
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Place Worth Living
 
    
 
   B.D.Grant
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   A Place Worth Living is fictional work. Characters, places, names, and incidents are used fictitiously or are products of B.D. Grant’s imagination. Any resemblances are entirely coincidental. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission except for brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address B.D.Grant,LLC, POBox 1296,Sulphur,La.70664
 
   Copyright © <2016> <B.D.Grant>
 
   All rights reserved.
 
   Published in the U.S. By B.D. Grant LLC.
 
   ISBN:978-0-9973891-0-4
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1 
 
   In the woods              
 
                                                           
 
   The sound of an alarm clock going off fills the otherwise silent room. My dad groans from the twin size bed against the wall. He hits the snooze button, bathing the deer camp in peaceful silence. Jake stirs from the bunk bed above me. I roll over as Dad crawls out of his warm nest of blankets.              
 
   “Taylor, if you’re coming then get dressed.” 
 
   It’s too early to get out of bed even on a mattress that I’m pretty sure is older than the Bible, but if I don’t get up Dad will leave me and one of them will most likely kill a trophy buck on the last weekend of deer season. 
 
   “If I don’t hear you moving soon then Jake and I are leaving you.” 
 
   I know him so well.
 
   The cold wakes me up a little as I throw my messy hair in a bun to get it out of the way. Dad and Jake are already done getting dressed so they leave the room to give me some privacy. I try to put on my orange camouflage gear quick but it’s way too early in the morning. My top speed right now is about as fast as my dad using the bathroom. Long strands of light hair are surrounding my feet when I pull on my boots. Each strand reminds me how much I appreciate when Mom joins us on these hunting trips. She didn’t come along this time so I don’t have anyone to take the blame for me for all the hair on the floor. I use the toe of my boot to sweep the hair under the bunk bed.
 
   Dad and Jake are waiting on me in the truck as I climb into the backseat. 
 
   “I call shot gun for the drive back to the camp,” I tell Jake who has already claimed the passenger seat as his for the drive out. 
 
   “You’re too late I already called it. Your dad heard me.” 
 
   “Nice try, but it only counts if the person wanting the passenger seat hears you call shot gun so I still get it.” 
 
   “All right, one more word from either of you before we get there and you are both riding in the back seat holding hands.” 
 
   Not a chance that will ever happen. I would rather cut my hands off before holding Jake’s disgusting hand. He should have stayed home since his dad couldn’t come because he had a last minute flight to make. It’s bad enough my parents love him like the son they never had, but the girls I go to school with have been drooling over him since he was a sophomore. Last year was the worst; listening to them talk about the dark-haired senior and how he was taking the basketball team to state. He would show off in front of them with trick shots or flash his abs while he wiped the sweat from his face. Okay, so he’s good at sports, big whoop. They haven’t been forced to spend any time with him or they would know he is annoying, self-centered, and doesn’t brush his teeth. For years I’ve heard his mom, Aunt Beth, yelling at him for not brushing his teeth in the mornings when it was her turn to bring Jake and me to school. With a son like Jake she was constantly watching over him and saying whispered prayers at his basketball games that he wouldn’t get hurt or in a fight. It’s gotten better for her now that he spends so much time with his dad since graduating. His dad is far more laid back and doesn’t seem to get upset no matter what Jake does. Uncle Chuck is a private pilot for a wealthy businessman in Texas who travels throughout the country for work. 
 
   Jake and I aren’t really related but our parents are long time friends. I even have an old picture of my dad, Uncle Chuck, and a taller guy all wearing matching school uniforms with S.A. embroidered on the left breast. They are so close that when Uncle Chuck is out of town Jake and his mom spend a lot of time at our house. They live a block away but if I cut through old Mr. Thomas’s yard that connects to our backyard then, on foot, it takes two minutes to be at their front door. When Jake showed up by himself with his bag and gun in tow for the trip Dad asked him where his dad was. 
 
   “He got called out this morning for a trip to Texas. He said he might be gone all weekend so here I am.” 
 
   “That’s a little last minute.” 
 
   “Yeah, I figured it had to have been important for him to skip this weekend since it’s his last chance to bag that big buck he keeps seeing on his feeder camera.” 
 
   Dad looked suspiciously at our house, like he was looking through it to Jake’s house. Jake looks from me to dad, “It’s alright if I tag along huh?” Nope, not on my birthday weekend. It’s bad enough Mom’s too sick to make it. Uncle Chuck’s presence is the only thing that makes Jake tolerable to be around. 
 
   “Of course it is,” Dad says while he gets back to packing up the truck. “Throw me your bag and load up.” 
 
   I knew then that I would probably have to share my deer stand with him since mine is the only one big enough for two. His dad’s lease is too far for us to just drop him off at and make it to ours early enough to get set up.
 
   It took Dad a month to build my stand, only having time after work to do it and one day for me to spray paint the plywood camouflage. Uncle Chuck had to help him set the stand up on its piers at the lease. It now sits proudly at eighteen-feet high and four-feet wide. I designed it so each person will have a window in front, side, and behind them. Dad and I both put a chair in it, his is more comfortable. I have since killed two deer and a wasp nest in the stand.
 
   Dad slows to a stop at the clearest path to my stand and reminds us to keep the walkie-talkie close in case he needs us. He says he’s going to check the boar traps before going to his deer stand. My inner lie detector goes off as he telling us. Once he leaves we start walking toward my stand that sits just a few feet past the tree line for optimal sighting. 
 
   “He’s lying, Jake. Do you know what my dad is really up too?”
 
   “Why would I know? He just set up the new traps last time he was out here why wouldn’t he want to check them?” 
 
   “Come on, we both know I can tell when someone isn’t being honest. I just want to know what he’s up too. I could just ask him on the walkie.” He stops me from grabbing the walkie-talkie.               
 
   “Let the old man have some secrets. Are all chicks this nosey?” 
 
   “I am not nosey. He’s the one hiding something. He’s old, Jake what if something happens and he gets-” 
 
   Jake cuts me off, “Ugh, he’s getting your birthday crap ready and heaven forbid he try to actually surprise you, you brat.” 
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   “You better act surprised when you see it.” In his aggravation he begins speeding up to put distance between us. 
 
   “Hey, wait up. Do you know what he got for me?” 
 
   “Sshh, you’re going to scare off anything within five miles.” 
 
   He acts like I can help it knowing when someone isn’t being honest, like always he’s just infuriating. I act like Jake isn’t there and he does the same, making it almost bearable that I have to spend my birthday weekend with him. 
 
   We make it to the stand when he asks, “ You want the left or right flank, birthday brat?” as he climbs the ladder to get inside the stand. 
 
   “I get the right side with the good seat and Stop. Calling. Me. Brat.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   About half an hour sitting in the stand, cold and tired my eyelids get heavy, “Since you’re here could you be useful and wake me up if something walks into view?” 
 
   Jake lets out a breath through his teeth as he slowly shakes his head no without looking at me. I take that as a yes and close my eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
   Screams ring out in the peaceful woods. I jump awake and gasp as if something heavy was on my chest. I open my eyes to see Jake right in front of me with one arm wrapped around me while the other hand grabs my arm. I’m instinctively pushing away from him.               
 
   “Get off me. What happened?” I want to yell but all that comes out is an angry whisper because he has ahold of me so tight. 
 
   “What’s wrong with you? You almost dove out the stand.” 
 
   I push his arm off of me as I take my seat. I feel fine other than my hip being sore from hitting the floor when I fell off the chair. 
 
   “I’m fine. I just had a bad dream, I guess. I heard a scream.” 
 
   He backs up and starts shaking his head just like he was before I went to sleep. Jake’s chair is lying on its side with his gun next to it. He must have moved pretty quick when I freaked out. My gun is still propped up in the corner where I put it before I went to sleep.                             
 
   Jake starts picking his chair and gun up saying, “You almost gave me a heart attack. You must have heard the gun shot. It was a good ways out though so I don’t think it was Uncle Darrell.” 
 
   He grabs the walkie-talkie from his pocket to see if Dad was the one who took the shot when I look out the window across the clearing from us. 
 
   “Jake, look,” I whisper. 
 
   On the other side of the clearing a few yards down, just a few feet from the tree line, are a pack of wild boar.
 
   One of them is impressive with freakishly large tusks that would make you wonder how the cute pink pigs you see on TV ever evolved from this nasty thing. Then, I see trailing the pack are two small babies the same dark color as the others. Jake sets the walkie-talkie down and picks up his gun quietly. 
 
   “I saw them first.” 
 
   I bring my Winchester up to my shoulder and so does Jake. 
 
   “We can take two down at the same time. You take the one on the right and I’ll get the one with the tusks on the count of three. One,-” 
 
   Pow! 
 
   I took my shot just as the scary boar I was aiming for turns causing me to hit his butt instead of the sweet spot on the lower chest. The pack scatters including the one I was aiming for. That stinks.
 
   “What was that? I said on the count of three!” 
 
   “I wanted to take Tusks down and we both know what a show-boat you are so I took it.” 
 
   Jake snickers, “Well you did a fantastic job. You took out the smallest one in the group. I’d better watch out or I’ll be having to hand over my award for awesomeness.” 
 
   What? I look out to where the pack had been walking around. Sure enough there is a small dark mound barely visible above the tall grass. One of the piglets following its family just moments ago is now laying motionless in the grass. 
 
   “It must have been standing behind Tusks when I took the shot.” 
 
   I turn to look at Jake as I think of the dead piglet and wonder if the other piggy will miss its friend. 
 
   He meets my gaze as I frown at the thought, “Oh no, I already did my good deed for the day by letting you have the good chair. You can go pick up your trophy kill. I’m going to see if Uncle Darrell is ready to go back to the camp.”
 
   I get up and start descending the ladder as I mumble what a gentleman he is to sit on his butt while I do the dirty work.
 
   It’s a longer walk than it looked from the stand to where the piglet met it’s demise. I get to the other side of the clearing to find no piglet. I look at Jake and he leans out the small window and motions for me to keep going to my left. I was close but the tall grass makes it hard to see until I’m right on top of it. Jake hollers out from the stand behind me but I can’t make it out. 
 
   “I know, I see it,” I mumble. 
 
   I kneel to look at the poor piggy. My shot hit it in the side of the head. It didn’t stand a chance. At least the tiny thing didn’t suffer.
 
   Jake hollers louder. This time I can hear what he’s saying, “Look out!” 
 
   Then I hear it, labored breathing that’s not coming from me. I turn my head from the piglet to see Tusks. He is back and running full speed at me. Some people don’t realize the true nature of boar and assume they are the same as their farm-raised, docile cousins. Those people would be grossly mistaken. I jump up, and fling my arms out to appear bigger in hopes of scaring him off. It doesn’t work. In fact, I think he speeds up. In that second I decidedly change his name from Tusks to Psycho Pig as I grab my knife from my hip pocket and start running towards the deer stand. 
 
   Jake is in the stand with his gun aimed at me. He’s trying to get a shot at Psycho Pig but I’m in the way. He is directly behind me so I need to…mid decision to move out of Jake’s way a fallen branch catches my foot causing the ground in front of me to come up and smack my face, hard.
 
   Pow! Pow!
 
   I’m sprawled out in the tall grass when Jake shoots. My right hand is on fire. Psycho Pig goes down just a couple feet behind me. Jake shimmies down the ladder in the blink of an eye. He runs right past me to the pig with his gun raised and kicks it in the belly. He knows how mean they are. He isn’t giving it the chance to pull through. 
 
   Once he is satisfied the boar is no longer a threat he turns his attention to me, “I am the best shot under pressure. Admit it.”  
 
   “Ha! Yeah, and modest too.” 
 
   I push the hair out my eyes and raise myself up. I notice blood is smeared on the ground underneath me. Jake must see it too because before I say anything he rushes over and helps me up, “Did you hit your head when you fell? There’s blood all in your hair.” 
 
   I give myself a once over and when I open my throbbing right hand blood gushes. I close it as soon as I see it in fear I might pass out from the sight of it. The knife I grabbed must have sliced my hand open on the fall. 
 
   “Wow, that looks bad,” Jake bends down next to me inspecting my hand.
 
   “Where is my dad?” I whisper. 
 
   “It’s going to be a minute but he’s on the way,” Jake takes off his jacket and long sleeve shirt off leaving him only in a white under shirt. He grabs the bottom hem of his shirt with both hands and rips it. He tears it all the way around until he has a long piece of white fabric. He takes my hand, which I barely open, and wraps the fabric tight around the palm of my hand. 
 
   What was I thinking? I could have stabbed myself. Scenarios start playing in my head. It starts getting hard to breathe. I need to calm down. I’m on the verge of tears but I refuse to cry in front of Jake. The last time he saw me cry was six years ago when I broke my arm jumping off the trampoline. From then until I got the cast off he kept repeating the story about when he didn’t shed a tear after he broke his leg flipping a 4-wheeler. Instead of signing his name on my cast he wrote “cry baby”. I stand up and start walking to the stand then it dawns on me, I can’t climb the ladder to get my gun with my hand like this. I turn back to Jake with my hurt hand balled up in a fist to my chest. I refuse to say anything because my sight is getting blurry and one word will cause my tears to spill out. He’s just standing there staring at me with a kind of scared look on his face that for some reason makes my blood boil. 
 
   “Stop looking at me like that! What’s your deal?” My voice sounds a little heavy but my sudden anger causes the lump in my throat to dissolve. 
 
   “Sorry, I just thought you were crying and… I didn’t know what to do.” 
 
   “I am not crying, but you could go get my gun from the stand so we can get the heck out of here.” 
 
   “Right,” He sprints to the stand, climbs up, grabs my gun, and as he’s climbing down the ladder my dad’s voice comes through the walkie-talkie. 
 
   “He’s almost to us, let’s go,” Jake says as he walks past me toward the trail. 
 
   “What about Psycho Pig?” I point to the boar. 
 
   “We can come back once he’s looked at your hand,” Jake glances back at me as I fall in line behind him, “Keep your hand up higher than your heart so you don’t bleed out.” Good thinking. I raise my hand up so now I’m walking in the woods looking like I have a question and am waiting on someone to call my name.
 
   Dad is already parked and standing by the side of the truck when we make it to the road. He walks past Jake, straight to me when he sees us. 
 
   “Are you okay sweetheart? Let me see,” He unwraps the makeshift bandage and asks me to move my fingers. I can move all of them but it makes the bleeding worse. Dad wraps it back up even tighter than before and tells us to get in the truck. I hop in the passenger seat and, for once, I don’t hear anything from Jake about it. I’m going to take advantage of this as long as it lasts.
 
    
 
    
 
   We get to the camp in record time. 
 
   As we get to the door Dad abruptly stops and turns to me, “Um. Taylor you need to close your eyes and I’ll help you in the door.” 
 
   “Okay?” 
 
   I close my eyes, Dad holds my elbow, opens the door, and directs me inside. I hear Dad whisper to Jake once we are inside the camp. 
 
   “Alright, so on the count of three, open your eyes.” 
 
   “She’s not good with those kind of directions, Uncle Darrell,” Jake snickers. 
 
   Dad ignores him and counts, “One. Two. Three.” 
 
   When I open my eyes the room is dark except for some small, flickering lights. My eyes adjust and the small lights turn into candles, candles on a small cake. It’s a cookie cake, my favorite. Jake brings it to Dad and me. I look at Dad happy but confused. 
 
   “I know, I know. Your birthday isn’t until tomorrow but the ice cream wasn’t going to last in the ice chest so we didn’t have much of a choice. Besides, we both know how hard it is to keep secrets from you.” 
 
   “We need to hurry this up or the candles are going to melt all over the cake,” Jake says holding the cake out. 
 
   Dad turns back to Jake and they start singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to me. I can’t help but give both of them a big grin even with my hand throbbing. They finish the song and I blow out the candles. 
 
   “What did you wish for?” Jake asks. 
 
   “My hand to stop bleeding.” 
 
   Dad already has the first aid kit out, one step ahead of me. 
 
   “Go outside, the light's better so I can clean your hand before you eat,” He says as he opens the kit and takes out the hydrogen peroxide and bandages. 
 
   “Is it going to hurt?” I ask while unwrapping the fabric and walking to the door. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter Taylor, it has to be done.” 
 
   My eyes get big looking at the bottle of antiseptic. 
 
   “Don’t freak out. He isn’t using alcohol,” Jake says. Jake stays in the kitchen, which consists of a small table and chairs that all fold up in case we need the floor space. We only stay at the camp for short periods of time so there is no need for running water, a sink, or refrigerator. 
 
   In front of the camp we have chairs surrounding the designated fire area, and a hammock strung up between two trees close enough to still hear everyone by the fire. Dad and I go sit on the chairs that are facing each other. He passes me the bandages and takes my hurt hand in his. 
 
   “You’re going to have to open your hand up more than that,” He pops open the peroxide bottle and looks back at my hand. I opened up my hand and whatever clotting had been done is pointless because the cut pops open. The bleeding starts again and I hold my breath as Dad pours hydrogen peroxide in it, “It is deeper than I thought. You might need stitches.” 
 
   He gets up and goes inside the camp. He returns with butterfly bandages. 
 
   “This will have to do until we get home,” He says while he does the best he can closing my wound using the butterflies then wraps my hand back up. 
 
   “All done. Do the best you can to not use that hand. And Taylor, please be more careful. That could have been much worse.” 
 
   “I know, Dad, but it was an instinct to grab the only weapon I had. I was running for my life. I would have been good if I wouldn’t have tripped.” 
 
   “Tell me you’ll stop running with sharp objects and make me happy.” 
 
   “Deal.” 
 
   Jake walks outside juggling three paper plates with ice cream and cookie cake on them. He hands one to each of us, “If you would have listened the first time I yelled at you that the hog was back then you would be fine. I had a good shot until you freaked out and got in my line of fire.” 
 
   “I didn’t hear …you at …first,” I manage to say between bites of cookie cake. 
 
   Jake looks at my dad, “Don’t they always say guys are the ones with selective hearing?” 
 
   Dad smiles, “Wait until you’re married then you’ll hear it every other day. Finish up, you two we’re going home before gangrene sets into that hand.” 
 
   Jake stuffs the rest of his cake in his mouth and swallows it asking, “What about my hog? That sucker is huge. That could be my birthday present to you, Taylor. A nice hog head to hang in your bedroom.” 
 
   “Pff, I’ll pass. Something that ugly will just remind me of you.” 
 
   “Haha,” Jake says, not amused.  
 
   I finish my plate. Dad hands me his plate and heads to the truck, “Chop, chop. Jake if you really want that hog then we are getting it now.” 
 
   “Coming,” Jake says with a smug smile. He finishes his last spoonful of ice cream and tosses his plate on top of the stack I’m holding.
 
   They take off and leave me to clean up. Ugh. I go inside, throw away the trash, and put up the rest of the cake and ice cream. I open my bag to put up my dirty clothes and toothbrush. I find right inside my bag are three presents that weren't there before. I love my dad. He must have done this while he set up the food. All of them are wrapped but I can tell from the shape and weight of two of them that they are books. My parents give me at least one book ever birthday and Christmas. It is as if my parents were survivalist English teachers in another life with books about how to survive zombies, philosophies by various Mr. Know-it-alls, the history of guns, Marine’s autobiographies, autobiographies of past presidents, and more random topics. They expect me to read them all too. I have a backlog of about five books from the past two years and these will most likely go on that stack. The third one doesn’t sound like keys when I shake it. I frown a bit. I am not going to be mad if I don’t get a car but it would be nice.
 
   I put my clothes in the bag and set the presents on top. I tie the trash bag and get another piece of cookie cake. They did a great job sneaking in the food. All Dad or Jake had to do was lie in front of me for me to know something wasn’t right. 
 
   Even when I was a kid I could identify lies like when Mom would say, “If you keep sticking your finger up your nose it will get stuck there.” It gave me this uncomfortable feeling and when I got a little older I figured out why. Once my parents knew that I could feel lies they just wouldn't answer when I asked a question that they didn’t want to answer honestly. My parents had to be creative when they wanted to surprise me but still, like my dad did today lying about where he was going, they occasionally slip up. 
 
   Jake could not care less about my gift unless he wanted to know if he was being lied to. A couple times when his buddies would brag about fooling around with girls that Jake liked he would make me hang around and listen so I could tell him if it was the truth. His senior year there was a girl, Stephanie, all his friends were going after. She was mean to me the entire time we were on the track team together because I had beat the school’s record time for the hurdle that she had set. I walked up to Jake and his friends at lunch to tell him something when the guys started talking about her. 
 
   Jake’s response was, “Man, her attitude ruins it for me. I’d rather take out a tuba player than be with a complete witch.”  It was a lie but the lie was for me. He couldn’t have known I was there because I was walking up behind him at the time. He said it for me without me even having to be there. I was astonished and made it a point to be nice to him for the rest of the week. 
 
   I just finished cleaning the camp to get rid of anything that mice or ants would want when the truck pulls up. 
 
   Jake walks in saying, “It’s the biggest hog he’s seen.” He smiles at me. 
 
   “My hog,” I mumble, loud enough for him to hear. 
 
   “It definitely wasn’t your bullet that took it down, so better luck next time. Anyways, your dad told me we needed to pack up so we can head out.” 
 
   “My stuff is packed and the camp is picked up so we’re waiting on you.” 
 
   “You can grab your dad's things then while I get mine together,” He tells me.
 
   I give him a fake frown, “I would but my hand.” I hold it up for him to see. “I think I've already over done it so you won't mind finishing up.” I grab my bag with my good hand and leave Jake to finish packing, alone.
 
   “How’s your hand?” Dad asks when I get outside. 
 
   “I think it stopped bleeding but I’m getting a headache,” I throw my bag in the back seat. 
 
   Jake walks out just as I climb in the passenger seat so he can’t call it. He puts the rest of the bags and left over cake in the truck. Dad makes sure everything is locked up. They get in the truck and Dad starts it up saying, “We’ll stop at the gas station for some Advil. We need gas anyways.” 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   I look at Dad’s cell phone to see if I can call Mom but there’s still no signal. 
 
   “Don’t worry her until we get there, Taylor,” Dad tells me. “She’s already not feeling good.” 
 
   I set the phone down.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dad and Jake get out once we park at the gas station. Jake pumps our gas while Dad goes inside to get me Advil and pay for gas. The next gas pump over are four guys standing at the back of a truck talking about the buck in the bed of the truck. 
 
   A big guy is standing in the middle with one leg on the rear bumper telling them, “Yeah, I tagged it this morning. One shot and it dropped like a weight in water. Didn’t have to track or nothing. Right, Junior?” He looks at the smallest one in the group, a teenager that looks like a younger version of the big guy. They must be father and son. 
 
   “Uh… yeah,” He looks at the other guys. “Maybe one day I’ll be that good.” 
 
   The big guy looks a bit irritated at his son. The others are impressed and start asking about the gun and ammo he used.
 
   Jake finishes pumping gas and gets back in the truck. I turn to look at him in the back seat, “That man’s lying about killing that deer.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Well if I found something like that on the side of the road I’d say I killed it too. You see how big it is?”  
 
   “No, I can’t see it but he didn’t find it on the side of the road either.” 
 
   Jake’s eyes narrow on me. He leans closer, “Look at those guys and tell me what you think happened.” 
 
   I look back out my window towards the group and concentrate. Everything around the group looks like it opens up. The man next to the big guy is talking about how he heard bad things about the gun the big guy used to take down the deer. He’s lying about the negative things he’s heard about the rifle. The truth is his wife wouldn’t let him spend that much money on a gun. 
 
   This is new. I have never been able to get information from a lie before. I glance at Jake. 
 
   “What?” He asks. 
 
   I focus back on the group. The kid, he’s the one. It is like I can see him arguing inside of himself. I grab at everything I can from him.
 
   “The younger one shot the buck. He’s already bagged a big one this season and his dad is a jerk. He wants to go somewhere later so his dad’s holding that over his head. He doesn’t want the kid to out-shine him again so he takes the credit for the buck and his son is allowed to go out tonight.” 
 
   Wow, I am good. Jake better watch out next time he lies around me. He stares at me a minute then looks at the group of guys. Dad climbs in the truck handing me the Advil and a bottle of water. 
 
   “Hold on a sec,” Jake says as he jumps out and walks over to the other truck. 
 
   He greets the group and takes his cell phone out. It looks like he takes a picture of the buck with the men standing around it smiling. He turns his attention to Junior and they step a short distance away from the older guys. The teen smiles and shakes Jake’s hand then takes out his phone. 
 
   “What is he doing? We need to get going,” Dad grumbles. 
 
   Jakes waves bye and runs back to the truck. I take the Advil and take a gulp of water.               
 
   “You’ll never believe this, Uncle Darrell,” Jake says as he gets back in the truck. 
 
   Dad starts the truck and pulls back on the road, “What’s that?”  
 
   “Taylor just read those guys minds.” 
 
   “How so?” 
 
   “Those guys were talking and she not only knew they were lying but why they were lying.” 
 
   Dad glances at me, then back to the road. 
 
   “It’s not really like that, Dad. I just heard someone blatantly lying. When I really focused on him it was like reading, I guess. It just unfolded in front of me like a book.” 
 
   Jake butts in like this is his story to tell, “That guy used to play basketball for Sam Dallas High. So I went over to see if I could find out if Taylor was making it up. After he recognized me and we stepped away from the group he admitted his old man hasn’t made a decent kill all season. He also gave me his number and invited me to a big bon fire his cousin is having this weekend. It’s going to be even harder to keep her under wraps now.” 
 
   “Jake!” Dad barks making me jump from the unexpected out burst. Dad glares in the rear view mirror at him. 
 
   “It slipped,” Jake says in response. 
 
   “What just happened?” I look at Dad and he looks straight ahead. 
 
   A couple minutes into the awkward silence Dad asks, “How long have you been able to do that?” 
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t ever try to read into a lie I hear. I normally just ignore it or if it’s you guys I call you out.” 
 
   “Let’s drop it until we get home, okay you two?” 
 
   “Sure,” I say. 
 
   Jake’s silent in the back seat. Dad probably hurt his feelings when he yelled at him. Being the high school star in our town he isn’t to use to being fussed at. I, on the other hand, am used to the frequent glares my parents give when they know I am about to call someone out on a lie.
 
   The trip home consists of silence and me pointing cars out to Dad that I could see myself in. Maybe he’ll get me one now that I’m about to be seventeen. Jake’s parents didn’t give him a ride until graduation and even once he got it he still didn’t go anywhere. 
 
   His parents caught him leaving town one time with a car full of friends. Ever since then if he did want to stay the night somewhere Aunt Beth or Uncle Chuck dropped him off and picked him up. Jake and I suspect they have some kind of tracking device on his cell phone. 
 
   I don’t sneak around like Jake does but my parents still refused to give me a car when I turned sixteen. Their reason: It is not age but maturity that dictates the responsibilities I am given. Blah, Blah, Blah. It is way past time now. I might have to have a serious discussion with them if a car is not in the driveway when I get home.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dad pulls in our driveway. I see Mom looking through the window, then running to the door. Sadly, no car with a big bow is waiting for me in the driveway, but we are back early so there’s still a chance. 
 
   “What’s wrong? Everyone okay?” she asks rushing to Dad as he gets out of the truck. 
 
   I get out the other side of the truck. I’m not going to be the one to tell her, so I stay safely where I am. 
 
   “Calm down, everyone is okay. I tried to call but I didn’t have a signal to let you know we were coming back early. Jake caught a good sized hog from Taylor’s stand this morning.” 
 
   Mom’s worried look quickly changes to skepticism, “That’s great, Jake.” 
 
   Jake looks sheepishly at her as he gets out the truck. Mom squints her eyes at Jake’s nervous demeanor and looks back at Dad. 
 
   “And he did a fine job shooting it because it just so happens…aahhh ItwaschasingTaylorwhenheshotit,” Dad says the last part fast but Mom understood. 
 
   She looks over at me sternly saying, “Over here, where I can see you, Taylor.” 
 
   I give her my best no big deal smile, as I walk to her from the other side of the truck. My hand had gone numb on the ride back from keeping it elevated the whole time. She looks over me and her eyes get big when they rest on my hand at my side. 
 
   “What happened?” She asks as she gently takes my hand in hers and begins opening the bandage. 
 
   “Its not a big deal, Mom. I just need a couple stitches is all.”  
 
   “I yelled for her to watch out, Aunt Catherine, but she said she couldn’t hear me until it was already after her,” Jake chimes in, still looking sheepish. He walks away from us, toward his house. 
 
   “Yeah, thanks for saving my life, Pal. What would I do without you?” I say sarcastically. 
 
   “Now young lady, you better be thanking God for Jake being there to save your hide or there’s no telling how bad it could have been.” 
 
   “Mom, the only reason I got cut was because I tripped. I could have gotten away from it on my own.” 
 
   “Keep dreaming,” Jake says as he’s walking toward our backyard. Dad realizes he is about to be left with Mom and me so he takes off after Jake. 
 
   Mom notices, “Where do you two think your going?” 
 
   “We’re going to get Beth so she can take care of Taylor’s hand.” 
 
   “Does that really take two people?” Mom smiles back at Dad. 
 
   “We also need their scale for the hog. The one at the camp was broken. I’m glad to see you’re feeling better, sweetheart.” He catches up to Jake as they turn the corner of the house, successfully leaving me alone with Mom.
 
   “There was nothing wrong with the scale at the camp,” I say while I grab my bag out the back seat with my good hand and turn to go inside. 
 
   “I know, honey,” She takes the bag from me and opens the front door to let me in. Mom drops my bag just inside the door. “Go to the kitchen and start taking those butterfly stitches off. I’ll unload the rest of the bags.” 
 
   Mom walks out the door and I head for the kitchen, when I hear the first scream. It’s high pitched, a woman’s. I turn and don’t see Mom but it was too far away to have been her. I run to the open door. Mom is turned looking at me with big eyes. 
 
   I hear her say, “ Oh no.” 
 
   Before I could say anything, I hear someone else yell; this time from a man. It’s coming from behind our house. My dad. 
 
   I take off toward Mr. Thomas’s yard. I don’t stop to open the gate dividing our yards; I jump over it like I’ve seen on Cops. I should have been on the high-jump team at school. No one is at Mr. Thomas’s. I make it to the edge of Mr. Thomas’s driveway where I skid to a halt.               It was my dad yelling, but he was yelling from Jake’s front yard. Jake is lying on the ground with my dad standing over him. Four people are standing a little ways from Dad. One is dressed casually, with his back to me, and is holding Aunt Beth, who has both of her hands over her mouth. The man holding her lets go and moves toward Jake. Dad steps in front of the guy; I can see his mouth move but can’t tell what he’s saying. I step forward and open my mouth to call out to Dad. 
 
   A big hand slaps down over my mouth and an arm wraps around my chest and arms. At the same time, I hear an old voice whisper firmly in my ear, “Hush, child.” What is Mr. Thomas doing? Doesn’t he see what’s going on across the street? Jake needs help. I watch as my dad then turns to Jake, leans down, and throws him over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. One of the other people point dad to the SUV parked in the neighbors’ driveway. They all start walking to the vehicle when I finally see the guy whose back was to me. It’s Uncle Chuck. 
 
    Mr. Thomas starts pulling me backward into his garage, away from the scene unfolding at Jake’s house. He lets go of me as my mom, pale as a ghost and holding a handgun, jogs up. 
 
   “Sshh. Inside,” Mr. Thomas tells her and points to the door leading to his house. Once inside, Mr. Thomas goes straight to a closet in his hallway. 
 
   “Mom, what’s going on?”
 
   “I don’t know,” She follows Mr. Thomas who is pulling a bag out of the closet. “Who were they, Tom? Why didn’t you warn us?” 
 
   Mr. Thomas walks past her to the kitchen table I’m standing next to, puts the bag on the table, and opens it up, “If I knew they were here why would I keep it a secret and more importantly why the hell would I still be here?” He coughs catching his breathe. “They were basically in my front yard, Catherine!” 
 
   Mom shakes her head and looks at me but continues to talk to Mr. Thomas, “We took every precaution. We’re going to grab our things. You going to be long, Tom?” She goes to the back door and motions for me to follow.  
 
   “I’m not going with you. I have to warn the others. They’re supposed to be in Dry Creek locating a kid.” 
 
   “What? We need you. What if they’re coming after us? We need your cover. For heaven’s sake, they have my husband and the Angelos. Our lives are in danger.” 
 
   Mr. Thomas grabs his keys and stops to look at my mom, “If they knew about either of you then they would have been waiting at your house too. From the looks of it, they only knew about Charles and Beth. Darrell and Jake just walked into the middle of it. You have time to get out of here before they get anything out of Darrel; unless the others talk first.” 
 
   Mom’s face gets noticeably whiter. 
 
   “If, or should I say, when they learn that Darrel has a daughter,” he points to me, “then you’ll be in trouble. You need to high-tail it, fast.” He tosses her a prepaid phone. “If I hear anything I’ll call you, but dispose of it within twenty-four hours even if I don’t contact you.” 
 
   “This isn’t my first rodeo,” She stuffs it in her pocket. “Hurry up, Taylor,” she says as she takes off running out the back door. I follow, but at a slower speed.
 
    
 
    
 
   Once in the house, Mom pulls our bags out of the closet we have put together for emergencies. I was told the bags were to be used in case of a hurricane or state of emergency. Now that I stare at the bags, this is exactly what they are for. How likely is it that we wouldn’t have enough of a warning to pack for a hurricane evacuation? It hurts a little when Mom leaves Dad’s bag in the closet. 
 
   We get in the truck. It is still parked where Dad had it. We drive straight to the interstate. I try to ask questions but she stops me each time, telling me she needs time to think. I take the knife out of my pocket that Dad gave me years ago despite Mom’s protests. I sharpen it every time Dad sharpens his even though I only use it mostly to clean my nails. I flip it around in my hand opening and closing it, replaying what I saw in Jake’s yard. My hand starts throbbing, distracting me. 
 
   Mom gets off the interstate after an hour of almost complete silence, “I know there’s a lot I have to explain but I need you to follow my directions. Once we are in a safer location I’ll answer your questions. Okay, sweetheart?” We pull into a small storage facility in what looks like the middle of nowhere. 
 
   “Can you at least tell me if Dad is okay?” 
 
   “I can’t tell you for sure sweetheart, but he should be.” 
 
   Well, that’s great; I just witnessed half my family get taken away by strangers while our surprisingly strong, elderly neighbor over powered me before I could help them. Now, there is no telling what they are doing to my dad, or the rest of them for that matter. At least I know Mom isn’t lying. She really thinks he’s okay… for now; that in itself gives me a tiny bit of relief. We slow to a stop, Mom gets out, and I, like a lost puppy, follow her.
 
   Mom opens a storage unit and inside is a Jeep covered in dust. Mom grabs the keys hidden under the jeep and starts it. She looks relieved to see it starts on its own, “Want to drive for a little while?” 
 
   “With one good hand?” I hold my cut hand up to her. 
 
   “Oh, that’s right. Well, you can check the brake lights and blinkers to make sure they’re working. I’ll get our things.” She grabs the bags out of the truck and moves them to the jeep. She opens the glove box in the jeep and takes out a large first aid kit. “Give me your hand.” She sets the kit on the hood of the jeep where I’m standing and takes out what looks like super glue and antiseptic spray. 
 
   “You’re not planning on super gluing my hand, huh?” 
 
   “It’s not super glue but it works very similar to it. Now, hold still.” 
 
   She cleans the cut, and I watch as she puts glue on the outer edge of my cut and proceeds to pinch it closed. 
 
   “So is this the car I was going to get for my birthday?” 
 
   Jake got his dad’s old truck. I have always been more responsible then Jake and now that I’m seventeen a car should be a reasonable expectation. 
 
   “Do you think we would store a vehicle for you hours away from home?” 
 
   “Well when you say it out loud…” 
 
   She hands me some more butterfly bandages to finish the job. “This is the emergency car I kept in case we were found. Dad has one at another location in case this scenario was reversed and I was the one captured.” She returns the first aid kit to the glove box leaving the passenger door open. She looks out the storage unit at our car. “We probably would have given one of them to you, eventually; if this wouldn’t have happened.” She turns her attention to the ground in front of her feet. “Go ahead and get in. I’ll drive.” 
 
   I climb in the passenger seat and watch as Mom gets to work. She opens the storage unit across from the one I’m in. It’s empty. She drives the truck in it. She grabs all the guns we had in the back seat from hunting and carefully juggles them while locking the storage unit up. 
 
   “Are we going to war?” I ask her when she gets in. 
 
   She looks over at me then the guns, “Better safe, than sorry.” She leans over the center console to the back seat. She pulls at a hidden panel, and a portion of the floorboard completely detaches, revealing a medium sized compartment. She places the guns in the hidden compartment and sets the floorboard panel beside it. She puts the Jeep in gear and we are off again.
 
   “What’s happening, Mom? Are we in a police protective program or something? Did the mafia find us?” I ask cautiously, in hopes she might actually tell me what the heck is going on. 
 
   She takes a deep breath, “We have kept a lot from you about our pasts. Chuck and Beth had started to tell Jake about us, but I don’t know how much,” She pauses like she doesn’t know where to begin, “Do you remember the first town we lived in?” 
 
   “Yeah, the house with a pool. I had just learned how to swim in the deep end when we moved.” 
 
   “Why do you think we left?” 
 
   “Something happened at Dad and Uncle Chuck’s work offering a transfer for more money. For a while, Jake’s parents had to work somewhere else, but eventually they moved in the house a block over from ours.” 
 
   “That’s not really why we had to move so suddenly. Jake had come home telling his mom about a new school nurse that had called him into her office for a lice check. He was so happy he didn’t have lice and told Beth how nice she was to him,” she looks over at me like that explained everything. 
 
   “I’ve been up since before dawn, Mom. I have no idea what Jake not having lice has to do with this.” 
 
   “That’s how we believe these people operate now, the people from today. They send someone out to locate the kids; going through the school systems is the easiest way. We didn’t know for sure if she was one of them, but we couldn’t take that chance. We all went into hiding for the same reason, to keep you kids safe.” 
 
   “So why can’t we go to the police? They could get them back.” I’m tired and this is getting hard to follow. 
 
   “The witness protection program isn’t for people like us.” 
 
   I give her a blank stare. 
 
   “Ummm, okay, so you know we aren’t just your run of the mill averages-Joes, Taylor. We are Seraphim. You’re ability to know when someone is lying is only a part of it. You are a Veritatis. Dynamar have superhuman-like strength that typically comes with a short temper. Tempero are able to control other’s emotions. Cacheleries are invisible that can hide their Seraphim traits from Seraphim. We all have some level of sense that can “feel” a Seraphim from someone without our abilities. 
 
   We are taught these gifts we have are blessings, given centuries ago to our ancestors, to be used to protect and better a world that is in constant struggle. Some don’t believe our abilities were bestowed upon us but are the work of evolution. They have argued that we are superior and have these abilities to control. They wanted us to unite and make ourselves known using the Seraphim who are in various high positions in the government. This thinking has always been met with a large opposition when it was brought up in council meetings. We can do our jobs, using our abilities under the radar and still make an impact.” 
 
   She looks over at me. I say nothing, trying to understand. “Anyways, it wasn’t until shortly after I graduated from The Southern Academy that our people started disappearing. Maybe even before that. We heard a secret group had formed trying to take over the Seraphim community following the radical beliefs of superiority. We gave the group the name, Rogues.               
 
   They wanted us to stop protecting humanity and start controlling it. The people that were going missing were the ones that had vocally opposed them. The ones warning everyone that the Rogues were mobilizing would vanish. It escalated when bodies started being found, exposing what was happening to the missing people. 
 
   We have council members who make the major decisions for the community, and when they started being targeted by the Rogues, chaos broke out. You see, most of us all live in these closed communities, like Aurora, where I lived with other Sera. 
 
   That’s what we call ourselves, Sera. The name from the Bible, Seraphim.” 
 
   “Wait, so these Rogues are hunting people down because they don’t agree with them wanting to control the world?” 
 
   “It was kind of like that at first but not anymore. At first, these people wanted us to all work together and take our place as a new government structure. When they realized it wouldn’t be that simple they took an easier route. They started recruiting impressionable kids and teenagers to increase their numbers. I couldn’t even guess how long they were doing it under the community’s nose. It was probably so simple for them with us not knowing what was going on outside our bubble. Some Seraphim are born outside the communities by regular parents. 
 
   I know it’s hard for you being different, Taylor, but you have always had our support. Imagine kids who have had to hide it their entire lives or have been made to feel like freaks because of it. Then someone shows up and encourages you to be everything you’ve kept from the world. Being a part of something like a revolution sounds exciting when you’re impressionable, and makes it that much more appealing.” 
 
   “So they were after kids like Jake and I to get us to join them?” 
 
   “I think so.” 
 
   “But Jake can’t do anything.” 
 
   “His ability is not as noticeable as yours. He can sense others like us. It’s a common trait we all have to some extent and when he came home so excited about that nurse I had a feeling we were finding out his ability. 
 
   There are Sera who only get the ability of Sense. They’re called Sensaa and are able to develop it in greater depths than the rest of us. I was close to someone like Jake when I was growing up. They feel a connection with other Sera like a long lost ...” She stops talking. 
 
   It’s dark outside and there aren’t any passing cars for me to make out Mom’s expression in the light. A minute later she whips her cheek. When she talks again its sounds like she’s trying to keep it together, “We’re going to stop at this motel up here so we can get some rest. In the morning we can figure out what to do next.” 
 
   I don’t argue.  My eyelids weigh a hundred pounds. 
 
   “I, we are Seraphim,” It sounds weird when I say it out loud. 
 
   “Yes, we are.” We get inside our room and I go straight for the bed. I don’t even worry about changing out of the clothes I’ve had on all day.
 
   I wake up to the sound of Mom’s voice. The sun is beaming around the edges of the curtain on the window letting me know it’s morning now. Mom is sitting on the other side of the bed with a torn apart box of the prepaid cell phone she’s talking on in front of her. She smiles at me when she sees me looking at her. She covers the speaker with her hand. “I put you some clean clothes in the bathroom.”  
 
   A shower sounds fantastic. My cut looks better already but I still don’t want to jinx it so I wrap it back up after showering. When I come out Mom is still on the phone. 
 
   “Okay, I can meet him there then. Cassidy, please there are kids involved. Yeah, I can be reached at this number. Thank you, Cass,” She slids the phone in her pocket. “You ready to go?” she asks me. 
 
   “Go where?” 
 
   “To meet someone we can trust.”
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   Kelly
 
    
 
   The cold is the only thing I welcome in hospitals. At home, Gran refuses to turn the thermostat below 75 degrees, saying her arthritis can’t handle it lower. She also says it wouldn’t matter because I’m hot natured like my mom, and that I wouldn’t be happy with it on 60. She’s probably right, but it would be nice to actually test her theory out. 
 
   The doctor knocks, and walks in the room. 
 
   Gran was sitting on the back porch swing when I walked out to tell her I was leaving for class. Her response didn’t sound like words. I walked around the swing to face her when the seizure happened. The closest hospital is thirty minutes away, in the next town over but it took me less than fifteen to get there. 
 
   When we got to the hospital they started the tests but I knew it was a stroke. She had one less than a year ago while I was suspended from school. Her doctor had warned us it could happen again. By the time I got to see her after the tests she already couldn’t move her right side. The doctor proceeds to tell me this stroke was much worse, like I couldn’t see that already. He talks to me like I’m an idiot and if I wasn’t working on controlling my temper I would have decked him already. 
 
   Fighting had gotten me suspended. When I put a teammate in the hospital they also kicked me off of the football team. The guy was a jerk and had it coming at that party where the fight happened, if you could call it that. No one cared that all the witnesses saw him start it. Luckily, the footage of me punching him went missing so it didn’t go any further. After the fight, I promised Gran the fighting was behind me.
 
   “Do you have any family you can call, Son?” The doctor asks. 
 
   “You’re looking at the only family she has.” 
 
   “Sooo…. your parents are…” 
 
   “They’re dead.” 
 
   “Oh, I’m so sorry,” He says as he looks at the floor. 
 
   There we go, now this jerk pities me, “It’s not a big deal. I never really knew them. Gran raised me since I was little.” 
 
   She kept me in line better then any mom or dad could. 
 
   “Well, like I was saying her situation is grim. You need to have a place to stay other than this hospital room. Maybe a neighbor or friend’s house.” 
 
   “I have a home. I’m old enough to take care of myself,” I stand up as I’m talking so he sees that he’s not dealing with a little kid. 
 
   He takes a step back, “Okay, I just know this is a hard thing to go through and you’re only seventeen. I’ll let the nurse know you may need a cot if you plan on staying the night.”               
 
   He leaves without waiting for me to respond. I’m underage so automatically I’m incapable? What a schmuck. I need to go home and get Gran her hospital bag. I can cool off once I’m out of this place. 
 
   I hear my name when I walk past the nurses’ station. The nurse’s back is to me so I walk past and stop at the corner, still in hearing distance. 
 
   “Kelly Edwards that’s right. He won’t turn eighteen for another four months. No, the doctor confirmed his grandmother is the only living relative he has.” 
 
   Who is she talking to? 
 
   “That’s just it, she may not even make it through the night. This poor kid needs someone…Ok, that sounds great. See you then.” 
 
   What can they really do to me because I’m not eighteen? Make me talk to a therapist because I might lose the only family I have? They can suck it. 
 
   I get in Gran’s car and head to the house. I’m mad, even the cross dangling from the rear view mirror is annoying me. I would rip it off its string but the old lady loves it. It was a birthday present I got for her seventy-fifth birthday. 
 
   She’s a stubborn old woman. She had to be dealing with me. She won’t let something like this get the best of her, she’s too strong-willed. I park the car in the drive way and go inside. It smells like her perfume. It hits me like a punch in the gut. I grab the nearest chair for support. 
 
   “That stupid doctor,” I mutter out loud trying to get myself mad again. It’s too late. 
 
   I walk to her room for her bag and start crying like a little girl. 
 
   “If you die, Gran I swear I’ll play nothing but rock music at your funeral,” I say as if she was in the room with me. “And I’ll play it loud.” 
 
   I need to pull it together, she’s not dead yet. I put her bag next to the door and walk to my room. 
 
   I have a bed, small dresser, and in the middle of my room is a punching bag. I begin using the punching bag to take out my anger when I hear a knock. I walk out my room and I hear another knock, but it’s coming from the door next to the driveway, not the front door. We don’t live in that great of a neighborhood so we keep a gun hidden next to each door just in case. Nothing big but it would do the trick. We don’t play around in this family. 
 
   When my mom came home pregnant with me she rambled to Gran about people being after her. She insisted Gran know how to use a gun. My mom had been gone over ten years and Gran didn’t want her to leave again so, she obliged.
 
   I open the door to find a policeman a little taller than me on the other side of the door. It’s a small town so I know he is fairly new to Dry Creek. The first time I saw him he was being shown the lay out of my high school. There was always a cop patrolling the school and parking lot. When I went back to school after my suspension he was there. 
 
   He looks at a piece of paper in his hand, “Micheal Edwards?” 
 
   “Its Kelly, who wants to know?”  
 
   He looks me up and down, sizing me up. “I’m here to find a boy whose guardian is unable to care for him and bring him to a temporary home until the guardian is better,” He says it like he’s reading that off a paper too. 
 
   “I’m almost eighteen so thanks, but no thanks.” 
 
   He straightens up, getting even taller, “Sorry if I made it sound like it was an option.” He steps past me, walking into the house, “Pack a bag and lets go.”  
 
   He’s walking farther into my house like he was invited in or something. I get in front of him, stopping him as he gets to the living room. 
 
   “I know the law and you have no right to snoop around. I’ll get my things. You can wait by the door.” 
 
   His eyebrows shoot up and his hands rise in front of him like I’m sticking him up, “Okay, big guy. I’ll wait by the door. Don’t make me come looking for you.”
 
   I get some clothes and essentials from my room. On the way out the room I think about the photo album Gran gave me. When my mom left home Gran told me how she looked at Mom’s picture everyday and prayed. Even after her death I saw Gran holding her picture and praying sometimes. Gran made me a small album after I threatened to run away one time during an argument. She asked if I was ever going to make good on the threat to please take it with me. She said so at least when she would look at my picture she could imagine me doing the same with the album. I add the album to my bag. 
 
   I walk through the living room to the side door and the cop isn’t there. I walk past the door into the kitchen and there he is looking through the refrigerator. 
 
   “Dude, what do you think your doing?” 
 
   He looks around the open fridge door at me. “Apple slices?” He asks me, while he closes the refrigerator with a plastic bag of apples in his hand. 
 
   I walk up to him and snatch them out of his hand, “That’s not yours to offer!” I look down at the open bag. “You already ate some?!” I can’t believe this dude. 
 
   When I look back at him he’s grinning at me. 
 
   “I was hungry,” He says mid-chew. “I like your spunk kid. Lets go,” He says while he finishes chewing MY food. He grabs Gran’s bag as he opens the door. 
 
   “How did you know that bag was…” I see the zipper is half open. He follows my eyes to Gran’s half open bag and grins again at me, “Those are some good apples.” And walks out the door. 
 
   I hope he liked finding her underwear on top when he dug through her bag. I make a mental note to not leave my wallet around this dude.
 
   He makes me sit in the back seat like a criminal, obviously sore about not getting to finish my apples. His cell phone rings when we get on the road. 
 
   “You were right he was at home. Oh yeah, definitely an only child. He has major issues with sharing.” 
 
   “I’m not the only one with issues,” I murmur to myself. He looks at me through the rear view mirror for a second then back at the road. I take a loud bite of apple just in spite.               
 
   “Wow, two in one day. Does that happen often? …It’ll make the transition easier. Where do you want me to meet you? …Okay, bye.” He sets his cell phone down, “Good news you get to drop your grandmother’s bag off yourself. We are going up to the hospital.”               
 
   “I thought you were bringing me to the place I’m staying at until Gran gets better?” 
 
   “I am but the social worker wants to meet you first. You know, to make sure you aren’t deranged or anything.” 
 
   Perfect.
 
    
 
    
 
   At the hospital he says I can go drop Gran’s bag off while he stops by the cafeteria for a bite to eat. I find Gran is still unresponsive in her room. The nurse informs me that I will be contacted if that changes. She takes Gran’s bag for me and gives me a moment with her. 
 
   I tell Gran about the weird cop and packing the photo album. My chest gets tight so I decide to kiss her bye before I have another break down today. 
 
   The cop is standing at the nurse’s station when I walk out the room. The nurse that was on the phone talking about me earlier is now talking to the cop about how I took good care of Gran after her first stroke, and that this is breaking her heart. The cop is nodding as he listens to her ramble. 
 
   “Oh hey, kid. Let’s go see if she’s here yet.” 
 
   “Who am I going to meet again?” 
 
   “Her name is Lia. She is your social worker. She had a case she’s been working on a couple weeks so we might have to wait.” 
 
   I follow him to a hall full of offices, and we go into the one marked “Family Affairs”. The office is pretty bare. It has a desk with nothing on it, half-filled bookshelf behind it, two chairs in front of the desk, and a raggedy couch against the far wall. He calls her from his cell and tells her we’re waiting in her office. 
 
   He turns to me, “Have a seat. Don’t look so glum about it; she really does change lives.” 
 
   He walks out the room once I sit on the couch. I take out my earphones, letting him know I’m done acting like I’m listening to him. The wonderful music of an angry guitarist drowns out my thoughts and I close my eyes.
 
   The door to the office opens and closes. I keep my eyes shut a while longer nodding my head to the beat, not wanting to deal with more people. 
 
   I feel couch vibrate from someone sitting. I open my eyes in response and look next to me. It’s not the cop, or any other adult for that matter. The chick, sitting as far from me as she can on the couch, looks maybe fifteen with short brown hair and heavy black eyeliner. I turn the music down. 
 
   She glances over at me. “Is the cop out there for you?” she nods toward the closed door. 
 
   “Yup.” 
 
   “Runaway?” 
 
   “Nah, my grandmaw is in the hospital and seeing as how I’m not of age I have to be watched after like an infant until she gets better,” I tell her sounding pathetic. 
 
   I should have said I robbed a bank or something. 
 
   “Must be nice,” She says. 
 
   I look at her like she’s insane. 
 
   “Oh, not like that!” She says hastily seeing my expression, “I just meant, it’s got to be nice to have someone, you know. I have never had anyone worth caring about. Not that I don’t have parents, I do.” She was in a good mood but the more she talks the more it takes a negative turn. “After the state took me from them and put me in a foster home they were given a choice. Straighten up, take care of your child, or continue being worthless and sign your rights away.” She looks down at her hands, rubbing her bruised knuckles, “Take a wild guess what they picked.”               
 
   “That’s tough. How old are you?” 
 
   “Thirteen.” 
 
   “Wow, you’re big for your age. I would have guessed fifteen or sixteen.” 
 
   She looks at me like I just slapped her, “Well you look every bit of thirty, thank you very much.” 
 
   I can’t help but laugh. She’s got more of an attitude then I do. 
 
   “I meant it as a compliment. I thought girls want to look older. Is that what happened to the last person that complimented you?” I point to her knuckles. 
 
   She looks at her knuckles and a small grin emerges. “No. When I found out about my parents and what they did I took it out on a brick wall.” 
 
   “That poor wall,” I say as I give her a big smile. 
 
   Her smile widens but she still looks unhappy. I need to change the subject. 
 
   “Name’s Kelly,” I hold my hand out and she shakes it. 
 
   “Anne” 
 
   We lean back in our seats and sit silently for a minute. 
 
   “I don’t have anyone else either,” I say as an after thought. 
 
   “Then Lia’s sold you on our bright future too?” 
 
   “No, I haven’t met her yet.” 
 
   “Just wait, it’s a real treat,” she says sincerely.
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I look over at her. She’s got a dreamy smile on her face. The door opens to the room.
 
   A curvy woman with long blonde hair walks in with the cop close behind her. 
 
   “Hello I’m Lia,” She says as she walks to her desk. She takes a seat in the chair behind it. “How are you holding up, son?” 
 
   Wow we’re just going to dive right into the pity party. 
 
   “Better then most I guess.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t have expected anything less,” she says with a smile. 
 
   She turns to Anne, “You haven’t told him anything I hope.” 
 
   “No ma’am,” Anne replies. 
 
   I look from Lia to Anne and she’s smiling at me like I shouldn’t worry about this secret they’re keeping from me. Maybe they are about to tell me this is all a dream and I need to wake up before I’m late to school. “Good girl. Would you please wait with Officer Lanton outside?” 
 
   Anne nods, whispering, “You are in for a treat,” and leaves the room. 
 
   Lia turns from the door to me, “May I call you Kelly?” 
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   She cuts me a look that disappears faster than I can figure out what it is, “Kelly you are in a bad place right now. Someone you love is dying and no matter how much you want to you can’t fix her,” she pauses, giving me a sympathetic look, “Now because you are not yet considered an adult by the state they want me to put you in a home for teens in similar situations. 
 
   Other kids in bad situations, like you, will keep you company. You see, I have a lot of experience in these sorts of cases. You will be more likely to act out and that can easily turn into breaking the law. 
 
   Going to college is what most kids your age plan to do once they graduate but if you have a record that will be impossible. Simply being on your own even without a record and successfully finishing college is also a near impossible feat,” she pauses, I guess giving me time to stew in the rosy picture she just painted for me. 
 
   “The life you had planned, or was planned for you, Kelly, has drastically changed from this one unfortunate event. The only way to avoid such a sad future is to reach out to your surviving family.” 
 
   She stands up and walks around to the front of the deck closer to me, “Now they have told me you don’t have any relatives. Are you sure you don’t anyone, even distant, that I can contact for you and let them know what has happened?” 
 
   “No, my mom died when I was little and my grandfather followed her a few years later. It’s only me and Gran now.” 
 
   Lia leans against the desk shaking her head slowly as if I just told her that someone she loves is dead. 
 
   I wonder how far I would make it if I just ran for it. I could plow the cop down that’s outside the door and make it to the bus station in ten minutes. I didn’t think to grab my bag out of the cop car though, and I don’t want to leave it behind. 
 
   “Unless,” Lia says bringing me back to the room, “there was another option for you, Kelly. One where you can have a bright future.” 
 
   I sit up straighter so she knows I’m all ears. 
 
   “You are different, Kelly. I’m sure your mom and grandmother told you you were special like all parents tell their kids but in your case they weren’t lying. You have a gift that only a select few are given. It is a gift that is not fully developed until you are shown how to use it.” 
 
   This is getting interesting. 
 
   “Are you about to tell me I can fly or speak to the dead or something? If you are, I want a different social worker. Preferably one that isn’t off their meds.” 
 
   She jumps at me. I don’t even see it coming. She gets in two good blows to my face before I throw her off me. She lands against the desk, knocking a chair over, and takes off at me again. 
 
   I leap from the couch and yell, “Stop, I don’t want to hurt you!” 
 
   She laughs, “You wish.” 
 
   She comes at me again but I’m ready. I block two punches then she gets one by me straight to my ribs. 
 
   “Jesus lady, that hurt!” I think she cracked a rib.
 
   She doesn’t stop. My anger festers. She gets another punch in to the other side of my ribs causing my anger to leap out of control. I no longer feel the sharp pain in my ribs. She swings again. I hit her first. Hard. Everything that happens next is a blur.
 
    
 
    
 
   “That’s enough!” A voice from the door calls out. 
 
   I look from Lia, to the door, to the cop walking toward me. I look at myself and my arm is still raised mid-swing with Lia in front of me, my intended target, and she is smiling at me. My fist is lightly throbbing, telling me I threw more punches than the one I remember.
 
   The cop gets between us, “I think that’s enough, Lia.” 
 
   He must not have seen anything. I was the one that just hit a woman like she was my equal and he’s telling her it’s enough. 
 
   “Did you not just see what I did to her?” I ask confused. 
 
   “Are you okay kid?” The cop looks me over. He touches my ribs and I jump back. “Calm down, I’m just making sure she didn’t cause any real damage.” 
 
   “I am calm.” 
 
   I was just about to kill someone but, I’m cool now. 
 
   Gran would be impressed by my control. On second thought she would probably beat me with whatever was close at hand if she had witnessed me hit a woman. 
 
   Mean while, Lia is still standing there with a smile on her face. 
 
   The cop touches my ribs again, “You may have a fracture, kid.” 
 
   “I was defending myself. I’ve never hit a woman before, I promise.” 
 
   “Don’t worry. I’m sure she started it.” 
 
   Lia is forced to look around the cop as he blocks her view to me, “I’m not done talking to him, Lanton, wait outside. You can baby him when we’re done.” 
 
   “It looked like you were done talking to me,” he tells her. 
 
   Lia goes to the open door and motions for him to leave. 
 
   He stops at the door, “Did you let him take the shot?” 
 
   “Get out,” she says coldly
 
   He smiles and looks at me saying, “I thought so.” 
 
   She shuts the door, pushing him into the hallway. 
 
   She walks to the front of her desk and perches on it. I stay a safe distance away from her. She doesn’t say anything so I start, “I’m sorry I hit you. I promise I didn’t—” 
 
   She puts her hand up, “That’s enough. I was testing you to make sure I was right about you since you seem to have no idea what I’m talking about.” She looks at the closed door like she’s looking through it. “Seems there are more and more who don’t know their potential. Besides I’ve been hit by far better Dyna then you.” 
 
   “What did you just call me?” 
 
   I take a step closer because she starts fixing her hair. She wouldn’t do that unless she wasn’t planning on fighting again. 
 
   “Dyna. It is the name we call our kind with your ability.” 
 
   “What ability is that?” 
 
   “You’re strong kid, more so then others your age. If you don’t know already, you are also faster. You probably have a big temper too. That’s common for Dynamar but you should already have that in check,” she looks at me questioning. 
 
   “Yeah, uhh, I’m getting better at that.” 
 
   She frowns a little, “That would have been the first thing you were taught as a child if you were among your people. You have so very much to learn. You should be done with your training by now and in the field practicing to blend in.” 
 
   “I am almost done with school. What would I have to blend in for? I look like everyone else.” 
 
   She walks around her desk, to the bookshelf and grabs a book, “You are far more.” 
 
   She flips open the book and takes a loose paper out of it. She hands it to me. 
 
   The paper has written at the top “Southern Academy” and a picture of happy teens in front of a beautiful building. 
 
   “That is were you belong, Kelly. I can bring you there.”
 
   Looking at the paper I think about the other “special” kids already there. The place is probably full of hormonal egos. 
 
   “What if I get there and don’t like it?” 
 
   She takes the paper from my hands and returns it to its home, “That won’t happen but you always have the other option of a temporary home that the state picks.” 
 
   “A house for future criminals? Such a tough decision, maybe I should flip a coin.” 
 
   “I can make the call right now.  Tell them to set you up a nice room that you share with five other boys. I give you a week before you have a facial piercing.” She takes out her cell phone. She points at my earphones in my hand, “And no music without it being screened first for violent or profane language.” 
 
   She dials a number and brings it to her ear. 
 
   I walk to the door. “Okay you talked me into it. I’ll go.” 
 
   She puts the phone back in her pocket. 
 
   “Lets see if this place is really all you say it is,” I say as I walk out.
 
   The cop and Anne are standing in the hall. 
 
   Anne looks at me and her eyes get big, “You need an ice pack or something for that eye.” 
 
   I feel my face and she’s right, my left eye is swelling. It’s kind of tender too. 
 
   “Is this what you meant by real treat?” I ask Anne.
 
   Lia walks out behind me and locks the door behind her. She looks at the cop, “He agreed Lanton. We won’t have any further need of your services. Thanks for all your help.” 
 
   “No problem.” 
 
   He has my bag in his hand already. “Here you go kid,” he tosses the big bag to me. 
 
   I catch it. All of us, including the cop, walk to the exit leading to the parking garage.
 
   Lia and the cop are ahead of Anne and me as we walk to the parking garage but we can still hear them. 
 
   “The Southern Academy is where you’re bringing them?” He asks her.
 
   “Of course. It is the closest. And the best if you ask me.”  
 
   “Did they rebuild in the same place as the old one?” He asks. 
 
   She looks at him suspiciously, “You know better than that. I couldn’t tell you the location if my life depended on it. Think of what would happen if it was found by the Rogues.” 
 
   He nods and looks at the ground. 
 
   “It’s not anything personal, you know that right?” She adds. 
 
   He continues looking down, “Sure. It’s for their safety I know that. I’ll call you if I find anyone else.” 
 
   Lia nods at him and keeps walking toward a dark SUV. The cop slows and we catch up to him. 
 
   “My card is in your pocket kid,” he informs me quietly. 
 
   He grabs my arm as I go to check my pocket, “I’ll keep an eye on your grandmother while you’re at school.”
 
    At first I think he’s threatening me with the Gran comment, but when I look at him he squeezes my arm, almost affectionately. Then, a voice comes over his walkie. He abruptly turns in the opposite direction toward his car and begins responding to the voice. 
 
   “What did he say?” Anne asks just as we walk up to the SUV where Lia is getting on her phone, standing in front of the open trunk. 
 
   Lia motions for me to put my bag in the trunk. I hear someone talking through Lia’s phone but she doesn’t say anything back. I think she’s eavesdropping on us.
 
   “Uh, he told me he was going to keep an eye on Gran and the house for me,” I reply putting my bag in the trunk. 
 
   “Yes, I’m here. We are on our way, plus one,” Lia says in the phone, “No relation. Male.” 
 
   She hangs up. 
 
   “That was nice of him,” Anne says and gets in the back seat of the SUV. I get in on the opposite side of Anne. I run my hands over the top of my front pockets and I feel the card in my left pocket. It’s the same side as my throbbing ribs. He must have slipped it in my pocket while he was checking my ribs after the fight. 
 
   “Hey, why did you fight me?” I ask Lia as she is driving out of the parking garage.               
 
   “Just had to see what you got.” 
 
   That explains nothing. She turns up the music letting me know she is done talking. 
 
   I look at Anne’s bruised knuckles again, “So did you really hit a wall or did she fight you too?”  
 
   She looks from the window, to me, then sighs, “It was true I really did hit a wall.”               
 
   “Oh.”  
 
   “But,” she continues, “it was because she dodged my punch. I wasn’t fast enough. I’m sure our new school will fix that.” 
 
   She turns back to the window. 
 
   “Did she fight you for the same reason?” I ask her. 
 
   “I didn’t ask.”  
 
   Lia probably didn’t have to sell her hard on leaving her foster home behind. This poor girl looks like a lost puppy waiting for a loving family to show up. 
 
   I look out the window, say goodbye to Dry Creek, and pray Gran gets better fast. 
 
    
 
    
 
   I keep thinking about Gran for a while until the growling of my stomach interrupts my thoughts. 
 
   “Can we get something to eat? I’m starving,” I say in Lia’s direction. 
 
   “Me too,” Anne adds. 
 
   “Sure. At the next town I’ll go through a drive-through.” 
 
   It starts getting dark outside by the time we get our burgers. Anne falls asleep shortly after finishing hers. I’m fighting to keep my eyes open. Lia told us it wasn’t much farther but we’ve already been on the road for hours. Sleep finds me just as I start to wonder what the girls are like at this place.
 
    
 
    
 
   My head falls forward waking me up. We are slowing down on a two-lane highway, in what looks like the middle of nowhere. Tall trees are on either side of the road and it looks like the sun is beginning to rise. I slept the entire night. Looking at Anne, she is in the same position she was in when she fell asleep. Lia turns onto a dirt road that I didn’t notice before. 
 
   We come up to an old gate. Lia puts it in park and gets out. Anne starts moving around and opens her eyes. 
 
   “Are we here?” Anne asks, yawning and looks out the front window. 
 
   “Where are we?” She asks before I can answer her first question. 
 
   “I think she’s taking us even deeper into the middle of nowhere to kill us. She already knows she can take us in a fight.” 
 
   Anne rolls her eyes and smiles, “Kelly, you know she’s changing our lives right?”
 
    Lia is unlocking a padlock on the gate and swinging it open. 
 
   “Well, yeah, killing us would definitely be a huge change,” I tell her with a straight face.
 
   She laughs out loud and so do I.
 
   “Good morning. We are almost there,” Lia says when she gets back in the car. 
 
   “Good morning,” Anne says. 
 
   “Morning,” I say getting somber again. 
 
   We drive through the gate and she doesn’t worry with closing or locking it. The dirt road gets wide and curvy the longer we stay on it. The woods surrounding the road have so much undergrowth I can’t see too far. A clearing is ahead of us. 
 
   Past the clearing there is a high barbed wire fence running the length of the woods. Where the fence meets the road there are two guard stations. One station is on either side of the road. We come to a stop next to the stations. A guard from each station walks to the car. A sour looking man walks to my side of the car and looks through the passenger window at Lia. Lia rolls down her window. I look over to the guard at her window. He looks to be in a much better mood. 
 
   “Hello there Mrs. Heinclif, back so soon?” He asks Lia and adjusts the strap around his shoulder. 
 
   He has an automatic rifle on his back. I look back at the guard on my side that is now staring me down. He doesn’t have a weapon on him. He tries to open my door but its locked. He taps on the passenger side window at Lia. 
 
   “Unlock the car,” He says to her. 
 
   Lia looks back at her guard, “Is he serious, Dan? He can see the kids just fine.” 
 
   Dan walks around the front of the vehicle to the other guard saying, “Come on now Foster, you can’t keep harassing everyone who comes through the gate. It isn’t professional and you’re scaring the kids.” 
 
   They both look at me. 
 
   “He doesn’t look scared. Look at how big he is. He could have something on him.”               
 
   Dan gets aggravated with him, “Mrs. Heinclif has already taken care of all that I’m sure. Now be a good man, and let the administration know they are here.” 
 
   Foster reluctantly leaves and goes inside his station. Lia rolls the window down on the passenger side now that Foster is gone. 
 
   Dan smiles, “Sorry about all that Mrs. Heinclif. He’s getting better though.” 
 
   Dan walks back to his station and the bar blocking the road goes up. Is she bringing us to a school or a military base? 
 
   “Why did that guy have a gun?” Anne asks. 
 
   “Some wealthy parents feel that their kids are more secure with such measures,” Lia says and doesn’t explain why only one of them had a gun and not both of them. 
 
   The dirt road transitions to concrete shortly after the guard stations. The road becomes a circle drive in front of a small school on a well-manicured lawn. 
 
   “So this is it?” Anne asks nervously. 
 
   “Yes it is. Grab your things,” Lia says getting out of the car and walking to the two large front doors. 
 
   We get out and I beat Anne to the open trunk. I grab my bag and Anne’s. All she has in the trunk is a red backpack. It’s light, making me feel bad for her. All the girls I know couldn’t fit their makeup and hair supplies in a bag this size, much less everything else. My bag feels like it’s carrying a ton of bricks compared to hers. 
 
   I’m still looking at it when Anne walks up to me. She takes her backpack from me. 
 
   “I got it,” she snaps. 
 
   She speeds up to Lia’s side, by the front doors. An older woman answers the door and greets Lia with a one-armed hug. 
 
   “We send you for one and you bring us two. How impressive,” she tells Lia. 
 
   “I have, Anne who you already know a little about, and this is Kelly Edwards,” Lia waves for me to come forward. 
 
   The older woman takes my hand when I stop next to Lia, “I’m so pleased to meet you. My name is Rebecca. I will be introducing you and Anne to your new home away from home.” 
 
   I give her a small smile in return. 
 
   “Oh, don’t look so nervous. You will fit right in. You will learn and grow more here than anywhere else.” 
 
   She walks past me to Anne and gives her a hug like she did to Lia, “You are a little beauty, aren’t you? I heard you like cheese sticks and loaded pizza so I made a teeny request on your behalf to the cafeteria.” 
 
   Anne smiles looking overjoyed at the thought of her favorite food, “Thank you!” 
 
   “Of course my dear. Now, let’s show you to your rooms to freshen up.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Walking past the front doors we enter into a long hallway with a large office with a glass wall we can see through, to our right. There is a secretary in the office facing us, answering the phone. Her eyes follow us as we walk around the corner. 
 
   Most of the doors we pass are closed. Rebecca tells us they are classrooms for orientations and whatnot. All in all the place reminds me of my elementary school. It’s relatively small with neutral colors and the cafeteria being by far the largest room she shows us. We follow her to the second floor where our rooms are located. 
 
   “You each have your own bathroom connected to your room. You should find everything you will need in there. Anne, your uniform is on your bed. You will be expected to have it on for tomorrow’s class.” 
 
   Anne frowns. 
 
   Rebecca turns to me, “I’m sorry young man but I didn’t have quite enough notification to have male clothes on hand, so it may be another day or two before yours are here.” 
 
   Anne’s frown deepens as I smile. 
 
   “Here are your rooms,” she points Anne to the room on her left and me to the room across from hers. “I will give you both time to get cleaned up and settled in. Meet me for lunch in one hour in front of the cafeteria. Do not get lost between here and the cafeteria. You don’t want me to have to come looking for either of you is that clear?” 
 
   Anne and I nod in agreement. 
 
   “Good. In one hour then,” Rebecca smiles at us and with Lia in tow they walk back to the stairs. 
 
   We watch them leave us and I look at Anne, “I didn’t want to say anything but hopefully they left you a toothbrush because your breath is kicking.” 
 
   She looks offended but chuckles, “That’s you, not me. I’ve been trying to hold my breath since we got inside,” she walks to her room, “It’ll take you the entire hour just to get that rotting smell out of your mouth.” 
 
   “I better get started then,” I say walking inside my room. 
 
   I skipped the college tour my class went on this year, but my room looks just like the dorm rooms on the pamphlet my teacher sent home with us. It is a small tan colored room with a closet, small bed on the left side against the wall with blue sheets, a window on the far wall overlooking the circle drive in the front of the school, and past the bed, on the back left side of the room is a door. 
 
   I set my bag on the bed and go to the other door. It opens to an even smaller bathroom. At least I don’t have to share a bathroom with strangers. Laid out on the bathroom counter is everything I need to shower and shave. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes later, I’m sitting on the bed looking at the cover of my photo album. I hear the door across the hall open and close. I put the album back in my bag and open the door to the hall. 
 
   “Hey, you ready? I’m starving,” Anne asks standing right in front of me when I open the door. 
 
   She isn’t wearing any makeup and she looks closer to her actual age now. 
 
   “Yup, let’s get some grub.” 
 
   We get downstairs where I can smell food from the cafeteria.
 
   “So what do the uniforms look like?” I ask. 
 
   “If you were hoping for some catholic school pleated skirts and pants you’d be disappointed. It looks like a cooler version of a Phys. Ed. uniform. It even has a green leprechaun on the back, must be our mascot.” 
 
   “A what on the back?” I ask surprised. 
 
   She laughs, “I’m kidding about that part.” 
 
   The classroom doors are still closed like before but I notice there are dirt tracks leading to the room marked “113” coming from a door across the hall that looks like it goes to the front office. I point it out to Anne. She just shrugs her shoulders and keeps walking to the cafeteria. A door opens right behind us. 
 
   “Where do you two think you’re going?” A man’s voice says to our backs. 
 
   I turn around to a blonde haired man closing the door to 113. 
 
   “To lunch,” Anne says meekly. 
 
   He reaches for something under his coat. I step between him and Anne. The door he just closed opens again. Lia followed by two men that are dressed similar to the blonde haired man emerge. 
 
   “Ahead of schedule, good job,” Lia says when she sees us and the man takes his hand out of his jacket. 
 
   “These are the new recruits?” The man asks Lia. 
 
   “Yes they are. Don’t they glow with potential.” 
 
   Anne is no longer behind me. She walks up to the blonde haired man. “I’m Anne, Anne Buckley.” 
 
   He shakes her hand, “I’m your new gym instructor, Mr. Grad” 
 
   He looks at me and points. “You must be Kelly.” He says, walking up to me and shaking my hand as well. 
 
   I’m as tall as he is but his grip is stronger. The two other guys don’t acknowledge us. They go to the door across the hall and confirm my guess, it is a side door to the front office. 
 
   Lia steps in front of me, blocking my view, “You two did so good on time that Rebecca isn’t even back yet. Go ahead and we’ll catch up.” 
 
   Lia and Mr. Grad walk down the hall in the opposite direction. 
 
    
 
    
 
   There are three rows with six tables in each in the cafeteria. On the right side are three lunch ladies behind the food counter waiting for us by the looks of it. They jump off their stools when they see us walk in. 
 
   Two boys looking to be a little younger than Anne are eating together at a table closest to the food. Two tables past them is another student closer to my age eating by himself with a heap of pizza slices on two plates, and a piece of chocolate cake in front of him. He smiles at us between shoving pizza in his mouth. We walk past him to the food counter. 
 
   “How does my hair look?” Anne asks. 
 
   She starts running her fingers through her still damp hair. I roll my eyes at her. 
 
   “It looks like hair.” 
 
   She huffs at my answer. I look over my shoulder at the guy Anne is worrying over her hair for. He has dark curly hair that goes past his ears. He could probably put it in a ponytail if he wanted. 
 
   “You’re hair is clean at least. It looks like that guy hasn’t washed his in a month.” 
 
   “SSh! He might hear you.” 
 
   She gets two slices of pizza from the first lady she walks up to and a bottle of water. Didn’t they get all this junk food for her and she’s only getting that much? I get a plate of cheese sticks with marinara sauce, a plate of pizza, and a coke. 
 
   Anne is waiting for me to pick the table. I walk past the kids, straight to the guy. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Anne whispers nervously behind me. 
 
   “You can thank me later,” I whisper back and take the seat directly across the guy. 
 
   Anne sits next to me.
 
   “I’m Kelly, this is Anne. We’re new.” 
 
   “Nice to meet you chap! I’m Boston,”  He says in an English accent. He looks at Anne’s plate. “That’s all your getting? I thought Donna said we got this for you.” 
 
   I smile at his question and start eating. 
 
   “Who is Donna?” Anne asks ignoring his question. 
 
   Boston points behind himself with his thumb at the lunch ladies, “The one with gray hair. She’s the best cook we have.” 
 
   “I didn’t see any cake did you get the last piece?” I ask him. 
 
   “Perks of being friends with Donna.” 
 
   He cuts his piece of cake in half and puts in on my cheese stick plate. I take a bite. It is chocolaty deliciousness melting in my mouth. I move my cake and cheese sticks plate to Anne offering her a bite. She obliges eating some of my cheese sticks too. He’s still looking at Anne and I when I turn back to my pizza. 
 
   “I think I’m going to do you a favor, chap and be friends with you. And as my first act of friendship let me give the both of you some advice. If you two like each other you better keep it under wraps around here because they don’t allow dating or anything remotely close to it.” 
 
   “No no no, Lia just brought us in at the same time,” Anne says. 
 
   I have a mouth full of pizza so it takes me a minute to chime in. I swallow too soon and the food feels like it becomes a rock, unaffected by gravity or my need to reply, slowly creeping down.  
 
   I finally get out, “She’s like ten, man.” 
 
   “I’m thirteen almost fourteen, thank you very much!” 
 
   I guess her age is still a touchy subject. I look at Anne wondering why he didn’t think she was my sister. No, I get why he didn’t; her hair, features, and voice are not remotely similar to mine. To him, me being nice to a non-relative, female means I must like her. 
 
   “So you’re single.” Boston says matter-of-factly to Anne. 
 
   I think I see her ears get red. 
 
   I set my pizza down. Food isn’t going to interfere this time. “Now wait a second, you said no dating not five seconds ago.” 
 
   He turns his smile from Anne to me. “Yeah, they really work to keep that from happening here. If they think you fancy a totty all of a sudden you’ll stop running into her around campus. Just wait, you’ll see. Though, they do keep dynas pretty busy so you won’t have to worry with it like I do.” 
 
   I look down to see over half of my cheese sticks are gone. I eye Anne suspiciously and she grins innocently while she chews my food.
 
   “So when does everyone else get lunch?” I ask. 
 
   Boston raises an eyebrow at me, “Oh that’s right, you don’t know. Well, you see there are a lot of us so the size of this place doesn’t cut it. This building is only used as the welcoming center.”  I keep looking at him waiting for him to explain. He looks past me, “Oh blimey, time I scat mates.”               He jumps up stuffing more pizza in his mouth. The younger boys, two tables away, do the same. I hear Rebecca and Lia talking when they walk in the cafeteria. 
 
   “Your lot better run. There is still trash to take out and the hall needs mopping before you’re done,” Rebecca calls after Boston and the boys as they scurry past the food counter and the lunch ladies. They grab cleaning supplies that are propped up by the door in the kitchen. 
 
   “Consider it done boss,” Boston says, holding up a mop.
 
   He walks out the door trailed by the two boys carrying the rest of the cleaning supplies. Rebecca looks irritated seeing them in here. She looks at us and her demeanor softens. 
 
   “Good job! If you’re not early then you’re late, I like to say.” 
 
   “More like be early or you better hide,” Lia says jokingly to Rebecca. 
 
   They both chuckle on their way get pizza and chat with the lunch ladies before coming to sit with us.
 
   “How is the food?” Rebecca asks the table when she sits. 
 
   “Wonderful. Thank you,” Anne says as she starts eating her food and more of my cheese sticks. 
 
   As soon as Boston was out of sight she unleashed her appetite. I’m down to just the pizza thanks to her. 
 
   “It’s good, thank you. Can we get seconds?”  
 
   Rebecca has already taken a bite so Lia answers, “I know all to well what bottomless pits boys can be. Go ahead, help yourself.” 
 
   Donna greets me at the counter and gives me two more plates of what I had. 
 
   “That cake was delicious.” 
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about,” she says in a tired old voice and winks at me. 
 
   I walk back to the table thinking of Gran. She was not a fan of junk food like this. She said she loved me too much to feed it to me so I would eat my weight of it at friends’ houses. 
 
   “Can I call and check on Gran when we are done eating?” I ask Lia. 
 
   “Oh sorry Kelly, I forgot to tell you. I spoke with the doctor while you were in your room. She is still in the same state as you left her. Her scan revealed more bleeding in the brain but he said that was expected. He assured me she is being taken exceptional care of but he will let us know if there are changes. I can have flowers sent if you would like.” 
 
   The only flowers she grew in the yard were azaleas. 
 
   “She wouldn’t want you to spend the money. Will I get to see her soon?” 
 
   “If she wakes up I will bring you.” 
 
   If? Who does this woman think she is? She doesn’t know Gran or she wouldn’t be saying if. I’m getting mad so I keep eating so I don’t throw this table across the room. 
 
   The subject changes to Anne’s childhood. 
 
   “I used to think my parents were drug-heads because of me. I thought if I could just be better, less troublesome they would love me.” 
 
   “Anne, none of what your parents chose to do was a reflection of your actions. All kids are hard to handle at times it is part of growing up.” 
 
   My foster family told me the same thing Ms. Lia.” 
 
   Mr. Grad walks in the cafeteria. 
 
   “I’m ready for them,” he announces and walks back out. 
 
   “Okay kids don’t worry with your trays we’ll take care of them. Hurry up before he leaves you both.” 
 
   She basically takes our trays from us. I still have food in my mouth. She can’t really mean for us to get up in the middle of lunch to go to gym? Anne is already leaving the table. Rebecca raises her eyebrows at me with a look of, “Did you not just hear me.” on her face. I reluctantly leave my lunch behind.
 
   We walk down the hall and Mr. Grad is nowhere to be found. Anne points to an open door on the right. 
 
   “Come in and have a seat.” 
 
   The room looks like any other classroom with a board on the wall, the teacher’s desk in front of it, and desks facing the board. He passes an erasable pen to each of us. 
 
   Then he says, “Don’t worry it is just a health history we give to all new students.” 
 
   He sets a questionnaire in front of us that has fifty-five questions. This is no health history I’ve ever seen. I wouldn’t even call it that. The first five questions ask about allergies, past surgeries, and medications. The rest is an in-depth family history form. It wants names, relation, locations, date of births, and the last time I was in contact with any family members. I only have three family members that I know of and two, my mom and grandfather, are dead. 
 
   I imagine Anne only has her good-for-nothing parents or she wouldn’t have been in a foster home. It takes both of us all of five minutes to hand them back to him. He doesn’t seem pleased as he looks through mine probably because of all of the blanks.  
 
   “This is a sad family tree you got.” 
 
   “It’s more like a twig but that’s all I got,” I say. 
 
   “I normally offer a short break after this but since neither of you took that long we can just dive into the last part.” 
 
   He doesn’t try to comfort us when his gives us what looks like a book. I wish it were a book because when I flip it over it’s a standardized exam. Heaven help me. It takes all that I am to not stand up and walk out, throwing the exam in the trashcan on the way.
 
   I flip through the exam and there is no way this is going to happen. I signed up for strong-kid-with-no-parents school. I’m not going to I-want-to-be-a-doctor school. 
 
   “I haven’t even made it to ninth grade yet,” Anne says looking in horror at the exam, “I think this is a mistake. Can you get Ms. Lia please?” She’s scanning the first page and looking more like she’s going to have a break down by the second. 
 
   “Don’t worry we only want to get a baseline of your knowledge up to this point. You are not expected to ace this thing. Give it your best shot. We don’t kick kids out because they don’t know all everything.” 
 
   I guess this is the fine print Anne’s best friend, Lia chose to overlook in her pitch about how great this place is. I start the exam and it’s mostly read a paragraph then answer questions about what you read. 
 
   I start to gain confidence finishing the English section quickly. I flip to the next page then the next. Chemical compounds, physics, and questions about anatomy terms that I couldn’t even pronounce much less tell anyone what they mean. The confidence is gone along with any color in my face. I steal a glance at Anne. 
 
   Crap, she’s wiping tears off her cheek. Why didn’t Lia at least warn her about this stupid test? She acts confident and strong but she’s just a kid. Lia showing up when she did was probably a dream come true for her, like finding out she was a lost princess. She sniffles trying to breath through her runny nose. 
 
   I raise my hand for Mr. Grad. 
 
   “Yes, Kelly.” 
 
   “I’d like a coin, please.” 
 
   “For what?” 
 
   Anne looks at me crazy like Mr. Grad is. 
 
   “I’m tired of singing inny-meany-miny-mo to myself for every question so I figured flipping a coin would be faster to pick answers. Unless, your plan is for this to take all week to finish.” 
 
   “All out of change. Stop wasting time.” 
 
   “He may need you to read it out loud for him,” Anne says to Mr. Grad smiling. There’s the Anne I like to see. 
 
   “That’s a great idea,” I tell her enthusiastically, “Would you?” 
 
   “Stop wasting time or we WILL be here all week,” Mr. Grad sits back and opens a book.
 
   Two hours pass by the time I finish. I look at Anne and she still has a couple pages, so, in fear of making her cry again by turning mine in I just sit there. Mr. Grad is staring at me when I look up but he doesn’t say anything to me. 
 
   “Time’s up,” Mr. Grad says standing up from behind his desk. 
 
   Before Anne can protest I say, “We weren’t told about this test and now you are not only telling us it was timed but that we’re out of time?” 
 
   “The cutoff for accepting complaints was yesterday,” he says nonchalantly. He takes the tests from us, “You get to take a fifteen minute break before orientation. If you need the restroom go to your rooms but no funny business.” 
 
   He leaves the room. I stand up and stretch while Anne does the same. 
 
   “So after seeing the three students earlier, you think they really brought us here to make us janitors?” 
 
   She looks me like I’m stupid, “Oh that’s right, you were getting seconds when they told me about Boston. The younger boys were caught with a dirty magazine and having that stuff is against the rules. They admitted Boston was the one who gave it to them.” 
 
   “So, janitorial work is their punishment.” 
 
   “You are a genius Kelly, don’t let anyone tell you any different.” 
 
   I smile at her sarcasm, “So I should turn all my magazines over then I guess.” 
 
   “Oh gross! I’m going to my room before I barf,” Anne rushes out the room. 
 
   “I was just kidding,” I say but she’s already out the door leaving me in this eerily silent classroom. 
 
   I walk to the front of the room to Mr. Grad’s desk. My curiosity is in full force. On top of the desk is a notepad and pens that look brand new, untouched. I look around the room and listen for footsteps from the hall but I don’t hear anything. I slide open the top drawer and find the book Mr. Grad had out while we were taking the test. I open the book carefully like it might bite me if I move too fast. There’s a piece of paper folded up inside of it. 
 
   I take the paper out, forgetting the book, and unfold it. He drew a line in the middle of the paper separating both sides. My name is written on the top half with a line connecting to Diane Edwards, my mom, and beside her name is a question mark with two names: Mitchell and Donovan. Both names have Dyna next to them. A line below my mom’s name connects to my grandparents’ names. Gran and I never knew my dad so seeing these two names next to my mom’s name is surprising. 
 
   How does he know my mom’s name? I put it on the family history paper, duh. 
 
   For him to have two names as my possible father he must have known her well, right? Why didn’t he tell me he knew her? 
 
   “What are you doing?” A woman’s voice from the door cuts through the silence of the room. 
 
   I jump back, surprised by her sudden presence. It’s the secretary from the front office who was answering the phone when we came in. 
 
   She walks into the room with an armful of folded clothes under her arm, “I said, what are you doing?” 
 
   “I, uhh, just finished taking a test. I’m on break.” 
 
   “Where’s the girl?” She says stepping out the door and looking down the hall. 
 
   I shove the paper into my pocket when she turns her head, “She went to her room.” 
 
   I walk toward her innocently, getting away from the desk. 
 
   She looks back at me, “You can give her these then.” She hands me the stack of clothes from under her arm. “Yours are on bottom. Be dressed and waiting outside by the end of your break. Mr. Grad will be waiting.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “P.E. uniforms? Did she tell you why we needed them?” Anne holds the shirt in front of her with a look of disgust on her face. 
 
   “She told me right after we had a deep discussion about the exam we took and before supper we are going to have tea and further discuss how weird this place is.” 
 
   Anne doesn’t look amused and takes her shorts from me and turns back to her room.               
 
   “Maybe Mr. Grad already knows we did bad on the exams so he is going to make us run a mile as punishment.” 
 
   She turns back smiling, “They wouldn’t do that. Maybe, they have horses or something cool for us to do to make up for that ridiculous test.” 
 
   “We’ll see,” I say walking to my room to change.
 
   Anne and I are dressed in our new uniforms walking down stairs to meet Mr. Grad. She was right, they look exactly like P.E. uniforms except there is no place on the front of them to write your name on the shirt or shorts. Stiff and scratchy, they need to be washed a few times like Gran did for me as a kid every year before school started to get clothes soft. 
 
   “Where are we supposed to meet him?” Anne asks. 
 
   “She said to meet him outside.” 
 
   We walk down the hall and out the front doors of the building. There is no one outside other than the two of us. 
 
   “You sure she said he was going to meet us?” 
 
   “Yup. I’ll go ask her if he’s late or something?” I turn back around to go to the front office. 
 
   “There wasn’t anyone in the office. I looked when we walked by. Let’s try the back.” 
 
   The building looks so much bigger from the outside. The windows are too tall for me to see into any of them as we pass. 
 
   “Want to race?” Anne says, not waiting on my answer, takes off running. 
 
   She’s faster then I thought she’d be but I catch up quick none-the-less. I get beside her and slow down long enough to tell her she runs like a girl just as we get to the edge of the building. 
 
   I make it around the side of the building right when Anne pushes me hard into the building. The left side of my body scraps the rough bricks but I catch my balance. I can’t believe she would play so dirty. I run with everything I have to catch up, but she is already out of sight having passed the next edge of the building leading to the back of the school. 
 
   I charge around the building at full speed determined to not let her win. Just when I make it around the building I tackle someone, hard. It knocks the air out of me, I hit the ground, and land on my back. 
 
   I roll to my side and Anne is on the ground next to me. 
 
   “You sore loser,” she says standing up rubbing her shoulder. 
 
   I sit up trying to get air back in my lungs, “You cheated. That means I win by default.” 
 
   I stand up and look at her but she’s looking past me. I look behind me to see what she’s staring at. There is a big obstacle course set up in the back of the building. No wonder she stopped running when she got to the back of the building. There is some kind of obstacle course set up in a huge U-shape where the starting line is right next to the finish line. Mr. Grad is walking through the middle of the course toward us. 
 
   “You were right, we are being punished,” Anne whispers.
 
   “Looks like you two have already warmed up for the last test of the day,” Mr. Grad waves to the course we are staring at. “As you can see, it will test your strength and endurance. You will start with hurdles then tire run to the monkey bars. Finishing the monkey bars you will have to move those big tires however you can to get them past the green line, run the curve to the wall that you will go up and over. 
 
   Next, you will have the balancing bars followed by the low crawl.” Anne is shaking her head ‘no’ the entire time he is explaining the course to us. “At the end you will climb the ropes to the plateau and ring the bell,” He makes it sound like everything is beside the next obstacle, but there are huge gaps where we will have to run to the next part. 
 
   When he finishes Anne looks at me to see my reaction to the course. 
 
   “I don’t know about her but I wasn’t told there would be tryouts. Lia said this was a school for others kids like us.” 
 
   “She didn’t tell me anything either,” Anne agrees.
 
   Mr. Grad looks annoyed, “This is not a competition and you are already students at The Academy, but in order to place students correctly we have to know where every student stands mentally and physically. This is not public school; age is not an indicator of your abilities and never was. We do things better. Now go stand at the yellow marker and stretch.” 
 
   He walks to the bench next to the start and end markers, grabs a clipboard with the stopwatch sitting on it. I follow Anne to a yellow marker in front of the hurdle section of the course. She rubs her shoulder as we start to stretch. 
 
   “Did I hurt your shoulder bad?” 
 
   She begins stretching her legs, “No, it’s just a little tender where your hard head smashed into it.” 
 
   “Next time you’ll get out of my way.”
 
   Mr. Grad goes over the course again after we finish stretching. 
 
   “Now remember this test tells us where to place you. Do your best. On your mark, get set, go!” 
 
   We take off to the hurdles. I clear them with ease leaving Anne behind. Thanks to football I can do tire runs in my sleep. Anne is falling farther behind when I get to the monkey bars. I’m starting to sweat. The bars seem to be farther apart than when I played on them as a kid. I stop in front of one of the big tires and take some deep breaths. 
 
   “No breaks until you’re finished!” Mr. Grad yells from behind me. 
 
   He is walking beside the obstacles keeping pace with Anne, but watching me. During a football boot camp one summer I had to flip tires so I know I just need to get in a groove. I line up my breathing with lifting and flipping to get through it. I run to the wall but stop to catch my breath again before climbing it. I turn and look at Mr. Grad expecting him to yell at me for stopping but he’s not paying attention to me. Anne is squatting down in front of the other tire trying to lift it up to no avail. She can lift it a couple inches before she drops it. Mr. Grad isn’t yelling at her. He’s leaning over next to Anne talking to her. I start walking that way to help her when Anne snaps her head toward Mr. Grad. She looks like she wants to kill him. She looks back at the tire and stands it up as if it was a feather. She doesn’t flip it end-over-end like I did. She stands it up and rolls it down the course. 
 
   Mr. Grad catches me watching, “You should be done by now!” 
 
   I go back to the wall, climb up it, and throw myself over it.
 
   The balancing bars are the kind you see in gymnastic studios, however these stand higher in the air. This wouldn’t be that big of a deal except that I have a small thing with heights. The bars are tall with a three-step ladder next to it. I have to use the middle step to get on the bar even though I have always been the tallest I know of my age. Under the bars they have dug the ground out and made a mud pit. Not only will I fall even father than a normal balance beam, I will be covered in mud to top it off. I stand up on the beam without looking down. I exhale and take a step. I hear Anne running up to the other beam but I just keep looking straight ahead. 
 
   “Why aren’t you moving?” Anne asks standing up on her beam. I loose the little focus I had and look over at her walking down the beam. My fear must be visible because she starts laughing, “Are you really that freaked out?” 
 
   She turns on her beam to face me. I take another step to prove I’m not freaked out but I wobble like a toddler walking for the first time. She starts laughing. 
 
   “What are you doing? Stop talking to each other and move!” Mr. Grad suddenly yells from the end side of the beams. 
 
   Anne gasps. When I turn from Mr. Grad to look at her she is falling. 
 
   I begin to lunge toward her forgetting my fear. I’m quickly reminded as I lose what little balance I have. I flail my arms out and sink down on the beam in a squatting position, stabilizing myself with my hands. She hits the mud pit with a splat. I don’t know if she fell from laughing at me or if Mr. Grad surprised her when he yelled, but when she stands up there isn’t even a hint of a smile on her mud-covered face. 
 
   “Go back to the beginning of the beam and start over.” Mr. Grad instructs her. 
 
   “You shouldn’t have laughed at me. That was karma.” 
 
   “I’ll still beat you, scaredy cat.” 
 
   The mud she’s standing in comes up to the middle of her shin so she high steps it through the mud to the beginning of the beam. 
 
   “No one is going to help you, Kelly. Man up,” Mr. Grad is getting annoying. 
 
   And to believe I was going to help Anne with her tire and now she’s laughing at me. I focus on the bar ahead of me. The worst that could happen is I fall. I still don’t look down. I take a step. Then I take a few more when I hear Anne grunting as she gets on her beam. There is no way I am going to let her win. I could be done with this stupid course if I would suck it up. 
 
   “You’re six feet tall. Heights should be second nature to you,” Mr. Grad’s voice is much closer. 
 
   I finally look down and I’ve finished walking the length of the beam. I didn’t even realize I was doing it. I climb down and dart to the low crawl. It doesn’t have the mud pit like the balancing beams. That was nice of them. However, they have barbed wire running over it, so if you don’t get low enough the wire will make you. 
 
   I army crawl through it faintly aware of the cold ground beneath me. My focus doesn’t waver; I want to get this course over with. I run to the rope and climb up. Anne is giving Mr. Grad a hard time at the low crawl, “I did not agree to join military school!” 
 
   “Any more complaining and you’ll start all over again.” 
 
   My arms are burning but I’m getting close to the plateau. The plateau has a hole on the floor where the rope hangs out. There is a metal ladder through the hole next to the rope that sticks out the top and bottom of the opening. I make it high enough to reach out for the ladder and when I have a good grip my feet follow. Getting on the ladder feels amazing now that I can use more leg strength than arms. 
 
   As soon as I am on the plateau I ring the bell. Anne is climbing the rope and grunts when she hears the bell. She gets on the plateau, rings the bell, puts her hands on her hips, and takes a deep breath. 
 
   “So you let me win?” I ask her. 
 
   “You took the words right out my mouth,” she says still breathing heavy. 
 
   “Hey, you two chatty Kathy’s, jump down and you can go get cleaned up,” he calls up walking away from the plateau toward the bench by the starting line. 
 
   I make the mistake of looking down. My stomach jumps into my chest as I take a step back from the edge, “Does he really expect us to jump?” 
 
   “That’s what he said. It’s like jumping from an upstairs window. All you have to do is tuck and roll when you hit the ground. You never snuck out before?” 
 
   “I never had to jump from a roof to get out. With my grandmother’s hearing I could just walk out the door.” 
 
   “Well stand next to me while I jump and you can see how I do it.” 
 
   She walks up to the edge of the plateau and looks at me over her shoulder. 
 
   “I’m good from here.” I say.
 
   “Don’t be a baby. I am only asking you to stand right here,” she points right next to her. I walk up and stop a little farther from the edge than where she pointed. “Oh let me grab the bell, Mr. Grad wanted me to bring it down.” 
 
   She walks behind me to get the bell while I stand here freaking out. I’m looking at the grass below thinking of how bad this is going to end when I hear two fast steps behind me. I don’t have time to turn my head to see what she’s doing when I get pushed off the plateau. I panic and flail my arms like a chicken trying to fly. I hit the ground hard. It’s like déjà vu. When I open my eyes I’m laying on my back except this time Anne isn’t on the ground too. 
 
   I sit up gaining composure while Anne jumps down performing an obnoxiously perfect tuck and roll. 
 
   “Okay so that wasn’t bad but you could use some lessons on gracefulness,” she puts her hand out to help me up. 
 
   I ignore her hand and stand up, “Why are you ignoring the fact that you just tried to kill me?” 
 
   “I did not, Drama Queen. I helped you do what you couldn’t. I owed you one anyways for tackling me,” she starts rubbing her shoulder again. 
 
   “Oh don’t even.” 
 
   “Don’t even what?” 
 
   “You’re rubbing your shoulder so I’ll feel bad and drop it.” 
 
   “No I’m rubbing it because you hit me like you would a linebacker. If I wouldn’t have done what I did,” she nods at the plateau, “then you would still be up there.” 
 
   She’s right. I stop complaining.
 
   Lia is waiting outside of Anne’s door when we get upstairs.  Anne perks up when she sees her. She walks up to Anne, “After you’re cleaned up stop by the front office so we can have a look at your shoulder before dinner.” 
 
   “Yes ma’am.” 
 
   She looks up at me, “Heights, really?” 
 
   “I’ve already heard it today,” I tell her sternly. 
 
   I keep walking to my room. I’m in no mood to be harassed anymore for being scared of heights by these people. 
 
   I hear her start walking away then she stops, “You could have used the rope to get down. You both have books in your rooms, by the way, I expect you to read the first two chapters by tomorrow.” She then continues on her way. 
 
   I turn and look at Anne before going in to my room. She just shrugs her good shoulders at me. 
 
   I take my time getting cleaned up. I open the book Lia left. Sixty pages is what she expects us to read by tomorrow. I skim two pages; it’s the history of people called Seraphims. Well, I’m not a teenage mutant ninja turtle only a Seraphim; disappointing. 
 
   I close the book and get a fresh shirt out of my bag. Something isn’t right. My bag is out of order. The photo album is at the bottom of the bag and I know I put it right on top. Nothing is missing that I know of. I put on the same pants I wore for the first exam. I’m relieved when I check my pockets and find the paper is still right where I put it. Anyone could have gone through my things, but I bet it was Lia. She was right outside our doors when we walked up. I wait in the hall outside my room until Anne comes out. 
 
   “Did someone dig through your stuff too while we were outside?” 
 
   “Umm, no. Maybe they were confiscating your magazines,” she giggles to herself. 
 
   I stick my hand in my pocket holding the paper that’s in it. Maybe Mr. Grad noticed it gone and told someone. Why wouldn’t they take it back if they found it? 
 
   I leave Anne at the front office with Lia, the secretary, and one of the guys that was coming out of 113 earlier today. 
 
   I go to the cafeteria and eat supper by myself. I am finishing up my second plate when Anne comes in. She sits down across from me with her plate full of food and adjusts the icepack that is taped around her shoulder. 
 
   “Are they going to have to amputate?” 
 
   “Haha. No, they said I tore something so I just have to take it easy for a little while,” She looks upset telling me. 
 
   “Well that’s good right? Nothing is broken.” 
 
   “I know but they told me I will have to take the physical exam over again when I’m better.”               
 
   “Oh, sorry.” 
 
   “It’s alright, it just sucks. ” 
 
   I wait for her to eat and walk with her back to our rooms. 
 
   “We have orientation at seven-thirty tomorrow morning in the same room we were in today,” she tells me when I open the door to my room. 
 
   “You would think they would have started with that. Then maybe given us a heads up about the S.A.T. and boot camp.” 
 
   She shrugs at me, “I’m sure they have their reasons. Goodnight.” She walks in her room and shuts the door. 
 
   “Sure they do.” I say to the empty hallway before walking into my room. 
 
   Once inside I strip down to my boxers, grab the folded paper out of my pocket, and climb in bed. I roll on my back and unfold the paper. The lower half of the paper is Anne’s family history. Just like my half, Anne’s name is first with a line connecting to her parents. There’s nothing written after her parents’ name which isn’t surprising since she was in foster care. My eyes are getting heavy looking over the names on the paper so I fold it back up under my pillow. 
 
   I close my eyes and think of Gran until I drift off. I hear a car door close outside bringing me back to a slightly conscious state. The car drives away and I hear another car pull up. It is followed by some commotion and I open my eyes to a dark room. 
 
   Then, a guy outside starts yelling, “No! Do you expect me to believe that? Where are they?” 
 
   I get out of bed and hurry to the window. The driveway leading to the front of the school is lit by tall floodlights pointing in the direction of the same kind of vehicle Lia drove parked at the front entrance. A young dude with dark hair is standing outside of it. A man is in front of him holding him back as he pushes to get out of his grasp. 
 
   The front doors burst open with Rebecca and the secretary running out to them. 
 
   “What have you done with them!?” He screams. 
 
   "We aren't the enemy,” Rebecca loudly tells him. 
 
   She says something to the man and he reluctantly lets the kid go. I get closer to the window trying to hear what the others are saying but it doesn’t help. She moves in closer to him, turning her back to me. It looks like she’s talking to him, but since she isn’t yelling I can’t be sure.  He visibly relaxes as she puts her hand on his shoulder. He lowers his head like maybe he’s crying and Rebecca walks him inside. 
 
   The secretary talks to the man for a minute then he climbs in the car and leaves. I watch the car drive away until the woods block my view. I look back to the entrance to find the secretary is standing there, looking at me. My first reaction is to duck causing me to flinch like I was caught doing something wrong, but I am exactly where I should be. I’m in a dark room anyways and she’s standing in the light so I doubt she can really see me. Just in case she can, I grin and wave at her. She doesn’t return either. She shifts her worried gaze from me to the front doors and walks inside. Looks like they have a new student to act shady to now besides us. I read some of the book Lia gave me until I’m bored to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake up the next morning thinking about the only thing I remember from the book. One of the abilities, Veritatis, is the ability to identify lies. How annoying are these people going to be, calling everyone out when they lie? 
 
   There is a knock across the hall and when Anne makes it to her door I have already opened mine. 
 
   “Get dressed,” Mr. Grad tells us. 
 
   “More tests?” I ask expecting the torture to continue. 
 
   “No, we were going to have orientation but they need me for something else so you two are moving to campus a day early.” 
 
   He pauses looking at me like he’s waiting but neither of us say anything, “Grab your things and I’ll send someone shortly to collect you two.” 
 
   “Sounds good to me.” 
 
   He turns to Anne for her response and I notice he has an earpiece of some kind deep in his ear. I’m not surprised; these people are way too fancy for a simple intercom system. 
 
   I throw my dirty clothes in the bag with everything else and go wait in the hall. 
 
   “I guess this really is just a welcome center,” Anne says when she walks out of her room with her light bag in tow. 
 
   Boston comes strolling into the hall like he owns the place. “Did you doubt me?” He asks Anne with a smile on his face. Her cheeks turn red and she stands a little different as he walks up. 
 
   “Keep walking, Romeo. We don’t want to keep you from cleaning the toilets.”
 
   “Kelly!” Anne looks at me like she isn’t amused. 
 
   “I was done with that yesterday,” he tosses me a breakfast bar and hands one nicely to Anne. He looks at his watch and turns back to me, “Now I get to be your tour guide Hotshot so lets go.” 
 
   He continues walking past us away from the stairs. Anne looks at me confused just like I’m looking at her. 
 
   “Hurry up, I don’t have all day,” Boston says over his shoulder. We walk down the hall after him. 
 
   Anne still looks pretty confused, “Didn’t he have an accent before?”
 
   I didn’t even notice. I was too busy being instantly annoyed by how Anne acted when he showed up but she’s right he lost the English accent. 
 
   “Why don’t you ask him?”
 
   Anne looks at me like I’m crazy. 
 
   I give her an equally crazy look saying, “You would have called me out on it the second I did something like that.” 
 
   “Yeah, but I know you,” she says like that should be obvious. 
 
   Boston stops at a classroom door on the opposite end of the hall from our rooms. “What are you whispering about? I love secrets,” he asks. 
 
   Anne refuses to say anything and looks at me. 
 
   “Why aren’t we taking the stairs?” I ask Boston. 
 
   He opens the door he is standing in front of. It opens to a stairway, not a classroom or dorm room that it looks like it should go to. 
 
   “After you,” He holds the door open for Anne and me. 
 
   “And what about your accent old chap?” I ask in my best English accent. 
 
   He laughs, “It was pretty good huh? You’re not too bad yourself. I was practicing. You never know where you might be when you have to blend in.” 
 
   “What are you talking about?” Anne asks finally finding her voice. 
 
   We walk out the stair well through a door that opens into a classroom. Boston walks up to a large chart of the periodic table covering the wall. He grabs the side of the worn chart and pulls it back revealing another door. He unlocks the door, opens it and we walk out to the back of the building. 
 
   “They had a sense of humor when they built this place,” He says walking to a golf cart parked a short distance from the building next to the obstacle course. 
 
   “I am a firm believer that you have to be prepared for any location they may send you to so I practice accents on the regular.” He looks at Anne and she still looks confused. “They will place you with a job when you graduate if you rank high enough in your class, unless your parents already have something lined up. Most of us here don’t rely on parents.” 
 
   “Do you fall under one of those categories?” Anne asks him. 
 
   Boston’s smile weakens, “My dad was one of the Itatis instructors for the advanced class but he died two years ago, before my sixteenth birthday.” 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Anne says looking at the ground. 
 
   “So he was the foreign language teacher?” I ask. 
 
   I get a mean look from Anne. Boston looks more annoyed then upset by my question.               
 
   “Looks like I’m going to have to be more then a tour guide today. I’ll have to remember to add, “Teaching the less fortunate” to my resume.” 
 
   He clears his throat dramatically, “There are names for each ability. They were Latin or derived from… Anyways, originally the names for Seraphims were really long and hard to pronounce so they trimmed them down a bit. 
 
   You are obviously a Dyna,” he tells me. “You have the strength, agility, and temper that would make a professional athlete on roids jealous. Itatis, Veritatis, have the ability to know when someone is telling the truth and they always get the cake government jobs when they get out.” He points to my bruised eye. “Dynas like you get to look forward to more fighting when you graduate. Unless you partner up with a Tempero like some do. Temps can control other peoples’ feelings and emotions. So when you start to get angry and want to lash out they stop you with chill vibes. I have a theory the Tempero girls use it to make their crushes feel hot for them. I try to keep my distance.”                
 
   Tempero sound boring to hang out with. 
 
   “Is that really a useful thing to have?” Anne asks.
 
   We get to the golf cart and I jump in the passenger side leaving Anne with the backbench to sit on. Boston takes the drivers seat. 
 
   “Let’s go,” I tell him anxiously. 
 
   I want to get far away from this course. 
 
   We drive away from the welcome center into the dense woods behind it. 
 
   “There are plenty of uses for Tempero around here. Did either of you get in any fights since you’ve been here?” 
 
   “No, of course not.” Anne says matter of fact. 
 
   “Not here, but I’ve been working on my temper.” 
 
   Boston looks over at me and laughs in my face, “You’re working on it. Riiight. 
 
   You’re going to find it much easier to control it now that you’re here. At the welcome center they have a really good Temp that sits at the front desk all day.” 
 
   “She was the one that gave us our uniforms,” Anne says from the bench. 
 
   That makes sense. 
 
   “She was outside with Rebecca when the new dude showed up.” 
 
   “Wait, you saw the new kid?” Boston asks.
 
   “Yeah, my window faced the front of the building. They brought him in while we were in our rooms. He was fighting until Rebecca and that lady came out. I thought he was calming down because of Rebecca talking to him, guess not.” 
 
   “They have to be near you to use their gift. Some of the best Temps don’t have to be that close to someone they are working on,” Boston’s eyes get big and excited like he thinks it’s one of the coolest things ever. 
 
   I notice the woods are starting to thin out ahead of us. Anne turns around in her seat and looks out the front of the cart with us in anticipation. 
 
   “Welcome to The Academy,” Boston says driving us through the opening in the trees.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3 
 
   K. Big man on campus
 
    
 
   Boston takes us around the campus on the golf cart. He honks the horn a couple times, getting different girls’ attention as we drive by. I can’t help but laugh at him. The golf cart doesn’t go that fast so the girls look over and we slowly cruise by with Boston doing a cool nod at them like he’s in a nice car or something. Two of the girls roll their eyes. Anne laughs. 
 
   The campus makes a large oval shape from how Boston describes it. The first building is the study center with the cafeteria and teachers’ offices on the ground floor. The second floor consists of more offices and the computer lab. On the third, the library resides with glass windows lining the walls on the back of the building looking over the campus. The sun is reflecting on the windows so I can’t see inside. 
 
   We take a right driving up to a building with, “Stage 2, Youth” written on it. Boston tells us it is for twelve through sixteen year olds. Anne gets off the cart with Boston’s instructions to meet a girl named Jennifer inside. I have a small urge to walk her inside. I won’t unless she asks me too.               
 
   “See you around,” I tell her. 
 
   “See ya,” she says over her shoulder walking toward the doors that other students are coming in and out of. 
 
   I wasn’t expecting her to be so cool about having to leave Boston and I. 
 
   We drive away and I find I’m a bit tense on my own with Boston or maybe it’s this school. The last year of high school was bad for me after the fight. The guy I punched was in the hospital for only one day and I was treated like a criminal. His parents threatened to have me arrested. They raised all kinds of hell for me to be expelled from school. The parents were just as big of jerks as their son was. 
 
   The fight didn’t even happen on school grounds. We were at a party outside of city limits. I’d had enough of him. He bowed up to me like he did to other guys that night running his mouth thinking I wouldn’t do anything. I wasn’t going to either. I was turning around to leave when he tried to sucker punch me. His fist missed the side of my face, landing on the side of my neck. I don’t remember the rest but my buddies told the police that I just hit him once and he fell. They also said that some guys that no one knew at the party then starting taking turns kicking him while he was down until the fight was broken up. The guy had been trying to fight just about every dude there. I didn’t remember the randoms but that’s because there weren’t any uninvited guests. My friends made them up. I was told that he was out after the first blow but I had him around the collar  not letting him go. My friends had to pull me off of him. At that point it didn’t matter how hard I worked at keeping my temper in check. I was treated like the plague. These people won’t know my past so I’ll be treated like everyone else. At least that’s what I keep telling myself.
 
   The next building we come to after passing a big courtyard full of students walking to different buildings is mine. “This is where you and I live,” Boston points at the sign saying “Early Adulthood”. Written in smaller print below it is, “Stage Three” in front of the building. 
 
   Off a short distance from the Stage Two and Three buildings are smaller townhouses. “Who are those for?” 
 
   “That’s faculty housing. They’re mostly around the stage buildings to keep an eye on us. The rest are scattered throughout campus.” 
 
   “So everyone lives here? What about their families?” 
 
   “The instructors come and go. Students get out when parents request it.”
 
   Boston doesn’t stop the cart at our building. 
 
   “Are we not stopping?” 
 
   “Since we’re pals I figured I’ll show you the whole place. Guys normally do better having a heads up about the field.” 
 
   “What field?” 
 
   “You’re about to see.” 
 
   We drive past the activity center. There is a large pool inside. I can see little kids taking turns jumping in the water and splashing the other kids waiting for their turn to jump in. An adult blows a whistle, pointing at the kids, ending the splashing until she returns to a younger group practicing their floating. The next kids jump in and start the splash war all over again. 
 
   We head over a tall hill past the Activity Center. 
 
   “So you were a good football player back home, right?” 
 
   How did he know I played? “Yeah, who told you?” 
 
   “Come on, you’re six feet tall. Your bicep is the size of a five-year-old’s head.” 
 
   I can hear a football game going on before the football field unfolds in front of us as we get to the top of the hill. We drive up to it. 
 
   “Now we probably play a little different then what you’re used to,” he stops the cart behind the gate surrounding the bleachers. 
 
   I reach for my things. He stops me, “Leave your bag we’re just going to watch for a minute.” 
 
   I follow him through the gate, and around the side of the bleachers to a smaller gate surrounding the field. From the looks of it there is a game going on between varsity and junior varsity. Some students are hanging out around the inner gate closer to the team. Two cute girls are among the students. One of them has long legs and brown hair pulled up in a ponytail. The other one is blonde which I like normally, but I can’t take my eyes off the brunette. Boston elbows me in the side. He’s lucky I’m working on my temper or I would’ve given him a nice bruise. 
 
   “Focus. This is the good part.” 
 
   The crash of hard plastic and bodies draw my attention to the field. The varsity isn’t wearing the gear the junior varsity is wearing. In fact, the bigger guys are barely wearing any padding really. “Why did the coaches not let varsity pad up?” 
 
   “Varsity?” He looks at me confused. “Oh, you mean the guys your size. No, we don’t have a varsity team just the Dyna team and the rest of us non-Dyna on the other team. Everyone on the field is the same age.” 
 
   The ball is snapped and ends in a small guy’s hands. He looks horrified running only a few feet before three guys tackle him. 
 
   “What was that?!” A coach on the side screams. “Mase get off of him!” He walks out on the field as the last guy, Mase takes his time getting up with the football in his hand. The coach picks the small guy up. “You didn’t even try! Are you going to be worthless your whole life?” The guy looks down, not responding. “Get off my field!” 
 
   The small guy retreats to the bench and I see him smile real big at the next guy walking up to take his place on the field. 
 
   “Good job Mase!” The brunette says from the gate. 
 
   “Mase is the boyfriend I’m guessing.” 
 
   “Nope, he’s her brother so take my word for it when I say she is not worth it.” 
 
   A time-out is called by the smaller team.
 
   “So why are Dyna not playing against other Dyna?” I ask. 
 
   Boston leans in closer to me. “It would make sense right, but they only play against students their age. Occasionally there will be some pretty athletic players that aren’t Dynamar but when you’re on a team of guys half the size of the opposition athleticism only goes so far. The idea behind them putting Dyna verse everyone else is so we will use our abilities to win.” 
 
   “Does that ever work?” I ask. 
 
   Another small guy gets tackled who wasn’t even close to the action. Boston nods at what just happened, “The guy they tackled without the ball is the strongest Tempero on the team. He’s gotten good enough he can alter the entire opposition at one time but it alters his team too so he gets tackled a lot.” 
 
   “He alters them?” 
 
   “Yeah, their mood just like the Temp coaches get everyone hyped up. If you pay attention to the game and not the girls you would catch that.” 
 
   There are more coaches around the field than a normal high school practice would have. Watching the body language of both teams seem just like any other game I’ve ever played. They are pumped up, talking trash to the opposing team then the ball is in play, the big guys tackle the little ones. Then I see it, the flip in their demeanor when the play is done. They relax and catch their breath huddling to map out the next play. The relaxing part is off. When you finish a race your body is still feeding you adrenaline. You don’t instantly calm down. You take it easy and slow down, but you are still in that state of mind. These guys have completely flipped the switch. They become animals and then chill. “I think I see what you mean by altering.” 
 
   “Just wait until you’re in it. They can make you feel invincible if they want to.” 
 
   Another tackle and this time someone cries out in pain. 
 
   “Most of the time they don’t though.” He adds.
 
   Two coaches have to help the player off the field. Boston waves at him as he limps off the field with coaches on either side of him. The guy nods back at him. He gets checked out on the side lines. 
 
   “Come on there’s still more to see.” 
 
   When I turn to leave I make eye contact with the brunette, “Hold on a second.” 
 
   “Did you not hear what I said about her? Not worth it, Man.” 
 
   “I’m not going to talk to the brunette.” 
 
   I walk up to the girls. They stop talking to each other to look at me. 
 
   “Can I help you?” The brunette says in an annoyed voice. 
 
   This is far from my first interaction with a hot chick and by the time I’m done she’ll be begging for my number. Another time-out is called on the field. I look at the brunette like she’s the one walking up to me uninvited, “I was just going to introduce myself to your friend.” She wasn’t expecting that. She’s used to being the one getting the attention, just like I thought. I take advantage of her sudden lack for words and step around her to the blonde.  I offer my hand to her, “I’m Kelly. I’m new here.” 
 
   She looks between the brunette and me smiling like she just won something.               “Lena,” she says shaking my hand, “And this is my best friend, Abby.” 
 
   Abby has her arms crossed so shaking her hand is out of the question. I’m fine with that. 
 
   Boston starts backing away from us, “Tell your new friends bye, Kelly. We need to go.” He is watching something on the field while moving toward the exit.
 
   I see who he’s looking at when Mase joins us. With the tight football armor he has on I know he isn’t bigger then me. He takes his helmet off and looks slightly taller then me but if he cut his hair as short as mine we’d be the same height. I think he would be more of my ugly twin though with the acne scares on his cheeks. My ugly twin doesn’t look very happy either. 
 
   “Is this guy bothering you?” He asks Abby.
 
   Abby’s irritated look becomes a smug smile. She strolls over to him, “Who, this guy? No, he wanted to meet Lena.” 
 
   He looks just as mad about me not talking to his sister as he did when he thought I was talking to her. He gets as close to me as he can on the other side of the short fence. If there wasn’t a fence separating the football field from the bleachers he would be in my face right now. 
 
   “Is that true?” 
 
   “I’m just being friendly.” 
 
   He grabs the aluminum pole with both hands that runs down the top of the fence. I recognize his tense stance. He’s trying to look like he doesn’t want to kill me but I have the same look when I’m trying to control the anger bubbling up. 
 
   “No,” he grumbles. 
 
   “No?” 
 
   I’m not scared of him, even with his knuckles turning white from the pressure he’s pressing on the pole. I take a step forward, “You’re telling me I can’t make friends?” 
 
   Boston gets between us, “Mase, my man, this guy is harmless. He just got here and I’m still teaching him how things work around here.” 
 
   Mase breaks eye contact with me to glare at Boston, “So you’re admitting to being the reason this idiot is hitting on my cousin?” 
 
   Boston gets shaky but sticks his chest out some when I clear my throat, “I’m only showing him around, chill out.” 
 
   “His cousin? Thanks for the heads up,” I whisper in Boston’s ear. 
 
   Boston gets closer to me and farther from Mase, “You didn’t give me a chance, Romeo.” 
 
   Lena joins Abby and Mase by the fence saying sweetly, “I appreciate your concern but I was just about to tell him about my big cousin and his amazing gift—” 
 
   “Flattery doesn’t do anything to Mase when he gets like this,” Abby tells her. 
 
   “I’m not trying to flatter, let me finish.” She looks at Mase, “You have the amazing gift of running off any cute guy showing any remote interest. Abby might be okay with this over-protectiveness because she gets so much attention that you couldn’t possibly halt every attempt, but I don’t, you big donkey. If I ever need your help it will be unmistakable because I will yell it loud enough for the deaf to hear.” Lena turns around and stomps off the football field. 
 
   Abby rolls her eyes. A coach calls for Mase. The time-out is over. 
 
   Boston steps back, “We are leaving now.” 
 
   “We aren’t finished with this, New Guy,” Mase says jogging back. 
 
   There are two indentions on the fence where he was gripping it. I wonder if I could do that. The ball is thrown and Mase collides with a player on the opposing team. The poor guy flies back before connecting with the ground. He limps back to the sidelines. The non-Dynamar team is dropping like flies.
 
   “Can we get out of here already, that guy isn’t someone you want as an enemy?” Boston says heading for the golf cart. 
 
   “You two should stay,” Abby calls after us as she watches the game. “This is the best he’s played all week.” 
 
   With a good looking girl like Abby talking to me I can’t help but pause. “I know you just want to spend more time with me but I don’t feel like beating your brother up today.” 
 
   “Whatever,” she says with another eye roll. 
 
   “Let’s go, Kelly or I’m leaving without you.” 
 
   I reluctantly follow. 
 
   “Bye New Guy,” Abby says sweetly as I walk away. 
 
   I give her a weak wave without turning. I’d say give her a week before she starts popping up everywhere I am.
 
   Boston is at the golf cart when I walk around the bleachers. Lena didn’t really storm off. She is out of sight from the field, on the other side of the gate surrounding the bleachers, searching through her purse for something. “You’re welcome,” she says when I walk past her. 
 
   “What was that?” I ask.
 
   She takes a pen out of her purse, “You were about to get your teeth handed to you before I stepped in.” She writes something quickly down on a folded piece of paper. 
 
   Boston gives me an ugly look from the golf cart when I stop. 
 
   “I can handle your cousin, but it’s nice to know you care. A beautiful girl like you should have a guy protecting her from the world not the other way around.” 
 
   Abby appears by the bleachers, no doubt coming to look for Lena. 
 
   “Now that you mention it I am a little shaken from that confrontation,” she says sarcastically. “Will you hold me just for a minute?” 
 
   I move toward her with my arms open. I’m better then I thought.
 
   She laughs and holds her hands out in front of her stopping my advance, then she hands me the paper, “If you some how make it to Valor status then you can use this. If you don’t make it to the top then don’t waste my time.” 
 
   Shut down. It hits my ego hard. I wasn’t expecting that. I should’ve with how easy that was. She meets Abby at the bleachers and they go back to watch the game. I regain my composure and get in the cart. The cool composure I’m trying to portrait to Boston isn’t too convincing. 
 
   “Women are heartless my friend,” He explains in a sympathetic tone. 
 
   “I don’t know what you think you just saw but she likes me.” 
 
   I hold the paper out so he can see what she gave me. He takes it from me, unfolds it, and looks it over. “She gave you her schedule?” He gives it back to me, “How?” 
 
   “She couldn’t resist my animal magnetism.”
 
   We drive past the other side of the football field bringing us down the opposite side of the oval-shaped campus. I tell Boston how I plan on getting Abby and how flirting with Lena is a necessary step. We go by the pool where the kids are more orderly than before with more adults present. 
 
   “Seriously, you had to have said some kind of magic pick-up line for her to give you this.”               
 
   “I’m a nice guy,” I tell him. 
 
   “No, I am a nice guy. You’re a jock with chiseled features, but even that isn’t enough for these girls to give you, a stranger, that,” he says motioning to the paper in my hand.               Ahead of us, there is a playground full of shrieking kids running around. 
 
   “She did say something about being on top,” I say giving him a coy smile. 
 
   “Now that makes sense!” He says relaxing. 
 
   He drops the subject and goes back to being the tour guide pointing to the playground connected to the Early Childhood, Stage One building. The building looks like a big, two story daycare. Classes walk to and from the building in straight lines. I’m sure the first in line are the teachers’ pets with how well they are listening compared to the rest of them. Once they get to the playground mania ensues. The teachers walk the border or sit on the benches.               Boston points out the kids whom’s abilities are already apparent. Some kids look out of place being so big compared to the others so he doesn’t have to tell me they are little Dynas. They are the ones fighting over who gets to sit at the top of the jungle gym. When the one sitting on top isn’t looking the other kid shoves him. He tumbles all the way down and looks up in the teacher’s direction but she isn’t paying attention. He hits the ground with his hand then gets to his feet. He doesn’t waste any time hitting his playmate as soon as he gets back on top the jungle gym.
 
   We drive around the backside of the kid’s building. Boston explains that this was the first structure they built followed by the courtyard in the middle. Teacher housings are scattered around here like at the stage 2 and 3 buildings. The woods are about twenty yards from  the back of this building. I do a double take of the woods. Something is out of place. The trees are dense behind the building but I can see though it enough that it stops at a prison style fence that curls towards us at the top. The woods start again on the other side of the fence. 
 
   “What’s with the fence? Are they worried the little kids will run away?” I ask, looking at the fence. 
 
   To have a fence around the football field is normal but this is different. Boston slows down, “That was put up before construction began to protect the buildings from the people that burned down the first one.” 
 
   “That fence works more to keep people in then to stop arsonists from getting in.”               “They weren’t just arsonists it was people like us. They moved the school way out here to hide it from the Seraphim that infiltrated the last one and destroyed it. Some have said it started because there was an issue about the lack of equality in ability advancement. Which is crazy because no one advances at the same speed or has the same drive to achieve those advancements. 
 
   Another theory is that they didn’t like that all Seraphim kids were being taught together. They considered Seraphim from certain families to be unworthy of the education and ability intensifying curriculum we get here. Their sabotage is why we don’t get to freely leave and why there are so many safeguards in place.” 
 
   I don’t say anything. My mom was a Seraphim and my dad was one too, if Mr. Grad’s notes are right. 
 
   Boston guesses at my silence, “It’s okay, man, all of us here believe that it doesn’t matter where you come from.” 
 
   I change the subject, “What did you mean that it makes sense when I told you Lena talked about being on top?” 
 
   “Girls like Lena and Abby would never talk to guys like you and me unless we were the best in our ability group. The best Seraphim in each class are the Valors; as long as they can maintain their Valor status they are ensured the best jobs after graduation. I was the Valor Veritatis in my age group all of last year until Howard had the idea to use his off-time for practicing.” 
 
   We speed up. 
 
   “So, I’m guessing you and Howard aren’t friends?” 
 
   “What? No, I stopped hating him when I realized what a huge dweb he is. I will never use my personal time for crap like practicing my ability. He can be Valor all he wants. Speak of the devil.” 
 
   We are driving in front of a group of teacher’s housing next to the courtyard when a student walks out of one. 
 
   The guy has hair to his ears like Boston but his isn’t curly. He has a jacket on but it doesn’t conceal his skinny frame. He sees Boston and nods to him. When he looks up I can see he has a black eye that looked like mine when it first happened. Mine is turning purple and fading now. 
 
   “Who gave you that, Howard?” Boston asks looking at the same thing I am. 
 
   “A couple Dyna cornered me yesterday. They barely got a slap on the wrist, can you believe it?” 
 
   Boston doesn’t get out of the cart but he leans in toward him. “A couple of Dyna?” 
 
   “Okay, okay it was only one but once I was on the ground it could have been more than one that kicked me. Stupid Twos, they have it coming to them.” 
 
   “Stage twos? Underclassmen got you, again? How many times do you have to get beat up before you stop making them mad?” 
 
   Howard looks at me, “I am not going to be intimidated by any Dyna.” He doesn’t stop looking at me while he’s talking, “They are barely more advanced then apes.” 
 
   Boston sits back in the seat and looks at me, “See what I have to deal with?” He looks back at Howard, “All you have to do is be nice to them. Being a jerk and belittling them on Competition Day is only going to keep getting you beat up.” 
 
   “You make it sound simple dealing with those cavemen,” Howard looks at me as he’s saying cavemen. 
 
   “Don’t be offended, he’s like this to everyone. This is Howard Ledet, Veritatis Valor  in our class,” Boston tells me. 
 
   “I only talk to morons like that, and I am the top valor Veritatis on campus,” Howard corrects. 
 
   Boston gets irritated, “Top Veritatis student, for now.” 
 
   Howard swipes his hair out of his eyes. “If anyone thinks they can compete then I say bring it on.”  
 
   For a bean pole he sure is smug. I hope Boston says something good back to him. 
 
   He smiles at Howard, “They have you babysitting don’t they?”
 
   Howard pulls at his backpack, mumbling about no justice. 
 
   Boston looks at his empty wrist as if he has a watch on it, “Free period is about to start, you don’t want to keep the kiddies waiting.” We drive off and Howard continues walking to the stage one building. 
 
   After leaving Howard, Boston drives us through the courtyard in the middle of campus instead of going all the way around the library. 
 
   “So it doesn’t matter if you are a nerd like Howard or football player like Mase, everyone has an ego. That’s what they should have called this place, ‘The Academy of Egos’”, I say.
 
   A girl smiles at me as we drive past her and I smile back. 
 
   “Don’t judge everyone based on those two. Once you achieve valor status it changes you. I wasn’t too bad but I let Howard have it before it really had a chance to suck the soul out of me.” 
 
   “You LET him become the top Veritatis, or he took it from you?” I ask.
 
   “My point is don’t put the rest of us in the same category as a Valor. Most people here are cool like me.” Boston stops in front of our building, stage three. 
 
   One of the young boys that were cleaning the welcome center yesterday with Boston walk ups. He gets between Boston and I as we are about to go to our building and he drops something on the ground. He keeps walking like he isn’t aware he dropped anything, going to talk to some other kids sitting by a tree. Boston pretends to be tying his shoelace and grabs the paper. He puts it in his pocket. The kid is still at the tree talking but he is watching Boston. 
 
   “Are you going to give that back to the kid?” I ask. 
 
   He gives me a half smile, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He runs his hand through his hair twice, looking at the kid. The kid smiles and turns back to the people he’s talking to. Boston points to the building in front of us, “Now let me show you my place.” He struts off ahead of me, talking to more girls on his way.  
 
   Inside, Boston gives me a basic break down of our building and schedule. Each building has classrooms where the students attend regular classes three days a week. On the first floor there are stairwells on either end, one leading to the girls rooms and the other to the boys rooms on the third floor. 
 
   The remaining two weekdays are for ability advancement. On these days you meet with your designated small group. Your group consists of Seraphim with the same ability. They match you with other students that have the same ability level you have. Twice a month you have the chance to move up by outshining your fellow classmates on Competition Day. For Veritatis like Boston this doesn’t mean you go against another person per se but rather use other Seraphim. The Veritatis will ask designated Seraphim questions and the one that most accurately identifies the lies being told to them wins. Since Howard is the Valor Veritatis he has a target on his head from other Veritatis wanting his position but they don’t start physical confrontations over it. 
 
   Boston explains that Howard is regularly in fights because he has made a habit of asking Dynas the most embarrassing questions he can come up with on Competition Day. They can’t get him back immediately for the humiliation but normally by the next day revenge has been dealt.
 
   “He might get some laughs out of it but they always get him back for it.” Boston says matter-of-factly.
 
   “I don’t blame them. I wanted to wring his neck and I don’t even know him. The faculty lets him get beat up like that?” 
 
   “They wouldn’t let things get out of hand but for people like Howard who are constantly getting on people’s bad side, they let things work themselves out. And don’t think he got early childhood duty because of the fight. He got in trouble because he asked some inappropriate questions about the Dyna’s mom who works here.” 
 
   “How do you know that?” I ask curiously.
 
   “He was bragging about it after the challenge.” 
 
   He finishes showing me around by ending at my room. It is bigger than the room I was in at the welcome center but only by a little. There are two beds, one on opposite sides of the room. Boston closes the door behind us. 
 
   I put my bag on the bed that doesn’t have stuff all over it. Boston sits on the dirty bed. 
 
   “I see you are too cool to pick up after yourself.” 
 
   Boston looks around at the mess, “This isn’t my crap. Mick is your roomy.” 
 
   Good, I don’t have to live with a human lie detector. 
 
   “Oh. Is he a Dyna ?” 
 
   “No, he’s a Tempero. Word to the wise stay on his good side or he might make you fall in love with a cafeteria worker.” 
 
   Living with Boston may not be such a bad idea. 
 
   “Didn’t you say they can only mess with you when they’re around?” 
 
   “This isn’t that big of a school so if one of them wanted to work a little warm feeling into you daily they could. Mase broke up with a Tempero’s sister once and he made Mase have an emotional breakdown in front of our class. He cried for his momma and everything. You actually saw him earlier. He was the Tempero that got pummeled on the field.” 
 
   What happened to the nice, happy students on the brochure? 
 
   “But don’t worry, Mick doesn’t have a sister,” Boston assures me.
 
   “That’s a relief,” I say sarcastically. I take the book out Lia gave Anne and I, “Do I need this for a class?” 
 
   Boston takes the book from me, “You’re lucky, I had to take an entire course about this book but you’ll get out of it since you’re so old.” 
 
   “Good because I didn’t get past the first chapter.” 
 
   I didn’t even get past the first five pages. 
 
   “No surprise there since you don’t know anything about our abilities,” he hands the book back. “It would help you to know about what everyone can do.”
 
   I toss the book in the closet. 
 
   Boston mumbles, “Or not.”  
 
   I finish unpacking and looking through the drawers. One is full of more P.E. uniforms. All the while Boston talks about girls he’s called dibs on and who he would recommend for me. 
 
   “I thought you said we don’t date.” 
 
   “We aren’t suppose to but there are ways to meet up for alone time, if you know what I mean,” he wiggles his eyebrows up and down. 
 
   If I had to bet money I would say Boston isn’t as well versed in the opposite sex as he acts. “You get ‘alone time’  with girls a lot?” I ask.
 
   “I’m too much of a gentleman to brag but I’ve been behind the animal barn a few times.”               
 
   “Animal barn?” 
 
   “It’s past the field. It’s not much to look at with chickens, pigs, and a few goats. I didn’t want to get suckered in to having to work out there so I didn’t bring you by it. It began as part of an agriculture class. Now they use it as punishment along with helping babysit the stage 1 kids.” He looks at his wrist at the imaginary watch, “Let’s go eat; it’s lunch time.” He goes to the door. 
 
   “Hold on, you make out with chicks around smelly livestock?” 
 
   He raises an eyebrow at me, “I would every day if I could.” With that he leaves the room. “There aren’t many options besides the barn,” he continues as he walks down the hall. 
 
   A few guys are dropping their bags off in their rooms before going back downstairs. They keep looking over their shoulders at me as we walk in their direction. 
 
   “I’m not judging you, man,” I tell him. 
 
   We head down the stairs. 
 
   “That is exactly what you’re doing,” he says. 
 
   Once outside I see a couple of guys my size, obvious Dynas, arguing. One of them pushes the other. Then, all of a sudden they both smile at each other. The closer we get to them the more I feel like smiling. 
 
   “Do you feel happy for no reason?” I ask.
 
   Boston is looking up at a bird in the tree that we are passing, “There is always a reason to be happy.” He looks over at me and I can’t help but return his grin, “Just go with it. Look at everyone around us.” 
 
   I do and find that all of the students strolling about seem to also be in good moods. A teacher sitting on a bench with a male student is even smiling proudly, looking around. 
 
   “This place isn’t that bad,” I say winking at some girls going in the other direction.
 
   “Figures it would take a Temp to make you pleasant to be around,” Boston’s grin weakens.               
 
   “You wouldn’t still be showing me around if you didn’t enjoy my company,” I can feel the happiness wash out of me. I’m not smiling anymore but I can still remember the unexplainable feeling. “That was weird. Do they do that all the time?” 
 
   “Depends.”  
 
   The student that was on the bench with the teacher struts up. 
 
   “Did you like that?” He asks Boston and I. 
 
   “That was pretty good. Is Mr. Melvern making you practice during your lunch now?” Boston asks him.
 
   The guy holds his hand out to me to shake, “I’m Mick, your roommate.” 
 
   I shake his hand and introduce myself, “Kelly.” 
 
   “I wasn’t expecting you for another day or two. Sorry about the mess.” 
 
   “It’s cool.” 
 
   He takes his position on the other side of Boston as we continue to the cafeteria. 
 
   “Can he read my mind?” I ask in Boston’s ear. 
 
   “No,” he whispers back. 
 
   “Then, how did he know I saw our room?” 
 
   “He saw us leaving our building and you don’t have your bags with you. It’s called deductive reasoning.” 
 
   Mick goes on talking as if we weren’t whispering right next to him, “Mr. Melvern and I were talking about my performance in his class when two Dyna started getting ready to fight. I was going to let him take care of it but then he saw Kelly and told me to do it.” 
 
   “Be careful or he’ll turn you into a teacher,” Boston warns him making a sour face on the last word. “He’s gotten two students that I know of agree to come back and teach if they aren’t assigned elsewhere.”
 
   “Why, when he saw me?” I ask. 
 
   “To see how well we worked together. If I couldn’t make you feel happy when you’re relaxed, walking around then they wouldn’t expect me to be able to bring you down when you get D’d.” 
 
                 I get pissed fast assuming that D’d means he’s giving me crap. Boston sees my reaction and runs interference, “He means when you get mad. Dynas always get worked up. D-Dyna. When a Dyna gets mad then we call it ‘getting D’d’,” Boston explains. 
 
                 “I knew what he meant,” I say defensively. 
 
   “Lie,” Boston says sticking his hands in his pockets. 
 
   “You know, I kinda am happy you aren’t my roommate,” I say. 
 
   “Ouch,” Boston says to Mick as he pulls out the folded paper the kid dropped earlier, “Dang it! Completely for got.” He pushes the paper back in his pocket. “I’ll catch up. Save me a seat,” he says running back to our building. 
 
                 Mick takes his place next to me, “You’ll get used to that.” 
 
   “He runs off a lot?” 
 
   “No, well yes, but I meant him telling you when you lie. Since he lost valor status he’s gotten better at not rubbing his ability in your face.” 
 
   We walk in the cafeteria and get in the relatively short line. 
 
   “So he was as annoying as Howard is?” 
 
   The students in front of us try to not make it obvious they are checking me out. 
 
   “He didn’t get beat up like Howard does because he tries to be friends with the decent Dynas. As a stage two he would let you know how upper class-men were impressed by his skills.” 
 
   Students eating at the tables close to the food line are turning and looking at me. Mick doesn’t seem to notice the attention we are getting. 
 
   “I figured he had the tendency to exaggerate,” Mick continues. “But he wasn’t. He was good. For a while he was advancing fast. Then he stopped advancing; kinda stalled. Soon after Howard replaced him as Valor. A rumor went around that he lost the challenge on purpose.” 
 
   “He doesn’t seem like the kind to hand over the spotlight,” I say trying to be a part of the conversation and ignore the unwanted attention. 
 
   We make our plates and find empty seats at the end of a table. Mick sits across from me watching the people making their plates. I get the view of everyone coming and going. 
 
   “I know, the rumor was ridiculous. Boston was going to graduate ahead of schedule and get a sweet job out of the country before he lost valor status.” 
 
   Two girls walk by the table. They are both looking at me. “Come on, a guy that big is not a wuss,” one of the girls say. They keep walking to another table. 
 
   I’ve never been called a wuss before. I’ve heard meathead or giant, but never wuss. 
 
   “Did you hear that? I think she was talking about me. Everyone is staring too,” I tell Mick. 
 
   He looks around as if everyone in the room just showed up. He doesn’t stop eating his salad that has more dressing than lettuce in it, “What did you expect? We haven’t had a new face in a while.” 
 
   “I wasn’t expecting to turn every head.” 
 
   Mick looks around again, “Don’t flatter yourself.” 
 
   More people are starting to fill in our table and Mick has to tell some guys we are saving Boston’s seat. I finish my french fries. Everyone that passes looks at me. 
 
   I see Mase, Abby, and Lena are eating at a table full of friends. 
 
   “Where you homeschooled?” Mick asks me, pushing the now empty salad plate over and moving on to his burger. 
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Then you should know a new student is like a new pet that everyone wants to see. You’re a Dyna so people are going to gossip behind your back instead of chatting you up because they don’t know if you’ll snap at them or not.” 
 
   “So other Dyna, like Mase go off on people regularly?” I ask.
 
   Mick looks at Mase’s table that has more Dyna guys at it now, “Had a run in with Ol’Mase on your first day?” 
 
   I nod, eating some of my burger before grabbing my chocolate pudding. It’s not near as good as Gran would make me. 
 
   “Mase shows his strength for other reasons but new students, especially a Dynamar, can snap for no reason. It has happened more than once. They will see soon enough you aren’t a loose cannon.” 
 
   “Thanks for thinking so highly of me,” I say sarcastically. 
 
   “I think highly of myself. I may never be the top Tempero but I’ll keep you out of trouble. Boston will help too. He’s pretty good at keeping friends happy.”
 
    “Thanks for saving me a seat,” Boston says putting his tray full of food down beside me. 
 
   Mick eyes Boston’s food, “I didn’t see any pizza up there.” 
 
   Boston grins, “You won’t either.” He grabs his biggest slice and starts eating. “Now that you’ve had some time with him, what do you think, Mick?”  
 
   Mick looks me over like a science class specimen. I stick my tongue out showing him my half chewed lunch. 
 
   “He gets irritated when people stare at him but he didn’t want to punch the girl that called him a wuss.” So he did hear what she was saying about me. Mick finishes his last plate and stretches, rubbing his stomach. 
 
   “So..” Boston’s eyebrows jump up in anticipation,“He’s alright or not?” 
 
   Mick is distracted again watching people walk by. He finally says, “He’s no Nikki that’s for sure.” 
 
   “Hey guys!” A younger girl says cheerfully siting down beside Mick. 
 
   She has brownish-red hair a little longer then Anne’s. Her big hazel eyes are locked on Mick’s waiting. 
 
   “Here we go,” Boston mumbles. 
 
   Mick’s mood changes from positive to negative like someone flipped a switch. “It’s not going to work, Nikki,” Mick says avoiding her gaze. 
 
   She looks at him unfazed, “What are you talking about?” 
 
   I begin to notice a fuzzy feeling. I take a deep breathe like I need to calm down from too much excitement. Boston seems to be doing the same. 
 
   Mick hits the table with his fist, “Stop it!” 
 
   Nikki jumps. Everyone at the table and some from the surrounding tables turn around to see what’s going on. They don’t look at Mick though, they look right at me. 
 
   All of them are waiting for me to explode. I’m not going to give them the pleasure. I stay as calm as I can as the fuzzy feeling vanishes and is replaced with aggravation. 
 
   We wait for Nikki to say something but she doesn’t. Then it registers, she was the one that caused the fuzzy feeling. Nikki’s a Tempero like Mick. 
 
   Mick, with his fist still on the table, is giving an infuriated look in Nikki’s direction, “Get out of my sight before I ring your skinny neck.” 
 
   He doesn’t yell this time but everyone at our table can clearly hear him. Like a deer in headlights, Nikki seems incapable of moving from the shock. She finally takes her eyes off Mick and looks at Boston and I. If she’s expecting us to come to her aide we let her down. I stab at my food wanting her to leave so the extra attention we’re getting will stop. 
 
   She stands up, grabs her tray, and leaves the table. She trips over her feet half-way to the cafeteria door but recovers without falling. She forced feelings on me. I should be mad but I feel too bad for her. She hurries out of the cafeteria and the people around us resume their conversations.
 
   Boston picks up a slice of pizza. “That was a long time coming,” He says handing Mick a slice. 
 
   He accepts it happily. “The sad thing is that probably won’t stop her,” Mick says with a mouthful of pizza. 
 
   A teacher walks up to us, “Is everything okay over here?” 
 
   Boston answers before either of us can, “Just teenage love gone awry.” 
 
   I can’t help but grin. 
 
   The teacher smiles politely at Mick, “Let’s not yell about it next, okay?” 
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   The teacher goes back to his table. Mick slouches back in his chair like nothing happened. He looks at Boston who’s grinning at him, “You aren’t funny.” 
 
   Boston looks at me, still grinning. “He thinks I am,” he says talking about me, “So are you going to tell me what you really think of Kelly.” Boston picks up the last slice of pizza as if he might give it to Mick if he answers. Mick moves to take it from him. Boston pulls it back so he can’t reach it, “Not until I hear it.” 
 
   Mick drops his outstretched hand, “Fine. He hasn’t lashed out even with people staring at him. I’d say he’s good, better than most.” 
 
   Mick takes the pizza. 
 
   “Well thanks roomy,” I tell him. 
 
   Mick grins. He holds the pizza out that he has already taken a bite out of toward me, “Want a bite?” 
 
   “Nah, I’ll pass.” 
 
   He shrugs, taking another bite. 
 
   “So is what people are saying about you true?” Boston asks me. 
 
   Mick was right, the gossip has begun. 
 
   “What are they saying?” I ask.
 
   Boston looks at Mick, “You haven’t told him?” 
 
   Mick pushes his chair away from the table and gathers his things, “Why would I? I don’t care if it’s true.” 
 
   He raises from his chair and leans over for his tray. Boston grabs the tray before it gets off the table, “You’re not going anywhere. You might be needed.” 
 
   Mick looks between the two of us then rolls his eyes and sits back down. Boston inhales deeply, “Well you see…” 
 
   Mick leans forward, closing the space between he and I, finishing what Boston is hesitant to ask. “Are you scared of heights or what?” 
 
   I look at him for a minute thinking. How did they know? Anne and Mr. Grad were the only ones there, “Does it matter if I am?” 
 
   Mick puts his head down on his hands. Boston puts his hand on my shoulder like I just told him I have a month to live saying, “It matters when you’re a Dynamar. You have to be big, tough, and fearless.” 
 
   I roll my shoulder away from his hand, “I’m fine with just being big and tough.” 
 
   He looks like he’s seeing a little child in front of him, “It’s great that you think that but that hasn’t been proven.” 
 
   I would prove just how strong I am if I could get mad but I can’t. I have Mr. Tempero Mick to thank for that. 
 
   Boston looks at Mick who still has his head resting on his hands, on the table, “Maybe the other guys don’t know.” 
 
   “Don’t be stupid,” Mick says to the table. He sits up with an exaggerated smile and says cheerfully, “You’re screwed.” 
 
   I still can’t get mad so I grab both his hands that are on the table in one of my hands. He looks confused by the gesture until I start squeezing. He seems worried for a minute then his smile returns as I start to feel the fuzzy feeling again. It’s the kind of fuzzy feeling you get when you find out your girlfriend can play video games as good as you. I jerk my hand back and look around making sure no one saw the loving gaze I just made at Mick while my hand held his. 
 
   “I want another roommate,” I say standing up to leave. 
 
   “Not going to happen,” Boston says getting up too. 
 
   Mick is still smiling from his triumph, “We need to prove to everyone that there is no merit to what they’re saying.” 
 
   He grabs his tray and despite me wanting some space from them both, we all walk together to dump our trays. We pass the table Mase and his friends are at on the way to leave. A heavy set Dyna sitting by Mase says hey to Boston and they exchange pleasantries as we walk by. 
 
   “We’re going sky diving later. You wanna come along, Kelly?” Mase asks me. 
 
   Just what I need from this guy. Abby is sitting across from him rolling her eyes at his remark but she looks at me waiting for an answer. I stop walking and turn to face Mase. 
 
   I turn my focus to Abby and Lena, sitting beside each other, “How is ya’lls day going ladies?”               
 
   Mase shoots up from his chair. Instead of Boston, it’s Mick that steps between us. Mase is unfazed by him. He stands there glaring at me, “Are you talking to them again?” 
 
   “No, I was asking you and your friends. I am pretty sure I made the ‘ladies’ part clear.”               That does the trick. The heavyset guy stands up next to Mase. He doesn’t intimidate me. He’s fighting not to smile just like Abby and Lena. 
 
   Mase grabs his chair and throws it in my direction, then charges at me. Mick ducks from the chair flying at us. I swat it away. He gets to me quick but I’m ready. He hits me, grabbing my midsection to bring me to the ground. I use the force of his blow to fling us around. We hit a table. My maneuver only got us turned to our sides when we hit it. He isn’t the main one that takes the hit like I planned but he at least doesn’t have me pinned with my back on the table or on the ground like he was wanting. I’m still on the losing side though. 
 
   His first punch is aimed for my bruised eye. I move so his fist glazes the side of my head. I grab his throat, squeezing. Mase pulls his arm back again about to throw another punch when Mick grabs his arm. Two teachers are behind us now, one is the teacher that talked to us after Mick and Nikki’s tift. 
 
   Mase’s arm falls down to his side. The rage in his eyes is gone. I take advantage of it and squeeze tighter. I feel it then, a calming ocean smothering me. I can breathe but the lust to fight is totally forgotten. 
 
   “Great job,” the teacher says to Mick as we get off the table. “Next time do it before school property is thrown.” 
 
   “Yes sir.”  
 
   “Can you handle him or do I need to walk him back to his room?” He asks Mick.
 
   Mick grabs the back of my upper arm, “I got him.” 
 
   I snap my arm away from him. 
 
   “I’ll be with them too,” Boston says. 
 
   The teacher looks to Mase, “We expect more from a Valor.” 
 
   “I..” Mase tries to respond but the teacher interrupts him, “Your mother will hear about this.”
 
                 The other teacher crosses her arms and shakes her head in disappointment. With the fight diffused both teachers go back to their table. Mase gets his chair and brings it back to the table. The heavy set guy sits down saying, “Remind me to never ask him how his day is going.” The girls giggle but Mase glares at him. 
 
   Boston blocks my view, “We should go.”
 
   Mick is quiet following us out of the cafeteria to the courtyard. Boston, of course, is anything but quiet, “Cheer up Kelly. So what more people know about it than we thought. We can come out of this okay.” 
 
   “I don’t think this is the big deal y’all are making it out to be and what’s this “we” stuff?”               
 
   “We’re friends aren’t we?” 
 
   I think for a minute then say, “I guess so,” I don’t add, For all of a few hours. but I think it.
 
   “I know so, and if you have a weakness we all have a weakness.” Boston slows down for Mick to catch up to ask, “Are you on Kelly’s side?” 
 
   Mick looks at Boston then at me, “Choosing Mase or a guy I barely know. That isn’t even a choice.” 
 
   “Good.” 
 
   He didn’t answer the question. Mick picks up steam pushing ahead of us. 
 
   “He chose me, right?” 
 
   “You aren’t the only one that can’t stand Mase. You’re just one of the few that stand a chance fighting him.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Boston has me recount the obstacle course once we make it to my room. Mick picks up his dirty clothes that are all over the room while I talk. 
 
   “So my sweet Anne pushed you off the pier? I dig sneaky chicks.” 
 
   I am laying on my bed with Boston sitting at my feet. I straighten my leg, hitting him rather hard with my foot. He pushes my foot off  him and looses balance at the end of the bed. 
 
   I say sternly to Boston, “She isn’t your anything and you better not dig her. What about that Nikki girl? She’s clearly single.” 
 
   Boston catches himself with grace before falling on the floor. 
 
   “You can have her,” Mick tells him. 
 
   Mick pushes on some clothes crammed in an over-stuffed drawer until he can shut it. 
 
   “I’m a good guy. Any girl I end up with would be lucky,” Boston assures us.  
 
   I think about Mase and his crew of thugs, “She could do worse but she doesn’t need to be worried with you.” 
 
   Mick throws some shoes in his closet, not caring where they land, “He’ll lose focus on her like he always does.”               
 
   Boston fains hurt, “What are you saying, Mick?” 
 
   “You’re easily distracted.” 
 
   “Am not.”
 
   “What happened to you focusing on our new friend and his… issue?” 
 
   “Right, right. We need to show everyone heights aren’t a problem for you,” Boston says oblivious that Mick proved how easily distracted he can be. 
 
   We smile at each other. 
 
   Boston sits down on Mick’s bed, across from me. “Maybe sky dive with a big group of students,” Boston says. 
 
   Mick is sniffing some socks he picked up off the floor. I close my eyes trying not to listen to Boston’s ramblings. 
 
   “What kind of strings will you have to pull to get a new student off campus this soon?” Mick asks.              
 
   “Good point. He could go on the roof and spray paint a girls name on the side of the building. How do you feel about in-school-suspension?” Boston asks.
 
   I don’t reply hoping Mick will distract him and I can go to sleep. 
 
   “Kelly?” 
 
   Someone kicks my bed. 
 
   I reluctantly prop myself up on my elbows, “I think this is stupid and anyone that thinks I’m less of a man can kiss my knuckles.” 
 
   “Like how you made Mase kiss your knuckles,” Boston laughs. 
 
   I cut my eyes at him. I sit up slowly to the sitting position acting like I’m about to attack. 
 
   Boston freezes looking at Mick, “Mick?” 
 
   Mick looks at me amused, “He’s not angry, just annoyed.” 
 
   “Is that part of your ability too? You know my emotions too?” I ask him.
 
   Mick sits on top of his now clean desk, “Temps can only change them but Boston needs help reading peoples’ emotions sometimes because he’s under the delusion that he is always a pleasure to be around.” 
 
   Boston is not disheartened, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m the guy everyone likes.” 
 
   Mick points at Boston as he tells me, “And it is that kind of thinking that got him on Mase’s bad side.” 
 
   Boston shakes his head, “It was a misunderstanding that we have since resolved.” 
 
   Mick shakes his head back, “He acts like they’re friends thinking eventually it will happen but now he treads carefully to not piss off any Dyna.” 
 
   Boston gets off the bed and reaches under the bed, “Better safe than sorry.” 
 
   He pulls his arm out holding more socks. He tosses them at Mick. Mick doesn’t try to catch them as they fall on the floor at his feet. 
 
   “You are rarely safe and you’re never sorry.” Mick tells him.
 
   “You have no idea how safe I am and am only sorry when I mess up.” 
 
   “So you’re sometimes sorry,” Mick says looking at the socks on the floor in front of him. 
 
   “I haven’t messed up yet, so no.” 
 
   Mick rolls his eyes, picking up a notebook and pen. Neither of us are buying it. 
 
   “If you don’t mess up then what do you call cleaning the welcome center?” I ask. 
 
   Mick looks up from doodling in his notebook. He nods approvingly at me for calling Boston out. 
 
   Boston looks around suspiciously like someone might be listening to our conversation.               “Between us?” He whispers to Mick and I. We shake our heads yes. “It was planned,” Boston says quietly. 
 
   Mick doesn’t look surprised by his lack of an actual answer. 
 
   “What?” I ask Boston confused. 
 
   A chime noise goes off in the hall. 
 
   “You heard me. No repeats either,” he says getting off the bed and heading for the door. Mick does the same. When he passes me he turns his notebook page so I can see what he drew. 
 
   “I think I captured him pretty good.” Mick tells me. It’s a drawing of a cow pooping with Boston written over the poop. “That’s a bull,” Mick clarifies. 
 
   Boston is full of b.s.; I couldn’t agree more. 
 
   “That’s good.” I tell Mick.
 
   Boston turns around and snatches the notebook, “Real mature.” He gives it back to Mick and walks out the room saying, “I hope you’re never undercover as an artist or you’ll be screwed.” Mick hands me a new notebook on his way to the door. 
 
   “What’s that sound mean?” I ask. 
 
   Mick stops to kick an article of clothing deeper into his closet, “Lunch is over and it’s time for ability advancement. Come on.”
 
   On Sunday afternoons they have class where students break up into ability specific small groups. A kid from stage two stops us in the hall. He looks to be twelve maybe thirteen, which would make him a fairly new stage two. He tells us he’s here to bring me to meet my group for ability advancement. 
 
   “No offense, but why are you bringing him anywhere?” Boston asks him. 
 
   “He’s part of my group,” he tells him looking at me cheerfully. “I’m Evan,” he says. 
 
   To my relief he doesn’t offer me his hand to shake. I don’t want to shake any more hands for a while. 
 
   I introduce myself, “Kelly.” then turn away from him. “So I’m going to be in a group of other newbies?” I ask Boston and Mick. 
 
   They exchange looks. 
 
   The kid looks at them, “Newbie?” Then it clicks with Evan that I think he must be new too. He looks back at me, “You are the only new person in the group. You just did horri—” 
 
   Boston cuts him off, “Don’t say anything you might regret to the biggest guy in your group.” 
 
   Evan looks at the ground for a short time as we walk down the hall. He finally looks back at me, “Your testing scores weren’t quite high enough for them to place you in your age group, but my group is off the chain so its not that big of a deal.” 
 
   I look at Mick and Boston, “Are y’all in groups with stage three’s?” 
 
   “Of course,” Mick answers. 
 
                 Boston elbows him. He’s oblivious to our conversation because he’s busy watching a Dyna our age bow up to a another stage three that isn’t a Dyna. As we walk by, the conflict dissolves as Mick does his Tempero magic. The smaller guy looks around for the person who came to his aide. The hall is filling up. Mick doesn’t say anything so the guy slips away without thanking him for the Dyna’s mood change. 
 
   Mick and Boston leave me, going to their groups. Evan leads me out of the building, turning right. 
 
   “So you’re the group leader or something?” I ask following him. 
 
   “We take turns being in charge during missions.” 
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   I’m assuming he’s taking me to the field but we turn to the woods before we get to the pool. I get pumped up walking into the woods. I don’t know what to expect. I could see these Dynas playing a trick on me, the new guy. I hear some rustling the deeper we walk, but I don’t see anyone. The rustling stops and so does Evan, looking around saying, “Come out and meet Kelly.”
 
   Students appear scattered around us. Two get up from lying on theirs stomachs just six feet from us, covered in dirt and leaves. It’s kind of unnerving. We are basically surrounded and I didn’t see any of them. Evan quickly introduces me to everyone by pointing and saying their names. There are four all together, two are girls. I forget the names of the boys as soon as he says them.               
 
   “This is Leigha,” he says pointing at the girl his age, “She goes by her last name, Doyle.” The other girl looks out of place next to Leigha so when he introduces me to Jessica I pay attention. 
 
   “How old are you?” I ask her. 
 
   She crosses her arms, “Sixteen and a half.” Before I can ask her why she’s not with other stage threes she barks at Evan, “We don’t have time to chit chat so let’s get to it.” 
 
   He looks at me acting like her attitude is normal. She walks over to where the two boys where hiding and inspecting the area. 
 
   “What’s wrong with her?” I ask him quietly so she doesn’t snap at me too. 
 
   He scratches his upper lip and says, “I’ll tell you later.” so none of them see his mouth move. 
 
   “We have a simple objective today. We are practicing blending in to the environment. Next Competition Day, groups will take turns trying to locate and capture other groups that are camouflaged out here,” Evan says to everyone but mainly it’s for me. 
 
   “Will we have anything for defense?” The dirtiest boy asks. 
 
   “Will it be over when one person is found or the whole group?” The other boy asks Evan.               
 
   “No one was given any details,” he tells them both.
 
   One of them looks deflated, “That’s stupid. How do we know what to get ready for?” 
 
   Evan replies with, “How about we do what they did tell us, and practice blending in.” 
 
   Jessica gets closer with her arms still crossed in front of her, “Today we work on camouflage. Next time we’ll practice defensive strategies while camouflaged.” 
 
   “This isn’t your mission, Jessica,” Evan warns her, losing the cheerful tone. 
 
   Jessica steps back from the group but not because she’s defeated. She looks around with an expression of disbelief. With exaggerated arm motions Jessica says, “Well it looks like Doyle’s the only one that’s using this time to practice.” 
 
   We all look around, but the other girl, Doyle is no where to be found. 
 
   “She’s good,” one of the boys says. 
 
   Jessica looks unimpressed, “She should be teaching the rest of us her secret like a good team member would!” She says to the air. 
 
   Something comes flying through the air from behind Jessica and hits her in the head. When it hits her she lets out a loud, “Ouff!” 
 
   She picks up the pinecone that hit her head and throws it in the direction it came from. She stomps off going deeper in the woods breaking every low limb she can reach. 
 
   I ask Evan, “So I get to lay around for an entire class?” 
 
   He smiles, “That’s a great way of looking at it. Just become as invisible as you can.” With that he and the other two walk off. One goes right back to the area he popped up from. After a minute or two I can no longer distinguish where the ground ends and he begins.
 
   I walk around for a while trying to find a hole or low spot that I could fit in. 
 
   I find Doyle when I walk through some dense bushes to see if I can sit in the middle of them. I step back when I see her hunkered down by the thickest bush, “Sorry, I didn’t see the occupancy sign.” 
 
   “Someone your size should look for spots that have something that could distract people from seeing you when they get close,” she says softly, not moving. 
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   I don’t find such a spot so I just sit against the widest tree I can find.
 
   Some time later Doyle emerges quietly from around the tree, “We’ll have to work on your camouflaging technique. Get up and help me help me find the others.” 
 
   I stay walking as quietly as I can beside her but she keeps stopping randomly. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask when she lowers to a kneeling position for the second time. 
 
   “Changing my perspective.” She points at the tree ahead of us, “Can you reach that branch?” She asks me. 
 
   The tree is average height with limbs that start a good ways up. “I think so.”
 
    “Good, you climb it and tell me if you see any of them,” She instructs.
 
   “It would be easier if I help you up it.” 
 
   She looks at me like she’s suppressing looking annoyed, “My job is to locate today. You were the first one I found without trying. So you,” she says pointing at me then the tree, “climb that tree.” 
 
   The girls at this place are on a whole other level. A girl her age would never have said something like that to me back home. They would walk by stealing glances out of the corner of their eyes hoping I would make eye contact with them or, if they were really brave, they would send a friend over to me to ask if I was single. 
 
   “If you’re in charge of finding us then why did you sneak off when everyone was talking?” 
 
   “To show them how good I am at the objective. I was also tired of listening to Jessica boss us around.” 
 
   She is not as intimidating as Jessica, but I follow her command. To reach the lowest limb, I have to take a running start, jump at the last minute, and using a foot on the largest knot on the trunk I propel myself upward getting a good grasp on the limb. I pull myself up and swing a leg up on the limb to finish pulling myself up. 
 
   I straddle the limb awkwardly surveying the ground, bushes, and trees. I point at one of the boys that is behind a fallen log. Evan is in a tree. He has torn off leafy branches and has them between his legs and back against the tree. He’s managed to cover his body except for his face which he has smeared with mud. He sees my point at him, tosses his cover to the ground, and jumps down. I get down too, not seeing anyone else. 
 
   Doyle stumbles across the other boy. He was the one I saw blend in to the ground earlier. Jessica is last to be found. We spread out and walk through the woods searching for her. I hear a loud screech come from a black bird to my left. Doyle looks up while I watch the bird fly off. A ball of mud goes flying at the back of Doyle’s head. 
 
   “Watch out!” I warn. 
 
   She turns to look at me just as it smashes into the side of her face. 
 
   “Pay back sucks, doesn’t it?” Jessica calls triumphantly, walking out from the opposite direction of the bird. 
 
   “I won’t forget this,” Doyle tells her, wiping her face angrily. 
 
   Jessica looks amused, “Good, remember that I will one-up you every time, Miss Doyle.”               
 
   Doyle does a good job maintaining her composure and begins telling us how we did today. I’m last. “Kelly, I know you’re new but you have to get a lot better, quick. It wouldn’t hurt to come out here during your breaks and on Saturdays.”               “We should try some tactical hiding next time,” Jessica says. 
 
   Doyle continues, “We’ll clean up and follow our objective next class,” she says looking at everyone except Jessica. The group splits up walking out of the woods in different directions. I begin to follow Evan and the boys when Jessica stops me.
 
   “You’re coming with me, Kelly. Stage three dressing rooms are connected to the field.” 
 
   I longingly, watch my other group members turn the opposite direction. 
 
   “Use those long legs and catch up.” She says, not slowing down.
 
   We get to the field and Jessica directs me to the boys’ locker room. 
 
   “When you are done we have study hour in the library,” she says leaving me at the door to the locker room. 
 
   In the locker room, there are guys already taking off their mud-covered uniforms. I haven’t seen any of them before but they show me to my locker where there is a fresh uniform waiting for me. 
 
   After a shower, and change of clothes I go to the library. Mick is there with his books laid out in front of him. 
 
   “Have a seat,” he says looking from me to nod at the empty chair across from him. 
 
   “Where are your books?” He asks.
 
   Everything has been waiting for me everywhere I go. I didn’t even think about asking about books for regular class. 
 
   I shrug my shoulders, “Good question.” 
 
   He pushes a very worn copy of Seraphim history to me, “Here, you can read this.” 
 
   I look around at all the tables of students writing, reading, and quizzing one another with flash cards. 
 
   “Do I have too?” 
 
   He looks over his selection of books, “Would you rather early century literature?” 
 
   “This is crap,” I say looking at the other books in front of Mick. I’ve never seen any of them. “What kind of school teaches this in high school?” 
 
   Mick gives up reading his book. He sits back in his chair, with his hands behind his head relaxing, “Ahh, the woes of higher learning. They give us advanced courses because we don’t graduate until we’re nineteen.” 
 
   Jessica walks in the library wearing a uniform that consists of pants like the other girls, but her shirt is sleeveless. It’s a little chilly for no sleeves.
 
   “What can you tell me about Jessica? She’s the only stage three in my ability advancement group.” 
 
   Mick reluctantly and almost painfully follows my gaze to Jessica sitting at a table, “They do that sometimes. They hold students back if they aren’t advancing like everyone else, but not Jessica. They won’t move her up because she won’t follow orders.” 
 
   “That sounds like her.” 
 
   “She’ll move up eventually just like you will.” He goes back to studying. 
 
   I sit, bored flipping through the book in front of me until the chime goes off ending it.
 
   “When will I get to see Lia Heincliff again?” I ask Mick when we get back to our room. 
 
   “No telling. She’s rarely here.” 
 
   “She’s here. She brought me and Anne. Who else could I ask for information about family back home?” 
 
   “You have family?” He asks surprised. 
 
   “Yeah, my grandmother is in the hospital. Lia told me she would keep me up to date on her condition.” I wait for him to ask me what’s wrong with her but he doesn’t. 
 
   “You could ask one of the teachers in the morning.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day Boston is waiting in the hall for us when the chime goes off for class. 
 
   “What class do you have this morning?” Mick asks me. 
 
   “I don’t know. I thought ya’ll knew.” 
 
   “He’s with us, for Physics,” Boston tells us. 
 
   “How do you know his schedule and he doesn’t?” Mick asks Boston, suspiciously. 
 
   “Because they gave me his schedule when I brought him from the welcome center.” 
 
   “Did they give you his schedule or did they give it to you for you to give it to him?” 
 
   Boston takes a folded paper out of his pocket and hands it to me, “If you wanted it that bad you can have it.” 
 
   I take it from him, “I wasn’t the one saying anything.” 
 
   “I knew you wouldn’t be too happy when you saw it,” he says, more to Mick then me. 
 
   I look at the paper. It looks fine to me. Mick takes it from me, “More stage two classes? Who did you piss off?” 
 
   “What are you talking about?” 
 
   “Your biology and english classes are stage two courses,” he hands it back to me. 
 
   “The only person I’ve pissed off since getting here is Mase. Did he make my schedule?”               
 
   Boston doesn’t smile at my joke, “It was the entrance exam you took that did it, no one did it to you.” So not only do I get to be the new guy, I also have to deal with being the upperclassman everyone stares at in their class. I’ll be the only one with facial hair too probably. 
 
   We go to a classroom on the first floor. Boston sits down and Mick takes the desk two seats over from him. Boston motions for me to take the middle seat. 
 
   “Are you two my bodyguards?” I whisper to Mick as more students walk in. 
 
   “We are showing everyone you have good taste in the company you keep,” he says looking past me at Boston who smiles in agreement. 
 
   The room slowly fills up with guys and girls. A couple of girls acknowledge Boston with a smile. He looks at me after a cute girl winks at him, “No bull about that.” 
 
   A couple of guys sit on the other side of, and behind Mick are asking him about the Nikki ordeal at lunch. 
 
   A teacher walks in, putting his things on his desk. 
 
   “Good afternoon students. Today we have a new student,” he says looking at me, “Kelly, I’m Dr. Baudin. Will you stand up, please?” It is not like everyone in the room didn’t just see me when they came in but I stand up anyways. “This is Kelly Edwards. As you can tell he’s a Dynamar and I expect everyone to be courteous and respectful as he makes this transition.” 
 
   Students in the back start whispering. Dr. Baudin loudly clears his throat; the whispering stops. “You all know how hard this can be and the entire faculty expects you all to make him feel welcome.” No one makes a sound in protest. “You may have a seat,” he tells me. 
 
   He walks up to the board and picks up where he left off from the previous class. He illustrates electrical currents on the board. I’m pretty sure some of the words he just said he made up. I’m so lost I eventually stop listening. 
 
   I draw a picture I’ll show Mick later. It is a donkey with Boston’s hair and clothes. My attention is pulled back to Dr. Baudin as he says how fun today’s class will be. He and I have two very different beliefs of what fun is. He then gets to the hands-on activity for the day by drawing what he explains is a circuit board. 
 
   So what is my first class at a new school you may ask? It happens to be everyone’s favorite… physics. Everything he’s saying still sounds Greek to me. He goes to some cabinets in the corner. He calls a student to help him. They take out actual circuit boards. I only know this because he had drawn one already. Everyone other person gets one. He instructs us to pair off with the person next to us. This makes Mick and I partners. It is a thin, rectangular wooden box with switches and lights on top of it. With three rows of three switches that correspond with a light, we are to figure out how the circuit flows. Each board has a number on it and he tells us none of them have the same layout. 
 
   “You may begin,” He says sitting down at his desk, and taking out a book to read. 
 
   “Dude, have you done this before?” Mick asks me. 
 
   “No, and I stopped following along after he introduced me to the class.” 
 
   Mick looks deflated, “I’m lost too.” He fiddles with the switches and one light comes on. Looking around, we aren’t the only ones lost. A big guy is leaned back in his chair trying to get comfortable enough to fall asleep while his partner’s already sleeping with his head on his desk. Some students, including Boston and his partner already have a couple lights turned on. 
 
   Dr. Baudin looks up from his book, “Ladies and gentlemen, I did forget to mention that which ever pair accurately gets their board figured out first will be exempt from the next test.” 
 
   This energizes the class. Dr. Baudin takes a big gulp of water from the bottle on his desk then goes back to reading his book. The big guy that was getting ready to nap is poking his equally big partner in the ribs trying to wake him up. 
 
   I start flipping switches with Mick. A second light turns on and then I flip something that turns it off. Mick swats away my hand, “I’ll work the switches, you map out the circuits.” He gives me a blank sheet of paper. 
 
   I look at the paper and at Mick, “How do I map this out?” 
 
   He looks frustrated when he sees a third light turn on at Boston’s desk. “Draw the board and I’ll tell you to connect the ones we know work.” 
 
   I do as I’m told. “Top left to middle left,” Mick begins, “middle left to middle center.” 
 
   A male and female think they got it. She slings her hand in the air. Dr. Baudin doesn’t look up from his book. She waves it back and forth to no avail. 
 
   “Dr. Baudin I think we have it,” she says anxiously.
 
   The class grumbles as Dr. Baudin makes his way to their table, “Don’t stop working on your boards until I’ve confirmed they are correct.” He unfolds the answer sheet. The girl and guy begin calling out their circuit directions. Mick and some others frantically try to decipher their boards. He flips one switch and two lights turn on. I scribble it down. 
 
   The big guy that had woken up his friend gets frustrated and flicks a light bulb that won’t turn on for him. The tiny bulb shatters with a small pop. He looks at Dr. Baudin, who is still focused on the kids in front of him. He looks to his partner who has a devious smile on his face. They then take turns popping the remaining bulbs. 
 
   “Bad news, that light should be on,” Dr. Baudin tells them. He looks at the class, “The game is still on.” 
 
   The boy pushes the board at the girl in frustration, “I told you that bulb wasn’t broken.” 
 
   Dr. Baudin begins walking around the room checking everyone’s progress. He makes it to the big guys. “Really?” He asks them when he sees them trying to cover their board up. 
 
   Mick hits the desk, “This is impossible.” I look at our board. He has all of the lights on except one light with two switches. He flips one, nothing happens. He flips it off and flips the other one with the same result. “We got the faulty board,” he says disgruntled. 
 
   I hand him the paper, “You can fill out the steps I missed while you cry about it.” I repeat what he just did and the last little bulb stays dark. 
 
   Mick is filling in the last circuit connections he made on the paper. “Did you not just see me do that?” He asks but I ignore him. I flip one on and keep it on while I flip the next one on. The bulb lights up. Mick looks at me with big eyes, “I can’t believe it!” His hand shoots up, “Done!” 
 
   When Dr. Baudin dismisses the class I wait to talk to him alone, “Doctor, I need to talk to Lia Heincliff about some family stuff. Could you tell me where her office is?” 
 
   “Here, hold this,” he says handing me the board with all the broken bulbs. I get a wiff of alcohol when I get close enough to grab the board. He puts the boards back up in the cabinet. I look at the bottle of water on his desk. I begin to doubt that it’s water. “Thanks,” he says taking the board I was holding and setting it on his desk. “Only teachers have office hours where students can see them. It is going to be hard to meet with her because she’s rarely here.” 
 
   “I only want to know how my grandmother is doing. She isn’t doing good.” He leads me out the door. I hate being pitied, but I’ve got to find out how she’s doing, “She’s all I have left.” 
 
   He looks me in the eye when I say the last part. “If she’s still here I’ll tell her,” he says closing the door before I can thank him. 
 
   In my next class there is a welcomed surprise waiting for me. I walk in the classroom at the stage two building and a dozen strangers’ eyes fall on me. Then, I see Anne. She grins when she sees me. I happily take the empty desk next to hers thankful I to know someone. 
 
   “Are you checking up on me?” 
 
   “Yeah I had to pull some strings, but I’m in every one of your classes.” 
 
   She rolls her eyes, “Whatever.” 
 
   I stay seated when the teacher walks in. Anne looks at me anxiously, “You better get out of here.” 
 
   “I really am in this class.”
 
   The teacher has Anne and I stand up to introduce us to the class. Anne puts up a nice front, smiling and giving the class a wave. I avoid making eye contact with any of them. I stare at the teacher until she says we can take our seats. 
 
   During class I hear girls behind us talking. One girl asks the others if we’re related. I can’t hear what the response is but then I hear, “Well why else would he talk to her?” I steal a glance at Anne but she is vigorously copying what is being written on the board.  
 
   When class gets out I ask her how she’s doing. She just shrugs, “It’s school.” 
 
   “But how do you like it?” 
 
   She gets irritated with my prying, “I fit in better here then at any other school I’ve gone to.” She looks up at me like she has just figured something out, “Are you having a rough go here?” 
 
   I grin, “Everyone loves me.” I rub my hand over my chest, “Who could blame them?” 
 
   She laughs and playfully pushes my arm, “You are so full of it.” 
 
   “I’m serious, I’ve already had to break five girl’s hearts because I wouldn’t date them.” 
 
   She’s not buying it, but she plays along, “They must’ve been devastated. Try not to break every heart while you’re here.” Anne stops in front of a classroom, “This is me.” 
 
   “Oh. See you later then.” 
 
   “Good catching up.” She walks in and a girl chatting with friends motions for Anne to join them. 
 
    
 
    
 
    At lunch I find Boston and Mick. They ask about my uneventful morning. 
 
   “Don’t dwell on your classes too much, all you have to do is make decent grades and they will move you to stage three classes,” Boston says.
 
   “It’s not that big of a deal. I have a class with Anne. It’s not like I know any stage threes either.” 
 
   “You know us,” Mick says. 
 
   “And don’t forget your buddy, Mase,” Boston adds. 
 
   “Yeah, I can’t wait to see him again,” I say sarcastically looking around the cafeteria for him.
 
   He’s not at his table with his clique. “You’ll get to see him plenty,” Boston tells me, “You’re on the football team with stage three Dynas.” 
 
   Being able to openly pummel a guy that’s all ego, like Mase sounds like fun. 
 
   “I really can’t wait then.” 
 
   “Did Anne ask about me?” Boston asks, ruining my good mood. 
 
   “You aren’t the lady’s man you think you are.” 
 
   He smiles at me. “So that’s a yes.” 
 
   “No, it’s not. We didn’t talk about you once.” 
 
   He goes back to eating, a little deflated. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next two classes I have are with Mick. The last is back at the stage two building. 
 
   By my last class I still haven’t seen Lia any where. When class lets out I find Mick in our room doodling in his notebook. 
 
   “Hey I need to see Dr. Baudin. Do you know where his office is?” 
 
   Mick looks up from his notebook, “I can help you with physics if you need help.” 
 
   “No, it’s about something else.” 
 
   “Oh.” He sets his notebook down and stands up. “In that case I’ll walk you.”
 
   In the study center, we get to his office only to find the door locked with the lights out. His office hours listed on the door state that he should be there, but after knocking a couple times another teacher in the office beside his informs us he hasn’t been in since lunch. Next, Mick takes me across campus. He has to stop and ask a student if we’re going to the right house. We get to a small cottage-style house sitting by itself closer to the woods than the activity center. 
 
   The window is open next to the front door. The blinds are closed but I can hear someone inside when I walk up. I knock once when the door swings open. I can smell alcohol when the breeze from the door opening reaches me. 
 
   “What?” Dr. Baudin barks leaning against the door with one arm bracing the wall, blocking me from seeing inside. 
 
   “I was wondering if you talked to Lia Heincliff for me?” 
 
   He looks at me a while then drops his arm that was leaning on the wall by the door. He’s holding a gun. I step back, looking at Mick who doesn’t seem at all surprised. 
 
   “Not very patient, are we?” He asks while he stretches his arm over the doorframe, doing something with the gun. He withdrawals with nothing in his hand. 
 
   “She told me she would keep me updated on my gra—” 
 
   He cuts me off, “Calm down.” 
 
   I am totally calm besides the fear that he was about to shoot me. I look at Mick again and he isn’t even paying attention to us. He’s looking at a fresh pile of dirt we walked past on the way to the front door. 
 
   “I told her at lunch that you were looking for her so the ball’s in her court,” he says before he shuts the door in my face. 
 
   “Thanks,” I say to the closed door. 
 
   I hear him say on the other side of the door, “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
   “He isn’t too friendly after lunch. I should have warned you,” Mick tells me as we walk away. 
 
   “You think?” I say sarcastically.  
 
   Mick stops at the dirt pile as we leave. 
 
   “Do you think he buried something or got something out?” He asks examining the small pile of freshly upturned dirt. He picks his foot up to kick at the dirt. 
 
   “Pressure-sensitive explosives!” Dr. Baudin yells through the window. 
 
   Mick’s foot freezes right above the dirt. I look at the window. The blinds are closed with no hint of him looking out. Mick slowly returns his foot back beside his other one. 
 
   He carefully backs away from the pile saying, “I’m going back to our room.” 
 
   I do the same. Mick is quiet on the walk back to our building. 
 
   “He was probably planting some flowers,” I say trying to lighten the mood. 
 
   “Not him. He has a history of paranoid instability.” 
 
   “He seems fine to me,” I lie. 
 
   “The only time that man is remotely close to fine is when he’s teaching and that’s even a stretch.” 
 
   “Come on, there is no way he would have explosives at a school.” 
 
   Mick looks at me funny then says, “He teaches a course on explosives for students going into antiterrorism programs after graduation.” 
 
   Oh.
 
   When we get to our room there is a note on my bed with my name written on the front. The writing on the inside looks like chicken scratch. The signature at the bottom is unintelligible except for the L.
 
   Kelly,
 
   I was told you needed to speak with me. I am on my way out. I will be gone a while and will not be able to be reached. Since you were not here when I came by I can only guess as to what you need to talk to me about. I have kept contact with your grandmother’s physician. He informed me that she had another stroke. It was small so no need to worry. I requested her information be sent to a specialist for further analysis. If there are any changes you will be notified.
 
                 
 
   I ball up the note only to reopen it and read again. She’s going to tell me Gran had another stroke and act like it’s no biggie. Then she’s going to high-tail it to no telling where for  “a while” like that shouldn’t be an issue for me. I ball it back up and throw it as hard as I can at the door. It makes a weak “tonk” hitting the door. Throwing it doesn’t make me feel any better, it just annoys me more that it barely made a sound. 
 
   I get off my bed planning to grab the paper and do something else violent with it. Mick is saying something behind me as I get to the door. The anger is boiling over inside me. I forget about the paper when I reach the door the same time the anger hits a boiling point. I pull my arm back and release it with everything I have, punching the door with no regard for my knuckles.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4 
 
   T. Welcome to N.O.
 
    
 
                 I was nine when my parents first took me to New Orleans, the pride, and sometimes the embarrassment, of Louisiana. My dad really didn’t seem to want to go but Mom said the weather for that time of year was too good to miss. She was right. 
 
   I was out on summer break but it was cool when we walked down the streets. Dad tagged along while Mom showed me the cemeteries, old buildings, cats with thumbs, and got me a big plate of beignets with chocolate milk. All I can think about is that trip since Mom told me we were going back.
 
   “How do you even know this person we are meeting? What if he’s with the Rogues now?” We just passed the city limits sign for New Orleans. 
 
   “His name is Will and he is the only person I know that won’t hurt us, Taylor.” 
 
   “You can’t be sure. You said you haven’t spoken to him since you left. What if he’s behind all this?” 
 
   “I know he’s trustworthy,” she pauses inhaling deeply, “He is my brother.” 
 
   What? “Like, your biological brother?” 
 
   She nods her head. 
 
   “How do I not know that I have an uncle?” 
 
   “He stayed when your father and I left Aurora so I couldn’t tell you about him without you eventually asking questions. When we left he wasn’t convinced that things were beyond fixing.”               
 
   “People were being murdered. How could that be sugar coated to seem not that bad?” 
 
   “He knew what was going on but he just refused to leave. It’s his home.” 
 
   “It was just as much your home.” 
 
   “Yes, but not like it was for Will. He knew a much worse time before we were brought to Aurora. I was a lot younger than you when Will and I moved to Aurora so I didn’t really remember too much of life prior to Aurora. Don’t get me wrong it was intimidating for me to leave even with what was going on but I had little choice. Your father and I had just gotten pregnant with you and we had to keep you safe. My brother refused to leave. I was mad for a long time because of his choice. But if he wouldn’t have stayed we would have no one to go to for help in Aurora so now, I’m thankful.” 
 
   “You were talking to a woman on the phone though. How do you know it’s actually him coming to meet us?” 
 
   “Her name’s Cassidy. She’s his best friend, always has been. When I couldn’t get ahold of Will she was the next one to call. I told her to give him the message to meet at our favorite childhood spot by noon. It is one of the few memories I have from my childhood before moving to Aurora. Will and I never talked about our favorite place when we moved so no one else should know about it. ” 
 
   “What if he doesn’t show? What if he has forgotten since it’s been so long?” 
 
   “We’ll figure it out when it happens. Enough with the what-if game. I’m worrying enough for the both of us.”
 
   Come to find out my mom and uncle’s favorite spot as kids was a graveyard. How morbid is that? She talked about how they would play hide and go seek, hunt for the oldest graves, and the strangest names. 
 
   I’m daydreaming about my mom as a kid running around headstones while people are trying to mourn when she pulls into a small parking lot. The parking lot is squeezed between two old, tall buildings. A guy gives her a ticket to put in the windshield after she pays. 
 
   “I thought we were going to the graveyard.” 
 
   We pull into the very last parking spot. 
 
   “We are not going to the graveyard. I am. You will be a safe distance away in case something happens.” 
 
   “So I get to watch your back… like a sniper?” I turn in the seat and look at the guns in the floorboard. When I turn back to her she’s looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. 
 
   “The graveyard has one way out. In case these people are still on to us I would feel better if you were somewhere you could run for it. Come on,” she says getting out of the Jeep. 
 
   I look back at the guns longingly; I pull the floorboard panel in place, and throw my jacket over it. It’s warm enough I won’t need it. I get out and jog to catch up with my mom. “So what do I do if something does happen to you? I could help if I was with you.” 
 
   “I don’t think anything will happen but if it does then I will take care of it. You’re all I have left, Taylor I need to know you’re safe.” Her voice is getting heavy again like she is about to cry.               
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” The street we’re on has a faint smell of urine. I cover my nose. “Did this place always stink?” I ask once we’ve walked a few blocks. 
 
   She takes a deep breath like she is smelling a flower or something, “It comes and goes with the tourist seasons.” 
 
   “And the homeless.” I say to myself as we walk past three homeless men panhandling. One has a cardboard sign asking for beer money. His money cup has the most in it.
 
   We turn the corner onto a new street and I can see a part of the cemetery down the road about half a mile. We walk a little closer when Mom takes me by the elbow and leads me into one of the shops that has, “Spa New Orleans” written above it. 
 
   The first thing I see walking in are two empty leather chairs against the wall that look rather comfy. A mix of lavender and jasmine wafts gently into my nose. The scent goes well with the low lighting and warm colors. Across from us there is a high desk. I can just make out the top of a girls head sitting behind it with dark brown and blue dreads pulled back in a ponytail.
 
   “Welcome to Spa New Orleans,” comes from behind the desk in a clearly male voice, “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
   “No, we don’t,” Mom says. We walk up to the desk seeing the very masculine face attached to the dreads. 
 
   “Well, how can I help you?” 
 
   I want to ask him how he keeps such great color on dreadlocks. 
 
   “I need to speak with Clairabelle please.” Mom tells him. 
 
   He picks up the phone next to him, “Two ladies are asking for you.” He looks at us and covers his mouth with his hand. “By name,” he whispers in the phone trying to be quiet enough to not be heard. He looks at us, “What’s your names?” 
 
   Mom looks at me and points to the empty chairs next to the front door. “Don’t mind if I do.” I take a seat. 
 
   I was right about the chairs looking comfy. The chair sucks me in with its soft leather. It isn’t cold to the touch either making it even more welcoming. I could take a nap if I wasn’t worried about everyone I love including myself. 
 
   “McBride,” she tells him and takes a seat next to me. 
 
   “McBride?” 
 
   “It’s my maiden name, sweetheart.” 
 
   I shake my head to shake away the frustration. I know her maiden name and it’s not McBride. She called Jake’s family the Angelos earlier when she was talking to Mr. Thomas too. I bet she thinks I didn’t catch that either. Does she think I’m an idiot and won’t drill her for answers? I stare at her waiting for her to explain something. She ignores me by looking out the window at the people outside. Oh just wait, I say in my head. As soon as we’re alone again I’m getting some real answers out of her. 
 
   Changing one’s name must be the first thing written in the ‘How to Disappear’ handbook. I’ve seen my birth certificate and I know that it clearly said “Williams” next to mother’s maiden name. I keep looking at her. What else do I not know? Her face looks relaxed like there is nothing wrong in the world. I sit back in my chair and notice the guy behind the desk is watching us suspiciously.
 
   The door to the right of the tall desk opens. Mom gets up from her seat, walks up to the woman that emerges from the other side of the door and… hugs her. The lady, who I assume is Clairabelle, hugs her back. She’s a couple of inches taller than my mom and much older with long dark brown hair that flows down to her waist. She has on tan linen pants and a black sleeveless top. Her arms are thin but they look strong. 
 
   “I thought I’d never see you again,” my mom says whipping tears from her eyes.                             Clairabelle holds Mom out in front of her and looks over her face, “I am glad you were wrong. You have grown into such a beautiful woman. What brings you back?” 
 
   My mom looks at the guy behind the desk, “Could we have a minute?” 
 
   He looks at Clairabelle. “Mom?” he asks her. 
 
   “It’s fine. You’d get bored listening to us catch up anyway.” 
 
   He stands up taking a pack of cigarettes out from the top desk drawer, “It’s time for my smoke break anyway.” He walks out the front door flipping the open sign to ‘closed’. 
 
   “Was that Miles?” Mom asks Clairabelle. 
 
   “That’s him all grown up. He decided to go back to college a year ago.” 
 
   “Good for him,” Mom says. 
 
   “Yes, it was long over due. He is in a jazz band that plays at the after hours bar on the corner once a week. I’ve been praying for that boy to move out for years. Until he does he helps out here, as you can see, on weekends and between semesters at Xavier. It cuts down on the perverts calling about massages when a man answers the phone.” Clairabelle says looking over and winking at me. “Speaking of prayers,” she says looking at me, “it looks like you have a little blessing of your own.” 
 
   I get up from the chair and walk over, “I’m Taylor.” 
 
   I shake her hand. She pulls me into a hug just like she gave Mom. She smells like fresh flowers. “It’s so nice to meet you,” she tells me while I awkwardly pat her back. She lets me go and turns to Mom, “So tell me what brought you back? I haven’t heard from you in almost two decades. William told me you were dead.” 
 
   Mom walks to the front door and looks out the glass to the busy street. I sit back down in my chair sensing that I might actually hear something informative. This should be good. 
 
   “He probably told you that to protect me. Darrell and I went into hiding. We found another couple with a child that had done the same thing and kind of formed an extended family. It was easier being with other Seraphim. We were doing so good until it all blew up, yesterday.” Clairabelle puts her hand on her shoulder. Mom turns back to her, “I’m sorry I didn’t stay in touch with you but we agreed to cut all ties for everyone’s safety.” 
 
   “I understand. You know I’ll do whatever I can for you.” 
 
   Mom takes her hand from her shoulder and holds it with a look of love and appreciation. I begin to feel like I’m intruding, like maybe I should leave the room, but I keep watching. 
 
   “They took Darrell,” she whispers. “It was a normal day and then, he was gone. They took the other couple too and their son. Taylor saw it all happen.” Mom steps back, letting go of Clairabelle’s hand, looking at me with sad eyes. 
 
   Clairabelle gives me a sympathetic smile. “You are both welcome to stay with Miles and I until you figure out your next step.” 
 
   Mom puts her hands in her front pockets, “That’s not why I came to you. I need you to watch Taylor for me. Just for a little while.” 
 
   Clairabelle gets the identical suspicious look her son had as he was watching us. “What about you?” 
 
   “Will is meeting me at the cemetery in an hour,” she looks at her watch. 
 
   Clairabelle looks as if she was expecting just about any answer except that one. “You really asked him to come back?” 
 
                 Mom’s hurt by the question. Clairabelle puts her hands up in front of her defensively seeing Mom’s hurt expression saying, “I know he loves you but do you think he can handle being here?” 
 
                 Mom looks at the ground like she’s mulling over what she just asked her.
 
   She finally looks back at Clairabelle, “It will definitely prove how much he does if he shows up and quite frankly I had no choice. He’s the only person that can help us that I trust.” 
 
   “What about the council or your old friends that took jobs at the Southern Academy?” 
 
   Mom looks at Clairabelle like she just said a bad joke, “The Academy is long gone. Everyone took their kids out when the kidnappings started.” 
 
   Clairabelle thinks for a moment then glides back behind the tall desk and starts fiddling through the drawers. “You and William left a long time ago,” she says. “You weren’t the only one who kept in contact with me after I got you out of here.” She gets frustrated with the drawer and grabs a stack of papers out and dumps them on the top of the desk. “Anyway,” she says continuing to rifle between papers, “William has kept me updated enough to know that they’ve built a new school. This time in a safer location so parents would be willing to bring their kids back. Ah, here it is.” 
 
   She sets a paper on desk for Mom. She picks up the paper and I crane my neck trying to pear around her shoulder to see what it is. The half of the paper I can see is a drawing of a large building. It looks like a fancy private school out of a magazine.  
 
   “Is this for real?” She asks Clairabelle, looking surprised. 
 
   Clairabelle nods, “Thanks to your brother’s persistence to move forward. They rebuilt and started accepting new students a couple years ago. It’s still not anywhere close to what it used to be but it’s something.” 
 
   “I had no idea,” Mom says. 
 
   “What did you expect being in hiding? Everyone involved is trying to play it safe. They couldn’t send out emails. He couldn’t tell me where it is in fear that the location would somehow get in the wrong hands. Rogues are still a threat…I guess you know that. I drew that picture from the little bit he told me about it when we met in Shreveport a couple years ago.” 
 
   “It looks even better than the old school. He’s done a lot.” She stares at the paper then looks at Clairabelle again, “I have to go. I want to check the area out just to be safe.” 
 
   She hands the paper with the picture on it back to Clairabelle. 
 
   “Don’t worry about Taylor. She’ll be safe with me,” she says taking the paper and putting it back in the stack. 
 
   “I don’t need a babysitter, Mom. I can take care of myself,” I say walking up to her.  
 
   I get in arms length and she pulls me into a tight hug, “I know you’re very capable, Sweetheart but your dad is too and look at how easily they got to him.” 
 
   “That was different,” I say. 
 
   He was ambushed and they attacked Jake, I want to tell her. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter I need you here. Got it?” She says firmly. 
 
   “Yes ma’am.” I say reluctantly as she walks to the door. 
 
   “Hold on,” Clairabelle says taking something else out of the drawer. “Take this with you.” She tosses a cell phone to mom. “It’s Miles’s. He must’ve forgot it when we shooed him out. If anything happens call me even if it goes as planned.” 
 
   “Okay,” she puts it in her pocket and walks out the front door. 
 
   “I’m under ‘Mom’ in his contacts!” Clairabelle says to the closing door.
 
   Clairabelle walks to the desk and picks up the phone, “I have to call my clients and reschedule. Do you want something to drink while you wait?” 
 
   “I’m fine, thanks.” 
 
   She sits down behind the desk and dials a number. I sit back down in the comfy chair next to the front door. 
 
   I start daydreaming about what’s happening with Mom. The scenes in my head turn dark fast. I start thinking about what would happen if I never saw her again. I have to get out of here and make sure she’s okay. Clairabelle would stop me before I could get even half way out the door though. 
 
   I’m thinking about ways to distract her so I can make a run for it when the front door opens. It surprises me enough I jump in the seat. 
 
   “Is it all clear?” Miles asks me, walking in the lobby smelling like cigarettes. 
 
   “Yeah, Clairabelle’s on the phone.” 
 
   “What’s she doing?” Miles asks looking at Clairabelle. 
 
   “Calling people to reschedule.” 
 
   “Why?” He walks up to her looking over her shoulder. 
 
   “I don’t know. I guess so she can spend some time with us while we’re here.” 
 
   I don’t know this guy so I’m not going to fill him in on what he missed. I’m also not going to have two people babysitting me either.               
 
   Miles straightens up and smiles shaking his head, “She’s calling Mrs. Dumesnil.” Clairabelle looks at him and puts her pointer finger to her lips telling him to shush. He walks around the desk and leans on it. 
 
   “Good afternoon Mrs. Dumesnil, this is Clairabelle,” she says into the phone. 
 
   Miles looks at me, “That lady can talk like no ones business.” 
 
   Clairabelle gives him a mean look but he can’t see it because his back is to her. She puts her finger in her other ear. 
 
   “No, this is Clairabelle Dubose,” she says to the phone speaking louder. 
 
   “I bet you twenty bucks she will keep her on the phone for thirty minutes.” 
 
   “She can probably hear you through the phone talking about her.” 
 
   “Ha, fat chance. She can’t hear.” 
 
   “Not Mr. Dell, Clairabelle! Put the phone to your other ear Mrs. Dumesnil!” Clairabelle’s tone turns from sweet to harsh. She stands up and begins pacing behind the desk. 
 
   “Told ya,” he says grinning at me. 
 
   He walks to the now empty desk and picks up all the papers Clairabelle had taken out and puts them in a drawer. The drawer clunks closed and Clairabelle looks at him annoyed. 
 
   “What?” He whispers to her. 
 
   She gives him her back. “Yes, from Spa New Orleans. I need to reschedule your appointment. No, you’re not late. I am calling to reschedule!” 
 
   She is basically yelling in the phone by the last word. She walks out the lobby using the back door she came in through. “No I’m not sick! I just had family come into town unexpectedly!”
 
   We can still hear her on the phone after the door closes. “So where did your mom go?” Miles asks sitting behind the desk. From where I’m sitting I can just make out the top of his hair.               
 
   “How do you know she is my mom?” 
 
   “Cuz you look like her clone with lighter hair.” 
 
   Good point. 
 
   “She ran an errand while your mom cleared her day.” 
 
   I think he nods his head but I’m not positive. My mom needs someone watching out for her on her “errand”. It would be rude to simply walk out. It would be suspicious too. I don’t want him to tell his mom I’ve left either. 
 
   I stand up. “So is that sandwich place any good a few shops down?” I’m standing up enough so that I can see his face a little to judge if he’s on to me. 
 
   “It’s good. They’re known more for their soups than sandwiches. The potato soup is hands down the best.” He says. He doesn’t seem to notice anything off. 
 
   “That sounds delicious. You want me to get you something? I’m going to grab a bite since there isn’t much to do.” 
 
   “No thanks, I’m good. You better get there soon if you want to miss the lunch crowd.” 
 
   “I’m not in a huge rush anyways since I have thirty minutes to kill, right?” I smile at him but the joke was weak. I put my hand on the doorknob trying not to look nervous. We can still hear Clairabelle carrying on a conversation somewhere behind the back door. 
 
   “At least that.” He says smiling back at me.
 
   I walk out of the Spa still really nervous Miles’s on to me. I keep a slow, no hurry, pace walking toward the sandwich shop. I steal a few glances behind me making sure neither Miles nor Clairabelle are coming after me. It looks all clear when I get to the front of the sandwich shop so I pick up the pace and walk past it. 
 
   I make it to the intersection with the cemetery catty-corner to me in no time. I don’t see Mom around but I expected for her to be inside already checking things out. If I walk in there’s a chance she’ll see me. I don’t want her to make me go back. I decide to keep some distance from the big iron gates surrounding the cemetery, staying on the other side of the street. 
 
   I walk down the sidewalk acting like a tourist enjoying the sights of the tombs and street performers. I can see a woman placing flowers on a really old looking tomb and an old guy pulling weeds a little farther down but that is it. The tombs sit so high above the ground in most places I can’t see more then two rows into the cemetery. From looking down the length of it I know it’s about the size of two blocks so there’s a lot I can’t see. I need to get higher so I can see what’s going on. Going in and climbing on top of a tall tomb without being seen is out of the question. I see a security guard going through the cemetery. 
 
   I keep walking down the sidewalk looking for anything to help me. There are two tall guys walking slow toward me. It looks like the smaller one is supporting the other one. I wonder how weird it would be to ask to get on their shoulders. They get about ten feet from me when the biggest one falls to his knees and starts blowing chunks. His buddy talks a step away from him and proceeds to take pictures of him on his cell phone while laughing at him. It’s like eleven o’clock in the morning and this guy is already wasted to the point of puking. Has New Orleans always been this sad? I, like everyone else on the sidewalk, give them plenty of space going around them. The smell of alcohol and sweat is so strong as I go around them I use my shirt to cover my nose; so much for that idea. 
 
   A door slams shut ahead of me between two shops, down an alley. There is a middle-aged couple carrying boxes out the alley. They load the boxes in the back of a car parked next to the sidewalk. I watch while they drive away. This is going nowhere fast. I look down the quiet alley. It opens to the street on the other side of the buildings. Most of the doors going down the alley don’t have knobs making it so that you can walk out but not back in. There’s a large dumpster against the building next to me that takes up most of the width of the alley. 
 
   I’m about to turn around and keep walking when I see it, a metal staircase running down the side of one of the buildings. It gets my attention. It must have been built the same time as the building because it’s rusted to the point of falling apart. It is the perfect look out to the cemetery. 
 
   I hurry to the dumpster. It must be my lucky day because the dumpster has two lids and the one closest to the staircase is closed. I climb on top of the dumpster thinking about how that guy’s puke smelled like roses compared to this monster of a stench. I turn to the staircase and balance myself on one foot reaching out as far as I can to grab the lowest stair. A stranger passing the alley from the street stops and snaps a picture of me while I throw the rest of myself on the staircase. 
 
   “Some help would’ve been nice,” I say to the jerk. 
 
   He ignores me like I’m not talking to him and continues on his way. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Standing on the first landing makes it easier to see the cemetery, but only the tops of all the tombs and statues. I go up to the next landing carefully. Some of the stairs are rusted to the point of disintegrating. The window that opens to the second landing is completely boarded up. I look out with satisfaction now. I can see more of the people walking around. There are more people in the cemetery than I originally thought. The guard is walking the perimeter looking at a young couple making out next to a statue of a small child playing. There’s a tour starting at the entrance. Farther to the back there’s a much smaller tour stopped at a tomb covered in graffiti. Most of them are taking pictures next to it. The only woman not wearing a fanny pack or backpack places a flower next to it. The guide directs the group to the next row where there is a statue of an old man. The group moves on with a couple of stragglers still taking pictures. Eventually they all walk away except for the woman that placed the flower. She has silver hair but she’s wearing clothes of someone who is about to workout so she’s not elderly. I haven’t seen her face so I can’t be sure. I scan the individuals walking around looking for Mom. It boils down to three women that could be her. Two have caps on, one yellow and one black, and the third walked behind a tomb before I could get a good look at her. 
 
   Then the black cap walking in the middle of the cemetery turns and I see a white spot on it. I gave Mom a black New Orleans Saints hat one year for Mother’s Day. She wore it until she got paint on it remodeling the kitchen. She’s walking to the statue of the child playing. The couple are still kissing when she sees them next to the statue. She looks at them and says something causing them to stop kissing for minute and look at her. She leaves them staring walking past the statue deeper into the cemetery. She weaves through the forest of cement looking between each tomb she passes. I really want to know what she said to the couple because when I look back at the child statue they are gone. I see them exiting the cemetery. Mom is back on one of the paths going toward the back when I catch sight of her again. She slows when she gets close to the graffiti tomb. She sees the silver haired lady picking up the trash around the grave and keeps walking. 
 
   After a few steps she stops abruptly and turns back to the woman. The woman is still looking at the tomb. I can see mom say something to the woman. The woman turns to face her. Mom told me she was meeting her brother not a woman. I should’ve been paying more attention. I could’ve seen her profile when she was cleaning the tomb but I was watching Mom. Her back is to me now so I can’t see her face but it is for sure a woman. I don’t even think it could be my uncle dressed as a woman. Mom looks around like she’s expecting more people to pop up. 
 
   This can’t be good. She could be with the people that took Dad and I’m just going to watch, again. Mom walks closer to her talking with her hands out, palms facing the woman. The same gesture she made when she would walk in on me watching T.V. instead of doing my homework. The woman straightens her back taking a small step closer to my mom. Mom looks mad. I have to get down there. If that woman is a Rogue and more are waiting to ambush her she won’t stand a chance by herself. I won’t be any good to her up here. I should’ve been down there the entire time. 
 
   I run down the stairs ignoring the loud creaks of the old metal. I make it to the first landing when something gives. I hear a snap as the landing comes loose. I grab the handrail as the entire frame scraps down the side of the building. The rust from the rail digs into my hand, the hand still bandaged is spared as I slide down the rail despite my efforts. My feet are no longer any help, dangling in the air. The frame stops moving for a second thanks to the parts of it that are still attached to the building. 
 
   I’m hanging off the dangling metal frame with both of my hands on fire gripping the rail for dear life. My bandaged hand feels warm from the blood that’s escaping the wound. The harder I squeeze the rail holding on the more the cut opens up. The moment of panic passes and I look down. I was only on the second floor of the building when the landing came loose. When I look down I’m maybe six feet from the ground. I swing my leg trying to reach the edge of the dumpster next to me but it is too far. I take a deep breath and let go. I hit the ground, fall on my side, and roll on my back. I get up, dust off, and take off to the cemetery with a small limp.
 
   I continue running in the cemetery past people who stop and look at me. They don’t seem caught off guard seeing a random dirty person running around. However they might be thrown off when they see no cops are chasing me. I pass the child statue and see the guard is walking toward the back where my mom and the lady are. 
 
   He jumps to the side of the path and grabs for something at his side when I come running up. What’s he going to do hit me with, his flashlight? I keep running. He stays in the stance watching me while I run by. 
 
   He has a gun on his hip. What kind of cemetery is this for a guard to be packing? I pause when I get near the back of the cemetery. I don’t hear fighting or screams for help, just arguing. I look around to see the same gray haired lady and my mom. They have moved out of direct sight, standing between the graffiti tomb and the one next to it. 
 
   The gray haired woman is saying, “So you thought you could just call and he would come running? Have you ever, for one second, thought about him?” 
 
   Mom has gone rigid glaring at her. “How dare you act like he doesn’t mean anything to me. I didn’t have a choice like he did to stay around. Now tell me, where he is!” 
 
   “You won’t see him until you tell me what this is about, Catherine.” 
 
   Mom lunges at her grabbing her shirt, “He is MY brother!” 
 
   It’s time this lady meets the rest of the family.
 
   My mom hears me running up but the lady sees me coming moments before I get to her. Mom releases the lady in her grasp to move away from the running steps but the lady knows what’s coming. She puts her foot behind her to brace herself as I barrel into her. I get her to the ground and pin her. I look up at my mom waiting for her instruction. 
 
   She looks confused. “Taylor, what are you doing? Let go of her.” 
 
   “Mom, I thought…” I clamor to my feet looking at my mom with the same confused expression. 
 
   “Mom?” The lady says huffing as she gets to her feet. 
 
   “I’m not surprised you have a kid but a Dyna? Is she the one you were talking about being in trouble?” She rubs her wrists where I was holding her down looking from me to my mom.               
 
   “She’s not a Dynamar,” she says like it’s a bad word. “She is a Veritatis, like me.” 
 
   Being in arms length of the lady I see what I thought was gray hair is actually a platinum color. She’s not that old either, maybe around my mom’s age. She pulls some loose hair back out of her face while watching me look at her. “I’m Cassidy Sipe,” she says and puts her hand out to me to shake. I shake her hand but glare at her with mistrust. “She sure acts like a Dyna,” she says looking at me. 
 
   “I don’t know what that is but we’re suppose to be meeting my uncle not… you.” 
 
   “We’re not meeting anyone. You were supposed to stay put young lady.” 
 
   I ignore my mom and stand my ground in front of Cassidy. “Where is he?” I ask frustrated.
 
   Cassidy walks back to my mom like I’m not worth her time. I can’t stand this woman and her attitude. She is going to answer me. I charge at her, this time with a real intent to harm.               
 
   “Taylor!” I hear my mom yell as I crash into Cassidy. She’s more prepared this time. She grabs my shoulders when I hit her and we tangle as I throw my entire weight into her. 
 
   “Not this time,” she hisses as we go through the air. 
 
   I reach for her neck but she slings my hand away. Somehow she manages to get the upper hand before we hit the ground. I know this simply because I hit the ground first. Something hard collides with my back or maybe my head I’m not sure because right after I make contact I black out.
 
    
 
    
 
   I find myself somewhere I’m not familiar with. I’m confused. I’m thinking about the people that just left the room. They want more from me but there’s no one left for them to find. The voice in my head isn’t mine. I’m imagining the horrors to come when they refuse to accept that I will not give them anymore. I rub my eyes with my hands, but they aren’t my hands that come to my face. I’m dreaming I’m an older woman. From the looks of the scars on the inside of my arms I’m a woman that used to have a drug problem. I chuckle, rubbing the worst of them. I look up at the camera in the corner of the room, high up safely out of my reach. 
 
   “I know you’re there,” I say out loud. 
 
   I have never had a dream that feels so unnatural like this. I can’t get over the difference in the voice that should be mine when I speak.. It’s trippy like when I inhaled Helium out of a balloon. 
 
   “Focus, I’m talking to you,” I say silently in my head. 
 
   I’m so confused. 
 
   I watch as the hand that isn’t mine uses a finger to write invisible letters on the opposite forearm, out of view from the camera. T..A..Y..L..O..R. I don’t get it. I know my name. 
 
   “I know you’re there,” she repeats. 
 
   Me, she’s talking TO me. The shock jolts me out of the dream.
 
    
 
    
 
   I open my eyes to see I’m walking away from a broken tombstone. Something is still wrong. Everything is upside down. Then, I realize I’m not moving on my own; I’m being carried. People are talking at a distance but I can’t make the words out. I willingly shut my eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
    “You can stop milking it, Taylor. They aren’t in here anymore,” someone fairly close says.               
 
   I can open my eyes easier now but my head is loudly keeping beat with my pulse. I look around for the person talking to me. It’s Miles sitting in a recliner playing on his phone. 
 
   “Where’s my mom?” 
 
   I sit up on my elbows looking around the room. I’m laying on a couch in someone’s living room. The pictures on the side table are of Miles during his youth. This must be Clairabelle’s place. 
 
   “Do you want me to go get your mommy?” He says condescendingly. 
 
   I can hear other people down the hall talking including my mom. “How did I get here?” 
 
   “I carried you.” 
 
   “But you weren’t at the cemetery.” 
 
   He puts his phone down and goes to the coffee table. “I watched you go wild on that Cassidy chick. It was like a flash back from when these two groupies got in a fight during a gig over the drummer. You see, it turns out he was talking to both of them at the same time. When they found out it was chaos. Heels, purses, whatever they had they used. Those chicks wanted blood.” 
 
   I don’t feel like reliving Miles’s glory days. He picks up a bottle and a glass of water from the coffee table. When he turns back to me I give him my best “I could care less” expression.               
 
   “Anyways, Mom freaked on me when she got off the phone and couldn’t find you. Thanks for that. She sent me to go to the café to get you. She stayed at the shop and called my cell phone that your mom had. 
 
   You weren’t at the café so I grabbed some soup since I was there.” Miles pauses to look at me smiling. “I clearly didn’t understand the magnitude of you going missing because then my mom comes storming in the place. She freaks on me again, this time for eating while I should be searching for a lost child. Did I say thanks for that? That was my go-to lunch spot and now that I’ve been publicly humiliated I can’t go back.” 
 
   “I’m not a child. ” 
 
   “That’s what I said! Your mom wasn’t answering which is why she ran to the café expecting you not to be there. After the butt chewing I was sent to the cemetery while my mom went to drive around looking for you.” He hands me the water and opens the bottle and pours out two capsules. “This will help the headache but I doubt it will fix your concussion.” 
 
   He hands me the capsules. I gulp them down. I need them to work fast because the lights from the ceiling fan are louder then Miles’s voice. I put my arm over my forehead to block the direct light lessening the intense brightness. Someone changed the dressing and bandages around my hand making them extra tight. I pull on it a bit to allow circulation to my fingers. 
 
   “I could have taken her on if I wouldn’t have blacked out. Is she here?” I can’t make out the other voices down the hall. 
 
   “Everyone is here and you didn’t just black out. You broke a big stone with your skull. You know breaking solid stone with your body and walking away isn’t normal?” He says sitting back down in the recliner. 
 
   “I didn’t walk away,” I tell him.  
 
   “You two got some major air before your head hurt that stone.” 
 
   “How long were you there?” 
 
   “Well I walked around for a while until I heard the commotion. When I got to the back you were charging Cassidy. I’m pretty sure the cops were called. If it weren’t for the security guard being so cool you probably would’ve been arrested. Take my word for it you don’t want to visit the jails here.” 
 
   “What?” The security guard didn’t get involved that I can remember but I was unconscious for part of it.
 
   “It was just a misunderstanding, both times. The cops around here enjoy scaring the hell out of first timers. You don’t have to worry though, the guard took care of it.” 
 
   “I don’t care about your experiences with the law. How did the guard come into the picture?” 
 
   “Him and your mom know each other. If you ask me I think he’s an ex-boyfriend. When he showed up I was getting you off the ground. They were hugging each other when I turned around.”               
 
   She never mentioned an old beau that she might run into while we were trying to save Dad but she wasn’t really talking about much during the drive. 
 
   “He’s a nice guy,” Miles continues, “He even gave us a ride back here.” 
 
   “He drove us here?” 
 
   He gives me an annoyed look, “I just said that.” 
 
   We’re here trying to meet one person and Mom dumps me on Miles and his mother. Then she’s chatting it up with Cassidy in the cemetery when a security guard from her past pops up and she asks for a ride home? 
 
   “Even in New Orleans, dragging an unconscious girl around in the street isn’t the norm. Don’t think I couldn’t have done it though,” he says flexing a bicep like I should be impressed. “I just didn’t want to take the chance of being sore for my gig.” 
 
   I can’t believe I missed all this. I rub my temples easing the headache. “So he shows up, saves the day, then chauffeurs everyone around?” 
 
   Miles’s cell phone starts ringing, “My mom was at the other cemetery on the other side of town when your mom called her back. I have to get this,” he answers his phone. “Hey man. No, you better tell her something because this gig was set up a month ago.” He rolls his eyes at me, “You can’t let her do this to you man!” He gets up and walks out the room.
 
    
 
    
 
   I hear a man’s voice in the mix of female voices down the hall. I quietly walk down the hall following the conversation. “I told you I didn’t actually see them, Taylor did. They had to have been waiting at Beth and Charles’s because Darrell would have known if he was being followed.”               
 
   “But what would they want with them? If they were after the boy then they’d have just taken him. Why Darrell and the other couple?” The man asks. 
 
   I recognize Cassidy’s voice, “We all know Charles used to be a Rogue. Maybe he was still working with them—” 
 
   “No,” my mom interrupts her. “He might have been a member at one time but he got out early on because he knew the measures they were taking to get control of the cities. If he was going to stay in touch with anyone it would be the family he left behind.” 
 
   “He knew what disgusting things were being done and instead of doing something he runs away,” Cassidy says dryly.
 
   The male voice chimes in, “Whom was Thomas going to meet in Dry Creek?” 
 
   “Civilian friends of his had found a girl. A Seraphim girl that was in the foster system.” 
 
   “So the old man was going to let her move in and put everyone’s lives in danger?” 
 
   Mom lets out a huff, “No, Cassidy. He was simply trying to help find her a safe permanent home. One that would encourage her abilities.” 
 
   “Sounds like I would like this Thomas fella,” Clairabelle says, sounding farther away then the rest. 
 
   “We know Thomas is a Cache but if others knew about this girl they could’ve found out about Thomas,” the man says.
 
   “They weren’t at his house, Will,” Mom says.
 
   “Someone in your group was located, Catherine. Either someone slipped up or they were told where to find you. I need to make some phone calls,” the man says.
 
   I back away from the door as someone on the other side takes a couple steps toward it and opens it.
 
   The man that walks out is the security guard I ran by in the cemetery. Looking at him, a picture of my dad and Uncle Chuck pops in my head. He was the third guy in the picture, the tall guy. The tall guy, the one I didn’t know, wearing the same uniform as my dad and Uncle Chuck. He stops just before fully opening the door with no expression of surprise seeing me there. 
 
   “Ease-dropping are we?” 
 
   “I was not. I was looking for my mom,” I reply in the most pained voice I can muster on such short notice all the while rubbing my head. 
 
   “Does your mother let you get away with such blatant lies?” 
 
   I open my mouth to answer but he stops me, “And now you’re going to lie about lying!” He turns back to the room behind him. “There’s no way she’s related to me,” he says to the room then turns around and walks past me grumbling something to himself. 
 
   I’m not too sure what just happened so I proceed toward the door. My mom is smiling when I walk in. That’s a nice change. She looks at Cassidy who is smiling too. 
 
   “It’s pretty hard to believe,” Cassidy says to my mom then upon seeing me at the door she goes straight to another open door that leads out to the balcony. 
 
   Clairabelle is sitting just outside the balcony door at a small table. There’s a stocked bar on the opposite side of the room, a long couch with a big T.V.  on the wall across from it, and some chairs. This must be the party room. Clairabelle walks in from the balcony after Cassidy walks out, shutting the door behind her and heads for the bar. I wish she would lock it too. 
 
   “Is that who I think it is?” I ask Mom about the security guard. 
 
   “That was your uncle.” 
 
   “He’s charming isn’t he?” Clairabelle says taking a glass from the bar to pour a drink. “All jokes aside he really is. You just caught him on an off day,” she adds. 
 
   “I’m sure he’s a gem.” I walk up to my mom lowering my voice, “I’m sorry I followed you. I just didn’t want what happened to Dad to happen to you and when I saw you two arguing,” I look out the door window to the balcony where Cassidy is standing facing the street. “I thought she was one of them.”  
 
   “Come here, sweetheart.” She takes my good hand with one hand and touches my cheek with the other. “They wouldn’t stand a chance if they tried to take me away from you.”
 
   Normally I would pull away when Mom was being mushy but not today. “Dad didn’t try to stop them.” 
 
   “Oh, Taylor.” She pulls me into a hug, “He was trying to protect Jake or he would have. They all would have.” 
 
   “Why would they NOT fight to protect Jake?” 
 
   The door to the balcony opens as I’m asking the question. Cassidy walks back in the room, “Because they would have killed all of them before letting even one get away.” 
 
   I don’t want to talk to her so I stay in the hug hoping she’ll just go away but she doesn’t. She takes a seat on the couch and Clairabelle hands her a drink. “Does she know anything about these people?” 
 
   Mom releases me from the hug. “I’ve told her some. She saw them take Darrell so she has a good idea how they operate.” 
 
   Down the hall somewhere my uncle calls for my mom. 
 
   “I’ll be right back.” 
 
   “And I’ll go see if Miles can get us something to eat,” Clairabelle says then stops short of the door, “Are you two alright to be alone together?” 
 
   I look at Cassidy. 
 
   “She couldn’t handle a round two,” she says taking a drink. 
 
   I roll my eyes and head to the door behind Clairabelle. 
 
   Clairabelle stops me saying, “No, you stay here. I need someone to watch you so you don’t give your mother any more trouble.” Then she leaves the room.
 
   Not knowing where to sit with Cassidy on the couch I prop up by the window staring at the street. “You know today would have turned out really bad for you if I would have been a Rogue.”               
 
   “I know. My mom would’ve been taken too.” 
 
   “No, I mean for you, not her. You would’ve been dead before you hit the ground.” 
 
   “I get it. They’re like ninjas or something.” 
 
   “More like mercenaries when it comes to opposition. The only reason you would make it out of a fight alive would be to get information from you or to recruit you.” 
 
   “So is that what they are doing to my family, recruiting them?” I ask.
 
   “No, the kid maybe, but not the rest of them. They may keep them alive to manipulate the kid but once he joins they’ll kill them if they can’t use them for anything else.” 
 
   I get angry listening to her tell me what I’ve been fearing since Mom told me who they were. 
 
   “They can’t be that bad,” I plead. “They might have changed since everyone left.” 
 
   “Everyone didn’t leave.” She slams her glass down on the side table next to her. “If they have changed it’s only for the worse. These people were taught just like the rest of us to use any gifts we have to make things better. We have stopped wars. Your mom was being trained to work with the Army General for God’s sake.” 
 
   I take a seat on the couch listening to Cassidy. She knows more about my mom’s past then I do. 
 
   “Why was she going to work for the Army?” I ask.
 
   “She is one of the best Veritatis we’ve had in decades. She was going to help them with some problems they were having with an ally country. Let’s just say they weren’t acting like allies. She had a month left of training and Mandarin courses when she left.” 
 
   “They were killing people, she told me all about it. She didn’t want to take the chance of them taking me. She was protecting her child. And it’s not like she was the only one.” 
 
   “Don’t talk to me about protecting the people you love. I know first hand what was happening to our people. My father was a council member. He was the one that first suspected that not only was there a large group of people behind the disappearances but that our youth was being targeted too. Despite not having approval from the other council members, he sent Seraphim out to investigate the recent disappearances. The first body was found because of him. It confirmed his suspicions of what Rogues were doing. The same day I was sent home with strep throat from The Southern Academy. I was going to have a week home with my family. My house was broken into that night. I was in bed when I heard my father yell at my mom to run. Unlike you, I know how to run silently. I made it to the stairs when I heard something heavy hit the ground downstairs. I ran past the stairs to my brother’s room. He must’ve been downstairs with my parents because he wasn’t in his crib. That was about the time I heard something else heavy hit the ground. You can call me heartless but I didn’t even think about going downstairs. I opened my brother’s bedroom window and climbed out.” She stops and picks up her glass taking a gulp before going on. “My dad probably saved my life that night. He could have yelled out to me that night too but he didn’t. He yelled for my mom to run even though she was in the room with him. I think he was yelling to alert me. I wasn’t suppose to be at home.” She looks me in the eye then says, “They killed my parents. The heavy thuds I was hearing while I was upstairs were their bodies hitting the ground.” 
 
   She stares in her glass, moving the glass so that the liquid swirls. Her face darkens as she watches the swirling liquid as if it’s showing her the scene she’s describing. “They had never left the bodies out in the open before. A “statement” is what they called it, because my father was the one that brought everything to light.” 
 
   “Your brother, did they kill him too?” 
 
   She takes another drink. “I ran to my neighbor’s house after I jumped out of the window. He had three sons; two were around my age. The youngest was a year older then my brother. When it was determined that they had taken my brother my neighbor left. He and his family were the first ones I saw leave Aurora,” She finishes the glass in one gulp. “Sometimes I wish they would have killed my brother too instead of taking him.” 
 
   I look from the glass to her face expecting her to be crying. The eyes that return my gaze are cold. 
 
   “You two ready for something to eat?” Clairabelle asks leaning through the door.               Cassidy sets her glass down and walks out the room past her. 
 
   “You’re not hungry?” Clairabelle asks me.
 
   “I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
   She pauses at the door. I think she wants to come in the room with me but she just looks at me, “Okay well just follow the smell of food.” 
 
   I sit on the couch thinking about what Cassidy just told me. The Rogues killed her family and could have killed her too if they were given the chance. I replay the little I saw in Jake’s front yard. Jake laying on the ground is what keeps coming to mind but I try to focus on more. There isn’t any blood visible on Jake. He is unconscious on the ground with my dad standing over him. He is mad but containing it with his fists at his sides. He looked unharmed. Aunt Beth looked like a wreck. She was alarmed, looking like she was crying. Jake’s dad was holding her like he was protecting her maybe or keeping her from Jake. I wish I had looked more at the people I didn’t know. There was Dad, standing over Jake. Jake was on the ground. Aunt Beth with Uncle Chuck standing next to two other people closest to the SUV. It had to have been Aunt Beth I heard scream first, then my dad, which made me run after them.
 
    
 
    
 
   I leave the room walking down the hall when Mom and my new uncle walk out the room next to the living room. They don’t see me at the end of the hall when they come out. 
 
   “I don’t recognize the name. Was he in the same class as me in school?” Mom asks. 
 
   Uncle Will shakes his head saying, “He was a year ahead of you.”
 
    They walk down the hall toward the living room. I open my mouth to tell them what I remember but when I see how relaxed Mom is I shut my mouth. She is the most relaxed I’ve seen her since this nightmare started. 
 
   “I might know him when I see him but I never spent much time with upper classmates, especially Dyna. Does Cass know him?”  
 
   Uncle Will’s pace slows not answering immediately. 
 
   “That’s right,” Mom says rolling her eyes. “She only talked to the top five in other classes.”  
 
   Uncle Will grins and says, “I think he was around tenth in his class if memory serves me right.” 
 
   Mom narrows her eyes. “I think that’s the closest I’ve heard you come to saying out loud what a snob she is.” 
 
   He shakes his head again at Mom. “She was never a snob but she doesn’t go out of her way to be nice to people.” 
 
   “That’s a snob… or maybe a politician. She only gets to know people she can use.” They walk in the living room. I silently follow. 
 
   “She only got to know the top in each class because her father expected her to. She got to know me and I ranked fairly average every single year.” He tells her.
 
   Mom picks up the remote in the living room and turns off the T.V. She’s still on mom-duty even at other peoples’ homes. 
 
   “You just prove that the school didn’t always get it right with placements. They never would have guessed that you would be the youngest Dean The Southern Academy has seen.”               
 
   “Only by default,” he says, “Once Dean Graves was found taking part in Rogue activity no one wanted the position. Some of the teachers went as far as to take his picture down and burn it before the school shut down. If I wasn’t the one getting all the support to build a new academy then I wouldn’t have been given the position.” 
 
   “You were the best candidate. Stop thinking so little of yourself. It sounds like you have already done more for our people than most council members did their entire term.”               “Don’t judge them too quickly. Council members have a short life expectancy these days.” 
 
   “You can tell me all about it while I eat,” Mom tells him.
 
   He lets Mom go ahead of him into the dining room. The smell of good food is strong where I’m lingering at in the living room until the coast is clear. 
 
   “You can come eat too,” Uncle Will says turning around in my direction. 
 
   He can’t see me where I am behind the corner of the living room. 
 
   I walk out from behind the corner. “How did you know I was here? I didn’t make a sound.” 
 
   “My childhood was spent being as quiet as possible. And knowing when people are around has been heightened now that I’m at the academy surrounded by sneaky teenagers. We didn’t really meet earlier. I’m William McBride, your uncle.” He extends his hand to me. 
 
   I shake it feeling awkward with how formal this feels. “I’m Taylor Jameson.” 
 
   “You look a lot like your mother. She said you’re a Veritatis.” Cassidy had called my mom a Veritatis too. 
 
   “What does that mean?” 
 
   “Veritatis are Seraphim that know when they’re being lied to.” 
 
   “That’s me then. My mom can’t do that though,” I tell him. 
 
   He looks confused for a minute then smiles. “She can tell when someone is lying just by looking at them as they say it. Most Veritatis have to hear them but not Catherine. We need to eat or we’ll hurt Clairabelle’s feelings,” he says then walks in the dining room. 
 
    
 
                 
 
   Sitting at the table with everyone eating, I can’t look my mom in the eye. She doesn’t notice because they are all talking about some Mitchell guy calling other Seraphim asking for information about the new school. 
 
   Mom never let on that she was like me, not once. I have lied so many times to her and Dad thinking I got away with it. I told my parents one time I had to stay late at a friends house to work on a project. We really went to a party Jake’s friend was having while his parents were out of town. I got home at midnight smelling like smoke from the bonfire worried they would catch me but neither of them said a word. The next morning I even told Mom how much work we got done on the project. 
 
   Yes, there were times when it was like she knew I was up to something but all of my friends talked about their parents being the same way. She always told me I was so special to have been given this gift. Despite what she told me, I never felt special. I felt weird and alone trying to not call people out as my head was blowing up with each and every lie. 
 
   “So you were just going to let me be a freak my whole life?” I blurt out.
 
   It was out of my mouth before I knew what was happening. Miles puts his cell phone down. Clairabelle looks as astonished by my outburst as my mom. Cassidy passes my uncle the rolls. 
 
   Mom swallows her food finding her voice, “What are we talking about?” 
 
   With her tone I know I’ve opened a can of worms. Can I just act like I didn’t say anything? I stare at the food on the table. 
 
   “Taylor?” she asks in a tone of insistence. She’s not going to let it go. 
 
   “If we would have never been found would you have told me that you are just like me?” 
 
   “You are my child so you are like me, not the other way around.” 
 
   I look at Uncle Will for reassurance but he’s busy checking his cell phone between bites, ignoring me. 
 
   I straighten my back in the chair. “Can you or can you not read people like I can?” 
 
   She looks at her plate and says nonchalantly, “I can.”  
 
   No apologies or explanations follow just silence other than the sound of Cassidy and Uncle Will eating. Miles looks disappointed and starts eating too. 
 
   Mom’s silence pushes my aggravation up a notch. “That’s it? Is Dad like us too? What about my new uncle, can he start fires with his farts?”               
 
   Clairabelle snaps, “You will not talk to your mother like that in this house!” I jump in my chair. She calms herself with a deep inhale then finishes with an air of stability, “You have no idea what they have been through, young lady.” 
 
   Miles’s cell phone rings. He answers with, “He called you too, didn’t he?” He looks around the table stopping at me. “Good luck,” he whispers to me. 
 
   He gets up from the table. “Yeah man can you believe he’s doing this again?” he says walking out the room. 
 
   “Tell me then,” I say to Mom. “What happened for you to not tell your daughter she isn’t the only mutant in the family?” 
 
   “When I was growing up everything we did was wrong. It was more important for me to know you felt accepted and loved. It was never my intention to keep it all from you, but I, we, wanted you to have a normal childhood. When you began exibiting your ability we only asked you not to talk about it with other people. You could always tell us anything. If you would have known your dad and I had abilities ourselves do you know how different your life would have been?”               
 
   “Much cooler and less confusing.” 
 
   Uncle Will puts his fork down, “Knowing your mother has you on every lie would be cool? How about when they want you to do something that would normally piss you off but you get excited instead because your dad wants you to feel that way?” 
 
   Mom looks at him with a thankful expression for speaking up. 
 
   “My dad can do that?” 
 
   “Answer my question,” he says.
 
   I think about it. It would have been very different growing up knowing what they could do. I would probably question my emotions any time I was with Dad if I knew he could control them. Having only the option to tell the truth would be pretty absurd too. 
 
   “I guess not.” 
 
   “I’m sorry if you ever felt like you were alone,” Mom says softly.
 
   Uncle Will looks mad. “Don’t apologize, Catherine.” 
 
   He points angrily at me, “And don’t you for one second think your mother didn’t give you anything but the best life she could.” 
 
   We haven’t known each other a full day and he’s already lecturing me. When I look back at my mom I expect to see the same stern expression but she’s not mad. She’s looking at me like she wants to give me a hug and tell me how much she loves me. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “So it doesn’t seem fishy to you that in the same week your brother-in-law is taken Mitchell pops up on the radar?” Clairabelle asks my uncle, breaking the silence in the room. 
 
   I’m playing with my food then decide to start making myself eat despite not having an appetite because my uncle looks at me like he doesn’t want to answer with me in the room. I put more food on my plate so he knows I don’t plan on going anywhere soon. I’ve learned more since he and Cassidy showed up than all of my time with Mom. 
 
   “He has a good enough reason. He’s worried about a teen he knows.” 
 
   “So he hunts down a guy he hasn’t seen for over a decade to talk about teenager problems?” 
 
   “It’s a long story but he just recently found out about him. The boy knows nothing about being Seraphim so Mitchell kept an eye on him because he was becoming a troublemaker. He didn’t get into that too much. Anyways, the person that was raising the boy winds up in the hospital so Mitchell plans on taking him in when a social worker shows up to take him.” 
 
   “They won’t keep him in the system if there’s family that wants custody,” my mom says matter-of-factly, not looking concerned. 
 
   “Mitchell may not be family necessarily and the social worker was a Seraphim, Catherine,” Uncle Will tells her. Mom’s eyebrows rise. 
 
   “What’s the chance of another Seraphim showing up in all this?” Cassidy asks. 
 
   Uncle Will closes his eyes as if he’s tired. “I plan on telling you everything I know if you two will stop interrupting me.” 
 
   He looks at them and neither of them says anything. Clairabelle picks up everyone’s plates except mine and takes them to the kitchen. 
 
   “Okay, so she shows up telling him that she’s from The Southern Academy. He asks questions and she tells him her job is to find Sera kids outside our community. He said she even had brochures of the academy and the picture looked just like the old Southern Academy.” 
 
   “But how did she find him?” Mom asks. He looks at my mom not saying a word. “Sorry,” she says as she rolls her eyes just like I do to her. 
 
   “I was getting there. She was already in the area getting a girl out of foster care. She told him she has a strong sense which is why the school chose her to locate.” 
 
   “A strong sense of what?” I ask forgetting I am suppose to be busy eating. 
 
   He doesn’t look too annoyed being interrupted by me. “All of us have one major ability, like you being a Veritatis, but we all share another ability we call the “Sense”. This ability is fairly new compared to the others because for a long time we didn’t consider it its own ability until people like me came to light whom only had that ability. 
 
   I’m a Sensaas. You’ll learn that the original Seraphim. They were said to be gifted with the four abilities we call: Veritatis, Cachelerie, Tempero, and Dynamar. For a time Seraphim believed they were the only ones that had Seraphim children. I don’t know exactly when or who but Seraphim began popping up outside, in the world beyond our cities.” He stops to give Cassidy and Mom a chance to add something but they remain silent. “The more time you spend among us you will notice your Sense ability, if you haven’t already. The best way I describe it to students is that it’s like meeting family. You don’t recognize their faces nor do you necessarily look like them but you know inside that you’re family. 
 
   That is what this woman used to find the girl when she ran into Mitchell. The Southern Academy has taken in students found on the outside, but I know this woman isn’t with my school because we’re small, and I know every Seraphim on the payroll. When he told me her name I knew his fears were well placed.” 
 
   Cassidy shoves her chair back and stands up clearly frustrated. “You know who she is? Why the hell wasn’t that the first thing out your mouth? You should’ve sent people after her already.” 
 
   Uncle Will calmly stands up with her and says, “Can you let me finish?” He keeps talking so she can’t get a word in, “He believed that we had rebuilt The Southern Academy and the rogues were no longer the threat they once were. He wanted this boy to have the same level of education he did. He was convinced she was telling the truth until he started questioning some things due to how she treated him before they left. The people he called trying to get in touch with the head of the school didn’t take him seriously until he told them it was Lia Heincliff who took them.” 
 
   Cassidy sits back down in her chair with a thud, “Heincliff, Council member Heincliff that son of ..” She looks at me and stops before the good part. 
 
   Mom shifts uncomfortably in her chair, “He only had a son. Unless she’s his daughter-in-law.” She looks at Cassidy, “What happened to him? I thought he was one of the good guys.”                              
 
   Cassidy shakes her head saying, “Once my family was murdered the council closed ranks, stopped being so open about what they knew. The remaining members thought my family was the beginning of a bigger plot to stop the council from finding out who was involved in the murders. They didn’t replace my father on the council. They worried it would just put a target on someone else’s head. Three of them with children went into hiding with their families. They didn’t stop working though. That was probably their mistake because two of the three in hiding were killed.                             
 
   The updates that were being sent from those two members stopped but no one knew they were dead until the third came back to the city. Four men had broken into Lynn Angelo’s house one night, killed her husband, took her seven year old daughter, and would have killed her if she wouldn’t have gotten away. 
 
   Only Heincliff knew where all three had been staying. He took off before Lynn and the remaining council could confront him. They sent a group of Dyna after him but they were too late. He’d committed suicide, the coward. His family maintained his innocence but they were treated like pariahs after that. They didn’t abandon ship but they did move from the center of city to the outskirts. Mrs. Heincliff has even asked me of all people, if the rumors about the Southern Academy being rebuilt were true.  She said, if it was that her son would make a great Sensaas instructor. She wouldn’t stop talking about how she owed her sanity to him for keeping her strong through such a dark time.” Cassidy’s hard look turns to a smile. Looking at my uncle she says, “She must not know she has a daughter-in-law because she told me he was single and that maybe having a younger man in my life would help me… heal too. He’s keeping a big secret if he hasn’t told his own mother that he’s married.” 
 
   “Or,” Mom says, “she thinks you’re an idiot.” 
 
   “You should have taken her up on the offer. He could be a great guy,” my uncle replies standing up, taking my plate that I haven’t touched since Cassidy started talking, and goes to the kitchen. 
 
   Cassidy follows him out, “A great married guy from the sound of it. For all I know the guy’s father could have helped get mine killed.” 
 
   With Mom and I alone in the dining room she begins to say something. I have a second to decide if I should stay and listen to her lecture me about snapping at her or keep listening to the woman that gave me a concussion. 
 
   “I’m going to see if they need any help with the dishes,” I say leaving her alone without a second thought.
 
   I’d rather listen to anyone else but her right now. If I can just stay close to Cassidy and Uncle Will I might find out more about this Seraphim world I’ve been kept from.
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days pass with me avoiding my mom and following Cassidy around like a shadow. Mom keeps asking about my hand and head but I just give short answers about not needing her help while I deal with the aching in my hand. 
 
   I can tell Cassidy’s starting to warm up to me because she’s only yelled at me twice for stalking her. My uncle spends most of his time catching Mom up on what she’s missed and conference calls with the school. On the third day I’m woken up to the sight of my mom sitting next to me. She is staring at me. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I ask, wiping the drool from my cheek. 
 
   “Nothing is wrong. We’ve made the decision on who will go meet Mitchell to check the town out.” 
 
   If it was going to be anyone else but her she wouldn’t be sitting here looking at me like it’s the first time she’s seen my face. 
 
   “Not you. Cassidy’s a much better choice for getting answers. Why can’t she go?” 
 
   “She’s a Cache Taylor. I’m the best Itatis we have. She’s not equipped to question Mitchell and know if he’s telling the truth or not.” 
 
   Her first sentence lost me. “What’s a Cache again?” 
 
   “An invisible, the same as Mr. Thomas, he was the one that kept us safe for so long.” 
 
   “And if this dude is lying about the whole thing just to get information, or you, what is there to stop him? You need someone with you. I can go. I could be your sniper. All you would have to do is say, ‘Great hair’, or scratch your nose and I will take him out.” 
 
   She rubs her temple, “I had hoped you learned from the last time you tried to be my backup.” 
 
   “I’ll do better this time I promise.” I see the bag by her feet next to the bed. “Are you leaving today?” 
 
   “The sooner I get there the sooner I can come back.” 
 
   “You don’t have to leave. Why don’t you just call him and ask all your questions over the phone?” 
 
   “He’s in Dry Creek. Do you remember where Thomas told us he was going?” 
 
   I think for a minute. “Dry Creek, but that should make you even more suspicious.”               
 
   “I’m going to look for Thomas too. Will needs as many Cache as he can get for the academy if there are rogues going after kids again.” 
 
   “So you just expect me to stay here and wait and see if you ever come back?” 
 
   “No, you’re going with Will and Cassidy. They are leaving for the academy today and they offered to take you. You can be trained properly at Will’s school.” 
 
   I’d be a transfer student at a school of mutants. I’ll pass. I get up and begin digging for an outfit from the pile of clothes on the floor, “I don’t need to go to school. I need to make sure you aren’t taken too. We can get Dad back.” 
 
   She stops me from changing out of my pajamas and hugs me. “I love you so much.” She kisses both of my cheeks. “I’ll be at the academy with you so soon you won’t even realize I was gone.” She grabs her bag and heads for the door. 
 
   “No! Don’t you dare leave me!”
 
    
 
    
 
   I yelled, cried, and begged for Mom to take me with her. When I watch her leave distraught and mad at me for acting like a child, I pick up a potted plant next to Clairabelle’s door and throw it against the wall. It shatters when it hits the bricks. Uncle Will makes me go inside, pack my bags, and apologize to Clairabelle for “defacing” the entrance to the spa. I hate myself by the time I make it through the back of the spa and up the flight of stairs to Clairabelle’s home above Spa New Orleans. 
 
   I was too worn out from trying to talk Mom out of going that I told Clairabelle exactly what I did. I had no excuses, only remorse. She helped me pack which I took to mean she was ready for me to leave, but when she hugged me bye she cried. 
 
   Cassidy pulls up in a blue sedan shortly after Clairabelle and I walk outside and pops open the trunk. I toss the big bags in the trunk and put my small duffle in the back seat as Uncle Will walks out. He’s got a trash bag, broom, and dustpan. 
 
   “Don’t think you get out of cleaning your mess.” He sets it all down by the wall and goes back inside. I sweep the bits of the pot and dirt up thinking about how proud Mom would be with me doing something resembling a chore without complaining. They’re done loading the car and saying goodbye to Clairabelle when I dump the trash bag. 
 
   “Sorry again about your plant.” 
 
   “It’s okay but throwing a fit won’t get you very far and it doesn’t look good on a young lady.” 
 
   “Acting like that won’t last long where we’re going,” Cassidy says getting in the drivers seat of the sedan. 
 
   Miles comes running down the street to us, “Here.” He pushes a CD case at me.               “What’s this?” 
 
   “It’s my band. Well it was recorded with our old drummer. He wasn’t too bad but we’ve really grown without him.” 
 
   Clairabelle blows her nose behind him, “They need to go, Miles.” 
 
   “Cool, so, have a safe trip.” He takes a step back to join his mom. 
 
   “Thanks. I uh, didn’t know you were getting me anything.” 
 
   “Don’t trip, I have three boxes full of them in the back of my car.” 
 
   Cassidy honks the horn. 
 
   “See ya,” I say getting in the back seat. I watch them wave bye until a crowd of tourists block my view. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Being stuck in a car with my uncle and Cassidy is as much fun as being stuck in a car with Mom after the kidnappings. I don’t have anything to listen to Miles’s band disk so I listen to my MP3 player until it’s dead. Cassidy has already made it clear that she won’t be making any stops until we get to the town we are staying the night in. 
 
   I dig in my bag and find the wrapped birthday presents. They didn’t even get to see me open them. The presents sit on my lap as I dig around to see if…yup, I still have a gun in the bottom. 
 
   “Hey are we going to have to fly or will we be driving the whole way there?”
 
   “Driving, getting to the hotel is the longest part,” Uncle Will says lowering his newspaper and looking over his shoulder. “You doing okay?” 
 
   “Yup.” 
 
   If we don’t have to go through security of some kind we’ll be fine. All though, if we did, I could just put it in Cassidy’s bag and watch the cops take her away. That would be good pay back for the knot she gave me on the back of my head that’s finally going away.
 
   I focus on the presents on my lap. I open the smallest book-shaped present. Cassidy and Uncle Will both look back at the sound of tearing paper. 
 
   “Have y’all not seen a present before?” I grumble.
 
   My guess is confirmed when I turn over a small book. “The Happiness Inside.” By Janey L. Cox. It was a self-help book about being happy and finding an inner peace. 
 
   “Were my parents high?” Oops, I said that out loud. 
 
   Uncle Will says matter-of-factly, “That kind of lifestyle isn’t condoned among Seraphim whose life goal is to improve the world around them. Your parents are no different.”               
 
   “They weren’t dealing with a teenage daughter when they lived in Aurora,” Cassidy says under her breath. 
 
   I stick the other presents back in the bag. I flip through the pages seeing chapters about health, breathing techniques, and positive surroundings until I toss it back in the bag with everything else. 
 
    
 
    
 
   At the hotel they tell me the great news that I’ll be sharing a room with Cassidy. I was dreading it, but she spent her time in the adjoining room my uncle was in. I could hear them on the phone with people from the school discussing the secret niece becoming a new student until I fall asleep. The next morning breakfast is delivered to our room but Uncle Will doesn’t join us. Cassidy tells me he was getting some things before we left.  
 
   He still isn’t back when we load our bags in the car. 
 
   “Should we be worried?” 
 
   Cassidy looks at her watch, “No, he still has ten minutes. Get in the car. I have to check us out of the room.” 
 
   I climb in the backseat and look around the empty parking lot. 
 
   What if something happened to him while he was out? I’m not sure what time Cassidy came to our room last night either. Goosebumps break out across my arms. She could have done something to him and I wouldn’t know. She’s already demonstrated that it wouldn’t be too hard to win a fight against me. 
 
   I open my bag next to me and feel for my gun. I can’t find it so I dig around. When I find it in the bottom corner of my bag the car door opens, and Uncle Will leans in. 
 
   He holds out a bag to me and I slowly reach out taking it from him. Looks like I don’t have to kill Cassidy today. 
 
   “It’s a late birthday present,” he says. 
 
   He gets in the passenger seat and Cassidy hops in the drivers seat. She looks over her shoulder at the bag in my hand and asks, “What you got there?” 
 
   In the bag is a CD player. I take it out and show Cassidy. It’s so unexpected and sweet I’m almost speechless. 
 
   “Thanks, Uncle Will.”
 
   “Don’t let her fool you,” he tells me. “She was the one that gave me the idea. I just hope the music isn’t as wild as Miles’s hair.” 
 
   “I’ll let you know,” I laugh.
 
   Normally listening to a song of deep soulful jazz I would’ve called it lame, cut it off, and never picked it up again. Not today. This scary, weird, eye-opening week has sucked my good taste in music out of me. 
 
   The list of songs on the back of the case shows that there are two parts to the disc, with five songs in each part. Part one: Business in the front. Part two: Party in the back. By the third song of deep crooning jazz I skip to number six interested to see what party in the back means to a bunch of jazzy hippies. I’m thinking they toss in an extra sax or trumpet to make it even jazzier. 
 
   The song starts out slow and I lay my head back on the headrest. Then something unexpected happens. An electric guitar begins playing. It pumps up the tempo until it explodes into a crazy late eighties style rock. I flip back a couple of tracks to the jazz and listen a minute before switching it back to part two. I’m definitely a part two kind of girl. 
 
   Nausea sets in two songs later. The ride in the back seat finally gets to me. I must be getting better at car rides because normally if I don’t take something for motion sickness it would strike in less than thirty minutes and I didn’t have to take anything yesterday. 
 
   “I’m feeling a little sick back here. Can I move to front?” 
 
   Cassidy looks at my uncle who is opening a bag. 
 
   “You’ll be just fine. Your mom warned me before she left and gave me these.” He hands me two small pills. It’s what Mom gives me before any long road trips to prevent motion sickness. 
 
   I take both of them but only stick one in my mouth. I know taking two will mean a long nap and I don’t want to be that out of it. I put the other pill in my pocket. I’m awake long enough to see us pass Fort Polk before I’m out.
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake some time later hearing my uncle telling Cassidy to slow down before we get to Florien. I feel the car pull to the side and we come to a stop. Cassidy gets out, telling him he might as well drive; she’ll be less inclined to kill him if he’s the the one behind the wheel. He obliges. 
 
   I try to fight the drowsiness by looking out the window. We pass a Florien High School sign with an arrow directing you to turn left. We take a right onto another bumpy road. It seems to be the only kind of road they make in Louisiana. It gets quiet in the car once we’re on the road and I’m rocked back to sleep.
 
   “Taylor. Hey, you want something to drink?” Cassidy’s voice wakes me up.
 
   “Sure I’ll take a water,” I say, sitting up. 
 
   We are stopped at a run-down convenience store. 
 
   “Two waters, driver,” Cassidy commands. 
 
   “I would’ve gotten her one. Why don’t you let her sleep?” Uncle Will asks.
 
   She opens the visor looking at herself in the tiny mirror, “That noise she was making was driving me crazy.” 
 
   “She was breathing, Cass.” He gets out the car and goes inside. 
 
   She looks at me using the mirror. “If you need the bathroom now’s the time to go.” 
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   I straighten up looking around but there are only highway signs on the road and the numbers don’t mean a thing to me. I put my headphones on and pick up listening to Miles’s music where I left off.
 
   When I start over on part two I can tell we’re getting close just by how Uncle Will’s face looks calmer. We get on and off the highway, drive over some hills, and take a dirt driveway to what looks like would lead to an estate farm. My dad had told me years ago that a way to tell a true farmer from a hobby farmer is the size of their barn. As we drive passed cornfields on either side of the driveway, a welcoming, old, two-story house appears, complete with a barn in the back of the property. The barn is behind the house but it is twice the size of the house so it’s the first thing I notice. 
 
   This is the home of a true farmer. The house seems to be on a hill that drops off passed the barn and I can’t see but there’s probably more corn behind it. 
 
   “There’s no chance anyone would think this was a school,” I say. 
 
   Cassidy rolls down her window, “The Southern Academy is not a run down farm house.” 
 
   I push the back of her seat with my knee. We pass the house driving for the barn. It has rusted trailers and random equipment outside of it littering the sides with tall grass that’s grown up around a lot of the junk. Most of it looks like it hasn’t been touched in a long time. 
 
   We stop in front of the barn and Uncle Will gets out to open the barn doors. Cassidy moves to the drivers seat. 
 
   “So do we get inside the barn and it transports us to an alternate dimension?” 
 
   She closes the door with unnecessary force then puts the car in drive. “You should just close your eyes until we get there. I would hate for this to not live up to your expectations.”               
 
   “I was kidding.” 
 
   Uncle Will motions for her to drive in. A man on a 4-wheeler pulls up beside him. 
 
   “Stay here,” Cassidy says, getting out. 
 
   The man on the 4-wheeler watches Cassidy walk up suspiciously. They start talking and the man keeps looking at me. He has a purple scar coming out of his side burn stopping half way down his neck. They seem to come to an agreement. Uncle Will and Cassidy climb back in the car and we drive through the barn. 
 
   “What was that about?” I ask after they’ve closed their doors.
 
   As we pull away the man with the scar closes the doors behind us. “Newcomers have to go through the farm house first before being allowed into The Southern Academy. Cass and I need to get back so we don’t have time for them to question you.” Them? “I already know you’re my niece so you just got out of having to deal with our first line of defense.”               “That’s good because he looked like a nightmare.” 
 
   Cassidy makes a small, muffled noise. Uncle Will looks at her a moment with no apparent amusement on his face then continues driving in.
 
   We stop at the end of the barn and Cassidy gets out this time. 
 
   “He’s actually one of the easier ones to deal with at the house,” Uncle Will tells me.
 
   I watch Cassidy walk to the back wall of the barn wondering what she’s looking for because all that’s there is the barn wall. There are tools and farm equipment hanging on nails on the wall on either side but she doesn’t go to any of them. She reaches behind a post that looks like it’s part of the wall and pushes.
 
   Doors hidden in the weave of the wooden architecture suddenly open. With Cassidy in the car we drive out the back of the barn. I look behind us and I don’t see anyone else in the barn so the doors must close  automatically. I face forward to see we’re driving down a steep hill. From the front of the barn the sharp drop is unnoticeable but we level out soon. The flat fields and cows are gone now. Trees, underbrush, and tire ruts are the only things surroundings us.               
 
   Finally, a ninety-degree turn brings us to the academy. I don’t have to ask this time. 
 
                 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   5 
 
   T. Southern Academy
 
    
 
   I plop my backpack on the chair beside the secretary’s desk and say in a noticeably forced calm tone, “But I’m his niece. I need to see him." 
 
   The woman behind the desk lowers her chin and levels her gaze on me. “You could be the President of the United States and I still wouldn't let you in to see him right now." 
 
   This woman is impossible. I’m standing in front of Uncle Will's secretary's desk having a staring contest. She doesn’t falter in her resolve. I break eye contact first, admitting defeat silently. 
 
   I take a seat in the chair directly across from her desk thinking eventually my uncle will come out of his office and I’ll get to talk to him. I pick at the scab on my hand as I practice what I’ll say to him in my head. Hey, sooo do you expect me to not ever talk to my mom or what? or Sup, nice to see you again. I was beginning to forget what you looked like. Since you’re here, can you get my mom on the phone so I can make sure she’s, you know, alive? 
 
   Thirty minutes later my lunch is over and I'm forced to leave so that I won’t be tardy for class.
 
   I return that evening hoping she’s gone, but like a bad pimple, she’s there for anyone and everyone to see that she’s unmoving. 
 
   "He's in a meeting,” she says before I make it to her desk. 
 
   I am prepared for this. In my sweet voice I ask, “May I leave him a note, please?" 
 
   She holds her hand out in total disinterest and I give her my prewritten note that I've already folded and stapled shut. She eyes the stapled paper and tosses it on a small stack of letters on the corner of her desk. 
 
   "I'll see to it that he gets it." 
 
   "Thanks."
 
   On my way out of the faculty offices I run into Cassidy. 
 
   "Hey!" I call out, way too enthusiastically. 
 
   She looks behind her as if there is no way I was talking to her like that. She has a thick book in her arms with an even thicker binder on top. The bag that's over her shoulder looks weighed down pretty good too. Her face tightens when she acknowledges me.
 
                 "What?" she asks, continuing on her way out of the offices. 
 
   I turn with her and hold the door open for her." I wanted to know when I could talk to my mom. It's been a while and Uncle Will's busy every time I try to see him." 
 
                 "Right now is not a good time for me to worry with you needing to update your mom on your current crush. We all have a lot on our plates, including Catherine so just take my word for it, she's fine and she knows you’re doing good." 
 
                 "All I'm asking for is five minutes,” I whine, with my voice raising an octave. 
 
                 Cassidy halts and turns to me, "The answer is no. Two teachers are out today with a stomach virus and I have to fill in for them, so be on your way so that I can be on mine." 
 
                 I reluctantly walk away. She has such a way of making me want to hurt her. I should have tripped her instead of holding the door open for her. She’s heartless as far as I'm concerned.
 
                 When first period rolls around the next day I’ve decided to give it a little more time before forcing my way into Uncle Will's office and demanding to talk to my mom. When the bell rings ending first period, I meet Ashley at her locker so we can walk to our next classes together.
 
                 The school is made up of buildings that make a big, connected square with a courtyard in the middle. Each building has a designated number, one through four. Each of them is three-stories high. Ground level there are walkways between two and three, and three and four going to the gym, cafeteria, and track and field. 
 
                 It was on my second day that I managed to get turned around going from first to second period. Ashley was the one I ultimately stopped to ask for help. She was nice and didn't roll her eyes when she looked at my schedule to explain that I needed to be on the first floor, not second. I apologized for my stupidity and she said, "No biggie, we can walk together. My class is across the hall from yours." 
 
                 As it turned out she and I shared the same lunch period, physical ed., and fourth period. We became friends even after her admission to being Cassidy's cousin. 
 
                 "It's cool,” she insisted as I looked at her horrified. 
 
                 Before she shared this tidbit of info I had already confessed my deep dislike for Cassidy. "You could have told me sooner." 
 
                 "It's not like her and I talk much or that I would tell her how you feel. As you can tell I don't walk around bragging about my big cousin because I know most people share your disdain for her. She’s not the warmest person to be around." 
 
                 "My uncle doesn't seem to mind,” I say dryly. 
 
                 Ashley bounces her eyebrows at me, "Your uncle is the man in charge and hot. I would die my hair and change my name if it would give me a chance with someone good looking like him." She wiggles her eyebrows some more. 
 
                 I stare at her a second trying to decide if I should gag or not. “You're disgusting." 
 
    
 
    
 
                 On our way to second period we discuss my decision to wait on raising hell. Ashley agrees, "You left him a message. He'll find you." 
 
                 "I hope so."
 
                 Second period, English does not disappoint. The class is  going over American Literature. For the past week we’ve been discussing a novel I've already read. That means I get to faze out, knowing if I get called on I stand a good chance of getting the question right. The windows in this classroom overlook the courtyard in the middle of the four buildings. I try not to stare out of them too much because I get called on more when I do, but today there’re people to watch outside.
 
                  Four guys are walking around the courtyard, one pair followed by the next. The two in front are super cute. One has short brown hair and the other has longer, curly hair. They don't look related by any stretch but they are all around the same height and pretty muscular, obviously Dynamar. I skim over the one with short brown hair a second time observing how he pulls off the serious, no nonsense expression with such an easy stride. 
 
                 The two behind them aren't as buff but clearly also Dynamar. One has small, rectangular glasses on. He looks to be the oldest. The other has no hair on his head besides his eyebrows. 
 
                 A teacher sashays past them. The curly haired guy in the front of the group turns to watch her walk past. She goes into building four. When the door closes behind her he makes a comment. The guy beside him gives him a look letting him know he didn’t appreciate what was said. He pushes Mr. Curly Hair playfully away from him. The guy with glasses however, looks irate by what was said and the entire group stops as he chews out Mr. Curly Hair. The bald one takes a step back and leans against the brick wall closest to him. He watches while the one in glasses raises his finger motioning strongly at where the teacher just was to Mr. Curly Hair. The bald guy looks around, past the group and catches me staring at them. My head snaps down to act like I'm taking notes. I silently say, nothing to see here. I look up to the front of class like what the teacher’s talking about enthralls me. 
 
                 When I look out the window again the bald guy is paying attention to the discussion going on in front of him. The cute, brown haired guy is talking now. The one in glasses is purposefully unclenching his fists but is keeping his eye on Mr. Curly Hair. 
 
                 I keep looking back at the one with brown hair. He has something about him that makes me not want to look away. When they start walking again I notice he moves differently than the others. His shoulders are square as he walks. He holds his head up looking straight ahead. He has a more confident stride, like he knows he can handle what ever comes at him. Something happens to make Mr. Curly Hair turn his head and I see two girls my age walking out of the building I'm in, heading for the one across the courtyard. He smiles at one of them and she puts her hand up to her face and whispers something to the girl next to her. Mr. Curly Hair catches the glare coming from the guy in glasses behind him and turns back around, grinning. They leave the courtyard, taking the walkway between buildings three and four.
 
    
 
    
 
                 "I don't know who you're talking about,” Ashley tells me in frustration that night in my room. 
 
                 Ashley had spent the afternoon trying to identify the guys from my description. 
 
                 "I just saw them today. You wouldn’t forget students this cute. They couldn't be younger than us." 
 
                 Ashley shrugs her shoulders saying, "I don't know what to tell you. I know every hot guy in the school and none match your descriptions.” 
 
                 I know she's not lying because one, my lie detector isn't going off and two, because she has pointed out every decent looking male student to me that we've come across. She knows their names, abilities, and just about all of their family histories. With how hard she has tried to find me a boyfriend since we became friends, I like to joke with her about having the makings of a future matchmaker. 
 
                 She lies on her stomach across my bed and partially on top of me. She caresses my cheek and makes an exaggerated pouty face saying, “Don't worry, you’re bound to run into your dreamboat again." 
 
                 I back away from her hand. “What are you talking about?” 
 
                 She takes her hand back. “Don’t even. You were all but drooling when you talked about the tall, brown haired dream machine.” 
 
                 I giggle, she giggles, and then I describe the two cute ones to her all over again.
 
    
 
    
 
                 By the end of the week my frustration has reached a new all-time high from not hearing anything from Uncle Will and not seeing any of the four guys from the courtyard that I’ve been desperately hoping I’d run into. I've decided that I've given Uncle Will plenty of time to come to me, and after some convincing I drag Ashley with me to his office. 
 
                 "I am here to see my uncle,” I announce to his secretary whose cheerful expression morphs into something resembling dread when she sees me. 
 
                 "He's not here. Try back Monday." 
 
                 "You're lying,” I snap back. 
 
                 The secretary glares at me. "Excuse me, young lady." 
 
                 "Taylor,” Ashley hisses behind me warningly. 
 
                 I ignore Ashley and proceed to lean over the desk towards the secretary. I stare at her trying to see why she's lying. 
 
                 Small pieces float to the surface: She was told to keep people away. He had something important, he doesn't want any distractions. 
 
                 "I'm his niece, not a distraction.” 
 
                 "That is enough!" She yells and slams the folder in her hand down on her desk. She jumps out of her chair and briskly walks around her desk grabbing my arm. "You will not talk to me like that." 
 
                 With a firm grip on my arm she turns me and steers me away from her desk. Ashley follows as I'm ejected from building one’s offices. 
 
                 "I had better not see your face until you have learned how to be respectful." 
 
                 "But you.." I start but she shuts the door in my face. "..are lying."
 
                 Ashley’s eyes are saucers. “Are you trying to get detention, because I am not going down with you?" Ashley says in a high-pitched voice. She adjusts her shirt as if she was the one that was involved in the altercation. 
 
                 "She lied to my face. What was I suppose to do?" 
 
                 "Umm, not flip out and get us in trouble." 
 
                 "He told her no distractions. There's no way he meant me. I am not a distraction."               She throws her hands in the air, “What are you talking about? She didn't say any of that." 
 
                 I stay silent, thinking while Ashley looks at me, confused. 
 
                 I take a deep breath. “She didn't have too. I looked past her stupid lie." 
 
                 Ashley's confusion deepens with the wrinkles between her eyes, "Looked past?"
 
                 I give her a quick run-down of what my ability has become. I tell her about the people from the gas station. How I knew what was going on without them saying anything. 
 
                 "That's not normal, Taylor." 
 
                 An older girl that has three nose piercings and one in her cheek walks past us. We slow our stride so that she passes us quickly without hearing what we’re discussing.
 
                 I watch her walk around us then turn to Ashley. “Is there normal here?" 
 
                 "Yes,” she says matter-of-factly. "Dynamar, Sensaas, Veritatis, Tempero or Cachelerie, take your pick, but what you are talking about is something else. What does Mr. McBride say about your… something extra?" 
 
                 "He hasn't said anything.” Come to think of it, “I don't think he knows." 
 
                 "If you can really do all that you just told me then I would tell him if I were you. That is if you ever get in to see him,” she smirks. 
 
                 We wind the corner to Ashley's next class. My chest feels like it’s being squeezed. “You aren't going to tell people, are you?" I ask. I don’t want to be seen as the girl that doesn’t fit in. I’ve spent my life keeping my ability secret. Being seen as a regular student while using my ability openly is not something I could do before; I don’t want to lose it. 
 
                 She stops just outside the door. "No, I wouldn't even know what to tell. If you won’t talk about whatever this is, neither will I.” 
 
                 "Yeah, thanks." Relief washes over me. 
 
                 “Hey, did I ask you yet if you’re going to Guest Night tonight?” 
 
                 “I don’t know. What do they talk about exactly?” I’ve seen the flyers posted around school for the monthly event. Guest Night is where someone who’s normally not part of the school comes in and gives a speech. It’s held in the gymnasium so there is enough room for anyone who wants to attend. 
 
                 “We never know. It’s a toss up between motivational speeches and randoms telling us their autobiographies. Once, the speaker had to back out the day of so an English teacher did a comedy skit making fun of coworkers and the bad cafeteria food. It was awesome.” 
 
                 “I’ll have to think about it.” 
 
                 Ashley walks into her class, “K, see ya later." 
 
    
 
    
 
                 At the end of the day Ashley takes a detour from our normal path to the dorms.               “Where are you going?” I ask her. 
 
                 “By the front office to see who the speaker is going to be tonight.”  
 
                 “I’ll meet up with you later then.” 
 
                 By the time Ashley makes it to my room I’ve already changed into a tee-shirt and pajama pants. I have pink fingernail polish out that I found in one of the pockets of my bag. I’m putting on a second coat when she pokes her head around the door. She steps inside the door when she sees me lounging on my bed. 
 
                 “You’re not coming?” She pouts. 
 
                 “Neh, not this time. Painting my nails and listening to music sounds better. Want to join?” I ask waving the tiny fingernail polish brush enticingly at her. 
 
                 She crosses her arms unfazed. “No one listens to Jazz music anymore.” 
 
                 “You don’t know what you’re missing.” 
 
                 “Whatever,” she tells me as she walks out, shutting the door behind herself.
 
                 When my nails are done drying I listening to my favorite songs on Miles’s CD. I pop my ear buds out after the second song ends. I slide my shoes on and tour the hall of the girls’ dorm. None of the girls I would normally stop and chat with are in their rooms. I find myself back in my room bored staring at the pile of clothes on the floor that I need to wash. 
 
                 I could try to sleep but chances are it won’t be restful. I continue to be invaded when I sleep by the same mysterious woman. She hasn’t said anything to me since New Orleans. Now, when she’s in my head it’s like she’s looking for something. I grab the khakis off the top of the pile that I wore to class today. I change out of the pajama pants and put on the khakis. I place the pajamas on my bed. “I’ll be back for you soon,” I tell my PJs. 
 
                 I stop at the mirror that hangs on my closet door before heading out. My oversized shirt has, “No Sleep Till Brooklyn!” written on the front. I hear the Beastie Boys every time I look at it. “Don’t worry,” I say petting the bottom of the shirt. “I’m keeping you on.”
 
                 There is only standing room left in the auditorium when I make it inside. I stand in the back looking around for Ashley.
 
                 The speaker is an old man. He has a scar running up his neck to the left side of his cheek. He is also badly balding. 
 
                 “When all of it had sunk in, all I had lost, it did not break me. This,” he holds up his arm. It’s missing the hand. There is a low gasp throughout the audience. “was the price I paid. And I would do it again even if it would’ve been my life that I lost. Even if I wasn’t a Seraphim, to sacrifice for something you believe in, something bigger then yourself will not be a sacrifice.”
 
                 I stop listening when one of the guys I saw in the courtyard from the other day catches my eye. It’s the one with glasses. He’s walking around the side of the audience talking with another gentleman. They turn the corner heading my way. I glance around searching for the other three, or really just the one with short brown hair. They stop a bit short of me to watch the speaker. After a moment the one with glasses continues their conversation, “I don’t think it’s wise to let them with everything that is happening right now.” 
 
                 “It’s not your call,” the other gentleman says. “Weston put the request in and I’ve given the okay.” 
 
                 They start walking again right for me. There are so many people standing in the back they don’t have much room to get to the exit. The guy with glasses doesn’t acknowledge me as he squeezes past me. The gentleman with him whispers, “Excuse us,” as he walks in front of me, momentarily blocking my view of the speaker. 
 
                 “I only wanted to give you my opinion,” Glasses says. 
 
                 “My decision is final.” 
 
                 Watching them as they leave out a door to my right I catch Ashley’s profile in the audience. She’s sitting half way up on the right side talking to someone on the other side of her. She leans forward and I see the flash of Cassidy’s face before Ashley sits back again. 
 
                 Once the speaker is finished my uncle joins him on stage to thank him. He then tells us that the next speaker night is postponed until further notice. He and the speaker leave the stage and the auditorium out the left, front exit. 
 
   I think about running after him but everyone else is out of their seats heading for the exits.
 
   I meet up with Ashley and Cassidy as they make it out of the auditorium. Ashley seems a little sheepish when I join them.
 
                 “Ashley has told me your having a tough time,” Cassidy tells me. 
 
                 I look at Ashley. “I don’t know what she told you.” 
 
                 Cassidy raises her hand to stop me. “She thinks it probably stems from your lack of communication with your mother.” 
 
                 Does she not remember talking to me about this already? “I told you I’ve been wanting to call my mom.” 
 
                 She lets out a loud exhale in annoyance with me, “I was going to offer just that.” She pauses. 
 
                 I stare at her hoping my mouth didn’t ruin the offer. She looks satisfied. “I am going to free up some time. I’ll let you know when you can come by my office,” she says walking away to join the remaining faculty that are ensuring that students are returning to their dorms.
 
                 “I’m having a tough time, am I?” I sarcastically ask Ashley on our trip back to the dorms. 
 
                 “We ran into each other on the way to the auditorium. Being the good friend that I am I couldn’t pass up the chance to help. It’s not like you were getting any closer to talking to your uncle.” 
 
   “Why would she care how I’m doing?” I ask. She shrugs. 
 
    
 
   At my room, I invite her to hang out. She keeps walking. “Not tonight.” 
 
   “Alright, thanks for talking to Cass for me.” 
 
                 “What are friends for?” She replies on her way into her dorm.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Two days go by without hearing from Cassidy. Ashley hasn’t seen her around either. When Ashley and I come out of the cafeteria three of the guys I’ve been telling Ashley about are in the courtyard. The cute one with short brown hair who somehow reminds me of my dad is one of them. 
 
                 The curly haired guy goes up to a group of the girls that are standing out from the rest of the students. My guy watches him for a minute then calls for him. When the guy looks back at him my guy is shaking his head at him, and motions for him to rejoin them. My dad isn’t the kind to constantly boss people around so that can’t be what reminds me of him.               
 
   “Who are you staring at?” Ashley asks me. 
 
                 “Them,” I say nodding my head in their direction. “They’re the ones I was telling you about. Do you know them?” 
 
                 Ashley looks over each of them without fear of being caught staring. “No, they aren’t students. They’re like the extra security or something. You weren’t lying. They’re hot.” She doesn’t stop looking over each of them. 
 
                 “And you said I was drooling.”               
 
                 Cassidy emerges from the side door, farther down the building by the guys. She looks mad. My guy’s back straightens when he sees her walking up. She’s not going to get away without talking to me. I walk toward her as she’s starts in on the guy talking to the girls. 
 
                 “I know you aren’t related to any of them, are you?” She asks harshly.
 
                 He looks down at her trying to still look cool in front of the girls. I don’t know him but its clear Cassidy is the top dog even with him being much larger in stature. 
 
                 “No ma’am. I was making sure they haven’t come across any suspicious activity.”               Cassidy turns to my guy and calls out across the space between her and the other two guys, “Do I look like an idiot, Dillon?” 
 
                 His name is Dillon. He glances at the guy by the girls. His eyes say, Thanks a lot. Dillon turns back to Cassidy. “No, of course not. It won’t happen again.” 
 
                 “You aren’t with him all the time so don’t make promises you can’t keep.” She moves back to the curly haired guy that has lost some of his vigor. “As for you,” she points her finger at him. “If you try to flirt with CHILDREN,” pointing at the girls who look on with a mixture of horror and amusement, “again you’ll be moved to cleaning  the men’s toilets.” 
 
                 He nods. 
 
                 Cassidy does nothing from what I can tell but I feel the tension grow immensely around us. She sounds perfectly calm and normal when she says, “Are you trying to communicate with me?” 
 
                 “Yes, yes Ma’am. I’m sorry I won’t do it again.” 
 
                 The group of girls, probably in fear that they will be next, disperse. I take a step back from her, rethinking my decision to talk to her. She turns around hearing me move behind her. Too late. If I had a backbone when I walked up to her it is long gone now. I panic and say that only thing I can think of, “Nice heels.” 
 
                 She hisses through clenched teeth, “Thanks.” 
 
                 She’s visibly calming down now that I’ve distracted her. I suddenly see it. The tiny window to talk to Cassidy without making her mad.
 
                 “I’d like to come by later if it isn’t too much trouble.” And call my mom but I don’t say that. 
 
                 She exhales and a smirk appears, “Sure.” 
 
                 This is not what I was expecting. It’s as if she doesn’t mind me cornering her or talking to her for that matter. 
 
                 “Only if you come right after your last class,” she says stepping around me and walks off. As she’s opening the door to go inside she looks at me out of the corner of her eye and full on smiles. I should have been giving her compliments the whole time. 
 
                 “Such a buzz-kill.” Curly hair says. 
 
                 Dillon squares his shoulders and glares at him. “You were out of line Ben. If you pull that crap again cleaning toilets will be the least of your worries.” 
 
                 “If that’s a threat, I accept. You were lucky last time,” Ben says with no hint of being intimidated. 
 
                 Dillon and Ben stare at each other. Ben is slightly bigger then Dillon but if I had to bet it would be on Dillon. The third guy, the bald one, has been quiet the whole time. He and I are close to each other now that Cassidy has left. He has his eyes on me when I look to see if he is going to step between them before a fight breaks out.               
 
                 “This happens every time they’re together. It’s how they express their love for each other,” he tells me softly.
 
                 He isn’t bald from a lack of hair but by choice. Neither Dillon nor Ben acknowledges his remark. 
 
                 “They must love each other a lot,” I tell him. 
 
                 He smiles at me. Ben inches closer to Dillon with a “bring it” expression. I step back a little, acting uneasy, “Are they going to kiss right here in front of everyone?” 
 
                 Baldy laughs, following my lead. He takes a step back acting grossed out saying, “It sure looks like it. We should give them some privacy.” 
 
                 Other students including Ashley are looking at them, but only a few. I mirror the uncomfortable expression baldy is giving me as he walks closer to me. 
 
                 “Okay,” I tell him. “but I don’t think if we left it would give them the alone time they want.” 
 
                 We turn and start walking away. “I’m Bryant,” he says. 
 
                 “Nice to meet you. I’m—” 
 
                 Dillon interrupts, “You’re not funny, Bryant. If you think I’m going to let you pull a Ben. Think again.” Dillon backs away from Ben. “This isn’t finished. Don’t you dare move from this spot,” Dillon says pointing to where Ben is standing.
 
                  Dillon walks over to us. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
                 “Me?” Bryant asks. He motions to me trying to share the blame and says, “I wasn’t the only one talking crap.” 
 
                 Dillon looks at me like I just showed up. I look into his eyes and wonder, “What am I doing?” I should have left when Cassidy did. 
 
                 I look at the other students standing around and even more are watching us now. Ashley is still among them and looks away as soon as I make eye contact with her. She won’t be any help getting me out of this. 
 
                 Dillon says something to me drawing my attention back into their circle. He’s smiling slightly. “And so you know, I would never kiss that face,” he says glancing at Ben for a second who’s standing right where he left him. 
 
                 I follow his gaze to Ben. When I look back to Dillon he’s watching me. “You must be new or else you would’ve known to stay away from Cassidy Sipe when she’s like that,” he tells me.
 
                 “I’m not scared of her,” I lie. “The worst she could do is fight me and we’ve already done that.” 
 
                 Dillon and Bryant's eyebrows jump up. 
 
                 I shift my weight to the other foot. I really hope my hair still looks as good as it did this morning once I fixed it with both of them looking at me. I put my hand out to Dillon. “I’m Taylor Jameson.” 
 
                 “Dillon,” he says, shaking it. 
 
                 “Dillon Weston,” Bryant corrects him looking at me expectantly. 
 
                 “You’re really asking for it,” Dillon growls. 
 
                 “What?" Bryant asks. "Is the Weston fan club full or something? She’s only going to ask for your autograph.” 
 
                 They both look at me like they’re waiting for something. 
 
                 “Do people really ask for your autograph?” I ask Dillon.
 
                 Bryant looks from me to Dillon like he can’t believe I asked that. “She doesn’t know who you are, dude.” 
 
                 Dillon nods, putting his hands in his pockets. “I am cool with that. I’m going to check in with the others,” he tells Bryant.
 
                 “Alright, I’m going to stay here until our relief shows,” Bryant says walking up to the nearest tree and leaning against it. 
 
                 “Don’t get in any trouble. Ben’s coming with me.” He waves Ben over to join him. “Nice to meet you, Taylor,” he tells me as he and Ben walk away. 
 
                 “Nice to meet you too,” I say a bit too loud. 
 
                 The chime goes off. Students begin going back inside the buildings. 
 
                 “So, should I ask for an autograph next time?” I ask Bryant, who’s walking out from under the shade of the tree. 
 
                 He smiles back at me, “That’s not a bad idea.” 
 
                 He strolls with me on my way to class. “I think you might have hurt his feelings,” he says. “You’re the first person to not bombard him with questions when finding out who he is.” 
 
                 “So you’re not students here?” 
 
                 "No, we’re the security detail. I mostly break up fights between the Dynamar students but my actual job is to ensure that there are no breaches in security." 
 
                 My mind instantly goes to my bag that is hidden in my room. “Like someone bringing a gun?"  
 
                 I’d played this scenario over and over in my head when I got here. Would I be expelled if they found my gun? I couldn’t act like I didn’t know it was in my bag because one lie and it would be over. "That's not a big concern since we don't have traffic coming in and out. It's more like the random hunter that gets lost and wonders off their lease. They can end up closer then we'd like." 
 
                 “Soo, Dillon is sought after because he's the head of security?" 
 
                 He chuckles, “Ben thinks he should be.” 
 
                 “Why is he so popular then?” 
 
                 When we get to the doors Bryant stops. “I take it you’ve never heard of the Westons.”               
 
                 “No, but I take it they’re well known.” 
 
                 He opens the door for me. “People want to know Dillon because of his family. His mother was council member Weston.” 
 
                 I haven’t heard of the name but hearing council member I know it isn’t going to be good. Bryant continues, “There was a point in time when council members were targeted by Rogues. Rogues were executing them.” 
 
                 “Cassidy's family,” I say thinking back to New Orleans. 
 
                 He nods, "Yes, but what makes the Weston name so well known is that in all other cases up to that point there was no big struggle between those being murdered and those killing them. Dillon’s father changed that. He not only fought, but also managed to kill both of his attackers. They were attacked during the night at their safe house. The exact events are unknown but they think Council Member Weston had managed to alert her husband before she was killed. Dillon’s father took a bullet to the shoulder before the struggle was over. Because the Weston's were in hiding, in the middle of nowhere, by the time help came he had bled to death." Bryant falls silent for a moment. "I never knew them but from all accounts his parents were kind, good people who just wanted their community to be a place worth living. Dillon was with his parents when it all happened. He was a baby of course, but ever since he has been known for what occurred that day. It gave Seraphim the irrefutable proof that it was Rogues behind the killings.” Bryant looks serious as he watches the last of the students walking past us to class. He backs away from the door, changing his expression to a small smile, “So, no mom jokes around him.”
 
    
 
    
 
                 I get to class right as the teacher is about to close the door. I get to my seat and try to act as if I'm paying attention when class begins. However Dillon and his family stay on my mind. I imagine what his dad looked like. I picture him as tall and muscular as Dillon but with gray hair sprinkled over the sides with maybe some facial hair where Dillon has none. He would walk with the same dignified stride as Dillon. When the instructor turns back to the projector Ashley leans close to me. “What did you talk to them about?” 
 
                 “The weather.”  
 
                 "Come on. I would tell you,” she insists.
 
                 "I learned about the Westons.” 
 
                 "Oh." 
 
                 She straightens up in her chair like that explained so much. I'm not satisfied though. I take out a paper from my binder.
 
                 “How many people did the rogues kill?” I write.
 
   I fold it and pass it to Ashley. She tosses it back.
 
                 “IDK,” is all she wrote below my question.
 
                 I go back to watching the teacher. I’m not paying attention. I feel something brush my arm. I look down and there's another piece of paper.
 
   “Not as many as everyone first thought. More people picked up and left without a word. Their neighbors and families assumed that some of the messes left behind were signs of a struggle but now that some of the missing people have resurfaced we know it was less than fifteen.”
 
                 I smile and nod with satisfaction to Ashley.
 
                 I wouldn’t continue living where people were being rampantly killed. Especially if it was by people you couldn’t see coming. Your next-door neighbor comes to your door to borrow your drill set and the next thing you know you’re dead and your kids have been taken. No thank you. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 “It’s about time.” Cassidy tells me as I walk in her office. 
 
                 I came directly from my last class. “I got here as soon as I could.” 
 
                 She pulls her sleeve back, examining her watch, then picks up the phone on her desk. “I have a meeting in fifteen minutes so make this short and sweet,” she tells me. She dials then passes me the phone.
 
                 A male voice answers, “Yes.” 
 
                 I cover the receiver with my hand. “It’s a dude.” 
 
                 Cassidy tolls her eyes. “So ask to speak with Catherine.” 
 
                 I uncover the phone. “Is Catherine available?” 
 
                 “Who’s calling?” 
 
                 “Taylor, her daughter.” 
 
                 “Oh, I’ve heard a lot about you. Hold on a sec.” 
 
                 I hear the phone being shuffled around. Cassidy offers me the chair behind her desk. She takes her laptop with her as she walks around the opposite side of the desk. 
 
                 “Taylor,” my mom says anxiously on the other line. 
 
                 “Hey Mom!” I smile big at Cassidy. Her straight face doesn’t crack. She sits down on her love seat by the office door and begins working on her laptop. 
 
                 In a typical concerned-parent voice Mom asks, “Are you okay?”
 
                 “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
                 “Oh, thank God,” she exhales. 
 
                 “I haven’t heard from you since I got here. I wanted to make sure everything was okay.” 
 
                 “Sweetheart, we’re staying low. There hasn’t been a day that I haven’t thought about you but I don’t want to compromise the school if something were to happen to us.” 
 
                 “Who was it that answered the phone?” 
 
                 “The person I told you I was coming here to question. He was in hiding like us and was just as much in the dark about what’s going on.” 
 
                 “What’s going on?” I ask. Cassidy stops typing on her laptop. 
 
                 “I can’t talk about it over the phone.” 
 
                 “What can you tell me then?” Cassidy resumes her typing. 
 
                 “You can tell me how school is going?” 
 
                 “I like it. Ashley is my best friend and she’s an invisible, I mean Cachelerie.”               “Awesome. How are your grades?” 
 
                 “Good. Were you able to find Mr. Thomas?” 
 
                 The male voice says something in the background and Mom whispers,  “No, we didn’t.” 
 
                 “Did you find the Seraphim he was going to warn.” 
 
                 “No. We think they may have been found also. There was—” A door on her end opens and shuts. I can hear mom’s muffled voice like she’s covering the receiver. She gets back on the phone, “I have to let you go, sweetheart.” 
 
                 “So soon? Is everything okay?” Cassidy looks at her watch. 
 
                 “Yeah, I just can’t stay on the phone.” She’s lying. 
 
                 “Don’t lie to me, Mom.” A door shuts again. 
 
                 “Taylor, listen to me. I’m just fine. You don’t have to worry about me. I will see you soon. I promise. I love you so so much.” 
 
                 “I love you too.” 
 
                 The line goes dead. I lower the phone from my ear and stare at it. 
 
                 Cassidy gets up from the love seat and walks over. She takes the phone from me and puts it on the cradle. I walk around the front of Cassidy’s desk. 
 
                 “Happy?” She asks setting her laptop on her desk. 
 
                 “I was thinking we would be able to talk more.” 
 
                 “You’re not one of those people that are never satisfied, are you?” 
 
                 “I’m satisfied. I got to talk to her.” 
 
                 She pulls her chair up to her desk and takes a seat. “You’re welcome.” 
 
                 “Thanks,” I tell her fiddling with a glass paperweight on her desk. “I mean it, really. Uncle Will wasn’t going to help me out anytime soon and I know you didn’t have to.” 
 
   She leans over her desk and takes the paperweight from me. “He’s unbelievably busy.” She looks at her watch. “We have some time. Take a seat. How are you doing?” 
 
   I sit down in the chair that is in front of her desk. “I’m doing good. Ashley was exaggerating about me having a tough time.” 
 
   She stares intently at me. “Was she exaggerating about your ability advancing?”
 
   I shift uncomfortably. That’s why Ashley didn’t want to hang out after we left the auditorium. She knew it would come out that she told Cassidy exactly what I asked her not to. What are friends for? Ashley had asked me. What are friends for indeed?
 
   I play dumb. “I don’t know what you mean?”  
 
   She looks down at her desk and straightens the pen and personal calendar next to her laptop. “You’re lying and there’s no need for it. My cousin could have told anyone but she didn’t. She told me.” 
 
   “It’s nothing,” I tell her not knowing how much Ashley shared. 
 
   “Being able to accurately identify a lie is nothing; nothing for a Veritatis. Being able to get the reason behind a lie is most definitely something.”
 
   I look over her desk then the bookshelf behind her, and anything to keep from having to meet her gaze. Cassidy takes the hint. 
 
   “You don’t want to tell me. I get it. This kind of thing can be confusing, scary even. If you ever want someone to talk to I’m available. And between you and me, I can help.” 
 
   She can help. What does that mean? Is she telling me this isn’t the first time she’s heard of such a thing? Wait until I see Ashley again, she’s going to get it. My heart rate jumps up. I can feel it. I’m getting mad. Change the subject. 
 
   “Why did my mom have to go to Dry Creek?” 
 
   “I’m sure that she felt like she had too.” 
 
   “She didn’t have too. Uncle Will or you could have gone. It wasn’t all up to her.”
 
   “Taylor, your mom volunteered,” she says sharply. “No one made her do anything.”               
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense. She wouldn’t volunteer to leave me.” 
 
   “I doubt it was an easy decision for her. I would think she probably felt guilty because of your father,” she says. 
 
   My dad was taken by these people. Why would my mom feel guilty about that? “My father?” 
 
   She nods slowly saying, “He was a rogue.” 
 
   I look at her like she’s crazy. “You’re confused. We went into hiding to get away from those people.” 
 
   “I’m telling you what I know.” She opens the top desk drawer. She takes out two pieces of gum. “It wasn’t a secret,” she says, offering me one. 
 
   “No thanks.” 
 
   She pops one piece in her mouth and drops the other back in the drawer. My inner lie detector hasn’t gone off once but that doesn’t mean she wasn’t given bad information.
 
   “Who exactly told you my dad was a rogue?” 
 
   Her eyes suddenly light up. It makes me wonder if she’s been waiting to burst my bubble. “You already know there were and still are a lot of people we never knew were members; but there were recruiters that would sort of, check people’s emotional temperature per se. They would see how they felt toward the current Seraphim structure. They would find parents who weren’t happy with their children’s progress in school. They would ‘show them the light’ you could say. 
 
   Even though Will was fairly young when he moved, he considered Aurora his home. Unfortunately, at school he had to deal with the blatantly unfair politics early on. He had it even worse than most since he and your mother were so late to join Aurora.” She takes a small agenda out of a bottle drawer and flips through it giving me a second to keep up. 
 
   “But they were younger than I am and I just showed up.” 
 
   She tosses the agenda in the drawer, along with some papers from her desk, which she places on top. “At the time, there were quite a few people whose only jobs were to locate Seraphim that were born on the outside. Most were brought in around five or six years old.” I nod, letting her know I’m following along. “Anyways, I watched as they overlooked your uncle’s strengths to praise others that were less in so many ways. It was during one of William’s unhappy times with the council that he was invited to a rogue meeting.”
 
   “Hold on,” I say, tossing my hands in the air as if they could stop her words. “They tried to get Uncle Will to become a Rogue?” 
 
   She nods her head ‘yes’. “And his invite wasn’t from just anyone. It was your father that came to him inviting him to go to the meetings.” 
 
   I vigorously turn my head back and forth not wanting to hear what she’s saying. No way. I don’t believe it. She looks me square in the eye. “Am I lying to you?” My head stops. I stare at her hard. I push like I did to the man lying about his buck and Uncle Will’s secretary. I want it to be a lie but the Veritatis in me doesn’t so much as make a spark. 
 
   I finally give in. “No, you’re not.” 
 
   “Then stop trying to fight what I am telling you. William was invited by your father and it was at that meeting that he also saw Charles. A number of others were present too. He realized most were first timers like him. This was all before the council upheaval and the revelation about the murders. My father was only starting to question the Rogue movement. 
 
   I never got an invite. To be honest, I was never a fan of your father’s. William was excited, thinking these people would be the change we needed. That was probably the hope of so many that went to the meetings and why so many inevitably joined. 
 
   It was a teacher from our school that spoke that night. He was one of the extremists, speaking of domination instead of unity. William might have joined if it would have been a lighter topic that night. He told me later that he had such high hopes going in but when the meeting was over he knew it wasn’t what Darrell had led him to believe. He began his own work to improve the community and spread the awareness of the rogue organization. Have you seen his chart?” 
 
   “Nah ah.” 
 
   “It shows all those with known ties to the organization, the deaths that he’s linked, and the missing children. He has theories on some of the people we still know being members, but they’re only theories.” Her phone rings. She looks at her watch. “That’s my conference call,” she says, and that’s my queue to go.
 
   “Don’t worry too hard on what I told you,” she says as I make my way out. “William is doing enough of that for the both of us.”
 
    
 
    
 
   A couple of people tell me “Hey” as I walk through school on my way out, but I don’t stop and chat. I’m on a mission. Ashley had no right to tell Cassidy anything about my ability. First and foremost, as a best friend, your responsibility it to keep their secrets. It’s a rule and she totally broke it. 
 
   I don’t knock when I get to her dorm room. I bust open the door to find her reading on her bed. She gives me her normal smile but once I enter the room it fades. “What’s up?” 
 
   “Oh, you know, I just found out my best friend is a narc.” 
 
                 She places her bookmark between the pages and shuts the book. “I’m so sorry.”               “You’re sorry?”  
 
   “It’s not like I told some random person. If anyone would know about what to do it would be her.” 
 
                 “We agreed this wasn’t something we were going to share with ANYONE. How could you?!” I start shaking with anger. 
 
                 She sets her book down. “I really thought she could help. Honest.” 
 
                 I grit my teeth. “You were so out of line.” I fight the urge to slap her. 
 
                 She slowly rises from her bed. “Please Taylor, I only wanted to help.” She steps toward me. I take a step back. I’ve never been in a fight before. Not a physical fight at least.
 
   “I don’t want to hear it. You aren’t my friend. You never were.” I turn sharply and walk out the door. I make it to my room before the tears escape. I throw myself onto my pillow and alternate between crying and punching the defenseless pillow. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6 
 
   K. On the field
 
    
 
   The large crack I made punching Mick and my bedroom door isn’t as good as the feeling of release it gave me to unleash my anger. The relief from the blow might also have come, in part, from Mick. 
 
   “Good job, now we are both going to get it,” he says from the other side of the room. I run my hand over the door causing pieces of the cheap door to fall off in the middle where my fist made contact. I turn from the door to look at him. He instantly deflates seeing my expression. “What did the paper say?” He asks, walking over to pick up the balled up note from the floor. “Bad news?” 
 
   “The bad news is only part of it,” I say, going to my bed and sitting down. 
 
                 A couple of guys on the other side of the door are complaining about the noise. “Mind your own business!” Mick yells at them through the door. They immediately disperse. 
 
                 “My grandmother had another stroke and Lia thinks it’s fine to run off and leave me stuck here with no way to check on her. I might as well be on the other side of the world.”
 
   Mick sits down beside me. “That’s tough, man. What about your parents?” 
 
                 “Dead,” I say, even though I don’t exactly know if that’s true where my father’s concerned. 
 
                 “No brothers or sisters?” 
 
                 I shake my head no, laying back on my bed, covering my face with my hands. “Normal teenagers don’t have to deal with this part of life until they’re older,” I say between my fingers. 
 
                 “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” I hear him go to his table. “This is the place Seraphim are sent too when they don’t have anyone else. Take me for example, my parents are alive but they don’t ever come visit; I might as well be alone.” 
 
                 “You still have parents. You might not see them, but if you weren’t in school then you would have them to go to.” 
 
                 “Maybe for a little while, until they found somewhere else to send me.” 
 
   “Is this your pity party or mine?” I ask, sitting up as I moved my hand off my head.               
 
                 Mick has his notebook on his lap and is drawing something in it. My note is lying between us. “You’re mad, I get it. Knowing someone you love is dying is hard no matter how many relatives you have, but don’t expect a lot of sympathy around here.” 
 
                 She’s not dying. She was doing good after her first stroke. She can make it through this too. Mick’s being a little harsh. 
 
                 Someone knocks on the door causing us both to get up. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 We are escorted by a teacher to what I guess is their equivalent of the principal’s office at the study center. “Have a seat,” the teacher says, walking past a bench before going into a room. 
 
                 A short time later, Mr. Grad and two other teachers come down the hall and walk into the same room. Mr. Grad leaves the door open. “Kelly, get in here,” he calls. 
 
                 “Don’t worry, I’ll tell them it was all me,” I tell Mick. 
 
                 I walk in the room and immediately have four set of eyes on me. “Take a chair,” Mr. Grad says sternly, directing me to the one in front of him where he stands by the desk. The two teachers he walked in with are standing behind me. The one that escorted Mick and I is standing by the desk. He proceeds when I sit down. “Tell me what happened to your door.”               
 
   “I punched it. I was mad.” 
 
                 He looks behind me at the other teachers. “You’re fighting with your roommate…” He looks at a sheet of paper in his hand, “Mick?” 
 
                 “No, I was mad at Lia.” 
 
                 The teacher that walked Mick and I here chimes in, “There were no signs of an altercation between the students when I got there.” 
 
                 Mr. Grad lays the paper on the desk and takes a seat in the chair behind the desk relaxing somewhat. “What did Mrs. Heincliff do to make you mad? She isn’t here.” 
 
                 “She promised when she brought me here that I would know what was happening with my grandmother and I haven’t heard anything until today. I had to ask a teacher to tell her that I wanted to talk to her. Then, when I got to my room just now there was this stupid note telling me not only that Gran’s health is getting worse, but that Lia is leaving.” I’m getting mad again talking about it but the heat inside me cools. 
 
   Mr. Grad looks at the other teacher in front of me, not saying a word. He doesn’t look at Mr. Grad but keeps his arms crossed staring intensely at me. I shift a little in the chair getting uncomfortable by his gaze. 
 
                 Mr. Grad looks back at me. “I don’t know how you were raised to act when you get emotional, but damaging school property is unacceptable. It is one thing to lash out when you’re on the field, but we will not put up with it otherwise.” He stands up. “You can go back to your room. Tomorrow a door will be brought to your room and you will take down the one you damaged and replace it with the new one.” 
 
                 I get up to leave. “And don’t think this is your punishment,” he adds, “I will let you know what that is when I think of something suitable.”  
 
                 Mick is called in after I walk out. I stay in the hall. Going to my room sounds as unappealing as doing homework. Waiting on Mick is the least I can do since I put him in the middle of this. 
 
                 “We need to know if you can’t handle this. He could have hurt someone,” I hear Mr. Grad saying harshly from the office. 
 
                 “He wasn’t going to hurt anyone,” Mick tells him. “Well, if Lia would have been there he would have tried,” he jests. 
 
                 “Do you think this’s funny?” Mr. Grad asks, angrily. 
 
                 “No, Sir.” The humor has left Mick’s voice. 
 
                 “People have been hurt before. Is that what you want?” 
 
                 “What’s the difference if he beats someone up during school or while he’s on the field? What about the students you allow to get bruised and bloodied by Dynamar any other week—” Mick’s voice raises until Mr. Grad cuts him off. 
 
                 “You know the exercises that are preformed on the field are for everyone’s benefit. Dynamar get to practice their ability just like every one else gets to out there.” 
 
                 “Terrifying other Seraphim is a great way to help us practice our abilities,” Mick says sarcastically. 
 
   “I think we’ve gotten off subject,” another teacher says. 
 
                 There’s some movement closer to the door. “I promise I will pay better attention to him, but it would be nice to have some kind of warning if he’s going to be getting more bad news. I have homework and tests to study for, so can I go?” 
 
   “Just know, if anything like this happens again you’ll get your old roommate back.” 
 
                 “Got it,” Mick says strolling out. “You weren’t supposed to stick around,” he says, seeing me standing by the door. He doesn’t slow down as he walks past me. He must really want to study. 
 
                 I chase after him. “I wanted to apologize for getting you in trouble.” 
 
                 “It’s cool,” he says, in tone that would insinuate it is anything but cool.
 
                 That was way too easy. 
 
                 “Is it?” I ask as we make it out of the study center much faster than it took for us going in. I can finally walk at his side and see his furrowed brow. 
 
   “I should have been able to stop you from punching the door,” he finally says. 
 
   “You can’t focus on my mood all the time.” He’s still walking fast. “I was inconsolable,” I say hoping it will make this better. 
 
                 “No, that doesn’t affect my ability.” 
 
                 He doesn’t say anything else until we get back to our room. The entire hall seems interested in checking out our door. Someone has pulled off more of the broken pieces in the middle of the door making a hole through it. 
 
                 I tape paper over the hole on the outside and inside of the door in an attempt to restore some privacy. 
 
                 “I can calm down half the Dyna football team in the middle of a game. Did you feel anything from me when you were D’d?” 
 
                 I think back to the note. There were other emotions besides anger but I don’t recall any of them being too noticeable. “If I was getting any chill vibes it wasn’t much.” 
 
                 This time, Mick doesn’t doodle at his desk. He takes out a book and flips through the chapters. He mumbles to himself, “Things finally get back to normal, then I get a new roommate, and all of a sudden I revert to a stage one skill level. Fan-freakin-tastic.” He stops on a page and takes out a highlighter. “You better catch up on physics,” he tells me. “Just because you aren’t taking the next exam doesn’t mean you won’t be taking all the ones that will follow it.”
 
    
 
    
 
                 Mr. Grad doesn’t take long deciding on my punishment. A coach finds me after class the next day and informs me how easy I’m getting off when he tells me, “He’s being nice letting you join Dynamar your age on the field. It’ll be an excellent outlet for that rage of yours. That is basically your ability after all.” 
 
                 When I get to the locker room by the field I start to think it is a punishment when I see who’s there. Mase and his friends are already there getting dressed. 
 
   “S’up,” says Mase’s heavyset friend that was at the cafeteria when I got in the altercation with Mase. I give him a small nod in return. Mick and some other guys are a few locker aisles down. 
 
   “Now don’t take it personal when I tackle you, okay?” I tell Mick playfully. 
 
   Mick smiles, “Don’t be mad when I make you feel like you’re in love with Mase.” My smile vanishes. It’s replaced with a tinge of fear that he might actually do that to me. 
 
   My football gear consists of a helmet, football shoes, socks, pants and a long sleeve shirt. All together it looks more like a slightly more padded version of a baseball uniform than something for football. I look at Mick and the other non-Dynas who are dressing in the gear I’m accustomed to having for the game. 
 
   After changing, I’m forced to leave Mick and join the Dynas on the field. Mr. Grad’s on the side of the field talking plays and telling players to wrap up their stretches.
 
   "You," he says when I walk up, "will be first string. Get with Mase." He points to the field where Mase and the other players are already huddled up. 
 
   I walk up to the group and listen in, hoping to not draw much attention. Mase sees me coming though. 
 
                 "This is Kelly's first time on the field so make sure he gets his turn pounding the peasants,” he says with a smile I might take for friendly if I didn't know that could Mick could be one of the “peasants” he’s talking about pounding. I look across the field and sure enough Mick is walking out with his teammates to line up for the game. I could so hound on Mase for saying he wants to pound other dudes but I take the higher road. He tells the team we have the ball and this play is going to be "Lolly pop." What kind of name is that? No one feels the need to explain the play, its stupid name, or what part I will play in it. They quickly break and head to the field. 
 
                 "Hey, where do I go?" I ask the guy next to me. 
 
                 He's pumped, bouncing foot-to-foot keeping the adrenaline going. "Right offensive tackle. Time to bleed, sissies!" He yells at the other team. A couple of players on the other team have some choice words as a come back and the game begins. 
 
                 I was expecting Mase to have me face Mick so I that would have no choice but to tackle him, but Mick’s as far back as he can get as a safety. 
 
                 It doesn't make me feel much better when I do see the guy across from me. It's skinny, black-eyed Howard. If my ears aren't failing me, he’s talking trash about my mother as he squats down. The anger that starts boiling up in me is not from Howard's sad attempt at trash talk. If anything I should be laughing at him.
 
                 "Your mom's so big she sat on a rainbow and uhh… candy popped out."
 
                 "That can't be how it goes,” I tell him through gritted teeth wanting to openly laugh in his face but the anger only grows.
 
                 He gets flustered and starts over with a different one. There’s no doubt there are Tempero working on me. If I wasn’t so angry I would help Howard out with a decent put-down but I’m out for blood now. As soon as the play is in motion I tackle him. I want to break every bone in his body, but when he hits the ground I see him wincing in pain and I snap out of it. I offer my hand to help him up.
 
                 "Are you okay?" I ask. 
 
                 He refuses to take my hand. "What do you care meat-head?" He tells me. 
 
                 Mase's big friend hears him as he jogs back for the next play. "What did you call him?” He says, getting in Howard’s face. 
 
                 For someone who says he isn't scared of Dyna, Howard surely looks close to pissing himself. "No..nothing man. We were just talking."
 
                 "That's what I thought." 
 
                 The game isn’t a huge win for my team like I figured it would be. With Tempero like Mick on the other team, we had players stopping mid-run to cry or laugh uncontrollably. We did cause a couple of players on the other team to have to be carried off the field though. Our overwhelming size and strength was still the winning factor in the end. 
 
                 Besides playing a team with such a huge size difference, I found myself really enjoying the game. When it’s all over I look down my arm to find blood running down it. “Nice battle wound, new guy,” one of my teammates comments when we get in the locker room.
 
                 I take a shower. When I’m done dressing, Mr. Grad stops by to look at my arm. 
 
   “The other team is known for making their padding sharp on the edges in order to cause some bodily harm to you Dynas. It looks like one of them got you good.” He presses on it, causing the cut to open, exposing the pink tissue on the inside. 
 
   “Go to the health unit at the welcome center and have the nurse check it out. I’ll let her know you’re coming,” he instructs.
 
    
 
    
 
   I have to walk all the way around the welcome center, to the front door, because I’m not sure how to open the hidden back door. The office is clearly empty when I enter. I find the cafeteria to be in the same state. A room number would have been helpful. 
 
   I walk out the cafeteria when I hear someone talking. The guy I saw on my first night at the welcome center walks out of a room with the Tempero secretary with him. He asks her something and she tells him to be quiet. I see him tense. She notices too. 
 
   “You’re okay, Jake,” she says and he relaxes looking out the front doors, talking about hunting season. He shoves his hands in his pockets getting tense again. 
 
   “Excuse me, ma’am,” I call out. She looks up from the clipboard in her hand.
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   “Could you tell me where the health unit is?” 
 
   She smiles and I suddenly feel warm inside. I know she’s doing it to me but it feels nice and natural so I don’t fight it. 
 
   “We’ll take you,” she says sweetly. They continue down the hall. I fall in step.
 
   She stops at some unmarked doors that have chairs in the hall lining the side of the wall. 
 
   “Wait here,” she tells us. 
 
   She goes inside and I sit down. Jake remains standing on the other side of the door facing the wall. He places both hands on the wall and his upper body slowly sinks toward it. He looks like he’s about to do a standing pushup against the wall. He closes his eyes when his face gets close and rests his forehead on the wall between his hands. He lets out a slow breath. I start to think he might be sick or something.
 
   “You okay?” I ask him. He doesn’t answer. He keeps his forehead against the wall with his eyes shut.
 
   “I got here the day before you did,” I tell him, leaning back so my head is resting against the wall. He doesn’t acknowledge me. “I saw you when you got here,” I continue. “I was in one of the upstairs bedrooms.” Still nothing. “I heard you giving them hell when you came in. Is that why they’ve kept you at the Welcome Center so long?”  
 
                 “Pff. Welcome Center,” he mumbles to himself.
 
   The door opens and Jake pushes off the wall, acting like he wasn’t being weird just now. The secretary and a woman wearing scrubs walk out. 
 
   “Kelly Edwards,” the woman calls.
 
    “That’s me,” I say, getting out of my chair.
 
    “Sheep,” Jake mumbles low enough for the nurse to miss it, but I don’t. He’s staring at me as I walk in the room. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Is there something wrong with him?” I ask once the door shuts. 
 
                 “Why would you think that?”  
 
                 “Just wondering,” I say, nonchalantly.  
 
                 The phone on her desk begins ringing. “Give me a sec,” she tells me as she answers it. I hear someone talking fast on the other line. She tightens her grasp on the phone and turns her back to me.
 
                 “Give him a cheeseburger and he might respond better…. You know, if everyone was as big of a jerk as you are, then nothing would be accomplished around here.” She slams the receiver down on the phone. When she sees me staring at her, she forces a smile.
 
   “Sorry about that. I’m Pauline, the nurse practioner,” she says.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I say. I hold my cut arm out. “I got a small booboo while playing football.”
 
   She truly smiles now. “If I had a nickel for every time I heard that one,” she laughs. “I’ll look at it in just a minute. I need to get an IV bag together real fast.” She opens one side of the large, metal cabinets that are lining the wall across from me. The side she opens is full of different size bags like you see hanging in hospital rooms. She takes one out and sets it on a tray that has some syringes on it and a small glass vial of medicine. With the syringes, she adds some of the medicine to the IV Bag and sticks a label on the front of it.
 
   “Okay, now let me take a look.” She rolls a stool over to sit across from me. She puts on gloves then examines my arm. She numbs the wound, cleans it, and stitches it up. All the while I’m looking at the phone she was talking on, sitting on her desk.
 
   “Do you know if you are up to date on your tetanus shots?” 
 
   “Not sure. You could call my grandmother and ask her.”
 
   She doesn’t move from the stool. “Have you had the chicken pox?”
 
   I nod my head, “Yeah.”
 
   She flips through a chart she has out. “It says here, your grandmother is hospitalized.”
 
   “Does it say anything else?”
 
   She shuts the chart. She looks at me sympathetically, “No.”
 
   She rolls to her desk and gets some things out of a drawer. One of them is a syringe. She sets it all down on the counter next to me. She returns to her spot across from me. 
 
   “What are you going to do with all that?” I ask her when she takes my other arm in her hand and rubs an alcohol swab over the inside crease of my arm. 
 
   “I need a blood sample to make sure there aren’t any health issues we should be aware of.” I turn my head as she picks up the syringe. “So are you close to your grandmother?” She asks right before I feel something push on my arm.
 
   “She’s raised me since I was little.”
 
   “My papaw didn’t raise me, but I was the apple of his eye. He would make sure there was always macaroni and cheese with cut up weenies cooking every time I went over. That was my favorite. The best part of the summer was when I got to stay with my grandparents. Papaw would take me around town, introduce me to people he knew. He would tell me interesting things about some of them. He liked to tell me how people came about their success.”
 
   I feel her doing something to my arm. I instinctively look down and she’s done. She’s putting everything away. I have a small band-aide covering the injection site.
 
   “You know what I learned?” She asks, with her back to me. She hands me a snack cake when she turns around. “Most people have gotten where they are because their family had money or knew the right people. Very few come from absolutely nothing and go on to become something.”
 
   I get up to leave, opening the snack cake. She stops me. “I need you sit down and eat that so I don’t have to worry about you passing out on your walk back.”
 
   I oblige her and she gives me a drink to go with it. “Gran liked to say, “Anything is possible with dedication and hard work.”
 
   She smiles at me. “There’s truth to that. Your grandmother sounds pretty smart.”
 
   She’s trying to be nice, but I’m getting aggravated thinking about being here while Gran is stuck in the hospital. “Not smart enough to know she was going to have a stroke.” 
 
   I would have been prepared for it if I would’ve been warned. It wouldn’t have been so overwhelming at least. Looking back, I don’t know what I was thinking leaving her like I did. I’m all she has and I left her. 
 
   “Not knowing makes every day more precious,” She says while she pats my hand that is holding the snack cake. I take my hand away and eat the last of it.
 
   “Can I go now?”
 
   She takes a minute to answer. “I guess.” I get up to leave. She stops me. “You know, I realized all that success stuff isn’t important. I think that’s what my grandfather wanted me to take away from those summers I spent with him. What the truly fortunate people have are grandkids like you and me. We should hope to be as lucky as them and be someone’s grandmother or grandfather one day.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, feeling bad momentarily about wanting to rush out.
 
   I walk out and the secretary is escorting a different, younger student to the nurse’s office. He asks her if it is going to hurt this time. I feel a calming cloud surround me. I don’t see any difference in the secretary so she’s got to be the one causing it but the student suddenly doesn’t seem anxious. I feel myself walk out of her range shortly after passing them.
 
    
 
    
 
   The normal place I meet my group for ability advancement is swarming with other Dynamar groups. The woods are taped off stopping us from going in. I find Jessica and Evan in the crowd. They seem to be having an argument when I walk up. “What’s going on?” I ask them. Evan breaks away from Jessica’s angry gaze to answer me.
 
   “She’s freaking out because they moved Competition Day up to today and you aren’t close to being ready.”
 
   Jessica crosses her arms and watches as the first groups are called. The teachers hand out empty paintball guns to both groups, tells one group they are going first, and when they blow the whistle twice the second group will be coming to find them. The teacher speaks loud enough for us to hear, “You will do your best to camouflage yourselves, as you’ve practiced and the team that takes the longest to be found will win today’s competition.” 
 
   A whistle is blown and the first group is off. Maybe ten minutes go by when two whistles send the second group off to find the first.
 
   While we all wait for something to happen another teacher starts calling the next groups. “Evan, Leigha, ..”
 
                 We all straighten hearing our group being called.
 
   “These two groups will head directly across campus to meet with the teachers that will be evaluating you today.”
 
   Jessica gets flustered, “What? We only practiced on this side. This can’t be happening.”
 
   But it is. The other group has found each other and are making their way across the grounds. Doyle walks up with the rest of our team. She’s enjoying Jessica’s frustration. We all follow the other team to our competition site. The teachers there give us our empty guns, and the same instructions before starting.
 
   “Of course we get picked to go first,” Jessica complains after we’re told.
 
   “Ssshhh,” Doyle says, looking at the teachers to see if they heard her remark. “Your mouth is going to get us in trouble before we even start.”
 
   The first whistle blows and we run into the woods. Jessica and Doyle end up in front arguing which way we should go for the best coverage. 
 
                 Evan interrupts them, “There’s no time to fight.” 
 
   The guys and I start grabbing dirt by the fistful and rubbing it on all of our exposed skin. Doyle starts calling out all the decent places she sees. “Kelly, there’s a stump,” she says, pointing at the small remains of a once young tree. 
 
   “Do you really think he can hide behind that?” Jessica asks sarcastically. “Are you planning on cutting off his arms and legs first?” 
 
   Doyle slings her arm down hitting her legs. “I don’t see you coming up with any ideas so shut up, and worry about yourself.” 
 
   “I’m going that way.” The guy next to me announces. 
 
                 Jessica beams, “No, I have a better idea.” 
 
   We listen to Jessica as she whispers quick instructions before we split up. I do my best getting camouflaged and balled up behind the stump Doyle pointed out when the whistle blows again, letting us know the other team is on their way. My group has disappeared finding their places to blend in. 
 
                 I hear soft steps coming from behind me. The steps stop. I think I’ve been spotted. I hear more steps coming in my direction. I wait as long as I can, without pushing my luck, hoping the entire group is surrounding me. Then, I take off. They weren’t expecting that. Their stunned pause gives me time to put some space between them and me. While I run I try to stay away from any places my teammates might be hiding. Jessica will pistol-whip me with her paintball gun if I unintentionally run the other group into anyone on our team.               Someone’s gaining on me but being the only stage three in a stage two group means the team we’re paired with is also stage two. By god, it may be the only benefit I have so I’m going to use it to my advantage. 
 
   I end up making it to an area of the woods that’s taped off, marking the end of our competition site. I slow down knowing I’m caught. The boy that was the closest behind me draws his gun, panting. “You’re …caught.. what’s..you..problem?” 
 
   I raise my hands in defeat, catching my breath while he does the same. Two more from his team run up. I grin at them leaning over, putting their hands on their knees to breathe. “Good job, you got me,” I say enthusiastically. 
 
   The girl glares at me before she turns her sights on the first guy. “Why did you chase him? All we do is locate, that’s it.” He looks at me like it was obvious. 
 
   “He ran,” he tells her. 
 
   “We aren’t playing tag, you idiot. You just let him waste all of our time,” the other guy says as he leaves us to run back to the others. The girl joins him. 
 
   “They didn’t have to follow me,” the boy says to me. He begins walking back.
 
   “You’re pretty fast. You do marathons or something?” I ask him, trying to lighten the dampened mood. He just glances over at me. He’s not too mad so I don’t push a conversation any more while we walk back.
 
   When I get back, the rest of the team has found Evan, Jessica, and one of the other boys. Despite being found, Jessica looks happy with herself. Two of the teachers walk up with stopwatches to see how everyone’s doing. 
 
                 Mr. Melvern, one of the Tempero teachers, is one of them. “This’s impressive. It’s going to beat the record,” he says to the other teacher. When our entire team is found, the other team explains to the teachers why it took so long.
 
                 “Back to the starting mark, everyone,” Mr. Melvern announces to us. With his back to us he runs his hand through his hair, saying, “We need Mr. Grad over here.” 
 
                 When we get back to the starting mark, Mr. Grad is waiting with the next teams. The teachers go straight to him, discussing the situation privately.
 
                 After talking, a member from the other team is called over and he describes the events of the competition. 
 
                 Mr. Grad looks at his watch, “We don’t have time for this. Another set of students will be called over here soon.” He gets the time sheet and writes something down. He reads through a sheet of student names then presses on his ear, and starts talking, “Which team has students that are down with the flu? Call them next, we have a team that can sub in for them.” He releases his ear. He motions for the rest of us to join him. I try to look in his ear for an earpiece when I walk up but I can’t see anything. He looks at the clipboard and calls out a few names from the other team. He tells them that because of the time crunch they will be exempt from performing in the competition. “The remaining members of the group will sub in for a team that is missing people today.” 
 
                 One of the boys that isn’t exempt complains, “That’s not right,” 
 
                 Mr. Grad looks like he’s getting irritated. Mr. Melvern steps in, “Not right? What isn’t right is your scores on the last two competitions. If you had the scores they had,” he points at the exempt students, “then you would be exempt too. So, unless you want some quality time with the kids at stage one we better not hear your lip again.” 
 
                 Mr. Grad nods in agreement with him. I’m happy Mr. Grad looks a little less hot when he talks to my team. “Evan, I need to see your team in my office, now.”
 
    
 
    
 
                 At Mr. Grad’s office, he instructs us to wait in the hall until he calls us. Two more teachers join him in the office. Evan is called first. I lean against the wall, opposite the room. Doyle leans on the wall with me, the others squat down against it. Jessica stands, arms crossed, in the middle of the hall. Two students walk down the hall requiring her to move.
 
   “As today’s team leader, they gave me a week with stage ones,” Evan reluctantly informs us when he walks out. 
 
                 Jessica, with no surprise, throws her hands up in annoyance, “No way! What did they expect us to do? We did what we had to or we would’ve failed today. They’re the ones that put Kelly on the team.”
 
                 Doyle’s heard enough. She gets off the wall, facing Jessica. “Kelly would’ve been the only one that was found easily. They have to get the entire team to call time. Now, we are all going to get in trouble for your bright idea.” 
 
                 Evan joins the boys squatting down comfortably, “We’re a team. Anyone goes down, we all do.” 
 
                 “That’s what they would expect us to do as a team,” the boy next to him adds. 
 
                 Doyle rolls her eyes, “It was Jessica’s plan. She should be the one punished, if anyone.” 
 
                 Jessica bows up to Doyle, towering over her. “You went along with it just like everyone else. Don’t lose your spine when things don’t go as expected. You’re going to suck it up and deal with what happens, just like the rest of us.”
 
   “Come on in,” the teacher at Mr. Grad’s door tells all of us. 
 
   We file in the room and stand in front of Mr. Grad’s desk. He sits coolly behind it with a teacher on either side of the desk facing us. Mr. Grad’s eyes scan over each of us. “We’ve been told that you didn’t follow directions for today’s competition. Who wants to explain?” I shift uncomfortably in front of him. Evan clears his throat. Doyle looks at Jessica who’s staring at Mr. Grad’s desk. 
 
                 Jessica breaks first. “The directions were to use the skills we’ve been developing in order to last as long as we can without being found,” she says, crossing her arms. The teachers don’t respond, they just look at her. 
 
                 I look from the floor in front of me to Mr. Grad, the other teachers, then to my team. “Today was my fault. My team shouldn’t get in trouble for what I did.” 
 
                 “Is that true?” The teacher on Mr. Grad’s left asks them. “Was he acting on his own?” Silence falls on the room again. 
 
                 I take a step forward. “I couldn’t find a good place so when I heard the other team getting close, I made a run for it,” I tell them. 
 
                 “I’m talking to your team,” the teacher says, looking around me to my team. “Does anyone have anything to add?” 
 
                 Silence. 
 
                 “No?” The teacher on the left looks at Mr. Grad. The teacher on the right does the same. 
 
   Mr. Grad stands up, stretching. “If no one has anything to add then you are all free to go.” 
 
                 They begin leaving but I don’t, expecting to get it from Mr. Grad. I’ll babysit if I have too or what ever else they come up with, happily. I think if any of the guys in my group had the choice of dealing with Jessica and Doyle’s constant fighting while also watching screaming kids, any of them would prefer to do it alone. Mr. Grad and the teacher on the right start working on something on Mr. Grad’s computer. The teacher on the left notices me still in the room, “Was there something else?” 
 
                 “I …thought I was going to get in trouble…or something.” 
 
   “You’re off the hook for now. You can go,” Mr. Grad says from behind the computer.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Leaving the study center, Jessica is waiting for me outside. I keep walking, acting like I don’t see her. “Hold up,” she says, catching up to me. 
 
                 She’s unusually quiet, no negative comments or demands. It’s only a matter of time before it bubbles up inside her. I’m proven right when we get to the courtyard and she breaks the silence, “You’re mad aren’t you?” 
 
                 “Why would I be mad? You were trying to help us, to help me.” 
 
                 She looks back to the ground slowing down a little. I’m tempted to speed up. If I didn’t know that being a jerk to her would mean having to deal with her attitude later, I would. 
 
   “I came up with that plan because of you, not for you. I hate having ability advancement with underclassmen. I wasn’t going to be on the team that comes out last too. My parents would disown me.”  
 
                 I’m not surprised by what she’s telling me. From what I’ve seen, she’s not the type to go out of her way for others. I also know the silent humiliation of being with a younger group for ability advancement. We’re the only stage threes on a team of stage twos. 
 
   “I should have admitted my part though,” she continues, “I was standing in there, thinking about how mad my parents are going to be, but I think they would be even more upset for me letting you take all the blame.” 
 
   “It’s really not that big of a deal. Mr. Grad will make me play with the non-Dynas or something on the field. I’ll be fine. Your parents aren’t going to do anything to you. You’re at school in the middle of nowhere. They won’t even know about this.” 
 
   “My parents are here. They work at the school,” she says. 
 
                 “Oh. I didn’t know your parents were teachers.” 
 
   “They work for the school but they don’t teach.” 
 
   I haven’t seen much faculty around here other than teachers. Most of the physical labor is done by students that are in trouble, under the supervision of teachers. Maybe Jessica’s parents are cafeteria workers. It would explain why she acts like she has something to prove. “What do they do?” I ask.
 
   “All kinds of stuff. They stay busy. I don’t see them unless I’m in trouble.”               “They won’t know. This’ll blow over. You’ll see,” I say with faked confidence.
 
    
 
    
 
   Later that day, I’m in the cafeteria eating dinner with Mick and Boston when Jessica joins us unexpectedly. “Sure, you can sit at our table,” I tell her sarcastically as she makes herself at home, setting her tray down across from me. 
 
   “I just came back from Mr. Grad’s office,” she says with a smile. “I told him everything.” 
 
   I’ve already told Boston and Mick the basics of what happened today; my team had the best time for the Dynamar competition. Boston was real happy about it until I told him we didn’t exactly win. I didn’t fill them in on the specifics, other than that I’d probably have to serve detention or something for what I did. I had only just managed to change the subject to Boston’s new fling when Jessica flew in. 
 
   “Why?” I ask her. 
 
   “Did you really tell them everything?” Boston asks, acting like he knows all about it. Jessica starts eating with a smile that runs across her face like she’s having the best day. 
 
   “What are your parents going to say?” I ask.
 
   “They were there,” She says between bites of her roll. “It was strange, I was thinking about it all day and then I ran into my mom. She’s working around the campus on some tactical stuff. Anyways, when she asked me how the competition went I couldn’t lie to her. I told her everything, then we went straight to Mr. Grad. My dad met us there.” 
 
   “You didn’t have to do that. You would have been fine leaving the blame on me.” 
 
   “No, I really couldn’t lie to her. She may be a Dynamar but she can read me like a Veritatis.” 
 
   Boston pushes his tray away from him, “Parents are good for that.” Jessica rolls her eyes at him. He offers us the last of his three dinner rolls. None of us got more than one roll on each. Mick grabs it first. Boston’s cafeteria hook-up must be working tonight. 
 
   “So, did he tell you what our punishment is going to be?” I ask her. 
 
   “I’m not going to get in any trouble,” she says merrily. “You might not either. My mom came to your defense after Mr. Grad told me this is what he’s been hoping to see in me. I stepped up to the plate and did the best for my team. You made the ultimate sacrifice, my mom pointed out. If it was real life you would have saved your team’s lives. That’s what all this training is for, right?” 
 
   “Good going bro!” Boston says enthusiastically. Mick smiles at me. 
 
   “It wasn’t that serious,” I tell them. 
 
   “I didn’t think so either,” Jessica agrees. “We get to keep our time though. So, we’re the winning Dynamar team!” She squeaks a little at the end. 
 
   Mick loudly, pushes his chair back, grabs his tray, and leaves without a word. Jessica’s smile disappears as he leaves. She focuses on her tray, picking at her food.               “What was that about?” I ask. 
 
   Jessica drops her fork and gets up saying, “I got to go.” 
 
   Boston gets up from the table, “You ready?” 
 
                 “Did I say something wrong?” I ask Boston on the way out the cafeteria. 
 
                 “Mick and Jessica dated,” he tells me. “It didn’t end well.”
 
                 “That’s nice to know, now.” 
 
                 “It’s not your fault he doesn’t like being around her.” 
 
                 We walk past a group of stage two Veritatis in the courtyard. A girl stops talking to her friends when we walk up looking at Boston, “Sorry to hear about your competition today.” She says to Boston. 
 
                 He shrugs, “No biggie.” He keeps on walking like he doesn’t have a care in the world. The girl and her friends immediately start chatting in a frenzy once we’ve passed. 
 
                 “Care to explain?” I ask, wondering what I missed.
 
                 “As you know, it was competition day for everyone and I, yet again, did not do as well as some people expected.” He keeps a grin on his face, not acting upset at all. 
 
                 “Sorry. I’m sure you’ll do better next time.” 
 
                 He laughs, “I had a great time, truth be told. Howard managed to piss off not only the Seraphim they were using for our competition, but also the instructors monitoring it.” Boston stops to tie his shoe.
 
                 Across the lawn, it looks like Nikki is trying to engage Mick in conversation. She has really bad timing. He’s still visibly mad. She’s left staring after him as he blows her off and joins some of our classmates as they walk in our building. 
 
                 “That means he did good, right? Why don’t you step up and out-shine him?”  I ask Boston when he stands back up.
 
                 “I’m too smart to shine as bright as he is. He better chill out or he’ll get advanced right on out of here,” Boston says stretching his back, then we continue walking. 
 
                 “Isn’t that the idea? Do good and graduate ahead of schedule?” 
 
                 “My dad warned me that graduating early for early placement isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. He told me to pace myself.” He looks around at the people closest to us. “Don’t repeat that, okay?” 
 
                 “Sure.” 
 
                 “Anyways, I don’t like to spread gossip, but today Howard got this one teacher to all but confess to an affair with another married faculty member. Can you believe it? The nerve it takes to do something like that. It’s pretty great.” 
 
                 “Sure, if he wasn’t so hard to be around, I’d say we should hang with him.” 
 
                 “Ha. What a power couple you two would be,” Boston jokes. “Think of it, Mase doesn’t like you but he can’t stand Howard. The top Veritatis and the soon-to-be top Dynamar as friends. He wouldn’t know if he should be scared or if he should team up with the two of you.” 
 
                 “Now that would never happen,” I assure him. 
 
                 “Never say never,” he says nodding for me to look at what’s ahead of us.
 
                 At the bench under the trees before the stage three building are a couple of Mase’s Dyna friends, including the big guy that’s always with him. Mase isn’t around or I would have known their presence long before now. The big guy steps away from his friend to talk to us. 
 
                 “Hey!” He says walking up, “Kelly, right?” 
 
                 “Yeah.” 
 
                 “I don’t think we’ve been introduced. I’m Glensy.” He doesn’t offer a hand which is what everyone else seems to do around here. He just smiles. Up close, he’s about the same height as me, but his shoulders are broader and his square jaw makes him look like someone you want on your side during a fight. 
 
                 “Nice to meet you, Glensy.” 
 
                 He’s momentarily distracted when Lena and Abby walk by us. They don’t acknowledge any of us but that doesn’t stop Glensy from checking them out. Boston does the same, adding a sweet, “Evening ladies” to no avail. Abby tosses her hair over her shoulder but neither respond. Glensy all but completely turns around to watch them. 
 
                 “Have I done something to make your buddy, Mase mad?” I ask, getting his attention. 
 
                 “Nah man. I just wanted to say congrats. Doing that good on your first go around won’t go unnoticed.” 
 
                 “Uhh.. Thanks, man.” I barely get it out before he leaves, jogging back to his friends that now include Abby and Lena who seem to suddenly be able to see him now that he isn’t with us. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 Back in my room, we find Mick studying. He has a book open on his desk and he has a notebook beside it. On closer examination, he’s been doodling more than studying.  I can make out a badly drawn Jessica being attacked by a wolf in one scene, him saving the day in the next by killing the wolf, but it’s too late for Jessica because she has x’s for eyes in the last scene. “Does that make you feel better?” I ask him, looking over the cartoon. 
 
                 “She should be so lucky,” he mumbles. 
 
                 “I’m not a big fan of her either but that’s a little harsh.”  
 
                 Mick has a small collage of pictures on the wall by his bed. Boston is kneeling on Mick’s bed, pulling a picture from the collage off the wall. He hands me the picture of Mick with another stage three girl. The left side of Mick is cut off in it then I feel the folded piece on the back. I unfold it to see that on the other side of Mick is Jessica kissing his cheek. 
 
   “Maybe you should ask this other girl out,” I hold the picture up for Mick to see. “She looks into you.” 
 
   He looks at the picture, throws his pencil down, and walks to the bathroom slamming the door. Boston takes the picture out of my hand and sticks it back to the wall. “Way to be sensitive,” he says as he flips the folded side out so Jessica’s face is visible to the room.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next day I get more congratulations from people around school. One of the teachers from the meeting in Mr. Grad’s office informs me that I’m not going to face a punishment for my part in competition day but it is not to happen again. 
 
                 At lunch Evan joins our table. “Have you heard?” He asks me, sitting down. 
 
                 “Yeah, they’re letting us keep our time from the competition.” 
 
                 “No, the party.” 
 
                 Boston snaps to attention, “Whose party?” 
 
                 “Ours,” Evans answers nearly bouncing in his chair with excitement. 
 
                 It feels good to know that Boston is just as much in the dark about something as I am. 
 
                 “They allow parties here?” 
 
                 A party sounds great but most of the ones I’m used to going to adults don’t normally know about. I’m pretty sure Mr. Grad won’t let me get away with sneaking off to a secret party. 
 
                 “They used to have parties for the winning teams after every competition,” Boston answers.               
 
                 “Sweet.” 
 
   Evan gives Boston a bit of a glare, “They USED too, before you kept getting caught making out at the parties.” 
 
   “I was only caught one time,” Boston says holding up his pointer finger to give us a visual count. “It was the other guys that were caught more than once that shut the pool parties down so don’t put that all on me.” 
 
   I was so sure he was exaggerating about being a ladies man. Now that I know he wasn’t, I wonder if he’s considered a womanizer, and if it hurts my chances with the ladies being his friend. 
 
   “They’re allowing this one because two teams set school records. And since it’s only two teams they are letting us each invite a friend,” Evan informs us.
 
    A pool party with my friends sounds great.  “What other team is going?” I ask, watching Mase sit down at his table full of friends.               “Glensy’s team,” Boston says looking over his shoulder at Mase’s table too.
 
   “Is Mase on his team?” I ask. 
 
   Boston shakes his head, “No, but he’ll probably be there.” 
 
                 It may not be that fun then. I wonder what Abby would do if I invited her as my guest. 
 
                 Evan beats me to it. “You think Abby Heincliff would come if I invited her?” He says out loud. I look at him perplexed that we were thinking the exact same thing. I still don’t want her to know I’m into her so me inviting her is out of the question. 
 
                 “It can’t hurt to ask,” Boston tells him. 
 
                 Evan looks at him like he’s thinking it through. “Except for complete and utter humiliation,” he says getting that nervous look that I would have if it was me thinking of confronting the hottest girl in school. It would be a win for me if she goes because it would give me some time around her. 
 
                 “Man-up and ask her,” I encourage. If Boston gets an invite from the chick he likes on Glensy’s team, and Abby goes with Evan, then I can invite Mick and it might actually be worth dealing with Mase as long as he doesn’t start anything. 
 
   On our way out of the cafeteria Boston gets his invite from his new fling, Zoey. So Mick will get my invite. 
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t see him until later that night in our room. “Good news!” I tell him. “I am inviting you to the pool party in honor of me. You’re welcome.” 
 
                 He holds up a paper over his shoulder, not turning from his desk. “I already got it.” 
 
   I grab the paper from him examining it. It’s an invitation to the pool party written in neat handwriting.               
 
                 “This isn’t from me,” I toss the paper down beside him, on the desk. “Now who am I going to get to come with me?” 
 
                 “Stop messing around. No one else would have invited me.” 
 
                 I start undressing and check the bathroom to make sure my towel is still hanging on the towel rack. “Dude, I really didn’t send that to you,” I tell him, closing the door to the bathroom so I can shower. Before my incident at my old school this would have been a huge problem to pick only one person to invite because I had so many friends. My two closest friends here are already going. Anne is the only other person I can think of.
 
                 I do as little homework as I have to in order to avoid getting in trouble tomorrow before hitting the sack. “Did you really not send the invitation?” Mick asks me as I’m dosing off. The unexpected noise makes me jump a little, bringing back the consciousness I was happily leaving.               
 
                 “No,” I groan. “It’s a pool party not a prostate exam. Stop worrying about it.” I roll over, giving him my back in hopes of ending the talking. 
 
                 “You don’t think someone is playing a joke on me, do you?” 
 
                 “Act like a girl much?” I mumble, annoyed. I don’t care. Neither should he.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The first chance I have, I invite Anne to the party. She startles me by squealing, “Really?!” as she jumps up and down. It looks like a weird spasm. People stop what they’re doing to look at us. “You can invite one person and you picked me. That is so sweet!” 
 
                 “The other guys are all going already.” 
 
                 Her little jumping spasms slow to a stop. “So, you’re telling me I’m your last resort?” 
 
                 I hadn’t thought of it like that. I don’t say anything out of fear that she’ll go off on me. I don’t want more people staring. She smiles at me finally after thinking about it, “I think I’m okay with that.” 
 
   That’s a relief. “So you want to go?” 
 
   “Well duh! All the cool people are going to be there. Thanks Kelly!” She hugs me causing teachers to notice us. I pat her back fast and awkwardly, pushing her out of the hug. 
 
   “The party is in two days.” 
 
   “Oh I know. Everyone’s talking about it. I’ll meet you in front of your building before the party so you can walk me.” 
 
                 “This isn’t a date or anything,” I say nervously. 
 
                 She puts her hand up stopping me from talking any more. “Eww. Just eww,” she says dramatically before she walks away. I leave happily knowing this won’t be weird having her go with me and that I won’t be the loser without a friend in tow.
 
    
 
    
 
                 “How long can it take to pick out a bathing suit when there is only one kind you’re allowed to wear?” Mick asks as we wait for Anne and Zoey, Boston’s official girlfriend. 
 
                 We stand outside stage three waiting on both of them for way longer than we should. Boston says he’s just as impatient as we are but insists only a dumb man would leave them. “This is how girls feel important,” he tells us. Anne shows up first followed by Zoey who strolls out of stage three and directly into Boston’s arms. He winks at us as they hug. 
 
   “I’m so excited we finally get to have fun,” Anne says as we walk to the pool. 
 
                 Mick can’t take it. He asks the girls what took so long. Anne rolls her eyes. Zoey looks at Boston, who shrugs at her. “We know where the pool is. None of you had to wait on us,” she says coolly. 
 
                 Boston takes her hand as we walk. “I would have waited a lot longer for you,” he croons. 
 
                 “You won’t catch me waiting around again. I was about to need a Tempero to keep me from breaking something,” Mick says. 
 
                 “I was pretty chill the whole time,” I tell him. “That means you were doing a great job keeping me in line.” My attempt at a compliment does nothing for Mick. He’s still on edge. He thinks the mysterious invite is some kind of a setup. 
 
                 The music is going and students are already splashing around and cutting up in the pool by the rock wall. Stage two students are by the rock wall side of the pool while the threes are on the other side.
 
                 Glensy is walking on the side of the pool where he joins Mase. He walks around the pool with him and waits until they are close to the girls sitting on the side of the pool to push Mase in. Abby, Lena, and Jessica start complaining loudly about getting wet. I throw off my shirt and flip-flops, and jump in intentionally making the biggest splash I can muster next to Glensy. He gives me a high-five when I surface. 
 
                 Something soft hits me in the back of the head. It’s a volleyball one of the girls I splashed threw in retaliation for soaking them. They laugh and high-five each other mimicking Glensy and I. Mase laughs along with them while giving me a less than friendly look. 
 
                 Boston and Mick join me in the pool. Zoey introduces Anne to Lena, Abby, and Jessica. The girls get drinks from the food table then return to their seats beside the pool, gossiping and getting mad at us every time water splashes in their direction. Mase is able to goof around with us without having much to do with me. 
 
                 We decide to set the volleyball net up and play a game. That’s all it takes to finally get the girls in the water. 
 
                 Anne joins the other stage twos by the rock wall that jets out the other side of the pool. A couple of guys are racing up the wall. It curves back toward the water making it harder to climb the higher you go. They have harnesses to wear so when one person goes up another person is holding the rope to help them down. 
 
                 My volleyball team consists of Mick, Boston, and Zoey. There are more people on the other team with Jessica, Lena, Abby, Glensy, and Mase thanks to Mick refusing to allow Jessica on our team. 
 
                 “We’ll take this side,” he says going to one side of the net so that our backs are to the rock wall across the pool.” 
 
                 “What are you thinking? If the ball goes out of bounds behind us we could be swimming the length of the pool to get it,” Zoey tells Mick. 
 
                 “They’re climbing the wall,” he says looking at the loud stage two guys racing up to see who can climb the fastest. “It’s a distraction for anyone facing them.” 
 
                 Zoey takes a position close to the net. Boston takes the other position at the net. Mick and I get in the back. I take the serve and hit it too hard. The volleyball goes flying over Glensy's outstretched hands and hits the cement outside the pool. It bounces around before stopping by a stack of towels. Glensy and Mase are in the back with the girls at the net. There isn't a ladder on their side so Glensy has to lift himself out of the pool to get the ball. Zoey looks at Boston, "Maybe this side wasn't such a bad idea." 
 
                 As our game goes on we do a good job holding our own even with fewer numbers. The racket from the rock wall gets louder as the game progresses. Mase hits the ball and it comes flying fast. Zoey can't back up fast enough to get it so I dive forward just barely making it. I hit it up but it goes to the left. Boston jumps up and spikes it down over the net. Abby doesn't stand a chance. The ball flies down too fast. 
 
                 "Yes!" Boston screams. Zoey gives him a high five then he turns and chest bumps Mick. Zoey gives me a high five. 
 
                 "Good job!" She cheers. "I knew I was on the right side!” 
 
                 Jessica interrupts the celebration, "Earth to Kelly.” 
 
                 "Don't even try to call foul on that one,” I tell her turning to look at her across the net. She smirks and points behind me, "Um, no, I think your little friend is having some trouble." 
 
                 I search the other side of the pool for Anne. I find her on the rock wall, over half way up. No big deal, except she doesn't have a safety harness on, and Evan and Doyle, who are close to the wall, look worried. 
 
                 Mick is suddenly at my side with his hand on my shoulder. As soon as I feel him my concern for Anne triples. Mick says to me, “Go see if she needs help.”
 
                 I swim over and Evan meets me. "She won't come down." 
 
                 "Why doesn't she have someone spotting her?" I ask, wondering why she would climb without help. 
 
                 Evan looks up at her. “Doyle said the other girls dared her. She was doing good until she said she was coming down. Her foot missed a peg and when she got it back in place she froze."               
 
                 There are two girls in the pool, beside Doyle, that are with the guys that were racing up the wall earlier. They’re the ones that dared her. They don't look worried like the others or really even seem to care about Anne’s predicament. 
 
                 The water is shallow enough I can walk up to the rock wall. I call up, “Anne, you having fun up there?" 
 
                 "A blast,” she says looking down over her shoulder at me. Her foot slips slightly when she moves and she fights to not loose her grip. 
 
                 I can feel it as I slip into, "D mode." It’s what I call it now when I lose control from the onslaught of strong feelings; in this case I think that feeling is concern. My adrenaline is unleashed like an ocean wave crashing into a sailboat. I'd like to say I know what I'm doing when I start to climb. Anne’s just below where it begins to bend backward toward the water. I get to her quickly. She hasn't looked down at me but I’ve kept my eye on her the entire climb besides checking my hand placement. "Are you okay?" 
 
                 Her arms are shaking but I don't see any goose bumps to indicate that she's cold.  Her eyes are wide in disbelief when she sees me next to her. "What are you doing?" 
 
                 "You look like you need some help." 
 
                 "I don't need YOUR help. Do you know how high up we are?" 
 
                 That's when I do something dumb; I look down. Whatever adrenaline I had dissipates. I suddenly feel like I could pass out. How did I get this high? I didn't climb this far up. Harnesses are laid out, untouched, on the side of the wall. Why didn't I grab one? "Uh, Kelly are you alright? You're pale,” Anne says cautiously. 
 
                 "I'm okay, but I faintly remember a certain someone having no fear of heights when we got here,” I say low in hopes that no one in the pool will hear. 
 
                 "It's the water,” she admits. 
 
                 "There was water on our obstacle course and you did fine." 
 
                 “Yeah, but it wasn't deep water,” she whispers harshly. "I'm not a good swimmer. If I fall off this thing it's not like I can just stand back up. I don't want everyone to know I suck at swimming." Her arms and legs are shaking really bad. 
 
                 "You can't stay up here. They'll figure it out one way or another.” 
 
                 "I know,” she says readjusting her grip. “My arms are starting to cramp.” 
 
                 I look down again against my better judgment and see just about everyone is watching us. Boston and Lena are the only ones not staring. They’re busy talking amongst themselves by the snack table, away from everyone.               
 
                 "Cannon ball competition,” I whisper. 
 
                 "What?" 
 
                 "Hey, Evan,” I call down. 
 
                 "Yeah?" he asks below us.
 
                 "Back up, out of the way. Anne and I are going to see who can do the best cannon ball."               
 
                 "Are you crazy?” Anne snaps in a hushed voice. “I just told you the water’s too deep." 
 
                 "I hate heights but I'm up here because of you. I'll go first and when you go I'll be right there to get you. If anyone notices you can blame it on leg cramps." 
 
   I don't give her time to respond or me time to chicken out. I jump back the best I can and tuck my knees to my chest. I take a deep breath and hold my knees tightly as I close my eyes and wait to hit water. In no time I'm in the water coming back up for air. 
 
   “8.9,” Doyle cheers. 
 
   “9.5,” Evan yells over her. 
 
                 I look up and watch as Anne mumbles something to herself and shakes her wet hair away from her face before pushing off the rock wall. I'm right beside her when she resurfaces. I support her under her armpit while I tell her she didn't stand a chance at beating me. 
 
                 “7,” Evan calls out. 
 
                 “6,” Doyle says, less enthusiastically. 
 
                 We get to the side of the pool by the ladder. "What kind of cannon ball was that?" The blonde, stage two girl sarcastically asks. Her and the other girl smirk. The guys with them are now daring each other to a cannon ball contest. 
 
   "How about you boys?" I ask the two guys. 
 
                 "Who do you think made the biggest splash?" 
 
                 "Dude, hers looked like a baby splashing around next to yours." 
 
                 "For sure,” the other agrees. “But she gets an A for effort.” He says giving her an impressed smile. 
 
                 I look at the girls, "Either of you want to have a go at beating me?" 
 
                 The girls exchange looks. "I don't have time for silly games like that,” the blonde says propping her arm on her side of the pool like she's bored. 
 
                 "I didn't think either of them had a spine,” I confide loudly to Anne, who giggles despite the ugly looks the girls are giving us.
 
                 "Our turn!" Glensy says swimming up with Mase. "Get ready for a perfect 10, ladies and gentlemen,” Glensy announces to the pool. 
 
                 Mase splashes Glensy, "I'll show them what a perfect score looks like." 
 
                 Anne and I get out the pool. Boston joins us saying, "That was pretty sweet." 
 
                 I offer to get her a drink while Glensy and Mase start climbing. Mick swims up to the ladder. 
 
                 "She's pathetic,” one girl tells the other, like we can't hear her. 
 
                 Anne looks at the ground, "I'm not thirsty. I..I need to go to the bathroom." She dashes off. Anger starts to blossom in my chest as Mick gets out of the pool. 
 
                 "Calm down, Kelly,” he says. It gets harder to stay mad. I can tell Mick’s doing his Tempero thing even as I glare at the little harpies. 
 
                 The stage two boys with them see me. "I'm going to grab something to eat,” one of them says to the other and they start swimming across the pool. The girls follow, voicing their need to get a better view of Mase and Glensy. 
 
                 Ms. Shannon, the swim instructor, a Tempero walks up. "That's enough heroics. No gear, no rock wall." A relaxing breeze seems to come over me. Mick needs to take notes from her. "Don't make me shut this party down,” she says, making Glensy and Mase get off the rock wall. They swim to the side of the pool and get out grumbling. 
 
                 "You didn't stand a chance anyways,” I tell Glensy, throwing him a towel. 
 
                 He looks between Mase and I, "I would have put all of you to shame." 
 
                 Boston offers Mase a towel. He takes it, and almost friendly-like says to Glensy, "The only way you would have beat anyone is if Mr. Veritatis here would have competed.”
 
                 I want to get mad but Shannon is still working on me and probably everyone around her. I make it a point to ball my fist that isn’t holding a towel. Boston is cooler about it than I am. He smiles and throws off his towel. 
 
                 "You lie, sir,” he says as he walks to the edge of the pool, “and I intend to prove it." He looks down to our abandoned volleyball net where Lena, Abby, Jessica, and Zoey are playing their own game. "Zoey, tell us who gets the best splash.” 
 
                 "Sure,” she laughs.
 
                 Boston turns to face us. His gaze passes over Mase and me. He points to Glensy. "I challenge you." 
 
                 "That's what I'm talking about,” Glensy looks at his frowning friend."and Mase gets the winner." 
 
   "Oh, I will, will I?" 
 
   "Unless you’re scared of losing,” Glensy says before taking off in a run for the pool. He yells as he jumps, “Glensy!” He grabs his knees to his chest like I did. He makes an impressive splash. Boston does the same, giving it a good try, but I would have to give it to Glensy on sheer water displacement alone. 
 
   Mick walks up to me as Mase and the others vote on the winner. "Good job. I don't think anyone will be giving you a hard time about heights any time soon." 
 
                 "What do you mean?" I ask. 
 
                 He looks at the rock wall. "You trying to save the day. I can't believe Boston or I didn't think about using the rock wall sooner. I mean, what better way to prove you don't have a fear of heights?" 
 
                 "Oh, right. But I wasn't really thinking about that. Seeing Anne like that pushed the right button to where I wasn’t thinking about anything. I'll take it, if it gets Mase off my back." 
 
   Mick gives me a sly look, “I may have helped you a little with that.”
 
   "So, are you scared of heights?" A voice asks coming up behind us. I turn quickly not realizing someone was behind us to see Howard. He’s in his swim trunks, with a plastic cup in his hand. 
 
   "How did you get in here?" Mick asks, as annoyed by his ease dropping as I am. 
 
                 He looks down at his cup as he swirls his drink around. "I was invited, of course. You are looking at one of the best Veritatis this school has ever seen. They couldn’t not invite me.” He takes a gulp from his cup so smug and sure of himself. I could probably punch him in the nose and he wouldn’t lose any of his smugness. Mick rests his elbow on my shoulder. It looks like a friendly gesture but the unnecessary pressure he's putting on my shoulder lets me know he's trying to break my focus from Howard. 
 
   Mick smiles at me, unimpressed, "Even if he was the king of the world he still wouldn't be much to look at." 
 
   Howard throws his, now empty, cup down on the ground. "You'll see. One day you'll brag about being in school with me.” 
 
   I laugh at him I can't help it. He's so serious and determined for people to be in awe of him. He turns his eye from Mick back on me. “You can laugh all you want but you didn't answer my question. Are you scared of heights, Kelly?" I take a second to think about answering him. I want to lie but that’s what he’s waiting for. 
 
                 "Howard Ledet," Ms. Shannon calls out, walking around the pool. She closes in on him. “Is that your cup?" Howard jumps at hearing his name. He grabs the cup as quickly as she asks. 
 
   “My bad,” he says to her and looks back at us. With the cup safely in Howard’s hand she continues her path to the small group of teachers sitting by the pool. We are both smiling at him for the sudden cowardice. If I’m not mistaken he sticks his chest out a little before turning back to Ms. Shannon. “Hey, uh, is watching over this party part of your job description, or is it a form of teacher punishment?” She stops mid stride. She slowly turns around. She looks over her shoulder at the other teachers but none of them are paying attention to us. They’re too busy watching over the cannon ball competition going on. 
 
                 “Did I hear you correctly?” She asks getting a lot closer to him than before. 
 
                 He begins sliding one foot back to move away but stops himself. He stays in that position, one foot ready to move back or rejoin the other. “I believe so, but I can’t be sure. What did you hear?” 
 
                 I look at Mick. Surely Howard didn’t just act as a pompous, to a teacher as he does to us. Mick doesn’t return my look. He’s staring at them like this is the most entertaining thing he’s ever seen. 
 
                 Ms. Shannon’s eyes narrow and bore into Howard. “I heard a disrespectful young man asking for trouble.” 
 
                 This time he does move back. “I was just curious,” he says, meekly. 
 
                 She doesn’t relax her intense gaze. “You really should be careful with whom you decide to be ‘curious’ around. A smart kid wouldn’t have gotten in the trouble you’re already in.” 
 
                 He looks down in defeat. “I’m sorry,” he tells her earnestly. She doesn’t respond as she turns with a look of accomplishment, and walks to the other teachers. “It was just a question,” he mumbles when she’s half way to her seat. She looks back at him over her shoulder like she heard him. He quickly looks away, acting innocent.
 
                 Howard turns his attention back to us. “What were we talking about?” 
 
                 “You not minding your business,” Mick says. 
 
                 “Oh, that’s right,” Howard says, ignoring Mick and looking at me. “We were discussing Mr. Tough Guy and his weaknesses.” 
 
                 “I’m over this,” I tell them. I’m not going to answer him. I don’t care how smart he thinks he is. He can’t say I’m lying if I don’t say a thing about it. “Mick, you want to join the fun we’re missing?” He looks as relieved as I am as we turn on our heels, leaving Howard by himself holding his empty cup.
 
                 “He has it out for me,” I tell Boston after we’re all done jumping every which way in to the pool. No one is named the official winner in the cannonball contest. Boston claims it was rigged, and Glensy and Mase give each other a hard time about the other being the loser. 
 
                 “He has it out for everyone. I’ve come to the conclusion that he simply lacks the ability to be nice,” Boston tells me. “It’s not in him.”
 
                 The music cuts off and a voice comes over the loud speaker, “Howard Ledet to the study center.” 
 
                 The teachers tell Howard to change before going to the study center. “You should shower, too,” Ms. Shannon tells him as he leaves. Anne stays quietly by us after reappearing from the bathroom. She occasionally looks over at the students her age still playing around the rock wall. 
 
                 “Maybe it’s an interview,” Abby tells Zoey. 
 
                 “If it is, hopefully they need him now, but it could just be a family thing,” Boston says.               
 
                 Zoey smiles, “We’ll hear about whatever it is. He’ll either brag about it if it’s good or someone else will get the scoop if it isn’t.”
 
                 When the burgers are ready for lunch we all crowd around the table making our plates. “What’s wrong with you?” Mase asks Glensy, who isn’t in line. He’s lying on one of the pool loungers with his eyes closed, massaging his temples. 
 
                 He doesn’t open his eyes when he replies, “I’m not hungry.” 
 
                 “More for us,” Evan says adding another handful of chips to his plate. I don’t know how he isn’t. I’m starving. Two burgers and a bag of chips later my hunger is quenched. On my way to the trashcan, I grab Abby’s plate to throw away and Anne’s, who still appears to be upset.
 
                 I toss the plates in the trash when Glensy runs up. I look up, thinking he’s about to tackle me. When I see his expression I jump out of the way just in time. He barfs as soon as he leans over the can. I hold my breath and try not to listen to him as he releases what sounds like nothing but water into the can. I grab some napkins for him from the food table. “Thanks,” he says hoarsely wiping his face. He spits a few more times before standing up. He takes the closest chair and pulls it closer to the trashcan and sits down. 
 
                 Ms. Shannon rushes over, “Are you alright?” 
 
                 “My head is killing me,” he says rubbing his temples again. 
 
                 She looks up at me. “Kelly, I’m going to need you to take him to the nurse’s office. Do you know where it is?” 
 
                 “Yes ma’am.” 
 
                 “Good, y’all can take one of the golf carts out front.” She helps him out while I get my shoes and shirt on. 
 
                 “Don’t worry,” Glensy says, half smiling when we get in the golf cart. He waves a plastic bag in the air. “She gave me an extra bag in case I blow chunks again.” 
 
                 “If you do that again we might be sharing that bag.” 
 
                 I drive as fast as I can with the plan of dropping him off when we get there. We stop at the back of the welcome center where Glensy opens the hidden door I couldn’t find the last time I was here. He’s barely opening his eyes because the sun is hurting him so I’m forced to be his guide. We get into the hallway and he doubles over grabbing his head. “Here,” I say tossing the opened trash bag at him. 
 
                 “It’s not that,” he says in a pained voice, handing it back. “My migraine gets worse when I stand straight up.” I look down the hall. We aren’t far from the nurses office. 
 
                 “Can you make it just a little bit farther?” 
 
                 “Yeah, I can walk like this,” he says carefully walking down the hall slouched over like he’s the hunchback of Notre Dame, holding his head. I put him in one of the chairs by the door and knock. No answer. 
 
                 Down the hall a door opens. It’s the door I saw shoe prints leading to when I first got here. “He did really good locating the old man, but when we got there he was already gone.” The guy says to the welcome center secretary, who walks out the room with him. They turn going the other direction down the hall. 
 
                 “Why are you so happy if he didn’t get the man?” 
 
                 “It turns out the old man had connected with another group that were being covered by two Cache. We had no idea any of them were there but he lead us to them. I had my doubts but he turned out to be more of a help than we were expecting.” 
 
                 Glensy grumbles in the chair, lowering his head to his knees. The door to the nurse’s office opens just as I’m about to call out to the pair down the hall for help.
 
                 The person that walks out is Jake. “Not having too good of a day, eh?” He says upon nearly running into me. He looks tired with dark circles around his eyes. He has a hot pink bandage around the crease of his elbow. “It’s the only color she has left,” he tells me, looking down at the bandage. 
 
                 Nurse Pauline walks out. “Oh, my, what happened?” She asks grabbing Glensy lightly by the elbow, directing him inside her office. “Straight to the cafeteria, Jake.”  
 
                 “Gotcha,” Jake says. He walks away as I recap Glensy’s episode. She brings him in another room with an examination table that you see at doctor’s offices, complete with the disposable paper on top. It crunches noisily when Glensy lays back on it. 
 
                 “Does anything else hurt?” she asks.
 
                 “No, it’s just like before, but worse,” he tells her.
 
                 She takes his temperature. Then, puts the back of her hand to his forehead. “You’re burning up.” She goes to a cabinet and takes out a bag that she squeezes. She shakes it and tells him to place it under his neck. 
 
                 She’s got everything under control so I make for the door. “I’m gonna to leave you to it.”               
 
                 “Oh, no, you don’t.” She says disappearing out the room. I stick my head out the door. She’s at her desk looking through some charts she has stacked on it. She pulls one out with my name running down the side of it and walks back in the room. “I was going to call you in tomorrow but you’re here now.” She looks at Glensy lying with his eyes closed rubbing his temples, with the ice pack under his neck. She looks back at me and motions to the door. “Let’s goes next door. This’ll only take a minute.” She walks me to the door telling Glensy, “I’ll be right back. You stay put.” 
 
                 The next room I enter is almost identical to her office with tall cabinets, and a station for taking blood. She digs through a cabinet and takes a syringe and vial out. She goes to the other cabinet and looks irritated, slamming the door shut. She walks over to the smaller desk and gets on the phone. “It’s Pauline, I’m out of saline solution.” She rubs her forehead. “Well if I didn’t need it right now then I wouldn’t be calling you. Okay, and bring some Phenergan too.” She hangs up and goes back to the vial and syringe she took out. “Your blood tests came back and I need to give you some minor immunization shots. I need your left arm.” I oblige, giving her my arm. “There will be a bit of a sting but you can handle it.” 
 
   “Don’t let her do it,” Glensy calls out from his room. “That’s how my crap started.”
 
   “Don’t be so dramatic,” she calls back.
 
   She whispers so he can’t hear her. “He’s got a bit of an allergy. Unfortunately for him it’s a chemical they add to injections to increase shelf life.” She sticks me and it’s over almost as soon as it starts. The injection itself was the only thing I felt. She disposes of everything and writes in my chart. 
 
                 “That was easy,” I say looking at the band aid she put over the injection site. 
 
                 “Glad you thought so. It’s the first of a series. You’ll need another in one week so be expecting to hear from me.” She puts her pen back in her pocket and closes my chart. “But other than that you are free to go. Now I get to fix up your friend.” She walks me out and goes in to Glensy’s room. 
 
                 On my way out a man passes me with an IV bag of what looks like water and some small vials. Nurse Pauline greets him at the door. I turn to watch him hand her the bag and vials. 
 
                 “It isn’t already mixed?” She asks.
 
                 “No, you said you were only out of saline, not the whole kit and caboodle.” 
 
                 I continue down the hall having no desire to watch two adults get in a fight.
 
                 She lets out a deep breath, “Oh, I’ll just do it. It wouldn’t have hurt you to bring more than one bag either.” She snaps before closing the door on him. 
 
                 I hear him walking in the same direction I am, grumbling, “A ‘thank you’ wouldn’t have hurt.” I take the door leading to the back exit. He continues muttering to himself down the hall.
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   T. Ability training
 
    
 
                 I walk into the hall once third hour ends. I prop myself statuesquely against the dark blue lockers running the length of the hall at the same spot I now meet one of my new b.f.f.s. everyday after third period lets out. Kenzie meets me and we let the majority of students filter out of the hall before we take our time walking to the courtyard. Tiffany will be in the courtyard, under the pavilion that connects buildings one and four. Kenzie and I will get to her before Brittany, who has to walk from cheerleading practice by the track, at the back of campus.
 
                Brittany is joining us under the pavilion when Uncle Will’s secretary struts out of building one into the courtyard. One of the girls P.E. coaches is with her. They walk past me, Tiffany, Kenzie and Brittany, going into building four. “Did you see how much makeup she had on?” Tiff asks, referring to our coach who’s not only in shape but really pretty. 
 
                 “Yeah,” I answer before the others. 
 
                 Kenzie brushes her bangs out of her eyes saying, “You know, she’s already been through Coach Bons and Myers.” 
 
                 They all look at me now. I know what they expect. Our coach had one strike against her for being pretty in these girls’ minds and when she dated the two cutest male coaches we have that was strike two. “I don’t know what they see in her,” I say, wondering how nasty they’re wanting to be. 
 
                 Since I blew up on Ashley we haven’t spoken. I fill my time by hanging out with Tiffany and her two shadows. They’re the girls that Ben was talking to when Cassidy got on to him. They’re your run of the mill preppy clique. Being the principal’s niece was a major factor with them welcoming me into their self centered little world. 
 
                 They’re very different from Ashley. I don’t laugh as much with them as I did with Ashley. Well, I fake laugh a lot but that seems to be what they all do. They spend most of their time talking, normally about other girls. If you’re a female in their vicinity then you’re fair game. Sometimes they turn their sights on female teachers. A pattern emerges with my new friends. They will talk trash about you mercilessly if they view you as competition on any level. I haven’t determined if they are conscious of this or not. If they do know they would never admit it.
 
                 “At my last cheerleading practice she was throwing herself at Coach Stevens,” Brittany tells us. 
 
                 “Have you ever sat on the bleachers during cheerleading practice?” Tiff asks me.               “Nah ah.” 
 
                 She smiles mischievously at Brittany. “You should. Brittany busted her butt last practice.” Kenzie starts laughing. 
 
                 Brittany glares at them. “I’d like to see you try a full back tuck basket, jealous.” 
 
                 Kenzie laughs, “Oh, whatever.” 
 
                 Ben and Tony speed through the courtyard from building two making a turn toward building four. The girls pause, watching Ben. He sees us and winks. They each think they are the one that he likes the best. I brought it up once and I think the argument that ensued was close to getting physical. 
 
                 “There’s a track meet tonight and varsity has to cheer,” Brittany says turning her head from Ben to me. Ben and Tony disappear inside building four. “You should come.” 
 
                 “We’re all going to be there. We wouldn’t miss it,” Tiff assures Brittany. This is what Tiffany excels at in this squad; talking for everyone.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Walking out to the track meet, I quickly see why Tiff said we wouldn’t miss it. Tiff and Kenzie have cornered Ben at the stairs to the bleachers. Bryant is standing farther away not looking as happy as Ben. 
 
                 I walk up to Bryant and quietly say, “Cassidy’s on her way.” 
 
                 He stiffens. “Seriously?” He asks, looking around me. 
 
                 I smile big. “No.” 
 
                 “That’s not funny,” he tells me relaxing his shoulders. 
 
                 “Yes it was,” I chuckle. 
 
                 “He’s determined to get himself in hot water.” 
 
                 “You’re both asking for it,” I tell him.  
 
                 His eyebrows scrunch together looking perplexed. “How? I’m not talking to…” He looks at me, his brow smoothes. “Crap.” 
 
                 I laugh as he steps away from me. “Stop talking to me,” he says lightly. 
 
                 “If anyone walks up you can say you had broken up a couple making out and they took off. The reason you’re talking to me is to get their names.” 
 
                 “And what about him?” He asks. We both look at Ben who has Tiff and Kenzie giggling nonstop. 
 
                 I shrug, “Tell the truth. He has egomaniacal tendencies that he struggles with due to a lack of leadership in his job. It has led to an uncontrollable need to seek attention, especially female attention, to reinforce his strong ego.” 
 
                 Bryant looks at me out the corner of his eyes. “You’re a nerd, aren’t you?” 
 
                 “I read a lot.” 
 
                 He nods, “That’s a yes.”
 
                 “Maybe a little bit,” I admit. 
 
                 Tiff and Kenzie giggle. This time Tiff lightly brushes Ben’s arm with her hand. “That’s it. He’s going to get our hunting pass taken,” Bryant says.
 
                 I watch as he goes straight to Ben. I can’t believe they allow hunting and Uncle Will didn’t think to tell me. Talk about a perfect way to get my mind off things.
 
                 Bryant grabs Ben’s arm. Ben quickly jerks it out of Bryant’s grasp. Bryant directs Ben away from Tiff and Kenzie, who aren’t pleased. 
 
                 “What’s his problem?” Tiff asks when I join them. 
 
                 “I don’t know,” I lie. 
 
                 “Do you have a crush?” Kenzie asks me suspiciously. 
 
                 “On who?”
 
                  “Dave, duh,” Kenzie says. 
 
                 Tiff rolls her eyes. “That’s not his name.” 
 
                 “It’s Bryant and no, I don’t,” I tell them. 
 
                 “Oh, come on. How cute would that be if I was dating Ben and you were dating his best friend?” 
 
                 “Keep dreaming,” Tiff tells her. “The first words out of his mouth were asking where Brittany was.” 
 
                 Kenzie feverishly shakes her head saying, “That was him being nice. Don’t think I didn’t notice you being all touchy feely.” 
 
                 “Whatever,” Tiff says with a toss of her hand signaling she’s over the discussion. 
 
   A whistle is blown from the track. I start up the stairs to the bleachers. “The meet is about to begin. We should find a good spot,” I tell them.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The track team is good; like scouts should be here good. At the end of the meet Tiff, Kenzie, and I treat Brittany as if she took part in the meet, cheering her name as loud as we can. It’s as good as winning first place for these girls.
 
                 On our way off the side of the track, Coach Stevens stops me. “Are you Taylor Jameson?” 
 
                 “Yes sir.” 
 
                 “Can I have a word?” He asks looking at my friends. 
 
                 “Catch you later,” Tiff says. I look after them walking for the dorms. Kenzie looks over her shoulder at me. I can already hear her asking me if I have the hots for Coach Stevens.
 
                 “I was told you ran track at your old school,” he says when I turn back. 
 
                 “Yes sir. I did.” 
 
                 “I was also told you set some records. I could always use a good athlete to add to my roster.” 
 
                 I mentally review the meet I just witnessed. The strength, speed, and agility were on a higher level than what I was accustomed to at my old school. Could I keep up? Probably. Would I be able to excel? Not likely. As much as I hate to admit it I don’t want to be a senior that can barely keep up with the sophomores. 
 
                 “To be honest Coach Stevens, I really enjoyed my time on the track team but I don’t think I hold a candle to anyone here so I’ll pass. Thanks for the offer though.” 
 
                 “I have a saying I tell my students: Wasted potential is a crime committed by the victim to the victim. Don’t be a victim, Miss. Jameson.” 
 
                 I stare at him trying to think of a response. 
 
                 “Anyway,” he says, “my offer still stands. Nice to meet you Miss. Jameson.” 
 
                 “Nice to meet you too.” 
 
                 He jogs to the sidelines to help the others picking things up from the meet. I walk to the dorms trying to decide if I should feel guilty for declining his offer. I wonder if my uncle was the one that told him about me being on the track team. If it was him he did a good job bragging about me for a coach to not ask for a tryout before offering a spot on a predominantly Dynamar track team.
 
                 “Did he get on to you for talking to Dave earlier?” Kenzie asks when I meet them in her room. I’ve been in their presence less then five minutes and I am already getting aggravated. 
 
                 “His name is Bryant.” 
 
                 “Whatever. You know who I meant,” she says with a flip of her wrist. 
 
                 “He was asking if I would want to be on the track team.” 
 
                 Tiff makes a face. “Eww, why?” 
 
                 “Oh my God. Was he hitting on you?” Brittany asks wide-eyed. 
 
   I stare at each of their pretty little faces. This isn’t going to be the last I’ll hear of this even if it takes an hour to get them to change the subject. From now on anytime Coach Stevens is around or is brought up in any manner, one of them will give me a hard time. It won’t be out of good fun but because he wanted me on the track team and not them. 
 
                 “Alright, that’s it. I can’t take it.” I can’t handle one more minute with them. I’ve reached my limit of stupid for the week. “Not everyone spends their time flirting with the opposite sex. Why are you like this?” I ask them. 
 
                 They are temporarily speechless so I don’t stop. “You talk about people all day long and it does no good what so ever. In fact, it’s toxic. The only things that will come out of being like this are wrinkles and no true friends.” 
 
                 “Uh, we have plenty of friends,” Tiffany tells me sharply. 
 
                 “Who? These two? That’s a joke. They talk about you as much as you talk about them behind their backs.” 
 
                 I head for the door. “I’m leaving before I say something I’ll regret.” 
 
    
 
    
 
                 I leave Kenzie’s room, walk down the hall, out the building, and am walking between buildings three and four before I realize where my feet are taking me. I have thirty minutes before rooms are checked. I want to talk to my mom so urgently that I hope maybe Uncle Will’s working late. 
 
                 Most of the offices in building one are shut with no lights on inside. Uncle Will’s office is no different. I check the doorknob to be sure. Locked. I walk into the hall as two teachers down the other side of the hall enter one of the larger science labs. 
 
                 Shortly after the door to the lab shuts it opens again. Cassidy walks out. She isn’t too surprised to see me. “Are you looking for me?” She slides her small personal planner into the front pocket of the laptop bag she’s holding. 
 
                 “I want to call my mom.” 
 
                 “Oh, I was hoping you wanted to talk.” 
 
                 She looks at her watch then at the lab as another teacher emerges, looks at us, then heads down the hall in the opposite direction. “It’s not going to happen tonight. Tomorrow, during your lunch hour, come to my office.”
 
                  I linger in the hall. I don’t want to go back to the dorms yet. I don’t want to go back at all. “Look kid, tomorrow is the best I can do and you’re lucky to get that.” 
 
                 “I’m not mad or anything. I just…don’t want to go to my room.” 
 
                 She looks down the hall again. “Alright.” She takes the shoulder strap attached to the laptop case and places it on the opposite shoulder. “We can walk together.”
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Don’t waste your time with people like that,” Cassidy tells me after I described what happened that led me to running into her. 
 
                 “Easy for you to say. You have my uncle.” 
 
                 “You aren’t the only one he’s too busy to see,” she confesses. “And I don’t have friends that I can fill my time with when William’s not around.” 
 
                 “That sucks.” 
 
                 “It’s my choice. Being around other woman for leisure is not my cup of tea. Your situation is a perfect example why I pick solitude over idiots.” 
 
                 “Most women aren’t like that.” 
 
                 She looks at me skeptically. “There are a multitude of idiots and minimal non-idiots. Men are no better either. The good ones must be held onto.” She looks at me as she says, “You never know when you’ll find the next decent one.” 
 
                 Ashley hasn’t been mentioned but I have a strong feeling she’s referring to her and not a hypothetical guy.
 
   We reach the girls’ dorms. “Have a good night,” she says. 
 
   “Wait, I can walk you to the teacher apartments.” 
 
   “Students are not allowed that far. No exceptions,” she says adamantly. “You’re about to be late for room checks. See you at lunch.” She continues on her way.
 
    
 
    
 
   Before class the next morning, I hunt Ashley down. She crosses her arms when I stop in front of her. “I’m sorry,” I say earnestly. “I was mad you talked to Cassidy about me and my anger got the best of me. Please be my friend again.” 
 
   “I never stopped being your friend. You had a good reason to be mad and you needed space. I should’ve never told her. I’m sorry.” 
 
                 She uncrosses her arms, steps forward, and hugs me. I feel relieved. She leans back and puts her hands in her pockets. We walk to first hour together as if nothing ever happened. 
 
    
 
    
 
   For lunch, I get a burger from the cafeteria, wrap it in napkins, and go straight to Cassidy’s office. “There she is,” she says when I walk in. She’s sitting behind her desk on the phone with her lunch laid out in front of her. “It’s your mom,” she mouths to me pointing at the phone. “Here she is,” she says into the phone when I take the chair across from her desk. She hands me the phone. I take it from her and set my lunch on her desk. She eyes it with disgust. She opens the fashion magazine laying next to her food.
 
                 “Hey, Mom. How’s it going?” I say excitedly.
 
                 “I’m good, sweetheart. Cassidy was telling me we don’t have long to talk. There have been some developments. As a precaution, outside calls have been suspended so this will be our last talk for a bit.” 
 
                 Cassidy chomps on a stick of celery. 
 
                 “They can’t do that. What if something happens to you? I won’t know.” 
 
                 “Don’t think like that. We’re almost done here, then I’ll be joining you.” 
 
                 “Have you found where the Rogues have them?”  
 
                 “We’re getting closer. How’s school going?” 
 
                 “Okay.” 
 
                 “Do you have a boyfriend?” 
 
                 “Ugh no, Mom.” 
 
   “Are there a lot of cute boys there?” she asks, not deterred in the least by my tone from trying to pry information out of me.
 
                 “That’s not something I want to talk about.” 
 
                 “Why not? At your age, I had already met your father. Think about it, you could have already met your future husband.” 
 
                 “I have more important things to think about, like Dad and the Angelo’s.” 
 
                 I hear her take a deep breath. “I wanted a normal life for you so bad. This is exactly why we left.” 
 
                 Something makes a “thump” from her end of the phone. 
 
                 “You weren’t given a choice this time,” I tell her. 
 
                 Cassidy whispers to her magazine loud enough for me to hear, “We always have a choice.” 
 
                 I cover the receiver with my hand. “Do you mind?” 
 
                 “Not at all,” Cassidy says taking another loud bite from her celery stick. 
 
                 “I’m sorry you were pulled into this, my love,” Mom says, sweetly.
 
                 “I’m fine,” I tell her. She’s been the one telling me she’s fine so I feel a need to extend the courtesy. “I like it here.” Cassidy gives me a look like she knows better. Mom will have picked up on the lie too. “Not having to hide my ability is nice,” I tell Mom. I’m missing home and worrying about Dad and the others too much to find anything about this place appealing besides that. 
 
                 “That’s good to hear,” she says, softly. 
 
                 “How long do you think until you get here?” 
 
                 “Soon.” 
 
                 “Give me a round about,” I insist, wanting to have something tangible to look forward to. 
 
                 “A week or two.” Another indistinguishable noise comes through the phone from her end. “I got to go. I love you.”  
 
                 “Okay, I love you too. Be safe.” 
 
                 “I will. Bye, sweetheart.” 
 
                 “Bye, Mom.” 
 
                 Cassidy takes the phone, setting it on the retriever. “How are you handling your ability advancements?” 
 
                 She’s not going to get answers from me that easy. “Why are you stopping my phone calls?” 
 
                 “I’m not doing anything. Everyone agreed to it last night, among other things.”               
 
                 “What happened? Mom said there were developments.” 
 
                 “Thanks to Catherine and Mitchell we have found out Rogues know about us, here. They know about the school.” 
 
                 I stand up nervously watching the door as if Rogues could barge in any minute. “Are they coming? Don’t we need to get out of here?” 
 
                 “That reaction is precisely why we aren’t sharing this with the student body. Did your mother sound concerned about your safety?” 
 
                 “No.” 
 
                 “There you go. She was the one with the intel. Rogues have known for years as it turns out. Almost from the beginning.” 
 
                 “How?” 
 
                 She finishes her last bite of lunch. “Someone told them I imagine.” 
 
                 “Someone here?” 
 
                 She nods, impassive as if we’re talking about the weather. “Or a parent. Hence why we’re no longer allowing outside calls. I was granted permission to make this call before the final decision was made last night.” She cleans off her desk and wipes her hands. 
 
                 “Thanks.” 
 
                 “Thank William.” 
 
                 “Would if I could,” I mumble, unwrapping my burger. 
 
                 “Good point,” she says.
 
                 I eat my burger, taking bigger bites then I normally would, in hopes that it will aggravate Cassidy. 
 
                 She stares at me unfazed. “My turn to ask questions.” 
 
                 “Shoot,” I say with a mouthful. 
 
                 “When did you notice the changes in your ability?” 
 
                 “The day Dad was taken.” 
 
                 “Stress related,” she says to herself. 
 
                 “I wouldn’t say that.”
 
                 She’s already showing signs of impatience as she straightens her blouse with exaggerated care. This was easier than I thought. She narrows her eyes. “What would you say than?” 
 
                 “Before, I noticed it before he was taken. I had cut my hand hunting so we had to come back early, and it was on the drive home.” 
 
                 “How bad were you hurt?” 
 
                 “I didn’t get stitches or anything, but it was scar worthy.” 
 
                 I hold my hand up for her to see. It is tiny.  She squints but I doubt she can see it. 
 
                  “Do you mind if I write this down?” she asks, taking a notepad out. 
 
                 “I’d rather you not.” 
 
                 She drops it back in the drawer. “Fair enough. Were you taking any medication at the time?” 
 
                 “Nope,” I say, and then take another big bite from the middle of the burger where all the good stuff is.               
 
                 “Have you told anyone besides Ashley?” 
 
                 I shake my head no. I follow that bite with another. Dad and Jake sort of know but I’m not counting them since I didn’t out right tell them. 
 
                 “What changes have you noticed?” 
 
                 “That’s just it, it doesn’t feel like a change. More like an expansion. If I focus when a lie is being told, I can visualize the details behind the lie.” 
 
                 “Wow,” she says, with an impressed curl of the lip. 
 
                 She goes to her bookshelf while I finish off my burger. She pulls a book off of a shelf. Then, she goes to her filing cabinet by the door where she takes out an individual sized bag of chips from the bottom drawer. She comes back to her desk and hands me the bag of chips. 
 
                 I grab it like a hawk excitedly picking up a field mouse. “Thanks.” 
 
                 “You’re welcome.”
 
                  She opens the book and I open the chips. Her phone rings but she ignores it. I give her a suspicious glare as it rings a second time.
 
                 “I thought there were no calls,” I say. 
 
                 “We can still make on-campus calls.” She picks it up. “Yes?” She looks at me. “Okay, I’ll be there shortly.” She hangs up. She looks over at me saying, “Most Seraphim have thought true ability advancement is a myth.” She places a sticky tab on the page she’s on before shutting it. “I’m going to read up on it. Same time tomorrow?”               
 
   “For what?” 
 
                 “To practice your ability expansions.” 
 
                 That sounds like a boring lunch. I square my shoulders and harden my face in preparation for a battle. “One condition,” I say, firmly.
 
                 “What?” 
 
                 “You let me go hunting with the security team that has a hunting pass.” 
 
                 She shakes her head. “That has all been canceled. We need all hands on deck for the time being. How did you know about that? Has security been talking to you?”               
 
                 “No one told me. I overheard Tony talking about it.” 
 
                 “Tony wasn’t one of the security members going.”  
 
                 “I know. He was saying that the others shouldn’t be allowed to go.” 
 
                 She smiles a bit. “That sounds like Tony.” 
 
                 “I’ll make you a deal. I come here during my lunch hour for the next two days and I get to go hunting in return.” 
 
                 She purses her lips. “Two weeks.” 
 
                 “One week.” 
 
                 “Deal.” She holds out her hand and we shake. “Now, I’ve got things to do.” She rises and walks me out. 
 
                 “When do I get to go hunting?” 
 
                 “I’ll get back to you on that.” 
 
                 “Today?” I ask. If she thinks about pushing it off to a month from now I’m going to reopen negotiations.
 
                 “You’ll hear something by the end of the day.”
 
                 Outside building one, Ashley is waiting for me by the courtyard. I offer her some of the chips I’m still carrying around. She takes a pinch happily. 
 
                 “How was it?” She asks, crunching on chips.
 
                 “It was good. I’m going hunting.” 
 
                 “Hunting? For what?” 
 
                 “I don’t know yet.” 
 
                 Ashley shakes her head at the thought of it. “I don’t think I would go hunting with Cassidy.” 
 
                 “Not with Cassidy. I’m going with Bryant and Ben.” 
 
                 She takes another chip. “The hotties?” 
 
                 “Yeah, them.” I give her the rest of the bag. 
 
                 “You lucky devil.”
 
    
 
    
 
                 When I get out of my last class, Bryant is waiting in the hall. “Why do you want to go hunting with us?” 
 
                 “Because I could use a break from this place and hunting is relaxing.” 
 
                 “Have you ever been squirrel hunting?” 
 
                 “Squirrel, deer, duck, and a couple boar hunting trips with the guys that share a lease with my dad who had hog dogs.” 
 
                 He looks impressed. “I’ve never been hog hunting.” 
 
                 “I wouldn’t recommend it,” I tell him. 
 
                 “Oh really?” 
 
                 “Yeah, I don’t think you’re man enough.” 
 
                 “Ha! I’m gonna tell the boys you said that.” 
 
                 “Who all is going?” 
 
                 “Me, Ben, and now you and Dillon.” 
 
                 The mention of Dillon and suddenly I’m picturing him the first time I saw him walking proudly next to Ben in the courtyard. Ben, with all the looks of a male model, is the one that catches everyone’s eye but Dillon’s the real deal as far as I’m concerned. He has a depth exceeding the other guys and it’s magnetic. My heart speeds up at the thought he asked to go once he knew I would be there. “Dillon wasn’t supposed to go?” 
 
                 “Not until Cassidy told him he had to.” So much for that. He’s being forced. I don’t have to hide my disappointment to much because Bryant’s watching a few Dyna students walking down the hall. “She wants more protection if a student is going off school grounds.” 
 
                 “That’s nice of her.” 
 
                 He turns back to me once they’ve disappeared into a classroom. “How did you get her to let us go?” 
 
                 “We made a deal,” I say trying to sound mysterious. 
 
                 “Oook. Well we’re going in the morning. We’re meeting at five forty-five at the tree line past our apartments. We won’t wait on you.” 
 
                 “Don’t be late. I got it.” 
 
                 “Do you have anything to wear?”
 
                 “Sure do,” I say. I just have to find it.
 
                 “Tomorrow then.” 
 
                 “Bright and early,” I say cheerily.
 
    
 
    
 
                 “I know you’re in here,” I say, digging in my closet. I remember throwing them in one of these plastic bins sitting on the floor. “There you are.” I pull out my wrinkled long sleeve camouflage shirt followed shortly by the pants. 
 
                 “You need to run them through a dryer,” Ashley says when I toss them on my bed where she’s sitting. 
 
                 I stand up and go to my bed. I pick my shirt up and give it a big sniff. “It doesn’t smell bad.” 
 
                 “I meant the wrinkles.” 
 
                 “Do you think animals are going to care? Because I know the guys won’t.” Jake wouldn’t care and neither would Dad. I bury my face in the shirt without regard to what Ashley will think. I breathe in the shirt’s fragrance thinking about all of our hunting trips. I try to remember every one. 
 
                 “What are you doing?” Ashley asks in the middle of my painful trip down memory lane. 
 
                 “Crying,” I say, softly. 
 
                 She slides off the bed and I feel her arms wrapping around me with my face still covered by the shirt. I don’t know what it is about being comforted when I’m sad but it makes me weep even harder. “Do you want me to leave?” She asks. 
 
                 I shake my head yes. I take the shirt from my face once I’ve heard the door shut. I crawl on to my bed, sobbing, and sit Indian style replaying the last day I spent with Dad and Jake. 
 
                 I stare at the shirt and pair of pants imagining that day to be the last memory I get of them. Rogues kill. It’s a fact that has been said repeatedly. If Dad and Uncle Chuck were Rogue members and took off, then they left nothing but bad blood behind. They have no use for Aunt Beth that I know of. Jake’s only chance would be to join them. I can’t see how he would, but it’s likely he doesn’t know who the Rogues are. Mom doesn’t know how much his parents had told him besides knowing he was a Seraphim. 
 
                 Rogues would have separated them as soon as they could. A book my parents gave me was on the history of interrogation techniques. I skimmed it, finding its contents too dark to be interesting, however one of the chapters was on separation and isolation. Their motives could be revenge for leaving the organization, recruiting a Seraphim youth, or simple capture and question. Knowing would give me a better idea as to what chance of survival they have.
 
    
 
    
 
                 “There’s my favorite underage girl,” Ben rejoices when I make it to the edge of the tree line. Bryant’s with him, less enthusiastic, giving me a weak smile. 
 
                 “You’re in a good mood,” I tell Ben. 
 
                 He walks up and throws an arm around my shoulder giving me a squeeze. “This is happening thanks to you. I might even give you all my squirrels today.” 
 
                 Bryant smiles more at Ben’s remark. “Don’t think he’s being nice,” he tells me. “Ben hates eating squirrel.” 
 
                 “You can’t say they don’t resemble cooked rats,” Ben tells him. 
 
                 Bryant ignores him. “He was pretty peeved when Dillon told him the hunt was off.”               
 
                 “Only because I knew Dillon enjoyed breaking my heart.” Ben looks down at me with his hand over his chest he says, “I was really heart broken.” Bryant is trying to keep a straight face. Ben squeezes my shoulder to get my attention. “You saved me from that heartache.”               
 
                 “Where is Dillon?” I ask, growing increasingly uncomfortable with Ben’s appreciation. “Is he bringing the guns?” 
 
                 Bryant grins, watching something in the distance behind Ben and I. “He’s coming. From the looks of it we have an extra man.” 
 
                 Ben and I whip around. Dillon is walking up with my uncle. Ben drops his arm from my shoulder moving closer to Bryant. “Thanks for the heads up, bro,” he mutters to Bryant.  
 
                 “My bad,” he laughs.
 
                 “Is he bothering you?” Dillon asks me. 
 
                 “He was thanking me for getting the hunt back together.” 
 
                 He hands me a rifle. “You got this?” 
 
                 I check the chamber, empty. “Yup.” 
 
                 Dillon passes Bryant his. He pushes Ben’s into his chest chastising him silently with his hard gaze. 
 
                 “What? I was just thanking her.” 
 
                 “Good morning, Sir,” Bryant says to Uncle Will. 
 
                 “Morning,” Uncle Will says, joining the circle. “Taylor.” 
 
                 “Good morning,” I say, brightly. 
 
                 He hands me a box of shells. “I hope I don’t embarrass myself. I haven’t been squirrel hunting in decades.” 
 
                 “I didn’t know you’d be available or I would’ve invited you myself.” 
 
                 “Cassidy asked my thoughts about it before getting with Dillon. I couldn’t let you have all the fun.”               
 
                 Dillon, Ben, and Bryant have loaded their guns. “We’re ready when you are,” Dillon tells me.  
 
                 Once my rifle is loaded Ben asks, “Are we going in one big group?” 
 
                 “I’m going to take Taylor northeast where the pecan trees are,” Uncle Will tells him. 
 
                 “One of us should go with you,” Dillon says. 
 
                 “You’re more than welcome to join us,” Uncle Will tells him. 
 
                 Ben smiles at Dillon. “Bet you twenty bucks Bryant and I get more than the three of you.” 
 
                 “Ten,” Dillon counters. 
 
                 “You scared you’ll lose?” 
 
                 “No, you don’t have twenty bucks and I know it.” 
 
                 Ben steps toward Dillon. “You think you’re big and bad but let me—” 
 
                 Bryant pulls the back of Ben’s shirt. “We’re leaving before your mouth gets our hunting privileges taken away.” 
 
                 I look at Uncle Will. He’s more amused than concerned with Ben’s sudden attitude. Bryant walks to the woods. Ben spends a few seconds scrutinizing Dillon before turning to follow him.
 
                 “I should have grabbed an extra vest,” Uncle Will says in regards to me not having any orange on. Uncle Will and Dillon both have orange vests on. 
 
                 “Here,” Dillon says, taking his hunter orange hat off. 
 
                 Uncle Will passes the hat to me. I slide Dillon’s hat on keeping my giddiness to myself. We start out with Uncle Will in the middle as we enter the tree line. We carefully navigate our way through the woods, being as silent as possible. Dillon ends up on my left and Uncle Will on my right. There’s plenty of bird activity but no squirrels. 
 
                 I catch sight of a squirrel running up a tree to my right. I point at the tree. “There.” 
 
                 I take the first shot and miss. Uncle Will takes the second shot, also misses. I look to Dillon, who hasn’t raised his rifle. He’s looking less then pleased with who he picked to hunt with. “We’re just warming up,” I tell him, offensively. 
 
                 He shrugs. “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
                 “And you’d better not,” Uncle Will says, lightheartedly.
 
    
 
    
 
                 “I have some ideas for tightening security… if you have some time later,” Dillon says to Uncle Will as we continue walking. 
 
                 “I have time now.” 
 
                 “Instead of doubling the security team, we change our perimeter points from four to three. Three bodies will be plenty if we move security positions so that each trio is at a corner where they can not only see down both sides, but will also have the backs of the two other teams on the connecting corners.” 
 
                 “Less security will be a hard sell to my faculty.” 
 
                 “That’s not what I’m recommending.” 
 
                 “I heard you. More coverage with security being able to check on one another with visual confirmation is a good idea. I’m not a fan of relying primarily on verbal checks.” 
 
                 “That only means less men outside. I think bringing in a few new faces would give us the continuous inside security we currently don’t have.” 
 
                 “The idea is to not let anyone close enough to get inside.” 
 
                 “I know that but I also know that when the worst case scenario happens, it usually goes down differently than foreseen.” 
 
                 “If it goes down,” Uncle Will counters. 
 
                 “We’re trained for worst case scenarios and we’ll be better prepared this way, is all I’m saying. I also think once students see the changes going on they’re going to get nervous.” 
 
                 “And seeing a constant security presence inside will enforce the fact that they are safe,” Uncle Will finishes.
 
                 Dillon nods. “Students and faculty.”  
 
                 “Visitors will like it too,” Uncle Will says with a furrowed brow. 
 
                 I perk up, forgetting the squirrels. “What visitors?” 
 
                 Dillon stares up at the trees so my question sits on Uncle Will’s shoulders to answer.               
 
                 “We’re inviting parents to campus since we’re no longer allowing outside calls. One day only, where they get to spend time with their kids and see that the school is as safe as ever. Mitchell Lanton and your mother aren’t the only ones on the outside that know about the Rogues’ activity. It’s partly why I’m bringing in more security.” 
 
                 “I thought the school’s location was suppose to be a secret from student’s family,” I say. This school is supposed to be my safe place. Having that tiny feeling of safety falling apart is unnerving.  
 
                 “It is for the most part.” 
 
                 “It’s either a secret or it isn’t.” I know all too well how secrets tend to fail. “Parents could be working with the Rogues,” I tell him. I want to ask him if there’s anyone that doesn’t know where this place is.
 
                 Dillon looks at Uncle Will too, waiting for a response. “Okay, Cassidy,” he says sarcastically. “Part of why I’m allowing parents in is to subject them to light questioning in order for them to gain access to the premises.” 
 
                 “Who will be doing the questioning?” Dillon asks. 
 
                 “Veritatis faculty.” 
 
                 “I can help,” I volunteer. 
 
                 “No,” Dillon and Uncle Will say in unison. 
 
                 “How about the teachers who have kids at The Southern Academy.” Dillon offers. “They have more invested in keeping the school safe than anyone else and they’ll be thorough.”               
 
                 “Maybe you should write all these suggestions down,” Uncle Will tells him. 
 
                 “I can do that,” Dillon says. 
 
                 Uncle Will chuckles, “I’m only joking.” 
 
                 Something makes a loud crack ahead of us around thick undergrowth. We stop. Dillon and Uncle Will raise their guns. Uncle Will motions for me to get behind them. Dillon moves between me and the general location from where the noise came from. Uncle Will creeps farther to the right as Dillon walks toward it. A stick snaps when Dillon takes a step and an armadillo scurries out from the undergrowth.
 
                 They both look relieved. They check around the area just to be safe.               
 
                 Uncle Will finally lowers his gun. “Thank goodness. I could hear Cassidy yelling at me about talking about the school’s business in the open.”  
 
                 “Bryant and Ben should have stayed with us.” 
 
                 “Oh, no,” Uncle Will disagrees, “small doses of them are plenty.” 
 
                 “Bryant’s not bad,” I tell him. 
 
                 “I am referring more to the other one,” Uncle Will says.
 
                 “Ben.” 
 
                 “That’s the one.” 
 
                 “That makes two of us,” I tell him. 
 
                 Dillon looks like he wants to agree with us but instead says, “He’s a good fighter.”               
 
                 “And talker,” I add making both of them smile.
 
                 As Uncle Will guessed, the pecan and surrounding trees are crawling with squirrels. They are fast and after we let out a couple of shots the plethora of small rodents dwindles. When we throw in the towel it is evident who the best shot is. Dillon bagged four. Uncle Will and I managed to tie with two each. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Eight,” Dillon announces as we meet Ben coming out of the woods. Bryant’s shortly behind him 
 
                 “Woo! I’m ten dollars richer,” Ben says, waving six squirrels in the air. 
 
                 “Ten all together,” Bryant calls out. 
 
                 “How many squirrel nests did you shoot?” Uncle Will asks them. 
 
                 Bryant’s brows pop up and he glances quickly at Ben before answering. “I didn’t shoot a one,” he says. 
 
                 “Is he telling the truth?” Uncle Will asks me. 
 
                 “Yup.” 
 
                 “What kind of hunters do you take us for?” Ben asks.
 
                 “Answer the question,” Dillon tells him. 
 
                 Ben looks me in the eye when he says, “None.” 
 
                 It’s a lie. I’m not surprised. Bryant holds up three fingers behind him. 
 
                 “We win,” Uncle Will declares proudly. 
 
                 “You’re unbelievable,” Dillon tells Ben, bitterly. 
 
                 “She didn’t say I was lying.” 
 
                 “She didn’t have to,” Uncle Will says. 
 
                 “There weren’t any rules,” he protests. 
 
                 “It’s called sportsmanship,” Dillon retorts. 
 
                 “I told him the same thing,” Bryant says.  
 
                 Ben throws up his hand indignantly saying, “Fine, you win. But I’m not cleaning them.”               
 
                 “Everyone cleans squirrels,” Uncle Will says, putting his foot down. 
 
                 Bryant’s grinning, enjoying every minute of this. 
 
                 “I’ll clean mine,” Ben says. “But that’s it.” 
 
                 “I know you’re not acting like this,” Dillon says, under his breath wiping his forehead with his forearm. 
 
                 Ben looks at Dillon out the corner of his eye then turns for the faculty housing. “I know I killed more than anyone.”
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   K. Post pool party
 
    
 
   When I get to my room, Boston is sitting on my bed talking to Mick. “Did you say thanks for the invite?” He’s asking Mick as he laughs. 
 
                 Mick throws a pillow at Boston barking, “What do you think? She’s lucky I didn’t give her a piece of my mind.” Boston takes the pillow obligingly and stuffs it behind him to lean on. 
 
                 “What are you two talking about?”
 
                 Mick gets off his bed and goes to his desk, taking out a notebook. 
 
                 With Mick refusing to answer, Boston steps up. “Mick found out who invited him to the party and he’s being totally ungrateful.” 
 
                 “I have no reason to be grateful,” Mick says, taking out a pencil then slamming the drawer closed. “I would’ve gotten to go on Kelly’s invite. I’m telling you, that witch invited me just to make me mad.” 
 
                 Boston rests his hands behind his head looking more comfortable on that lumpy bed than I’ve ever managed. “She’s got some good-looking legs for a witch.” 
 
                 “Anyone going to fill me in on who we’re talking about?”  
 
                 Boston looks at Mick’s back. When he decides Mick isn’t going to, he answers. “Jessica.” 
 
                 “Whoa, whoa, back up. Why would Jessica invite him when they can’t stand each other?”
 
                 “She’s not the one with hard feelings,” Boston explains. “She told Zoey at the party that she thought Mick was ‘looking super cute,’” Boston makes bunny ears in the air with his fingers to signify that he’s quoting. “And that’s when she told Zoey how happy she was that he accepted her invitation.” 
 
                 I get undressed and head for the shower, mulling it over. “She broke up with you, right?” I ask Mick, on the way to bathroom.
 
                 He continues drawing in the notebook. Boston sits up, tossing the pillow on Mick’s bed saying, “Darn right she did and I think she regrets breaking his delicate little heart.” 
 
                 “That’s it!” Mick slams his notebook closed and pushes his chair back. “Get out,” he says, descending on Boston. “I don’t want to hear your voice another second.” 
 
                 Boston jumps up. He heads to the door with a hand up in defeat. “I’ll go, chill. It’s my bedtime anyway.” He opens the door as he looks at me across the room. “Kelly, you better watch out. He’s extra sensitive tonight.” He quickly closes the door behind himself as the pencil Mick had in his hand goes sailing across the room. It bounces off the door with a sharp ‘tonk’. 
 
                 I waste no time getting in the bathroom and securing the door. I know he keeps a half dozen sharpened pencils in his desk.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next day at lunch, Glensy stops by our table. “Did you boys hear the news?” 
 
                 I’m the only one out of Boston, Mick, and myself that doesn’t have a mouth full of spaghetti. “No, what?” 
 
                 “Howard wasn’t in any of his classes. That lucky duck got early placement.” 
 
                 “Welp, if all you have to do is aggravate the teachers, I should be out of here in no time,” I tell him with a smile. 
 
                 “Nah, you haven’t even come close,” Glensy surveys the cafeteria. “Watch this,” he spills some of his water on the floor as a teacher walks up, unaware of the puddle.               
 
                 He steps right in it. “What the…?”               
 
                 Glensy steps back making a face as if he smells something foul. “Eww, you should be more careful. A stage one just wet himself right there.”
 
                  The teacher looks horrified. He quickly steps out of the puddle of water and trots to the bathroom, calling for someone to clean it up. Glensy laughs all the way to his table. 
 
                 “I’ve always liked him,” Boston says, in admiration watching him walk away. 
 
                 “He’s not too bad. He’s just got bad taste in friends,” I say, looking at Mase sitting next to Glensy eating. 
 
                 Boston glances mischievously at Mick, “believe it or not; Mick here was good friends with Mase too, once upon a time.” 
 
                 Mick glares at him. “I thought you didn’t want to be on my bad side today,” he fumes. 
 
                 “I don’t,” Boston tells him. 
 
                 Mick glares at me next but turns his focus back to his plate. Boston leans forward and in a quiet voice tells me, “Mick and Mase stopped hanging out when Jessica broke up with him and started dating Mase. She didn’t date Mase very long, but they haven’t been friends ever since.”
 
    
 
                 I’m still thinking about Jessica ditching Mick, who I would bet makes a decent boyfriend, for a big turd like Mase when I walk into the locker room to get dressed for football. Mick and Mase have totally different personalities for one. Although, Jessica with Mase I can kind of understand. They are strong, stubborn, and good-looking not that Mick isn’t an attractive guy. However, as far as strength is concerned she could beat Mick at an arm wrestling contest, easy. 
 
                 Mick is already dressed and closing his locker when I join him. He sits down on the bench in front of the lockers. He looks up at me. “What are you thinking about? You’ve got a confused look on your face,” he says. 
 
                 I put my stuff in the locker and slowly pull my shirt over my head to have time to think of a response. 
 
                 “I, uh, was thinking about the whole... early placement thing.” 
 
                 He seems to buy it. He ties his cleats then stands up. “You don’t have to worry about getting early placement.” 
 
                 “What are you trying to say?” I ask, acting offended. 
 
                 “No, no. I know you’re a good Dynamar, but Dynamar rarely get out early. Even those with connected parents don’t get out early unless something big comes up and they’re scrambling for man power.” 
 
                 “You’re right then,” I say, thinking about my lack of parents. “I really won’t get out of here any time soon.” 
 
                 Mick shrugs, leaning against the lockers while I finish getting ready. “Some people in class were saying that Howard was only getting a couple days out because his parents came in to see him. So, that would mean even Mr. Hotshot didn’t get an early placement job.” 
 
                 “Oh.” 
 
                 Howard gets loving parents who want to spend time with him and I’m stuck here with no one. How is that fair? As we head out onto the field, I’m secretly hoping someone’s padding cuts me again so I’ll have a reason to give someone an extra hard pummeling. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 The envy I feel for Howard getting to visit his family fades as days of his absence turns into weeks. It looks like Glensy got it right. Howard isn’t the only one that reaped benefits from competition day. At the next team meeting, Evan informs us that Jessica got promoted to a stage three team, leaving me as the only stage three stuck with underclassmen. 
 
                 “Her parents probably threw a fit until they moved her up,” Mick tells me that night in our room while we are working on homework at our desks. “They’ve been mad about her being behind since everyone but her was moved to full stage three status.” 
 
                 “So, because I don’t have someone to fight for me, I’ll be stuck with half of my classes with little kids?” I open the top drawer of my desk and chunk one of my books in it before slamming it shut. I don’t know why I even try to study this crap if it isn’t even going to get me anywhere. 
 
                 “Calm down,” Mick says, turning around to face me. 
 
                 I feel him doing his Tempero thing on me. I’m on the verge of calming down, but then I think about how I’m looked at as a weak Dynamar by almost everyone here. I’m on a stage two ability advancing team, even in some of their regular classes, and how Mase puts it I’m a panty waste that can’t go up a steep hill. All together I’m weak AND dumb by this places standards. 
 
                 Mick stands up behind me. In a stern voice he asks, “What are you doing?”  
 
                 “What does it look like I’m doing?” I growl. “I’m sitting here.”
 
                 “No. I can feel you… fighting me.” 
 
                 “What are you talking about?” I rest my elbows on the desk and bury my face in my hands. My anger is cultivating with every word out of his mouth. If I deck him I’ll regret it and get in trouble. I don’t need to get into more trouble. 
 
                 I keep my face in my hands listening to Mick move to his bed and lay down. A short while later, I’m back to normal. I change, turn off the light, and get into bed trying not to think of anything that could set me off. 
 
                 Lena’s been nicer to me lately. Or at least she and Abby don’t completely ignore me when I walk by. The day after the pool party, Lena even replied when I asked her how her day was going. Maybe Glensy put in a good word for me. Mick drives me from my thoughts.  “How did you do it?” 
 
                 The images of Lena disappear. “Ah hell, I thought you were asleep.” 
 
                 “I was waiting for you to chill out.” 
 
                 I feign ignorance, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
                 “I’m talking about how you can stop me from cooling your temper. I don’t think that should be possible. I know something like that shouldn’t be possible.” 
 
                 I think about it for a minute. “I can’t stand being messed with like that. When Temperos are doing stuff to my head it makes me want to get angry just to prove that I can. It’s like, a violation of my basic rights.” 
 
                 “I didn’t pay much attention when we learned about our civil rights but I’m pretty sure there was nothing about having the right to get D’d in the Constitutional rights.” 
 
                 “It doesn’t feel natural to me. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
                 Mick moves around in his bed. I can’t see him but I know he when speaks that he’s facing me now. “I know when we first started practicing on each other as Stage Ones it was easy to tell when someone was trying to make me feel something other than what I was already feeling; but as everyone got better, it became harder to tell the difference. Can you feel it when every Tempero is working on you or just when I am?” 
 
                 “I don’t know. I haven’t paid that much attention to it.” I think about Nikki, football, and other times when I knew Tempero were controlling the emotional setting. I can’t think of a time when I knew after the fact that a Temp had pushed a particular feeling on me. I know almost immediately when a Tempero-induced feeling is trying to take over. My ability to become absorbed in emotions has sky rocketed since coming here. Thinking about how emotionally charged I’ve become I forget that Mick’s waiting on my to answer his question.
 
                 “You awake?” he asks.
 
                 I take my time answering, “I think I know when any Tempero is working on me.” 
 
                 Mick sits up in his bed. “When I just tried to calm you down I could feel some sort of, push back.” He gets up and paces between our beds. I close my eyes and roll over hoping he doesn’t turn the light on. I feel him lean on the side of my bed. “This could be huge,” he says, quietly. 
 
                 I’m too tired to entertain his anxious chatter. “Just forget it. I’m going to bed,” I snarl in my covers. 
 
                 “No,” Mick says. He pulls the covers out of my hands just as I’m about to tuck them around my shoulders. “I knew something wasn’t quite right when you lost it after reading Lia’s note but I blamed myself for not being prepared.” 
 
                 I don’t move, hoping my lack of interest will be contagious. “Kelly, I mean geez!” So much for that. 
 
                 “Keeping me from my beauty sleep is not a good way to keep me chill,” I warn.               
 
                 “Don’t you get it? You’re not supposed to be able to block a Tempero, but you can. If they knew that you could do that you would get the pick of the litter when you graduate. You could be more than just some bodyguard when you get out. I’ve got to tell Boston.” He dashes out the room, leaving the door open. 
 
                 About the time I get up to close the door with the idea of putting something heavy behind it so Mick can’t get back in, he and Boston show up. I try to ignore their talking as I get back in bed attempting to fall to sleep. 
 
                 “Have you ever had someone block your ability?” Mick asks Boston. 
 
                 “Not that I know of. I’d probably just think they were being truthful if they did. I can only tell when someone’s lying.” 
 
                 “I could feel it though. Like, it was normal at first but suddenly it was like I couldn’t reach him.”               
 
                 “Was he too far away from you?” 
 
                 “No. We were in here and my ability couldn’t touch him. A wall had gone up with him on his side and me on mine. I couldn’t calm him down. I couldn’t do anything.” 
 
                 A welcomed miracle happens in the room, silence. I drift out of consciousness. 
 
                 Boston’s voice breaks the silence. “That’s not good.” He’s speaking low enough that sleep sets in.
 
    
 
    
 
                 I wake up refreshed and ready for the day only to find Mick with bags around his eyes, sitting at his desk. 
 
                 “Good morning,” I say on the way to the bathroom. 
 
                 “Don’t ‘Good morning’ me. You fell asleep in the middle of us trying to figure out what’s going on with you. Then, you snored so loud I couldn’t hear myself think.” 
 
                 I leave the door open, not wanting to be rude shutting it in the middle of his rant. “My bad.” 
 
                 A knock at the door causes Mick to get up but the door opens on its own. Boston walks in before Mick’s halfway across the room. Boston acts well rested so I don’t feel bad. 
 
                 Boston asks him, “What did he say?”
 
                 “Nothing yet, he just got up,” Mick answers. 
 
                 I walk out of the bathroom to get dressed. Mick goes in the bathroom leaving me alone with Boston. 
 
                 “Have you been hiding this, Kelly?”
 
                 “No. I didn’t know I was doing anything wrong,” I tell him, earnestly. 
 
                 He sits down on my bed giving me room to finish getting dressed.
 
                 “It’s not wrong, it just isn’t something you should be able to do. Have you done whatever it is your doing to anyone else?” 
 
                 “I don’t think so.” It’s not as if I knew I was doing it to begin with.
 
                 “Good. I wouldn’t talk about it to anyone else either.” 
 
                 “What’s the big deal?” 
 
                 “What’s the big deal?!” yells Mick from the bathroom door, spitting toothpaste out the door.               
 
                 “Shhhh!” Boston tells him.
 
                  Mick rolls his eyes and goes back to the sink. 
 
                 “If Mick’s right and you can block Tempero from using their abilities on you, it is a big deal. Before you shout it from the rooftops, I think you should work on it to see exactly what’s going on, but only in private, just with us.” 
 
                 I slide my already-tied shoes on. “So, I shouldn’t talk about it and the only person I can do it to is Mick?” 
 
                 Boston nods. 
 
                 “Got it.” That’s not much of a change from what I’ve been doing. 
 
                 Mick comes out of the bathroom and gets dressed saying, “Think happy thoughts and don’t blow up. You can do this.” 
 
                 “Yeah, no big deal,” I say, with less sarcasm than I mean.
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   H. Interrogation
 
    
 
   Someone pulls the bag off my head bathing me in bright light that’s initialing nauseating. I’m sitting on a metal chair in front of a metal table that’s bolted to the floor.
 
                 “Time to see if you’re as good as what they’ve been saying.” 
 
                 He tosses a folder in front of me. I ignore it. “Who are you? Why are you doing this to me?” 
 
                 “Bill,” the man says.
 
                 “Liar,” I tell him flatly. He’s insulting my intelligence. I’m not some dumb kid. I’m a Veritatis, a great one.
 
                  In a flash, he grabs the back of my neck and pushes my face closer to the folder. “A child asks questions like that. Now show us what you can do.” He releases my neck and opens the folder for me. There’s a picture of a middle aged, white male and some notes. Everything inside it is marked ‘top secret’ just how I like it. 
 
                 “What do you want me to find out?” I ask the man whose name isn’t Bill.
 
                 “His contacts. We want to know what he has been doing since he left us. It’s going to be almost two decades of information.” 
 
                 I look at the sparse notes beside the picture. “What has he done?” 
 
                 He hits the table right in front of me hard with his hand. It catches me off guard and I jump like a coward. I hate him for it. 
 
                 “This,” he yells, pointing at the papers in the folder, “Is your only concern. If you’re unable to get us the information then you’re useless. You don’t want to know what we do to useless Seraphim.”               
 
                 “Can I at least have a coke or something?” I keep my expression cool, not letting him see how much he intimidates me. “I’m parched.” 
 
                 He moves away from me. I think about turning around as he’s pacing behind me, but he wants to hit me right now. It doesn’t help that I’m more scared of him than any Dyna I’ve pissed off before. 
 
                 He moves for the door. “Being a smart-alec is not a sign of intelligence. If you aren’t smart, you won’t last long.” 
 
    
 
    
 
                 A little while later a woman walks in with a bottle of water. “He said you only get caffeine once you’ve gotten answers.” She leaves and the man I’m supposed to question is brought in. 
 
                 He is escorted to the chair across the table from me. He watches as the door closes before moving. When it does, he rests his elbows on the table, and puts his face in his hands looking utterly worn out. I can relate.
 
                 “I won’t say anything,” he tells me through his hands. “I don’t care if you’re a kid or not.” 
 
                 I stare at his fingers as he rubs his face. Before the first knuckle on each of his fingers there’s a small patch of dark hairs. If they grew any longer they would curl. I rub over the tops of my fingers in my lap where he can’t see as I plan out my answer-retrieving strategy. I know the drill. I’ll get answers because if I don’t things will get worse for me long before they get better. 
 
                 When I’m not in this interrogation, I spend most of my down time wondering what it’s like for other Seraphim when they achieve early placement. I bet they break them first, military-style. Being withheld food is probably nothing compared to other Seraphims’ early placements. I’m lucky I’m an excellent Veritatis and they know it, or else this would be hard to go through. I look at the folder again before closing it and pushing it aside. 
 
                 It takes longer than normal, but once I’ve gotten answers from him, I’m escorted back to my room. There’s a coke and an apple sitting on my bed waiting for me. None of them will say it but I handled the stress well.
 
                 “Good job, Howard,” I say to myself.
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   K. Bad news
 
    
 
                 Mick and I get to the cafeteria early for breakfast. We don’t want to miss the fresh bacon. I pass Anne, sitting with Jennifer, the stage two that showed her around on the day Boston brought us on campus. Anne is looking a bit down. I give her a big grin when we make eye contact. 
 
                 “Hey, kid.”
 
                 She rolls her eyes at me, but smiles. “Hey, old man.”
 
                 Jennifer looks at her with big eyes. She leans in toward Anne. “I thought you didn’t have any siblings.”
 
                 I keep walking with Mick to our table not wanting to get stuck talking to Anne’s friend.
 
                 “I don’t. Kelly’s just a friend,” she tells her.
 
                 “How lucky are you,” she gushes. “He’s hot.”
 
                 Mick gives me a look letting me know he heard her. “Cradle robber,” he whispers.
 
                 “Whatever. You have Nikki following you around like a puppy.”
 
                 Mick ducks his head at the mention of Nikki. He regards the students eating at the tables we’re passing as if I had said some big secret. Once he’s seen no one is paying attention to us he says, crisply, “Yeah, but I don’t encourage it.”
 
                 “But Anne’s cool. You better watch it or I’ll tell Nikki where you go to hide from her,” I threaten. 
 
                 He doesn’t say another word about it. I don’t really know where he goes when Nikki’s near by and he disappears, but I’m happy it shuts him up.
 
                 When Boston shows up Lena’s close behind him. "You are the biggest pain in the butt, Boston I swear,” she hisses as he is siting down. 
 
                 “Hola mis amigos!" Boston beams at Mick and I. 
 
                 Mick looks at Lena. “He's only speaking Spanish today?" 
 
                 "Hablar Español es bueno para un gran mundo,” Boston says. 
 
                 "Yeah, bad Spanish,” she says to the back of Boston's head. 
 
                 Mick smiles. "He said, "Speaking Spanish—“”
 
                 "I know what he said!” she snaps. "I’ve had a perfect grade point average in Spanish Immersion two years in a row." 
 
                 "What's up?" Zoey asks, walking up to the table. She looks from Boston, to Mick, to me. I shrug, trying to catch up with what appears to be Boston practicing getting a job South of the border after graduation. 
 
                 Lena answers. "I was just asking Boston to talk to you about getting notes from yesterday's class for me, but he's being… difficult.”
 
                 Zoey looks at Boston and he starts speaking Spanish to her. She’s unfazed by his antics and says to Lena, "You were in class. Why do you need my notes?" 
 
                 "My head was somewhere else during class and Abby's notes are a joke." 
 
                 Zoey looks at her, squinting her eyes a little in suspicion. 
 
                 Lena cocks her head to the side and with big, puppy eyes says, “Come on, I'm not going to beg." 
 
                 “Fine,” Zoey says, walking around her to sit next to Boston. "You can copy them tonight." 
 
                 With that Lena’s spunk returns. "Thanks.” She looks around the table, when her eyes get to the back of Boston's head her smile drops to a frown before leaving to go to her table with Mase and Abby. 
 
                 Once out of hearing range Zoey mumbles to Boston, "Did she really ask you for my notes?"  
 
   "Las mujeres me siguen por todos lados me voy, pero yo sólo tengo ojos para ti." Zoey's eyes get big as she tries to act mad at the same time she fights not to laugh. "I don't know why I even bother,” she tells him.
 
                 I lean over to Mick. "What did he say?" 
 
                 "Something to the effect of: "Women follow me around everywhere but I only have eyes for you."
 
                 Boston puts his arm around Zoey and pulls her close whispering in her ear. She smiles, shyly and pushes away from him. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 Leaving the cafeteria, Nikki walks up to us. The wave of sensations hit me as she closes in. 
 
                 Mick yells, "Nikki, what the hell!” 
 
                 "Give her a break, Mick,” Zoey says, turning from him to look all lovey-dovey at Boston. Nikki looks to be on the verge of tears despite the loving feelings she’s pushing on all of us. 
 
                 Mick rolls his eyes at her. "Give me a minute,” he tells me, breaking away from the group with Nikki in tow.
 
                 After a few minutes of talking with her she leaves looking more upbeat. Mick seems a bit perplexed when he rejoins us.
 
                 My curiosity peaked I ask him, “What did you say?” 
 
                 “I told her she’s too young for me and that she has to stop following me around.”
 
                 “Good man. So she agreed?”
 
                 “Yeah, but…” He looks over his shoulder at Nikki walking away. “I think she took it as if there’s still hope.”
 
                 At that, Boston and Zoey chuckle. I pat Mick’s back sympathetically. “Of course she did,” I say, with a smile I can’t hold in.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next day when I get to Dr. Baudin's class Mick isn't there, which is out of the norm. He always beats me to this class. Dr. Baudin stops me when I walk in. 
 
                 "Mrs. Heincliff needs to speak with you. You’ll find her in Mr. Grad's office." 
 
                 It is about time she shows back up. “You want me to go right now?" 
 
                 "You don't keep women waiting, young man." 
 
    
 
    
 
                 I get to the study center in no time anxious to give Lia a piece of my mind. Maybe she heard about the door incident and wants to give me a hard time. The thought brings a smile to my face. I’d love for her to try to give me a hard time after her note stunt. If I laugh in her face I might get another chance to fight her and this time she won’t catch me off guard.  
 
                 As I walk down the hall, a door to the left opens and a Tempero instructor comes out the room followed by a stage two and another adult. Both of the adults are Temps. I walk past them and a calm washes over me as powerful as a rip tide. I instinctively push back for a moment before thinking better of it. Dealing with Lia tends to leave me ticked off so starting out super calm isn’t a bad idea. Calm immediately engulfs me. As I get farther away from the trio the feeling doesn’t subside. There must be more Tempero around or maybe those two are that strong. 
 
                 “Come in,” Lia calls from inside the office before I have the chance to knock. I walk in and she gets up from behind Mr. Grad’s desk. She motions toward the two chairs in front of the desk. “Have a seat.” 
 
                 I do as I’m told. 
 
                 She walks to the door and leans out to talk to someone in the next office over. “Kelly’s here. Go ahead and call him over.” 
 
                 She shuts the door but doesn’t go back behind the desk. Instead, she leans against the front of it, directly in front of me. She grabs a chart off the desk behind her. “How’s everything going, Kelly?” She asks, sounding almost motherly.
 
                 “Good, I haven’t gotten in any trouble lately.”
 
                 She opens the chart and looks through the papers. “I see that, very good. I knew you’d fit in perfectly.”
 
                 The door opens behind me causing Lia to smile. I turn to see the two adult Tempero that I had passed minutes earlier joining us. 
 
                 When I turn back to Lia, she looks down at the chart. She takes a paper out and looks over it. “Now, this is going to be hard to hear, Kelly, but I can’t keep it from you. You’re old enough to understand; and with your past I know you’ve unfortunately dealt with this before. While I was out this past week I got some upsetting news.” 
 
                 She gracefully squats down in front of me, resting her hand on top of mine on the chair arm. The Tempero are working on me. All I feel is inner peace and warmth but I hear what she’s saying. I know it’s about to get bad.
 
                 She’s closer to me than she’s ever been, except for when she punched me. “Your grandmother’s doctor got in touch with me. He informed me that your grandmother passed away in her sleep this past week.” She squeezes my hand. “I’m so sorry, Kelly.”
 
                 She pauses for a moment of silence then continues talking. I’m no longer listening. I watch her lips move but no words reach me. 
 
                 How could this happen? Gran pulled through fine after the first stroke. Lia hands me the paper she’s been holding. It’s a death certificate. It lists the cause of death as natural causes. It is dated four days ago. 
 
                 The Temps in the room are dulling the pain as I hand it back to her. She doesn’t accept it. “You can keep it, darling. I made a copy for your records.” She gets up, walks around the desk, and sits in her chair. “Now,” she straightens her shirt. “you are handling this news better than I had hoped. Know that we all understand that it takes time to move on from a loss of this magnitude. We’re here for you. If you need to talk to someone we have faculty members that specialize in these matters. They will be at your disposal.”
 
                 My voice doesn’t sound familiar when it comes out. “Did she ask for me before she died?” 
 
                 Lia shakes her head ‘no’, “She never regained consciousness.” 
 
                 I lower my head and close my eyes. How should this feel? I don’t feel like myself suddenly. After Mom’s passing I still felt like myself, only sad and a little confused because I was so young and didn’t truly understand the finality of death. 
 
                 This is something else. I’m no longer me. I sit, holding the death certificate of the last member of my family, not knowing what to do. Lia motions for the Tempero to walk me out. She tells me to take the rest of the day to recuperate. “This isn’t a football injury,” I think to myself. Lia doesn’t even get up as I leave with Tempero on either side of me.
 
                 Mick is waiting in the hall for me. The look on his face tells me he knows about what just happened.
 
                 He looks to the men walking me out. “He okay?”
 
                 “I can still talk,” I say. The calm feelings are pushed even harder on me from all directions. 
 
                 “Sorry,” Mick says, cautiously. He looks me over, his eyes rest on the paper in my hand. “I can take it from here,” he reassures the Tempero. “We’ll go back to our room and lay low.” 
 
                 Mick leads me down the hall without a word. He keeps some distance between us walking ahead of me not commenting on my slow speed. His kindness is proven as I am given the freedom to feel my loss and all the pain that goes with it instead of the Tempero-induced emotions that were just shoved down my throat. Occasionally he looks back checking on me. 
 
                 I’m slowly circling a vast vortex of depression when my emotions involuntarily stutter. I feel the dark emotions wane slightly as Mick turns on his ability. He looks back at me sharply while closing the space between us. Down the hall, coming our way, are Abby, Glensy, and Mase. 
 
                 “Is my mom still here?” Mase asks us. Mick nods. I don’t acknowledge him causing him to pop off, “Screw you too.” 
 
                 I have a split second, maybe less, of being aware that I can stop the anger forming before it’s unleashed, but I encourage it. Whatever Mick’s doing to try to keep me calm is pushed behind the wall I instinctively construct leaving his ability irrelevant. 
 
                 I throw Mase against a hall before he knows what is happening. Abby screams at me to stop. I don’t. I block out her pleas and Mick’s silent attempts to soothe my rage. My forearm is crushing Mase’s neck. His eyes bulge as his head from the neck up turns red. Mick tries feebly to push me off Mase. Strong arms loop around mine and pull. With Mick pushing as Glensy pulls, Mase is able to get enough space from my forearm to breathe. 
 
                 “Not here, man,” Glensy growls in my ear.
 
                 I loosen my remaining grasp on Mase. Mick manages to get between us as Glensy continues to pull me back. Hurried footsteps come from down the hall.
 
                 “What did you do?” Lia fumes.
 
                 I think she’s talking to me but I’m glaring at Mase. He has a surprised look on his face that I consider worth any punishment I may get for this. He’s looking at Lia.
 
                 “I didn’t do anything, Mom. He just went berserk.”
 
                 I turn to see if Lia really was talking to him instead of me. She looks Mase over for injuries then points to the office door. “Get in the office. I don’t want to hear another word about it.”
 
                 Mase and Abby go to the office. Lia looks at Mick then the Tempero that are at her heels. “Is he better now?”
 
                 “He’s okay. It won’t happen again,” Mick assures her. Glensy releases me following Mase and Abby into the room.
 
                 She turns to me next. “It’s understandable wanting to let out some steam but I would strongly recommend only doing it on the field from this point forward.”
 
                 I nod minutely. Satisfied she heads back to Mr. Grad’s office. The Tempero pass Mr. Grad’s office, one turns off down another hall, and the other goes to an office farther down.  
 
                 Mick and I don’t speak the remainder of the walk to our room.
 
                 
 
    
 
                 I stare at the ceiling while laying on my bed trying not to think about anything related to Gran. Mick still hasn’t spoken to me. I can hear him drawing at his desk. I focus on the sound of the pencil moving across the paper but it turns into me thinking about the photo album that is in my bag from home that is stuffed under my bed. I try to sleep but when I close my eyes all I see is Gran’s loving face. I should’ve never left her.                At the end of the day Boston walks in. I give up trying to sleep. 
 
                 “You don’t have to go to class tomorrow. Good job on your fight with Mase,” he beams as he plops on the end of my bed. I sit up, giving him more space. How does he always know about everything around here?
 
                 “Alright,” I tell him. 
 
                 He says nothing about Gran. If word has gotten around to him about Mase and I fighting then the cause was also discussed.
 
                 “Don’t get too excited. You still have to show up at the field like any other day,” he says quickly.
 
                 “What in the world for?” I don’t feel like doing anything. All I want to do is stay in my room.
 
                 Boston’s watching Mick intently saying, “Maybe they think there isn’t a better time to see what you’re made of than after discovering you have nothing left to lose.” 
 
                 I stare at Boston, too busy dwelling on my sad state to realize I’m looking at Boston. He notices my eyes on him. He shifts uncomfortably at the end of my bed ultimately deciding to get up. He moves to Mick’s bed where he stretches out comfortably. 
 
                 “Sorry, by the way,” he says, gently, proving me right that he knew everything. I don’t respond, only nod. 
 
                 Mick whips around in his chair, suddenly aware of Boston’s presence. “Do you think they know?” 
 
                 “Nah,” Boston says, coolly. “I think they just want to see how this effects his ability.”
 
                 “What should we do?” Mick asks, nervously.
 
                 I look at Mick, “What do you mean we? I’m the one with a secret I can barely keep.”
 
                 “It’ll be fine. You haven’t ripped any heads off yet, so I don’t think you will tomorrow,” Boston tells me.
 
                 “How can you be sure?” Mick asks, taking the words right out of my mouth.
 
                 “You’ll see,” Boston says, getting up. He rubs his stomach. “I’m going to grab a bite to eat. Anyone want to join?”
 
                 Mick hops up and they head for the door. Mick stops short of walking out when he notices I haven’t moved.
 
                 “You’re not coming?”
 
                 I look at him as if to say, “Did you really just ask that?”
 
                 Mick steps away from the door hesitantly. “You want me to stay?”
 
                 “I’m good.” I lie back down on my bed facing the wall. I hear Mick hesitate a minute longer before he ultimately leaves. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 I report for football the next afternoon. The talking and cutting up around me in the locker room is quieter than normal. A few guys ask me how I’m doing, but for the most part I’m avoided. As Boston said, it’s like any other day, big against little. 
 
                 On the edge of the field, Glensy walks up to me with Mase a good distance in his wake for a change. “We cool, man?” He asks.
 
                 I nod, avoiding eye contact so he knows I don’t want to chat. “Yeah, we’re cool.” 
 
                 He suddenly lunges. I throw my arms out to block him, but he already has ahold of me. I realize he isn’t fighting me but rather giving me a hug, a very awkward hug.
 
                 “Uh, thanks,” I say, with the little air his grasp is allowing to enter my lungs. I can’t do anything since my arms are pinned between my chest and his. I hope none of the guys are watching this.
 
                 “Get off of him,” Mase says to his back. 
 
                 Glensy releases me and pats my shoulders hard. “I’ve been there, man,” he says, solemnly then heads onto the field. 
 
                 Mase makes for the field but pauses. “I didn’t know,” he says, before jogging after Glensy. 
 
                 That is the closest I’ll ever get to an apology from that jerk. The coaches call one of the players from the field and bench him.
 
                 “You’re up!” Mr. Grad yells to me. 
 
                 I should have known they would start me today of all days. Mase calls the play and we break. As the opposing team gets in place, I realize it’s a stage two Dyna facing me. Having a Dyna facing me makes me feel better about what I’m about to do. 
 
                 The Tempero on the sidelines do their thing. I smash into the opposing players. I do all but destroy everyone in my path. After the third play, it’s obvious some of the underclassmen are already hurting. It starts to sprinkle. When the sprinkles turn into rain, the coaches call the game early. The audience consisting of students and teachers watching from the bleachers disperse.
 
                 “Nice job,” Glensy praises as he runs past me to get out of the rain.
 
                  Lia and some Dyna instructors are among the onlookers that remain. I hope they got the show they were hoping for. Lia and the instructor she’s talking with look over at me. Lia stares at me expressionless as the other instructor gives me an approving smile.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next day is exceptionally bleak. Lia sends a stage two Tempero instructor to discuss Gran’s final wishes. He’s an old man with a deep, warm voice. He doesn’t use his ability but simply listening to him speak is soothing. She probably sent him for that very reason. 
 
                 He tells me there won’t be a funeral back home because her will states she wanted to be cremated. He tells me they will hold a memorial service in the study center for me. He does ask if I have any family I would want to invite.
 
                 “She was it.”
 
                 “I’m sorry, son. We’ll have the service none-the-less.”
 
    
 
    
 
                 The apologies keep coming, not just from people I know, but random faces in crowds that I pass. How do they not know that all they’re doing is making it worse? Just when I’m distracted, someone says something that brings all the emptiness back to the surface. 
 
                 To help being back in class and walking around campus I borrow one of Mick’s books and get in the habit of acting like I’m reading everywhere I go. I do such a good job ignoring my surroundings that I don’t hear Anne trying to get my attention during class.
 
                 “Hey,” she repeats, throwing a balled up piece of paper to get my attention. It thumps me in the ribs. 
 
                 It also gets our teacher’s attention. “Who threw that?” she hisses as she makes her way to the board. 
 
                 No one answers causing her to huff in exaggerated frustration before starting her lecture on classroom etiquette. I glance over at Anne. She’s got her head down in embarrassment. She stares down at her shirt that has a large wet spot on it. I instantly feel bad. She’s not good with negative attention and right now the students around her are giving her mean looks for causing the teacher to get on her soapbox. The bell rings, ending class. 
 
                 Before I can get up, Anne is at my desk. “How are you doing?” she asks.
 
                 “Look, let’s not talk about my grandmother. I don’t need to hear another sympathetic apology or I might start breaking things.”
 
                 “Okay,” she says quietly.
 
                 I get up and grab my backpack when suddenly I’m being squeezed. I look down to find Anne giving me a hug. I pat her back in return. The other students are staring and it looks as if the teacher is about to get on to us so I push her off gently. 
 
                 I look her in the eye. “What are you doing?” Knowing full well she’s comforting me the best way she can since I’ve taken away the option to talk about it.
 
                 She tucks her tussled hair behind her ears. “I know how you’re feeling right now and I want you to know you’re not alone. I’m here.” 
 
                 She’s so sincere when she says it that I’m taken aback. I look down at her as she looks up at me waiting for a response. The teacher slams a book on her desk. We both look over at her. 
 
                 “This isn’t social hour. Get to class,” she hisses. 
 
                 Without another word, we depart. When we get in the hall I ask, “Who did that to your shirt?” pointing at it. 
 
                 Her hand goes over the nearly evaporated wet spot. She holds her shirt out getting a better look at it. “The sink in the bathroom went crazy on me.”  
 
                 She’s not selling me on it. “A sink did that, by itself?” 
 
                 She shrugs my question off. We get to her next class and she walks in. I watch her go. The girl that had once welcomed Anne to join her has a cruel twinkle in her eye when Anne enters the room. Anne ignores her, sitting at the front of the class with her back to the girl. 
 
                 “She’s learned her lesson,” she tells a boy and girl who seem to know what she’s talking about. Anne starts to pear over her shoulder sheepishly at the group sitting around the girl but seems to think better of it and turns back to the front of the class. 
 
                 When I first met Anne, she was so excited about the idea of this place. Now she’s become a tiny ball of insecurity, sitting in that desk. She wraps her arms around herself, covering the outline of the wet spot on her shirt. 
 
                 This isn’t going to happen on my watch. I strut into the room like I have every right to be there. “Hey!” I say sharply to the group of bullies who have already noticed my grand entrance. The other students, including Anne, watch me as I approach the main girl. “Do you know her name?” I ask the girl, pointing at Anne. Anne looks horrified. 
 
                 “Ye.. Yeah, that’s Anne Buckley,” she says with an air of indifference. 
 
                 “You know she’s a friend of mine, right?” 
 
                 The girl looks to her friends but none of them come to her aide. She looks back at me crossing her arms. “So? I don’t care,” she says like she really means it. 
 
                 I slowly shake my head ‘no’ with a tight smile drawn on my face. One of her friends is seated in the desk between her and I, blocking me from reaching her. I lean down, placing my hands on either side of the desk. The girl sitting in it is terrified. I lean toward her. “Did you know Anne and I were friends?” 
 
                 She steals a glance over her shoulder before responding, “Uh huh.”
 
                 “Smart girl.” I push the desk, with her still in it, out of my way with ease. I take two steps closer to the girl I initially had my eye on. She no longer looks sure of herself as I approach. 
 
                 “You’re a female,” I inform her, as if she didn’t know. “You might think that matters to me. You may be under the impression that you being a chick would stop me from turning your delicate face into a bloody mess. If that’s the case you would be dead wrong.” 
 
                 She turns white from the blood draining from her face. I inch closer. “And they can bring every Tempero, or anybody else for that matter, to try to stop me but it won’t slow me down from turning you into a Quasimodo if you or anyone else does ANYTHING to upset Anne. Kapeesh?” 
 
                 She’s speechless, just like I intended. 
 
                 "You can't talk to her like that,” a guy in her group says, sitting up taller in his seat. 
 
                 “Oh, yeah?” I give him the same look I gave the girls. He breaks eye contact fast hunching back over. 
 
                 “That goes for all of you.” I look over the rest of the girl’s group. No one speaks a word. I slide the desk, with the girl in it, back in line. Their teacher walks in, looking around, noticing the abnormally quiet atmosphere.
 
                 “Good talk,” I say, before walking out the room, nodding at the teacher as I pass. Anne isn’t alone here either.
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   K. Stage 3
 
    
 
                 The day after I stand up for Anne I’m called to Lia’s office. Why couldn’t she call on me like this when I was wanting to talk to her? At least she can’t give me any more bad news. This could be about yesterday. One of the stage twos I went off on yesterday could have told on me but I doubt Lia would be the one that would talk to me about that kind of stuff. Those brats will regret it if they did. 
 
                 I knock on Mr. Grad’s office door where Lia’s waiting for me imagining how much the stage twos would freak if they saw me coming for them.
 
                 “Come in,” She says pleasantly.
 
                 I walk in and am instantly relieved to see that there aren’t any Tempero with her. That’s got to be a good sign. I walk to a chair as Lia’s writing feverishly at the desk.
 
                 “No, don’t sit,” she tells me, “This won’t take long.” I stop. She grabs a paper from her desk and hands it to me. I look it over. It’s a class schedule. “Congratulations, Kelly. You are now a full time stage three.” 
 
                 All of the classes listed on the schedule are in the stage three building.
 
                 “Great, but I’m barely passing some of my stage two classes. Why am I moving up?”
 
                 She abruptly stops writing. She leans back in her chair gazing at me clearly not expecting my reaction. “Are you wanting to stay in classes with younger students?”
 
                 “No, I’m happy to be with people my age but I wasn’t expecting it.”
 
                 “Oh Kelly, you’re always surprising me,” she admits. “I can assure you I’ll make this transition as smooth as possible for you.” She stands and walks around the desk motioning for me to join her. She holds my shoulders as we walk to the door. “I spoke with your teachers and they’ve agreed that you’re ready.”
 
                 She opens her door then directs me through it. “Any anxiety you’re having you should direct into football. You’ll be fine.” She closes the door. I’m left in the hall holding my new class schedule.
 
                 I finish the morning and find Mick in our room, sitting at his desk flipping through his notebook of doodles. “Has anyone ever failed out of The Academy?” 
 
                 He shakes his head as he stares intently at the page he’s stopped at in his notebook. “Not that I know of.” With pencil in hand, he goes to work.
 
                 I set my stuff on my desk, then face Mick’s back. I try to see what he’s working on. It’s a rather intricate drawing of the back of someone’s head.
 
                 “Is that your new love interest?” I ask knowing it isn’t. The drawing is clearly depicting a dude’s head.
 
                 Mick’s hand stops mid stroke. He stares with big eyes at the drawing. “This is a guy,” he replies, unable to see me grinning behind him.
 
                 “I may be from a small town, but you’ll find I’m very open-minded.”
 
                 “I like chicks,” he says, with an edge of aggravation.
 
                 “Then why are you drawing him?” I ask inquisitively. 
 
                 “I don’t know, because he’s new. He was in my last class and sat right in front of me. I was having to look around his big head the whole time.”
 
                 “How am I the last to know everything and Boston’s one of my closest friends? Boston must like leaving me in the dark.” It is halfway through the day and I’ve seen him multiple times. It’s not like getting a new student is a regular thing from what Boston’s told me and he didn’t say anything about it to me.
 
                 “I’m guessing because he’s that new,” Mick tells me. “It was a teacher, not a student, showing him around. He’s a weird cat too.”
 
                 “How so?”
 
                 Everything about this Seraphim school is weird to me.
 
                 “For one, he’s only a Sensaa. We have maybe ten of them in the whole school. For two, he doesn’t talk. He said all of three words the entire class.”
 
                 “I was quiet at first. Most people are when they’re in a new place.”
 
                 “Not like this. He was intentionally not talking. His mood was all over the place.”
 
                 “You used your ability on the poor dude?”
 
                 “I was only trying to get a feel for him. I didn’t push anything on him. Then, suddenly he would space out.”
 
                 “Boring classes do that to me too.”
 
                 “This is different.” Mick adds something to the drawing. “He did it on purpose. I’m telling you. He would only space out when someone asked him about himself.”
 
                 I look at the door. This conversation is getting boring. “You hungry?” I ask.               He drops his pencil. “Yeah,” he says, getting up.
 
                  I see the picture once he’s gotten up. “What’s that?” I ask, looking at the student’s neck. Mick drew some sort of blob on it.
 
                 “A bruise,” he tells me as we head for the door.
 
                 “It looks like a hickey.”
 
                 “I’m not Monet, okay,” he gripes, shutting the door behind us. I know enough about Monet to know he painted nature not people, but I leave it alone.
 
    
 
    
 
                 “I hear you’ll no longer be visiting the stage two building,” Boston says when Mick and I sit down at our table in the cafeteria.
 
                 “That was fast. I got it right after I saw you this morning,” I say, pulling my new schedule out of my front pocket to look over it.
 
                 “Word travels quick,” Boston says looking behind me. 
 
                 Mick snatches it from me. “Let me see that.” His finger goes down the schedule and stops at the third class. “You’re welcome for third period,” he says.
 
                 Boston snatches it from him. “What is it?” He looks down the list of classes. “Oh yeah, that’s a good one.”
 
                 “What is it?” I ask them both. 
 
                 Boston hands it back to me. “Photography.”
 
                 “With an emphasis on surveillance,” Mick adds.
 
                 “Cool.” 
 
                 Boston glances behind me. His eyebrows perk up a little. He quickly looks down at his plate. “Looks like I’m not the only one who heard.”
 
                 No sooner has he finished talking, a tray clatters down beside mine. “How’d you do it?” Jessica huffs, plopping down beside me. 
 
                 Mick shifts uncomfortably on the other side of me.
 
                 “Don’t be mad he got moved up without help,” Boston says as he picks up a forkful of spaghetti.
 
                 She raises an eyebrow at him. “What are you trying to say?” 
 
                 He shrugs. Zoey joins us happily taking her seat by Boston.
 
                 Mick chimes in between chewing his roll. “We all know your parents are the reason you got moved up.” 
 
                 Zoey’s smile shrinks as she looks between Mick and Jessica. “Did any of you hear about the new student?” she asks the table. Jessica puts her hand up to Zoey stopping her. Zoey purses her lips at the rude gesture.
 
                 Jessica doesn’t look away from Mick. “Don’t try to change the subject. Boston and Mick obviously have something to say.”
 
                 Boston defensively raises his hands. “I’m good.”
 
                 I sit back in my chair to give Jessica a better view to glare at Mick. You would think Mick would calm her down considering he’s a Tempero but he doesn’t. “Do you really want to hear what I have to say?” he asks. His eyes meet hers and they have a glaring contest instead of a staring contest. 
 
                 Jessica’s the one that looks away first. “I didn’t come over here to start a fight. I only wanted to tell Kelly congratulations.”
 
                 “Thanks,” I quickly say hoping it will end whatever this is becoming. She grabs her plate and walks off.
 
                 Zoey huffs, “That was totally unnecessary.” Boston nods in agreement. 
 
                 “You started it,” I tell him. He’s good at playing innocent in situations like this. It must be something they teach non-Dyna.
 
                 Boston opens his mouth but Mick cuts him off. “She needs to hear it. She’ll never have any true achievements if she lets her parents fight all her battles.”
 
                 “We all know her parents helped her. You didn’t have to humiliate her,” Zoey tells him. Boston looks at me. I cut eyes at him, daring him to speak. He maintains eye contact as he crams a spoonful of sweet potato casserole in his mouth with surprising ease. I make a face of disgust at him as he intentionally chews with his mouth open. The sweet potatoes quickly morph into something that you definitely shouldn’t have in your mouth. 
 
                 Mick doesn’t notice our exchange. “Did you know her parents are the reason we broke up?” he painfully asks Zoey. Her eyes dart around the table in clear discomfort from the sudden hurt in his voice. “It’s true,” he tells her, “They couldn’t have a pathetic Tempero dating their Dynamar daughter.” He looks down at his food. “I’ve lost my appetite.” He grabs his tray. “Later,” he says to no one in particular.
 
                 Zoey turns to Boston once Mick is gone. “Why didn’t you tell me her parents were the reason they broke up?” 
 
                 He takes a bite of his salad that’s more croutons and dressing then lettuce. “That’s the most he’s said about it around me.”
 
                 The hum of people talking around us dries up causing those of us still talking to look around for the cause. Zoey and Boston are looking behind me. “That’s him,” Zoey says quietly to Boston and I. I begin to turn but see the people at the table across from us are all turning to get a glimpse of the new guy so I turn back to my plate. I want no part of the gawking that is happening around me. “Should we invite him to join us?” She asks Boston excitedly. Before he can answer she’s standing up like a beacon of light in a sea of judgment. 
 
                 Boston looks at her like she’s crazy. “No,” he whispers, but he’s too late she’s already giving a big, welcoming smile as the guy walks up. Boston gives me a look of, “I can’t believe this.” Boston loves knowing all the gossip so I’d expect him to rejoice at the idea of hearing straight from the horse’s mouth. Maybe I’d look as unhappy if it were my girlfriend wanting a guy we didn’t know to sit with us.
 
                 “Hi, I’m Zoey. You can sit with us,” she offers warmly. She looks to Boston whose lack of enthusiasm is splashed over his face. I’m able to almost feel the glare she gives Boston for being inhospitable.
 
                 “Thanks, but I like to be by myself,” the guy tells her. 
 
                 I finally turn to check him out. When I look him over my face probably resembles Boston’s look of disbelief when Zoey wanted to invite him over. The new student is none other than the dude I keep seeing at the Welcome Center. The same guy that called me “sheep” at the nurse’s office. I should point him in the direction of an empty table with how he acted the last time I saw him, but I feel bad for him given his current situation. 
 
                 He has all the attention anyone could ask for right now and it’s clear he wants none of it. If he goes to an empty table he stands a good chance of students swooping in like vultures after fresh road kill.              
 
                 “If you don’t sit with us my friend here,” I nod at Boston. “will be chewed out for the rest of the day by his girlfriend for being the reason you didn’t eat with us,” I nod toward Zoey avoiding making eye contact with her. She won’t be happy that I’m calling her out on her tendency to complain. I pull the chair beside me out that Jessica had previously occupied. “That means that I’ll have to hear about it from him later. So, you would be doing me a solid.”
 
                 He looks me over thoughtfully then Boston, who has regained his nice demeanor. “Please do,” Boston tells him. 
 
                 He sets his tray down with some reluctance. Zoey sits down in her chair triumphantly looking around at the people still sneaking looks in our direction. “Name’s Jake,” he tells me as he sits, offering me his hand. “I might’ve been a bit preoccupied when we met before. I probably came off a little rude.” We shake. He doesn’t appear to be a Dynamar but he’s got almost as tight of a grasp as I do. 
 
                 “No big deal. I’m Kelly.” 
 
                 Zoey casually asks, “You know each other?” 
 
                 I know if she had found this out without Jake being present she would not be so cool about it. She’d be asking for specifics.
 
                 I pick up my fork as Jake does the same. “Brief encounter a while back,” I say as I shove way too much food in my mouth. Knowing Zoey’s dying for me to elaborate is a pleasure I bask in. Maybe she is the one giving Boston all his ahead-of-the-curve news because she has a talent of being absurdly annoying until she’s satisfied that she’s found out anything worth knowing about anyone or anything. Boston’s at least fun to be around.
 
                 As if on queue, Jake says, “I’m not much of a talker,” before taking a bite.
 
                 “That’s cool,” I tell him simultaneously fighting back a mound of food that tries to fall out my mouth. I gulp. “Boston can talk enough for all of us.”
 
                 “Haha.” Boston says, sarcastically. He offers Jake his hand and after Jake scoots his chair closer to the table he gives him a quick shake.
 
                 “Boston,” he introduces himself. “You made a wise choice sitting with us because the people around here can be super noisy.” He glances over at Zoey as he says it. 
 
                 “So true,” She says, smirking at Boston. I hold back a laugh.
 
                 Jake and I spend the remainder of lunch listening to Zoey and Boston go back and forth telling Jake about the school. The only information they get from him is that he’s a Sensaa. They both act like as if they didn’t already know but I know better.
 
    
 
    
 
                 My first day of all stage three classes goes as well as I expected. For the first time during study hour I open a book. Boston joins me as usual. Upon seeing the book out he doesn’t start a conversation. He opens a book of his own which is a strong sign of how bored he’s expecting study hour to be. 
 
                 Someone stops at our table and clears their throat loudly. I’m too busy deciphering my crummy notes to care. Boston shuts his book and grumbles, “What do you want?” The annoyance in his voice intrigues me enough to look up. 
 
                 Lena is standing at the end of the table with her arms crossed looking highly unhappy. “I’m not here for you,” she tells him with an equal dose of annoyance. She turns to me. “I have to be your tutor until you’re caught up in your new classes.” She scans the library while I move some of my things for her to sit down. She locks on to a table that is partially hidden by one of the many bookshelves surrounding us. She adjusts the backpack strap on her shoulder. “Shall we?” she asks, taking off towards the table. 
 
                 As I get up I’m looking at Boston expectantly but he isn’t moving. 
 
                 He shakes his head. “You can have fun with that. Zoey will be here soon and she won’t like finding me hanging out with Lena.”
 
                 “Trouble in paradise?”
 
                 “No chick wants to see their man with one of the ice queens,” he says, talking about Lena and Abby. 
 
                 With that, I reluctantly head for the table that Lena is placing her books on. Some of our classmates have dubbed Abby and Lena The Ice Queens because if you aren’t in their circle you don’t exist to them. They’ve both given me the cold shoulder enough that I’ve called them the same thing on more than one occasion. 
 
                 At the table, Lena directs me to the seat in the back. She takes the seat directly across from me. People walking by can’t see us from this side thanks to the position of the bookshelves. The unoccupied chairs give passerby’s the illusion that the table is vacant.
 
                 “How is your day going?” I ask, trying to be nice. 
 
                 Lena doesn’t hide her disdain for having to be my tutor. “I’m not here to chat so save your charming smile for the girls who want it. If you don’t have questions about your class work then don’t talk.” Yup, cold as ice. 
 
                 I don’t get deterred that easily. I give her a big smile. “You think I have a charming smile?” She rolls her eyes and opens a book. She does a good job ignoring me unless I ask a homework-related question.
 
                 As I’m working on a physics problem that requires a horrendous amount of math someone rounds the corner. 
 
                 It’s Jake, who seems to be looking for a place away from everyone else to study. “Sorry, dude,” I say, leaning back in my seat. “You’re going to have to find another table. You’re interrupting my make-out session.”
 
                 “Pff. You wish,” she says, breaking her current stint of silence. She looks over at Jake. “This is a tutoring session so keep walking.” She goes back to reading her book.              Jake stares at her a second then looks at me. “Wow,” he mouths then continues his search deeper into the rows of books. I’m not sure if he was referring to Lena’s attitude or her hotness. Either way he’s on point.
 
                 By the end of study hour she’s warmed up to me allowing small talk.
 
                 “Why don’t you invite Abby over next time?” I ask, joking with her.
 
                 She rolls her eyes at me for the tenth time, losing some of her smile. She tells me with a sharpness I’m not expecting, “She wouldn’t take precious time away from flirting with her boyfriend of the week to come sit with you.” 
 
                 “But I would have the envy of every dude here if the both of you were spending an hour with me. You don’t think she’d do me a small favor?” I ask, trying to keep the mood light and smooth over whatever I brought to the surface mentioning Abby. 
 
                 She grabs her books right on queue as the noise level in the library rises from other students doing the same in preparation of the end of this period.
 
                 “You have my permission to ask her,” she says, stuffing books under her arm. “Let me know how it goes,” she adds before walking off.
 
                 “Will do. I’m looking forward to our next date!” I say loud enough for her and anyone that isn’t deaf to hear. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 Two more sessions with Lena go by before she allows herself to have another conversation with me. She’s in the middle of giving me pointers for my next exam when Jake passes our table right on time heading deeper into the bookshelves. I never see him walk out of the bookshelves until study hour is up. He must’ve found an area students don’t go to often. He’s still sitting with my group in the cafeteria too but I can tell as he passes me ever study hour that he’s the most at ease when he isn’t around people. I need to get my hands on a psychology book to figure out if I should be worried. 
 
                 “Do you know anything about Jake?” I ask Lena after he’s passed. 
 
                 She looks at the shelves he just disappeared behind. “You need to keep your voice down,” she whispers. 
 
                 I lean over the table to peer down the aisle. No one is there. The aisle is empty. “We’re safe,” I tell her, sitting down in my seat. 
 
                 She looks down the aisle a second time then finishes highlighting the important stuff in my notes for me. “Your best friend is the one to ask, not me,” she says, referring to Boston.
 
                 “But isn’t your best friend the daughter of the faculty member that knows everything about new students?” I retort, referring to Abby and Lia. 
 
                 Lena rolls her eyes. “She’s my cousin,” she informs me. 
 
                 All the more reason that she should know, I think to myself. 
 
                 “And my sweet cousin is too wrapped up in what’s going on in her own universe to care about some loser’s background.” She pushes my notes across the table to me. 
 
                 I flip them around to read. I lift the first sheet to look at the second, then so on until I’ve looked at all of them. She has highlighted two-thirds of almost every page. If I didn’t think she would lecture me for it I would tell her all I care about is passing the class, not acing it.
 
                 “Did you know Glensy dated Abby?” She asks nonchalantly turning a page in her binder. 
 
                 I gladly set the notes down. Anything is better then studying. “Oh yeah?”
 
                 “Yup, for 2 months last year,” She stops arranging her flashcards to look at me, waiting. 
 
                 I oblige her. “Why did they break up?”
 
                 “He cheated on her. Shortly after they started dating.” 
 
                 Glensy’s bravery shoots up in my book. “Mace let that slide?” I ask expecting a story of turmoil between Mase and Glensy followed by easy reconciliation. 
 
                 “Mace never found out and neither did Abby. Glensy called it off with Abby before it got around. Guilty conscience I guess. It only happened once that I know of. I thought about telling her but it was for the best. Abby considered the girl he made out with a friend. She was a Valor in the class ahead of us. There was no point in bursting Abby’s bubble when I knew the girl would be graduating soon anyways.”
 
                 “Like, you’re such a great friend!” I squeal sarcastically in my best girl voice. 
 
                 She lowers her head to her binder to quiet her laugh. She collects herself. “Okay, loser. Finish memorizing those notes so we can move on to the math problems giving you trouble.”
 
    
 
    
 
                  My second to last math problem is giving Lena trouble when Abby strolls by. Her and Lena exchange smiles. She doesn’t acknowledge me but if I’m not mistaken her hips sway more then usual as she departs.
 
                 “Let’s get her help on this one,” I tell Lena. 
 
                 She gives me an expression of, “I’m not falling for it,” then, the sides of her mouth curl in a devious smile. “Sure.” She turns around in her chair. “Hey, Abby.” Abby’s head pops out from around a bookshelf. “Come see a sec.”
 
                 Abby strolls back over. She props the book she’s holding on her hip like a mom holding a toddler. “What’s up?” She asks. 
 
                 Lena slides my book to her for her to take a look at. She points at a multiple-choice question we have already answered. “Take a look at this question for me. We are thinking B but I’m not totally sure.” 
 
                 Abby leans down to read it. Lena glances at me. We already know B is not the answer. The answer is D, None of the above. 
 
                 “Oh, yeah,” Abby says, straightening up. Lena’s smug expression vanishes when Abby looks over at her. “It’s B.” 
 
                 Lena gives her the sweetest smile. “Thanks so much, Ab.”
 
                 “No prob. My favorite nerd better not be losing her touch,” Abby says, matching Lena’s sweet smile. They laugh superficially together. I start laughing too not wanting to be left out. My fake laugh causes Abby and Lena to stop. Abby looks at Lena as she rolls her eyes. Abby leaves without another word.
 
                 Lena smiles triumphantly as soon as Abby is far enough away to not see. She knows she proved her point. The bell rings letting us know study hour is up.
 
                 “Shall I invite her over next time?” Lena chuckles, gathering her stuff.
 
                 “I think we can do alright without her,” I chuckle along. 
 
                 She hands me my book. “Well if you ever think about asking for a different tutor just remember, I got the majority of the brains in the family.”
 
                 “Is that including Mase?” 
 
                 “Ab is the worst with school work but he isn’t far behind her.” She waits for me before walking towards the exit. “He knows he’s lucky they only judge Dynamar for physical ability or he would never make Valor.” We walk out the library together like friends. As we exit the building Lena jets off in the opposite direction without warning; so much for that.
 
    
 
                 
 
                 I’m in my room when Boston finds me at the end of the day. He opens the door and sticks his head in the room. He throws a ball of paper at me then vanishes from the doorway. It hits me in the shoulder before falling to the ground.
 
                 I pick it up and go to throw it in the trashcan by my desk before noticing it has writing on it. I un-crinkle the ball. It reads, “My room in ten minutes. Don’t tell ANYONE where you are going. Bring this with you.” I ball it back up. What’s Boston up to now?
 
                 Sure enough Mick walks in as I’m on my way out. I retreat out of the doorway so he has room to come in. He tosses his backpack on his bed.
 
                 “Where are you headed?”
 
                 “I’m going for a walk,” I say, opening the door. “Clear my head,” I add so that he doesn’t try to join me.
 
                 Once in the hall I walk a little ways before I bend down to retie my shoelace. I purposefully take a long time doing it so if Mick comes out of our room I can act like I am going downstairs instead of to Boston’s room in the opposite direction of the stairs. There’s only one stage three in the hall with me. When he shuts the door to his room I stand up. I’m in Boston’s room in a flash. 
 
                 Boston is lying on his bed when I bust in his room shutting the door silently behind myself. I stare back at him. “What the hell is so hush-hush I couldn’t tell Mick?”
 
                 “You have my note?”
 
                 “Yeah.” I take it out of my pocket. Boston gets off his bed, walks over, and takes it from me. He goes to his desk where he tears it into tiny pieces then wipes the pieces off the desk into a bowl. He sets the bowl on the desk then goes in the bathroom. He returns shortly with a lighter in his hand.
 
                 I take a step back. “Are we allowed to have those?” 
 
                 He gives me a coy smile. “Nope.” He proceeds to light the shredded pieces of paper on fire.
 
                 I step closer to get a better look at the flames rising out of the bowl. “You’re really starting to freak me out.” 
 
                 Boston looks at me with a normal, “no-big-deal” expression. He asks, “You know how tomorrow is competition day?”
 
                 “Yeahhh…”
 
                 “Since Howard left, I’ve been tied up for the majority of the day as Valor.” 
 
                 I only recently was told by Boston that Seraphim that maintain Valor status for more then one Competition Day are pushed harder than the rest. It makes Competition Day even more dreadful because for Boston, who is the Veritatis Valor once again, he has to be available all day. On the previous Competition Day Boston was only given a twenty-minute lunch. For the entire day he was either questioning, being questioned, or waiting to be questioned by other stage three Veritatis competing for his spot as Valor. In fact, if you want to see Boston voluntarily silent you should catch him the day after Competition Day. He hates it. Zoey, on the other hand enjoys bragging about her Valor boyfriend.
 
                 “So do you think you could do me a favor?” He asks.
 
                 “Of course,” I say without hesitation. I owe him. Anne’s friend is a Veritatis and wanted to get pointers from Boston so, with Zoey’s permission, he told me to invite them to join us last week for lunch. While this lunch was happening Anne complimented Zoey on her red earrings. She told Zoey and I how much she missed being able to go out and get girly stuff like that. Days later, Boston gave me a pair of the exact same earrings in blue to give to Anne. 
 
                 She almost cried when I gave them to her gushing, “You’re the best brother I never had.” 
 
                 Boston wouldn’t take anything for them. So I owe him for the earrings and for talking to Anne’s friend.
 
                 “Part of this favor involves no questions,” he tells me with complete sternness.
 
                 “Ookay.”
 
                 “You sure?” he asks, opening the top drawer of his desk.
 
                 “I guess. The longer you trot around telling me what it is you want the less likely I am to do it.”
 
                 “Don’t worry. It’s simple but no one can know what you’re doing.” He takes out a thick, folded paper. 
 
                 I play along. “It sounds top secret.”
 
                 He unfolds the paper on top of his desk and randomly sticks some Post-It notes across it. He smiles. “Exactly. Ignorance is bliss around these parts.” He motions for me to move closer. The paper he unfolded is a map. Not a roadway map but a map of the surrounding area’s terrain with the school’s structures penciled in. 
 
                 The entrance road is marked followed by the fencing with spots marked red around the fencing where I’m guessing guards are located. The marsh on the opposite side of campus is shown. A sticky note is on the edge of it. Other sticky notes are scattered on the map around the wooded areas keeping me from seeing something. He points, “This is where I need you,” to the woods Northwest of the barn. “by eight o’clock in the morning.”
 
                 On competition day, eight is when the faculty is busy getting everything finished to start the different competitions. The students that aren’t participating in the early morning’s competitions are normally using the time to practice. Anyone seeing me walking around will assume that is what I am doing.
 
                 “And what am I going to do out there?”
 
                 Boston tears a sheet of paper out of the notepad lying next to the map. He hands it to me. 
 
                 I read it then look up at him. He’s across the room, opening his bedroom door. “See you for lunch tomorrow, if I get one,” he tells me insinuating that our secret meeting is over. He takes the paper from me as I walk out the door. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 I wake up the next morning to find a package waiting for me in my closet just as Boston’s instructions told me. Mick has already left for competition day so I don’t have to hide it. The package is small and light weight. When I shake it gently causing something to rattle softly inside. I get dressed with only ten minutes left to make it to the woods.
 
                 I have to remind myself to act normal on my way out. With how nervous I am every time someone makes eye contact or tries to exchange morning niceties with me I’m paranoid that I am going to give myself away. 
 
                 I run into Evan on his way to the field. I haven’t seen much of him since my schedule changed.
 
                 “Morning, Kelly,” he says when he sees me. I nod, not saying a thing. “Yeah, I feel ya man. I hate Competition Day too,” he says with a nervous laugh. “I recommend throwing up before it’s your turn.” I give him a look like he’s crazy. “I’m serious. I already have, twice,” he says adamantly. “It makes you feel better and you’re less likely to blow chunks afterwards.” The rest of the group are waiting for Evan outside of the field entrance.
 
                 “Got to run, man,” he says, taking off in a sprint.
 
                 “Thanks for the advice,” I finally spit out.
 
                 “Don’t mention it,” he says over his shoulder. 
 
                 At least I am not the only one battling with anxiety this morning. It takes all of a minute to locate the tree Boston wants me to hide the package in. I take my time, not wanting to get caught. I don’t run straight up to it and dump the package in case I’m not alone. 
 
                 I do some lunges and stretches just like I do before every competition. Once I feel sure that there’s no one else in my vicinity I make my way to the tree. I shove the package between where the two large limbs split. I jog away to the small trail that winds its way from campus through the woods to the marsh on the Southeast end. I step off the trail and stretch some more when I hear other joggers coming towards me.
 
                 “You’re warming up too?” Zoey asks as her and Abby jog by.
 
                 “Yup. Someone has to give Mase a run for his money.” 
 
                 Zoey laughs, “Good luck!” 
 
                 “Pff,” Abby says. Shortly behind them are Lena, Jessica, and another stage three Dynamar. 
 
                 “You out here by yourself?” Lena asks. 
 
                 “I am. Do you ladies need any company? I hear there’s been a panther sighted out here.” Running behind them would be a welcomed distraction. The girl in the back slows a little and looks around suddenly hyperaware of her surroundings. The other two aren’t falling for it though.
 
                 “You’re funny and not just looking,” Jessica says. The girl on the end speeds up after her.
 
                 “Is that a no?” I call after them.
 
                 They don’t give me an answer but the girl in the rear looks over her shoulder at me. I wink at her causing the red in her cheeks to deepen. She doesn’t think I’m funny looking.
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   K. Valors announced
 
    
 
                All day I was waiting for something to happen. All night I lay in my bed watching the light from the hallway under the door. Every noise, no matter how small, sent my heart racing. My fear was that at any moment the door would burst open with men rushing to drag me out.
 
                  The next morning Valors are announced. Boston maintains his Valor status for stage three Veritatis. Lena’s announced as the female Dyna Valor. I bet Miss Smarty-Pants is going to be extra snooty tonight for my tutoring session. I clap extra loud when Glensy’s announced Valor. 
 
                 “Nice job,” Dr. Baudin tells me as he passes out the day’s assignment to the class. 
 
                 I have no idea what he’s talking about. My name wasn’t mentioned in any of the announcements. I look at Mick beside me who returns my confused expression.
 
                 The past few classes Dr. Baudin has been looking especially rough. He only talks to the class when he absolutely has too. The majority of our classwork has been assignments he hands out at the beginning of the period for us to work on during class and turn in at the beginning of next class. Most of us take it as a free period seeing as how we aren’t required to have it finished right away. Dr. Baudin has shown no sign of caring when we talk and cut up. He normally sits with his feet propped on his desk and his head positioned behind his computer monitor. I’ve heard him snoring on more then one occasion from behind the monitor. So far today he seems to be functioning fairly well but him congratulating me when I haven’t done anything to warrant it causes me to question his sobriety.
 
                 “Pardon?” I ask.
 
                 “You heard me. Mr. Grad informed me that you were close second for Valor. Keep it up.” 
 
                 He finishes passing out assignments. Then he makes his way to the front of the class. “Okay, listen up,” he instructs, “I’m going next door to grab a couple things. If I hear so much as a loud cough it will be painful for you all. I enjoy stomping children’s dreams by holding them back a year so don’t tempt me.” 
 
                 The room goes silent as he walks out. I think he’s managed to catch all of us off guard with his suddenly strictness.
 
                 He’s never failed a student. It’s a fact Mick has already made me aware of due to his frequency of threatening to do so in the past. Nonetheless we are fairly quiet the remainder of the period. Dr. Baudin reappears five minutes before the period ends with stapler in hand. I’ve already put everything in my backpack, as have most of the other students. Dr. Baudin walks to his desk, looks at the stapler that is sitting on it, and then proceeds to replace it with the new one. He puts the old one in the bottom drawer of his desk. The bell rings ending class. Everyone files out.
 
                 “Oh and Kelly,” Dr. Baudin calls as I’m walking to the door. I stop and look at him. His cheeks are flushed and he grins easily at me. “Don’t think you can slack off your school work just because you had a good competition day.”
 
                 “Yes, Sir,” I say before walking out the room. I hear the thud of his shoes hitting the top of his desk.
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Congratulations on making Valor status,” I say enthusiastically to Lena when she joins me at our table in the library. She takes her backpack off her shoulder and sets it on the table. She takes her usual seat scooting her chair to the table, and she finally makes eye contact with me.
 
                 “Oh,” she says, seeming to realize I was talking to her. “Thanks.” She takes her books, notebook, and mechanical pencil out. She opens the book then stares absentmindedly at the unopened notebook.
 
                 “From what I hear I almost got Valor status too. Could you imagine how peeved Glensy would have been with me if I would have taken it from him?”
 
                 She opens the notebook. Without looking up she says with no enthusiasm, “Good job.”
 
                 “Thanks. What do you think Mase will do when he finds out?” 
 
                 This is the first time in a while he is not the Dynamar Valor. If he didn’t hate me enough before today he will when he finds out he didn’t even come in second place. 
 
                 Lena mumbles to herself. 
 
                 “What was that?” I ask. It sounded like, “Who cares?” 
 
                 She looks up from her notebook. “I wasn’t listening. Do you have a question about your homework?”
 
                 “No… I was-” 
 
                 “Can we keep it to strictly homework questions today?” she asks in total seriousness. 
 
                 “Okay.”
 
                 She returns to staring at her notebook while I begin working on my physics assignment. I steal glances at her every now and again. She asks me if I need help when she catches me looking at her so I know she isn’t mad at me. She’s acting oddly down, depressed. I wonder if she’s an ugly crier like most girls. She finally focuses on her schoolbooks and flips through the pages. The next time I look over at her notebook page there are random, small doodles that begin below where she wrote her name. Mick’s a much better artist than she is. I’m about to mention her lack of creativity but think better of it. She looks up at me again and I drop my gaze. I can’t figure out what is up with her. If she ends up crying in front of me I am for sure asking for another tutor, a male one.
 
                 It feels like this study hour is lasting all day. I manage to finish all my classwork without needing any help. Lena and I return all of our things to our backpacks. Jake walks by heading out of the bookshelves, for once beating us out. 
 
                 “Congrats on getting Valor,” he tells Lena. 
 
                 I’m stunned when she gives him a kind smile. Suddenly upbeat she answers, “Oh, thanks, uhh…”
 
                 I help her out. “Jake.”
 
                 “Right, Jake. I knew that,” she says sweetly. The sweetness is throwing Jake off too. He looks at me, confused by her nice facade before heading for the exit. 
 
                 Lena and I get up when the bell rings. 
 
                 “Next time I’ll be the one he’s congratulating,” I say smugly, puffing my chest out a little. 
 
                 Her mood flips. “No,” she says quickly. I stop in the middle of putting the backpack strap over my shoulder. “I mean..,” she says, trying to backtrack but stops. She looks around. There’s no one close by. She steps closer to me. “Be good enough to get by. That is all you need,” she whispers, “Keep your head down and your eyes open.” 
 
                 Unexpected laughter from students walking out causes Lena to jump. I realize she isn’t depressed; she’s scared. I adjust my backpack and follow her out of the bookshelves. On the way out I glance at her. She’s smiling at everyone she makes eye contact with but I know it’s fake. Her eyes are anything but happy. We separate once outside, Lena to Abby and her girlfriends, and me to Boston and Jake. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 At supper that evening it’s only Jake and I. I look for Anne as we head to our table but she isn’t there. The last time we spoke she told me that her and some other stage two girls had volunteered to help with the little ones while the faculty is short-handed.              Eating lunch with Jake is peaceful. We people-watch and eat. I’m normally so wrapped up in Boston and Zoey’s discussions that I don’t notice Jake much. Seeing how he blends in without truly taking part in what’s going on around him makes me think of what Lena told me. “Keep your head down and your eyes open.” 
 
                 “How did you do yesterday?” I ask. 
 
                 “Not much for Sensaa to do on competition day, but I’m ranked at the top,” he says, proudly, “of the bottom third.”
 
                 “Not terrible.” 
 
                 I can imagine Jake would be the poster child for what Lena was telling me. People mistake silence for ignorance or lack of interest but that’s not the case with Jake. He’s good at not making eye contact with people, acting like he’s in his own world, but from what I can tell he’s listening to everything. When he lets his guard down around me he’s a really cool dude. It’s normally short-term though because Zoey is typically around and will proceed to ask him something personal that causes him to shut down.
 
                 Some guys at the table behind us are talking about the barn. One of them is recapping to his friends how he broke up with his girlfriend. 
 
                 “What did she do after that?” He is asked. 
 
                 “That’s when she pushed me,” he exclaims. His friends start laughing. “That’s not even the good part. She caught me off guard when she pushed me and I tripped over my own foot.” The laughing grows. “I fell right into a big pile of manure. I can still smell it.” The table explodes in laughter. Jake and I laugh too. 
 
                 The only other talking that happens at our table is when I ask him for his pudding that he hasn’t touched. He hands it to me obligingly.
 
                 “Later,” he says, when he’s finished eating. 
 
    
 
                 I walk alone to the stage three building. There’re more adults lounging around campus than normal this time of day. There is double the regular staff inside the stage three building. Two girls are questioning one of the adults by the staircase. She tells them there has been an increase in students sneaking out.
 
                 “It will not be tolerated,” she tells them.
 
                 Upstairs, I am halfway down the hall when Boston walks out of my room. He continues down the other side of the hall to his room without looking in my direction. He had to have seen me. He shuts his door behind him. He’s probably also aware of the increase in security. I wonder if he’s as worried about being caught as I am. At least I don’t have a map of the school like he does.
 
                 Mick is in his usual spot at his desk when I enter. 
 
                 “How’s it going?” he asks. 
 
                 I close the door and drop my backpack on the floor by my closet. “Good.” 
 
                 “You just missed Boston.”
 
                 “I saw him leaving. He doing okay?” 
 
                 Mick shuts his notebook. He grabs another notebook off of the pile of schoolbooks. “He’s good. Being Valor completes him,” he says dryly.
 
                 The last part grabs my attention. Both of us know how he feels about being Valor. The only reason I think he’s Valor now is because he doesn’t have Howard to give it to. Since Howard left Boston has complained about the ignorance he has to deal with in his competitors every Competition Day. “That’s… good.” 
 
                 I take my shoes off, throw my comforter over my messy bed, and sit down on what now looks like a nicely made bed with only a couple lumps here and there. Mick uncharacteristically comes to sit next to me. I scoot over. Being this close in proximity is uncomfortable for me. He flips to the back page of his notebook and begins jotting some things down. He has it positioned so I can read what he’s writing.
 
   Boston is worried about your performance yesterday. You did good. He pauses, looking over at me. Satisfied that I’m reading he continues writing, Too good. He thinks it’ll raise questions. No one makes that big of a jump out of the blue. If anyone asks if you’ve done anything different tell them you’ve changed up your practices since last C. Day. He hands me the pen and holds the book out for me.               
 
   I scribble, Ok. 
 
                 He takes the pen from me. He writes feverishly. I don’t think you get the magnitude of this. Boston’s stress level is unreal.
 
                 “He’s got a lot on his plate,” I say out loud. 
 
                 Mick punches me in the shoulder. “Shh!” he hisses sharply. He writes some more. We no longer talk about any of this. Boston thinks writing is the safest communication. His interrogations yesterday were at an all time high. He thinks there will be more early placements. 
 
                 I take the pen from him. Early placement is a good thing. Why is he worried?
 
                 He doesn’t think it’s what we’ve been told. The last student that got early placement before you arrived is deceased. He pauses to give me a grave look then writes, Boston saw the paperwork on him. A knock at the door sends Mick high-tailing it, with the notebook in hand, to the bathroom. The sink immediately turns on full blast. He pokes his head out of the bathroom and nods for me to answer the door. He shuts the bathroom door behind him as I get up.
 
                 I open the door rubbing my eyes to look as if I was sleeping. When I open the door Glensy’s standing there looking impatient. “There you are.” He’s dressed out in P.E. garb. I step in the hall to join him so he won’t try to go in my room with Mick getting rid of our conversation.
 
                 “What’s up?”
 
                 “I’m here to bring you to the scrimmage.” 
 
                 “What scrimmage?”
 
                 “That’s why I’m here,” he says, shifting impatiently. “Get changed so we can go and I’ll tell you about it on the way.”
 
    
 
                 
 
                 Walking fast to the south end of campus Glensy grabs my elbow directing me away from the field. “Wrong way,” he says. We continue walking in the clearing between the woods and the field. I don’t know where he’s taking me and I have never heard of scrimmages off the field.
 
                 “Had any migraines lately?” I ask, trying to shake my uneasiness.
 
                 “Nope.”
 
                 “That’s good.” My nerves are starting to cause the adrenaline to flow. Would Glensy walk me into a trap? Mase could be wanting to pummel me if he found out I beat him Competition Day. My hands ball up thinking about the possibilities. 
 
                 This could also have something to do with the package I dropped off. We are walking in that direction.
 
                 “I haven’t had one since the pool party,” he says.
 
                 “So why a last minute scrimmage?”
 
                 “It’s not. The top ten Dynamar always play the day after Competition Day. It’s one of the perks.”
 
                 Making it past the field I see there are Dynamar, students and teachers alike, warming up. Mr. Grad and Dr. Baudin are among them. The pristine grass past the field surrounds a large oval dirt patch that’s been heavily trampled upon. Clearly, that is where the scrimmage will take place. 
 
                 “That’s who we’re playing?” I ask, pointing at the group of teachers.
 
                 “Didn’t I tell you that part?”
 
                 “You left that little detail out.” This is what he must have meant by a perk. Putting the smack down on teachers is a dream come true. I’m going to enjoy every second of it.
 
                 Glensy and I finish warming up with the eight Dynamar students who are equally pumped about the scrimmage. Mase doesn’t even scowl at me for being in close proximity of him. However, in the small group he stays as far away from me as he can. The guy closest to Mase is asking him to talk to Lia for him since she got back on campus last night. He thinks she can reduce his punishment for getting caught with gum in class for the third time this week.
 
                 We’re all given mouth guards and helmets before taking our positions. Mr. Grad stops Dr. Baudin before he gets on the dirt, “You aren’t going to…unpack?” Dr. Baudin looks at Mr. Grad, confused. Mr. Grad pats on his lower back.
 
                 “Oh, yeah. Thanks, Gradney,” he says, reaching behind him and lifting the back of his shirt. The side of his abdomen’s exposed, showing a flesh-colored band wrapped around him. He pulls out a gun from the band and says, “I forget I have it on me,” nonchalantly. He takes the magazine out, checks the chamber, and then adds it to the small pile of the teachers’ belongings on the grass. I take stock of everyone around and none of them are fazed by what he just took off his person.
 
                 Dr. Baudin jogs to his position in the dirt. He is directly across from me. We all take our stance. “You’re a little light in the britches to think you stand a chance,” he tells me. 
 
                 I smile, unfazed. “I would take it easy on you old man but you gave me a ‘C’ on my last assignment.” 
 
                 More trash talk is going on around us. The only difference between what I’m hearing now and any other football game is that the language isn’t as vulgar. 
 
                 Mr. Baudin’s enjoying this as much as anyone. “I don’t give grades, you earn them, sport.” 
 
                 If I had to guess, the youngest teacher at the scrimmage is knocking on 40’s door. For a bunch of middle-aged men they tear us up as soon as the ball’s in play. Another surprising fact is that I don’t catch a whiff of any alcohol on Dr. Baudin’s breath during the scrimmage. 
 
                 I emerge from the scrimmage happy with my performance. I kept Mick and Boston’s concerns in mind to not excel in order to deter the unwanted attention. I was able to perform well while making sure other students were doing better. I was able to control my ability easily since there were no Tempero around pushing me to snap. When any tinge of D-mode wanting to take over I’d cap it. The only slip up I had was when a teacher tackled me to the ground at the end of a play. When he got to his feet saying, “And you stay down, momma’s boy!” 
 
                 I didn’t see D-mode coming. In a flash Glensy was in my face pushing me back. “Don’t give him the pleasure,” he tells me. I didn’t remember getting to my feet or going after the teacher, but the sound of blood rushing in my ears subsides allowing me gain control of myself. 
 
                 “Keep it together,” I repeated to myself for the remainder of the scrimmage. 
 
                  For a losing team we have tired smiles on our faces when it’s all said and done. We joke around making fun of one another on our slow tread past the field. The sounds of stage twos playing football and coaches yelling from inside the fence serenade us. This is what I’ve needed. Everything else that’s been plaguing me disappears. It is replaced by feelings of comradery. We feel on top of the world. I feel so good I could even forgive Mase for being such a tool to me all this time. 
 
                 “We haven’t won a scrimmage yet,” Glensy tells me as we all walk back to campus housing.
 
                 “Not since you started making top ten,” Mase teases him. 
 
                 Glensy gives him a dry laugh playfully backhanding him on the shoulder. 
 
                 Abby appears across the courtyard walking south to the end of campus. When she sees us she changes course, taking off running in our direction. Mase notices her and is immediately concerned. He and Glensy break off from the group. I keep pace with the others keeping an eye on Abby.
 
                 “Mase! Can you believe it?” she exclaims running up.
 
                 “What?” he asks.
 
                 “She got it! They announced it at the end of class. She’s already left.” She’s talking fast but not from excitement. She’s mad. “I mean, really?”
 
                 “Who is she talking about?” Glensy asks Mase. 
 
                 “No idea,” he tells him.
 
                 Abby huffs in frustration, “Lena, you idiots! She’s on her way to some top secret job out west.”
 
                 With envy, the Dyna in front of me says, “Lena got early placement.”
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   T. Advanced ability
 
    
 
                 The Southern Academy wastes no time informing the student body about Family Day. The morning announcement informs us that our visitors will be coming in three days. By lunch hour I pass four posters with “Family Day” painted big on them in bright colors on my way to Cassidy’s office. 
 
                 “Where’s your lunch?” she asks when I stroll in her office. 
 
                 I chose not to bring food this time so if I get super bored I have an excuse to leave. “I can get a bite after. This won’t take all hour, huh?” 
 
                 “I guess not. I’m not going to make you starve.” 
 
                 Yup, I knew it was a good idea to come empty handed. She ushers me into the same chair facing her desk that I was in last time. She looks down at papers on her desk. “I say we dive right into it if that’s alright with you.” 
 
                 “Yes, please.” Lets get this over with.
 
                 “Okay, we’ll begin simple. Try to do precisely what you did before.”               
 
                 “K.” 
 
                 She presses a button on her phone. “Bet, could you come to my office?” 
 
                 “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
                 Cassidy’s secretary walks in and Cassidy picks up a sheet of paper. “I need copies made and sent out before three o’clock.” 
 
                 Bet walks to Cassidy’s desk and takes the paper. “Whom am I sending them to?”
 
                 Cassidy shuffles the remaining papers around on her desk saying, “I know the list is here. You were in the meeting this morning, weren’t you?” 
 
                 “Yes ma’am.” 
 
                 “Just send it to everyone that was there,” Cassidy tells her.
 
                 Bet is lying but I don’t get a clear reason. I begin to pick up on why then Cassidy interrupts my efforts with another question. “What are the security changes going to be?” Her question causes me to lose focus.
 
                 Bet shifts in her short heels then swallows before answering. I know she’s lying before she even opens her mouth. “More Dynamar like they were talking about before.” I push, allowing the lie to open in front of me. 
 
                 “Okay, that’ll be all for now,” Cassidy says. Bet smiles faintly at me as she turns to leave.
 
                 Once the door is shut Cassidy straightens the papers that are in disarray. “So,” she says mid organizing, “What did you get from that?” 
 
                 “The first question was answered with a lie, sorta.” 
 
                 “How so?” Cassidy asks. 
 
                 “I think she wasn’t in the meeting the whole time.” 
 
                 “You think?” 
 
                 “I was getting it but then you asked her another question. I didn’t get anything solid before it was replaced, with the new lie.” 
 
                 She picks up her pen to write but thinks better of it. “So you need time to go into someone’s lie,” she states. She taps the end of her pen on the desk, thinking. “Okay, so what about her next answer?” 
 
                 “That was a crappy lie.” 
 
                 “I agree but do you know why she lied?” 
 
                 “She was worried her boyfriend would open her anniversary present she left him before she got back so she left the meeting early. Security was not discussed while she was there.” 
 
                 She looks at her door. “That’s not what she told me earlier. In fact, she hasn’t mentioned having a significant other.” 
 
                 “She already told you she wasn’t there the whole meeting?” 
 
                 “Of course.” 
 
                 “So why did she just make that stuff up?” I ask.
 
                 “I asked her to,” she says like it’s no big deal. She turns around and gets a bottle of water. She takes a drink before setting it on her desk. “I told her I was going to test you a little, that was all.” 
 
                 I turn in my seat and look at the door. “You told her about me?” My voice doesn’t hide my frustration. I face her with an infuriated glare. 
 
                 “Don’t look at me like that. She only knows that you’re a Veritatis, nothing beyond that.” She isn’t lying. 
 
                 Cassidy begins pacing behind her desk. “Timing needs to improve,” she pauses at the corner of her desk. “Do you have to see them?” 
 
                 “What?” 
 
                 “Do you have to see the person telling the lie to read into it?”
 
                 “As far as I know.” 
 
                 She goes to her phone. She presses a button and Bet answers, “You need me again?”               
 
                 “No, you did great, but I have a favor to ask. Taylor needs heels for family day and mine will be too big. What size do you wear?” 
 
                 “A six.” Another lie. It’s easy to see into this one. 
 
                 “Nope, too small. Thanks, Bet.” 
 
                 “Don’t mention it.” 
 
                 She presses another button then looks at me. Cassidy sits back down looking smug waiting on me to say something. 
 
                 “You know she’s lying.” 
 
                 “I’m a Veritatis too, Taylor. I can feel a lie without being in the same room with the person.” 
 
                 “So you told her to lie about that too?” 
 
                 “No, that was all her. I don’t call her out when she lies over unimportant, little things, normally. It helps to keep the peace. I need you to tell me why she lied.” 
 
                 “Easy, she’s self-conscious. All I got from her was that foot size is a sore subject. She doesn’t want to be made into the butt of anyone’s jokes.” 
 
                 “That’s juvenile.” 
 
                 “There wasn’t anything else.” I take the glass paperweight from her desk. “You can call her again and ask if she was picked on as a child. I’m sure that would give me more.” I pass the paperweight between my hands enjoying its weight and smooth texture. She watches me. I’m waiting for her to tell me to put in down but instead she says, “Hold it to the light.” The paperweight is solid black, but when I hold it up the light it passes through it.               
 
                 “Cool.” 
 
                 The light exposes the stone to be a smoky gray, translucent rock, not black at all. 
 
                 “Now put it back.” She nods to her desk. I set it on the papers that I got it from. 
 
                 “Where did you get it?” 
 
                 She stands up and walks around the desk. “From a dead guy. Now, come with me. I have something tougher in mind for you.” 
 
                 “Great,” I say getting up. I’m going to feign hunger pains soon if she keeps this up.
 
                 She brings me to an empty meeting room. “You don’t have to sit down.” She pulls the phone closer to me that’s sitting on the long table in the middle of the room. “You need to be able to hear this, though.” She points to the volume buttons. “Self explanatory. Up for loud, down to lower the volume. I want you to hear clearly, but not loud enough for anyone to hear that walks by.” 
 
                 “Who am I calling?” 
 
                 “No one. I will call you in a couple minutes. Put it on speakerphone when I call then be completely silent. Lock the door when I leave so no one can come in while you’re on the phone.” She walks out. I lock the door.
 
                 I stare at the phone until it rings. I pick up without a word. “Listen closely and don’t make a sound,” she says. I don’t respond. “Taylor, answer me.”               
 
                 “Oh, yeah. I thought… never mind. I’m ready.” I feel super sneaky, like a spy              Shortly after, I begin to hear people talking off in the distance. Then a door closes and the voices are audible. 
 
                 Cassidy starts talking. “I got your email that your sister and her husband won’t be able to make it. Is everything okay?” 
 
                 A raspy female voice answers. “You’re going to be let down if you’re anticipating everyone to show up. My sister requires advanced notice along with strong encouraging to leave the house at all nowadays.” 
 
                 “So they aren’t ill?” 
 
                 “You know how she is. “Flu season is going to be the worst anyone’s seen,” she told me. Maybe she’d come if I would’ve been allowed more time to talk her into it.” 
 
                 “I didn’t have a say in that decision,” Cassidy tells her. 
 
                 “That’s not what I was told.” 
 
                 “Who told you otherwise?” 
 
                 The phone is silent. I press the button to maximize the volume, still silent. 
 
                 “Alright,” Cassidy succeeds. “I’m pressing because it would have been a big help having them here. Your brother-in-law wouldn’t be able to steal away for the day?” 
 
                 “Sipe, you know he only goes where she goes. Push the event back a couple of weeks, give me leave to go to them, and they will be here.” 
 
                 “That’s not possible.” 
 
                 “Then they aren’t coming.” The raspy voice walks away from the phone because when she speaks again she’s far away. “Was there anything else?” 
 
                 “That was it,” Cassidy tells her. The door opens and closes. The tiny light on my phone goes black.
 
                 Cassidy retrieves me from the meeting room without a word. We return to her office. “What’s the verdict?” she asks me as we take our seats. 
 
                 “She didn’t lie about her sister not wanting to come. The biggest thing I caught was your lie.” 
 
                 Her brow furrows. “What did I lie about?” 
 
                 “You were a big part of making those decisions.” 
 
                 “Oh, right.” 
 
                 “She did lie about her brother-in-law.” 
 
                 Cassidy perks up. “About what?” 
 
                 “She knows he goes to his doctor’s appointments without her sister.” 
 
                 She frowns again. “That’s it?” 
 
                 “She didn’t answer one of your questions,” I say about Cassidy asking the woman who told her that she did have a say so in the decisions surrounding Parent Day. 
 
                 “I know, but it isn’t a secret I have Will’s ear.” 
 
                 “Cool, so, I can go to lunch now?” 
 
                 Cassidy looks around her desk. “You can go eat.” I get up. “But tomorrow you bring food with you.” 
 
                 “Yes ma’am.”
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Three days, Taylor! I cannot wait to see them,” Ashley rejoices about seeing her parents. I stand my pillow up long ways for better support sitting on my bed. Ashley is too excited to sit still. “Is your mom going to make it?” she asks me. 
 
                 “It would be nice.” But doubtful. 
 
                 “She could meet my parents. This is so great.” 
 
                 She’s right. Family Day is going to be great, but not for me. I will be thinking about Dad, Jake, Aunt Beth, and Uncle Chuck as everyone walks around with their loved ones. Wondering if they’re still alive. Worrying about if Mom will be taken too. Worrying about the fact that Rogues know where the school is. 
 
                 The walls in my room start to close in on me. Claustrophobia or panic, I can’t tell which. Staying in this room one more minute is impossible. 
 
                 “I’m going for a walk.” 
 
                 Ashley, who has been pacing with excitement stops when I jump up. “But they’re about to do room checks.” 
 
                 “I’ll be quick.” 
 
    
 
    
 
                 I kick rocks outside. With only a few students hurrying to get inside for room checks, I’m not concerned about how immature I look. “Who do they think they are taking Darrell Jameson? Stupid,” I grumble. A boy from one of my classes gives me a weird look as he passes. I could play it cool but I’m in no mood. “Just having a melt down. Carry on,” I say in his direction. He speeds up.
 
                 The sun is low, casting long shadows across the grass. It feels so good outside. I’ve walked halfway to campus when out of nowhere, “Stop right there!” I jump, turning around. The two trees that I just passed suddenly have someone standing between them. He’s big. I’ve never seen him before. 
 
                 A scenario of this stranger being a Rogue that’s infiltrated the school waiting for the moment to strike plays in my mind. Do I run? He’s blocking me from student housing. The school is my only option for escape. He takes a step toward me. “What are you doing?” 
 
                 “I, uh…” I run for it. I hope he’s not as fast as he is big. 
 
                 He chases after me yelling, “Section three, section three!”
 
                 I’m running up to building four when another man comes running at me to my left. Oh, thank God; it’s Bryant. I change my course to him. Ben’s running right behind him. They both have handguns drawn.
 
                 “Bryant!” I yell. He slows. “No!” Why is he stopping? We’re in danger. I point behind me where the man is coming at me fast. “He’s right behind me!”
 
                 Ben slows too, stopping behind Bryant. “Look who it is,” he says, and then spits on the ground. I skid around Bryant to hide behind him. Why aren’t they shooting? Ben throws his hands up to the man running at us. “That’s the fastest I’ve seen you move, John.” The big guy is huffing hard. 
 
                 I stay behind Bryant. Bryant and Ben holster their guns. John bends over putting his hands on his knees. “Man,” he huffs, “she’s fast.”
 
                 Dillon and Tony come jogging from the direction of the track. “What the hell?” Tony asks. Dillon remains silent assessing the situation. None of them are fazed by the giant stranger’s presence. 
 
                 Dillon turns around waving his arms. “False alarm,” he says. “Student, only a student!” Two other men that are running to us a good distance away turn and retreat to their stations.
 
                 Bryant steps to the side as he turns to face me. John straightens, still trying to catch his breath. “Why, why did you run?” 
 
                 The other guys stare at me. They seem to be wondering the same thing. I throw my hands in the air dramatically. “What was I suppose to do? You were chasing me.” 
 
                 “You ran.” 
 
                 No one comes to my defense. “Okay, sorry if I hurt your feelings but I was taught not to speak strangers that pop out of shadows.” 
 
                 “This is John,” Ben says walking next to him, patting him on the back. John doesn’t look to be enjoying Ben touching him. “He got here this morning with the additionally security detail.” 
 
                 John gets closer to Bryant and me in order to get farther away from him. Ben doesn’t seem to notice. 
 
                 “We just witnessed how John gets chicks,” Ben announces to the group. He laughs, “He chases them until they can’t run anymore.” Bryant smiles at Ben. No one laughs with Ben.
 
                 “That’s enough,” Tony says. He tells Bryant and Ben, “You two can return to section two.”
 
                 Ben gives him a salute. “Yes sir,” he says with heavy sarcasm. 
 
                 “My shift is about to be over. I’ll be in section 5 until my replacement takes over if you need me,” Dillon says. 
 
                 Tony nods, “Okay.” Dillon heads for the track. “What are you doing out this late?” Tony inquires. 
 
                 I square my shoulders at him. I was scared to death just now and none of them care. “I needed some fresh air.” I look at John. “I live in a building full of females. It gets overwhelming.” John crosses his arms. With a chest that big he can’t be very comfortable like that.               
 
                 “Where were you going?” Tony asks. Would they believe me if I answered honestly? Walking to nowhere in particular sounds totally suspicious. I am the principle’s niece. How about I use that card. “I was going to check if my uncle, the dean, was still in his office?”               
 
                 Tony glances at John. John’s unmoved. Tony clears his throat. “I didn’t know Principle McBride had any family.” 
 
                 “Besides my parents, I’m the only family he has,” (That I know of.) “You could bring me to him if you’d like or Cassidy. She’s vouch for me.” 
 
                 John and Tony simultaneously jerk at the mention of Cassidy.
 
                 “Come to think of it I have heard of you. Nice to finally meet you,” Tony says trying to sound confident. He’s lying about hearing about me. He backs away slowly. “John, will you escort the principle’s niece to student housing?” 
 
                 John uncrosses his arms. “I don’t see why not. I have to go back there anyways.” 
 
                 “Good,” Tony says nodding. “Have a good night,” He tells me. 
 
                 “You too.”
 
                 The silence between John and I as we walk to my dorm is tense. It could have something to do with it getting dark fast and I’m walking with a descendent of Big Foot who just scared the Bajesus out of me. To break the silence I ask, “Do you like it here so far?” 
 
                 “Sure,” he says with his eyes set straight ahead. “This place reminds me of a lot of things I’ve forgotten.” 
 
                 “Oh yeah. Like what?” 
 
                 “Like why I don’t want to have kids.” 
 
                 “Ah.” 
 
                 We remain silent for the remainder of the walk. At the first sight of student housing I speed up. “Night,” I call over my shoulder. 
 
                 “For future reference,” he says, “security will be stationed out here from now on.” 
 
                 “Got it.” 
 
                 “No more late walks or you might run into Big John,” he says, with emphasis on big. “If I intimidate you he’ll make you pee your pants.” 
 
                 No way, I think to myself as I walk to near jogging speed. He’s just trying to scare me. There’s no way they make humans bigger than him.
 
                  That night when the mysterious woman invades my sleep I’m ready. As soon as she’s in my head, or I’m in hers, I try to push the same way she does to me. I want to dig into her life the way she does mine. “You don’t want to do that, Mystery Girl,” she says inside her head. 
 
                 She found out that I call her Dream Walker since I can’t get her actual name out of her. In turn, she’s begun calling me Mystery Girl. She does it to annoy me considering she knows my actual name. 
 
                 I ignore her and keep looking. I get flashes of images from her, nothing more. Most of them come with pangs of regret as she sees them too. One of the flashes grabs my attention. There was something familiar about it. It was a room. I try to go back but there isn’t a rewind button for what I’m doing. She gets what I’m fishing for and stops me. “You aren’t ready.”
 
                 “How would you know?”
 
                 “I know far more than anyone realizes.” She looks down at the arms covered in needle scares. I wish I didn’t, she thinks to herself.               
 
                 A scream pulls her focus to what’s going on outside of her head. This is my chance to dig without resistance, but the scream gets my attention too. I’ve heard it before. I think back to the deer stand. It was the same scream I heard that woke me from my nap in the deer stand when I was with Jake. 
 
                 The memory of Jake holding me protectively grips my attention. I have to force it back. I don’t want Dream Walker to see him. I don’t want her to see anyone I love. I don’t know what she wants and, more importantly, I don’t know if she can be trusted. I don’t even know how long she has been getting in my head.
 
                 Dream Walker is screaming at the tiny window on her cell door. She bangs her hand on it with all the strength she can find. I feel the sting from her palm as if it were my hand hitting the door.
 
                 “You’re going to kill her! It’s not doing anything! Listen to me!” 
 
                 The door she’s banging on swings open and three people rush her. She’s pulled to the ground. One pulls a syringe out and stabs it into her arm.
 
                 “Karen can’t take anymore! She’s only…” She struggles. “Human!” 
 
                  My sight through her eyes goes dark. I’m alone in my slumber. Dream Walker either ended or lost her connection to me. Her emotions were slaughtering me. Unfortunately the solitude doesn’t last. 
 
                 It feels like mere seconds pass before she’s with me again. She knows that I’m there. She always knows. It’s why I think she’s the one pulling me to her somehow. 
 
                 She’s in a laboratory of some kind now. A good amount of time has passed on her end, but I don’t know how much. She’s thinking about the woman we heard scream earlier. Karen LaCourt, she tells me silently when I push for information about the person who screamed, the same way she pushes into my mind.
 
                 My pushing doesn’t yield anything as to what happened for us to loose connection. The person that’s actually with her in person pulls her attention. He’s talking to her. I haven’t seen anyone besides the three people that rushed in her room earlier. I stop pushing for information and survey Dream Walker’s surroundings. She silently applauds me for taking stock in her environment.
 
                 “You don’t trust me?” a nice looking man in a white lab coat asks her.
 
                 “I was drugged and woke up in this…” She looks around acting like she’s searching for the right word, but I think she’s trying to give me a better view of the lab. It’s extensive, unlike anything I’ve seen before. It’s set up more for research of some kind than a place to treat patients. There are more people in similar lab coats at various stations in the large room and only a couple of areas for people like Dream Walker to have…whatever she’s having done. “I would be crazy to trust any of you,” she tells him.
 
                 She offers her arm to him. It’s easier to do it obligingly, she tells me silently. If I don’t he’ll take it nonetheless. Her sleeve is raised and she makes a point to look higher up at the bruises wrapped around her arm from hands holding on too tight. She must have put up a fight a time or two. 
 
                 The needle pokes her soft flesh. She watches the needle. The blood flowing into the tube makes me queasy. If I could look away I would but I can only see what she sees. To my relief she looks around the lab again to give me a break from the tube of blood. Something happens to our connection. I feel a pressure of some kind. Dream Walker casually starts talking to me in her head about my day. There’s a poke sensation I feel, higher up on the same arm she’s getting blood drawn.
 
                 “What’s that?” I ask. “Is he giving you something?” 
 
                 Dream Walker looks at the lab guy. When she sees him pulling a tiny syringe out of her arm I’m mad, but she doesn’t say anything. She isn’t even surprised.
 
                 It’s nothing to worry about, she tells me.
 
                 This is something. It makes me nervous. What is he doing to her? Is this what happens when the world finds out that you have abilities? They steal you away like Rogues stole Dad so that they can treat you like a test rat.
 
                 She startles me when she answers my concerns silently, it is alright. Calm down.
 
                 I can’t calm down. I begin to question her motives. She isn’t helping me in any way. If ending up like her is a possibility then she isn’t even telling me how to prevent it. I stop my train of thought. She can hear and feel everything from me. There aren’t any secrets when we’re connected like this, at least not on my end. 
 
                 “I’m not going to hurt you,” she sings gently to me.
 
                 I break the connection. I don’t know exactly how I do it but as soon as the thought to end it entered my mind our connection was gone. I can’t trust her. She hasn’t given me a reason not to trust her but she hasn’t given me a reason to trust her either.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next morning Ashley and I are hanging out in the courtyard before first period. Three new security members walk through the courtyard with Ben in the lead. Other students are also noticing them. 
 
                 “Ben is soaking up the attention,” I say to Ashley. She looks at Tiffany and her clique who are staring at the men walking their way. 
 
                 “Your old friends see something they like. It isn’t Ben either.” 
 
                 She’s right. Kenzie is looking past Ben to one of the men in the back. Tiff is fixed on the one walking closest to Ben. 
 
                 “His new coworkers are stealing the lime light and he’s none the wiser,” I say with a smile. 
 
                 “Is John one of them?” 
 
                 “No, he’s bigger than those guys. You’ll know him when you see him,” I assure her.
 
    
 
    
 
                 For lunch I pick up the quickest food I can get, a burger. 
 
                 “Good afternoon,” Cassidy says sweetly. She takes out two food containers saying, “I want to apologize if I was short with you yesterday before you left.” 
 
                 “You weren’t. Will practicing my expanded ability going to take as long today?” 
 
                 She looks at the wrapped burger in my hand. “Another cafeteria burger?” She asks, ignoring my question. I nod. She hands me one of the containers. “I’ve never been impressed with the food served here. I hope you like cheesy chicken spaghetti.” 
 
                 I open the lid and steam spills out. The aroma is mouth watering. “You made this?” 
 
                 “It’s my mother’s recipe. I’ve tweaked it some.” She hands me a fork. “Tell me what you think.”
 
                  I swirl the noodles around the fork and stuff it in my mouth. The cheese is rich. It carries some heat with it. It isn’t too spicy but there’s a kick. I look for a drink. “Do you have anything to drink?”               
 
                 “Do you like sweet tea?” 
 
                 “Love it,” I say overly excited at the idea as the heat kicks up on my tongue. 
 
                 She walks out the room. I eat a few more forkfuls before she returns with two plastic cups full of iced tea. I take a gulp as soon as the cup’s in my hand. “Thanks. This is delicious.” 
 
                 “It’s not too spicy?” 
 
                 “No, it’s perfect.” 
 
                 “The secret is in the sauce.”
 
                 I take another bite. “What’s the secret?”
 
                 “Maybe I’ll tell you one day.”
 
   I finish my chicken spaghetti in no time. Cassidy has barely put a dent in hers. She sets her container down as I finish my cup of tea. 
 
                 “Now then, it was evident in our session yesterday that your advanced ability needs working out. I think a more appropriate term to describe what you have is, advancing ability. At this point we really don’t know what limits we are working with. The simple fact is that in a school of gifted, Taylor, you’re the gifted one. Do you agree?” 
 
                 If hearing that doesn’t make you feel special then you aren’t listening. 
 
                 I hesitate with my answer. It sounds like she’s leading up to something. The sudden heaviness in the room reminds me of the lecture about responsibility my parents gave me when I got my first high school boyfriend. “I’m beginning to understand that I’m not typical, yes.”
 
                 “You’re being modest. If we can work on sharpening your advancing ability then the things you could do could be game changing. I don’t know about you but I’m overwhelmed with the possibilities. I recommend we focus on testing your limits today.” 
 
                 The Salem witch trials come to mind when she mentions ‘testing’. More specifically, it makes me think of me being strapped to a medieval dunking booth that ultimately leads to me drowning. 
 
                 “Hold on. What do you mean by test my limits?” 
 
                 “I want to nail down how much time you need to see beneath a lie and how detailed you can go into this “expansion” as you call it. Get a baseline reading of your ability at this point. Ultimately, it’ll help us judge how much you’re improving, if at all.” 
 
                 “You think there’s more to my ability?” 
 
                 She bites her lower lip before answering. “I think so. Like I said, the possibilities are…overwhelming.”
 
                 Cassidy begins by identifying the time it takes for me to read a lie. She starts simple by lying about her favorite ice cream flavor. She then gets a book out and reads a passage to herself. She lies to me about what she’s read. I have to expand on the lie before her next lie. Each exercise is harder then the last. At the end of lunch my head is throbbing. 
 
                 “You said Seraphim think true ability advancement is a myth. Is that true? There had to have been others, right?” 
 
                 “I’ve looked in the literature we have on hand and so far I haven’t found anything like this mention.”
 
                 I slump in my seat. Cassidy stands and walks me out. “I’ll keep digging. Seraphim are secretive; we have to be. Straight-forward information is tough to get ahold of.” 
 
                 “You’ll tell me if you find anything, anything at all?” I ask, pausing with my hand on her office door.               
 
                 “I will give you any material I can put my hands on. In a week or so I’ll ask William if we can go on a weekend trip. We can find more stuff in Aurora.” She moves my hand off the knob and opens it for me. 
 
                 “He’ll let me go with you?” I ask, walking out. 
 
                 “I think so once things calm down. Til tomorrow,” she says shutting her door. 
 
                 Getting to visit Aurora after hearing all the stories about it would be like going to a haunted house. Maybe Cassidy will show me the house she used to live in where her parents were killed.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Ashley tells me about all the sights in Aurora on our walk to last period. “A lot of stuff isn’t there anymore, but the city council building is still standing.” 
 
                 “Is it a ghost town?” 
 
                 “No, it’s a normal small town. There’s even a Dairy Queen.”               
 
                 “Wow, that must’ve been a big deal.” 
 
                 “It was, thank you very much. Have you ever had their ice cream? It’s delicious.”               “Okay, be serious,” I tell her. “Will Cassidy take me to the hot spots around Aurora?” 
 
                 “Hot spots? Like bars? You’re underage, Taylor.” 
 
                 “No, I am talking about where Rogues attacked Seraphim.” 
 
                 Ashley stares at me with a disgusted look for a second. It’s long enough that I begin to feel uncomfortable. Her look of disgust looks turns into seriousness. “You don’t want to see that, Taylor. People died. Good people.” I do want to though. 
 
                 “Miss. Jameson,” my teacher calls. I’m outside the classroom finishing my conversation with Ashley. 
 
                 “Yes ma’am.” 
 
                 She points to the speaker on the wall in her room. “They called for you. You’re needed at the front office.” 
 
                 “Ooo, you’re in trouble,” Ashley teases. I roll my eyes.
 
                 I stride in the main office expecting to see Cassidy. It’s been a couple of hours since our lunch date. She could have found something already. 
 
                 “Taylor Jameson,” I tell the woman behind the desk. 
 
                 A huge lost and found box is on one side behind her and on the other side there is a line of belts hanging up waiting for any student who forgets to wear their own. 
 
                 “Principle McBride wants to see you,” she tells me. 
 
                 “Really?” I ask, genuinely surprised. 
 
                 A phone rings on the desk that houses the speaker board to all the classrooms. “Yes,” she says turning her attention to the phone.
 
                 I juggle between wanting to take my time so he gets a taste of his own medicine and wanting to run straight there. I pause outside the entryway to the back offices. I take a deep breath and turn the corner. 
 
                 As I do I channel the coolest cowboys I’ve seen in old westerns. I keep my hands at my sides, fingers loose. “So we meet again,” I say wiggling my fingers. 
 
                 Uncle Will’s secretary looks up. She’s not amused at all by my attempt at being funny. “Good evening, Miss Jameson.” She goes to the door that has remained shut during all my previous visits. She gives it a quick knock then opens it. 
 
                 I walk in as Uncle Will says, “Come in.” The secretary shuts the door behind me. Upon seeing me, he asks nicely, “How have you been?” 
 
                 I cross my arms not sure if I want to play nice after having to wait this long to see him. We aren’t alone in his office so I’ll have to save my lecture on disserting family for a later date. John is standing on the side of Uncle Will’s desk. Looks like Ashley was right, I am in trouble. 
 
                 “I’ve been okay. Am I in trouble for yesterday?” I ask looking at John. Uncle Will looks over at him with a confused expression. John leans over and whispers something I can’t hear. 
 
                 Uncle Will smiles. “This has nothing to do with being out too late. It was decided that once security was properly staffed that the school’s key figures, like myself, would have personal security. John is among the most qualified in that aspect so he won the position of working with me.” 
 
                 “For you,” John corrects.
 
                 “Why am I here then?” 
 
                 “I’ve found myself in a predicament. Family day is tomorrow and our key speaker for the event has informed me that he won’t make it in time.” 
 
                 “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
                 “Good question. I would like recent events to be discussed tomorrow. Many of the Seraphim that will be present tomorrow believe Rogues are no longer a threat. I need someone to speak with first-hand experience about what’s happening right now.” He stares at me waiting for it to sink in why he called me here.
 
                 “You can’t mean me.” I shake my head ‘no’ at the thought. “I’m a kid. No one is going to listen to me.” 
 
                 “Don’t underestimate yourself, Taylor. You were there, were you not? Strangers took your father in the middle of the day.” 
 
                 Dad standing in Jake’s yard flashes in front of me. “I was there.” 
 
                 Uncle Will dramatically holds his hand up towards me as if I’ve offered him something. “That’s all I need. You tell them exactly what you saw. Tell them what you felt. Tell them about having to leave your home and everything you’ve ever known in fear. People have forgotten what Rogues are capable of and I need you to remind them.” He’s telling me he wants me to stand in front of strangers and cry about what happened. 
 
                 “I’ve never liked giving presentations in front of a class of fifteen peers. How do you expect me to talk about all this in front of ten times the amount of people?” 
 
                 “Twenty-five times,” John mumbles. 
 
                 Uncle Will shoots him a look. “When I was your age, I was just as uncomfortable, scared even, of talking in front of people, but I did. And I know you can do it too. It doesn’t have to be long and you don’t have to answer questions afterwards if you don’t want to.” 
 
                 “There has to be someone better. Why not Cassidy or Dillon Weston? They have much scarier stories than mine. John looks like he has some good stories to tell.” John isn’t happy I’m bringing him into this.
 
                 Uncle Will is shaking his head gently. “They need to hear what is happening now, Taylor. You are the only person here that knows first hand.” 
 
                 I can already hear it, “The principle’s niece is an idiot.” That’s what everyone will think if I tell them my five minutes of “first hand” experience. I’ll make a fool out of myself and whatever my uncle is trying to accomplish will fail, thanks to me. “My mom could do it. She’ll come if you ask her to. She’s much better with this kind of stuff.” Adult stuff.
 
                 Uncle Will turns to John. “Could you give us a minute?” 
 
                 “Yes sir.” John leaves. 
 
                 Uncle Will walks around his desk. “There are other people I could ask. People who can talk about family members that have recently gone missing, but none of them witnessed anything. They have nothing substantial. I can’t talk to them and the student body about what I know because I can’t disclose my sources. Catherine believes in you and so do I.” 
 
                 “You spoke to my mom about this?” 
 
                 “Yes. I wanted her opinion before I came to you. She knows the real reasons for the increased security so, she knows we need all the support we can get.” 
 
                 “Like, reasons besides Rogues knowing our location?” 
 
                 “Yes and don’t repeat that.” 
 
                 “I won’t,” I assure him. 
 
                 “You see tomorrow is going to be less about seeing the students and more about gaining support for a move against Rogues.”
 
                 My eyes bulge despite myself. “We’re going to fight them. As in, you know where they are to fight them?” 
 
                 Uncle Will motions with his hands for me to lower my voice. “Keep it down. We don’t know where they are but if everything falls into place we will soon.” I open my mouth but he stops me. “And I haven’t found anything out about Darrell.” My mouth shuts. “I have faith if he’s alive we’ll get him back.” 
 
                 “If,” I repeat softly. 
 
                 Uncle Will’s hands slid in his pockets. His voice is equally soft, “You know his chances aren’t good.” 
 
                 “I know,” I say in almost a whisper. Knowing it never caused my chest to hurt like hearing it does. The truth of Dad’s situation is that he’s most certainly dead along with Jake and his parents. Not one time have I heard about anyone surviving being taken by members of the Rogue organization. After a long moment I say, “I’ll do it.” 
 
                 He looks surprised. “You will?” 
 
                 “Dad did everything to keep us hidden. If they could find him than they can get anyone. Seraphim should know that they’re all in danger.” 
 
                 He gives me a proud grin. “That is my thinking precisely.” He takes a few steps toward the door. “You can come back in, John,” he says loudly to the shut door.
 
                 John peeks his head inside the office. “Cassidy Sipe is here to see you. Do you want me to let her in?” 
 
                 “Sure, sure,” Uncle Will says, waving him in. 
 
                 Cassidy follows John in. She raises an eyebrow when she spots me standing by Uncle Will’s desk. “Someone finally got her meeting with the man in charge,” she says playfully. 
 
                 Uncle Will walks up to me and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Cass, I would like to introduce you to our speaker for Family Day.” 
 
                 Her smile weakens. “Are you sure that’s wise?”  
 
                 “Completely,” he tells her.
 
                 “I’m not asking you,” she says looking at me. Uncle Will turns to me as well. He looks confident in his decision, whereas Cassidy looks worried. “You’ve been through a lot. No one would blame you if you didn’t want to take this on.” 
 
                 I do my best imitating Uncle Will’s confidence. “We discussed it and it’s something that needs to be shared.” 
 
                 Uncle Will squeezes my shoulder triumphantly. “You’re a brave young lady,” he says in my ear. 
 
                 “She must get it from you,” Cassidy says looking unhappily between the two of us. If anyone deserves credit for my bravery it should be my parents. Cassidy continues hesitantly, “The last thing I wanted to do after my parents were killed was talk about them.” Cassidy bringing up her parents instantly warps the confidence I’m feeling into dread. My parent’s could easily meet the same fate.
 
                 “Is that really necessary?” Uncle Will asks when he sees my mood deteriorate.               Cassidy acts unaware of the change she’s caused. “What? I’m being honest. She deserves at least that.” 
 
                 A beep comes from Uncle Will’s phone followed by his secretary’s voice saying, “Your 3:20 is here.” 
 
                 “They’re early. Send them to the conference room.”
 
                 Cassidy perks up. “What a nice change to have people that are considerate of our time,” she says as she walks out the door. The door doesn’t close all the way behind her. We can hear her greeting Uncle Will’s 3:20. “Gentlemen, my name’s Cassidy Sipe. It’s nice to meet more of our new security personnel.” 
 
                 “It’s an honor to meet you, ma’am,” A male voice tells her. 
 
                 “Oh none of that ‘ma’am’ nonsense. I’m far too young for all that. Miss Sipe will do. Now if you all will follow me to the conference room.” 
 
                 Uncle Will walks me slowly to the door in no rush to leave. John waits patiently by the door. “If you want to go over your speech beforehand I’ll let my secretary know you’re welcome to stop by tomorrow.” 
 
                 “Yeah, I’d like that.” 
 
                 He pulls me into a one armed hug and quickly releases me. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am that you agreed to this.” 
 
                 “I’m happy to do it.” 
 
                 He gives me a big smile at the door. “I could almost believe you.” 
 
                 John shuts the door behind us and follows Uncle Will to the conference room. “See ya,” I say, heading in the opposite direction for class.
 
    
 
    
 
                 “All I’m doing is distracting you from finishing your speech,” Ashley tells me. “I’m going to my room. Good luck,” she says. For an hour I’ve been asking her about every sentence I write down for the speech. 
 
                 “Fine, Bye,” I grumble, dreading being left alone to finish it. I follow Uncle Will’s advice and write exactly what I can recall; from the time I heard the first scream to driving away in a panic headed for an unknown destination.
 
    
 
    
 
                 Family day flies by. Classes become more deserted as students are reunited with their loved ones that have made it through the screening process Uncle Will’s people are administering. I go to Cassidy’s office at lunch wanting to go over my speech with her before bringing it to my uncle. 
 
                 Bet stops me. “Hold on. She’s in a meeting.” 
 
                 “Okay.” I sit in the chair nearest her office. I sit silently reviewing my speech.               “Look at the time,” Bet merrily says from her desk. She pushes the chair she’s sitting in away from her desk. “I’m going to lunch. If anyone comes by tell them I’ll be back in an hour and Cassidy’s booked for the day.” 
 
                 “Sure,” I say, watching her rush out. She must have a lunch date.
 
                 Now that the room is dead quiet I can hear Cassidy in her office pleaing, “We can’t both go, William.” 
 
                 Uncle Will says harshly, “You aren’t going. If something were to happen to you I couldn’t bare it. This was my idea. I’m not going to put this responsibility on your shoulders.” There’s a noise like someone slams something down. 
 
                 “This is not your burden, it’s everyone’s. What do you think would happen if you went and something happened to you? Who would take your place? And don’t you dare say me.” It goes quiet and I have to put my ear closer to the door to hear Cassidy as she transforms from the mean woman I know her to be into a much sweeter sounding one. “Will, I’m the fighter. Everyone knows I’m more than capable during a fight and as a cherry on top; I can do it while watching Catherine’s back. If anyone had to choose between me or you, I would be the best choice for a take down.” 
 
                 “I’ve never pretended to be the better fighter out of the two of us,” he says.               “Don’t leave out that I’m the better gunman with the most successful missions in school.” 
 
                 “If they would’ve given an award for Most Likely to be a Badass, it would go to you,” Uncle Will jokes. 
 
                 “That’s the most reasonable thing you’ve said all week. Now, I need to hear that you’ll be at a safe distance tomorrow. I know it would hurt you if, God forbid, I didn’t come back, but it would hurt everyone if you didn’t.” 
 
                 “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Cass.” 
 
                 “Look, just think about it and be honest with yourself when you do. We have too much to do today.”  
 
                 Someone moves to the door. I dive for the chair by the door. 
 
                 Uncle Will eyes me suspiciously when he opens the door. He sees the papers in my hand. “Where you looking for me?” 
 
                 “No, I’m here for my lunch date with Cassidy.” I look down at the papers too. “I wanted to go over my speech with her first.” 
 
                 He walks out the door. Cassidy sticks her head out the door. “I lost track of time. Come in.” I walk around Uncle Will. Cassidy stays at the door with my uncle as I go sit in my normal seat facing her desk. I watch over my shoulder as Uncle Will kisses Cassidy’s cheek. 
 
                 “Later,” he whispers.
 
    
 
    
 
                 “You sound like you’re reading,” Cassidy tells me after I finish my first run through of the speech. 
 
                 “I am reading it.” 
 
                 She goes to her desk, sits, and jots something down. “What are you doing?” 
 
                 She pauses mid-writing. “Making a note for my next faculty meeting. If other students your age are this bad at public speaking than it needs to be addressed.” 
 
                 “You’re not being helpful.” 
 
                 “More mandatory classroom presentations will be,” she says. I frown and she notices. She clicks the top of her pen, setting it down. “You’ll lose the audiences’ interest sounding robotic like that.” 
 
                 “So, how do I fix that?” 
 
                 “Simple, don’t bore your audience.” She hops up from the desk and goes to the couch. “I found something this morning.” She picks an open book up from her couch. I take it from her when she hands it to me. I skim over the pages she has it open to.  
 
                 “This doesn’t say anything.” The book is open to one blank page and the start of a new chapter. The only print is the chapter number.
 
                 “You have to read. It’s in that chapter,” she tells me tearing a paper out of the notepad she’s writing in. “I’ll let you get to it while I run this down the hall.” 
 
                 I scan through the chapter more concerned about my upcoming speech than the book. The chapter’s about Seraphim that believe evolution is the only factor involved in how we acquired our abilities. 
 
                 “Have you finished it?” Cassidy asks when she walks in to find the book closed on my lap. 
 
                 “You got me so paranoid about speaking tonight. I can’t focus on something like reading an entire chapter.” 
 
                 She looks at her watch. “You have four hours to work on your speech. That’s plenty of time.” Four days wouldn’t be enough time for me to feel differently. My speech sucks. Cassidy’s said as much. I don’t know what else I can do. It isn’t a good story to tell and it’s evident when I tell it that I hate talking about it.
 
                 Cassidy picks up her phone. “Have we heard anything on the Doyle’s yet?” I’m startled when she jumps from her chair. She tosses the phone down. “Forgot to tell me,” she grumbles to herself. She grabs the jacket hanging off the back of her chair. She stuffs her arms in the sleeves. “I have to end our session early. I’ve got to entertain adults now.”
 
                 “Can I come with you? Most of the students are out now so I’ll probably just have movies to watch in the rest of my classes.”               
 
                 Cassidy smiles and hands me a letter. “I was prepared,” she tells me as I unfold it. Cassidy has given me permission to miss my last class for, “final preparations for this evenings speech.” I fold it up and put in my bag along with my speech. “Keep the book. You can read it later tonight. We can discuss it at lunch tomorrow.” 
 
                 “Thanks.” I shove the book in my bag with the class excuse and my speech.
 
                 We stop just short of the door. “And remind me tomorrow to get a new secretary,” she says, with annoyance written all over her face.
 
                 Bet’s back from lunch. “Sorry about that,” she says when we exit Cassidy’s office. 
 
                 “That’s fine,” Cassidy tells her rushing by. She says under her breath, “I didn’t want to eat lunch anyways.”
 
                 We enter the hallway as Uncle Will turns the corner walking toward us with two men on either side of him. John is right behind the men. Cassidy smiles at Uncle Will and his guests. The two men turn their attention to greet Cassidy as we pass. As soon as the men look away from Uncle Will he gives me an exaggerated frown. When they look back he’s smiling warmly. 
 
                 Once we’re a good distance away from them I tell Cassidy, “He’s doesn’t seem to be enjoying Family Day.” 
 
                 Cassidy smiles. “Don’t let him fool you. He wouldn’t have it any other way.” She continues down the hall as I turn to go to the cafeteria. Cassidy doesn’t bother telling me bye so I don’t either. 
 
                 In the cafeteria they’ve added more tables and seating for the visitors. I give up on trying to find Ashley in the mass of people and take the closest empty spot. Lunch is on point. If you ask me, it shouldn’t take families coming to visit for cafeteria food to be good. Everyone around is enjoying the food too. They’re laughing, having a good time catching up with their loved ones. It reminds me of large families’ Thanksgiving dinners that I was never able to experience.
 
                 I’m imagining myself in my house at the dining room table. Jake is arguing with me. Aunt Beth walks into the dining room from the kitchen. To my delight she gives Jake a strong look causing him to stop arguing with me. 
 
                 “Taylor, come help your mother,” Dad calls from the living room, where Uncle Will, Uncle Chuck, and Cassidy are listening to him talk about his obnoxious new C.E.O.
 
                 Jake’s right on my heels as I get to the kitchen. We each grab as many dishes as we can balance. He points out that he can carry more than me. 
 
                 When we’re all sitting around the table it’s my dad that leads us in prayer. We are all happy, even Cassidy as we stuff our faces. We all laugh at Jake’s corny jokes. 
 
                 I know this is an unreasonable dream that will never happen but I wish it could. I push my tray to the side and lay my speech out in front of me. I get a pen from my bag. I spend the remainder of my afternoon anxiously practicing and editing my speech. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 The time has come, I glance at the enormous audience then drop my head down to the speech resting on the podium. I swallow hard to push down the lump in my throat. I face everyone reluctantly.               
 
                 “Hello, my name is Taylor Jameson. I was asked to share my story with you all today. My uncle is the principle here. I met him for the first time this year right after my birthday, in fact. But that’s not important.” I need to stay on track. I find Ashley seated only a few rows from the front. I focus on her so the mass of people in front of me blur. “What brought me to finally meet my uncle is what’s important.” Crap, I didn’t need to say that out loud. “My father, my friend Jake, and both of his parents were kidnapped in their front yard, in broad daylight. I watched it happen. It was on that day that my mom told me I was a Seraphim, a Veritatis. Until that day my parents had never told me that there was a name for my gift. They raised me as a regular kid. My built-in lie detector was something we kept secret. Jake was raised along side me with the same life of normalcy as me. My parents and Jake’s never let on that they had any abilities while we were growing up. Jake and I were given a chance to live without fear; all the while our parents lived everyday knowing that at any time it could fall apart. It did. 
 
                 We weren’t the only Seraphim wanting to live a regular life. Our neighbor as it turned out was also a Seraphim. He was the one that stopped me from chasing after my dad the day he was taken. He probably saved my life and I didn’t get a chance to thank him.”
 
                 I take a quick inventory of the crowd. Most are barely paying attention. Uncle Will’s in the front row looking at me with an affirming smile. Some of the audience in the back has begun talking amongst themselves. I try not to get mad. I know my speech about finding out that I’m part of this secret community and what I’m thankful for in the face of turmoil and the unknown is super lame. They want to hear about it as much as I want to stand here in front of them telling it. I fold the paper in half, covering up my writing.
 
                 “You know what?” I slap my hand down lightly on the paper. “I’m not thankful.” That gets some of the talkers’ attention. “My parents may have had the best intentions to try to protect me, but my ignorance has been a handicap.” Something cold inside me bubbles up. “If anything, it would’ve been nice to know people were out there somewhere hunting us instead of my mom wasting time, warning me about online predators.” The bubbling overflows. “I’m not weak! And neither are any of you! Why are we hiding?!” 
 
                 “Taylor,” Uncle Will says trying to get my attention. He starts to approach the podium, probably with the intent of taking over, but I’m not going to give him the chance. My speech isn’t done.
 
                 “A smart old man once told me we’re here to help others make the world better. That sounds great, but how can any of us help other people when we’re refusing to help ourselves?” A few people nod enthusiastically. Someone in the back claps. Uncle Will is at the side of the stage but he’s stopped at the stairs watching me. “There’s no stopping Rogues from winning.” The clapping stops abruptly. “All this running and hiding has allowed them to win. I, like most of you here, have done NOTHING to stop them. The rest of you haven’t done enough.” The cold inside me turns hot. “My father may be dead but we are fools if we think he’ll be the last if we don’t do anything about it. I agree with many of you. I think this battle should never have started. However, I’m not going to follow in my parent’s footsteps. I refuse to run! I will fight to ensure that Seraphim like me will be here long after I’m gone. I will fight so that Seraphim fulfill their roles as protectors and not dictators.
 
                 We all have a choice. We can be the people who let this nightmare continue or we can be the people who ended it!” 
 
                 Students begin cheering. Most of the visitors are giving each other looks like they can’t believe I’m saying this. 
 
                 Out of nowhere, Uncle Will grabs the microphone, placing his hand over it. “I think you’ve said enough.” I look at the audience one more time. I don’t smile or bow. I take my paper from the podium, ball it up, and chunk it at the audience. Some of the students cheer louder. As I make my off the stage I hear Bryant laughing as the cheers begin to die down. 
 
                 Uncle Will thanks me before calming the crowd down. He starts talking about the school and what a wonderful turnout today has been. On the side of the stage, people nearest the front are still watching me. I fight the urge to yell, “What are you looking at?” I leave, deciding it’s best I don’t hang around for the butt chewing that I’m sure is coming to me once Uncle Will gets done.
 
    
 
    
 
                  The few girls whose families couldn’t make it have been trickling into the dorms for at least an hour by the time Ashley knocks on my door. When I open the door she walks in hastily. 
 
                 “Wow,” she says kicking her shoes off as she crawls on my bed. 
 
                 “I know.” I climb on my bed next to her. I roll a ball of paper to her containing one of my original speeches. She rolls it back. “You killed it.”
 
                 “No, I lost it in front of hundreds of witnesses. Your family sure left early. Did they leave because of me?”                
 
                 “They haven’t left. Principle McBride dismissed us but my parents and a bunch of the others stayed. They’re having a big meeting.”
 
                 I grit my teeth. “That’s great.” He’s cleaning up my mess. I wonder if anyone asked him if his sister was a crazy drama queen too.
 
                 A smile crosses her face. “Chill out it wasn’t about you. Some of the parents, including mine, demanded it. Before I was shoed out of the room it sounded like you gave them a healthy dose of fear.”
 
                 We keep rolling the paper ball back and forth silently for a bit. Eventually we talk about our day. She tells me about her parents and I tell her about what I heard Cassidy and Uncle Will arguing about. Ashley departs only after it is announced that room checks are under way.
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   T wants to go
 
    
 
                 I meet Dream Walker in my sleep following my speech. She asks me silently about Family Day. I allow her to see how I yelled at an auditorium full of Seraphim. Surprisingly, she’s proud. She goes back to my view of the audience at the end, before I threw the paper at them. “You rallied them,” she says. 
 
                 I don’t respond trying to do my best to give her the cold shoulder. When your minds are connected that’s as difficult to do as keeping your diet while working in a bakery. 
 
                 “Don’t go after them,” she says after probing my mind.
 
                 I hadn’t realized that I had made up my mind until she says that. She found something I hadn’t consciously thought much about. I want to go if there’s a chance Dad, Jake, Aunt Beth, or Uncle Chuck could be found. I just have to somehow find a way to be a part of the attack Uncle Will is planning against the Rogues. Dream Walker telling me not to go does nothing but light a fire of determination inside me.
 
                 Dream Walker knows my current feelings towards her. She hasn’t forgotten about the way our time together previously ended. She pulls back in my mind while managing to maintain our connection. She gives me space to go over her options as to improve the rift between us. She’s in a dark place herself. We’ve been looking at me and my day since she joined me in my sleep. I haven’t cared enough to look at what’s going on with her. 
 
                 Out of curiosity I halfheartedly push. All I get from the weak attempt are her emotions from the day. It isn’t good. With the heavy amounts of sadness and ache she’s experiencing she must’ve lost someone recently. Karen, the woman Dream Walker screamed for the people in lab coats to leave alone, is the only person she’s shown me that she cares about. She doesn’t tell me if I’m right or not. 
 
                 “Actions will always speak louder than words,” she tells me. 
 
                 My mind is flooded with images. Dream Walker shows me three different babies. Their chubby faces are linked to a wealth of love. They’re her children I’m guessing since she says nothing. If she thinks showing me that she loves kids will make me trust her, she’s wrong.
 
                 She shows me a memory of her at a tattoo parlor. Dream Walker’s watching a artist closely work on a man’s arm, not giving me the face of the artist nor the person getting the ink. The artist wipes away the excess ink. It reveals an intricately done tattoo of intertwined letters S and K on a muscular arm. The next image is of Dream Walker walking up to a body bag. The bag is unzipped and the sheet inside the bag covering the body is lifted exposing the same tattooed arm. Seeing the arm, her heart jumps to her throat with fear for her own life. If he could be taken down she believes no one stands a chance.
 
                 She fast-forwards to a moment when she’s feeling heavy with the weight of a decision she knows she has to make. In the memory she’s thinking of the same baby faces that she first showed me. The decision’s made and I feel her heart breaking because of it. She won’t being seeing their faces again.
 
                 Her thoughts of babes disappear and I’m thrown into the midst of Dream Walker’s adrenaline. She’s running from a burning building. Her heart no longer feels as weak as it did looking at the man in the body bag or saying goodbye to the sweet babies.                 “They had found me,” she tells me, reminding me that she’s choosing what she’s showing me. She’s running away from a burning house. She shows the tattooed arm in the body bag again. I put it together without her help. The person in the body bag had been found too but unlike her he wasn’t able to get away.
 
                 “Rogues?” I ask.
 
                 “Who else?”
 
                 The sound of a child crying out in pain is next. Dream Walker’s emotions attached to this one are as hard to experience as the others. I’m surprised when Clairabelle, my Clairabelle, appears in Dream Walker’s memories like a ray of light. Seeing how young Clairabelle is in her memories she’s known her much longer than I have. Clairabelle is young, vibrant, and like the Clairabelle I know, full of positive vibes. Dream Walker doesn’t say it but Clairabelle’s a link to her and I. Dream Walker relaxes as I put it together. Dream Walker knows Mom and Uncle Will. She’s the reason Clairabelle came into their lives when they were children. But, if Clairabelle was moving Mom and my uncle to Aurora after Rogues were chasing Dream Walker than that means Rogues were around way earlier than everyone’s let on.
 
                 Softly she says, “They weren’t known as Rogues at the time.” 
 
                 Now that she’s not showing me bits of her past I feel how worn out she is. I’m not sure if the trip down memory is the cause or if it’s from whatever she went through today that has left her in mourning. I want to ask her so much more but she’s drifting off. “Show me how to connect to someone in their sleep and you can keep showing me stuff.”
 
                 “It’s not something I can show you,” she says, fading quickly. Before she falls asleep and we lose connection she gives me one more clip from her memory. The image of the infant, like the babies earlier, is surrounded with love. The kind of love you have for someone that you would gladly die for. The last image is of a cute toddler that she would die to protect. There’s no way I shouldn’t trust her after seeing the toddler because the toddler is me. She has unconditional love for me. This consuming emotion must be how my mom feels about me when she’s gushing about how proud she is of me.  
 
                 Thinking of Mom takes my mind off the questions I have for Dream Walker.
 
    
 
     
 
                Being outside this early isn’t too uncomfortable with the humidity not yet in full force. The sun it still behind the trees so it gives a false hope of it possibly being a cool day. This is the first time I’ve gotten up this early since Cassidy and Uncle Will brought me to The Southern Academy. It was easy this morning to get going with what I have in mind. I’m determined to be a part of the take down Cassidy was talking to Uncle Will about. I don’t know exactly what this take down involves but if my mom is going to be there I should be too. No more waiting for bad things to happen I’m taking life into my own hands. All I have to do is talk Dillon or Bryant into taking me. 
 
                 The track and field coach that tried recruiting me a while back is on the track working with his students. When he sees me walking around the side of the track I politely smile, and wave. He moves off the track to the side I’m coming round on. “I still have room for you, if you’re interested,” he calls.               
 
                 “Thanks, but I lack the dedication.” I don’t slow down as I pass him. 
 
                 A student on the track team runs by huffing from his efforts. Through his labored breathing he says to the coach, “I don’t … have... the dedication…either.” He slows as he gets in front of him. The coach looks at his stopwatch. 
 
                 “If you waste another second you’ll be running for the rest of the day looking for your dedication.” 
 
                 “Found it!” He takes off running at his initial speed. 
 
                 “I’m very motivational!” The coach calls in my direction, but my back is to him and I don’t turn around to acknowledge him.
 
                 When I get to the front of the teachers housing complex a man dressed in what looks like high-end hunting gear stops me. What he’s holding doesn’t fit with hunting gear or the school environment. 
 
                 “What are you doing over here, young lady?” he asks me. He has a cool looking helmet of some sort in his hand with a retractable face shield that matches the pattern of his clothing. I am dumbfounded by his question. I should’ve thought of an excuse to be here ahead of time.
 
                 “I was told to meet… Dillon Weston here.” That’s a terrible lie. If he's a Veritatis then I'm done for before I've had the chance to do anything. He looks at me carefully before switching the helmet to his other hand. His freed hand goes for his waistband. This movement scares me. I don’t know why, it’s not like he is going to shoot me or anything. The worst he could do is bring me to my uncle, but I tense anyway. His hand comes up with some kind of sleek walkie-talkie contraption that I have never seen before. 
 
                 He presses the button on the side and holds it to his mouth, “Delta squad, what's your position?" 
 
                 A male voice responds, "If you mean Big D squadron, we’re home, wrapping more gifts."               
 
                 The man lets out a sign and slides the walkie onto his belt strap saying, “That’s why they weren’t allowed to pick their own names.” He starts to walk off. 
 
                 "So, uhh where exactly do I go?" I ask.  
 
                 "Rear of the complex,” he replies as he begins to jog to the nearest entrance of the housing complex. I take a deep breath. Not only did I not get in trouble, but I also found out Dillon's location. This is going great!
 
                 I've never been on the other side of the teachers’ housing. When I make it around the back I'm surprised to see vehicles parked in a line on a dirt road. I guess it makes sense. If teachers have to leave it is easier to come and go over here versus walking across school grounds, then driving through the barn. 
 
                 It’s a boring group of automobiles. The school must provide them with guidelines because they aren’t flashy, or cute for that matter. Each of the vehicles on the road are large vans. Each is almost identical to the other. 
 
   People dressed in the same fashion as the man I just met in the front of the complex are getting into the two vehicles in the front. They pull away as someone at the rear of the vehicle line says, "Well look what the cat dragged in." 
 
                 Ben’s at the last van in line, holding one end of a long box. Tony’s on the other end lifting it into the back of the van. I call them “vans” but they’re kind of cooler than the run of the mill vans I’ve seen. If James Bond had a bunch of kids he’d drive this thing. It towers over regular vans by 2 or 3 feet. They’re jet black with windows running the length of them but I can’t see inside from the dark tinting. Bryant walks around the front to greet me as I come up to the van. All three of them are wearing the same getup as the other minus the helmets. Bryant smiles as he says, “I knew it. Ben, you owe me twenty bucks." 
 
                 Ben pushes the box the rest of the way inside the van. "We didn't make any bets." Tony starts shifting the box to one side. Ben walks over, leaving him in the van. 
 
                 Tony pokes his head out the back. "We aren't done yet." Ben ignores him. 
 
                 "Just a minute,” Bryant tells Tony then frowns at Ben, "You couldn't finish helping him first?" 
 
                 Ben looks back at the car. "I did the hard part.” He turns back to me, “He can finish." There's a loud grunt from Tony and the car shakes from him moving something heavy. Bryant looks at Ben as Ben looks at me ignoring the struggle going on inside the van. Bryant shakes his head in frustration and goes to Tony's aid.
 
                 "You picked a bad day to want to go hunting,” Ben tells me. 
 
                 “I’m not here for that. Where’s Dillon?” 
 
                 Ben seems to deflate a bit. "Your boyfriend’s busy. You should go to class like a good little girl." He can't stand it that I don't fawn over him like the other girls my age. Tony waves to Ben's back. I point Ben in his direction. "You're wanted. They must not be able to do it without you,” I say sarcastically. 
 
                 He takes my sarcasm as a compliment. "Of course they can’t.” He turns to them. "I'm coming,” he says. 
 
                 I follow him to the back and watch them finish loading the van. When another group wearing the same stuff pours out of the faculty housing I get behind Ben. They don't seem to notice me standing as hidden as I can behind Ben pushing cargo around as Bryant and Tony organize it. 
 
                 Tony’s grumbling about today's lazy generation to Bryant, who encourages his complaining. I know Tony’s talking about me. “Old man could be dying of thirst right in front of them and they wouldn’t offer so much as the backwash from their sodas.”
 
                 The people load into one of the front vans and drive off. Tony’s still yapping. “In my day there were boundaries. I didn't cross them without receiving my father’s wrath. He would’ve killed me if he knew I blatantly disregarded authority." 
 
                 Bryant joins in. “I hear you. All my father has to do is touch his belt and I get flash blacks from my childhood." Bryant looks over at me, grinning. 
 
                 "I think parents nowadays are slacking," Tony adds. He doesn't look at me or he would see me rolling my eyes.
 
                 Dillon walks out with the next group. Two of the people with him I recognize from my speech. They’re parents. John’s the last to emerge. They open the back of the van parked in front of the one I’m standing behind. I look through the van’s windshield, watching them at the back of their van. The father opens a box similar to the ones being stacked up in Tony's van when his wife throws her arm over it, whispering in his ear, and motioning for him to look behind him. He does and when he sees me he takes his hands off the box. Dillon, who’s beside them, turns to look at me. He isn’t happy to see me. John notices me too. No one else acts upset by my presence. 
 
                 "Oh, crap,” Tony says, hearing the people at the other car. He hops down and joins them. They shut the back doors of the van and start getting in as Tony speaks with the gentleman on the front, passenger side. 
 
                 John walks up to me. “I have to say good job last night. No one saw that coming.”               “Thanks,” I tell him dryly. He doesn’t have to rub it in. 
 
                 “You were a motivational speaker last night. Mr. McBride only expected enough volunteers for 3 or 4 squadrons but every single one of them wanted to contribute in some form in today’s efforts,” he says talking about the parents. 
 
                 Ashley was right. They didn’t think I was some stupid kid wasting their time. Cassidy can suck it! I’m not a terrible public speaker.               
 
                 “Did he tell them everything?” I ask hoping John will fill me in if I act like I already know what’s happening today. John glances over at the others at the van. Tony looks to be receiving some news he doesn't like. Dillon shakes the parents' hands. The woman pulls him into a hug. 
 
                 John gets closer to me as he answers, “Only a little was shared with everyone. Some of them had questionable responses during the entrance questioning.” Questionable as in what, they were hiding something? Does that mean there were possible Rogues here yesterday? I don’t want to interrupt him in fear he’ll stop talking. “Others weren’t physically capable for what we’ll need down in south Louisiana so he gave those, in either category, offsite duties for today where they can help while being watched by him. The real meeting occurred a couple hours ago.” 
 
                 “Why would he let the people he doesn’t trust help?” I ask. 
 
                 “Keeping his enemies close I guess.” 
 
                 Someone calls for John at the other van. 
 
                 “Stay alive,” he says before walking away. 
 
                 “You too.”
 
                 They get in the van and Dillon walks over to us. Tony stays by the van with disappointment written all over his face.  
 
                 "You shouldn't be here,” Dillon tells me. 
 
                 "I had to. I know what's going on." 
 
                 Ben and Bryant look at Dillon, who continues looking at me. "No she doesn’t,” Dillon says looking at me, but talking to Ben and Bryant. "If she did than she would know there’s no chance in hell anyone with sense would let her be a part of it.” I hear the van ahead of ours start up and pull away. Tony rejoins us drawing the attention away from me. 
 
                 "Why aren't you going with them?" Ben asks Tony. 
 
                 Tony looks accusingly at Dillon. “That's a good question." 
 
                 Dillon notices. “What, you think I had something to do with it?" 
 
                 "Someone gave them the impression that the remaining staff couldn't take care of themselves." 
 
                 "I was asked who was left and I told them. Whatever decisions they made from those facts have nothing to do with me. I want to be there too.” Dillon and Tony stare at each other like their waiting on the other to make a move. 
 
                 “I think," Bryant says, moving slightly between them. "That they know how good of friends we are, Tony, and they knew I would throw a fit if I was stuck here without the pleasure of your company." 
 
                 Ben rolls his eyes. With a smile, I do too. Why aren't more people like Bryant? “They trusted you enough to give you a radio,” Bryant says, about the big contraption in Tony’s hand. It’s the same one as the man had that stopped me at the front of the building. 
 
                 Bryant’s talking seems to calm Tony. He steps away from Dillon saying, “Finish getting the van ready. I'll be in my office." Tony turns the large radio on then departs, heading for the building. Bryant looks around at everyone like he deserves a ‘thank you’ from all of us.  
 
                 “He knows we have a radio already,” Ben says quietly. The three of them load up the two remaining boxes into the van. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 “I think we’re finished,” Ben says leaning against the van. 
 
                 Dillon looks in the back with Bryant. "I think it's fine.” Dillon tells me, “That was the last squad. This is just extra in case more people showed up." 
 
                 Bryant closes the back. I stare down the dirt road in the direction the van left. “That was a big van for only four people.”  
 
                 “Extra space for the prisoners we get out,” Bryant says.
 
                 “Or the Rogues they capture,” Ben adds.
 
                 “She doesn’t need to hear any of that,” Dillon tells them.
 
                 Bryant changes the subject, “Since when did Tony get a office?" 
 
                 "He means his room. No one would give that big arse an office,” Ben spits. 
 
                 “Language,” Dillon warns him. 
 
                 “She knows I’m kidding.” Ben looks at me and winks. 
 
   Dillon gives Ben an irritated look saying, "We should straighten up inside.” 
 
   Ben reluctantly gets off the van and follows Bryant inside. Before leaving Dillon says to me, "See you later kid. We're too busy to hang out today."
 
                 I stand by the van watching them file inside, leaving me like a lost puppy to fend for myself. I don't want to go back to the school. By the angle of the sun shining through the trees it tells me class will be starting soon. My stomach lets out a slow growl reminding me I haven’t eaten breakfast. It'll be too late to get something from the cafeteria by the time I make it back. I stare at my reflection on the side of the van. Why couldn’t my parents have given me a book on how to hot-wire a car? I walk up to the passenger side window and pretend to fix my hair in the rear view mirror in case anyone’s watching me. I take a good look inside. No keys are visible. I bend down and tie one of my shoes a little tighter while I work up the courage to follow the guys inside the faculty only building.
 
                 
 
    
 
                 Faculty housing has more of a comfy feel to it inside compared to student dorms. The walls are painted warm, welcoming colors. It smells less like a school and more of a place people live. All of a sudden I hear static followed by a voice coming in over a radio, “Three, all quiet. I repeat, three, all quiet.” I turn around and come face-to-face with Tony. 
 
   He turns the volume down on the radio hooked onto his belt. He’s fully dressed in the military style gear now with the helmet hooked on his belt behind where the radio’s hanging. That has got to be uncomfortable having all the bulky stuff hanging off his belt.
 
                 “What are you thinking coming in here?” He hisses. “What part of no students allowed, don’t you get?”
 
                 “I was.. I was looking for you.”
 
                 “What? Was I not outside with you just five minutes ago?” 
 
   He doesn’t have any van keys that I can see. “I didn’t want to say anything in front of the others. I have to write something really good for my English class. This assignment is a biography of sorts but it can’t be on ourselves.”
 
                 “And?” he asks impatiently.
 
                 “And I wanted mine to be about you.”
 
                 He looks at me suspiciously. “I doubt they want you to cut class and break into a restricted area for homework.”
 
                 “You’re probably right but I’m already here… and class already started.”
 
                 “What’s your first class?”
 
                 “Human Anatomy.” 
 
                 He winces a little. “Your second class?”
 
                 “College Algebra.”
 
                 “You’re one of those smart kids, huh?”
 
                 “Not by choice. My parents made sure I did my best. I got a “C” twice on my report card in middle school and it wasn’t pretty.”
 
                 He nods as if he knows all about it. “My parents were hard on me too. You’ll thank them one day. Take my word for it.” 
 
                 We stand in silence. 
 
                 “So you think I can observe you for a little bit and get a brief background history from you?” He better have the van keys. If not I am punishing myself for no reason.
 
                 “Getting a good foundation is vital for college. Missing class is for the slackers, not for people like you and I. I made the Dean’s list my entire college career.” 
 
   He stops talking but seems to want to talk more about himself. That’s got to be a good sign.
 
                 “Could you at least give me a late excuse for first period?”
 
                 He pushes past me, “Come with me.” 
 
                 I stay close behind him watching his pockets for any evidence of keys. He sees me looking at his pants as I’m thinking about the possibility of having to sneak my hand in his pocket for van keys. That would be so awkward. I look up and give him an innocent smile. Maybe he’ll think I was staring off into space. 
 
   He goes into a medium sized room that has three office desks. His pants swipe the corner of the desk that he walks around. The pocket that hits the desk is the one I was thinking could maybe have keys in them but it doesn’t make a sound. 
 
                 He gets a single sheet of paper out. He jots down a couple sentences and hands it to me. The paper is an excuse for not only first but also second hour. 
 
                 “You’re awesome,” I tell him. 
 
                 He nods in agreement. “Don’t think you’re going to be my shadow for two hours. I have stuff to do. You can interview me another time. We’re going to find the other campus security.”
 
                 “I didn’t get breakfast this morning. Could I get something to eat?”
 
                 “I’m sure there’s something in the kitchen.” 
 
    
 
    
 
                 My idea to get breakfast leads us to Dillon, Bryant, and Ben hanging out in the kitchen. I get a paper plate and fill it with cold scrambled eggs wishing Ben hadn’t loaded his plate with the last of the bacon. I pop my plate in the microwave. Then, with warmed eggs I join the guys at the table.
 
                 “I’ll be back in time to bring you to class,” Tony tells me. He grabs one of Ben’s pieces of bacon on his way out.
 
                 “Hey!” Ben yells but Tony is already out the kitchen.
 
                 
 
    
 
                 Ben and Bryant’s banter is forced while we eat. Dillon shifts constantly in his chair, not adding much to the conversation. Bryant’s legs are bouncing under the table. With everyone sitting I can’t tell if any of them have the van keys. 
 
                 An hour into hanging out in the kitchen, Tony rushes in. “You’re early,” I tell him. I still have at least half an hour before I have to head back for third period.
 
                 He looks at Dillon raising the radio in his hand. “They need us,” He says. They all jump up like firefighters when the station alarm sounds. I get up along with them. Bryant and Ben turn the radios on that are hanging on their belts. I watch Tony in frustration as he waves the van keys dangling around his pointer finger.
 
                 On the way out to the van Tony tells me, “You need to get to class.”
 
                 “Not a chance. I’m going with you.”
 
                 “She’s good with a gun,” Ben tells him.
 
                 “This isn’t somewhere you want to go. It isn’t safe,” Dillon tells me.
 
                 Tony steps closer to Dillon saying, “They called for all able hands.” 
 
                 “So what? They didn’t mean a kid,” Dillon tells him.
 
                 “I’m only a couple years younger then you,” I say but get ignored.
 
                 Ben asks, “Did they tell you what’s going on? We weren’t suppose to get called in.”
 
                 “No, the signal was jammed once I responded to the call.” Tony unlocks the van. Once he’s inside the van Ben goes to the back. Tony’s in the drivers seat, Dillon the passenger seat, and I climb in the back behind Bryant.
 
                 “What are you doing?” Bryant asks when he starts to shut the door behind him but finds me in the way.
 
                 “I’m coming.”
 
                 Dillon turns around in his seat. “I can’t let you come with us.”
 
                 “If she wants to go and she can shoot, she’s coming,” Tony tells them.
 
                 “I don’t know,” Bryant says.
 
                 “I have orders to follow and I’m giving you one,” Tony tells them. “Stop wasting time. Let her get in the van.” 
 
                 “Alright,” Bryant says less than enthusiastically. He moves to the side allowing me to take a seat.
 
                 Ben has one of the containers in the back of the van open. He takes out a large caliber weapon. He passes it to Bryant, who passes it to Dillon. Ben continues passing weapons forward until every one has one except for me. 
 
                 “Pay attention,” Bryant tells me as Ben tosses him two magazines. 
 
                 “The two magazines have different bullets in them. One has tranquilizers and the other, regular bullets.” He shows me the small switch my trigger finger can easily flip to change from bullets to tranqs. 
 
                 “How will I know which ones to use?”
 
                 “Only shoot if you absolutely have to. If you aren’t a hundred percent positive which one to use than stick with tranqs and one of us can make the final decision.”
 
                 “I’m putting you in the back so you’ll only have to use it if we’re in serious trouble,” Dillon says from up front.
 
                 “I’ll just leave it on bullets then,” Bryant says, handing me the gun. I carefully set it by the door. Ben passes me a bulletproof vest, jacket, and helmet from one of the boxes. 
 
                 He moves to the seat behind mine and asks, “How far do we have to go?”
 
                 “We’ll be at the half-way mark in less than an hour. We should be able get instructions from there,” Tony tells him.
 
   I put on all the gear Ben gave me reeling over what I’m hearing. Rogues have been so close this whole time and we’re just going to drive up in the middle of the day. I don’t know what I was expecting but this seems too easy. “How big is this place?” I ask.
 
                 “The halfway mark is a small church. The reverend there is a Seraphim, but there may be civilians around so we have to be low key.”
 
                 Bryant looks down at himself. They are all wearing the same cool gear all the others that left before us had on. “We look totally low key.”
 
                 “No, I meant the Rogues’ hideout,” I tell Tony. 
 
   When he doesn’t answer me Dillon does. “It’s a school.”
 
   I look around at all of them. “What?” I ask incredulously. 
 
   Ben props his foot on my armrest. “Mind blown, right?” 
 
   I shove his shoe off, reclaiming my armrest. “Rogues have a school where they’re teaching kids to be Rogues?”
 
                 “Intelligence has told us it’s a school. What they do exactly at the school we don’t know,” Tony tells me as he presses on the gas to pass a sedan.
 
                 “We don’t know,” Dillon clarifies. “but I’m sure your uncle knows more, a lot more. Another part of the intel they shared with us is, I’m sure why you were so adamant about coming. They’re also holding people there against their will.”
 
                 “All I want to do is break my dad out. It doesn’t matter from where.” But I never would have guessed a classroom of first graders would be their cover. “A school doesn’t exactly give off the evil organization feel.”
 
                 We pass the car in front of us. After passing the car we don’t slow down very much. Tony looks at me in the rear view mirror, “That might have something to do with them not being found until now. I know I wouldn’t look for wolves surrounded by sheep.” 
 
                  Bryant chuckles, “Our high school must have had the same thing going on because it sure felt like a jail.” Dillon shakes his head as he stares out the window. 
 
   I look around my headrest at Ben. He’s managed to fall asleep in the most uncomfortable position. His face is pointed up at the roof. He’s too tall for the headrest to support it. His mouth is partially open. It is going to be a better car ride with him asleep. I won’t have to fight him continuously propping his foot on my armrest.
 
                 Bryant’s leg is bouncing again, this time at a much calmer rate. He pats the side of his gun keeping beat with a song that only he can hear. Dillon mumbles something to Tony. Tony lets off the gas a second to drop the speed.
 
                 Getting to the church in record time is no surprise with Tony’s driving. There are multiple cars in the parking lot. Tony parks us beside a well-driven Impala. It’s ugly. It would probably drive for another twenty years before dying. Ugly cars last forever. Dad would’ve picked something like that to give me as my first car. Dillon switches on the walkie as Tony gets out. The rest of us stay in the van. With how many full the parking lot is there seems to be a good amount of people here.
 
                 Bryant leans forward looking around me out the window to watch Tony walk through the parking lot then leans back. “What would you think if you’re in the middle of talking to God when G.I. Joe busts in the front door?” 
 
                 Dillon answers first, “Apocalypse.” 
 
   Low static comes in through their radios. Dillon turns it up. 
 
                 “Zombie apocalypse,” I add. 
 
                 Bryant grins at me, “That’s what I was thinking.” 
 
                 More static blares from Dillon’s radio followed by someone yelling unintelligibly into it. Bryant pops his head up looking out my window again. “What the?”
 
                 Tony hasn’t made it up the steps yet but the doors to the church burst open. A man in preacher attire flies out. He points to Tony’s radio. A female voice comes through the radio but she doesn’t get a full word out before a loud boom cuts her off. At the same time we hear a deep thud from inside the van followed by the ground rumbling. The walkie goes silent. Tony charges into the van, slamming the door. The loud noise wakes Ben up. “That wasn’t the first explosion,” Tony tells us starting the engine.
 
                 “What happened?” Ben asks, looking out the windows. He pulls his gun to him. He sees the church and relaxes. “Oh, we’re here. That was fast.”
 
                 Tony says in a high pitch, “No, you idiot, there was an explosion!” He throws it into gear.
 
                 “What exploded?” Ben asks.
 
                 “Exactly,” Dillon says picking his gun up and rolling down his window getting ready to shoot out the window if need be. Bryant, Ben and I don’t have retractable windows but we all hold our guns tighter watching for anything that would give us cause to use them.
 
                 “How far are we?” Dillon asks Tony.
 
                 “He said we have another fifteen miles.”
 
                 I wouldn’t have thought a van this size could go as fast as Tony pushes it. It no longer feels like we are hitting bumps in the poorly paved road but more so gliding over them. I think at this speed the tires are becoming airborne with every void in the road’s cement. The smoke peaking over the trees tells us we’re heading in the right direction.
 
                 Ben points to the front telling us, “Look up ahead. Something’s on fire.”
 
                 “You really picked a terrible time to take a nap,” Bryant tells him.
 
                 “I’m not like you, okay,” he says defensively. “It’s hard for me to go to sleep at night.”
 
                 “It would be hard for me too if I drank energy drinks and played video games all night long.”
 
                 “Pay attention you two,” Dillon barks.
 
                 “The road should be getting close,” Tony says, slowing down.
 
                 A dirt road appears on the right. We all have to brace ourselves as Tony hits the brakes. We make the turn with the rear tires momentarily loosing traction on the gravel. Tony regains control of the van but he’s unable to drive as fast on the gravel.
 
                 We haven’t regained radio communications since the church. We’re getting deeper into the woods. We know we’re on the road that will lead to whatever is causing all the smoke ahead when we come up to tall fencing. The fence work is serious with barbed wire swirling on top. A guardhouse is on each side of the road. “That’s one of ours,” Dillon says about the truck that’s smashed into the left guardhouse. We drive past the fence as it dawns on me how real this is. There’s a guard on the ground a short distance farther, dead. It can’t get any more real than that, I think to myself.
 
                 The road widens to a circle drive in front of a lone two-story building. Vehicles like ours are parked randomly from being in a hurry to unload wherever there was space to do so. One of the vans we park behind has smoke billowing up from under the hood. Tony and Dillon get out first. Bryant and Ben are next. Dillon walks to the van door motioning for me to get out. Bryant, Ben and Tony are talking strategy. Dillon takes my gun. “This,” he puts his finger on the lever that is next to the trigger that Bryant told me about, “This isn’t a safety.” He reiterates what I have already been told about the gun. “Got it?” 
 
                 “Got it. Up for friends, down for Rogues.” 
 
                 Bryant, Ben, and Tony have already went ahead without us. They’re in the open heading for the building when someone opens fire on them. It is followed by a moment of confusion. Dillon grabs my vest slinging me to the back of the van. Bryant, Ben, and Tony shoot at the woods on either side of the building. They run for the stairs at the entrance of the building. The shooting seems to be coming from both sides of the building. Dillon and I shuffle to the other side of the van as bullets from the right side of the woods move in our direction.
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   K. You drop the bomb on me, baby
 
    
 
                 A campus wide announcement is made as I’m waking up. Today’s classes are canceled due to multiple flu-like illnesses. The school is under a light quarantine. We are to stay in our rooms unless we are going to breakfast, lunch, or dinner which remain at their designated times. It works out perfect for me since I still can’t decide which candid photo to turn in for the latest assignment in my photography class. The due date will have to be pushed back since it was scheduled for today.
 
                 It is no surprise that the cafeteria is a mad house when I go for breakfast. There aren’t very many teachers around. The ones that are here aren’t doing much to control things. 
 
                 There aren’t any cafeteria workers today. So, the serve-yourself waffle station has caused chaos. A teacher finally excerpts a band of stage twos from a waffle maker after they’ve nearly caught it on fire.
 
                 Our table is enjoying the air of madness by cutting up along with everyone else. Mick and Boston have rolled up pieces of their waffles to throw at random students at the surrounding tables whenever they aren’t looking. 
 
                 “Cut it out. How old are you?” Zoey chastises, but she’s laughing along with them so it doesn’t do much to deter either of them. Another teacher stands up trying to find where the balls of waffles are coming from. We snicker when he sits back down. 
 
                 Something small hits me in the back of the head. I turn around. Anne is walking my way down the aisle toward the exit trying to keep a straight face. “You have got to work on your poker face,” I tell her when she gets close. 
 
                 Her pathetic poker face breaks, “Ah come on, you didn’t know it was me.” 
 
                 “Payback’s coming,” I threaten. 
 
                 She passes the table looking at my hair saying, “Syrup looks good on you.” My hand flies to the back of my head in search of syrup where the waffle ball made contact. Anne looks over her shoulder at me, laughing harder. 
 
                 “You’re safe,” Jake assures me. He picks up the waffle ball from the ground. “It’s dry.” He tosses it to me. Thank goodness. I’m not a snob or anything but I wasn’t going to walk around with syrup in my hair all day. I set it on the table and continue eating my waffles while they’re still warm. 
 
   Jake takes a big piece of balled up waffle again and chunks it. It flies across the room and collides with the side of Mase’s face. He turns sharply searching for the culprit. He looks at our table where most of us are watching him. Jake points at me. I slap his hand away from me. 
 
                 “Thanks a lot,” I murmur. 
 
   Everyone sitting at our table starts laughing. Mase glares at me then turns back in his seat.
 
                 Nurse Pauline walks in the cafeteria and scans the room. A teacher gets up to meet her. Pauline tells her something and the teacher points at our table. What now? I think to myself. She’s looking frazzled. She walks straight over to our table. Boston hides all the waffle balls he’s made. She looks at me then to Jake. She lowers herself down to our level so that she can be heard over the loud chatter. “I need you to report to my office as soon as you’re done with breakfast, Jake.” 
 
                 He slumps in his chair. “Yes ma’am.” 
 
                 On her way out she stops at one more table to talk to a couple of teachers before leaving. The two teachers get up and throw their trash away shortly after she’s gone. Jake leans down and picks up some of the waffle pieces under him. He tosses them on his tray. He gets up taking his tray. “See ya’ll later.” 
 
                 “Here,” Boston says. “Give this to the nurse for me.” He throws a waffle ball at Jake. He catches it in his mouth triumphantly. We cheer. 
 
                 The teacher from earlier shoots out of his chair. “I better not see that again,” he warns and takes his seat. Boston nods at him and goes back to eating. 
 
                 Zoey grins. “See what happens.”
 
    
 
    
 
                 Later, in Mick and I’s room, we’re discussing the most recent stage three that received early placement. It has been two weeks since Lena left and in that time four other students have followed her. Someone knocks on the door. Boston pops off Mick’s bed and walks to the bathroom. 
 
                 “It’s probably for you,” Mick tells him. 
 
                 “I’ll be a minute,” Boston tells him, shutting the bathroom door. 
 
                 I get up to answer it. Mick closes his notebook and faces the bathroom door. “You better not be doing what I think you’re doing in there!”
 
                 I open the door and Jake rushes in looking over his shoulder as he enters. I look out the door to see what’s got him so nervous. The hall’s empty. 
 
   “What did the nurse want?” I ask.
 
                 Jake goes straight to the window. “I don’t know.” He looks at the closed bathroom door and points at it. 
 
                 “Boston,” Mick tells him. 
 
                 The toilet flushes. When Boston opens the bathroom door Mick says, “Don’t you come out of there without washing your hands.” Boston retreats to the sink leaving the bathroom door open.
 
                 “What were you saying?” I ask Jake. 
 
                 He stares out the window. “I didn’t go.” 
 
                 “Why?” 
 
                 Boston walks out of the bathroom shutting the door behind him. Mick watches him suspiciously. “It better not stink in there,” Mick tells him.
 
                 Jake leans away from the window as if he’s trying to not be seen by someone looking up. “Something’s going on out there,” he says. 
 
                 “Yeah.” I return to my spot on my bed. “They have to clean and disinfect−” 
 
                 “No,” he stops me. 
 
                 Boston joins him at the window looking concerned. “What happened?” he asks Jake. 
 
                 “Will you do something for me?” Jake asks him. Boston looks at Mick and I. Both of us are listening intently. 
 
                 “Sure,” he says, turning back to Jake. 
 
                 “The barn, I want you to take me to it.” 
 
                 “Okay,” Boston says, disappointed by the mediocre request. I’m disappointed too. Asking the person that can get you anything for a trip to the barn is a total let down. “We can go later tonight.”
 
                 Jake walks to the door. “I mean now,” he says insistently.
 
   Boston walks slowly across the room. “Hold on. Everyone was told to stay put. If we go stomping to the barn we’re going to get in trouble for leaving our rooms without permission.” 
 
                 Jake’s hand is on the doorknob. “No we won’t. You’ll see.” He walks out the door.
 
                 Boston turns to us. “You two coming or what?” 
 
   I stand up. Mick shakes his head, “He didn’t ask us.” Boston and I walk to the door. 
 
                 I turn around to Mick before leaving. “Come on. This is the most excitement we’ll have all day.” 
 
    
 
    
 
                 Mick catches up with the three of us as we are walking out of the stage three building. 
 
                 We trek up the hill separating the school buildings from the field when we hear someone yell, “Stop right there!” All of us freeze.
 
                  Jessica jogs over. “Where are you boys going?” 
 
                 Mick steps forward crossing his arms. “Where ever we want,” he tells her sternly. 
 
                 She’s not intimidated by him in the least. “Okay, Mr. Serious.” 
 
                 “What are you doing?” Boston asks her. 
 
                 She avoids making eye contact with Mick when she answers. “I had to bring my dad some stuff at the south helicopter pad.” Boston nods letting us know she’s telling the truth. 
 
                 Jake isn’t paying attention to any of us. He’s looking around and slowly stepping in the direction of the barn. 
 
   I continue walking with Jake. “Cool. See you later,” I tell her. Mick and Boston are immediately in tow behind us. To everyone’s surprise Jessica follows us.
 
                 “Where do you think you’re going?” Mick asks. 
 
                 She gives him a cheeky look. “Where ever I want.” 
 
                 Boston grins at Mick who can’t think of a comeback. Jake looks at her. “It’s not a good idea,” he says as something catches his eye. He slaps my side with the back of his hand. Ahead of us, a teacher is walking our way. She’s heading straight for us. 
 
                 “What do we do?” I ask. 
 
                 “I got this,” Jessica says. She walks to the front of the group, on the other side of Jake, closest to the teacher.
 
                 Before the teacher reaches us, whaling sirens ring out above us in all directions. It is coming from the announcement speakers by the field. This time we all freeze in place. 
 
                 The teacher yells, “It’s a drill people! To your emergency locations!” She takes off running northeast, past us.
 
                 Every student is assigned to a specific emergency location. My emergency location was changed when my class schedule changed. I am to report to the marsh evacuation site in the southeast corner of the grounds. There are airboats in the marsh that I am assigned to help load students in for evacuation.
 
                 “We have plenty of time,” Boston says, totally unfazed. 
 
                 “I’ve pushed my luck enough for today, I’m out,” Mick says, heading toward campus.               
 
                 Jake heads in the same direction. “I’ll catch up with y’all.” 
 
                 I look at Boston and Jessica as Jake splits. “Aren’t we out here because of him?”  
 
                 “Whatever, lets just get to our locations,” Boston says to the two of us. 
 
   Somewhere north of us on campus, the sound of fireworks being popped starts. I look up at the sky waiting for a light show thinking about what a waste fireworks are to use this time of day.  
 
                 Jessica takes off to the field yelling, “It’s not a drill!” Boston looks at me, and then looks behind me towards campus. I turn to see Mick running back to us. Jake isn’t with him. 
 
                 “We need cover now!” Mick says, flying up to us. He keeps running in the same direction as Jessica. “What are you waiting for?” he asks as he runs past me. 
 
   I look behind him at what little I can see of the campus. Some teachers are yelling orders to the few students around them, but most are running to their designated locations. I don’t see anyone with fireworks. Boston is yelling at me now. I’m only faintly aware of myself as I jog half-heartedly after them trying to figure out why everyone is freaking out over fireworks. 
 
                 The alarm isn’t stopping. I’m over the hill now, separating me from the chaos on campus. I hear faint screaming coming from behind me. I stop, thinking maybe I didn’t really hear it. I should wait to see if my ears are playing tricks on me or not. 
 
                 Boston yells, “Snap out of it, Kelly!” Suddenly he’s grabbing my arm. “Move!” 
 
                 I’m turning around to follow Boston when I see her on the hill. “Boston, look.” 
 
                 It feels like I’m in some kind of dream. None of this is making sense. A girl is slowly walking over the hill to me. She isn’t running in fear like my friends or yelling or anything, just walking like any other day. It’s Nikki. 
 
                 I smile and wave at her. “What’s going on?” She doesn’t answer me. I must be dreaming. I should be waking up soon. 
 
                 “Mick,” she says, walking closer to me so that I can hear over the sirens. 
 
                 “No, I’m Kelly.”
 
                 Boston looks surprised by her appearance too. He yells for Mick. I don’t look back to see if Mick can hear him or not.
 
                 I hear her better now that she’s only a short distance from me. “My Mick,” she says over and over. 
 
                 “This dream isn’t right. You should be asking for me,” I tell her. My dreams always revolve around me. Mick pushes me to the ground as he runs to Nikki. 
 
                 Boston grabs my shoulders, shaking me hard, “What the hell is wrong with you, Kelly?” 
 
                 I shrug him off, “Man, lay off me. This is all a dream.” 
 
                 I’m up to a crouching position when Boston leans back looking at me bewildered. “If you’re dreaming then you won’t be mad if I did this.” He kicks me right in the family jewels. 
 
   My insides jump to my throat and suddenly I can’t breathe. I roll to my side as realization dawns on me. I cough a little from the pain. The alarm is still going off for a reason. It isn’t fireworks that I’m hearing it’s… gun shots. Teachers and students have left for their emergency locations because we’re under attack. The gunshots mean whoever it is that caused them to turn on the sirens is already on campus. A loud boom from campus distracts me momentarily from my pain. It’s so loud that the earth shakes a tiny bit beneath us.
 
                 Something really bad is happening not far from where we’re at and what does my best friend do? He takes this opportunity to kick me in my boys. “I thought we were friends you as…” 
 
                 “Whoa, whoa, whoa, I had to do something. You were out of it. Do you still think you’re dreaming?” he asks, carefully lifting me to my feet. I’m too heavy for him causing us to nearly fall. I push Boston off of me and I raise myself up. 
 
                 Nikki is looking wildly at Mick. She keeps an arm tucked under her jacket. Her other arm is embracing him like her life depends on it. She’s saying something to him but he doesn’t seem to understand her. “Nik!” he calls out when she falls to her knees. 
 
   She begins to cry as she takes her arm out of her jacket exposing a hand covered in blood. Boston sees what’s happening and leaves me to tend to her. My stomach still hurts, bad. He didn’t have to use that much force; a simple tap would have sufficed. 
 
                 I’m still trying to breathe when I stumble over to Mick. I pull it together when I see Nikki on the ground. She’s pale, not breathing. Her jacket is open, exposing a blood-covered shirt. Then, Boston pronounces what I’m putting together, “She’s dead.” He takes his hand off her neck from checking her pulse. He lifts her shirt to show a bullet wound to her abdomen. 
 
                 Mick begins weeping with her bloody hand in his. “She should’ve been at her emergency location, not out looking for me,” he cries. 
 
   The girl followed us around like a bad smell but I feel a flood of pain for her. I always thought of her as an annoyance. But she was brave and persistent when it came to Mick. She didn’t let things get in her way like other people would have when it came to getting what she wanted. I respected her for it. 
 
                 I rest one of my hands on Mick’s back while still using the other to protect the area Boston kicked. “What was she telling you?” I ask. 
 
                 Mick is shaking. I interpret it as him sobbing since I can’t see his face but when he speaks I realize he’s shaking from anger. The forced control is evident in his voice. “She kept saying the same thing, “Run, Mick.”” 
 
   He closes Nikki’s eyes repeating what she told him. “She wouldn’t stop saying it.” He places her hand over her chest. He freezes a second when he hits something on her side. “What the…” He pulls her jacket farther back exposing a gun on her hip, tucked into her pants. 
 
                 “Who in their right mind would give her a gun?” Boston asks as Mick takes it out of her waistband. “Here,” he says, handing it to me. 
 
                 I hold the gun in my hand looking at it as if it contained acid that could seep onto my skin at any second. I know he’s giving it to me because I got the best marks our of all of us at our last shooting range competition but I really don’t want it. “We need to get out of here,” I tell them.
 
                 “I’m not leaving her,” Mick says, painfully.
 
                 He stands up and with Boston’s help, he picks Nikki up. He carries her body toward the field while I keep an eye out for anyone else coming over the hill. 
 
   Jessica’s face drops seeing Nikki’s limp body in Mick’s arms. “They’ve already gotten on campus?”
 
                 Accusingly, Mick asks her, “Who are they?” 
 
                 Jessica’s immediately defensive. “How am I supposed to know?” 
 
   She watches as Mick lays Nikki’s body by the fence surrounding the field. “We should get to our locations. They’re going to need our help.” 
 
                 I look around. I can’t see any faculty or students around. We’re the only ones not at our emergency locations from the looks of it. It's only the four of us now. 
 
                 “Nikki’s dead, Jessica and I am not going to leave her!” Mick screams. 
 
   I block him from moving in her direction. “We all know you’re hurting right now, Mick. We are too,” I tell him, cautiously. 
 
                 Jessica steps sheepishly back from his red-eyed glare. “I’m sorry, Mick,” she says, looking for Boston or me to come to her aid. 
 
   I don’t try to justify her lack of sympathy. Nikki didn’t have the gun in her hand; it wasn’t even visible. Why would anyone shoot her? 
 
                 Boston stands silently beside Nikki. 
 
                 Jessica looks at all of us regaining her resolve. “She’s probably not the only one hurt. The ones that are still alive need us and we’re not doing anything for her by staying out in the open where we could taken down.” 
 
                 She’s right. “What are your location points?” I ask Mick and Boston. 
 
                 “Stage three building with Jessica,” Boston says. 
 
                 We look at Mick. “Mine changed shortly after Kelly got here. I’m assigned to be backup at the barn.” 
 
                 I look around again. We haven’t seen anyone pass us going to the barn. The woods are the only way anyone going to the barn could get past us without being seen. I walk closer to Jessica. “We aren’t splitting up. We have better odds in a group.” I glance at Mick hoping he knows by odds I mean less likely to be shot when whoever killed Nikki finds us. He isn’t fazed by what we’re saying though and continues to stare at Nikki’s colorless face. 
 
                 Jessica paces around with angst looking between the field and the hill finally saying, “I’m not staying out here—,” she falls silent as something catches her eye. She crouches down causing everyone to look in the direction she’s staring. “There was something, something moved just there,” she points to the left of the hill. She takes off running in the opposite direction down the fence line. “Come on!” she yells over her shoulder at us.
 
    She’s running the wrong way if she’s looking to find shelter in the field. She doesn’t go around the corner when she makes it to the edge of the fence. She’s running for the wood line past the field. I look from the field next to us to the woods. It would be easier to hide among the trees than in the bleachers or trapping yourself in the small building connected to the field where our locker rooms are located. I look at the hill where Mick and Boston are still carefully watching. I bring the gun up, ready for whatever is on the other side. 
 
                 Mick protests when he sees me with the gun raised, “No, it could be another student.” He blocks my aim at the hill. I step in front of him. 
 
                 “If that’s the case I won’t shoot,” I tell him. 
 
                 Boston is covering Nikki’s face with his jacket. “We need to get out of the open,” he tells us. Jessica’s already in the trees making exaggerated motions with her hands for us to follow her. I turn back to the hill to see someone emerging on it through the smoke farther to our left than what Jessica had showed us. The smoke drifting in from the other side of the hill makes it hard to tell if the guy is one of ours or not. What I can make out is a large weapon.               
 
   “He’s armed!” I say raising my gun at him. 
 
                 Mick continues to protest, “No, that could be a student.” He pulls me back as theguy looks to be doing a sweep. With the smoke surrounding him he might not be able to see us like we can see him. 
 
                 “They wouldn’t give a student a gun that big,” I say seeing the size of what he’s holding. He steps back some. The increase in distance turns the gun into a distorted blob              “Come on!” Jessica yells. She’s running back to us from the woods. 
 
                 Things slow down for minute. Jessica is running to us, I’m aiming the gun at the guy, the guy on the hill hears Jessica. He turns his gun in her direction. Someone, I think Mick, says my name when I take my shot. Jessica freezes, realizing I’m shooting at someone. Everything around me speeds back up.  She skids to a stop like she’s sliding to home plate. She looks in the direction I fired, then takes off back to the woods. I didn’t shoot the guy. I don’t know if he’s the enemy or not. I couldn’t see him clearly so I shot the ground, inches from his foot. 
 
                 “Run!” Mick yells. 
 
                 “I’ll cover you,” I yell back. The guy doesn’t look to see who’s shooting at him; he dives over the hill yelling something of his own I can’t make out. I take off after Mick and Boston. I catch up with Mick quick but I feel like I’m being weighed down from the recent injury to my crotch. Boston really picked the worst time to do that. I’m going to get him back the first chance I get. 
 
                 I’m waiting for gunshots to go off behind me. I keep looking back, but I don’t see anyone coming after us. We get to the woods where Jessica’s waiting for us. “Great shot, Kelly. You didn’t even graze him,” she says. 
 
                 I’m too out of breath to deal with her. Thankfully, Mick quickly stands up for me. “He just saved YOUR life! The gunner was aiming at you. We couldn’t tell if he was one of our people or not.” 
 
                 Jessica gets in my face as I’m still trying to catch my breath, “Next time you better shoot to kill anyone that’s pointing a gun at me or any of us,” she says, far more upset than happy that I just saved her life. 
 
                 “What’s the plan?” Mick asks. 
 
                 Boston answers first. “We could go to the barn like we planned.” 
 
   They begin discussing our options. I start thinking about Anne. She’s in the middle of it on campus. “I have to find Anne.” I look at the group, ending on Mick. He nods knowing all to well of my concern. 
 
                 “Okay, stage two’s don’t have too many—” Jessica begins but Mick cuts her off. 
 
                 “She was watching stage one kids so she would’ve been at their building when the alarms went off.” Boston’s keeping an eye on the open land between the field and the campus while we talk. “Most stage one students have to go to the marsh for evacuation,” Mick says. 
 
                 “Guys, look,” Boston says, pointing excitedly across the opening between us to the field. The wind has changed causing the smoke to shift with it. 
 
                 I squint my eyes. “I can’t see anything.” There’s nothing there. 
 
                 “The woods, across from us,” he clarifies.  
 
                 Jessica steps closer to Boston grinning, “I can see them.” 
 
    “Are those students?” Mick asks.
 
                 “Oh, now you see something but when there’s a gun pointed at you it’s a different story,” I complain to the back of her head. She turns around as if she’s going to get in my face like earlier but I have another plan. 
 
                 Boston squats down saying, “I think so. I count four kids; two might be close to our age, male. You think they know how easy it is to spot them?” 
 
                 Jessica’s messed up this time. I push her into the nearest tree. Her back hitting the tree makes a ‘thud’. “You owe me a ‘thank you’,” I tell her. The guys might be ignoring us but Mick knows what’s going on behind him. I can feel him working on me, trying to soothe my anger. 
 
                 “Should we follow them? They may know what’s going on,” he asks Boston. 
 
                 I’m not really too mad at her, but I need to let out some steam. The only reason she was in danger was because she was coming back for us. I allow Mick to use his ability on me. With his help, the little anger I have subsides. No sooner is the anger gone that it’s replaced when Jessica tries to put me in a headlock once she’s regained her balance.
 
   Boom! The ground shakes beneath us, a lot harder than last time. I instinctively drop to the ground. So does Jessica. We’re crawling over each other to look around Mick and Boston to see what happened. 
 
                 A part of the fencing and a big section of the bleachers have collapsed on the field by the spot we left Nikki. I don’t see any movement nearby to know what or who did it. “Did ya’ll see who did that?” I ask the guys. They both shake their heads. 
 
                 Mick looks over at me, “Some kind of explosive,” 
 
                 “Duh,” Jessica says, going to stand by him. 
 
                 He cuts his eyes at her as he finishes talking, “but no idea who detonated it.” 
 
                 Smoke is pouring out of the debris. It’s blowing over the hill again creating an eerie sight. If that’s what happened on campus I don’t want to know how many were caught in the middle of it.
 
                 “I’ve made a decision,” I say stepping back, deeper into the woods. “We’re going to the marsh. If Anne was with the kids then she would go with them to the marsh.” I start running south, where the marsh meets the back of the wood line surrounding the school. I don’t wait around for the others to figure out what they want to do. I go. 
 
   I stay deep enough in the tree line that I won’t be seen like those kids running in the wood line across from us. I wonder if any of them got hurt. No, I need to focus on Anne. She’s my only concern. I hear the others running behind me without hesitation. In that moment I’m proud of my friends. They want to help just like I do and helping Anne and the other kids safely evacuate will be the best use of our time. 
 
                 The thick underbrush filling the woods slows us down. We would be there in no time if we could run flat out and not have to fight the plant life that keeps grabbing my ankles. 
 
   Jessica’s making growling noises while she struggles with the underbrush. “Anyone have a spare machete? My legs are bleeding from Kelly walking us into every thorn bush there is.” I look at her legs. They’re covered in a mass of tiny cuts from the knees down. 
 
                 “What did you think would happen running through the woods in shorts?” Mick asks her. 
 
                 She huffs, “Oh, forgive me for dressing for the weather and not a mass attack on our school. If I wouldn’t have been talked into accompanying you guys I would be inside, at my location.” Her whining is starting to bug me. 
 
                 Mick comes back with, “You wanted to tag along. We didn’t talk you into anything. All of us have pants and jackets on.” 
 
                 That’s not exactly true now since Boston’s jacket is with Nikki. Jessica carefully avoids a large spider web on a low-lying limb. “If you had legs like mine, you’d show them off too.” 
 
   I’m beginning to think I should’ve let that guy on the hill take his shot. There’s silence for a couple minutes before she starts complaining again, loud enough for all of us to hear, “Stupid…Dag nab it!” but quiet enough as to not give our location away. 
 
                 I’m getting more aggravated with her than at the plant life slowing us down. I finally stop walking, causing the line of stage threes behind me to also stop. I turn around looking at Jessica. “You can leave. We don’t need you if you’re going to get on our nerves the entire time. But, we all know you won’t leave, so just shut up.”  
 
   She glares at me in return. She doesn’t challenge me, just glares. Maybe Mick’s helping to keep the peace because we don’t charge at each other even though that’s clearly what we want to do. She doesn’t break eye contact with me as she leans down, wiping fresh blood from her legs. She pulls her socks up as high as they’ll go. I look away at first when I catch a glimpse of her arms as she’s pulling up her sock. Her forearms have small cuts scattered over them too. Boston would have no doubt already offered her his jacket if he still had it. I take my thin jacket off and surprise everyone when I offer it to her. I think she would be more receptive to me trying to punch her judging by the time it takes for her to accept the jacket from me. 
 
                 “Thanks,” she mumbles, rolling the jacket sleeves up once she’s put it on to keep them from interfering with her hands. 
 
                 “Stop being annoying and I won’t take it back.”  
 
                 “Be quiet you two, listen,” Boston whispers at us from his position at the back of the line. He and Mick haven’t said a word since we’re stopped. Now they’re squatting down like they’re expecting someone. Jessica and I instantly do the same.
 
                 It sounds like kids are in the woods with us, due to the lack of silence on their part and the occasional giggling. Someone chastises them causing the noise level to drop. They must be moving fast because they are quickly moving out of hearing range. I stand up whispering, “The woods must widen right here for us not to have seen them.” 
 
                 “They’ve got to be on some kind of a trail too since they’re going so fast,” Boston adds. 
 
                 Mick throws his hands in the air saying sarcastically, “Of course there’s a trail. How else would they be able to move that many kids through dense woods to the marsh?” He looks behind him to Boston. “Did Mr. Know-It-All not know something about our school for once?” 
 
                 “Do you think I would go through this on purpose?” He asks, showing Mick his cut up arms. “The only time I’ve gone to the marsh since leaving stage one was years ago and I came from the other side of campus.” He points out to the opposing wood line to his right. 
 
                 “Calm down guys,” Jessica says, kind of smiling, probably because normally it’s us Dyna that they’re trying to keep calm, not the other way around. “We’ll get to the trail and follow it the marsh.” She turns, walking deeper into the woods. This time I follow her. Mick and Boston head up the rear. 
 
                   It’s empty when we get to the trail. Maybe they’ve already gotten all the kids to the marsh. Nonetheless, any sound has me paranoid that we may not be alone in the woods. Someone else is in the same mindset, “Do you think they’re only attacking from the North side?” Mick asks. 
 
                 “Sshh,” Jessica tells him. 
 
                 I whisper, “If they are than they would have split up once they got on the campus to cover more buildings.” 
 
                 The trail ends as the underbrush clears up some. We spread out and are finally able to run, weaving through the tall trees to the marsh. Guns shots coming from an automatic weapon go off in the direction we’re headed to. We all slow to a stop. I’m at the head of the group once again as we crouch down.  
 
                 “It’s the woods,” Boston tells us, “It can make you think you hear something from one direction when it’s really coming from another.” 
 
                 None of us believe what he’s saying. We all know, even Boston, that the shooting is coming from around where the stage one’s evacuation site is. 
 
                 My gun is still out and ready when Mick breaks the silence. “Nikki’s sister is a stage one.” He runs up behind me. I’m not expecting it when he grabs the gun from me and then takes off toward the evac site. 
 
   I can’t believe it. He just took the only gun we had. Boston, Jessica, and I look around at each other each of us in shock. 
 
                 “We aren’t going back now,” Boston says. More gunshots ring out followed by shrieking. All three of us take off after Mick. I run faster than Jessica and Boston, pushing ahead, but I don’t reach Mick. Ahead of me, I can make out someone too short to be Mick running toward me. I don’t see any weapons but I ready myself none the less positioning myself at an angle so I that I’m no longer such a big target. I do with as little movement as possible not wanting to draw attention to myself since he may not be alone. He stops dead in his tracks as soon as I move. He looks in my direction then behind him. 
 
                 “Please, I didn’t see anything, I swear,” he says, panting hard. 
 
                 I really need to accept that a guy my size doesn’t blend in to surroundings. Boston and Jessica catch up to me. “I’m on your side, I promise!” he says, watching me. He looks to his left and right for a way out. I lower the gun and then slide it in my back waistband. His face relaxes a little looking around at Jessica and Boston. He side steps closer to Boston’s side where I’m thinking he’s determined is his best chance to get away. I run at him before he can take another step. His face turns into that of terror just before I throw him to the ground. 
 
                 “What are you doing? He’s a student,” Boston says, trying to separate me from the boy. 
 
                 “He was about to make a run for it,” I say, getting off the kid. Boston looks down at the boy about to help him up but suddenly steps back with a terrified expression causing me to jump back too. Just like Boston said, he’s a student, looks to be a stage two. He’s wearing our uniform but it’s covered in blood. He’s disheveled but it isn’t his blood covering his clothes. 
 
                 “He was at the evac site,” Jessica states seeing the blood on him. 
 
                 Boston sticks his hand out to the boy to help him up. “We aren’t going to hurt you,” Boston looks over at me, “any more. What happened to you?” 
 
   I motion for Jessica to spread out from me to keep an eye out for more company. I step around the kid and Boston, watching in the direction the kid came from. 
 
                 The kid is watching everything we’re doing nervously. “I was with seven year olds at the playground when the alarms went off. Benny, a stage two like me, had been babysitting the kids for the past three weeks as punishment for making some inappropriate comments to a teacher. He knew to take the kids to the airboats. We were in the woods when we heard gunshots coming from the school. Benny freaked out saying that it had to be a drill, like if he said it then it would be true but I knew. When the screams began he realized it wasn’t and took off down the trail. Just left us.” The boy is crying now, wiping a mix of blood and tears from his face. “Babies, that’s what I was left with. I’m an only child; I had no idea what to do.” 
 
                 Boston grabs his face, stabilizing him. “We need to know what’s going on.” 
 
                 He pushes Boston away. “I didn’t know what was going on. The kids were crying so I kept telling them it was going to be all right. I told them we were in a race and the first ones to the marsh would get all the ice cream they wanted.” He smears more blood on his face wiping his nose with his sleeve. “It worked pretty good. I just had to get to get them to the airboats. We got there and they…” He drops his chin to his chest. Seeing all the blood on his jacket he starts wiping madly at it. 
 
                 “You can do this,” Boston says calmly as he stops the kid’s hands mid-swipe. 
 
                 “We need to move,” Jessica says, pointing at the smoke above the treetops. 
 
                 “They killed us,” the kid finally spits out. 
 
                 Boston ignores Jessica and asks, “Who did?”
 
                  He looks at Boston as if Boston hasn’t been listening. “We did!” he yells at Boston.
 
   I turn around grabbing the kid from behind slapping my hand over his mouth. He starts to panic. I growl in his ear, “Calm down. They might still be out there.” I could really use Mick’s ability right now. The kid slows his breathing; I take my hand off his mouth. 
 
                 Boston gets my attention. “He’s telling the truth.” I release the kid from my grasp. 
 
                 “So it was Seraphim shooting at the airboats?” I ask the kid who’s looking wildly behind me like he’s waiting for someone to appear. I’m doing the same thing. 
 
                 “Not just Seraphim, us. Stage three’s like you were there and teachers. When I could hear the boats I told the kids to run faster while I got the smaller ones that were falling behind. I heard the gunshots a second later followed by bodies dropping to the dirt. It was the kids being shot that I had just sent ahead. I could even see the person shooting. It was a coach. He was at the loading plank. I was holding the slowest little girl’s hand so I pulled her down and covered her with my body as fast as I could. I yelled for the other kids to hide, but it was too late. They had seen the rest of us and more guns went off, taking the rest of my kids down. I stayed down with the girl even when someone started walking around checking the bodies. Before they got to us they heard some other stage one students running up from the opposite direction so they went back to their positions. They were distracted so we ran for it. I was looking straight ahead when she fell,” he looks at his hand, but she didn’t fall She was shot in the head.” He drops the hand to his side in defeat. “I don’t know how I made it out without getting shot.” 
 
                 This is too sick for me. What he’s saying is insane. Why are they killing their own students? My fear for Anne kicks into overdrive.
 
                 “Did you see any other older kids there with the stage ones besides your group?” I ask him. “My friend was with five year olds. She’s a stage two.” 
 
                 He looks at me with a sad look on his face. “If your friend brought them to the airboats then he’s dead.” 
 
                 Boston doesn’t stop him as he starts walking past us for the school. “There are guns that way too,” Boston warns him. 
 
                 The kid’s terror is gone. It’s replaced by a hard determination. “I’m going to get a gun. Then, I’m coming back. I’ll make at least one of them pay for what they did before I die.” 
 
                 I watch him walk past me. “She,” I correct him, “her name is Anne.” 
 
                 He stops, “I did see her.” 
 
   My heart drops. He’s lying. He has to be. She’s got to still be alive. I look to Boston for him to tell me he’s not telling the truth but he doesn’t look away from the kid. “I passed her going inside the stage one building with a kid as my kids were heading to the playground. She was with a redheaded girl that had a nose bleed.” 
 
                 “That sounds like Nikki’s sister,” Jessica says, with hope brightening her eyes. 
 
                 “They could still be there,” the boy says. She’s got to be in the building. I can’t see her laying in the grass surrounded by little kids as innocent as she is. I have to find her.               
 
   Boston shakes me. “What’s your vote, Kelly?” 
 
                 “What?” I ask, confused. 
 
                 “Keep going after Mick to face what waits in the marsh or try to save anyone left at the stage one building?” 
 
                 “Mick?” I had forgotten about him, worrying about Anne. 
 
                 Boston lowers his head examining the ground before speaking. “There haven’t been anymore shots. He could’ve seen what was happening before they saw him.” 
 
                 “He’s about to graduate. They could’ve thought he was there to join them,” Jessica adds. 
 
                 “Don’t you say that.”  Boston says angrily. 
 
                 “What? That would mean he’s still alive,” Jessica shrugs. She looks at me, “I vote we take our chances with the stage one building.” I look at my jacket she’s wearing. Jessica’s never been on my side. I should have loaned her my jacket a long time ago. 
 
                 “What do you think, Boston?” I ask. 
 
                 “I vote for going back to campus. For all we know Mick got lost and is running in circles.” If any of us were to get lost it would be him. 
 
                 “Okay, lets follow the kid and find some weapons.” 
 
                 Everyone agrees. We backtrack running after the kid that is now out of sight. We catch up to him and he solemnly welcomes the company. 
 
                 We hear a faint gun shot when we make it to the start of the wood line. Boston looks behind us into the thick woods. “It wasn’t Mick,” he tells us. Jessica makes a small, pained noise. Boston runs his hand through his hair, “He made his choice running off. We have to warn the students who don’t know what’s going on and get somewhere safe.” 
 
                 “No,” Jessica tells him in a whisper. She turns on her heels and runs full speed toward the marsh. “I can’t leave him.” 
 
                 Boston’s hand clamps down on my arm as I contemplate following her. “What do you want to do, Kelly? Go back for Mick,” he looks in the direction Jessica was running, “Or help Anne?” He looks me in the eye and asks calmly, “Who needs us more?” He stares at me, waiting for an answer. 
 
                 Without hesitation I answer. “Anne.”
 
                 As we shuffle through the dense woods we spot older students on the clearing between us and the opposing wood line, running to the barn. I hold my hand up motioning for my group to get down lessening the chance that we will be seen. “We don’t trust anyone unless Boston can question them,” I whisper. Boston and the boy nod in agreement. Smoke is lightly seeping out of the top of the barn as the students make it inside. 
 
   We don’t divert from our mission. We continue to stick to the safety of the trees as we head toward campus. The closer we come, the more it sounds like we’re entering a war zone. It takes some time for us to get close to the field since we aren’t leaving the safety of the woods. The stage two with us doesn’t slow down when the shots get closer. “Once we’re at the field we can get what we need from the artillery room,” he says. 
 
                 “Artillery room?” I ask. 
 
                 Boston nods. “In the faculty section of the field house they have a room where they store guns. It’s small, but we don’t exactly have an army now do we?” 
 
                 I never heard about an artillery room. It’s not surprising but this information would have been useful when we were right by the field. I slow down some and Boston follows suit. “How do you know this?” I ask him. 
 
                 He looks at the stage two. “I’m guessing the same way he knows about it; cleaning the field house during in-school suspension.” 
 
                 “Good guess,” he tells Boston over his shoulder.               
 
                 “You need to stay close,” I tell the boy but his stride doesn’t change. “I bet you aren’t the only one that has had that same thought about the artillery room.” 
 
                 Boston agrees, “Kelly’s right. We want revenge just like you but we won’t help anyone if we run into the wrong people before we’re armed.” 
 
    
 
    
 
                 The wreckage of the football field peeps into view. The field house is standing next to the destroyed football field. “Slow down,” Boston calls out to the stage two who is still a good distance ahead of us. I speed up but Boston’s having a hard time matching my pace. 
 
                 I call ahead, “Hold up.” I slow to a stop to give Boston a quick break. Boston stops next to me wiping the sweat off his face. The stage two finally slows down, but instead of stopping to let us catch up he cuts left through the woods. 
 
                 “He’s going for the field house,” Boston huffs. 
 
                 “Stop!” I yell. He doesn’t even slow down.
 
                 “Shh!” Boston says, “You don’t know who might hear you.” 
 
                 I start jogging as the boy fights through the underbrush getting closer to being in the open. “It won’t matter if he gets out in the open.” 
 
                 Boston points to the clearing. “We have trouble.” 
 
                 I look past the woods, past the field house, and across the grass to the other wood line. There are four people in matching camouflage that appear on the other side of the hill. They’re walking cautiously, staying near the woods on the opposite side of the clearing. They’re heading for the site of the explosion. 
 
                 The stage two isn’t stopping. “He doesn’t see them,” I tell Boston. The stage two is almost to the edge of the trees.
 
                 Boston lets out a restrained yell, “Watch out!” 
 
                 As he gets to the last set of trees he stops. He rests his arm on the tree, catching his breath. He scans the grassy plain between him and the field house. He looks back at us. Before we can warn him otherwise he bursts out of the tree line. Boston gives me the same look of dread I’m giving him. There’s no stopping the kid now. Luckily the small group on the other side is now in the thick of the smoke. “They didn’t see him.” 
 
                 Boston is relieved. “Thank goodness.” 
 
                 The stage two makes it to the field house then turns around thinking we’d be behind him. He searches the woods where he thinks we’re located but he’s off by a couple yards. Boston hits my arm and directs me to look to a part of the bleachers that are collapsed, giving us clear sight to the opposite side of the field. “Those people were just there,” he whispers. 
 
                 “I don’t want to watch this happen,” I whisper, taking a step back. 
 
                 He stops me. “No, look.” 
 
                 The boy has made it inside the field house. He must’ve heard them coming because a minute later the four people are at the door to the field house. If only I could distract them. “We could make some noise,” I whisper to Boston. 
 
                 “Then what? They have guns. We don’t.” 
 
                 “We could get to the the trail then run for it.” 
 
                 “This isn’t tag, Kelly. We can’t outrun bullets. It’s too late anyways.” 
 
                 I look back to the field house. He is right. They’ve already disappeared inside. We wait in the safety of the woods, not moving. “Is there a way for him to get out without being seen?” I ask Boston as we stand staring at the field house. 
 
                 “Sure, he could stuff himself in one of the lockers but…” The high windows on the field house light up in flashes as guns are fired. Boston states the obvious, “They found him.” 
 
    
 
    
 
                 Our morale is low. We get on the trail worrying more about getting somewhere fast than others being on the trail. Boston tells me other possible gun locations but none of them are a sure thing. By now they would have all been cleaned out. 
 
   I think of our less than sober teacher. “Dr. Baudin’s isn’t far. We should check his place out.” 
 
                 “Good thinking,” Boston says with a skeletal resemblance of a smile on his lips. 
 
                 We can hear people moving all over as we get to Baudin’s house but we manage to dodge them. The plan is to get in, raid for weapons, and then go to the stage one building to look for Anne. 
 
                 “You want me to break a window and hoist you up?” I ask Boston as we round the front of Baudin’s house. 
 
                 Boston goes to the front door. “You could,” he says as he checks the knob, “but it’s unlocked.” 
 
                 We silently walk inside. The only light on is coming from the television. I grab the remote from the coffee table and mute the TV. We split up to save time. Boston tosses the living room. I check the bathroom and come up empty-handed. I move to the bedroom. The whole house doesn’t smell that great but the bedroom is the worst. 
 
                 When I see what the smell is coming from I call out, “Boston, you might want to come in here.” 
 
                 He rushes in the room. I point to the bed where Dr. Baudin is laying face down in the sheets. A nearly empty bottle of whiskey is on its side on the nightstand. “Is he dead?” he asks me. 
 
                 “I don’t see any blood.” I walk around the bed to get a closer look. I hear him snoring softly. “He’s breathing.” 
 
                 “Should we wake him?” Boston asks. 
 
                 “What if he tries to shoot us?”
 
                  Boston looks around the room. He goes to the dresser and opens the drawers quietly. “What are you doing?” I ask. 
 
                 “You’re right. Stick to the plan. Look for his guns.” 
 
                 Boston rummages the dresser and nightstand. I tackle the closet. The closet doors fold open. The left door gets hung up. Clothes, shoes, and miscellaneous items are strewn inside. It’s too small and crowded to take more than a step inside to lean over and see what’s catching on the back of the door. It’s a shoe. I knock it out of the way, open the door, and stand up. I brush the clothes nearest to me as I stand. They sway on the hangers. Something moves against the wall behind them. I hear it begin to slowly slide down the wall. I reach for it blindly, not getting to it in time. It hits the shelving on the right side of the closet. ‘Donk’ 
 
   The rhythm of light snoring from the bed doesn’t change, thankfully. Boston’s eyes are huge saucers when I look over at him. I carefully pull out the long, heavy object that caused the ruckus. It is a hard plastic gun case. The weight of it tells me there’s a gun inside. 
 
                 Boston and I bring it into the living room afraid more noise might wake our sleeping teacher. 
 
                 “Shot gun,” I announce. I pull out the pump action examining it. “And no shells.”               Boston turns on his heels saying, “I got it.” He goes to the bedroom. I hear a thump come from the room followed by a lot of stuff rolling on the floor. 
 
                 Boston’s standing in the doorway facing me when I get in the hall leading to the bedroom. Shotgun shells litter the hallway from the spilled box on the ground. “Oh, good job,” I say before I notice his hands are up, behind his head. 
 
                 A voice comes from behind him, “Don’t move or I’ll shoot him.”
 
                 Dr. Baudin walks Boston and I, at gunpoint, to the front door. He must have had a gun on his person because the handgun he’s carrying wasn’t anywhere around him that we saw.
 
   “I should shoot the two of you for breaking and entering.” 
 
                 “We didn’t have a choice,” Boston tells him. 
 
                 “Shut the…” he hiccups, “hell up.” It sounds like he had to swallow something down with it. “You made your choice. If you were in the real world you’d be looking at serious jail time.” 
 
                 “We won’t live past today without some way to protect ourselves out there.” 
 
                 Dr. Baudin goes off, “Bunch of sissies! An entire generation of pansies—” 
 
                 My pulse is beating in my ears. I no longer hear his ranting. D-mode kicks in. 
 
   I gain control to find my hands on Baudin’s neck. His nose is bloody. He’s on the ground and I’m on top of him. Boston is yelling at me to get off of him. He has Dr. Baudin’s handgun pointing it at him. Baudin is clearly hurt but he doesn’t look it by his expression when I stand up. 
 
                 “I hate teenagers,” He growls, sitting up. 
 
                 “You lost it again,” Boston informs me. 
 
                 “Thanks, Mr. Obvious, I didn’t know that.” 
 
                 “We need another gun,” Boston tells Baudin. 
 
                 He spits in the direction of the shotgun on the coffee table. “You have another one.” 
 
                 “No, we need something that holds more then two at a time.” 
 
                 “Don’t have any.” 
 
                 “Lie,” Boston states. 
 
                 Baudin shakes his head. “Kill me. I won’t give you another gun. They’re going to fire me anyways for having guns that weren’t locked up.” 
 
                 Boston takes a step back from him. “You don’t know what’s happening?” 
 
                 Dr. Baudin looks between us trying to figure out what Boston’s talking about. 
 
                 I’m beginning to think our evacuation sites have something to do with how expendable we are. I hope they didn’t really think I’m the kind of Dyna that would shoot innocent kids just because I was told to. “What’s your evac site?” I ask him.
 
                 He uses the back of his hand to wipe his mouth. “Don’t have one.” 
 
                 “What are you suppose to do then?” Boston asks. 
 
                 “Guard the Welcome Center against intruders.” 
 
                 Boston pushes, “Intruders and…” 
 
                 Baudin’s brow furrows saying irritably, “And that’s it. Don’t let intruders get to the school.”
 
                 I lean down to him staying a safe distance away just in case he goes berserk. “He wants to know if you are suppose to kill students when the school is compromised.” 
 
                 He doubles over, putting his head in his hands. “I’m really drunk. I gotta be.” He lifts his head up and looks toward the hallway. “None of this is making sense.” 
 
                 I know the feeling. I stand back up. “We’re being invaded by people dressed in combat gear. Teachers are shooting students, unarmed students.” I point outside. “Right now, teachers at this school are killing students for no reason. Boston and I need guns to protect ourselves while we go to save my friend.” 
 
                 “That doesn’t make any sense,” he tells me. 
 
                 I offer him my hand. “Get up.” 
 
                 He takes it and I help him stand. I glance at Boston before kneeing Dr. Baudin in the same spot Boston hit me. He doubles over. I pat his back sympathizing with his pain. “Do you still think you’re sleeping?” 
 
                 His voice is strained. “If I say, “yes” are you going to do that again?” 
 
                 “Yup.” 
 
                 “Then no.” 
 
                 A creak from the kitchen causes all of us to turn. 
 
   Glensy turns the corner from the kitchen to the living room. “What’s going on here?” he says, holding an assault rifle at Boston who is pointing his gun at Glensy. 
 
                 I move slowly toward the shotgun even though it isn’t loaded.
 
                 “Not another move,” Glensy tells me. 
 
                 “That’s a sweet toy,” Baudin says, using the television to help steady himself.
 
   Glensy takes aim at our teacher. “You have no idea.” He fires one round, dropping Baudin with a shoulder shot. Baudin cries out. Glensy disappears behind the wall into the kitchen.
 
                 Boston steps in front of me, ready to shoot. I go to Baudin. “Take cover,” Boston instructs inching toward the kitchen. 
 
                 From the kitchen, Glensy calls out, “Check him!” 
 
                 “What?” I ask. Boston gets against the wall moving closer to the kitchen. Baudin is unresponsive. “He isn’t dead. He’s only unconscious,” I tell Boston quietly. 
 
                 “I didn’t kill him. I didn’t shoot him with a bullet,” Glensy tells us. “It’s a nonlethal tranquilizer of some kind.” 
 
                 Boston’s about to peep around the corner when I hold my hand up mouthing ‘wait’ to him. “What the hell are you talking about, Glensy?” I ask. 
 
                 “The explosion went off before I could get to my evacuation site. I was caught outside right by a shoot out. A Dynamar coach threw grenades. Students were caught in the middle of the chaos but he didn’t care. He threw them anyway. I got this off one of the bodies of the intruders.” He lifts up the double magazine rifle, “It shoots bullets and tranquilizers. It looked like everyone was targeting students at first, but then I noticed that the people fighting the teachers were only aiming for student’s arms. Once students were down the intruders were carrying them off. The other faculty members with the coach were shooting to kill. They had some students with them that they seemed to want to keep alive,” he is getting quiet, “but the rest…” he trails off.
 
                 “We know,” Boston says, lowering his gun. “They’re doing the same thing in the marsh where the stage ones go for evacuation.” 
 
                 Something hard hits a wall in the kitchen. Boston jumps around the corner with his gun ready. He surveys the kitchen, relaxes, and then nods me over. Glensy is standing by the wall where he has punched a hole. 
 
                 “Do you know why they’re doing this?” Boston asks him. 
 
                 “No. It’s a massacre out there.” He walks to Boston and me looking past us at Baudin laying on the ground. “You can’t trust any of them.” 
 
                 “I’m with you,” Boston agrees, “but he wasn’t lying. He didn’t know what we were talking about.” 
 
                 “It doesn’t matter now. Do you know how long the tranquilizers last?” I ask Glensy. 
 
                 “No idea. Why are you two in here?” 
 
                 “He was our best bet at getting our hands on weapons.” 
 
                 Glensy looks at the shotgun. “A double barrel isn’t going to be much help.” 
 
                 “I’ll take what I can get,” I say. 
 
                 Glensy goes to the refrigerator in the corner of the kitchen. He reaches on the side of the refrigerator against the wall and pulls out a pistol. He hands it to me saying, “Dr. Baudin’ll tell you a lot about his hiding places if you talk to him long enough. So what’s the plan on getting out of here?” 
 
                 Boston and I tell him where we are heading and why. Boston goes back to Baudin’s room.
 
                 I look out the tiny window on the back door telling Glensy, “I leave when I find her.” 
 
   Boston joins us after gathering a pocketful of shells for the shotgun. “I locked the front door for him too,” he tells us.
 
                 “I’m sure he’ll thank you in class tomorrow,” Glensy says dryly as he readies his gun. I open the back door.
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   K. Demise of innocence
 
    
 
                 The campus is still under siege when we leave Dr. Baudin’s house. The sound of gun fights come from multiple directions. However, there are less people out in the open as we move on the outskirts. We hide when we hear heavy footsteps coming our way. A group of intruders jog by without seeing us. One of them has a tiny camera strapped to his helmet. 
 
   The only time we make contact with anyone we see is when I spot Evan in a group of six skirting the woods. He’s the only Dyna in the group. Two of the others are stage twos and from the looks of everyone else Ethan’s the oldest. The stage twos have makeshift weapons. The youngest in the group is wearing the only bulletproof vest in the group. His group is immediately on the defensive. I can’t blame them since we are stage threes that are well armed compared to them.
 
                 “Stage three building is on fire,” Evan tells me, after a short standoff.
 
                 “The evac site in the marsh is a trap.”
 
                 “So there aren’t any boats?”
 
                 “We didn’t make it that far. You won’t either.” 
 
                 Evan tightly grips the metal piping in his hand. It’s wet on the end. “Ya’ll should come with us,” I tell them. I motion towards the pipe. “You won’t get far with that thing.” 
 
                 He rests the pipe on his shoulder. “You’re underestimating me. We aren’t going back that way.” He looks at the youngest then lowers his voice. “There were more of us when this started.”
 
                 “We’ve got to check out the stage one building. I think Anne’s there.” 
 
                 “I get it,” he tells me, “I hope you find her.” 
 
                 I tap Boston’s shoulder. He’s talking to another stage two about the fencing on the east side of the school. He has the shotgun and the handgun he got off of Baudin. “You want to give them one of those?” 
 
                 He happily hands over the shotgun and extra shells to the stage two he’s discussing exit strategies with.
 
                 Glensy walks over to me. “Here,” he says. He reaches to his back and pulls out a handgun from his waistband. Evan takes it spewing thanks. Glensy turns to me. “He had more than one gun in the kitchen,” he admits.
 
                 Evan and I’s groups split up wishing each other the best.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Boston sings, quietly distracting us from the sounds around us that should only occupy nightmares. “This is my rifle, this is my gun. This is for fighting this is for—” 
 
   “Really?” I interrupt him. 
 
                 “What?” 
 
                 “You’re the only one that could have fun with that little thing,” Glensy teases.
 
                 Boston grabs his belt buckle with his free hand and wiggles it. “Oh is that right? Your girlfriend sure had fun.” 
 
                 Glensy punches him in the arm angrily. For Boston it’s a hard hit. 
 
                 “Do you have a girlfriend?” I ask Glensy. 
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “That shouldn’t have bothered you then.” 
 
                 “Yeah,” Boston says. “I could’ve told you how much your mom likes my gun.” He gives Glensy a wicked smile. Glensy really goes for him this time. 
 
                 I squeeze between them. “We’re here. You’re being too loud.”
 
                 The stage one building is fairly deserted like most of campus. We ease up to it, staying by the trees. It’s a good thing we didn’t run right in because someone our age runs out. He’s followed swiftly by another stage three.
 
                 “They gave us a direct order. This is no time to wuss out.” The first student keeps walking, ignoring what the other is telling him. He slows a bit looking over his should to glare at the guy following him. 
 
                 “The only people left in there are children.” 
 
   The second guy doesn’t reply. The first guy’s glare turns into fury and he stops walking to face him. “If they ordered you to put that barrel in your mouth, would you?!” 
 
                 “Enough! Suck it up and follow the orders you were given, or else.”               
 
                 “Or else what?” 
 
   The second guy lifts his gun catching the other one off guard seeing the gun pointed right at his chest. 
 
                 He voice is a mixture of hurt and surprise, “You’re going to shoot me, your best friend?” 
 
                 “I will do what has to be done.” 
 
                 “Me too,” Glensy whispers. He raises his gun, switches the lever on the side of the gun off of the tranquilizers. He shoots the student threatening to kill his friend before he has the chance to make good on his threat. 
 
                 Glensy moves out from the bushes we’re hiding in as the distraught stage three, whose life Glensy just saved, takes off running in the opposite direction. “You’re welcome!” Glensy shouts after him.
 
    
 
    
 
                 The building is eerily quiet for a place that normally has little kids shouting and teachers continuously coming to and fro. We start checking rooms. We find them to be empty with a couple overturned chairs here and there. We separate so we can cover ground faster. We’re getting close to finishing the first floor when I open a door and see a footprint trail of blood on the floor. I have my gun ready as I walk in. The blood leads me to two small bodies at the back of the front of the class. Judging by their positions the little boy tried to protect the girl with his own body. Is there such a thing as selflessness in one so very young? 
 
                 I lean down to close his little eyes when a noise of something heavy and metal drags the floor from upstairs makes me jump up. Glensy’s at the other end of the hall about to enter a room as I walk out of mine. Boston’s out of sight checking one of the rooms closer to Glensy. They have a staircase on their side of the hall identical to the one by me. I motion for Glensy to go to the stairs, pointing up to the second floor. More movement upstairs can be heard in the hallway. I run as silently as possible up the stairs.
 
                 At the top of the stairs I can make out voices. There was much more of a fight on the second floor. Doors are open, windows broken, and desks and chairs are skewed everywhere including the hall. I follow the voices to a room with its door slightly open. I peek through the crack, into the room where all the noise is coming from. 
 
                 Mase, Lia, and another faculty member have their back to me. I hear crying on the other side of the room but the person doing the crying is blocked from my view. Downstairs there’s a gunshot and I jump back, against the wall. Glensy and Boston haven’t made it upstairs yet. What was I thinking running up here before clearing the entire first floor?  
 
                 “Hurry up,” someone in the rooms says. I hear movement coming up the stairs, down the hall. I squat down, ready to shoot whether it be someone from the stairs or the classroom. Glensy pops his head out of the stairwell. A relieved breath escapes me. I put my finger to my lips then point at the door I’m next too. His steps are silent as he joins me at the opposite side of the door.
 
                 “Please don’t do this,” a shaky voice pleads from inside the classroom. It’s Anne. I look inside again, trying to locate her exact position. She’s somewhere on the other side of the room. There are scared whimpers also coming from that direction so she’s not alone.
 
                 “Lets not drag this out. Lia, you ready to prove what your kid’s made of?” Lia looks over at Mase, who brings his gun up without hesitation.               
 
                 I do the same, pointing my gun at the back of Mase’s head as I announce my presence, “Wrong move, Masey.” 
 
                 Lia and the man beside her turn to the door. They are wearing identical holsters that carry their handgun under their left armpit. They’re holding tactical rifles that definitely don’t have tranquilizers in them. “Drop it, son,” the man says. 
 
                 Mase lowers his rifle some to look curiously in my direction. He doesn’t have the handguns that the others do.
 
                 Lia relaxes when she sees me and lowers her gun, slightly. “Kelly, I know how this looks. Put your weapon down and I can explain.” 
 
                 My gun moves to Lia. “You’re about to kill innocent kids. What part am I not getting?” 
 
                 The man beside her suddenly moves, opening fire. The bullets hit the door right next to my head. I return fire but the man moves to the left side of the room that I can’t see without sticking my head around the door giving him an easy target. Glensy’s swings the door wide open, and from the other side of the doorframe he begins returning fire with me. Lia and Mase are watching the exchange unfazed. I look around the doorframe just enough to have a one-eyed view. I take a shot but it’s Glensy that is able to hit the man. His shot makes solid contact to the man’s neck. The initial mist of blood turns into a pool as soon as he hits the ground. Lia and Mase go for cover behind an over-turned teacher’s desk in the rear of the room on the left.
 
                 Glensy switches to my side of the doorframe as I run in. Anne’s on the right side of the room against the back wall with two small kids tucked behind her. She’s unarmed. Someone shoots from behind the desk before I can make it to Anne. The chairs between her and I are sprayed with bullets. They’re stopping me from joining her. I’m too far inside the room to run back out but even if I could I’m not going to leave Mase and Lia with an open shot at Anne. I quickly turn a group of desks on their sides while Glensy distracts them by shooting their desk. I get behind one of the small, overturned desks and shove the rest towards Anne. 
 
                 “Get behind them,” Anne instructs the kids. 
 
                 “Don’t you dare,” Mase says from the side of the table he’s crouched behind. I can see the end of his gun pointed at Anne. She freezes pulling the two little ones back. Glensy fires at their desk again and Mase’s gun disappears behind the desk. Anne grabs the closest thing to her, an overturned chair, and slides it next to her. One of the kids scrawls behind it. There isn’t anything else in arms reach for her or the other child to hide behind.
 
                 “What the hell, Mase?!” Glensy yells from the door. I freeze in the realization that Mase is Glensy’s best friend. I won’t stand a chance if all three of them start shooting at me. I look at the door. Glensy wouldn’t even have to move to have a clear shot at me. I look at the wall of windows to my right over-looking the back of the building. If only I could get Anne and the kids out before I’m become outnumbered. Would the kids survive a two-story jump? 
 
                 “Good shot, Glensy,” Mase says, peeking hesitantly over the desk at him. 
 
                 “I got one for you too, buddy,” he replies. Relief washes over me. I could seriously kiss that big lug right now. 
 
                 “Oh, don’t be that way, G-man. You can still get on the winning side.” 
 
                 I can’t see Lia at all and just as I aim at Mase he ducks behind the desk. 
 
   Glensy grunts, “Humph! The dark side isn’t for me, bro. Consider me pro-life.” 
 
                 “I’ve had enough,” Lia announces. “Get the window.” Mase obeys turning his gun on the window closest to them. He shoots the window out leaning out enough for me to have a shot. I don’t hesitate. I shoot and hit him in the arm. 
 
                 “Arghh!” He cries out, rolling behind the desk. 
 
   Lia sprays my desk with shots. Holes are punched out over the length of the desk, but luckily they’re all too high to hit me where I’m laying at on the ground.
 
                 Suddenly Mase is up from behind the desk, running for the window. Glensy tries to move in to shoot but Lia covers Mase, shooting in Glensy’s direction. Mase jumps from the window as I get up from the ground. As soon as I lift my gun to shoot Mase, Lia shoots my desk again. Anne pushes the kids out from behind her to get them to the nearest desk for protection from the bullets. Lia runs after Mase. I jump up and begin firing at Lia but she’s fast. She gets off another round that sprays across the room. I drop down. The skinny metal legs of the desks aren’t much protection. She makes it to the window as I realize she isn’t shooting at me. Glensy runs in shooting as Lia makes her exit through the window.
 
                 Glensy and I run to the window. She’s already to the side of the building, turning the corner. Glensy gets two shots off before she’s gone. Silence falls over the building once more. I look over at Glensy. He cusses, lowering his weapon. 
 
                 “You just tried to kill your best friend,” I tell him. 
 
                 He looks hard out the window not staring at anything in particular. “He wasn’t that good of a friend.” His head turns slightly to look at me out the corner of his eye. 
 
                 “I don’t feel so bad for shooting him then,” I tell him. 
 
                 Something catches his eye behind me. “Oh no.” 
 
   I turn around to see what he’s looking at. Anne is on the ground between the spot where she was crouching earlier and the desk that the two kids are curled up behind. She’s on her side, propped up on her elbow, holding her lower chest. Pain is written on her face. I sink to my knees in front of her. I hold the back of her head and carefully lay her back. She’s somewhat surprised to see blood when she pulls her hand off her chest. “She shot me.” 
 
                 “I know.” I put her hand back over the wound and press hard. 
 
                 She stares with empty eyes at her chest. “It was a lie. I should’ve known this place was never real. I will, never… belong... any… where,” She struggles, gasping like she can’t catch her breath. 
 
                 I cradle her in my arm applying more pressure to her wound. “Don’t say that, Anne. You belong.” 
 
                 She looks up to me. “Where?” 
 
                 I smile at her. “Anywhere I am.” 
 
                 She gives me a one-sided grin and tries to say something but it comes out as a weak cough. When the coughing stops she relaxes in my arms. She’s no longer struggling to breathe. 
 
                 The kids begin crying. I know she’s dead. I shake her a little hoping I’m mistaken. She wobbles like a doll in my arms. Her hair falls over her face. 
 
                 I want so badly to flip into D mode and kill anyone who had anything to do with Anne’s hurting and not feeling like she was loved. She deserved so much better. 
 
                 “Miss Anne,” one of the kids calls out. I look up. The little girl with red hair is moving closer, trying to look at her. 
 
                 Glensy steps between us. “We need to go,” he tells me. 
 
                 “I can carry her.” 
 
   I feel Glensy’s big hand on my shoulder. “Look, Boston’s downstairs. He’s hurt. One of us will have to help him walk. If you and I both have our arms full who will be the gunner if we run into more… people?” 
 
                 Reluctantly I release Anne, but not before kissing her forehead. “I’ll be back for you.”
 
    
 
    
 
                 We get downstairs and Glensy calls out to Boston letting him know it’s us coming out of the stairwell. Boston’s posted up in the room across from the staircase. He’s sitting at a desk directly facing the door. He’s right-handed but the rifle he has is in his left hand. He’s using the desk to prop up the gun. A makeshift bandage is tied on his right shoulder with a belt knotted over it to keep it in place. He sets the gun on its side and grabs its shoulder strap, pulling it across his back. 
 
                 “You should see the other guy,” he tells me with a pale smirk. I help him up as he extends his left hand to me for support. 
 
                 I see legs peeking out from behind a group of overturned desks farther in the room. It looks to be a man, facedown in a pool of blood. “At least you got him. Ours got away,” I tell him. 
 
                 Boston smiles at Glensy behind me. “Glensy tagged him actually. It was the least he could do.” Once standing, he takes his gun off his back, tests out holding it in his left hand. He starts walking. He has a limp and his left pant leg has a rip in it exposing a bloody gash. Noticing me checking his leg out he tells me, “I got shot blocking the big ape.” 
 
                 Together we walk out the room. Glensy is making his way down the hall toward the exit with the kids behind him. “You weren’t blocking me,” he says to Boston. “You were being impatient and refused to listen when I told you to wait before going for the stairs.” 
 
                 Boston falters a little but doesn’t fall. He’s lost a good bit of blood judging by his pale complexion. By the looks of things he’ll be ready to pass out soon. “Here,” I take his rifle and place the strap over his shoulder for him so he can let it go. How I drape it across him he can grab it quick if necessary. I put his good arm securely over my shoulder. 
 
                 “You walked into those bullets,” Glensy finishes. 
 
                 Boston doesn’t agree. “He got in one lucky shot before I dodged the second.” 
 
                 “You didn’t completely dodge it,” Glensy says. 
 
                 Boston glances at his leg saying, “I’m not going to argue with you. You got those kids out okay and that’s all that matters.” He leans in a little closer to me, whispering, “That’s Nikki’s sister.” He’s talking about the red-haired girl. 
 
                 “Yeah, I guessed that by the hair.” 
 
                 We get to the exit. Glensy checks outside before we join him. 
 
                 “No sign of Anne?” Boston asks hesitantly. 
 
                 I look at the kids. The red-haired girl is putting on a brave face, consoling the smaller boy by wiping the giant tears from his cheeks. “Anne was protecting them when I got up there. I wasn’t able to protect her.” 
 
                 Glensy gives the all clear and we head out of the building. 
 
                 His hand squeezes my shoulder. “Man, don’t say that,” he says. “If you wouldn’t have insisted on coming here for Anne then those two little kids would’ve lost their lives too.” 
 
    
 
    
 
                 We get away from the building as fast as we can. The little boy’s crying is getting louder. The red-haired girl pulls him into a one-armed hug as Glensy shushes him. Boston’s putting more weight on me. Any minute now the little boy is going to loose it and start screaming for his mommy with us in the wide open.               
 
                 “We’ve got to get somewhere with some coverage,” Glensy growls at me. I adjust Boston some so he has more of my shoulders to hold onto. I do this more so that Glensy can see how much Boston is using me to stay upright. 
 
                 I look at Glensy. “What do you suggest?” 
 
                 “We get to those trees over there.” Motioning to the trees and shrubbery ahead of us. “Then one of us finds a golf cart or something for transport.” Boston and I nod. We move out with Glensy in the lead, the kids behind him, and Boston and I at the rear.
 
                 We’re almost to the trees when the sound of gunshots goes off in the distance. We are moving in the direction it is coming from. I point in the direction of the woods behind the study center where I think the shots came from. Boston nods in agreement. We move faster getting to the first tree and cluster of bushes. There’s a bench beneath it that I let Boston take a break on. 
 
                 “Freeze! We have you surrounded!”
 
                 “Crap,” Boston says, frantically reaching for his gun.
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    Delta squad, Part One
 
    
 
                 Bryant, Ben, and Tony are inside the front doors of the building as gunfire continues from the woods in both directions. Tony is shooting out of one side of the doors with Ben doing the same on the other side. Bryant takes turns switching out with them when they need to reload. 
 
                 Tony’s almost out of bullets. He calls for Bryant to take his place but he doesn’t come up and tap him on the back like he has been to switch out. He empties the magazine to hear Ben isn’t shooting either. Tony sits back from the front door when something small and hard pushes against the side of his head. 
 
                 “Steady,” says the man holding the gun to his head. “Gun on the floor.”               
 
   Bryant and Ben are already on their knees facing another man. Both of them are unarmed. Tony lowers his weapon to the floor as the man instructed watching the man in front of Bryant and Ben. Tony is forced to kneel next to the other two after taking his helmet off. 
 
                 “Don’t tell them anything,” Tony instructs the other two. 
 
                 “Duh,” Ben mumbles from the other side of Bryant.
 
                 “Looks like we got here the three stooges,” the man in front of Ben tells the other. 
 
                 The other man is carefully watching from a safe distance out of the front doors at the gunfight that’s still going on outside. He sees someone lean out from behind a van, returning fire at the woods. Blonde hair spills out over one shoulder under the helmet. He turns around to inform the other, “There’s another one by the van they came in on, a female.”
 
                 “She’s not important,” he tells him. He looks over his three captives. “Which one of you is Dillon Weston?”
 
                 “Don’t know him,” Tony says. Both of the men are Dynamar. They won’t know if he’s lying or not. The man closest to Tony flips his gun around and slams the rifle’s stock into Tony’s stomach. Tony doubles over.
 
                 “Dillon Weston come forward and the others get to go free.” 
 
   None of them answer. Tony straightens. The gun is directed to Bryant’s head.
 
                 “Don’t,” Ben pleads. “I’m Dillon Weston.”
 
                 The one that doesn’t have a gun to Bryant’s head makes Ben stand up. “Right size.” 
 
                 “Where were you born?” the other asks.
 
                 Ben’s silent. Tony stands up answering, “Singer, Louisiana.” 
 
                 Tony looks at Ben, “How long have we been friends and you don’t know that? I talk about it all the time.” 
 
                 The men turn their attentions to Tony. “You’re Weston?”
 
                 “I am.”
 
                 “Is he?” They ask Ben and Bryant. Ben nods. Bryant takes longer, looking between Tony and the man holding the rifle to his head. Ultimately, he does the same. “Okay than.” The one in front of Bryant turns his rifle to point at Tony’s head. 
 
                 Tony throws his hands in his air pleading, “Wait a se…” But it’s too late. One shot to the head. 
 
                 “No!” Bryant screams.
 
                 The shooter lowers his head so his chin is to his shirt saying, “Weston’s out of the picture.” 
 
                 Ben charges the man in front of him knocking him to the ground. The shooter swings the end of his rifle toward Bryant but Bryant’s expecting this. Bryant’s on him before his rifle can find its next bull’s-eye. 
 
                 As Bryant struggles against the shooter, the man takes a hand from the rifle and reaches for his belt. “Whatcha got there?” Bryant asks blocking his hand from making its destination to the large hunting knife. Bryant pushes him to the nearest wall using his body weight to pin the man’s loose hand against the wall. Bryant maintains a strong hold on the rifle with one hand as the man strains to maintain control over his weapon. Bryant grabs the knife from the man’s belt. The man feels Bryant at his belt. He releases the rifle trying to stop Bryant but he’s too late. Bryant also lets go of the rifle. It clatters to the ground. Bryant uses both hands to plunge the knife into the shooter’s ribs. With a knife in his chest he makes a weak attempt to wrap his hands around Bryant’s neck. Bryant pulls the knife free. The shooter slides to the ground clasping at his wound.
 
                 Dillon runs in with Taylor at his heels. “Drop it!” Dillon yells at the man still fighting Ben. Ben shoves away from him giving Dillon a clear shot. Realizing he’s now outnumbered and outgunned, the man drops his rifle all fight in him gone. Ben goes over to retrieve their rifles where the men kicked them out of the way. 
 
                 Dillon begins questioning him. 
 
                 The man ignores Dillon’s questions looking him over, head to toe. “What’s your name?” he asks Dillon. 
 
                 “Don’t answer him,” Bryant warns leaning over the stabbed man. They watch curiously as Bryant opens the man’s shirt. The man tries in vain to slap away Bryant’s hands. Bryant pulls a small, flesh-colored microphone from the inside collar and tosses it the ground. “They’re wired.” He smashes it to bits with his boot then kicks the bits toward the front door. Ben does the same thing with the other’s microphone. The man looks away from Dillon to sneer at Ben. Ben points the gun at his left temple. He shuts up and glares over at Dillon.
 
                 “Looky here,” Ben leans toward the man’s head to dig in his ear. The others look on in disgust. He pulls something out. “They got ear bugs too.” He tosses it to Bryant. 
 
                 Bryant looks it over. “Fancy.” He throws it out the door.
 
                 Dillon questions Ben’s captive again. “Who are you working for? Who were you communicating with?” The man stares at the ground in front of him refusing to answer. 
 
                 Ben taps the captive’s temple with the end of his rifle. “Who told you to kill Weston? How did you know he would be in the last vehicle?” 
 
                 Dillon remains silent as Ben repeats his questions. 
 
                 “We don’t have time for this,” Ben says stepping around the man to get right in his face. Ben aims right above the eyes at the same spot where Tony was shot. “Any last words?” 
 
                 That’s all it takes to get the man to acknowledge them. With a sneer he says, “You aren’t going to…” Ben shoots.
 
                 “What am I not going to do?” Ben asks the man’s body.
 
                 Bryant watches the shooter enjoying the fact that he got to witness his partner die just as they had to watch Tony’s demise. “You can speak up or end up like your friend. Why Weston?”
 
                 “I only did what I was told,” he says quietly.
 
                 “Who told you?”
 
                 The man pushes the back of his head hard against the wall he’s popped up on. “You aren’t getting anymore from me.”
 
                 “You sure about that?” Ben asks walking over. Ben unloads a bullet to the man’s foot. Bryant smiles at Ben’s work.
 
                 “Ben!” Dillon snaps. 
 
                 “What?” Ben snaps back, “He killed Tony!” Dillon’s chest falls a little as he looks at his dead comrade.
 
                 “Tony?” The man hisses. His injured foot is curled up to him now. 
 
                 Bryant squats down. “That’s right. Dillon Weston is alive and well. You killed the wrong guy. You failed,” Bryant tilts his head to one side, “ and now you’re going to die.” 
 
                 “Doesn’t matter,” he says having a hard time talking, “None of you are going to make it out of here.” 
 
                 Ben looks at Bryant who stands. “Head shot?” Ben asks him.
 
                 Bryant shakes his head. “Nah, I say let him bleed out.”
 
                 Dillon looks over his shoulder at the youngest member of the group. “You okay?” 
 
    
 
    
 
   Part Two, T
 
                 I go the wall closest to me, away from the guys. I have to use my hand to help hold me up as I lose my breakfast on the floor.
 
                 “Come one, Bryant. She isn’t enjoying this. Hurry it up.”
 
                 “Fine,” Bryant says. He fires a tranquilizer in the shooter’s other foot. He shoots him too far away from the heart for the tranquilizer to take effect quickly like it’s intended. Ben grins at the still conscious shooter.
 
                 There’s so much blood on the ground in the entry way there’s no way to look away from it. It’s beautiful in its ghastliness. I must really be sick. The smell of it covers me like a wool bodysuit during the summer. I’m covered in sweat. More of my breakfast is climbing my throat. The only cool part of my body is the palm of my hand. I place it on my neck but it doesn’t help.
 
                 While Dillon and I were outside he got in a bind when he made a run for it to the large, brick staircase at the front of the school. From what I could see behind the van he was having issues reloading. I covered him while he fought his weapon. I managed to take out the last sniper that Tony, Bryant, and Ben couldn’t. The sniper was so far away that I didn’t have to witness his wounds. Seeing Tony in this state I should be happy I’m only sick to my stomach and not passed out on the hard floor. 
 
                 “Tranquilizers are only for upper arms or legs,” Dillon informs Bryant. 
 
                 Bryant continues watching the man against the wall. “I know. He needed to suffer some more is all.” The man’s eyes slowly shut.
 
                 I swallow the best I can and take a deep breath through my mouth muting the smell. I rejoin Dillon, Bryant, and Ben. “Won’t he wake up when the tranquilizer wears off?” I ask.
 
                 Ben mumbles, “He’ll be out of blood before then.”
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   K. Reunion
 
    
 
                 We can’t see the man who told us to freeze or anyone else for that matter but there is plenty of places to keep them hidden. The man demands that we drop our guns. His voice is coming from a larger group of trees just ahead of us. The bushes and undergrowth are much thicker over there making it a perfect spot to have the drop on any passerby.
 
   Glensy and I keep our weapons raised in the direction of his voice. I push the kids behind me. I can see Boston out the corner of my eye trying to steady his gun in the direction of the trees also. 
 
                 “Drop your weapons. No one has to get hurt.” 
 
                 “Bull,” Boston calls out. I look around. There are woods to our right that could be hiding more. Glensy and I are the only ones capable of putting up much of a fight and with nothing to block us from them we won’t last two minutes. We should’ve taken bulletproof vests off the bodies scattered over the grounds that we passed. 
 
                 “We just want to get these kids out of here safely,” I call out, lowering my gun slightly to show them I mean it. 
 
                 “What’s your name, son?” The voice asks. 
 
                 “Micheal Edwards.” 
 
                 Glensy looks quickly over his shoulder at me either because he’s never heard my first name before or he’s wondering why I’m having a conversation with the people that are about to kill us. Either way he turns back to the trees as someone carefully moves forward. He’s taller than me, definitely a Dynamar. The camouflage gear he has on from head to toe tells me he’s one of the people invading the school. 
 
                 “Kelly?” The man calls. He walks closer putting his rifle on his back. He stops, seeing that Glensy’s aiming at his chest. He raises his hands up, showing us that he means no harm and slowly takes off his military-grade helmet. 
 
   I step closer, not believing my eyes. “You? What are you doing here?”
 
                 “I’m here for you.” 
 
                 The last person I would expect to show up out here is standing in front of me. No, he isn’t even the last person I would expect out here. I try remembering his name. “Officer Lanton?” He smiles at me. 
 
                 “You know him?” Boston asks me. 
 
                 “I’m the one who sent him here,” Lanton answers. 
 
                 Him answering gives me time to collect myself. “Wait, you’re here for me?” 
 
                 He shrugs, looking around the woods getting his rifle off his back and ready to go. “I figured the least I could do was get you out of this mess since I’m the reason you were put in it. Unless you want to stay,” he jokes. 
 
                 I’m not even close to being in the joking mood. “Get us out of here.” 
 
                 “We have vehicles in front of the North building,” Lanton says pointing in the direction of the woods that separate us from the Welcome Center. Lanton looks at Boston. “Our meet-up spot has medical for your friend.” Boston’s bleeding through his bandage and the hint of pink in his cheeks is completely gone.               
 
                 “Okay,” we all agree.
 
                 At Lanton’s instruction, Lanton leads with Glensy helping Boston, the kids are in the middle, and I bring up the rear. At first I’m a bit jealous he wanted Glensy up front with him and not me. Then, it dawns on me that he must have more faith in me to watch his back. Lanton confirms my line of thinking by constantly glancing over at Glensy. Glensy’s a big guy; I don’t blame Lanton for being cautious. It would be easier for Glensy to shoot him in the back.
 
                 We get to the clearing and I scan the woods behind us diligently as we carefully move out of the concealment of the trees. The kids are doing good moving quick to the Welcome Center. As instructed they’re not letting go of each other’s hand. We’re in the clearing behind the Welcome Center when we hear gunshots coming from the front of the building. We run for the back of the building. Glensy carries Boston despite Boston’s grunting protests. I do my best to grab both kids with one arm, and hold my gun with the other. Suddenly Lanton is beside me. “Go, go, go,” he insists. He pushes me toward the building and covers us until I have safely made it with the kids. 
 
                 I put the kids against the brick wall of the Welcome Center and turn to cover Lanton as he joins us. Lanton’s right next to me, helping me shield the kids with our bodies as we get our bearings on what’s happening. 
 
                 “It’s all coming from the front where the vehicles are located,” he informs us. 
 
                 “Are there cars anywhere else close by?” Glensy asks. 
 
                 Boston straightens up and grabs his gun from his back. “They need our help. We aren’t leaving yet.” 
 
                 Glensy snaps his head around to Boston, “Oh yeah, and how are you going to help them?” 
 
                 Boston’s pale lips form a smile, “My trigger finger works just fine.” 
 
                 Lanton steps around me to look at Boston, “Is that right?” 
 
                 Boston looks at Lanton, his smile slipping. “Yeah.” He doesn’t sound to sure anymore. 
 
                 “Alright, then we need to get inside and find a safe place for you and the other two. You can use that trigger finger if anyone finds you before we get back.” 
 
                 “What are we going to do?” I ask. 
 
                 “Exactly what he said, find out what’s going on and help if possible. Then, we get a car and drive like hell.”
 
                 Another gunshot goes off. It’s more muffled than the others. Boston directs Lanton to the hidden door that opens into a classroom. He instructs me to go in after him once he clears the room. 
 
   “Clear,” he calls shortly after getting inside. I follow. He moves to the door on the other side of the room that’s open to the hallway while I get everyone else inside. When I turn around from shutting the door Lanton has his arm up with his fist in the air. “Hold still,” his hand is telling me. He hears or sees something in the hallway. Another gunshot goes off. From the sound of it it was from inside the building.
 
                 Boston shuffles the kids to a corner, as Glensy and I get to the door, with Lanton. A third, single shot is fired down the hall a good way. I hear voices. Lanton quickly peers out into the hallway. The voices suddenly stop and the sound of quick boot movement followed by silence tells me what Lanton whispers, “They saw me.”
 
                 “It’s my people,” he says relieved, but stays crouched down. He yells out the door, “Alpha squad, here!” 
 
                 Someone down the hall responds, “Delta squad, here.” 
 
                 Lanton gets up and moves out the door cautiously. “Five students are with me. The oldest are armed. I’m getting them to safety,” he announces down the hall. Glensy follows Lanton out the room. I turn to help Boston and the kids. 
 
                 I walk out the door holding Boston as Glensy’s introducing himself to the other squadron. “We have one in bad shape and two little ones.” 
 
                 One of the guys Lanton is talking to hurries over to help me with Boston so I can usher the kids up to the group who are hiding sheepishly behind me. 
 
                 A young, female voice gets my attention, “I’m Taylor.” 
 
                 She’s behind the other guys, shaking Glensy’s hand. Glensy politely shakes her hand and then turns back to us. I’m introduced to them in order: Dillon , the leader, Ben, Bryant, and finally Taylor.  
 
                 “You’re Catherine’s daughter?” Lanton asks her. 
 
                 “Yes sir.” 
 
                 Lanton’s not happy with her answer. He looks to Dillon scowling, “Who gave you permission to bring her?” 
 
                 Dillon doesn’t falter under Lanton’s harsh gaze, “We were instructed to bring any able bodies we could at the last minute.” 
 
                 “She’s what you consider a good candidate?” 
 
                 “She’s a proficient shot, and she’s saved my hide once already.” 
 
                 Lanton looks at Taylor then over the other two. “This is all we had left for back-up?” 
 
                 Dillon looks back at his crew becoming somber. “We lost one.” 
 
                 Lanton nods, “My unit lost communication with the others after the first bomb went off. We got separated in the aftermath. I don’t know the casualty count but it’s far greater than anticipated.” He looks at Boston and the kids. “The facility is a lot bigger than we were told with triple the amount of kids too. If I wouldn’t have come upon this group I’d still be out there.” His eyes stop on me for a moment before facing Dillon again. “I leave the decision up to you if your unit stays or leaves with us, but we’re going.” He nods his head behind him at us. He looks at Taylor. “She’s leaving too,” he tells Dillon, matter-of-factly. 
 
                 Taylor’s dislike of Lanton’s decision is obvious. She angrily tosses the blonde hair falling out of her helmet over her shoulder. The jacket she has on is way too big for her. She has an equally oversized bulletproof vest on under the jacket. The rest of her outfit, consisting of jeans and tennis shoes, is out of place making it easy to believe that she was a last minute addition. The frustration on her face grows when none of her guys speak up to contradict Lanton’s order. I notice her tightening her grasp on her gun. The way she holds it with such confidence is both, attractive and intimidating.
 
                 Suddenly a sticky noise goes off in the hall. It’s coming from the other squadron’s waists. Dillon pulls out his walkie. 
 
                 Someone’s saying in a rush, “I need help! ..static.. The basement! static… have prisoners…static.. Now! ..static.. No ammo.” It cuts off.  
 
                 Lanton, Dillon, Ben, and Bryant look at Glensy and I frantically. “Where’s the basement?” 
 
                 Glensy and I look at each other in bewilderment. “We don’t have one that I know of,” I tell them. 
 
                 “Me either,” Glensy agrees. 
 
                 Taylor starts freaking out. “That was Jake!” I can’t tell if her high pitch announcement is from excitement or if she’s about to cry. “He’s alive!”  
 
                 I wait for Boston to chime in with some help on the basement situation but he isn’t paying attention. 
 
                 “Maybe he meant the old shelter that’s under the football field,” Glensy tells them. 
 
                 “No, it’s got to destroyed,” I tell Glensy and the others, “The football field was blown apart. I saw it happen.” 
 
                 Boston still says nothing. 
 
                 “He’s got to be close or the signal wouldn’t have reached us,” Ben says getting on the walkie trying desperately to get a response but all that comes back is static. 
 
                 “It’s here,” Boston says quietly behind us.
 
                 “What? Where?” Glensy and I ask him. 
 
                 He says with renewed energy, “I don’t know but it’s got to be. I knew there was too much foot traffic coming from this place for it not to have something else going on.” 
 
                 Lanton checks his ammunition. The rest of us do the same. Boston continues limping down the hall as Bryant passes me some ammo. Ben’s also handing some to Glensy. 
 
                 Boston stops walking. He holds his hurt arm protectively saying, “When I was here serving my suspension playing janitor they would randomly clear me and any others out of the hallway for different reasons. I could hear people coming and going almost every time.” His eyes get a little bigger. “I was never asked to clean the office.”
 
                 We go straight to the office. We check every door to no avail. Taylor frantically starts moving desks around looking for any evidence of a trap door on the floor. Bryant helps her. 
 
                 “They’re alive,” she keeps repeating to herself. I watch her as she moves the last desk. She all but cries when crappy carpet is the only thing revealed. 
 
                 “Sorry. I thought for sure it had to be here,” Boston says weakly. 
 
                 I was never allowed in here either so I would’ve thought the same thing. Boston cleaned just about everywhere while he was here the day Anne and I met him. 
 
                 Then, an image pops in my head. The dirty shoe prints between the office and a classroom. Another memory follows of the men I’ve never seen around campus leaving the welcome center after coming out of that classroom. “Follow me,” I tell them, walking out of the office.
 
                 “I’ve seen them coming from here to the office.” I point to the classroom door that looks like all the others on the first floor. 
 
                 “Lets do this,” Ben says bouncing from foot to foot. 
 
                 Boston and Glensy are right next to him. Taylor, the kids, and myself are pushed to the back as Lanton goes for the door. The door opens with ease. Dillon goes in first followed by Lanton and the other two. 
 
                 “Clear,” Dillon calls out. 
 
                 I go inside. Taylor isn’t far behind me. The classroom is decorated more than the others I’ve seen in here. We tear down every map and poster hanging on the walls. Desks are moved to examine the floor for hidden latches. 
 
                 Bryant knocks on the wall that has the dry erase board on it. He knocks hard saying, “Looky here.” There’s an audible difference when he knocks on the wall to the left of the board. It sounds denser. He finds a seam following the edge of the board. 
 
                 “Here’s the other side,” Ben says sticking the end of his fingernail on the corner of the wall, running it down to the floor. 
 
                 “That’s a wide door,” Bryant mumbles. 
 
                 “How do we get in?” Glensy asks. 
 
                 Bryant looks at the hidden door taking a step backwards. “Open sesame.” He smiles at his own joke. 
 
                 Lanton flips the light switch on and off but nothing happens besides the lights turning off and on. He continues to check around the front of the room while Glensy, Taylor, and I look around the sidewalls. Bryant, Ben, and Dillon search around the hidden door and board. Boston and the little ones sit in desks, waiting on us. 
 
                 “Found it!” Bryant announces proudly. He turns around to us asking, “Anything else you all want me to do?” 
 
                 Ben frowns, “You’re getting lucky.” 
 
                 Bryant snaps back, “That’s what she said.” They both give a little laugh.               “Losers,” Dillon declares, walking over to see what he’s found. 
 
   Bryant shows him the area of the board that holds markers and erasers. There’s an eraser on it that won’t move. “It’s solid,” He confirms, rapping his knuckles on it. He tries pulling it but it won’t budge. 
 
                 “Here,” Dillon says taking over figuring the fake eraser out. He pushes hard to the left. It clicks. The hidden door rolls back slowly. 
 
                 It opens to a wide staircase.
 
                 Guns are out but there are no sounds of movement from the staircase. Taylor gets behind Dillon to follow him down. Lanton stops her, “Just the adults this time.” She opens her mouth but he stops her from putting up a fight. “I know your mom wouldn’t want you down there and I would rather you mad at me then her.” She shuts her mouth and it forms a thin, clenched line.               
 
                 Bryant gives her his walkie. Lanton looks back at Glensy and me then something behind us catches his attention. I hear something hard hit the ground. I turn to see Boston’s on the ground beside his desk, unconscious. 
 
                 I look at Lanton, “I’ll stay with him. There’s a nurses office down the hall where I can get medicine for him.” 
 
                 “I’ll stay with him and the kids while he gets the supplies,” Glensy says, going over to check Boston’s pulse.               
 
                 “Okay.” Lanton looks at Dillon and nods. Dillon and his squad begin descending the stairs. Lanton grabs my shoulder before following them. “Be alive when I get back.” 
 
                 “Got it,” I say, weirded out by his intensity. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 “You want me to go to the nurses office?” Glensy asks me shortly after the door closes behind Lanton. It must have a timer or motion detector that allows it to shut on its own. 
 
                 “No, I got it. Do you know CPR… you know, just in case.” 
 
                 Glensy nods, “Yeah, but I think he would rather Taylor give him mouth-to-mouth.” He smiles at Taylor. She’s still fuming from not getting to go to the basement. 
 
                 “Not a chance,” she says as she paces in front of the hidden door.
 
                 I don’t waste any time getting to the nurses office. The door’s unlocked. I open it to find the office a mess. Something ugly went down in here. One of the tall cabinets is on its side. Papers are scattered over the desk and floor. I go to the only cabinet still standing. I have to use the handle of my gun to break the small padlock that’s on the cabinet door. It takes two strikes to open it. I know enough from hospital visits with Gran to look for antibiotics, topical anesthetic, and anything for pain.
 
                 The topical and pain medicine are easy to find. They’re in a small locked see-through plastic box. I knock over a vial off the shelf as I’m taking the box out. It hits the floor and then rolls away from me. It stops at the corner of the nurse’s desk. Before I reach down to pick it up hoping its Penicillin I see a white shoe poking out from behind the desk. I recognize the shoe. Nurse Pauline is the only person I’ve seen wear solid white shoes at the school. Peering around the desk I find her laying on the floor. I know from the amount of blood pooled around her head that there is no need to check for a pulse. She has an envelope opener in one hand. The vial I dropped isn’t what I need so I return it to the cabinet. All I can find in the cabinet are some Amoxicillin capsules. 
 
                 “Boston will wake up,” I tell myself. He’ll have to in order to swallow the capsules. I add a tiny vial of Epinephrine to my stash.
 
                 As I walk out the room, down the hall I wonder if the nurse had tried to fight her killer with the envelope opener or if she was using it at her desk when she was shot. I hope she put up some kind of fight. 
 
                 I found a body and it doesn’t phase me. I think of Anne, big attitude, little girl. My stomach knots up. I shouldn’t have thought about her. I’m walking fast now passing the front door, trying to get over the sick feeling in my stomach. 
 
                 “Stop right there.” A voice calls out.
 
                 I stop in my tracks. I was so busy thinking about Anne that I wasn’t paying any attention to my surroundings. Was my stomach trying to warn me? I turn towards the voice at the front door. Please God don’t let them shoot me. 
 
                 “Hands up.” 
 
                 All I can see is the end of a gun sticking out from around the corner of the door and the side of a helmet the person is wearing.
 
                 “Oh thank goodness,” I say recognizing the helmet as the same that Lanton and the other squad had on. 
 
                 “Hands up, I said.” 
 
                 I hold up the medicine I have in my hands saying, “I can’t drop this. My friend needs this. He’s been shot.” 
 
                 “It’s hard to trust someone that has a gun.” 
 
                 I see his point. “I’ll set this down, gently.” I carefully lower the medicine. “And put this on the ground.” I take me gun out and place it on the ground. 
 
                 The man talking to me walks out with his gun still pointing at me. Four more emerge from around the corner of the door, two men and two women. One of the women is lightly sniffling. She turns her back to me to keep watch out the front entrance. They’re all dressed like Lanton and are around his age. 
 
                 One guy looks me over as the others pick up my gun and medicine. “You’re a student?” 
 
                 “Yes sir.”
 
                 “Is your hurt friend a student too?” 
 
                 “We’re all students. One of your people, Lanton, was helping us get out of here.” Mentioning Lanton gets their attention. 
 
                 “Alpha squadron? Where?” One of them asks as they begin checking the halls. 
 
                 “I think Lanton is all that’s left of his squad but on our way to the cars we ran into Delta squad.” 
 
                 They talk amongst themselves. One of the men says to the others, “They weren’t supposed to be here.” 
 
                 “They were probably called in after the first blast,” one of the other men tells him. 
 
                 I lower my hands since they don’t seem too worried about me anymore. The man closest to me keeps his eye on me. “Where are they now?” He asks me. 
 
                 I point down the hall, “A guy radioed asking for help in the basement. He said something about prisoners. A chick from Delta squad, my friend, and I were left to care for the kids and my buddy that’s shot.” 
 
                 The woman at the door leaves her post at the doors and raises the visor on her helmet to ask me, “You said kids. Where are they, which room?” 
 
                 “Calm down, Deb,” the other woman tells her. I can now see that Deb has in fact, been crying. Her eyes are red and her cheeks are wet. 
 
                 “I don’t know their names. Me and my friends got to them before they were… you know.” 
 
                 “Bring us to them,” she insists. Her team agrees and they follow me to the room.
 
                 Taylor is talking to the kids as we walk in. Glensy’s kneeling beside Boston holding his hand. Glensy and Taylor raise their weapons when they hear more than one set of footsteps walking in. 
 
                 Taylor lowers hers at the sight of them. “They’re good guys,” she tells Glensy getting him to lower his rifle. The little boy and girl turn to see who’s with me. Deb lets out a gasp as she runs in, throwing her gun on her back to pick up the boy. Taylor walks over to me to give them room.
 
                 “Aunt Debbie!” he calls out as he clings to her. He peers around her helmet to the rest of the people walking in. “Where’s Bubba?” She looks at us before setting the little boy down. She kneels down, getting eye level with him. 
 
                 The leader of the squad walks up to Taylor and I, away from the reunion. “She has two nephews,” he says quietly. 
 
                 She sniffles, “I don’t know baby.”  
 
                 “Where’s the basement?” The squad leader asks us.
 
                  The other woman is watching Glensy carefully the same way Lanton was when he first met him. “He’s one of the good guys,” I assure her. She looks at me as if she doesn’t know what I’m talking about. 
 
                 “Focus, we need to get to the basement,” the guy tells me picking up his radio. 
 
                 Glensy is already a step ahead of me, going to the board to pull the lever. The door opens and those close to it take aim. Again, no noise comes from the staircase to warn of a threat. Taylor lowers her weapon, checks her vest, then zips up her jacket, before returning her gun to her hands. This chick isn’t going to let another opportunity to get downstairs pass her by. 
 
                 She looks at me, “What?”  
 
                 “Nothing.”
 
                 The two other men have already gotten a bag of fluids ready for Boston from the pack one of them is carrying. The skinnier one is adding a syringe to the I.V. bag from a vial I got from down the hall. The other one holds the bag up in the air so it can drip slowly into the line that runs to Boston’s arm. The skinnier one checks his pulse, “He’s stabilizing.” 
 
                 The squad leader walks over, “Good, now get ready to move out.” 
 
                 The skinny one looks at him like he’s crazy, “I can’t leave him in this state.” 
 
                 “We have to get down there, Teller. Prisoners are down there, our people are down there,” the woman next to the squad leader insists. The one holding the bag hands it to Teller when he doesn’t budge. He joins us by the basement door. 
 
                 The skinny one, Teller, looks angrily at his back. “I’m staying with my patient.” The squad leader looks at Debbie who is holding the boy’s hand unmoved. She shakes her head letting him know she isn’t going either. 
 
                 “Alright,” he signs in defeat. He looks at the three of us, “Any of you up for it?” 
 
                 Glensy raises his gun, “I was born ready.” 
 
                 Taylor nods. 
 
                 The kids will be looked after by Debbie and Boston’s in the hands of a professional. I look at the squad leader, “Lets do this.”
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   T. Basement
 
    
 
   The three adults, Kelly, Glensy, and I make it to the bottom of the stairs. Everyone pauses to listen. The woman in the now three-person squad is behind the two men and in front of me are Glensy, and Kelly. For a second I get mad at the males leading the females situation we have going on. I might be smaller than all of them but I am capable of taking care of myself.
 
   The trio in front of us freezes. The woman turns to face us. “Don’t try to be hero’s,” she tells us firmly. Her eyes linger longer on me. Maybe she can tell what I’m willing to do to get back the people that were taken from me. She continues, “If things go south it is your jobs to get everyone upstairs out safely.” We all nod in agreement. 
 
   We are at a half-open door that meets the base of the staircase. We don’t hear the gunshots coming from the other side of the door until we’re on top of it. The man in charge makes hand signs to the others. I half understand what he’s instructing from watching Dillon and the other guys earlier. He’s going in with the woman, and the other man is to follow. The woman quietly tells us to stay by the door. They go through the door and the shooting stops momentarily before picking back up. I ease up to the door with my gun ready.
 
   “What are you doing?” Kelly asks as he follows behind me. I peek around the corner of the door real fast. I catch a glimpse of the squad that just went in along with bodies that are on the floor. “What did you see?” he asks anxiously. 
 
   “Not a lot,” I look again. This time I look at the ones on the floor. One has the same hair color as Jake, but his face is turned in the other direction. I pull back and listen to the gunshots. Kelly and Glensy are saying something but I’m not paying them any attention. When the shooting stops for a moment I dive through the door. 
 
   The room I enter is similar to what a secretary’s office would be except the door that would lead to the bosses office is wide and made of heavy steel. It opens into a hallway that the squadron is shooting down. The woman and two men are across the room on either side of the door that is off its hinges and laying on the floor. I get as far away from the hallway that bullets are flying out of as I can while still being able to examine the body on the ground. After a good look I am relieved to find it isn’t Jake. It’s a man about the same age as the others surrounding the hallway entrance. The team is talking among themselves when I join them by the entrance to the hallway.
 
   “They came out of nowhere.” 
 
   “They must have our people surrounded.” 
 
   The two guys lean out and fire back. 
 
   “Wait!” The leader says to the other guy. “The one in front is unarmed.” They both draw back. “They’re using a prisoner to shield them!” He announces.
 
                 I try to peer around the woman to see what they’re talking about. She pushes me hard against the wall. “Get out of here!” she yells. Kelly and Glensy run in as I hear the people down the hall moving farther away. The woman sees Kelly and Glensy coming in so she fires down the hall giving them cover. 
 
                 We hear a commotion in the hall and the return gunfire ceases. We all try to look down the hall. “It’s Lena,” Kelly says in bewilderment. A door slams shut as someone in the hall curses loudly. 
 
                 Glensy looks confused. “They brought her down here?” he asks Kelly.
 
                 For those of us that didn’t see what happened the leader quietly informs us, “She got away.” 
 
                 I get a peek and sure enough, there are two Rogues pounding on a door screaming at someone on the other side. “This is our chance,” he tells the other two. They open fire, blocking Kelly, Glensy, or me from taking a shot.
 
                 I hear people continuing to retreat down the hall.
 
                 “The lab’s not igniting,” one of them says.
 
                 “We can’t leave with it still standing,” another shouts. 
 
                 Finally the shooting ends. 
 
                 “We got a couple of them, at least,” the leader tells his squad. He looks over at us, the three new additions, and frowns. 
 
                 “We need the extra man power,” the other man tells him, also noticing our presence.               
 
                 “Not if they can’t follow orders,” the woman retorts. 
 
                 The squad leader looks down the hall, “They left through a door at the end; the one on the left with smoke coming out from under it.” 
 
                 He reloads his gun. “You three follow only if I call an “all clear”, got it?”
 
                 “Yup,” I say enthusiastically. This is my chance to save Jake and the rest of my family. I just hope we aren’t too late to help them.
 
   They proceed down the hall, checking the rooms they pass. I watch them work fast. Some of the doors are shut and locked. The woman is ahead of the men pausing at one that is closed. “What do we do with this one?” she asks gazing through the door’s tiny window. Her eyes get big and she forcibly tries to open the door to no avail. “She’s on the floor. I think she fainted.” She backs up as the men rush up.  They shoot the handle off of the door. The woman rushes in and emerges with a girl close to my age. 
 
                 “They have that girl,” I tell Glensy, who is right behind me. Kelly’s on the opposite side of the door and he pokes his head out to see. Lena is frantically telling them something. 
 
                 “Lena, you okay?” Kelly calls out, stepping partially in the doorway. 
 
                 The adults motion for us to join them, “All clear but keep an eye out.” 
 
                 Lena stops talking when Kelly gives her a quick hug. Is she his girlfriend? She turns from him easily making me think not. 
 
                 “They were going to shoot me,” she says. She looks down the hall where Ben and Dillon are cautiously jogging towards us coming from the opposite of the smoking door where the Rogues retreated through. Dillon keeps his gun on the door as he and Ben run past it.
 
                 “No dear, I think they wanted us to shoot you,” the woman tells her, as if that is some how better. 
 
                 Lena turns to look up at the woman talking to her with tears running down her flushed cheeks. “I heard them. The lab, that was as far as they were taking me then I was done for. Served my purpose. No choice, no choice but to make a break for it.” Lena whips her cheeks. She’s so worked up it is hard for me to follow what she’s saying. Kelly halfheartedly puts his arm around her shoulder to comfort her. 
 
                 “You did good,” the woman says, moving her gun to hang at her back. She grabs Lena from Kelly pulling her into a tight hug. “You did so good,” she says in Lena’s ear.
 
   The team leader, who’s talking to Dillon sees them hugging and his expression softens. He breaks away from the men to join the woman, placing his hand on her shoulder. They’re the couple that I saw leave in the van before ours at the teachers’ housing. She looks over to him not saying a word. 
 
                 Our walkies go off, “Smoke is getting worse, over.” 
 
                 Dillon picks up his walkie, “Coming with more help, over.”
 
                 We follow them down the hall. They fill us in on everything we missed. 
 
                 “They set stuff on fire after they got her out of her room from the prisoner hall,” Dillon says, looking at Lena. 
 
                 “Cells,” Lena corrects. 
 
                 We get to the end of the hall and take a right into a larger hallway.
 
                 “She’s in the best shape out of all of them,” he continues. 
 
                 I perk up. “Them?”  
 
                 “The other prisoners,” Dillon clarifies. 
 
                 A few of the doors are still open that Dillon and the others have checked. Glensy calls Kelly over to one of them. Kelly follows him inside. Lena goes to the door. “Too late, so too late,” she says standing at the entrance of the room.
 
                 “You knew he was here?” Glensy asks her.
 
                 Her voice is barely audible. “I knew the first night. He helped me…helped me keep a secret.”
 
                 “What do you mean?” Kelly asks moving away from the lifeless body laying in the corner of the room. Glensy kneels down by the body.
 
                 “My first night, he covered for me. I lied, oh I lied. They were going to find out, they already knew, but he covered for me anyways. Too late now…to late,” she tells them before walking away mumbling to herself. 
 
                 Lena’s behind me as I keep looking inside each room. She stays close enough that I can hear her rambling. “Howard good at the end. They take all the bad. Never, never enough, they want it all.”
 
                 I speed up trying to get away from her annoying nonsense. I pass room after room hoping I won’t find a body of someone I know. One of the cells isn’t open. It doesn’t have a window and there are no lights coming from under it. My shoes squeak to a stop in front of it. 
 
                 “Sshh!” Lena calls out to me, but it’s too late; behind the door screams ring out. They are loud, piercing screams. Lena runs up from behind me as Dillon rushes to me from the other direction. “Don’t open it!” She pleads. Dillon looks equally concerned coming down the hall. Whoever’s in the room is in a lot of pain. We should be helping them. How was this door missed? I put my hand on the doorknob. “What are you doing? They won’t stop if you go inside.” Lena covers her ears frantically backing away. 
 
                 “They need our help,” I tell her firmly.
 
                 “Please,” she begs. 
 
                 I turn the knob. Dillon grabs my wrist and yanks my hand away from it. “That room has cages lining the walls full of monkeys,” he says. 
 
                 Lena’s talking loudly to herself now. Kelly walks to her side, puts his hands on her shoulders, and directs her away from the noise. “I was locked in there,” she tells him, “Horrible, horrible.”
 
                 “I’m sure it was,” he tells her. 
 
                 The monkeys’ screams slowly fade. I look down the hall where everyone’s heading. Three of our people are down the hall opening doors. Two are using handguns to shoot open the locks. There’s another person past the others, wearing a uniform like Kelly and Glensy’s. He’s using a crow bar to try to pry doors open. 
 
                 It’s Jake! Try as he might the door won’t budge. “Jake!” I cry out. He looks down the hall. He’s shocked to see me and drops the crow bar. We run to each other. 
 
                 He isn’t smiling at me like I am as we near each other. He’s frowning. He pulls me into a bear hug. I’m squeezing him a lot harder. “You’re alive,” I whisper in his ear not wanting him to hear how close I am to crying. 
 
                 “I’m okay,” he reassures me. 
 
                 I pull back trying to talk, “I’m so sorry I didn’t stop them from taking you.” 
 
                 “What?” He looks at me bewildered. “You couldn’t have stopped them. Your dad…” He looks around me at the others. “You really shouldn’t be here.” 
 
                 “I had too come. Is he here, my dad? And your parents?” 
 
                 He drops his hands from my shoulders and goes back for the crow bar. “I don’t know.” He returns to the door he was trying to open. I push him away from it and use my gun to shoot it open. After I do my part, Jake flings the door open. 
 
                 “You’re free,” he tells the thirty-something-year-old man that has a silver streak in his hair. He doesn’t acknowledge Jake but he stands. After a moment, he walks carefully to the door.
 
                 I move to the next cell and find it empty. Jake’s talking to the man he released as I continue down the hall. I know Jake’s probably been through a lot but I wasn’t expecting him to see me and act almost… mad. 
 
                 Kelly and Glensy join me. “They could’ve had Howard down here the whole time. How long do you think they’ve been bringing students down here for early placement?” Kelly asks Glensy. 
 
                 “I don’t think I want to know,” he tells him. 
 
                 Lena grabs Kelly’s arm and directs him to the door across from the one I’m about to got to as she mutters nonsense about secrets in the files.
 
    I look in the next room’s door window. There’s a long metal table inside like you would have in a hospital. This one’s a little different with straps across it for ankles, legs, and wrists and a hinge in the middle of it so one-half of the table is dropped down making anyone strapped to it partially suspended in the air. That is precisely how the man on it is laying. 
 
                 It must be something used for torture because it looks like it’s extremely uncomfortable. The man doesn’t move when I bang on the door. He’s got to be dead. I stand at the door looking at the sad sight.
 
                 “Need help?” Kelly asks. He’s with Lena across the hall about to go through a room full of filing cabinets. 
 
                 “Help me, Kelly,” Lena insists. Glensy starts working on opening the door past mine.
 
                 “Nah, I got it,” I tell him. The door is, of course, locked when I try the handle. I shoot it open and walk in. The man begins to stir awkwardly on the table. He strains to look at what is happening at the door. When I see his face my heart drops. It’s my dad.
 
                 He isn’t the strong man I’ve always known that commands attention from any room he enters without a word. This is a shell of that man. His weight loss is the most noticeable difference. His eyes look to be bulging from his head. One eye is swollen and bruised. His cheeks are hollow. I try to figure out the color of his skin but I can’t find the words. I work fast snapping the table up to support his back. I release the straps restraining his ankles and legs. I place my hand in his and then I see the difference with our skin side by side. My skin, our skin, has a natural pink tint that even with a tan is still present, but his pink hue is gone.
 
                 “Dad, you’re safe now. I’m getting you out of here. We’re going home.” I pull him into a sitting position. He looks at me without looking at me. 
 
                 “We aren’t safe,” he mumbles. 
 
                 “Yes, you are. I just need to get you off this table,” I huff trying to swing his legs over the edge of the table. For boney legs they still have some surprising weight to them. “A little help would be great, Dad.” 
 
                 “I love you, sweetheart,” he says softly, scooting himself to the edge with my help.  
 
                 “I love you too, Dad.”
 
                 He drapes his arm over my shoulder and I help him slide off the edge of the table. When I wrap my hand around his wrist that he’s placed over my shoulder my heart sinks even more. His wrist is so tiny that my middle finger laps over my thumb. Against my better judgment I look at his wrist. It is more bone then anything else. I look away and start to walk forward when Dad’s knees give out. It catches me off guard and we both go down. 
 
   Suddenly, arms are under my dad lifting him back to his feet. Kelly picks him up with ease. Dad keeps repeating that he’s sorry. “There’s nothing to apologize for,” Kelly tells him. He puts Dad’s other arm around his shoulder. I take Dad’s wrist again when he puts his other arm around me not daring to look at it this time.
 
                 “Thanks for the help,” I tell Kelly. 
 
                 “No biggie.” He looks at my dad. “Sir,” he says, “you ready to get out of this hell-hole?” Dad almost smiles as he nods to Kelly.
 
                 Lena calls out from across the hall to Kelly, “I need your help!” 
 
                 “I’ve got my hands full. Find a trash bag or something.” 
 
                 When we get to where I can see out the door, Lena’s still in the room across from us. She has her hands full of paper files with papers dropping here and there. She tries to balance it in one hand while dumping out a trashcan with the other. Files start to drop. She gets mad, dropping the trashcan to save the files. She kicks the can in anger causing it to fly deeper into the room.
 
                 My grasp around Dad’s side slips some so I readjust. He groans in pain. “What’s wrong?” I ask loosing my hand on his side. We stop at the doorframe and Kelly leans Dad on it. Dad’s hand immediately goes to his side. 
 
                 “I’m so sorry, Taylor,” Dad starts repeating again. Kelly lightly feels Dad’s chest. Dad groans when Kelly pushes. 
 
                 “I think he’s got a broken rib.” 
 
                 “They know,” Dad continues rambling. 
 
                 “It’s okay, Dad. Calm down.” 
 
                 He looks over at me. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
                 “What is he talking about?” Kelly asks. 
 
                 “No clue. I don’t think he knows what’s going on.” 
 
                 “Given what he’s been through, I wouldn’t want to be lucid either,” he says, causing me to wonder what all they did to him. “He’s more with it than my friend,” Kelly says looking across the hall at Lena.
 
                 Lena now has a trash bag flung over her shoulder with papers stuffed inside. She makes her way out of the room, into the hall as Kelly begins carefully helping Dad and I. Glensy shouts from the next room, “Look out!” 
 
   Commotion breaks out from the part of the hall we haven’t checked out yet, followed by bullets flying in our direction. Kelly pushes Dad and I into the room. He looks out the door to Lena who’s dropped the bag in the hall to retreat inside the room but is turning around to retrieve it. 
 
                 “No!” he shouts. But she’s already in the open hallway trying to grab it. He runs out the room while shots whiz by. He grabs Lena by the waist diving into the room across from us.
 
                 I set Dad down and get my gun. “No, Taylor,” he pleads as I walk to the door. 
 
                 “I have to.” 
 
                 Glensy and Jake are returning fire along with others from the sound of it. There’s a second that the shooting stops on both sides. I risk it and look around the doorframe, down the hall. At the end of the hall Rogues have reemerged with more people joining them. The two people in the front have heavy looking shields that stand as tall as them. The shields drag the floor so when they are moved they slide harshly against the floor. That was the noise we heard when Glensy warned everyone.
 
                 One more woman walks out to join the small group of Rogues followed closely by a younger man. She glances down the hall as I stick my head out to get another look. 
 
                 Cassidy’s eyes lock with mine. She’s been caught. She no longer has on her vest and jacket like we’re wearing. She has a deep cut high on her forehead. She stops as soon as she sees me. The man behind her shoves her behind the shields. “No!” she yells as I lose sight of her behind the shields.
 
                 “They have one of ours!” I yell. 
 
   Someone on the Rogue side of the shields starts shooting immediately following my declaration. I return fire along with the others. I inch out to try to figure out where behind the shield Cassidy is being held. 
 
                 “Get back,” Kelly warns from his door. Lena, who doesn’t have a weapon, is behind him trying to look around him to see what’s happening down the hall. He notices and uses his elbow to push her back into the room.
 
                 “You fools. You don’t know what you’re doing,” Cassidy’s telling the Rogues holding her captive. They stop firing momentarily. I make a run for Glensy’s room that is closer to the shields. Someone’s running behind me. The Rogues are exiting through a door directly behind the shields. I suddenly see Cassidy from around the shield look at me. She throws her hand up as if to stop me. I keep running. I’m almost to Glensy’s room.
 
                 “Stop child! The bomb is about to…” She doesn’t get to finish as she’s dragged away. No sooner have I realized that she was warning me, the bomb goes off from behind the shields. Something hard hits my back and I’m thrown into the room with Glensy. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 My ears are ringing and I am covered with debris. I wipe my eyes but it does little to help my vision. I feel lost, looking around the room. I run my hand over my head, then each arm, my torso, and then my legs checking for injuries. 
 
                 “I’m okay,” I say out loud but I can’t hear myself. The ringing in my ears drowns all other noise out. I can make out Glensy’s figure through the dust in the room. He’s looking out the door, hollering something. The ringing in my ears fades into a muffled version of hearing. I rub my hands over my ears but it doesn’t help.
 
                  I hear him yell again. “Kelly!” 
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   K. Vanbulance
 
    
 
                 I wake up to find myself in the back of a vehicle. It’s hard to keep my eyes open. Someone’s saying, “They were setting up bombs the entire time we were firing at them.”  
 
                 I think back, trying to figure out how I got here. Running down the hall in the basement is the last thing I remember. Hearing a woman yell comes to mind but I can’t think of what she said. It could be a memory or a dream I’m not sure. I think about sitting up to better get my surroundings. When I move my arms to do so my right side sends sharp, searing pain throughout my body. I carefully lift my right arm to see what’s wrong. As soon as I see it wrapped heavily with bandages I set it down in hopes of easing the intensifying pain. By the window to my right is a fluid bag being held by a makeshift device swinging lightly. The line runs out of the bag, across my abdomen, and into an I.V. in my left forearm.
 
                 “He’s awake,” a female voice says close to my left. I look over to find Taylor sitting beside me. I remember her. Her father is laying on the other side of her. He’s in bad shape but she looks fairly up beat.
 
                 Hands reach over the back of the seat that’s above my head to check Taylor’s Dad. 
 
                 A deep male voice says, “He isn’t awake.”  
 
                 “Not him. I’m talking about Kelly,” Taylor says. The hands pop back over the seat and reappears above me. “Easy now,” Taylor tells me when I try to move away from the fingers on my neck. “He’s just going to check on you real quick.” The fingers are checking my pulse, I realize. A light flashes in my eyes. 
 
                 “What happened?” I ask the hands above my face. 
 
                 Taylor answers, “Rogues set a bomb off in the hall so that we couldn’t follow them—” 
 
                 “No,” Lena’s interrupts her from farther to the front of the van. “They didn’t want us to get to the archives.” 
 
                 Taylor is rolling her eyes. “You got all of their files,” she tells her. 
 
                 “That was just files on the people in that hall. There was a whole other treasure trove we didn’t get to.”
 
                 “Anyways,” Taylor says loudly, turning her attention back to me. She gets quiet and leans closer to me. “You pushed me into the room with Glensy right when the bombs went off.” 
 
                 Hands reappear inserting a syringe into my fluid line. “He won’t remember anything you’re telling him,” the deep voice tells Taylor. He pushes the end of the syringe releasing the clear liquid into my I.V. line. 
 
                 She continues talking to me nonetheless. “You saved me. You were still partially in the hall when it all happened. That’s how you got burned and cut up from the shrapnel.” She touches my left arm gently where small cuts cover it. “Thank you.” A dark cloud moves in my vision, separating Taylor and I. 
 
                 “You’re welcome,” I try to tell her but it comes out sounding like gibberish. 
 
                 Taylor looks over at her Dad. “I just hope Cassidy’s okay.”
 
                 “Cassidy Sipe?” The deep voice asks.
 
                 “Yeah, Rogues had her in the basement,” she tells him.
 
                 “No, they didn’t have her. She was with them.”
 
                 “You’re mistaken. I saw them pushing her around,” she says defensively.
 
                 “Prisoners don’t carry handguns, kid,” someone else in the van says.
 
                 Taylor quickly retorts, “She didn’t have anything.”
 
                 “I hope for her sake you’re right,” the deep voice tells her. “Seraphim don’t take kindly to traitors…”
 
                 My hearing fades to a peaceful silence. My eyes close as the pain and the world evaporates.
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   K. Going to church
 
    
 
                 “Can you hear me?” Someone gently squeezes my left hand. “Earth to Kelly. I told you not to give him so much.” 
 
                 “He needed it. He’ll come to. Give him a minute.” 
 
                 I’m groggy but I manage to raise my eyelids enough to show whoever’s talking that I’m awake. Lanton and one of the men that were with us in the basement are standing outside the back of the car. The van’s back door is open and Taylor’s father is being carried away in a stretcher. “I told you,” the man tells Lanton. 
 
                 Lanton’s relieved. “How are you holding up?” he asks me. 
 
                 I sit up, with his help. My right side still hurts but I’m full of pain medicine making it less intense. The I.V. is gone from my forearm. The bandages still cover my arm. 
 
                 “I’m alive,” I tell him as I attempt to flex my right hand. The discomfort increases but it isn’t unbearable. 
 
                 “Atta boy!” Lanton rejoices. 
 
                 “Can you stand?” The other man asks me. 
 
                 “We’re out of gurneys,” Lanton explains. 
 
                 “I think so.” 
 
                 They both help me out of the back of the van avoiding my right side. “Who are you?” I ask the guy next to Lanton. 
 
                 “I’m Rod. Do you not remember me?” 
 
                 “Yeah, you were part of the group that I followed into the basement. Teller was the medic that stayed with Boston, but I never caught your name.” 
 
                 “Ah, nice to officially meet you then,” he says before being called away by someone going to a car that just pulled into the parking lot. He’s a medic of some kind, like Teller. I look around but don’t see the others that were with us in the basement. There are groups of people scattered everywhere.
 
                 Our vehicle is one of many that are unloading people. We’re in the back parking lot of a church. A small cemetery is off to the side of the church grounds. My arm throbs lightly at my side. I can feel the right side of my face is also hurt. Lanton and I walk past an empty vehicle parked beside ours and I glance at my reflection. I’m shirtless with dried blood all over me. My arm and shoulder are completely covered with bandages where I got burned the most severe. My neck has some bandages on it but other than that my face only suffered cuts. 
 
                 Lanton catches me smiling at my reflection. “Why are you smiling?” 
 
                 “I lived through an explosion and I still look good.” 
 
                 “It was a small explosion. It stopped us from chasing after them, caving in the entrance to that wing, not much else,” he tells me, continuing to walk. He doesn’t see me roll my eyes. Lanton directs me to the church’s front door where other students are entering. “Come see me when you’re done. I want to talk.”
 
                 Inside the church there are two lines of students down the middle isle and one line on either side of the pews. I get in the closest line. There’s a stage three in front of me. He’s holding a very young stage one who is passed out drooling. It is running onto the stage three’s shoulder. As we move forward there are very few people talking besides the ones answering questions at the front.
 
                 I’m not paying attention when someone walking out from talking with the adults in the front stops beside me saying, “Hey, you made it out.”
 
                 I have to process who it is next to me. His face has been washing so it isn’t until I look down at his blood spattered uniform that I remember him. It’s the stage two that we ran into in the woods.
 
                 “Yeah, don’t ask me how. I thought you were dead too. Right after you ran into the field house more people went in and shots were fired soon after.”
 
                 The stage two was a broken young man when he ran into me in the woods now he shoves his hands in his dirty pants pockets. “They weren’t shooting at me. When I got inside I had to hide because there were other people from our school inside. I was never any good at hide and seek.” I wonder if he knows he’s speaking to the world’s worst hider. “They heard me run inside and were walking in my direction right as the guys you saw were coming in. Before I was found they began shooting at each other. The right people won so here I am. They saved my life.”
 
                 “I’m glad they did.”
 
                 He gives me a weak smile. “Me too. Well… I guess I’ll see ya.”
 
                 “Yeah, man. Take care,” I say. He continues out the church. I kick myself after he’s gone for not getting his name or telling him mine.
 
                 When it is finally my turn they ask my full name, date of birth, if I know of any living relatives, and ask me to sign the bottom of a long list of names if I’m wanting to talk to someone about what I experienced today. I answer everything but refuse the sign-up form. The last thing I want is to relive what happened today.
 
                 As I leave out the church I pause at the top of the steps descending to the parking lot. There are more cars in the parking lot. Rod’s still with the medical team helping the injured. He’s working on a lady, stitching her wound. Another woman looms over his shoulder watching his every move. The lady getting stitches winces. A thin line of blood runs down her arm with a few drops hitting the cement. 
 
                 The woman Rod is working on asks her friend, “Joni, are you okay?” Rod looks over his shoulder at her. She has turned pale in the blink of an eye. Rod digs quickly in his medical cart for something. 
 
                 “You got any ammonia tabs?” He asks the female medic next to him who’s checking her patient’s blood pressure. 
 
                 “All out,” she replies.
 
                 Rod looks back at the woman. Joni’s swaying a little. He drops what’s in his hand and grabs an empty syringe from his cart. He turns around to face her, uncaps the syringe, and jabs the short needle into her thigh. 
 
   Her glossy eyes suddenly come back to life. “Oww,” she say not aware that she just got stabbed with a needle until she sees it in his hand. Rod chunks the syringe in the red biohazard container below the cart. 
 
                 “You were about to pass out,” he explains.
 
                 “Can you do that?” she asks, rubbing her leg in bewilderment. She looks at her friend when Rod doesn’t respond. “Can he do that?” 
 
                 “He just did,” she tells her. Rod returns to stitching the wound. “Joni, will you see if there’s any water around? I’m really thirsty.” Joni nods obligingly and departs the medical side of the parking lot. She passes Lanton on her hunt for water.
 
                 Lanton is gathering a small group of Dynamar together. Each of them is holding handguns. They’re checking the clips and safeties. They walk to the only empty corner of the parking lot and stand there listening to Lanton. He stops talking when the cellphone he’s holding rings. He holds it to his ear all of two minutes before hanging up. He turns to the parking lot entrance.
 
                 Two vans pull in with no windows across the back similar to the others already in the parking lot. They park one behind the other, blocking Lanton and the others from view. The woman next to Rod from the medical team gets up at the arrival of the vans but Rod grabs her arm and whispers in her ear. She sits back down by her medical cart and calls the next person to get checked out. The drivers of the vans get out, still wearing their bulletproof vests. They rush around the vans where Lanton and the others are. 
 
                 Besides Rod occasionally looking over at the vans no one seems to notice them.               “Kelly. Over here!” Taylor calls out. I look around for her and catch sight of her head poking out from the around one of the medical vans. 
 
                 I meet her at the back of it. “What’s up?”  
 
                 “My dad wanted to talk to you before we go to the hospital.” She steps to the side of the van so that her dad, laying on a portable gurney in the back of the van, can see me.               “Hello there, young man,” he says. His eyes now have some resemblance of life in them as they meet mine. “I want to thank you for what you did for me and my daughter. You’re a brave young man.” 
 
                 “Anyone would have,” I tell him, feeling out of my comfort zone more so than I’ve ever felt before meeting a chick’s father. 
 
                 “And modest. Let me shake your hand.” He offers me his right hand. 
 
                 “I won’t be able to do that properly.” I lift my right hand for him to see the bandages then put my left hand in his right. He shakes is softly and then pulls me closer. His grasp tightens with a strength I wouldn’t expect given his poor health. He is careful not to touch any of my bandaged areas. 
 
                 “Did you know about any of this?” he asks with a quiet strength mirroring his grasp. Taylor seems just as taken aback. 
 
                 “Dad.” 
 
                 “Hush, let him answer.” 
 
                 I look from Taylor to her father. “I don’t understand.” 
 
                 “The school, the prisoners, Rogues…” 
 
                 “No, I,” I shake my head. Does he really think I’m part of any of this? My friend, the person I clicked with from day one was killed today. We were promised something better. If I had known about that school I would have taken Anne and anyone else wanting no part of it, and ran. “No, Sir,” I tell him solemnly. He doesn’t release my hand. He wants more. “I always felt there was something off, but I didn’t find out until today that that place was anything other than a school for Seraphim like me.” 
 
   He seems satisfied and drops his hand. “Taylor?” He looks at her, questioning. She’s staring at me as if she’s in a daze. 
 
   Behind me, coming from the newly arrived vans, a commotion catches my attention. I catch the glimpse of someone being dragged out the back of the last van as a girl pleads with someone. I can’t believe who it is. I break into a run. The pleas become a yell. 
 
   It’s Abby Heincliff and the person being dragged out of the van is her mother. 
 
   “Tell them you had nothing to do with this!” Abby screeches at Lia. 
 
   I hit D-mode without any effort. When I round the last van, Lia’s being held at gunpoint along with all the other captured faculty members. An elderly man is medically evaluating them. Lia receives one blow from me and she’s on the ground. People are shouting. I’m on top of her. She’s pinned with no chance of getting away this time. Abby’s screaming. This is the second time she’s yelled at me to stop attacking someone she loves. I keep punching. 
 
   Hands from all directions grab my shoulders and midsection. They manage to momentarily pull me back, giving Lia a chance to see her attacker. I fling myself at her when her eyes meet mine. The hands lose their grasp on me. Someone starts screaming nonsense. I feel pain in so many places but it’s only fuel to the fire raging inside me. She gets one arm between my fists and her face. I grab her arm and twist it behind her as I take a fistful of her hair in my other hand. I lift her head up about to slam it into the concrete when more hands grab me. 
 
   There are a lot more people around the vans now but I don’t care. I want her dead. The blood covering her face gives me no satisfaction if there’s still a pulse to push more blood out of her veins. People are yelling at me. Lanton’s telling me something but I can’t hear through the roaring inside my head. More people run up behind me. Abby’s begging is the first thing I can understand. 
 
   “Someone do something. He’s hurting her!” 
 
   “I’m going to kill her. Anne’s dead because of her!” I yell back, drowning her out. 
 
   “Kelly, calm down,” a soft voice says calmly. My inner roaring dies down but the pain remains. I try to charge for Lia again. Taylor steps in front of me. Another set of hands is added to the ones pulling on me. 
 
   “Look at me,” Taylor instructs. 
 
   I pull my eyes away from Lia. Lanton’s among the people that are holding me. 
 
   “You can’t do this,” he tells me. 
 
   Like hell I can’t. Looking up at Taylor the fight inside me dissipates. I can feel the dark burning that was just surrounding me wanting to return. I reach for it only to come up empty-handed. Maybe the numerous Tempero around are the reason for the sudden change but D-mode has never abandoned me like this. 
 
   Lia is being placed on a gurney. How does she get a gurney when they were out of gurneys for the victims? Taylor takes my good arm. All anger, pain, and sadness disappear with her closeness. Is she doing this? 
 
   “I got him,” she tells Lanton. He releases me and Taylor guides me away. Other captives are yelling now and Lanton’s team is forcing them to the ground, on their stomachs trying to restore order. Some are being thrown back in the vans. Taylor and I walk away from the chaos.
 
   “You shouldn’t have stopped me,” I tell her as we near the empty cemetery. She doesn’t accept or deny being the cause of my sudden mood change mid D-mode. Being away from everyone else and still feeling such disconnect from my anger has got to mean she has something to do with it. 
 
   “They need to question those people,” she says, “We can’t get answers from the dead.” 
 
   “You don’t know what she did.” 
 
   “She’ll get what she deserves. They all will,” she says matter-of-factly. 
 
   Lia hollers out in pain by the van. It’s sweet music to my ears. Taylor ignores it, walking further into the cemetery. I stop to see if someone else picked up where I left off but she’s still on the gurney. The old man has her arm and is pulling on it to pop it back in place.
 
   Taylor notices me watching. “You aren’t going back over there.” 
 
   “Are you going to stop me?” 
 
   She kneels in front of a headstone and traces the heart that’s printed on it with her finger. “Yup.” 
 
   “Even a fast Tempero wouldn’t be able to keep up with me.” 
 
   “Don’t be so sure about that. I’m not a Tempero.” She stands up and looks at my unbelieving expression. “Veritatis, pleased to meet you,” she says proudly.
 
   My right hand and arm are throbbing. I look down at it. There’s bright red blood bleeding through the bandages on my hand. 
 
   “You want to get that looked at?” she asks.
 
   I look back at the medical vans. More vans have left. I would have to walk past the ones that are loading Lia and the other captives up. 
 
   “I better not yet.” 
 
   “Good decision,” she says. She finds a small head stone further back. I follow her. It’s for a child.
 
   “Do you know what they’re doing with the dead?” I ask her. 
 
   “No. I don’t see them going back any time soon in case your people go back.” 
 
   “They aren’t my people,” I say harshly. 
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   Names are being called by a member of the medical staff, “Taylor, Taylor Jameson.” She doesn’t say a thing to me just sprints off to the lady calling her name. She points her to a van that’s being shut. It’s the one that her father is in. She stops them from closing the back door, climbs in, and shuts it behind herself.
 
   Lanton comes from the vans loading the captives looking mad. As he gets close his disposition completely changes. He proudly says, “Well, you broke her arm, disconnected it, broke her nose, and jaw by the looks of it.”
 
   “That’s a paper cut compared to what she deserves.” 
 
   “I don’t doubt that. That was a much more enjoyable fight than the last one I watched you in.”
 
   “What fight was that?” I ask.
 
   “The one where you hospitalized that kid that went to school with you.”
 
   I look at him in disbelief. He wasn’t there. He wasn’t even working at the school around that time, I don’t think. He’s watching me, waiting for me to put something together. I return his watchful gaze with confusion. Finally, with raised eyebrows he asks, “Who do you think lost the video evidence of the fight at the police station?”
 
   I had forgotten about that. There was a recording of the incident showing me whaling on that punk but I never saw it. The police confiscated it that night. It was missing from the evidence room before my attorney could view it. From the sound of it, losing the footage was my saving grace. I had been looking at possible jail time up until that point.
 
   “I didn’t know.”
 
   “That was the point,” he says, “You regretted hurting him. You knew it was wrong. You going to jail would have done nothing but break you grandmother’s heart and dampen your future.”
 
   The pain from my burn is dramatically increasing by the second. Lanton and I make our way to Rod. I give a wide berth walking around the one van of captives remaining in the parking lot. 
 
   Abby’s being walked to the van by a man holding the back of her arm. She swings her arm out of his grasp. When I pass her line of sight she scowls. Her hatred of me is evident.
 
   Thinking about all the energy I wasted on her makes me sick. I know she’s really going to loathe me if I get a chance at her mother again. I’m going to give Lia the same end she gave Anne if it’s the last thing I do. Abby climbs in the van. As I watch her I decide that I hate her too. If I can’t get to Lia than Abby Heincliff will have do. Lia took someone irreplaceable from me. I can do the same to her. 
 
   “I’m impressed you lasted this long,” Rod tells me when I show him my arm. He starts to unwrap it then thinks better of it. “I’m gonna send you to the hospital.” He stands up and waves Lanton over, who’s talking to those remaining that helped him check the captives out. Rod wraps me back up. 
 
   “I don’t think it’s that serious,” I tell him trying to act like it doesn’t hurt as bas as it does but I think I’m getting nauseated from it. 
 
   “Oh, it is,” he assures me.  
 
   “What’s up?” Lanton asks. 
 
   “Your kid needs to go to the hospital.” He tosses Lanton a set of keys. “Take the Impala.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Don’t look so down,” Lanton tells me on the way to the hospital. 
 
   “What can they do for me that Rod or the others couldn’t? Give me some pain medicine and I’ll be good.” 
 
   “Better to be safe than sorry,” he says. He opens the pocket on the chest of his jacket. “Here, I lifted these from Rod before we left.” He hands me two tiny white pills. I waste no time gulping them down. The discomfort from my burns have gotten so bad he could have offered me rabbit poop and I would have taken them if he’d told me it would help. I turn the radio on and stare out the window. 
 
   I can see Lanton occasionally looking over at me through the reflection in my window. “Your grandmother will be happy to see you,” he says cheerfully. 
 
   I look at him like he’s crazy. “Is this your weird way of telling me I’m dying?” 
 
   He looks very confused staring out the windshield. “What are you talking about?” 
 
   “Gran’s dead. She’s been dead.” 
 
   “What? Who told you that?” 
 
   “Lia,” I tell him. Immediately my blood starts to boil. That monster lied to me. Lia’s face when she told me about Gran was so genuine. The memorial service and everything, why go through all of that? “Are you sure that my grandmother is alive?” 
 
   He nods. “Her and I talk regularly.” 
 
   I roll my window down in hopes that the wind will distract the rush of disgust and anger that’s trying to envelop me. 
 
   “Once you left with Lia I got in contact with some Seraphim that were hearing rumors about Rogues and a school. I found out, not only was it true but that I had handed you over to them on a silver platter. I had your grandmother moved in the middle of the night as soon as I could.” 
 
   “You’re telling me you didn’t know where you were sending me?” 
 
   “I had no idea. I’ve been on my own for years. You and your grandmother were the first Seraphim in over eight years that I’ve had anything to do with and neither of you knew what you were.” 
 
   “Gran isn’t a Seraphim.”  
 
   “Evelyn is most definitely a Seraphim. She’s a Cachelerie that’s been unknowingly keeping herself and you out of sight all this time. If your grandmother wouldn’t have had a stroke while Lia was in town getting that girl—” 
 
   “Anne,” I interrupt. 
 
   “Anne,” he repeats. “Then I would have never told Lia about you.” 
 
   “If we were the only Seraphim that you’ve been around in nearly a decade how did you know she was getting Anne?” 
 
   “I ran into her during one of my night shifts. She was staying at the hotel that I was called to for a domestic dispute.” He looks over at me and I raise an eyebrow at the thought of such a coincidence. “I admit, in hind-sight, it should have been a red flag but when she saw me she acted just as surprised as I was to see her. She told me she was a recruiter for the new school they built in place of the old one. She told me how things were looking up for our youth and that they had managed to purge the bad blood that had nearly broken Aurora. She didn’t talk about Rogues or murders. It was as if it was all forgotten. She did tell me that the location of the school was kept private until parents and faculty could agree there was no longer a cause for secrecy.” 
 
   He looks over at me. My eyes are getting heavy. Whatever he gave me is working marvelously. “Why don’t you lay your seat down? I can wake you when we get there.” 
 
   I’m not in much pain as I use my right hand to press the button on the side of the seat to recline. The last thing I see as I lay back is the light from the setting sun flashing between the trees. I welcome the slumber as it takes me.
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