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    Slab of Meat on a Dodge



1


    What if you could see your future? Really smell the smells of it. Really taste and touch and see the richest of its textures. You wouldn’t want it. Trust me, you wouldn’t want to know. All those things you thought you were doing right? All bad gambles. All things you decided with good intentions that later turned to crap. What if you learned to love yourself (which in itself is a freaking chore), only to find the future you is an asshole? A real sour patch Sally people not only hate but are dying to kill?


    What would you do? Who would you become today to not be that girl tomorrow?


    
2


    Ever since I came to Astor Academy, I’ve struggled with who I am. With my body and mind being modified, or mutated, or whatever, I can’t stop wondering about my purpose here on Earth. Being me, I’m an unwritten book. A language yet to be invented.


    Ever since I’ve changed, I’ve worked to integrate my multiple selves with the core me, the original me. Now I know who I am. Well, mostly. With the help of April, I realize I’m just a slab of meat laid out on the hood of a Dodge motherf*cking Challenger. A broken, hated, ruined mess.


    Whatever I become, I can’t be this. I can’t be…her.


    Maybe it’s time for me to stop trying to save other people. Maybe it’s time for me to think about saving myself instead.


    
3


    Night in the desert is cold and pitch black. Nothing stirs. The landscape just sits there, silent, dark, still, save for the dying down of a rain that barely even came. The accident, however—the rig that plowed over April and overturned in the process—it threw a nightmarish noise into the wet evening air. Then everything went quiet again, save for me practically hyperventilating.


    Gasoline drains from the big rig’s gas tank, creating an oily slick across the blackened highway. I approach the wreck. My world is spinning, everything—all these revelations without much in the way of an explanation—they’re all grinding and thrashing around inside my head. The rain becomes a light mist that becomes nothing. Just wet, chilled air.


    God, poor April.


    Smeared across the asphalt like greased roadkill is April, a.k.a. Alice. The flattened, chunked, smooshed pieces of her, anyway. With everything I’ve seen lately, blubbering like a giant retarded baby is no longer my first reaction. Alice is dead, yet somehow I’m the one feeling pulverized. I can hardly breathe. And my eyes…my eyes won’t stop seeing the carnage! My stomach jolts, wiggles, burns. I look away. Try not to hurl.


    Walking around the front of the overturned truck, one headlight is broken, and the other beams weak into the night. There are pieces of bone and hair stuck in the broken front grill. Heat and smoke waft out of the slats. The damp, coppery smell of blood hits me hard. Twenty or twenty-five feet up the highway, in the shine of light, is a heap in the road. It’s a dark shadow in the illuminated light. A lump with spindly, broken legs and what looks like a ripped off arm.


    My legs deliver me to the corpse. It’s just lying there, ribs snapped like dry sticks jutting from meat that was once a torso. Blonde hair is matted, dirty, soaked red; half her head is gone. And the face…my God…it’s drenched in meat sauce! Who she was before, you can’t see it anymore.


    It’s not possible.


    Unable to look away, my eyes see pulped organs, torn ligaments and skin, clothes mixed with the ground beef look of her. The heat of her body pushes steam into the night.


    And an awful, mangled smell.


    The shock over everything so violent and profound has the gears of my mind plunking down into a hard first. Yet I find it impossible to cry. To feel bad. To mourn the tragedy of the future me and the loss of April. Alice. Why is that?


    Is it because I’ve seen so much death and suffered such catastrophic losses recently? Holy cow, what the f*ck am I supposed to do now? My body refuses to move. I’m stuck in neutral. Smelling the rain-drenched asphalt and gore, appraising the mess I’ve made. Barely thinking. The way I seem to be processing everything so slowly, it’s totally contrary to my mind, which feels like it’s racing in a dozen different directions at once.


    Behind me, from the cab of the tipped truck, the driver shoulders the door facing the sky wide open. With the rig turned on its side, the opened door opens slams down hard on the metal side with a loud thwap! Spinning around, suddenly and fiercely traumatized by…God, everything!…my heart is fast becoming a jittery, unstable mass.


    Then I see the driver and holy balls! Climbing from the truck is a young girl with blonde hair. A girl? WTF??


    She jumps off the truck, lands gracefully on the asphalt, and says, “Don’t get all emotional, it’s just a body.”


    Wait…what?


    The girl is about Alice’s age. At least, that’s how she looks in the semi-dark. Or have I lost it? Am I losing it? Am I seeing life from the inside of a fishbowl?


    “What…what did you say?” I stammer.


    Nothing makes sense. Up is down; right is wrong; black is every freaking shade of white. I’m the flipside of everything normal, the opposite of everything sane.


    The girl walks up to me with purpose. Not threatening. More like she knows me.


    “It’s me, Raven.”


    Alice? I look down at the corpse at my feet, then back up at her. “But you’re…”


    “In a new body. It’s cool. You don’t get it.”


    “You’re damn right I don’t get it!” I shout, not at all meaning to.


    She glances down at the body. “Eesh, that’s nasty.”


    “How is this possible?” my mouth asks. I can’t stop staring at her. If she was the Mother Mary herself, I wouldn’t have been more surprised.


    The blonde girl, she says, “The best way for me to explain is this. Where I’m from, bodies are disposable. They’re like outfits you wear. But one mind can’t occupy two bodies, so this body had to die. It was in bad shape after saving the future you anyway. Serious internal bleeding.”


    “But how did you get…into that body, being in…April’s body? You got hit by a truck for shit’s sake!”


    “Back home, I made the transfer. Basically I delivered the body to this time, then switched when I pulled out of April, which was right before she was run down. C’mon, we have to go. Seriously. Get her off the Charger’s hood and into the Audi.” Her meaning me.


    “What are you going to do?” I ask, dumbstruck.


    “Burn the Dodge.”


    “You’ll burn the Dodge?”


    “Yes, Raven. I’ll burn the Dodge. Jesus, pull yourself together.”


    “What about…you? And this truck?”


    “You worry too much,” she says, grabbing my hand. “Seriously. We need to go.”


    She practically drags me by the hand all the way to the Dodge. I heft my unconscious future self into my arms, then hoist and wrestle her body into the backseat of the Audi. Alice helps, then slides into the passenger seat and buckles up. I start the RS5, pull forward a few feet, then Alice turns and uses her mind to conjure fire.


    In my rear-view mirror, the Dodge bursts into flames. I drop my car into Sport Mode, stomp on the gas pedal and launch forward through the darkness just about the time the muscle car explodes. We roar through the big rig’s trail of spilled gasoline and human carnage, then rocket past the truck and the run-down lump of a body.


    “Faster,” Alice says.


    She turns and seconds later an even brighter glow erupts in my rear view mirror: the truck, pieces of the left-behind body and the Dodge, they’re all burning now.


    When we’re far enough up the road, when nearly half an hour has passed, I say, “Will you please explain this to me? Because inside, I’m totally losing my mind!”


    She turns and faces me. Hers is a gentle look. Fragile. Like how I sometimes see the five year old Alice, yet softer and more lethal. In the eyes of this version of Alice burns an intensity I have yet to see in the five year old version of her. However old she is right now, however crazy she has become, it has run its course on her mind.


    To say my Spidey-senses are tingling is a grotesque understatement of the truth.


    Alice says, “Bodies in the future are genetically manufactured by major brands, like Bebe, Gucci, Kenneth Cole, Armani. Except none of those brands exist where I’m from.”


    “So bodies are like…clothing lines?” I ask.


    “Exactly. You pick and choose who you want to look like and be, and for those of us with privilege, there’s always more than enough to wear.”


    “I don’t…”


    “You don’t understand?”


    “Yes. I mean no.”


    “How can you? You can’t understand the future anymore than pioneers and early settlers can understand a mobile phone or a jet airplane. You see, in the future, the body is no longer the vessel for the soul. The soul is now a separate coming-and-going-from-the-body type of affair. You don’t need to die to move on. We don’t get old. We’re linked to everything physical through a psychic connection. My soul is still in the future, in what we call ‘The Nest,’ even though I’m using this body as a conduit. My soul isn’t actually in this body as much as it’s back home with me and linked to this body and this time.”


    “So I could shoot you in the head and your body would die, but you wouldn’t?”


    “Only if I choose to inhabit the body with my soul inside it, then yes, I’ll die. But I won’t really die. My soul will have to wander its way into another body, forfeiting everything I have now, forfeiting the future. It’s basically a crap shoot, a risk I’m not willing to take. That’s why I use the bodies from a distance rather than inhabit them personally. The Nest is safe. Being inside the body, not so much.”


    “So the link between your consciousness and whatever body you’ve chosen, that’s kind of like that movie Avatar?” I ask.


    “To some degree. It’s like a video game where I’m in The Nest controlling a body in whatever time I choose. In this case, my soul is back home while this body is here.”


    “So the body isn’t real,” I say, poking the shoulder.


    “Of course it’s real. My soul just isn’t bound to it like your soul is to yours.”


    “So if you die—”


    “It’s like I said, I don’t die because my soul is not in the body. I just change bodies, send them back in time, then monitor and inhabit them from the future, out of harm’s way.”


    In the back seat, Raven 2.0 is mauled and hacked apart, totally unconscious. There’s no blood though. Whatever did this to her, it was done a long time ago. And thank God, because I really don’t want blood all over my new seats.


    “What happened to her?” I ask. “To me?”


    Alice says, “In another time, different to both you and me, she changed the course of history in a gigantic way. Where I got her from, she was in a nearly bottomless pit in the Middle East. That was in the early twenty-fourth century. The you in the back seat, she asked for my help. Even though she and I were in entirely different time periods, she found some way to reach me telepathically. Which seems an impossible feat even now.”


    “So she connected with you telepathically…over time?”


    “Amazingly enough, yes.”


    I shrug my shoulders and say, “I honestly can’t comprehend it.”


    After a long time of saying nothing, she looks at me. Then: “You are still the most incredible creature I’ve ever met. You’re an anomaly even now, in my time.”


    “If you’re not from…wait, did you say the future me is from the twenty-fourth century?”


    “Yes, but no.”


    “What do you mean, ‘yes, but no?’”


    “That girl in the back seat, she was sent back in time from the twenty-eight hundreds to the late twenty-three hundreds as punishment. As banishment from society, from everything. From the world.”


    Jesus, I think. This is way worse than going to the Headmistress’s office, or being confined to detention. Banishment from time, from society, from life…what the hell did I do?


    I look over my shoulder, in the back seat at myself. Her body, my body, it’s beaten and abused, like something wretched, something marred by eons of abuse. Damn, I look like an extra in a Mad Max film! The cruelty wrought upon future me’s body…for heaven’s sake, she’s just a girl.


    She looks the same age as me. With matching facial features and everything. It hits me then. And gosh damn, this hits me hard.


    That’s me.


    Through the restlessness and disbelief holding my mind captive comes this realization: this is the last time I switch bodies. As in, I spend hundreds of years looking like Raven de’ Medici. Hundreds of years not changing my face. Not changing my body. Not growing older or dying.


    My insides twist and roll at the idea of immortality. My guts seize at the thought of this girl, of me. The implications alone dispel rational thought!


    “So you’re here, but this nest place, it’s in another time?”


    I already know this. I’ve been listening to her. I just can’t seem to connect the dots, to make it all fit together as perfectly as it does for her.


    “Yes.”


    “When are you from?”


    “Twenty-eight thirty-two is my current year.”


    A popping noise in my head, like the sound of my sub-conscious mind turning inside out, puffs out of me. We’re talking untold amounts of disbelief. My mind right now, it’s a four a.m. hooker, as in totally exhausted, as in officially done. Words seem so inadequate right now.


    I can’t even think straight!


    This is so much worse than finding out Jake is a traveler. So much worse than knowing he’s old AF and pining after his dead wife. Because I don’t know what to do, I turn on the media player.


    Hellyeah’s song “Be Undeniable” plays and it has that sort of angry yet fitting message I’m not sure I should ignore. All I want to do right now is crank it up until the speakers shutter and blow apart.


    The music shuts off on its own. Alice, she just looked at the radio and it shut off.


    “Don’t do that,” I snap, turning it back on with my mind. Not moving a muscle, using just her mind, Alice shuts it off again. Heat rises into my face and I want to start cursing.


    “You can’t win against this version of me,” she says. “I’m infinitely superior to you in this time.”


    “You’re just a little girl in my world,” I retort. Meaning I could end the five year old version of her and she would never exist.


    “Is that a threat?” she asks with humor in those usually dark eyes. “Are you actually threatening me?”


    We sit in silence for awhile until I can’t take it any longer. “What did she do that she should end up here, looking like that?”


    I’m referring to my future self.


    “It’s a long story that has something to do with you turning Presidents’ bodies inside out in front of audiences of hundreds of thousands. Think of Jack the Ripper, or Charles Manson, or even someone like Ed Gein, and then multiply that by a thousand and that’s her.”


    “Are you effing kidding me?” I gasp, my foot coming off the pedal.


    “The way you dispose of the filth of the future, it’s brutal and bloody, and it happens so quickly and so violently people can’t process it. There’s not much violence in the future. Not anymore. That’s your thing, though. Killing people in brutal fashion when brutality is at an all time low.”


    My mind is spinning a dizzying web, making my brain feel turned inside out, and the slightest bit delirious. These are merely tricks on my mind. They have to be!


    Are you an implanted suggestion? I almost ask the girl beside me. A bad dream? Looking in the rear view mirror at the comatose future me, I actually pinch my own arm and tell myself to wake up.


    “You’re awake, Raven. This isn’t a bad dream. This is real.” I reach out and touch Alice’s face. Poke it gently. It reacts. It looks at me and says, “Like I said.”


    “So who did this to her?” I ask. “To me. I mean, Jesus Christ, Alice, she looks like she survived something…worse than awful.”


    “I’d say she might not survive the trip back home, but it looks like what she’s survived makes her nearly immortal.”


    “I can be killed, you know.” And apparently with my hacked off arm and my hacked off leg, I can lose pieces of myself as well. Pieces that won’t grow back.


    “I know. So did they. It’s that they didn’t kill you after all this time that makes me think torture was their motive. Never death.”


    “That’s unbelievable.”


    “After all the things you did, after your holy reign of terror, it’s not really as unbelievable as you might imagine.”


    Good Lord, what have I become?


    My foot smashes the accelerator again and the speedometer climbs to one hundred ten miles an hour. We’re making good time through the desert. Not that it matters. I know I need to get to Holland, but what can he do? The me in the back seat is not even conscious.


    “I have to call Holland,” I say. “He can meet us at the lab.”


    “Ah,” she says, “Holland. I can’t say I’ve missed him. It will be interesting, catching up.”


    Activating the Audi RS5’s Bluetooth, I say, “Dial number,” then give the car Holland’s number. It rings through.


    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he answers, his voice rancid with sleep.


    “Yeah. Save it,” I say, all business. “You need to meet me at the lab in an hour. I have, well I have a problem.”


    “You have a thousand problems,” he grumbles.


    “It’s…the future me. She’s hurt. Actually she’s really f*cked up.”


    “The future you?” he stammers. All the sudden there’s no sleep in his voice at all.


    “Yes,” I say, looking at Alice, who’s looking back at me. “Just trust me, Holland.”


    In the phone I hear his cat adamantly meowing for his attention. I swear to Christ, that cat is the only normal part of him.


    “Fine,” he says. “I’ll be there.”




    Righteous Dickless Killers




    1


    The body of The Assassin, controlled from the far reaches of time by The Operator, he slid like wet sewage through a wormhole, flopping naked onto the hard Nevada asphalt in the dead of night. The body looked like something wrapped in an intestinal cocoon. The Cocoon, however, was made of a cellophane-like transport gel used to send The Assassin back in time.


    The Operator remained hundreds of years in the future, but he was also there, in 2015, able to control The Assassin’s body in her time. The time he was in now, Raven de’ Medici was young and naïve, not yet the murderous, serial killing thing she’d become.


    The Operator’s elation spiked. It always did the moment the body broke through the cellophane and inhaled its first swallow of the local oxygen.


    To his immense satisfaction, The Operator was given by The Matriarch the right and privilege of ending Raven de’ Medici’s life, further stamped with the “kill by any means necessary” order. If he had a brain, or a body, The Operator would have rejoiced. He would’ve dreamt beautiful dreams. He would have wept. To have the kill order for Raven de’ Medici…ah!—how he envied and admired the elusive girl! He had for centuries now. That’s why ripping her limb from limb until her soul fled her body once and for all held such monstrous appeal.


    And now, with the vessels of three cloned assassins at his disposal and express permission from The Matriarch to tie off young Raven’s miserable life, The Operator ached to lay human eyes on her, to break protocol and inhabit one of the bodies. He wanted to experience hand-to-hand combat from inside the flesh. Decades had passed since he allowed himself that privilege. Decades since he abandoned the safety of The Hive to take full interior control of a body.


    The Assassin—The Operator’s killer controlled from hundreds of years afar—he looked like a normal twenty-something boy, but with an impossibly fit physique and tall black hair styled in the loose twist of a candle’s flame. His eyes were dark, nearly black beneath and around the lashes, a condition of the genetics used to create the inhabitable clones rather than some fashion statement. The Assassin, like the other two identical assassins lying in wait far, far into the future, was genetically flawless, save for a couple of significant features: his impossibly large pupils and an absence of any male genitalia.


    In the ordering of his trio of assassins’ bodies, The Operator found the luxury of reproductive organs unnecessary, for the task of his synthetics was specific in nature: kill with efficiency, kill with brutality, kill with artistry. His assassins did not possess carnal want. Sex was a sidebar, a distraction, completely useless for what they were. Their sole task was to hunt down a person, then dispose of the person of interest with ruthless expediency.


    The Operator’s three favorite words were mutilation, decapitation, and disembowelment. He was also quite fond of humiliation and torture. These words ruled him, made him, defined him. And the genetic creations assigned to him—these righteous, dickless killers—they had no time for sex, nor were they wired to even consider such messy acts of physics and emotion.


    This was not programmed into their physical DNA.


    The Assassin’s silver eyes blinked side-to-side, then they made a ninety degree roll in his head so blinking became an up-and-down thing. Pupils dilating wide, The Operator—running the mission from The Nest deep inside The Hive eight hundred years in the future—activated The Assassin’s night-vision in the year 2015. A second later, clothes materialized onto the boy. Simple clothes: green kaki’s, black military issue boots, black fitted tank top. The Assassin stretched his legs and arms, curled and uncurled his fingers and toes; he then rolled his neck, flexing his brand new vertebra, readying himself for the hunt.


    Up ahead, glowing in motion in the dark desert night, half a mile away, were the flashing red and blue lights of two police cruisers, the fake-sunshine glow of flames from an overturned eighteen wheeler and an exploded car. The Operator started The Assassin walking toward the inferno.


    Ahead of The Assassin, nearly thirty feet, a scurry of movement caught The Operator’s attention. A low desert creature crossing the road. The Assassin/Operator stopped, tilted his head.


    Interesting, he thought.


    An animal.


    The Assassin’s upper lip sprung into a curl. His nostrils flared. Then a noise filled his head, the sound of it reverberating through eight centuries of time into The Operator’s awareness. The sound was mechanical—dull and winding, gaining volume and texture behind him.


    The Operator had only been on the actual Earth a dozen times since his migration to the cloud cities three hundred and forty-two years ago, so being there, in 2015 in the Nevada desert, this was one more interesting, if not intriguing expedition. He forced his consciousness—his soul—through the time construct, until it crashed hard into The Assassin’s body. The sensory charge alone through the space-time continuum was painfully euphoric and unsanctioned, a veritable rush he missed far too much.


    No more remote control, he thought. No more Nest.


    The Operator, now in full interior control of The Assassin, he turned around, to the sounds at his back. What is this? he wondered. For centuries he was a soul in a box detached from danger. Now he was flesh and blood, a soul allowed to inhabit something more human.


    Standing dead center of what must be a bend in the highway, he startled at the expanding horizon of artificial light and how, whatever was coming, was headed for him far too quickly. The last thought he had as the automobile rounded the curve and came into full view was: I just got in this body and now I’m going to die.


    The Assassin’s hand shot up and the automobile bearing down on him—a sedan—its rear end thrust into the air at his command. The Assassin arched his body backwards at an impossible angle to avoid being struck while using telekinetics to lift, redirect and flip the car over his head (with barely an inch of space to spare between the bumper and his face); the entire contraption and the family inside it soared upside down and sailed twenty feet high into the air. Using his other hand, The Assassin stood, spun around and sent the automobile and its startled occupants into The Void, making the car disappear from this and all elements of time. The Void was a place inside The Nothingness created for the single purpose of disposing of both his prey and his victims. The automobile and everything in it was sucked into a perpetual blackness thousands of times darker than night. Swallowed into the flat space between the layers of time. Compressed—alive but trapped and dying—like a black hole that was always open but led to the ends of nowhere.


    Silence again. The almost darkness of a cool desert night.


    Being soul-inside-the-flesh—not separated, insulated and numbed by distance and time—The Operator (now The Assassin) relished the real, physical danger. He was a more effective killer this way. One could rip and tear a person apart by remote non-occupancy of The Body, but it was less perilous, and the split-second advantage needed to pick apart someone as ruthless and crafty as Raven de’ Medici was never fully realized. To be at your sharpest, to really have that razor’s edge, you must be inside The Body. You needed to be The Body.


    Melded to flesh, The Assassin looked down at the physical body he now occupied, put physical hands on his person, got familiar with the look and feel of it. He felt his mouth smile. What a feeling! There was no millisecond reaction lag. He was operating in real time!


    He stood under the moonless sky and with a thought, the clothes and boots vanished. He simply stood there, naked, letting a warm desert current waft itself soft and earnest over his untouched skin. He stirred, breathed deep, expelled an exultant, almost sensual sigh. Both The Nest and The Hive had their benefits, but there was nothing as exhilarating as being anchored in the flesh!


    In his time, what they called feeling (the manufactured version of it anyway), paled next to the real thing.


    “You need different clothing,” the voice in his head said.


    The Control Center.


    All The Assassin needed was the thought of clothing and clothing materialized on his body. In the historical database of The Body’s atomic computer, The Assassin accessed “fashion styles for the year 2015,” then browsed thousands of styles of clothing in milliseconds before selecting something to his liking. A half a thought later, The Body was properly sheathed in the day’s fashion.


    He inhaled the desert scents from his real nose into his real mouth, shuddered at the earthy smell of the air: damp asphalt beneath his feet, a curious hang of dust denoting the pounded texture of the dirt around them. But nothing else. The Assassin put one foot in front of the other and took his first steps as a human being toward the lights and burning vehicles.


    That’s where she’d be.


    Raven.


    Rather that’s where he hoped she would be. His information was spotty at very best. Accurate, relevant history for this time period had always proven difficult to come by. So much of the details of this time were lost in the nuclear holocaust of 2082. Entire networks of data destroyed, sprawling cities abandoned for decades due to nuclear fallout, five billion lives eviscerated either from the initial blasts or years later from the devastating effects of acute radiation poisoning.


    Still, he’d find her.




    The Unkillable Monster



1


    Me and Alice’s new body, we take the mutilated, broken version of my future self to Holland’s lab. It’s early in the morning. Holland’s waiting for us. He looks at me bleary-eyed and chewing on his molars, and through gritted teeth he says, “Is this supposed to be you? This limbless abomination?”


    “If you can believe it,” I say. Did I say I hate that f*cking word? Abomination. It’s sort of what Damien called me at Maggie’s funeral right before I vowed to never talk to him again.


    Holland rubs his eyes and says, “When is she from?” His clothes look like he dragged them from the hamper.


    I stop, feel myself go very still, then look at Alice who’s studying Holland. “I don’t know where she’s from,” I mutter. Looking at her stained, disintegrating prisoner’s dress, so filthy and worn, it looks like future me hasn’t changed clothes in years. Like time and constant wear ground holes and grime into the fabric. Alice said she got me out of a lightless hole in the desert hundreds of years from now.


    “I said, when is she from,” he replies, “not where.” The way he says this so casually, it’s like the whole idea of time travel isn’t completely preposterous. Which makes me wonder if he knows that time travel is now possible. Obviously.


    Alice answers Holland: “She’s from the future.”


    “I got that part on the phone,” he replies, looking at Alice with inquisitive, almost offended eyes. “How far out, I mean? And who are you?”


    “Alice.”


    Now it’s Holland’s turn to fall deathly still. “My Alice?”


    “I was never your Alice. But yes, I am that Alice. We need to see if we can get these restraints off. We need to see if her body can still use The Fountain of Youth serum to regrow limbs.”


    “Unbelievable,” Holland says, looking mesmerized and overwhelmed, his brain stuck on Alice more than the future me. I want to snap my fingers in his face and demand that he focus, but I manage to control myself. Barely.


    That such a horrific man has the capacity to still be surprised moves me. As an early twentieth century monster with a body count in the hundreds of thousands, he is officially one of the worst mass murderers of our time, and not rehabilitated by any means. Yet here he stands, looking handsome and innocent and in awe of a girl who could be every bit the human atrocity he is, or worse (future me).


    Looking at Alice, I say, “Is that what those are? Restraints?”


    “Calling them restraints is like calling a category five hurricane ‘a breezy affair.’ Those aren’t restraints, Raven. Those are permanent torture devices.”
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    So I was tortured. Entire limbs were severed from my body, and that wasn’t enough for my captors. I had to have torture devices put on me. My preternatural stumps had to stay as stumps. Basically they found a way to counteract the Fountain of Youth serum in a hideous fashion.


    “These round, milled plates, they aren’t merely metal end caps for your stumps. This is a gory contraption. One humans weren’t meant to survive. You’re different though. You were never meant to die. You were pitched into a hole in the middle of the Saudi Arabian dessert, two hundred miles west of Oman, which is in the desert two hundred miles from anything. That’s were I found you. That’s where you were left to rot.”


    “H-How did you find me?” I ask.


    “Your DNA signature. It took more than fifty years, but eventually that was how I tracked you.”


    What I’m seeing in her, what Alice might be keeping from me, chills me to the core. Makes me marvel at who I became to inspire such rancorous hatred from others.


    “I was there…for fifty years?” I ask, horrified.


    Alice nods her head.


    Holland turns those haunting eyes on me and says, “As pissed off as I am that I can’t exorcise you from my life, you’ve finally brought me something intriguing.”


    Saying this, his mouth rises into a sick grin and I expect to see those two front teeth with their trademark gap, that’s how conditioned I am, but the gap is gone and his smile is just…wrong. Like a serial killer going flush with sadistic delight. It’s the kind of smile that precedes malevolence.


    “Whenever you’re done gushing about the entertainment value of this monumentally distorted situation,” I say, disgust creeping into my every word, “let’s get those things off her.”


    “She might never regrow her limbs,” Holland says, returning to the task at hand.


    “It’s not her body that’s the problem,” Alice says, “it’s her sanity. Those earbuds drilled in her ears, they are powered by her body’s energy and they pump noise into her head constantly. Different genres of music. Opposing sounds played solely to oppress her ability to control anything. Everything. I don’t know how long they’ve been in there, but by the looks of them, I’m thinking decades. I think, and I’m sorry to say this Raven, but I think maybe she’s mentally, well, mentally ineffective.”


    “Broken,” I say, my skin flush with goosebumps. Alice looks at me, then slowly, sadly, nods her head.
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    For awhile the three of us hover around my battered future self’s body. The rough cut steel stump caps, as I’ve come to think of them, look impossible to remove, grinded down on one side with seemingly nothing to hold them in place. Not screws, or divots. Nothing. What in the hell fixed them so firmly to her stumps? And what about the earbuds jammed into her ears?


    God, I’m practically getting claustrophobic looking at them!


    Holland grips the rusted steel disc on the missing leg, gives it a firm wiggle to see how much play there is in the device, all the while watching my future body to see if this triggers a reaction.


    “Easy!” I bark. He gives no response.


    Despite all the wiggling, the body doesn’t move. Looking closer, hardened tongues of what look like calloused skin have grown around edges of the steel disc. The skin looks halted with rot, gnarled in mutant curls of fouled flesh.


    I touch it and it feels rough. Like the tougher edges of a heel. My fingers skitter away from the flesh; my mind is confused, revolted, enraged. For what someone has done to me, to us, I want answers.


    “I don’t care what it takes,” I hear my mouth saying to Holland, “fix her.”


    “I don’t—”


    “Fix her!” my voice booms, which causes something made of glass somewhere to crack sharply. Before Holland can respond, before my temper spirals out of control, I turn from the macabre scene and vacate the lab.


    “Where are you going?” future Alice asks, trailing after me.


    “If you can imagine it,” I say, walking to the elevator and stabbing the retrieval button, “I have more pressing things to take care of.” Like a dead teenage boy bled out in my bed.


    Tavares Baldridge.


    He would have made an excellent boyfriend.


    The elevator door opens. I step into it, press the UP arrow, then turn and hold Alice’s gaze as the metal doors close between us. Shen never even blinks.




    Bloodless and Depressed
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    As much as I want to stay with Holland and future Alice and tend to my ravaged future self, two things are happening: Tavares is a cadaver in my bed (which is now the site of a blood soaked, mind controlled massacre) and Jake can’t sleep (he’s lying awake in bed thinking about me and what I’ve become).


    I’m not sure why I’m trolling his mind, but I am. Perhaps it’s like the person you desire most who becomes the lover you can’t have and you despise him so much for the pain he’s caused that you eventually become obsessed with him, with what he’s thinking. If I see him again, I swear I’ll tell him to get out of my life forever. Or maybe I’ll kiss him. I don’t know.


    As I’m crossing campus, dawn presses near. The chilled morning air and moonless black sky, however, bequeaths me the cover of night. Reluctantly I walk back to my dorm room where the messy business of Tavares Baldridge awaits my attention. The second I open the door, sullied air slinks past me. It reeks of death: coppery and acrid, faintly metallic.


    Aside from the body, evidence of Tavares’s murder is splattered over several significant surfaces of the room. Blood is dried to a reddish-brown color and it’s everywhere: dried on the white sheets and comforter, geysered low on the wall behind the pillows I will never sleep on again, dried in rivers across his naked, abandoned body.


    Using telekinesis (I’m getting better at gracefully controlling more mundane tasks), I lift and tilt the body so he is lying face-up. The gash in his throat is meaty, puckered open. Scabs of crusted blood reveal a revolting texture. Pulling my gaze away from the wound, my eyes meet his eyes, eyes that are glassed over and dead, eyes that remain wide open and eerily vacant.


    I turn away, my emotions welling.


    The smell of his body is crippling. He was once a boy. Now he’s just rotting beef. I cross the room, sit down and try not to look at his naked body lying emptied out on my bed. I can’t help it. The whole room stinks of his passing.


    God, is it warm in here??


    Tears fill my eyes. The room goes so blurry I close my eyes and surrender myself to my grief. I barely knew him. Oh how I wanted to know him!


    But I’ll never truly know him.


    For the better part of an hour, I lose myself to fits of sobbing. I cry for everything. For this beautiful dead boy, for the Abby stand-in and how she almost killed herself, for Maggie who did kill herself, for Netty and her unborn child, for my loss of Jake, for the horrific state of my future self. Because of Tavares I killed Dr. Delgado and the corrupt Senator Wexford. My mind crawls with the memories of the Senator’s screams when I started peeling skin from her face and body, and I can’t scrape that memory loose of me.


    The Senator’s death, to my moral dismay, is the only thing to bring me peace.


    God, the satisfaction of that moment! The high of vengeance floods me, fills me with both pride and horror. To do that to a human being…that I’m even capable of that…it has become more terrifying than thrilling. Even after so much violence, justice of this decree holds sway over me in magical ways I can’t describe. The light of this high dies out fast when I consider everything I’ve lost. Grief has a way of turning gratification into distant thoughts, into evaporating memories.


    Outside my window, the sun breaks over the horizon and morning light finds its way upon me. Still I can’t move. I can’t move because I’m mortified by my actions, scared for what Alice says I’m becoming, exhausted from it all and so ready to not be me anymore. Then it breaks. Something in me splits wide open and I can function again.


    I know what I must do.


    Closing my eyes, I center myself, draw long, sustaining breaths. Using my mind, I release my invisible tentacles, thousands of them, millions of them. They find and attach themselves to Tavares’s blood, every last drop, half drop and dried flake; they bond with every atom, each and every individual molecule. My busy-bee tentacles separate the dried blood from fabric, paint and skin, from hardwood floors, plastics, glass. Eyes still shut, I gather all the blood into the air, reunite it and send it like some giant slithering snake across the room, into the bathroom and finally into the open toilet.


    My focus wavers at the sound of knocking on my door. It’s Jake. He’s been on his way for ten minutes now.


    Just one thought and I’m in his head, knowing why he’s here, what he wants. Gosh damn, I don’t have time for this shit.


    
2


    Without moving, or opening my eyes—without taking my attention off the task before me—I lift a hand and from ten feet away; my dorm room door opens. I can’t see him with closed eyes, but I feel him. He is gasping briefly. Going wide-eyed. Thinking he should leave right now.


    “No,” I say, answering the question in his mind. “Stay.” Reluctant, hypnotized by the unearthly scene before him, he comes in. With my mind, I shut the door, lock it.


    There is a giant twisting blood worm snaking through the air and Jake can’t peel his eyes from it. Dry and scaly looking, brownish red, the three-dimensional object-in-motion surges and reshapes itself with both weight and depth on its way to the bathroom. Jake can’t find his voice.


    He can hardly breathe.


    Flakes of dried blood lift off everything, join the slow-moving worm, make it fatter and longer as it treks through the air to the open toilet bowl, filling it. When it is all done, when the room is clean and the blood worm is drowned in the toilet, I use my mind to flush it, and only then do I draw a nourishing breath, exhale and open my eyes.


    I look right at Jake.


    He’s staring at me, his face sallow, afflicted. At least the room is clean. At least Tavares is clean, save for his razor-bladed neck.


    “You are an…an abomination,” Jake says, low, his voice trembling with something not good, something not the least bit misunderstood. There’s that motherfreaking word again!


    Pointed, my words sharp enough to cut, I say, “Says the guy who had sex with me then shot me in the face.”


    Part of me wishes I had never met Jake Teller, yet smaller, seemingly less important parts wish I knew him better. But I’m not going to crawl his mind to better understand his tone or expression. He’s handsome. Breathtaking really. But I’m seeing beyond that now. I’m on a higher plane. What I want is to talk to Jake, but what I need to do is figure out how to transport Tavares’s corpse to his dorm room without being spotted.


    I’ll wait until later this morning, until classes start. Then I’ll go. Satisfied I can’t do anything to remedy the situation now, I turn my attention on Jake, if anything to distract me from my pitiful life and how I’ve ruined everything.


    “He was an innocent boy in some sick political war,” I say, the sorrow in my words greater even than I imagined. “Both of us were casualties of the elite’s obsession with money and control.”


    Jake stands there like a f*cking mute, not knowing what to say, and this gives me a moment to wonder what happened to the future me. Is the war to control me won already? I can’t help wondering if I know the future, can I somehow change it? Or is it a fixed outcome? I wonder if I can be someone different, someone unkillable and uncontrollable. Can I save my future self?


    Jesus, I don’t know.


    But I do know. Yes, I do. The answer is no. It is clear by the body on my bed, and the body I brought back from the desert—my future self. Everything done to me since coming to this despicable school paints a clear picture of my fate not being my own.


    Jake finally speaks. Well halle-freaking-luiah, Helen Keller’s got a tongue! He says, “I saved my wife from dying. In the future, like we talked about. I arrived in time to stop Holland from giving her the shot.”


    “Then maybe you should go back to her and leave me to this,” my mouth says, weary, resigned to a life without him. Not that I want to be with him anymore. Jake was once a god in my eyes, perfect in every way. He was this unattainable creature I besot with every fiber of my being. Then I found out he was married, widowed, from the future and almost seventy years old. Sure he looks like he’s in his mid-twenties and he’s hot AF to the unsuspecting eye, the same way I’m hot AF and not at all like the fat, mud duck I used to be. The truth can cast shadows over the sun, though, and that’s how I see him now: as the thing that never was.


    He is my Jacob Brantley, my Damien Rhodes, my Tavares Baldridge.


    Looking at him, trying to see what I saw, I can’t muster even the barest thread of desire for him.


    “She said I should be with you,” Jake admitted, unaware my feelings have changed completely. “She said saving her changed the course of her life, and therefore ours. That we are not together yet, her and I.”


    “That’s cold,” I say with no emotion.


    My mind goes back to Tavares, what I did. I murdered people, buried people to death, stripped an old woman of her skin, but this? Oh, God, this?! Tavares’s death, I swear to Christ, will be the one that unwinds me. The death that ends me.


    This begs the question: how could my mind have done this without my consent? Delgado got in my head. I realize that now, but how did he turn me into a…a self-sufficient mind-controlled assassin? Even more concerning is that I’m now the most powerful human on earth and I’m not fully in charge of my person.


    This revelation scares the ever-loving poopsickles out of me.


    “My wife, she has a way of being direct that comes across as caring. It’s what she wants for me. She knows I like you. The other version of you. The less lethal version.”


    Shifting my gaze to look at him, my eyes focus and I say, “So she’s fine with this? With you and me being together?”


    Okay, I admit, this is an interesting turn of events I didn’t see coming. The cosmic hall pass. All I can say is wow.


    “She says I’m already with you in the future. That her and I will meet up later in our lives. She says our grand romance—hers and mine—it isn’t an immediate thing as much as you and I will become an immediate thing.”


    “Ha!” I burst out, almost embarrassed by my reaction. Looking at him with raw eyes, eyes salted with too many tears, eyes wrung so dry they feel sucked-free-of-emotion, I say “So you came here to tell me we can finally be together?”


    “Yeah, until this,” he says, waving his hand at Tavares.


    “Until this?” I snap. “This what?!”


    “Whatever you are, Raven, it’s…not right. And I don’t think I can…I don’t know…if you were normal…” The way he’s saying these things, it’s like he’s scared of me. Like if he pisses me off, he is afraid he’ll end up like Tavares.


    Cut up. Dead.


    “This is my life, which is why I left you in the first place, Jake!” There is so much animosity in my tone, so much of what I’m feeling, it comes out as hostile.


    No, it comes out explosive.


    “You came back to me, Raven,” he argues, “not the other way around.”


    “Yes, and you shot me in the face! You think that’s not completely fucked up?” He shrugs his shoulders. I don’t even know why I’m having this conversation with him right now. I’m so done with him I can’t even censor my bad language. Rolling my eyes, I say, “I didn’t know you were…a traveler, or married, or…or a gosh damn senior citizen for that matter! Now it doesn’t matter.”


    The fight in him, I feel it waning fast. He heaves a belly-deep sigh, his eyes clearing, and then he releases a measured breath and says, “Apparently there’s a lot we don’t know about each other, like how you’ve become Charles Manson’s twisted little sister.”


    It’s his last dig. His final effort.


    “At least I don’t need a glass of wine and a denture cup before going to bed at night, gramps.”


    “Where I’m from, being old is still preferable to being a murderer.”


    “So you say.”


    “I do.”


    “Get out, Jake. Seriously. Get out of my room, out of my life, out of my future.”


    He turns and leaves and this time I’m not the one being rejected. It’s a change. There’s nothing nice about it, but at least it’s different. At least I’m no longer worrying about not being good enough for anyone. At least I’m the one doing the rejecting this time.




    To Shave or not to Shave
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    Orianna got a call from Christian. She was filing her fingernails and watching The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills when her caller ID flashed his number on her TV. Reducing the volume, sort of excited by his call, Orianna picked up the phone and listened sadly as he told her their child was dead.


    That wasn’t the call she was hoping for, but it was the one she was expecting. She said, “Abby’s not dead, Christian, she’s just pissed off at you.”


    Christian told her some punk looking girl from Astor Academy, or wherever, came over and said their daughter died.


    Orianna said, “That punk looking girl’s name is Raven. And our precious Abby, who seems to get dumber and more foul mouthed by the minute—if that’s possible—she’s not Abby anymore. That Abby was never our Abby.”


    “What?”


    “The Abby we’ve been doting on, she was a stand-in for when our daughter legitimately died. Our daughter isn’t the Abby we’ve been calling our daughter. Raven is Abby. Raven is Savannah.”


    “That girl?! With the black hair and ten pounds of eye-liner, that was our Abby?”


    “Yes, Raven is our Abby.”


    “Oh, thank God,” he breathed out.


    “I know,” she said. She muted the TV fully.


    “Orianna, what the hell is going on?”


    “She’s changing, Christian. Our little girl, she’s…evolving.”


    “So the other Abby—”


    “Not ours.”


    “I felt so guilty for how I was starting to feel about her,” he admitted. “How I felt like we lost our little girl and got this shitty reanimated version of her instead.”


    A moment of silence stretched on. On TV, a fight between Kim and Kyle was heating up, and Brandi was trying to explain her side of some story to Lisa. When Brandi came on, all Orianna could see were the TV star’s fake tits. Whatever. The point was, feelings were getting hurt and words were being yelled in the silence of the muted TV, but all Orianna could think of was how much she wanted Christian and how it really ate at her that they couldn’t seem to get things right.


    Why am I behaving like this? she wondered.


    “So why did she lie to me knowing it would hurt me?” Christian asked. “And when did she go under again? Did you pay for this?”


    “No, she didn’t go under. She died. That’s why she’s mad at you, and maybe why I’m having a hard time here. You did this to her. You tricked her when you sent her to Astor Academy. You tricked us both, and so now she’s mad at you.”


    “I gave her everything she wanted!”


    “Good Christ, you’re so dense sometimes,” Orianna said as if the truth was exhausting and she was tired of saying it.


    “I’m dense?”


    “Oh, my God!” she laughed. “Yes you, dummy!” There was a moment of baffled silence that she eventually broke by saying, “I’m sorry for snapping. And laughing. It’s just…I don’t know…why don’t you come over and I’ll explain it to you. I’m cooking dinner and my date flaked. Said something about…whatever. Basically, if you don’t come over, I’m cooking for two and eating for one. Which is depressing as shit, so come over for dinner already.”


    He didn’t say anything. He basically gave her the over-the-phone silent treatment. Like he was trying to decide if he had something better to do.


    “Earth to Christian? Hello?” she said. “Are you coming or what?”


    “It’s refreshing getting your leftover affections.”


    “Well let’s not make a thing of it,” she said, relieved he was coming over, but still playing coy.


    “Yeah?” he said. “How’s this for not making a thing of it?”


    And then he hung up. Um…WTF? Seriously?


    A few minutes later, she text him: SO ARE WE EATING TOGETHER OR AM I EATING ALONE?


    He text her back: SHOWERING. BE OVER IN 1 HR.


    She text him again: AN HOUR? GOD YOU’RE SUCH A GIRL!


    She waited for a return text, but when she got none, she uncorked a bottle of Levy and McClellan Cabernet Sauvignon. The 2008 red was bright ruby red and just what she needed to take the edge off.


    She let the bottle breathe, then poured the sweet smelling wine into her favorite glass. Swirling the contents, subconsciously studying the tears, she let herself unwind into the moment. A sniff of the wine filled her nose with the scents of crushed blackberry, licorice pastille and violet. Beneath that were hints of wood spices. She took her first sip, swished it around in her mouth and savored first the obvious flavors, then the more subtle hints of black raspberry and espresso.


    Leaning back into the kitchen island, she felt herself relaxing, then she dreamt of Christian in the shower, and how once, in New York, the two of them had the most amazing sex ever.


    She checked the time, then opened her laptop to the internet browser where she clicked on her favorites section titled “Take Out.” After a minute, she went to Su Hong’s website, then called in her order: steamed vegetarian dumplings, Szechwan-style beef in hand-shaved noodle soup, one order of General Chicken and beef with Shitake mushroom & bamboo shoots. After that, she corked the wine then got ready for what would either be an amazing night with Christian, or another Christian Swann disappointment.


    In the bathroom, she pulled her skirt up and pulled her panties aside, checking her lady business in the mirror. She should shave. Just in case. Then again, Christian didn’t like her shaved. At least, he admitted he didn’t like her shaved when she was Margaret. He said that shaved vaginas were for twenty year olds. Which was absurd, but whatever. It wouldn’t matter anyway. Not with him losing interest in her by the day now that she made a habit of pushing him away. He had sex with her in New York, she reminded herself, which felt good.


    We had sex.


    Back then, that had been enough. Then again, she’d been feeling awfully vulnerable. And now? Now she was just tired of being alone. She thought, what is wrong with me? Moving her panties back over her peach, she dropped her skirt and blew out an exhausted sigh.


    She knew exactly what was wrong with her.


    “You were a lying, cheating, manipulative, abusive coke whore who wanted nothing more than the perfect paparazzi picture and all the attention it brought,” she said to her reflection. “You hurt him. You devastated him. And now he’s rejecting you like you rejected him, and you totally deserve it.”


    Or maybe she was reading things wrong. She did that sometimes.


    That said, she touched up her eye shadow and her lipstick, puckered her perfect lips, marveled once again at her reflection. She was perfect. Which was startlingly uncomfortable at first. Now she was getting used to looking in the mirror. She wasn’t feeling like such a stranger.


    “I’m devastated, Christian,” she whispered.


    But she didn’t believe it anymore. That was an old song, old programming that no longer had such a deep, emotional hold on her. Abby was alive as Raven, and she loved Orianna. They were no longer enemies; they were now mother and daughter. Good things were happening, not with her and Christian, but with her and her daughter. Could that be enough for now?


    It could.


    “My daughter,” she said, proud. Then quietly, satisfied, she whispered with amazement, “My daughter.”
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    Before heading into town to pick up dinner, she went to the bathroom, stripped from the waist down, then got in the shower and shaved herself clean. She checked her vagina in the mirror when she was all done. Orianna pulled herself this way and that; not a stubbled hair in sight. There was something about having a bare-to-the-skin peach that made her feel sexy, young and ready. When she was dressed again, and on her way to Su Hong’s to pick up dinner, the thrilling sensations moving in low currents inside her gently subsided.


    She felt her lovely mouth stagger into a frown. Shaved or not, she pushed Christian away, right into the arms of Rebecca’s tutor. Bethany. It wasn’t his fault. He wanted Orianna. He begged for her. That he had become someone else’s in the wake of her rejection wasn’t on him. It was on her.


    Located on El Camino Real in Palo Alto, Su Hong’s was a single story restaurant made of faux rock siding, glass and old wood. She parked in the small lot and headed inside. Waiting for her food, she gazed outside, eyes staring at two sidewalk trees, a metal light pole, eight newspaper dispensaries with both American and Chinese newspapers and a restaurant strangely called The Sea by Alexander’s Steakhouse across six lanes of asphalt. Like it was a book and not someplace to eat. But for a second she saw none of this. All she could think about was her family.


    Invariably, her mind went back to Rebecca’s tutor.


    Bethany.


    If Christian was seeing her, she didn’t blame him. The girl was attractive and light hearted, and she had an ease about herself Orianna never had as Margaret. She was jealous. Filled with gobs and gobs of it.


    “Ma’am?” a short Chinese waitress with a stained apron said. Smiling, returning to the moment, Orianna paid for her meal, tipped the woman generously, then took her food and drove back home.


    For the thousandth time since getting out of rehab and swearing off drugs, she wondered if too much water had gone under the bridge. She began suspecting the worst. Could her relationship with Christian be damaged beyond repair? Perhaps. There was something authentic in the way Christian had stopped pursuing her.


    I rejected him first, she reminded herself.


    Now he was standing on principle. Like his subtle rejections stood as punishment for every emotional atrocity she’d ever committed. If she weren’t so damn stupid in matters of love and self-indulgence, she’d just admit she wanted him back. Was that so hard? It was.


    God, why was it so hard?!


    Back home, Christian arrived looking scrumptious. He leaned in and kissed her dispassionately on the cheek, then breezed by her, heading back to the kitchen with a bottle of wine in hand. Orianna touched her face where Christian kissed her, not surprised that she wanted more. She shut the door and followed him into the kitchen where she’d set the table for two.


    The entire place smelled like Chinese.


    She was famished.


    “Your cooking smells amazing,” he said, sarcastically.


    “Su Hong’s,” she said.


    “I figured.”


    Over Su Hong’s delicious and most certainly fattening meal, they shared a mildly intoxicating discussion about Raven, tried not to dwell too much on their massive failures as parents, and before she knew it, they had polished off a 2010 Gaja Barbarecso, a juicy Italian red wine made from Nebbolio grapes grown in the Langhe area of Piedmont. With enough drinks in them, something forgettable was said that struck them both as funny, then Christian decided to call it night.


    As she feared, she shaved for nothing. She was half-drunk with a gorgeous dinner date and in the end, she’d go to bed alone, unlaid, and wake up with a headache and this perfectly bald, perfectly neglected pussy.


    Christian kissed her good-bye on the cheek, thanked her for her hospitality, and walked to his car having no idea how clean and smooth her flower was. Because that was who he was becoming: immune to her charms, subtle as they were.


    She almost chased after him and asked if he was still seeing Bethany, but she didn’t. To get on with her own life, it was time for her to start seeing other people. Just not Christian, and not the writer.


    God, most definitely not the writer.




    Terrorist, Mercenary, Mass Murderer
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    It’s not safe to transport the badly dressed corpse across campus, even with school in session. So that night—so late it’s early in the morning—I carry Tavares across campus. Upstairs, in his dorm, I open his door with my mind, refusing to leave any trace evidence of myself behind. Gently, I lay him on his bed.


    Leaving him like this, dead, no evidence to say where he died, or why, I just stare at him and mourn his passing. Sadness is a withering rose inside me. The rose is my soul. When am I going to stop doing things that make me so sad? Things that make me so bad?


    A vision of my future self stabs into my brain and the answer that hits me first is: apparently never. Oh, what have I done? I ask for the hundredth time. What have I become?


    With my mind, I ease him on his side, facing away from me, so he looks asleep rather than bled dry and dead. My imagination soars. Someone from his family is going to find him like this. Sabrina. She’s going to find him and she will forever suffer because of it.


    Death has a way of ruining a person. People. Entire families.


    For a second, I can’t help thinking about Maggie and all the grief her suicide brought me, and I know this will feel the same to the Baldridge’s. I don’t know Tavares’s mother, or much of Sabrina, but their lives will be forever tainted by what I have done. By what Delgado and Senator Wexford did to us all.


    I told Tavares’s father who I was and what I did. He knows this isn’t my fault. I’m a pawn. Someone’s weapon. Not in my own control.


    That I can be manipulated is no longer a question. It’s a fact. Am I still vulnerable? Was this a one-off kill? Have I been programmed to kill only Tavares and be done? Or am I now someone else’s weapon, passed from Delgado and that righteous scab Senator Wexford to someone else? I sense I am now no one’s weapon but my own. Yet how can I be sure?


    I suppose only time will tell.


    I have to know the truth, though, but I won’t know anything because this programming in my mind, who knows how deeply ingrained it is? My only hope is it ended with Delgado. That Tavares was my one and only target.


    Then again, I can’t help fearing I’ll find another lover, or a best friend, or even be sitting at home one day only to wake up with someone’s arterial blood hosed all over me. Sprayed all over the room the same way Tavares’s blood had soaked everything in sight.


    My thoughts skip back to that moment.


    We’d been making love. It was beautiful, sensual, utterly perfect. Then some force inside of me dragged me down so deep into myself I couldn’t stop my body from killing him. Who, or what, took me over? And how am I supposed to recover from that?


    Looking at Tavares in bed, how he could be alive right now, just asleep, I know I won’t be able to live with this. I can’t go through life not being enraged by the injustice that perpetually defines this life of mine. This was done to me. This loathsome act of horror…it was done to me against my will.


    My God, I want to lose my shit on a massive scale right now! “Breathe,” I tell myself. But I’m not breathing. Not with everything I know.


    Breathe.


    The list of names responsible tick off in my mind. I see every single miserable asshole who had a hand in making me who I am, tracing all the way back to my father. He was responsible. He dirtied his hands, too. Indirectly, and not on purpose, but he was responsible never-the-less. To think he did all this just to make me not fat and not ugly.


    How stupid does that sound?! The world is and will forever be changed because one woman abhorred her beastly child and that child hated her piggy-fat and unfortunate looks.


    Misguided brilliance is what this was.


    Regardless of the circumstance, justified or not, I know revenge to be a road wrought with peril. A road I’ve traveled far too often. Where has all this anger and justice gotten me? Who am I as a result of this rage? The answer sits in my brain like a drink of rotten milk; the answer is lying on a gurney in Dr. Holland’s lab. Who I am as a result of my father, Gerhard/Holland, Delgado and the creepy doctor from Dulce is a hundreds-of-years-old-slab-of-ruined-meat thrust back in time.


    I am a terrorist. A mercenary. A mass murderer of prominent, formidable people according to future Alice.


    That’s who I become, in the future, and it’s still not good enough to pacify me. I can change my future, though, can’t I? If there’s a way to stop me from doing…what I do in the future, then shouldn’t I try? Maybe this is why future me wanted future Alice to take her/me back here, to show me what I have become, so that I may change the course of our lives.


    So that I may never become her.
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    Sleeping sometimes sucks. When your dreams are reduced to a surreal compilation of all the bad shit happening in your life, the last thing a girl wants is sleep. Oh how I used to love sleeping! It was the best escape from life ever! Now there is no escape from life. No way to cull the craziness unfolding inside me.


    After smuggling Tavares back to his room, I lay in my bed in the dark thinking about Maggie and how twisted her thoughts must have become to kill herself. Can I kill myself the same way Maggie did? Simply make the decision and have all traces of me gone, save for the memories I left behind for others?


    Can I do it? I mean, is it physically possible?


    The doctor from Dulce says everyone like me kills themselves, so it is possible. Then again, I have to find a way to tear out my own heart, hack off my own head, dismember myself, burn myself and then scatter all of me in various bodies of water all over the world. Unless I take these precautions, I’m pretty sure I’d just come back again and again.


    Oh, Maggie. You’re so lucky.


    Maggie, Maggie, Maggie, I think, I wish you hadn’t gone and suicided yourself. So much hurt for what you’ve done corrupts me, wounds me, riles me. I hate you, you selfish bitch.


    I love you.


    Sleep sneaks in, steals me unaware, then it thrusts me into a nightmare starring the monstrous Dr. Heim, the Nazi soldier with Holland’s Fountain of Youth serum who cut my chest open, poured gasoline into my heart, then lit me on fire. In the dream, he’s coming out of the ground, clawing his way out of Kaitlyn Whitaker’s grave, his teeth full of dirt, maggots and worms slithering around in his empty eye sockets, bugs falling out of his nostrils. That rotting piece of Nazi garbage, I can’t stop dreaming of him coming out of the ground for me—


    —and then my eyes shoot open to the break of dawn and a body damp with sweat. The sheets are stuck to my legs, to the sweat soaked curve of my lower back. Even my pillow holds small shapes of wetness.


    Dragging myself out of bed, my eyes hollow and crusted with evidence of my slumber, my body weary with the kind of emotional exhaustion that makes you feel slow, old and desperate for reprieve, I start a pot of coffee then warm the shower. Shorts and underwear come off together; t-shirt and then my hairband are dropped to the floor. I turn and face the mirror, imagine my eye as destroyed the same way her eye was destroyed, imagine a leg and arm…gone. Just hacked the f*ck off. My naked body shivers with goosebumps.


    Inside the shower, the hot water and steam relax me. I wash my hair, soap my body, shave my legs and underarms, and then I turn the water hotter and sit down in the shower, letting the scalding hot streams drill my flesh. Why do I feel so weak? I can barely function.


    So much for being superhuman.


    I wonder, did Superman ever get a violence hangover? Did Wonder Woman ever look at her costume and a crappy situation and choose ice cream and a movie instead? Did she ever think she’d rather be at the day spa getting a facial and a brow wax than saving…whomever?


    I would totally leave a damsel in distress right now. Serious. As cowardly as this sounds, I’d let cats stay stuck in trees if it meant me getting back to, well…me.


    The coffee does me good, and of course, I peruse Facebook and SocioSphere looking for bits of gossip to fuel and entertain me. Anything to keep my mind off my life. I study Netty’s page. It hasn’t changed in awhile and this makes me want to call her. But not now. My face and body are still waking up, and it’s likely I might spit fire on the first person who rubs me the wrong way. A quick stroll to the cafeteria gets me there in time for the rest of the bacon, a few scoops of scrambled eggs and another cup of coffee. I eat late so I can eat alone. And I don’t look at anyone, even though there are a handful of kids still here. Class will be starting soon.


    Not that I care.


    I decide my education is a past-tense thing. Sometimes I don’t even know why I’m here. For the comfort of my friends?—friends who think I’m someone else? Or because of the familiarity of the school? I already blackmailed myself into a veritable fortune, so I don’t need Astor for financial gain. But there is something dysfunctional and comforting in being close to Holland. I’m feeling duplicitous, even a bit hypocritical admitting this, but there you have it. I’m insane. The man is my creator. He is, by definition, my God. My freaking nemesis.


    Is it completely senseless to think I define myself by this super creepy creeper? It is. We don’t choose our parents, but we never choose our creator either, do we?


    Pity that.




    Debugging the Traveler
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    The lab was cold, empty. Holland hovered over her body, looking at the future Raven with confused, contemplating eyes. What a wreck. What a poor, wasted wreck of a creature, he thought. Her eyes were shut; breathing was normal. She was still unconscious. Still but a whisper of a child. Ruined, but terribly fragile. Beaten and neglected. The horrible, beautiful contraption, the torture device jammed in her ears, they held his curiosity. He turned Raven’s head, looked closer. The wireless earbuds inside of her ears were unlike anything he’d seen before. They were self-powered. Screwed into flesh and bone. Leaning his ear close, he heard the faint, tinny sounds of rapid fire music being pumped straight into her head.


    He cringed, stood back. Think heavy metal music on steroids. The jarring sounds of it—muted to his ears, the sound so small—oh how he understood its effects on Raven! How long had these things been in her ears?


    Decades for sure.


    With a magnifying glass, he tried to find a way to back the screws out of her head. There were no obvious markings. The screws required neither a Phillips head nor a flat head screwdriver, and an Alan wrench would not do either; for these screws, a tool from the future was most certainly required. With miniature tools from this time, Holland gently wiggled the small devices in her ears, trying to find a weakness. Nothing moved.


    He checked her pulse: steady. Her eyes: shut.


    “The hell with it,” he said. With a pair of pliers and a ton of grunting and yanking, he worked on the first earbud. The pliers gave and something cracked. Parts of the device shattered, tore loose: one of the screws, half the earbud’s main speaker housing. Blood drizzled from the wound, pooling in her ears and covering the rusted, once-white earbud. He got a hold of the broken half still fixed to her head and tried twisting and levering it loose. When he got a decent grip, he gave it a mighty yank. Really ripped that damn thing about. Future Raven’s head bounced around on the table and he cursed with vigor.


    But nothing.


    “God dammit!” he screamed, overhanding the pliers across the lab. The fit he threw, the way he really committed himself to it like he was some asshole little child not getting candy, or having his toys taken away, it sapped him of precious energy.


    Seething, breathing heavy, spent, he returned to Raven and looked at the bloody mess he created. He swiped away flung spit from the sides of his mouth, straightened his tousled hair, took a second look, this time with his magnifying glass.


    “That explains it,” he said to himself, fixing his white, blood speckled lab coat.


    There were other things anchoring the tiny device to her head. Something was drilled not merely into her skull, but deep inside her ear—a metal, corkscrew-shaped anchor. He wiped his hand, retrieved his pliers again, clamped on the bud. Then with a surge of willpower and determination, he went after it hard. With no luck. Frustration led to sweating and cursing, and that led to drinking and then the use of outright, unapologetic force.


    In a frantic, f-bomb laced frenzy, Holland jerked and yanked and twisted at the device with all of his might. It was coming out! Huffing and spitting and grunting, he wiggled it to and fro. When the ear device finally dislodged itself, it shot free with a set of alive-looking metallic legs and tentacles fighting to stay anchored in the bloody, ruined canals of her ears. With a final relentless and exhausting tug, he tore the entire thing out. It was tantamount to pulling a tree from the ground by its roots. Out it came, bringing with it chunks of her ear drum. Blood gushed from her ear, ran down her neck and onto the table. But only for a moment. She’s a healer, he thought.


    Still.


    The blood eventually coagulated, but the wound took its time closing. Fascinating, he thought. After an hour, there were still small divots in her head, but the skin was sealed shut. When he got his bearings back, and had a few more shots of whatever—one of his many vodkas—he wiped up the red mess on the table and turned her head over to do the other side.


    The second earbud didn’t break; it came out a little easier. But not by much. For the next few hours, he drank and studied the mechanical earbuds, marveling at the insect-like tentacles. They were metal, jointed, sharp as razors. He put them in a glass jar, watched them wiggle and writhe about, tap-tap-tapping on the glass to the gunfire sounds of its own echoing music.


    “Jesus Christ,” he said, unable to stop the quake of horror that shook him.


    “Jesus Christ, what?” said the voice behind him.




    Summer of ’24
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    After breakfast, I head to Holland’s secret underground lab and find him standing over a glass jar. He takes the Lord’s name in vain and I’m like, “Jesus Christ, what?”


    “Nothing,” he says. “It’s just…your future self has got some serious problems.”


    “No shit.”


    “What can I do for you, Raven?”


    “You can start by telling me what you know about travelers, since I know, based upon your reaction, you already know about them.”


    “I know they exist, if that’s what you’re asking.”


    “I am.”


    “We have bigger things to talk about right now,” he says, “like the condition of your body. The future you, I mean. Her body.”


    “I know what you mean.”


    “Good,” he says, walking to the steel gurney holding my future self. “I got these ear things out, but it was messy.” He must have just finished because bloody rags were everywhere, as were a handful of intimidating looking work tools. Did he know what he was doing before he did it? Probably not, by the looks of things. Future me remains unconscious. At least the devices were removed from her ears. One look at her head, though, and I can tell Holland reverted to brute force.


    “Gosh damn, Holland, did you put your back into it?”


    “Don’t criticize my methods,” he barks.


    I don’t like the look in his eye. There’s a mean streak in the man, and I’m sure I’m only scraping the surface of it. Best to switch subjects, if only for the time it takes for the devil inside of him to shrink back down.


    “Last night, you didn’t seem all that surprised you were standing in front of someone from the future,” I say.


    “You’re talking about Alice, I assume,” he says.


    “And future me, and maybe others.”


    “You know other travelers?” he asks with cold humor in his voice, like he can’t believe a little girl like me can know much about much because I’m not a hundred years old like him.


    “I’m not saying that,” I say, not wanting to tell him I know about Jake.


    He wipes a bit of blood from his hand on a white towel, cleans a metal tool that looks a lot like a dentist’s plaque scraper, then turns to me with the shittiest look and says, “The hell you’re not.”


    I’m not sure if my insinuation pissed him off, or if he’s irritated by the interruption. Regardless, for some reason, seeing him this annoyed, knowing I unnerved him, it makes me question his stability. Before seeing what I’ve become, I enjoyed angering Holland; now I see things differently. How every choice leads to me being worse than him.


    Thank you future me. Thank you Alice.


    A long time ago, I vowed to never forget this ass clown is really Josef Mengele: ender of lives, torturer of the weak, a doctor with so few morals and such an unquenchable thirst for the pain of others he should be exterminated on site and with extreme prejudice. Yet here were are. Conversing. Being all civilized and shit. The man cut peoples’ genitals off for Christ’s sake! He burned infants and gassed children! It’s hard not wanting to kill him.


    I dream of his death all the time.


    “What I’m saying is, I’ve been in your head long enough to know things up there are worse off than even I imagined.”


    “If you don’t like the landscape,” he snarls, “stay the fuck out.”


    “Who’s got the trucker’s mouth now?”


    “I don’t know much about the travelers. This is still new to me,” he says with a dismissive wave. Releasing my gaze, he goes back to his work on future me. The grinded down metal plates still cap my stumped limbs and my hidden eye.


    Against my better judgement, I crawl inside Holland’s brain, pilot my way through the mire of his life until I see a bloody boy on his knees in a field of thigh-high grass and a woman in a pleated but stiff looking housedress. She has a cooking apron on and she’s standing over the boy. In her hands is a cylindrical bread roller. I’m seeing this in Holland’s mind and through his eyes as if these are my own experiences and not just his.


    Mengele approaches the woman, the long grass brushing against his legs, the padded down reeds soft under his feet. My feet in his memories.


    Walking through the large field, I realize I’m naked. He’s naked. Mengele, or whomever he is at this point. The woman, she looks up and startles. The bread pin in her hand, it’s splattered with the boy’s blood. On his knees, the boy’s eyes are rolling back in his head and his forehead is spattered red. She slides the weapon behind her back, but not enough to hide the stains on her bleached white apron. Behind her, in the background like some sumptuous watercolor, stands a modest country home.


    It must be her home, Mengele’s mind is gathering. Because I am in his head, I know we are on the outskirts of the Bavarian village of Günzburg, in Germany.


    “Wo sind ihre Kleidung?” the German woman asks. Where are your clothes?


    The summer breeze washes erotically over my bare skin, testing the control of my loins, filling me with a sensation of freedom I have never known as a girl. This very male, very erogenous sensation saturates my teenage body with wanting for the sake of want. Mengele doesn’t pine for the woman, nor does he bend to the possibility of sex; he’s simply thrilled.


    She turns and ferociously cracks the boy one last time on the head with the bread pin and he falls backward, the death blow too much for his pale, skinny body to bear. Looking up, she brushes the long, loose strands of hair from her face, levels him with a psychotic frown.


    “Ist er tot?” my mouth in Mengele’s memory says after some silence, his German sounding quite fluent even though he is not German. Is he dead?


    Wait, he’s not German? No. He has to be! But being in his mind, I realize his first language is not German. WTF?


    “Wer sind sie?” the woman asks. Who are you?


    “If he is dead,” he says in German, ignoring her question, “then I am him.”


    “He’s surely dead,” the woman says, fastening her hair back into a bun. “But you are not him.”


    “You’re his mother?” She nods, but not because she wants to. The woman can’t stop looking at Mengele’s privates. She’s angry that they are out. “Then you are Walburga Theresa Mengele, daughter of Joseph and Theresia Hupfauer, yes?” the mouth in the memory asks.


    Her eyes shoot up to meet his/my humored gaze. She stands perfectly still, frozen by Mengele’s knowledge, by the flagrant manner in which he vomits out the facts of her genealogy, her eyes shooting open wide enough to give her away.


    “Where is Karl?” he asks. Her husband.


    Okay, I’m lost. Did he just say…Mengele?


    “Karl is working.”


    “It would seem then,” the memory goes, “that Karl Mengele & Sons now has but two sons rather than three. The twins are all that remain of your children, I presume?”


    Walburga Mengele’s eyes fall to the dead boy in the field, her demeanor weary from the physical exertion of killing her eldest child. Sorrow makes its way into her features. I can see this with eyes that are not mine, eyes that feel like mine, but aren’t.


    Who these eyes belong to at this point, I don’t know. They’re Mengele’s, but…who is he if he’s not Josef Mengele?


    “Karl Jr. and Alois are better behaved than this one,” she says, pointing the bloody rolling pin down at her dead child. Because I am in his head, I now know Mengele is not Mengele, that the man standing before this grisly discovery of a mother murdering her child is not the original Josef Mengele. The original Josef Mengele is dead in a field of grass, clubbed to death and kicked from the world by the same woman who gave birth to him on March 16, thirteen years prior to this memory, in 1911.


    It was at this point in the memory, in the summer of ’24, that this man whose name now remains unknown to me, took on the identity of Josef Mengele.
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    My mind skitters through his, plowing haphazardly through the years, instantly knowing every name he used before Enzo Holland: Josef Mengele, Fritz Hollman, Helmut Gregor, José Mengele, Dr. Green at the CIA when he was developing mind-controlled programming maps, Wolfgang Gerhard. By the time I flush myself out of the unflushed toilet bowl that is his head, I know a few pieces of the truth. Pieces I don’t want to know. Pieces I can hardly stomach, much less believe.


    “You’re a traveler,” I say, breathless, “aren’t you?”


    He turns and says, “Don’t be preposterous!”


    “Josef Mengele’s mother killed her son in 1924. She clubbed him to death with a rolling pin in a field outside their home in Günzburg, Bavaria. You stood there with your junk out in the open and your eyes on Walburga only seconds after she killed her son, and you said you’d take Josef’s name from them both.”


    At first he is speechless, then: “You sneaky little bitch.” The fires of reprisal burn instant in his eyes. He’s dying to hurt me for what I know. He wants to kill me. Never more so than in this minute, which means this has just become the juiciest morsel of information I have on him.


    “When are you from?” I ask, brazen as I push the issue.


    “How many times have I told you to stay out of my head?” he snarls through gnashing teeth. His cheeks glow red with seething, and his eyes bear a wicked shine. I know that look. I know exactly what that look means.


    “You can’t kill me, Holland. Not on your best day or my worst. You’d do well to remember that.”


    “Yes, but I can kill her,” he barks, pointing to future me.


    “Like it matters now,” I reply almost like I’m bored. “She’s practically dead as it is. You’d be doing both of us a favor by putting her out of her misery.”


    “Had you told me this yesterday,” he says, measuring his words carefully, “I would have ended her existence already.”


    “Leave me with her,” I say.


    He stays put, insolent. He wants to tell me it’s his lab and who am I to start giving orders, but I won’t let him.


    “Leave me or I will kill you right now,” I say with more emotion than I realized. Our eyes lock. For an uncomfortable, breathless moment, I startle at how serious I am. He feels it, too. Whatever the nightmares I saw in his head, whatever I sensed, the start of his life as Josef was not the start of his life. Not even close. The man who wandered naked into the field was a man far older than he first let on. Now knowing he’s centuries old, trying to wrap my head around it, I have to say, he now scares me in ways I didn’t think possible.


    “There are more of us here than you think,” he says on his way out of the lab, irritated. “In fact there are thousands.”


    He means fellow travelers.


    “We hold all positions of power and anonymity,” he practically spits as he’s saying this, “for we are many. Far more than your unsophisticated mind can fathom.”


    “I’m sure,” I say, like his mood means nothing to me, even though it means everything. Already I’m forcing my focus away from him, and making myself return to the riddle that is the future me.


    “This and every other time in history is littered with them, with us,” he says in the doorway, still going on. “It’s been the privilege of the affluent to control society, to shape it to our liking, to give life and to take it, to amass fortunes or enact mass genocide. We are the future, the past, the present. You’d best remember that next time you threaten me, little girl.”


    This admission stops my mind; the revelation of what he just confessed sends chills spidering up my spine. To my sheer horror, this world has become an onion with a thousand layers. The more I peel back, the more Holland peels back for me, the more I don’t understand what role I’m to play now. And in it all, it’s hard not to feel despair, especially an utter sense of hopelessness for what lie ahead.


    “We’ll talk about this later,” I say, the blood having drained sufficiently from my face.


    “No,” he says, “we won’t. This is the last we’ll speak of—”


    I level him with a stare so hot and damning he cringes. With my mind and an invisible hand, I slap him across the face so hard his entire body rocks sideways and he stumbles. Blood from his mouth and nose splatter against the white hallway wall, and his pomade hair comes wildly undone. He nearly falls before catching himself.


    “Test me again, fake-Josef, and you’ll lose your f*cking teeth.”


    Hand to his bloody nose, a string of crimson red saliva slashed across his pale cheek, he stands straight up, fixes his hair and says something in German that sounds so hateful and profane I feel iced to the core. His face is distorted, enraged, so pumped full of ferocity I’m seriously too intimidated to look at him. It’s like he switched personalities. I show him my back, feel him literally foaming at the mouth before leaving.


    The moment I hear the elevator chime open and then close, my heart resumes its beating. Even though I can snatch the very life from him any time I want, it’s all the pent-up evil simmering inside his warped mind that makes me shudder with trepidation.


    Imagine standing next to something so foul and cruel, then finding out he is a demon, responsible for so much death and terror, responsible for the end of hundreds of thousands of generations of people. Imagine he will not die on his own, that his reign of horror will never, ever end, and you are basking in his pitch black aura, and that’s how I feel right now, in this very moment. I try to shake it off, but holy cow, it’s like wiping hot tar off virgin skin.


    Walking up to my future self, examining a body so wrought with abuse it hurts my eyes to see it, I say, “It’s now time to see who you are, and what you’ve survived.”


    Standing before her, I take her only hand in mine, try to inject a bit of myself into her. It feels like shoving light into the kind of black hole where only nothingness exists. Seconds later, I draw one last breath, then slip my mind inside hers, into her brain. It’s like crawling in old motor oil and sludge where a thousand people are drowning and screaming all at once.




    Balls Deep in the Biological Wasteland
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    Navigating through my future self’s mind is me moving through mountains of inundated slop. There are layers upon layers of…what? Good God, what is this?! Trying to get to a space of clarity in her mind, I feel my emotions dulling, becoming disorienting. Sucked into the mire of her psyche, or whatever this is, my senses flare, and my senses contract. Panic slithers inside me as I’m swallowed by whatever this protective layer between me and my future self is.


    Can I get out? If I turn around now, can I get out? My head says I could get lost in here. Or trapped. Oh my God, I’m so out of my depth here!


    Then I feel something reaching out to me in the wet, fetid slurry; it’s an energy, or a beacon of energy. Moving through the mire, psychically squirming my way through lakes of emotional squalor and debris, I’m overwhelmed by its dragging weight. This mind I’m in, all this heaviness I feel inside the future me—all this slick, slurping mud—it’s not something you feel between your toes and fingers as much as it feels like the vast collection of all the emotional turmoil I have yet to suffer. We’re talking lifetimes of built up anguish, depression, guilt, pain, loss, hatred and rage, all made into something I have to pass through to reach future me’s core.


    The way I’m feeling right now, if I close my psychic eyes and surrender myself to sleep, I could never wake up. I could just get lost in here forever. Perhaps this is what the future me has done. I feel myself letting go, surrendering. Then the beacon of light flares again, giving my mind purpose. I reach for this energy source like it’s a life preserver. It pulls me to safety.


    After what must’ve been eons of time passing, as the emotional waste packed tight around my future self’s psyche begins to thin and the foul density gives way to the slenderness of my earlier, less painful life experiences, the vice-like grip on my emotions loosens.


    The light of her is as bright as the sun!


    Once I get clear of what I just passed through, I’m left to marvel at how the future me used the darkest, scariest and most painful elements of her life’s experiences to create an otherwise impenetrable membrane of protection around her mind. If my clear, accessible mind were a castle, all this sewage I spent forever swimming through would be the moat.


    Is this her? Is she the beacon? Or is this just a guide?


    I follow the light, narrow my focus to only it, try to draw it near me, though what’s happening is I’m actually drawing myself toward it. Progressing more swiftly through the less condensed layers of her mind, the rest of this impenetrable barrier burns off like fog and suddenly I’m just there, in her mind. Right next door to her soul. My soul. Two sides of a one-sided coin.


    I now have unrestricted access.


    The warmth and love that fills me is the familiarity of me. Like home. In here, I’m my greatest self. Untangling my senses, gathering up my bearings, I give myself over to the comfort of this space, only to find something unexpected. A maturity, perhaps? It kind of feels like that, but there’s more to it. This isn’t maturity as much as it’s a depth of experience, an indomitable strength.


    My heart soars.


    You’re this worthless, beastly child all your life and then one day you wake up and realize you’re Superman. Or Captain motherfreaking America. Dang, this hundreds-of-years-old version of me feels like a f*cking beast! Yet there resides a peacefulness in her, as well. A tempered resolve.


    How can this be?—the condition she’s in?


    This force of strength she exudes, it’s a dense atmosphere I must pass through on the way down to her/my center. As I’m delving deeper, I’m thinking, there’s more? It’s when I finally reach her core that I see the true Raven de’ Medici, and her entire history laid bare before me. I can’t ever remember being this excited, or this nervous.


    If I had a body, it would be dry mouthed and wringing its hands.


    The movie reel of my life rolls forward. I sit back. Watch the show from the beginning. With my mind, and perhaps this is me not wanting to relive my past, I fast forward through the fat Savannah years, and the bad ass Abby years, slowing to normal speed a short distance forward in time from now.


    Her past; my future.


    Then…Jake.


    In the very near future, Professor Jake Teller and I bump and sputter our way into a semi-decent relationship where the sex is great but the communication and the emotional give-and-take sucks butt juice through a straw. He can’t handle who I am. Most people can’t. After two years of this, I catch him doing it doggy-style with one of his students, this red headed sexpot of a girl whose brain is all book smarts and zeroish intellect. In these memories, Jake’s ginger smiles a lot and claims to just love blow-jobbing him. I hate that bitch already. The way my future self detests this house-wrecking toilet roach, she’s lucky to even be alive.


    My inner voyeur rolls the reel back to now, redirects the lens to my friends. Brayden and Julie sink into a highly dysfunctional relationship and marry despite her baby being Emery’s. They have three more kids, but the two of them are never really happy. And of those three new kids, only one of them is Brayden’s; the second is this guy’s she met at a bar and the third is Emery’s.


    Eesh, what a scandal bag!


    The movie switches reels again and up comes Netty on the big screen. She hooks up with this stock trader she meets in San Francisco and together they have two kids and a pretty luxurious life. Me and Netty aren’t friends anymore, because I’ve screwed that up. And I’ve all but disappeared from her life. My heart plunges further into despair as the reel spins on showing me more unsettling truths. The next truth is devastating.


    No, it’s worse than that.


    Seven or so years after his transformation, my father is shot in the left temple by a hitman with a high-powered rifle. The 7.62 round makes an exit wound the size of a cantaloupe. He’s dead in some model of Audi not yet made. A bystander finds his brains fanned out like crimson oatmeal all over the passenger seat, which in itself is horrible. Still locked in this memory, me and Orianna, we lay him to rest on a cold winter day. As I stand graveside, seething, hurting, hating, things are changing in me, becoming darker and more erratic, way more bitter. It doesn’t help that Orianna is drunk. That she’s well on her way to crashing through rock bottom.


    On the day my father is killed Orianna starts drinking again and never stops. Her mind is lost to booze, then cocaine and heroine. Where I hold my grief inside, where I use it as fuel to strengthen and direct me, my emotionally bankrupt mother takes her grief out on any man who’ll have her. She delves into meaningless sex and diet relationships to keep her pain underfoot.


    If she can just stamp out any feeling she has about love and commitment, she tells herself, then maybe she can stop loving Christian. Or mourning him.


    It’s a terrible plan from the start.


    Three years to the day after my father dies, Orianna power-loads the pills and then guzzles down entirely too much booze. Getting behind the wheel of her Mercedes, she steers into oncoming traffic at one hundred and forty miles an hour, killing herself and two teenage drivers of the other car—a brother and sister heading home from college.


    Of the three of them, Orianna was the one with all the STD’s.


    Eventually I hunt down the hitman who killed my father. He is holed up in some shitty Mexican hovel prepping for his next contract. For a long time I couldn’t face him. Then the anger got the best of me and I could. I needed to. For this particular monster, this hired gun who stole my parents from me, I orchestrate a slow yet heavy-handed death, one that starts with me finger-digging his right eyeball from its socket. When the authorities find him, it isn’t the sort of crime scene you would want if you were a junior detective. The kill room was littered with body parts. It was soaked in more carnage than you’d think possible given the details of the human body.


    This is where my thirst for vengeance really kicks into high gear.


    Revenge, however delectable it seems in the moment, doesn’t bring my father back. Nor does it return me my mother. And it certainly doesn’t ease the hatred that has its icy fingers scratching holes in my already demolished heart.


    With every tragedy, I feel myself descending into madness. My future is a pit of quicksand that keeps sucking me further and further down, even when I yield to the struggle.


    Parts of the present me are trying to distance myself from future me’s memories, but the effort is futile. The emotional “junk” I was forced through to get here is the same muck and mire that keeps me here. Locked inside these memories. Locked inside her.


    I live through the deaths of my family; I bear witness to Brayden’s future misery with Julie, and what will be the loss of one of Netty’s boys to World War III; I see the lives of my friends, many who turned out normal, and then others who had a harder life, like Tempest (who goes off the deep end for about ten years wasting away to drugs and pornography after her father leaves the family and his church for a younger woman) and Georgia (whose inability to resolve the forces inside her finally consumes her and lands her in a fireproofed room in a state run mental ward); I’m shown how I can’t trust men for the longest time because any trust I could’ve felt for them as a gender was wrenched from me by the likes of my father, Dr. Gerhard/Holland and Dr. Delgado.


    To be violated, genetically raped, forced to become something lethal and ferocious—a weapon used to murder a friend and potential boyfriend—if you think about it, how could I have turned out any different? Who I have become is a result of my freewill being hijacked by deviants and me being really, really pissed off about it. This feeling is more than an emotion barring its teeth; it’s wrath becoming my dominant emotion. The one not only guiding me, but driving me.


    Already, current me can feel what’s coming and I want out of future Raven’s head. Psychically, I try to drag myself free, but a thousand invisible hands hold me hostage. They pin me down, force me to watch. To live. To surrender to her. I fight against her because anymore, all I can do is fight.


    “Stay!” booms the voice, a voice so rich and determined it can only be my future self.


    Me.


    I double my efforts, try to shake the psychic bonds loose, but my future self has the kind of grip not even Chuck Norris could break.


    Oh my God, what’s coming next, I can feel it like a thunderhead in my chest, and I don’t want to be here when it breaks open.
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    The way you watch a horror movie, how you see the killer springing the trap on the last victim, but you don’t want to know what’s next because your heart is wobbling with absolute terror, that’s how I feel moving through future Raven’s memories.


    Yet the reel keeps spinning, projecting…


    I am her, she is me. What future Raven experienced—my future, her past—I’m living it in the present moment, through her, as though her future memories are my own. The way I’m experiencing this, it’s as if I’m there, as if…


    ….I’m her.


    In the fall of 2082, anyone I knew who wasn’t dead perishes in the nuclear holocaust. For so many years, like everyone else, I believe the triggering of the bombs was an accident. The survivors are told a malfunction in the network of nukes inadvertently prompted a GO response throughout half the world’s supply of nuclear weapons. Thousands of nukes detonated where they sat, pulverizing millions in the blasts, radiating billions to death in the subsequent fallout.


    This lie was beaten into our heads the same way a cover-up to every other grand conspiracy is beaten into our heads. It was Bin Laden, Saddam Hussein, Tim McVeigh, Sirhan Sirhan, Lee Harvey Oswald, John Wilkes Booth. All specialized, carefully crafted disinformation to further the sphere of control.


    In response to such a catastrophic, global loss of life, the United Nations Council for Freedom and Equality (UNCFE) demands the end of nuclear technology, which isn’t much of a stretch since most of the engineers died in the blasts anyway. For the survivors, depression hits so hard we feel lifetimes of the worst grief imaginable. Billions gone, just like that.


    Dead.


    In 2097, proof the nuclear blasts were coordinated and carried out by members inside of UNCFE emerge. Faithless to the accuracy of mainstream news boutiques (they failed to verify facts as much as they simply reposted newswire-fed propaganda), I conduct my own investigation.


    With each damning revelation, my hostility grows, until one day my heart thumps with such a blistering hatred for the injustices heaped upon us that something unstoppable awakens inside me. A four-headed beast far worse than anything I’ve ever conjured emerges to lay waste to those responsible for the deaths of the greater population of our world.


    The guilty who left our world a smoking, uninhabitable ruin, they pay dearly; they pay with their lives.


    Turning their bodies inside out in less than a second, that is my answer. After the first dozen or so victims, I realize swift death is a fate far too humane for them. There isn’t enough shock. For taking ninety percent of the human race, I believe with all my heart the guilty can never suffer enough. But I try anyway to bring about untold levels of suffering. I become exceptionally creative. The way I end the lives of these loveless, heartless pricks is both brutal and appalling; the way I surrender to my lust for vengeance, it leaves me feeling vile and insane, more monstrous than even I thought possible.


    As her, in the future, I come to loathe myself for even being capable of such horror. So much so that I no longer want to be me.


    In one century of life, to go from being this fleshy, innocent dunderhead no one likes to having a body count somewhere in the hundreds (I stop counting because the killing is beginning to haunt me), I realize something disturbing: I’m becoming like Mengele. Which means I’ve got to stop. But I can’t.


    I don’t.


    Inside my future self, my mind is fast becoming a Jell-O pudding pop—all squishy and soft and useless. The beacon inside future Raven’s mind that draws me through the slurry of refuse now returns with affection and understanding, like a hug you feel in your heart, if you had a heart, which—inside the psyche of my future self—I don’t. I pray the beacon is here to take me out of this place.


    But it isn’t.
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    As my future self, I spend more than a hundred years in veritable isolation. I roam the ever changing earth like a vagrant, not making friends, not conversing with strangers, not doing anything but existing, contemplating, philosophizing. What I search for most are answers. I need to know why I was put here on Earth. I need to know my purpose. When no answers come, I open a psychic link with the doctor at Dulce because I have to know if I can do something useful with my genetic and psychic modifications.


    I’m not even sure if he’s alive. More than a century of me being me has passed.


    He is.


    When it comes to the doctor from Dulce, I must say, I’m truly appalled by the man. That thing. But I need him. For a short while, he becomes my Wolfgang Gerhard, my Enzo Holland, my abhorrent lighthouse in the buttery-thick fog of this besmirched life. Through conversations, the doctor gives me plenty to consider. What that reptilian motherf*cker never does, however, is give me hard answers.


    The hell with him.


    Seriously.


    So I spend the next fifty years not talking to him. By this point in my life/her life, I’m more than two hundred and fifty years old and lightyears wiser than I was at seventeen. And in these two hundred and fifty years, I evolve into a political fiend, studying the underbelly of what has become an extremely corrupt political system, worse even than the blatant corruption of the twenty-first century.


    In my infinite wisdom, I decide my mission in life is one of spreading peace. So after years of researching and planning, I mount my charge once more.


    My inner demons suck down the side of me who understands wanderlust, and I swiftly, violently return to that which I do best: I embark upon a massive killing spree of the globalist cabal that mortifies the repopulating world. All in the name of peace, of course. My theory is, if I can wipe the world of its most corrupt turds, and flush their fraudulence down the toilet, the world populace would rejoice.


    My God, I’m thinking, future me has so many targets!


    We’re talking about the bought and paid for Presidents and heads of state, the crooked Senators and Congressmen on the take. No single criminal is safe from me/her. If I find a person guilty, I turn their body inside out in fractions of a second. Think of it as me dropping a lit stick of dynamite into a fifty-five gallon barrel of guts, and them boom!


    You get the picture.


    My methods of justice horrify people wholesale. Every act of carnage, every radical example I set, word of retribution gets front page coverage, so to speak. For months, years, I move in the shadows, slaughtering the guilty while leaving no traces of me behind. The levels of bloodshed are off the charts. Embarrassingly so. Naturally, propaganda and spin takes place. These dead people, they’re painted as crusaders, martyrs, men and women whose lights fell dim far too early, that kind of shit. And me? I’m painted as the Devil himself. Naturally.


    Then someone discovers my secret. They find out I am the killer, the assassin, the vigilante.


    Alice.


    Looking nineteen, still, Alice finds future me in what used to be Washington D.C. (now it’s just Region 10). She explains that, like me, she was given the Fountain of Youth serum.


    “So you’re immortal, so what?” I glower, still working relentlessly to mask my surprise. “What have you done with it?”


    “You need to stop,” she says to the future me, softly. “Killing all those people, it’s not right. It’s enough already.”


    “You don’t understand,” I tell her.


    “I do,” Alice replies. That she could be the spawn of Satan and still appear so congenial is, in itself, deeply upsetting. “Focus your energy elsewhere. Please.”


    “Desperate pleas from the girl who melts people’s insides.” The way I feel is snide, pessimistic, always primed for battle. When I’m in this state, there’s no such thing as peace, patience, or relaxation. I’m the cocked hammer of a loaded gun. Even on Alice.


    Alice frowns. “You can’t continue doing this. Please, Raven, stop.”


    “No, thank you.”


    Even now, steeped in this moment, fully immersed in the thoughts and complex emotions of my hundreds-of-years-old self, I know future me knows she is too far gone. I’m too entangled in righting the wrongs of the world to heed her warning, this warning from a girl I know to be extremely proficient in turning others into gut soup if she so chooses.


    Alice stopped trying after I/she kept killing. She just went away, for decades.


    After thirty or forty political assassinations on that particular charge, I come to realize—just like in the twenty-first century—Presidents and Prime Ministers are puppets to a deeper agenda. Rather than going after a seemingly endless supply of puppets, I set my sights on the puppet masters. Everyone who has a hand in oppressing humanity gets their life cut short. By me. By the righteous power of my mind. When I’m done with their kind, I root out shady members of the military, the churches, CEO’s of Forbes Top 50 companies and so on. I just keep going.


    The future Raven, she’s practically possessed. As a voyeur into her life, I admit, I have become freaking scary. Terrifying, actually.


    The bought and paid for media label her/me a “political assassin” with “conspiracy theories and “discriminatory tendencies.” Fringe groups, freedom fighters, they deem me “an ender of corruption.” And they think I’m a man. Ha! With so many dead, I decide to end the lunacy on a high point. From my efforts, the lines of malfeasance are broken once more, and a new more honest regime takes charge.


    Thankfully.


    My future self relaxes again. My inner nomad resumes her wanderlust and I end up working my way through the fifteen Regions of New Europe for the better part of a decade when Holland finds me. That donkey’s dick. I’m in what used to be Italy visiting a place known simply as Colosseum enjoying myself when he shows his stupid face.


    I feel him before he makes his presence known. It’s the way my skin crawls that gives him away. In my ear, he says, “The way people hated the serial killers of our time, that’s how much they hate and fear you. This beautiful thing you became then ever so sadly abandoned.”


    “I’m not that person anymore,” future me says, turning to the sound of his voice.


    “You always thought of me as a monster,” Holland replies, “but child, you are the monster now. You have become me no matter the lies you spin for yourself.” The way he says it, he sounds so proud. Like he’s finally been vindicated.


    After a long time, I look away, draw a cautious breath and say, “They were right to fear me. And I’m nothing like you.”


    Somehow, through the majesty of old Italy, the beast inside me aches to rise again. My eyes, they turn coal black, draping the luscious landscape in shadow. For the thousandth time in my life, I want to pull that son of a bitch’s head clean off his shoulders and soccer-ball kick it into the gutter.


    But I don’t.


    I leave before he does; he doesn’t follow.


    At this point in my quest, it becomes nearly impossible to distinguish me from her. Swallowed up inside my future self, I’m feeling more one-and-the-same than might be healthy. Still I forge on, put myself deeper still inside her memories.


    The years following my murderous binging are met with me looking at everything good in the world. I become the best liar ever. That’s the truth. The way I sell myself on the manner in which my violent ways pave the way for peace, it’s downright delusional. Holland was right. I’m lying to myself. My truths are merely justifications for me doing what I do, for me being who I am.


    A vigilante. A killer by way of righting so many wrongs.


    Against my better judgment that day, I let Holland live. Looking back, I should have killed him. Not that it would matter much. He wouldn’t die anyway.


    Years after I ditch that sanctimonious prick in Italy, I receive a visit from the creepy doctor from Dulce. Who I’ve become over the years, how much I have developed, it’s more powerful than either of us could imagine. Without thought, I use my might to fully strip away the doctor’s holographic ruse of a human body. What appears to me for the first time is a strange creature in reptilian/human hybrid form. I remember catching glimpses of him over the decades, but never a full view.


    “Finally I see you for who I always knew you were,” I say.


    “You are not the same helpless girl.”


    “How old are you, really, Doctor?”


    “Hundreds of years old. Thousands, maybe. Numbers for this reason are trivial. We don’t do birthdays.”


    “When will you die?” my hateful future self inquires.


    “I keep waiting for you to kill yourself,” he says, ignoring my question, “but this is not in your future, is it?”


    “As long as tyrants are able to enslave entire populations with self-serving laws and nonsensical propaganda, with permits and punishments, with false flag terror used to advance policies of fraudulent governments who want only to further cull an already reduced population, then I will neither kill myself nor will I die.”


    “Suit yourself,” the thing says.


    “I will.”


    By then I’d kicked the legs out from underneath the entire world-government structure. In my haste to impose justice, however, I left the citizens of the globe without suitable leaders. I left them in a state of fear. From this lawless, leaderless continent of mine, a new future emerges, one just as immoral as before. This future is unruly and chaotic, the kind of future where man turns on man, where no one is safe from their friends, their neighbors, their own treasonous families.


    For all our technology, for all our most brilliant leaders, for my need to save people and preserve peace, what I did was drag civilization kicking and screaming back into the dark ages.


    This begs the question: am I ever going to get anything right?!
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    What can I do with my indignity but go into hiding for two hundred years? That’s the plan. But then, wait, no…forget that! With much consideration, I finally do the one thing I have yet to do right: I let myself fall in love.


    Like really fall in love.


    The voyeur in me is dying at how my future love life turns out. I seek out and find true love, which causes the girl in me to both sigh and relax once more.


    My first husband is a beautiful man who loves me immensely, right up until the day he dies. He is sixty-three years old. I mourn him for decades, then I take another lover. And another.


    And yet another.


    Then, after the death of my fourth husband, what seems like a noble plan of distraction no longer appeals to me. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t raise another boy into a man. No longer have I got it in me to fight to keep him and love him as he ages and I never age a day.


    I get tired of lying, tired of explaining myself.


    And I get tired of watching the people I love die while I forge on, unaffected by the ravages of time. So I wander the earth again, my inner nomad all cheerful and shit. Instead of aimlessly wandering the continents, I dedicate the better part of twenty years to cleaning up nuclear waste in the hope that future generations will be healthier than those who’ve come before us. Again, my efforts are virtuous, but after two decades, I grow tired of being around the nuclear decay of past civilizations and I have to move on.


    Forty five years after I quit cleaning up nuclear waste, a new world leader emerges. One who takes the country by storm. I want to let him live, I really do—if anything because the world is aching for a savior and this man looks to fill those shoes—but I can see inside the shadows of his heart and I know, sadly, corruption will abound.


    He is a man for sale. Another future puppet. Willing to do whatever it takes to further his and his benefactors’ means.


    The old parts of me are stirring again. Telling me he can’t be allowed to repeat the over-repeated cycles of government. After decades of not killing anyone, my gut tells me it’s time again. Time to end him in his sleep.


    Stop his heart.


    So I lean on the darker, more malevolent parts of myself only to realize I am so gosh damn tired of this never-ending struggle, I can’t do it anymore. I’m done. I need to stop the cycle of madness. So in my mind, I conjure an image of him: Enzo Holland.


    He did this to me. Made me unkillable.


    With every fiber of my being, the very thought of him has my stomach in knots. I should be dead by now. A corpse! Not left to survive my friends, my family, my husbands, nuclear wars, entire civilizations. He once told me this was a gift.


    This is no gift at all. Gosh dammit, it’s a curse!


    For the first time in hundreds of years, since the death of my first husband, I weep for what I’ve lost. For who I’ve become. Then I realize I don’t really have the fortitude necessary to flush the world of all its political turds again.


    This life of mine, it’s all Holland’s fault.


    Forget the future corruptible President, I tell myself. He is just another minion. There will be more. Countless more. I’m aching to dump my anxieties somewhere though, on someone. I have to. At this, point, I just need these ever-restless emotions out of me!


    It takes three weeks to track him down. I finally find him in Vienna, and even though he looks different and he has a family of five and a new identity, I know it’s Holland because I can feel the age and bad energy of him.


    “What do you want?” he asks, angry that I found him. We are standing on his front porch. He has a daughter of six or seven playing in the front yard and his wife is out back with the other kids. The little girl, she’s cute. Okay, she’s freaking adorable. But I don’t care. I can’t. Why? Because I’m his child, too. Not the way this girl is, but I am his creation never-the-less.


    He wants to know what I want. I look over my shoulder at his daughter, and when she isn’t looking, I grab him, pull him into a bear hug from which he cannot escape, then use my powers to launch us straight into the sky.


    He is screaming in my face to let him down. Thrashing beneath my grip. The air thins, grows cold, then frigid. He surrenders. Resigns himself to this fate. To me. We reach thirty-eight thousand feet and I give up the fight, too. I don’t care what happens now.


    In his shaky, scared voice made thin and raw from altitude, he says, “When did you learn to fly?”


    It doesn’t even matter.


    Moments before I launch us through the atmosphere and into space, I stall my trajectory and look him dead in his eyes. My mouth says nothing; my dark and hateful gaze goes black. It says everything my mouth cannot. How he ruined me. How I devastated this world. How I’m dead inside, save for the animosity I harbor for him and this life of mine that will never end. He makes hard sucking sounds and bulging eyes at this altitude, shivering in my arms and turning blue. I relish his discomfort.


    I eat his fear like it’s apple pie.


    For the first time in centuries, this man is scared. He’s freezing. Dying. But we can’t die yet, I remind myself. Not where we can fall back to earth and heal. No, I look into the blackness of space and resume my course, pushing ever further, ever higher, forcing my waning mind through the miasma that is fast becoming unconsciousness.


    I hold what little breath I have left, then push us through the last layers of the atmosphere where breathing and living are now officially impossible.


    Here, in orbit with all kinds of waste and space junk, Holland and I both freeze to death and roast to death over and over again, never waking in between. After hundreds of years, I am finally in a place where immortality means nothing.


    Deep space is death.


    Yet I’m here, a voyeur looking in my future self as if studying the past, and I’m doing it in 2015. So I lived? Yes. I’m alive. Conscious inside future Raven’s mind. How is this possible? I’m inside of her mind, my body standing before her body back on earth.


    Again, how is this possible?


    Still, my mind so entangled with hers they feel as one, I relish the bliss of being her, feeling this sugary sweet taste of nothing as this part of my life is shrouded in a welcomed death. As a voyeur, for so long I savor this vast emptiness, an emptiness so dark and silent, so deeply peaceful it’s heavenly.


    No, it’s Heaven.


    But it’s not mine. It’s hers. And at some point, it comes to an end. At some point, I end up as her on a gurney in the past with me inside of her brain digging through the debris of a frivolous, awful life. Shouldn’t the space/time continuum fracture and end all humanity right now?


    Apparently not.


    
5


    In space, for what seems like forever, I cease to exist. Then, after three hundred twenty six years, two hundred forty six days in orbit, the new version of Holland and me get picked up by a scavenger ship that returns us to earth. Once thawed, our bodies quickly heal. When we wake up in front of the ship’s crew that saved us, it is to a dozen horrified faces. Yes, it’s impossible that we’re alive. But we are.


    We were.


    Back on an earth I fail to recognize, Holland and I are returned to a civilization with no civil authorities, no government and no God. This is a civilization ruled by something like a giant glowing stone called The Patriarch, which makes decisions for the community it presides over.


    I’m held in a holding cell separate from Holland. I don’t know what’s happening to him, and I refuse to care. All I know is I’m in a windowless, doorless room, too unsettled and uncomfortable in my own skin to speak, or complain, or even cry. I can’t believe this is happening. I can’t believe I’m alive. All I wanted was to no longer exist, yet here I am, back on earth. Not dead.


    This cycle of madness settles over me like the pallor of an unavailable death. I have fallen from Heaven; now I am back in Hell.


    Something cracks open in my mind, like a niggling, or a tickle. After a moment, I realize that The Patriarch is wanting in. The stone. It wants to know who I am, so using telepathy, I show it my life. Moments later, a man arrives through a door I never saw (and still cannot see) and says I should walk with him down a hallway. In the stark white, doorless hallway lit by bright lights I can’t see, a door suddenly appears.


    My host holds out a hand, directing me into the room. I do as asked because, what the f*ck else am I going to do? The door seals shut behind me. Inside the crisp white room the door disappears. I’m inside this room with no windows, no exits and bright lights which have no obvious source. Where the hell did the door just go? Tricks, I tell myself. Still, there’s nothing to tell me why I’m here or how I’ll escape. The technology of this future frightens me, but I remain calm, strangely detached.


    Submissive.


    Sub-sonic sound waves crash into me all at once, lengthening their arc, emanating from the walls for no reason. My nose spouts blood, as do my eyes and ears. I am brought to my knees, hands clapped over my ears, though it’s not helping. Within moments, I crawl to a corner and curl in it where I lay in this torturous state for days, weeks—God knows how long—without food, water or comfort.


    I should be dead.


    But again, this has become the story of my life.


    In the room, first there is no one, just me. Then are people inside the room with me. Two non-human, non-alien looking things cloaked in holographic, armor-clad identities that are ominous looking even to me.


    The sub-sonic soundwaves draw to a stop. I feel obliterated by the silence.


    “You are the killer of Presidents, the ender of governments, are you not?” one of them asks. He looks like something out of the Roman Empire. Like some freaking Colosseum-style gladiator.


    “Yes,” I say, “I am.”


    The truth is, I’m drained, too broken to lie.


    Stupid me, I should’ve lied.
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    The two things, these metallic looking heathens, they rush me in a blur, like they were somehow sparked into war mode and I was the enemy. One of these things rips off my arm while the other yanks and tugs and tears at my leg until it, too, is liberated from my torso. The pain is unlike anything I’ve ever known or felt before. Worse than any transformation. Worse than the time Heim dumped gasoline directly into the chambers of my heart and tried to burn me to death.


    As I’m screaming my lungs raw, clawed metal fingers jam something sharp and metal into my eyeball. My eye just pops open and vomits itself out of the socket, creeping slow and gooey down my cheek, like a punched quail egg spitting out its pulp.


    Sucking in the deepest breath to mount the mother of all screams, my pain measures colossal. I squirm, fight, struggle to shove these creatures off me, but I’m ruined. Pulled apart. Then earbuds are shoved into my ears. The devices, they penetrate my skin, drill down into it, dig their little tentacle legs like wiggling, piercing needles into my head. They root themselves into the skin and bones of my skull and the noise that erupts from them is icy sharp and shrill. So deafening not even my most unstoppable screams were heard to me. It is a veritable madness loud enough to turn my eardrums inside out.


    And the two creatures doing this to me? They just look at me, each holding a limb, and they wait for me to die. I don’t die.


    You pieces of shit, I want to yell about the ceaseless noise, I never die!


    My senses, however, are warped, undone; my powers are officially useless. Larger, meatier self-drilling discs are then slapped on the stumps of my arm and leg. An acid-like substance is then poured on my wounds, which catapults me to other dimensions before summersaulting me into some sort of an unconscious state I secretly pray is not me being out cold, but flat f*cking dead.


    This memory future me experienced for real, it no longer seems like something I’m witnessing as an observer as much as it feels like something I’m now enduring firsthand. The agony of those days was hers. Now, parts of it are mine as well. The way this memory stamps itself into my mind with such insistence and clarity, like a brand born of intense heat and iron, I wonder how many times my future self has relived it.


    Thousands of times, I’m sure.


    From inside the metal discs, spinning, drilling, barbed wire snakes violently through my insides ripping and tearing their way to the middle of my body where they entangle themselves in a vicious knot that feels like a razor-sharp fist. Blood and snippets of shorn-off organ meat boil into my future self’s throat. I cough them up from her/my mouth.


    Wavering in and out of consciousness, everything weak in me tries to strengthen, to focus enough to stifle this attack. To force those torturous barbs inside of me out, but the uproar of sound blasting directly into my ears from the earbuds keeps me from focusing, from creating the space and silence I need to defend myself.


    If I were Superman, those metallic torture devices, those mechanical non-human beasts who have so quickly undone me, they would be my Kryptonite. The way things are unraveling so quickly, how the attack and the shackling of my body is so methodically taking place, while my mind is being ripped and torn apart with brutal expediency, I think I just might understand true madness.


    Imagine a thousand fists and feet dipped in resin and broken glass punching and kicking their way around your insides, destroying everything, turning everything into a rich, beaten, non-functioning mush. Now imagine this going on while the heaviest heavy-metal music is cranked full volume in your head. Your body becomes one hundred and ten pounds of squirming, agitated electric eels.


    Word of my capture spreads like syphilis, and to everyone’s utter surprise, a resistance forms on my behalf. The normally peaceful people of this century rise up to free me. They amass. They protest. They divide entire segments of the population, and eventually a few select members penetrate the small but heavily guarded holding facility and nearly orchestrate my escape.


    Bits and pieces of The Patriarch comes through to me, like a phone line with bad reception, and it says something about me being too dangerous for this time…


    ….that I must go.


    So the holographic metal beings, my jailers, they feed me a marble then override my dashboard and send me back four hundred years in the past where I’m stuffed into a hole, deep in the land that was once known as the Middle East. No worries, though…I am guarded by rapists and well-armed savages. During the transition—and this is maybe only a few seconds—the earbuds fail and I catch a glimpse of my surroundings with my one functioning eye. This is long enough to see my terrain, long enough for me to send a distress signal to Alice.


    But only barely.


    Alice…
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    With the mightiest and most concentrated of efforts, I plunge back into the mental mire from which the 2015 version of me arrived, pushing out through the wet swill that is my emotional state and future me’s protective moat, then birth myself out of future me’s brain.


    Back in Holland’s lab, I’m draped over future me’s body. Wholly spent. Completely done for. And here I thought my life was hard. Ha! I’m back in my body, though. Safe, but queasy. Weakness pervades. My flesh and bone body slips off the gurney holding future me’s unconscious body. How I collapse on the floor and flop over sideways, it’s nothing compared to the rush of bile charging up my throat. In that instant, I feel a bit nostalgic for the pint and a half of puke I chuck on Holland’s floor.


    It’s totally gross.


    Whatevs.


    My body starts to sweat. To shiver. It works to purge itself of the memories I crawled through, but it can’t. Suddenly I’m sobbing, curled on the cold concrete in a fetal position, unable to control the quaking in my body. It’s like the worst fever ever. For a moment, I cannot separate the threads of her from the threads of me, and it’s both claustrophobic and woeful. It’s nausea and dizziness and vertigo all at once. I am her. And it’s like the stain of her life has seeped through to my soul and my existence, and in this moment I cannot make sense of it. I don’t know when I started bawling, but the moment I’d realized what was happening was the same moment I realized I might never stop.


    Is this going to be my permanent state? I wonder. Is this an unrecoverable state?
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    Holland rushes into the lab to pick me up; I turn into him, wrap limp arms around this monster and sob into his youthful chest as he carries me upstairs to the couch in the main floor’s lounge.


    “What did you see in there that has you so undone?” he asks, concerned. This is not the same man I psychically slapped in the face and sent on his way.


    “I…I saw…” I can’t finish. I don’t want to. How do you describe lifetimes of madness? How can you explain hundreds of years of living so violently? So restlessly? How in a sentence or two do you say you lost all your friends, watched yourself become that which you feared and loathed the most, found true love four times and lost all of them before going off the deep end? These are things you feel like an icepick in your chest. These are things you can’t describe. Things you can’t unfeel.


    “I saw my entire life,” I manage to say. “I saw you. You condemned me. You condemned us both to an eternity…with this…with your stupid Fountain of Youth serum.”


    “The serum is a gift,” he says.


    “It’s not,” I say. He brushes my hair back, runs two fingers lovingly across my cheek. Who is this tender man? I wonder. All I can think of is my hostage run into space when I killed the future him and the future me for hundreds of years. “How long was I inside her mind?” I ask.


    “Almost three days.”


    No wonder I feel so drained. My physical body is depleted. And the strain I feel from being in that prison inside her, the toll it’s taken, it’s immeasurable.


    “In the future, I kill you, and me,” I say. “I kill us both. But we don’t die. Ever.”


    I close my eyes and see the nightmares. Then I open them. Will I ever sleep again? Not now. Maybe never with these images plowing around inside my head.


    “The future is an unwritten book,” he says. He goes to the fridge, pours a glass of water, brings it to me. I don’t trust his smile. Or his generosity. I just look at the glass, unwilling to accept his help.


    “It’s not unwritten,” I argue.


    “Now that you know what lies ahead,” he says, his tone gentle, congenial, “you can change it. Drink up. You need to hydrate.”


    “Can I?” I ask through desperate eyes. “Can I change her past?” He pushes the water my way; again I refuse it.


    “If this is how you feel, seeing your future, you must do everything you can to prevent it. Now drink the damn water you stubborn brat.” This is the Holland I know and despise.


    I finally accept the water.


    “The future world is…criminal…on so many levels,” I say after a long drink. “I thought I could stop it, or change it. I wanted to better it, to make peace, to cement freedom, but I couldn’t. I can’t. It’s too big. The world is too controlled and too destroyed for one person to make a difference.”


    “I know,” Holland says. “I was there, remember?” He’s referring to when I entered his mind and took a look around.


    “That was so long ago that you were there,” I say. I never really knew when he was from, only that he came here in the early nineteen hundreds buck naked in a field where a woman had just killed her eldest child.


    “Before I showed up and took Josef Mengele’s DNA, before I was on this time line, I came from another time line. On far into the future, as I’m sure you saw.”


    “When?” I ask, giving away the fact that I hadn’t traced him back beyond that day in the field. The truth is, when I was inside his head, I couldn’t bear to trace his history that far back. The feeling of being inside him was a dirtiness so foul it defied description. And even though he’s an open book, his is a book of mayhem, a book of utter insanity. If you could look inside Charles Manson’s head, you would see a righteous, humble man compared to the late, fake Josef Mengele.


    “I was born late in the twenty-ninth century,” he finally admits.


    For a second, I can’t breathe.
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    My body wants away from him. It cringes and wiggles under the skin. It reels because it holds my future self’s memory of hatred for him. A hatred centuries old. And now that I know him like this, everything bad about him feels so much worse.


    Late in the twenty-ninth century?


    Serious?


    “How many people are here?” I hear myself ask. When I last kicked him out of the lab he said there were thousands of travelers here. I want to know if he was full of crap or being honest. “How many…from the future?”


    “Could be ten. Could be ten thousand. I guess it depends on the time from which they came. So to answer your question, I don’t know how many are here. Not for sure.”


    “Why did you choose this time? If you’re from the future, then this has to feel like the dark ages to you.”


    “I was from California, not the ground version of the state, but the cloud city. Just above what we called Region 1. Where I’m from, there aren’t governments or religion, and there are no police, no military and no world wars. It’s frightfully boring. And for something like me—a sociopath, a sadist, a true and formal repugnance—there is no safe place for me to…be me. No room to stretch my legs, so to speak. So I traveled back in time and stole the genes of a dead boy, applied them to myself and assumed his identity—”


    “Mengele,” I say, the feel of being in his memories on that fated day.


    “Yes.”


    “So you weren’t in Auschwitz?” I ask, interrupting his train of thinking. I already know the answer to this absurd question; some stupid part of me is just hoping maybe he’ll say he’s someone else. As in not him. I’ve seen that part of his life, though. I know who he is, the atrocities he’s committed.


    “Oh, I was there alright. And you were correct when you said that Auschwitz was my pièce de résistance. What I had inside me, what I had from my natural birth that grew in me like a psychological tumor—this hunger that spread like a virus to the core of me—was the need to end lives. To maul the innocent. To slice and dissect and understand with my own eyes and instincts what death and mutation and psychological warfare was all about. Forget books and lectures! I dreamt of being in the middle of everything! I still do. Because this is life! Not the future, where our souls rest in air inside a fancy box rather than a body. The body is a privilege! It is a right! And Auschwitz…oh, dear child…Auschwitz was a dream come true. It was my Christmas morning.”


    The delight in his voice, that particular shine in his eyes, it makes me so sad to know such a man can exist.


    “It was not Christmas for everyone,” I mutter, thinking of the men, women and children he so joyously gassed to death.


    “Adolf Hitler gave me a camp. He allowed me my unwilling subjects. Then he looked the other way while I did everything I so mercilessly ached to do. There were no yesses or no’s; there were no oversight committees; and there was no need to obey societal rules or follow any orders but my own.” Animated, lost in the nostalgia of it all, he said, “I was allowed every indulgence! And Hitler…oh, how that man was so brilliant, and so terribly damaged! He wanted this. He wanted me. Do you realize it was because of me that he became obsessed with time travel? Ah, the stories I told him when we were together. They left him feeling enthralled and optimistic, but in the end, they haunted him. All of these things he knew to be possible but couldn’t do himself.”


    I remember the Nazi regime constructing something called The Bell. From watching the show, Ancient Aliens, I know Hitler became obsessed with time travel in his later years.


    “Did he…escape?” I ask. “This time, I mean?”


    A crooked, creepy smile crosses Holland’s face; there’s something vile in his eyes, something that repulses me. “Yes, of course he did.”


    “Where is he?”


    “Wherever Adolf Hitler is, that’s where he is.”


    I sit up on the couch, look him in his eyes. “So you really don’t know where he’s at?”


    “After he faked his death and escaped to Argentina, people lost sight of him. Last we spoke, he met a scientist like me, a man on the cutting edge of biology, a doctor who could…do what I do. Who Hitler is now, he could be anyone! He could be you, and only you would know it.”


    “Do you even hear yourself?” I ask. “How excited you are about a genocidal maniac?”


    He flaps his hand, waving off the subject, then says, “Anyway, after the fall of Germany, after having the taste of that which I swore to preserve—my unwilling subjects—I refused to ever return to my time. The cloud city was so serene, so peaceful, so…just. This world is not. Here, I am in a body, yet unrestrained and unshaken. Here, in this time, in this glorious body, I can create mutations like you and Georgia. I can make all of you just the way I want. For me, genetics is how I’m able to make man in the image of my choosing.”


    “Like God?” I ask.


    “Exactly,” he says, breathing out the word with a wild, exalted gaze.


    Staring at him as he confesses his life’s truths to me, the world tints itself gray beneath my own malevolent stare. My temper shifts, like black roses blooming. My hands become claws as I dream up ways to torture and end him. “You’re one sick, demented fuck,” I all but hiss.


    With the sweetest, most appreciative grin, he tilts his head and says, “Controlled insanity is but one of my finer qualities. So thank you for such a gracious complement.”




    Bald Headed and Scarred




    1


    Cameron sloughed off the blankets and crawled out of bed. She stumbled to the bathroom, plopped her bare ass on the toilet seat and peed. Usually her long hair hung down in her face and she had to drape it back to see. Now there was no hair to move, and this made her cry.


    Again.


    It had been a couple of days since the attack. She stayed in her room sick and was called by an administrator this morning and told to go to the infirmary. Yeah, right, she thought. No way. How the hell would she describe what happened to her without being shipped off to the crazy house? All she wanted was the emptiness of sleep. And to maybe swallow a bottle of pills so that sleep could stretch out forever.


    After the attack, for the first few hours of sleep, she fought to wake herself from the nightmare, but it was no nightmare. She was bald headed and scarred, and Raven was some sort of an anti-Christ superhero. The new, very real villain in her mightily shrunken world. She wiped her crotch, pulled up her panties and flushed, then stood before the bathroom mirror feeling every bit the victim she was. She refused to look at her plucked, scabbed head. She couldn’t even meet her own eyes. Instead, she lifted her t-shirt and stared at the scabbed X’s crossing over her pink, once immensely cute nipples. Her heart broke at the sight of her ravaged breasts.


    She dropped her shirt, then her head. She fell so hard into a fit of tears, her sobbing became a snot dribbling, wet-faced mess of an affair. She didn’t even want to pull down her panties to see what that bitch did to her abdomen. Cameron was a bully, sure, but to now have to look at that word forever carved into her skin?


    Oh, God.


    Her tears came harder, as did her desire to take her own life, but suicide was such a chicken-shit way out, and so cliché these days. But what choice did she have? Really? Her bald head was one thing; she could grow hair again, maybe even invent some story in the process about surviving cancer, but her crossed-out nipples? And the word BULLY etched into her? What would she do about that? Never have sex in the light again, that’s what! Never wear a bikini or fall in love. She crawled back in bed, rounded herself into a ball under the covers and blanched at the prospect of having been desecrated so badly.


    When she couldn’t feel sorry for herself a minute more, her attention turned to the girls she had teased to death. Patricia Hardy and Kristen Whales. She thought of Kristen’s piano playing, and how Patricia’s father went from raping her to raping other young girls, and then she thought of Kristen and Patricia taking their lives, what they must have felt to do it when all she could do was dream of it. She was a coward. The two girls she drove to suicide, they weren’t cowards as much as they were pushed too far. By her.


    I’m wrecked, she thought. And weak. And not nearly as strong as either of them.


    How pathetic.


    And now she was stuck in her bed until her hair grew out enough to hide the scabs and patches of what she feared would become scar tissue. But could she face Raven? Her stomach plunged. Her body trembling ever so lightly against a hard chill, she thought she would rather meet Satan himself. If she saw the girl again, she just knew she’d shit herself. It was the only natural reaction she could imagine! That’s when a knock at her door startled her. It was almost noon.


    Almost lunch time.


    Who could be at the door? She waited for them to leave. The knock-knock-knock came again. More insistent. Cameron pulled her head under the covers and decided she would have to move back home. She couldn’t be here anymore. Not at this place. Not with that psycho, Raven, still out there.


    Just when she thought the person knocking was gone, the lock on the door unlatched itself and started to open.


    What the hell?




    Lies & Lays and Better Days
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    Sabrina Baldridge was in bed reading scripts of the first three episodes of season two’s Lies & Lays when her cell phone rang. The Caller ID said it was her mother. She ignored it. Sent it straight to voicemail. She was in episode two not really liking how her character was being developed or portrayed when her cell phone rang again. She silenced it. Again. And then she tried like crazy to stem her irritation. On the bed in a notebook next to her was a long list of notes she was going to give to the writers tomorrow morning, plus she still had homework to do. There was no time for catching up. Yawning so deep the script nearly slid off her lap, she checked the time on the bedside clock. It was beyond late and she was exhausted.


    Then the phone rang again.


    Hissing out a breath, Sabrina shoved the script aside, then snatched the phone off the bed and angrily punched the ANSWER button three times until it picked up.


    “Jesus, mom, I’m trying to do a bunch of stuff right now!”


    Her mother sounded like she’d been crying. “Something bad has happened, honey,” she said, sniffling. “Did you see the news this evening?”


    “I don’t watch that crap,” she barked, “you know that.”


    “But have you been on the internet?”


    Sabrina said, “I’m unplugged. Trying to disconnect from the cyber world. I’m really trying to get into the Astor Academy scene, which isn’t easy since the people here are smart as hell and super uppity.”


    “Honey,” her mother said, “shut up for a minute.”


    “Geez, Mom—”


    “Your father’s been arrested on murder charges.”


    Sabrina sat up straight. Murder charges? Really?! Was she going to log into Yahoo and see the worst? Oh, God. She could envision it now: SENATOR JULIEN BALDRIDGE ARRESTED FOR MURDER! FATE UNCERTAIN FOR DAUGHTER SABRINA AND CW’S HIT SERIES LIES & LAYS.


    “That’s not the worst part,” her mother continued.


    Sabrina felt herself go unnaturally quiet, and unnaturally still. Caught in the haze of disbelief, she wondered, is this real?—this phone call?


    “He did it because he’s convinced your brother was murdered. Sabrina, when did you last see Tavares?”


    “Who’d he kill, mom?” she asked as helplessness chewed its way into her insides. If I hang up now, she wondered, will this all just go away? No, she told herself.


    Grow up.


    Her mother would simply call back again and again. And Tavares, could he really be dead? No. No effing way!


    “He killed Senator Williamson of North Carolina. Sabrina, sweetheart, pay attention,” she said, more insistent. “When did you last see your brother?”


    Sabrina blinked twice. Her face was a sallow mask, hollowed out and taciturn. More than ever, she realized her inability to cry in real life, in spite of her talent for squeezing out tears on cue when the cameras were rolling, was not a blessing but a disability. Emotions surged inside her, untamed emotions with no means of expression.


    Sabrina managed to get a hold of herself even as the nightmare unfolded before her. “I don’t know,” she replied. “A few days ago? Maybe? I don’t babysit him if that’s what you’re asking. Do you really think—?”


    “He’s not answering his phone. I need you to get an administrator, get in his room, see if he’s there. See if he’s…if he’s still alive.”


    “Okay.”


    “Call me the second you find out anything? Okay? Do you understand Sabrina? Call me no matter what!”


    “I will, mom. God. I promise.”


    Sabrina’s stomach rolled hard more than once, which eventually had her thinking about running to the bathroom to puke, but she didn’t. She regained her composure. Then she dug up the school’s list of numbers and called Janine Battenberg. The woman woke right up when Sabrina explained what was happening with her father. When she told Janine no one had heard from Tavares, the woman said, “I’ll call Campus Security, have someone meet us there, just in case.”


    Sabrina, Janine and a hard looking military man in a black t-shirt with Campus Security written in white block letters (he introduced himself as John Black) met at Tavares’s dorm room. They knocked but got no response. Sabrina wore a light blue robe over her lace nightie, hugging herself not against the cold, but against the dread swelling inside her.


    Why isn’t he answering? she wondered. She started to fear the worst.


    “Open the door, please, Ms. Battenberg,” Black said. He was at least forty, all muscle, no body fat in sight and kind of handsome for an old guy. Janine unlocked the door as Black withdrew his gun and gulped. He had that look like he was about to see a ghost and not terribly excited about it. He did, however, look comfortable with the weapon. After a second, his eyes went flat blue and became lifeless enough to tell her he’d seen real action in his day. Whatever his history, Sabrina was certain John Black was a professional by the way he moved. She made a mental note to ask Janine about him later.


    Sabrina sniffed the air, her genetically enhanced sense of smell picking up something unsavory. Her face curled on its own.


    A door opened in the hallway behind them and a groggy looking boy popped his head out. Black turned and said, “Go back in your room, son.” The boy, seeing Black’s gun and Security t-shirt, closed and locked his door as instructed.


    In the stillness of the hallway, Sabrina’s heart thumped away, dizzying her, making her skin feel both ice cold and scalding hot.


    Janine twisted the knob, pushed the door open and stood out of the way. The smell hit Sabrina hard, had her covering her nose. Things inside her wavered. Black stepped forward, weapon drawn, moving into the darkness of her brother’s room. When he hit the lights, Sabrina saw Tavares asleep in bed. She heaved a sigh of relief. Had her mother been wrong?


    But that smell…


    Oh God, Tavares—he had to be alive. He just had to be!


    Her hand came off her nose, and the smell overwhelmed her. Was that spoiled food? It had to be. Then the rotting meat smell of the room wafted out in one final, debilitating rush. Wobbling hard on unsteady legs, her entire world tipped on its axis and she stumbled sideways into Janine.
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    When she woke, she was crashed out on the carpet in the hallway, dazed, not sure for a second where she was. Then consciousness came on in a heartbeat: the retching, gagging, spitting sounds of Janine throwing up two feet away; the decayed flesh smell of spoiled meat.


    Tavares was dead.


    Awareness flooded her heart, devastating her. Pushing through it, Sabrina got to her feet just as Janine continued to choke and hurl nearby. The administrator had one hand on the wall where she was bent over and the other holding her hair back. Her vomit pile made Sabrina gag and turn. Plugging her nose—her eyes watering from the acrid stench of Janine’s puke, mixed with the decomposing smells of her dead brother—she made her way into Tavares’s room.


    Black held up a hand and said, “You don’t want to come in here.”


    “Don’t tell me what I want,” she snapped, still holding her nose and trying to breathe through her mouth.


    Black holstered his weapon, then turned back to the boy in bed and gave a hound dog like snuffle in the air. “Probably two days gone, by the smell.” The window was cracked open, the evening breeze making dry, almost rancid ripples in the air. She let her nostrils go, took the smell of her decomposing brother full on. She knew that it would be worse for her than for anyone else because of her heightened olfactory senses, but she had to do it. And it was horrible. Gagging instantly, her stomach bucked under her ribs, and her eyes watered furiously. But by her will alone, she kept her composure.


    “You really shouldn’t be in here,” Black said again.


    Near her brother’s head, Sabrina saw a pack of flies buzzing and for some reason, this was what made her stomach give one, two, three pre-game heaves. She didn’t hork up the gut stew, though. Not yet. You’re stronger than this, she reminded herself. Be strong!


    She didn’t feel strong, though.


    Pushing past Black, Sabrina rolled Tavares over on his back. This agitated the flies, which had Black telling her not to disturb the crime scene. She wasn’t listening. Her brother’s throat was gashed wide open and she couldn’t stop staring at it.


    She swiped tears from her eyes. Gulped hard. “Where’s all the blood?” she heard herself ask. Inside the wound, there were strings of maggots and one small beetle crawling around, but not a single speck of blood.


    Black turned away, swallowed twice, then took her by the shoulder and tried to peel her away from the scene. She shrugged him off.


    “C’mon, Sabrina,” he reasoned, “you’re just torturing yourself. Not to mention contaminating the crime scene.”


    For the smallest fraction of a second, she had a flash of Tavares when he was younger, maybe six or seven years old, out on the street skateboarding. He looked over his shoulder at her, his hair just a bit too long, and he smiled his smile. There was something bright and magical in his eyes: the innocence of youth, uncomplicated happiness, an ease about him that made her think he was a jovial boy, predestined for a blessed life. Not this.


    She felt the broken thing inside her split wide open. A great wave of sadness crashed down on her, its weight so profound she felt crushed beneath the immensity of it. They hadn’t been as close as they once were. He was her brother, though. She loved him. Sabrina didn’t love anyone, but she loved him. Her body started to quake and shudder from the inside out, the trembling so insistent and sick, so unwanted, it fought to undo everything stable inside her. When she finally hit rock bottom, her grief spilled out as several deep, gut wrenching sobs. Black turned her body into his, held her tight while the pain rolled mercilessly through her.


    “I know,” he whispered to her, smoothing her hair back. “I know.”


    The sobbing brought other boys from their rooms. With her face pressed into Black’s sculpted chest, she heard her tortured moaning, as well as the sound of Janine telling the boys to go back to their rooms. Get it together, she told herself. But she couldn’t.


    I can’t.


    Doors opened; doors shut. The commotion, fleeting as it was, eventually stilled. Janine tried to come into the room. She turned and staggered out. In the hallway, a cough or two threatened to become more—a round two of her earlier retching. Bent at the waist with one palm on the wall for support, her stomach convulsing, Janine gagged and spit, too preoccupied with her nausea to fret over the onlookers. Not looking up, she shooed away the students, but it had no effect. More boys gathered in their boxers and pajamas in the hall, asking Janine if she was okay and what was going on. One kid, with his hands covering his bare chest like he had tits or something, he poked his head into the room and drew a sharp breath.


    “Get out!” Sabrina screamed when she looked up and saw him. His shaggy head vanished from Sabrina’s view and Janine got a hold of herself enough to order them all back into their rooms.


    Sabrina shoved off of Black, not wanting people seeing her or Tavares like this. Her legs were failing her, though. Her unsteady gait had Black taking her gently by the elbow in an attempt to help her walk straight. On the way out, Black shut the door and used Janine’s keys to lock it. By then, the hallway was empty once more, save for the three of them and Janine’s Jackson Pollock-like vomit trail.


    Oh wait, no.


    Some curious little asshole, he just popped his head out of his room and said, “What’s happening out there?” His eyes bobbed heavy with sleep. Plugging his nose, making the face, he gasped and said, “It smells…kinda funny. But gross.”


    Were the boy’s senses like hers? Heightened?


    “She’s just sick,” Black said, walking Sabrina past him. Looking back at Janine, he said, “Her, too.”


    Janine managed to stand and say, “Something we ate,” but she wasn’t convincing. Brushing by the boy on rubbery legs, fingertips and hands trailing along the cold wall for balance, Janine caught up to Sabrina and Black at the elevator. Janine’s face was a few shades of green. Inside of the elevator, to Black, she said, “This is…unprecedented. And it’s going to expose the school.”


    “My brother is dead and you’re worried about the school?” Sabrina barked in disbelief.


    “It’s more than that,” Janine said, some color returning to her face.


    “My brother’s head, he’s lying there, and his head…it’s practically sawed off!”


    This time, when Black put a calming hand on her, she said, “You’d better figure out who did this, or I swear to God, I’ll tell everyone I know about this school, and about what happened here!”




    Triangle of Lust
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    The buzz was all over campus: Tavares Baldridge was dead and his father, Senator Julien Baldridge of North Carolina, was being charged for the murder of North Carolina Senator, Theodore Williamson. A smattering of details quickly emerged, as is often the case in high-profile murders, but since the suspect confessed to the crime, neither names nor details were withheld.


    That’s how everyone knew.


    According to CNN, what precipitated the murder of Senator Williamson was not only money, but revenge. The talking heads on TV didn’t speak of motive, but they hinted at a strong case. That it would be closed shortly. Newscasters on every station promised more details as they became available which, of course, had everyone glued to their TVs, the internet and their cell phone news trackers.


    The thing about dirty politics was, too often it went hand-in-hand with things like blackmail, revenge and murder. Awhile back, Brayden told Julie he once did a bit of digging and what he found out about the low lights of politics was not only unbelievable but damn near unconscionable.


    Brayden said, “If you look deep enough into most prominent political figures—especially those inside the Presidential cabinet—any journalist worth their salt can compile a list of missing persons as long as a baby’s arm. Plus, most of them at one point in time, worked for the CIA, not that such a thing is willfully disclosed to the public.”


    Julie could give two shits about politics or politicians or the CIA. To her, they were a bunch of men and woman promoting the kind of change no politician could actually effect. They sold not the kind of change America needed, but the kind of change anyone in their right mind just knew you would never see. But the net worth of a starter politician, with all the legalized insider trading opportunities afforded to them, they went into Congress or the Senate worth a half million and left office eight figures rich on an annual salary of only a couple hundred grand a year.


    Go figure.


    Astor Academy taught them the elections of late were merely popularity contests where the news media steered the course of said “news.” It was proven time and again (despite the nay-sayers and cries of false conspiracy) that the mainstream news was for sale. As were politicians through intermediaries and special interest groups. To Julie and her friends, most politicians were merely actors, salesman and charlatans working for handouts and payouts and that most coveted of four-to-eight year jobs. Sure they worked hard. But for whom?


    Not the American people, not all of them. Just the market makers.


    That’s why she refused to devote barely an ounce of energy talking about Senator Baldridge. All she said—and she said this to Brayden—was: “One less politician brings a smile to my face, so let’s not ruin any subsequent joy I’m feeling with details of his crimes.”


    Brayden laughed, but it was an unsettled laugh. He was bothered by Tavares’s death. Everyone was, including herself. Tavares was a beautiful boy. He would’ve grown up to be a gorgeous man, and no gorgeous anything should ever be killed for any reason. That, however, would be the last she would speak of Sabrina’s father or dead brother.


    Brayden and Julie sat together at lunch the day after Campus Security found Tavares’s corpse. The lunchroom was bristling with speculation about his death, but she had her own problems to worry about. Like hers and Emery’s baby. And how she had no idea what was going on, if anything, between her and Brayden.


    He was a mystery at first, different and a little cocky, and he gave the best oral ever, even better than Constance, but was that enough to constitute a serious relationship?


    She didn’t think so.


    That’s why she wouldn’t sleep with him. That and she had someone else’s embryo incubating inside her. Her thinking this was freaking laughable: she was standing on morality while having been seeded by step-family. Perhaps this was why she found herself looking a little too long at Brayden. He was normalish. Not family, at least. Yet he was entertaining her despite knowing her…condition. She couldn’t help wondering WTF he was doing with her.


    “Stop staring at me,” he finally turned and said. “It’s creeping me out.”


    “It’s not you,” she said, trying to act like she had, in fact, been looking at something else. “I’m just feeling a little, I don’t know, woozy or something.”


    They saw each other in the hallways between classes and smiled at each other like they weren’t the most dysfunctional non-couple ever. Then Theresa stopped her in the hallway on their way to fifth period and said, “Have you talked to Cameron lately? Like in the last few days?”


    She hadn’t spoken with Theresa since vacating the group. Theresa grew icy toward her, almost like she’d slept with her boyfriend or something. If the girl even had a boyfriend, which she didn’t.


    “Why would I talk to her?” Julie said, making the “as-if!” face.


    “Something’s wrong, I think,” ignoring the look and the attitude. “After the whole Abby thing she posted, after it backfired on her, no one’s seen or heard from her.”


    “Yeah, well, looks like the third time wasn’t a charm,” Julie said, referring to the number of girls who committed suicide on Cameron’s behalf. “The fallout has me thinking you should give up trying to find her and start creating distance between her. You know, to protect your reputation.”


    “Spoken like a true friend,” Theresa quipped before storming off.


    “I’m not the one taunting people to death all over social media!” Julie called out. Her ex-friend ignored her as she folded into the horde of students moving through the hallway between classes, a few of whom were watching the terse interaction between them. It was no secret Julie, once the head of the Bitch Brigade, ousted herself from the group. Nor was it a secret she had taken an interest in Brayden James, an interaction which boosted his social proof while drastically lowering hers.


    Whatever, she thought.


    Get bent.


    After exorcising herself from the Bitch Brigade, Julie managed to save face by making a few new friends. There were two girls and a boy she started hanging out with: Chastity, a pretty brunette in her junior year; Scotland, a skinny blonde with a pixie haircut from New York; and a boy named Angus who was trying to either date or screw Scotland.


    Or maybe both.


    Angus used to be friends with Damien. When Damien hooked up with Cameron, however, the kid could not stomach all the drama between them so he became friends with Chastity. Chastity was a girl he met in gym class and liked for about three minutes, which was long enough for him to meet her friend, this hot little model-type named Scotland. She was new to Astor Academy, and friends with Chastity, which made him friends with her by proxy. He fell hard for Scotland, not that he showed it. That was the group dynamic, and Julie had no idea how she’d fit in.


    But she did.


    Julie understood one thing, one very important thing: in the world of social proof (as Brayden told her time and again), if you have no friends, you’re a no one. If you are pretty and you were once popular and you have no friends, you’re worse. You’re a freaking leper.


    Bad as things were, she refused to be a leper.
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    On her way to class, Julie passed Angus in the hallway, smiled at him and wondered for the umpteenth time what it would be like to have sex with him, not because he was cute or even all that interesting; it was the way she sometimes caught him looking at her. Not all the time. Just occasionally. This one time, maybe it was last week or the week before, he had that look in his eye like he would just die if he didn’t have her. It was the same way he looked at Scotland. The same way Emery looked at her.


    That look, ugh…


    Julie realized, and this was a profound realization, that she wasn’t attracted to guys because of how they looked, who their family was, or even their personalities; she found herself wanting the boys who had that look in their eye. Like they were starving for their favorite meal. Like she was dessert. To be lusted after, to see that want for her sitting like an insatiable need in their eyes, that was what truly wet her sandwich. Emery had it; Brayden had it; and the first time she met Angus, he had it, too.


    The look.


    Oh my God, she thought, I’m a total slut.


    Sitting in sixth period, thinking of the boys she liked, starting to understand why she fell for one boy over another, she thought of Angus’s needy eyes and let it warm her, arouse her, make her think so many things were secondary to that deep and unrestrained carnal thirst.


    Any girl who tells you she’s immune to lust is a goddamn liar. At least, that’s what she thought. But must she act on every attraction? Every whim? Oh, how she wanted to sometimes! This had Julie thinking. Angus was better looking than Brayden, and Emery was better looking than them both, yet she was with Brayden at the moment. Why? The first thought that came to mind was this: good body, great personality, lots of swag. He was easy going, like he could care less if he slept with her or not. But the way he could run her through six orgasms by working his tongue in all the best places, she couldn’t tame the fires stirring down below. With Brayden, a girl’s looks didn’t seem to command center stage. This was the same for her. In Brayden, she responded to his self-confidence. He was super sexy in a unique kind of way, and this caught her off guard. Sabrina Baldridge saw it. Now she saw it, too.


    Emery was good, but not that good; Constance was better than Emery, but not nearly as good as Brayden. That’s why she couldn’t help thinking she wanted him. Brayden. That maybe it was time she invited him inside her. The warmth of that thought had her squirming in her seat. She told herself not to start thinking like this in class. To focus.


    So instead of falling into her daydreams, she looked at her teacher who was not handsome but had great pitch and tone to his voice. She concentrated on what he was saying, then cleared her throat and sat up straight, willing herself to change the course of her thoughts.


    In her head, she was like, I can’t think like this. I can’t be like this! Then she thought, I’m going to have another baby. It isn’t Brayden’s or Angus’s kid, so perhaps it’s time to stop obsessing over them and consider things with Emery and Constance.


    She almost sighed out loud at the thought of those two. The evil sex-freaks, these step-siblings of hers. This exhausting, wayward triangle of lust.


    Perhaps the three of them should get an apartment together after high school. Then again, should her father discover her baby bump over Christmas break, she would be disowned. Not to mention she’d probably get a lump of coal in her stocking from Santa Claus, the big fat jolly bastard.


    At dinner, Brayden, Angus, Scotland and Chastity sat together eating happily and tragedy free. This was a surreal occurrence for Julie. For her—and she’d never admit this to her friends, or even to Brayden—there was a devious joy in knocking someone down, and even greater joy when you could sneak in a kick or two. There was, however, exactly zero delight in taking someone who is rightfully eating dick in the dog house and lifting them up. That’s what Cameron needed, wasn’t it? A lift?


    Well screw her. Honestly, she thought, what’s the point?


    Cameron, if she wasn’t down, she was putting someone down. Now she went and shit the bed and Theresa expected her to go check on the bitch? Ha!


    Not even on Sunday.


    “Where are you?” Brayden said, catching her off guard. He was sitting next to her, his hand on her thigh. When did he put that there? She pushed his hand off her and he furrowed his brow. She had been sitting still, eyes empty, fork in hand, her food untouched for too long. She blinked twice, focused in on Brayden who was focused in on her.


    “Theresa stopped me in the hallway and said no one has seen Cameron for days. Not since, well, you know. That thing with Abby.”


    “She’ll be fine,” Scotland said from across the table.


    Scotland was a wafer of a thing, with dick-thin arms, slightly angular features, and big blue eyes. Her tits were small bumps in her sweater and her shoulders were narrow, but she had curved hips and a pretty amazing ass which Julie thought made her kind of sexy.


    “Like you care about Cameron O’Dell,” Angus chided.


    “She’s still a person,” Scotland argued, almost absentmindedly. She was nibbling on a dinner roll and speed texting someone with just her thumb and the swipe feature, though no one really knew who this someone was. She had her secrets. Secrets she didn’t want her “friends” to know about. It bugged Julie. It bugged all of them.


    “Who are you texting?” Brayden finally asked.


    “No one,” she said, setting her phone down. Her generous smile (her best feature, besides her ass) and improved posture told them she was reentering the social dynamic. “Just a friend of mine in New York.”


    “Secret lover, peer or potential job opportunity?” Chastity probed. “Be honest.”


    Everyone knew Scotland was dieting hard and practicing her runway strut. All she wanted was to be a model, but Angus told her she wasn’t alien looking enough, and she was too smart. Julie knew several top models. They were smart as hell, though she dared not correct Angus when he was stepping on Scotland’s dreams.


    Off the cuff one day, Brayden asked Scotland what problem she would solve if she was granted the financial means and reach, and instead of saying something cliché like end world hunger or feed the starving children in…wherever, she said, “I’d start a non-profit clothing line where one hundred percent of the profits would go to researching a cure for Parkinson’s disease. I watched my grandfather lose the use of his limbs. The disease ravaged him. It stole his mobility, his speech, his confidence and his will to live. When he finally gave up and died, his passing devastated me. So that’s what I’d do if I could. No, scratch that,” she said. “That’s what I’m going to do whether I’m a fashion model or not.”


    It was hard not to like the girl after hearing something like that.


    “So who was on the phone?” Julie asked, chiming in. Everyone’s eyes zeroed in on Scotland now. No way of brushing them off.


    “Peer with a potential job opportunity who wants to be my lover. I’m not really attracted to him, but he has connections and I need a way in, so I’m trying to string him along long enough to get my foot in the door without having to blow him, or do blow with him.”


    “Jesus,” Brayden said. “So you’re using the guy for his connections?”


    “Everyone in either New York or L.A. is just a means to an end. I used to feel bad about it, and maybe part of me still does, but I’m over it. No one gets a break anymore. Multimillion dollar contracts are no longer handed out on merit alone. It’s usually who you’re related to, or who you’re screwing that gets you your first break, but I want to be a virgin a little while longer.”


    “You’re no virgin,” Chastity said.


    “How long?” Brayden asked.


    “First off, I am still a virgin, and second, I’ll stay a virgin for as long as it takes to fall head over heels in love,” she said all sweet and mushy. Julie tried not to gag, but her distaste came out in a look that wasn’t kind. “What?” Scotland asked.


    “God, that’s so nineteen-fifties. Sex for love? Who even tries that anymore but Mormons and chicks who can’t pull dicks?”


    “I can get plenty of dicks,” Scotland argued, pushing her tray of food aside.


    “It’s not the quantity of cocks that count, love,” Brayden waxed, more for Julie’s benefit than Scotland’s, “it’s the quality that matters. For a girl like Scotland, not any dick will do, only the right dick, at the right time and under the right conditions.”


    Julie said, “True love is as much an invention of fiction as interdimensional space travel or little green men on Mars. Love is just sustained lust, and guess what? Lust fades eventually. The difference between you and me,” she said to Scotland, who wasn’t having any part of Julie’s argument, “is you’ll need divorce proceedings to move on and I’ll just need a new place and a new guy.”


    Looking back and forth between Julie and Brayden, Angus said, “Brayden, you look like you want in on this conversation.”


    “I’m an innocent bystander,” Brayden quipped.


    She could see in Brayden’s eyes he didn’t share her sentiment. “Like you’ve ever been in love,” Julie said.


    “What if I have?” Brayden challenged.


    She laughed, and said, “Right. With Abby? That fraud? Abby the girl who tried to hang herself a few days back? That’s the Abby you were head-over-heels for?”


    “Yes,” he said, staring at her like she suddenly started speaking in tongues, “that Abby.”


    “The same Abby who opened her gash for both Damien and Cayden in the same semester? You and I, we’re talking about the same girl, right? That’s the little hooker you’re talking about?”


    “Don’t start pulling skeletons out of peoples’ closets unless you want the same treatment turned on you,” Brayden said patiently, even though color was rising fast in his neck. “This is the kind of shit people who care about each other don’t do.”


    “You two really do make a fucked up couple,” Angus said.


    “Don’t mind her,” Brayden replied, “she’s an acquired taste.”


    Brayden’s gaze bored into Julie for a long time before she realized this was the old Julie talking, the Julie normal people couldn’t stand. Taking a deep breath, she forced a smile, pushed her shoulders back, then looked at Angus and said, “There it is, ladies and gents, apparently I taste good.”


    Looking at Brayden she smiled and winked. Chastity said, “Ew.” Scotland picked up her cell phone again, shaking her head. Brayden blanched so hard in the face he looked colorless. It wasn’t a perfect social play by any stretch, but it did put the kibosh on the argument.


    “I’m so jealous,” Angus finally said, completely shameless.


    “I know,” Julie replied with a slow wink.


    Leaning into Brayden’s ear, she started to apologize, but then she felt someone standing behind her, so she turned and looked up.


    Raven.


    The black-haired girl with hypnotic eyes and impossibly balanced features she’d seen before and barely remembered. Raven stood over her and Brayden glaring at them both. Okay, mostly the girl was glaring at Julie.


    Raven took her eyes off Julie, put them on Brayden. “This bitch, Brayden?” Raven snarled. “Of all the skanks you could’ve chosen, you choose her? Really?”


    Julie’s eyes flashed wide with surprise and anger. Brayden started to speak, but couldn’t find the words.


    Still glaring at Julie, Raven said to Brayden, “Yeah, you heard me. This fucking stain doesn’t deserve a hello, a kiss or even your friendship. What she deserves is a memorable ending.”


    Julie started to say something, then she stopped. Her chest was fluttering with too much outrage. And there were too many insults swirling around in her head. These insults were so plentiful in fact, that she couldn’t put a single one together because everything she thought to say felt too perfect and too vicious to choose from. So in her infinite humility she just sat there, wordless, quiet and indecisive and looking weak. This was where the old Julie would throw something, food maybe or a drink. Or perhaps even a punch.


    “That’s right,” Raven scowled at her. “Do nothing, new Julie. Just sit there trying to act like a good person, trying not to be the sour human wreck you are, and it will literally save your life. Maybe. But this won’t last. You can’t sit there and take it, can you? Even though you deserve this and so much worse.” Dark eyes back on Brayden, Raven said, “Time to pick, Brayden. Her or me, because reformed or not, impregnated or not, you’ll never fit with her. Ever. So just do what you started out to do and get it over with.”


    Julie couldn’t help wondering what Raven was talking about, or why she was so mean. What did he start out to do? And how did she know Julie was pregnant? Did Brayden betray her confidence with this psychotic, nasty girl?


    “I kind of like her,” Brayden said, meek and totally uncharacteristic of him. “She’s evolving, I guess. Changing.”


    “She a for-the-moment fix. A Band-Aid over a bullet hole. Before long she’ll go back to being herself because she won’t be able to help it. Tyrants like her never can. So pick, Brayden. Right now. Me or her?”


    He looked at Raven, then at Julie, and then at the others. Finally he stood and said to Julie, “I’m sorry. I really did like being with you.”


    “Whatever,” Julie said with the dismissive wave of a hand. In that second, the first thought that came to mind was: I left my friends for you? You spineless prick? “You always were a member of the freak parade. Besides, I’m done slumming anyway.”


    Brayden frowned, then said, “Don’t be mean, Jules.”


    “Don’t call me that, Seal.” As in his obvious scars.


    Apparently this sparked a nerve in Raven, because everything about her demeanor made a mean shift south. Julie glared up at her, steadfast. Raven chewed on her anger, her teeth grinding, something black and smoky changing the color of her eyes. The minute that Julie blinked, Raven did it: she spit a righteous loogie right in Julie’s face.


    Whatever changes she made for the better since leaving her friends, that glob of spit undid. It was time to ditch these three nobodies. Even Angus. Her time away from the Bitch Brigade was now over. It was time to get back to herself, to reenter the fold.


    “Do that again,” Julie hissed, “and I’ll shove my fist down your throat and pull your asshole out your mouth.”


    “Let’s go, Brayden,” Raven said, unmoved.


    Julie stood to face Raven, but the girl turned and leveled her with a look that had Julie slamming back down in her seat so hard she felt crammed down by invisible hands. The impact popped something in her neck and spine, sent a sharp pain down the middle of her back.


    It was the same way a Chiropractor adjusted your spine, but violently and against her will. And now a nerve was flaring just outside her left shoulder blade.


    Jesus God, what the hell was that?! she thought. Hands shoved her down even though no one had touched her. Raven…she just looked at her and…it happened. With that, Brayden and the black haired power-freak left the cafeteria together.


    And thank God, because…for real…WTF?!




    Capped Stumps
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    I’ve become the mean girl. Which is maybe how I turn out considering the way my future self was imprisoned and then hacked apart, blinded and turned from a meat into a vegetable. Brayden trails behind me, sullen, and when we’re about to sit down at a different table, he says, “No, follow me.”


    So I do.


    He’s so not happy right now I feel it in my bones. We walk outside in the courtyard and he reads me the freaking riot act. Staring straight into his eyes, not blinking, barely moving, I listen.


    What he has to say, my best friend, he insists…yep, he freaking insists…that I apologize to Julie, which I swear on the name of Jesus H. Christ I will not do, but then he convinces me that I’m the asshole here, so I relent. Because he’s right.


    “If that’s all,” he says, “I’m going to try to be friends again with the non-triplets since you made me end things with Jules and her new, not-so-bad group of besties.”


    “Jules?” she said.


    “Yes,” he snapped, “Jules.”


    “She’s not good for you,” I say, thinking of their future together.


    “I know.”


    I say nothing. We just stare at each other. Both of us right, both of us in agreement, both of us wanting to fight nevertheless.


    “You know,” he finally says, “I hate what you’re becoming. You used to be so…not this. You once had a pulse. Once upon a time you knew how to crack jokes and laugh.”


    He’s right. Maybe that’s why I’m so angry. Because I can’t not be angry and I’ve come face to face with who I become as a result of this anger, and my need to right so many wrongs.


    God, why am I so freaking hostile?


    He leaves me standing there looking like Dumped Darla. A total loser. Whatever. Back inside the cafeteria, I collect a tray of food, level several people with the blackest of stares, then take the food to Cameron. She needs someone. Not me. Not me at all, but someone. Which makes me reason that I’m better than no one.


    At her room, I knock lightly on the door. She doesn’t answer. Big surprise. She’s still in bed, wanting to be asleep, but she’s not. She’s wide awake. Seething. I knock again and she tells me to go away. Using my mind, I unlock the door and open it.


    When I walk in, she’s pissed to see me, and scared.


    “I brought you something to eat,” I say, setting the tray on her desk right next to her bed.


    “Get out.” There’s no conviction in her voice.


    Moving back toward the door, I say, “Seriously, Cameron, eat it while it’s hot.”


    “I’m not eating,” she says, not letting her guard down, but relaxing a little because she feels my intent is not to hurt her. What is my intent? I don’t know just yet. Perhaps I should figure that out. I guess I feel bad for retaliating with such animosity. Maybe I shouldn’t have scarred her body or had all of her hair pulled out in chunks. Gosh damn, her head looks dreadful!


    Oh well, bygones…


    “I’m serious, Raven. After what you did, whatever it is you are, I don’t want you in my room. And take the food with you. The smell is making me sick.”


    “You don’t have the balls to starve yourself to death, or kill yourself, so just give us both a break and eat already.” To bystanders, it would appear I’m out of patience.


    They wouldn’t be wrong.


    Cameron crawls out from underneath the comforter, grabs a dinner roll and overhands it at me with everything she has. I can keep it from hitting me with my mind, but I don’t.


    I deserve it. And she needs this.


    So the roll blasts me in the cheek and blows apart. I simply stand there and take it. It doesn’t hurt. Pain no longer hurts. Still I suck at acting. That’s why even this pathetic feat of retaliation on Cameron’s part does little to placate her.


    For a second I wonder if I should act hurt, but the moment passes.


    Her body trembling with rage, on her knees on the edge of the bed closest to the desk, she grabs the bowl of soup and launches that at me, too. The side of the porcelain bowl line-drives me in the face, but most of the soup misses, spilling out over my shoulder. I feel the gash open on my forehead, feel it wanting to close. Mentally I hold it open a little longer, let it bleed.


    Cameron needs her revenge.


    She startles at the sight of all that blood, but then I let the wound close and it shuts right before her eyes. I reach for the napkin, mop up the blood and a wet smear of vegetable broth from my cheek. There are chunks of carrot and celery still in my hair, but I don’t care.


    Vanity is so last month for me. I don’t even care about being wanted by boys anymore. My life is so much more than that.


    “How did you do that?” she asks, dumbfounded.


    “You mean how did I heal?” I ask. Cameron nods her head. “I just do.”


    “You are a freak,” Cameron says before she realizes her error.


    “If you think I’m a freak, you should look at the horror show that is your baldish head,” I say before I can get a hold of my tongue.


    “Wow,” she says, her eyes narrowed, much more brazen than before.


    “I’ll go. I should go.”


    And I do. She says nothing. Then again, I don’t really expect her to. It’s not like you make a mess, then try to clean it up and expect the mess to thank you in the process.
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    So, I have a weakness. A lot of them actually. In this case, though, I mean a Jake Teller weakness. It’s sort of like heroin in that you think all you have to do is put your mind to quitting it, but you never really can because the drug is more powerful and addictive than you thought. That’s Jake. My ex-teacher, ex-lover; the guy who shot me in the face after I saved his beautiful butt in a bar fight. What the hell am I doing? It’s stupid, I know, but he will see me because I’m on his radar right now, for better or worse.


    As I’m walking to his front door, my retarded girl brain is saying, it’s okay, his future wife gave him the hall pass to do me. And obviously we have some sort of a mutual attraction. Like that matters. He’s OLD, old AF. So naturally…


    ….I knock on the front door.


    I feel him coming to the door, looking through the peep-hole (the fluttering in my chest starts), seeing me (hundreds of butterfly wings flapping in my chest become thousands) and going back in the other room (that motherf*cker!).


    Okay, I admit, I didn’t see this coming. I sort of just stand there, mouth hanging wide open. I am this all powerful human-hybrid able to huff and puff and blow his gosh damn house down, so why do I feel like the rejected little girl again?


    Because I am.


    Leaving his house, doing seventy miles an hour in a twenty-five mile an hour zone, I’m thinking, at this point, if one more thing goes wrong, I won’t be surprised.


    Swear to God, I won’t.


    When the phone in my car rings, the Bluetooth sound of it ringing through the Audi’s speakers makes me jump and catch my breath. It’s Holland. I don’t even need to check my caller ID anymore. My head has caller ID.


    “Yes?” I answer, extra polite because I don’t want him picking up hurt or anger in my voice. Which makes no sense. He’s the perfect person to dump my animosity into. Then again, he’s also at the lab trying to resuscitate my future self, and I’d kind of like to talk to her/me one day.


    “Where are you?” he snaps. He’s back to being mad at me for smacking him with an invisible hand.


    “What do you want, Holland?”


    He takes a deep, calming breath, and it has me thinking I’m a perfect place for him to put his anger also. It’s kind of funny, really. But not.


    “Just come down here already.”


    I head to the underground lab where Holland says he can’t save the future me and suggests we incinerate her. That’s his big plan. Alice is standing by in her new sexy body with blank Barbie doll eyes and nothing to say. Future me, she’s in one of the glass canisters, just sunk to the bottom in the pink goop. Bits of flesh float off her capped stumps.


    Turning away, she’s too hard to look at, and this effects me more than I realize because it’s not a “she” I’m looking at. That’s me.


    Me!


    My hands curl into fists. I’m starting to burn at the core. What festers inside of me like sadness and remorse, or fear perhaps for what lie ahead, it quickly sparks into the only emotion I seem to know how to process: anger.


    “Would someone please give me some positive news!” I shout. But no one does. Holland just stares at me. Alice’s new body just stares at me. “Get her out of that f*cking tank!”


    “Language,” Holland says.


    Fuming, I tell him, “For a mass murderer and a sociopath, you sure have an interesting set of principles.” He doesn’t even move. Frustrated, I wave him off, then start pushing buttons on future me’s glass canister.


    “Get away from there before you screw something up!” Holland says, pushing me aside.


    He begins the draining process, then turns the canister horizontal and together we pull my future self from the tank. She flops out flat on a gurney, silent, alive but zombified.


    “If you have any flashes of genius,” Holland says, sarcastic, his tone diamond sharp, “I am all ears.” I cross my arms, stare at him. With that, he says, “Why don’t you just leave then. Come back later. Maybe bring me and April here coffee and a sandwich.”


    “Get your own damn coffee,” I snarl, turning and leaving.


    I can’t be there anymore, looking at me, looking at him, knowing what he is, what all of us are.




    Rusted Plates and Barbed Wire




    1


    He looked at future Raven’s body, laid out naked on the table. What a mess, he thought. Vodka would not fix everything, but for Holland, it was destined to be a start. A chilled tumbler of Belvedere iced the hot edge of his emotions. The Polish Vodka wasn’t great, but it did have a natural vanilla flavor to it, and it was four times distilled, so for the most part, it did the job without being too offensive.


    Tools got the ear plugs out of her, he thought. Vodka keeps me sane. Get the tools. No, wait. Tools might not do this job.


    The rough cut circular plates capping her eye and the two stumps, they looked medieval. Like something beaten into shape with a blacksmith’s hammer. The one on her eye, he was pretty sure he could pry that awful looking thing off. After another drink. Which he had.


    Wiping his eyes, blowing his nose and steadying himself, he wiggled his fingers under the metal plate just under her brow and against her cheekbone. One of the fingers cut open in the process. Still the plate didn’t budge. Whatever was under there, whatever was holding that thing in place, it wasn’t as easy to get out as the tentacles holding the “living earbuds” in place.


    No, they weren’t easy at all.


    Looking over at the mechanically living earbuds, sitting in the glass jar, he hypothesized about the metal plates. Wondered if there was something unusual about them as well. Something unusual or futuristic. Which was to say, something he couldn’t figure out.


    He suckled his cut finger, tasting blood as it healed itself.


    When he was healed, he squished his fingers under the plate again, used a makeshift wedge (a pair of needle nosed pliers jammed against her face and under the plate) to pry it up, then he found it was connected to a twist of wire, and…ouch, shit…barbs?


    Is that…barbed wire?


    Gripping the metal disc with his hand, he gave a righteous tug and the barbed wire pulled a half inch through an old piece of cracked eggshell eyeball. What he noticed, however, mortified him. The barbed wire, when he pulled it, the plates on her hacked off arm and hacked off leg, they snugged hard against the skin.


    Impossible! he thought. How were they all connected?


    There were no slots on the outside of the plates, no weld spots, no screws to tell him how they were all connected. He scratched his head, pondered the equation without any kind of satisfaction.


    This girl, she was an unsolved mystery. A riddle without an answer. One thing he knew for sure, this contraption, it was used to stop her from regenerating her limbs.


    So her captors knew of her regenerative abilities…interesting.


    But these things, my God, talk about horrific! And murderously brilliant! Perfect, really, if you thought about it. His admiration waned, however, at the realization that he didn’t have the tools for the job.


    Holland drove fifteen minutes down into Roseville, went shopping at Home Depot, then returned within the hour with a small box of razor blades, a pair of red handled Knipex brand barbed wire cutters and some vice-grip pliers.


    Using the razor blades, he see-sawed off the skin smooshed and gnarled against the rusty plates, wiped away the seeping blood, then dug his fingers into the fleshy, sopping wet soup of gore and got a hold of the plate connected to the stump that once held a leg. When he yanked up on it, bits and pieces of attached skin came up, opening several tiny wounds while at the same time exposing the barbed wire strand coming from the center of the plate. The barbs brought with them hunks and pieces of skin, the same as a triple barbed hook might do when dragged from the tight belly of a caught fish.


    He’d seen things a million times worse.


    Working the cutters in between the skin and the rusted plate, he muscled the cut. It wasn’t easy, but the barbed wire jumped back into the nasty, open-wound mess of her leg. Looking at the back of the metal plate, he saw the barbed wire strand had been welded to the plate from the inside.


    What the hell? How was that even possible?


    Baffled, his brain reaching for answers, he found he needed more information to solve this crime. He went to work on the circular arm plate next, not having to pull as hard to get the cutters in place. The barbed wire now had give to it.


    Even with one end of the barbed wire cut, he was no closer to understanding the mystery of this torturous contraption. How did they all connect, and what was the state of her organs if the barbed wire was, in fact, connected? After some tinkering, a bit of trial and error, and lots of yanking, he confirmed the strands were indeed connected. Which meant when he freed the plates, to get the wire out, he would have to hook and drag the barbed strands out through the center of her, which would cause unimaginable amounts of damage to her insides.


    There was no scientific precision required; only the stomach to do the job. Which was fine with him. He wasn’t called The Angel of Death because he was a pussy with a weak stomach and a penchant for sympathy. Inflicting pain was his favorite pastime.


    The problem was, if this version of Raven didn’t heal right, she might bleed out and die. Then again, if she hadn’t died from the contraption being put on, it would stand to reason she should not die from having it removed either. The only thing he could do was take off the eye plate, then call Raven and let her decide what to do next.




    The Motherf*cking Devil




    1


    Holland called when I was getting myself some coffee. A Salted Carmel Frappuccino from Starbuck’s. He asked what I was doing and I was like, “Not getting you coffee. And not getting you a sandwich.”


    “Whatever,” he said. “Just come over. I got the plates off her arm, her leg and her eye.”


    “Is she okay?” I ask, forgetting the breezy mood I managed to find in my blended drink.


    “It’s not pretty, if that’s what you’re asking.”


    “God, you’re such an asshole,” I say, hanging up on him. Ten minutes later, after roaring up highway 80 in the RS5, I arrive. My future body is laid out on the gurney. There isn’t much blood, though, so that’s a plus.


    He tells me my options, says he isn’t deciding what to do with the barbed wire since he’s tired of being blamed for all the bad shit in my life, and I’m like, “I guess you’re learning.”


    “Whatever,” he says. I sometimes forget he’s so freaking old, and me—I’m barely even on this earth compared to him.


    Softening my tone, dialing back the sarcasm, I say, “Give me a minute with her, please.” To my dismay, he fails to oblige me.


    Closing my eyes, psychically feeling my way through her broken body (my broken body), I can’t help remembering the creatures who did this to me/her: the gladiator looking cretins living hundreds of years away, in the future. With a cold shiver, I remember having my arm and leg hacked off, how it felt having something puncture my eyeball. They didn’t thread anything through me. It self threaded. And from where did these barbed wire strands emerge?


    Who knows.


    This device, these rusted metal plates Holland managed to pry off me, they defy all manner of physics and logic. They’re impossible. Then again, I was dead in outer space for centuries, until I was brought back to earth, to a floating city named California. For some people, that might seem impossible, too.


    After spending time inside her memories, I realize my present moment, to her, is the dark ages. The things I don’t know about the technology of the future are untold, so really, when it comes to this grotesque, barbed wire contraption, I’ll never get any satisfactory answers.


    “You need to leave me with her,” I tell Holland. “Seriously.”


    “What are you going to do?” I simply shrug my shoulders, my eyes still roving over the details of her/my body. “Let me guess. Kill everyone involved?”


    I’m not sure if he’s being caustic or if he’s on to something.


    “I’m not killing anymore.” I’m resolute on that point. At least, the way I’m feeling standing beside my future self, that’s what I’m wanting.


    He laughs, then says, “Yeah, right.” He then looks at future Alice (who has entered the room without a sound) and gives a nod toward the door. She disappears as quietly as she arrived. Holland, however, remains ever present with no intention of leaving.


    “What, Enzo?” I bark. “What in God’s good name do you want?” His eyes say I’m not really getting to him anymore. My overt teenage angst. My aggression.


    “You know,” he replies, like I’m not rattling him with my outbursts and my blasphemy, “I felt that way too once, but I realized that by not killing people, I was letting lie dormant an incredible talent. Not to put too fine a point to it, but there’s a splendor in death. Mass murder is a song that never ends, a symphony of power and destruction, the dichotomy of brilliance and absolute darkness. To stop killing is akin to asking a painter to toss his brush, or a writer to abandon his pen. You are a proficient assassin, Raven. And I am a proficient killer. Even though we do not care for each other, we provide balance in this world. And perhaps the next.”


    “I kill you in the future,” I tell him, deadpan.


    “You said as much already.”


    “But you survive. Just like I killed me, too, and I survived.”


    “People like us will always survive, my dear. We are a necessary evil.”


    “I could take your head right now. Just lop it clean off, stuff it in a gunny sack and barbeque it a thousand miles from here. At any point I could do that, and our future would be brighter because that is a death you will never, ever come back from.”


    I feel him starting to stir, an uncomfortable heat fanning out like oxygenized embers through his nerve lines, like fire or insanity, or fear. It’s good to know I can still disturb him if I try hard enough.


    “We are two peas in a pod,” he says tersely.


    I take a step towards him; he takes one step back. “The hell we are.”


    “Say what you might, my dear, but I made you.”


    “The doctor from Dulce, he made me, too. Turned something on inside of me I still don’t trust or understand. That makes me better than you. Stronger. More lethal.”


    He spits out a huff and says, “Must you always be the turd in the punch bowl?”


    “Whatever you accomplished in your year and a half at Auschwitz, the hundreds of thousands of innocents you gassed, shot and burned, it is nothing compared to what I could do in a half an hour. You didn’t do that for me. He did that. That thing from Dulce. Because of him, I can lay waste to an entire country with a single, focused thought. It took you a whole eighteen months to kill just less than half a million starved, beaten slaves. It’s a travesty, you being so gosh damn inefficient.”


    His entire body shifts into something darkly animated. Like he’s finally found something in this conversation he enjoys. “That’s cute,” he says. “You comparing your pretend body count to my actual body count.”


    “Shut up, Mengele. We’re not the same. You and I, we’re neither comrades nor friends. We’re barely co-workers. You’re say you’re a necessary evil? Saying you’re evil sounds mundane. Maniacal, insane, unbearably cruel—these are more fitting descriptors. But even they fail to capture your true, vile essence. What you are is wrong, and odious. You are the true abomination here. A monster of the most disgusting sort. You, you’re…”


    He straightens up, takes a step toward me. I can feel him in the air, the intent, that awful need to punish me, to murder me. This is his baseline need.


    “I’m what, you ungrateful shit?” he challenges.


    “You’re the motherf*cking devil.”


    Now he settles into a knowing smile, almost like the assertion subdued him. “Look at you, all complimentary. That’s ripe. You saying this to me after what she did,” he says, pointing to the future version of me.


    “I’m not her.”


    “Bullshit!”


    “You can’t make me you,” I say, the chords standing out in my neck.


    “I’m sorry I compared you to me, for I see the error in my judgment. You’re merely a child, and your sense of morality boils my innards. Perhaps this more pleasing version of you”—he says, nodding in the direction of my future self—“deserves my interminable praise. She is the killer I long dreamt you would become. And perhaps the restraints, and that’s what they are, perhaps she deserved them because she embraced what she is. What you are destined to be.”


    “She killed Presidents—”


    “Ah,” he muses, “so the future you will have some redeeming qualities after all.”


    “You cheer, Holland, but you haven’t seen what I’ve seen.”


    “So what!” he shouts, his voice echoing off the bare walls and cold floor. “You don’t know shit because you’re still a stupid teenager. A misguided intellectual. You saw her life as a movie. She lived it! She knows what terrible is. Not you. You wouldn’t know terrible if it fist-fucked your face!”


    “One day you can tell me what ‘terrible’ truly is, or maybe I’ll just crawl through that sewage pit of memories,” I growl, nodding at his cranium, “and see for myself.”


    “You have my permission!”


    Why is arguing with him so freaking exhausting? For heaven’s sake, I can’t take it anymore! “Just go, please.”


    “One day, you will be beautiful Raven de’ Medici. You do not see it now, but cruelty is an enchanting medium you will most definitely embrace.”


    “Not if I can help it.”


    “Look at her,” he says. I look. “She is you because of the things she did. All you have to do is know how you came to be in this shape, and by virtue of knowing, you can avoid the errors that cost you your leg, your arm, your eye and your sanity. Then you might continue your reign of terror. Or justice.”


    “I’m not going to change her past to not lose my limbs. That thing on the table is repulsive, and it’s lost. She knows this. I know this.”


    “So what are you going to do?”


    The question stops me. I’ve though about it a dozen times, but I’ve come to no conclusions. “I have to say, honestly, I don’t know. What I can say for sure, though, is I’m done with the killing.”


    He shakes his head, like he’s disappointed, like I’ve disappointed him. And then he leaves me with my future self to figure out what, if anything, to do next.




    Long Distance Life
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    Soon, in the years ahead, time travel will be proven a real and viable means of travel. As guided by the Euclidean Space Perspective, space in this universe will be dissected into three dimensions while time itself will be defined as the fourth dimension. By combining space and time into layers, or manifolds (three layers of space and one layer of time), scientists will use the construct known as Minkowski Space to create and develop methods of time travel, and eventually the linking of one mind to one body despite opposing layers of time.


    To the people of 2015, this is the not-too-distant future. To The Operator, this is so far in the past, it might as well be the age of the dinosaurs.


    The Operator, before he rode down the wormhole back into 2015 to inhabit the body and become The Assassin, he was merely a gathering of energy in The Nest. A permanent resident. Twenty-one grams of existence. A conscious soul unhindered by a body, or by the limitations of the purely physical, human experience. Such a long-distance life capable of time travel was made possible using a universal space/time construct created hundreds of years ago (from his time, not this time). Souls came and went from his time and this universe—almost at their leisure—but here, on earth, he remained.


    The idea of being a voyeur on earth and using time travel as a means of enriching the quality of his earth-bound existence constituted a compulsion. He was a being without judgment, though. The Operator, he preferred to think of his experiences as hobbies he wasn’t quite ready to part with. In this frame of mind, he was content.


    Balanced.


    Only in the twenty-ninth century were the most evolved souls able to keep their soul rooted in one time while allowing control of a body to take place in another time. It’s what allowed The Operator to live countless lives hundreds and sometimes thousands of years in the past while still being present in The Nest in this time.


    Souls like him—those honored by The Patriarch (Supreme Being of The Hive)—were allowed certain advantages others were not: the freedom of unrestricted time travel; permission to be anyone in any time in history; the ability to go through the process of aging and dying, to be born and raised, to be Presidents or actors, saints or humanitarians, dictators or assassins.


    As one of the chosen few, all The Operator needed was the energetic nod from The Patriarch and any life he wanted was his. He must gain permission, however, lest he be jousted from this universe and pitched into the body of something…less evolved.


    The Operator, having reached an exemplary status eons ago, stopped asking The Patriarch for certain permissions. Not out of worry The Patriarch would reject him. He craved risk. He ached for a high stakes existence. In this time, however, in The Nest, a part of The Hive blessed by The Patriarch, he was drained of any excitement, save for that he could create for himself.


    So he created.


    With great risk came hyper-irresponsibility. The worst case scenario for The Operator was he would be expelled from this universe. There were tens of billions of other universes, countless horizons to cross; to exist in this time, in this universe, allowed for a certain visceral experience; other universes, other solar systems, they all offered something different, a non-human life-experience unlike anything on earth. He didn’t want to be banished, but he’d been here a long time, too. Not too long, but certainly long enough. If he were ejected from The Hive, made to relinquish The Nest, he would embark upon new worlds, new horizons with an open mind, so to speak. But not until he took down the most ruthless human being this existence has known for a thousand years—a girl who started out worthless and meek, an ugly girl with a flimsy spine and not a scrap of self-confidence.


    The girl was once imprisoned, yes, pulled dead from space and brought to The Patriarch before being sent back to the twenty-fourth century for long-term summary torture and eventual soul-scalping. Her soul was not scalped, though. No one could pry those twenty-one grams from her body. Which was impossible until now. The girl, the once spineless child, she refused every effort heaped upon her by time’s foremost experts.


    Even her maker, the elusive reptilian from Dulce, he could not pry her soul-from-shell to save his life, and he was one of the most proficient of his kind. He didn’t even come close. The one they called The Doctor, he was one of those powerful, cave dwelling reptoids from the Sirius system brought here thousands of years before Christ to evolve humanity on a genetic level.


    Yet he gave up.


    When he finally left, Raven’s captors simply let her rot for decades, kept her dying all the time. All that was ever taken from her was a leg, an arm, an eye. After decades of abuse and neglect, after decades of capture, she was rescued by a girl. Taken from that time back to 2015. This was where he wanted to go; this was where he had gone. And he would succeed where everyone else had failed.


    If it was the last thing he did in this universe, he would drag Raven’s soul kicking and screaming from her body. He need only to find her. After disappearing several law enforcement officers from the fabric of time, after commandeering a police cruiser from the Nevada desert and driving into the ground state of California, The Operator, now The Assassin, made his way to Palo Alto where he knew Raven was once Abigail Swann and she was friends with a skinny little blonde girl named Anetka.


    Netty.


    He’d start with her first.




    Me Stuffed into You
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    The screwy thing about life is I had it in my mind that who I’d become—the future murderous me—she became something so abysmal I couldn’t go back to her. To me. I would try to explain how this feels, but honestly I don’t have the words. I just really…can’t be me.


    Not ever.


    So I return to Cameron instead. With so many other potential distractions from the truth about who I become, the only reason I chose to go to Cameron is because I did to her something worse than she did to everyone else. What I did, it’s something future me would do. She would dole out the kind of punishment that would last a lifetime.


    Or she’d just kill you.


    I take the elevator to Cameron’s floor, passing a few students in the hallways (who take a wide berth around me), then stand outside Cameron’s room for a moment and use my mind to crawl the space beyond the door.


    She’s inside. Curled in her sheets and blankets. The very essence of her ripped so free from her soul, she reeks of permanent defeat.


    I can’t say I’m too upset, but I sort of am.


    It’s one thing to punish a person; it is another thing to maim them. Is this how the future version of me begins? By torturing Cameron?


    Perhaps this is my start.


    Or this is simply me being anxious to mete out vengeance. It’s the only explanation for why the future me does all the startling things she does. Oh how I’ve come to fear and loathe the future me! I’m still feeling yucky, soiled from my journey through her memories. I think about who I have become—a murderous fiend masquerading on the principles of freedom and justice—and I think, turning into her is not something that happens later, it starts with this moment.


    Right now.


    Then again, Holland might be right. Could I be looking for reasons to kill? Justifications to rid the earth of its deviants? Maybe. It’s not out of the question.


    And apparently I’m good at it.


    Standing outside her door, my mind divided and spinning, I think, f*ck it, I’m going in. I think, she deserved exactly what she got, the sour little twat. But did she deserve it to such a degree? I pause. Don’t go in just yet. Jesus, I don’t know what I’m thinking! Wow. Shit. I hate second guessing my decisions, especially when there’s violence involved.


    I slide into Cameron’s shoes. Think about her. Over the last few days, after leaving her room with a bread blasted face and soup in my hair, I’ve been trolling her mind, seeing what she’s seeing, feeling what she’s feeling. This voyeuristic part of me, she’s not proud of herself. The invasion of privacy is paramount. What I wanted, though, was to see where she landed when the shock of what I did wore off. The problem for her is, the shock isn’t wearing off. She’s still reeling. Still lost. Not only that, she’s becoming more and more agitated. If there was but an ounce of good in her, it was lost to everything rotten and ugly inside.


    Go in her room, I tell myself. It’s okay.


    Using telekinesis, I unlock the door, walk inside. She’s turned away from me in bed, her baldish scalp a mess of little scabs and stubbled hair. She looks like a cancer patient who shaved her head with a cheese grater. She’s awake. She’s pretending to be asleep, but I know she’s awake. I can feel it. It’s the surge of absolute terror flooding through her like icy hot poison.


    I just stand there, saying nothing.


    “Go away,” she says in a voice so choked with fear and decay it actually stings to know that I’ve inspired this. How could I rouse such things in others? In her? For a second, this reminds me of when I was sitting in the bathtub and Gerhard’s war model—that seven foot scab eating giant— strolled into my bathroom and was just standing over me. Dropping bloody scabs in my water.


    Cameron is now me, and I’m him. The prey is now the hunter. The victim now the bully.


    “I’m concerned about you,” I say, trying to sound tender even though I know she is not a girl accustomed to sympathy.


    “I’m not gobbling down entire bottles of pills if that’s what you’re wondering.” These starbursts of trepidation popping inside Cameron’s head, the desolation weaving cobwebs inside her, isolating her, pulling her under, they shrink beneath power surges of enmity. The heat of her anger is stifling.


    “You don’t have it in you,” I say. “Your hostility towards me and towards yourself fails to equal the solidarity one needs to take their own life. In other words, you haven’t got the balls.”


    She rolls over in a fit, like a monster from the sick ward. “Don’t pretend you know me!” she snaps. I don’t say a word, which pisses her off. Eyes burning, she wants a target. Someone to fight. Me. But all these mixed emotions, they’re turning to muddy water, to sludge. Which is sucking the energy right out of her.


    “When I think about you killing yourself, I think the suicided version of you is probably the best version of you. Then again, maybe you have some light in you now that some of the darkness has been vanquished. At least, that’s my hope. That has always been my hope.”


    Her features are so pumped full of venom they bend right before my eyes. “You didn’t alleviate the darkness,” she hisses, “you stirred it up.”


    “You being who you are, I didn’t really believe you’d learn from this. I prayed I was wrong, but you tell me I’m not. Which is why I’m here.”


    “You need to go the fuck away,” she snarls, her hands becoming fists. Her face has this manic, malnourished quality about it, her features no longer beautiful as they twist and scowl under the burden of her every tortured emotion.


    I close the distance between us, use my mind to hold her in place, then lay my right palm on her head and open a connection between us. A link. She wants to scratch and bite me, but she can’t. I’m too powerful. Her mouth wiggles, and tightens. I keep it slammed shut. All she has are her eyes, and they’re like fiery marbles in her skull. They roll up to watch my hand, then plunk down because there’s a ton of power being shoved into her skull. Shaky, and by her will alone, they fight and rise once more to meet my feral gaze. There is a helplessness to her expression that screams of sadness, of desperation, of defeat.


    I’m not sure this will help, but she needs to see what I see. She needs perspective.


    
2


    When the psychic/physical connection between us is made, when my mind successfully syncs with hers, I shove a fistful of borrowed memories into her head. My mind burns brighter than a thousand suns with the memories I drew from those who loved Patricia Hardy and Kristen Whales most. Now her mind has these same memories. They’re the rawest, densest, most painful memories I extracted from friends and family, those people who grieved and suffered most when Cameron bullied the two girls to death.


    Saturating Cameron’s head and heart with every last bit of sorrow, I drive, cram and stuff these emotions deep into her psyche. Something in my mind says back off. I don’t listen to that voice.


    I can’t.


    It’s one thing to tell Cameron how she destroyed Patricia and Kristen; it’s an entirely different thing to make her feel the feelings of those people Patricia and Kristen left behind. I want her to suffer her mistakes the same way I went into future Raven’s mind and suffered mine. Then, for the smallest moment, I wonder, oh God, is this me lashing out at her for what I learned about myself?


    It’s possible.


    Seeing my future self’s life path horrified me. Am I trying to horrify Cameron with her past the same way future Raven horrified me with my future?


    Cameron’s body bucks against the emotional data dump. This fuels something in me. I wasn’t sure I could do this—make such a transfer of others’ emotions—but I realize I can and it’s invigorating. The memories slam into her so hard and so fast, her eyes actually roll back in her head.


    Eventually I release her. Break the connection.


    The minute my palm leaves her head, the stream of memories severs and she gasps for breath. Her eyes roll back down. They look around, dazed. Then they see me and recognition niggles in. She scoots away from me, backing up against her headboard, staring at me like I’m some sort of a ghost, or death.


    “That’s why you have to stop,” I say with softness to my voice. “I made you feel what they feel in the hope that you will become someone else. Don’t you see the bigger picture, Cameron? You can’t be a bully anymore.”


    She’s crying now. She doesn’t realize it, but big salty tears are streaming down her face. She’s no longer the bully; she is a witness to the victims. She’s the victim. No longer does she abhor; she is instead crushed by loss. Loss of her hair and her beautiful body. Loss of the two girls. She shakes her head, like something will break loose and fall out of her ears and everything will be alright again. I hate to say it, but it won’t. She starts to smack her head with the palm of her hand. What remains in there is a collection of their loved ones’ thoughts, and everything they felt and are still feeling. Soon Cameron is sobbing so frantically, so emotionally I know it finally hit—the weight of it all. I want to comfort her, but she won’t have it. She needs to survive this on her own.


    When the storm in her breaks, her face red and wet, her body a junked heap on the bed, she says, “How did…what did you put in my head?”


    “You hurt so many people, Cameron.”


    She thinks about this, tries to gather her bearings. And then she looks up at me with complete understanding and says, “I know.”


    “Yes, you know. But you didn’t know.”


    “Apparently,” she whispers, sagging further into the sheets.


    “Why didn’t you go to Maggie’s funeral?” I ask. This focusses her. Like she expected so many bad things from me, but not this.


    “I was busy.”


    “She only died once, Cameron.”


    “Don’t remind me.”


    “I don’t have to, but I will. Because until you understand what yours and your friends’ antics do to other people, you will never stop. I tried to make you stop, Cameron, but you wouldn’t stop. You’ve been too self-absorbed. You haven’t learned.”


    “I don’t know shit about you,” she says with absolutely no emotion behind it. “Only your stupid name.”


    My fingers find her foot, curl around it. She tries to pull it away but I’m so much stronger than her. “You’re going to feel it either way, Cameron. Best not to fight me.”


    She stops moving and that’s when I drive my own memories and emotions into her. She feels what I felt when I found Maggie’s body in the blood red waters of the bathtub. She suffers the same feelings I felt being at her funeral. Her eyes disappear again, showing me the creepy, egg white stare you see only in horror movies. Her body cinches and folds against the memory, everything in her pulled piano-wire tight. For all the things I felt, Cameron must die inside the same way I died inside. She is going to feel that death. I’m going to shove it down in her like a stake being driven through the center of her little black heart.


    For all the pain she caused, I’m anxious for her to get the f*cking point.
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    It’s awe inspiring to think of all the things that shape our early lives and cause our spirits to wither. If these years are our formative years, I can understand why so many people feel dead inside. Why if they aren’t exhausted, they’re freaking pissed off all the time.


    When I release Cameron, she turns away from me, her weakened body huffing out more tears, harboring depression—a rich melancholy so deep and draining it refuses to let go. The way I feel her feeling spent, atrophied, the fight in her is all gone. She can’t even scoot away.


    “You’re not Raven,” she says after a few minutes.


    “I am.”


    “You are now, but you weren’t then.”


    Shit. I was Abby at the funeral and she knows that now because it was in my brain, and now it’s in hers.


    “Who are you, really?” she finally asks, rolling over with her watery eyes and her cracked open lips. Seeing in her eyes, in her soul, I realize she hasn’t eaten since the incident, and she won’t. She’s a victim now. Wasting away in her shame. Sleeping uneasy because the nightmares of her attack won’t allow her any peace. What I took from her was not only the fight; I stole her dignity, her ego, her self-confidence. Part of me rejoices while another part of me is revolted by the thought.


    Turbocharged power-bitch or not, she’s still a person. Still human.


    Still just a girl.


    “You want to know who I am?” I challenge. She just stares at me, waiting. “Okay. But this is going to hurt.”


    “No more than everything else you’ve done to me.”


    And so I shove me into her, all of me, from the moment I realized Margaret was ashamed of me, to all my beastly pictures in the press, to Margaret’s inability to love me, to my awkward tits and how the paparazzi photographed them and sold them to the shitty tabloids, to my social anxiety disorder, to me coming to Astor and then to meeting her, Julie and Theresa. I stuff into her all the pain I felt in my transformation and along the way she starts sweating so bad I wonder if her body will survive the strain, and then I smell she’s crapped herself but I don’t stop because she didn’t stop.


    Nearly an hour has passes because I really want her to know me, to know what I am and why I have become…who I’ve become.


    Somewhere along the way, I feel her heart falter. She stops breathing. Gosh damn. I sever the connection, turning her over. She’s choking on vomit. I pry open her mouth, jam two fingers down her throat and clear her airway. Nothing. Her eyes are so far hidden I can’t see even a sliver of her iris.


    Seconds of her not breathing feel like hours. I tear open her nightgown, put my head to her bare chest and listen for a heart beat: there is none. I killed her!


    OMG, this isn’t happening!


    I close my eyes, lay my hands upon her scabbed-over chest, find her heart in my mind and start pumping. Blood begins to move, but there is no electrical current connecting her brain. What she needs is oxygen. I do mouth to mouth, filling her lungs with movement.


    It’s like jumpstarting a car, I tell myself.


    Mentally, I envision her brain and it feels like starved circuitry. I’m not sure how I can see into her the way I can, but time is now critical and I can’t consider such mysteries. I force energy into her, pump her heart, expand her lungs and after a few minutes, I feel her body take over.


    She’s breathing again.


    When at last she opens her eyes and sees me, her exhausted mouth says one soft and sorrowful word: “Savannah.”


    Staring at her, I’m completely breathless.


    No one really knows me. Not the way I know me, but now someone does. Completely. That she’s my mortal enemy leaves me unsettled. Should I have done that? Who knows. Looking at her, seeing her fading in and out of consciousness, I realize if I don’t help her, she’s going to die.


    I almost don’t want to help.




    What to do about Brayden and the Bastard
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    Julie was sitting at her desk doing homework when a knock on her door startled her. She stood, opened the door and gasped. Emery and Constance. Both of them looking so beautiful. Both of them smiling and invading her home-away-from-home. Standing there in her pajamas, her mane of brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and barely any makeup on, she frowned.


    “You can’t just show up here,” she said. “I told you both never to come here.”


    “And yet here we are,” Emery countered, leaning in to kiss her lightly on the mouth. He pulled away, his eyes feasting on the slight swell in her stomach. “Goddamn you look tasty.”


    Julie made a face. Like she didn’t want any part of his seduction of her. Even though he looked and smelled soooooo good.


    Constance reached out and touched her breasts. “They’re filling up,” she replied, giddy. Julie shrugged her hand off, but Constance said, “Don’t go all prude on me now.”


    The sexy thing about Constance was her dark beauty, and her complete surrender to her physical and sexual needs. At times is was refreshing; other times the Persian girl could be so intrusive. Tonight, she felt intrusive. Not that her step-sister would care. Constance sort of liked the push and pull in her.


    “This isn’t home,” Julie said.


    “Which is why you should invite us in,” Constance said, grinning suggestively. “We’ve come a long way.”


    “No,” Julie said, not letting them in. “Why are you here?”


    “We missed you,” Emery replied. His hair looked a little longer, his rocker’s goatee trimmed and clean. Visions of him ravaging her filled her head. She shoved them away.


    “That’s fine,” she said, stepping aside to let them in. “You could’ve called. It would have been better if you had called. That way I could have saved you the trip.”


    She had just shut and locked the door when there was another knock. WTF? Julie started to say something, but Emery turned and opened it. It was Brayden.


    Oh my freaking God, she thought.


    “Hi,” Emery said, polite but not kind.


    “Yeah,” Brayden replied, looking past him to Julie, who felt the panic flood her eyes. She didn’t want him here, not after what happened in the cafeteria with Raven, and especially after him knowing Emery was the father of her bastard child.


    “You must be Emery,” Brayden said. “And you…Constance, I presume? I’m Brayden James.”


    Emery gave a cool nod and said, “What’s up.” It wasn’t a question, it was kind of like him saying, we’re busy, at least we were before you came along and interrupted us.


    Constance looked him over, like she was wondering if she could eat him for breakfast, lunch or dinner. Brayden caught this look and said, “Interesting.”


    “I’ll say,” Constance quipped. She was dressed in yoga pants, running shoes and an oversized sweater. She looked sexy, totally fit, and it wasn’t lost on Brayden, which made Julie even more mad.


    “I can come back later,” Brayden said, “but honestly, I don’t want to.”


    “You should leave,” Julie said, hands on hips, irritation pulsing off her in blistering waves of “piss off.” She couldn’t forgive him for his betrayal. And she wasn’t going to sit there and watch him eye-rape Constance to death.


    “Let him stay,” Constance said, running a finger down his exposed forearm.


    “He can go,” Emery said, not kind at all.


    “Now I really want to stay,” Brayden replied, his eyes darting up and down Constance’s lovely, lean body like he couldn’t help it, even though maybe he was trying. He wasn’t doing much of a job of disguising his interest in her. Then again, Constance had that effect on people.


    Something uncomfortable started happening to Julie.


    She wondered, is this…jealousy?


    “This is a family matter,” Emery announced, acting every bit the alpha male all the sudden. “And you’re not family.”


    “Is this about your baby?” Brayden asked.


    “You know about that?” Constance said, her surprised smile flashing, then falling into a sort of delicious grin.


    “I do.”


    She turned and looked at Julie, who burned with shame, and said, “Well now this is a curious turn of events.” Back to Brayden, Constance said, “And why would she tell you about that?”


    “Because we’re friends.”


    “No we’re not,” Julie said.


    “If this is about Raven, she’s just…different. I just needed to explain things to her. Which I did. Now I want to explain some things to you.”


    “Wow,” Emery said looking amused. “Drama follows you around like a lost puppy.”


    “Julie and I are a thing,” Brayden announced.


    “The hell we are,” Julie snapped.


    “We still haven’t gotten used to me and her being the way we want while your baby’s growing in the middle of all of it,” Brayden explained, as if what Julie said didn’t matter the least.


    “We’re not a thing,” Julie insisted, hands on hips. “And not because of Emery’s baby. You just left me when Raven came over. You didn’t even stand up for me!”


    Constance tsk-tsked him, so Brayden said, “Constance, love, if you ever meet Raven, you’ll understand. And Jules, if we’re not a thing, then why is my saliva still drying in your crotch?”


    The way he said it, he wasn’t being cute—he was being mean.


    Constance heaved a slightly sexual sigh, bit her lower lip and said, “Doesn’t she just taste like heaven?” to which a somewhat red-faced Brayden said, “Only on her bad days.”


    Emery was seldom forceful, but Julie could see Brayden wearing on him. “What about our baby?” Emery asked. She wasn’t understanding the question.


    “Yeah,” Constance said, chiming in. “What about our baby?”


    “I’m not sure,” Julie replied. “It’s a big responsibility. I don’t want to get rid of it, but I can’t keep it either.” She couldn’t stop looking from Constance and Emery over to Brayden. After what he did, after he chose Raven over her, what did she care? He didn’t get an opinion. And he didn’t get to matter to her anymore. For Christ’s sake, he won’t even apologize!


    “You have to keep it,” Constance argued.


    “No she doesn’t,” Brayden said.


    Brayden wanted her to abort it, or find it a family. He told Julie he just wanted her to get rid of it somewhere so they could do their own thing, but now…now she wasn’t sure what to do. And being put on the spot certainly didn’t help.


    “I’ve always wanted to keep them,” Julie said to none of them in general. “This time is no exception. It’s just, I can’t be me and have a child at the same time.” To Emery and Constance, she said, “We can’t be us.”


    “You’re not giving this one away,” Emery said, his face sizzling as he stood his ground. “You’ll make an excellent mother.”


    “Is this how things are at home?” Brayden asked. “He gets you pregnant then tells you what to do with it?”


    “Time to go, Brayden,” Emery snapped.


    “Yes,” Constance replied, seeing Emery upset. “I’ll walk him to the elevator.”


    “Don’t come back,” Julie said. “And if you tell anyone about…anything, I’ll have you killed.”


    He gave her a look, like her saying that was cute, but she wasn’t kidding.


    Not one single bit.
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    When Julie threatened his life, Brayden wasn’t sure whether to laugh or feel bad for her. Constance didn’t give him time to do either. She just playfully spun him around, pinched his butt cheek and got him moving.


    “Let’s go, Brayden,” Constance said, giddy.


    Leaving Julie’s dorm room, Brayden stole one last look over his shoulder at his former almost girlfriend. She was glaring at him with such profound loathing, he realized it was truly over. He hadn’t even slept with her yet. He wanted that. If only to say he screwed then ruined the worst, most absolute mean girl ever. God, she was such a bitch. So why did he still want her?


    “I’ll call you later,” he said, but he said it with less confidence than he hoped to convey.


    “Don’t,” she replied, arms crossed.


    While he and Constance were walking down the hallway to the elevator, Brayden said, “You smell amazing, what are you wearing?” He felt sick inside. Jesus, was he really in love with Julie Sanderson? Is that was this was?


    “This is all me,” Constance said, grinning.


    “Bullshit. You’re wearing Estée Lauder, aren’t you?”


    If Julie was going to pork family and have incestual children (well, not really since they were all step-siblings), then Brayden had no business being a part of that future Jerry Springer show. He was on point, though, the gamer side of him unable to shut off.


    Constance stopped and looked right at him. “It is Estée Lauder,” she said. “I’m impressed.”


    “You’d be more impressed if I could tell you which two flowers make up that particular scent, would you not?” For a second he thought, if I sleep with Constance, would it destroy Julie? It would. And Raven told him to just do what he set out to do, which was break her.


    “I would be quite impressed.”


    “Tuberose and Gardenia.” It was the same light, summery perfume Aniela wore in Vegas. Not only did he love the way the Polish woman looked, he absolutely adored the way she smelled. Looking at Constance, smelling her, he couldn’t stop thinking of Aniela and how he totally screwed that up, too. Wow. He didn’t realize how much he missed her until now.


    “Okay, now I’m not only impressed,” she said, looking at him like she was lioness and he was prey, “I’m intrigued.”


    “As I imagined you would be. Take me to the elevator? I’ve got places to go.”


    “The hell you do,” she said.


    “You’re Persian, right?”


    “Julie told you,” she said, like she knew his trick.


    Telling the truth, he said, “No she didn’t. It’s just, the most beautiful Middle Eastern women almost always come from Iran. At least, I’ve always thought so.”


    “And that’s how you know I’m Persian?”


    “It is now.”


    He started walking toward the elevator; she followed. The roles were reversed now, as he had been taught by Titan and Romeo in Vegas. She was something to behold for sure, but he was skilled in the art of seduction and running game. It was time to turn the tables. Not because it was challenging, but because he could.


    “You know, she’s going to be all fat and emotional in a few months,” Constance said, “and when she gets this way, she won’t want you around.”


    “What makes you think I’ll be around?” he asked.


    “It’s just, she gets kinda gross in the seventh, eighth and ninth months.”


    At the elevator, she moved in beside him, punched the DOWN button and said, “How was she? Did you fuck her?”


    “Not yet.”


    “But you did go down on her, yes?”


    “Of course I did. We both have, have we not?”


    If he hadn’t run with the guys in Vegas like he had, this conversation would have completely undone him. Regular guys, they don’t talk to girls like this. And girls like this, they don’t talk to guys like him. Constance was hot AF, and super sexy, and now she was trying to pin him down with her sexual interrogation. What was her end game?


    “Did she like it?” Constance asked.


    “Of course she liked it. I’m good at a few things, and really good at two things, oral sex being one of them.”


    “And the other?” she asked, running a seductive finger up his arm.


    “I’m a computer hacker.”


    “Wow. So are you a better hacker or better at the oral?”


    “All you need to know is I’m all about the oral. At first. After that…well, we’ll see if there’s an after that.”


    Smiling, leaning sideways against the wall, her body facing his, she said, “She likes it when I do that, too. Sometimes I wish I had a dick.”


    “You’d love it,” he said, grinning and giving her a suggestive wink. Constance responded and the temperature between them spiked a few degrees. Brayden understood the look in her eye. Giving her the über sexy, Cheshire cat type grin, he said, “So who goes down on you?”


    “Emery. But I’m kind of tired of him. He’s…you know…he’s old news.”


    “But you like him.”


    “I do.”


    “So why the twenty questions on my love life?” he asked thinking there was no way he was going to sleep with Constance. Whatever the outcome between him and Julie, he couldn’t hurt her like that. The elevator button went ding, then the doors opened. He made no move to get in. She made no move to leave.


    “Any friend of Julie’s is a friend of mine,” she said, cocking an eyebrow. “You going down?”


    She knew he was going down in the elevator. It was the not-so-subtle inference of oral sex she wanted him to acknowledge. God, she’s sexy, he thought to himself.


    “Meaning?”


    Constance wrapped a strand of black, curly hair around her finger, gave him the look, then said, “I’m going to ask her if I can have sex with you.”


    He’d never been with a Middle Eastern woman before. So many different questions swirled in his brain he couldn’t keep track of them all. “What if I don’t want that?”


    The elevator doors started to shut. He put out his hand, stopped the doors and they opened back up.


    “Don’t be a moron,” she said. “You know you want it.”


    “She won’t be okay with that,” Brayden said.


    “You’d be surprised. She’s not adverse to sharing. Maybe a little at first, but she’ll warm up to the idea. I’ll talk to her when I get back. She’ll say no. But then when I ask again in a couple of hours, she’ll say yes, but only if you want to.”


    “You’re freaking weird,” he said.


    She leaned in and kissed him, slow and on the lips. He kissed her back. Her mouth tasted like bubble gum, so soft. And those lips…


    When he didn’t pull back, she leaned her body into his and he really got into it with her, not caring what was happening because at this point his little brain was firmly in charge of his actions. It was always like this in Vegas, but in Vegas the girls came out to play. The social scene at school was nothing like Vegas, so that made her kiss and her advances so much hotter.


    Then again, the truth was, he set out to hurt Julie and Raven wouldn’t let him be with Julie anyway, so why not sample a bit of Constance in the hallway? Her hand found its way to the more excited parts of him. Wow, talk about forward! He wrapped his hand around her body, slid his hand up under her sweater, then into her yoga pants where he cupped her bare butt cheeks. She wasn’t wearing underwear. He felt her inhale and grin, or maybe that was him. Either way, he eased his tongue inside her mouth and thought, is this really happening?


    The elevator doors closed, but the elevator didn’t return to ground floor. It just closed and stayed put. When she finally pulled away, he could barely breathe. In the bright light of the hallway, he looked at her, the delight unhidden on his face.


    “Mmmmm,” she said, “I can see why she likes you.”


    “I was about to say the same thing.”


    “She said that?”


    “In so many words,” he replied, playing coy.


    “Yet she won’t go full lesbo on me.”


    “She’s not like that.”


    Down the hall, a door opened up and a girl Brayden knew but didn’t like walked toward them, specifically not looking at either of them. She punched the DOWN button and the door opened right away. She stepped inside. He was about to follow her into the elevator box when Constance said, “So do you want to do me or not?” Slowly he nodded, yes. The girl in the elevator, Sarah was her name, he could feel her shock, her disapproval. He didn’t care. His social proof was going through the roof right now. “So like, midnight then?”


    “You can get her to say yes, you think?” he asked. The elevator door started to close; Brayden stuck his hand out, stopped it. The girl in the elevator, Sarah, she protested with a not-so-subtle groan. Brayden ignored her.


    “Why ask for permission?”


    He thought about it. She made a good point. “Text me later then.”


    “It’s better that I ask,” she said. The elevator door started to close again and again Brayden stopped it.


    “I have places to be!” Sarah with the blonde hair and the tight jeans and white cable sweater shouted. Largely Brayden ignored her. She was a trust fund baby whose family was made rich baking bread. Bread!


    “Shut up,” Constance snapped. Brayden stifled a laugh.


    Sarah, to her credit, said, “You can’t talk to me like that,” but Constance was a strong woman and Sarah, well…she was just a girl.


    A kid.


    “She doesn’t want me the way you think she wants me,” Brayden said. “I’m her crutch right now. She left all her asshole friends and so she needs me socially, not sexually.”


    “But you went down on her.”


    “Only because there was nothing good to watch on TV.” With a kiss, she said, “I’ll text you around eleven.”


    That said, he stepped into the elevator, looked at Sarah and said, “I like the way you’ve been wearing your hair lately. It makes you look both hot and sophisticated. But without the whole, my-dad’s-a-bread-baker type of vibe.”


    She hit him with disgusted eyes and said, “My dad’s not a baker, you dick.”


    “Whatever.”




    Cock-Blocked in the Dark
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    Orianna was on a real date with a real live man when the phone call came in. She apologized to her date for having to check the call, set her salad fork down and wiped her mouth. She fished her phone out of her purse, made sure it wasn’t Raven calling, then hit IGNORE and smiled.


    It was Christian.


    “When you have kids,” she said, “I’m told it’s not impolite to check your calls, even though it sometimes feels like it.”


    “It’s no problem,” her blind date said. “I have two of my own.” She already knew that about him.


    A new friend from the country club set them up, leading with the line: “I have this super yummy guy I want you to meet. He works with my husband, he’s divorced, and he’s got two beautiful kids. If you don’t fall in love at first sight, I’ll never set you up again, that’s how sure I am of this guy.”


    Orianna saw why people hated blind dates. It was the expectations you couldn’t control that got you imagining princes and fearing goblins.


    When she first saw him, he was attractive, and personable, but he was no Prince Charming. The thing about first dates was this: girls catalogue everything. Every category highlight, every misstep and especially every fumble.


    He chose the restaurant (not good that he chose for her without asking what kind of food she liked, but good because she appreciated the restaurant’s atmosphere): Sundance Steakhouse in Palo. The décor was mid-century rustic. Think hardwood floors, wood paneled walls, wood ceiling with a bar, round tables, and a dark, dark ambiance. The undersized candlelit lamp on the table helped her see her date, but it failed to provide much detail about his face (not good when you want to see your date). He could have a rash of pimples on his face or nipple-sized warts and she’d never know it. At least the place smelled like steak and not wood polish (he got bonus points for knowing the place ahead of time). With so much wood, honestly, it could have gone either way.


    Thirty-nine year old Trent Denton was the CEO of an up and coming Pharmaceuticals company in the city whose net worth exceeded one hundred million (his net worth seemed a little low, but then again, Christian was a billionaire, so everyone’s net worth was on the low side), and as much as Orianna detested the whole harmaceutical industry (one of her close acquaintances died when her doctor mixed her meds, so serious fumble in the employment category), she tried to look past it and just be with him. He wasn’t Christian (no one would ever be Christian), but he was charming (points), and he was nervous around her (extra bonus points), which she found adorable for a man of his wealth and social stature.


    So far, he was doing alright.


    The waiter came in a timely manner and took their order: Cobb Salad for her and Clam Chowder for him, no appetizers because she wasn’t about to get fat dating and he admitted to eating a late lunch (misstep, but not completely rude; points for honesty).


    Contrary to Trent, Christian never got nervous around her. He was delightful to be around when he wanted to be, but not because he was trying to impress her. She assumed he was practicing on her to use on other women. Women he wanted to be with. Women he wanted to date because they never knew him as the super nerdy Atticus Van Duyn. Or maybe she was just short changing herself.


    “How old are your kids?” she was asking when her cell phone rang again. “Oh, my God,” she said, flustered, “excuse me for a minute.” She dug the phone out of her purse again, finding it again by the glowing, backlit screen.


    “No problem,” he said, his voice completely patient (serious bonus points for not being a douche about her being a douche and interrupting dinner twice for the phone). “I’ll just run to the men’s room real quick while you take it.” He stood and excused himself, then gracefully made his way through the darkness, somewhere amongst the wood everything towards the men’s restroom.


    She answered the phone. “What do you want?” she said in a harsh whisper into the phone.


    “Wow,” he said, completely derailed by her tone.


    “I’m on a date, Christian,” she said. “A real date.”


    “Like last time?”


    She rolled her eyes in the darkness. “No, last time was a fake date because I wanted you to come over. This one isn’t just me pining for you.”


    “You were pining for me?” he asked, surprised.


    “God. Did anyone ever tell you that you suck at reading a woman’s cues?”


    “You, sometimes. You’re really on a date?”


    “He’s in the bathroom,” she said. “What do you want?”


    “I’m going to see Raven and I want you to come with me.”


    “No.”


    “Yes. I’m not asking. I mean, I was, but that’s only so you had the chance to say you would.”


    “What part about ‘I’m on a date’ don’t you get?”


    “I don’t care about him,” Christian had the audacity to say. “He’s probably a CEO of something, a bank maybe, or a start-up. Or perhaps he’s a hedge fund manager.”


    “No.”


    “Pharmaceuticals?” he asked, though she caught the buoyant sound in his voice. He knew she was on a date with Trent, but how?


    She looked around and there he was, standing near the steakhouse’s bar area looking so stunning, so incredibly gorgeous she felt every bone in her body shiver with weakness at once.


    “You’re stalking me now?”


    “No. Well sort of. But just tonight because it’s time we talk to our daughter. Besides, that guy, Trent Denton, his company is about to come under fire for falsifying test results, so it would be best not to get too attached.”


    “Really?”


    “Maybe, I don’t know.”


    Her entire body reacted by going incredibly tense with anger. She was trying here! Trying to make a life for herself while he was sticking it to Rebecca’s tutor. Trying to move on.


    “You asshole,” she seethed.


    “He’s done taking a dump, love. Don’t be so crass.”


    Looking up, she saw her date coming back to the table and hung up the phone. Trent meandered through the tables and sat down about the same time she saw Christian heading their way. Trent smiled and said, “Everything okay?”


    “Um, in about ten seconds, no. Everything’s not going to be okay.”
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    Trent furrowed his brow, then looked at Orianna earnestly and said, “Why won’t everything be okay in ten seconds?” He was just sitting down, folding his napkin over his thigh and scooting his chair in.


    She was looking back and forth between him and Christian, who was definitely on his way over. Her mouth, it wouldn’t make words. All she was thinking was OMFG!! but not in a good way. This restaurant wasn’t big enough for the three of them, of that she was positive. Christian sauntered up to their table and it suddenly got awkward for everyone.


    Trent looked up and made the face. The one where a man is so instantly defeated that some sort of hyper-insecurity, or something, consumes him, searing his cheeks with the prickle of disappointment, or the kind of heat only annoyance could produce.


    Christian extended a hand and said, “Christian Swann. Orianna is my wife.”


    “Trent Denton,” he said, confused. Looking at her, he said, “I wasn’t aware she was married.”


    “We’re separated,” Orianna explained.


    Christian smiled, didn’t take his eyes off Trent. Then he said, “Not really,” as if Orianna was mistaken.


    “Is that what you’re telling Rebecca’s tutor?” she heard herself ask.


    “I thought your daughter’s name was Raven,” Trent said, clearly perplexed and looking sheepish against Christian’s incredibly delicious looks. In a contest of physical attraction, Trent was a bush pig at a beauty contest.


    “It is.”


    “So then who’s Rebecca?” Trent asked.


    “None of your business,” Christian said. Now he looked at her, his eyes restless, like he was itching to go already. “Serious, Orianna, it’s time to go.”


    “I’m on a date,” she said, holding firm. “And this is highly inappropriate.”


    “I’ve already paid the bill,” Christian said. “So you and Trent can try another time, just not now. Now isn’t about us as much as it’s about Raven. Seriously, love, we’ve got to go.” To Trent, he turned and said, “Sorry to cock-block you bro, but I’m sure you understand.”


    Trent and Orianna’s eyes flashed at Christian’s frat boy lingo. She wondered, what the hell is wrong with him? Then again, this side of him was deeply interesting. And new. He was half hipster and half…Jesus, he was half what? Playboy couture?


    “He’s right,” Trent said, gracefully bowing out. “If it were my kids needing my attention—”


    Monstrous bonus points, she thought. Perhaps a second date might be in order. Unless Christian wasn’t joking about his company coming under fire.


    “That’s very noble of you,” Christian said. “By the way, sweetheart, you look incredible tonight. It’s a shame you two can’t finish what might’ve been a lovely evening.”


    She folded her napkin, stood up and said, “Shut up, Christian.”


    “Trent, it’s been a pleasure meeting you,” he said. “I promise if this could have been helped, I would never have intruded.”


    Trent nodded his head, clearly embarrassed. Clearly the lesser man. Other people were looking now, watching the three of them. What they were seeing was Christian whisking her away while Trent just sat there by himself with his resting douche face looking like the biggest wiener ever.


    She felt horrible for him.


    “I’m so sorry, Trent,” she said, regret and embarrassment all over her face.


    In Christian’s fire-engine red Audi, an RS7 so new the temporary registration was still stuck in the windshield, she said, “You have some nerve pulling that shit in there—”


    “That guy was all wrong for you,” he said, starting the car. The Audi sounded like a lion at low growl, its testosterone-laced purr sending an erotic throttle-charge right up through the center of her.


    “You don’t know that,” she argued, wiggling her hips a little. “Did you get rid of the R8?”


    “No,” he said. “Just adding to the fleet.”


    In truth, what Christian just did in there, it left her feeling both sexually frustrated and turned on in a big way, more needy than ever. Basically he stole her from Trent like Trent didn’t matter. Like she was still his wife. Still his woman. It took her a long time to learn how to assert herself, and she needed to be heard and respected, especially when it came to her boundaries, but for Christian to so effortlessly man-handle someone of Trent’s social caliber…wow, she seriously wanted him more than ever!


    She looked at him with new eyes; he looked straight ahead, pretended not to notice.


    Studying the GQ lines of his face, the way his black hair was styled so perfectly, the smell of his cologne, the set of his mouth…oh dear God…that breathless desire she now felt around him rose up fast inside her, surprising her, leaving her vulnerable. Hers was an unrelenting craving, twisting and tugging at the more intimate parts of her, those parts she fought to control, to keep in check.


    Breathe, she told herself. But she couldn’t. Not now. Not around him.


    Finally he looked at her and said, “I’m your type, Orianna, and you know it. And I don’t say that out of arrogance as much as I say it because it’s true.”


    “I’m not talking to you about us,” she said, but she didn’t sound so resolute. Orianna found that she was thinking of all the times other men stole her attention from the Atticus Van Duyn version of her husband. The change in this new version of him was so sexy, so alpha male stimulating. He used to be a giver. Now he was a taker, too. Orianna cracked the RS7’s window, drank in the cool, fresh air.


    “I’m talking and you’re listening—” he started to say.


    “You’re talking and no one’s listening,” she said, “if that’s how it’s going to be.”


    “It’s a long drive to Astor, darling, so if you won’t talk about us, you’d best find something else to talk about.”


    She buckled up, crossed her arms and stared forward, her face lightly pouty. When he hit second gear and then third, however, that thing she was feeling low in her body, that desire to be heard while at the same time being manipulated by him, it intensified, bringing her core temperature to a state of ready-to-be-taken.


    She let her fantasies of them unfold unbidden. There were plenty of adult novels about women doing important men on the side of the road on rain swept nights. Why should she think something that licentious couldn’t happen to her? Christian was an entirely different man these days.


    Unpredictable and exciting.


    If he would just force her, she’d let him have her right now. Here or anywhere! On the side of the road, in the back seat, in some shitty by-the-hour motel in Vallejo, Vacaville or super-snooty Davis. If only she could let go of the past, of all the ways she hurt him.


    Let go, she told herself.


    Let go.




    Sisters in Fire
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    I’m sitting Indian-style on my bed with the lights off meditating when there’s a knock on my dorm room door. Rising from the perfect stillness, the quintessential dark, awareness settles in. It’s nighttime. Not too late. Another knock follows the first. My eyes flutter open, I stretch, and then I release my invisible tentacles until they meet with Georgia on the other side of the door.


    “Coming,” I say.


    When I open the door, Georgia is standing there, as I knew she would be.


    “Hi,” she says, awkward.


    “Come in,” I say, so excited to see her, but trying not to show it because to her I’m a perfect stranger. Not Abby, or Savannah.


    “Sorry to come here so late, but I can’t stop thinking about Abby. Do you know how she’s doing, or what’s happening with her?” Georgia asks. “Have you two spoken?”


    For the longest moment, I stare at her, not crawling her brain but mine. Can I tell her the truth? Will that bring me back into the Abby/Savannah fold? Isn’t that what I did when I admitted to Brayden I was Abby. And Orianna? Didn’t I tell her I was me because I don’t like being an island? The truth is I hate not having my friends. And I can’t stand being alone.


    I’m alone.


    But I can’t be future Raven either. In the future, she’s almost always alone. My fire-wielding friend steps inside my room, shutting the door behind her.


    “Abby’s gone, Georgia. She’s never coming back.”


    Georgia’s body doesn’t agree with the news. Sadness emanates from her, the emotion beating itself upon me in small, difficult waves. Oh, how I ache to tell her who I am! I need to tell her. But I won’t. I can’t.


    “Is she back home?” Georgia asks, her eyes shimmering in the light.


    “Yes, but not the home you’re thinking of.”


    “I don’t understand,” she says, looking at me. A tear slips from her eye; Georgia brushes it away and apologizes. I can hear her nose stuffing slightly. She’s so sad.


    So emotional.


    I’m about to speak when another knock on the door interrupts me. Irritated, I open the door. Not thinking, not reaching out to see who it is first, I simply open it because I’m tired of being Raven. Tired of being a supernatural freak with no mystery in my life, no surprise. When I open the door, however, it isn’t Damien or Brayden; and it’s not Cameron or Blake or anyone else I go to school with.


    “Hi, honey,” Orianna says while my father stares at me from just outside the door. He’s in sight, but barely. How he’s looking at me, it has me more worried than curious. What did Orianna do? I hop inside her head long enough to grab a memory of her telling my father about me. She told him.


    “Hi, mom,” I say, popping back out of her head.


    A shaky, wounded-by-healing sort of sigh escapes her at being called mom. She deserves this. She deserves this happiness. For what she’s done to become my mother, for all of the work she put into not being the Margaret I always despised, for the sometimes unfair price I’ve made her pay to be around me, I want her to be happy. And I want to call her mother because she loves me, because she wants me. Which is all I’ve ever wanted. I give Orianna the biggest hug I can manage without crushing her.


    Orianna looks at Georgia over my shoulder and says, “Hello.”


    “Hi,” Georgia says, not sure what’s going on, who Orianna is. Then he comes into her view: Christian. My father.


    “Mr. Swann?” Georgia, says. “What are you doing here?”


    He doesn’t seem to hear Georgia because he can’t stop staring at me. “Is it really you?” my father asks with so much hope and desperation in his eyes it practically unnerves me.


    I look at Georgia, who’s piecing it together, and then I look back at my father and nod. He hugs me and starts to tear up. He actually starts to cry! He’s hugging me so hard, and trembling, and behind me I feel Georgia being shocked as shit.


    “Abby?” she says, her voice terribly small.


    I look over my shoulder at her and nod, my own eyes tearing now. “I wanted to tell you so bad, but…I can’t…I didn’t want to be Abby anymore. I couldn’t.”


    “Why?”


    “Because she was dead,” Orianna says. “Abby died.”


    My father lets go of me, steps back and looks me over for the first time. I’m not sure he’s a fan of my black hair and heavy makeup, which isn’t so heavy since I prepared for bed just before Georgia showed up. Still, he’s my father and he’s really seeing me for the first time.


    “Yes, but you came back,” Georgia says. “We watched you wake up. Me and Brayden.”


    “That wasn’t me.”


    “So who was that?” she asks.


    “There are so many things you don’t know about how the elite work, things that you might not be able or even want to comprehend. One of which is there are gigantic kidnapping and sex slave rings operating all across the United States. It’s even worse outside the states.”


    “Who was kidnapped?” my father asks. “And why are you bringing this up?”


    “The Abby stand-in, the girl you thought was me, she was a kidnapped girl. Gerhard, now Enzo Holland, he took my DNA and infused her with it. Physically she looked like me, and she had some of my personality traits, but she wasn’t me.”


    “Because you were dead?” Christian asks, confused.


    “Because I was dead. Georgia was there. Eventually Dr. Holland found a way to turn me back on, so to speak, but he couldn’t give me consciousness. When he ran out of ideas on how to wake me, he flew me out to Dulce Air Force Base in New Mexico, an underground facility, where I was left with Dr. Frederick Delgado of the Mind Sciences Division. He was the foremost expert in Traumatic Brain Injury.”


    “Was?” my father says.


    “Yes, dad. He was.”


    “What happened to him?”


    “I killed him.”
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    No one says a word. They all just stand there opened-mouthed and silent. This is something I didn’t tell Orianna. I didn’t tell her about Delgado, Gerhard’s war model, the Dulce personnel my mind-controlled body slaughtered getting out of New Mexico, the shooter in the air field whose body I lifted into the sky only to torpedo down to his death on the tarmac, Tavares or the Senator I skinned. A girl has secrets she sometimes has to keep from everyone, and these are but a few of mine.


    “Dr. Delgado worked with me in a number of capacities, but what changed me most, what made me who I am today, was something else entirely—a unique doctor. He allowed me access to…abilities I didn’t know were possible. Dormant parts of my brain that he’s now made active. Portions our species were never meant to use, or even know about.”


    “Like my gift?” Georgia asks.


    “Sort of, but a thousand times different.”


    “What do you mean?” Christian asks, his mouth dry by the way he’s swallowing hard. “Is this like your ability to repair yourself?”


    “Yes, and no.” I stall out, not sure what to tell them, what to say. Then it just comes out. “I can read minds and influence other people’s decisions. I can make anyone do anything I want. If I want to execute them with my mind, tear their entire body in half, turn them inside out in a fraction of a second, I can.” Thinking of Cameron, I say, “I can also heal. I think I can bring life back to those who’ve died.”


    “What?” Georgia asks, truly astounded. My parents can’t even speak.


    My gift extends well beyond the realms of simply creating and wielding fire. Anyone else would think this was super cool, but Georgia understands the life of a guinea pig. What it is to be consumed by a “gift” of this magnitude. She was Holland’s experiment. His guinea pig. All she had to do was burn someone to death to survive. So she killed and for awhile she lost touch with emotion, and now that she is functional again, she feels wrecked by it all. Forever changed.


    “That’s not the worst of it,” I say.


    “There’s more?” Orianna asks, short of breath. “How can there be more than that?”


    When I last saw her, I only told her so much. This was before Tavares, before April who was Alice, before my future body came falling out of the sky in the Nevada desert. Will she still love me if she knows all the horrible things I’ve done to get to this place in my life? Will she still love me if she knows who I’m slated to become?


    “I can get in a person’s head and know everything they know,” I tell them. “I can live their life, make their memories and emotions my own. I can also give these memories and borrowed emotions to others.”


    No one seems to know how to take this. Better to show them. “You should come with me. I’ve got something I want to show you.”


    They do. All the way to Holland’s lab, which is deserted. I send my mother and father down the secret elevator first, then follow with Georgia, who surprises me in the elevator with a hug that lasts the whole way down.


    “I’m so happy you’re…you,” she says.


    “I would have told you sooner, Georgia, but there’s more. More beyond even what I’m about to show you. There’re things about me not even my mom and dad can know. Things maybe even you are best not knowing.”


    “I’m just glad the other Abby isn’t you.”


    “You’re might rethink that when you see what I’m about to show you.”


    If anyone can understand what I’ve become, it’s Georgia. She was an emotionless firestarter. A lab rat like me. The atrocities she’s committed…the horrors she was forced to level on others…this girl is no longer a high school teen as much as she’s a victim. One hop in her mind tells me she continues to suffer the compulsion to use her talents, to flame things—even though one ride inside her mind tells me she abhors this gift of hers and doesn’t yet know how to live the rest of her life with it.


    Ditto.


    “I’ve been here before,” Georgia says. “Remember?”


    “I know you have.”


    “And you still think I’ll change my mind about you?” I nod and she laughs. “You’re crazy.” But I don’t laugh with her.


    I usher them into the lab, show them the body floating in stasis. Future me. I don’t tell them who the girl is, I just let them look at her.


    “She sort of looks like you,” Christian finally says.


    “That’s because she is me.” They all look at me, mouths gaping open, eyes wide with a million unasked questions. “That’s me eight hundred years into the future.”
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    Orianna blinks fast a few times, starts to wobble a bit, then faints sideways. Christian catches her just in time, but barely. He’s looking peaked himself. He lowers Orianna gently. Sits with her on the cold lab floor. He cradles her limp head in his lap, then looks up at me with a look I don’t understand. The look is somewhere between massive guilt, fear and so much emotional turmoil he can’t seem to process any of it. In his face, I don’t see my father. I see a man understanding for the first time the full measure of his mistakes.


    I crawl his brain and know what he’s feeling. It’s exactly what I wanted him to feel, even though it will probably be his undoing.


    “I’m glad you finally get it,” I tell him. “That’s why I told you I was dead. That your daughter died. When Gerhard changed me, you put my life on a trajectory that leads to this. To her.”


    “What happened to her?” he manages to ask. “To you…in the future?”


    “She survived a nuclear holocaust, became a hero, then a mass murderer the likes of which this planet has never seen, a traitor and a patriot. She took four husbands and lost them all to old age. She roamed the world for hundreds of years wishing she could die, or make some positive difference on the world she would never escape. I know this because I have spent days inside of her brain, living through the highlights and lowlights of her life, feeling what she felt, experiencing what she experienced. She died a horrible death, dad. One she ached for. She stayed dead for hundreds of years and then she lived again only to be imprisoned, tortured, driven to madness, and then brought back through time to me.”


    Christian’s hands are now on his head and he’s so white I’m surprised there’s any blood left in his face at all.


    “H-how’d she get here?” Georgia asks.


    “I brought her,” says the girl behind them. They all jump, everyone but me. I knew she was on her way down. I felt her wicked little spirit on the move.


    “Who are you?” my father asks.


    “My name is Alice,” she says, then looking at Georgia, she says, “Hi, Georgia. I missed you.”


    “You…missed me?”


    “I’m Alice, from the future. Not the little girl you know me to be in this time. We’re sisters, sort of,” she says. “Sisters in fire.”


    All Georgia can say is a very soft, very reverent, “Holy shit.”
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    “I never intended for this,” Christian says. Beside him, Orianna is waking up.


    “I know, dad.”


    “I’m different, too,” Georgia says in a voice so small and anguished it practically breaks my heart.


    “What do you mean?” Christian asks. Orianna’s eyes are focusing, holding fast on Georgia. I don’t expect my father to listen much to Georgia, since he doesn’t know her, but he gives her every single ounce of his attention and, to me, this says a lot about him and who he has become.


    My friend looks at me, the question in her sparkling eyes, and I nod, so she scoots away from me, turns her hand palm up and starts to focus. Her once shiny eyes bleed to black; Orianna gasps, starts to cry silent tears. Then the spikes (dozens of them making a swirling pattern in Georgia’s palm) rise from her flesh like some harbinger of bad things to come. Alice moves in closer to Georgia, drawn to the girl. Georgia doesn’t object.


    The air above her hand starts to haze and change; it’s the invisible vapor of heat. Her eyes bleed to black. Her fingers curl ever so slightly and a flaming ball of light erupts from her palm, turning and crackling and burning the air above her hand. It grows to the size of a baseball at first, then the size of a basketball (that looks like the sun if you saw it up close), and then she snaps her hand closed and the flames vanish. Her eyes steadily return to their original color.


    “You’ve come a long way in such a short time,” Alice says.


    Georgia looks at Alice and says nothing. Then: “How old are you?”


    “Old enough,” Alice replies.


    “You don’t look like you,” Georgia says.


    “I’m me just fine.”


    I know what this means for Georgia, this ball of fire, this exchange with future Alice, but my parents don’t. They’re wondering why she’s so consternated with this gift.


    “When I was…killed in Gerhard’s lab,” I say, “the boy who did this, the Monarch assassin, he would have killed everyone. Gerhard, Brayden, Georgia. But Georgia stopped him. She reduced him to ash in seconds. It’s a want inside her. An uncontrollable force that needs to breathe, to survive, to thrive. It’s also a gift she never asked for. Just like the nightmares she has at least three times a week.”


    “How do you know that?” Georgia asks, dumbfounded.


    “I told you how.”


    Orianna is finally back to her conscious self again. Still, mentally, she’s struggling to get her bearings, trying to digest these things she’s hearing. Beneath the surface of both her and my father is a creeping fear. My father not just for what Georgia is and can’t help, but for me and this life I’ve been thrust into. And Orianna, she still can’t believe the girl in the tank is me. She’s refusing to look at her, at what her baby has become.


    Even deeper in his mind, Christian starts to wonder if there are more of us and I say, “Yes, dad, there are more.”


    Orianna looks at Christian, who looks at me, the question lighting his eyes. He wonders if I’m really reading his mind. He knows I am, but he can’t fathom the idea.


    “Yes,” I say, unpretentious, reverential. “I’m reading your mind.”


    “You…can really…?”


    “Yes. I can also crawl it and find every memory in your head, understand every want, feel what you feel. And I can control you, your body, your will to do anything, everything, nothing.”


    Now Orianna is staring at me wide-eyed like she can’t fathom any of it. Orianna is no longer my mother as much as she’s a bystander at a freak show.


    “What else?” my father says, his face spectral, stricken.


    His mind is hollow with confusion, his fear measures colossal. Regret is the infection burning a hole inside him. It’s spreading like sickness, like disease. If we’re going to be a real family, something in my mind says, it’s best I tell him the truth, all of it.


    Pointing my hand to one of the lab tables, specifically a big glass beaker with some bluish liquid inside of it, I raise my hand and lift it in the air three feet. Orianna and my father, they both gasp. Using my mind, I levitate it toward the five of us, but not closer than ten feet. Using my mind, I make it hover in the air for only a second or two before exploding it.


    Glass and liquid bloom everywhere, but I stop it all in the air and it looks like some giant, blue flower. It’s completely suspended and beautiful, at least five feet around now.


    Using my mind, I draw all the liquid back into a single hovering ball. They can’t decide whether to be impressed or terrified. After a moment, with my concentration so heavy my own eyes have turned black—like Georgia’s—I gather all the broken glass to the center of the room and form a perfect beaker around the blue liquid until it’s like the thing never exploded in the first place.


    My father’s mind errs on the side of terrified; Orianna’s mind is not making sense of this and I run the risk of driving her to madness when she realizes what I’m becoming. And Georgia and Alice? Both are seriously impressed, which doesn’t mean shit to me right now. Maybe if I hadn’t seen what I become I would be excited, too, but my sentiments are on par with my father’s.


    I’m fairly well horrified.


    Still focused, I send the now whole beaker back to its original spot, set it down, then look at all of them and say, “I have this gift, but I don’t want it.”


    Orianna starts to cry again. She’s getting it. Then she gives Christian the merest look that is just a blank stare to him, but worlds of animosity to her. She hates that this is Christian’s fault. I want to tell her she’s not wrong, but I’d be lying. This isn’t all his fault.


    I say, “You can’t lay all this on him, mom. Yes, I’m mad at him, too, but it’s not all him. This is where we’re going as a species. Where genetics is eventually shuttling us all. In the future, we will be a heavily modified progeny. In the future, bodies will be interchangeable, disposable.”


    “How is that possible?” she says, wiping her eyes.


    “All the things you think are not possible now, they are already in the works. And everything impossible in this time will not be impossible a short time from now. You can’t rationalize how this could be, I know, but trust me, it is.”


    “You’ve seen this?” my father asks me.


    Alice says, “Both of us have.” My parents still don’t seem to get Alice’s role in all this. That she is a traveler seems to be lost on them.


    “Eight hundred years in the future,” I say, “you will acquire bodies like you acquire a wardrobe, or furniture, like you buy a house. We are at the start of that, Georgia and I, Alice. All of us here. And this school, it’s preparing us for a future ninety-nine point nine-nine-nine percent of the population can’t possibly imagine, let alone understand.”


    “So you know the future?” Orianna asks. She’s looking between me and Alice, and she’s got her head in a twist over what I’m saying. She wants to know about Alice, but she is afraid to ask. Not that I blame her.


    “Not all of it. Only the parts I can’t forget. It’s the stuff of nightmares, mom. But don’t worry, you will be dead before the really bad shit happens,” I say, thinking about Christian being killed and my mother killing herself in a head-on collision. Looking at Georgia, my guardian angel, I say, “Even you, Georgia.” She fears she might be immortal, but she isn’t. She’s resilient, but still human. Still capable of insanity. Still killable.


    “So you can’t die either?” Orianna asks Alice, her eyes still swimming.


    “No.”


    “That motherfu—” Christian starts, his head pumped full of virulence for Gerhard.


    “Gerhard’s serum saved my life in the first place, dad. I’d be dead without it. I would be dead several times over. So try not to despise him for that.”


    In her head, Orianna is unraveling, blaming my father for having done this to me, disparaging herself for not being able to accept me as her daughter—the hideous, fat Savannah version—and she’s not sure how to process this. She craves the relief alcohol can bring her; she aches to drown away her fears, or numb herself with drugs.


    But no, she thinks. Not anymore.


    If I started to worry about her relapsing before, I don’t worry now. Her willpower, her desire to stay present is more powerful than her addictions, which is the biggest surprise of all considering how fast she will fall into her old ways when my father is murdered.


    “Best to face this sober,” I tell my mother, echoing her thoughts.


    “It doesn’t feel like it,” she says, wiping her eyes.


    “This body is not an addict, mom, but your mind carries over the shadows of it, and a little of the hunger. You won’t feed it. I know this, and this is why I want you in my life.”


    She looks over at the hacked-apart body in the tank and says, “So you know the future…because of her? That’s really you?”


    “Yes.”


    “Can you, I mean, if that’s you,” Georgia finally says, “can you, I don’t know, can you somehow influence the future? Maybe not be her?”


    “I’ve been inside my head, her head, and she only wants one thing. She wants me to kill her. To kill me.”




    Toilet Bound, Stepped-on Cockroach
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    Netty was walking down the street with groceries when she was approached by a curious looking boy with shadowy silver eyes and a thick, northbound twist of hair. He crossed the street, stopped right in front of her. Strange, she thought. This is the city, though. In San Francisco, wierdos multiply like a pack of sex-starved rabbits. They’re like a freaking infestation.


    “Hi,” he said, his expression surprisingly disarming.


    She stopped, so mesmerized by how normal sounding and forward he was. “Hello, I guess,” she said.


    “You have an interesting look.”


    He was smiling that disarming smile. Maybe he was going to try to sell her drugs, or give her a flier to an Indy concert. On closer inspection, she saw his eyes and gasped.


    “Are your eyes really silver?” she asked, hypnotized by them. She was studying them the way you study rare coins, or gaze at the many ways light reflects off a diamond.


    “It’s a genetic anomaly,” he replied. “My father learned of some of my irregularities prior to birth, yet he decided not to terminate me early.”


    “That’s a terrible thing to say,” she said, thinking of ten ways to escape this clumsy conversation. She was but a block from her house and already she was looking around to make sure people saw her in his company, in case she needed to make a run for it. In case she needed witnesses.


    His expression changed. How odd, she thought. For a second, he looked…inhuman.


    “The expectant parent is an interesting thing, no?” he said.


    She didn’t say anything because the shock of that one sentence left her throat feeling stuffed full of cotton. Her stomach wasn’t sticking out, so she couldn’t help wondering, does he know? Is this why he’s talking to me? Then she thought: get a hold of yourself, Netty, he doesn’t know. That’s just crazy thinking he would!


    “I need to go,” she said, trying to leave. Her throat felt so dry.


    He blocked her path.


    “One minute you have life inside you,” he said, “and then the next minute you don’t.”


    “What?” she said. “Get out of my way.”


    “Tell me where she is,” he said, insistent, “and I’ll happily move.”


    “Who are you referring to?”


    He tilted his head down, made his eyes into slits. He didn’t take them off her for a good ten seconds. And then he grinned, like Netty should know exactly what he was talking about.


    “Raven.”


    “I don’t know a Raven,” she lied, her mind now spinning, wondering what he wanted with Raven.


    “Black hair, solid build for a skinny girl, amethyst eyes and…exceptional in her abilities.”


    “I wish I could help you,” she said, dispassionately, “but I can’t.”


    “You have life inside you. Is it as wondrous as death inside you?”


    It’s like time just stopped. He knew. How did he know?! She barely had time to consider the possibilities when she was rocked by an horrific pain low in her stomach.


    “How does life feel now that’s it’s death, Anetka?”


    The cramps hammered her immediately. Then she felt things shifting down through her. It was like something was trying to claw its way out of her. Blood drained into her underwear, and her knees all but buckled.


    It’s the boy, she thought. This goddamn freak. He was bent over, face aimed at her crotch. He was bent over and sniffing the slightly tinged, coppery scent in the air while saying words like amazing and titillating.


    The groceries fell from her hands, spilling their contents on the San Francisco sidewalk. Netty dropped to her knees, shoved him away when he got too close, and that’s when he said, “You need to tell me where your friend Raven is. Right now.” There wasn’t an ounce of kindness or humor in his voice. His tone drove an icy chill down the center of her spine.


    “She’s not my friend,” Netty managed to say. “I just know her from karate.”


    “Unless you want me to make you shit out the rest of your insides along with that bastard child of yours, specifics would be wonderful.”


    Netty looked up at him, her face stricken with terror. She was swept into the gravity of his silver gaze. Her willpower waning, she wanted only to melt into the atmosphere of him, as if she couldn’t run far enough from him. Then his eyes swiveled unnaturally, ever so slightly in his sockets, and her insides swayed with revulsion. Whatever he was, he was making it hard to think. To not submit.


    “What…are you?”


    “I’m God,” he said, drawing the word God out.


    “If you were God, you wouldn’t need me. You’d already know where she is.”
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    The demented boy’s silver eyes started to tremble and that’s when a nice older man with a plastic crap-collecting bag and a white curly-haired mutt tried to drag the boy with the preposterous hair away from her.


    “Step back, son, can’t you see she’s hurt?” he said. His face was a thousand wrinkles. It was white stubble and wet eyes. It was dentures and a hearing aid and teeth that could use a cleaning and two rounds of bleach.


    The youngish boy spun his head around the same way that a creepy clown twists his head around with a wicked grin before killing you. The old man looked at the boy with the flame-twist of hair on his head, then it was like a fist-sized hole in the fabric of time opened up and started to suck at him with an unrelenting force. Netty didn’t understand what she was seeing. She blinked a lot. Fought not to throw up from the cramps, from the poisonous feeling in her belly, from the irrationality of this situation.


    The old man’s body shook and shivered; his eyes shot wide and his jaw went slack, then the pain set in and it was like in the sci-fi spaceship movies, where a small hole in the spaceship grabs and starts to eat at your giant body—pulling it violently and mercilessly through a hole the size of a baseball. The Good-Samaritan’s face was screaming and thrashing, it was a bone crushing, folding, crumpling of the skull; yet not a single sound erupted from the man’s shot-open mouth.


    The sounds Netty did hear, however, were awful: sucked skin, snapped-in-half bones, collapsed ribs, the squishing, grating sounds of organs being pulped and deflated, ripped open, twisted and grinded into a stringy mush-like substance that leaked mid-air like a wrung towel directly onto the sidewalk.


    The dog was hunkered down, barking in fits, but even his voice was silence. He was a TV dog with the sound turned all the way off. When the last of the elderly man was chewed up and swallowed into…wherever the hole in the universe led to, the dog tried to attack the boy’s leg.


    Instead of sending the mutt into the impossible hole in the world, the boy lifted his leg high into the air and stomped it down so hard on the dog, its back broke in two and the thing just sort of gave up, blood dribbling from its white, mewling mouth.


    Netty looked down in horror, blood now spreading like a rose through the fabric of her light blue jeans.


    Behind the boy was a young woman in workout clothes and running shoes who literally stopped in her tracks. The boy’s face was still smiling, like he had gone off the rails. He was a soulless creeper. Totally inhuman. He spun, lifted his hand toward the girl, and her eyeballs literally rotted in seconds.


    She couldn’t breathe—the girl—as her knees knocked and buckled; her hands didn’t know what to do with her blackening, crispifying eyes. When she drew in a breath and screamed, it seemed louder than ever, impossible. She just stood there, hands before her face, shrieking.


    The boy turned back to Netty, and at the same time the athletic woman went to pieces. At his feet, the dog lie broken, sitting next to an ever-expanding pool of bloody, wrung out Good-Samaritan meat-sauce no wider than a beach ball. The blood and gristle was soaking into the pits and cracks of the San Francisco sidewalk. Another strange piece of Bay Area history being made.


    “What did you do?” Netty asked, mortified, barely able to catch her breath.


    “I do whatever it is I want to do,” he answered. “Where is she?—Raven? Tell me now.”


    “I…I don’t know. Please—” she said, holding her stomach because the pain of miscarrying was excruciating. She was afraid the smell of the dead dog and the disemboweled juices of the disappeared man would make her puke. Realization hit her. The boy knew she had a baby and he was taking it from her. “You’re doing this, to my belly, to my baby, aren’t you?”


    He snapped his fingers in her face, loudly, purposefully. Then: “I already said I was.”


    “Why?”


    “Kids are an unnecessary burden,” he seethed.


    “I want this one,” she cried.


    “Too late,” he said hunkering over her with a hard, ice cold gaze. “It’s dead. Squashed the same as a cockroach gets squashed underfoot.”


    “My baby is not an unnecessary burden, and it’s not a cockroach!” she said in a strangled, hostile tone that held every single ounce of her pain.


    “Yet it’s dead. And its untimely passing is a burden that brings you pain. When you shit it out of your vagina, though, just know it will look almost the same in the toilet as a cockroach you scraped off your shoe directly into the bowl.”


    “What the fuck is wrong with you?”


    “I merely want what I want, and if you give it to me, I won’t kill you. I will however, make your passing more difficult than you can imagine should you fail to tell me where she is.”


    If it was anything like what she saw the old man go through, she wanted no part of it. “I last saw her at my dojo.” She gave him the dojo’s address, hoping to God her sensei had the skill set to resist this maniacal boy where she could not.


    Bent over her, sneering, he said, “If you’re lying, I’ll be back to break you the same as I broke this furry nuisance.” And with that, he picked up the dog, hurled it sideways at the house beside them, but the dog never hit anything; its corpse just went into…nowhere.


    Out of sight, mid-air.


    She turned back to the boy. He too, was gone. Walking across the street, ignoring everyone’s accusatory stares. The people who saw what she had seen, they weren’t enraged. They were terrified. Mistrusting of the things their eyes showed them, not wanting any part of this awful scene. She lifted herself up, walked home on wobbly knees, miscarried things into the toilet and tried not to think of the now dead baby that was hers and Brayden’s as a stepped-on cockroach.




    A Sprinkling of the Truth




    1


    That night, around eleven, Brayden got the text from Constance, who asked for his dorm room number. Honestly, the way his life was going (and her being so damn hot), he didn’t expect her to text him. His heart kicked a little harder in his chest at the thought of her. While he was marveling at his good luck, another text hopped on top of the last one.


    It read: U CAN STILL DO ME, BUT I NEED A RIDE BACK HOME. STILL WANT TO DO U.


    The way he was feeling, it could only be described as sick with lust. With trembling fingers, he text her directions to his dorm, along with his floor and room number. She sent another text telling him she was on her way, and then another still.


    It read: JULIE KICKED US OUT. EMERY WANTS TO GO HOME. HE’S PISSED. THEY GOT INTO THE WORST FIGHT EVER. LOL. GOTTA LUV FAMILY.


    He tried calling Raven again, but she wasn’t picking up. Or she wasn’t using the phone number she gave him. He was so happy when he learned she was alive, that she wasn’t the other Abby. But she had changed. Changed in ways he didn’t like. She made him nervous now. Uncomfortable. Like she had become this hostile creature who managed to lose her connection with humanity. She felt detached in so many ways. Sadly, he felt detached, too.


    He finally gave up trying to reach Raven about the time a little fist started rapping on his door. Constance. Even before he opened the door, he knew he wouldn’t have sex with her. What was he thinking talking to her the way he did that afternoon? What was he thinking kissing her? And those lips. God they were impossibly soft! This wasn’t Vegas, though. He liked Julie, didn’t he? He did. For some inane reason, he was feeling like he really liked her and this gave him pause.


    He opened the door and there she was, looking every bit as sexy as when he first saw her. She breezed right in and he smelled the scent of her hair, and the light dusting of her perfume. It took him back to her kiss. Back to the way she grabbed him and said she wanted to—


    “Are you going to offer me anything to drink?” she said, looking the place over. “God, this is a carbon copy of her place. This whole campus, it’s a cookie-cutter high rise, isn’t it?”


    “This is the kind of housing a six-figure semester will buy you,” he replied. “What can I get you to drink?”


    “Something that’ll get us out of these clothes so we can begin having the kind of illicit fun we aren’t having this exact second.”


    “I have just the thing,” he said, back in gamer mode. But only because she was hot AF and he’d suck giant bags of assholes if he refused her advances. From his pint-sized freezer, he took out a special bottle of Don Eduardo Silver.


    “Ah, a boy with a man’s distinction,” she said, excited. Her deep brown eyes were gorgeous and large. They were glued to the bottle like it somehow held the secrets to life, when what it promised was nothing more than a good time and a potential hangover.


    “Only for the most discriminating palate,” he mused as he poured her three fingers worth in a glass tumbler. He handed it to her, and she waited for him to pour his own. He appreciated her good manners more than he let on. “What shall we toast to?”


    “Promiscuity amongst friends,” she said. They clinked glasses and drank. She finished it off, then made a face and said, “Wow, that’s got a nice bite at the end.”


    That was one of his favorite things about that particular Tequila, that and the flash of cocoa bean and linseed oil. It was tasty. Not that he drank much. It wasn’t his thing, but it did spice things up a bit.


    Four drinks in and there was music. Mazzy Star’s album, So That Tonight I May See. The music was dark and sensual, Mazzy Star’s voice raspy yet haunting enough for the burn of their drinks and the heat of their kisses to endure. The idea of not sleeping with her, it was gone. Not even a thought. The way her candy breath tasted sweet and disobedient, how her clothes came off long before his, it was why he knew, why he just knew, he’d be insane not to sleep with her.


    As she was undoing his pants, he said, “Who was the last person you slept with?” and she said, “Emery.” He couldn’t pry his eyes from her dark nipples. Or the trimmed, landing strip of pubic hair just above a pair of lips he couldn’t stop seeing.


    Mazzy Star’s slow, über hypnotic single “Into Dust,” was playing on the surround sound system. The song left him dizzy, lulled into a state of anticipatory submission. How he heard the music, it made him want nothing more than to lose himself in her, forever. The moment wouldn’t last, so he clutched it tight, held on for dear life. He did this by looking deep into Constance’s eyes. She seemed to appreciate this, but that didn’t matter. He wanted to see her soul.


    “And before that?” he asked.


    “Emery and Julie are the only two I’ve slept with, which is why I want to sleep with you. You’re connected to me through her, so to some degree, it’s okay.”


    It was an interesting frame of reasoning, but whatever. He leaned in and kissed her again, taking her bottom lip in between his teeth and biting gently.


    Purring audibly, she finally undid his pants, then pushed them down until he kicked his feet out of them. He was in his t-shirt and black, skin-tight microfiber boxers.


    “I want to devour your entire body,” she said. She said this standing in front of him completely nude, her figure so delicious he was ready to be undressed. Ready to be in her.


    Mazzy Star’s song, “Fade into You,” came on and it was perfect.


    When she lifted his shirt and saw the network of scars, she stopped and just looked at them, like she’d never seen such a thing. The air between them chilled a degree or two, but then held steady.


    “Oh my God,” she said, “I have to know the story behind those.”


    “It’s nothing, really. It happened in Vegas. I…I don’t want to tell you the story and have you think differently of me,” he said.


    “Tell me,” she said, sitting on the bed.


    “There’s violence,” he said, swept away by the music, by Constance’s body, by her hungry stare, “and a woman.”


    Really there was violence and a bunch of guys pissing on him, but his mentor Titan once said to him, “Man, those scars, those aren’t lines across your body, and they aren’t evidence of bullying, they’re a conversation piece! So spice up a lie. Make it juicy and meaningful, make it make your date want you because of it. It is never the truth that turns a woman on, it’s a well crafted lie sprinkled with bits of the truth.”


    She pulled him toward the bed where she sat down looking up at him. He stood above her, his eyes seeing down on her, down on her tits and her crossed thighs. “Violence and women,” she purred, “Sounds juicy!”


    “So this girl is dancing with this guy, and some other dude cuts in. This other guy, he’s not your normal club rat, he’s not a douchebag in Abercrombie clothes with X in his system and pupils the size of teacup saucers. He’s an alpha male through and through. All testicles and testosterone. He looks hard. Connected maybe, if you catch my drift. Anyway, the other guy leaves because he and the girl, they’re not together and he’s a total pussy.”


    She was grinning, pushing her bare chest in and out, slowly opening her legs. Two fingers went down south and she started to…well, you know, touch herself. She started to do this with herself and he was freaking out inside going, is this story going to make her wet or dry her out? Already his mind was tits deep in creative mode, churning out the lie, making it bigger, all the while struggling to also provide logic and believability.


    “So this girl, she doesn’t like this guy. It’s totally clear. Maybe it’s his look, or the way he’s dressed, or maybe she just doesn’t like the whole rapist’s vibe thing he’s got going on. Either way, she shoves him and storms off the floor. This asshat, he follows like he’s pissed at her. She’d disrespected him with everyone watching him trying to flex his dick, and he didn’t like it one bit.”


    Constance giggled and slid two whole fingers inside herself, her feet no longer heels-down on the wood floor. She was on her toes, grinding herself against herself. And her hair, she was pushing it out of her face, sliding a finger in her mouth, writhing before him. Writhing with need. In and out, her breasts heaved, the two dark circles on her breasts tightening and pointing outward. They were all but black, something he hadn’t seen in person before. Something that had him dying inside, but in a good way.


    “So she’s heading my way,” he said, nearly breathless and pulling his shirt off completely. He couldn’t stand being aroused to this extent and held captive by his own clothes. “I’m scrambling, and it’s because I think I know her, but if I don’t it wouldn’t matter anyway because I’m totally wanting to get to know her because she’s hot AF—”


    “AF?” she asked.


    “Yeah. It’s short for ‘as fuck.’”


    “Mmmmm,” she whispered.


    “So, the gamer that I am, the player I became in Vegas, I watch her go by, my nuts all sucked up into my sack with fear. This guy coming after her, he’s got blankets of chest hair and he’s older. Old enough to have gray in his beard. So when he walks past me, his intent eyes locked on her, I stick out my foot, trip him, then with all my might, I find a way to kick him in the ribs. He’s doubled over and I had a heavy beer glass in hand. I smash it over the back of his head, which makes me the freaking hero that night.”


    “So how’d you get the scars?” she said, now three fingers in herself, but not like she was trying to rush things, or impress him. Brayden had the feeling she did herself a lot, but not in front of people like him.


    “That’s the best part,” he said.


    Constance looked down at his…business, grinned and sighed, then pulled out her fingers and put them in her mouth because somehow she knew guys loved to watch girls like her taste themselves.


    “What about the woman?” she said, licking her fingers. Any fool could see she was ready, fully primed for him.


    “When I show you what I did to her, you’ll know how I got the scars.” And with that, he did the things Becky—the super-sexual red head bartender from Vegas—taught him. Then he remembered all the things Aniela did and so he did that to her, too, and it made her scream with ecstasy. Then, when he was done with her, when she was thoroughly spent, unable to grind and thrust out one more orgasm, she brushed her matted hair out of her face and said, “That was fucking amazing.”


    “You reading my mind?” he said.


    “So how’d you get the scars? I’m dying to know!”


    “Some guys beat me with their belts,” he said.


    “Over the woman?”


    “There never was a woman,” he said with a wicked smirk. She thought about this for a second, and then she laughed and hit him on the shoulder.


    “You shit,” she said.


    “So I can weave a tale, so what?” he replied.


    “It’s hot,” she said, tracing her fingers down to his privates, then back. “I think scars are sexy. Emery, he’s perfect in every way. Physically, I mean. Not as a boy, or a lover. But his skin, it’s light chest hair and muscle. Your skin has texture. Your body is a story. And for you, it tells any story you want. I like that about you. I like what you did with the things you have.”


    “Will you tell Julie?”


    “If you want.”


    “I don’t know yet. It’ll only push her away.”


    “I’ll tell her she’s missing out.” Leaning over, Constance kissed him on the mouth and said, “Let’s get Starbuck’s, so you can stay awake enough to drive me home.”


    “If I’m tired,” he said, “can I stay the night?”


    “No.”


    “Okay, so where’s home?”


    She stood and slipped on her panties. Then she got into her bra. He loved her ass, but he also loved the definition in her calves and thighs, and how her stomach had neither defined abs nor the swell of post-teen flab. She was a woman, soft, not fat but not too thin, either.


    “Home is in another state via Sacramento International Airport. When I said take me home, I should have said take me to the airport.”


    “Oh, okay,” he replied. “Then let’s go now. It’s late.”


    “Sure. But get out of bed.”


    “I will,” he said, not in any rush to be naked in front of her after sex.


    “Now,” she insisted. “I want to watch you get dressed.”




    Wanderlust



1


    The next morning, I head to the lab to visit my future self. I want to know what progress has been made. When I get there, Holland is standing over the body with a large needle in his hand.


    “What are you injecting her with?” I ask. It could be so many things. Once, in another body and without my knowledge, he injected me with Cesium 132, which later radiated then melted half my body. Since then everything’s been just peachy.


    Not.


    “I’m giving her regular doses of the Fountain of Youth serum,” he says. “It isn’t taking though. Not like it’s supposed to.” He swabs her arm at the injection, gives her the shot. Looking up at me, he takes a deep breath and says, “Every time the healing starts to take place, whatever progress she makes withers away. The flesh blackens and curls back into itself. Almost like the ruined places on her body were infected with something to counteract the serum. From there, further degradation persists. Which doesn’t make sense at all.”


    He’s spot on. What future me was given was some sort of acid to counteract the healing process. This acid bonded with the DNA and made my/her condition untenable. It’s nothing that’s been invented yet, so mentioning it doesn’t seem necessary.


    “Well, I’ll leave you to your work,” I say. “Call me if there’s any progress, or anything I can do to help.”


    He looks at me. He can’t understand me being so congenial. It’s not that I’m being congenial, I almost don’t want my future self healed. If I speak to her, what will she say to me? She won’t like this weak version of me. I just know it.


    “No smartass remarks?” Holland says. “Nothing cute or cutting to say?”


    “No. I appreciate what you’re trying to do here. For her. For me. I’m just trying not to be a dark cloud all the time. Especially to you, in spite of who you are. In spite of what you are.”


    “I’m not sure how to take that.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    “I wasn’t thanking you,” he says.


    But I already knew that. I just want to leave. This whole thing is getting too surreal for me, too “Welcome to the Twilight-Zone” for my taste. I mean, Jesus Christ, if I pull back and look at this thing for a moment, I’m looking at myself eight hundred years into the future, knowing that I’ve become the world’s most frightening terrorist, and I’m praying Josef Mengele, a.k.a. The Angel of Death, can save her because I’m putting my faith in him. He’s a freaking Nazi war criminal! A traveler! A gosh damn sadistic sociopath if ever there was one! And I’m putting my faith in him. In him!


    Ha!


    I take a deep breath, try not to start giggling like a lunatic, or sobbing endlessly about this screwy life I’m now living.


    “I think I’m going to get out of town for awhile,” I hear myself say. Maybe take a road trip. Just be by myself for awhile, you know? Collect my thoughts. Reflect on the murderous asshole I am yet to become.”


    “You can change, Raven,” he says. The way he says this, like he cares, oh my God, it nearly feels genuine. But there is nothing even remotely empathetic about Holland. Caring for someone for the sake of “being there for them” is a preposterous idea I don’t need superpowers to realize. Holland cares only about himself.


    “I don’t think she came back here so I can find ways not to get caught,” I say aloud. “I think she came back here to show me what I’ve become, how my choices have played out in the future. On a long enough time line, in the end very little matters because before you know it, you’re dead, gone and long forgotten. But not us. Not you and me. Not her. There is no ‘long enough time line’ because for every action there is an opposite and equal reaction with far reaching consequences, and she is mine.”


    “I will tell you this only once, and I hope you don’t throw it in my face later,” Holland says, “but you are a smart young woman, wise beyond your years.”


    Okay, now I’m really in the Twilight Zone. I just look at him and say, “Thanks, but you’re kinda freaking me out right now.”


    His mood darkens instantly.


    “Of course,” he says, waving his hand and turning his attention back to future Raven. “Go on your Eat, Pray, Love trip and maybe I’ll call you if anything changes. Maybe.”


    “Asshole,” I mutter on the way out.


    “Bitch,” he says back.


    
2


    I’m finished with Holland. Done with Astor Academy. And for now, I’m done with the human atrocity laid out on that steel gurney in Holland’s lab. I try not to think of what future me may be thinking. Or feeling. Sometimes, though, thoughts leak into my head anyway, and they suck me into such a profound state of melancholy, I’m not sure I can break free of it. But then I do. I break free because I’m not her, and she’s not me.


    Not yet anyway.


    As I promised, after leaving Holland’s lab, I pack my things, get in my Audi and leave town at about a hundred miles an hour. Several calls come in. My father first. I don’t want to talk to him yet. Then both Brayden and Georgia call inside of about twenty minutes.


    I can’t talk to anyone right now.


    With their dismal futures burning holes in my mind, I can’t help wondering, how the heck am I supposed to talk to them knowing how their lives turn out? I can’t.


    So I don’t.


    Any simpleton can tell you what I’d end up doing. I would eventually ruin these relationships trying to change the natural outcomes of their lives. Can I snub fate, though? Or are the people I love always destined for these hopeless outcomes? I don’t know. All I know is I wish I would never have crawled inside future me’s head. If I could never have those memories, then maybe my life would be better.


    Maybe I had a chance at some sort of sanity.


    For now.


    Then again, I can say that for a great many things, starting with: I wish my mother would never have despised my beastly features and my extra weight. If only she would have loved me as a flawed, unfortunate child, then perhaps I would not be this unblemished, doomed, immortal disasterpiece of a girl. Perhaps my life would have more meaning.


    But as it is, the things I’ve seen and done, they aren’t things I can unsee, or undo. These are the horrors, the mysteries, the tragedies that make up who I am and who I will become. The rotten truth of it all is, I’m not a person other people should get close to. Not my friends. Especially not my friends.


    That makes me think of Netty, though. And Brayden. Brayden, who won’t stop calling. How many times do I have to stab the IGNORE button for him to stop calling? Speeding down I-80 west, on my way back home, I reach out to Brayden’s mind and plunge inside. He is consternated. He’s learned the art of pick up, and he slept with a girl named Constance, but something inside him is reeling, second guessing his decision. I don’t care. It’s his life to screw up if he wants. Beyond that, though, he really wants to talk to me. He wants to hear my voice.


    I can’t pick up, though. I just can’t.


    When you know all the mistakes those closest to you make, when you understand where each bad decision leads—when you know how they live, and when and how they die—you just know every conversation will be about you trying to protect them from themselves and the shitty decisions they’re making, and doing that just seems so completely f*cking shallow.


    Especially with Brayden.


    Gosh damn, if I could save him from Julie freaking Sanderson, that would be the first good thing I might ever do. To some degree, I drove him to her. I don’t like to think about that, but when I was in his head earlier, I learned he’s in love with me. Well, the Abby version of me. He got it in his head that he wanted to use Julie to draw me closer. I really can’t fault his plan. Maybe it worked. Maybe it’s still working.


    For about a hundred miles, almost all the way home, I think of calling and telling him how much he means to me, but in the end, I don’t make that call. He’ll want more from me than I can give. He’ll want to be with me—which is an idea that doesn’t completely suck—but he’s still got the stink of her on him and I can’t live with that.


    And that’s why I don’t call him, why I suck ass as a friend.


    The closer I get to home, the more I can’t stop thinking of Netty, about how she’s got Brayden’s child in her and she’s not telling him and so I don’t call her either. What a twisted web of secrecy we’re starting to have amongst each other! It’s no cozy ordeal, that’s for sure.


    “I’m so pathetic,” my mouth says out loud. I laugh a little, and then I do my best not to cry.


    For being this mighty thing, this genetic super-freak, immortal and all powerful, I feel like such a vagina right now. So not-strong it’s humiliating. The truth is, I want Orianna. All the blubbering infant wants is her mommy…


    That, of course, is exactly why this stubborn child is headed straight home.
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    When I arrive at my mother’s house, she pulls me into the biggest hug. Like she hasn’t seen me in eons. I’m like, “Mom, you’re crushing my ribs!”


    Reluctantly she lets go.


    We just started being like this, and I sometimes don’t know how to take it. I’ve been mad at her most of my life. I spent years hating her. Years! She never really loved me, and that was a problem neither of us could resolve. Now she does. I feel her love not only in her words, but in her actions as well. In the end, I really don’t care why she loves me, I only care that she does.


    Of course, it’s because I know my father will be killed sometime in the future and she will drive herself head-on into traffic killing herself and two kids that I don’t put up much of an argument when she wants to practically suffocate me in a hug. She won’t be around long, so I get my hugs where I can.


    After a pleasant dinner, I stay overnight in her guest bedroom. The next morning, despite her begging, I tell her I have to go. She tells me she loves me about ten times then almost breaks into tears when I finally go. I pull out of her driveway, and she waves to me from the front door, bundled up in her robe looking so beautiful it hurts my heart. I wave back, then get on the freeway and head south.


    I’m not really sure where I’m going, but it doesn’t matter. There is freedom in this. I have no where to be, no one to answer to, no responsibilities. I see why future me craves the idea of being a nomad, why I rail so hard against injustice and the slavery to come.


    The preservation of freedom drives me that much.


    So I end up in L.A., driving the city aimlessly, not caring where I go, not worried about being lost because, if you’re somewhere, you’re never really lost. I end up in a posh restaurant as the only girl eating alone and I think I see Cameron Diaz and Zac Efron, not together, but in the same restaurant.


    Thinking of how much I hated the whole High School Musical side of Zac makes me realize he’s changed a lot, and I do like the guy. Especially after seeing his film, “We Are Your Friends.” Which is great because he comes over and asks why I’m eating alone and all I can say is, “I simply prefer my own company to others lately, and not because I’m shy or some shut in, or friendless, but because I just can’t stand all the f*cking noise.”


    For whatever reason, he laughs, then sits down with me and orders a drink. He orders me one, too, and the waiter doesn’t ask my age. He just keeps looking at me like he’s in love. Which he thinks he is, even though he knows he isn’t. After a second, though—and maybe this is just me always being down on myself and suspecting the worst—I wonder if this is the Zac Efron, and not just some guy in the best Zac Efron disguise ever.


    That would be my luck.


    I work diligently not to read his mind, and it works. I pretend it’s him. He’s friendly in a way I would not have expected. And hot. OMFG, he’s hot! We have this stimulating conversation about this and that, and then he leaves me his number (and only his number—no name) and says “If you’re ever back in town…blah, blah, blah,” and with a huge smile, I’m like, “For sure. Thanks for not being so noisy.”


    He laughs, and then he’s off and I’m back alone. Finishing a drink. Wondering if any of that happened. Wondering if that was really Zac.


    Deep down, I want to believe it was, so I won’t crawl his mind in case I’m wrong. I’ve got to say, I’m so freaking tired of disappointment these days that I can’t take any more. If I learned he was not the celebrity, that I was going all gaga over a faker, this might be the straw that breaks the camel’s back. Me being the camel. Or I might call him and make a formal date, who knows.


    I make my way through Santa Monica, trying not to remember the beating I took when I came here to kill Demetrius Giardino. Spellbound and uncertain, I merge onto Hwy 1 heading south. From there I’m dying to see the beaches: Manhattan Beach, Hermosa Beach, Redondo Beach. After that it’s Laguna Beach, Huntington Beach and Seal Beach. When I cruise into Long Beach it’s getting dark and I want to see the town in the morning. I locate a bed & breakfast with what I’m told are promising views and book the night. The minute my body hits the bed, I’m passed out cold, sleeping soundlessly all the way through breakfast and into the late hours of the morning.


    Holy cow, I sooo needed that!


    Driving around town, I take in the sights even as my stomach grumbles like crazy. Finally I pull over and ask this hot guy with long hair and groovy sunglasses where the best place to eat breakfast is.


    “The Breakfast Bar by far. It’s on Atlantic, you can’t miss it.”


    Sure enough, the place is amazing. It’s owned by these really sweet people who make me feel welcome. I’m not used to people being nice, so this is a treat in itself. I order Uncle Marcee’s Omelet Casserole, which takes me back to my earlier years when I was rotund and in love with food. For some reason, my breakfast leaves me feeling joyously nostalgic. I think I actually cry a drip or two eating a potato pancake. The owner, she comes and asks me what’s wrong and all I can manage to say is that I grew up too fast, and this pancake is the best thing I’ve had in years.


    After breakfast, I head to Aquarium of the Pacific and I swear to Jesus, it’s the most enlightening decision I’ve made in my whole life. Who knew about these wonders of the sea? Not me. I knew about the wonders of donuts, the wonders of processed food, the wonders of taking a good dump and vomiting after a meal, but to witness so much life under water? Ah, the things I’ve been missing! This, of course, seems to illuminate the purpose of my journey, and that is to be both everywhere and nowhere. Going rogue, experiencing these things, not confining myself to Palo Alto or the Bay Area or Astor Academy, it’s me seeing what could be if only I let go.


    I leave the Aquarium four hours later, feeling like I’ve overstayed my welcome, but the jellyfish alone left their impression upon me. They seemed so graceful, so at peace with themselves. Can I ever feel that way? I wonder. Could I ever possess such elegance?


    After Long Beach, it’s more beaches: Seal Beach, Huntington Beach and Newport Beach. To be honest, something in Huntington Beach speaks to me so I head back there and locate a picturesque rental house with beach access and ocean views to die for. I book it for the entire week, paying in advance. If I stay this long or go early, it won’t matter. Right now I’m happy. A stranger to everyone. I’ve no past, barely even a present—hell, I’m not even a blip on anyone’s radar! Did I mention gorgeous people are everywhere? Guys with big muscles and surf boards, girls on roller blades with bikinis strung so far up their asses you have to appreciate not just their butt cheeks but their fearlessness. And it’s busy. We’re talking about people on bicycles, scooters and skateboards. People with dogs and beach towels. People splashing in the water and sunbathing and chit-chatting with beach-towel neighbors and other attractive people.


    Everyone seems in great spirits. Not at all driven into depression by the woes of life. There are no angry drivers, no smug faces, and everyone smiles and says hello like they mean it. That’s about the time I start talking to strangers. Just having conversations. Making up shit to talk about just so I can be a part of something…different. This culture, oh boy…it’s heaven.
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    First things first: I buy five hot AF bikinis, a big beach towel, and a BPA free jug to hold ice cold water. I’ve never been to the beach before, so the feeling of sand in my toes is delicious, borderline sensual…a feeling I won’t forget, and…did I say there are guys with carved muscles and bronze bodies and yummy six-packs all over the place? Tons of them.


    Like gobs of them!


    Day one on the beach: Holy balls. I am nobody. Perfectly anonymous. So not very important to anyone I can’t help smiling. Face in the breeze, big Prada sunglasses on, I can’t stop smelling the ocean water and how the salty-soaked air seems to draw out all my stress. Plus, I look good.


    No, scratch that. I look f*cking amazing.


    I’m not flaunting my shit in a butt-floss bikini or anything so scandalous, but I’d be a motherfreaking liar if I said I wasn’t thrilled about all the attention coming my way. Talk about refreshing! These guys tearing off my bikini with their wanton gazes, they aren’t Astor Academy kids. They’re just…normal. Not moneyed or blue blooded or tucked away from the useless eaters in a high school designed to teach them how to take over the world. No, these are normal guys with normal jobs and normal lives. Guys with their eyeballs all over me. Guys with their smiling mouths and the kind of roaring testosterone you can practically taste in the air.


    A few of them ask me out; one or two stop only to talk, to tell me they like my hair, my skin, my ass, my good looks.


    Like I said, normal guys. As opposed to genetically modified hot guys.


    Then there is this one kid with sandy blonde hair cut short, eyes like melted chocolate and a deep tan even I’m envious of. He’s maybe nineteen or twenty, not much older than me in years. Yet the way he talks with me—the way he so fearlessly holds my gaze—he seems much older, more mature. I’m on my beach towel, lying on my back shading my eyes from the sun when he approaches me. I’m feeling a bit vulnerable and exposed, and it feels good. Exactly what I need. No one can hurt me, I tell myself, so I don’t worry. And because I don’t worry, I feel the way I should feel, which is wanted, appreciated.


    So this kid, he’s standing there with his Muscle & Fitness pecs, his ripped stomach and his brand new board shorts and he says, “So is there a boyfriend in the picture or is this a solo outing?”


    “No boyfriend,” I say, shading my eyes, “but my girlfriend will be here soon.”


    His mouth, with its perfect teeth and a good looking five o’clock shadow around it, makes this awkward sort of wanting grin, like he can’t decide if he likes the idea of me being into chicks or hates the idea that I’m not into dudes. I can’t help feeling amused.


    Then again, this makes me think I could be into him if I was a local.


    “So, girlfriend…hmmm,” he muses. “Are we talking about a friend who’s a girl with boobs and popcorn sleepovers? Or are you talking about the kind of girlfriend that goes down on you after four or five glasses of wine? If I’m not being too personal, or crass, of course.”


    “Of course,” I say.


    The way I respond, as if he’s mildly entertaining—and how I don’t answer—it’s me making the most of my assets. It’s me understanding the art of the tease.


    “Just laying on that towel, looking…um…so damn tasty, I’m thinking it’s pretty shitty of you to not answer me.”


    “Did you know communication is eighty percent non-verbal?” I ask.


    “I do,” he says, changing tact. “What is my body saying now?”


    I laugh, once again denying him any response. Through my sunglasses, I can see my effects on him. Then, when he’s about to break, right when that charming, confident mask starts ever so slightly to slip off his face, I say, “Come back in half an hour and if we’re not going down on each other, we’re not girlfriends. And if she’s not here altogether, then perhaps you can fill in for her until she arrives.”


    “Fill in?”


    “Yeah, as beach buddies. That sort of thing.”


    “Half an hour?” he says, his confidence returning. “How about I wait for her, and if she doesn’t arrive by then, I’ll just stay.” Sitting in the sand beside me, he says, “I like that idea so much better.”


    And that’s how I met Sebastian Fray. Sweet, sexy Sebastian Fray who smells exactly like all the hair products he’s named after. He tells me his mother was a cosmetologist, and that when he was born, Sebastian products were the absolute shit. She loved the name. Loved what it represented as a brand.


    “Your name,” I say, “it totally fits your look.”


    “What do you mean?” he asks. I see the anticipation in his eyes, how he is starved for feedback from me, how he’s dying for me to tell him something that’ll make him think he can have me. Because he wants me so bad I can practically digest the sexual tension between us.


    “You know what I mean,” I tease, playing with my hair. A beach breeze blows over my skin—face, stomach, legs—and I feel myself tingling with want. He looks at how my arms have broken out into goosebumps, and how I’m leaning my body toward his.


    All without a word. All non-verbal and in sync with each other.


    “If you get me, and you very well might by this point, then you know what I want.”


    I do.


    Pushing my glasses up so he can see my amethyst eyes, I grin and say, “You can start by taking me to dinner. If I like you—and that’s a gargantuan if—then perhaps I’ll let you buy me an after-dinner drink.”


    “Perhaps?”


    “Yes. Perhaps. As in not no, but not yes either. It’s totally noncommittal. It’s more civilized than a maybe, but certainly not a definitely. If you know what I mean.”


    “I do,” he says, enjoying me. “Are those your real eyes?”


    “Are those your real abs?”


    He laughs and in that moment, I don’t even have to crawl his brain to know he’s praying I won’t let him down. That tonight we can enjoy each other. Some emotions you can’t hide, like how a hot guy looks at a girl he craves, and how he’s gazing so deeply into her eyes while thinking about her lips. It’s refreshing, this not knowing. So I stay out of his brain, allow him his secrets, his charm, his nervousness and his lust. And I read his body language instead.


    Looking at the time on my cell phone, I say, “Time for you to get going.”


    “I have no where to be,” he says, digging his feet into the sand.


    “You’re not taking me out to dinner in board shorts,” I tell him. I’m sure he knows that, though. He strikes me as cultured enough to understand basic first date etiquette, even if I don’t.


    “Why not?” he says, playing the game, being extra charming, but not in a sick, syrupy way.


    “Because I’m not going to stare at your nipples while I eat,” I reply, giving him a light sideways shove on the defined slope of his shoulder. He savors the contact. I like it, too. His skin is warm, firm, lightly slicked with either sunscreen or sweat. The feel of him, the mass of his body beneath my hand, it has me thinking about the kinds of things a girl like me shouldn’t be thinking. But then he laughs at my joke about his nipples and I find his laughter disarming. Like we could have a conversation and sex and both would actually have some deeper meaning.


    “Fine, if you insist,” he says. “Text me your address and I’ll pick you up at eight.”


    I text him; he receives it, and then I shoo him off. He stands up, brushes sand off his toes, then winks and heads up to the bike path where he slips into a sea of roller skaters, casual bicyclists, joggers and walkers. He looks over his shoulder twice. The second time he looks, I wave and he smiles. My God, he’s got one hell of a smile.
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    Before meeting Sebastian, I drove all over the state to get here. Not because I was headed somewhere specific. I drove everywhere because I was dying to be nowhere. With my music loud, I drove, I felt the beat of each song, savored it in my bones as me and my Audi made a real connection with the road. For a short while, I understood peace. Now I’m in Huntington Beach in a stunning beach home getting ready for a date. A real date! Shouldn’t I have the first date jitters? Um, yes!


    But I don’t.


    Maybe it’s because if the date is a flop, I don’t care. Nothing gained, nothing lost. But maybe there is something to gain, my inner goddess tells me. Not a boyfriend, or sex—if I want it. No, what I stand to gain might just be a sense of normalcy in the midst of being all powerful.


    I am all powerful, I tell myself.


    It’s a weird sensation, trying to be normal with all the things I’ve done. I’m not even sure that I deserve to feel this sane. I mean, is this how criminals feel in everyday situations? Is this how a super hero feels? I’m at peace, though, and that’s something. A start. No one is melting my genetically fresh body, or hijacking my mind; no one is rejecting me or chasing me or telling me they’re from the future and old AF and trying to resuscitate a dead wife.


    Right now I’m going on a date with a boy.


    Wow!


    Sebastian shows up to my beach house right on time, which I appreciate since every chick flick I’ve ever watched has the guy showing up so early the girl is not even ready. I am. I’m ready and gosh dammit, I feel great!


    From the beach house’s wall of windows, which has gorgeous views of the water, I see him. He pulls up in a lime green rag top VW Bug (which looks restored and flawless), gets out, looks at my RS5 with the kind of eyes boys get when they see their first Ferrari.


    It stops him.


    Without crawling his brain, I imagine he’s realizing for the first time that I might have money. Not that it matters. We’re not dating, or marrying or whatever, so he doesn’t have to feel like he’s got the smaller dick between us. Even if he does.


    Besides, I can’t stop looking at him. He’s in light blue ripped jeans and a white button up with the sleeves rolled and two open buttons up top. On his wrist is a white, coral bracelet and when I open the door to him, he smells like he just showered.


    He’s all man at this point.


    “Incredible,” he says, looking me over, but not like a pervert or a creeper. He’s looking me over like he can’t believe I’m this hot in and out of a bikini.


    “I clean up alright,” I hear myself say, thinking he cleans up nice himself. The funny thing is, as much as I wasn’t nervous this whole time, now I am. Holy shit, I am! Which isn’t great, because I feel my armpits threatening to get all swampy. Nothing cries of summer like damp armpits and a sundress.


    “My car or yours?” he says.


    “Can we keep the top down on yours?” I ask. Thank God I put my hair into a ponytail because I totally need the open air to dry my armpits and now my lower back, which feels moist against his good looks. “The air is so nice right now.”


    “For sure. Next time we should take yours, though. It’s beautiful.”


    “That’s not mine,” I say.


    “No?”


    “Okay, it is. I just…I’ve never been in a Bug before, so…”


    “Yep,” he says, taking my hand, walking me down the crushed gravel path to his car, “well let’s get going otherwise my stomach is going to do all the talking. I’m starved!”


    “Me, too. Where are we going?”


    “To Don the Beachcomber. It’s this unbelievable restaurant on the PCH. One of my favorites. If you don’t love it…well, you’re going to love it. Hopefully.”


    “What’s it like?”


    “It’s the quintessential tiki bar,” he says with a beach boy grin, “and it’s absolutely gushing with personality.”


    My bones feel weak just looking at him. I’m powerless against his generous mouth. And those full lips! He’s not perfect the way Damien and Caden are perfect, and he’s certainly no Jake Teller, but holy cow, there’s something rugged and beautiful about him that hits me in the right places. Perfection is boring, I decide. Behind any real face, there’s a story to tell. Right now I want to know his story. Or at least something about him. It wouldn’t surprise me if he worked construction, or some sort of manual labor. I study his hand on the steering wheel, specifically his fingers and his knuckles. Two pencil thin scars run across the fronts of his two knuckles on his right hand, like he hit something, or someone. A small charge shoots through me. Why does the idea of him thrill me so much? The way I’m staring at him, how nothing is familiar, I think that’s what intrigues me most: the unknown.


    As in, I don’t know him, but he also doesn’t know me.


    We hit Hwy 1, better known as the PCH (Pacific Coast Highway) and the trademark VW diesel engine sputters to life. A car like this, it’s not meant to be quiet, or fast; it’s not built for speed the same way a Harley Davidson isn’t crafted for dragstrip racing. Saying nothing my unrestrained smile doesn’t say for me, I let the wind churn about the cabin of his white leather two seater, working strands of my short black hair out of my teeny ponytail. Who cares if my hair gets wrecked? I love the feeling of the open air drive, the vinyl smell of the old-but-clean looking seats, the sounds of the noisy diesel engine diligently at work.


    Sebastian reaches over and takes my hand and I let him, melting into its warmth, rubbing my fingertips lightly across his skin. Oh, how I could do this forever!


    Right now I think I’ve found the most perfect moment of my life. I’ve found it and I don’t want to let go. Tightening my hand in his, it forces him to look at me with those big, luscious eyes. His grin, the wind teasing his hair, the freedom I feel—it has all my girly emotions in an uproar.


    Wow. Did I say wow? Yeah, freaking wow!


    Seriously, though, who knew life could be like this? Filled with so many best-ever moments? I didn’t. But future me?—she spends centuries traveling like this.


    Perhaps one day I will, too.
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    We arrive in front of this South Seas looking restaurant that instantly makes me feel like I have found someone who just might give me that one thing I’m missing in life. The problem is, I don’t know what that one thing is, only that he’s doing everything right. Sebastian. The way his name rolls around in my head, it’s crazy I didn’t see him in future me’s memories.


    Did the future me even meet him? Is he not a part of her past? Holland says she came back so I could change her past, rewrite my future. Am I doing this now? Am I rewriting the past by being here, with him?


    “Don the Beachcomber,” I say, reading the sign.


    “I have to admit,” he says, shutting off the car, “I’m a tikiphile. That’s what they call us, people like me who love places like this. Tikiphiles. Basically, I’m an addict. Me and my friends, anyway.”


    He gets out and opens the car door for me, takes my hand and helps me out. I have to say, a girl like me, a girl who can do anything on my own, I’m surprisingly moved by his chivalry. This feeling, I realize, is me being doted on. A girl could get used to this!


    The tall A-frame overhang held up by intricately carved and sealed wood, the tropical paradise plants complete with color and small clusters of cabbaged plants, the all-bamboo front door and the sounds of island music coming from within—this is like nothing you would ever find in Palo Alto. My chest tightens with excitement. My heart flutters with glee.


    Sebastian opens the door for me and inside it’s every bit the tropical paradise the entrance suggested. There’s a big stage with a live band and people dancing to the sounds of reggae music, and the South Seas smell of cooked meat. I turn to Sebastian with a wide smile and he nods like he gets it. Like he knows exactly how I’m feeling. For a second, I forget we’re holding hands. Then he squeezes mine and my insides gush with affection.


    When the hostess approaches us, her eyes flash with delight. She gives Sebastian a big hug that makes me wonder how often he comes here, or if there was anything between them in the past. She’s a good ten years older than him with tanned skin and long, black hair. Plus, she’s beautiful the way older women sometimes are.


    “You want the Hidden Village Room?” she asks.


    “Sure do,” he says.


    “It’s kind of loud in there.”


    “Yeah,” he replies. “If there’s a booth available—”


    “I’ve got one available.”


    Then she looks at me with kindness in her face and Sebastian says, “Marie, this is a good friend of mine from up north, Raven. Raven, this is Marie.”


    She takes my hand and says, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Raven.”


    How can I not smile at her? Her lively mood is practically contagious! And she is beautiful. I wonder about their past, if they ever dated, or had sex. I can slip inside their minds, take a peek around, if I want to know for sure. But I don’t. I don’t want to do that anymore, not unless I’m forced to.


    Marie takes us to an enclosed booth on the outer perimeter of the Hidden Village Room, which is a room with twenty foot tall ceilings, rustic beach-wood plank walls and tiki huts on the borders of what is most likely open seating during the day. Tonight, the tables and chairs look cleared and the center of the room is a jamboree of people dancing to live music. Our booth is semi-private, seclusion without us feeling left out of the party. I love it. Marie opens her palm toward our table to let us know we’re here. Sebastian lets me sit down first, then he slides in right beside me.


    “Is this okay?—me sitting next to you?” he asks, his mouth next to my ear because the music is really going. The way his breath tingles, my skin breaks into goosebumps. Again. “It’s not too loud in here, but I definitely want to hear you.”


    I nod, the corners of my mouth lifting. Marie hands us our menus, but I can’t stop feeling his leg pressed against mine. Am I thinking hooker thoughts for wanting him closer? Should I worry about the physical and emotional things I’m feeling for him?


    No, my mind says.


    This is the effect attraction has on me. Good Lord, it’s like being buzzed, or even drunk on his attention. My body, for all its superiority, is a complete adolescent next to this boy.


    He puts his arm around me and I scoot into it.


    “What are you having?” he asks into my ear.


    I wish he would kiss me. It doesn’t make sense that he’d do this, but a girl can hope. A guy like Sebastian wouldn’t assume he could do such a thing on the start of the first date, which makes me resent and crave him at the same time. OMG, he smells like the beach, like sand and soap and fresh skin.


    “I’ll have the brie quesadilla with chicken,” I hear myself saying. The combination of brie and smoked mozzarella sounds enchanting. Add chicken, cherry tomato salsa and a chipotle crema and my mouth is already watering. The only thing that can keep me from getting dizzy with lust is food.


    An ex-fat girl’s favorite friend!


    “You’re going to love the quesadilla. I’m having the sticky ribs. Do you like ribs?”


    My head nods on its own; I’m unable to tear my eyes from him. He leans in and says, “I want to kiss your neck.”


    Apparently a girl’s dreams can come true.


    He leaves his head there, his mouth hovering beside my ear, his lips so dangerously close to my skin I’m practically hyperventilating with need. I lean my neck closer to his mouth and he gives me the softest, most gentle kiss. My heart starts galloping at this point. Then the whole side of my body races with the chills and the swimming starts below my navel. I pull myself away from him, but not like I’m offended. One kiss was enough. The truth is, one was too many, but a thousand wouldn’t be enough.


    “Please don’t do that again,” I say.


    “Too good?” he says, confident, which makes him even sexier to me.


    “Yes,” I say, woozy with need. “Way too good.”


    “I love the way you taste, Raven.”


    I lean my body against his, nuzzle up to him. Tilting my chin up, I kiss him on the mouth, which has that erotic, dizzying sensation starting in me all over again. I’m practically exploding with want and need, and everything carnal.


    I don’t even remember what my quesadilla tasted like, but when I got to the beach home, I found out exactly how Sebastian tasted.


    He tasted like sin.
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    When he woke up in my bed the next morning, he rolled over, yawned and smiled at me. “Do you have an extra toothbrush?” he asks.


    I shake my head, then say, “Just rinse mine off when you’re done.” He gets out of bed, naked, his body stripped of fat. He’s all muscle. All lean and sinewy, like he spends his days surfing, like he spent the better part of his young life in the gym getting that look.


    Somewhere off in the distance, I think I hear harps playing and angels singing.


    “It’s not polite to stare,” he says, walking into the bathroom. He doesn’t even look back, he just knows. Which makes me giggle to myself.


    When he’s in the bathroom, brushing his teeth, I’m thinking, it’s not polite to cheat either. That didn’t stop him. When he’s done brushing his teeth, he comes in wearing a towel and kisses me on the mouth. I take his kiss, melt into it, and yet I’m hating the absolute shit out of both of us right now, too. He’s got to go. I just want him gone. Grabbing his hand, I don’t let go. If I could take him home with me, I would. This son of a bitch.


    “You have someone,” I say, matter-of-fact.


    He blinks twice, his body going perfectly still. “What do you mean?”


    I pull the sheet up over my breasts and say, “Come on Sebastian, you know what I mean.” I’m crawling his brain right now; his thoughts are my thoughts. And right now he’s totally into me, and not at all into his girlfriend, who has been short with him, and talking about taking a break. He’s still with her, though, and he knows this was wrong.


    “We had a good night, a great night, and I enjoyed you more than you know, but until you are single, you and I both know you shouldn’t be doing things like this.”


    “I’m not exactly happy,” he says, not knowing how I know the things I know, but knowing I’m speaking the truth.


    I have to say, I’m surprised by his candor. He doesn’t even try to deny it!


    “Then you should let her go, don’t play the middle ground between two women. It’s totally unattractive, and not really you at your best.”


    “How do you know this?” he says, clearly baffled. “Are you really from out of town?”


    “I am.”


    “Then…?”


    “I’m a different kind of girl,” I say, not at all planning to tell him much about me, “the kind who knows things. Like for example, I know you spent two years trying to make Corinne the one, but now you realize she’s not and this has you rattled.”


    He stiffens up, grabs his clothes and scrambles into them, like he thinks Corinne set him up and now it’s over.


    “She didn’t set you up,” I say. He looks up at me. “But she’s feeling the same things you’re feeling, right? Isn’t that the problem?”


    “You don’t know that,” he says, his breath high in his throat, his words coming fast and sharp. The room suddenly feels very cold, dark even though the morning light is cutting in through the drapes.


    “But I do.”


    “You’re a freak if you do,” he says, red faced and pointed. He says “freak” like I should shrink from the insult. Whatever. I’ve been called worse.


    “Yes, Sebastian, I’m a freak. But that doesn’t mean I’m wrong. It also doesn’t mean last night was flawed. It happened for a reason, for both of us.”


    He stops what he’s doing, looks at me. His hair is hanging in his face, his eyes dangerously blue. Already, he’s scrambling for an alibi.


    “I usually chase a certain boy. You’re different. Not my thing, but a delicious surprise.” I can’t help smiling at this, my heart warming up the ice crystalizing between us. Sitting up, I say, “Sebastian, you showed me what it’s like to have fun, to relax, to throw myself into the moment, romantically. I’ve never had that. If you knew how important this night was to me—OMG, Sebastian…”


    Sliding his belt through the loops, buttoning up his jeans, he says, “How do you know Corinne? And when did you find out about her?”


    “I only knew this morning, otherwise I wouldn’t have let you have me last night.”


    “How? Were you snooping?”


    “In this beach house? Seriously?”


    “You know what I mean.”


    “What could I possibly snoop through to find out anything about you?” I ask. “Much less her?”


    “How should I know? You’re the one telling me about my girlfriend’s feelings.”


    “There’s a reason you’re here with me and not with her, so all I’m saying is maybe that has some relevance in your life. You had fun last night, right?”


    The question makes him uncomfortable. Then: “I did.”


    “Okay, so what does that tell you?”


    He runs his hands through his hair, looks away, then back at me, frustrated that I’m making him admit the truth. “I need more of it.”


    The bed sheet slipping some, the tops of my breasts exposed, I say, “If you already know you can’t make it work with Corinne, then let her find someone else, because being with her when you’re allowing yourself to also be with other girls isn’t right. It’s shitty and you know it.”


    He nods his head, contemplating.


    “I haven’t been with other girls,” he says. He’s telling me the truth, and I appreciate this about him. “You’re the first.”


    Pulling out of his head, I say, “One for the road?”


    He thinks about this for a moment, then I let the sheets fall all the way down to my waist and his clothes start coming off again. This is capricious of me, and wanton now that I know he’s with someone else, but he’s already been inside me once. Will doing it twice make things worse? Less moral?


    Nope. Yep.


    Whatevs.


    When we’re done, when he’s cleaning himself up and getting dressed, he apologizes for being with me when he has a girlfriend. He says I was right, that cheating on Corrine was wrong. I give him my number and tell him when and only when he breaks up with Corinne—if he decides that’s the right thing for both of them—he should call me. But only when it’s done done. Not if they’re on a break, or any of that noncommittal bullshit.


    He kisses me good-bye, and I can’t let go of his hand. Then I do. A few minutes later, a text comes through. It’s him telling me I was amazing.


    Gosh damn right I was.


    I’m also a bit crushed. If he had been single, I would’ve relocated to Huntington Beach to see how things went. In some part of my brain, the hopeful girl part of my brain that still understands and relishes innocence, I was soooooo hoping he was single.


    But he wasn’t. He isn’t.


    Instead, I get up, get ready for the day, throw on a bikini and a pair of ripped jean shorts and eat. Up the road, there is a bike shop that rents bikes. I get there early, pick a great beach bike and a floppy beach hat that should keep the sun off my face.


    “Where’s the best place to ride?” I ask the scruffy kid behind the counter.


    “The Huntington Beach Bike Trail will take you almost up to Sunset Beach.”


    He isn’t paying an ounce of attention to me, almost rudely, so I slip in his brain wondering why he’s being this way only to discover he’s nervous as hell around me because he thinks I’m the sexiest girl he’s ever seen. Talk about reading a situation wrong! I thought this guy could give two shits less about me, and then this! How many other situations have I misjudged before?


    Oh, the things I don’t know about men.


    “Thanks,” I say. And then: “I really like your hair.” He looks up at me and smiles, and I can tell I’m making his day. I like doing this, being this girl.


    “You do?”


    It’s shaved on the sides with a short blade, but the top is long, draped over one side with tons of product in it. It really does look good. I wasn’t lying.


    “Absolutely. I like your face, too. You’re cute.”


    The day is warm, with a light, salty breeze coming off the water. Seagulls chirp overhead and the bike trail is busy. At first, I’m fighting for balance on the bike (I haven’t been on one in years), but after a few minutes my confidence sets in and I’m happy I’m doing this. A moderate ride north, up the Huntington Beach Bike Path heading toward Sunset Beach, becomes enjoyable, even a bit entertaining. Along the way, in longer and longer stretches, a lot of the scenery becomes dry, flat and brown. Even the ocean looks a little sick of the beach.


    The day is bright, however, and the air smells salty and wet, like the sea. The people I see are varied—some beautiful, some artful, some ugly and some too blasé for words—yet every single one of them is friendly. At Bolsa, Chica State Beach, a Hispanic man with a very clean looking taco truck and a loud speaker playing Latin music is serving the best smelling street tacos ever. I eat four. And OMG, yummy!


    I sit on the beach for awhile, letting my stomach digest my meal, letting the waves break on the shoreline. A man and his dog walk by. The dog is a Frenchie. He’s barrel chested, slobbery and proud. The dog, that is. The man is barrel bellied and bald, with a small butt and too much hair on his back to go shirtless, but whatever. He’s probably happy. His dog looks happy. Watching him talking with his proud little pooch, gazing out to sea, his face not hammered by a lifetime of failure and disappointment, I think I would give just about anything to be normal. To not know this life I’ve lived. To not be…this person, this thing, I’ve become.


    Ugh, it’s too lonely here. So…back on the bike.


    On the ride heading home, I spot a particularly nice stretch of beach that looks crowded enough for me to blend in and not feel alone, so I break out the towel and trudge through the sand down by the water where I lay out for nearly an hour. Perspiring, craving a swim, I head into the water, which is as brisk as it is invigorating.


    On more than one occasion, I see boys who look like Sebastian. None prove to be him, but that doesn’t mean I’m not thinking of him. I am. This little slutty monster slept with a stranger. A delicious one at that. God he was good! He was, however, a boy I failed to evaluate before giving myself to him. Closing my eyes, sinking up to my neck into the cool, salty sea, I think, I would do it all over again.


    So I will. I mean, I must.


    My invisible tentacles spread wide and extend their reach out into the world, searching for him, then finding him. I crawl his brain and learn so many things about him, but there are two very important things I learn that sway my decision in his favor. One: Corrine cheated on him with a hot colleague, and two: she’s currently out of town on a work conference and won’t be back for three days.


    I want those days. I want Sebastian again.
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    Sebastian is totally surprised to see me. He doesn’t know how the hell I’d found him. He’s outside at a table alongside the beach eating lunch with friends—no, co-workers—when I stroll up. His peers are all eyes on me, undressing me, aching for me, struggling to understand why I’m staring at Sebastian rather than any of them. Gradually, they all turn and look at him. Anyone with three functioning brain cells in their head knows Sebastian’s crushing on me. Nervousness is smeared all over his face. We’re talking dilated pupils, flushed face, an inability to swallow his food right. He was going all ham and cheese on his food when he saw me and now all that power-eating has him gulping hard and reaching for his soda for help.


    “Raven,” he exclaims, barely clearing his throat.


    Batting my eyelashes at his co-workers (who are now just realizing he knows me), I say, “Don’t be rude, Sebastian. Introduce me to your friends.”


    He does, but I can tell all of them know about Corrine, and none of them know about me or the illegal, sinful things we’ve done. My, my, my—this boy can keep a secret. Which makes me wonder what I should say next. Stupid me, I hadn’t really thought that far ahead.


    “That surfboard you were telling me about, I think it will be just perfect for my boyfriend.”


    Okay, just so you know, I’ll never be an actress because I suck that bad. The little pack of hard-on’s, his friends and co-workers, they bought it because all of them looked at Sebastian, as if his answer would somehow put all their pounding hearts at ease.


    The guys he’s with, they all work together at a surf shop up the street. I know this because I crawled their brains a moment ago, the same way digital data mining spiders crawl the web looking for relevant information on websites for SEO ranking. When I wiggled around in their brains, however, I wasn’t searching for anything more than a surface understanding of who they were.


    So Sebastian’s now ogling me, trying to stuff down his disbelief because he knows he didn’t tell me he works at a surf shop. He’s also not trying to give too much away, especially the fact that we have been together. He can’t stand the idea of his personal business being made public.


    Good boy.


    Still lingering on the surface of the minds of his friends, each of them is dying to know who I am and how I know Sebastian. One of the guys, a scruffy kid named Clay, who’s not terrible looking, just under groomed, he’s in love with Corrine. He’s secretly hoping she will dump Sebastian, so right now he’s anxious for things to say to Corrine, like how her guy and this super hot chick with Goth undertones were flirting in front of everyone. Which we aren’t.


    Still…we give nothing away. I won’t. Sebastian won’t.


    “Why don’t you come over to the shop and I’ll show you the designs I was talking about,” he says, more convincing than me, “but after I’m eating. I only get one break today and this is it, so maybe I could get back to it, if you don’t mind.” He says it like I’m a child in love with a man.


    Ha! As if…


    “Okay,” I say, swallowing my embarrassment with a smile, like I could care less him giving me the cold shoulder like that. I tell myself it’s because of Corrine, nothing else. “Just call me when you’re done and I’ll head over.”


    To the guys, I smile generously, push my chest out just the littlest bit, then say, “Well it was nice to meet all of you, I’m sorry for interrupting.”


    “You wanna crash our squad?” one of them asks. Clay. The slippery asshole just dying to tear off Corrine’s panties. God, I hate guys like this.


    “That’s kind of you,” I say, “but I’m meeting a friend for lunch. I’m heading there to meet him now.” When I walk off, the guys zero in on Sebastian. They’re full of questions and comments about my ass and tits, about how hot I am. But I slip inside his brain and realize he won’t tell them anything, and that makes me like him so much more. Some boys brag. Others never f*ck and tell. Sebastian is the perfect gentleman, unless you take into account the girlfriend, but whatever. You get my point.


    When my cellphone rings half an hour later, Sebastian says, “How did you find me?”


    “Easy,” I say.


    “More of your…special nature?” he says, sarcastic, but not mean. Almost like I intruded upon him. Um, hello, did anyone tell him his social proof just went through the roof knowing me?


    “I’m not a stalker, if that’s what you mean.”


    “No,” he says in a deeply caustic tone, “you’re psychic or something. Is that what you’re going to tell me?”


    Actually it was. This, of course, has me thinking I should never even drop hints to others about my abilities. Some people, when they see the tiniest thread, they pull. They can’t help it. It’s curiosity, human nature. So now Sebastian’s picking at the thread, but not yet pulling it.


    “I’m not really a full-fledged psychic, but I do have…specific instincts, a heightened intuition.” God that sounds so ridiculous coming out of my mouth. “Not that it matters.”


    “That’s just weird,” he says, calming down significantly. It sounds like he’s calling me from outside, somewhere near a main road. The sound of cars in the background is a bit distracting.


    “I’m here for three more days,” I say, because that’s how much time I have left at beach house I rented. “I don’t really want to spend the rest of the time…alone.”


    “I thought you were having lunch with a friend?”


    “Nope.”


    “So you came to see me?”


    “I did.”


    “How did you know I’d be there?” he asks, less jovially than before. “More of your psychic powers mumbo-jumbo?”


    “Come over tonight,” I say, ignoring the jab.


    “No.”


    “Please,” I say, still giving off that airy-fun vibe, even though I’m starting to panic because he really is sticking to his guns.


    “We had our fun, Raven,” he says. He tells me this the way you tell a person you’re breaking up with that you just need a little time. It’s not you, it’s me.


    Laughing lightheartedly, brushing it off, I say, “As your own private psychic, I can tell you for absolute certainty the plans you’ll be breaking tonight aren’t a big deal.” He’s going to a beach party with a few friends who drink to get drunk, even though he isn’t a drinker himself. “What you’re really doing,” I continue, “is biding time until Corrine gets back, I know that. Her and I, though, we’re on the same schedule. As in, she’ll be home in three days, which is right about the time I’ll be leaving. There won’t be two vaginas occupying the same space at the same time, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


    At the mention of Corrine’s schedule, he says, “I knew you two were in on this!”


    Wait, what?


    “I promise you I’m not,” I say, scrambling to regain control.


    “This is just like her,” he spits, disgusted. “Trying to catch me cheating. This is exactly the kind of shit she’d pull. You tell Corrine I said she cheated first so she can go fuck herself!”


    And then he hangs up on me. I send him a text telling him it isn’t her, that it’s me, that I’m an unexplainable wonder who has three days left here if he changes his mind.


    He doesn’t change his mind, and he doesn’t call; my heart…it breaks just a smidge. Not because I fell in love with him a little bit or anything, but because I wanted those three days with him. I wanted to get a few more non-Astor Academy memories. A reminder of him to take home with me. Now all I have is the memory of a hot beach boy who thinks I set him up on behalf of his cheating girlfriend. The saddest part about watching this tryst of ours circle the drain is thinking I didn’t want more than what he had to offer. He was perfect the way he was.
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    When my time at the beach house is up, I leave Huntington Beach feeling crappy and weak. How did this happen? I gave myself to a stranger. Who had a girlfriend. As if that wasn’t enough, I was okay with it.


    Maybe I’m not okay with it.


    Not that it matters anymore, me being a skank and all. Then again, with no one to judge me but myself, is this really a bad thing? From a moral standpoint, yes. From a psychological standpoint, not so much. Should I really be wrecked about this? About my choices?


    No.


    I saw what I wanted and took it.


    Sebastian saw what he wanted in me and he took it, too. The romance was consensual. The sex was otherworldly. Corrine cheated on him; he cheated on her. Yet we both had a great night as a result. No harm, no foul, as Brayden likes to say. But that’s not true.


    My whole life is one foul after another. Is this my mid-youth crisis? I don’t know. I can’t quite be sure, but it feels like it.


    This questionable life I’m living, is my conscience really that wounded? The truth is: not really. So I was a humiliated fat girl who endured a lot of pain to become beautiful. So what? I can’t think of a single person who wouldn’t murder for my stellar looks. And kill I did. What are people anyway but animals with opposable thumbs, a Visa card and an opinion? I know, thou shalt not kill, and all that, but if Holland can create and manipulate life, if he can be old AF and harness immortality, if there are things like the doctor from Dulce who can turn shot-to-death girls into hybrids capable of…whatever, then do I really need to keep God in the equation anymore? Does He even have relevance?


    I can make a compelling case that He doesn’t. I don’t want to…but I can. And if He does exist, then it’s going to be a long f*cking time before we meet.


    This makes me sound both blasphemous and ungrateful, I get it. But if there were no such idea as being good or being bad, and everything in life was just life itself unfolding without judgement, then would we really lament all the stupid shit we concern ourselves with on a daily basis?


    Probably not.


    So screw it. I’m not going to feel bad about what I become because I don’t have to become the future me laid out on Holland’s gurney. I can be different. I’m going to be different! I’m not going to feel bad about who I was because I’m not that portly, pathetic little bridge troll anymore. And if anyone says anything to the contrary, they can go suck a fat girl’s dick for all I care.


    Holland—that f*cking retard—he might be right. This sure as hell could be my Eat, Pray, Love moment unfolding. This is where I finally liberate myself from my past, from the past versions of me, and from future me. And it’s working. Something inside me feels lighter, more exuberant, free. I let some girl’s boyfriend stuff me full and I’m not fretting it. I have no home, no commitments, no one to answer to, and I don’t care.


    So yes, this is my Eat, Pray, Love moment!


    Roaring up Highway 1, the sea to my far left, the hills to my right, I turn on the radio, find the hard rock station and crank it. It’s playing “Narcissistic Cannibal” by Korn and the words are totally fitting.


    How is it total strangers can write something that makes me feel known? No longer alone? It’s crazy. Using my mind, I pump up the volume; using my foot, I stomp the pedal and the big V8 growls, the tires digging into the pavement. The hills rush by in a soft green blur, yet the sea appears perfectly still as it stretches into a blue eternity. Overhead the sky is bright, cloudless. A push of the button opens the sunroof and the crisp, clean air funnels in, making me smile.


    Then the phone rings, putting my joy on pause.


    One hundred miles per hour becomes sixty, and the volume gets cranked way down because the ringing through the Bang & Olufsen sound system isn’t quiet. I answer the phone, nearly missing the Sycamore Canyon Road exit.


    It’s Holland.


    “You need to come home,” he says. I’m almost too busy following the signs to Pfeiffer State Beach to give his comment consideration.


    “I’m heading that way,” I mumble.


    The way the one lane road cuts down into the trees, it’s like slipping through a canopy of foliage too majestic for words. I’m staring in awe, my foot barely on the gas, my head not into the conversation I’m not having with a man too despicable to define.


    “Where are you?” he asks, a touch impatient.


    “Big Sur,” I say, rolling down the windows so I can smell the dense woods and the damp, earthy smell of the trees and brush. “I’ll probably only stay a day or two, then I’ll be heading back to Astor.”


    “You should come now,” he says, his tone even, completely devoid of warmth.


    “Why? What’s happened?”


    “It doesn’t matter, just come home.”


    I stick my arm out the window, fan the cool air into my face, then say, “If it doesn’t matter, then I’ll be home in a few days.” I press the END button. So it’s rude, hanging up the way I did, but whatever. I’m in the middle of finding myself and he’s a freaking monster from my past I can’t seem to forget fast enough. Besides, it’s not like I’m snubbing the Pope.


    My God, this road!—this scenery!


    How can I be expected to allow the ugliness of that demandy butthole into a world as inspiring as this?! I can’t. I won’t.


    At the ranger’s station, I pay to get into the state beach, then drive down to the parking area and kill the engine. I get out of the car, pull off my shoes and socks and slide into a pair of flip flops. My feet are somewhat sweaty, and it isn’t the best idea ever mixing them with sand, but whatevs, this girl’s on a spiritual journey to find my more enlightened self.


    So who gives a crap about dirty feet?


    After a short walk to the beach, I trek out into the sand, a light ocean breeze washing over my feet, up my bare legs. The air smells clean. Seagulls squawk overhead, five or six of them that aren’t concerned with their haphazard flight patterns or their inability to make friends.


    For the next half hour, I sit in the sand and stare out into the busy sea, losing myself completely. Waves surge into the sandy cove and are sucked out. In the center of the cove, these same waves break against a gigantic rock so huge and grandiose it has a big square doorway that looks more like a hallway cutting through the water-level middle of it. This window of a rock is what makes this beach so stately, and such a popular tourist attraction. It’s awe-inspiring sitting here, in fact, I almost want to waltz into the water and drown, make this serene moment my last. But I can’t. So I simply absorb Mother Nature in her most perfect form.


    Suddenly I realize the emotional weight I’ve been lugging around. It’s like that familiar burden you never expect to part with, but now it’s draining away and you feel free of its every encumbrance. A smile finds my face, and my eyes form upside-down crescent moons, that’s how at peace I am. Then, a few feet away, a woman trekking through the sand sets up a beach chair. The low-slung chair’s seat sits so close to the sandy beach floor, it almost bottoms out when the woman drops into it. She glances over and politely says hello.


    “Hi,” I say.


    In places like this, there’s no such thing as stranger-danger.


    The woman is pretty for her age. Her figure is thin, not skinny—more like the yoga body you get when you’re too old to do weights and CrossFit, but not so old you can’t sweat and stretch in high heat with others. I wonder how old she is. Fifty? Sixty? I’m sure I could crawl her mind and answer all my unasked questions, but I don’t. I won’t.


    Looking over at me with crystal eyes that look both alert and alive, she says, “There’s something about having the canyon to your back and the ocean spread out before you in its endless, blue splendor. Just look at it out there. It’s the entire horizon and it’s unmolested by the miseries and miscarriages of life. Isn’t it gorgeous? I mean, seriously, we’re at the end of the continent and it feels like paradise.”


    Okay, so this is someone I really want to talk to. Why? The same way you would avoid people with the intelligence quotient of a garden slug is the same way you gravitate towards smart people with good energy. Ten seconds into our conversation and already I know we’ll get along.


    Her name is Nichole (but please, everyone calls me Nikki) and she tells me she’s in her sixties, that she’s raised five kids, endured two marriages and that she recently survived the death of her mother. The way she says this, how she’s so stoic but her watery eyes are giving her away, my heart breaks for her, and it sings. This is a triumphant woman in touch with her emotions.


    Then my cell phone poops all over the moment by ringing incessantly. I check the number. It’s unlisted. So it’s not Holland, thank Christ.


    “Excuse me,” I say, picking up. “Hello?”


    It could be anyone; it could be important.


    “Big Sur will always be there,” the soft voice says, “but right now you’re needed here.” Future Alice can change bodies like she changes clothes, and she’s got a pretty level disposition it seems, yet there is something unsettling in her voice that makes me cringe. It’s the same thing that lets me know she is Alice without her having to tell me.


    “I don’t want to come home,” I say, glancing sideways at Nikki. “I’m finally doing something for myself, something that matters.”


    “You’ll have the rest of time for your current self. Your future self, however, she moved today. Blinked her good eye open. I think she needs to see you. I think she has something to say, a message perhaps.”


    The idea of returning to the future version of me—the warrior, the hater, the revolutionary and the martyr—it makes me hang up the phone and return to my conversation with Nikki. She finishes telling me how she escaped the woeful slog of her life and embarked upon the journey that would later usher her into a life of peace and gratitude. At this point, really, I don’t have time for Alice.


    Right now, it’s all about Nikki.


    God, how I envy her! The way she’s untied her past, how she lives a life no longer inhibited by mistakes. No longer laced with emptiness. A darkness she claimed used to rest firmly inside her heart, that was what she fought and effectively escaped. Her story has me in a state of wonderment. It’s got me in a state of awe. What truths will I discover along the way to true happiness? Is this even possible for me?


    I ask, “Do you think the future is per-ordained?”


    She smiles and in that smile my body finds a safe harbor. I don’t need to crawl her brain to get a sense of her. Her memories don’t define her. Is it possible all the grief I carry, all the fear and guilt that festers in me constantly, is it possible I can break free of this?


    “I released it one day. I just got in my car and left everything behind. My things, my businesses, all the ‘stuff’ that defined me as me. I just went. I didn’t know where I was going, I only knew I didn’t want to be where I had always been. In essence, I left myself behind.”


    The feeling she evokes scrapes at the darkness inside me. Lets a sliver of light peek through.


    “What about your family?” I ask.


    She smiles again, softer this time, and then she lets the sea pull her away from me. Gazing into the blue wonder, she says, “We text.”


    A reactive snort escapes me. I cup my mouth shut with my hand and still the humor inside me.


    “What?” she asks, genially.


    “It’s just that…well, technology is unravelling the fabric of communication, stripping away the telling nuances of conversation, and this is how you’re keeping them close?”


    “It’s how I keep them at a distance without having to let them go fully,” she says. “I’m still their mother. They’re still my children.”


    “And yet you’ve left yourself behind.”


    “Yes, I left myself behind. But not them. I adore my kids,” she says, “but they have their lives, and I needed one of my own.”


    “If you could give me one piece of advice—” I start to say.


    “Close your eyes and jump.”


    “What does that even mean?” Really, I want to know.


    Her gaze shifts again, those sparkling eyes lost once more to the rhythms of the sea. Waves crest and break, smashing themselves against the rocks, flattening all along the shore. In an almost whimsical voice, like she’s done with the conversation, she says, “It means whatever it means to you, sweetheart.”
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    Driving up Highway 1, not going ninety or ninety-five along the curves like my old self so desperately wants, I think a lot about Nikki and Sebastian, about the places I went on this trip, about the peace that aches to open like a flower inside me and I realize I have to do what Nikki said and just jump.


    I think maybe I get it now.


    What I need is the courage to do what I’m damn terrified to do, what makes the least amount of sense but will solve the most problems. My butt cheeks pucker at the thoughts swimming inside of my head. There is truth in there, and right now it’s all so very clear.


    I have to erase my past, leave my future behind.


    But isn’t this what I started out to do in the first place? Indeed it is. There’s no more Savannah Van Duyn. No more Abigail Swann. I am Raven de’ Medici, am I not? The me I’ve resigned myself to, she’s the third translation of Holland’s dream, and the initial version of the Dulce doctor who made me a hybrid of science and technology, a product of biological impossibility.


    I’m me, and I’m not me.


    It only makes sense that I leave me again.


    Then my brain churns out a memory. Something future Alice said to me that night in the desert when we were heading home. Alice said, “Who you are in the future is inspiring, Raven. You single-handedly bring thousands of years of corruption to a grating halt.”


    Shouldn’t that be a good thing? In the end, by the look of my future self, it wasn’t for her. Yet I know why she did what she did, and it has me thinking, can I leave it all behind? Can I leave humanity in a state of perpetual slavery?


    If I don’t rise to the challenge, someone will, I tell myself. Not all of humanity is weak. They will not all drop to a knee and fearfully kiss the boots of their oppressors, will they?


    I have to believe they won’t.


    When I sloshed through the memories in future me’s head, I found that I did these things Alice said I did. I murdered Presidents and dignitaries, CEO’s and market makers, international bankers and the heads of the most powerful organizations on earth. Dead by my hand were the social cannibals and the heathens who turned the world into a prison, men and women too cruel and unreasonable to let live, men and women with such a frothing distaste for humanity they referred to everyone else as the bottom ninety-nine. As in the ninety-nine percenters. The unwashed masses. The useless eaters.


    In the process of righting wrongs, I laid entire countries to waste. When a child is born, if there’s no human contact, the child can die from neglect. On the flip side of the equation is a mother who loves her child so fiercely she can crush the very life from it in a hug. I never found that fine line, that middle ground, as Raven de’ Medici. So ferocious was my thirst for vengeance, for justice, I squeezed too tight and killed the thing I fought hardest to protect: humanity.


    I lost.


    And so many lost with me.


    If there are lessons to be learned, it’s that you can’t unseat one leader without another taking his or her place. One dead President won’t solve anyone’s problem. Dead bankers, dead CEO’s and dead politicians aren’t the answer to centuries of corruption, although right now it feels like a damn fine start. People rallied around future me at first, but in the end, what did she really do but transfer the balance of power from one treasonous cockroach to another? That’s why she gave up and endured the prison, why crawling through her memories, I felt myself enduring the punishment with her.


    The truth is, I hate the future me, how—through her memories—I saw society becoming weak, fat and needy, how the order of this world fell to the clever, the shifty, the undeserving. Mostly, I hate that with all this power, with all this strength and my immortality, the future me still lives as a prisoner. Killing all those cowards and fiends, it was really just the future me struggling to break out of my own prison. It never worked. All I ever did seemed fruitless.


    A waste of time.


    In the end, the future version of me spent half a century in a bottomless pit in the desert getting brain f*cked and tortured while suffering malnutrition and neglect. After taking the world tour of my future self’s life, when I tried to sort out my feelings with future Alice, I figured she might understand me, maybe even help me find resolution. At least, that was my hope. She didn’t help.


    Instead, that day in the lab when I came out of future me’s head, she said, “You’ve always been one to push the envelope too far. And you didn’t ruin civilization as much as you forced evolution.”


    In that moment, to her, I said, “I don’t want to be that girl. I just wanted to be skinny, and pretty. Never…her.” At this point, we were standing over a steel gurney holding the curled up, mangled future me. Alice smiled, which even on a different body had that kind of sadistic Alice smile.


    “Well you are her,” she said. “I mean, you will be.”


    “So why did you bring her to me?”


    “Because you asked. You said, ‘If I ever get caught, if something bad ever happens, bring me back to me. Take me back to Astor. Take me back to me.’ You called out to me, so here I am. With you. With both of you.”


    I was standing in the lab with Holland, looking at Alice as if Holland wasn’t there, much less alive. Making sense of any of this seemed incomprehensible at the time, and perhaps is still feels that way. In either case, I’d looked deep into future Alice’s eyes and said, “Why would I ask this of you? Why would I want to do this to myself? Force me to see this monster I’ve become?”


    She shrugged her shoulders then said, “Probably so you could find out what you did wrong and fix it in the future. If you know how you’re going to get caught before you get caught, it would stand to reason that you’ll never get caught.”


    She sounded like Holland in that moment.


    Now I’m wondering, what if I never play the game? “Don’t play the game,” I say aloud to no one as I’m driving up the coast doing the speed limit.


    But what about the future? I wonder. Alice would say, everything is malleable, even time. And she would be right. Great, I’m now taking phantom advice from a girl in a body-suit operating nearly a millennia into the future.


    If you told me this little gut-melter child I socked in the face on a San Francisco sidewalk would borrow a body, travel back in time to rescue me while bringing the eight-hundred year old version of me in tow, I would tell you you’re freaking certifiable. Now here I am. Running away from fate. Trying to change the future with an Eat, Pray, Love trip through Southern California in my badass Audi.


    What a fool I am!


    How stupid.


    Alice is like me, though. We’re children of mad men and science; we are all abominations that survived, and tried to thrive. And now we are trapped, tending to each other because whom else do we have? We have no one.


    I have no one.


    When I finally get home, back to Astor, back in Holland’s underground lab, I head straight to my future self, take her hand in mine and mentally work to rouse her. When I left, she wouldn’t wake up. I feel her now, fighting her way into consciousness. It takes her every effort.


    When she finally wakes—which in itself is a shared struggle—she puts her one good eye on me and from her devastated mind to mine, she blocks off the tsunami sized waves of despair and chaos and confusion and she whispers, “Kill me, Raven. Kill us.”


    I look at her, a blank look in my purple eyes and I think, can I even do such a thing? I turn and look at future Alice and Holland and they simply look back at me with no answers in their eyes.


    After a moment, she closes her eye, and a warm tear slides out. Then her mind is gone again, the waves crashing over it, her soul sucking itself back into the protective mire, back into that tiny little spot at the bottom of the well under all the stagnant water where she hides safely from herself and everyone else.


    Inside, I’m dying for her. Feeling how hers is a mind spoiled by so much abuse, a Rubik’s Cube with all the colors jumbled, incoherent thought interspersed with the emotional and physical memories of decades of mistreatment, and hundreds of years of memories of a life she did not love, and no longer wants.


    The familiar darkness closes in on me, and I feel this prison she is in, how she will never find a peaceful end, how our mortality is no longer a gift as much as it is the worst punishment ever. Holland was a sadist before a scientist; he is God and the devil, light and dark. Only when I slip out of her head do I realize I was sucked inside the mire with her.


    Four hours have passed.


    I gasp for breath upon waking, then I take in my surroundings, slowly because I feel dizzy and nauseous. Holland is at work on something else and Alice is standing beside him, not paying attention. The ground beneath me seems to shift. Somehow, I manage not to fall.


    “Get out, please,” I say in a hoarse whisper. The two of them turn to me. “I need…just…can you two please give us a few minutes?”


    Unspoken suspicions sit upon their tongues, and in the brilliance of their eyes. What they see in mine, however, is pure conviction. At this moment I feel very vulnerable. Holland sees it; Alice sees it too but doesn’t care.


    After a moment, while leaving, Holland says, “You cannot keep kicking me out of my own lab, Raven.”


    I say nothing.


    I barely even acknowledge him.




    The Collapsing of Social Proof
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    Brayden picked up the phone, dialed the number and waited. When the girl on the line picked up, she said, “What.” Not a question. More a statement of irritation.


    “I just wanted to let you know I fucked your sister.”


    “Constance?”


    “Now I see why you like her. I’m half hard thinking about the way that girl kisses.”


    “You had sex with Constance,” Julie said. Again a statement, not a question. Like she couldn’t believe it. Like he was completely full of crap.


    “Twice. She’s going to call you and tell you. And when she says you’re missing out, you should probably believe her.”


    He said this, and then he hung up. He waited ten seconds before the phone rang. He let it go to voicemail. He stood there, hovering over it, waiting for it to ring again. It did. So he picked up. “I’m stepping into the shower,” he said. “Call back in ten.” He hung up again before she could speak.


    This game of relationship Russian Roulette Brayden was playing, it had his heart careening into frenzy. His palms were sweating, his breath short. If he got nervous diarrhea—which he didn’t—he’d totally muddy his trousers right now. This is the game, he told himself.


    As a reminder of what he was taught, Titan’s mantra rose in his mind: Calm down and trust the game. Trust the game.


    He kicked the hornet’s nest with Julie. That was the idea, though, wasn’t it? He was breaking her, but did he really want that? No. Not anymore. What he wanted was for her to take him back. Or at least let him have another chance. Which is why he was doing this. Nothing drove a woman insane like jealousy. It was a dividing agent, or a bonding agent. Time would tell if his angle would work.


    So he took a shower and then he called her.


    “Sorry,” he said before she even said hello, “I’ve felt dirty all day.”


    “You call me, tell me you slept with Constance, then hang up on me because you have to take a shower? Are you freaking kidding me right now?!”


    Everything building up in her from the point he said he slept with Constance turned nuclear.


    “I didn’t want you to hear it from her first,” he said, his calm against her ferocity. “This is me trying to be courteous to your feelings is all.”


    “Omifreakinggod, that’s a bunch of bullshit!”


    Calmly, not taking the bait, he said, “You’ve slept with her, now I’ve slept with her. What’s the big deal? She’s a sexual goddess stuck with her step-brother for a fuck buddy. Just like you. Really, it was out of consideration for her circumstances and lack of options that I did what I did for her.”


    “First Raven, now this?! You’re such an asshole!”


    “Look, I’m not going to disagree with you on that point,” he said, his heart clobbering at his ribs despite the even tenor in his voice. “What I’m going to say is a guy knows when a girl’s interest wanes, and yours is waning in me. Not that I blame you. You’re about to be a mother. Again. And there are a whole slew of complications that go along with incestual relationships. I mean, I can’t even imagine the lies you have to prepare for that situation.”


    See a puddle of gasoline, drop a match on it…


    “It’s not your problem anymore,” she said, surprisingly even keel. His brazen statement should have set her off, but it didn’t. Perhaps she knew the truth when it was pushed in her face.


    “What kind of shenanigans you pull with your siblings never was my problem. The point is, if you and I are done, don’t let it be about Raven, or Constance. Raven is a friend who doesn’t like you because you come off like a rotten bitch, even though lately you haven’t been. So I guess I don’t really blame her. I did have a talk with her, though—because it was necessary—and in the end I’m choosing you while you’re choosing otherwise. Unless you were just mad. That’s why I called. To talk to you about us, and what we’re going to do about it.”


    “You slept with Constance, Brayden,” she growled. “You slept with Constance!”


    “So have you,” he said calmly. “What’s worse is no one would say anything was wrong with me having sex with her, but you…oh, the shit people would say about what you’ve done! How not only do you do it with your sister, but you’re carrying your brother’s baby inside, too. Holy crap. Can you even begin to imagine the conversation that would produce?”


    Total and complete silence, that was her answer. What was really going on in that brain of hers was most assuredly atom-bomb-type thoughts. She would be thinking words like obnoxious dick, and betrayal, and hatred. He understood.


    Again, she wouldn’t be wrong.


    “Good thing for you is I don’t really judge you for your transgressions,” he said. “I mean, we’re no saints, Jules. The truth is, we’re assholes, and the sooner we admit it, the sooner we can get on being the happy little couple again.”


    “You really think I’m an asshole?” she asked, her mood shifting to truth.


    “I absolutely think you’re an asshole,” he said with traces of laughter in his voice. “That doesn’t mean I don’t want to do bad things to you, or help give birth to the thing inside you. Did I ever tell you I delivered babies before?”


    “You what?”


    “Yep. Triplets. One was stillborn, but the other two lived.”


    “You’re so full of shit right now,” she said, but he could tell she was slowly letting go, slowly surrendering to the gravitational pull between them.


    “I’m not full of shit. It happened. It was awful, and I’ll never look at the vagina the same way again, but it most definitely happened.”


    “Whose baby was it?”


    “It doesn’t matter. What I’m saying is you’re the kind of girl who needs someone like me to put up with you and all of your drama. I’m not perfect. Never will be. And I’m not always nice and I don’t always do the right thing. But I am a man and I have needs and desires. I won’t apologize for it. And I won’t apologize for all of the stupid things yet to come, because I guarantee you that—due to no fault of my own—I’ll most definitely do more stupid things. So will you. But I won’t demand an apology when that happens because we’re human beings. We’re damaged. And that’s just that.”


    “You really slept with Constance?” she asked. Finally a question. “It’s not just a ploy to get me back?”


    “I didn’t sleep with her,” he said.


    She gave a heavy sigh of relief then said, “I knew it, you liar.”


    “I didn’t sleep with her, I had sex with her. It’s two very different things.”


    More silence.


    “What, Jules?” he asked in a tone he was using to temper her anger. “What are you thinking about? I want to know.”


    “I don’t know if I want you all the way in me or all the way out of my life. I mean, it’s like, this whole thing—I think I’m either turned on, or repulsed, and I’m honestly not sure which it is.”


    “I’m going to hang up in a minute, and so are you,” he said. “But first, I want you to simply be quiet and listen. When you hang up, go unlock your door, turn your heater up two degrees and put the Nina Simone channel on Pandora. Then light two candles, take off all your clothes, and wait for me in bed. You have exactly six minutes before I get there so don’t waste a second’s time. If when I’m done with you, if you’re not fully convinced you want to keep me, then tell me to leave and I’ll go.”


    She started to speak, but he cut her off and said, “Six minutes, Jules,” and hung up.
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    The phone rang seconds after he hung up. He didn’t answer it. He climbed into a pair of clean sweats and threw on a t-shirt; in his dresser drawer were two condoms—he grabbed them both and headed out the door. In exactly six minutes, he took Julie’s door handle in his hand, held his breath then turned it…


    ….and it opened.


    Inside two big candles were lit, Nina Simone was playing, and for the first time since he met her, Julie was standing in the candlelight completely nude, hidden not by the dark, blankets or clothing. His breath caught audibly.


    “Oh my God, you’re beautiful,” he said.


    He closed the door, went to her, didn’t even speak. He just started kissing her until his clothes were off and they were entangled in each other. When he took her, it wasn’t as aggressive as how he took Aniela and Becky, but she didn’t need that. He had the feeling Emery was an aggressive lover, so he was the opposite: a sensitive lover taking his time, savoring each moment, reading her every cue.


    Her breath burned his neck. Her mouth was steady panting, some nibbling and plenty of kissing. Her hands were claws she raked lightly then heavily down his back, her legs entwining his, making them one. She pushed onto him, slowly at first, then deeper, more needy.


    Her heart raced; his galloped.


    He couldn’t believe it. He was actually having sex not only with Julie Sanderson, but with a pregnant Julie Sanderson. Not in a million years, he thought.


    The realization alone nearly made him burst, but he held on, refusing to go before she did. He was many things, but he was certainly not an impolite lover. Her joy felt like his joy; her ecstasy was his as well—that’s why he held on so tight. With every ebb and flow of their bodies, he found himself falling more and more for her. And when it was over, when they both finished and he laid there winded and spent, Julie glanced over at him and said, “Where in the world did you learn to do it like that?”


    “Pinterest,” he replied.


    That got her laughing, but then she fell quiet and curled into his arms. Finally, she said, “I’m jealous Constance got you before me.” He decided not to say anything, because really, what the hell was he going to say? “Was she good? I mean, better than me?”


    “If I said your brother taught your sister well, would you feel like a total hillbilly?”


    She laughed again, then said, “Step-sister, Brayden. Step-brother. The nuclear family is more of a starter kit for the step family than it is a permanent situation. Not being blood related, you really can’t say it’s incest. Or indecent.”


    “Whatever humps your camel,” he said coolly, nuzzling into her. “Besides, I think it’s sexy you have a hot sister you sleep with. You’re practically every guys’ fantasy.” Gently rolling her left nipple in between his thumb and forefinger, staring at it as it stiffened, he said, “Can I stay the night? I just want to lay with you for awhile. Fall asleep beside you.”


    When she nodded and smiled, he kissed her on the nape of the neck a couple of times then buried his face in her hair and inhaled the scent of her. He loved the way she smelled, all of those nectar-sweet scents he couldn’t identify, and he wondered if they could be different people together, or if they would end up making each other’s lives unbearable. In the end it didn’t really matter because he wanted her, if only because he’d spent so much time hating her.


    “Why do you like me, Brayden?” she asked as he was vanishing softly into sleep. She asked this as she held him, as she ran her hands across his nearly shaved scalp.


    The truth was, he liked Julie because of how she looked, and in typical guy fashion, he wanted to see her body naked and go down on her, and maybe do her a few times to get it out of his system. What he never imagined was that he would like her like her because she really was a mean bitch. That and she was knocked-up with Emery’s kid. The more he thought about it, the more he realized everything about her was taboo, downright immoral. The worst choice of a girl ever. Maybe that was what turned him on so much about her, that everyone said she was bad news, but being that guy doing that girl, for him that was kinda hot.


    Some opinions matter, though.


    Raven said to dump her. Raven, who was really Abby and once Savannah. Brayden did what he set out to do, which was make Abby (Raven) jealous. At least he thought she was jealous. He wanted to be with Abby, but Raven wasn’t the Abby he’d fallen so desperately for. Raven had some other agenda that had her firmly off the reservation. He wondered, has she lost it entirely?


    It was possible.


    She was disappearing regularly, and when he was with her she was coming apart at the seams, as in super agitated and not herself at all. Then there was Cameron. Julie’s ex-bestie who hated the idea of her and Brayden so much she banished Julie from their group. No one had seen Cameron for days. And Jules wanted nothing to do with her. Rumor was she was ill, or something, but it wasn’t that. Whatever Raven did, it was so horrific Cameron remained in hiding. Or she was hurt. Aside from that, he had to fashion an answer for Jules.


    He wondered, why do I like you the way I do?


    “I like you because I expected you to be so much worse,” he said, groggily, “and here you have gone and surprised me. Plus I love your ass. And I love the way your skin and hair smells.”


    “If only we were decent people, right?” she mused.


    “If only.”


    It was the last thing he said before drifting off to sleep.
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    The next morning, he went upstairs and knocked on Cameron’s door, not sure what he would find, but what he found was she was at least alive enough to tell “whomever it was” to go away, that she wasn’t feeling well.


    He never said a word; he just turned and went, satisfied she was breathing. On the way down the hall, he ran into the non-triplets and that was an awkward conversation. Cicely asked what he was doing and he said checking on Cameron and they were like, “What for?”


    “I heard she was sick, but after what happened with Abby, how everything backfired, I thought maybe…I don’t know…it’s just…no one’s seen or heard from her in awhile.”


    “So?” Tempest said, her eyes blank.


    Last year Tempest, then Bridget, nearly got suspended for hitting Cameron in the face with a lunch tray, so he wasn’t expecting gobs of sympathy from her, and she didn’t disappoint.


    “It’s good to see you,” Georgia said, switching subjects.


    Brayden didn’t understand their history all that well. He was crushing on Georgia for awhile, but then her DNA got all screwed up and now she could wield fire with her mind. He was scared of her, yet he was still physically attracted to her. He didn’t want to hook up, then get in a lover’s quarrel some day and end up with third degree burns. It was a reasonable fear he had.


    “Have you heard from Abby at all?” Tempest asked. Now he saw worry in her eyes, and the hurt she had for Abby not calling.


    “I haven’t.”


    He looked at Georgia and wondered if she knew that Raven was Abby and the Abby stand-in was a fraud. Her eyes gave nothing away. She smiled at him, and he remembered her in Vegas, how she looked in the bathtub, how he wished he would’ve slept with her because—being back to herself again—he figured he’d never get the chance.


    “If you hear from her,” Cicely said, “will you have her call us?”


    He nodded solemnly knowing she wouldn’t call because he’d never speak to Abby the imposter again. She was gone, back home with her folks. Away from Astor Academy and its über dysfunctional occupants.


    “Are you serious about Julie?” Tempest blurted out.


    With the smell of her still on his skin, with the taste of her kiss lingering on his mouth, he said, “She’s serious about me and I’m just seeing where it’s going.”


    “She’s a total dick, though,” Tempest replied.


    “Yep,” he said.


    “And you like that?”


    “She provides me with a certain level of entertainment,” he joked.


    Tempest said, “You make her sound cute and amusing.”


    “The real reason I’m with her,” he said, giving Tempest the eyes, “is because you and I are not a couple, so really I’m settling for her until I find a way to get with you.”


    “I thought you had a thing for Georgia,” Cicely said with mischief in her voice.


    “He just said he had a thing for me,” Tempest teased.


    “Would it be crazy if I had a thing for all of you?” he joked. “Seriously, when it comes to you three, I’m soooooo not picky at all. Yet I am.”


    Tempest leaned in, kissed him on the cheek, then looked at the other two girls and said, “Just so you know, he just admitted that he chose me first.”


    “Actually, as much as I adore you, my heart’s with Georgia,” he said, looking at Georgia, who all but melted beneath that look.


    The way they were, how they were fun and all, maybe that was why he absolutely loved them, and it was most definitely why he missed them.


    He looked back at Tempest, something mischievous in his eye. “However, when you’re ready to take our flirtationship to the next level,” he teased, playing lightly with Tempest’s hair, “just text me. If that doesn’t ever happen, please don’t judge me by the poor company I keep.”


    “Just remember,” Georgia said, “they don’t call her Julie Satan because she’s cute and amusing.”


    “No,” he said, “they call her that because she’s an asshole.” That said, he gave them the biggest smile ever, said he had to go, then blew them all kisses and headed for the elevator.


    Going down, he couldn’t stop thinking of the non-triplets. By choosing Julie, he was not only dropping his social proof with them, and Raven, he wondered if he was ruining his reputation with the entire student body as well. Not that it mattered. Sex with Julie was super hot, and she was messed up enough to be interesting. So really, if he was entertained, did his social proof matter? He told himself he didn’t really care what anyone else at Astor thought. The minute he agonized over the opinions of others was the minute he lost touch with himself.


    Back in his room, he got a call from Cicely, who said, “I know you don’t want to talk about you and Julie, but I have to ask, is this about Abby? Is that why you’re dating her?”


    “Why would it be about Abby?”


    “You were in love with her,” Cicely replied, matter-of-fact.


    “I still am,” he said.


    “We all miss her,” Cicely said, “but she’s changed. After the accident, that part of her we knew, it just…it’s just gone. And now she’s gone.”


    “She is.”


    “I just didn’t want you turning to Julie because you felt you didn’t have anyone else. Especially us. We love you Brayden. Honestly, we do.”


    “I know. And I love you guys, too.”


    The bubbly air Cicely had upstairs was all gone. That didn’t mean he was feeling like a Debbie downer. It was quite the opposite. Cicely cared. They all cared about him. Which made him drop the egotistical dick-flexing for a minute to consider what was most important. He craved Julie because she was the unexpected, and he was with her because people hated it. Didn’t understand it. He did it to get back at Abby for not being with him. But Abby wasn’t Abby; Raven was Abby, and she was pissed off at him and the world, not jealous and turning to him like he’d hoped.


    “We’re worried about you,” Cicely said, solemn.


    He laughed then said, “Is this an intervention?”


    “No. It’s just…you’re hanging out with Julie, and that other girl, the one with the black hair and heavy makeup, and honestly, she’s…she’s a bit scary.”


    “Her name is Raven, and she’s high strung is all. Maybe she knows more about people than is good for her.”


    “What does that mean?”


    His chest tightened and he felt defensive. He couldn’t stand all the judgments people heaped on everyone else. Or how if they didn’t know something about someone, they all just assumed that person was…scary, or weird, or nerdy…whatever.


    Not that he was an innocent in the judgment of others. Come to think of it, he thought, I’m kind of the same way, but maybe worse.


    “A lot of the people here, they have different things about them, Cicely. Regenerative abilities, physical modifications, telekinetic tendencies—things like that. Raven has the ability to know people, like really know them, and so she’s not seeing you for who you are on the outside as much as she sees people as they are on the inside.”


    “And that explains why she’s so creepy and quiet? Why she doesn’t engage anyone socially, except you?”


    The hollow, tight feeling in his chest, it was beginning to feel like a ball of bad energy growing and climbing up inside him. He didn’t want to argue, because he didn’t want to lose Cicely as a friend, but with everything he and Abby/Raven have been through, he couldn’t help but remain loyal to Raven.


    “She sees beyond the beauty to all the ugliness and catty behavior. She sees your hatred, your jealousy, your fears and everything you’ve ever done that you’re embarrassed or proud of, or downright ashamed of. She sees everything, Cicely.”


    “And you know this how?”


    “I just do. Let’s change the subject please. She’s not here to defend herself, or explain herself, so maybe we could, I don’t know, talk about something else. Like what you guys are doing for dinner.”


    “You want to have dinner with us?”


    “Sure, but only if we do something different. Like maybe get out of town.”


    “I like your thinking,” Cicely said, perking up. “Let’s head down into Roseville to Cattleman’s. It’s a steakhouse, but more important, it’s not going to have anyone from Astor Academy there.”


    Feeling the weight that had been sitting squarely on his shoulders now lightening up just a bit, his mouth broke into a smile and he said, “Tell the others, then call me back with a time.”


    “Oh and Brayden?”


    “Yes?” he said, almost hanging up the phone.


    “Don’t bring Julie.”


    He swallowed hard, then said, “Don’t worry.”




    Vaginal Poop
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    After the attack on the sidewalk near her home, Netty suffered indescribable pain for several days, but she didn’t go to the hospital because she was terrified of what the doctor would tell her. Even worse, she was terrified of how she was feeling. Not just physically, emotionally. She wanted her baby, but somewhere inside, she also despised it. Her head was turmoil. It was confusion. Worse, her insides burned with regret. She shouldn’t have slept with Brayden, shouldn’t have kept the baby. But she did. That made her vulnerable. She gave up her sensei to the boy-devil. Gave up a fellow student. And a friend of Abby’s no less. What did that say about her?


    “That you’re weak,” she whispered aloud. She was in her bedroom, laying in bed, the blankets dragged up around her, barely awake.


    Pain shot through her. She woke instantly, doubled over. Then it passed.


    Ever since the attack, which she didn’t tell her mother about, pain flared off and on. Mostly on. Her mother kept asking what was wrong and all she could say was she had the stomach flu, or maybe it was gas. The baby was already miscarried out of her, so why the persistent pain?


    Her mother said, “Well fart then, if that’s all it is.”


    “I’ve been farting all morning,” Netty cried.


    “Then maybe it isn’t gas.”


    No, she thought, lying in bed. It’s not gas. But it’s something.


    That morning, she stayed in bed until that fateful moment when the fist of her guts turned and tightened into the worst cramping she had ever felt. The pain in her lower belly, it was excruciating. Netty heaved and pulled herself out of bed, standing on wobbly legs, dizziness sweeping through her. Heading to the toilet, feeling the damp, squish of slop in her underwear, she pulled down her panties, plopped on the toilet and pissed out blood and muscle tissue. Had there been more of the baby? Or a twin?


    Before she knew it, the cramping and bleeding rolled over and through her. Whimpering became crying which became full out sobbing. Then came howling because her emotions surpassed the physical pain and she couldn’t hold it in any longer.


    She didn’t know when her mother came in the bathroom, or how she got in through the locked door so quietly. But she was there, brushing back Netty’s hair, looking at her underwear pulled down to her ankles and the crime scene contained within.


    “You miscarried,” her mother said in a voice rich with emotion. Sadness crept into her eyes no matter how hard the woman fought to contain it.


    “The blood,” Netty said. It was all she could say as she drew her ankles together and leaned into her mother. She hadn’t told her mother she miscarried a few days ago after the attack. But this felt a lot like that. Like part two of the miscarriage. She wondered, was I having twins?


    She’d never know.


    In a way, as she sat there on the toilet—hers and Brayden’s shat out child sinking like a battered turd in the toilet bowl—the oddest wave of relief moved through her. She wasn’t ready to be a mother. Not yet. Not with a boy who wasn’t interested in her. Not with a boy who wasn’t even present. Netty wouldn’t have to raise the baby alone, face her father’s disappointment, or deal with everyone wanting to make Brayden pay for the Luciferian work his penis did by leaving its seed behind.


    Yes, as she sat there on the toilet, her shame sitting like torn meat on the bottom of the toilet bowl, she cried with relief. The pain had finally passed.


    She survived.




    A Life of Courage, Goodwill and Distinction
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    A few blocks from where he squashed Anetka’s fetus inside her young womb, ousted the old man and his dog from space and time and smoked the eyes of an innocent jogger, The Assassin had “borrowed” a navy blue BMW. The owner was still it in. He put her in the back seat, broken in half and stuffed into the foot well. A brittle, older woman even before he used his mind to fold her over backwards—he considered his act of kindness a mercy killing before anything.


    From a comprehensive database accessible via linkage implants inside of his head—a linkage connecting him to The Source back in the twenty-ninth century, a massive database of every piece of survivable history from the dark ages on—he downloaded the application on how to drive a car, then waited less than a minute for the application to integrate into his consciousness. When the uploading sequence was complete, he turned the key, slapped the beamer into gear and zoomed into traffic.


    On the BMW’s sound system was a lovely symphony: Bach’s “Toccata and Fugue in D Minor,” a symphony that had him practically sobbing inside of five minutes. It had been so long since he heard music. Right then, he felt like he had never heard something so beautiful as to hear music like that with human ears! He’d pulled over to the side of the road and listened. When the orchestra ended, he heaved a great sigh, wiped his watery eyes, then fought to still his rambunctious heart.


    Then the next symphony started: Tchaikovsky’s “1812 Overture.” He sat through that as well, feeling the constant push and pull of emotions coursing through him. He heard music before, hundreds of years ago, but nothing as simple or deeply complex as an orchestra of this enormity. Each and every chord drew from him something cherished: a memory, an emotion, the softer sides of him. Then, when “Symphony #5” began to play, something once constricted inside him unfurled and he said, “This I can work with.”


    Already things inside the organic matter he thought of as a brain began putting the details of a plan together. Then his head said, Eat, and so he stopped at a restaurant and he ate. After that his head said, Sleep, so he found a nearby hotel and he slept. When he woke, he showered, relishing the heat and pressure of the water, craving the physical experience so much so he thought it might be time to Inhabit a Body. Not just for another contract, but for a full human lifetime. It had been so long…


    Perhaps he would be someone important again: a President, a general, a humanitarian. Or he could go the opposite route and be entirely notorious. If The Patriarch would let him, he would most certainly live the infamous sort of life.


    The Patriarch once allowed him such an opportunity, so The Operator traveled back in time and lived his slice-of-life as the ravenous beast known as Jack the Ripper. He ached to play rough, and the sordid Whitechapel District in London in the late eighteen hundreds was the quintessential playground.


    The Operator, then The Ripper, he hunted in the slums, went after prostitutes, used the cover of night to slay a handful of downtrodden nobodies. The reason he was never caught was because he was never a local man. Never a citizen of that time. He brought a body through the wormhole, into 1888 from nearly a thousand years away. He had no need for a job, no family, not even a name or residence. He simply came and went from his time to The Ripper’s time.


    Once he began his killing spree, the press dubbed him “The Whitechapel Murderer,” which he’d found blasé and tasteless. Anyone could pick up a knife and kill someone. Anyone could shoot a pistol or break a woman’s neck. Did that mean they were talented? Special?


    No.


    To be a murderer was easy. To be a serial killer scandalous enough to be honored for centuries? Now that required artistry! But the name. Oh, how he needed a more telling name!


    So the press gave him one: Leather Apron.


    That moniker sent him into fits! The man they were calling Leather Apron was a local scumbag named John Pizer who loved terrorizing prostitutes. The Operator didn’t terrorize. He killed. That the press should steal his glory and give it to a shit heel as unworthy as Pizer was preposterous!


    He had written a letter to the police in September of 1888, the twenty-fifth if his memory served right. He wrote in red ink, symbolic of blood and his reign of terror. From his latest victim, he’d filled a ginger beer bottle with blood to use as ink. The blood coagulated, though, rending it impossible to write with. He was livid. Eventually he decided it didn’t much matter. The message itself was reprehensible enough without having to be penned in his victim’s blood.


    In the letter, he told the police they got the wrong man. That he’d kill again. He said to look for an ear. The point of the letter was not only to taunt the press and police, but to make sure they referred to him from that moment on as Jack the Ripper. He signed the letter with that name. A name he’d come to love deeply. It inferred the kind of sick brutality he was going for.


    In order to become The Ripper, The Operator had to devolve. He couldn’t just strangle a person. Or stab them to death. Forget merely slitting a throat or shooting someone with a gun, or even running them over with a horse and carriage. No, he needed to do something more shocking and more degrading if he was to leave his mark. To take a knife and gut someone so thoroughly as to leave their abdominal region looking mutilated by a psychotic surgeon rather than the work of a single blade required aptitude. To forever ruin the lives of those first investigators on the scene was a thing of legend. To mail George Lusk of the Whitechapel Vigilance Committee half of a human kidney with what would later come to be known as the famous “From Hell” letter was his way of putting the cherry on top of the cake.


    That letter, “From Hell,” was The Operator saying: I deserve my place in history, you goddamn schmucks.


    Even now he knew his victims’ names. He held them in his awareness like a memento, living and reliving memories of the kills whenever he needed them most.


    Mary Ann Nichols, Annie Chapman, Elizabeth Stride, Catherine Eddowes and Mary Jane Kelly. Sitting in his hotel room in 2015, looking at the flat thing called a TV, sitting on an uncomfortable bed with a come-stained bedspread, The Operator, now The Assassin, accessed his Whitechapel memories. They came up the same as a data file would come up.


    They were just there.


    On August 31, 1888, he went to Buck’s Row where he found Mary Ann Nichols drunk. He had slashed her throat twice, watched her fall to the street. It was cold outside, the air too heavy in his lungs for comfort. But to watch someone die like that was thrilling! When she was done thrashing and dying, he stabbed and tore at her abdomen where she lay ruined, then he jerked up her skirt and left her where she was later discovered by a cart driver named Charles Cross.


    Annie Chapman was next. Short like Mary Ann, Annie—nicknamed “Dark Annie” by those of them who knew her—she had issues with alcohol and engaged in casual prostitution to make ends meet. He slit her throat and gutted her in the backyard of 29 Hanbury Street on September 8, 1888. He wore a deer-stalker cap and a dark cape that night, and he’d been seen by a woman named Elizabeth Long. She thought of him as foreign, which he wasn’t, and described him to officials as shabby-genteel—whatever that meant. Either way, he crafted his mysterious look then stuck with it.


    Elizabeth Stride was his third prostitute, a woman purported to be a liar, a drunk, and of course, a street whore. On September 30, 1888, he took her across the street from a predominantly Jewish social club to Dutfield’s Yard. It was dreadfully dark when he slashed apart her throat, but he was both seen and interrupted. She hadn’t even stopped bleeding out when he was forced to flee. His morning suit, a bowler hat and a dark mustache—along with his insubstantial height—was reported to police. Not that it mattered. What mattered was that he had been rudely interrupted! That’s why less than an hour later, just up the street, he found and took Catherine Eddowes.


    Catherine Eddowes was also a prostitute as a result of her falling on hard times. Like the others, she turned to alcohol to dull the pain. She had been arrested for being drunk and disorderly earlier that night and released, having given her name first as “Nobody,” then as Mary Ann Kelly. Stinking to all hell of alcohol and failure, Ms. Eddowes was razed with the sort of brutality that screamed out Capital Crime! He opened the throat first, then he sliced up her face and ears. It wasn’t enough, though, so he shoveled her intestines out in great quantity, tossing them over her shoulder, then smearing them with shit and leaving the bottom half of her body exposed for all to see.


    It wasn’t the first time he lost control, and it wouldn’t be the last. Back in his time, The Patriarch warned him to remain somewhat civilized in his murderous endeavors, but how could he? Was murder ever civil? He assured The Patriarch he was in perfect control, that his behavior was grotesque, not for the joy of the matter, but to assure him that such horror would prevent future horrors from occurring. In essence, he was keeping serial killers of the future more tame than they would normally be.


    Really, he explained, he was doing society a service.


    To The Patriarch, he stood by his word, unwavering, completely serious about the explanation. It was in the murder of Mary Jane Kelly that he realized he had a definite problem, that killing was no longer a hobby, but a morbid obsession he didn’t want to shake.


    Mary Jane Kelly was not short or brunette, like three of the other women. Rather she was a woman of considerable beauty for the times, a redhead erring more on the side of a blonde than a fiery orange. As with the other victims, her husband was gone—dead in a mining accident in this case—so she turned to the street as a means of survival. Mary Kelly was his grand masterpiece. His big good-bye. The atrocities he committed upon that poor woman on November 9, 1888 left him with delightful nightmares for decades. While she was in her bed, he skinned her thighs, removed her organs, cut off her breasts. He hacked up her arms with jagged cuts while slashing and stabbing at her face with such homicidal frenzy she was nearly unrecognizable as human.


    He placed the long, cut-away thigh flaps on the room’s table; the uterus, kidneys and one breast were all stuffed and positioned beneath her head; he placed the other breast by the right foot, positioned the liver in between her feet, heaped the intestines by the right side of her body and set the spleen by the left side.


    Yes, he had problems. No, he wasn’t anxious to repeat them.


    That’s why when he went to the dojo in 2015, he would be civilized, as The Patriarch had once asked. No more jerking out people’s guts in fits. No more hacking up their faces and leaving them in immodest form for discovery. The Patriarch insisted The Operator—if he should want to continue his homicidal escapades—dispose of the bodies into The Void, a resting place designed for The Patriarch specifically by The Operator. It was The Patriarch’s version of tightening the reigns, and keeping the past relatively in tact.


    But what good was doing the task if one were unable to witness the horror of bystanders?


    It was a question that plagued him often.
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    The Operator nearly lost his status within The Hive, and was threatened with banishment from The Nest by The Patriarch for his Jack The Ripper mischiefs. In return for his transgressions, The Operator was made by The Patriarch to live a full and meaningful life, a grueling life worthy of a more storied place in history.


    His life with Harriet Tubman was such a distinct life. Made to suffer the horrors of slavery as a child of the early 1820’s and ’30’s, The Operator, living his life as a confidant to Harriet Tubman, tore loose the bonds of slavery with the sole determination of freeing others. The Operator saved hundreds of slaves by working alongside Tubman. They ushered countless men, women and children from the South to the North by way of a secret network of safe houses, which eventually became known as the “Underground Railroad.” The Operator’s childhood was worse than awful, a punishment The Operator bore for his brutality in Whitechapel, but he turned it into that which The Patriarch demanded: a life of courage, goodwill and distinction.


    Harriet Tubman ached to help her brothers and sisters from the chains of slavery into the arms of freedom, at any cost, no matter her own personal outcome. The Operator shared Tubman’s resolve. The Operator was not a beast, not a slayer of downtrodden women, not a butcher on a joyride through a time not meant to handle the kind of cruelty he was all too pleased to wield. No. The Operator, working next to Tubman, was a confidant, a liberator, a freed man working in the support of one of the finest, gutsiest women ever to walk the planet.


    Now that he was here in 2015 on his own, however, he ached to play dirty again. Not the way Jack the Ripper played dirty, but close.


    Two days after taking the BMW, he went to the location Anetka described. Outside the dojo (a building which bore the sign: KARATE, in big block lettering), he parked the stolen car, then walked to the front door. In large white letters, hand-painted on the glass storefront were the words: $99/MONTH; below that it said: NO TESTING FEES.


    The Assassin cupped his hands around his eyes, pressed his hands and face to the glass, took a cursory look inside.


    Within the open building were two rows of chairs facing a large padded, red mat that occupied three quarters of the two thousand square foot space. Of the twenty-five or so visitors’ chairs, most were full. Amongst them were mainly the students’ parents. The rest were either husbands or wives, brothers or sisters, even a few significant others. All he saw were future victims.


    A black belt had the training floor filled with students of middle rank. He looked to be in his late twenties, thirty tops. Not a sensei. Maybe a senpai, but not a sensei.


    The Assassin opened the door and stepped inside the dojo. Not a single visitor noticed. Their focus was elsewhere: on the students, on their cell phones, on a paperback book with a shirtless man on front. He wanted to laugh at the sorry group of people here, but he didn’t. The body’s heart was racing too hard for that.


    Up front, on the padded mat, two sets of teenagers were mock fighting. The rest lined up against the wall waiting to spar each other, waiting to spar the winners of the two matches taking place.


    The black belt hovered between the two fights, presumably the match referee.


    Out of The Void, from the place where The Assassin sent his victims, he called for his weapon: a Samurai sword. Materializing in thin air, the sword appeared in his right hand. Stealing his last calming breath—a deep one—The Assassin relished this moment. The peace before the storm. A crooked smile bent his face, made him feel whole. Human. This is why he took the body, he reminded himself. Why he inhabited the flesh. For this feeling.


    It would not be Whitechapel, but it would be something!


    Inside his head, he activated the music function and played Beethoven’s “Symphony #5,” the same one he heard in the BMW. Standing tall behind the parents, timing his attack to the symphony’s cues, The Assassin raised the blade, waited for the right moment, then went to work. All the students started screaming when the second lopped-off head hit the floor.


    He silenced them, directed their noisy cries into The Void. He wasn’t sure which was more terrifying for them, watching their friends and loved ones being slaughtered at will, or screaming their lungs out and producing only silence. Within a minute, every last visitor was dead. One decapitation, one righteous cut up the middle. Strewn about the dismembered parts were innards, and fallen torsos. The air became choked with the coppery stink of death.


    Looking around at the bystanders’ bodies and body parts, he couldn’t help but take pride in his work. He was efficient and merciful. Not at all like his former self working in the slums of the East End of London. These people knew no pain, not the way women like Mary Kelly knew pain. For that, he praised his humanitarian self.


    In his head, Beethoven’s symphony thundered on. He felt light at heart. Vigilant on his feet. Flinging blood off the blade, he stepped past and over the warm corpses and their scattered parts, his eyes fixed on his next targets: the students.


    After that, it would only be him and Sensei Naygel.
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    Sensei Naygel was in the bathroom with the fan on going number two when the carnage took place. He didn’t hear the screams, but when he exited the lavatory—which was adjoined to the black belt lounge—he noticed the noise levels on the floor had fallen silent. He briefly chased the anomaly out of his head. The stillness, however, bothered him. He opened the door leading to the main dojo, and what he found was a sight unlike anything he had ever witnessed before, and he’d seen combat in two different wars.


    Everyone was gone, save for a nine year old blue belt (Ms. Granger) and a boy with a tall twist of black hair on his head. The boy had a deeply homicidal look on his face. All around, blood stained the floors. There were puddles of it everywhere.


    “Who are you?” he asked the boy.


    “Sensei Naygel, I presume?” he asked with a most pleasant voice.


    Ms. Granger was stuck to the furthest wall, the blade of a Samurai sword buried halfway to the hilt in her abdomen. The brown haired child was so white in the face she had turned green.


    “What did you do to her?” Naygel asked, horrified. His hands were already fists, his feet already rooting to the floor.


    “She was the last,” the boy said.


    He then turned, held out his hand, and the sword came rushing through the air to meet it. Ms. Granger’s body crumpled, but it did not fall to the mat. With his other hand extended, almost like he was coordinating a production, or leading a symphony, the boy somehow held the body at a slumped over, impossible angle. He then lifted his hand and Ms. Granger’s body rose with it. When he flung his hand, the girl went flying, too, and then she disappeared into thin air.


    Naygel blinked fast three times, not trusting his eyes.


    What the hell? he thought.


    “See?” the boy said, merrily. “All clean. Barely any evidence left to terrify the locals.”


    But his dojo was not clean. Everyone was gone, but the school’s floor was drenched with blood and hunks of shredded flesh. Had this boy, this creature, somehow managed to pitch everyone into this open hole in space? How did he disappear them into this…nothingness? He blinked again, tried to get his bearings as the world closed in around him. If he wasn’t a more practical man, he would swear that he was having a nightmare.


    Looking around, taking into account the gore spread throughout his dojo, Naygel had to assume this psychotic kid did to everyone what he did to little Ms. Granger. That this was no nightmare that he could wake up from. For all of its improbability, this was real.


    “Where did Ms. Granger go?” he heard himself ask the boy. Naygel was still having difficulties connecting the dots. His body wavered for the slightest moment.


    “Into The Void,” the boy proclaimed.


    “Which is where?” Naygel asked as he stepped onto the mat, avoiding several large pools of red. The boy came across the padded surface to meet him, sword in hand.


    “Nowhere. The space between planes. Think of it as an interdimensional trash compactor.”


    “Are they all dead?”


    He smiled, took a bow, spreading his arms.


    “Put the sword down,” Naygel said.


    “No.”


    “You are a coward,” he spat, his anger finally bleeding through. “Setting after women with a sword? Killing children?”


    He kept his eyes off the blood, focused all his thoughts only on the boy.


    “I want to know where Raven de’ Medici is. Tell me where I can find her and I will make your passing every bit as painless as theirs.”


    “Drop the sword,” Naygel said again.


    Instead of dropping it, he flung it aside, waited a fraction of a second, then turned, stuck his hand out, and the sword was gone as well. Sucked into a nothingness Naygel couldn’t comprehend.


    “You want to play?” the boy asked.


    “Yes,” Naygel hissed.


    They met each other in the center of the mat, hands up, ready to go. The look on the boy’s face was sheer titillation. Naygel didn’t understand. He needed to know why the boy did what he did. And how. He needed some sort of explanation. But after seeing what he had done to Ms. Granger, and then with Ms. Granger, he wasn’t sure he would last long enough for a Q&A session.


    “You’re like her, aren’t you?” Naygel asked.


    “Raven?”


    “Yes.”


    He smiled. “I’m better.”


    Now Naygel knew he wouldn’t survive.


    “What did she do that you should come after her like this?” Naygel asked, taking a slight angle on the boy, whose hands were also up.


    “She—”


    The moment he spoke, Naygel shot in on him, driving a vicious blow to the boy’s Adam’s apple. The boy staggered backwards, eyes flashed wide open, gasping for breath. Naygel kicked the inside of the boy’s left ankle, snapping it, then hammered him again with lightening speed and precision, directly on the Adam’s apple a second and final time. The boy hit the mat, flopped on his back, then proceeded to choke to death as his throat swelled.


    Seeing what he saw, taking no chances, Naygel lifted a knee and stomped down so hard on the boy’s head he died right there on the spot.


    For a long time, Naygel just looked at him. He could barely comprehend the boy, much less his compulsion to kill everyone Naygel cared about. His students were his life. Now they were gone, and he couldn’t imagine where. Sitting beside the boy, situating himself in Lotus position, he went through a slow meditation, relaxing his body, unwinding his mind.


    I won’t survive this, he thought. Neither my heart, nor my mind.
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    Naygel was sitting in perfect Lotus stillness beside the dead boy when the front door opened. He looked up, unsure of how to explain any of this, when he saw who the visitor was. It was the boy.


    What?


    He glanced down at the dead boy, then looked back up at his very alive twin.


    Impossible!


    “Okay, you got me on that one,” the boy announced. “But I know karate now, so if you would be so kind, I would love a rematch.”


    Naygel stood up, his mind going to pieces.


    “You…you’re…”


    “Not what you think I am. Now I’ll ask again, where is Raven de’ Medici?”


    “She’s not my student anymore,” he said, his face stricken. Leaning over, he grabbed the boy by his explosion of hair and hauled him to the side of the mat. In truth, he needed to touch the dead boy to know he was still real.


    Sidestepping several puddles of blood, the boy’s twin said, “I know you know where she’s at.”


    “I don’t.”


    At the mat’s edge, the fresh boy knelt down, untied the laces of his military style boots, slipped them off along with his socks. He stood and said, “Rei. Everything begins and ends with respect, yes Sensei?”


    Naygel said nothing.


    The boy bowed, a perfect bow—which was nearly impossible to achieve without decades of practice—then stepped onto the mat.


    “Tell me where she is, Sensei Naygel, and I will exercise mercy.”


    Naygel stepped forward, wondering if he killed this one, would another appear? At the same time he was certain he would never have the answers he wanted.


    The boy stood before him and bowed a second time. Naygel bowed. The boy’s guard, it was much different than before. More precise.


    “Isshin-ryu, right? I studied it since we were here last.”


    “That was three minutes ago.”


    “For you.”


    Naygel got the right angle, threw a punch, which the boy hit with a stronger punch of his own. Naygel’s ring finger broke. The boy snickered.


    “Been practicing that one,” he said, jovially.


    Naygel switched stances, not showing the pain, even though he felt it plenty. “What do you want with Raven?”


    “That which no one in history has been able to take from her.” He sidestepped Naygel’s fiercest kick, threw a swift back-fist that cut open the master’s cheek.


    Impossible, Naygel thought for the second time. The boy’s punch was more accurate and deadly than his own.


    “What’s that?” Naygel asked, wincing, slightly dazed.


    “Her soul. I want to eat her soul.” And with that the boy threw a flurry of punches and kicks, blocking Naygel’s own advances, then breaking two of Naygel’s ribs with a brutal sidekick.


    Naygel shrank back, folding at the site of the injury. Chastising himself for showing pain, he did what he could to mask his emotions. The boy, however, would now target his ribs as his greatest weakness.


    “Makes you want to shit your pants, yes Sensei?”


    Switching stances again, he put up his guard, prepared to fight the boy with his injured hand. The boy went back to work, and Naygel’s injuries mounted.


    Broken eye socket, partial blinding in his left eye with an eye gouge, three more broken ribs, four broken fingers, four broken toes, a partially ripped off ear and a snapped-in-half femur. Naygel couldn’t walk. Couldn’t stand.


    “Tell me where she is,” the boy demanded, barely even winded. “Tell me or you die like I died.” Looking at his dead twin—or perhaps a…clone?—he pointed and said, “Like he died.”


    Naygel thought for a second about how quickly Raven had defeated him when they sparred her way. Blood was drizzling out of his mouth and wounds. His appendages were swollen and throbbing, and he had indeed soiled himself when the other three ribs broke. Taking a shallow breath, the pain he was suffering no longer masking itself, he said, “I will tell you where she is, not because you’ve broken me—”


    “I have.”


    “—but because I want her to break you. And she will.”


    Smiling, grabbing a handful of hair and jerking Naygel’s head back, the boy said, “That’s all very good natured and vindictive of you—”


    “She goes to school in the Sierra foothills, just above Sacramento, in a town called Newcastle. It’s a secret school for the children of the elite, so you won’t find it on a map, and you won’t find it on the internet.”
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    “I remember reading about this ‘internet,’” the boy mused. “It’s the start of my world, our world, a world where you can be free of the body without having to die. Do you have this ‘internet’ here?”


    “Yes, but you won’t find it—”


    “Put me in it, now.”


    “You don’t go in it,” Naygel said, struggling against the boy’s superhuman grip on his shorthairs. Growling, seeing black spots and pulsing waves, he said, “You get on it.”


    The boy pulled Sensei Naygel roughly to his feet. He tried not to show weakness in the midst of defeat, but it was impossible at this point. Sliding an arm under both his useless arms, the boy supported the better part of Naygel’s weight upon his small frame.


    “The lounge,” Naygel said, unable to disguise his physical agony.


    He set Naygel down on the couch, taking a seat himself at the desk. Pointing at the computer screen, the boy said, “This is the internet?”


    “Sort of,” Naygel said, near passing out, his leg swelling fast and tight against his skin. His face burned and his fingers throbbed, several of them turned at wrong angles.


    Sweating profusely, everything hurting, Naygel directed him to Google maps, then said, “Type in Newcastle, California and click the ‘Earth’ button on the bottom.” The boy did as directed. A small segment was blacked out, almost like the satellite failed. “The black spot,” Naygel said, “that’s where she goes to school.” By now, his evacuated colon was smelling things up.


    “And you’re sure of this?”


    He nodded somberly, praying he wasn’t condemning Raven to the same fate he was surely bound to suffer. “She was a student of mine,” he managed to say. “And I listen well.”


    “Of course you do,” the boy said, getting up. He pulled Naygel to his feet once more (which had Naygel groaning audibly), took on the bulk of the weight and hobbled him out to the mat.


    “If you’re going to kill me,” Naygel huffed out, “just do it already.”


    The boy sat him on the mat against the wall and said, “I already have”—he said, pointing to his heart—“inside. I’ve already killed you inside. You’ll live while having died this inner death.”


    He was right. But worse, he was cruel.


    Then, when Naygel was sure he would leave, or finish him, the boy opened his arms wide to the ceiling, almost like he was wanting some invisible giant to hug him. He was about to ask the boy what he was doing when the air opened up and dozens upon dozens of bodies, body parts and a slew of guts came tumbling to the mat, all heaped together and mutilated, followed by the slop and drizzle of almost two hundred pints of blood mixed in with whole organs and splintered bones and popped-out eyeballs.


    The smell alone was atrocious. Like sewage mixed with a thick metallic scent. In war, where the horrors and cruelty of man abound, it was never this bad. Never so…sick and concentrated.


    Turning to watch him, the boy in body number two said, “Just remember, I’ve killed you.” Then he smiled, cocked his head sideways and winked at him before walking out the front door.


    Naygel turned and puked.




    The Paradox of Never-Never Land
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    On the gurney in the lab, I work my future self her out of her clothes, marvel at the scars on her body, scars that aren’t on me now, scars that weren’t aloud to heal. I touch a circular spot about the size of a dime and an image flashes in my head of a cigar being put out on her skin. It heals, so the bright orange bud of the cigar is pressed to flesh once more. For a second, my skin hurts where her skin hurt. In my mind is the phantom voice of a cruel man saying, “You see? I told you it would work. She cannot heal so well now.”


    At this point, I can’t tell if this is a memory of hers I picked up while inside her, or if I have the power to touch a person’s scar and know the way it got there.


    I pull my finger off the wound and the image falls away, but not the tenor of the man’s voice in my mind, and certainly not the way he sounded so excited about the future me not healing. I trace my fingers over other scar tissue lines on her body (knives and whips), a strange network of ninety degree loops (chains), then I pull my hand away completely. A sheen of sweat glistens along my upper lip and my forehead, and on the small of my back. My breath is short.


    “What have you gone through?” I say, more to myself than her. Stealing a deep breath, I lay my hands upon her once more.


    Trailing my palms down her shoulders (they were pulled out of socket and left that way for years on a sadistic stretching device), sliding them down to her ribs (broken with canes, fists, boot heels), her legs (beaten with bats, boards, constant kicking; broken and re-broken and beaten some more), her pubic bone (ceaseless rape), I feel her suffering as though it’s my suffering. As if I touched a live wire and got the nastiest shock of my life, I jerk my hand away, horrified, enraged, my eyes instantly swimming with what I know will be tears for what she’s endured. For what I must endure in the future.


    I can’t be her. Not with what she’s survived.


    No way.


    I smooth her hair back, lovingly, crying for what she endured, sobbing for who she has become, and that’s when a new host of imagery assaults my senses. She’s been frozen, drowned, thrown off the tops of buildings, run down by cars. I pull away from her, unable to stop the crush of tears and sadness. Then I wrap my arms around her and bawl into her chest, wishing I could take this from her, not have her live any of it.


    “Take it,” the voice inside me says. I stand up, wipe my eyes, look down at her only to find her eye open. She’s looking at me.


    “Are you…awake?” I ask.


    The eye shuts, and I feel her retreating inside. I follow her in. Find a clear pathway through the muck and mire of her mind and trail her down into her psyche. This time, I have a different experience. Her mind is set in the framework of a giant honeycomb. I didn’t expect that. It’s dark and noisy inside her head, the harried chatter of a thousand riled voices. If I were a bee, and the buzzing were a constant thing, this would be my hive. My cell. For a moment, I lose her. Inside, I’m panicking.


    “Raven!” I cry into the chaos.


    “Shut up, tourist!” someone yells from somewhere. A man. No, a brute.


    “Raven!”


    “Shut up, bitch!” another voice yells. Inside the honeycomb are not only sharp voices, but not so pleasant personalities. And places to hide. Is she nearby?


    She has to be!


    I work my way deeper down and it’s like crawling through a sanitarium where all the patients are choking the hallways and crowding the TV and game rooms. There must be hundreds of personalities in here! Thousands!


    “Raven!” I scream into the dark and faceless masses.


    “Not here,” someone whispers so close to me, I jump away, startled.


    “Down below,” another more motherly voice replies.


    Working my way through the black beehive of personalities and other programs, I try feeling for her rather than calling out, but what I feel deep in my spirit is the need for these personalities inside her to get out. A little girl cries; a dozen girls cry. They’re wanting out. All of them. They’re all desperate for escape, and falling into fits of begging. They want out. They are demanding I release them. I clap my hands to my ears, drive downward, moving ever deeper into the noise and madness of her/my head.


    “Raven,” a voice says, slipping in between the seams of lunacy to reach me.


    It’s her. She’s calling me now.


    I push through the hoards, stave off the neurosis plaguing me at this point, work my way down into a dank nothingness that formed naturally before all these…whatever they are…alters. Calling her name, plowing further into the depths of her subconscious, my subconscious, I force the cacophony of juvenile pleading out of my mind until I finally find her, tucked away inside of the tiniest pocket in the blackest, darkest part of the overrun structure I now know as her mind.


    “Why are you here?” I ask.


    “Here, it’s quiet,” she says. She’s right. I can’t hear them anymore. “Here I can be at peace.”


    “Who belongs to those voices?”


    “You know.”


    “I don’t know,” I admit. “How did they get in here?”


    “They just did.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    She takes my hand in hers, one hand equals two hands down here. The two of us, we are the paradox. The unexplained fact with potentially disastrous consequences. Her hand is warm though. Even though it isn’t of the flesh down here, I feel her as if she were.


    “When a person is tortured so badly, alternate personalities emerge to take the place of the host personality. They’re called ‘alters.’ But you already know this, don’t you? On some level?”


    “That’s what all those…things are up there?” I ask, staving off the horror.


    “Some, not all. Delgado created this structure at Dulce. He made it so the personalities we make through the torture we have suffered have a place to stay.”


    “Is that how I killed Tavares?”


    “Delgado created one personality, one task. He used integrative hardware to create for us these sensual dreams, to complete the mission when you were triggered. They weren’t necessarily dreams as much as they were mission parameters. When you stop being Abby, when you became Raven instead, the transformation purged that hardware from our body. The software, however, remained not only as backup, but as a means of creating more programs. The software, which was just hypnotic suggestion and implants given to an alter Delgado created inside us, is what triggered Tavares’s murder.”


    “He wanted to use us.”


    “He did use us, Raven. That’s why Tavares is dead. That’s why he’s dead and the Senator is dead. But the structure in our head, the framework, it’s left us vulnerable.”


    “We’re vulnerable,” I say, thinking of the injuries she sustained, and the torture she was forced to bear. “I don’t understand how you’re still alive. I do, but I don’t.”


    “They never wanted me to die,” future me says. “They only wanted me to suffer.”


    “Who wanted you to suffer?”


    “You don’t need to fight this war, Raven. That’s what I want to tell you.”


    In the darkness, she scoots closer to me, pulls me into her arms and holds me. “I don’t want this life for you, sweetheart. You’re too young, still so innocent.”


    I snuggle into her, ask: “What do you want from me? I can do anything. I will do anything for you. For us.”


    For a long while, she contemplates the question, and then in the softest most fragile voice—the voice of someone long beyond broken, the voice of someone empty on faith and depleted of hope—she says, “Anything?”


    I sit up, look at her in the darkness.


    “Yes.”


    “Then I want you to kill me,” she says, her very presence overflowing with pain. “You have to kill us both.”
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    My heart breaks. “I can’t do that,” I say.


    “Then leave me be,” she says, turning cold.


    “If I kill you, I kill me.”


    “Look around, Raven. Listen.” In the distance, much further up, are the sounds of insanity, a mind overrun with madness. “It’s the only way.”


    “I won’t do it.”


    Forlorn, she says, “I had forgotten what it was like to be this scared of life, this big of a coward. For so long now I’ve been unkillable, mentally more sharp, more acute than any human left living, but now you humble me. You remind me who I used to be before becoming this, and it makes me ache so deeply for death your mortal soul could barely understand it with a hundred years of contemplation.”


    “Is that why you came back? So I could kill you?”


    “You are the only person for whom I will give this honor.”


    “How do you kill the unkillable?” I ask.


    I feel her smiling in the dark. “You know how,” she says. She’s right, I do know how. “When you do it, be swift and use haste.”


    She says this, and then I feel myself kicked out of her mind the same way someone would feel kicked in the chest by a barnyard donkey. Standing over her body in the lab, gasping for breath, I feel freshly born, completely off balance. I look at her, expectant. As if she has anything left to offer me.


    She gives me nothing. Be swift, she told me.


    Staring at her naked, ruined body, her skin is textured with goosebumps; all the little fine hairs on her arms and neck, on her breasts and stomach, they are standing cold, in defiance of the body. I lift her body into my arms, carry her to the elevator and upstairs to the full bathroom where I run a hot bath and talk to her the way you would talk to a coma patient.


    When the tub is full, I gently place her in the water, then wash and scrub her body with a scented soap. My eyes won’t stop seeing her scars, the decayed flesh of her wounds, the way the hacked bones seemed to have started growing but suddenly stopped. The torn flesh where the circular iron plates were wrenched off is meaty red and not healing. It’s angry looking, maybe infected. Because her pubic hair is overgrown, way beyond something you’d see in seventies porn—more like something you’d see in an older woman unaccustomed to getting the peen—I have to trim it. No girl can have pubes that burly and feel good about herself. Even in the afterlife.


    So I shave her pubic region, belly-button to butthole, and then her underarms. I wash her hair, gently clean her face, trim her eyebrows because they, too, are overrun. I even shave the little hairs on her upper lip, chin and cheek because all that peach fuzz seems counterproductive to true happiness.


    When I’m done, even though she’s practically comatose, I ask, “How do you feel now? Better?”


    Nothing.


    I lift her from the water, dry her lovingly, cry over her and hug her. I hug her so tight, and I pray to a God I cannot see, one I barely believe in—a God I want to hurl curses and hatred at for what He has allowed of mankind, and then I take her back downstairs and wrap her in blankets.


    After a few minutes, I fire up the incinerator, which I wouldn’t have known even existed without stumbling upon its location in the storage banks of future me’s mind, then shuttle the gurney to the table in the lab where she lays perfectly still.


    Everyone fantasizes about death, about dying at some point in their lives. Sometimes, things get so difficult that a complete and total do-over seems the logical, if not melodramatic means of solving the unsolvable problems. But we rarely do this. Most of us anyway. We just can’t. So we start thinking of the practical aspects of slicing up our wrists, or hanging ourselves, or gobbling down bottles of pills, and we chicken out. We think about the heartbreak we’d cause others: our parents, siblings, friends, and our colons seize. We think about everything that makes us who we are just being erased as we turn to worm food, or go to hell, or reincarnate as lesser versions of our past-life selves, and then doubt creeps in. We think of suicide as a means to an end, and then we find new means, because ending it all is too painful to comprehend. So we trudge ahead with lots of despair, and we survive the taking of a massive emotional dump—the one that saves our life. And then we try living again.


    Now, holding my future self’s hand, surveying her devastated body, I prepare to kill myself, and then I surrender myself to the task. Closing my eyes, I reach into her heart and I squeeze until it seizes, until the muscle stops beating. Her body shivers a bit, and I feel her soul slip out of the body. I feel her hovering. Me. Two souls in the same room. Two souls that should be one.


    Impossible! Yet not at all. I don’t even bother trying to work my mind around it.


    As I sit there with my dead self, blubbering like a spanked child, I say, “I’m sorry,” and I know she feels me, hears me, understands me. The hand in mine goes slack. Her body temperature plummets. After that, I use my mind to physically split open her chest. Reaching inside the now opened cavity, in through blood and bone and organs, I grip her lifeless heart, sever the arteries with my mind, then take it out and lay it like a slab of meat on the table.


    When I take her head from her body, it is my mind envisioning a clean cut line between her C4 and C5 vertebrae. The head just sort of rolls off the shoulders and blood drains everywhere.


    Pushing through something so agonizing it has yet to receive a name, I remove her leg and arm, and then I quarter her torso. I feel her. She’s everywhere, still hovering, watching. Raven. My heart soon blossoms with joy and I know this is her telling me she’s finally at peace.


    Thanking me.


    On the gurney, I gather together all her cordoned parts, then walk them like choice cuts of meat to the room where the incinerator stands waiting.


    Opening the oven door, I slide out the rack and place her body parts on it. When everything is there, I push the burn-rack back inside and shut the door. The logical, sad part of me wants to cry, but with her spirit beside me, no longer burdened by her physical past, I can’t. She is elated to, at last, feel freedom from this world, this burden. Inside her head, in the madness that was an eight century old me, there was darkness and chaos, and so much melancholy it seemed the unbearable affliction. Now I feel only the richness and the wholeness of her soul and how freedom abounds. These are the same kinds of emotions I experienced listening to Nikki on the beach in Big Sur, and to some degree in myself when I left my life behind for a week.


    “If you can do this while you’re alive,” her soul whispers to mine, “then you can have what I was never able to have.”


    “So I have…a chance at happiness?” I ask.


    “You just took the first step,” she says mind-to-mind. My heart beams with brilliance and trust for the first time in a long time, then she says, “Thank you.”


    To her I breathe out a heartfelt “I love you” and then she’s gone. Off to heaven, or wherever it is damaged, dead souls like mine go.




    The Face in the Silver Scissors
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    Cameron stood in front of the mirror. She was naked. Resentful. “Mirror, mirror on the wall,” she said, her stare glacial and condemning, “who’s the most ruined of them all?”


    The mirror remained silent. Her cell phone, however, did not.


    She put on her robe, walked in the other room, checked the text. It was from Theresa. It said: WHATEVER YOU DO, DON’T GET ONLINE.


    The phone had been ringing all morning. Was Theresa trying to reach her? Probably. Cameron listened to the messages. They were from her father. He sounded panicked.


    “Honey,” he said, “call me as soon as you get these messages.”


    For the love of God, she couldn’t take any more bad news! She continued to stare at the text. If the calls from her father and the text from Theresa were related, what was so important that she couldn’t get online?


    “I won’t get online,” she said, crawling back into bed.


    She went online ten minutes later.


    If she had a weaker constitution, she would have gone to pieces. The icy fingers…the diamond-sharp fingers of bad news…they trailed down her back, dread slithering beneath the surface of her flesh. What she saw, the things she read online, it was the physical embodiment of trepidation. A deep, soul sucking dread that, when coupled with the abuse she had taken, as well as the emotional roller coaster Raven ran her on, seeped into her leaving her breathless and forlorn, like nausea and bad drugs mixed with the most toxic news ever.


    Staggering into the bathroom, she dropped to her knees, lifted the toilet’s lid and surrendered her entire body to the seizures pumping bile and misery from her stomach.


    In the other room, the phone rang again. She ignored it. She remained on her knees on the floor, dry eyed and too stunned to cry. Decisions were made inside her, then undone and remade.


    How could her father do this to her? To her mother?


    Front page news on Yahoo was no quiet affair. Hundreds of millions of people now knew. Her friends knew. Their extended family and all her father’s fans knew.


    He was caught last night blowing the lead singer of a ridiculously popular boy band that, for ten years at least, had small breasted, screaming girls going sterile just listening to them. It was the biggest story on the internet.


    The only story with any real traction.


    The phone rang again, its noise shrill, if not incredibly intrusive. She wiped her eyes and mouth, then blew her nose and flushed the wad of tissue. Standing up, she cinched her robe closed, then walked into the other room and checked the Caller ID. It was him. Again. Her father. She wanted to stomp on the phone just to get it to stop ringing. Just to not hear the voice on the other end and all the bullshit that it was prepared to spew. Someone knocked on the door, which made her put her hands to her ears. She couldn’t talk now. Not now. No freaking way! The knock became insistent.


    “Go the fuck away!” she screamed.


    She heard a key slide into the lock and turn but she couldn’t summon the energy to stop it from opening. The door swung open and Julie appeared. When she saw Cameron, she drew a sharp, startled breath, almost like a gasp, then did the mother of all double takes.


    “Jesus shit,” Julie muttered, horrified. “What happened to you?”


    “Where’d you get the key?” Cameron snapped, fighting the urge to turn away. Instead, she just stood there like her eyes wouldn’t blink.


    Then: “Janine.”


    Julie seemed incapable of wiping the stricken look from her face. Not even a loaded shotgun to her head would stop that ever-telling expression. It made Cameron want to cry. On the other hand, her ex-BFF’s reaction had her wanting to be mean, if anything to stop the surge of emotion.


    “Cameron,” Julie said, worried, like they were still friends, “who did this to you? Did you do this to yourself?” Julie’s eyes bore the most incredible shine, like she was starting to cry, which made Cameron even more sad, and even more mad. The Julie she knew never cried.


    “No, I didn’t do this to myself!” she spat. What kind of stupid question was that??


    “Is this a cry for help, or something?” her former friend asked, wiping her eyes. “I mean…do we need to call someone or something?”


    “No. We don’t need to call someone or something,” she mocked, undoing her robe. She opened it wide, revealing the scabbed X’s over her nipples and the blood-crusted word carved into her pubis.


    Julie reeled.


    “Raven,” she snarled, pulling her robe shut and cinching the knot.


    That word, that name, it seemed to elicit a response in Cameron’s former friend. The same kind of response you get when you smell something particularly rancid in the air.


    “But…how?” Julie asked. “Why?”


    “It doesn’t matter,” she said, closing down emotionally. Remembering how Julie ditched her for that retard Brayden, that goddamn nobody, she said, “We are not friends, Julie.” Thinking of that career ruining move of her father’s, hoping to God it wasn’t true but knowing it probably was, she said, “Time for you to go, and don’t come back.”


    “Cameron—”


    “You’re dead to me.” The tone in Cameron’s voice was beyond reproach. Her words were knives meant to cut deep, meant to sew permanent seeds of separation.


    Julie took a step back as if punched square in the chin. She tilted her head sideways, her eyes more stunned by the statement than she seemed when she first saw Cameron’s injuries. Her face was complete astonishment.


    “Don’t say that,” Julie begged, as if she wasn’t letting Brayden, that swamp donkey, stick it to her.


    Cameron folded her arms, resolute. “Get out, bitch.”


    Julie looked at her a second longer to see if she would relent, or apologize, but Cameron gave her former BFF the stiffest, most sincere look. It was the look that said she was all business.


    Julie finally turned and left.
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    Riled, her blood at full boil, Cameron stalked over to her phone, snatched it up, punched in her father’s number. When he picked up, she didn’t even wait for him to say hello before she said, “A fucking boy band, dad? Really?”


    “The media is blowing this all out of proportion,” he said, clearly on the defensive.


    “The only thing being blown, daddy, is that little blonde faggot who’s the same age as me.”


    “Don’t say that word!” he boomed.


    “Oh, don’t act so pious. Jesus, you’re worse than Eddie Murphy ‘giving a ride’ to a twenty-year old transsexual prostitute.”


    “Don’t reduce me to that, Cameron!”


    “You reduced yourself.”


    “Is that what you called to tell me?” he said, his tone no longer that of righteous indignation but of absolute resignation. Like whatever energy he had been saving for her, she managed to take, leaving him completely exhausted.


    “I didn’t call you,” she barked. “I’m returning your call.”


    God there was so much anger in her, so much rage.


    “Yes, well. Your mother left me.”


    “When?”


    “Last month. She wanted to tell you, but…well, she has this thing about being reclusive. She’s in some metaphysical retreat in Arizona praying for…whatever, the soul of the earth, or whatever in the shit those freaking crazies do.”


    “Does she know you…do this?”


    “It’s a misunderstanding, Cameron,” he insisted. But there was no misunderstanding. He’d been arrested. That’s what the article had said. He was arrested, his label dropped him and his fan base was shrinking the same way it did for the Dixie Chicks when they came out and said President Bush was an embarrassment to Texas and basically a goddamn half-wit. Not that the two bore much resemblance…


    “Sure, dad,” she chided. “Because they always get these things wrong.”


    “I need you to come out here with me and your mother to do a photo shoot. It’s basically what my publicist calls a uniting shot. I have to be seen as a family man, Cameron, and a Christian. That’s the only way I’ll survive this.”


    “I’m not exactly photo ready,” she said, itching the scabbed over spots on her breasts and belly.


    “I don’t care. We’ll get you fixed up.”


    “No.”


    “Jesus,” he hissed. “You’re as stubborn as your mother!”


    “Maybe we’re all just sick of you being a homo and not copping to it. Bruce Jenner, he got girl tits and maybe lopped off his pecker and he has his own show on TV. He’s still making money and he changed his entire gender. Which makes him a lesbian, I guess, since he says he isn’t into dudes. And you’re worried about…what, being gay? Or bisexual?”


    “I’m not gay.”


    “Sure, dad. Whatever. It’s totally the same thing.”


    “No it’s not!”


    “Well it is to me!” she said, and hung up. He called several more times, but she didn’t pick up because people were knocking on her door, laughing and calling her a “faggot’s daughter” while saying her dad was seen “trolling the dorms for teenage cock.” Cameron crawled in bed, curled into a ball and realized there was no way out of this.


    “You deserve everything you’re getting,” the voice in her head said.


    “I know,” her heart replied.
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    An hour later, she dared to look on Facebook, then SocioSphere and what she saw broke her. The phone continued to ring. People continued to knock on her door, squealing their verbal obscenities through it.


    It was all too much.


    Cameron crawled out of bed, went pee, then stood and stared at nothing. Raven basically said when it came to offing herself she was a chicken. She wasn’t anymore.


    “I’m not.”


    Walking over to the vanity, she opened the top drawer, clutched a silver pair of scissors in hands cold and bloodless, hands as cold as the dead. She met her eyes in the mirror, held them longer than she wanted, then let her gaze fall to her neck, to the throbbing line that ran like a blood highway to her brain.


    “Bye,” she said, and then she stabbed that very spot: her carotid artery.


    The pain was immediate, a sharpness bigger and more permanent than anything she had ever felt before. What have I done? she wondered. Standing on unsteady legs, she looked up in the mirror at the blood water-falling down her neck and onto her white robe. There was so much blood! Her hand found the counter, grabbed it, felt the rest of her body going as cold as her fingers had been. The scissors fell from her hand, but she barely heard them hit the tiled floor.


    The strength drained from her, fast, miraculously; this wasn’t some cry for help, and it wasn’t a diet suicide attempt. This was real. Her legs gave out. She fell to the floor, toppled over sideways and bled out inside a minute. The last thing she saw was her contorted reflection in the mirrored handle of the silver scissors she used to finally solve all these unsolvable problems of hers.




    Blood Red Entrails
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    Okay, so I have some decisions to make. Don’t worry though, it will only effect the next eight hundred years. Yes, I’m being a freaking drama queen, and yes, I feel whiney like Bella in Twilight’s New Moon when she lamented her life and the losses she sustained for hundreds of pages. I wish I had an Edward to miss. If my decisions centered around a guy, that wouldn’t be so bad. The world is full of plenty of hot guys. But it’s not that. I become a terrorist, a murderer, a veritable nomad.


    I’m shattered inside.


    So I have to decide what to do with my life.


    Emotionally, I’m seriously having a hard time thinking about what I have and will become. The trip through future me’s past (my future) delivered to me a grim view of the path ahead should I decide to continue in future Raven’s footsteps. Which I won’t.


    Days have passed since I killed myself, since I burned my body and set my soul free. All I seem to do anymore is cry. And drink. I started drinking wine, but ended up with Bourbon, and all I have to show for it is explosive diarrhea and a headache the size of Alaska.


    I’ve been in my room for days now, not answering the two knocks at the door, not eating, not even bothering to answer my phone when both my mother and father call. The only call I answer is Sebastian’s call.


    He says, “What are you doing?” and I say, “I killed myself.”


    “Are you drunk?” he asks. “Because you sound drunk.”


    I was. “It’s not what you think.”


    “Is this a cry for help?”


    “No, dumbass, this isn’t a cry for help, and it’s not because of you because you’re just a boy in a town I fled looking for something I might never find. You’re a tragedy for sure, but not my tragedy.”


    “Wow, okay…where are you?”


    “In my dorm room.”


    “I didn’t know you were in college.”


    “I’m not. I’m in boarding school.”


    There’s a lot of silence to which I start laughing. He thinks I’m in high school, that he might have slept with a minor, and he did. Not that I care. People twice my age aren’t as mature as me.


    “H-how old are you?”


    “I’m whatever age I want, Sebastian. My ID says I’m legal, but really, you stuck your dick in a minor.”


    And then I laugh and laugh and laugh until one of us hangs up the phone. When I wake, it’s in a pile of vomit. Sometimes, being yourself, trapped in the shell of your body, it’s worse than prison. It’s worse than a life sentence where all you have is guilt, your inability to undo your past transgressions and your absolute powerlessness to make right everything you’ve ever done wrong.


    I think of lying in the fire of the incinerator and taking my own head. Just letting it fall onto the grate and wither amongst the flames until my life—like her life—is reduced to ash. Can I do this? Can I end myself so as not to become what I’ve become?


    She said I need to kill us both. That’s what the future me said. That’s why she traveled back for me. To tell me this. To implore this of me. Can I do such a thing to my parents, with whom I’ve come to make peace? Just end it to save us all? Can I do this to Brayden, whom I’ve come to love and rebuke in identical measure? I don’t know.


    What I do know is I can’t be the person I will become. That’s the decision I made. The one I’ll have to make every day for the rest of my life. Crawling out of bed, famished, cranky, stinking of booze even to myself, I shower long and hard, using up every last drop of hot water. Then I brush my hair, do my makeup, rinse my mouth with Listerine twice and head to the cafeteria where dinner is in full swing.


    My mind spreads its tentacles, finds the non-triplets with Damien and Caden; they’re all eating dinner, talking, carrying on as if I never existed. As if tragedy hadn’t befallen me, taken them from me.


    Friends, I muse, how they come and go. How one day they are your everything, and the next day someone else has replaced you. My tentacles then find Brayden…with Julie, and I sigh. Oh how I wish I could stop his future with her. Spare them both the misery.


    Retracting my invisible tentacles, I stroll through campus, my heart clamoring around in fits and starts. It’s clunking around like an old motor—a spastic motor—one that no longer works right because of all the abuse it has meted out and taken.


    When I reach the cafeteria, when I think about what I’m about to do, my stomach drops with nervousness. It sits smooshed like a slug of worried meat plopped down at the bottom of my stomach.


    I walk inside, see them, and they see me.


    Their senses spring to life, although none of them show it. The boys, they see me and they think, wow, she’s hot, but dark and attractive in a way only bad boys crave. They wonder if my genitals are pierced, how many tattoos I have, how many boys I’ve slept with…how many men. This wasn’t what I was hoping to inspire when I took on this look, but whatevs. According to future me’s memories, how I look worked for centuries, so I can’t be all that upset with my choices.


    I make a b-line straight for the non-triplets table, then say, “Georgia, Tempest, Cicely, can I have a word with you outside? It’s about Abby.”


    They all look at each other, then nod and follow me.


    “Is she okay?” Damien asks.


    “Yes,” I say.


    “Girls?”


    They follow me. I detach my mind from theirs because for some of them, the thoughts roaring around in their brains, they’re too much for me to handle. I used to care what they thought about me, if they liked me or not, but I’m not Savannah anymore. Not Abby. I love them all, equally but differently, which is why I have to have this talk with them.


    When we are outside, I turn and face them and, without pause or hesitation, I say, “The Abby you know, the one who tried to hang herself, she is not the Abby that started out as Savannah Van Duyn. She was a purposeful imposter, a stand-in. Georgia was there when the real Abby was shot and killed. That Abby, your Abby, she is dead. She’s been dead for a long time.”


    The girls, one by one, they ask a few questions, get some cold answers, and then they start to cry. Everyone but Georgia who knows the truth. “I almost died,” Georgia says looking deep inside me. No, I think. She refused to blink as she says, “Death isn’t always the end.”


    She’s trying to tell me it’s okay to tell them the truth. But it isn’t. The less people know about me, the less they deal with me, the better. I hurt everyone I love. People die. Even Georgia, whom I adore, who was my savior once upon a time, she shouldn’t know the things she knows, that I’m Abby, Savannah.


    “Abby was a wonderful girl,” I say, “a friend of mine as well, but it was her time. She will be missed, but not that much because you guys didn’t really know her.”


    “We did, too,” Tempest says, sniffling. “And you’re a cold bitch for saying otherwise.”


    “Who are you anyway?” Cicely asks.


    “A friend.”


    “You should tell them the truth,” Georgia says, looking at me with eyes so dark I’m certain my skin will start to sizzle at any minute. “They deserve to know. Especially after Maggie.”


    The two girls look at Georgia, the same as I’m looking at Georgia. Like, WTF??? Why is she doing this? Making me tell them truths I don’t want to tell them? Because of Maggie? Is this because having your friends die off is tragic? They’ll deal. They’ll get over it and move on.


    I know. I’ve seen it.


    “The truth is, she was shot and Dr. Gerhard tried to save her,” I explain. “He couldn’t though, so he had her shipped off to a mind sciences doctor in New Mexico who couldn’t revive her either.”


    Georgia burns me with her eyes. I feel my insides heating up. So I heat hers up instead, my eyes turning dark, but not black. Tempest and Cicely back away from me. They see the big showdown going on between me and Georgia and Cicely says, “What is this? What’s going on between you two?”


    In my mind, telepathically pushing the words into Georgia’s brain, I say, “I’ve seen my future and it’s the most awful thing I’ve ever seen. I can’t be her. I need to let you and the others go.”


    “No,” Georgia says out loud. Tempest and Cicely are practically squirming through the entire exchange, and it’s only just now dawning on Georgia that I communicated telepathically with her. If she knew I could do this, she didn’t let on.


    “I have to,” I whisper. She then surprises me by breaking the big fire showdown and grabbing me in a hug. She holds me when I don’t want to be held and she hangs on when I want her to let go.


    “Georgia?” Tempest says.


    “We’re your friends,” Georgia whispers in my ear. “We love you.”


    “I can’t,” I say, and things inside me are cracking.


    “Yes.”


    When she lets go, she turns to Cicely and Tempest and says, “Guys, this is Raven. Who was once Abby, and once upon a time, our friend Savannah Van Duyn.”
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    There is no way I can stop the tears. My eyes flood with relief. At first, I was like, are you kidding me? Georgia telling them this, it felt like a stab of betrayal. But then my bewildered friends come to me, one by one, hugging me, teary-eyed and asking me a million questions I have only long answers to.


    The four of us end up back in my dorm room with me telling them the entire story of who I am, what I am, and how I have come to be what I am now and hundreds of years into the future. When they learn I killed Tavares, they don’t know how to take me. Not even Georgia.


    “That’s why I wanted distance, from you,” I say. “For your safety. Whatever programs are in my head, whatever ticking time bomb lays in wait in the folds of my brain, it’s unpredictable. I don’t want to be having lunch with you guys one day and then just snap and kill all of you.”


    Why am I telling them this? I wonder. Looking at the consternation in their eyes is proof that I shouldn’t be revealing these things. They can’t understand. It’s written all over their faces, that this is impossible for them to wrap their mortal brains around such outrageous revelations.


    I’m wondering, why did I tell them anything? I could have kept the truth to myself. Given them the bare bones overview of how I survived death. But I didn’t. I don’t.


    What made me finally break and spill out my most sacred secrets is that after I lied and told them Abby was dead and gone, I suffered the brunt force of their grief—all at once—like a debilitating weight upon my own chest, a torrent of emotion ripping through my psyche.


    This is how I feel about Maggie. That she’s really, truly gone. Maggie’s memory still sits like a salted wound inside me. Like something small and rotten, something so deeply disturbing, something so tragic, I would never wish it on anyone, let alone my best friends.


    So rather than leave them with all that sorrow, which should have been right, it felt easier to bend to Georgia’s will and cop to everything. So I spilled my guts. I spared them not one gruesome detail. And now that everything is finally in the open, I do what I did to Tavares: I erase their memories of me.


    All of them.


    These memories of me, I erase them from every corner of their minds like I never existed. I do that and send them on their way, and then I cry so hard and for so long I sob myself to sleep.


    In this slumber, however, a different form of grief passes through me. It’s like a ghost, or some nefarious wraith on a mission to steal the souls of the unwanted. At first, I’m not sure what it wants. In my dream, though, when I look up, I see the most unusual looking boy, a boy in his late teens, or early twenties, with a twist of dark hair, eyes the color of the ocean under a dark gray sky, and a sneer on his lips that makes me think he’s up to nothing but mischief.


    A bad feeling worms its way inside me.


    He walks toward me. I’m not afraid, even though I should be. This has me walking toward him. The feelings inside me compound. Nausea spills through me like a swill of poison, a ravenous force so potent and unrelenting I know in the instant that what I’m feeling is him. My psychic shields spring up, exorcising his reach and power from my body. This erases the smile from his nearly inhuman looking face. We square off and he says, “I’ve been looking for you.”


    “You and every other scumbag in town,” I say.


    “For a girl about to die,” he says, that Cheshire grin returning, “you’ve got some awfully big balls.”


    “Says the dick-eater with the stupid hair and raccoon eyes,” I reply.


    And with that, my eyes pop and sizzle, then crack wide open and gush hot with blood. The pain is instantaneous, as is the blindness that suddenly, fiercely becomes my entire waking world. Jolting up in bed, I’m sweating, screaming, pawing at my eyes. They’re fine. A bit blurry, but fine.


    I lay back down, blinking and wiping gobs of sleep away. Slowly the room comes into focus. Getting up, I head into the bathroom, and because the dream felt that real, I check myself in the mirror. My breath catches. The world turns on its axis. For the first time in a long time, the fear that hit me in the past, it takes on a new form. I’m paralyzed. Mortified. Unable to even breathe. My reflection…oh, God…OMFG! Stained in two thick, mucus lines, having pooled and drained sideways off my face and from my eyes, are two very wide trails of caked, smeared blood.


    “No.”


    But my psyche, she says yes. Like she knows something I don’t. In the back of my mind, I’m sure I know what’s going on. Whoever is hunting me from the future, they’re here. Like Alice said in the desert. She warned me. He’s here.


    Washing the entrails of blood from my face, my head a cacophony of questions and wonder, I can’t stop the gunfire hammering of my heart. Who is this boy? How did he get in my head and attack me from afar? Something even more daunting startles me and weakens me, the dread piling on more than ever: how close is he, and does he know exactly where I’m at?


    I have done a lot of things in these last years: defeated monsters of science, buried an unkillable Nazi war criminal alive, stopped a pedophile from his own reign of terror, thwarted and killed maniacal doctors and a crooked Senator, massacred an entire regimen of guards at an underground Air Force base occupied in part by something inhuman, something reptilian. Will this boy be any different?


    He feels different. No, he is different. It takes me a moment, but then I put my finger on it—the reason I am teeming with such trepidation. He doesn’t feel…stoppable.


    But he is, I remind myself. Everyone can be defeated. Even me. I am immortal, but not all the way. I can be killed. After killing my future self, this is a fact proven by yours truly. Fearing the worst, I wear comfortable clothes, center myself, open my senses to full alert. I don’t detect him, though.


    Why can’t I find him?


    I know he’s near. That extra sensory something inside me, her warning bells are shrill. They’re telling me, they’re saying: this time will be different.


    My skin goes cold.




    The Stink of Grass and Blood




    1


    The sun was high, the air cool but starting to warm, the smell of cut grass and fresh flowers a welcome change to the stuffy indoors of her dorm room. It was late Saturday morning and Georgia had slept too long. She was walking through the open quad when a striking, black haired girl stopped and looked at an older boy with a tall, crazy twist of hair and a creepy grin on his face. She was still thinking of the news that broke only hours ago, that Cameron O’Dell’s father was caught having relations with—


    Wait, she wondered, what the hell? Who’s that?


    The raven haired girl bore a familiar look, but when Georgia tried to remember where she had seen her before, or who she was, her memories went inexplicably blank.


    Weird…


    The quad was easily the most picturesque place on campus. All the students hung out there on the weekends, talking, smoking, reading, studying, getting sun and gossiping. At its center was a large fountain similar to the one in Tripoli. The calming sound of bubbling water pervaded, and flowers of every variety gave the grass-laid quad bursts of color and a rich, floral texture to the air. Decorative stone benches adorned the open space, and a curving sidewalk wound through the center of it. At least two dozen students were hanging out. Among them, sitting hand in hand, were Brayden and Julie.


    God, she couldn’t stand that girl.


    Brayden waved, let go of Julie’s hand almost like he was caught with his hand in the candy jar. Julie shot him a look, then took his hand back.


    Georgia started for Brayden when the girl who was looking at the boy got into some kind of a big-boy/big-girl staring contest. People were now looking at them. Just like she was. It was like time stopped and only those two existed.


    “You,” the black haired girl said.


    “Me,” the boy with the strange hair and raccoon eyes replied.


    The boy’s hand shot out, like he was some kind of a quick draw in the Old West, and suddenly the über-weird staring contest stopped. The girl’s head snapped back, her raven-colored hair blowing backwards like she was hit with a sharp blast of air. The part that really freaked Georgia out, though, was not the two strangers doing strange things in the quad; it was the fact that when her head snapped back, the girl’s eyes also exploded in a mist of red. Holy shit.


    Holy shit!


    “Remember me?” he said with a cruel snicker. Then, darkly sinister, he added: “This ain’t no dream.”


    What just happened? Did that really just happen? How did that boy just destroy her eyes like that? Georgia watched the blind girl with black hair stagger backwards, her hands coming to her face. A cursory glance around said Georgia was not the only one seeing this. Everyone was watching, jaws slack, eyes flashing wide.


    The girl reacted almost instantly. Her right hand shot out and invisible energy smashed the boy like he was just hit with the world’s most lethal punch. The boy folded almost in half from the blow, but he didn’t move. How was that possible? Whatever hit him, it was hard enough to bend him in two, yet he remained rooted to the ground. That isn’t possible, she thought. The boy tried to straighten his body, but his mouth hung open like he’d been drugged at the mental ward, and his eyes were hazy from such a brutal attack.


    “How are they doing that?” she heard someone say.


    Brayden shook his hand out of Julie’s and ran toward the girl, but her other hand shot out toward Brayden and he stopped dead in his tracks, and not of his own volition.


    “That’s impossible,” someone near her muttered. She looked over and Theresa Prichard was at her side, looking like a runway model in a New York fashion show, not caring that they still hated each other.


    The crowd stood poised to move, and paralyzed at the same time. Georgia inched in, turning her palms up, ready to…what the hell was she going to do? It wasn’t her fight. But it was a fight, albeit one the likes of which she’d never seen before.


    The blown out eyes, it wasn’t some Hollywood effects stunt. The girl was really bleeding out of her eyes. Everyone around the two, their faces were pale, etched with morbid curiosity. The crowd held its collective breath, the whole of them—including Georgia—watching the fight unfold in horror.


    The girl with the mutilated eyes and the black hair, she psychically released Brayden (who, when released staggered forward and nearly fell). She then used both hands to throw her power at the creep of a boy. This all happened in maybe a second or two.


    The boy with the twisty-hair, his body rocked backwards from the telekinetic shot, his feet still rooted to the ground, like they were staked in or something. He fell backwards, landing completely on his shoulder blades. The gruesome cracking of his ankles snapping in half as his feet stayed planted to the ground made everyone wince. It was over. Wasn’t it?


    No, it wasn’t.


    The raven haired girl twisted her right hand palm up, made a fist and yanked it backwards fast and with an unrelenting force. The boy rose back up at an impossible angle, jerking forward with such intensity, food, blood and snot powered out of his mouth and nose. His broken ankles, how were they even supporting him anymore?


    Theresa looked over at Georgia, her eyes wild with fear, her body shaking. She said, “Georgia, is this really happening?” Georgia couldn’t speak, couldn’t tear her eyes away from the scene, let alone answer the question.


    Arms outstretched, locking on her attacker, even though slow rivers of red mucus drained from her demolished eyeballs, the mystery girl seemed to be conducting an orchestra of death. Like some sort of marionette, she moved her hands and the boy’s body moved. With one swift motion, she literally tore him from his broken feet which, impossibly, remained planted on the ground. Destroyed flesh, muscles, ligaments, nerves and arteries flopped over his shoes like wet blood worms and meat. His shoes started out as white Converse. They weren’t white anymore.


    Only Georgia was looking at his feet. She was fixated. Lost in wonderment. Everyone else was staring into the sky ten feet up. Startled, she looked up a moment later. Hovering in the air, the boy was screaming, blood from his lower legs raining down on the grass and the fountain’s edge.


    The girl’s hands shifted and the boy’s body swung horizontal, went limp, and (with a jerking apart of the girl’s arms) was pulled in half. A viscous, gut stew slopped over the ground, showering the ground with organs and entrails.


    The two halves of the ruined body, they dropped onto the grass like mangled sides of beef. No one said a thing. They just gasped and stared in muted silence. The blind girl walked to the upper part of the torso, knelt down and felt her way to the head. A moment later, she moved her hand to the place where his heart should be.


    Georgia moved forward while everyone else moved back. The seashell shaped needles were out of her palms and she had heated up sufficiently if the girl turned on her. The world started to go just the slightest bit gray. She held the fire at bay. Barely.


    The girl, she closed her ruined eyes for a moment, then opened them and they were pure white. Not shattered. No longer broken. They blinked, but didn’t focus, which scared the shit out of Georgia and everyone else. How did she do that?


    The girl looked around and people reeled. The eyes were pure, milky white. Back to the boy, she shut them, took a deep breath, then seemed to force her energy into his body for one long moment before muttering the words: “No fucking way.”


    Not opening her eyes, she appeared lost in thought, then she stood and walked away from the kid who attacked her, from everyone. The circle of onlookers opened to release her, those same people now more curious than afraid.


    Was she really fleeing the scene?


    The girl tripped on a hedge, stumbled sideways and ran her shoulder into a iron lamppost. Any person blinded the way she was would put her hands out, slowly feel their way forward, but this wicked girl with pitch black hair, she didn’t do what everyone else expected her to do. She just kept walking, knocking into things, then walking further.


    “Where is she going?” Theresa asked, like they were friends. She still had her eyes on the girl. Everyone did.


    “Piss off,” Georgia said, surprising herself. Needing to put her fire someplace, she thought about stuffing it in Theresa. God that would feel good!


    When the girl was gone from sight, people crowded the body. The fire inside her, however, it wouldn’t be contained. It needed out. Focusing her energy, Georgia pushed the fire onto the boy and his body parts burst into flames. Everyone creeping forward jumped way back.


    As they watched, her fire ate every last bit of the boy, right down to a crisp.




    In the Name of the Blessed Hive




    1


    By quick thinking and sheer luck, The Assassin, now the soul of The Operator, barely escaped the body. On the return home through the open wormhole squeezing him from 2015 back to The Nest almost one thousand years into the future, the essence of him seethed. It raged.


    Until Sensei Naygel, he had never been beaten. He swore it would never happen again. But it did. Raven, oh sweet Raven, she controlled him marvelously! Tore him clean and bloody from his own feet, which she somehow managed to root to the earth. The inventive Raven de’ Medici, her eyes burst open and yoked like a pair of quail eggs, she levitated then ripped his body in half.


    So he was made to suffer defeat not once but twice! On the same mission no less! Fortunately he escaped the body unattached, and fled 2015 before the clone expired, which would have trapped his soul in that time, in that corpse, in the different cycles of life and death.


    No wonder the little shit survived the centuries. No wonder she had the reputation she did. Even as a babe—inexperienced and fresh to the world—she defeated him. Only once, though.


    Not again.


    With one body destroyed by Sensei Naygel, and another destroyed by Raven, he had one body left to occupy. He knew he should operate from afar, from inside The Nest, where it was safe, but he wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t be afraid of this stupid child.


    When he entered the third body, his mind said he was out of control with rage, yet he stood by his determination to oust Raven de’ Medici and exercise her soul. Within moments, he and the cloned body traveled to 2015, only minutes from when the second body was so violently slaughtered.


    People looked at him in fear and revulsion, and they quickly backed away. He understood. They saw the body murdered. They witnessed a will of telekinesis, a battle between what they would deem a pair of immortals. And there he stood again, looking right and pissed off and ready to kill. Now, if only he knew where in The Hive’s blessed name she was.




    Spec Ops Soldier
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    John Black had taken the position of Head of Security on the Astor Academy just over a year and a half ago. The job, a menial job he never believed himself capable of enduring, was “awarded” him after a decorated career first with the US Army and then with the CIA.


    “Protecting snot-nosed kids at some high school?” he first said from his wheelchair as he sat in front of his Commanding Officer. “With all due respect, sir, are you goddamn kidding me?”


    For all he’d done for The Company and his country, Black demanded an explanation.


    “Basically all the kids here, they’re going to play significant roles in this country and others over the next fifty years. They will be Presidents, CEO’s, Military officers. They’ll be your future operators, your terrorists and your worldwide game changers. You are not only going to take care of them, you’re going to get to know them.”


    “No,” he said, terse. “Not happening.”


    “You’re going.”


    “The only place I’m going with these useless legs,” he barked in a voice teeming with disgust, “is behind either a desk or to a goddamn bar.”


    He was still coming to terms with his permanent paralysis.


    “You’re meant for the field, Black, not a desk. This is the in-between. For now. Besides, part of your service at the school will be augmented with treatments for your ‘condition.’ If you don’t lose your shit between now and then, that is.”


    “What do you mean, my condition?”


    “Your legs, dumbass.”


    “So, what, a full reversal?” he asked, sitting up a little straighter. “You saying I’ll walk again?”


    His CO held his eyes without flinching, then gave him the smallest nod.


    “Okay then,” he said, no longer certain of anything.


    John Black didn’t exactly regret taking the position, since Dr. Gerhard repaired his permanently broken body last year, after running Campus Security for a few months in the wheelchair, which he still couldn’t wrap his mind around.


    After a few months of service at Astor, a veritable country club of an assignment, he called from a secure line and asked his CO about the kids.


    “They’re the kids of the elite now running this world,” his CO said. “Astor Academy is where our future leaders are being educated and indoctrinated. I already told you this.”


    His CO said “elite,” but all he heard was “high value target.”


    Black worked as an operator with Delta Force under the US Army’s Special Operations Division for the better part of ten years before being recruited to the Special Operations Group (SOG)—an elite group of soldiers working under the CIA’s super-secret Special Activities Division (SAD). He worked with SOG for another eight years until an IED (improvised explosive device) took out his car and he was forced out of the field. He almost died. Being medically discharged, however, was the same as dead.


    Being at Astor was a necessary change from constantly being in the field or in training. It gave him time to reflect. What he realized after a few months was how much he’d done. How much he had seen. In his time with Delta Force and SOG, Black was awarded so many medals and citations they were now in a box in his closet under other moving boxes collecting dust. He was proud of his service and his accomplishments, but he didn’t need the medals to remind him what he did, what he survived. He had his nightmares for that.


    On the mission that ended his field clearance and almost took his legs, that was where he lost it. Where he cracked his brain in two. It was a hostage rescue mission. Three of his team had been killed in action. During his escape, he wished he died, too. Heading to his extraction point in a shitty Toyota Corolla that felt about a hundred years old, his head was so chock full of electric mice that he missed the IED completely. How he was dragged to safety from the smoking wreck of his car he still didn’t know. Why he survived was yet another mystery. He received his final medal for not dying during that solitary and seemingly successful mission. He loved and detested that medal, the medal no one but himself and his superiors would ever see.


    He’d been trying to save children from a known terrorist black site. When his team breached the compound, however, the things he saw scored his brain so deeply those same images haunted him to this day. The stone walls of the compound were lined with headless women, women who survived countless atrocities before being beat to death then decapitated.


    What was done to the children was far worse.


    His six man team ended up surviving only as a three man team, but the terrorists, the price they paid for their shocking and inconceivable transgressions was something John Black would never forget. He could still hear the sounds of their hairy skulls being reduced to pulp. He could still see his hands and the hateful, violent things they did. These men were terrorists, but what he and the other operators did—if there was indeed a heaven—they would not be granted entrance.


    By the time he and the remainder of his team were finished with said terrorists, what they’d left behind, it was just gore and blood and pulverized organs and stomped-on bones.


    Since that mission, the other two operators died. Both by their own devices. He was not so far behind. Black was certain they were right, that eating a bullet was the only way to stop the nightmares. He resisted though. He had to. He refused to disgrace God this way, nor could he be part of the ever-expanding stain left upon The Company’s namesake. He would not kill himself. And that is what he told himself on the nights he sat with his gun in his hand sucking down a bottle of Jack Daniel’s Black Label.


    Astor Academy with its bloated paycheck, its definitive lack of risk and its spotless staff seemed like a waking hallucination, the counterpart to sleep—where the real nightmares sunk their claws into him. Then someone died. A kid. And only then did he wake back up to the war inside himself, and the peace that followed him into war. Only then did he fall back into the persona he was molded into…


    ….a Spec Ops Operator.


    Black knew how to kill. Better than most. He understood how bodies were supposed to look when they were murdered, but he was no homicide detective. He wasn’t a cop. Still, when he asked Headmistress Klein to bring in local PD to deal with Tavares Baldridge’s body, she said, “Surely you must be kidding.”


    He wasn’t kidding. Not ever.


    “Astor Academy doesn’t exist to the local authorities,” she said. “Astor. Doesn’t. Exist. I’m surprised you weren’t debriefed on this prior to your acceptance of this position.”


    “I was. But I was also told this wouldn’t be the kind of job where I’d be dealing with murdered children.”


    “With this group of students,” Headmistress Klein mumbled, “anything is possible.”


    “So that’s a no on the locals?” he asked. He still couldn’t understand why there was no blood on the wound. The entire body looked licked clean.


    “That’s a ‘no,’” she repeated, resolute.


    The audacity, he thought. Then: “Doesn’t it bother you that one of your students—”


    The phone rang, Klein held up her hand and answered it. “Headmistress Klein,” she said, very official. She paused. Her face then proceeded to drain itself of color. “What?” she replied. “Are you serious?” Her eyes darted up and met his. The panic was real. He rose quickly to his feet, the way he would when he heard disturbing intel and needed to act fast.


    “Get to the quad, right now,” she said as she hung up the phone. “Two kids are…they’re…Jesus Christ…I don’t even know how to explain it, just get down there!”
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    Black spun on his heel and darted for the door, sprinting all he way to the quad where students were gathered around a charred, smoking corpse. No, he thought, his anxiety mounting.


    Flashbacks of the terrorist compound rolled through him like shockwaves to the brain. All those dead children. He shook his head, fought to clear his brain. For a second, though, the ground seemed to waver beneath him. He slowed for a quick moment to gather his bearings. Then he pushed through the packs of students staring at not a body, but two halves of a body. A two piece.


    This wasn’t murder, this was a massacre.


    “How did he get…into two pieces?” he asked no one in general.


    The kids were telling him the story, fast, each talking over the other, the stories convoluted and fantastic, and wholly unbelievable. Then one of them, a young blonde girl wearing the kind of animated expression you get when you see the impossible unfold right before your eyes, she said, “The girl got blinded. Her eyes…they were just burned out of her head.”


    “This is the girl?” he asked.


    “That’s the boy,” someone answered. “And her eyes didn’t burn out, they freaking exploded!”


    The smell of cooked flesh set him at ease. For whatever reason, he felt himself relaxing into the job. He told himself, this is your world, John.


    “The guy, he just put up his hand and her eyes popped open and sprayed out blood!” another girl said. “I watched it happen right before my…eyes. Oh, God.” She looked like she was going to be sick from the memory. He understood completely.


    “But how did he get…in two?” Black asked again.


    “She levitated him in the air,” someone said, “then waved her hands apart and he just…went in half. We don’t know how he caught fire though. She was already gone when the boy…when he burst into flames.”


    “Bullshit,” Black said, his brow furrowing. He knew death, but this…this was something else. A lie. A cover-up.


    “It’s true,” the blonde girl said, her face looking green. Someone behind her was crying.


    “Who was she?” Black asked. “And who is this boy?”


    No one seemed to know.


    “She went that way,” another boy replied, pointing deeper into campus, toward the dorms. Black got all he needed, including a description, then he left the scene sprinting toward the dorms and the blind girl who could levitate people and tear them in two.


    From the shit swamps of Cambodia to the deserts of the middle east, to the icy streets of Russia, to the hovels in Syria, John Black had never heard of such a thing. A telekinetic? That’s the kind of thing you read about in a book, or watch in a Marvel Comic movie. It wasn’t real life. Was it? But the evidence left at the scene backed by eyewitness accounts? It all seemed to fit.


    This isn’t possible, he told himself. There must be another explanation.


    Astor Academy was a veritable snooze-fest compared to the life that he lived when Black was unofficially enlisted. When Headmistress Klein called and asked if the rumors of supernatural activity were true, he slowed in front of the girls’ dorms and said, “It sounds that way. I mean, it’s technically not possible, but everything looks plausible when you match it up with the statements I heard. Jesus, I can’t believe I’m actually buying any of this.”


    “Who’s the girl?” she asked, almost like she was holding her breath. Almost like she knew her already. He gave the description of the girl and the fight that ended the unidentified boy’s life. Sylvia Klein said, “I’m familiar with the girl accused of the boy’s death.”


    He said, “What should I do?” to which she replied, “Unfortunately for all of us, with this girl, nothing.”


    He laughed. Sylvia Klein did not. Cynical or not, her steadfast manner stilled him.


    “Where’s her room?” he demanded. “What’s the number?”


    Headmistress Klein gave it to him.


    “She’s not normal,” Klein said.


    “Neither am I.”


    “Let me rephrase,” she said. “She is not bound by the physical laws of men and science. With all due respect, you barely got your legs and your confidence back.”


    He ignored the weak-minded jab. “If half of what those kids said about her turns out to be true, then I would agree. She is dangerous.”


    “Yet you still want to go?”


    “Hell, yes.” No hesitation. Not even a tremor in his voice.


    “Perhaps that is why you were chosen as Head of Security, Mr. Black. Though I’m still unsure of whether your drive is born of curiosity, bravery, or outright stupidity.”


    “When I figure it out, Headmistress Klein,” he said, his eyes now focused on the front of the dorms, “I’ll let you know.”




    One Shot of Guilt, Four Shots of Shame
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    Brayden went to help Raven when she stopped him. Whatever she did, it was like she’d paralyzed his body. He couldn’t move. Then, when he was able to move, whatever it was stopping him—whatever energy she thrust deep inside him—it sat festering in his chest and belly like a dull, stubborn pain.


    To stop him like that felt like an affront. The more he thought about it, though, he didn’t blame her because she looked super-charged. And enraged. Her eyes were…they were just gone. Blown out. She had blackish red sockets for eyes.


    Yet she looked in perfect control. No expression. She was macabre, a human horror show, and she had not one single expression, save for determination, and perhaps focus. Did she even know pain anymore? Was that how far she had evolved?


    Her eyes were gone and she still managed to raise the boy with the twist of hair ten feet into the air before…doing what she did. How did she do that? What the hell was she anymore? After learning Abby had become Raven, after feeling restless anger—how it was a dark, full-bodied anxiousness—he tried to connect with her, but she was gone.


    No longer herself.


    Nearly all of what made her who she was when she was Savannah, even when she became Abby, that was gone, bred out of her.


    Brayden knew she was powerful, and maybe immortal, but now she was frightening. Probably the scariest thing he’d ever seen. He wanted to follow her when she left, especially when she just up and went, blindly roaming off to…somewhere.


    Where the hell was she going?


    “Brayden?” Julie said. He almost forgot she was there, he was so deep into trying to understand what had become of his friend. “What just happened?”


    He blinked several times, snapped out of it. Jules looked stricken. How could he explain Raven to her? He couldn’t.


    His phone started vibrating in his pocket. It was probably Raven. She needed him. Maybe he could shake this feeling about her. If only she’d let him in. If only she would stop shoving him away. When he fished it out of his pocket, however, it wasn’t Raven.


    He answered the phone and said, “Netty?”


    Brayden’s eyes went to Julie, who was shell shocked and staring at the smoking smithereens of a corpse. Bystanders in the quad were talking, murmuring about what happened, crying, but he could only hear their voices as if they were in a tunnel, or underwater.


    “I have to tell you something Brayden,” Netty said.


    “I’m sort of preoccupied—” he said, dazed, his chest still tight and buzzing.


    “I was pregnant with our child. From that night. That’s why I’ve been mad at you, why I have not been able to bring myself to call you, or get together with you.”


    Whatever distress he was feeling a moment ago gave way to the unstable feeling of his world collapsing. He thought, she’s pregnant? It’s mine?


    He plunged into a downward spiral, his body swaying on rickety legs, his face going icy/hot with dread. Somehow he managed to find a bench where he sat down, head in hands, eyes unable to stare out into the world. He felt nothing and everything. And then it all hit him and he felt everything.


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes, dummy, I’m sure,” she said. “It was in my belly until…well…this is why I’m calling you. I miscarried.”


    “Wait, what?” he said, light breaking through his dark clouds. “Did you say you miscarried?”


    “Yes, that’s what I said. But I didn’t do it on my own.” She paused just long enough to make him a little crazy with the waiting. “Someone did it for me. A boy. A disgusting, really scary boy. I think he’s coming for this girl named Raven who goes to school there. I thought my sensei could take care of the boy, but he couldn’t. He just called to warn me. Do you know her? This Raven girl?”


    “I do,” he said, his face slack with concern, unable to process everything going on around him.


    “My sensei, he said the boy is dangerous. So dangerous he nearly killed him. A boy, Brayden. He told me to call right away and warn her about this boy. I don’t have her number, but I thought you might.”


    “He’s already here,” Brayden said. “The boy.”


    “Now?”


    “Yes, now. Right in front of me. Charred to a crisp in two pieces.”
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    Julie looked at Brayden and said, “Who are you talking to? With all this going on, why are you even on the phone right now?”


    “My friend Netty,” he said. “I’m almost done.”


    “Who?” she snapped. “You’ve never mentioned her before.”


    In his ear, in the phone, Netty spoke. “Who is that?” she asked referring to Julie.


    Oh Jesus, he thought.


    Julie plopped down next to him, scooted hip to hip, then leaned in so she could hear everything. He shrank back, flashed her a look, then lightly pushed her head away. She burned him with a look of absolute disdain.


    “So this is the boy who made you miscarry?” he said. “The one you’re telling me about?” Julie crossed her arms and glared at him. He wondered, is this what passes for true love these days?


    “Yes,” Netty said.


    “Who’s baby got miscarried?” Julie asked.


    Some freshman girl in the crowd of bystanders looked back at the two of them, like she heard everything. Anyone within earshot could see they were about to get into a nasty fight. Anyone could see the boy was mutilated and killed and that trumped whatever menial shit he and Julie were fighting about.


    “Mine, apparently,” Brayden admitting, his anger increasing about as fast as his common sense was shrinking. He felt a sheen of sweat upon his forehead. He mopped the slick away, even though it wasn’t that hot and his head wasn’t that wet.


    Julie gasped at Brayden’s admission. The girl watching Brayden and Julie, her eyes flashed at the juicy bit of gossip he just laid out like Christmas dinner for two. Brayden blew out a deep breath, reeling from his own screwy production. He didn’t know how much more of this he could take. The frenzy building inside of him, if it ruptured, he knew it would be him finally cracking.


    He couldn’t crack.


    Not now.


    “And you were going to tell me this when?” she asked, eyes narrowing, arms folding the way they do when a girl’s getting ready to really lay into you.


    “God dammit, Jules,” he barked, covering the mouthpiece of the phone. “I just found out!”


    His organs were still blistered from the push and hold of Raven’s power, and none of this made him feel any better. Dealing with one upset girl was manageable, but two? After this?—hell no! For the first time in a long time, he wanted to look at her and tell her to shut up. Those two words though, laced with hatred and wielded like a sword, those two words when shoved together could easily be the rudest thing to say to a person you cared about, but he ached to say it anyway. He needed to scream those two words right into her face! Really though, when he thought about it, he wanted to say, hello, look around and tell me this is the most important thing going on right now! But he didn’t. He just bit down and held on.


    And again, he refused to crack.


    “Well this is going to be a problem,” Julie finally said, her voice tame, but still teeming beneath her words.


    “I’ve got to go,” Netty said, hearing the commotion between them. “You’re sure that he’s dead though?”


    “Yeah,” he replied, exhausted. Ignoring Julie and her tantrum, he said, “I’m sure.”


    In addition to being mortified by the fight between him and Jules, he was doubly ashamed of his actions with Netty. He didn’t pull out early. Didn’t use protection. On her first time, she got pregnant then had some…whatever the hell that kid was…some freaking animal make her miscarry. How did he do that? Did he punch her in the stomach? Kick her repeatedly?


    What was this all going to do to Netty? “I’m so sorry,” he said to her, as sincere as he had ever been. “I’m sorry for everything, Netty.”


    Julie blew out a loud breath then said, “Omigod,” like this was some kind of a joke.


    “I’m sorry, too,” Netty said, then she hung up. He hadn’t wanted her to hang up. He wanted to talk about it, but Julie—goddamn Julie!


    When he dared look up, her eyes were as dark and vile as the corpse before them. He was about to speak, to lie maybe, or at least try to justify his behavior, when the Head of Security came nudging his way through the crowd.


    There was something about the guy that instantly unnerved him. He felt it every time he saw the Security man. Now it felt worse. It wasn’t anything supernatural, like he had seen with Raven and the kid who tried to kill Raven. No, it was something more. Like maybe he’d seen or done things Brayden never would. Like he was war hardened and not afraid of death. Or it could be that he had that look on his face that said he’d rather beat a confession out of you than politely ask a few questions. That was what was most unnerving, he realized: the man’s overt disconnect. He actually shouldered a girl in her back to get through the crowd. Her face was like, WTF? but the man could care less.


    Who does that?


    Of course, Head of Security, John Black, would never see the kind of things Brayden saw, so maybe that made them alike. Or similar, at least. Except that the man could probably end Brayden’s life nineteen different ways without a second’s hesitation. There was that…


    Julie turned her attention back to him, then said, “This boy is dead yet somehow you managed to steal the show with your impregnated girlfriend.”


    “Isn’t that a little bit of the pot calling the kettle black?” he rebuked. Whatever he felt for her, it was fast disappearing.


    “What does that mean?”


    “Will you two take it elsewhere, or just shut the fuck up?” Black turned and growled. Then to the crowd: “And will somebody please tell me what the hell happened here in terms I can understand?”


    Everyone resumed talking at once. It was too much to take. For both of them. Julie stalked off first, pissed and pregnant; then Brayden stepped far enough away from the scene to keep an eye on John Black and the dead boy, but out of ear shot of any eavesdroppers.


    He activated his phone and dialed Raven thinking he had packed too many women in his life for him to stay sane.
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    The call went to a voicemail that wasn’t set up. Brayden hung up the phone, then waited a long minute because his mind was an avalanche of thought. It was fixated on him getting Netty pregnant, on being with Julie while she was pregnant with Emery’s baby, on how in Vegas he managed to hurt Becky and alienate Aniela. Talk about one shot of guilt and four shots of shame!


    Enough, he thought.


    Enough!


    Brayden decided he must do what he originally intended to do when he left Vegas, and that was not get emotionally involved with anyone. He was tired of hurting people. Tired of hurting himself. Titan and Romeo were right: if you get out of the habit of the casual, no-strings-attached “hit and run” encounters, you’re just asking for trouble.


    He didn’t want to be the douchebag who only learned how to have sex with hot girls, though. He wanted more from his life. Maybe it’s not in the cards, he realized.


    The phone buzzed. He fished it out of his pocket. He saw an unlisted number so he answered it with a tentative, “Hello?”


    “What is it, Brayden?”


    “Raven?” he said. “Jesus, are you okay?”


    “Yeah. In a minute. Is everything okay?”


    “No,” he said, pacing, “everything isn’t okay. How did you do that? When did you learn to—”


    “I’ll have to call you back,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”


    “Raven—”


    Then the line went dead.


    After a moment he called Julie, told her she was too much drama, and that she was good and fun, but she was also a full bag of damaged goods.


    She was so startled he rendered her speechless. A miracle. Then the obscenities began to fly, so much that he held the phone away from his ear to keep from going deaf.


    When she exhausted herself, just before she hung up on him—which he felt was inevitable—he said, “You should take this time to focus on your bastard child. It’s going to need a mother. Not some adolescent prone to temper tantrums.”


    “Don’t ever call me again,” she screamed into the phone.


    “I’ll call you a butthole and that’s it. Last call. Butthole.”


    She huffed in disbelief into the phone and hung up. He was pissed. But he was sad, too. Instead of worrying about Jules for now, he went to find Georgia. The charred to death boy with powers like he had never seen before—now the human BBQ—that was because of Georgia. Her signature was all over that smoldering pile of meat.


    It was time for answers.




    The Coward Count Doubles



1


    I end the call with Brayden. Gosh damn, I’ve got bigger problems than him right now! Like Cameron being dead. Deep down, I wonder if she’s been dead too long. I’m not sure I can save her. Would she even want me to save her if I could?


    The moment she died, I knew it. I felt it. I was still in the fight with whatever the hell that was from the future, when I felt her soul stirring in the void between life and death.


    The searing heat of healing needle-points my damaged eyeballs like a thousand spiders’ feet on the insides of them. By the grace of God alone, I resist the horrendous urge to itch them.


    The blackness of my lost eyesight broke minutes after the healing began. I wanted to tear off my clothes, plunge into an ice bath, take the required time to let my eyes heal, but alas, this was not a luxury I had just then. Slowly, after knocking into what felt like everything on campus, shades of light returned to my eyes, dim at first, and fuzzy, but then shadows and movement appeared and, thank God, because I was terrified of permanent blindness.


    By the time I reached the dorms, I was seeing color, and the fuzzy edges of everything started to sharpen. The pain had me writhing and screaming inside. Fidgeting like a f*cking head case. I was all out of time though. I had to reach Cameron. When I arrived at her dorm room, I kicked the door open with absolutely no hesitation. I felt her otherworldly presence so strong I nearly spoke to her.


    I couldn’t though.


    To do so would be an admission of her death. No, I told myself. I can save her. I can.


    Then the phone rang. It had been Brayden. I didn’t want to talk to him, but I needed to. What I just did in the middle of campus, that psycho boy, he provoked my powers out of me. That he did so in front of everyone was a disaster of epic proportion. Gosh damn catastrophic.


    I can’t stay here anymore. At Astor. After this, I’m going to leave and never come back. This is what was going through my mind when I called Brayden back. At some point in time, I’m going to have to say good-bye to the people I love. To this place.


    Slumped on the bathroom floor, a thick, shiny slick of blood pooling in a wide circle around the gaunt, smashed-in-the-floor side of Cameron’s face, she is lifeless looking, eyes glassed over, open and dead.


    It’s too late, I think with a sigh. Something in me surges: my unwillingness to accept defeat. It’s not too late! I lift the girl into my arms, whisper to her soul—which I know is still hovering nearby—“I know you’re still here, Cameron. We can fix this. I can fix this!”


    Tears hit my voice just before they hit my eyes.


    “It’s not too late for you to come back. Just…please, Cameron, come with me.” Her soul is not willing to move. I have to force the issue. Holland can help. That son of a bitch, he always manages to be useful in the most desperate of times.


    And so I drape her nude body in a sheet and carry her down the hallway, the elevator opening to the lobby where Head of Security, John Black, appears. He points his gun at me and says, “Set the girl down, get on the ground face-down and lace your fingers behind your head!”


    “No,” I say, walking toward him at a slower pace than I prefer.


    “Get down or I’ll shoot you, I swear to God I will!”


    “No you won’t, John,” I say, still walking toward him, my pace unchanged. “You didn’t come here to shoot kids. You came to get away from the memory of dead kids.” I see him waver. “Now put that gun away or I’ll put it away for you.”


    He backs up since I haven’t changed my pace since he demanded I get on the floor. When I pass right by him without a second’s consideration for his gun, he says, “What…what happened to her?”


    “Help me,” I hear myself say.


    His gun in hand, he looks at me, then at Cameron, whose face and mangled head is now partially visible. He doesn’t take his eyes off me. I know I must be a sight: hair frazzled, bloody mucus drained down my face like some demented princess. He holsters his Glock, steps in the elevator, then takes her from my arms.


    My eyes are wet, my entire body now pitching with sadness. By the time the metal door closes I’m crying. When we hit the Lobby, my sobbing is barely controllable, my self-loathing for being a part of this so much worse than normal.


    “Pull yourself together,” Black says to me.


    I wipe my eyes and follow the man to the infirmary. People are now trailing behind us, asking if that’s Cameron O’Dell under the sheet, and what happened, asking a thousand questions about Cameron and my eyes, about the boy and my powers. Black and I ignore them all. And me? I’m barely holding it together.


    The sheet I wrapped Cameron in, it held firm, but it was also splotched and wet with gigantic red blooms, stains which make everyone suspect the worst. During the entire journey to Holland’s office, I hold the bond between me and Cameron’s spirit strong. It’s diminishing, though.


    “Please,” I whisper into the ethers. “Please, don’t go.”


    “It’s okay,” the spirit whispers back, our telepathic link now open.


    Cameron’s spirit stays with me all the way to Holland’s office. I know from experience if she’s hanging around this long, she’s undecided as to her own fate.


    She can come back. She did it before.


    I came back.


    If I pave the way for her, I know she’ll come back. Sending her thoughts, making sure she gets them, I say, “I’ll heal you, if you come back. We can fix this. I can fix you, Cameron. Please. Please.”


    In Holland’s office, we take Cameron to the examination room where Black lays her on a table. Holland moves the man aside, pulls the sheet away and prepares her for stitches and a blood transfusion.


    “Raven de’ Medici?” John Black finally asks.


    I look up at him, troll his mind, feel him wondering where all the blood licking trails down the surface of my face came from.


    “This isn’t the time,” I say.


    “Several days ago, a boy was found dead in his bed by…unnatural means. Another was torn in half and charred to a crisp not fifteen minutes ago. Now I find you with this dead girl and with evidence of…eye injuries all over your face. I’d say this is the perfect time.”


    “No, this is not the time.”


    “We’re going to do it anyway, Ms. de’ Medici,” he says, posturing up. “Come with me.”


    “I’m afraid she’s needed here,” Holland says, like he has little concern for the man or whatever authority he’s trying to exude. “You can have her when I’m done.”


    “No,” Black growls. “Now!”


    “I don’t answer to you!” Holland barks, turning his soulless eyes on the man. Black’s hand goes to his Glock, but I put my hand on his, gently, then nab his eyes.


    “I’ll talk to you, after we save her life.”


    I still the man’s beating heart, invite him telepathically to sit down and be quiet. He does just that. Albeit against his will.


    After dispensing of Black, Holland asks me: “Is she here?”


    He’s asking if her spirit is still here.


    “Yes,” I reply. “Barely.” Black is looking on quizzically, trying to understand how I know the things I know.


    “We need to get her…to the lab,” he says, now looking at the very compliant, very glazed over Head of Security.


    “Stay,” I tell him.


    He nods. Stays put as ordered. He doesn’t want to sit still, but he now knows to fear me, that I am controlling him. So he quietly sits there, bound by invisible ties, asking himself if he’s gone insane.


    We move Cameron downstairs and sink her in a vat of the pink goo, and that’s when I feel like I can breathe again. Holland monitors her, praying for vitals, seeing only the flat line that tells him hope and effort are equally useless. She’s dead, though.


    But is she gone?


    I’m not looking at the vat, or her beautiful, scarred body.


    “It’s not too late,” I beg her spirit.


    I feel her soul glow into what a smile might feel like, and then things get really silent for her. She is there one minute, then she is good and truly gone the next.


    Nothing.


    “You can take her out now,” I whisper, my voice choked with defeat, the lump in my throat enormous.


    “She’s gone?”


    “Yes,” I say, my eyes a watery mess.


    “And there’s nothing you can do?” he asks, almost like he’s disgusted my abilities won’t work on the dead.


    Something sparks in me, drying my eyes instantly. “Of course there’s nothing I can do you ass!”


    “I didn’t do this to her!” he barks at me.


    “My God, Holland, you’re a piece of work.” We both stand there with hard eyes and accusatory stares. Frustrated with my inability to effect this outcome, I say: “You are…monstrous. Your soul is so fucking ugly I can’t stand it, yet you’re a necessary evil. So many things in this world are both right and wrong because of you.”


    “So you’re always saying,” he replies. “I get it. Your friend died.”


    “She wasn’t my friend. She was a bully. Girls died because of her. Families were ruined. Rich histories erased in advance, leaving behind only wakes of despair. I hated her, but she didn’t deserve to die like this. She didn’t deserve…what I did to her.”


    “You did the X’s and the Bully carving?”


    “And her hair.”


    “You cut it off?”


    “I ripped it out strand by strand.”


    “Wow,” he mutters, breathless, with the smallest smile playing upon his lips. “Look how far you have come. From victim to bully to murderer to torturer to sympathizer. If I thought you enjoyed any of this, I would be proud.”


    “You’re disgusting,” I spit.


    With a deep sigh, he says, “You enjoy none of this, though, which is a travesty.”


    “So you say.”


    “I used to hate you, but now I just feel sorry for you. You’re so tortured. You don’t know who you are, and that’s sad. I may be a monster, and downright evil, but at least I know who I am. At least I’m embracing my inner me. You, you’re so unfortunate and dramatic. And goddamn it’s so boring for someone like me. Go be yourself already, you stupid child.”


    “With what you saw—the future me—with what Alice said about who I become, how can you say such a thing?”


    “You don’t owe anyone anything. You have got no one to answer to. No one to please. No one to disappoint. Don’t you get it? You can do and be anything and anyone you want and no one will care but you! So go live your life! Go do whatever the hell you want. Swim in indulgence. Drown yourself in drugs or alcohol. Lose yourself to as many boys as your libido will allow, or girls. Whatever you’ve been wanting to do, go and do it without hesitation or apology, for this is the life I’ve given you.”


    “I’m trying!”


    “Yet you’re still here. At Astor. I give you this life and, like a goddamn fool, you’re wasting it! God, you’re so damn stubborn!”


    He’s right. I hate him, but he’s right. Without a word, I turn to go and there is Alice. The young one. She’s looking up at me. I go over to her, lean down and kiss her lovingly on the cheek, then stand, smile at her, and slap her so hard she’s pitched sideways, off her feet and knocked out cold.


    Turning, I look over my shoulder at Holland, challenging him.


    He says, “Good one,” and then I leave.
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    When I’m gone from Holland’s lab, I release my hold on Black. I’m walking through campus, dodging people, using my mind to be invisible to them when I see the boy again. The same one I killed.


    I stop; he stops.


    Then he smiles, the same as he did before. “You are one child,” he says, “but I am eternal.”


    “Is that what you think?” I ask. Behind me, John Black comes storming out. Shit. I shouldn’t have done that. I should have kept him contained for a few more minutes. That’s what I get for being nice.


    “Raven,” he says, “stop!”


    “You won’t stop her,” the boy calls out. His tall twist of hair and that comical, almost amused look in his raccoon-looking eyes, is disturbing.


    If I killed him already, I’m wondering with horror, how is he still alive?


    “Don’t be so sure,” Black says from behind me. I feel him on a psychic level. I feel him pulling out his gun, aiming it at me.


    “Your gun won’t stop her,” the boy says. He throws his energy at Black; I throw up a psychic wall, block the charge and tell Black to holster his gun before he gets killed.


    I then throw energy at the boy, but the handsome thing with screwy silver eyes, his face goes paper thin, the veins showing, his skin sucking hard against his bones. His mouth cranes open to four impossibly long rows of sharp incisors.


    I cock my head; Black inhales sharply behind me. “You don’t want to be here for this!” I scream at Black.


    “I’ve seen a lot of things,” Black replies, “but this…this? I’m sure I want to be around for this!”


    Holding the line between the boy and us, I warn him. “It’s your death,” I say. Closing my eyes, I push my tentacles into the boy’s mind, feel the age of the thing who calls itself The Operator, discover something very important about him: his tether to the future. I didn’t see that before. When I killed him before and felt for his soul, I didn’t find it. Which seemed impossible. Now I know he’s not a boy.


    The body before me is a conduit for something far greater than flesh and bone.


    The moment I crawl his head, I see what he’s doing and I jump back into my body just in time to feel the rusted circles flying from his hands like saw blades, teeth and all.


    The first blade slices right through my arm. The limb drops from my body, but mentally I catch it mid-air, slam it back on the opened stub, force the repairs.


    Less than a second passes.


    Another saw blade whistles from his hand, a larger one that takes my leg. Using my powers, I push through the pain—which is indescribable—long enough to catch and reattach my leg and start the healing.


    The heat of a billion fire ants healing my severed arm and leg feel like red hot coals dropped on open wounds.


    “Impressive,” he says, standing straight up and truly moved. I’m doing everything I can not to show him how much this hurts. Or how much I’m winging this. “Now I see why they made the acidic solution the did.”


    The one that won’t allow me to heal.


    Sweat is leaking from my pores like a sieve. I wipe my eyes, my brow, fling the sweat on the grass beneath my feet. Behind me Black is reeling, wondering if his eyes are playing tricks on him.


    He fires his gun, but the boy stops the bullet before his eyes, turns it over mid-air, then taps it with his finger. It falls in the grass.


    “You people are so predictable,” the boy says. “This time holds almost no mysteries anymore.”


    In a blur, his hands move through the air and four more saw blades zing at me. I move this way and that, then feel one slice through half of my neck, nearly detaching my head from my body. The last thing I do is make sure my legs don’t fail me as my head tries to zip itself back on the half-stump of my neck.


    The skin, arteries, nerves and ligaments grab for their counterparts; muscles reach out for other muscles, and the notched bone grabs its foundation. The healing starts anew, as does a new stratum of utterly blinding pain. One thing’s for sure, though, after Dulce, my healing got fast!


    “No way,” the boy says. And with that, in a snap, I turn my vision inside out, seeing things on a molecular level the same way Keanu Reeves looked at the matrix and saw only green 1’s and 0’s.


    From his body, invisible to the naked eye yet stringing out like some sort of umbilical chord, or spinal chord, is his connection with the far future. I lock on to it with my mind, sever it, tie it off. The boy’s mouth screams and rages.


    “YOU BITCH!” he roars, throwing his body around in a fit.


    His hands become claws that launch energy at me; I form a protective bubble, but much of the force gets through. My body crashes backwards through Black and onto the grass, blood spilling from my not-yet-healed arm, leg and neck wounds.


    Thankfully, nothing falls off.


    Black rolls over and is pumping bullets at him, but the boy—shot six times and still standing—he crumples the weapon in Black’s hand then flings the man forty feet away where he smashes into the side of the science building with two broken ribs and no weapon.


    I then imagine the boy’s entire body—from the inside out. Telekinetically entering into his back, I grab fistfuls of his core, then I jerk everything connected inside of him outside as fast as the flick of a switch. Blood, bone and carnage power out of him like a shot-gunned watermelon. Gore explodes in a splash of red everywhere. That’s when I feel The Operator’s soul departing the steamy pile of carnage. I catch his escaping soul with my mind, drag it toward me, study it. Whatever The Operator is, or was, he’s one nasty son of a bitch.


    There’s something so dark and sinister in the squirming, twisting thing. It’s old. Eons old. So old and powerful I can’t let it go. Can’t let it flee. So I swallow it whole, swallow it deep down inside me and lock it in an imaginary six inch iron box where he sits, screaming, thrashing, cursing and dying.


    OMG, I think. Then it dawns on me: this is how it starts. This is where those vile, antagonistic voices trapped inside future me’s core came from. The prisoners I took as well as the alters I formed in the midst of tortures I have yet to survive.


    The honeycomb structure in my mind, the one I found inside my future self, I realize this wasn’t a structure crafted by sinister men looking to control me. This was a prison shaped by my own devices. If I can successfully lock down The Operator, I can lock down a thousand wicked souls.


    I can stop them. I can eat them all.


    That’s when I see my future self—a vision of her the way she lived hundreds of years into my future: she’s locked away, dead in space, being beaten on earth, sent back in time four centuries to be tortured and maimed. I see this and I don’t want any part of it. My future self came here to die. She wanted me to kill my future self. So I killed her.


    I killed her!


    Her death wasn’t the end though, I tell myself. It’s a do over. A way out of all the corners we paint ourselves in with our anger, our jealousy, with our love and lust, with our unclean preoccupation with righting all the world’s wrongs.


    I can’t be her. And I can’t be me. Yet I am.


    Succeed or fail, I’m me.


    Her.
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    How can I leave the scene of this crime without first checking on Black? He might have saved my life, I tell myself. Turning around, seeing him holding his ribs and struggling to get up, I crawl his brain. It’s a habit now. Inside him, I see his body, fixing itself like I fix mine, but on a slower, more painful scale. He doesn’t know how this is happening, and he can’t understand how I did what I did to the boy.


    Walking over to him, he scoots against the wall, unwilling to wince at the pain, unwilling to fear me in public. I can see his problem though. It’s his broken ribs.


    “What…what are you?”


    “The next generation of you. In fact, I’m several generations ahead of you. You want to know how your body is fixing itself? I can tell you. It won’t make your mind right, though. All those dead women and children you can’t shake from your mind, they’ll never leave you. None of it will. Not the victims, and not the way you murdered and desecrated those terrorists. What you did left a mark so hot and foul on your soul, and there’s no coming back from that. Trust me, I know.”


    “H-How do you…know these things?” he says, the pain in his face evident, no longer hidden.


    “You have to live with it. All of it. Same as I have to live with the things I have done, and the things that have been done to me. So to answer your unasked questions, those questions now turning over in your brain, you were fixed with genetics from a civilization you will never see, and your mind will not heal. But those broken ribs? They’ll be okay in a day or two.”


    “Did you kill that boy?” he asks. He’s not referring to the boy with twisted hair. He’s asking about Tavares.


    “I wanted to love him, but there are people who wish to control me. To make me their weapon. Tavares is dead because of me, because of what I am and how I was once controlled by sadistic people the likes of which you or I will never understand.”


    “So you did it,” he says.


    “Regretfully, and against my every will, yes, I killed him.”


    People were watching us from afar, talking about how the blown-up-boy looked exactly like the burned-to-death-boy before they both died. The words impossible and twin were thrown around a lot. I would tell them the truth if I could, but would they understand? Hell no. So I let them gossip and panic and vomit, because the bloodletting of yet another kid was an impossible horror their small minds could hardly stomach or understand.


    I barely understand it.


    Had I not journeyed through my future self’s mind, or met future Alice, I wouldn’t know what the hell was going on. Had other people taken the same journey, they would not want me alive. They would see the misguided terrorist I became and demand my death. They might have even thanked the twisty-haired boy for what he’d done if he had succeeded.


    “I have to take you in,” Black said, trying to get to his feet, looking around for his weapon and realizing it was destroyed.


    “You saw what I did to that boy you were trying to kill. What do you think I’ll do to you if you try to take me in? Where would you take me, huh? What would you do? Lock me in some black site? Drop me at Guantanamo Bay? There is not a prison in the world that can hold me, and neither you nor anyone else can do a thing about it. Not yet. Not for hundreds of years.”


    He visibly deflates.


    “I have to go,” I say.


    “Where will you go?”


    “Away from here,” I say, looking at the bystanders, and how they’re looking at me.


    “Did you set him on fire?” Black asks. I troll his mind and see the smoking remains of a boy charred. Georgia. She must have done this. But after I wiped her mind, why would she do this?


    “Yes, I burned him.”


    “So do it again,” Black challenges. “Burn your evidence.”


    I turn and concentrate, then after a moment, the meat pile that was once a boy bursts into flames. If I can do one good thing on my way out, it’s cover for Georgia.


    “Freaking unbelievable,” Black says. But he doesn’t say ‘freaking.’ The man was a government mercenary, a spook, a man with an impressive kill list, and unorthodox methods of following orders, and he’s telling me I’m freaking unbelievable.
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    All my stuff at Astor Academy, I’m just going to leave it there. Abandon it. Everything except for my car, a change of clothes and some toiletries.


    At the airport, I leave my Audi in long term parking. When I touch down at JFK International Airport in New York, it’s with a stomach full of either butterflies or worms.


    If I go through with this, I think to myself, it insures everything will be different.


    The New York office looks very different from Holland’s lab. It looks more like a Beverly Hills post-op treatment center than a holding cell for kidnapped children and clones. A brief scan using what skills I have reveals a sub-basement floor containing a startling number of holding tanks. In these tanks are human specimens, all of them clones as far as I can tell. Below that floor is the incinerator room.


    I enter the lab using my mind to unlock the door. At the front counter, a geneticist strolls by and stops short when he sees me. He looks startled.


    “How did you get in here?” he demands to know.


    A brief crawl into his psyche tells me this is the doctor who oversaw the transformations of both my parents.


    “You did Margaret and Atticus Van Duyn,” my mouth says.


    “I’m afraid you have the wrong address, young lady. Now you’ll need to leave before I call the police.”


    “You won’t call them,” I say. “Not with the bodies downstairs, or the incinerator just below that. Can you imagine the questions they would ask? Or the answers you would have to provide? No, I don’t think you’ll call them.”


    “What do you want?”


    “I was originally Savannah Van Duyn, disgraced daughter to Margaret and Atticus Van Duyn, your clients. Since then, under the care of Dr. Enzo Holland, I have become Abigail Swann, and now Raven de’ Medici. I no longer have the genetic makeup to prove I’m there only daughter, but I would gladly surrender it if that would convince you.”


    The doctor merely listens in disbelief. He feels practically paralyzed as he wonders if I’m here to blackmail him, or expose him. I can all but feel his heart pounding in his chest.


    “I’m here for a treatment I will not pay for,” I announce.


    “Every treatment bears a charge,” he replies. “It’s the contract that protects us all.”


    “I’ll sign a non-disclosure agreement if that’s what you want, and my payment will be better than money. The way I will pay you is by me sparing your life.” It’s astonishing how much cooperation you can get when the threat is real. It’s like they can sense it in you. Really grasp your seriousness.


    “You’ll sign a contract and you will pay money. That’s how it works.”


    Okay, I assumed too much with this one.


    “I trust you know Enzo Holland?” I say. He shakes his head, no. I hate name dropping, but it’s worse if you think the name will make a difference and the person doesn’t even know the name you’re dropping. “Forgive me for my oversight. Wolfgang Gerhard, from Astor Academy in California, has recently taken on the identity of Enzo Holland. You know Gerhard, yes?”


    “I do,” he says, swallowing hard.


    “I share your distaste, Doctor,” I say. His back stiffens to the assertion. “I’m assuming by that look on your face you know he has certain predilections to genetic modification, yes?”


    “We all do.”


    “Are you aware that he is not only performing the same treatments you are performing, but that he is weaponizing certain subjects?”


    “I was not aware of that,” he says, his voice sounding more grave.


    “How do you think a man like that could take a child and turn her into a weapon?”


    “I will not pretend to know the musings of a sadist of that sort.”


    “I can tell you exactly, Doctor, because I am his greatest subject. I am weaponized, unkillable and very, very dangerous. So when I tell you payment in return for your services will be the sparing of your life, it’s best not to question me, or assume otherwise.”


    “You’re…weaponized?”


    “Take a moment and imagine the worst ways he could modify me. Imagine, if you will, what you would do to a person if you stumbled upon a rare strain of DNA that allowed the impossible to come true. Immortality, telekinesis, mind manipulation. Do you have a picture in your mind, Doctor?”


    “I do,” he says, unsure of me, unsure of what I’m about to do.


    “Now imagine it ten times worse and that’s me. So this is what I want you to do. I want you to combine the genetics from Christian Swann and Orianna Crawford, my parents, and I want you to infuse me with them. You needn’t add sedative to your solution because it doesn’t work on me anyway. I am immune.”


    “You’ll be awake through the procedure, though,” he says. I nod, genially. “It will hurt.”


    “It hurts more than you can ever imagine, Doctor. But you’ll do it anyway. And not because I don’t trust you. My first transformation, it was the same way.”


    “It will take time to create the right blend,” he says.


    “I know,” I tell him. “Time is a luxury I can afford.”


    “How do you know I won’t call your parents while you are in the tank?”


    “Pick a number between one and one billion,” I say. Then: “No, not two.” He gasps, and I say, “Again.” Ten seconds later, he has the number. “Eight-hundred million, three hundred seventy-two thousand four hundred and eight point oh six seven three.” His eyes flash wide and I say, “That’s how I’ll know if you try to call my parents.”


    “But you’ll be in the tank,” he replies. He is doing this not to test me but to make me want to leave and never come back. It’s not working. It’s not working at all but to test my patience.


    Using my mind, I wrap invisible arms around him so tight, he squishes up like a caterpillar in a cocoon. His lab coat looks crushed beneath my invisible hug, and that’s when I say, “Whatever it is you think you can do to dissuade me is not working, so I suggest you just get to work and do what I ask so I don’t have to ask in ways you and I will both regret. Oh, and if you think me being in the tank makes me any less dangerous, just imagine me now, but with very little patience.”


    When I let go, he straightens his coat, pops his back and neck, then says, “Follow me.” I do, and from there we practically become besties.
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    The doctor watches me undress, trying with all his might not to marvel at my perfection as he knows I can read his mind. He takes my hand, helps me into the glass canister. When he presents me with a needle, something Holland has never done in conjunction with the glass canister and his pink solution, I crawl his mind, then relax. This man’s process guarantees the same result as Holland’s, but his methods are subtle in their differences. More humane. Resting easy, I let him push the needle into me, then fill me with a solution that will forever put an end not only to Raven de’ Medici, but to the future me and all her future deeds and misdeeds.


    Within days of floating in the amber solution (I miss the pink solution for the color alone), I melt away, the waste of me sloughing off in heaps and piles at the bottom of the glass tank. So much of me is gone, I wonder if I’ll ever be the same again. And the pain…oh my God!…if I can never again have this pain, it will be too soon!


    Just when I fear I’ve disintegrated into nearly nothing, I begin to grow back, to change. Over the next week, I feel my rejuvenation taking place. Each day feels better than the last. Inside of nine days, I become someone far different from whom I used to be, and this fills me with hope.


    The doctor pulls me out of the canister with a smile.


    “How do I look?” I ask, my voice sounding different. More melodious, not so…militaristic.


    He smiles and says, “Gorgeous, my dear. Not that I should be patting myself on the back. Your father—who chose both his and Margaret’s genetic make up—has an outstanding comprehension of the genetic order.”


    Sitting down on the closest chair despite being wet and naked, I say “If I look half as good as you say, please, pat yourself on the back until your f*cking arm falls off.”


    He reels at my use of the f-word, but inside I’m beaming. All is not lost. Raven is as dead as Abby and Savannah, but not all the way dead. I’m still me.


    I’m still in here.


    When I finally stand before a mirror, looking at myself, I think, I just re-wrote hundreds of years of not only my own history, but of the history of the world. With this single act, I either saved or ended thousands of lives. Millions, perhaps. Billions. From this point on, Raven de’ Medici will never be. If I have this right, I’ve successfully done what future me wanted: I killed her, and I killed me.


    I’ve successfully killed us both.


    “Have you thought of a name?” he asks, clearly thinking of the ID package he promised to put together.


    “Yes,” I say. “Savannah Crawford-Swann.”


    “It’s very fitting,” he says.


    “I want a middle name, I just don’t know which one yet. Give me an hour or two, if you will please.”
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    I fly into San Francisco International a week later. Most of what I did in New York was sightseeing to pass the time waiting for my ID package to be printed and take effect. Now that I’m in my RS5, rather Raven’s RS5, I’m on my way…not home.


    How can I go home?


    With Orianna in one house and my father in another, mine is a broken home. It doesn’t have to be like that. I check into the Four Seasons and dial Orianna’s number.


    “Hello?” my mother says.


    “Mom, it’s me.”


    “You don’t sound like you,” she says, “but then again, you never really do. Not anymore.”


    I laugh, and it’s a breezy, almost effortless thing. Like the lightness in my chest is making its way to the surface of me and I’m becoming a bright and decent person again.


    “Where are you?”


    “Here and there,” I say. “Vacationing.”


    “You’re vacationing?” she asks. The familiar disappointment in her voice sounds more like jealousy.


    “Yeah, I totally need it.”


    “And school?”


    “I don’t need school, mom. Not now.”


    “So when are you coming home?”


    “As soon as you get back together with Christian,” I say, “I’ll come back home.”


    “Oh, honey—”


    “Don’t ‘Oh, honey’ me, mother, just go home. I know you want to. I know you want him.”


    “It’s not that.”


    “He’s being stubborn, I know. He was always stubborn and insecure around you. Show him safety. Show him monogamy. Make him see you’re not the rotten version of you anymore. That the woman who destroyed his heart is gone, but you are not. And neither is your marriage. You changed everything for me, mom. But you changed for him, too.”


    “When did you get so stinking smart?” she asks me in a voice both proud and sad.


    “Last night, mom. Or this morning, I don’t know. Just go to him. And when you make him take you back, when he finally agrees, then call me and I’ll come home.”


    “What are you going to do in the mean time?”


    I’m ready for anything. Anywhere. But right now I can’t decide between going back to SoCal, or up north to Oregon. “I’m going to get away from everything that made me who I was. I’m going to indulge.”


    “That’s fine as long as there are no drugs, and no sex,” Orianna says.


    “Ah c’mon, mom, what fun is that?”


    “I’m serious.”


    “Okay,” I say. “No drugs. Can’t promise anything else, though.”


    Then we both laugh and she says, “So, no sex?”


    “Call Christian.”


    And I hang up. The next morning I’m on a plane heading to Miami. The minute I arrive, I track down a beach house for rent, pay too much, then get like ten hours sleep. When I wake, it’s just me.


    No strings attached.
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    Sitting on the beach, there isn’t a cloud in the sky. The waves roll in slowly, and kids and adults alike are in the water splashing, screaming and generally enjoying themselves like in a little less than seventy years their entire bloodline won’t be turned to ash by nuclear death. There are girls in bikinis, guys in board shorts, kids in all manner of disarray. Watching them lazily enjoying their day, acting like they don’t have a care in the world, it’s a reminder that I am not her.


    Not Raven.


    Just like in Big Sur, I dig my toes into the sand. It’s warm, and a smile creeps on my face, this new face I barely recognize but love regardless.


    Is this what it’s like to feel good? To love not someone, but a feeling? An experience? A sliver of your life? The better question is, can this feeling sustain?


    The air is clean, save for the underlying taste of too much sunscreen being put on kids and adults all around me. I watch a few twentysomething guys breeze by with their gym bodies and their gym egos and I realize I could care less what they’re thinking. What I really want is to not know all the things that people are thinking because the freedom of not knowing, the ignorance of this is bliss, an emotion I want to forever embrace.


    Then a man, an extremely tall man—so tall he blocks the sun from view—he comes up and sits down beside me in a beach chair he brought with him. He’s dressed in an Armani suit by the look of it, and he’s handsome. I don’t recognize the look of him, but I do recognize the feel.


    My nose starts to bleed, and the headache that forms is as excruciating as it is familiar. I throw my blockers up and say, “Hello,” to the man who freed me from my human tethers and turned me into this extraordinary thing I am today.


    I think I hate him, but maybe I want to like him. He is an unsolved mystery. One I’m sure I’ll spend the next millennia contemplating.


    “Hello, Savannah,” the doctor from Dulce says. “You’re looking well.”


    He knows me, my new name; he knows everything I’m thinking.


    “Other than your entrance, I’m feeling quite well,” I say, wiping my bloody nose with a towel. “Why are you here?”


    He laughs for a moment, lifts his face into the air. He, too, makes an easy smile I know he feels. Although he is accustomed to an underground life, the heat and brilliance of the sun upon him is akin to a near sex experience for his species.


    “You are an enigma, my dear,” he finally says. “The first of your kind to both kill yourself and survive.”


    “I could still kill myself,” I say, playing the Devil’s advocate. “How do you know I won’t do that?”


    “You already have. There are no traces of Raven de’ Medici left in history. And there are very few traces of Savannah Crawford-Swann in the future. One of which is not her death. There is, in fact, precious little evidence at all of you being anywhere. And yet, in the future, you are alive.”


    “And you know this how?” I ask.


    “Because I sought you out and I found you.”


    “When?”


    “In the late twenty-sixth century. You weren’t excited about the intrusion, but you understood.”


    “I suppose I should trust you.”


    “You never really had a choice.”


    The same boys walk past me again, as do a pair of teenage girls who can’t stop staring at me because I’m that pretty, or him because he’s that tall. Taking off my sunglasses, looking right at the doctor, I say, “So why are you here, emptying your proverbial bladder on my happiness?”


    “I told you that everyone like you eventually kills themselves. You don’t. You won’t. Perhaps I find you…more interesting than before. Perhaps I am wrong.”


    “And that’s why you came to see me today?”


    “In part.”


    Looking up at him, his eyes human looking, I say, “Do elaborate, reptilian.”


    He snickers at the label. He’s not sure if I’m being rude, or finally acknowledging him for what he is. I shield him from my thoughts, to which he grins, waves off the comment and says, “It’s time you do something for you.”


    “That’s why I’m in South Beach and not back in California.”


    “It’s time to let yourself love. That is the ultimate human experience, one that you have denied yourself for too long now.”


    How can I not think of all the boys in my life when he says this? Jake Teller, Brayden James, Damien Rhodes, Caden Reynolds, Jacob Brantley, Sebastian Fray. Are any of them worth loving? I don’t know. In some ways they all are, in other ways, not a single one measures up.


    “How do you know I’ve denied this of myself? Besides, I’m seventeen. Not old enough in the state’s eyes to understand love, let alone sex, which is an expression of this love you so aptly describe.”


    When it came to Jake and Tavares, I was anxious to throw myself into them, be their everything, give them my everything. I have not just denied myself this love, this love has been denied me as well. Which is to say others are complicit in this loveless existence of mine.


    “If I were human, I would tell you everything you ever wanted to know about love,” he declares, “but I’m not, which is to say I personally know nothing of it, so you’ll have to figure out those things on your own.” Looking so deep into my eyes—because he wants me to know how serious he is—he says, “You should start.”


    Trying the idea of falling in love on for size once more, I think: maybe. No, I think, I want to. But is it possible for me to fall in love for real this time?


    “Yes, it’s possible,” he says, getting through my defenses and reading my mind. “Just start with someone. You know who you want. You know who you love.”


    And he’s right, I do. It isn’t like the movies, though, where things are easy, or clear—the guy I want, he won’t be reduced to geek, jock, stranger, first crush or best friend. Perhaps he’s a mixture of all of them, and more. Or maybe none of them. So many of the Hollywood movies today, they’re just canned scripts with storylines so formulaic it’s amazing they even get clearance to go into production. Love isn’t as easy, or so obvious—it doesn’t choose.


    It just is.


    It’s lust, desire, a kiss, that look; it’s friendship in difficult times, and trust when you trust no one else; true love is selfless, it’s sacrifice, loyalty and compromise; love is an enduring thing, an irresistible emotion that holds you hostage, that sucks you into its gravitational pull and won’t let go, even while all your other feelings grow dim and wither away.


    I know this because future Raven knew and understood this. And I recognize true love because I experienced it in full four times in the future. Yes, the doctor from Dulce is right. I know who I want. I know who I want to love, and I’m only hoping he’ll love me back. If I’ve learned anything, though, life holds no guarantees. And it makes no promises.


    The smile breaking on my face, it’s me finally choosing. The doctor stands and gently kicks the sand from the tops of his designer wingtip shoes. I shade my eyes from the sun, gaze up at him.


    Looking down on me from so far up, the seven foot reptilian says, “Good choice, Savannah.” He knows who I choose. Not that this surprises me. Apparently he knows more about me than I do.


    But that’s always been the case.


    “Yeah,” I say. “I think so.”


    He leaves me to the beach where I wiggle my toes back into the warm sand and lift my face into the ocean breeze once more.


    My mother calls two days later. I’m riding a rented bike through South Beach wearing skimpy white shorts, a bikini top and Prada glasses when she says my father took her back, that it’s time to come home.


    I pull off the bike path, balance myself and say, “Really?”


    She laughs.


    “Really, honey. It’s time to come home. We miss you.”


    When I’m packed and waiting outside the gate for my plane at Miami International, I think about the road ahead, about the love I’m about to pursue, and the truth is, I don’t know how it will work out, or why it should. For the first time in a long time, though, I’ve decided who I want to be with and I can get to it with a fresh face, a new body, and no ties to the past.


    My best chance at love, I think, is right now.


    When I get home, when I drive the Audi into the driveway, for obvious reasons, I don’t just walk right into the house. I knock, and my father answers. Orianna is behind him looking at me with curious eyes, eyes that marvel at the beauty of this face and body, but they don’t yet see me.


    “Yes?” he asks, having never seen this version of me before. “How can I help you?”


    Smiling, my heart is finally at peace as I am not only their daughter, but once again their genetic daughter. This time I am made of the best of them both, rather than the worst.


    “It’s me, daddy,” I say, my eyes soft and finally forgiving. “I’m home.”


    END OF BOOK VII




    Important Note to Reader


    Ultimately, an author’s success and longevity comes through great word-of-mouth advertising, and the easiest, most gracious way to show your support is by participating in the comment and ratings system where you downloaded this book. So many potential readers rely on the positive feedback of others when deciding to buy a book, so a few kind words might not seem like much, but they tend to go a long way in honoring the author and his/her work. So before you begin reading the next adventure in this thrilling new series, please take a brief moment to rate ABOMINATION now. Thank you so much for your continued support, and as always, I truly hope you had a five star experience!


    Please be sure to check out www.RyanSchow.com for the latest news on upcoming books in this and future series’, as well as links to my Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and Pinterest pages. Also, I would love to hear from you, so if you want to contact me, the website has direct links for that as well!


    The saga continues! Keep reading for a brief synopsis of book eight in the Swann Series novels, entitled ENIGMA, or simply head to your favorite online eBook retailer, purchase the book and begin reading immediately!
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    For updates on New Releases in this and upcoming series, as well as exclusive promotions (like your FREE copy of VANNIE, the prequel to SWANN), be sure to sign up for the author’s VIP mailing list at: http://www.RyanSchow.com/VANNIE-eBook-For-FREE/


    Have you checked out the other books in the Swann Series? Click here to see what’s next:
http://www.amazon.com/author/ryanschow


    [image: ][image: ]
  



    Book 8 of the Swann Series Novels:

    ENIGMA


    Life is cyclical, and sometimes you make your own do-overs, but such rare opportunities don’t always turn out the way you would hope, as both Savannah and Brayden will learn.


    Despite her rich and astonishing history, Savannah’s future is now an unwritten book. With no one hunting her and perfect anonymity hers for the taking, can she settle into a normal teenage life, or will the nightmares of her past and the tendencies of her once future self have her kicking the hornet’s nest once more? As powerful and as intelligent as the seventeen year old is, she travels no easy roads, and the future is as daunting and as dangerous as the past. Savannah knows she must lose herself to find herself, though, for love must always supersede vengeance, even if the task requires changes in her she’s unwilling or unable to make.


    Brayden James barely recognizes himself. He’s left behind the wreckage of multiple relationships while getting no closer to having the girl he truly wants. After returning to Vegas, to divided friends and the city that both haunts and enthralls him, he brazenly walks into the FBI field office with a haphazard plan and juvenile demands. With nothing to lose and all the puzzle pieces of his future needing to find their respective places, he unknowingly pits himself against one of the most notorious groups of black hat hackers the FBI has ever known, a reckless decision that will either guarantee his freedom or cost him his life.


    ENIGMA is the eighth book in the groundbreaking Swann Series novels. In the high stakes world of underground genetics and disappearing identities, one must tie up the past to disappear the future, and for an enigma like Savannah, that means she must betray those people she respects to save the ones she loves.


    Don’t wait, download your copy of ENIGMA now!
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