 
              Asa rubbed his palms together before putting them face down on the cold metal. He waited, and after five seconds, he heard a click. The metal was pressing up on his hands with light pressure, and when he released, the chest opened. Asa looked down into it.
              Four horizontal bulbs situated in the surrounding metal walls lit the inside of the chest. The chest was completely empty except for a cylinder that stuck out of one of the walls. It was metal, and as thick as the head of a baseball bat. Curious, Asa reached out and touched it. The metal cylinder, as if reacting to his touch, expanded for a moment, and then shrunk back down. Asa withdrew and didn’t touch the cylinder again. He stowed his parka in his chest, shut it, and then climbed down the ladder.
              Asa and Teddy both made their way from the window to the hallway that led to the nurse’s station. The hallway was situated next to the staircase that they had entered from. People were still waiting to be called by the man with the broken nose when Asa and Teddy passed. Many of them were staring at the animals on the wall.
              They entered the hallway and saw that it departed from the log cabin theme and took on the look of an antebellum mansion. Everything was sparkling white. The floor was shining tile that appeared to have been recently polished. It was as smooth as a puddle of milk. The walls were whitewashed, and there were five portraits hanging at eye level. They were each set in gold frames and hand panted.
              The first two were easy for Asa to recognize—Robert King and Ken Pudman. Robert King smiled out at them with his crooked mouth. His blue eyes seemed inviting. He had an air about him, that Asa attributed to the fact that he was the wealthiest man on earth.
President Pudman was traditionally handsome. He had jet black hair that he combed back from his face, and a smile that looked good on posters and commercials. Asa believed that he was elected president because he looked like he could make a good leader. Asa believed that he wasn’t reelected because time showed what his image lied about.
              Asa stared at the other three the longest—they were people that he had never heard of before. What were their portraits doing, hanging there next to two of the most important men in history?
              Directly between the two men was a portrait of a woman with short, spikey blond hair and tattoos covering her neck and arms. She was wearing what appeared to be a dirty tank top and her eyes looked out at onlookers, challenging them to comment on her appearance. She did not appear to belong. The plaque underneath the portrait said, “Stormy Rubins.”
              To Ken Pudman’s left sat, “Vinny Natale.” He had olive colored skin, gelled black hair, and he wore a crisp suit. He looked closer to belonging than Stormy did. His neck was nearly as thick as his head was, and his shoulders were as broad as a bull’s.
              Finishing off the line of portraits was “Dr. Sean Gill.” Dr. Gill’s head was adorned with a messy puff of white hair that rose from his head in thin wisps. He was not smiling in the portrait, and his eyebrows came together in a charming expression of curiosity. He wore plastic glasses. A red tie held his button-up together at the neck. His shirt had wrinkles in it.
              “Who are these people?” Teddy asked.
              “A drop in a bucket of water,” Asa responded, referencing what Teddy had said earlier. “One of many questions.”
              Teddy smiled.
              Along the smooth, white floor were seven lines, each painted in a different color: yellow, blue, red, purple, green, pink, and orange. Following the directions that the man with the broken nose had given them, they followed the blue line to the nurse’s station.
              “He said that there were hidden cameras in the bedrooms,” Asa said. “Do you think that’s true?”
              “Oh, yes!” Teddy said. “If they can afford all of this stuff, then they can afford to monitor it closely. I have a feeling that we’ve been watched since we arrived. Maybe even before.”
              The walk to the nurse’s station took them ten minutes—the whole length of the walk was lit with lamps sitting atop small wooden tables. Each lampshade was different—some had skylines on them, some had clouds, or flags of different countries. Some had faces that looked out onto the hallway, and some were just different colors.
              The nurses station was impossible to miss—the blue line ran straight toward the door. Even if the blue line hadn’t been guiding them, they would have noticed the place; it stuck out among its ornate surroundings.
              There was no door in the doorway, just a series of beaded strings hanging over the entryway. Above this was a sign that read, “Missus Ida’s Nursing Station,” in big block rainbow letters.
              Asa and Teddy entered through the beads and they jingled shut behind them. They were standing in a waiting room atop lush brown carpet. There was an assortment of chairs that didn’t match—a recliner, a lawn chair, a rocking chair that didn’t rock because the carpet was so thick, and a line of pews that belonged in a Baptist church. The room smelled of cinnamon and there was incense burning on the tables. There was a reception desk in the corner with no one behind it.
              Asa and Teddy sat down—Asa took the rocking chair and Teddy sat in the recliner—and waited for what would happen next. A plastic clock shaped to look like a tiger ticked off time along the wall; it’s tail undulating below with the seconds.
              Asa and Teddy were both studying the room and did not notice the woman who had moved behind the counter until she said, “Hellooooooo,” in a voice that went higher in pitch as the word dragged on.
              “You two must be Teddy and Asa. Nice to meet you. My name is Missus Ida,” she smiled warmly and showed a mouth full of missing and dead teeth. “I’m one of the Academy’s physicians.” She spoke with her hands, which were covered in big, blocky jewelry; each finger sparkled with metal and jewels as they moved, and her bracelets clanked together. Her earrings were silver balls four inches in diameter, and Asa believed that they were designed as Christmas tree ornaments, not earrings.
              “Teddy, come with me, and we’ll do your exam.” She disappeared behind a wall, a door to the back opened, and before Teddy could stand up she called, “Hurry!” from a place far in the back.
              Teddy left, giving Asa one last worried look before shutting the door and leaving Asa alone. Teddy and Missus Ida hadn’t been gone one minute when the beads in the opening jingled and Charlotte stepped inside, accompanied by a short girl with red hair and a mouthful of braces.
              “I thought this was the boy’s nurses station,” Asa said.
              Charlotte smiled back. “I think that the hallways lead back to a common area deeper in the mountain.”
              “Next!” Came a shout from deep in the office.
              Asa stood up and walked towards the door. Teddy came out looking flustered. “Don’t waste any time,” he told Asa. “She moves quickly.”
              Asa moved through the doorway into a hallway that was carpeted with the same lush brown material. There were dozens of doors on either side of him, and at the end of the hallway was a heavy metal door that looked like it led to a freezer.
              “This way!” Missus Ida rang out, “Hurry!” she appeared from one of the many doors on the left side. Asa began to walk forward before freezing. Swinging behind the woman’s back were two long, thick, orange and black objects covered in fur. They came out from the top of the woman’s green pants, and Asa was able to identify them as tiger’s tails.
              “Hurry, keep walking,” she urged.
              Asa walked forward to meet her.
              “Strip naked,” she said, holding the handle to the metal door that looked like a freezer.
              “What?”
              “Strip naked,” she repeated. There was no humor in her voice. “Naked! Now! C’mon, I have a lot of exams to give.”
              “We’re in a hallway,” Asa protested.
              “A vacant hallway,” she responded, her eyebrows raised.
              “Why must I be naked?”
              Missus Ida sighed. Her thick, circular glasses lenses made her gray, bright eyes look twice the size of a normal human’s. “If you’re going to question everything in the Academy that doesn’t make sense, you aren’t going to be very productive here. But, if you must know, you have to strip naked so that this machine can take proper measurements of you. You’ve seen the suits that all the Academy members are wearing, no? This is a most efficient way of getting exact measurements. Now, don’t be shy. This is protocol. Take off your clothes and step inside. I won’t look.”
              Asa took off all his clothes and left them in a pile on the floor. He was covering himself with his hands even though Missus Ida was keeping her promise not to look.
              She turned the knob and pulled open the heavy metal door. There was no light inside, and every surface was surface.
              “What do I do?” Asa asked.
              “Just step inside. It doesn’t matter how you stand. It’s best not to cover yourself, though; the measurements take longer that way.”
              Asa stepped inside and felt the cold metal beneath his toes. The door shut and he was in total blackness. Just as she had told him to, he uncovered himself. He had only been in there for four or five seconds when she opened the door again.
              “All done,” she said. “Put your clothes back on.”
              “Nothing happened,” he said. “It didn’t measure me.”
              Asa saw that Missus Ida had the same device around her forearm that many of the chaperones do. She began to read—“Asa Palmer. Six feet and one inch in height. You weigh one hundred and eighty pounds. You wear size 11 shoe. Your thumb is two and one fourth inches long, and nineteen thirty-sevenths of an inch in diameter. Your forearms each span about fourteen inches in length.”
              She looked up at him, blinking behind her glasses—“Do I need to go on?” she asked. “Is there any body part of yours that you would like exact measurements on? I can use the metric system if you prefer?”
              Asa began to pull on his clothes. His face was red. “No,” he said. “I’m fine. Thank you, though.”
              Once Asa was dressed, she led into one of the small rooms that lined the hallway. It smelled of medicine, there was tile floor, and the whole thing was perfectly cleaned. “Sit down,” she said.
              This time, Asa obeyed without questioning her. A fluorescent light buzzed above his head. Missus Ida turned her back to him and began to hum as she got supplies ready, her two tiger tails were drifting back and forth behind her. Her hands moved remarkably fast—opening and closing drawers and arranging supplies on the surface before her. It reminded Asa of how quickly Conway had moved when he had chained Asa up in the hull of the ship atop Kings Lake. Missus Ida spun around, and she held four syringes in the same hand, all between a different set of fingers.
              She moved so quickly that had no time to protest. She placed one impossibly strong hand on Asa’s chest, held him down, and injected the vaccines into his skin two at a time. It was over in three seconds, and she disposed of the trash in a biohazard container.
              “Aren’t you supposed to put alcohol on my arm first so that I won’t get an infection.”
              “You won’t get an infection again,” she said dismissively.
              He cocked his head at her, but she did not explain further.
              “The medicines I gave you may have some possible side effect for the next few days—back pain, fatigue, heart attack...”
              “What?!”
              She was across the room and standing at the door in the flash. She slammed it shut and looked at Asa. “Asa Palmer,” she said. A rain cloud had darkened her mood, and she looked worried and disturbed behind her enormous spectacles. “Be careful,” she whispered in hushed tones. “There are many here who will do anything to kill you. I loved your father, but I fear he didn’t think things through all the way. Be careful. I really think that you will die here.”
              Asa sat up to ask her what she meant, but she left before he could speak a word. When he managed to get out of the chair and back into the hallway, Missus Ida was already walking Charlotte to the back room.
              “Leave here, Asa, we’re about to do an exam. Follow the color red to the auditorium,” Missus Ida said. She turned to Charlotte—“Strip naked.”
              “What?” Charlotte asked.
              “Take your clothes off.”
              “Why?”
              Asa walked back down the hallway and exited through the front lobby while Charlotte and Missus Ida were still arguing.
              
              
              
 
9
The Assembly
 
              Teddy was waiting for Asa when he stepped through the beaded entryway.
              “She’s a mess, isn’t she?” Teddy said, smiling.
              Asa smiled and nodded halfheartedly. He was still thinking about what the woman said. It reminded him of what Harold Kensing had said; it was another reason to believe that Harold wasn’t crazy; it reminded him that even if this place was beautiful, people with black gums roamed freely.
              Powerful people.
              People who made huge police officers scared out of their minds.
              People who wanted to kill Asa.
              “Is something wrong?” Teddy asked.
              Asa looked at him, and remembered what McCoy had told him. Only tell people that you can trust with your life. Asa was fond of Teddy, but he wasn’t sure that he felt that strongly for him yet. Or that he had that much trust in him. “No,” said Asa, and he did his best to cheer up so that Teddy wouldn’t be suspicious.
              They made their way down the hall towards the auditorium, following the red line in the ground up stairs and around corners. They had been walking for five minutes when they heard the noise.
              A high-pitched whine caused them both to stop where they stood and look around. It was difficult to tell where it was coming from, and neither Asa nor Teddy could identify what the noise was.
              Then they saw the thing come shooting around the corner. It was a car, except only about four feet high. The machine was painted a shiny red with small, black tires. There were two bucket-seats in the front, and none in the back. They were too small to hold a human. Tied to the rear of the vehicle was a wooden barrel with no top. Inside mops and brooms and a small vacuum and bottles of cleaning fluid clanked around as the machine moved.
              The most interesting and unusual thing about the whole sight was the two creatures sitting in the front seats. The things driving the car were raccoons, only not exactly. Raccoons were the closest things that Asa could think of to these creatures, but they weren’t raccoons. They had the same markings, the same nose, and the hands that drove the steering wheel were raccoon hands. But the way the head was shaped—much too big for a normal raccoon and the top protruded up much too far—and the looks in their eyes
              …sentient…
              were not like normal raccoons. They reminded Asa of the bear on the wall, and of the dog that attacked Harold Kensing from the woods. The vehicle swerved toward them at an alarming pace; Asa had to jump out of the way, the car let out one small, angry honk, and then they drove on down the hallway.
              “Raccoons?” Teddy gasped. “Driving cars?”
              “I don’t think that those were raccoons,” Asa said, brushing dust off of his pants. “Just like I don’t think the chaperones are people. Both aren’t normal.”
              “In what ways? What do you mean?” Teddy asked.              
              “I’m not sure yet,” said Asa. “I need more time to think about it.”
              They followed the appropriate line on the floor until they found the auditorium. This, like the nurse’s station, was impossible to miss. It reminded Asa of the opera house that Lincoln had been shot in. As he entered, even though he was dressed on par with all the other Fishies, the elegance of the room made him feel slightly embarrassed of his casual attire..
              In the front was a great wooden stage, lit by carefully hidden and powerful lights. A red curtain, thick and luxurious, hung solidly from the ceiling. In front of the curtain, was a simple glass podium. Asa could see that there were papers atop the podium by looking through the bottom. Soft, red, silky fabric covered the audience seats.
              Asa and Teddy found their seats close to the back of the room, and waited for the rest of the people to trickle in.
              It wasn’t long before the auditorium was filled with the sounds of chattering, excited voices and people who wouldn’t sit still in their seats. Everyone was talking at an acceptable volume, but still, the room grew loud. The sounds the voices stacked on top of each other until the entire room was filled with a roar.
              Asa and Teddy weren’t talking. They were both too engrossed in their thoughts to speak. Teddy looked pale.
              Asa found that his heart was thudding hard and fast in his chest cavity. He ran his hands along his ribs and found the knob along his left side where his rib had broken when he fell from The Tower. He had so many questions, and he wondered which ones, if any, would be answered at this assembly.
              He thought about the raccoons driving the car. They were unnaturally smart, and unnaturally coordinated. They honked at Asa and Teddy as they drove by as a sort of deliberate communication. Raccoons, in the wild, do not perform methods of deliberate communication; and even if they do have the occasional growl at a predator that says back off, it is nothing as complex as honking a horn. Even humans forget to honk their horn sometimes when it is appropriate.
              Asa knew two things about the raccoon situation: he knew that these raccoons were different than normal raccoons, and that he has only encountered these different raccoons in the Academy. Therefore, it is easy to suppose, the Academy must make the raccoons to be that way; they must change them in some way.
              Asa thought about this as he continued to rub the place on his chest where his rib had been broken. He thought about that day when he fell from The Tower. On that day, the crow had watched him, identified a dangerous situation, and then went and procured Asa’s mother. Asa thought that someone must have changed that crow too.
              Asa added this theory to his current ones about the black, winged creatures. In his mind they were now either demons, angels, or, simply, changed.
              The possibility of someone or something or some odd series of mutations manipulating a crow so that it was smarter was plausible to Asa. He didn’t understand how it could happen, but he thought that it could happen, especially given the odd circumstances that he was in. But what Asa puzzled over the most was the why? The crows obviously favored Asa, so the question became; why would someone or something change the crows so that they favored me? He did not know. If the Academy could manipulate animals, why would they manipulate them to protect Asa? And, beyond that, if it were an act of natural selection that the crows wanted to be Asa’s defenders, what was the reproductive value in that?
              Asa turned to Teddy. His mouth was slightly dry. The hall was almost full now. “Teddy, there are crows in North Carolina, right?”
              “Yeah,” he said, nodding. He was hunched over in his chair, looking at his feet.
              “Have they ever acted…” Asa paused, looking for a safe word to give—“odd?”
              Teddy looked at Asa, and for a second, Asa thought Teddy would open his mouth and say—yes, they defend me. They obey me. But he did not. All he said was—“Uhhh, are you feeling okay, Asa? You’ve been pale since we left the nurse’s station.”
              Asa did not acknowledge this; he continued on—“Teddy, do any animals act in an odd way around you?”
              “No, Asa. What are you talking about? Are you sure that you’re feeling all right?”
              Before Asa could answer, he became aware that a silence had filled the hall. There was a man standing atop the stage with his hands behind his back. He was built like a soccer player, short and stout. His eyes barely made it over the podium. His head was bald, and his lips were thin and barely noticeable. When he opened his mouth to speak, and revealed his black gums, Asa let out an audible groan of fear. Teddy looked over at him and Asa covered his mouth.
              The man spoke in a smooth Latino accent, emphasizing each word and syllable sharply: “Hello. My name is DeAngilo Montague. It is so great to have you with us today. Years and years ago, I was introduced to the Academy. The feelings I had must have been similar to the ones you are feeling right now; anxiety, apprehension, excitement.
              “I understand that this is an exciting experience for all of you, and that you are desperately waiting to learn more about this wonderful place. I know I was when I first arrived. The Academy is the most wonderful place in the world, and you should feel honored to sit in the seats that you do today.
              “What is about to happen next will be even more of an honor—you are about to be greeted by one of the most important, powerful men to walk the face of the earth. You may not know about him, but I assure you, the policies and decisions that he has made have had an impact on every life in here.”
              DeAngilo Montague smiled and let that soak in to the audience. He still had his hands behind his back, and his feet were kept at a wide, athletic stance. He had a low center of gravity and appeared to be impossible to knock over.
              “Without further wait, I now present to you THE president of the Academy: Hubert Boistly!”
              There was an obligatory applause throughout the audience as the next man took the stage. After being introduced as one of the most powerful men in history, the first impression that he made was disappointing. He was goofy. He walked in a way that exerted energy where it was not needed. His hands swayed loosely out from his body, his feet slapped the ground hard, and his head bobbed as he walked. He had an enormous, balding head, with strawberry blonde hair that made a horse shoe shape around the backs and sides. He smiled and showed a gap in between his top front teeth. He was outrageously tan, and he waved an oversized hand at the audience in a clumsy fashion. He looked like an oversized puppy that had not yet gained necessary motor skills. Except, he was a full-grown man of at least fifty.
               DeAngilo Montague gave a slight bow to the president of the Academy and walked off the stage. He had beautiful movements, like a ballerina dancer.
              Hubert Boistly took the podium, and stood behind it, looking out at his audience. Joy seemed to be bubbling up from inside him, and he was bouncing on his feet, smiling, showing that a huge gap in his teeth that Asa could see even from the back of the room. His giant, uncontrolled hands were gripping the thin glass podium and Asa half expected it to break under the man’s uncoordinated movements.
              “Howdy,” President Boistly said, and he smiled some more.
              Asa didn’t want to come to hasty conclusions, but he was struck with a thought—If the Academy can afford golden doorknobs, could they not find anyone better to be the president. Asa pushed the thought away. He hadn’t heard the man speak yet: maybe he was brilliant.
              It turned out, though, that Asa’s first instinct about the man was correct.
              “My name is Hubert Boistly, and I’m the president here at the Academy.” He had a slight Southern draw. “I’ve been the president here for a number of years, and I am excited, and enjoyed to see new young men and women eager to join our organization.
              “First thing first, I suppose. Let’s address the question that’s on everyone’s mind—what the heck is this place?” he chuckled to himself, and everyone else remained silent. Hubert Boistly, one of the most important people on earth, didn’t seem to notice. “Well, it’s The Academy. This is not only the most secretive organization in the world, but it is also the most powerful and the richest. I can guarantee you that. And you are a very important part of it.
              “The Academy is, at its core, a humanitarian organization. Now, I’m not going to go into specifics as to what we do, but I will say this—without us, the world would be in trouble. You can imagine us to be a policing agent in the world to catch bad guys.”
              Asa and Teddy shared a look. The man was being incredibly vague.
              Hubert readjusted his tie—he didn’t look like a man who was comfortable with formalities. “Now,” he went on. “I’m gonna address the second question that’s probably on your minds—President Boistly, if this place is so important, what the heck am I doin’ here?” Again, Hubert Boistly laughed at himself, and again, the audience remained silent. He didn’t seem to notice, though. It was as though he were giving the speech alone in an empty closet. He wasn’t paying any attention to the feedback he was receiving.
              “That’s a good question. Great question, in fact. And, unfortunately, I can’t give you a great answer. This place is very secretive, as you know. The Academy has more influence on world politics on ongoings than any other organization, and no one knows about it! Wow! Just think about that! And so, for an organization to keep up that kind of secrecy, it has to take some extreme measures. One of those measures that might not make sense to you unless you have a deep understanding of how secret this place actually is, is the fact that many of the members of the Academy aren’t given very much information. Many members of The Academy don’t even know what The Academy does. But they still work hard for it every day of their lives. Information regarding this place is only given on a need to know basis—only those at the very top of the food chain can even begin to grasp what this place does.
              “So, with that being said, I hope that you will be able to forgive me for not giving you all the details. Since information is given on a need to know basis, I’ll tell you what you need to know.
              “You may have heard the word ‘Fishies’ around here. That’s you. Y’all are Fishies. And what it means is that basically, you are the newest members of the Academy. You are in training.
              “Now, The Academy is divided up into Five Mountains, as you may have noticed. I am about to tell you about four of those. The fifth mountain, the biggest one, the Southern-most one, I will not discuss with you today because you do not currently need to know about it.
              “The smallest four mountains all house students. Currently, we are standing in Mountain A. You will reside in mountain A for a full six months, and then a new group will take your place. For the six months following that, you will reside in Mountain B, and so on and so forth until you get to mountain D, which will be in one and a half years, if you make it. You will reside there for an additional six months, and, if you pass, you will be offered some kind of position here, working for The Academy, and its parent company.
              “The Academy is a school, and you have now begun a two-year weeding out process. You are currently in the most intense program that any human has ever undergone. I can assure you of that.
              “These next two years will be a test for every student in this room. Your intellectual abilities, physical capabilities, and judgment will all be tested in ways that you never thought possible. Many of you will die. Many of you will not pass. Less than a quarter of you will graduate.
              “But no matter the case, you will learn a lot, and you should feel honored to be in such a place.
              “Class will start tomorrow morning. A chaperone will come to the dormitory and wake you. You will have breakfast, and then your training here at the Academy will begin.
              “There is, however, one oddity that I must discuss with you at this time. As part of Academy tradition, and, as part of your first task here, you will not, under any circumstances, speak for the first full week of your stay here. Starting at midnight tonight you will go an entire seven days without any form of communication. We will be watching you, I promise you that. People have been kicked out of the Academy for so much as making too much eye contact with someone else. Absolutely no communication is allowed with anyone; you may not speak to an instructor or a chaperone, or even me: No one.
              “The exercise is there to make you understand the kind of absolute obedience we expect from our members. This is no joking matter.”
              Hubert Boistly smiled. “Now, I know that you all are probably real hungry, so we are about to dismiss you to go get some food in the Fishie cafeteria. But before this, I must give you one more word of warning.”
              The man’s face grew dark. He stopped smiling, and he suddenly looked much older.
              “Here at the Academy, there are all kinds of odd creatures. You will notice, for instance, that raccoons keep our facilities clean. Do not talk to these animals. Further, you may also notice an assortment of odd creatures in the jungles surrounding. Do not talk to these creatures, ever. They are wild, untamed, too smart for their own good, and dangerous. They may look like they are humans, they may act like humans, but they are not humans. I’ve seen far too many students killed for showing compassion to these animals.”
              The man’s face lightened again, and he smiled, showing the gap in his teeth.
              “I think that that’s it, folks. Go eat. Follow the yellow line to the cafeteria. And remember, no talking come midnight. None, or you are expelled.”
              As the Fishies were getting to their feet, Teddy turned to Asa and asked, “What happens if we get expelled?”
              “He never said,” Asa replied.
              “I guess we don’t ‘need to know,’ huh?” Teddy was smiling, but there was fear in his eyes. His lips trembled and the smile shrank away.
              
              Asa was still running through what Hubert Boistly had said as they entered the cafeteria.
              The room was large and impeccably clean. The floor shined a deep purple, and white hourglass shaped pillars were connected from the floor to the ceiling periodically throughout the room. The room was lit with chandeliers; Asa guessed that the clear rocks hanging from them were real diamonds. Each of the apricot size rocks must have cost hundreds of thousands of dollars—and chains of the diamonds were draped generously over the dozens of chandeliers. The chandeliers did not have light bulbs on them, but instead they each held hundreds of large, white candles. Wax rolled down the sides of the candles and into golden bowls at the bottom of the candle stands.
              The firelight twinkling throughout the diamonds gave the room the feeling of perpetual sunset. The Fishies were quiet and talked in hushed voices; they had a lot to think about.
              “I’ll look forward to talking to you next week,” Asa joked halfheartedly with Teddy, referencing the talking ban that was coming.
              Teddy smiled for a moment, but the joke had fallen flat.
              There was a nervousness among the group. A type of shared anxiety had followed them out of the assembly like a charged cumulous cloud. There was tension. There was a lot of undirected energy; people were tugging at the collars of their clothes too much, girls flicked their hair away from their eyes when it wasn’t necessary, people with took their parkas off and then returned them to their body moments later.
              The sounds were of hushed voices, shuffling, tired feet, and the clanking of dishes. Asa was standing in a long line of Fishies with Teddy, waiting to be served cafeteria-style food on plates. Five polar bears sat behind a glass guarded counter and scooped out food for the people in line.
              These white bears had the same types of deformities, or changes that Asa had gotten used to seeing since his run in with Harold Kensing—they had more oval shaped, taller heads than typical, and their ears had moved further to the side of their head. Asa also noticed that the jaws of these animals were less pronounced than of the same breed in the wild. There was something in the way they moved their eyes that Asa’s brain categorized as human.
              The line was moving slowly. The polar bears were uncoordinated, and there weren’t enough of them to quickly serve the hundreds of Fishies waiting in line. Asa directed his attention towards the first polar bear in line. He wasn’t for sure, but he thought that it was a female. She was overweight, and her fur was unkempt and matted in places, while missing in others. Black skin shone through in patches where there was no hair. Her blue eyes were tired, and red. She concentrated on the plate in front of her, and lifted a spatula in her palm; she was having to squeeze the pads on her paws to do so; it was an unnatural movement and was obviously difficult. The spatula was shaking. The polar bear was lowering the utensil to the pan below, where slices of herb crusted chicken breast waited, her tongue pasted smartly to the left side of her lip in concentration. The spatula halted, directly in front of a serving of chicken. It wavered, the flat metal end shaking in the air. Then, as the polar bear pushed the utensil forward, trying to lodge it between the chicken and the pan, she dropped it. The spatula clanked on the floor, the food fell with it, and the polar bear let out a hideous roar and slammed her heavy paw against the counter.
              Everyone but the man in the white suit froze. He was walking toward the situation, not away from it. The Fishies at the corner backed away in terror. Asa stiffened, waiting for what would happen next.
              The polar bear was breathing hard, her shoulders moving up and down when the man in the white suit came up to her. She’s upset because she’s having trouble serving the food. She’s a non-human that they’re trying to make do a human task. Asa recognized the man in the white suite from the little town inside of the Moat. It was the same man who had growled at him. He came up to the polar bear and rested a pale, white hand on her shoulder. He was smiling, showing black gums.
              “Cindy,” he said to the polar bear, patting the animal’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go rest now? You’re doing amazing work.”
              Cindy the polar bear grunted and gestured at the spatula at the ground.
              “I know, I know,” the man with the black gums said to her. His bald head glowed orange beneath the firelight. “You shouldn’t be working with a spatula like that—I’ll have someone make you a new one before you come into work tomorrow. Deal?”
              Cindy nodded gently. She was twice as tall as any human in the room.
              “Now, go, get some sleep. You’ve done a great job.” The man in the white suit’s voice was soothing, comforting. Still, there was something dangerous about him. Asa’s instincts told him so.
              Cindy the bear grunted some more, then fell down on all fours and padded out the room. She exited through a wide door in the back of the cafeteria, and the food was once again being served to Fishies. The man in the white suit with the black gums had taken Cindy’s place and was flopping chicken breasts onto plates for the Fishies.
              Out of the corner of his eye Asa noticed Charlotte, far forward in line, making eye contact with Asa to communicate something. She turned around and was served a chicken breast.
              When Asa got to the front of the line, and held his plate out for the man with black gums to serve him, he did his best to stop his hands from shaking. The man with black gums had been scooping up chicken breasts from the front row of foods and serving them, but for Asa, he took one from the back of the pan. The man placed the meat on Asa’s plate and smiled at him—“Enjoy,” he said. The smile was huge, it was almost like the snarl he had given Asa earlier that day.
              Asa nodded, muttered—“thank you,” and went on down the line.
              By the time Asa had been served by every polar bear, his plate was full of butter laced turnips, green beans with bits of bacon in them, and a large, warm, sugar cookie. He tried not to think of the man with the black gums as he led he and Teddy over to a couple of seats directly across from Charlotte and her friend with red hair. Asa did a quick glance around the cafeteria and could not spot Stridor. In the corner, already eating, were McCoy and Conway, talking quietly together. Asa had not seen Conway since he stormed away on the train station.
              Where do I know him from?
              The question came to his mind, but he tried not to dwell on this, either. Tomorrow would start one week of no talking, and he wanted to make a good impression on Charlotte before this time started.
              “Looks like Conway and McCoy aren’t very hungry,” Asa joked as he and Teddy slumped down into two of the high backed chairs.
              Charlotte turned her head and looked back to see that each of the chaperone had what would be three servings for a normal person, piled high onto their plate. “It appears that way,” she joked back.
              Asa smiled as he cut into his first bite of chicken breast. He was happy. He was in a bad situation, sure, but he liked these people. And, after dinner, he would go safely to bed. He did not know what the morning held for him, but for now, he felt that he was safe.
              He put the bite of chicken breast into his mouth and chewed. It tasted wonderful—the chicken was well cooked, while still maintaining an ample amount of moisture and tenderness. The herbs and salts mixed deliciously in his mouth.
              He swallowed, and wasn’t keen enough to notice that his mouth was going numb. He began to cut into another bite.
              “This is my friend, Sam,” Charlotte said, indicating the girl with red hair. She smiled and showed her braces to them.
              “Nice to meet you, Sam,” Teddy began. Then, he spoke to the whole group—“You’ve got to feel sorry for Cindy, don’t you?” Teddy asked. “I mean, a polar bear isn’t meant to use its hands like that.”
              “What do you want it to use?” Charlotte asked. “It’s mouth?”
              “That would be more natural, wouldn’t it?” Teddy asked.
              Asa swallowed his second bite of chicken. The room spun violently in his vision for one second and he jerked his eyes further open. Everything went back to normal.
              “Yes,” Asa replied. “That would be more natural, but wouldn’t it almost seem to key in?”
              He was smiling and took another bite of his chicken.
              “What do you mean?” Sam asked.
              “Asa, are you alright?” Charlotte asked. “You don’t look well.”
              Asa looked at Charlotte’s plate. She hadn’t touched her food. Beyond Charlotte’s curly, dark hair, the man with the black gums was standing in the back of the cafeteria, leaning against one of the pillars. He was watching Asa, waiting to see what would happen. A slight smirk was creeping among his thin lips.
              Asa stopped cutting into his chicken. He didn’t feel well. He opened his mouth, “Habaloo chacknos. Greeney,” he said.
              They looked at him with concerned expressions.
              Asa felt something running down the front of his face. He reached his hand up, wiped his mouth, pulled it back, and examined it. His fingers were covered in red, hot blood.
              “Your nose, Asa!” Charlotte hollered. 
              Asa tried to breathe in, but found that his throat had swollen shut. He stood up, panicked, and again, the room around him shook violently. This time, the sensation was more extreme and he fell onto his back, smacking his head against the hard purple floor.
              He heard Charlotte scream for someone to help.
              His left arm hurt an insane amount, and when he turned his head to examine it, he saw that it was turning a bright shade of red. He sat up and saw that Conway and McCoy were racing over to him. His vision began to tunnel, the world around him darkening. He wanted to scream, but found that his throat was still swollen shut. The last thing that he saw was the man with black gums, leaning against the white pillar. He was smiling now, looking right at Asa.
              He poisoned me. I’m dying.
              Those were Asa’s last thoughts, and then everything went dark.
 
 
 
10
Silent Lessons
 
              Asa was running and there were flashing red and blue lights following behind him. A motor roared beneath heavy metal. Asa looked back to see Harold Kensing, his face pecked clean of flesh and dripping blood, smiling at Asa as he steered the cop car.
              Asa’s legs raced along the cement at an amazing pace, but when he looked back, he saw that the cop car was still gaining on him. Crows swarmed above, blocking out the sky in a moving, bobbing array of black wings so that Asa didn’t know if it were day or night. Everything was either a flicking red or blue from the rotating lights of the cop car.
              “Help!” Asa cried at the birds. “Stop him!”
              The caws were deafening. The crows did not answer him.
              “Please!”
              Still, no answer.
              The sound of the motor grew louder until the vehicle was directly behind him, inches from his feet that were kicking at the ground so hard, desperate to escape alive.
              Then, the engine stopped roaring, and made a slurping sound.
              The crows overhead grew quiet.
              The car behind Asa continued to emit a slurping sound from beneath the hood.
              Asa woke up. He was sweating and in a white bed with blankets pulled up to his neck. There were candles around him, and drawn curtains hung all around him like walls so that the area he lay in was like a small room. There was a soft, beeping sound, and Asa’s mind felt foggy.
              Where am I?
              He couldn’t remember.
              He heard the slurping sound again, and then someone crying. Asa moved his left arm up and felt that someone was holding his hand. The grip was firm and reassuring.
              Mama?
              Asa tilted his head to the side and saw the shadowed, candle lit face of the man who had tied him to weight plates and dropped him to the bottom of a lake only one day before.
              “What’s g…” Asa began.
              “SHHHHH!” Conway said. He dropped Asa’s hand and his face hardened. He held a cola in his left hand and had been slurping on it before Asa woke up. “Don’t talk, remember what they told you in the Assembly? Fishies who talk the first week get kicked out of here. I don’t want to see you killed.”
              Killed? They kill us if we get kicked out? Asa wanted to ask the question, but instead, he just shook his head.
              Conway stared coldly at him. Asa noticed drying tears under Conway’s puffy eyes.
              Has he been crying? He looks so composed. I did hear a sob, though.
              “Don’t shake your head, either. They weren’t joking when they said no communication for the first seven days. Seriously, none. Don’t nod. Not even slightly. I shouldn’t be able to tell what you’re thinking. You’re eyes are so expressive; you’re going to have to watch it. Try not to smile or frown. Nothing. Show me the blandest look that you can.” Asa did. “Good. Keep your face for the next week like that and you’ll be fine.”
              The candlelight flickered and Conway sat and stared at Asa’s face for a moment. Asa felt uncomfortable, but did his best not to show how he felt. He surveyed the room. 
Next to the chair that Conway sat in was a small, rolling table. Atop it was an empty package of M&Ms, three Snickers wrappers, an empty, foot long Pixie stick, a wadded up bag of chips, and a pile of crushed cola cans. Asa thought that the amount of sugar would have put a normal person in a coma.
There were beeping machines behind Asa, monitoring his heart rate, rate of breathing, his oxygen saturation and his blood pressure. An IV was inserted into his arm, and clear liquid was being dripped into his veins.
Asa felt incredibly thirsty, and wanted to ask for some water, but thought better of it. His head was throbbing with his pulse. His throat was sore. He sniffed and noticed that clear oxygen tubes had been stuffed down his nose. He had heartburn. There was a dull cramping in his lower back. Most notably, though, Asa felt an enormous sense of fatigue. He guessed that he could sleep another twelve hours. He was just beginning to close his eyes as Conway spoke.
“I’ll go get the nurse. You need to go to class.” Conway stood up and disappeared behind the curtain.
Class? I can’t go to a class! I feel awful!
Asa had a feeling that these people wouldn’t care.
While he was alone, Asa began to survey what happened. He smiled and relaxed in his bed. He thought about his entire relationship with the people with black gums, and was glad that it was all over. He would never have to see them again.
At first, Asa recalled, he felt helpless. He remembered McCoy warning Asa about bringing up his encounter with Harold Kensing. Asa felt more helpless when the vampire snarled at him on the street, and he was too afraid to warn anyone. He knew that the people with black gums wanted to kill him, but he had to keep it to himself. Now, he was relieved. It couldn’t have ended any better. The man in the serving line had, no doubt about it, poisoned the chicken breast that he had served Asa. The Academy would now be aware of the problem and work to fix it. Simple.
Now all I have to worry about is surviving this place.
Missus Ida, the nurse, pulled back the curtain and popped her head in to look at Asa; she was smiling wide, showing her dead teeth, and her eyes looked the size of pool balls with the way her glasses magnified them. She entered, her two tiger tails wagging behind her. Today, they each had a bow tied around the end of them.
She sat down beside Asa. “How are you feeling?”
Asa didn’t answer.
“Right, I’m sorry. You’re not supposed to talk. I talk enough for two people, most of the time anyways!” She guffawed, slapped her knee, and then gripped the bed railing and composed herself at a startling rate. “Okay, so I’ll tell you what happened. It appears as though you ate something that did not agree with you. Perhaps you were allergic to one of the ingredients—there’s no way to know.”
Despite Asa’s attempt to not show expression, his jaw dropped. No way to know? He poisoned me! The man in the white suit with the black gum who tortured Harold Kensing did it! He fed me the chicken, that’s all that I ate, and then he just leaned against that pillar and stared at me! How can you not know?”
“Believe it or not,” Missus Ida added, “someone may have even poisoned you.” She misunderstood Asa’s jaw-dropped expression and said—“I know, shocking, right?
“But anyway, you’re doing fine. No permanent damage, luckily. Your potassium level dropped a dangerous amount, and you almost died. You’re going to feel awful for the next day or so—expect to be exhausted. I wish that you could lay off school, but what you will learn hear is so important. I talked to Hubert Boistly about maybe letting you have a few days off, and he said ‘absolutely not. Part of the process is that they need to learn to expect the unexpected.’ So, I’m sorry about that. Let me unhook you.”
She stood up, and her right tail took the tubes out of Asa’s nose while her hands removed the IV, blood pressure cuff, and heart rate monitor. “There you go,” she said. She began to walk out of the room. “Get up at your own pace, and follow the red line. You’re first class will be in the assembly hall.” She turned back to Asa, took a white bag out of her pocket, and tossed it to him. “Those are some pills in case you’re uncomfortable. And if you need any more, you just come back to me and ask me. I’ll give you any drugs that you need. Too-da-loo!” She wiggled her fingers at him, and then left. Her tails were the last things to exit the curtained room.
Asa sat up in bed. His head and back throbbed in protest. Suddenly and unexpectedly, he felt nauseated. He leaned over and threw up into a bedside trashcan. When he was done, he lay back down and thought that any class would be fruitless in his condition—it would be impossible for him to learn while he felt so badly.
Curious, he opened up the bag. Inside were six pill bottles, all filled to the brim: Norco, Dilluadid, Morphine, Oxycontin, Hydrocodone, and Melatonin.
Isn’t this illegal? I could overdose! I could die from polypharmacy!
Asa shrugged and remembered that they had taken him to the middle of a lake, chained him to iron plates, and dropped him into the water without his permission. He figured that giving away some prescription pills to a minor was probably not a moral dilemma to them.
Asa vomited again before standing. He pushed the blankets off of him, planted his feet on the ground, and stood on shaking knees. His face had a thin layer of sweat covering and he found that the front of his shirt was crusty with dried blood from when his nose started gushing in the cafeteria.
Asa pushed back the curtains to find that he was in a long hallway of hospital beds. He walked to the end and found a bathroom along a wall.
He entered, rested his palms on the white sink top, and looked at himself. His hair still had bits of dirt and mud in it from the lakebed. His face was pale. He had no idea what time it was. His eyes were red. And that dull pain on his shoulder blades was not subsiding. He wondered what it could be. It was not a typical backache. It felt as though someone was trying to pull his shoulder blades out of his skin.
Asa gulped water greedily from the bathroom sink, and then found his way out of the hallway that he was in. He discovered that he was in a back portion of Missus Ida’s Nurses station. He stumbled his way to the shag carpet waiting room, and exited through the beaded entryway.
“Asa!”
He turned, saw Conway standing behind him, holding a piece of folded, thick cloth. “You’ll need this for class.”
He tossed it up, and Asa caught it with the hand he wasn’t using to hold the drugs. He placed the white bag down and examined what Conway had thrown to him. It was black, with both cloth and rubber components. The fabric made a cylinder, and Asa saw that the 6:30AM shown on the front in white font that seemed to be stitched in to the fabric. But, as he watched, the 0 on the fabric broke up without assistance, and began to move so that the stitch on the fabric now said 6:31AM.
              Asa examined the wristband on Conway’s forearm, and saw that it was the same as the one he had.
              “Look,” Conway said, taking his off of his arm. “Twist the rubber dial on the back, and it will open up.” Conway demonstrated, and his armband opened at one end so that it was flat, instead of a cylinder for an arm to be placed in.
              Asa found the rubber dial in his fingers, and turned it 180 degrees. He gasped held the armband close to his face to get a better look. After he turned the dial, a straight line of fabric unwound itself, all on its own. Asa watched as the threads moved and snaked and untangled themselves from one another until his armband was now a flat square.
              Conway smiled. “It’s pretty incredible stuff. Don’t ask me what all it does: Number one, because you’re not supposed to be talking, and number two, because I don’t know. I’ve had one of these for years and I’m still learning things that it can do.
              “Now that your device is flat, put each of your thumbs on one of the black rubber bands that goes around your wrist while your device is on your arm. Good. Now, slide them forward.”
              Asa did, and he felt the device stiffen in his hands until it was as straight as a board. Then, as he watched, the rubber and fabric throughout the device contorted and moved, and laced together in a whistling fast pace, individual threads bobbing and weaving as if being pulled by an invisible needle. The end product was phenomenal; he could not see how he was even looking at the same item.
              In Asa’s hands sat a small computer. At the bottom was a series of rubber keys made from the same rubber that had, just a few moments ago, been two arm bands and a dial on the back of the device. On each of the keys was thin, white stitchings that labeled the button.
              The screen of the laptop wasn’t typical; it wasn’t backlit, and the script was all white fabric sowed into the black. There were two options on the initial screen: Library, and Note Taker.
              “The only problem with it is that you can’t see in the dark. When you type something, it just stitches itself into the fabric. It’s a great machine, though. There’s no mouse, but you can touch the screen. Whenever you want to change it back into an armband, just hit the power button.”
              From around a corner came two raccoons driving one of their small red cars at thirty miles per hour, cleaning supplies being thrown around in a barrel tied to the back. They took the corner hard with screeching wheels that left ten-foot long tread marks on the tile floor. As the car approached, Conway waved at Asa. “I’ll take this ride. See you later.”
              As the car sped by, Conway jumped onto the roof, crouched down like a baseball catcher. The car bobbled with his weight for a moment, and then stabilized, moving a little slower. The raccoon that was driving turned the wheel and the car disappeared behind another corner, screeching as it went.
              Asa pressed the power button on the laptop, and watched as the fabric stitched itself back into its original shape. He pulled the armband on, picked up his bag of pills, began to amble down the hallway, following the red line in the floor, and the small arrows drawn in the line every ten yards that pointed the appropriate way. Normally, the walk would have taken ten minutes, but it took Asa twenty atop his wobbly legs.
              The assembly hall door slammed behind Asa as he entered, much louder than he intended. Still, no one looked up from their work or seemed to notice him. The entire room was filled with the sound of clacking keys, and hundreds of Fishies sat alert and erect, typing as quickly as they could while the man on stage spoke.
              Asa recognized him. The man was slender and balding, with ribs that stood out strongly against his black suit. His spine was contorted so that he leaned to the right, afflicted with a harsh case of scoliosis. Asa had first seen the man on the island in the center of the moat; he had been following the man in the white suit with black gums, and scribbling frantically on a yellow legal pad. He had looked frightened then. Now, he looked as though he had just consumed a barrel of black coffee. From the back of the room, Asa could see his long, slender hands twitching while he spoke. His head rotated in quick, stop-and-go twitching movements as he looked around the room. His voice was high, strained, and cracked every couple of sentences.
              His body had changed some since Asa last saw him a couple days ago—he appeared to have aged a decade; his hair was sparser, his eyes had deep bags under them like yellow welts, and when he talked, he was missing teeth. Asa didn’t remember him missing teeth while walking down the cobblestone. The man’s neck was swollen, and blue in places. He had a six-centimeter laceration that was sowed shut on the top of his forehead: it was still red and healing. It looked to be brand new.
              Asa considered for a second the possibility that this man was suffering from the Wolf Flu. If so, he was the first person that Asa had seen since Dr. Varbas at Alfatrex Station number Sixty-Three. But, after a moment’s consideration, Asa dismissed the idea. The man was moving much too fast. It reminded Asa, not of those afflicted with the virus, but of Harold Kensing. They both had eyes that moved in a dumb, paranoid type manner.
              Stranger still, than the slender man, was the animal that was on stage with him. It was in a harness—a big, thick leather one, made of straps big enough to hold a saddle on a horse, though the harness wasn’t tied to anything. Asa felt his breath catch as the thing looked at him. Those eyes—those green eyes. They seemed to show recognition, like they had seen Asa before, or an image of him.
              Laying there, on the stage, next to the professor, was what appeared to be a mountain lion. Asa knew enough about the animals to tell buy its body composition and light fur that it was a female. Female cougars average 95 pounds, and this one, Asa thought, was much bigger than average.
              It yawned, showing yellowed teeth at two inches long, and stretching out its tongue. It closed its eyes, and rested its chin on its paw. Is that the professor’s pet? Asa asked himself?
              On the screen above the stage was a black-and-white picture of a young boy. Above the photograph was script:
 
Robert King
Age 6
 
              The man on stage spoke in a frenzied sort of way—“By the time Robert King was six, people knew that he was a prodigy. It was so obvious, anyone would have known, understand?”
              No one said anything. The clicking of keys continued on.
              “Like I said, he could read at two and play chess at four. By the time that he was six, he was doing high school math. All of the teachers were amazed. They knew that he was bound for greatness. They would often say…”
              Asa searched for a seat and considered what was being said. Robert King, although he was the richest man in the world, did not seem too smart. In fact, his slow drawl made it appear as though his brain processed information, if not slower than others, than on par with the average human.
              “They tested his IQ at that time,” the man in front went on, shuffling around the stage. “The IQ, or intelligent quotient, test, is a measure of how smart a person is versus their cohorts, or people their own age. For instance, an IQ score—“
              He paused, and actually growled out at the audience. Many of the Fishies had taken a break from typing to flex their overworked hands.
              The man began to scream and jump where he stood—“You’re going to have to know this, you idiots! Don’t be stupid! You’re all so stupid!” His face had turned red with crazed anger. He pounded his fists into his broomstick thighs and pointed a long finger out at no one in particular. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Don’t ever say it. If you don’t pass this test on the History of the Academy after this six-month period, you’ve got no hope here. If you can’t do this, what hope of you at completing the strict regimen ahead?”
              He took a deep breath, smiled, and then continued on.
              “As I was saying, the intelligence quotient test…”
              The assembly hall was packed. The only seat that Asa could find was next to Sam, Charlotte’s redheaded friend. As Asa made his way down the row to sit, he smiled at Samantha. Her reaction was unexpected: instead of smiling back, or giving a small wave, she closed her eyes, as though Asa was a bomb that was about to go off. Asa continued down the row to his seat.
              The man was still lecturing. Asa turned his armband into a laptop and began to take notes.
              “And so, as a small boy, he was developing at an unprecedented rate. Scientist Hilary…”
              “Ahhhh-Chooo!” Someone in the assembly sneezed.
              “Bless you,” someone said back.
              It sounded as though bombs were going off, the way the sound echoed throughout the hall. Gunshots rang out from up above on a balcony, and a young man sitting on an end row was killed in a mess of blood and metal.
              The person who had sneezed screamed, and a chaperone swooped down from above, wings extended. Asa saw a short male frame and curly blond hair. The girl was snatched up, and flown to an above empty balcony. From there, she was shoved, screaming, into the back hallway and out of sight. Asa couldn’t see her anymore, but he saw flashes and heard gunshots. She stopped screaming.
              The professor went on as though nothing had happened, “Trudell boasts that a good way to understand such an IQ score at such an early age is with the principal of entry-space statistical analysis.”
              The slender man was talking on in choppy sentences, and hadn’t paused for even a moment. The mountain lion was still asleep on stage.
              I just saw two people die.
              Asa looked at Sam and saw that she had begun to cry. Asa pulled down the desk from the back of the seat in front of him, opened up the ‘Note Taker’ application on his laptop, and began to type everything that was said furiously. He couldn’t, however, concentrate on any of it.
              Sam flinched when I smiled at her because she thought that I was about to get shot. I communicated! How stupid!
              Asa felt sick again at the realization that he had lived because of dumb luck.
              Sam already knew. That means that other people have already been shot. Who’s dead? Teddy? Stridor?
              Asa continued to type, his fingers working as fast as they could, for the next three hours. Each letter that Asa typed was subsequently sowed into the fabric that served as the laptops screen. He tried to keep as still a face as possible for the rest of the session.
              I’m not ready to die.
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The Man in the White Suit’s Class
 
            After the lecture was over, the Fishies were commanded to exit out the back and follow the purple arrows to a small area of classrooms. From there, they were supposed to follow directions that would be given on their armbands.
            They were all silent, walking through the halls of the massive facility that they had been kidnapped and taken to. Asa’s upper back, next to his shoulder blades, was throbbing much worse than it had been that morning. Most upper back pain was located among the spinal column, and inhibited ease of motion. Asa’s was different; although it was located on his back, he felt that it did not prohibit him from moving freely. Motion aggravated the sensation, but did not stop it. It felt as though someone had inserted rocks into his back that stabbed as his muscle as he moved. He wanted to scratch the spot, but couldn’t reach it.
            Asa had an entire bag full of pills that he knew could make the pain go away. It was a tempting idea. He hung onto the bag, but didn’t dare take any of them. His aunt had been addicted to muscle relaxers, pain killers, and mood stabilizers before rolling off a highway and killing herself when Asa was nine. Asa had seen what pills like that could do; they made you lazy, lethargic. Asa decided that at this time, if he wanted to survive, he needed to be as alert and oriented to his surroundings as possible. You could get killed in the Academy if you weren’t paying attention.
            The footfalls of the Fishies followed the purple line, which led them through a massive, half-mile long hallway with dome shaped windows on their left, and exposed mountain-rock on their right.
              Asa looked out the window as he walked. He realized that he was much higher in the mountain than he would have guessed; the trees and the Moat sat hundreds of feet below him. He looked directly South, up to the peak of the biggest mountain of The Five, and wondered if he would live long enough to know the secrets of the Academy.
              In the middle of the expanse of hallway, four raccoons dangled in harnesses outside of the windows, squeegeeing the glass clean hundreds of feet above the ground below. They looked in at the Fishies as they passed and Asa examined their heads, and their skulls that protruded further upward than normal raccoons. The animals’ fur coats were puffed out against the cold, and with one hand they held onto the rope they were hanging from, while they cleaned the outside of the windows with another. A strong gust of wind came by and made them swing from their ropes. Asa watched the face of the one that hung the furthest to the right, and saw the animal look down at the drop below with an expression of concealed fright. Again, that word played in Asa’s mind: Sentient.
              They walked out the end of the hallway, down a few more corridors, and reached the end of the purple line ten minutes later. Asa’s back was experiencing waves of undulating, radiating pain. Sweat dampened his hair, and he was still feeling the effects of the poison he had ingested the night before. His stomach churned and gurgled and would not settle. He feared that he might vomit again.
              The purple line in the floor had led them to the most unpolished area of the Academy that Asa had seen so far. The place was dark, damp, and cold. Asa wished that he had brought his parka. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all rough, gray, jagged rock, like the inside of a coalmine. They were in what appeared to be a massive cave, lit poorly by industrial fluorescents that hung from the rock ceiling by rusting metal chains.
            Wooden, unpainted doors lined the walls, with the number 1 through 32 atop them. Asa saw the other Fishies looking at their wristbands and then walking towards a certain door. On Asa’s wristband, the time had disappeared and was replaced with a white “9.”
            Asa walked among the moving crowd until he found the doorway with the number 9 labeled above. He entered.
            The doorway led to a classroom that held a striking contrast to the great, cavernous hall that he had just exited. The room was bright, painted with sky-blues and canary-yellows. Long, wooden tables sat with desks behind them. The walls were painted to look like a spring day, and there was a tree painted into the wall in the corner, its branches stretching over the ceiling.
            Asa entered in silence among the other Fishies. He took his seat, and waited patiently for what would come next.
            In the back of the room was a doorway opposite the one that Asa entered. A beam of light shown out and Asa guessed that it was a closet. From the back of the closet, an additional door opened and closed, and the shadow of a person was spilled across the floor, stretching into the classroom. Asa was staring at it—the figure was long and thin, and was bustling around in the closet, seemingly looking for something.
            Asa glanced around the room at all of the Fishies. He counted twelve. A curly haired male two rows up turned his armband into a laptop, and others, including Asa, followed his lead.
            A horrible, but faint smell was filling the room. It reminded Asa of the time a rat had died in his home’s ventilation system. He couldn’t tell, but he suspected that the smell was coming from the man in the closet.
            Whenever the man stepped out, Asa closed his eyes for a second. Asa took one breath, and opened them; he didn’t want the man to see Asa scared.
            He was wearing the same white suit that he had worn when he had poisoned Asa the day before. He smiled at the Fishies, his eyes gray and cold, and Asa noticed that his gums were not only black, but also swollen, and riddled with small growths.
            Asa took a moment to take stock of the situation—He poisoned me last night, and now he’s allowed to come into a small classroom with me? Why? Why would they let him do that?
            And, why me? Still, why does he want to kill me? Why did Harold Kensing pull me over? Why put so much effort into getting rid of me? What have I done? Why do I pose a threat? What is to gain by my blood?
            And then there were the shootings in class today. They killed one student for saying, “bless you,” and another for screaming. I didn’t know that screaming qualified as communication, but a few seconds after she opened her mouth, they silenced her. So, then, why did this man try to poison me? Why not shoot me right now? Why be secret about it? What would be the consequences?
            The man in the white suit greeted himself: “Hello, my name is Volkner. I will be your Introduction to the Academy Professor this semester.” His voice was smooth and even. He squared his shoulders, and seemed to talk with his entire body, giving subtle messages with the way that he shifted his weight. It was impossible not to listen to him; he was magnetic. “I’m glad that everyone could make it,” he said, and eyed Asa with a sneer.
              Volkner opened up his jacket, and slid out a long, pointed knife. He placed the weapon on the desk at the front of the room and said—“I shouldn’t have to, but I will remind you that the talking ban does not cease for another six days. Should anyone attempt to speak, I will have to physically stop it.”
              He paced back and forth and continued to talk. “Now. I know that I’ve seen a few of you out and about, and I recognize some from the cafeteria. Let me start with this: The Academy is a big and confusing place. One third of you, statistically, will make it out alive. Understand the stakes, and give it your best. That’s all that you can do.
              “Do not let yourself get too worked up. I can think of a dozen students off the top of my head that have literally been driven insane by the workload and schedule that you are about to endure. You will always feel like you are drowning. It will be a suffocating feeling, and some of you, matter of fact, will suffocate. But the ones who make it are the ones who keep a positive attitude; who don’t let the dire, dim circumstances affect them too much.”
              Volkner sat down atop the desk and crossed his long legs as he looked out at the twelve, typing students. “Where to begin?” he asked himself. “Ah! I forget. I am supposed to explain what I am to new students. As you may have noticed, I am not like you. I have no hair, the cold doesn’t bother me as much as it does you, and the tissue on the inside of my mouth is black, a product of virulent bacteria.”
              He smiled. “You may, actually, be able to smell it. Some describe the smell of the bacteria as decaying flesh. I cannot smell it anymore, as the bacteria are constantly sitting before my nostrils; however, whenever I was like you, I remember that people like me did, in fact, smell of decaying flesh.
              “I am called a Multiplier, and I am different in ways that you cannot see, or perhaps weren’t keen enough to notice. For one, I am much stronger than people like you. I am much stronger than even the chaperones are. My eyes move faster than the normal human’s. I breathe only three times a minute, unless I’m talking, in which case I must breathe to produce air to make my vocal cords vibrate. It is not for a need of oxygen. You see, The Academy is, among other things, a place that capitalizes on private advances is genetics technology.
              “This, on its own, is a dangerous thing. Your nurse injected you with multiple vaccines. Many of you may have experienced a pain in your upper back. You are, believe it or not, growing wings. This alone is a risk for obvious reasons—the method has only been around for a decade and a half. And it has remained private so that the testing sample is extremely small. You could, for instance, grow bones in your heart (this is an example that actually happened) puncture your myocardial tissue, and bleed to death internally. Or, a former student’s wings grew too far forward, and when they were fully developed and they were supposed to shoot straight out of the skin in her back, they took with them her spinal cord. She died. And, many more just collapse and we never figure out what’s wrong with them.
              “Don’t be mistaken—growing wings is not the most extreme mutation that you will undergo here. There are some that are much more pervasive and extensive.
              “The principal behind our genetics is simple, but the practice of manipulating it is complicated. Your entire body—every hair on your head, every cell of every fingernail, and every drop of pigmentation on your skin—is controlled by DNA. DNA is like a tiny, twisted ladder that sits within each of your cells, and contains information that tells your body how to grow.
              “The funny thing about DNA, is that a bunch of it is simply junk. You may have heard, for instance, that chimpanzees differ only 1.5% in DNA from humans. On the surface, this doesn’t make sense. Two twins may seem to be 98.5% identical to us, while a chimp looks degrees and degrees different from a human.
              “If a chimp, my genetic cousin, were standing beside me today, you would find that there were many differences between us—the chimp’s hands would be larger, and have thicker skin than mine. The chimp would have thick, full hair covering its whole body. The chimp would have bigger teeth than me. The chimp’s nose wouldn’t protrude like mine. The chimp’s big toe would be longer, more flexible, and more coordinated than mine.
              “I could go on, but I think that you get the idea.
              “Although the chimp and human’s DNA is 98.5 percent identical, their features are not 98.5 percent identical.
              “Why is this?
              “The answer to this seeming discrepancy is that only two percent of human DNA is ever ‘turned on’.
              “If we were to travel up or down one of your DNA ladders, we would find vast patterns of genes that were turned on, followed by even vaster patterns of genes that were turned off. Whether or not a gene is turned ‘on,’ or ‘off’ is controlled by little switchboards on the ladders.”
              Volkner picked up the knife and played with it in his hands as he spoke the information. Asa was typing fast, trying to get it all down.
            “Because of this, genetic manipulation isn’t as difficult as it was once thought. This is because a lot of people have a bunch of ‘junk cells’ that can be turned on to alter the body. For instance, even though humans’ do not grow wings, they still have the genetic capability to. But, it’s just turned off. So, we give you an injection to turn it back on.
              "There is an abundance of truly remarkable things in these 'junk cells,' many of which remain to be undiscovered.
            “Other animals have bits of DNA information like this too; the majority of the vast library of instructions in their cells is 'turned off'. You might have noticed the raccoons. They are an example of an animal that we have genetically altered their temperament. When the Academy was founded, we needed an efficient, cheap way to clean our facilities. So, we searched for an animal that already had a natural preoccupation with cleanliness—raccoons keep their dens in tip-top shape. We brought them here, and attempted to alter them until we got the perfect mix. I believe that we killed ten thousand before perfecting the formula, but it was well worth it.
            “What was I talking of originally? I tend to go off on tangents.
            “Mmmmm, yes. I was talking about what I am. I am a Multiplier.
              "Me being a Multiplier means many things, but for the sake of security, I will only focus on the few that you will need to know. The first thing that it means is that I am not an Academy graduate. Graduates are the members of the Academy who go out and perform the ground work for the organization. Multipliers have been band from this responsibility for the past 11 years. The second thing that my post means is that I benefit from genetic advances that no one else does. I am stronger, and faster than any non-Multiplier on earth. My muscle fibers are bound to a degree that makes them seven times denser than a normal humans." He smiled, his black gums showing again.
              Vokner paused and twirled the knife in his fingers. Asa looked up from typing and concentrated on the pain in his lower back. He shifted forward and flexed his muscles, trying to feel the two distinct spots where his wings were growing—trying his best to ensure that they werent' coming in in a place that would spontaneously shoot out his spinal cord.
              "Now that I've properly and thoroughly introduced myself, I will begin the task of introducing the Academy."
              Volkner cocked his head at one of Asa's classmates and Asa saw, to his horror, that he was raising his hand. The Fishie with his hand raised was bald, and Asa noticed, after a second of studying him, that it was the same tall, lanky Fishie with the wine-stain scars on the back of his head that Charlotte had been talking to on the ship ride across the Moat.
              Is he going to ask a question? Has he forgotten about the warnings and the talking ban? Is he trying to get himself killed?
              Volkner picked up his knife and walked over to the Fishie, who was sitting in the front row. Volkner tossed his blade as he went. He stood over the boy so that his shadow fell on him. "Do you have a question?" Volkner asked. His eyebrows were raised and his mouth was contorted in a dreadful way that Asa didn't know whether to label a snarl or a smile.
              The Fishie had one long, slender hand raised in the air, and was staring at his computer screen as though he didn't know that Volkner had even approached. "Why is your hand up? Communicating that you need something?" Volkner asked, stressing the word communicating.
              The scarred Fishie kept his hand in the air and did not move his eyes from his computer screen. He kept as still as a statue.
              Volkner bent his knees and knelt, limber as a cat, beside the Fishie. He looked him in the face. "They've told me about you," he growled. "They told me how smart you are. They told me about how you argued against Einstein on that YouTube video."
              The Fishie kept his right hand held erectly in the air, and stared at his computer screen. Volkner took his blade up from beside him and pushed the laptop with the tip, making it slide across the table and out of the Fishie’s view.
              Volkner's voice dropped even lower. It was an awful, unearthly sound, too low for any human to make. It sounded like a lawn mower talking. "They told me that you want to be called Stridor—that you came up with the name yourself. They told me that you were bold, and smart, and that you were special. Can I tell you something, Stridor?"
              A stream of black liquid, as thick as molasses and dark as night began to run down Volkner's chin from the corner of his mouth. He reached his white sleeve up and wiped away the drool, leaving a stain that looked like motor oil on his shirt. "You're not special here. I don't think you're special. You haven't proven anything to me."
              Stridor kept still. He honestly looked like he didn't know anyone was speaking to him. This seemed to infuriate Volkner who was kneeling beside him. Asa could smell the breath from where he sat, two rows back. A Fishie with soft blond hair sat beside Stridor. She looked to be only twelve, even though Asa knew that she had to be around fifteen. Her hands were shaking and silent tears were rolling down her cheeks. Asa could sympathize with her: something in the way Volkner smelled, something in the stench that came out of his bacteria ridden mouth made Asa's instincts scream at him to pick up his chair, hurl it at the predator, and run for his life. His heart was racing, his blood pressure was up, and he was taking deep, quick breaths in and out of his nose. Stridor, on the other hand, seemed to be about to fall asleep. His face looked bored, and he still kept the convincing appearance that he was not aware that someone was holding a knife and breathing into his face.
              The blade of the knife was eight or nine inches long, and the shaft appeared to be made of bone.
              "Would it offend you, Stridor, if I called you Mark? That's what your daddy named you, right? I heard that you don't like to be called Mark, so you made up the name Stridor. It sounds tough, it really does. Especially if you don't know that you took it to sound tough; you took the new name, Mark, because you thought your daddy didn't deserve to pick your name. He picked out Mark, didn't he?"
              Stridor still didn't move.
              "You know, Mark," Volkner began. His voice hit an even lower, gurgling octave, and the black liquid dripped from his mouth once more. "I could make you scream. I could make you cry, like your daddy did. I could make those acid burns on your head look like childs-play." Volkner took a glance at Stridor's computer, turned, and spat sludge onto the floor. "I see what you did. You looked up that clause in the Academy Rule Book, raised your hand, and expected me to come talk about it. I could call this communication, you know? I could kill you. I could. Make my day, Stridor. Please. Say a word."
              Stridor kept his composure; his hand remained raised in the air, and he continued to stare straight ahead. Asa was now torn between two beliefs; the thought that Stridor was a fantastic actor and the thought that Stridor may actually not be able to hear what's going on.
              Volkner stood and faced the classroom. His face looked horrible; instead of the pale, smooth complexion he had earlier, his face was red and blotchy; instead of the serene, careless expression his face wore when he began class, his eyebrows were now bent inward in a death stare and his upper lip kept twitching into a nasty snarl; instead of the white, clean suit that he had walked in wearing, his suit was now soiled across the front with the thick, black poison that was streaming from his mouth, painting his chin and neck black on its way down.
              "Class, Stridor has communicated an interesting point. He has pulled up Section 15, document A, paragraph 4 on his laptop, raised his hand, and waited for me to come around. Paragraph four states that if an Academy member kills a Fishie for talking in the week long ban, and there are three Fishies who claim that the Fishie was wrongly killed, that the staff member who did the killing may be punished. Punished is not defined. Then, paragraph five goes on to state that if a Fishie is in an actually life threatening situation, they may use their ability to communicate in an attempt to save them.
              "I don't know what you're trying to do, by bringing this to my attention, Mr. Stridor, MARK, but let me clarify something. If the Fishie communicates, under paragraph 5, they must be in an actually life threatening situation, or the clause doesn't protect them, understand. If you just think that I’m going to kill you, that doesn’t cut it."
              Stridor remained still. Volkner walked toward him with his knife outstretched until the tip was pressed to Stridor's throat. Stridor swallowed once, but that was all. Volkner pressed the blade into the skin. "Go ahead, scream," he growled.
              They stood like that for ten seconds. Asa hadn't realized that there was a clock in that room until that point, when he could hear it click off time in the dead quiet of the room. Then, just as suddenly as it began, it was over. Volkner lowered the blade, and began to walk back to the front of the room.
              He was mid stride, moving forward, and then Volkner became a screaming blur, sprinting back the other direction. He had his knife up in the air, above Stridor's head, before Asa could blink. The muscles in his black-painted neck were bulging, and Asa tensed where he sat, ready to see blood.
              It came, but not from where Asa was expecting.
              Volkner reared back like he was about to stab Stridor; the young Fishie sat completely motionless, his hand still in the air. Volkner brought his left hand, the one without the knife, down onto the table with such a booming, resonating, powerful force that Asa had no doubt in his mind that the man was telling the truth about his muscle fibers—he was impossibly powerful.
              The blond girl, the one who sat beside Stridor, and the one who looked much younger than she was, had been crying steadily harder throughout the whole process. By the time Stridor turned around, black sludge dripping from his infested mouth, the tears were falling from her cheeks to the ground below. When the hand struck the table, she screamed—short and piercing. She shut her mouth immediately, and was about to bring her hands up to her mouth when it happened.
              The knife was brought through the back of her skull and out the front, where it was lodged into the table. The girl's head looked like a smashed pumpkin. Blood dripped to the floor. Stridor kept his hand up.
              Volkner stepped back, and screamed, stamped his feet, and then kicked the desk. "Why won't you respond to me!?"
              Stridor hadn't moved. He was spotted with red.
              "LOOK WHAT YOU MADE ME DO, YOU BRAT!"
              The black stuff was flowing harder than before, falling to the floor as though from a water hose.
              "GET OUT, ALL OF YOU. LOOK WHAT YOU MADE ME DO! CLASS DISMISSED! OUT! GET OUT! NOW!"
              Stridor finally moved. He stood, grabbed his laptop, fit it into an armband, and made his way down the aisle to the back of the room with rest of the class. Volkner retreated to the back closet. Asa was the last to exit. He couldn't be sure, but before the door shut behind him, he thought that he heard weeping inside the classroom.
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              As Asa left the classroom, he thought about what McCoy had told him before they left Alfatrex Station Number 63—“Asa, don’t tell anyone about what happened to you, okay? Where you’re going, there are people…they’re not bad people, but… they might not know what’s best. Just be careful, okay?”
              Just be careful, okay?
              The words seemed absurd to Asa now. He would have to be more than careful to survive this place. He thought of how McCoy had said that there aren’t bad people in the Academy. His hands turned into fists as he walked, and he looked at Stridor out in front of him, blood covering the front his clothes. Volkner was deadly: Asa was sure of it. Harold Kensing had said so, and the more that time went on, the more Asa trusted the officer’s opinion.
              As they left the classroom, a message appeared on their armbands:
 
Fishies,
You are free to rest. You are hereby granted the remainder of the day off. You may do with it what you please. This will not be your normal schedule. Remember, the talking ban is still in effect. Since you are in an organization designed to “weed out” the weakest, we cannot make decisions for you; however, it is highly advised that you do not enter the jungles surrounding the mountains in your free time. Keep to the walkways. The things that lurk in the vegetation are wild, unchecked, unknown creatures. It would be wise for you not to spend time with them.
 
Regards,
Hubert Boistly
 
              As Asa read the message, and immense sense of joy overwhelmed him. He had been tired, his back had been hurting, and his sick, poisoned stomach had been doing awful turns during class. Even though he wanted to find out more about the place that he was in, he needed to rest.
              He walked down through the cavernous opening in the mountain where the classrooms sat, down the long windowed hallway that overlooked the mountains (the raccoons were still cleaning the glass, dangling in their harnesses outside), and he followed the red arrows in a backward direction until he reached the boys' dormitory.
              Asa was among a large group of Fishies who were also moving towards bed. He could see Teddy sauntering over the hardwood, but didn't dare make any attempt at communicating with him. In his deliriously tired state, he was almost glad for the talking ban; he was happy just turning his brain off and walking towards his bed.
              Huge fires cracked and breathed up chimneys around the dormitory, warming the wooden room. Out the huge windows on the far end, Asa could see the distant, snowy caps of mountains.
              He crossed over the massive hardwood floors, climbed the thick wooden ladder beside Teddy's bed, and crawled into his own. He copied other Fishies' examples, and took off his armband and slid it over the cylinder on the inside of his chest. The stitching on the screen began to reconfigure, threading itself until the word—CHARGING—appeared. Next to the cylinder Asa found, to his surprise, an icebox that he had never seen before. He opened it up and found that the area was filled with a variety of snack foods. He drained a box of orange juice, and ate a container of yogurt. When he was finished, he found a small compartment on the inside lining of his chest that had the word trash on the inside. Asa dropped his plastics down the chute, and laid back down in the bed, pulling the soft silks and linens up over his body.
              He had been through so much the past few days. He had been pulled over, had his life threatened, he had been shot at, been tied to weights and thrown into a lake, and been poisoned. Asa's body and his brain were exhausted.
              The skies were blue outside and Asa could see a bird flying in the far off distance, making its way over the Moat. My guardians, Asa thought to himself. Despite the distance, he could tell that the animal was a crow by the way that it moved. He felt safe knowing that the animals were near.
              With his stomach full, and a view of the mountains that he couldn't help but call beautiful, Asa's eyes shut and he fell asleep.
 
              “Fishies! Get up! Come over by the hearth. C’mon! All of you! Up! Get over here!”
              Asa’s first thought upon opening his eyes was I feel much better. He looked out the large, wall-wide window before him, and saw a crow perched on the ledge, staring in at Asa.
              “C’mon! Get up! We haven’t got all day!” One of the graduates was calling for them. “Everyone come over here by the hearth.”
              The Fishies were sliding out of bed and pacing over to the roaring fire. Nearly all of them had been sleeping. Asa climbed down the ladder and looked at Teddy who was sitting up in bed, seemingly bewildered—his blonde hair was sticking up in every direction and he had red lines on the right side of his face where the creases in his pillow had been stamped into his cheek.
Asa was getting more accustomed to the talking ban, and didn’t even feel an urge to say something to Teddy. He walked past him, and joined the crowd that was waiting around the hearth for the Academy graduate, a chaperone that he had seen before, to talk.
              Although Asa had only been at The Academy for twenty-four hours, he was getting more accustomed to the way that things were ran. He had figured out through context clues that the chaperones that led the Fishies had once been a part of the Academy themselves, and graduated. Beyond that, the graduates’ past was a mystery. He did not know the extent of their duties, or if they had to go through more training than just the Academy.
              Likewise, Asa was developing a better sense of what his responsibilities were. He figured that The Academy was somehow linked with Alfatrex—the company that created the Wolf Flu vaccine. If not, then why was their symbol, a black viper, everywhere, and why was Robert King so involved in everything?
He knew that Alfatrex had picked an elite group of fifteen year olds to go through some kind of program that would sift out the ones who would be valuable to the company from the ones that would not be. They had chosen the girl who made cooking gadgets, Teddy who worked at Duke, and Stridor, the math prodigy. As Asa looked around him, he would bet that Alfatrex had a reason for picking every person in the room.
But why me? What have I done that’s so great?
Asa didn’t know. He could not say what was special about him. In every way he could think of, he was either average, or just a little above or below. He was 6’01”, which put him a little taller than the average person in his age group. He scored in the average range on IQ tests. He was slightly below average when it came to tasks that required him to memorize a lot of information—history, geology, geography. He was, in every way that he could think of, completely normal.
Volkner said that only a quarter of us would make it. If prodigies surround me, what are the chances that I can survive?
Asa sighed. It was a Hail Mary pass, it was a half court shot, and the odds didn’t look good. But still, he wasn’t going to give up. The odds of him living were certainly worse if he did that.
When all of the Fishies in the male dormitory had gathered in the crowd, the graduate spoke—“Okay, Fishies, for those of you who don’t know me, my name is Thom.” Thom was one of the smallest people in the room. He stood just over five feet, and with his broomstick arms, legs, and his protruding rib cage, Asa doubted the graduate to be over ninety pounds. But still, Asa did not doubt that Thom was probably incredibly strong. Within the circle of the Five Mountains, things aren’t always what they seem. Asa wondered what powers the genetic mutations had been given to Thom, if any.
“There is a metal handle on the wall behind me,” Thom began. “Tug on it, and a chute will open. All Fishies are now required to strip off all of their clothes, and drop them down the chute. If you have anything in your pockets that you would like to keep, go and put it in your chest now. You are forbidden from keeping any of your clothes. From there, you will follow the green hallway line down to the showers. When you return, your Academy issued suit will be waiting for you in your trunk.”
Some of the Fishies looked around, bewildered. It was the second time that Asa had been forced to take all of his clothes off. He didn’t want to; being in this strange place, he felt exposed and unprotected as it was. He thought again about what the graduate had said when they first stepped into the dormitory about there being hidden cameras. They’re always watching you.
Asa had nothing in his pockets. When McCoy had snatched him up in the woods behind his mother’s house yesterday morning…
God! I feel like that was years ago!
…he didn’t have anything with him. He didn’t carry a cell phone—most people didn’t after the economy crashed. The Wolf Flu had thoroughly changed everyone’s way of life; a cell phone went from being a necessity to a superfluous luxury. And he had left his wallet on his nightstand. When he saw the crows attacking Harold Kensing that morning, he left without much preparation. He didn’t know that he was about to leave on an extended trip.
Despite his aversion, Asa took off his clothes. Most of the boys in the dormitory kept their eyes pasted on the walls around; many of them acted as though they had a sudden, intense appreciation for the taxidermied animals on the walls surrounding the dormitory. Asa was grateful for this. He stood there, naked, before the fire, and waited in line to drop his clothes into the chute. With his clothes off, he felt unprotected. Looking at the other’s faces, he felt that they were thinking the same thing. The shared shame somehow made the process more bearable.
Asa dropped his clothes in the chute, and made his way, barefoot and naked, to the tile hallway, and followed the yellow strip on the ground. He walked past the five portraits, and stared at the crooked smile of Robert King.
Why are you doing this? he asked the portrait in his mind. What is this for? What are you training us for? Is this some kind of military? If so, what’s the enemy? Who are we fighting, Mr. King?
Asa walked on. The shower room was just around the corner, and sat very close to the dormitory. The naked Fishies walked in. The water was already on, falling from faucets high up in the walls. The sound of the water falling echoed around the dark rock. The room was nearly as big as the dormitory, with water falling from faucets all around the walls. The shower room looked to be simply carved out of the mountain itself, and all of the water rolled down a gentle slope toward a large, gaping, uncovered drain in the center of the room. The drain was three or four feet wide, and seemed to fall down forever. The bottom wasn’t visible from the shower room, and Asa wondered what would happen if he fell in. Asa moved carefully over the rock, slick with water and soap, and kept a good distance from the drain.
He stood under one of the faucets and rinsed off, and found that dispensers were located along the wall with soaps and shampoos. Whenever he was finished, he grabbed a clean towel located just outside the shower room. He dried off, wrapped the towel around his body, and made his way back to the dormitory.
             A few of the Fishies who had finished showering before Asa were already in their suits. They appeared to be the exact same as the ones that the graduates wore, only white. Asa’s steps quickened a bit, anxious to try his on.
              He climbed the ladder to his bed, naked except for the towel wrapped around him, and positioned himself over his chest. There was a slight vibration in the black metal as Asa pressed his palms down onto the top of the compartment, and then it opened up. On the bottom slab of metal, next to his bag of pills, were two new items—a pair of shoes (these were completely white, and made of thinly shaped cloth, with a rubber sole at the bottom. They had no shoelaces), and one circle of white cloth. The suit was nowhere to be found.
              Asa’s armband, which was resting atop the charging cylinder in the chest, showed a message into the black fabric as Asa watched.
 
Stand naked with your feet flat on the ground, and put the circle over your head, like a necklace.
 
              Asa grabbed the roll of fabric and jumped down to the ground below, his feet slapping on the wood. He noticed that several other Fishies were watching him with rolls of white cloth in their hands. Asa took his towel off, took several steps back toward the window, and put the white, thick, circle of cloth over his head.
              In a moment, he knew that he had made a mistake. Volkner rigged it. This is the second assassination attempt. He gave me a suit that would strangle me. They would just think that it was a malfunction; no one would ever suspect him, just like they didn’t when he poisoned me.
              The thick circle of white fabric constricted around Asa’s neck like a python. He brought his hands up, grasped the squeezing thing around his neck, and tried to pull it off to no avail. He would have screamed had he been able to. Fishies were watching him from their bunks, sitting there and doing nothing.
              Then, Asa could breathe again. The cloth rolled down his body, clinging immobilizingly tight to each area as it made its way down. Finally, the last of the fabric wove itself around his ankles and he was in his suit, standing there, covered in white.
              Asa was panting, and he looked up to see Teddy watching him. I’m being paranoid, Asa thought. His heart was thudding beneath the tight fabric covering his chest. He ran his hands along his suit; it felt like snakeskin on his body.
              He climbed back into bed and lay his head down on his pillow. He stared at the slanting, wooden ceiling above. The wood swirled in different shades of brown. Around him, no one spoke. He could hear the soft sounds of suits conforming to bodies; he could hear the fibers whipping through the air as they sowed themselves into the proper positions.
              He felt his neck where, just a few moments ago, he had thought that the suit was going to strangle him.
              Am I going crazy? He thought to himself.
              At first, it was a weak thought, and he almost dismissed it, thinking—I don’t feel crazy.
              But then, how did he know what that was supposed to feel like? Did everyone with a mental disorder have some undeniable sensation that they could point to, and know that they weren’t thinking right? Probably not. They probably just feel a little strange.
              Asa’s body stiffened.
              An image flashed in his mind of himself, sitting in some mental health hospital. In his mind’s eye, he was strapped down in a clinical chair with bungee cords—like he was a used piece furniture the back of a truck. His hair was greased with body oils, and pointed in every direction. An unkempt shadow of facial hair grew dark and ragged from the middle of his neck, to halfway up his cheeks. His eyes were shifting back and forth, not really concentrating on anything in the room, just moving to move. Nurses were giggling in the hall about their lives outside of the hospital. They just thought that he was a loon, a nut. Someone who had gone off the deep end. They, and the doctors, thought that he was in a coma like trance; that even though his eyes moved like that, and he twitched and jerked, he was doing the mental equivalent to being in a dreamless slumber. He imagined himself physically being there, but thinking that he was here, in The Academy, where raccoons drove cars, and polar bears served food, and there’s a group of black-gummed individuals who are trying to kill you but you don’t know why.
              Or maybe I’m dead. Maybe Harold Kensing just shot me in the head. He had the gun held up to me, and he was ready to pull the trigger, and then the switch happened—things went from making sense to not. The world turned upside down at that point. The moment that the officer was about to pull the trigger, a massive dog, that didn’t look quite right, banged into the drivers side door, and ripped the massive police officer from the car. From there, things began to make less and less sense by the moment. A flock of crows killed Officer Kensing. An absurdly strong, fast, and muscled man had picked me up, taken me to King’s Lake, tied weights around me legs, and dropped me down to the bottom of the lake to be fish food. But I hadn’t died! I came out of the bottom of the lake into some sort of underground railway station with people who can eat their body weight in one meal, and then I was transported to this place—some obscure location hidden between Five Mountains where everyone is training, but they don’t know what for. How plausible is that?
              Asa’s forehead was slick with sweat. He had never considered that he was insane before—living his entire life in his own head—or that he was dead. But now, the ideas seemed compelling, and maybe even more believable than what he thought was going on around him.
              Or maybe I am here. Let’s just say that it’s true—let’s just say that I’ve been taken to some elite organization in the mountains, where you’re not allowed to talk for the first week or they’ll gun you down. Couldn’t that make me a little off? Couldn’t that affect my senses? Don’t people with PTSD sometimes have unrealistically paranoid ideations about family members killing them?
              And if I am a little off, wouldn’t I perceive threats where they actually aren’t? Couldn’t I think that something that’s actually harmless is trying to kill me? Maybe the Multipliers, the people with black gums, actually aren’t out to get me. What if Harold Kensing really was just crazy? He could have pulled me over, and just told me nonsense. Sure, he said some things that came out to be true: He told me that there were people with black gums, and that I was going to a Fishie place. But he also said things that weren’t true—like that my dad knew these people. My father was a truck driver; Harold was mistaken.
              And, if Harold Kensing didn’t know what he was talking about, what other proof do I have? I thought that Volkner snarled at me that time, but couldn’t that have happened in my head? And I think that he poisoned me, but do I have any proof? Did anyone else see it? If he had poisoned me, they would probably have him locked up in a cell somewhere.
              Asa liked this idea. He was calming down, feeling better. Life was a lot less stressful when you didn’t think that someone was trying to kill you. He relaxed a little and stopped thinking about the whole situation. He spent the next few hours playing with his suit. He put on the shoes that were in his trunk, and his black wristband.
              He found out that the black rubber strips that went all the way around his armband were actually temperature control knobs. Whenever he rotated them around his forearm counterclockwise, his suit grew warmer. Whenever he rotated it clockwise, his suit grew colder. It was as though there were millions of microscopic heaters and air conditioning units laced all throughout the fabric. The power was incredible, he found that he could turn the temperature hot enough to burn him all over his body, or cold enough to make him gasp for air, as though he had just jumped into a frozen lake.
              He looked out the giant panes of glass along the walls at the mountains surrounding, and was in the best mood since he had been pulled over by Harold Kensing. He had proven to himself that it would be reasonable to believe that Volkner and his other black-gummed friends weren’t trying to kill him. This took a huge weight off of his mind.
               Asa heard Teddy kick his blankets off of himself in the bed below. The wooden ladder began to creek, as Teddy climbed up, so that he was face to face with Asa. Teddy was clad in his white suit, and had somehow found a way to extract a hood out of the back, which he was wearing. He didn’t say a word to Asa, didn’t even make an expression. Teddy simply reached up, and put a small, personal sized carton of white milk on Asa’s bed. Then, he climbed back down the ladder, and got into bed.
              Confused, Asa picked up the carton of milk. It was in an opened cardboard box, and it still had milk in it. Asa wondered why Teddy brought it up. Maybe he thought that it was especially good and wanted me to try it. Maybe he opened it, started drinking it, and realized that he didn’t want the rest. Maybe he just didn’t want to throw the milk away.
              Asa was wishing that he could just lean his head over the side of his bed and ask Teddy what the milk was for, when a dark thought slithered into his mind. Maybe he poisoned it.
              Asa considered for a moment, then smirked and shrugged his shoulders. Teddy wouldn’t poison me. Besides, I thought that I was done having dark thoughts for a while.
              He gulped down the entire container of milk in a few quick swallows. He held the carton atop his thigh, dangled his feet over the edge of his bed, and looked at the beautiful view out the window. The sunlight shimmered on the soft waves of the Moat. See? Nothing bad happened. You’re just a little paranoid.
              That was when he saw it. Asa looked down at the milk carton, and saw that on the inside of the lip, the part that you would use to open it, there was a message scribbled in tiny, black ink. He held the carton closer to his face and read:
 
The guys with the black gums are trying to kill you!!! Poisoned the chicken & said don’t resuscitate. I saw him do it. 
 
             Asa’s heartbeat rose again, and he held the carton down as naturally as he could and tried to pretend that he hadn’t seen anything. What had Teddy seen, or heard? Asa’s face had gone pale. He was scared. Teddy had communicated with him, putting himself in danger. He half expected to hear the roar of machine guns take Teddy down. You’re always watched here. And, the mental security walls that Asa had worked hard to put up around himself to make himself feel safe had just all fallen. His mental attempt to make Volkner seem like he wasn’t a threat seemed silly to him, childish. Teddy had seen Volkner poison Asa. And hadn’t the nurse warned him, too? And McCoy: hadn’t he warned Asa?
              The scariest part to Asa was how thoroughly he had convinced himself that he was safe. What else was he denying?
              He used his thumb to smudge out the message that Teddy had written him while he gazed out at the mountains.
 
 
13
The Pet Cat
 
              A couple hours later, Asa sat in the cafeteria. He was the only Fishie who didn’t have someone sitting across from him, and he felt painfully alone.
              The polar bears had served the food (bovine shoulder in a mushroom sauce, mashed potatoes, and a thick French onion soup), and Asa, deciding that he would have to eat at some point, had sampled everything the moment he sat down to make sure that none of it would kill him. Blood hadn’t started running from his nose, and he hadn’t passed out. The food was good, but still, he was dismayed to be sitting alone.
              The cafeteria was packed. Fishies sat on the side of the tables closest to the window, with four or five feet in between each student. Across from each Fishie, except for Asa, sat a graduate who was talking to the Fishie. They were leaning forward, and imparting wisdom. Asa was the only Fishie left out. It was just one more way that he was at a disadvantage.
              He had been in the dormitory half an hour earlier when Thom had shouted, for the second time that day, to gather around.
              “Alight. I hope you all are enjoying your rest tonight—I promise you, after today, the speed of things is going to pick up quite a bit. Get sleep while you can.
              “You are about to be dismissed for dinner, but before it begins, I’d like to inform you of one more aspect of the Academy. Each student will have what we call a mentor. Your mentor will be like your private teacher; it will be an authority figure and a mainstay of support while you are enduring this rigorous process.
              “You’re mentor will be a graduate of the Academy—someone who has already gone through what you are about to attempt. Each Academy student has his or her own mentor, and each mentor only has one student. You’re mentor will stay with you, offering support, advice, and discipline, if necessary, for the remainder of your stay here in the Academy.
              “Tonight at dinner, you will meet your mentor for the first time. Enter the cafeteria, and sit spread out as much as possible with your back facing the big window. The name of your mentor will appear on your armband, and your mentor will come sit down and join you.
              “Still, the talking ban is in effect, so you may not communicate with your mentor. But, this gives you a unique opportunity—you get to listen. Just sit and listen; the powers that organize the Academy have thought that this would be best for you to receive information in an uninterrupted fashion, so try to find the value in it.
              “Dismissed, soldiers. Go eat.”
              As Asa ate, he thought that what Thom said was strange. Dismissed, soldiers. Soldiers? Why had he said soldiers?
              Asa took another bite of beef, careful not to spill anything on his new, white suit. He glanced at his armband again, and saw, “Jul Conway,” written in. He guessed that it was the same Conway that he had met on the small fishing boat.
              The cafeteria was filled with chattering voices all around. Teddy, Charlotte, Stridor: they all had mentors. Everyone did but Asa.
              He took another bite and stared at the empty seat across from him.
 
 
After dinner, Asa thought that it would be a good idea for him to sleep, but found that he couldn’t. He was exhausted—he knew this: but still, his mind had too many questions for him to rest. He had an urge—similar to the one he had the day that he trekked out into the snow and the crow had saved him—to explore.
His armband said that it was 6:00PM, but the sun looked like it had hours to go before it went down. Asa went down the spiral staircase that he had entered through the day before. There was another spiral staircase on the opposite end of the room, that went up, but Asa was not sure where it went.
He came out into the curving, damp, lantern lit corridor that he had walked with the rest of the Fishies the day before. It was even darker now, and only one in three torches were lit. The screeching rats seemed louder, and alone, the shadows seemed more ominous to Asa.
He stood there, at the bottom of the stairs, at the end of the two-mile corridor, and wondered if free time really meant that he could go wherever he wanted. Thom saw me descend the staircase and didn’t stop me, he thought.
It was decided. He took a deep breath, cursed the pain in his back, and started off on a slow jog.
His run was a fight. In one corner stood all of the bad things: he was fatigued, his back felt like it was getting stabbed around his shoulder blades by thick knives, his stomach was still upset, and the air seemed thin. He hadn’t thought about it before, but the surrounding mountain ranges could mean high altitude. He found that around one mile in, when he should be getting warmed up, he was sucking for more oxygen. In the other corner stood all of the positives: he was in great shape (months of extensive cross country training ensured that), he was excited about the run (exploring new places always did this for his exercises), and he wanted to forget the threat that the Academy presented, if only for a moment. Running always had helped him in the act of momentarily forgetting whatever was going on. When his mother was sick with the Wolf Flu, he would sometimes run more than twenty miles in a single day, spread out into four or five sessions. When he would slow down and stop, and the act of momentarily forgetting was over, the realities that he had to face didn’t seem as ominous after the run.
With the hope that some of his gloom would sweat out of him, he kept moving. The corridor was cold, but Asa’s body was heating up. About halfway through, he turned down the heater on his suit by rotating the rubber on his armband.
When he reached the end of the hallway, sweat was beading down his face, and he was breathing hard. The doorway at the end, that led to the entry foyer of Fishie Mountain, was closed. He reached for it, found it unlocked, and pushed his way through.
The foyer was entirely empty except for Asa, two dark shapes sitting in chairs in front of the fires, and one lying by the fire. One of the figures in a chair spoke, rich and thick, and Asa knew the voice immediately—Volkner. “And why is my lesson plan color coded, Kayce?”
“I don’t know, sir. I-I-I thought that it would be easiest to understand,” said the other man. It was the scoliosis ridden, thin graduate who taught the History of the Academy class. He seemed to be Volkner’s assistant. And by his feet, lying on the rug, was his 130-pound pet mountain lion. It had the high arching head, like many of the animals did around the Academy. Its muscles were taut and vein ridden beneath its yellow fur.
“Well, I’m not a child you know. Get rid of it. All black. Never do that again.”
Asa stepped into the room, headed for the front entrance, and Volkner turned in his armchair and looked at him, a sneer on his pale face. Asa kept moving towards the door, not looking back to see if Volkner was still staring at him. The two men did not talk until Asa was gone. Asa could feel their eyes following him as he made his way out the door.
Outside, the air was much cooler, and Asa turned up the heater again. The cold air felt good as it filled his lungs. Asa tried to concentrate on the run ahead, and forget about Volkner and his assistant in the foyer behind him.
He wasn’t sure what he was doing, or where he intended to go. He was only sure that he wanted to go somewhere, and see something new. He was looking around from atop the large set of stairs that led up the Fishie Mountain; he hadn’t looked out at the snow jungle from this vantage point before, and was noticing things that he hadn’t seen the other day. Laced throughout the thick jungle there were a series of roads and paths running around the compound; this was perceivable from the breaks in the high trees. He could not tell, however, where they went. He could only follow them so far with his eyes before they were lost in a sea of snow sprinkled, green, winter jungle.
He remembered the warnings that Hubert Boistly had given as he jogged down the steps. He could hear the gap-toothed man’s voice in his head: Further, you may also notice an assortment of odd creatures in the jungles surrounding. Do not talk to these creatures, ever. They are wild, untamed, too smart for their own good, and dangerous. They may look like they are humans, they may act like humans, but they are not humans. I’ve seen far too many students killed for showing compassion to these animals.
Asa thought that it was probably a fair warning to give: he had seen the monstrous being swimming through the moat, and had seen the way the cleaning raccoons behaved. Things around here were off, different. He guessed that the tundra-jungle would be a perfect place for odd things to grow and reproduce. Deadly things, probably. But what did Hubert Boistly mean, that they may look like humans, they may act like humans? Despite his better judgment, his heart rate rose with excitement. He had always been fascinated with exotic animals and places, and the thought of coming into contact with a creature that only a handful of people knew existed, was exhilarating.
Before he reached the bottom of the marble steps, he had turned the temperature up on his suit even more. Snowflakes were falling in soft waves overhead, and the atmosphere was much colder than it had been when Asa arrived.
He began to jog off on the pebbled path before him, his breath as white as smoke when he exhaled. The pebbled path was steaming, and glistening with water; Asa could feel the heat coming off of the electronically warmed surface.
He was faced with the same challenges he had seen in the corridor that led to the boys’ dormitory: his back ached in his shoulder blades, his stomach was still in knots from the poison he had consumed the night before, and the thin air was making him more tired than expected. He pushed on, and did not notice her behind him. He rushed past the trees on either side of the path. A glance to his left or right gave him a look into a dark, dense mess of foliage tunneled by a thick canopy above.
The tropical sounds that he had heard with Teddy played in the air: the cry of a cockatoo, the hiss of insects, and the occasional screech of a lemur. Even though he had had over twenty four hours to get used to the idea that a jungle existed in such a cold, artic area, the sounds still seemed odd with the snow covered mountains looming in the distant skies.
Asa heard breathing behind him, and for one, terrible moment he thought that Volkner was following him: in his mind’s eyes he could see Volkner ripping into his throat with his virulent mouth dripping with black poison. He chastised himself for running alone after the warnings he had received—what had I been thinking?—but then he turned to see Charlotte. She had been sitting behind him in the cafeteria, and he had been careful to only take a couple of glances at her, so that no one could misconstrue what he was doing as communicating. Now, he noticed how attractive she was, how flattering the tight white suit was against her frame. She was jogging behind him, her springy brown hair bouncing with her steps, he long legs gliding beneath her waist and hips.
Asa didn’t smile, or do anything to acknowledge her presence, but just kept moving forward. There were several paths coming into view up ahead of him. He had completely forgotten that he had chastised himself for running alone, and his stomach did a flip as he thought of her behind him. He arched his back a little more, stood a little straighter, took his strides with a little more conviction, and picked up his pace. For a moment, he thought that he heard her falling behind, but he could still hear her breath a half minute later.
Asa was slightly ahead of her when he decided to take a right turn onto one of the paths that surrounded the main road. He had no idea where it led, and saw that it led forward half a mile, and then curved out of sight. When he made the decision to turn, he had resigned himself to the reality that she probably wouldn’t follow. She probably was out on her own run by herself, and it was just a coincidence that they ran into each other. Besides, she wouldn’t want any graduates to mistake what she was doing for communication.
Asa’s heart fluttered again, and he briefly shut his eyes with relief when he heard that she had followed him down the next path. It’s silly to construe meaning from her actions, he told himself. She just probably doesn’t want to be alone. The jungles are dangerous around here. It doesn’t mean that she likes me.
Asa tried to tell himself that her turning meant nothing, but still, he was smiling as he ran. He was so happy, so distracted with the thought of Charlotte running behind him, running with me, that he didn’t think anything of it when he passed the first crow, pecking at the pebbled path. Or the second one. Or the third.
As the two of them went around the first bend in the road, Charlotte was only ten feet behind Asa. Despite him picking up his pace some, she had caught him, and by the sound of her breathing, she was still going strong. Asa wondered if she had jogged through the corridor leading from the girls’ dormitory out to the front foyer, and if the girls’ corridor was two miles, just like the boys’. If not, then she had been running for two miles less than Asa. He was getting tired, an ache was building up in his side, and the pain that he felt in his upper back was exhausting to him. He wished that he had walked through those corridors. He figured that he was already a mile away from the entrance to Fishie Mountain, and if he turned around right away and jogged back, he would have traveled a total of four miles on the day. At this altitude, I should probably just stop at three. My body isn’t used to it, and I’m already so tired.
But, his muscles weren’t running the show, and silly as it may seem, he was truly enjoying the sound of her footsteps behind him, and knowing that she chose to run with
him. In his mind, he was pretending that the act was some type of unspoken courtship.
There was a building sitting up ahead, on the right side of the road. Asa wanted to turn around—what am I doing out here? I should be back in the warmth of the dormitory. He hadn’t been able to see the structure from the top of the steps, and as he got closer, he saw that this was understandable. The building appeared to have been unused for years, and the fast growing nature that surrounded had taken its course. The structure was concrete, with white and green ropy mosses covering the outside. Two windows had once stood in the front of the buildings, but they were now both broken with jagged, gaping openings in the middle that led into the darkness inside.
Instincts told Asa not to go near the building, to turn back and return to his dormitory, but he found that he had actually picked up his pace and was moving faster towards the structure. His fear was pushing him onward, even though the thing in front of him was the source of his fear.
A crow was cawing in the distance, but Asa gave it no attention as he moved forward. Charlotte was still close behind. As he passed the building, a damp, cloying smell hit his nostrils. He briefly glanced into the moss-ridden darkness and felt himself shiver—There could be anything living in there.
He decided that there probably were things living inside of the abandoned building. Why not? It offered shelter. It was the perfect den for some large, bearlike predator to cave up in, and raise their young inside.
Asa was twenty feet past the structure when he noticed that Charlotte was no longer behind him. He stopped, turned, and looked back. She was standing before the building, frozen, looking behind them. Asa cocked his head and moved toward her.
Doesn’t she know that it’s dangerous to stand in front of a building like that? She doesn’t know what’s lurking in there. There could be anything, even—
Asa’s thoughts were interrupted as he heard it—a rapid, thumping sound coming from down the road. Pebbles were tinkling against one another, far off. The beat was rhythmic, a quick succession of one two, one two, one two, one two.
As Asa came up beside Charlotte, he resisted the urge to ask her what she thought it was. Her face had grown pale. They were both trying to slow their breathing down so that they could hear better.
One two, one two, one two.
The beat pounded on towards them.
They were standing in a relatively straight portion of the pebbled road, and could see for a few hundred yards. Before them, the road was empty. Yet, they still heard that sound. It was growing louder.
When it came around the corner, Asa felt Charlotte tug at his arm, pulling him towards the moss-covered structure. The front door of the building had long fallen inward, broken at the hinges. The door had sat on the inside of the hinges, and there was a deadbolt on what used to be the outside of the door, instead of the inside. 
What were they trying to lock in there?
Metal bars lay on the pebbled road in front of the building; they used to block the now broken windows, but had since been ripped from the concrete and discarded. Pale light shone in through the back of the wide, expansive first story of the building. Counters ran along the floor with glass beacons, and broken jars atop the surface. There were cages with strong metal bars along the walls, big enough to hold a man inside. They appeared to all be open.
The thought of going inside there terrified Asa. And yet, Charlotte was pulling him towards it, and he found that his feet were carrying him over the threshold.
Why did I not just stay in my dormitory?
The thing rushing towards them (one two, one two, one two) was even more terrifying than the mystery of what could be lurking within the abandoned building. It ran forward with long, muscle stretched strides. Its paws dug at the pebbles as it flew over the ground. Its tongue was hanging out of its panting mouth.
That’s not a normal mountain lion, Asa thought.
It was the same animal that had sat next to Volkner and Professor Kayce while Asa walked out of the foyer. It was the same predator that had glared at Asa from the auditorium stage in his History of the Academy class, and Asa had thought that it knew him.
The animal must belong to Professor Kayce, Volkner’s assistant, Asa decided. It wore the same leather harness it had on stage. The small, scoliosis suffered man seemed weak, but he commanded a massive, beast of a creature. It was moving towards Asa and Charlotte at an incredible rate as they slipped inside the moss covered building.
Their steps echoed across the damp concrete. Charlotte spoke—“That thing is going to kill us,” Charlotte said.
Asa looked at her incredulously; she had put herself in great danger by speaking. Asa still did not feel comfortable replying.
One two, one two, one two. The cougar was moving closer.
Volkner sent it.
Asa walked forward, and turned to make sure that she was following. Charlotte stood, staring at the approaching animal as if mesmerized by it. “C’mon,” Asa said. Charlotte broke her stare and turned to follow Asa. There was a wooden door on the far side of the room. They both sprinted towards it; Asa felt as though his legs couldn’t move quickly enough.
One two, one two, one two.
As he moved, Asa took a weary glance down into the dark, windowless depth of the building. Hundreds and hundreds of cages yawned open like mouths. He stepped over shards of glass, and syringes that littered the floor as he made his way, following Charlotte, to the door.
What is this place?
Charlotte ran under the door jam, and Asa shut the door behind them, clicking home a metal latch near the top, and locking a deadbolt. He hoped that it would be enough to stop the thing following them. They were standing in a dripping stairwell, with metal steps leading up to another door at the top. They kept moving. They were halfway up the steps when the one two, one two was replaced with a smash, and the door pulsed towards them with the sound of cracking wood. It did not open on this attempt, though.
They climbed, panting and sweating, as quickly as possible up the remainder of the stairs.
There was another smash as they reached the top, and Asa let out a groan as he saw that the wooden door now had a visible crack running halfway down the center.
It might hold one more hit. Maybe two, if we’re lucky.
Asa shut the door on the top, but found that it would be little more than a nuisance to the monster below: the knob rattled in its place, the deadbolt was lying uselessly on the tile floor, and there was no other latch. He slammed it shut anyways, and followed Charlotte, who was already dashing ahead of him.
The top floor had more windows than the bottom did, many of which had tree branches growing inside and scratching the ceiling. Most of the windows had yellowed, moth eaten curtains surrounding them. The openings offered light, something that Asa thought would be an advantage for them. Humans cannot win in a fight against a mountain lion in the dark, using brute strength and speed. They can, however, win in an environment where thinking is involved; they can win in an environment with resources. And the light made it so that the humans could take stock of what was around them.
Even with this being true, Asa didn’t find much hope in what he saw. Like the bottom floor of this facility, glass and syringes scattered the hard tile floor. These things seemed useless to Asa. Even if he could wrap a shard of glass in cloth to make a shank, he couldn’t possibly hope to deliver a fatal blow to the mountain lion before it killed him.
She’ll go for my neck first, Asa thought with a cold certainty of the enormous cat.
He heard the animal plow into the door below for the third time. The wood cracked some more, but he didn’t hear the cougar coming up the stairs. The building shook with the blow, and Asa was in awe of the creature’s power.
It could rip us both apart in a matter of seconds.
Asa would have liked to thoroughly survey the room, but he didn’t have time. He named off objects in his head as his eyes saw them: filing cabinet, sink, desk, lamp, chair, flowerpot, library, books, couch.
Asa’s eyes were dancing back and forth, his brain doing its best to find a solution to the predicament that they were in. Before he could make a decision, Charlotte had. She ran into what Asa’s mind called library.
It was more like a study than a library, but it was the only enclosed area in the entire place. The study was the size of Asa’s bedroom at home, with books lining three walls. The forth wall had a heavy, decorative wooden door, and two windows, with thin, chain-links of metal lining the inside of the glass.

As Asa and Charlotte ran for it, they heard the next thud from downstairs as the mountain lion slammed into the door.
Not into, Asa thought, through.
The animal was racing up the stairs. The only thing separating it from ripping them apart was a thin door on hinges. Asa and Charlotte dashed into the library, and Charlotte slammed the door shut.
She tried the deadbolt and let out a scream: it wouldn't click shut. She tried it again, her fingers turning white with effort as they attempted to turn the metal lock. It wouldn't move. The building was old, and dilapidated. It sat in a changing climate of cold and humidity. The building had probably shifted some since the door had been installed, making it so that the deadbolt no longer fit into the hole.
              The mountain lion burst upstairs, shoving open the door leading to the second story with its head. It paused, and surveyed the room. Its huge green eyes locked onto Asa and Charlotte. It barred its teeth, and began to move over the ground—its bloodied paws crunching glass as it went.
              Charlotte squatted down and was trying to gain leverage from her legs to turn the latch. That won't work, Asa thought, the door isn't sitting in its frame right.
              One two, one two, one two. The mountain lions steps were making the floor beneath their feet vibrate.
              Asa shoved Charlotte aside like a basketball post player blocking out for a rebound, with the intention of trying the lock himself. With the sound of the beast's paws coming towards them, things seemed to move slower than they should have. Asa could perceive every bit of his hands, he felt as though he had extraordinary control of every joint of every finger.
              He looked up and could see the mountain lions hair moving as it ran. Its whiskers were pointed backwards as the animal pulled its lips back to reveal long yellowed canines and incisors. The left canine tooth, Asa could now see, had a chip on the tip of it, which made it dull. This won't matter. A mountain lions jaw can exerta thousand pounds of pressure, enough to break through a femur, or crack open a human skull. The jaw was strong enough that the teeth didn't need to be sharp. And even without the teeth, they would have no chance. Asa glanced down at the animal’s paws, bloodied from the shards of glass the animal was sprinting over. The paws were the size of dinner plates. Long, razor sharp claws, probably filed with tree branches, were stretched out from the digits.
              Asa didn't know it, but he was holding his breath as he prepared to try the deadbolt in the slow, underwater-like state that he was now living life in. He could feel his pulse all over his body. He gripped the doorknob with his left hand, squatting slightly, and pulled up on the metal with all of his might. His thought was that, perhaps, if he was able to alter the positioning of the door, that the deadbolt might then be able to slide into the latch.
              An awful thought occurred to him: What if the positioning is not the problem? What if there's debris blocking the hole? Or what if the lock is jammed on the inside, corroded with orange rust of old metal.
              Asa tried to turn the metal latch with his right hand. He could feel Charlotte's desperate eyes watching behind him. He didn't want to let her down. He had pushed her out of the way because he thought that he had a better idea. He didn't want to die this way. But the latch wasn't moving.
              The mountain lion was then fifteen feet away from the door. It flexed its back legs and leaped forward, its muscular body flying like super man eight feet in the air. Its bloodied front paws were outstretched, prepared to ram the door open. Its mouth was open, ready to rip open Charlotte and Asa's bodies.
              Everything around Asa seemed to move slower still. He saw the deadly animal floating through the air towards them. He would have one more, last second shot at locking the door. He brushed all his doubts, all his fears away, and concentrated every ounce of his attention and energy so that he could use it all in one grand, final effort to save his life. With his left hand, he gripped the knob so hard that veins and tendons shot out on his forearm. He flexed every muscle from his toes, all the way to the back of his neck in an enormous effort to lift the door high enough to ram the bolt in. From behind him, Charlotte saw his back flex: there were two small nodules beside his spinal cord that stood out when he flexed like that. He had the strength of a mother lifting a car off her child—a crazed, adrenaline laced strength. He didn't know how he knew it, but he could feel when the door was high enough. The cougar was still sailing towards them, three feet, two feet from the door. Asa saw that the tips of the claws would touch first, followed by the rest of the massive, speeding body. His right hand moved like a bullet up towards the lock. With his middle, index, and ring finger, he pressed violently.
              Click.
              The door was shut, and locked. The mountain lion flew into the door, but it did not open. The heavy study door pounded backwards but did not break. Asa took a few steps back and watched the animal through the glass with metal diamonds running through it. He felt Charlotte's hand wrap around his, and he squeezed her hand in return. The mountain lion roared, outraged, and took three steps back. It sprinted forward, headed straight for the door again. Asa saw a lethal determination in the animal's eyes. It was going to pound at the wooden door until it either died of exertion, or got in. This door was stronger than the one downstairs, but so was the mountain lion.
 
End
 
 
Want to read more? The Academy: Book 2 will be released on April 19, 2013. It will have approximately 200% the word count of Book 1.
 
A quick word from the author:
 
Hello reader,
 
I first want to say thank you for picking up my novel: I hope that you have enjoyed Book 1 of The Academy. The second volume of this series will be released in April. I promise a longer, more involved addition to this series, and I hope that you will try it out.
As a reminder, every cent that I receive as an author goes to the support of Doctors Without Borders. 
For more information see:
http://chadleito.blogspot.com
Your donation has contributed to the help of individuals in need.
For those of you unaware of how my project works, I will give you a quick summary: Each month I post proof of my earnings as an author, and a receipt from Doctors Without Borders verifying that I paid them that amount. I have pledged to continue this project at least through March 2014, (the project lasts 24 months total), and foresee a commitment beyond that likely.
The reader is offered multiple things by this project: First, they are allowed the great opportunity that all independent books offer customers—the ability to read great novels at a fraction of the price traditional publishers offer. These novels are free from adherence to publishing guidelines and preferences: In this way, independent publishing offers a bigger creative spectrum than traditional publishing and give. Secondly, the reader is given the opportunity to donate in a meaningful and convenient way: All you have to do is press the “buy” button on your Kindle, and you have contributed to things like latex gloves, antibiotics, soap, scalpels, and suture supplies that will help those in need. By buying this book, you have literally helped to give an ill or injured person much needed medical attention. You have also showed the sick person that people care about him or her. Thirdly, this project offers readers an opportunity to be activists. By telling their friends and family about my books, a reader has the ability to drastically increase this campaign’s earning potential. One reader could tell three friends about my books, and those three friends could each tell three more et cetera. In this way, a couple minute conversation could result in thousands of actual lives saved by Doctors Without Borders.
              One final comment: Amazon reviews have an incredible impact on how an author is doing. If you enjoyed this work or would like to support my project, please let others know how you feel by leaving book reviews.
 
              Thanks for reading and listen to the crows,
              Chad Leito
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