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      The end of period bell blared and I got swept up in the flood of students heading for sixth period. Most of them managed to keep their distance but a few made an effort to glare at me so I’d notice. I’d become the pariah of the sophomore class at Pierce McArthur High. I used to be normal and had lots of friends in middle school. Then, when puberty hit in freshman year, the outbursts started and my friends list dwindled to practically zero. Now, it seemed, I couldn’t go a day without someone around me bursting into song or writing love poems instead of doing science labs or algebra problems.

      It didn’t happen to everyone but the ones who got into trouble for it blamed me for making them act out, saying I encouraged them, which wasn’t true. I didn’t talk to people—just another perk of being the least-liked kid in school—but sometimes I noticed something about them, a spark of potential, and I gravitated toward them. It didn’t make any sense and every time it happened I felt a little more of my sanity slipping away; but it just kept happening. On top of my continuing spiral into the land of crazy, most of the teachers reveled in sending my sorry ass to detention for disrupting class for humming. It’s still a mystery to me why a habit I’ve had my entire life was suddenly a huge deal.

      A lump of fear in my throat choked me as I shuffled toward my afternoon classes. The knowledge that even if something happened in Classic American Literature Mr. McManus wouldn’t throw me out should have loosened the lump but it wasn’t his class that twisted my stomach into knots. Algebra with Ms. Eisner terrified me because it was notorious for outbursts. Ducking past the girls’ bathroom I was almost to my destination when half of the varsity football team spilled into the hallway from a nearby classroom and blocked my path. Squeezing through wasn’t an option so I tapped one of the guys on the shoulder. “Excuse me.”  I motioned to the open hallway beyond their tight huddle.

      Kevin Marcum, team captain, glared down at me. Our gazes met for a second and it happened. That spark ignited in his eyes and I couldn’t stop myself. A soft melody buzzed past my lips and I pressed my fingers to his beefy upper arm. His expression went blank, eyes glazed over and, instead of continuing to plot whatever prank they’d been discussing, he recited a rhyming couplet love poem about Anthony Allison, the team’s star wide receiver. Warmth prickled along every nerve ending in my body. It’s hard to explain but, for an instant, Kevin’s emotions—the piece of him that could fill the world with beautiful imagery—filled me up and happy tears pricked the back of my eyes. In the space between one breath and the next the happiness coursing through me turned to icy dread and settled in my stomach like a glacier. Reality came crashing back while the rest of the football team snickered at Kevin’s declaration and then all eyes turned to me.

      Not again!

      Kevin blinked twice and the zoned-out look disappeared, replaced by confusion as his teammates continued to snicker. A painful ringing filled my ears and black spots danced across my vision. I gasped for air as I back pedaled away before he realized what had happened and the rest of the team decided I would make a nice locker ornament. I barreled through the girls’ bathroom door and barricaded myself in the first empty stall I could find, crumpling into a heap atop the toilet seat. The tears that had only a second ago been happy turned bitter and ran down my cheeks. I didn’t bother trying to hold them back. Loud sobs echoed in the tiny stall around me.

      I can’t take this anymore.

      I was vaguely aware of other people coming and going but no one stopped to see if I was okay. I was losing my mind and no one noticed. All they ever saw was the weird girl who was always getting people into trouble. I didn’t ask for this. Couldn’t they understand that?

      My tear ducts ran dry a minute or two later and I scrubbed at my face to hide the evidence of my breakdown. Mr. McManus wouldn’t kick me out of class but he had rules to uphold about tardiness. So, taking a shaky breath, I gathered my bag from the floor and inched my way back into the hallway. Mercifully, the football team had moved on.

      With quick steps I took off down the hall, slinking into Mr. McManus’s classroom without acknowledging anyone around me. Hunching my shoulders, I slid down in my seat as low as possible to pretend I didn’t exist. If I didn’t exist then no one would see how close I was to really losing it. My invisibility lasted all of five seconds before Liam Sullivan-Gray entered the room. Liam was a transfer student this year and so he didn’t know the extent of my reputation. He settled in two desks over and, as he set his backpack down, he smiled in my direction. Wiping the sweat from my palms on my jeans, I turned back to the front of the room. To say I liked Liam a lot would be an understatement. He was my dream boyfriend; sweet, funny and he had the most adorable smile. I could spend forever running my hands through his tussled, sandy hair and getting lost in his beautiful green eyes. It didn’t hurt that he treated me like a human being. The bell rang. Mr. McManus stood up from his desk and dragged me out of my daydream. "Everybody, quiet down please. We're going to continue our work on To Kill a Mockingbird."

      I barely suppressed a groan along with half the class. It was not one of my favorite books, though it was marginally better than the lessons we spent on Lord of the Flies. I shivered at the memories of the nightmares plagued with decapitated pig heads on spikes chasing me through a forest. Mr. McManus was pretty cool for a teacher but he’d scarred me for life.

      "I want you to get into pairs and analyze Atticus's motives for defending Tom. Think about the way the characters are portrayed and the time period of the novel."

      I stayed put, ready for the ritual of being forced on a group when no one picked me. I jumped out of my skin when someone tapped me on the shoulder. Turning to see Liam standing there, well within my personal bubble, sent my heart beating an erratic rhythm against my ribs. Swallowing the golf-ball sized lump in my throat, I attempted to speak.  "Um..." What did he want? He couldn’t really want to work together on this.

      "You don't have a partner yet, do you?" His accent made my cheeks warm. It carried just a hint of England. Cute and foreign.

      I stared at him for a minute in silence before I shook my head. "No."

      "Can I work with you?"

      Pulse thrumming painfully in my neck, I swallowed again. "Okay."

      He dragged his desk over and sat down beside me, pulling out his book and a notebook.  I followed suit and stared at the handwritten instructions on the board. Turning just enough to look him in the face, I propped my chin in one hand. "So ... what do you think?"

      He tapped his pen against his chin a couple times and stared at the board. I tried—and failed—not to ogle his profile as he mulled over the question. “I think he did it because he wanted to be famous. I mean everyone in town knew it was this controversial case and what better way to get noticed than to be the one defending the guy everyone thinks is guilty?”

      I nodded mutely while he jotted down notes about what he’d just said in his neat handwriting. Liam set his pen down and turned back to me. “What about you? Why’d he do it?” For fear of coming off as lame, I said, “I think Atticus was a good guy and he genuinely believed Tom was innocent. Sure, it would be nice for him to get recognition in this big trial but he believed in the goodness of people so he wouldn’t be in it for the fame. He put up with all the people showing up at his house and threatening his family.”

      Liam put pen to paper again before looking back at me with a twinkle in his eyes. I couldn’t stop my lips from spreading into a goofy grin at the attention. He smiled back but ducked his head like he was embarrassed I’d caught him staring. I’d never had Liam all to myself like this before and the assignment soon lost my interest. We’d answered Mr. McManus’s question anyway. Liam closed his notebook and stuck the cap back on his pen. “Can I ask you something?”

      I tried to act cool even though every tiny hair on my arms and neck stood on end and my stomach sloshed with nerves. “Yeah. Of course.”

      Liam hesitated and then, “I was wondering if you’d want to study for finals with me. It’s just we’re in some of the same classes and sometimes stuff makes more sense with two people.”

      Hot tears—definitely the happy kind—stung the backs of my eyes. I tried to speak but once again words failed me. I turned away, took a deep breath and licked my lips. “I’d like that.”

      “Great. I’ll message you on Facebook tonight and we can set it up.”

      Mr. McManus waved his hands to get everyone’s attention. "Okay, everyone. We'll discuss your answers next class."

      I shoved my books back into my backpack and swung it over my shoulder. Liam scooted his desk back to its original spot and retrieved his own backpack. He waved. "See you in algebra."

      I waved back and I’m pretty sure I grinned like a maniac but who cared? Liam Sullivan-Gray had asked to work with me and wanted to be study partners. Maybe he’d even flirted a little. If that wasn’t a sign that we would be together one day, I didn’t know what was. The Kevin Marcum incident seemed a little less dire as I headed for the door.

      "Abbie, do you have a second?” Mr. McManus called.

      I pivoted to face him. "Yeah."

      "I just wanted to see how things were going. I know it's been a hard year for you."

      I shrugged one shoulder. "Okay, I guess."

      He smiled. "Don't let the kids get to you. Keep your head up and just be yourself.”

      "Okay. Thanks.” Shifting my bag to the other shoulder, I nodded at the clock above the door. “I should get going. I don't want to be late for class."

      While making the switch from English to algebra textbooks, my stomach tied itself into painful, nausea-inducing knots and I rested my forehead against my locker. Too bad skipping out on class wasn’t an option. I’d be in more trouble than usual. So, with reluctant steps, I passed the few stragglers in the hallway and slipped into the room just after the bell rang. Late again.

      Gripping my textbook close to my chest, I tried to make a beeline to the back of the classroom—my preferred spot because it was harder to make eye contact with everyone else—before Ms. Eisner finished taking attendance. She didn’t even look up from her roster. "I saw that, Miss Rollands."

      "Sorry, Ms. Eisner. I had—"

      "I don't need to hear your excuse of the day."

      The sound of snickering carried across the room and the tips of my ears warmed in embarrassment. I should have been used to the laughing by now but it still stung. Sinking lower into my seat, I waited for the lesson to start. I fished the day's homework from the middle of my book while Ms. Eisner stood up at the front of the room and lectured in her trademark dull monotone. Did she ever wonder if people acted out in her class because it was so damn boring? Not that math had to be the most exhilarating subject in the world but who wanted to learn algebra when the teacher made it sound like reciting the death toll of the Second World War?

      I doodled on the top of today’s homework out of boredom until the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I glanced to my right and met Liam’s gaze. His lips quirked into a half smile but he said nothing. The cynical part of me feared that what I’d interpreted as flirting was a prank encouraged by other students. But there wasn’t a mean bone in Liam’s body and he ignored the outbursts, which was impressive given how often I spent time in the principal’s office. I brushed a few stray pieces of hair out of my face and mouthed, “What?”

      Liam looked surprised that I’d called him out and turned away without acknowledging I’d said anything. I could handle the cold shoulders from the majority of the student body, even if it did reinforce my fear that I was going nuts, but being ogled by the boy who made me melt into a puddle of nonverbal goo and my heart beat like a drummer on crack in his very presence was unnerving. I turned back to my homework and rubbed my eraser over the doodle. Ms. Eisner continued to drone on at the front of the class and I started to tap my pencil against the desk. Peter Morgan—one of my many tormentors—turned in his seat. “Shh.” He didn’t have time to turn around before I caught the spark. The potential swirling deep inside him sang the siren call only I could hear. There was no stifling the tune coming from my lips and I couldn’t have stopped myself from touching his shoulder if I’d wanted to. Peter turned around and raised his hand in the air. "Ms. Eisner, I'll do the next problem."

      Ms. Eisner didn’t seem surprised by Peter’s sudden interest in demonstrating the proper way to factor polynomials. I knew that math problem wasn’t going to be solved the moment he walked up to the board and that knowledge turned my veins to ice even as his joy tried to fill me up from head to toe. Peter picked up the chalk and scrawled a sappy love poem about Shelley Kendall on the board. The classroom erupted in laughter. Peter’s face turned beet red and he hastily tried to erase his embarrassment. "She did it!" He pointed a quivering, chalk-covered finger in my direction.

      "I did not!"

      Peter inched closer to the first row of desks. "Liar! You told me to do it. I felt your hand on my shoulder. You're just a freak and an attention whore."

      "I told you I didn't even talk to you." I held my head high to meet his gaze.

      “She said she didn’t do anything to you so just leave her alone.” Liam rose out of his seat.

      My heart plummeted into my stomach. It was one thing to be study buddies or work on a class assignment but now he was defending me like Peter’s words hurt him as much as they did me. A couple of girls sitting two rows away gasped and covered their mouths with their hands. They hadn’t expected Liam’s sudden heroic outburst. Apparently, neither had Ms. Eisner, the teacher’s skin lost all color and her lips pressed into a thin line. I’d really messed up this time. Ms. Eisner's hand slid toward the panic button beside the chalkboard. This wasn't going to happen again. Ignoring the surprised looks, I grabbed my books and headed for the doorway. I paused long enough to hear Ms. Eisner speaking frantically with the secretary in the front office. "Yes, Abigail Rollands. I want her out of my classroom."

      I managed to storm out of view of the rest of the class before I slid down into a crouch around the corner, squeezing my eyes shut to ward off tears ready to fall. I hoped Liam didn’t get into trouble for coming to my defense. I rubbed at my eyes and looked around the hallway, suddenly struck by the fact that Mr. McManus’s classroom was right across the hall. How the hell had I missed that for the entire year? Thinking about Mr. McManus made me smile in spite of the trouble I was no doubt in. He was the best teacher I’d had since middle school. He made me feel less like a freak and he encouraged creativity. The seconds ticked by and I watched a boy about half a foot taller than me leave Mr. McManus’s room and head toward the boys’ bathroom. He didn’t even notice me wallowing in self-pity. Before the door swung shut I caught sight of the life-size poster of Athena—Greek Goddess of Wisdom—adorning the wall. I didn’t know much about Greek mythology beyond what I’d learned from that Disney movie about Hercules but I always felt connected to the authors of books when Mr. McManus talked about how they got their inspiration. My musings about Athena were cut short by a loud blare over the PA system.

      “Abigail Rollands, report to the principal’s office immediately.”
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      I watched Abbie disappear into the hallway, my mouth hanging open. Peter turned back to the board and hastily erased the poem. As he started for his seat, face still flushed, I realized I was standing. I hadn’t meant to leave my seat or speak out but I was just so tired of everyone blaming Abbie for things she couldn’t control. She hadn’t said anything to me last period but I could tell she’d been crying and it killed me that I couldn’t tell her I understood what she was going through. She’d think I was mental because, despite how often it happened, I was almost certain she had no idea why she could make things happen. But I did.

      Last year, instead of getting the sex talk when I hit puberty, my father sat me down for the God talk. According to him, being the son of the Greek God of the Underworld gave me certain powers of my own. Suddenly, I could see the auras of other Greek deities. I’d learned to tune out the faint aura around the people at school for the most part. At home, where my father didn’t care who saw or felt his power, it was far more difficult. I didn’t want to tune out Abbie, ever. Of course, I’d been too scared to tell her I’d fancied her since the start of the year.

      As if being the spawn of Hades himself wasn’t bad enough, I’d gotten stuck with a stepmother intent on psychoanalyzing me whenever possible. Apparently even now, Hades and Persephone ended up together and ruined people’s lives. Namely mine. Thanks to her, my mum divorced Dad when I was seven because she caught them having an affair. Mum moved back to England and I got stuck with them because Dad got sole custody.

      I sunk back into my seat and waited for Ms. Eisner to continue the lesson, a little of my anger burning off. She took a few minutes to compose herself before resuming her lecture. Instead of paying attention, my mind drifted to the first time I’d noticed Abbie’s ability. We’d been in world history in early October and Abbie had looked into a junior girl’s eyes—her name was Audrey—just for a second and then Abbie’s aura flared bright around her. She’d hummed a little tune and touched Audrey’s neck, prompting her to serenade the class about Ancient Egypt. The teacher hadn’t been amused by the interruption and both Audrey and Abbie had gotten detention. Being able to tell someone was part of the Greek pantheon was all well and good but it didn’t help much that it didn’t come with a handy field guide of who’s who. As best I could tell—solely based on watching her and the fact that everyone affected seemed inspired—Abbie was one of the nine Muses.

      Ms. Eisner stopped droning on long enough for everyone to hear Abbie being summoned to the principal’s office over the PA system. I gripped my pencil harder than necessary as Peter smiled and puffed his chest out, proud he hadn’t gotten into trouble this time. I hoped Abbie wouldn’t be in too much trouble over this. As soon as I got home I was going to make sure she was okay.
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      Waiting thirty seconds, I dragged myself to my feet and beat the familiar path to the central office. I walked in and took up residence in the chair to the right of the principal’s office. Any minute, the secretary would glance up for the ten seconds it took to nod that I could go in. It was a ritual we’d almost perfected. In the distance, the end of period bell blared.

      As usual, the secretary sitting at the front desk was bent over a computer and the administrative assistant was filling teacher mailboxes with newsletters. It was like I wasn’t even there. They were so used to me I got as much notice as a potted plant. Seen and then forgotten. I imagined what Principal Tannery would say once we were face to face, that I was always disrupting class, and I couldn’t control myself around other students. I hated that I couldn’t explain why I was drawn to people and I was so tired of being treated like the biggest liar on the face of the planet. But even more, I was tired of feeling so alone. If only everyone else could act like I wasn’t there. Then I wouldn’t have a chair in the office with my ass permanently imprinted on it. Just as I settled in for the wait, Mom burst through the door and her eyes immediately zeroed in on me. I couldn’t meet her gaze. Panic gripped me around the middle and cold sweat broke out on my neck and upper lip. Principal Tannery had called Mom before he even talked to me.

      I am in so much trouble.

      Mom didn’t need to say a word for me to know just how deep her anger ran. “Abigail, what did you do this time?”

      I didn’t have time to respond before the door beside me opened and the secretary nodded that we could go in. Trying to steady my breathing, I collected my books and headed in, Mom hot on my heels. Principal Tannery sat behind his desk and wore an expression of deep disappointment and annoyance at having his day interrupted. As if principals did anything overly important. I set my books on the floor and took the seat opposite him. Mom sat stiff-backed in the chair to my left.

      The principal stared at me with his intense gray eyes peering up from beneath his bushy eyebrows. “Do you know why you’re here, Miss Rollands?”

      “I did something wrong … again.”

      “What happened this time?” Mom fussed with the keys in her purse—one of her tells, telegraphing how angry she was under the surface.

      The words began pouring out of my mouth before I could stop them. "Everything was fine until algebra. Then things just … happened.”

      “What kind of things?”

      I studied the tall shelves of books on child rearing and education around me. “I got to class late and Mrs. Eisner yelled at me. But it wasn’t—”

      The keys stopped jangling. “Why were you late?”

      “Mr. McManus needed to talk to me.” I waived away her concern about my tardiness. “Anyway, it doesn’t even matter. We were going over the homework and Peter Morgan told me to be quiet. I wasn’t even doing anything and then … I just touched him for a second. Then he got up to do one of the problems on the board.” I stopped talking before I spilled about my mini staring contest with Liam. They didn’t need to know about Liam. I rubbed my nose. “When Peter got up to the board, he wrote this poem about a girl in class, Shelley, instead of doing the problem. He looked so embarrassed.”

      Mom let out an exasperated breath. “And how did you get into trouble?”

      Principal Tannery remained silent as I bit my lower lip. “I guess I was humming. Peter accused me of making him write the poem but I didn’t even talk to him. I kind of yelled at him. I guess that’s why I got kicked out of class.”

      Mom barely stifled a groan. “We’ve talked about the humming, Abbie.”

      I tried not to let either of them know the scrutiny made me nervous. Weakness would only earn me further punishment. So I pressed my back into the hard wood of the chair and pressed my lips together. An uncomfortable silence fell between us while Mr. Tannery flipped through the rather voluminous pages of my school record. I’d lost track of just how often I’d been here, having this conversation.

      “We have a problem, Abigail.” He leaned forward with his eyebrows still pinched together and propped his chin on his steepled fingers.

      I stayed silent. Nothing I said would make the situation any better and I wasn’t sure I would be able to form a coherent sentence with the principal leaning over me like that and Mom ready to explode beside me. The knots from earlier returned in full force and I bit the inside of my lip to keep from puking.

      “You’ve been in my office eight times in the last three months for disrupting class, at least two dozen times in the whole school year. Why do you think that is?”

      I looked at the floor and then the bookshelf. Anywhere but Principal Tannery’s face. “I don’t mean to bother people. I wish I could explain what happens but I can’t. I know the teachers think it’s because I hum but that never mattered before. Did Ms. Eisner ever think people did things in her class because she’s so boring?” I finally met his gaze. “But you won’t believe me. You never do.” My voice got louder. “I’m just the troublemaker.” I hadn’t meant to start yelling.

      Mr. Tannery sat back in his chair, the leather squeaking against his suit jacket as he gaped at me. Apparently my slight outburst had caught him off guard. His brows still hadn’t separated and I honestly wondered if they were stuck like that. A quick sideways glance revealed that Mom’s cheeks had lost all color.

      “I’ve looked at your school record and things didn’t start happening until last year. What happened then?”

      Heat flared in my chest and sound fell away, replaced by a painful ringing. Acid scorched my throat so I couldn’t breathe. My hands curled into claws on the arms of the chair in an effort to keep from shaking in anger. He could talk to me about the outbursts until hell froze over but my parents’ divorce was off limits. “Abigail, I want an answer.”

      And I wanted him to shut the hell up. Taking a deep breath and swallowing past the acid, I answered through gritted teeth. “My parents divorced. And, no, that’s not the reason things keep happening so don’t bring it up.”

      Mr. Tannery’s brows finally dislodged themselves and flew up to his hairline. He coughed and turned his attention to the file sitting on his desk. He made a show of flipping through the pages before looking at Mom.

      “Ms. Rollands, I’m sorry to ask you to come in the middle of the day but I’m afraid detention isn’t going to solve the issue this time.”

      An involuntary shudder danced down my spine. Even before the principal said anything else, I knew I’d really done it this time. Mom’s gaze bored into the side of my head in silent disapproval.

      “I’m going to have to suspend Abbie for three days. This is the eighth time in three months she’s been in my office for disrupting class. And she seems to be having some anger management issues that need to be addressed. Normally it would be a full week but since we are so close to the end of school, I’m going to be lenient.”

      Lenient, my ass. Still, I hadn’t expected suspension. I knew kids got suspended for fighting or vandalizing the lockers or other school property but not for disrupting class. The room was silent save Mom’s little grunts of breath, which signaled she was really angry but couldn’t find words to express herself. After a few seconds of annoyed sounds and swallowing, she looked at me. “Go wait outside.”

      I wanted to say something, anything to apologize, but it wouldn’t help my cause. I was persona non grata right now and maybe for the rest of high school. Until my eighteenth birthday for sure. So I let the adults talk, leaving the door ajar so I could eavesdrop on whatever Mom didn’t want me to hear. Instead of sitting down in the chair, I hovered by the door. The receptionist gave me a stern look—hey, I was an actual person now—but I refused to move. Even with the door ajar, it was hard to hear the conversation. Still, one word stood out that was far worse than suspension. Psychologist.

      Were they talking about the resident guy in the guidance office? Despite my track record, I’d never been referred to him. I’d heard stories from other students about how he made people read fortunes with phrases like “be your best” and “respect yourself” on them. How that actually helped with their problems, I couldn’t tell you.

      Mom and Dad had tried to get me to see someone after their divorce, when the outbursts started happening at school. Well, Mom had been the proponent and, since Dad disagreed, I had remained free from additional adult prodding.

      The door opened and I darted to a chair, trying to act like I’d been butt-in-chair the whole time and hadn’t overheard their conversation about the psychologist. Shaking her head, Mom gripped the car keys in a white-knuckled fist. “Let’s go.”

      Following Mom to my locker and then out into the cool afternoon breeze, I stayed quiet. I wasn’t stupid. I knew she was on the verge of exploding as we got into the car and she pulled out of the parking lot. She would do her tongue lashing in private.

      Neither of us had spoken a word since we left school. I was more than a little afraid of what Mom might say given the fury clouding her features. Desperate to break the silence, I tried the apology route. "Mom... I'm really sorry."

      Mom stayed silent, eyes fixed on the road ahead. Finally, as the car pulled off the highway onto the maze of streets leading home, I caught her gaze in the rearview mirror.  Mom looked away first. "You shouldn’t have yelled at the principal."

      I gripped the side of my seat. “He shouldn’t have asked me about the divorce. I told him to back off. I shouldn’t have to talk about things that make me uncomfortable. Especially with him.”

      “I think maybe you should talk to someone about it. You’ve been acting out ever since your dad and I split up. I know it’s been hard on you—”

      “You don’t know.” Anger turned the taste in my mouth sour. “You just came home one day and told me Dad was moving out. No real explanation. I wasn’t a kid anymore, Mom. You could have told me the truth.”

      “People just drift apart sometimes.”

      I shook my head. “Then you should have said that. And it’s not like you’re friendly with each other. You still shout at each other whenever you’re in the same room.”

      “Abigail, that’s not fair.”

      “Why not?  It’s true. You fight more now than you did when you were together.” I turned to look out the window, hoping some of my anger would dissipate. My emotions were damn roller coaster today and it was exhausting. I inhaled a slow breath and let it out through my mouth. Turning back around, I caught Mom looking at me in the rearview mirror again. Light flashed in her pupils and I wanted to believe it was a trick of the sunlight reflecting off the glass but it wasn’t. I started to hum a more complex melody than with my classmates. Without being able to control it, my left hand drifted until it brushed against Mom’s leg.

      "We aren’t done discussing this." Mom’s knuckles whitened as she gripped the steering wheel but she opened her mouth and a soft song issued forth. Warmth seeped into every pore of my body and I sighed. The feeling didn’t last nearly long enough to dispel the fury and fear before Mom’s body jerked and her hands relaxed on the wheel. “Abigail, stop it."

      "I didn’t mean to.”

      Minutes later, Mom took the last left onto our street and pulled into our driveway. I undid my seatbelt and darted from the car before she cut the ignition. She was right behind me.

      "Abigail, do not walk away from me."

      I stopped in the front hall. Hiding in my room wouldn’t solve anything so I tossed my backpack on the floor and waited for Mom’s scolding. She said nothing at first. The silence that fell was so palpable I felt it crushing my lungs. I fought to breathe. I still didn’t understand why today had earned me a suspension when the outburst was no different than any of the others.

      Mom walked into the kitchen and rubbed at her temples. "You really worry me, Abbie.”

      I shrunk back at her words. "I don't mean to get people into trouble. I try to just avoid everyone but things still keep happening. And I’ve been saying that the whole damn year and no one believes me. You’re my mom. You’re supposed to be on my side."

      "Don’t swear.”

      “Sorry.”

      Mom raked her hands through her hair. “You have to stop humming. It’s a distraction to other people and it’s getting them and you into trouble. I thought you’d be old enough to realize that you can’t always do what you want.”

      I didn’t argue. It was pointless. I knew I couldn’t stop humming and that wasn’t the answer Mom wanted to hear. "How long am I grounded for this time?"

      "Two weeks. No phone, internet or TV."

      Great. Worst two weeks of my life. "I’m still seeing Dad this weekend."

      There was no way Mom would refuse to let me go. She didn’t want to be back in court for failing to abide by the visitation schedule. Dad wasn’t above threatening legal action to spend time with me.

      "You better tell him you're grounded."

      "Fine. Whatever. Can I go now?"

      Mom nodded but followed me down the hall to my room. Before I could make a move toward my computer to see if Liam had sent me a message on Facebook, she yanked the Ethernet cable from the port and disabled the Wi-Fi. So much for that route. As stealthily as I could, I fished my phone out of the bottom of my bag. I’d just turned it on when Mom swiped it from me.

      “I’ll call you when dinner is ready. You use your computer for homework only. Is that understood?”

      What did I need to do homework for? I wasn’t going to school until sometime next week. But I nodded mutely and watched her stalk off down the hall. For a fleeting moment I considered trying to find the Wi-Fi password but that hope died just as quickly as it had come. Mom would notice and I’d be in more trouble than I was already. In the privacy of my room, I flung myself onto my bed and let a fresh batch of tears dampen my cheeks, soaking into the pillowcase. How had all of this gotten so screwed up?

      Just as I dried my eyes for what felt like the millionth time that day, I heard Mom’s voice in the hallway. "Dave, we have to talk."

      I crept to the doorway and peered out, homework forgotten. Despite the impending blowout, I knew Dad would be in my corner.

      "Abbie got sent to the principal's office again."

      Mom went quiet as Dad said something on the other end. Then, "It was the eighth time in the last three months, Dave." Mom paced in a tight circle, tugging at loose strands of hair. "She got suspended for three days. And, honestly, I can’t blame the principal. It’s getting out of hand."

      Her voice grew fainter and I strained to hear what was being said but only caught snatches of frustrated phrases. Finally, Mom turned back toward my room and I ducked out of view and eased my bedroom door almost completely closed.

      "You don't see it because you're hardly with her." Mom spun around so her back faced me. "Don't you ‘Cathy’ me. This is not about us, Dave. It’s about our daughter."

      Peering out through the crack in the doorway, I caught Mom rubbing the back of her neck. Another telltale sign of stress. "The principal suggested counseling. He gave me the name of someone he knows." She moved a few paces down the hallway and, by the look on her face, I knew Dad had said something to set her off. Her jaw clenched and her forehead crinkled. "Yes, a shrink. I think we should try it. Letting her do what she wants obviously isn't fixing the problem. And I don’t want to hear that she doesn’t get into trouble in every class. There is a problem that isn’t being addressed and it needs to be."

      Heat crawled up my neck and burned the tips of my ears. The battle was winding down and not in my favor. Before I knew it, I’d be in some stranger’s office talking about how things made me feel or staring at inkblot pictures. Images and snippets of late night crime shows flashing through my brain only increased the dread settling in my gut. A tiny sliver of doubt poked its way into my consciousness. Maybe yelling at Principal Tannery today had been the root of a problem I’d been avoiding. Not only had I never talked about why the divorce made me so angry, I hadn’t confided in anyone about how isolated I felt since the outbursts started. No one really knew how truly alone and insane I felt. Mom’s voice pulled me back to reality. "I’ve already made the appointment for Tuesday at one o’clock with Dr. Phillips."

      It was really happening. No avoiding it now.
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      Eager to get home and check on Abbie, I weaved between upperclassmen, all heading for the front of the building and to freedom. Before long I broke from the pack toward Mr. McManus’s classroom to avoid the mass exodus. Halfway down the hall I stopped short, spying Ms. Eisner with a wicked smile on her face talking to Mr. McManus. Louder than necessary, she said, “I just heard that Ms. Rollands will be out until Wednesday serving a much needed suspension, though, if you ask me, I think the principal was too lenient only giving her three days.”

      Shit, this was serious. I wanted to wipe the smug look of glee off Ms. Eisner’s face. At least Mr. McManus appeared upset by the news. His cheeks paled and he kept his gaze focused on a point over Ms. Eisner’s right shoulder. Heat spread down to the pit of my stomach and roiled in anger. Abbie didn’t deserve to be talked about like that, especially by a teacher. Tamping down on my emotions, I shouldered by. If they knew I’d heard part of their conversation, neither teacher acted like it.

      Twenty minutes later, I coasted to a stop in the driveway and slid my bike up beside the garage. Punching in the alarm code, the garage door opened on aged hinges and I ducked inside. I headed straight for my room, tossed my bag on the floor and booted up my computer. The Doctor Who background flickered to life and I launched a browser, ready to send Abbie a message. The floor creaked behind me and I spun to see the hazy outline of a figure looming in the doorway. “God, Dad.  Don’t do that.”

      Did I mention my father can become invisible when he feels like it?

      He became completely visible, casting a long shadow across the threshold into my room. “What are you doing?” He stood at just over six feet with dark brown hair and every feature on his face looked to be carved from stone.

      I resembled my mother with a pale complexion and sandy hair. The only feature that clearly linked me and my father was the color of our eyes. ”Just checking email. What are you even doing home now?”

      “I had lunch with your mother this afternoon so I was in the area. And since when is it not allowed for a father to be home to greet his son?”

      He knew it bothered me that he referred to my stepmother that way but I did my best not to show it. I turned back toward my computer, hoping he’d take the hint and leave me alone. I held my breath until he finally left. Waiting an extra thirty seconds just to be safe, I logged on to Facebook and found Abbie on the chat list. It showed she was offline. Not surprising. She was probably grounded. I know I would be if I’d been suspended for any length of time. Still, a friendly message might brighten her day if she managed to get online.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Hi Abbie. I just wanted make sure you were okay.

      I stared at the line of text, debating whether to add more, but it said all I needed to say, or felt safe saying right now. I couldn’t just come out and tell her what I suspected about her. Not if I wanted to keep being friends. A part of me wanted to be more than friends and I wanted to believe Abbie felt the same way. Our conversation today in Mr. McManus’s class was so easy and comfortable, as though we’d known each other for years instead of a few months.

      Three hours later, I dutifully took my place at the dinner table and sat through grace. Despite our not being a religious family, my father liked the ritual and formality of it.

      My stepmother looked at me over her wine glass. “How was your day at school?”

      I refused to make eye contact. “Fine.”

      “Just fine?  Nothing exciting happened?”

      “Nope.”

      She let her silverware clatter loudly so I’d look up. Catching my eye, she fixed me with her shrink look, trying to coax more than monosyllabic phrases from me. My father sat across the table with his lips pressed into a tight line. Even without saying a word, his narrowed gaze told me I’d better contribute more to the conversation and so I relented. “No. Just regular classes. We’re still discussing To Kill a Mockingbird in English. We’ll be starting to prepare for finals next week.”

      “Did I tell you that was a favorite of mine when I was your age?” she asked.

      I shoved green beans into my mouth and mumbled, “Only about five million times.”

      Silverware clanked as my father set down his knife and fork with more force than was necessary. “What was that?”

      “I said yes she has. On a number of occasions.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      I dug my fingernails into the flesh of my palm to keep from letting out a few choice monosyllabic words that would definitely put me on my father’s shit list.

      My father’s attention turned to my stepmother. “How was your day, Priscilla?”

      “Oh, fine.  I’ll be seeing a new patient on Tuesday.  Her situation sounds rather dire.” She looked at me. “I think she may be a classmate of yours. An Abigail Rollands.”

      Cold sweat broke out on my neck. Principal Tannery had sent Abbie to my stepmother. I swallowed but the sudden dryness didn’t go away. “We have a few classes together. She’s nice to me.”

      “It sounds like she’s quite the troublemaker. Always interrupting class.”

      Heat and dizziness clawed its way up my arms and my stomach soured. She was fishing for information and I would not give in. “She’s not. People are just stupid and blame her when they act weird. It’s completely unfair.”

      She flashed a cocky smile and took a sip of wine. “Well, I’m sure I can help her.”

      Before I realized it I was halfway out of my seat. “She doesn’t need help. She needs people to stop being assholes every time she walks into a room.”

      “Language,” my father snapped.

      I ignored his chiding. “Besides, aren’t you not supposed to talk about your patients? Confidentiality or something?”

      She smirked in my direction but didn’t give a response. Maybe it had been the reaction she was hoping for. Without saying anything substantive, I’d still shown her that Abbie was someone I had a strong opinion about. The conversation turned to my father’s day and I tuned it out. At this point my contribution was no longer required. Based on my stepmother’s expression, I guessed she wanted me to spill whatever I had on Abbie before their first session so she could be all impressive. Well, the miserable witch could forget it. Even if I didn’t have feelings for Abbie, I’d never rat her out. I prayed that all of this would blow over and Abbie would be back in school next week.

      With dinner finished, I headed to the kitchen to wash the dishes. My father and stepmother retired to the living room, wine glasses still in hand. The running water muffled the beginning of their conversation but Abbie’s name drew my attention. I inched into the dining room to eavesdrop. My father was out of view but I could still see my stepmother’s side profile. “I haven’t even met the girl yet, Hayden. Give me some time.”

      My father leaned in until his nose was barely an inch from her face. “Work quickly. What we’re dealing with is extremely time sensitive and our partner is anxious for progress to be made.”

      She shrunk back at his words and her gaze dropped until it was even with his chin. “I know that. I’m doing all I can.”

      “I doubt that.” My father let out a dismissive huff and stormed away.

      Her cheeks were ashen and even from this vantage point I could see beads of sweat prickling along her upper lip. While my father had a temper, it rarely came out at home and only on rare occasions in my presence. She was no push-over but lately she seemed less confident whenever my father was around. She sniffled twice and then smoothed her blouse. Hoping she hadn’t noticed my snooping, I hurried back to the sink and started to wipe a plate clean. She walked in and cleared her throat. “Can we talk?”

      Trying to act like I hadn’t overheard their conversation, I glanced at her and shrugged one shoulder. “What do you want?”

      Despite the calm composure of her face, my stepmother’s hands trembled. “I wanted to talk to you about that girl in your class, Abigail.”

      “No one calls her that.” I bit my lip, regretting the slip as soon as it happened. “And you’re not supposed to talk about your patients.”

      She didn’t seem to register my first comment. “It sounds like she doesn’t have many friends. At least that’s what I’ve gathered from speaking to her mother. I was wondering if you knew why.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I only met her this year.”

      “I am trying to help her, Liam. I’m sure you understand that.” Her hands stopped trembling and she inched closer. “And I think we both know there is more to her than one sees at first glance.”

      Could she know the truth? The possibility made a sick sort of sense. It would explain why my father seemed interested in Abbie. Drying my hands on a dish rag, I shut off the water and started for the hallway, hoping to put distance between us. “No. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She took two strides closer and grabbed me by my upper arms. She pressed her lips to my ear. “I know what special little gift you’ve inherited from your father. And I think it would be smarter for you to deal with me on this issue rather than him. He can be so … explosive.” All of the fear and insecurity had vanished, replaced by an air of confidence.

      My stepmother’s hands tightened around my arms like vices and her nails dug into the meaty part of my biceps. A hazy yellow aura tinged with fiery red flared up around her, blinding me. Even now my father’s power made itself known. I tried not to wince as pain sparked outward toward my elbows. No doubt I’d bear the marks on my skin for days. “Get off me. I haven’t seen anything. She’s just a normal girl.”

      She released her grip and glared. “I’m going to find the truth. You can’t protect her for long.”

      “Watch me, bitch,” I muttered under my breath as she disappeared back toward the den. Red splotches from the pressure highlighted the deep indents of her nails. At least now part of the overheard conversation made more sense. But who was this other partner?

      It seemed luck was on my side. My stepmother disappeared into their bedroom around seven o’clock and my father announced he had some last minute work to do and left the house. If I was going to find anything out about their plans, now was the time. I headed for my father’s home office at the end of the hall on the second floor. The room was nothing special. Generic watercolor prints of cabins hidden amidst tall trees hung on two of the walls opposite one another. He only used the place on weekends. The room had been off limits when I was younger but now I had free reign.

      Silly as it sounded, I half expected the room to contain a permanent near-invisible layer of my father’s power, marking it as Hades’ domain, but there was no trace of his presence. A simple cherry desk occupied the dead center of the room. An accompanying chair in faded red leather faced the door, as if the occupant had gotten up in a hurry. A two-drawer filing cabinet sat to the left of the desk with a laser printer perched atop it. A check of the top drawer revealed folders meticulously labeled in my father’s handwriting for bills and other expenses. He was nothing if not organized. None of the files suggested any nefarious plan in the works that involved Abbie. So I turned to the second drawer. “Come on, give me something.”

      The center drawer of the desk revealed a stack of unused Post-it notes and an unnecessarily large collection of ballpoint pens. A cursory look through the one side cabinet turned up extra reams of printer paper. Nothing obvious that would point to my father or stepmother’s sudden interest in Abbie.

      For a fleeting moment I grasped at the hope that I’d been wrong and they knew nothing about Abbie’s real identity. It was all just a coincidence. Unease squeezed my heart, dispelling any notion that their plans weren’t connected to Abbie. Goose bumps prickled along my arms and on the back of my neck. I couldn’t give up searching just yet so I settled into the worn seat and hit the power button on the computer. It whirred to life and the home screen filled the monitor. Thankfully, my father kept his password taped to the underside of the keyboard. Entering it, I now had complete access to his personal electronic files. Before I could snoop further, creaking floorboards made me jump. My heart hammered momentarily in my chest. I vacated the chair and checked the driveway from one of the hallway windows. My father’s car was still gone and their bedroom door was firmly shut. Paranoia was starting to take hold.

      Retreating back to the computer, I opened the its main directory. Much like the filing cabinet, the directory was organized with folders and subfolders. Unfortunately, clicking through every folder proved just as fruitless as the paper copy search. My father wasn’t stupid enough to leave any potentially incriminating files on a hard drive. I rubbed my forehead in frustration, on the verge of giving up when a message bubble popped up in the lower right corner of the screen, showing a new email message had been received. “Of course!”

      I ignored the new message—some spam magazine offer—and scrolled further down until two-thirds of the way down when a bizarre subject line jumped out at me: ‘Project Planetary Alignment’. Double clicking it opened a chain of three messages with someone named Rhys Holden. The name sounded familiar but I couldn’t place it. I clicked the very first message in the exchange from Mr. Holden.

      April 2 at 10:14am: Hayden, I was pleased to receive your voicemail message. It has been too long, old friend. I trust this project of yours can be done quickly and quietly. I understand that, given the nature of this endeavor, we need to be sure that we are done by the alignment. There are certain other parties whose involvement would severely hamper our efforts. Please advise how we should go about safeguarding this project. Also, per Shona only Eut., Cal. and Pol., are still unaccounted for. Suggested A. Rollands, E. Kemp and R. Bianchi for assistance.

      I zeroed in on Abbie’s last name. They couldn’t be talking about her. How would they even know her name? And why could she help them with this project?

      My father’s response was dated April 3 at 7:01am: I have made sure that there will be no interference from outside parties. This time we will not fail. I believe that our third partner has begun gathering the necessary components to move the plan forward.

      Holden’s last reply came at 7:33am: I am glad to hear that things are moving along. Please let me know what I can do to assist before we meet for lunch.

      Rubbing my chin, I sat back and stared at the screen. While the context of this mystery project eluded me, I had to assume it was important. Rereading the brief back-and-forth, I was at a loss for what any of it had to do with a planetary alignment. Besides, my father wasn’t even interested in astronomy. Printing out the exchange for later study, I cleared the printer history and logged off so my father wouldn’t know I’d found anything. I even returned the chair to its original position. After a look around the room to make sure everything appeared untouched, I headed back to my room clutching the printouts close to my chest. I stowed the emails in the front of my backpack and turned on my own computer. I could do a little searching before my father returned. Maybe figuring out what the deal was with this planetary alignment would give me a better sense of the timetable they were working with. Plugging ‘planetary alignment’ into Google generated over 900,000 hits in under thirty seconds. Information overload.

      Backspacing, the search bar provided helpful suggestions like adding the year. It couldn’t hurt so I scrolled through a few of the sections and hit enter. Over 11 million hits this time. This was clearly not the best plan of action. Just as I was about to completely clear out the search bar and take a shot at looking up Mr. Holden, Skype chimed with an incoming call. The video connected and filled the screen with the living room wall in Mum’s flat. Her head moved into view and she smiled back at me from 3,000 miles away. It was well after midnight on her end.

      I waved. “Hey, Mum.”

      “Hi, love. I hope I haven’t caught you at a bad time.”

      I smiled wide, happy for the distraction. “No, it’s great.”

      “How’s school been? Still making good grades?”

      “Yeah. School’s okay. End of classes is in a couple weeks. Don’t really have plans for summer holiday.” I settled farther back in the chair so my face was squarely in view. “Maybe I could come stay with you for a while. It’s been ages since we actually saw each other properly.” It was funny how my accent and British slang slipped out whenever we talked.

      She rubbed the side of her neck and her gaze darted to the left. “You’ll have to ask your father first.”

      “I know.” I fought off a frown. “So how are things with you?”

      “Oh, all right. Nothing too exciting. Been popping around the shops. Went over to Cardiff for a little trip.”

      The possibility that Mum had witnessed some live Doctor Who action made me giddy. “Did you see any filming?”

      She laughed. “No. Sadly I did not.”

      “Bummer.” I stretched my arms over my head and a thought hit me. Maybe Mum knew something about Mr. Holden. “Mum, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “I was wondering if you know anything about a guy named Rhys Holden. Might be a friend of Dad’s.”

      Mum’s face disappeared from the video screen and it sounded like she was searching for something to drink because I could just make out the sound of her clearing her throat. She finally appeared back on the screen. Even in the distorted light from the video connection I could tell she’d gone pale.  “He is an old friend of your father’s. I can’t say I was ever fond of the man. I didn’t know they were still in contact. Has he been over to the house?”

      I shook my head. “Not that I know of. Why? Should he not come over?”

      She laughed a high, shrill sound. I cringed and shrunk back despite the distance separating us. Mum took several short breaths and her face regained a little color. “I … he’s a very powerful man. I just don’t want you getting the wrong idea.”

      “And what idea’s that, Mum?” Mr. Holden had to be like my father and stepmother. I couldn’t exactly say that to Mum because my father had told me to keep my post-puberty ability a secret and on this subject I wasn’t stupid enough to disobey him.

      “I’m just not his biggest fan, that’s all. It’s complicated and not something you should worry about. But if he does come round, be polite. And don’t embarrass your father.”

      I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay. I won’t do anything if he shows up. I promise.”

      “Good.” She paused and looked off camera. “Listen, love, I’ve got to run. We’ll talk again soon, all right? And we’ll see about spending part of the holiday together.”

      “Love you, Mum. Bye.”

      The connection went black and I closed the program. Figuring out Mr. Holden’s godly identity seemed a logical next step. It might help put the pieces of this bizarre puzzle together. Unfortunately, my understanding of the Olympian hierarchy extended as far as knowing my father wasn’t ever going to buddy-buddy with Zeus or Poseidon. So that was two fewer options I needed to consider. The more I thought about it the more certain I became that this had to do with Abbie being a Muse. Somehow, I had to warn her.
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      At five o’clock on Saturday evening, I waited by the front door, overnight bag on the floor by my feet. The clock in the living room rang out five chimes and, as the last echo faded, a car horn honked.

      "Remember, you're still grounded," Mom called from the kitchen.

      That’s what she thinks. "I know.” Opening the door, I raced down the driveway to Dad’s car.

      "Hi Honey. How are you doing?" He gave me a sideways hug as soon as I closed the passenger side door.

      "Hi, Dad. I’m okay. Mom probably already told you I’m grounded."

      He nodded. "We’ll talk about that later. How about we order something for dinner? What do you feel like?"

      “I don’t know. We could grab some Chinese. I could use some good fortunes.”

      “Chinese it is.”

      Settling into the passenger seat, Dad made the short drive to our usual stop-off for Chinese takeout. He didn’t even ask what I wanted once we were inside, our routine was that practiced. I rested my elbows on the counter while we waited for our order to come up. Faint sounds of waterfalls and wind chimes filtered through the sound system as customers sat at the booths that lined the far wall.

      “So … anything fun you want to do this weekend?” Dad tapped the edge of his credit card on the counter while we waited to pay.

      I laughed. Fun and grounded didn’t usually go together. “Not really. Mom would flip if she knew I went online or anything.”

      “Well, that’s how your mother is.”

      “She’d probably be pissed if she knew you didn’t really care about me being grounded.”

      “Honey, I do care and I think I may have to enforce the no internet. Abbie, we can’t ignore that you got suspended.”

      I spun so my back was to the register. “But Dad, I won’t go on for long. I just have one thing to check on Facebook. Please, it’s super important.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “How important?”

      Life altering but I couldn’t tell him the truth about Liam. Not yet. So I lied, again. “It’s for a school project.”

      “We’ll see when we get home.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      He paid for dinner and we headed on our way toward his apartment.  He eased the car to a stop at a red light. “I was thinking maybe we could watch some movies tonight and just relax.”

      “Sure. That sounds fun.”

      Finally at Dad’s place, I tossed my bag in the spare room while he got plates and reusable chopsticks. We settled side by side on the couch and flipped through the On Demand movie listings, finally settling on Abraham Lincoln: Vampire Hunter. I’d wanted to read the book last summer but Mom vetoed the choice, saying it was too violent. If I lived with Dad full time, he wouldn’t have cared what I read. He’d think it was great that I was busy with a book instead of hooked up to a computer.

      The opening credits rolled and I dumped some fried rice onto my plate. “Mom would kill us both if she knew we were watching this. I mean it’s rated R.”

      Dad took the container of rice and passed over some General Gao’s Chicken. “That’s why you aren’t watching it alone. Besides, you’re old enough to handle a little gory stuff.”

      “And sex.” I smirked.

      He shook his head and a hint of pink colored his cheeks. “Don’t remind me. Sometimes I can’t stand you growing up.” He took a bite of chicken and looked glanced sideways at me. “So … your mom told me you’re seeing a psychologist this week.”

      Taking longer than necessary to chew my mouthful of rice, I tried to formulate an answer. Mom had broken the news shortly before Dad picked me up. The topic shift dampened the father-daughter bonding mood. Finally, I said, “She just told me.”

      Dad hit pause on the movie. “I know you don’t like the idea but it might be a good thing to have someone who isn’t me or your mom to confide in. Please, give it a chance.”

      I gave him the side-eye. “Did Mom put you up to that?”

      He shook his head. “Your mom and I have our differences but we both want what’s best for you. And right now it sounds like talking to an outside observer is the best thing. Honey, you don’t have any friends anymore. You’re isolating yourself and, honestly, it scares me.”

      The chopsticks fell from my fingers. I’d never heard my dad admit he was scared of anything. I opened my mouth, on the verge of admitting I was scared too, but stopped myself. I should have been able to confide in him that every time something happened I worried I’d never speak to anyone ever again but it was my drama to carry around. Not his. “I know I’ve been distant from people but a lot of the people I used to be friends with aren’t in the same classes anymore and if they still wanted to be my friend, they could make an effort.”

      He pushed the plates out of the way and pulled me into a tight bear hug. I let myself melt against his chest and soak up the fact that, even if I couldn’t say anything, Dad would always be there for me. We stayed that way for a while longer. Finally, he leaned back and planted a kiss on the top of my head. “Promise me you will give this a try, okay? Not for me or your mom. For yourself.”

      “Promise.”

      He nodded and quirked a half smile that made only one set of crow’s feet around his eyes crinkle. “Ready for the movie?”

      “Absolutely.”

      I missed being able to just hang out with Dad whenever I wanted. Our time together was never enough. The movie turned out to be pretty terrible, even if it did have a few funny moments. The credits rolled a little before 10:30. Feigning a yawn even though I wasn’t really tired, I hoped Dad would go to bed early so I could sneak onto his computer unnoticed. I cleaned off my plate, stuck it in the dishwasher and headed for my room. Dad kissed my forehead like he had when I was little. “Night.” He pulled the door shut behind him.

      Climbing beneath the covers, I closed my eyes and waited for the sounds of the apartment to settle. I tracked the noises of water running in the kitchen and the clink of dishes reverberated as if Dad and I were standing side by side. The clock face on the night table glowed faintly as eleven o’clock came and went.

      Taking a chance, I eased my bedroom door open. Dad’s bedroom door was closed but I pressed my ear to the wood, hoping for snoring. Nothing. Swallowing my nerves, I tiptoed to the living room area and opened Dad’s laptop. The screen flickered to life and presented the login button. For a split second failure taunted me but the welcome screen appeared and faded to the desktop. Thank God for no password.

      Wasting no time, I logged on to Facebook. I had a waiting message and when I clicked it, one line from Liam popped up in the messenger. He wanted to make sure I was okay. My heart beat a little faster and my palms began to sweat when I spotted the little green circle by his name indicating he was online. I bit back an excited squeal as I sent off a message.

      Abbie Rollands: Uh, hey Liam, are you there?

      All of my attention zeroed in on the chat window. My fingers were now damp with sweat and my nerves wound tight. I wished I could take back the world’s lamest first words ever. Of course he was there if it said he was online. My focus was so intense I fell out of the chair at the backfire of a car exhaust out on the street. Settling back in the chair, I nearly fell out again.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Hey! I didn’t think you would be online.

      He had actually responded. Drying my hands on my pajama shorts, I typed a response.

      Abbie Rollands: I wasn’t expecting you to be on either, actually.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Not much to do really. I heard you got suspended.

      I groaned. Did everyone at school know?

      Abbie Rollands: You did?

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Yeah. I overheard Ms. Eisner and Mr. McManus talking about it after school. You didn’t deserve that.

      His support brought a smile to my face.

      Abbie Rollands: Thanks. I guess Principal Tannery just got tired of seeing me all the time.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: But you’ll be back soon, right?

      Abbie Rollands: Wednesday I guess. If I survive that long. My mom took away my computer and phone. It is so unfair.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Bet she doesn’t know you’re on now then.

      Abbie Rollands: Nope. Dad doesn’t either. I waited for him to go to sleep. I’m with him for the weekend.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Didn’t know your parents were split up.

      Abbie Rollands: Last year. Mom said they just drifted apart. Whatever that means. What about you?

      The message registered as being seen at 11:09pm and stayed there for a solid ninety seconds before it said he was typing again.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: My mum and dad split about seven years ago. Mum went back to England and Dad remarried. More typing and then: Let’s talk about something else. Parents are depressing.

      I chuckled at the fact that I was actually talking to my dream boyfriend and we actually had something in common.

      Abbie Rollands: Thanks for working with me in English the other day. You didn’t have to. And you totally didn’t have to offer to study for finals with me.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I like working with you. You’re smart. People would notice that if they stopped acting like such dicks all the time.

      Abbie Rollands: You didn’t get in trouble with Ms. Eisner did you?

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Nah. She didn’t even notice I said anything. Sometimes I think people forget I’m there.

      I doubted anyone could ignore or forget Liam. Flexing my fingers, I sent off another response. Abbie Rollands: I wish I had that ability. Then maybe people would stop blaming me for stuff. I swear I don’t tell them to do or say anything.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I know you don’t.

      How could he know that I didn’t actually tell people to do the things they did? He wasn’t there all the time. Another message from him cut off that line of thought.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I miss you being there. At least when stuff happens, it makes class less boring.

      This time the chuckle developed into a full-on giggle.

      Abbie Rollands: Seriously?

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Yeah. Besides, I think you’re cool.

      Satisfying warmth settled in my belly at his compliment.

      Abbie Rollands: Thanks.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: So how long did you get grounded for?

      Abbie Rollands: Two weeks. So even when I’m back in school, I don’t know how often I can get on and chat. Or text.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: We can have lunch. And hang out over the summer. Have you seen Doctor Who?

      Abbie Rollands: Um … no.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: You know what it is, right?

      I snorted. Abbie Rollands: I don’t live under a rock. The guy who plays him … the guy with the glasses is kind of cute. You know; the guy who was in the Harry Potter movie.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: David Tennant. He’s brilliant and my favorite Doctor, actually. They’ve had two other blokes since him, though. We are definitely hanging out and having a marathon. You’re gonna love it.

      Abbie Rollands: I’d like that. Hey, do you think you could do me a favor?

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Anything.

      Abbie Rollands: Could I borrow your notes when I get back?

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Sure. I was thinking it was something actually important.

      Abbie Rollands: Like what?

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Like rescuing you from grounded-land.

      Abbie Rollands: I don’t think my mom would like that.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I mean it, though. Don’t take this as creepy but I want to get to know you more.

      Abbie Rollands: I’d like that too. You probably think I’m a complete dork for saying that.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: If you’re a dork then so am I. And I wouldn’t want to be one with anybody else.

      A tiny yip of glee escaped and I jumped from the chair and danced a jig. Liam had all but confirmed he had feelings for me too. And he wanted to eat lunch and hang out all summer. I had an almost-boyfriend. As the quiet of the room settled around me, I felt the sudden urge to broach the subject of seeing a psychologist.

      Abbie Rollands: So, um, I know this is out of nowhere but my mom is making me see a psychologist. I think Principal Tannery made it a condition of my suspension or something. I have no idea what to expect. Please don’t tell anyone.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I won’t. Promise.

      Abbie Rollands: Have you ever talked to one before?

      It showed he was typing for a solid minute.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: My father tried when I was younger. I went once and then never again.

      Abbie Rollands: My first appointment is on Tuesday. What am I supposed to say to her?

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: My advice is just tell her what you’re comfortable telling her.

      I leaned back in the chair and stared at the screen. It was entirely possible Liam’s experience with a shrink had been terrible and he was biased. But something in the back of my brain said he was on to something. Still, a small part of me wanted to stop feeling like an outcast.

      Abbie Rolland: Yeah. But maybe I should actually try to talk to her though. What if my parents are right and I just need someone not involved in my life to listen? It may not seem like it but sometimes I just feel … alone.

      I hadn’t meant to admit that to Liam. Things had been going so well and now I’d probably scared him off. His message appeared on the screen.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I’m sorry you feel that way. I don’t know if it helps at all but you can always talk to me. I don’t want you to feel alone. It’s hard to explain but I think I get where you’re coming from. Just be careful what you talk about. Sometimes it is safer to keep private things private.

      Abbie Rollands: I’ll remember that.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Just be careful is all I’m saying.

      Abbie Rollands: Can I ask you something?

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Anything.

      Abbie Rollands: We’ve worked together a couple times now. How come you don’t ever do weird stuff when you’re around me?

      His response came faster than I expected.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I don’t know. I just don’t feel the need to act out and be an ass. Hey, can I ask you something?

      Abbie Rollands: Okay.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: This is going to sound totally weird but do you ever notice if people do anything or say something specific before stuff happens in class?

      A flash of panic ran through my body, making me uncomfortably warm. How could he possibly know about the spark? Trying to push the panic down, I lied.

      Abbie Rollands: Not really. Why?

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Never mind. I just thought maybe you might have noticed something is all.

      Abbie Rollands: My mom says I hum and that’s what gets me in trouble. Which I guess is true, even if I’ve hummed my entire life and it was never a disruption before.

      Something about the direction of the conversation sent up red flags in my brain. I hadn’t mentioned the spark to anyone before and Liam had never indicated he had noticed anything like it. So why was he asking about it now? His next message popped onto the screen.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Hey, I should go. If you can get online again after your appointment, let me know how it went. And remember; only tell her what you’re comfortable with.

      Abbie Rollands: I will. Bye.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Have a good night, Abbie.

      His little green circle disappeared and I closed down the chat. What had started out as a pretty normal conversation had taken a turn for the strange. I wanted to believe that Liam cared about me and that his questions were just his way of making sure I knew I had a friend. Trying the best I could to shake off the unease, I snuck back to bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday morning came far too soon. I’d tried not to obsess over Liam’s bizarre warning but it filled my dreams. I forced breakfast down and followed Mom out to the car. By the time we were on the road, a solid mass had settled in my stomach and it hurt to breathe. Ten minutes later, Mom pulled into the parking lot of a big, brick building and cut the engine, setting my nerves alight with anxiety and anticipation. I followed her inside. "Where are we going?"

      Mom started up the first flight of stairs. "The fourth floor."

      "Mom, I don't feel good. I think I’m going to be sick.” It wasn’t entirely a lie.

      She shook her head. "You're just nervous. You'll be fine. Stop stalling."

      The climb to the fourth floor took an eternity. Each landing was eerily quiet, showing dimly lit hallways through firmly closed glass doors. Goose bumps broke out over my arms as the deserted hallways loomed in front of me. Every step sapped my energy a little more until I had to pull myself up the last few stairs by the bannister.

      Mom stopped walking. "We're here."

      Another long hallway stretched out in front of us. I scanned the name placards as we passed. Mostly doctors of one variety or another were on this floor. We stopped at the second to last door on the right. It read Dr. Priscilla Phillips, Child Psychologist.

      Mom pushed the door open and let me go first into the small waiting area with half a dozen chairs lining two of the walls. The reception desk took up most of the remaining space, complete with a young woman typing fast on a computer.

      I hung back as Mom approached the desk. "Excuse me."

      The receptionist didn’t look away from the screen. "Can I help you?"

      I craned my neck to see what was so fascinating but Mom blocked the view. "We have an appointment for Abbie Rollands."

      The woman’s right hand moved to double-click the mouse.  She nodded to herself and pointed her free hand at the chairs along the wall. "You can have a seat."

      I settled in a hard plastic chair in the corner, Mom to my right, and stared around the empty room. The only sound came from the click clack of the receptionist typing away. For a doctor’s office it was a pretty drab place, not even outdated magazines to keep visitors occupied before appointments and I’m pretty sure the air conditioning was set on full blast because goose bumps had multiplied on my arms since we’d come in. The place was just creepy.

      Finally, the woman swiveled out of her chair and disappeared down a short hallway. Half a minute later, she returned and fixed me with a big, sugary smile. "Dr. Phillips is ready for you. Please follow me."

      I willed myself to stand and follow after her. Mom stood too but the receptionist held out a clipboard piled with paperwork. “You’ll need to fill this out.”

      Mom took it but didn’t sit back down. “I was under the impression I’d be sitting in on the session.”

      While having her in the room wouldn’t make me open up, a small part of me would have felt safer not being alone with the doctor. The receptionist continued to smile big. “Is your daughter over the age of thirteen?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Dr. Phillips sees patients over age thirteen alone. I’m sure she’ll bring you in if she needs you for anything.” She turned her grin back to me. “Come on.”

      I glanced over my shoulder but it was no use. I was stuck seeing the doctor alone.  Mom sat back down and uncapped the pen attached to the clipboard. The receptionist led me down a short hallway and stopped at a room on the right. Instead of going in, I stared at the door at the very end of the hall. Despite it being ajar, I couldn’t see through the darkness and a shiver danced up my spine. I tamped down the uneasy feeling clutching at my heart and nearly ran into someone coming out of the room to my right. A tall man—at least six feet—emerged. “Excuse me, Miss.” He sidestepped me and for the briefest of moments our eyes met. There was no spark there begging me to set it ablaze, only piercing emeralds that threatened violence. Still, there was something familiar about them. I didn’t have time to put a name to the familiarity because the man strode away and the receptionist shoved me into the office. “In here.”

      I stumbled into the room and the door clicked shut behind me. Trapped. The garish red and orange upholstery left me temporarily blind. I blinked through the retinal assault and saw a woman sitting behind a large desk with a nameplate that read Dr. Phillips. She smiled and stood up. “You must be Abigail.”

      “Everybody calls me Abbie.” It slipped out on instinct before I could stop it. No one but Mom called me Abigail and she reserved that particular torture for when she was really pissed off.

      “Well then, it’s very nice to meet you, Abbie. My name is Dr. Phillips.”

      She offered me one of the chairs and I settled on the edge of one of the orange ones. I waited—I wasn’t sure what for—while she pulled out a notepad and dark red pen. So far this wasn’t going at all how I’d imagined. No big couches or inkblots. But it was not normal to have so much florescent furniture. The chance meeting with the mystery man still tried to distract me from the conversation at hand.

      “So, can you tell me why you’re here?” Dr. Phillips leaned on the desk.

      I couldn’t tell the truth—that Mom and the principal made me come—so I lied. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, from what your mother told me it sounds like you’ve been having some trouble in school.”

      I crossed my arms defensively over my chest. “I got suspended. But it wasn’t even my fault.”

      “What happened?”

      I was tired of talking about it but her posture with pen poised to scribble notes communicated clearly that I wasn’t getting out of it.

      I blew out a breath. Better to get it over with as fast as possible. “I was in math class and this boy, Peter, went up to the board and instead of doing the problem he was assigned, he wrote a poem about a girl he liked. Everyone laughed but they blamed me. I got in trouble because he claimed I made him do it.”

      “I see.” She made some notations.

      Trying to read her upside-down scrawl proved fruitless. She was too far away to get a good look.

      She looked up, pen hovering above the paper. “Does this happen often?”

      I shrugged. “I guess so.”

      “In every class?”

      “Mostly. The teachers all hate me as much as the kids. Well, not Mr. McManus but everyone else probably did a dance of victory when I got suspended.”

      “How long has this been happening?”

      I turned away and picked at a cuticle. “I guess it started near the end of last year. Maybe a little earlier.”

      She nodded. “Can you tell me what happens?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “Try.”

      Liam’s chat message flashed before my eyes. I sighed. “I sometimes see this like … spark in some people and I just have to be near them and then they act out. I wish I knew what made me do it.” I stopped short of admitting how much I wanted it to stop or how deep my emotional scars ran from all the times it happened.

      “That’s all right. I believe you.”

      I let out a snort. “Yeah, right.”

      She nodded. “Has it ever happened to this boy before?”

      I tried to think; had Peter ever acted out before? “Probably. I can’t remember. I don’t exactly keep track.”

      “Are there any students that it doesn’t affect?” Dr. Phillips waited for a response, her gaze boring into my brain.

      Liam came to mind but there was no way I was bringing him up. “Well, like I said it isn’t everyone. I can’t tell if someone is going to trigger it or not.”

      Dr. Phillips jotted something down on her notepad and looked up. “Does it happen in some classes more than others?”

      I shifted my weight in the chair. The interrogation grew tiresome. “Algebra a lot. And sometimes in science and history.”

      “Would you say there’s one class where it happens the least?”

      “American lit. I mean it happens sometimes but Mr. McManus—that’s my teacher—acts like it’s just people being creative. He encourages that.”

      “You sound like you enjoy his class.”

      I smiled without meaning to. “He treats me like a person. Not a disruption like everyone else.”

      “Is there a consistent reason you are getting in trouble?”

      ”My mom says it’s because I hum. But I’ve always hummed and it’s never bothered people before.”

      “Do you hum a lot?”

      “Yeah. It keeps me calm and helps me concentrate.”

      “Do you think maybe you hum as a way to get attention?”

      Pressing my shoulders back into the chair, I sat straight and tried not to snap at her. “No. Why would I want more attention? I’m practically drowning in it. I don’t need more.”

      She held her hands up, palms out. “It was just a question.”

      Her line of questioning was now bordering on anger-inducing. I was not an attention whore. I hated being in the spotlight.

      Dr. Phillips looked ready to ask another question; a soft knock on the door stopped her. “Come in.”

      I craned my neck to see who was interrupting us. Mom stood in the doorway, car keys visible. “Honey, I have a work emergency. I’ve called your dad to take you home when you’re finished.”

      Alarm bells blared in my brain. She can’t leave me here with this stranger. “Can’t they handle it without you?” It came out as a whine.

      She frowned. “I’m sorry but they can’t.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s just twenty more minutes. You’ll be fine.”

      If that was all the time left, she should have been able to stay. But I wasn’t winning this argument. She gave a quick wave before backing out of the room and shutting the door. I remained facing away from the doctor for a few more seconds before finally facing her. She flipped the page over on her notepad and leaned forward. “I know we’ve been talking a lot about school and the things that happen there. But I get the feeling there are other things that you might benefit from talking about.”

      I leaned back and I felt my brow knit together. “Like what?”

      “Well, I notice your mom came with you today but your dad didn’t. Is there a reason why?”

      My back went rigid. Why couldn’t people leave well enough alone about the damn divorce? “They divorced.”

      “I see. When did they split up?”

      Pressing my lips together in a firm line, I heeded Liam’s words and kept quiet. Just because she asked didn’t mean I had to answer.

      Dr. Phillips’s smile turned down at the edges. “I can see that this topic makes you uncomfortable. And that wasn’t my intention. I only ask because it seems that the two might be related.” She wasn’t going to give up on this.

      There was no way I could outlast the woman with silence and the way she sat forward in her chair, it almost seemed like she wanted to unburden me. To carry some of the anger of what happened. To free me of some of my loneliness. I blinked back tears. “They split last year. I don’t even know why. My mom came home one day and said that Dad was moving out. No explanation or anything. They didn’t even ask who I wanted to live with. Somehow she got custody and I only get to see my dad on weekends and holidays.”

      “Did you try talking to your parents about what happened?”

      I snorted. “No. Besides, they fight more now than when they were together, which makes no sense at all. They don’t have to see each other, but they just argue constantly.”

      “Well, I’m very sorry that they can’t seem to get along, even for you.”

      I failed to keep a bitter laugh from escaping. “You have no idea. I don’t really think they agreed on this.”

      She didn’t react to my statement. She just made her notes and looked up again.  “I am glad you were able to open up a little to me about your parents, Abbie. It’s not good to keep all that anger bottled up inside.”

      I shrugged one shoulder in response. It didn’t matter what I said about Mom and Dad. This woman wasn’t a miracle worker and Mom and Dad getting along wouldn’t stop kids from acting out around me.

      Dr. Phillips tapped her pen on the edge of the notepad. “I’d like to change topics if that’s all right with you.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “I’d like to discuss your school situation some more. You said that you hum. Why?”

      “It helps me concentrate.”

      “Did you ever think it might be distracting to other people?”

      “I guess so. I don’t mean to do it. Sometimes I don’t even notice it’s happening until I’m getting kicked out of class.”

      “Abbie, I’m sensing some other emotions here. Is there anyone your own age you’ve talked to about this?”

      I bit down hard on my tongue until I tasted blood. “Not really. I mean guess there might be one person I could tell but we haven’t known each other long. Just a couple months. But they actually aren’t horrible to me.”

      “Well, I suppose one friend is a good start. You have to have people you can trust.”

      I tugged at a loose thread on the hem of my shirt, not eager to contribute more to the conversation. All this talk of friends made me wonder why Liam had only recently expressed an interest in being friends. The confusion surrounding why he’d asked about the spark—even if he didn’t know that’s what he was asking about—gnawed at my gut.

      “Abbie, did you hear me?”

      I blinked and returned my attention to the shrink across the desk. “Uh, what?”

      The doctor’s face creased with worry lines in her forehead. “I asked if there is a specific song you hum to help you focus or keep you calm.”

      "No. I think it’s just a tune in my head.” I thought for a moment about the tune that eased my nerves. “I’m pretty sure it’s always the same though.”

      "Could you hum it for me?"

      Hesitation kept me from answering. This didn’t make any sense. Why would knowing the song I hummed make a damn bit of difference if I continued to get in trouble, if I couldn’t control the impulse to set that spark ablaze? Dr. Phillips stood, rounded the desk and perched in front of me. I had no choice but to give a demonstration. "I guess."

      I caught her eye and waited, hoping for the first time that I caught the spark. There was something there, buried deep and I latched on to it. I focused as hard as I could and began to hum, my fingertips brushing against her knee. The spell took hold for a brief instant and Dr. Phillips smiled. Her shoulder, which had been carrying tension I hadn’t noticed, dropped as a weight lifted. The doctor moved out of reach and the moment ended.

      “Thank you, Abbie.”

      Reality snapped back harsh around me and the insanity of it all threatened to overtake me. The bright colors once again blinded me temporarily and I swore Dr. Phillips had a glow about her when she moved to a shelf with a water pitcher and empty glasses. It had to be a trick of the sunlight from the windows. She filled the glasses up and handed one to me. "You look thirsty."

      "Thanks." I took the glass but didn’t drink. I wasn’t thirsty.

      Dr. Phillips waited for me to take a drink, even tipping her own glass to encourage me. The silence grew awkward and finally I pressed the glass to my lips. Downing several swallows, I set the glass on the edge of the desk in front of me. Almost immediately the room grew warm and my head spun. Black spots popped before my eyes and my body grew heavy. The office dimmed around me and Dr. Phillips’s face blinked in and out of focus. “What’s … happening?” Panic set in, turning the heat to feverish chills. Trying to stand, my legs refused to bear my weight. My fingers turned thick and clumsy as I tried to push out of the chair toward the doorway. I only succeeded in falling out of the chair. The bright room blurred completely, my heart pounding in my ears before everything went silent and black.
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      Thoughts jumbled together and I fell through inky blackness. In the space between one breath and the next, my body slammed painfully onto something solid and horizontal. I opened my eyes and my heart jumped into my throat like I’d just woken up from one of those terrifying falling dreams.

      Ugh!

      Darkness still enveloped everything around me. Gradually, my eyes became accustomed to the gloom. I had no idea where I was, other than I was pretty sure I was no longer in Dr. Phillips’s office. My arms and legs fought me as I tried to sit up. They weighed me down like someone had swapped out my blood for lead. After a few tense minutes of pins and needles jabbing angrily at my extremities, I regained enough movement in my legs to attempt sitting up again. In the semidarkness I could just make out something across the way, something lumpy. Panic spiked my heart rate when I remembered Dad was supposed to pick me up from the appointment. He would know something was wrong when I wasn’t there.

      “Hello? Is anybody there?” My voice cracked on the last word.

      No response. Struggling to my feet, I groped through the dark until my hands finally met the wall. It was smooth and room temperature so I assumed it wasn’t made of anything like concrete. My vision continued to adjust to the darkness until I could make out the crease that designated a corner. I was about to turn and trail the next segment when a bare bulb high overhead blazed to life, blinding me. Spots danced in my vision and I blinked rapidly trying to make them go away. When my vision cleared, I discovered the lumpy form was a person. A teenage girl about my age lay on a bed, curled up on her side. Long, brown hair fanned over the pillow and her olive-colored skin looked pale in the light.

      “Who are you?” My voice came out stronger than before but my vocal cords still felt like sandpaper.

      The other girl sat up slowly and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “I am Rosa.” The girl’s accent was pronounced but I couldn’t place it.

      “I’m Abbie.” I took a minute to survey our surroundings now that I could actually see in the light. The room was cramped with two other beds pressed up against two of the remaining walls. By the faint indentations on one of the beds, I guessed I’d come from that one. I turned back to Rosa. “Where are we?”

      Rosa shook her head and tucked a few strands of hair behind her ear. “I do not know. But there is no way out.”

      I couldn’t believe that. Studying the wall in front of me, there was no sign of a door. The entire wall was seamless. That didn’t keep me from moving closer and banging my fists as hard as possible. “Hey, let us out of here!”

      “That will not work. No one responds.”

      After banging on the wall futilely for another minute, I turned and slid to the floor, my back pressed against the wall. Icy fingers of dread raked down my spine and goose bumps prickled over my bare arms. Numbness gripped my stomach and clinched it to the point where I thought I might be sick. There was no way out and no way to tell where we were. The only thing I knew for sure was who put me here. The realization made angry; hot tears threatened to fall and I dug the heels of my hands into my eyes to keep from shedding them. “Liam was right.”

      Rosa shifted so she was closer to the head of the bed. “Pardon?”

      One or two tears managed to sliver down my cheek at Liam’s name and I scrunched my face to keep the rest at bay. “My boy—a boy I know.” We hadn’t made any such declarations to each other. “He told me to be careful and not to trust Dr. Phillips. As though he knew something might happen.” But he couldn’t have known this exact thing would happen.

      The numbness took over my entire body and the walls pressed in around me. I was not claustrophobic but being stuck in this tiny room for no damn reason terrified me and stole my breath. I looked to see Rosa with her knees pulled tight to her chest and unshed tears glistening in her eyes. An uncomfortable silence settled around us and I rested my head against the wall, willing something to happen. Nothing did. Biting back a whine of frustration, I got up and sat beside Rosa. “Did Dr. Phillips put you here?”

      Rosa sniffled and looked up. “Yes. At least I think so. I was with her and then I blacked out. I woke up here.”

      “Me, too.” I mirrored her position. “How long have you been here?”

      Rosa scratched her cheek. “I do not know. A day, maybe two.”

      “Did she give you anything to eat?”

      Rosa shifted into a cross-legged position and rubbed at her stomach for effect. “No and I am very hungry.”

      I noticed the slightly pinched expression around the girl’s eyes and mouth. Maybe, if we could make it another day or two, people would know we were missing and come searching for us.  “Before you passed out, did she say anything to you?”

      “Not that I can remember. She came in once to give me some water but she took it away again when she brought you in.”

      I put a hand on Rosa’s elbow. “If she came to give you water then she has to come back again and check on us. When she does, we need to be ready to run. Okay?” No response. “Rosa, I can’t do this without you. You have to be ready when I say.”

      Rosa nodded. “Okay.”

      Time passed but I couldn’t tell how long. The rumbling hunger pains in my stomach had long ago turned to a dull hollowness. At this point I doubted I could actually eat food if our captor returned. Rosa stretched out on the bed and I took it as a sign that she wanted some space. I pushed myself to my feet and started back to my bed, stopping beneath the lightbulb. “Can you turn out the light?”

      Rosa scooted up on the bed and flicked the switch to the off position, plunging our tiny cell into darkness again. My vision adjusted quicker this time and I made it back to my bed without issue. Lying down on my back, I studied the ceiling and hoped sleep would give me some clarity. Unfortunately, sleep eluded me. My nerves were wound too tight to let my mind relax. Clinging to the pillow beneath my head, I rolled onto my side. The coarse blanket scratched at every inch of exposed skin but I tried to ignore it. I took slow, even breaths and willed exhaustion to take over.

      Sometime later, I woke in dreary darkness. Still half asleep, I rolled over and fell out of bed, landing on my knees with a painful thud. The pain jolted me awake but I didn’t know where I was. My hands reached for the night table that should have been beside me but all I hit was empty air. The reality of my surroundings hit me and sent my heart galloping in my chest.

      The light flickered on above me and Rosa kicked the blankets aside. “Are you all right, Abbie?”

      I struggled to my feet, rubbing my knees as I stood. They would be sore for a while thanks to the sudden collision with the floor. “Yeah, I’m okay. I just fell out of bed.” I felt my cheeks warm with embarrassment.

      Rosa gave a weak smile before plunging the room back into pitch blackness. In the dying light I saw her retreat to her own bed and crawl beneath the blankets. Rubbing my knees one last time, I did the same. As I settled against the pillow, I tried to find comfort in the fact that my brief—or was it long—sleep had been dreamless. There was no way I could handle nightmares in this place. I let the darkness lull me back to sleep.

      I sat in a wooded grove beneath a bright blue sky at the edge of a cliff surrounded by eight other women, my sisters. Feeble clouds floated on a light breeze and the sun warmed my arms and bare feet. The tall columns of the city rose up in the distance, just above the tree line.  Some of my sisters played for the group, filling the woods around us with the sweet melodies of flutes and harps. Far above us, thunder cracked and lightning split the sky despite the absence of rain. Just off the cliffs the sea frothed and a wave as tall as the column in the distance rose up, white-capped and foaming. It remained suspended in the air as another peel of thunder echoed through the trees. The ground below our feet grew too hot to sit on. Red-tinged steam curled up between tree roots and charred the grass and bark black. A fiery bolt of lightning split a tree at the far end of the grove and one of my sisters cried out in fear. The wave came crashing down, turning the ground to a muddy mess. The steam continued to rise and in some places the ground split open in gaping chasms, spitting up flames. The war of the gods had begun. We had to run.

      In our haste to retreat, instruments lay forgotten amongst the trees. Lightning, sea water and fire battled for control of our tiny refuge. Fear made me grope blindly until I joined hands with two of my sisters. We had to stay together. Finally, we reached the relative safety of a hilltop. My legs ached from the running and my nerves quivered with fear.

      My sisters crowded around me, pressing their hands gently to my arms so I wouldn’t forget their presence. Still, I gripped my tunic tight to my body as the fighting continued. At least we were all safe for now. If the right forces won, we would be there to help rebuild. I had to believe good would prevail. The battle couldn’t end any other way.
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      My nerves thrummed with anticipation on Wednesday because Abbie would finally be back at school. She would be okay and my father’s plan wouldn’t matter anymore. Sliding my bike into an open slot in the rack, I clipped my lock to the front and put on a smile. I fought my way against the current of upperclassmen heading for homeroom. I wanted to catch Abbie at her locker before classes started. I stopped a few paces from her locker—she probably didn’t know I knew where it was—to find it deserted. Maybe I’d missed her. I checked my phone but I hadn’t missed any texts from her. Not that I’d been expecting her to be able to send me a message. I headed to double science lab clinging to the hope that she hadn’t stopped by her locker that morning and we’d see each other in Mr. McManus’s class.

      The waiting overwhelmed me and halfway through the second period I ducked down below the lab bench on the pretense of tying my shoe so I could sneak onto Facebook using my phone. I tapped out a quick note. Liam Sullivan-Gray: Glad you’re back. See you in English.

      The bell finally blared and I took a shortcut to the library silently praying Abbie was there. Searching the stacks and the computer lab turned up nothing. Did I get the date wrong? Fishing my phone out of my bag again, I scrolled through our prior Facebook conversation. Abbie had definitely said she would be back on Wednesday. Maybe I’d come off too weird asking about her ability and she was too freaked out to talk to me. The possibility that I’d chased her away in my effort to protect her twisted my stomach into a painful knot.

      The bell blared again and I sprinted to Classic American literature. Grabbing my usual seat, Abbie’s absence hit me again. The distance between her seat two rows away was a vast chasm I couldn’t cross. I looked at the front of the room and made eye contact with Mr. McManus as he ticked off names on the attendance roster. The teacher shifted from foot to foot and when we broke eye contact, the man’s gaze lingered on Abbie’s empty seat. At least I wasn’t the only one who was worried.

      “Alright everyone, let’s settle down please,” Mr. McManus called. He moved to the board and wrote, “Final Exam.” “Today we’re going to be reviewing what topics will be covered on your final.”

      We’d finished the discussion on To Kill a Mockingbird on Monday and had already gotten our summer reading packets with orders to read three for fall. My brain played out horrible scenarios to explain Abbie’s absence while Mr. McManus reminded us of our unit on Death of a Salesman. The one that kept resurfacing involved my father and Mr. Holden.

      “Liam, are you all right?” The teacher’s voice drew me out of my own head.

      “Huh?” Looking around I saw the rest of the class gathering their books and filing out. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “You looked a little lost.”

      “No, I was just trying to remember where I put my notes for Death of a Salesman,” I lied and stood up.

      Mr. McManus didn’t look as though he believed me but I couldn’t have cared less. I had one last chance to see if Abbie showed up and I wasn’t going to miss it. A fuzzy halo sprung up around Mr. McManus as I shouldered my bag. It wasn’t anywhere close to what I saw around my father or Abbie but it was enough to signify he had some connection to the gods.  I started to mention it but stopped short. I might be worried about Abbie but I had no proof that something bad had happened. Not yet.

      Algebra was nearly unbearable, especially with the satisfied grin Ms. Eisner had worn since Abbie’s suspension the previous week. Curbing the intense desire to swear colorfully at her, I jammed my pencil tip into a corner of a blank page of my notebook until I put a hole through it and darkened the underlying pages. My fingers were red from the exertion.

      The rest of the afternoon dragged to the point where I was sure time was standing still just to mess with my head. When at last the school day ended, I barreled down the hall to the bike rack and sped home faster than was safe. I was going to have some words with my stepmother when she got home. If Abbie’s suspension had been extended she would know and I would make her tell me.

      I had a long wait. She didn’t get home until after seven o’clock. My father had at least texted to say he wouldn’t be in until after ten. In a small effort to rebel, I ordered pizza and scarfed half of it down before artfully disguising the remains and stuffing them behind some week-old oranges in the fridge. My stepmother got home just as I finished arranging the fruit. Pulling myself up to my full height, I slammed the fridge shut with a sucking ‘whump’.

      She jumped and pressed a hand to her chest. “You startled me.”

      I stepped closer, arms tense at my side. “Where is she?”

      She blinked and readjusted her grip on her purse. “Where is who?”

      “Abbie.”

      She moved past me to set her purse down. “I’m going to need some context.”

      “Stop lying. You were so eager for me to spill whatever I knew on her last week. And now she doesn’t show up to school today like she’s supposed to. What happened to her?”

      She donned a full-lipped smile but kept her distance. “You know I can’t discuss my patients.”

      I snorted. “Please, you don’t give a rat’s ass about confidentiality. I hear you blabbing about your patients to Dad all the time.”

      Her brow creased. “Don’t swear.”

      I glared a challenge, daring her to do more than scold me. I couldn’t explain why but something about the interaction was egging me on, urging me to goad her. She wasn’t biting.

      She leaned against the counter. “If you must know, I saw Abbie yesterday and that was my only session. Not that it is any of your business but I believe the sessions with me were part of her suspension. I won’t be seeing her anymore.”

      “Cured her have you?”

      “That’s between me and my patient. Now, we aren’t discussing this any further.”

      I stalked off to my room and slammed the door behind me. The frame and supporting walls shook with the effort. She’d denied she knew anything about Abbie’s whereabouts or an extension on her suspension but I knew she was lying. It was something about the way she’d kept her composure so stiff that made me believe she had to be covering something up, and I was going to find out what. In a last ditch effort, I sent off a text to Abbie. “Hey, it’s Liam. Text me back.” I needed an ally so I spent the rest of the night surfing the Internet and taking notes. It was time for a talk with Mr. McManus.
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      I woke with a mingled feeling of relief and dread. I’d only ever had a dream like that once before, but it hadn’t been so violent. But they’d both been so vivid and real. I blamed the violence in this dream on the fact that I had been locked in a windowless room by a crazy woman. Rubbing the tired feeling from my eyes, I climbed out of the bed and went in search of the light switch. I found it and the bare bulb illuminated Rosa stretching her arms over her head. I caught a tiny cross peeking out from beneath her shirt.

      “Did you fall back to sleep?” Rosa stood up and started to tuck the edges of the blanket in under the mattress.

      I almost mentioned the dream but cut myself off. I didn’t need Rosa thinking I was stupid. “Yeah, a little bit. Hey, can I ask you something?”

      Rosa smoothed the creases out of the blanket. “Yes.”

      I toyed with the hem of my shirt. “Don’t take this the wrong way but, um, where are you from? I just noticed you had an accent and I was curious.”

      Rosa settled on the neatly made covers and smiled but looked at her hands. "Rome. I am living here with my aunt and uncle. My parents are still in Italy."

      “Why didn’t they come with you?” I settled on the floor in front of her.

      “They could not get visas. Just one for me because my aunt and uncle sponsored me. So they will come when they can get them and all their paperwork is approved.”

      “How long ago did you come over?”

      Rosa tapped her left index finger on her knee like she had to count. “About six months ago. I talk to my parents on Skype once a week and we message on Facebook a lot. I miss them.”

      I propped my elbows on my knees. “Your aunt and uncle will be looking for you, right?”

      “I do not know. I was supposed to be staying over at someone’s house after my appointment for a few days. There was no school this week.”

      “Whoever you were staying with would know you didn’t show up and would have told them. They’ll have to realize something’s wrong by now.”

      “I hope so.”

      My stomach gurgled loudly, protesting the lack of food, and I remembered I hadn’t eaten since lunchtime and that was probably a day ago. The way Rosa sat with her arms pressed tightly across her abdomen told me she’d not eaten in even longer.

      Thoughts of food suddenly melted away as something to my left clicked and a part of the wall swung outward. Dr. Phillips loomed in the doorway with a tray laid across her arms. She didn’t enter the room but bent at the waist to place the tray—adorned with two bottles of water and some toast—on the floor. Leaning back, I caught a glimpse of a tall bookshelf running along one wall behind our captor. I inched toward the tray and my view beyond our prison changed, revealing a door. I pressed my lips together in determination and stood up. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

      Dr. Phillips straightened and with a pointed look produced a strip of dark cloth from the pocket of her jacket. “I’m not going to hurt you, Abbie.”

      I took a step back. “Bullshit.” The word tasted like acid on my tongue.

      Her eyes narrowed but she still held out the strip of cloth. “Just put it on. Unless you don’t really have to use the bathroom.”

      Rosa moved from the bed to fetch our meager breakfast while I took a minute to consider the offer. Knowing I couldn’t hold it in forever, I snatched the cloth from her outstretched hand and tied it over my eyes. Dr. Phillips guided me out of the room and a soft ‘click’ behind me signaled that the door had been closed to keep Rosa from sneaking out. I tried to keep track of every twist and turn as we walked, but there were so many of them it was like trying to memorize a maze. Finally, Dr. Phillips stopped walking and I tripped over my own feet. Listening carefully for ambient noises that might clue me in to where I was, I managed to catch the squeak of another set of hinges. We’d reached our destination. “I’ll be right outside. Put the blindfold on before you leave the bathroom.” The door closed behind me.

      Pulling the fabric down around my neck, I surveyed my new surroundings. Unlike our prison, the bathroom had a window high above my head. Taking in the dark storm clouds and cold gray light, I wondered why Rosa hadn’t mentioned the bathroom earlier. I tried to measure the window and decided it was maybe a foot wide and a foot and a half high. It would be a really tight fit but I could probably squeeze through.

      Without wasting any more time, I got down to business. Splashing cool water on my face woke me up, igniting every nerve ending in my body. I studied my reflection in the mirror. My normally smooth hair hung limply around my face and my skin was paler than usual. I patted my face dry and planned my next move. If I was careful, I could figure out where we were being held. I repositioned the blindfold over my eyes but slid it up over my forehead just enough that I could see around the folds. “I’m done.” My voice reverberated in the tiny room.

      I grazed the doorknob with my hand before it swung away from me. Dr. Phillips grabbed my arm in a vice grip and dragged me out of the bathroom. Despite my plan, the way back to the room was dark enough that even the glimpses I caught around the edges of the blindfold were just shadowy blobs. We stopped briefly, the door to our prison opened again and Dr. Phillips shoved me hard between my shoulder blades, sending me stumbling back into the cell. Yanking the fabric from my eyes, I tossed it back at her. She caught it midair and pointed to the tray now balanced on the end of Rosa’s bed. “Eat your breakfast before it gets cold.” She backed up and the door slid shut, sealing Rosa and I into solitude. I flipped her off before I joined Rosa on her bed. She sat with a plate of plain white toast in her lap. “This is more than she gave me last time even if does not taste like much.”

      I picked up one of the small 8-ounce bottles of water. “At least she gave us something.” Downing half of the bottle in one gulp triggered a bout of nausea. Bile burned the back of my throat and my stomach cramped. I swallowed several times until my stomach settled before I took a bite of toast. Rosa was right; it didn’t taste like much but I wolfed it down, eager to fill my belly. Much like the water, the bread nearly made me puke. Groaning, I curled into a tight ball until the discomfort subsided.

      “I wish she would say what she wants.” Rosa placed the now-empty tray against the wall.

      I forced myself to sit up. We had more important topics to discuss and I didn’t have time to wallow in an upset stomach. “I think there might be a way out of here.”

      Rosa’s eyes lit up at the mention of escape. “Where?  How?”

      “The window in the bathroom. It’s small but I think one of us could get through.”

      Rosa chewed her lower lip. “But she is always watching. What if she will not let us go together?”

      “We find a way to make her. Or whoever can get out the window does and goes for help.”

      Rosa’s gaze turned to the vacant bed. “Maybe. But, Abbie, do you think she will put someone else in here with us?”

      I followed the other girl’s gaze. “Yes. I do.” The reality of it—that that we would soon be three—chilled me to my core. Half-empty water bottle still clutched in my hand, I retreated to my bed and wrapped the blanket around me. I pulled my knees up to my chest and closed my eyes.

      Loud canon fire echoed around me and I clung tight to two of my sisters. We weren’t meant to be so close to the fighting. Like me, they trembled at being caught in the middle of this bloody war. I had to be strong for them and so, amidst more thunderous cracks, I urged them forward. Musket balls pinged and kicked up clods of dirt at our heels. Scanning the horizon for safety, I spotted a barn looming just ahead of us. My heart hammered in my chest but our progress halted when we came upon a young man lying in a patch of blood-stained grass. His right arm hung awkwardly away from his body, connected by the barest bit of sinew. Tear tracks stained his cheeks and his lips quivered as he tried to form words. “Please. It hurts.”

      The soldier reached for me with his uninjured arm but I couldn’t help him. One of my sisters was better suited to easing his passing but I cupped his dirt-covered hand and murmured soft words until his body shook with his final breath. Brushing my fingers over his eyes, we resumed our hasty retreat to the barn. Ominous grey storm clouds rolled in from nowhere and heavy rain splattered onto my face. Lancing arcs of lightning split the sky and charred the ground beneath the soldiers’ feet. Just over a rise, hellish figures emerged carrying mortal weapons.

      We reached the barn in time to avoid the wind and the raging storm coming into full force. Lighting split the sky and five familiar figures appeared carrying something between them. Once in the safety of the barn they laid our fallen sister on the straw-covered floor. The rest of us gathered around her and began to sing to ease her pain. Her face went slack in death and we all wept for our loss.

      The slight hiss of the door opening roused me from my doze. Dr. Phillips appeared with the body of another girl draped in her arms. The girl’s pallor and lifeless appearance made me wonder if I’d looked like that after my abduction. Despite my grim statement earlier, I’d secretly hoped I was wrong about our third cellmate. With our captor busying herself tucking in our newest arrival and the door to our prison standing wide open, I caught Rosa’s attention and mouthed, “Run!”

      At the same time, we started for doorway. I made it to the opening before an invisible hand grabbed hold of me around the middle and kept me motionless. Struggling only tightened the grip and my legs went weak. The little food in my stomach sloshed violently, threatening to make a repeat appearance. All the while, hot pinpricks of pain jabbed at every muscle and nerve in my body. My brain screamed for my legs to just give way and fall but they wouldn’t listen. I opened my mouth to scream but my vocal cords seized shut. In desperation, I tried to turn toward Rosa but she too stood motionless, her face pinched in silent agony. From behind us, Dr. Phillips made a disapproving clucking sound. “That’s enough, girls. Back to your beds.”

      I didn’t want to follow the order, but my body responded without my input. Moments later, I collapsed in an ungraceful heap atop the blankets and my muscles turned to Jell-O. I lay there, staring and immobile, until Dr. Phillips left the room. The minute our captor was no longer present, my body relaxed. Still queasy and in pain, I tried to sit up. The room spun and my ears rang. Sucking in air, I went horizontal until the disorientation passed. “Ro-Rosa, are you okay?”

      “I think so. What happened?”

      A hiccup of hysterical laughter escaped before I could stop it. “I have no idea.” I managed to compose myself and focus on the new girl. On unsteady feet I stumbled over to the third bed for a closer look. She had short, red hair that fluttered every time she exhaled.  “How long do you think she’s going to be asleep?”

      Rosa shrugged. “I am not sure. I think you were out for a few hours but it was hard to tell without a watch or clock. I wish we had one.”

      As if on command, the new girl’s wrist poked out beneath the blankets and a digital watch caught my attention. I slid it free before joining Rosa on her bed. It showed the date and time. “It’s about noon on Thursday. I’ve already been gone two days.” Beside me, Rosa looked down at her hands. “And you’ve been missing for three.”

      Her shoulders drooped and a single tear rolled down her cheek. I pressed a hand to her knee. “Don’t worry. With three of us we outnumber her. We’ll find a way out of here when she wakes up.”
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      Settling onto the bed, I fiddled with the watch’s wrist strap in an attempt to keep my mind occupied. The watch face read 2:07pm when the new girl began to stir, stretching her arms above her head and blinking drug-induced sleep from her eyes.  Her brow crinkled as she sat up, blanket tumbling in a heap to the floor. She braced her hands on the edge of the bed and sucked in air. I couldn’t help worrying she might pass out again. She was still deathly pale.

      “Where am I?” The girl’s voice was scratchy like mine had been when I’d woken up here.

      I kept fiddling with the watch. “We don’t know exactly. But Dr. Phillips put you here … same as us.”

      “What is your name?” Rosa moved from her bed and perched on the end of mine.

      The girl swiped beads of sweat from her forehead. “I’m Erin.”

      I passed a half-empty bottle of water to Erin before pointing to myself. “I’m Abbie”—I motioned to Rosa—“and this is Rosa.”

      Erin drained the bottle. “Thanks.”

      She studied the layout around us and I took the lapse in conversation to take stock of our new cellmate now that she was awake. She was maybe a few inches taller than me and could have been sixteen or seventeen.

      Erin rubbed her hands over her arms and looked down. “My watch!”

      I looked down at the watch still clutched in my hand. I offered it up to her. “We borrowed it, sorry. We had no idea what time it was.”

      She took it and secured the strap back around her wrist. “How long have you been here?”

      “Three days,” Rosa answered.

      We fell silent again. Even in the stillness of the room with these girls I’d never met, I somehow felt safe. No, safe wasn’t the right word. Less alone and not so powerless. Deep down a primal instinct told me I could trust these girls. Erin moved to sit between Rosa and I. Turning so I could face both girls, I twisted the hem of my shirt between my fingers. “How long have you been seeing Dr. Phillips?”

      Erin raked her fingers through her hair. “I only had one session before today. I didn’t want to come. But my parents made me.”

      “I had four,” Rosa said.

      “This was my first. She kept asking if I wanted to have friends and thought what happened was all for attention.” I rolled my eyes.

      Rosa propped her chin on her hand and our gazes met. “Why did you have to see her in the first place?”

      Heat blossomed in my cheeks and I looked away. “I got suspended from school.”

      “For what?” Rosa pressed.

      “I made a boy write a love poem in math class and I guess that was the last straw. Well, I tried to defend myself and yelled at him and the teacher. Lots of stuff like that happens. I’ve been in the principal’s office over twenty times this year, as the principal is so fond of reminding me.”

      Rosa’s eyes widened. “How do you make people do that?”

      Tucking my feet under me, I shrugged. “I can’t really explain it without it sounding crazy or feeling crazy. Every time it happened it felt like I was … losing myself. But I guess that’s why I was supposed to talk to Dr. Phillips. She said in my last session she thought it had to do with the fact that I hum.” I looked between the other girls. "What about you two? Why did you have to see the bi—Dr. Phillips?”

      Neither girl responded right away and kept their eyes downcast. Erin stopped toying with her hair and occupied herself with picking at her cuticle. I let out a huff. "I told you what happened to me. It can't be any worse."

      Rosa wrapped her arms around her chest. "I do not want to say."

      I scooted closer. I hadn’t ever admitted the feeling of insanity to anyone before, not even Liam. The least they could do was reciprocate. "Oh, come on. Please. Why else would she take all of us if there wasn’t something that made us … special?"

      Rosa sniffled and tears stained her cheeks and her answer came out in one long breath. "I ... I make people interrupt class and tell long stories. I thought it only happened in Rome. But it happens here too. My aunt thought it was because I missed my parents. I tried hard to stop it. I really did. I felt so alone like no one would understand.”

      “I make people recite religious stories,” Erin chimed in. “It’s been hell. Especially from the kids who are atheists or agnostics. They always treat me like I’m a freak and the religious fanatics just think I’m trying to get attention or pervert their religion. I thought it was just me. I mean it couldn’t possibly happen to anyone else.”

      We weren’t identical but it was similar enough to establish a pattern. “Did it just start happening recently?”

      Both Erin and Rosa nodded. At least we were all in the same boat—even if that boat was halfway to being permanently screwed. In that moment I wished I could talk to Liam and share all of this with him. He would understand this sudden connection to these girls and our shared problems. From the other end of the bed, Erin looked around and pressed her legs together. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      I nodded my head in the direction of the blank wall. “It’s somewhere else. She took me earlier but I was blindfolded and couldn’t see where it was. I think she’s paranoid or something.”

      Erin squeezed her thighs tighter. “I really have to go.”

      Rosa perked up. “Abbie saw a window in it and maybe one of us can fit through it.”

      Erin smiled. “It’s worth a try. And I mean even if only one of us gets out, she can go to the police and tell them who took us.”

      I stood up and started pacing. “That was the plan. I don’t know if she’ll let us all go together at once but we can try. The bathroom is pretty small but we could all fit. We’ll need at least two of us to get to the window and one to be a look out.”

      Erin turned to face the wall without a bed—I assumed she’d figured out the entrance was over there—and smiled. “When she comes back with food, we’ll ask to go to the bathroom and keep asking until she lets us go together.”

      Rosa let out a somber laugh. “If she comes back with food. She has not fed us much.”

      My arms and legs ached at the memory of the doctor’s last visit. “Be ready to hurt like hell when we ask her.”

      Erin turned back to the conversation and cocked her head. “What do you mean hurt?”

      “She can do something.” Sense memory kicked in and my whole body shook with phantom pain. “I have no idea how but, when she brought you in, we tried to run for it. I couldn’t move. Everything was on fire and I’m surprised I didn’t throw up.”

      Rosa shrunk back into herself and she rubbed at her cheeks. “I almost threw up but my throat hurt so much I couldn’t open my mouth.”

      Erin visibly shook. “Was it like a Taser or something?”

      I shook my head. “No. She was busy carrying you and I didn’t see anything else in her hand. It was like an invisible hand grabbed hold and then set every muscle and nerve on fire. We need to avoid that happening again.”

      By Erin’s watch, it was almost 3:00 when Dr. Phillips returned to the room without food trays or any new hostages. She did deposit a fresh bottle of water by each of our beds. My stomach rumbled loudly, reminding me of the inadequate piece of toast I’d had that morning. It was time to try our plan. I signaled Erin with a small nod when the doctor’s back was turned. Erin moved toward the doorway. “I have to go to the bathroom really bad.”

      Dr. Phillips said nothing as she looked at each of us before pulling a band of cloth from her jacket pocket. Without asking, Erin slid the fabric over her eyes. Just as they were about to leave the room, Rosa took a step closer to the doorway. “I have to go too."

      Dr. Phillip paused with one hand on Erin’s upper arm. "You have to wait your turn."

      Rosa gripped her stomach. "Please... I think I might be on my period.”

      Dr. Phillips released Erin and crossed her arms over her chest. Rosa continued to hold her stomach. After a brief staring contest, the doctor left the room only to return moments later with two more blindfolds. She handed one to Rosa and looked at me. "Do you have to go too?"

      I nodded and took the band of fabric the doctor offered. Dr. Phillips took my hand and led us on a blind conga line out of our cell. The walk to the bathroom felt longer. Maybe it was because I wasn’t alone this time. As we walked, I tried to count how many steps it took to get to our destination. I lost count after fifty. Finally, we stopped walking and were shoved into the bathroom. The door shut behind us and I stumbled into a slender body in front of me. Yanking the fabric from over my eyes, I found Erin and Rosa doing the same. As a group, we turned to the single window high above our heads.

      Erin let out a low whistle. "You weren’t kidding about how small that thing is."

      I stood under the window and jumped as high as I could. My fingers barely grazed the bottom of the sill. Erin stepped up to the same spot and jumped. She managed to get a grip on the sill but couldn’t pull herself up to reach the latch. I studied our surroundings. “What if I put you on my shoulders and I stand on the toilet for leverage?”

      Erin eased herself back to the floor. "Just, you know, don’t drop me, okay?”

      I gave her a wry smile. “I can’t make any promises.” Turning to Rosa, I said, “Watch the door. The room’s not that big and we’d probably hear her coming in but we could use as much warning as we can get.”

      Rosa moved to press her ear to the door, hand poised on the handle to keep it firmly closed if necessary. I squatted on the closed toilet seat; Erin climbed onto my shoulders. I wobbled under her weight but got my legs beneath me and straightened up. With cautious steps, I scooted to the edge of the seat to get as close to the window as possible.

      "Can you reach?" My palms began to sweat around the legs of Erin’s jeans.

      Erin looked down at me, her hands gripping the lower ledge of the window. "Move more to the left."

      Biting my tongue in concentration, I shuffled sideways one step at a time. I couldn't go much further without falling off the edge. Erin stretched on my shoulders and her fingernails scraped at the paint near the latch. My insides twisted in a sick sense of excitement at the prospect of escaping. The longer Erin took to free the window latch the harder my heart pounded in my chest.

      "I’ve got the latch! Don’t let go.” Erin’s voice bounced around in the acoustics of the room.

      “Shh,” Rosa hissed from her position by the door.

      My shoulder muscles tightened from having to support Erin’s weight for so long and my left sneaker slid along the rim of the toilet seat. Silently I prayed Erin would get the window open before we both went tumbling to the ground.

      Erin’s nails continued to scratch at the latch. "It's stuck."

      "Hit it. It works for my uncle," Rosa whispered.

      Erin smacked the window and muttered a rather creative curse. “It won’t open.”

      My neck muscles spasmed. I couldn’t hold her any longer. “Hold on to the window!” All at once my body gave out and I slid off the toilet. My right elbow slammed against the ceramic tile on the bathroom floor. “Shit.” Flexing my arms straight, I cringed in pain. But at least it didn’t feel broken.

      Rosa moved from her position by the door. “Are you okay?”

      I struggled to stand while Erin landed catlike beside me. “I think so, but that hurt. And obviously it didn’t work.”

      The door opened behind Rosa and Dr. Phillips filled the doorway so we couldn’t see the hallway beyond. Her expression didn’t betray any emotion. “Everyone finished?”

      Erin moved toward the toilet. “I still have to go.”

      Dr. Phillips pulled the door shut and the lack of receding footsteps suggested she was waiting right outside, likely with her ear pressed to the door to listen in on whatever we were about to say. Erin blushed. “Uh … can you guys not look?”

      Two minutes later, we were blindfolded again and Dr. Phillips seized my injured arm and didn’t let go. In fact, she unnecessarily yanked repeatedly on my elbow and I had to bite my tongue to keep from crying out in pain. Rosa and Erin nearly ran me over when we stopped a short while later. I hadn’t even bothered to try to count steps this time. The door scraped open and I stumbled forward, the other girls hot on my heels. I tugged the blindfold off and Dr. Phillips positioned herself to fill the opening of our prison. The lack of light behind her made her appear even more imposing. She clucked her tongue at us like we were preschoolers.  “That wasn’t a very smart thing to do, girls. You could have gotten hurt.” She left the room and the door shut, locking us in.

      Erin let out a scream and kicked at the blank wall. “How did she know we’d try that?”

      “She knows where we are and that anyone in our situation would try to escape that way.” Rosa settled on one of the beds.

      I massaged my throbbing elbow. “We have to be sneakier next time.”

      Erin’s energy faded and she slumped onto her bed. “We’re never getting out of here.”

      I tried not to let Erin’s mood affect mine but it was difficult. Our best chance of escape had just been thwarted. We weren’t being fed and we’d been missing for days. Dr. Phillips had the upper hand.
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      Abbie’s absence the second day grated on my nerves more than the day before. Despite my stepmother swearing she hadn’t seen Abbie since Tuesday, suspicion still occupied my thoughts as I fought through another pointless algebra class. I hid out in the library during my last period, checking out a couple books that I shoved haphazardly into my bag before the bell rang. Preparation was key if my plan was going to work. The last thing I needed was someone recommending I see a shrink.

      As the final bell rang, I slid my phone from my bag and sent a text to my father saying I was staying after school to study and would be home late. Darting amongst classmates and upperclassmen like a salmon fighting upstream, I skidded to a stop by Mr. McManus’s classroom. The teacher stood in front of the chalkboard erasing the remnants of a lesson. Taking a steadying breath, I readjusted my backpack over my left shoulder and strode in wearing what I hoped was a confident expression. The room was silent for a few beats until Mr. McManus turned and his shoulders jerked slightly at my appearance.  “Can I help you with something, Liam?”

      Shuffling further into the room so my voice wouldn’t be overheard by passing students and teachers, I looked Mr. McManus in the eye. “I know what you are.” That came out wrong.

      I frantically unzipped my backpack and shoved my proof under his nose. For his part, Mr. McManus didn’t look completely offended. He allowed me to fan the computer printouts on his desk. I flipped viciously through the pages in one of the library books, finally landing on the one I wanted. I tapped my index finger on a sketch of a woman in a toga with a bird—with large, lamp-like eyes and a short, sharp beak—perched on her shoulder. “This is you.”

      The teacher didn’t deny the statement. He sidestepped me and closed the door. At least he was taking my revelation seriously.  Mr. McManus settled in his seat and leaned forward on his elbows. “Why don’t you tell me what this is really about?”

      I dragged a desk over and sat down, my backpack landing empty on the floor at my feet. I still held the book in one hand. A part of me was at a loss for words. I guess I’d been expecting a louder confrontation or at least for Mr. McManus to flat out confirm or deny my suspicions. I hoped he would admit that Abbie really was missing and promise to help track her down.

      “Abbie.” It came out raw in my throat, as though I hadn’t used my voice in months.

      Mr. McManus sighed and his shoulders sagged. “She was suspended.”

      I took a breath. “I know. But she was supposed to be back yesterday and she wasn’t.”

      “How did you know?” Mr. McManus leaned on his desk.

      I set the book down. “She told me on Facebook. But I can’t get in touch with her because she’s grounded. Her mom took away her phone and internet and I—”

      “About me.” The teacher smiled.

      “Oh.” I averted my gaze in embarrassment. “I can sort of see … auras. Only certain people and not all the time. You’ve got one and a giant poster of the Goddess of Wisdom on your door. You like talking about the Greeks as if they still matter today. It wasn’t that hard to figure out after that.”

      Mr. McManus settled back into his chair. “How long have you been able to see people’s true natures?”

      I shrugged. “A year. Maybe two. It happened when I hit puberty. My father explained everything to me.”

      “Your father?”

      Before I realized it, my hands balled into fists and my shoulders stiffened. “Hayden Gray.”

      Mr. McManus shivered at the mention. He narrowed his eyes and puckered his lips like he’d tasted something sour. A small smile crept onto my lips. Knowing a relative stranger felt that way about my father made me feel not so alone.

      The teacher cleared his throat and ran a hand over his mouth. “He told you everything?”

      “Most of it. Who he is and who my stepmother is. He explained what that makes me. I still don’t know how he managed to get custody.” I kicked at the front legs of the desk. “I hate him sometimes and how he thinks he can control everything. I know he has something to do with Abbie’s disappearance.”

      “We don’t know that she’s disappeared.” Mr. McManus shook his head.

      Why was he being so difficult? “She hasn’t been to school.”

      Mr. McManus straightened and caught my gaze. “Just because her suspension ended and she’s not here doesn’t mean she’s missing.”

      Slamming my fists down on the desk hard enough to feel a jolt of pain radiate up to my elbows, I stood up. “So how long are we supposed to wait to look for her?” I started pacing the distance between my desk and his. “I’ll tell the police everything I know. You can too. They’ll have to listen to us—”

      Mr. McManus held up a hand to silence me. “As much as I’m sure you’d like to do that, it’s up to her parents to take that action.”

      My pulse throbbed in my neck, sending anger coursing through me with each heartbeat. “I have to do something. You have to help.”

      “We don’t know that she needs help. But, if she does, I promise I will do everything in my power to find her.” He stood and rounded the desk so that he was well within my personal space. “Now I need you to promise me something.”

      “What?”

      He placed a hand on my shoulder. “You need to be very careful around your father. Listen if you can. But don’t get involved. And don’t tell him about me.”

      I shrugged the teacher’s hand off and shoved my hands in my pockets. “I think it’s my fault.”

      “Why do you say that?” He crossed his arms over his chest and fixed me with an ‘I’m waiting for a well-reasoned answer’ look. Like he did in class.

      “I saw what she was doing. I think somehow they found out. I told her to be careful and now she’s gone. I should have done more.” Before he could respond, I gathered the library books and printouts and shoved them in my bag before pulling the straps over both shoulders. Mr. McManus retreated to his computer and fiddled with the mouse. I made a move for the closed door but the teacher waved a hand at me to stay put.

      “Wait.” He pulled something from the printer. “Abbie’s address. Just to be sure.”

      Committing the address to memory while I unlocked my bike, I sped off in the opposite direction of home. I paused on corners to check street signs and even pulled up a route on Google maps to get me where I needed to be. Slowing at the end of Abbie’s street, I spotted black and white police cars. I didn’t have to guess which house. Certainty settled in my chest like a rock and it pressed against my lungs and forced my heart into an irregular rhythm. I’d been right. Abbie was missing. Now I had to find her before my father had a chance to put the rest of his plan into motion.
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      I drifted in and out of consciousness later that night. My stomach rotated between burbling emptily and clenching at the lack of food, but I tried to ignore it. Faint breathing sounds signaled Erin and Rosa were doing their best to doze as well. Curling into a tighter ball, I pulled the blankets up over my shoulders and willed my mind to calm down enough to rest. On the cusp of sleep, a fluttering noise jolted my nerves and pushed any thought of sleep from my mind. The noise continued and I kicked the blankets aside. Stumbling toward the wall with the light-switch, I intended on making it a quick trip. I would keep the light on just long enough to investigate without waking my cellmates. Two pale orbs glowed lamp-like across the room and my heart skipped a beat. My fingers felt thick and clumsy as I groped for the light. "Hello?"

      No response. After a second try, the light switch cooperated and the bare bulb flickered to life above my head, rousing Erin and Rosa from sleep. Waking them was the least of my worries once I spotted the source of the fluttering and lamp-like glow. An owl sat on the edge of my bed with its head titled in my direction. I couldn’t put my finger on how but I swear the owl felt familiar.

      Keeping my distance from our late-night visitor, I tried to get Erin and Rosa to wake up properly. I took two steps toward Rosa’s bed and nudged the girl in the shoulder. She groaned and rubbed sleep from her eyes. Along the next wall Erin blinked several times and started to stretch her arms above her head. She stifled a yawn. “What’s going on?”

      Rosa pointed a finger at the end of my bed. "Where ... did that come from?"

      I shook my head and settled on the edge of Rosa’s bed. “I don’t know. I can’t imagine how it got in here.”

      Erin followed Rosa’s outstretched finger and scrambled across the room to join us. "Why's it staring at us?"

      We pressed together side by side on Rosa’s bed while the owl continued to watch us. Without warning it took flight and landed on the end of Erin’s bed.

      “I mean you no harm,” a voice said in my head.

      A surprised yelp escaped my mouth and it took two attempts to form coherent words. "Who said that?"

      “I did.” The owl inclined its head a little as the voice spoke.

      "Did ... did the owl just ... nod at us?" Erin asked.

      "That’s ridiculous.” I shook my head. This couldn’t be real. “She must have done something to us. We’re hallucinating because there’s no way that owls can talk even telepathically.”

      “I am no ordinary owl, Abigail.”

      I reached for the closest thing I could hold on to: Erin's arm. "You heard that, right? You heard it say my name?"

      “I know all of you.” The owl inclined its head twice more. “Erin. Rosalia.”

      The other girls nodded once the owl finished speaking. I drew my knees to my chest. "I still say we’re hallucinating. Maybe it’s a delayed side effect of whatever she gave us to knock us out.”

      Rosa shook her head. “I do not think so. I did not see anything before now. And I have been here the longest.”

      “You are not hallucinating. I am very real.”

      Erin yanked her arm free of my grip. “Abbie’s point is still valid. Most owls don’t talk.”

      “Most do not. But I am not most owls. I am Glaukos.” The owl fluttered its wings and puffed out its chest to accentuate its point. The name sounded vaguely familiar but, again, I couldn’t place it. Besides, the bizarre situation took all the focus I could muster. Assuming we weren’t all losing our minds, I’d figure out the owl’s identity later.

      ”I came as soon as I was aware of what had happened. And as soon as I believed she would not bring more.”

      Erin’s cheeks flushed and she scooted closer to the end of the bed. "You ... you know we were kidnapped?"

      I fought the urge to get up and pace. “What do you mean bring more?”

      The owl turned its eyes on Erin. “Yes. I am sorry I was not able to stop her.” It turned to me next. “I was concerned she would abduct more than the three of you. I could not risk revealing myself if she was continuing to collect captives.”

      “So, she’s not bringing more kids here. That’s great for them”—I rolled my eyes—“but that doesn’t help us.”

      “Are there people looking for us?” Rosa’s contribution to the conversation came out in a hushed tone.

      “Your families are doing what they can. But there are others who are worried for your safety as well.”

      “Like Liam.” I hadn’t meant to voice that hope aloud but there was no one else besides Mom and Dad who would be worried about me. None of us had many friends and the thought of Principal Tannery or Ms. Eisner being concerned about me was laughable. Glaukos inclined its head ever so slightly at my comment but I doubted Erin or Rosa noticed.

      Before I could say more Erin moved so that she lay flat on her stomach with her chin propped in her hands. “How did you get in here?”

      “I have my ways. Unfortunately, they will not aid you in an escape. You have amazing gifts, but you must be careful how you use them. There is much about this world you do not yet understand.”

      I succumbed to the need to move and traced the blank wall. The bird couldn’t have just materialized and we knew a door existed.

      “You won't find an escape that way, Abigail.”

      Glaring at the bird and returning to the bed, I shivered as a helpless feeling chilled me all over. The hope this creature brought—that there were people out there looking for us—was drowned out by the dread that we had no means of escape. Still, the owl’s words almost reminded me of my conversation with Mr. McManus after class last week. I shook my head at the thought, convincing myself that it was just my over-stressed brain trying to make connections where none existed.

      The owl adjusted its footing on the end of Erin’s bed. “I also bring a warning.”

      “What warning?” Rosa tucked her pillow between her knees and her chest.

      “Dr. Phillips put you here for a reason. She has not yet made it clear to you but she will. She is not what she seems and is not to be trusted, no matter what promises she offers you. She seeks your gifts for herself. You must be strong and not give in.”

      I bit back the urge to say ‘duh’. There was no way any of us would trust the crazy bitch after she abducted us. Before we could ask what it meant, the owl flapped its wings, inching away from the wall with the door. I turned to look but saw nothing and didn’t hear any footsteps outside. Glaukos hovered above our heads flapping its wings with vigor.

      I jumped to my feet. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t stay any longer. I’m sorry I cannot be of more help. Know that I and others have faith in you.”

      I raced forward, hands outstretched. “Wait, I need to ask you something.”

      The bird continued flapping in agitated circles above our heads. “What is it, Abigail?”

      “It’s going to sound crazy but there’s this boy. His name’s Liam, Liam Sullivan-Gray. Can you tell him that I’m alive and that he was right?”

      “I will do what I can. But now I must go. Please, heed my warning. Athena be with you.” Without another word, Glaukos disappeared in a puff of feathers. The room felt eerie and empty without the bird talking to us. I hoped Glaukos could get the message to Liam. Not that I had any idea what he would do. Hell, he would probably think he was going crazy too. But he was all I had.

      “Well, that was some exit.” Erin rolled off of Rosa’s bed and retreated to her own.

      “I think it was magic.” Rosa settled the pillow beneath her head and crawled back under the blankets.

      I shook my head at Rosa’s comment. We were all too old to believe in magic, even if I desperately wanted to believe this situation was just a trick of my mind. "What do you think it was talking about ... about Dr. Phillips not being what she seems? I mean we already know she’s a crappy psychologist. I’m pretty sure it’s against the rules to kidnap patients."

      Rosa rolled onto her side to face Erin and me as best she could. She looked bright-eyed and awake. “It has to be about the world we do not know about. A normal person could not keep us from running like she did. I think maybe she has powers.”

      Trying and failing to stifle a yawn, I leaned against the blank wall. I needed sleep, preferably the uninterrupted and dreamless kind so I could sort out this insanity. "What time is it?"

      Erin looked at her watch. "It’s about one fifteen in the morning."

      I turned off the light and made my way back to my bed. In the afterglow of the light I could see Erin looking at me. "What are you doing?"

      I burrowed down under the covers. "Trying to go back to sleep."

      "But you heard what the owl said. We have to do something. We’re in danger."

      "I doubt she’s lying in wait this late at night. And I’m tired. I need sleep or else I’m not going to be able to even function. There’s just nothing we can do right now." With that, I rolled onto my side facing the wall and exhaled.

      I tried to put the whole conversation out of my thoughts, even just for a little while. A talking owl and possible magical powers just didn’t compute in my current state of battered muscles and exhaustion. Still, deep down, some part of me wanted to believe it was true. Trying to fall asleep, the owl’s parting words rang in my ears: Athena be with you. It had to be a clue, but I just couldn’t force my brain to recall whatever nugget of information lay hidden away in my subconscious.
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      I tossed and turned throughout most of the early morning. The owl’s visit weighed heavily on my mind and, try as I might, I couldn’t push away the worry that Liam wouldn’t get the message. Just as I started to doze off, the light turned on above me and Rosa’s and Erin’s hushed whispers caught my attention. Rolling over toward the middle of the room, I found them sitting cross-legged on Erin’s bed with their heads together. I rubbed the gummy feeling from my eyes and sat up. “What’s going on?”

      Rosa faced me, tucking several strands of dark hair behind her ear. "We have been thinking."

      "About what Glaukos said." Erin smiled.

      I settled on the floor in front of them. “Okay. What about it exactly?”

      Erin’s eyes lit up and she bounced her legs on the bed. "Well, Dr. Phillips wants us for some reason. Not other kids. Just us."

      Shrugging, I tugged my hair loose of its ponytail and weaved it into a braid over my shoulder. "So? How is that supposed to help us get out of here?”

      “It might help us figure out what she wants with us,” Rosa answered.

      Erin nodded and leaned forward on her elbows. "We know we all make people do weird things at school.”

      “I don’t see how it’s going to help us figure out what is going on.” I kicked at the nearest leg of Erin’s bed. The lack of real information from our visitor soured my mood. Hunching my shoulders, I crossed my arms over my chest. “If Glaukos was so smart, he should have just told us what’s so special about us or how to get out.”

      “Maybe he gave us a hint and we just missed it,” Erin said.

      “What else could we do to get out of here? The bathroom didn’t work.”

      Rose tapped her chin. “What if the next time she comes in, we all hit her with pillows?”

      Erin let out a snort. “Seriously? That won’t do anything to her.”

      “Except piss her off.” I couldn’t keep from laughing a little at the suggestion. Rosa’s face fell and her eyes shone with unshed tears. I hadn’t meant to offend her but the idea was more than a little stupid. I looked right at Rosa. “Besides, do you remember what it felt like the last time we tried to run? I’m not in any hurry to go through that again.”

      “Whatever we decide, we need to get out together.” Erin stretched her legs out and got to her feet. She started to pace in the small space between me and the side of the bed.

      “But if just one of us could get out, she could go to the police,” Rosa insisted.

      “God only knows what she’d do to whoever she caught.” I shivered.

      The conversation halted. The longer we sat there the more we’d just drive ourselves crazy going in circles. A change of focus was in order. ”So maybe we don’t focus on how to get out right now.” Erin and Rosa stared at me. “You two are right. We need to know what she’s keeping us here for. That seemed more important to Glaukos.”

      Erin scratched the back of her neck, still wearing a worn path in the carpet. “Okay. Do you have any suggestions on how we figure that part out?”

      Rosa scooted forward and opened her mouth before I could respond. "What if we let her tell us what to do until we figure out how our ... gifts work?"

      I raised any eyebrow. “You think she’d let something slip if we cooperated?”

      Rosa nodded. “Maybe she would give us a hint if she thought it would let her control us.”

      “But what if we’re supposed to solve this on our own?” Erin stopped pacing and sunk back onto the bed.

      “How?” Unwinding my legs, I pulled myself up to the edge of Erin’s bed. “It’s not like we have anything to help us research. My mom took my phone since I’m grounded and I doubt we’d even get Wi-Fi in here.”

      "We could ask her. I really think she wants to tell someone what she is doing." Rosa turned so she faced the end of the bed.

      There was no way our captor would be so forthcoming. "It can’t be that easy.” I raised my hands and used air quotes when I said, “No one gives an ‘Evil Speech of Evil’ in real life.” Both girls looked at me with blank expressions. “Never mind. The point is, if she told us everything and we got free, the cops would have all they needed to put her away.”

      Erin held her hands up to stop an argument from breaking out. “Let’s not fight, okay? We need to stick together to get through whatever she’s got planned.”

      Silence fell again and I finger-combed the patch of hair at the bottom of my braid. We were missing something obvious. I replayed our late-night conversation and it smacked me in the face. “That’s it!”

      Rosa and Erin turned in unison. “What?”

      My excitement bubbled over and I leapt to my feet, bouncing on the balls of my feet as I tried to put everything into words. “I’ve been trying to figure out what Glaukos was talking about. It did leave us a hint and we missed it but I get it now. We need to find books.”

      “Huh?” Erin tilted her head and her brow creased. “How the hell did you come up with that from what it said?”

      “Glaukos mentioned Athena, the Greek Goddess of Wisdom. My English teacher has a poster of her on the wall in his classroom and there’s lots of wisdom in books. I bet you Dr. Phillips has books that can tell us what is so special about us. I think I even saw a bookshelf in the room beyond this one.”

      Rosa let out a huff. “But you just said we do not have any books or anything to research with.”

      I broke out into a toothy grin and rubbed my hands together conspiratorially. “Not yet. But something tells me we’re closer to finding them than we think.” I wasn’t sure where this newfound confidence stemmed from but I grabbed hold and didn’t let go. If we were lucky we’d find a way to locate something useful without getting caught.
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      I woke up well before my alarm on Friday morning. Worrying about Abbie and what my father was up to had kept me up most of the night. My stepmother had been unusually quiet at dinner on Thursday night and she’d gone out late that night. As I got dressed, I considered whether I should tell Mr. McManus that our fears had been confirmed about Abbie’s disappearance. Then again, something told me the teacher probably knew already or would have checked for himself. After packing my backpack, I stopped in the kitchen to grab a couple granola bars from the cabinet. I barely had time to shove them in my bag before my father appeared and his aura flared around him, blinding me. Turning, I could just make him out standing in the dining room entrance. I blinked several times to clear my vision.

      He stepped further into the kitchen. “I trust you are coming home right after school today?”

      Shrugging, I shouldered my bag. “I guess so. Why?”

      “We are having a dinner guest and I want you to meet them.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Who?”

      “An old friend of mine.”

      The look on his face didn’t betray any hint as to our mystery guest’s identity but I mentally made an educated guess. Deciding it was safer to stay in his good graces as long as possible, I nodded. “Okay. I’ll come right home.”

      “Good.” He retreated back to the dining room.

      I left the house and sped off toward school. If I was lucky, I could catch Mr. McManus before first period and we could start formulating a plan to get Abbie back. This was my fault for not being straight with her before she was taken. If only I’d told her about my connection to her shrink or given her a real warning when I’d actually had the chance during our brief Facebook chats. I needed to make it right. Shaking my head and braking to a stop in the school parking lot, I realized “if only”s weren’t going to get Abbie back.

      An empty English classroom thwarted my plan to strategize before school started. By the time English rolled around that afternoon, my anxiety was through the roof. Mr. McManus handed back an old assignment and there was a sticky note on the top of my paper. “See me after class.” Stowing the assignment without looking at the grade, a hopeful spark ignited in my chest. Surely the note related to Abbie’s situation and not the assignment itself. We spent the period reviewing for the final exam the following week. With a pang, I realized there was a possibility Abbie wouldn’t be taking the test with us. The bell blared and the rest of the class dispersed. Ignoring the curious looks from my classmates, I stayed put. Finally, when the last student had shuffled out, Mr. McManus approached. “I have a message for you.”

      “From who?” My pulse sped up.

      Mr. McManus sat down in the seat to my right. “Abbie.” I started to speak but he held up a hand to keep me quiet. “She wants you to know she’s alive and that you were right. I’m not sure what the last part means.”

      My heart plummeted to my stomach. “I do.” Anger took over and I slammed a fist on the edge of the desk. I ignored the pain. “And I hate that I was. I should have told her more than I did. I just didn’t want to scare her or make her think I was nuts and have her never talk to me again.”

      “Warning her wasn’t your job, Liam.”

      “I still feel like I let her down.” Rotating in the seat, I faced Mr. McManus head on. ”You said you saw her. Where is she? How is she really?”

      “I’m afraid there are some things I can’t share. But she is all right for now and she’s not alone. Your father seems to be starting a … collection.” Mr. McManus shuddered at the last word. “There were two other girls with her, girls like her.”

      I bit my lower lip until I drew blood. “What are you doing to save her then?”

      “I am working with a few others like me but we can’t simply go to the police and make accusations. Your father will have prepared for that.”

      Fiddling with my backpack strap, I couldn’t dispel the helpless feeling wrapping itself around me. Mr. McManus’s words were just excuses. I let out a breath and decided to change the subject. “My father is having someone over tonight. I think I know who it is. Do you know a man named Rhys Holden?”

      Mr. McManus paled. “By reputation only. If your father is enlisting his help in his plans then the situation is more dangerous than we thought.”

      “I’ll spy if I can.” I stood up. “If you see Abbie again, tell her I’m sorry I didn’t warn her better.”

      The teacher smiled sadly. “I haven’t been used as a literal messenger in a long time. I will do what I can.”

      “Thanks.” Heading for my last class, I clung to the knowledge that Abbie was alive. I needed to be prepared for whatever came at dinner that night. If Mr. Holden was as formidable as everyone thought, I couldn’t let anything slip. So I would be the spy. I needed more information about what was happening and I’d find it one way or another. Even if people didn’t want to share the details they already knew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Most of Friday morning and early afternoon consisted of lying on top of the covers trying not to pay attention to my overly full bladder. The other girls had retreated to their beds as well and there’d been no more discussion about our research plans. I’d tried to doze off—curious about whether another dream might surface—but sleep eluded me. Rolling onto my side, I decided to fill my friends in on the strange dreams. “Hey guys—”

      The hidden door opened and Erin and Rosa both bolted from their beds to crowd around me. Dr. Phillips appeared and held out blindfolds. Launching myself off the bed, I grabbed one and tied it hastily over my eyes. She took my hand and led me out of the room. Only counting two sets of footsteps, I assumed our joint trips to the bathroom were over.

      Ten minutes later, all three of us had relieved ourselves and were once more sitting side by side on my bed. Dr. Phillips stepped out of the room long enough for me to confirm at least two sets of tall bookshelves in the room beyond our cramped quarters. I’d been right. The doctor returned and set down a collapsible keyboard stand and a sheet music stand in the middle of the room. Her second trip yielded a violin and an electronic keyboard. Next came three folding metal chairs and a piano bench. She placed a blank pad of paper and a pen on one of the chairs. Glancing from Rosa to Erin, I gestured at the growing collection in the middle of the room. “What is she doing?”

      Erin and Rosa shrugged as Dr. Phillips made one final trip, wheeling in a small organ. Our captor gave us a full-lipped smile. "I hope you slept well last night."

      I bit my tongue to keep from letting something rude and sarcastic slip. We needed to placate Dr. Phillips. So, forcing a smile, I nodded in answer to her question. The doctor’s shoulders relaxed a little. "Good. Come sit down." She patted the chairs next to her.

      No one moved. The door to the outer room remained open—a temptation, perhaps, or a test. Either way, I couldn’t keep my attention from drifting to the tall bookcases that likely held the answer to one of our problems.

      The doctor settled into one of the folding chairs. "It's okay, girls. You can sit down. I promise it's all right."

      I crossed my arms over my chest. "You swear?"

      "Of course, Abbie."

      I turned first to Erin and then to Rosa. They nodded toward the chairs in silent agreement. We could get through this. We might even score another meager meal if we played along. Erin took up residence on the chair to Dr. Phillips’s right while Rosa claimed the third folding chair in front of the organ. I took a seat on the piano bench. Our captor balanced the pad of paper on one knee and tapped the pen against her leg.

      Erin wet her lips and turned to face Dr. Phillips. “What are we doing?”

      “We’re going to work on a little project.” She leaned forward as if filling us in on a secret. “You girls are very special. More than you could ever imagine. You have amazing gifts and I want you to use them.”

      “What kind of gifts?” Rosa asked.

      Dr. Phillips looked at each of us in turn. “You can all make things happen. Like all those times at school that you told me about. You three are more alike than you realize and I know deep down you know how you make things happen.” She focused on me. “We talked about the trigger in our session. Remember? ”

      I barely stifled a snort of disbelief. Rosa had been right; Dr. Phillips did want to fill us in on her secret plans. Chewing my lower lip in thought, I leaned back against the edge of the keyboard. “Oh. You want us to hum. I’ve never made anything happen with an adult before. It’s always been kids in class.” Good thing I’d kept quiet about that time in the car with Mom.

      “I have not either,” Rosa added.

      Dr. Phillips waved her hand in a dismissive gesture before Erin could contribute. “Don’t worry. I’m sure that won’t be a problem.”

      “So what’s the project exactly?” Erin scooted closer in her chair.

      “We’re going to write a play.” The doctor’s eyes went wide with excitement and light from the bare bulb overhead reflected in them. “Let’s just say it’s always been an ambition of mine to be a playwright. Something the ancient Greeks did. Did you know they had people help them write their plays too?  Just like you, girls.”

      “You could have just asked us to help. You don’t have to keep us here.” It slipped out before I could stop myself.

      Her smile faltered and heat crept up the back of my neck. I’d pissed her off and now hell was about to rain down on us.

      Erin grabbed the woman’s wrist so she no longer focused on me. “Where do we start?”

      Dr. Phillips exhaled slowly through her nose and ran her free hand through her hair. She smiled again but her shoulders remained stiff. “We will start with Rosalia. I want to start with the dialogue. Then we’ll move on to the musical portions.”

      Erin released her grip on Dr. Phillips’s wrist. “What should we do then?”

      “Why don’t you and Abbie play us some music?  I know Abbie plays piano. And you said you like to play the organ.” Dr. Phillips nodded at the instruments.

      Erin vacated the chair beside Dr. Phillips and swapped seats with Rosa. I turned to face the keyboard but didn’t play. Stomach churning, my arms went into spasms like the day Erin joined us. I swallowed twice to keep down the bile rising in my throat and focused on the keyboard. I just hoped going along with the play would be worth the discomfort. I started playing a song I’d been composing before the suspension and life spun out of control.

      Erin rolled back the key cover up on the organ and leaned in so no one else could hear. “I thought we agreed to cooperate.”

      I paused mid-song. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. It just came out.”

      “She knows what makes us special and the more we give her what she wants the better shot we have of getting her to spill.”

      I nodded. “I know. It won’t happen again.” Resuming the song at a softer volume, I caught snippets of the tune Rosa hummed. It sounded like a lullaby. “What’s going on? What is she doing?”

      Erin looked over her left shoulder. “They moved away a little bit. Rosa’s humming and Dr. Phillips is writing something in her notepad.” Erin gasped and turned back to face the organ.

      I increased the volume on the keyboard settings to cover our conversation. “What’s wrong?”

      Erin shook her head and rested her hands in her lap. “I don’t know how to describe it but … it looks like Rosa is glowing.”

      Pivoting on the bench to get a better look, I stopped when Dr. Phillips looked up. “Keep playing, girls.”

      I nudged Erin in the ribs. “Play something.”

      Erin wiped her hands on her thighs. “I don’t know what to play.”

      “Play scales. It doesn’t matter. Just play. We don’t want to make her mad.”

      Erin placed her hands on the organ’s keys and started to pick out a tune. I stayed put to watch the doctor work. Soon, the tiny room filled with the soft tune Rosa hummed and Erin’s counterpoint.  Dr. Phillips bent further over the notepad and scribbled in even tighter scrawl. There was no way I could decipher any of the notes. Glancing at Rosa, I noted her pale cheeks and cracked lips. She gripped the edges of the chair so tightly that her hands drained of color. I could almost see a haze around her but it could have been the backlight from the room with the bookshelves.

      “What’s she doing now?” Erin whispered while she kept playing.

      “She’s still writing. It’s like she can’t stop.”

      “Can I stop now?” Rosa gasped for air.

      Dr. Phillips dropped the pen at the interruption and narrowed her eyes at Rosa. She bent over and scooped it up from the floor. “Just a few more minutes. I want to finish this part.” No please or thank you, just a command.

      Rosa began to sway in the chair and her eyelids drooped. “I’m thirsty. Please, I need a break.”

      Dr. Phillips let out a short huff and leaned in so she towered over Rosa. “You can last one more minute.”

      Rosa shrunk back into her seat but complied and the doctor turned her attention back to the pad in her lap. It was only a matter of time until I would be in Rosa’s position. My mouth went dry at the thought. I prayed we would figure out what she was really after and make a break for it before it was my turn. Finally, Dr. Phillips’s hand went slack and she sat back against the chair. Her face was flushed and sweat beaded on her forehead. “Very good, girls. This is more than I expected on our first try.” She gathered pen and paper and stood up.  We’ll continue later.”

      The doctor stepped around the chair and exited the room, leaving us alone in the room with the instruments and chairs. The door clicked shut behind her and Rosa slumped over in her seat. Retrieving the bottle of water that had rolled under my bed, I pressed it into Rosa’s hands. “Are you all right?”

      “I am tired. I have never done it for so long before. It was like she was pulling it out of me.”

      “Why did she leave the door open?  Didn’t she think we’d run?” Erin turned the organ off.

      I took the seat our captor had vacated. “I think it was a challenge. And to show us she’s in charge.”

      Rosa gulped the water and it brought a little color back to her cheeks. She could have done with some food. We all could. But there was no telling whether our efforts had earned that kind of reward.

      Erin scooted her chair around so that we formed a triangle. She smoothed out a few strands of Rosa’s hair. “That feeling … like everything hurt and you could throw up at any second. Is that what you guys felt before when she brought me in?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but it wasn’t as intense this time.”

      Rosa wiped sweat from her upper lip. “We must figure out what is going on before she does it again.”

      “I think we’ve got a chance.” My body vibrated with sudden energy. “Did either of you happen to notice what was in the next room?”

      The other girls shook their heads in the negative.

      “That room is full of books just like I thought.” I rubbed my hands together to burn off some of the energy. “The first chance we get, we’re going to grab anything we can.”
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      I got home to find my stepmother in the kitchen pouring three glasses of wine. She didn’t turn but acknowledged my presence with a curt, “Good you’re home.”

      A rumbling laugh that didn’t belong to my father came from the next room. Our dinner guest had already arrived. A tall man—rivalling my father in height—dressed in a police uniform followed my father from the dining room into the kitchen. My stepmother handed two of the wine glasses out and kept one for herself. My father beckoned me forward with a wave of his hand.  “Liam, this is a very good friend of mine, Captain Rhys Holden.”

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I approached. My assumption about our guest’s identity was right. I tried not to appear nervous as I studied the man everyone kept warning me was dangerous. The captain sported short-cropped, red hair and his eyes were an icy blue that sent chills down my spine.  Captain Holden extended his hand and I took two tentative steps closer to shake just the tips of the man’s fingers. All at once, the man’s aura blazed into a bright violet haze. I tried to look away, but his presence kept my eyes glued open and my body immobile. A deep, seething anger and desire to do harm to those around me gnawed at my gut. In the back of my head I started strategizing a plan of attack; the desires subsided the moment physical contact ended. The aura did not die down and it started to make me nauseous, forcing me to take slow, deep breaths.

      My father smiled. “Liam has certain … talents for identifying our kind.”

      Captain Holden raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      Nodding, I bit down hard on my lip to keep from throwing up lunch. After another minute of staring at each other, the man’s aura faded and I stumbled sideways into the counter. Relief washed over me and my stomach settled. I had assumed Captain Holden was like my father and, based on the intensity of the man’s aura, he wasn’t some minor god. There was no way my father would associate with anyone who didn’t have real weight to throw around. I just wished I could figure out who he was without resorting to research.

      My father set his wine glass down on the kitchen table, untouched. “Liam, go to your room. Your mother will call you when dinner is ready. We have some business to discuss that’s not appropriate for children’s ears.”

      Rolling my eyes at his insinuation that I was too young to understand their conversation, I left the kitchen. I needed to figure out Captain Holden’s godly identity and this break before dinner was the perfect opportunity. I made it as far as the stairs when I heard footsteps moving into the living room. Settling on the landing just out of sight, I pulled out my phone and made sure it was on silent. I could research and eavesdrop at the same time. Captain Holden’s deep voice echoed in the next room. “Have you made any progress since we last corresponded?”

      My father stepped momentarily into view before he paced back in the other direction. “Why don’t you update us, Priscilla?”

      She cleared her throat. “I’ve moved to the last part of the plan. I have to admit it would have been easier with the others. They’re more cooperative and already on our side.”

      Captain Holden waved his hand dismissively. “You know we need their particular gifts.”

      My stepmother paced into view. “Anyway, we made some good progress earlier today. I anticipate it will be ready to test in a week. Maybe less.”

      Without even googling I assumed that Captain Holden wasn’t Zeus or Poseidon. Historically, they had always been on opposing sides with my father and the captain was clearly in on Abbie’s kidnapping. I tried to catch a glimpse around the corner and saw him take a sip of wine before speaking again. “Good, we have waited too long for this. We may finally be able to win this battle.”

      Opening the Google app on my phone, I typed in ‘Greek God of Battle’. One of the first hits was a Wikipedia entry on Ares, God of War. Teaming up with the God of War made sense. Who better to have on your side than the guy who invented fighting?

      My father came into view again. He turned toward the stairs and I ducked out of sight. “I agree. Have you had any success in locating the others?”

      Captain Holden shook his head and sipped from his glass. “It would appear our counterparts are doing their best to keep the rest hidden.” He laughed that deep, booming laugh again. “They must be kicking themselves for letting these three slip through the cracks.”

      My stepmother’s high-pitched laugh made me jump. “They were so trusting.”

      “I only wish we had realized the potential sooner,” my father added.

      The captain took another sip of wine. “Well, you live and learn.”

      “Indeed.” My father nodded and finally took a seat out of view.

      The conversation was over. Tiptoeing up the stairs out of earshot as quickly as possible, I’d heard enough to know that Abbie and the other girls had a week at most before they became disposable. I needed a plan of attack. Knowing that my father's friend was a police captain complicated things. It meant I couldn't just run to the cops and share my theory about my father and stepmother’s involvement. Not only did I have to worry about the adults keeping secrets from me at home but I worried Mr. McManus was hiding information too. As I stared blankly at my computer screensaver, it disappeared, replaced by a Skype window with Mum’s picture. I accepted the call.

      "Hi, sweetheart." She waved at me from across the pond.

      I smiled. "Hi. I didn't think we were talking until tomorrow."

      "I know but I just had a feeling you might need someone to talk to."

      Did all mothers have ESP? I moved a little to the right so my image was centered on the screen. "Things have been happening. I told you about my friend, Abbie. I think something happened to her. I know Dad and Priscilla are involved. They brought over Rhys Holden for dinner tonight. He’s still here. I overheard them all talking. They're planning something and it's going to be done soon."

      Her cheeks flushed. "I warned you that man is dangerous."

      I looked away. "You didn't tell me he was a cop. I didn't go near him or anything but he's got power, like a lot. I could see it."

      She tilted her head and gave me a sad smile. "You feel helpless to do anything for your friend?"

      I threw my hands up. "Yeah, and my teacher knows something. He's involved in this too, but he won't let me in. I can help. Hell, he told me to spy."

      Mum shook her head and rubbed her temples with both hands. "I don't want you getting involved in this, Liam. Please promise me you'll keep your distance."

      Pushing my chair back, I started to stand before I remembered she couldn’t see me if I moved too much. "Mum, how can I? That crazy woman has three kids locked up somewhere and she's doing who knows what to them. I have to find them; I can't back off; I'm sorry. Besides, it's my fault she got Abbie in the first place."

      "Liam, you listen to me.” Mum leaned in close to the screen. “None of this is your fault. Don't you believe that for a second."

      I wanted to believe her but I couldn't shake the sense of guilt that was holding on in the back of my mind. "Thanks, Mum. But I'm still not dropping this.” I heard footsteps in the hallway. “I've got go. Dinnertime." I ended the call.

      She wasn’t going to dissuade me from finding a way to rescue Abbie and whoever the other two girls were. But first I needed a lead.
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      On Saturday afternoon, I sat, back to the wall, staring at the keyboard and organ still sitting in the middle of the room. Tapping my fingers against my knees, I barely resisted the urge to sit down and play. Maybe it could inspire a plan to get my hands on those books.  Finally, deciding that fighting the urge was stupid, I settled on the bench in front of the keyboard and ran my fingers over the keys. It wasn’t the same as a real piano but there was no other option. Without realizing it, I began playing the same song as the day before. The violin warbled in harmony and when I glanced over my left shoulder, I saw Rosa playing with her eyes closed. After two four counts, Erin joined in on the organ.

      The music filled the small room, reverberating off the walls. A sense of peace wrapped itself around me like a security blanket. Despite the serenity accompanying our three-part harmony, I still worried we would never be found or that we’d starve until the play was complete. The doubts took hold and my fingers faltered on the keys. The other instruments faded a minute later.

      “That song was beautiful.” Rosa set the violin down in her lap.

      Erin pulled the key cover down on the organ. “Yeah, I’ve never heard it before but it was like I knew what I should play.”

      My cheeks warmed. “I wrote it. The piano part anyway.”

      Erin spun to face me. “Whoa. Really?”

      I nodded. “My piano teacher started to teach me last year.”

      Erin’s eyes went wide. “That’s so cool.”

      Rosa pulled one of the folding chairs closer and looked at Erin. “Where did you learn to play the organ?”

      Erin shrugged. “My mom taught me. She plays the organ at our church.”

      “That’s really cool.” Turning to Rosa, I pointed at the violin. “What about you?”

      Rosa sat forward and ran a finger gently over the neck of the instrument. “I have been playing since I was five. My parents love music.”

      Erin twisted her hands in lap. “This is going to sound so stupid but you guys are like the first real friends I’ve had in a long time … since … since all this started.”

      “It is not stupid. I feel the same way.” Rosa tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

      "If we ever get out of here, we have to hang out.” Erin let out a little hiccup of laughter.

      “That’d be nice.” I looked between them and then down at my hands. “Since I hit puberty, everyone has treated me like a freak. Not exactly prime hang out material.”

      Erin scooted over and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. At least we were bonding. Rosa placed her hand on my knee too. “I wish she would tell us what makes us so special.”

      Erin leaned back, breaking contact with my arm. “Maybe she thinks we already know.”

      “I think she’s enjoying having all the power.” My stomach twisted at the thought. “If she tells us the truth it might give us a hint as to how to fight back and she can’t have that.”

      “Maybe.” Erin got up and started to pace the distance between the chairs and the blank wall. “Sorry I got mad at you earlier, Abbie. You did have a point. She should have just asked us to help her with the stupid play. It’s not like she wasn’t seeing us all already.”

      “I think she needed all of us together to make it work.” Rosa rested her elbows on her knees.

      I raised an eyebrow in confusion. “How do you figure?”

      “Well, whenever I have made someone do something, it was short. And it was like I saw something in them. But this was very intense, like maybe there was something in her but it did not want to come out. She was even more focused when you were playing. Like it gave her extra … I do not know the right word to describe it in English.”

      Erin stopped pacing and bent over one of the chairs with her hands gripping the back. "I wish we knew what made her so dangerous too. Well, you know besides the obvious kidnapping and starvation part."

      I studied the blank wall that separated us from the room with books. "If we could get into the next room, we might be able to find a book with everything we need.”

      "Yeah, but how?” Erin rocked back on her heels. “She doesn’t let us leave and we don’t know what to look for."

      Rubbing my head, I tried to abate the headache forming. “I keep thinking about what Glaukos said … about Athena. There’s something we missed.”

      “Dr. Phillips said something yesterday too,” Rosa said.

      “She did?” Erin drummed her fingers on the back of the chair.

      Rosa nodded. “It was about the play. It was something about the way the Greeks used to write them.”

      I mentally ran through everything I remembered about Dr. Phillips’s last visit until it hit me. “You’re right. I remember now.” I jumped to my feet. “It was about having people to help the playwrights … inspire them.” She couldn’t have mentioned that in passing. “I know what we need to look for.”

      The others looked at me with expectant expressions. Licking my lips, I pointed at the wall. “We find whatever books we can about Greek mythology. Greek Goddess of Wisdom, Greek playwrights.” I giggled.  “It’s been staring us in the face.”

      “We know what to look for but how do we get to them?” Rosa picked up the violin and tuned some of the strings.

      My brain was on fire, ideas shooting around faster than I could hold on to them. I took a deep breath to try to collect my thoughts into coherent sentences. “She was really focused on writing. She didn't look up a lot. It was almost as if she was compelled to keep writing. So one of us can play ... she liked that ... and another one will sneak out and grab whatever they can find."

      “We’d need to hide whatever we found,” Erin said.

      Rosa pointed to her bed. “We could hide it under the blankets or in the pillow cases,” she suggested.

      “Yeah that’s good.” I nodded.

      “Which one of us is going to try it?” Erin left her spot by the chair and headed back toward her bed.

      I opened my mouth to offer myself as the guinea pig but the door scraped open and Dr. Phillips appeared with pen and paper in hand.

      "Time to work on our project some more." She smiled and took up residence in the chair Erin had been leaning on.

      Inhaling, I fought to keep my face a neutral mask and hoped she couldn’t hear my heart palpitating in my chest. "Who is going to help next?"

      "Rosa still. We didn’t finish her part yet."

      Rosa set the violin down and sunk into the chair next to Dr. Phillips. I passed Rosa a bottle of water just in case. This session began much as the first with Dr. Phillips absorbed in her scribbling while Erin and I took turns providing background music. The ache in my muscles and the urge to vomit returned. Reminding myself it was just discomfort that would pass, I focused on the song Erin was playing on the organ and the pain lessened.  “I’m going to try to get away.”

      Erin looked over her left shoulder and nodded. “She seems focused. Be careful.”

      Pivoting on the piano bench a few degrees at a time, I finally faced our captor and the open door leading to the next room. Dr. Phillips bent low over the pad, pen scratching along the pages while Rosa sat at her right elbow humming, hand gently resting on the woman’s knee. It was now or never.

      Rosa’s humming grew louder as did Erin’s playing. They were doing what they could to cover my exit. I crept two steps past where our captor sat. Three more steps and I’d be in the next room. My foot barely left the carpet when every nerve ending caught fire and my muscles spasmed in agony. Trying to put my foot flat on the floor only increased the pain. Cold sweat beaded on my forehead and rolled off the tip of my nose onto my lips, which I was certain had cracked. The world tilted and I landed on my knees. Stomach roiling in angry protest, I wretched dry heaves. Black spots popped in front of my eyes and my vision went fuzzy. Any second now I would pass out and never wake up again. The room grew silent but I didn’t know if the girls had stopped their playing and humming or if my ears had simply stopped registering sound. My brain was doing all it could to keep me breathing. Tears traced tiny tracks down my cheeks and I fought for air. My lungs seized up and my throat closed. Numbness filled my mouth but I couldn’t figure out why. Just as I was ready to succumb to the blackness of unconsciousness, Dr. Phillips appeared in front of me. Her cheeks were bright red and her body shook. "Where do you think you're going, Abbie?"

      It took a full minute for the woman’s words to register. Blinking up at the woman, I managed to regain enough control over my weak muscles to collapse flat on the floor, chin bumping against the carpet. My destination remained just out of reach. I remained immobile in that position for a while before I could make my body respond to simple commands. Curling onto my side, I saw both Erin and Rosa watching me with unshed tears in their eyes. I tried to cough and clear my airway but my mouth wouldn’t open and the effort only sent sharp pains through my chest.

      "She's in pain." Erin started forward.

      Pressing my lips together, I shook my head. Defending me wasn’t worth it. Not right now. Dr. Phillips returned to her seat and picked up her pen. "She shouldn't have done that.”

      My vision blurred again and more tears fell when I tried to sit up. I refused to give this woman the satisfaction of knowing she could beat us into submission. Sucking in air through my nose, I forced myself to get to my feet. The room spun and I clenched my hands into fists to have something concrete and real to focus on to keep me upright.

      The doctor pointed to one of the beds. “Sit down right there. Don’t move again until we’ve finished.”

      I couldn’t have argued if I wanted to so I obeyed. Sitting seemed to ease some of the pain.

      We spent another hour with Dr. Phillips. Before she left, she set three trays on the floor with two plates each with ham and cheese sandwiches and bottles of water. She gave no indication of when she would be back.  Rosa chugged what little water was left in the bottle clutched to her chest. It did little to bring back the color to her cheeks this time. I didn’t want to think about how awful I looked.

      "Are you okay?" Erin sat beside me and brushed damp hair out of my face.

      My jaw finally unclenched and the coppery taste of blood filled my mouth. Feeling finally returned and I could tell I’d bitten my tongue. Running a hand over my chin, I felt the raised bumps of rug burn. “I’m fine." I couldn’t meet her eyes.

      She wrapped her arm around my shoulders. "You don't look it."

      "I'll recover.”

      Rosa handed me her empty bottle and I managed to spit some of the excess blood out of my mouth. “I just need to rest.” I looked across the room at Rosa. “How are you doing?"

      "I will be okay too. I am very tired."

      “We need a new plan." Erin kicked the nearest chair leg.

      I picked up a napkin and dabbed at my tongue some more until I was satisfied the bleeding had stopped. Rosa motioned for me to wipe my nose and the napkin came away bloodier than before. I could use a trip to the bathroom but that wasn’t happening any time soon. "She was expecting us to try something. And we made the mistake of underestimating her power.” I took several slow breaths. “We’ll be ready next time."

      "Next time?” Erin got to her feet. “You can’t be serious."

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “We need that information. Sure, it would be easier if she just told us or if Glaukos came back with answers but we can’t rely on other people. If we want to get out of here, we need to do it on our own.”

      “But, Abbie, you did not see whatever she did to you.” Rosa twisted her fingers in the hem of her shirt. “I thought you were going to die.”

      “Believe me, it felt that way. I’ve got the bloodstains to prove it.” Strength slowly returned to my body and, in that moment, I knew what needed to happen next. “But I know what to expect next time. It’s all mind over matter. I just have to convince myself not to feel the pain.”

      Erin held up her hands. "You don’t have to do it again."

      "Yeah, I do. She won’t expect me to try it again so I’m the most logical choice.” Getting to my feet, I pushed past Erin’s outstretched hands. “I’ll see if there’s a way out of the next room too.”

      “But she’d definitely notice if you were gone. You have maybe a minute before she notices. Just focus on the book for now.” Erin wrapped her arms around her chest.

      I let out a slow breath through my nose. “Okay. The next time she comes in, I’ll make a break for it.”

      It wasn’t the best plan but it was all we had. I picked up one of the trays and took a few swigs of water. Dr. Phillips had given us enough food for at least another day. Now we waited.
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      The rest of Saturday morning dragged. Around noon we sat together in the middle of the room and picked slowly at our sandwiches. I wasn’t a huge fan of ham and cheese but I couldn’t afford to be choosy. I took small bites, letting each one settle before moving on to the next bite. The pain in my tongue had lessened but it was still sore.

      Erin wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. “I wonder why she gave us two plates this time.”

      Looking from our triangle to the wall and back again, I said, “I don’t think she’s coming back until Monday.”

      Rosa set her empty plate back on her tray. “I wonder why.”

      Erin kicked her tray away and stretched her arms over head. “Because she’s crazy.” Her cheeks took on a slight pinkish hue and her lips turned down into a frown at the edges. “I don’t understand why no one’s found us yet. I mean the cops have to know she was seeing all of us.”

      I swallowed the last bite of sandwich. “She’s obviously a good liar. She could convince them she wasn’t the last person to see us before we disappeared or they looked through her office and didn’t find anything.” I downed the bite with a swig of water. “Hey, Rosa, did you read what she wrote earlier?"

      "No. She wrote too fast and her writing is very messy."

      "Next time we should pay attention.” Erin shrugged. “Maybe it will help us figure out what she’s going to do with the play."

      Just what we needed; one more item on our ever-growing list of things to solve. I kept it to myself though. It wouldn’t do us any good to start arguing again about what was and wasn’t important. Besides, I needed to reserve my strength to make a second attempt whenever Dr. Phillips came back.

      “Abbie, can I ask you something?” Erin turned the chair behind her around and settled into it with her arms dangling over the back.

      I shrugged one shoulder. “Sure.”

      “Who’s Liam?”

      Heat shot up my neck and settled in my cheeks. “What?”

      “You told Glaukos to tell someone named Liam that you were okay. Who is he?”

      “A friend.” Closing my eyes, I pictured Liam in my mind. A smile spread over my lips and I opened my eyes. “Okay, so I kind of want him to be my boyfriend. We only really started talking this past week. We have a couple classes together.” A nervous giggle escaped. “He’s really sweet. I think he likes me too. He wants to hang out when I’m un-grounded. I guess that all depends on if we ever get out of here.”

      “Do you think Glaukos found him?” Rosa propped her elbows on her knees.

      “No idea.” I picked at my cuticles. “I probably should have told him to tell my parents that I was okay. But that probably would have freaked them out.”

      Erin let out a snort. “But an owl talking to a teenage boy wouldn’t?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. He warned me to be careful with Dr. Phillips. Something tells me he wouldn’t be too weirded out by a talking owl.” Speaking of weird things, I thought and cleared my throat. “I need to tell you both something.” Inching closer to my friends, I leaned forward. “I’ve been having strange dreams. At least I think they’re dreams.”

      Erin narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s like…” Tapping my chin, I tried to remember all the different versions. “I’m in all these different places and bad things keep happening. In one I was in a forest and there were lightning storms and the ground erupted and there was a massive tidal wave. And then there was one with these, like, zombie guys in a field.” I knew it sounded crazy but Erin and Rosa sat without looking away so I kept going. “But I wasn’t alone. I was always with people. And they felt familiar, like family. I don’t know if it means anything but the dreams didn’t start until I got here.”

      Erin’s shoulders relaxed and she let out a breath. “I thought it was just me.”

      “Me too.” Rosa nodded.

      My mouth went slack. I tried to find words but failed. I tried again. “Wait… You’ve been having dreams too?”

      “Those same dreams.” Erin smiled.

      “They have stopped for now,” Rosa added.

      “At least I’m not going crazy or something.” I relaxed a little.

      Rosa ran a hand over the violin propped against her seat. “What if these are not dreams?”

      Erin leaned back in the chair and the metal squeaked in protest. “What do you mean?”

      “To me, they feel like memories. Ones I had forgotten about until I came here.”

      It didn’t matter what they were. We didn’t really need more puzzles to decipher. The conversation drifted off as Rosa picked up the violin and played a few somber notes. Her cheeks paled as she set the instrument down in her lap. “I hope she does not make me hum again when she comes back.”

      I moved closer to her. “Was it that bad?”

      Rosa ran her fingers along the strings without making noise. “I do not know how to explain. Sometimes, when I hum, I feel sort of like I am vibrating. I make this connection with people like they have a need to let things out. It makes me feel strong. But this time, the more I hummed the weaker I became.”

      I patted Rosa’s knee. “It will be us soon enough. And whatever she does to keep us here when we aren’t trying to fight it isn’t so bad.” I wasn’t really looking forward to the experience. Returning to my bed, I settled on top of the blankets. The little bit of food had suddenly made me drowsy. In my peripheral vision I watched Erin and Rosa follow suit. Maybe we’d share another dream if we all managed to get a little sleep.

      I drifted off but not long enough to really dream. I woke with a start, voices coming from somewhere nearby. Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I looked around the room trying to figure out where the voices were coming from. “Do you guys hear that?”

      Rosa and Erin nodded but didn’t move. I got up from the bed and crouched down by the wall. I pressed my ear to where I assumed the door met the wall, but the conversation remained muffled. If only I was back at home where eavesdropping was easier thanks to actual open doors.

      Rosa scooted closer to the head of her bed. "Can you hear what they are saying?"

      I shook my head. "They're too far away. And the walls are too thick."

      Erin moved to sit beside Rosa. "Maybe they are walking around?"

      "No.” I listened again. “If they were moving around they would get softer and louder as they walked. The volume is the same.” I flashed them a smile. “Trust me. I spy on my mom a lot when she talks to my dad on the phone."

      Finally, after only mumbled syllables, someone walked close enough and spoke loud enough to be heard through the barrier. Dr. Phillips’s voice. "I'll have it ready soon enough. Trust me. You both just need to be patient."

      A man’s accented voice responded. “I think we’ve been patient long enough. Besides, you know we have a schedule to keep. And you said you’d show me the progress you were making.”

      “When I get closer to finishing.”

      “Fine. But you are making progress, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      The man grunted. “I will update our friend on your progress.” Heavy footsteps moved away and a door opened on unoiled hinges.

      Dr. Phillips’s voice rang out. “Oh, you might want to pay more attention to the people around you. I think we might have a spy.”

      Silence followed and I sat back on my heels. The man’s voice sounded familiar but I couldn’t place it. And out of nowhere Liam’s face flashed in my mind.

      Erin stepped up to the wall beside me. “What was all that about?”

      "I think she was talking about the play." I settled on my knees. “It sounds like she’s working with someone else, a man. I think he’s calling the shots.” The overheard conversation only added more questions to our growing list and answers were pretty damn nonexistent. If we didn’t find some soon, we’d be screwed.
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      Dr. Phillips didn’t return on Sunday, just as I’d predicted. By Erin’s watch it was after 10:00pm but none of us could sleep. The light overhead remained on. In the silence, I shivered as the realization hit me that in just two days I would have been missing for a week. We’d all gone through the second plate on our trays and we’d run out of water. My bladder was starting to get insistent that it be emptied. Tugging the blankets over my legs, I closed my eyes. I’d fallen into a light doze when soft clicks like nails on tile caught my attention. I didn’t move. "What was that?"

      “See for yourself,” a familiar voice said in my head.

      I opened my eyes to face the middle of the room. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I found Glaukos perched on the seat of the nearest chair.

      "You came back." Erin got up from her bed and sat on the piano bench.

      “I am afraid it is a short visit.”

      "She’s torturing us.” A shiver wracked my body. I moved to take the seat in front of the organ. “I tried to get to the books outside this room, to find information like you told us, but she stopped me.” I wrapped my arms around my torso to ward off a chill. “I thought I was going to die. It was like I was being ripped apart from the inside.” Even without a mirror I knew I still had dried flecks of blood on my top lip.

      Rosa joined the group in the middle of the room and pulled her feet under her as she sat down. “All she cares about is this stupid play she is writing.”

      Glaukos let out of soft hoot and inched to the end of the seat. “I am so very sorry she is mistreating you. We are doing what we can to nudge the police in the right direction.”

      Erin drummed her fingers on the edge of her chair. “Haven’t the cops questioned her yet?”

      The bird inclined its head in Erin’s direction. “I am afraid I have not been able to follow the investigation very closely. But I can assure you that others are still working to rescue you.” Glaukos’ lamp-like eyes shone in the pale light. It blinked twice. “Now, tell me about this play.”

      “We do not know much.” Rosa shrugged. “She will not tell us what it is about. But she is making us use our abilities.” A single tear ran down her cheek. “It is painful.”

      “I warned you to be careful.”

      “We don’t exactly have a choice in the matter”—I glared at the bird—“unless we want to end up unconscious from the pain.”

      Glaukos swiveled its head in my direction and clicked its beak. Looking down at my hands, I couldn’t help feeling like the bird was scolding me. “Sorry.” I rubbed my eyes with both hands. “It’s just … there are so many things we don’t know and we aren’t any closer to figuring them out. About all we know for sure is that all of this has something to do with Ancient Greece from what you said about Athena and what she said about Greek plays but that’s all we’ve got to go on.”

      Erin nudged my leg with her toe. “And the dreams.”

      “What dreams?”

      Exhaling, I explained. “We’ve been having the same dreams since we were put here.”

      “They feel more like memories, long forgotten ones,” Rosa added.

      Erin titled her head in the bird’s direction. “Do you know what they mean?”

      Glaukos gave another soft hoot. “Perhaps. I will see what I can learn. I must go now. Be strong. We have faith in you.”

      Jumping to my feet, I held out a hand as if it would keep the bird from taking flight. “Wait! Did you find Liam? Did you give him my message?”

      Glaukos spread its wings and flapped once. “Yes. He was happy to know you were all right. He wanted me to tell you he is sorry.”

      "I think I hear something outside." Rosa moved to the sealed doorway and pressed her ear close.

      I joined her but couldn’t hear anything at first. Then footsteps—muffled though they were—sounded just beyond our prison. I turned back to look at Glaukos.  “Someone is definitely out there.”

      Glaukos launched into the air. “I’m sorry, but I can’t stay longer. When you discover your reading material, remember that everything has its season.” The owl disappeared in a puff of feathers, leaving no proof that it had even been there.

      I returned to my bed and pressed my back to the wall. These little visits weren’t helping at all. Why couldn’t the owl just come out and tell us what to look for? The minimal amount of food and water made my brain fuzzy when I tried to puzzle out the bird’s latest offering about the seasons. There was one thing that gave me hope; Liam knew I was alive and he was happy about it. But I had no idea what he had to be sorry about. Erin and Rosa returned to their beds as well. The footfalls had grown fainter and disappeared almost the moment Glaukos pulled his disappearing act. In the quiet, I turned my attention to finding a way to trick my mind into ignoring the pain in my body. I would be ready next time.
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      Sleep eluded me again on Monday morning. By quarter after five I was out the door and speeding off toward school, under cover of darkness, determined to catch Mr. McManus before classes started for the day. Unfortunately, my enthusiasm didn't take into account that the school didn't actually open until quarter after six. So I sat on a bench near the entrance to the cafeteria for fifteen minutes until I spotted a janitor walking by inside. Leaping from the bench, I pounded on the door to get the man's attention. The janitor approached and pushed the door open.

      "Thanks.” I squeezed by him and took off before I could be questioned.

      The halls were eerie in the semidarkness but I made it to Mr. McManus's classroom without a problem. Trying the door, I found it locked with no sign of the teacher inside. Backtracking to the hallway that led to the teachers’ lounge, I took a chance. I eased the door open and spotted Mr. McManus sitting on a sofa by the window. I couldn’t make out who the teacher was speaking with. "I've given them a push in the right direction but we have to trust that they can work out the truth on their own." He nodded and rubbed his chin. "If it were that easy, we would do that. But this time around things didn't work out that way."

      My sneaker squeaked on the tile floor giving me away. Mr. McManus looked up and I saw the cell phone pressed to his ear. "I have to go. I'll talk to you tonight."

      I opened my mouth to apologize and then stopped. No, I wasn’t sorry I’d overheard the conversation. It was more information than I’d been able to get out of Mr. McManus so far. He ended the call and set the phone on the edge of the sofa. "I should be surprised to see you, Liam."

      I quirked a half smile. "But you're not."

      "No.” The teacher shook his head and motioned for me to move closer. “I understand this is frustrating."

      "Yeah. It is.” Closing the distance between us, I didn’t sit down. Instead, I leaned in and pointed an accusatory finger at him. “You know where she is. Why won't you tell me?"

      "Because there's nothing you can do." Mr. McManus held his hands up.

      I tossed my backpack on the chair and started to pace. "Yes, there is. Please, just tell me where I can find her.” The teacher didn’t respond right away so I tried a different approach. “Do you know what they want with her and the other girls?"

      The teacher glanced at his phone and sighed. "I have a guess about what they are being used for but it’s only a theory. As to where, even if I told you, it wouldn't do any good. It's protected."

      I snorted. "Well, you got in. How protected can it be?"

      Mr. McManus crossed his arms over his chest. "You know what I am. The wards are against humans."

      I couldn’t resist rolling my eyes. "So you're saying I need to turn into an animal so I can get in?"

      "No, Liam. I'm saying you need to leave this to the adults."

      I stopped pacing and faced Mr. McManus. Heat prickled over my scalp. I was getting nowhere. "I don't see you all rushing to save them. From what I heard, Abbie and the other girls don't even know what they are. Is finding out the truth more important than getting them out of that situation?"

      "Of course their safety is important." Mr. McManus vacated his spot on the sofa.

      "I'm going to find them without your help if I have to." Grabbing my backpack I turned to the door. Mr. McManus reached out a hand to stop me. "Liam, are you doing this because you feel responsible?"

      I turned away from the door. "I care about Abbie. I like her more than as a friend and I don't want anything bad to happen to her."

      The teacher pulled his hand away and took a step back. "That doesn't answer my question."

      I shrugged. "You didn't answer mine."

      Mr. McManus exhaled a long breath through his nose. "We think your stepmother is keeping them somewhere in her office.” He held up his hands in a placating gesture. “That's all I know."

      It was a place to start. I forced a smile. "Thanks."

      "See you in class." Mr. McManus waved me toward the door and went back to the couch to retrieve his phone.

      My attention strayed during morning classes while I tried to figure out how to search my stepmother’s office without getting caught. If she saw me there, it would set off red flags and punishment would be swift and harsh. By the time my study period came, I was ready to jump out of my skin. Sequestering myself in the computer lab, I managed to log into my father’s Google calendar after three failed attempts. Luckily, my father and stepmother shared an account. She had three appointments that ended by 5 o’clock. If I showed up while she was with a client, I could sneak around unnoticed. I need to leave school right at the final bell to make sure I got in and out while she was occupied.

      Sprinting out of the library with the final bell, I bypassed my locker and slammed through the outer doors to the bike rack. The anticipation of making real progress spurred me on at a breakneck pace. I stuck to the main roads to get to the office building. I’d only been there a handful of times and wanted to be sure I didn't miss it and waste precious time getting lost. Spotting my stepmother’s car in the lot, I skidded to a halt and sucked in a few breaths to calm my hammering heart. I paused outside the office bearing her name and listened. All seemed quiet inside but that meant very little. I eased open the door and stepped into the small waiting area. It was empty except for the front desk receptionist. She looked up. "Are you here for an appointment?"

      I stopped with my hand still on the doorknob. I hadn’t thought about the receptionist. She stared at me with one eyebrow raised and when she didn’t get an immediate answer she frowned.

      I closed the door and cleared my throat. “No. Um, I’m Dr. Phillips’s stepson. She knows I’m coming by.”

      The receptionist propped her elbows on the desk. “She’s in with a patient right now.”

      “Oh, I know that.” I stepped up to the counter and leaned forward with a smile. “She said it was okay if I came by now even though she’s busy. I just needed to look for some books I left here over the weekend. You know … sometimes studying in different places makes stuff stick.”

      The receptionist rolled her eyes and waved me away. Walking around the far end of the desk, I spied her scrolling through a clothing website. Apparently my snooping paled in comparison to online shopping. I walked out of the waiting area like I knew where I was going and was supposed to be there. The door to my stepmother’s office was firmly closed, keeping the conversation confidential. I passed by an open bathroom door on the way to the study at the end of the hallway. If she was hiding anything this would be the place to check.

      Slipping inside, I looked around at the book-lined shelves. I sidestepped around the two plush chairs facing each other in the far left corner to get a closer look at the reading material. Most of it was old psychology textbooks or studies on child development. All things one would expect to find in a psychologist’s study. I stopped near the far right corner of the back shelf and ran my fingers over the spines. A door opened somewhere in the hall and my heart jumped into my throat. Creeping to the doorway, I watched a boy no older than me walk out of my stepmother’s office and head toward the bathroom. I was running out of time. I took one last look at the back bookshelf and stopped when I caught a slender volume about Greek mythology. Definitely out of place here. I snapped a photo of the spine on my phone. I could swing by the public library and check out a copy if they had it. Given my father’s true identity and who I suspected Abbie to be, this book probably contained a lot of juicy information.

      Phone back in my pocket, I made my way back toward the front of the office. The toilet flushed and I darted past the bathroom just in time to avoid being caught. As leisurely as I could, I walked the rest of the way to the reception area and gave the receptionist a silent nod on the way out. I only exhaled once I was safely out of the building. Firing off a quick text to my father that I would be studying late, I mounted my bike and headed off to the library.

      Half an hour later, with reference number in hand, I stalked between shelves in the folklore section. Stooping down to check the numbers on the bottom shelf, I finally found what I was looking for. I tugged the dusty book off the shelf and carried it to a nearby desk. A quick perusal of the table of contents signaled some very interesting things. Besides an alphabetical listing of every major deity and hero, there was a section near the back of the book mysteriously labeled “The Pantheon through History.” Just as I flipped to the start of the section, someone cast a shadow over the right hand page. Turning, I found a short, pudgy man with greying hair in a three piece suit hovering behind my chair.

      “Uh … hi.” I slid my hand over the text on the page to conceal what I was reading.

      “Don’t see too many kids your age actually come to the library to look at books.” The man pointed at the book. “Especially ones like that.”

      I spun in the chair to face the man straight on. “Oh, well, I really like Greek mythology. I’m doing a paper on it for school.”

      The man pulled out the chair next to me and sat down. As he straightened his suit jacket I caught sight of his footwear: custom Converse sneakers with wings on the outside edge. This guy was not going to win any fashion awards. He leaned in close. “No, you’re not, son.”

      I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “You aren’t writing a report for school.” The man pulled the book from under my hands.

      “Are you calling me a liar?” I reached for the book. “And even if I’m not, what’s it to you? It’s not like it’s a reference only book.”

      The man smiled but kept the book just out of reach. “Well, for your information, young man, I’m the librarian. So I make it my business to know what books people are using in my library.”

      My body went cold with embarrassment. “Oh. Sorry.”

      The librarian smiled a toothy grin and out of nowhere a vibrant blue aura blazed around his head and shoulders. Lifting my hand to shield my eyes, I peered between my fingers enough to see him stand and take a step back. The librarian set down the book within my reach.

      “Look, young man, I know why you’re after that book. If it helps, I’ll give you an extended checkout time for it.” The aura started to fade.

      “You will?”

      The librarian nodded. “I know who you are too.”

      I lowered my hand. “You do?”

      “I know you’re one of us. At least related by blood, I’d say.”

      Pulling the book toward me, I looked away from the man until I no longer saw the hazy afterglow of his aura. “Yeah … you probably don’t want to know whose blood.”

      “We can’t choose our family, son.” The librarian let out a soft chuckle.

      “I know. Still, I sometimes wish I could.” Standing up, I shouldered my backpack. “So do you know about what’s going on? About the missing girls?”

      The librarian nodded. “Between you and me, I say don’t give up. You’ll find her if you keep looking.” He tapped the back cover of the book. “You’re on the right track.”

      “Thanks.” I followed the librarian to the checkout desk.

      “You take care of that book now. It’s quite old.” The librarian stowed the card in the back pocket of the book jacket.

      I had twenty-one days to return the book. Abbie didn’t have three weeks. If I didn’t return it within a week then all of this was for nothing. “No problem.” I stowed the book in the front flap of my bag. “Oh, and one more thing.”

      The librarian leaned over the desk, a sly look on his face. “Yes?”

      “If anyone asks if you’ve seen me, tell them you haven’t, okay? There are people who can’t find out I’m looking for her.”

      The man slid his fingers over his lips, miming locking them and tossing away the key. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

      “Thanks.” I turned to leave but stopped mid step as the man’s true identity dawned on me. The wings on his sneakers gave it away. Smiling, I nodded my head.

      “Figured it out, did you?” The librarian stepped out from behind the checkout desk.

      I glanced around to make sure we weren’t overheard. “Maybe. Uh… Hermes.”

      Hermes winked at him. “I’ll keep your secret if you’ll keep mine.”

      I nodded and offered a hand to the librarian. It was nice to have another ally in the fight against my father, and this one might actually be useful. Now, if I could figure out what they needed Abbie and the other girls for, maybe I could find a way to stop them. No matter what Mr. McManus said, the cops needed to know where to start looking or at least who should be their prime suspect.
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      I holed up in the library on Tuesday during my afternoon study period. I was supposed to be studying for my science final but I couldn’t think about lab reports when Abbie was still missing. I flipped to the sticky note I’d used to mark the chapter I wanted at the back of the mythology book. The section I was most interested in turned out to be one of the shortest, almost like an afterthought. In essence it explained that there were some who believed the Greek gods were not just a bunch of myths and religious stories but that they existed and were real people. Every generation they were reborn into the world to carry out their destinies. If I didn't know what my father had already told me, it would have read like a bunch of crap but it fit perfectly. As the information sank in, questions began to bubble to the surface. Did my father know the author and, more importantly, how could it help Abbie?

      Jotting down some of my more pressing questions, I intended to take them to Mr. McManus. But maybe he wasn’t the right avenue to take anymore. There were other people involved who had to be willing to help and Hermes was my way in. Before I made another trip to the library, I needed to give what information I had to the police. Even though the search of my stepmother’s office had come up empty it didn’t mean there wasn’t something there that I’d missed. If the cops asked what made me so sure that Abbie was still in her custody, I would say she’d been talking about Abbie after the abduction and this had made me suspicious. Even though my curiosity about the wider mythological community was piqued, warning the police was a more pressing matter. I just prayed Captain Holden didn’t get in the way.

      My watch beeped at me, signaling the study period was almost over, and I started to pack up. Just as I stuffed the book back into my bag, I felt someone staring at me. Turning around, Peter Morgan and some of his friends approached through the bookshelves. Peter wasn’t a bad kid but I had a feeling I knew what was coming.

      “Where’s your freak girlfriend?” He stopped a couple inches from me wearing a smirk.

      “She’s not my girlfriend.” Mentally kicking myself for letting that slip, I stood and stepped up so we were nose to nose. “And I don’t know where she is. Even if I did, it’s not your business.”

      Peter leaned in. “You can’t deny she’s a freak.”

      Settling my bag over both shoulders gave me the distraction I needed to keep from punching Peter in the mouth. I pushed past them but they followed after me. I didn’t have time for this and I whirled around to face them. “Look, maybe you should just admit that you like Shelley and stop blaming things on other people.” I didn’t wait for Peter’s response. Before heading to Mr. McManus’s class, I stowed the library book in my locker—less chance of my father finding it. That way they couldn’t accuse me of stealing it from my stepmother’s office. They hadn’t said anything about my afternoon visit the other day but I had no doubt the receptionist had shared the information with them.

      After the final bell, I fought through the crowd of students and outside to the bike rack. Clipping my phone to the handlebar, I started up the GPS to find the nearest police station. There were more than I realized and I selected the one closest to school. That way, if anyone asked, I could say I just got delayed because of traffic.

      Despite a couple wrong turns thanks to construction, I arrived just before three o’clock. Skidding to a halt outside the precinct, I guided my bike into an open slot on the rack. All I had to do was go in and share what I knew. It couldn’t be that hard. I wiped my palms on the front of my jeans before walking up the steps and into the front hall. A young woman in a uniform sat at the desk, her head bent over a clipboard.

      “Uh, excuse me.” I rested my elbows on the desk.

      She held up a finger for me to wait while she scribbled on the clipboard. I drummed my fingers on the desk until she looked up. Dark purple smudges under her eyes indicated a lack of sleep. I backed up a step so I wasn’t leaning over her.

      “What do you need?” She put the clipboard aside.

      “Uh, I think I have some information on a missing girl. Her name is Abigail Rollands.”

      The desk officer stood up and disappeared through a doorway that had a key card lock without saying a word. I stayed put. She returned a few minutes later and motioned for me to follow. She held the door open and I ducked around her into the main area of the precinct. Plainclothes officers sat at desks typing away at their computers. Some other officers in uniform had phones pressed to their ears. It was definitely not what I had expected. Too much Law & Order.

      The front desk officer pointed to a desk near the far left corner under an open window. Faint traffic noises filtered in from outside. I took off my backpack before sitting down across from a gruff looking officer. Unlike the desk officer, he wore dark pants, a faded grey shirt and windbreaker. A detective’s shield was clipped to the outside pocket of his jacket. The entire scenario was beginning to feel like a mistake. I couldn’t shake the feeling that my father was going to find out I’d come here.

      The detective picked up a pad and pen. “So, the desk officer said you have information on a missing girl.”

      I nodded. “Maybe.”

      The detective leaned forward. “What’s your name, son?”

      I bit my lower lip. “Do I have to give you that?”

      The detective pursed his lips and pressed the tip of the pen to the pad of paper. “Well, can you tell me how you know about the missing girl?”

      “Her name’s Abbie.” I couldn’t stop myself. I pressed my back against the chair to put some distance between us. “We’re classmates.”

      “I see.” The man wrote down my answer.

      “Uh, anyway, my stepmother’s a psychologist and I heard her talking about Abbie recently.”

      The detective leaned back in his chair, and crossed his legs. “Well, it’s been on the news.”

      I shook my head. “Before she went missing I mean. She was seeing Abbie as a patient.”

      “I’m sure we’ve talked to your stepmother already then.” He made a show of flipping through a case file on his desk.

      There was no way of knowing if it was Abbie’s file or just for show. “But I think she took Abbie. I mean the last place anyone saw her was at my stepmother’s office, wasn’t it?”

      The detective straightened at my statement. Maybe I’d hit on something that they didn’t know or that the general public wasn’t privy to. Clasping my hands in my lap, I took a breath. “Look, she was talking about Abbie after she went missing too. Like she had some idea of where she was. You should just talk to her again, maybe check out her office.”

      A door opened and I caught a tall reflection in the window to my right. A tiny voice in the back of my head warned that I was in danger. I turned to look behind me and Captain Holden turned away, striding back into his office. Panic gnawed at my stomach. I was so screwed. Why didn’t I research which precinct the captain oversaw before I made this stupid trip? There was no way this wouldn’t blow up in my face.

      The detective cleared his throat to get my attention and set the pad of paper down. “Look, kid. Don’t waste our time, here. We can’t expend resources on frivolous tips. Go on home.”

      I wanted to argue but knew I’d find no help here. Captain Holden was in charge and probably exerting his own control over the officers. If he didn’t want the department looking into Abbie’s disappearance then his officers would disregard any lead that came their way, even if it was legitimate. I picked up my backpack and looked away. “Sorry for wasting your time.”

      I didn’t even acknowledge the desk officer before bursting out into the afternoon sunshine. Hopping on my bike, I headed home. It was time to focus on my other objective: to learn what I could about the wider deity community and find help elsewhere. A second visit to the public library and Hermes was in order. If I got lucky, the messenger would lead me to some other gods who might be more willing to listen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A little after four o’clock on Tuesday, the door to our prison opened and Dr. Phillips entered with pen and pad at the ready. I’d spent the better part of the last two days sitting in what felt like a trance, pinching myself every now and then to test whether I could resist the pain. It was a poor test since I couldn’t pinch very hard, but it was all I had. If I failed this time, I didn’t think I’d have the strength for a third try.

      “What are we going to do now?” Rosa moved the chairs closer to the keyboard as they’d been before.

      Dr. Phillips sat down. “I am going to work with Erin right now. I want you and Abbie to play. It’s always nicer when there’s music in the background.”

      Erin took the seat that Rosa had occupied during their prior sessions while Rosa picked up the violin and started to tune it. I turned the keyboard on and hit a few keys so Rosa could match pitch. It prolonged the time before my second attempt to sneak off. Despite the mental preparation I was still nervous. Finally, Rosa began to play and Erin began to hum. I stayed put on the piano bench another minute facing Dr. Phillips and Erin. Mentally I began to plan my route out of the room. Dr. Phillips sat partially in front of the open doorway but there was just enough space for me to get by if I didn’t collapse like last time. My vantage point also showed me the door leading out of the bookshelf room. I’d check it out if I had the time. Licking my lips, I saw Rosa mouth, “Go,” out of the corner of my eye.

      This was it. Leaving the bench without making a sound, I took one tentative step toward the exit. The whole-body ache returned but it was less intense. The urge to vomit wasn’t even present. Clenching my hands into fists to give my brain a different kind of pain to focus on, I shuffled forward. I would make it. Just three more steps and I’d be free of this prison. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that Dr. Phillips appeared oblivious to my escape attempt. I tiptoed over the threshold and exhaled a breath. My body still throbbed in protest against the doctor’s power but my will was stronger than the pain. Angry, red half-moon indents marred my palms when I uncurled my fingers. As far as I could tell, the shelves that ringed three of the four walls were crammed with psychology texts. Turning to face the shelves directly behind me, I ran my fingers along the spines checking titles. Bending down to check the next shelf I nearly missed it: The Pantheon: a Study of Greek Gods and Goddesses. Sliding the slender book from the shelf, I traced the raised lettering of the title on the cover. The mission was nearly complete. I hastily rearranged some of the books to fill in the small gap to hide the theft.

      All at once, my stomach clenched tight and my muscles contracted with pain. Breathing hurt. Dr. Phillips’s power was surging. Still, I had to try the outer door. Biting down hard on my lower lip, I closed the gap between the shelf and the door. With one hand, I tugged on the doorknob but it didn’t budge. With the book tucked under my right arm, I retreated to the windowless room. Dr. Phillips was still bent over the paper. I had enough time to stow the book under my pillow and settle at the keyboard before Dr. Phillips looked up momentarily. “Why don’t you play for a while, Abbie?” The doctor’s attention returned to writing.

      After playing some scales to warm up, I started playing the song I’d been writing. Rosa leaned in over the neck of the violin.  “Did you find anything?”

      “Wait until she leaves,” I answered through clenched teeth.

      After maybe five minutes of playing, Erin’s humming stopped and I lifted my hands from the keys. Erin looked about as pale as Rosa had been. She shook and sweat glistened on her forehead and upper lip.

      Dr. Phillips stood up, pen still in hand. “I think we made good progress today, girls.”

      The outer door opened and a tall man dressed in a suit walked through to block the entryway into our cell. I tried to study his face without being obvious. Hadn’t I seen him on my visit here? He could definitely be the same man. He straightened his suit jacket and surveyed the scene. “How are things going?” He looked at Dr. Phillips.

      She didn’t meet his gaze. “We’ve made some more progress.”

      “When do we get to see it?” Erin leaned over to read the top page of the pad.

      The doctor clutched the paper to her chest. “Oh, you don’t want to see it yet. It’s not ready.”

      Before any of us could ask more questions, Dr. Phillips pushed past the man out of the room. He followed her without acknowledging we existed. The door slid shut behind him, cutting off any view of the adults. Erin downed some water and looked at me. “Did you get it?”

      Lifting up my pillow, I revealed the book with a proud grin on my face. Settling on my bed with both girls beside me, I gripped the book with both hands. “I don’t think she noticed that I’d left or taken anything from out there.”

      Erin wiped sweat from her face. “She was too busy listening to us.”

      Shifting my weight, I rested against the wall. “I still can’t believe it worked.”

      Rosa leaned over to study the title of the book. “Maybe her hold on us is getting weaker.”

      “Maybe, but I think it was more in my head. I just ignored the pain and fought through it.” Shrugging, I turned my attention to Erin. She was still pale. “You feeling okay?”

      Sitting up straighter, she let out a breath. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I get what Rosa meant before. It was like something was being pulled out of me. It probably didn’t help I that was actually trying to do more.”

      I passed her the closest bottle of water and she drained it in one long swig. She smacked her lips together and pointed to the book. “What are we waiting for? We should see what’s in there.”

      Opening the book to the table of contents—I figured it was a safe place to start—didn’t yield anything obvious. Nothing jumped out at me when I ran my finger down the first few letters of the alphabet. Skimming through the Ls and Ms, I stopped right before I got to N. “I think I’ve got something.” Without waiting for the other two to catch on, I flipped to the middle of the book with the heading “Muses.”

      Erin peered over my right shoulder. “What made you think of this?”

      I smiled. “Dr. Phillips said the Greeks used to have people who inspired them and I remembered reading somewhere they were called Muses.”

      Rosa ran a finger along the outer edge of the page. “How do we know what we are supposed to look for?”

      Pointing to the list of names on the page, Erin sighed. “I guess we just go through all of them and see if something sounds familiar.”

      Erin took the book from me and skimmed the short entries on a total of nine muses: Calliope, Clio, Erato, Euterpe, Melpomene, Polyhymnia, Terpsichore, Thalia and Urania. Her finger moved up the list and stopped. “I think I found something,”

      “What?” Rosa and I asked in unison.

      Erin cleared her throat and read aloud. “Polyhymnia. It says she is the Muse of Hymns. She is said to inspire religious people to write songs about their gods. And sometimes she inspires people who aren’t religious too.”

      I turned to face Erin. “That sounds like what you do.”

      “Yeah.” Erin laughed. “It sounds like I’m a Muse.”

      “Just because someone wrote something that sounds like what you do in an old book does not make it true.” Rosa didn’t look convinced.

      I understood Rosa’s apprehension. Believing Erin was one of the Greek Muses was ridiculous. Still, it was fun to identify with them. Taking the book back from Erin, I skimmed the entries too. “I could be Euterpe. It says she is the Muse of Lyric Poetry. She inspired poets and minstrels, like I do to the kids in my class.” Rereading the entry above Euterpe, I looked over at Rosa. “This could be you, Rosa.” I held the book out to her but she refused to take it. I read the entry aloud anyway. “Calliope is the Muse of Epic Poetry. She inspires heroes to write about their adventures.”

      Rosa bit her lower lip. “That does sound like what happened one time when a boy in class started telling a story about a big trip he took with his father and how they got really lost in the woods.”

      Erin tucked her legs under her. “As funny as this is, it can’t be real, right?”

      I flipped back to the table of contents. “Why not? It makes as much sense as anything. And it could explain the dreams.”

      “How?” Erin crossed her arms over her chest.

      I glanced from Erin to Rosa. “Maybe Rosa was right and they’re memories.” I tapped the book. ”Their memories, the Muses’.”

      “If it is real then they would be our memories you mean.” Rosa studied the table of contents. “The dreams always felt like they were my memories.”

      “That’s what I thought too.” I nodded.

      Rosa drew her knees to her chest. “Do you think other Muses were kidnapped, too?”

      “I hope not.” I couldn’t suppress a shiver dancing up my spine.  “But I mean, if this is true, there are six other girls out there like us.”

      “But we’re not even sure if this is what Glaukos meant for us to find.” Erin stood and went in search of more water.

      I set the still-open book down in her vacated spot. “It has to be.”

      Picking up the pillow from her bed, Erin settled on the floor by my feet. “Do you think wherever these other girls are they’re realizing what’s going on and finding out who they are?”

      Rosa twisted her hair between her fingers. “Maybe Glaukos told them.”

      “He didn’t exactly tell us.” Erin buried her face in the pillow. “Who do you think Dr. Phillips is?”

      Picking up the book again, I found the heading “Goddesses.” There were too many to guess so I turned to the back of the book and checked the index. “Okay, so any thoughts on what key words to use?”

      Erin rotated so she faced us on the bed. “See if it mentions the seasons at all. Glaukos mentioned that right before disappearing last time.”

      Backtracking through the index to S, I skimmed the small print. “Here. It says the word season appears in the entry on Persephone.” Turning to page 171, I found a two-page summary on Persephone with a black and white etching depicting two women reaching toward each other, both crying.

      Rosa leaned over my shoulder to get a better look. “Why are they crying?”

      “Hang on.” I read the entry twice to make sure I could relay the information accurately. “It says Persephone is the daughter of a goddess called Demeter. Things were fine for a while until Persephone got kidnapped by Hades, God of the Underworld.”

      “I remember him from that Disney movie.” Erin laughed.

      I let out a snort. “Something tells me the real deal is a hell of a lot scarier than a cartoon with his head on fire.”

      “Why did he want to kidnap her?” Rosa asked.

      I shrugged. “My guess is he was lonely and wanted someone to keep him company.”

      “Or he wanted kids and he thought she was hot or something.” Erin squeezed the pillow to her chest.

      I turned back to the book. “Anyway, it says she could only go back to see her mom for half the year. The rest of the time she had to stay with Hades.”

      “But why would he let her leave half the year?” Rosa leaned closer to the book.

      “I think it was to keep her happy. Well, as happy as she could be since it sounds like she really didn’t want to stay with him at all.” I settled the book in my lap so Rosa had a better view.

      She tugged the book out of my lap and studied it. “Do you think she did that?”

      “What do you mean?” Erin raised an eyebrow.

      “Went back with him … wherever he went?”

      Erin took another sip of water. “Probably. I wonder if he exists now.”

      I rubbed my lips with the back of my hand in thought. “If we do and she does then he probably does.”

      “Do you think she knows him?” Rosa folded down the corner of the right hand page of the entry on Persephone before closing the book.

      “She must. I mean from what Abbie read it doesn’t sound like she’s evil. He has to be working with her. ” Erin uncurled from around her pillow.

      I jumped to my feet. “The man who came in before. What if he’s Hades?”

      Rosa nodded. “That would make sense.”

      “You’d think she wouldn’t want to become a kidnapper.”  Erin drained the water from the bottle beside her. “I mean she has to hate being kept by Hades for all that time. Shouldn’t she understand what we’re going through?”

      I started to pace. “Maybe she’s got Stockholm Syndrome or something.” I threw my hands up. “Or maybe she doesn’t realize she’s Persephone. It’s not like we remembered being the Muses.”

      Erin turned the water bottle cap between her fingers. “Does it say anything else about Persephone in there?”

      Rosa opened the book again. “Persephone controlled the seasons for planting food. When she came back to Earth, things could grow and when she went back to stay with Hades, things died.”

      “It sounds like she’s been staying topside too long. We’ve barely had winter here.” Settling back on my bed, I tried to process everything and sort it out. We were taking a lot on faith that all of this was true.

      “What do we do now?” Erin’s cheeks had returned to their normal color and she stood up and retreated to her bed.

      “We wait for her to come back.” I took the book back from Rosa. “Dr. Phillips doesn’t know we know what’s going on. We find a way to use it to our advantage and outsmart her.” I held the book tight. “Then we get the hell out of here.”
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      I hid out in one of the study rooms at the public library on Wednesday afternoon surrounded by European history notes. Regardless of Abbie’s situation, I still needed to pass finals. According to my watch, it was nearly six o’clock and the library closed in fifteen minutes. Gathering my books, I waited near the reference desk while Hermes checked books out for a couple of teenagers I thought I recognized from school. Shifting my weight, I hoped that loitering long enough would get me noticed. “I see you’re back.” Hermes stepped out from behind the desk wearing the same Converse sneakers and three piece suit.

      I settled my books on the desk so I didn’t have to hold them. “Yeah, I tried studying for exams. I’d hoped the library would help me focus and avoid some of the distractions at home.”

      “I see. And here I thought you were waiting for me to close up so you could follow me on my clandestine rendezvous with some of the other members in our little organization.” Hermes winked at me.

      I laughed. The librarian wasn’t wrong. “I must suck at stealth.”

      “No, son, I’m just good at reading people. Plus, that English teacher of yours gave me a heads up to look after you.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “He’s worried you might be getting yourself into a spot of trouble.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, it’s not like he’s actually helping me. Sure, he said Abbie was alive a few days ago but he won’t give me anything else.”

      Hermes waved me toward the exit. “You can share your feelings when we get there. Come on. We don’t want to be late.” He led me out to the back lot where a dark blue Mini Cooper waited. The size of the car meant my knees dug into the passenger seat in front of me and my backpack knocked against my chest as he drove. I tried to pay attention to the route but it was all back alleys and side streets with no signs.

      Hermes glanced at me in the rearview mirror as he pulled to a stop at a traffic light. “Don’t look so nervous. I’ll drop you back at the library when we’re done.”

      I heaved a sigh. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “So how long have you known about us?” Hermes eased off the brake and the car lurched forward.

      “For a couple of years.” Adjusting my bag so it didn’t dig into my chest, I continued. “My father told me when I started seeing auras … around the time I hit puberty. Compared to his, yours isn’t that strong. Though the other day it was a little unexpected.”

      Hermes smiled. “That’s because I haven’t been using my abilities around you. It always is a little unsettling to have people just gawking at you.”

      “Anyway, he told me all about it. I guess he didn’t want me to think I was crazy or something.” It was likely the nicest thing my father had done for me since Mum left.

      “Can’t say that I’ve had the pleasure of meeting the elusive Hayden Gray.” Hermes steered the car down a narrow alleyway.

      I leaned forward in the seat. “How’d you know he’s my father?”

      Hermes let out a little chuckle. “Noticed the name on your library card.”

      Heat burned momentarily in my cheeks. “Oh. Well, it’s no pleasure, believe me.”

      We drove on in silence for several minutes before the librarian pulled to a stop in a circular driveway. A sprawling, three-story home sat in front of us. Struggling to undo my seatbelt, I stumbled out of the car and had to shake out my cramped leg muscles. “Who lives here?”

      “You know your Greek mythology, right?” Hermes locked the car with a ‘beep’.

      “Sort of.” I studied the ivy and other vines crawling lazily up the front of the house.

      “Think of this is as our Mount Olympus.”

      I blinked. “Zeus?” Hermes nodded and my throat went dry and I had to swallow twice to get my next words out. “So I am actually related to them then?”

      “Not in a very long time and some of you lesser known demigods don’t come back every generation. You might be unique and original, my boy.”

      I was at a loss for words. The idea that I didn’t come back every generation like my father hadn’t even occurred to me; I’d just accepted the concept that it happened and, given my parentage, I must have come along too. Taking the front steps two at a time, I followed Hermes inside. The librarian led me through a foyer with high ceilings and into a living room with a tall grandfather clock in one corner and a mantle decorated with family photos on the opposite wall. A small group sat sharing drinks.

      “Sorry I’m late.” Hermes thumped me on the shoulder. “We’ve got a guest.”

      I stopped short of entering the room. I recognized Mr. McManus, but that was it. I was lucky to spot Mr. McManus at all through the overlapping haze of auras flaring in the room. Blinded, I turned away to keep from completely passing out. Something deep down told me they weren’t even trying to exert their power. That meant they were all definitely major gods. By the crackle of electricity orbiting one man’s aura, I guessed he was Zeus. The rest were a mystery.

      “I think you’re overwhelming him.” Mr. McManus’s voice seemed gentle with a hint of deference for the people around him.

      Cracking one lid open, I could finally make out people instead of intense blurs. I opened the other eye and crossed the threshold. The man sported short, graying hair and was dressed in a simple, dark navy suit that complimented his eyes. One of the women leaned against the edge of the mantle and wore a skirt suit in a cream color. She appeared to be a little younger than the man.

      “Liam, this is my wife, Andrea.” Mr. McManus stood up and wrapped an arm around the woman to his right. She waved and tucked a few strands of strawberry-blonde hair behind her ear.

      The man I assumed was Zeus extended his hand. “My name is Xavier Maragos.”  I shook it in silence. Mr. Maragos gestured to the woman by the mantle. “This is my wife Helena. You are Hayden Gray’s son, yes?”

      I coughed. “Uh, yes, sir.” Shoving my hands in my pockets, I didn’t meet his gaze. “But I swear I didn’t have anything to do with Abbie and those other girls going missing. I’m trying to find them.”

      Helena stepped forward and put a hand on her husband’s arm. “So we have heard.”

      Hermes stepped up from behind me until we were shoulder to shoulder. “He wanted some answers and I thought it was time we at least heard him out.”

      “What do you know already?” Mr. Maragos set his glass down on an end table.

      I held up a hand. “Before we get to that, can we talk about who you are?” I gestured toward the three strangers. “I mean… I want to know who is opposing my father.”

      “Ah, I assumed your talents allowed you to know our identities.” Mr. Maragos rubbed his chin.

      I shook my head. “No. I can tell you’re super powerful and your aura is different than anyone else’s I’ve met. I’m guessing you’re Zeus.”

      Mr. Maragos nodded. “Correct.”

      “Do you really throw lightning bolts at people who piss you off?” Embarrassment warmed the back of my neck for asking such a stupid question of the King of the Gods.

      “Not very often these days.” He let out a little chuckle before clearing his throat. “Now, moving on… As you might suspect, Helena is the Goddess Hera.”

      Staring blankly, I couldn’t recall a single fact about Zeus’s wife. “Sorry, I’m drawing a blank.”

      “I protect women and marriage.” Helena sipped from her drink. “In our original incarnations, my husband and I had a rather rocky union.” She patted her husband’s hand. “We seem to have learned from our past mistakes now.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      Andrea pulled herself from Mr. McManus’s grasp. “And I am Athena. I represent the pursuit of knowledge and wisdom. I am also involved in the arts and in another life was quite the activist.”

      I took a minute to digest the information. “My father is working with Rhys Holden. I’m pretty sure he’s Ares.”

      “Yes. We were worried they might form an alliance.” Zeus nodded.

      “I also happen to be a military strategist when I find a cause worth fighting for so Mr. Holden isn’t without an equal.” Athena smirked.

      Taking a step farther into the room, my chin jutted out. “Is Abbie worth fighting for?”

      Athena folded her arms over her chest and the smirk transformed into a gentle smile. “Absolutely.”

      “Now that we’ve done introductions, what else do you know about our current situation?” Zeus picked up his drink.

      “I have an idea of what … um … who Abbie is. At least in the general sense. She’s a Muse. I know that my father and Captain Holden … um, Ares … are planning something and they need Abbie and the other girls to make the plan work. They’re using my stepmother to do it.” Hermes nudged my shoulder and pointed at my bag. “Oh, I found this book in my stepmother’s study at work about Greek mythology. There was a chapter at the end about the theory that the gods are real and return every generation. Do people who are just … normal know this stuff?”

      Hera shook her head. “No. The author of that text was one of us several incarnations ago. It would not surprise me that your father keeps it in his collection.” She moved back to leaning on the mantle. “What more can you tell us about your father’s plan?”

      “I don’t know.” I dug the toe of my sneaker into the carpet. “They did say that they have a deadline and it’s coming in a week.” I looked Zeus in the eye. “So why aren’t you just swooping in there and rescuing them?” I pointed at Mr. McManus. “He knows where they are. You must too.”

      Zeus closed the distance between us. “Because, as you say, normal people don’t know what we are or that we even exist. We cannot simply go in and rescue them. And we believe that the girls are on the verge of rescuing themselves. Consider it a trial by fire.”

      I scoffed. “More like hell fire. And that’s unfair. They’re the victims. They’re just kids!”

      “You’re right, Liam”—Athena reached out to put a hand on my shoulder but I shrugged out of reach—“but they are also incredibly strong-willed and resourceful.”

      Shaking my head, I took several steps back. “You’re scared of my father and Captain Holden. He could file charges against you for anything he wanted. That’s it, isn’t it?”

      They didn’t deny my accusation, which made it clear they were terrified of their enemy. A part of me couldn’t blame them. Still, sitting on their hands rubbed me the wrong way. “You want me to do your legwork for you.”

      “One thing you don’t seem to know is that a war is coming, young man. It is inevitable. Every generation we clash with your father.” Zeus’s aura flared for a few seconds and overwhelmed my senses. “That time is near and it would seem your father is scheming to turn the tide to his advantage by taking the Muses.”

      My hands balled into fists. “But why would they matter?”

      “The Muses are responsible for creativity in the world.” Athena stepped into the middle of the room, drawing my focus. “After every battle, they are instrumental in rebuilding the world. It’s my guess that your father is trying to use their abilities to sway the tide of the war and give himself a leg up before the fighting starts.”

      “You may not know this but since your father’s power comes from the underworld, his reach is limited here.” Zeus peered down his nose at me.

      I squirmed under the man’s gaze. I hated being treated like a child who knew nothing. Still, I got his point. My father’s power was weaker here. A shiver ran the length of my spine at the thought that the power he displayed here wasn’t the full force. I disliked being used but if it helped bring Abbie home safe, I’d do it. “If I can find out anything else I’ll let you know.”

      “That would be useful. But do not take any unnecessary risks.” Zeus pulled himself to his full height and crossed his arms over his chest. He struck just as imposing a figure as my father. “You may not believe we are taking steps to assist the girls in their safe return but we are. And we are planning for their safety in the future. If you want to help Abbie, you need to trust us.”
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      Persephone didn’t visit at all on Wednesday. I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling, while Erin poured over the book. I ignored the pressure in my overly full bladder but the boredom and the monotony of our existence weighed on me. There was so much I wanted to know and the answers were within reach if only Erin would stop hogging the book. Rolling over to face her, I asked, "Can I have the book?"

      Erin looked up from her reading. "I'm not done yet."

      "You’ve had it for like a half hour." I maneuvered into a sitting position.

      "So what?" Her red hair fanned out around her face as she looked back at the book.

      "It’s called sharing.” Standing, I sidestepped the instruments cluttering up the middle of the room. “And I think I deserve a look since I’m the one who smuggled it in."

      Erin rolled her eyes but closed the book and tossed at me. I caught it just before it landed on the floor and retreated to the piano bench. Propping the book on the keyboard, I flipped to the table of contents and skimmed until I hit the end of the As and found Athena’s entry. Paging through to the entry, I read aloud. “Athena, Goddess of Wisdom, Peace and Reason, is the daughter of Zeus and Metis. It is said that Zeus swallowed Metis while she was pregnant and Athena burst from his forehead fully grown.” I bent forward to read a footnote. Glaukos was her familiar. “Huh, Glaukos is in here.” Neither of my cellmates reacted to what I’d read. Turning to my left, I found Rosa staring quietly at her hands. “Rosa, are you okay?"

      She didn't say anything. Erin had settled back on her bed facing the wall. I assumed Rosa’s silence was due to the mini argument over the book so I got up and settled beside her. "What's wrong?"

      "I do not know. I have this bad feeling that maybe ... maybe what she is making us do is more than just a play."

      "What is it then?" Erin rolled over but didn’t look at me directly.

      Rosa shook her head. "It is just a feeling I got when she was making me inspire her."

      “Can you be more specific?” I wrapped what I hoped was a comforting arm around her shoulder.

      “Really sad … like I will never get to see my family again. Like maybe they do not want me and for a moment I felt so angry I thought I might explode.”

      “Maybe you’re just homesick. I mean being locked up in here will do that to you.” Erin tugged on the hem of her shirt as she sat up.

      “I do miss my family, but I know they love me. It had to be something she did.” Rosa wiped away tears.

      “Did you feel the same way Rosa did?” I hoped Erin wouldn’t give me the cold shoulder.

      Erin shrugged and stared down at her hands. “Not really. Maybe it’s because I only did it once.”

      I wet my lips and leaned forward. "Did you see anything in her notes that might give us a hint about what she’s writing?"

      Erin looked away, like she wasn't going to answer. After a minute or two she shook her head. "A bunch of stuff about music, like chords, and she’d marked out measures. There might have been some song lyrics too.” She tapped her chin. “I guess they were kind of sad."

      “Okay. Maybe she’s writing a tragedy.” I let go of Rosa’s shoulder. “That still doesn’t explain what it’s going to be used for." Retreating to the piano bench, I resumed my search through the book. Rereading Persephone’s entry didn’t give any further hints about Dr. Phillips’s plans but revisiting Euterpe’s passage provided some information I’d missed before. A short paragraph at the bottom described additional abilities including precognition. “That’s weird.”

      “What is?” Erin started to stand up but then sat back down.

      “It says Euterpe … I mean me … I can see the future,” I explained with a laugh. “That’d be pretty awesome for tests but as far as I know I’ve never had a vision or anything. It’s probably just an error.”

      Rosa settled next to me and pointed to the very bottom of the page.  “Look, there is a footnote next to it. See what it says.”

      Squinting at the small text, I read the note. “It says that some historians disagree about the accuracy of the information. It looks like the more modern interpretation is that it’s just a wrong translation but older scholars think it could have some truth to it.”

      Rosa tilted her head. “Then why did they put it in the book?”

      I shrugged. “Well, since it’s in a footnote I guess it’s just so people are aware of conflicting viewpoints. They can’t say for sure which group is right so they gave equal credit to both.”

      “Can ... I see the book?” Rosa backed up and didn’t look me in the eye.

      Smiling, I handed it over. “Yeah, of course.” I settled my elbows against the keyboard. “You know I bet we could learn a lot about the other gods and goddesses from the book. I read about Athena. Mr. McManus—my English teacher—really liked her, said she was his inspiration.”

      “I wonder who out there is on our side … besides Athena?” Erin finally stood up and joined us in the middle of the room.

      Rosa looked over the top of the book. “Or how we would know who they really are.”

      Silence fell again and I let things sink in. Knowing that I was a Muse made everything that happened at school during the last couple of years make a lot more sense. The spark I saw was the potential waiting inside. I’d been inspiring them without realizing it. Somehow, Dr. Phillips—Persephone—had figured out who I was after just a couple sessions, which raised the question of who else knew our secret. Did Mom and Dad know the truth?

      “Abbie.” Erin’s voice was distant.

      “Huh?” I blinked, pulling myself back to reality. “What?”

      “You’re crying.” Erin’s fingers danced over the closed key cover of the organ like she was playing.

      “Sorry.” I wiped at my cheeks. I hadn’t even noticed the tears falling. “I just realized that this whole time I’ve felt crazy and it turns out I wasn’t. There was a reason everything was happening. And I was thinking about my parents, wondering how much they know about who I really am.” I scratched at an itch on my neck. “They must be freaking out right now and blaming each other. Things were bad when they were still together but these days they can’t agree on anything.”

      “They probably just worry about you.” Rosa set the book in her lap.

      I blinked back more tears. “Maybe but my dad was supposed to pick me up the day Dr. Phillips kidnapped me so Mom is probably blaming him and that kills me.”

      “When we get out of here you can tell her that it wasn’t his fault.” Erin gave my arm a gentle pat.

      I sighed. “We still need a plan to get out of here.”

      “You came up with the idea about sneaking out to get the book. Maybe we can do that again but find a way to stop the door from closing all the way and then sneak out for real when she’s not around.” Erin rotated to face the blank wall with the secret door.

      “But what about the play?” Rosa moved from her bed to one of the empty chairs, book still in hand. “We must stop her from finishing it. I do not know why but I cannot get rid of the bad feeling about what will happen if we do not.”

      “We need to prioritize.” I scrubbed at my eyes with the heels of my hands. “I don’t think we have much control over the play. It’s not like she’s letting us actually give input. Escape needs to be our focus.”

      Erin spun the watch on her wrist three times. It was after nine o’clock at night. “Do you think you could sneak out again?”

      I glanced around the room. “I don’t think we need anything else. We can use what we have in here already. It won’t arouse as much suspicion.”

      “So we wait until she comes in again.” Rosa flipped pages without looking at them.

      “Yeah. We just need to trust each other. Either we all get out together or none of us do.” Stifling a yawn, I glanced from Erin to Rosa and back again. “I wish Glaukos would come back and give us an update on what’s happening on the outside.”

      “You just want an update on Liam.” Erin winked.

      “Maybe I do.” My cheeks grew warm. “I just can’t believe I waited a whole year to even have an actual conversation with him.”

      Yawning again, I staggered back to my bed. The other girls didn’t say anything as I climbed beneath the covers and drifted off with Liam’s smiling face swirling in my dreams, a glimmer of hope to which I desperately clung.
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      I stood in a familiar, linoleum-floored hallway. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed and flickered, casting the space between the English and algebra classrooms in an eerie gloom. Despite the familiarity, the tiny hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood at attention signaling danger. I stood rooted to the spot, trying to decipher the meaning of the surroundings. I knew I was here for a reason but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Sudden footfalls echoed in the empty corridor and I spotted a boy—wearing jeans and a pale blue T-shirt—running away from me. He didn’t turn around but in my gut I knew it was Liam. Just as I took a step to follow, something in my pocket vibrated. Reaching in, I pulled out my cell phone displaying a new text message from Liam. “Come on, I’m waiting for you.” The little note dispelled the momentary confusion over how I got my phone back.

      Spurred on by the message, I hurried forward, inwardly hoping I wouldn’t lose sight of Liam. I passed a row of lockers and the lights overheard cut out, leaving me in darkness. Stopping, I listened for the sound of footfalls on the tile. After an eternity Liam’s footsteps picked up again and I raced on. There was so much I needed to tell him when we were finally together.

      About to round the next corner, my nose and throat clogged with smoke, forcing me to stop. I tasted ashes on my tongue and my eyes watered. Pulling my shirt up to cover my nose and mouth, I inched forward. Every step intensified the smoke and the scent. Even with the barrier I choked on it. I stumbled against a locker and stopped to rest. Liam appeared from down the right side of the adjoining hallway. I reached out a hand to get his attention. “Liam. It’s me,” I called, voice muffled by the fabric protecting my mouth.

      He didn’t say anything as he stepped fully into view. This wasn’t the Liam I knew. His gentle, green eyes were rimmed with red and his sweet smile resembled a sneer. Cramped leg muscles kept me rooted to the spot even though every neuron in my brain told me to get as far from him as possible. A pained scream echoed in the hallway and grew louder until—

      “Abbie, wake up!”

      I sat bolt upright and saw Erin leaning over my left shoulder. Cold sweat matted my hair to my forehead and I shivered with the dampness. The light flickered on and Rosa came into view, her eyes the size of quarters.

      The scream still rang in my ears. “Did … did you hear someone screaming?” I swallowed until my heart no longer pounded in my throat.

      “That was you.” Rosa shifted from foot to foot and kept a little distance between us.

      Pulling the blankets tighter, I shivered again. The dream came back to me with horrible clarity. “I was dreaming that I was at school following Liam down a hallway. But it wasn’t him when he turned around. I mean it was but it wasn’t.” I scrunched up my face trying to put the bizarre image into words. “He just looked so angry and … evil. I don’t know. And it all smelled like fire and smoke.”

      “It was just a nightmare.” Erin squeezed my shoulder.

      “I hope so.” I wiped some of the sweat from my face. What I wouldn’t have given for a hot shower and some clean clothes.

      Erin and Rosa backed off and I finally climbed out of bed. Weakness overtook my muscles as the memory of the dream added to my exhaustion and stress level.  There was no way I could go back to sleep now so I resorted to pacing the distance between the head of my bed and the doorway to try to work off some of the anxiety. It didn’t help. “Erin, what time is it?”

      She checked her watch. “Seven fifteen in the morning on Friday.”

      I’d been asleep longer than I’d realized. My friends stayed quiet as I paced. Erin picked up the book from where it lay on her pillow. Part of me wanted them to say something, anything, but I also wanted to be left in peace.

      My mood worsened as the morning dragged on. Not only were we short on answers or a viable plan of escape but now Liam might be in trouble too. That thought played on a loop with each rotation I wore into the floor. Eventually, pacing grew tiresome and I sank back atop the blankets on my bed. Just as I started to fuss with the edge of the blanket, Erin snapped the book shut and sat up with a look of determination on her face.

      I didn’t have the energy to sit up. “What is it?”

      “I was thinking about what we could use to prop the door open like we talked about last night.” She lifted the book up. “We can use this. It’s hard enough that it won’t get crushed but thin enough not to be noticed.”

      “I don’t know.” I rubbed my eyes in frustration. “If she’s looking at it the right way she’d notice it.”

      “It’s the best I could come up with.” Erin rolled her eyes. “At least I’m trying.”

      The quip set my nerves on edge and I was on my feet before I realized it. “That’s not what I meant. I was just trying to point out that it would be risky. Not that we shouldn’t try it.”

      Rosa held her hands out and moved between us, assuming the role of mediator. “I think we all need to calm down.”

      “I am calm,” Erin and I said in unison.

      Turning to Erin, I gave her what I meant as an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. It’s a good plan. I’m just scared. That dream really freaked me out. And we all want to go home. The longer we’re stuck here the less it feels like we’re going to beat her.”

      Erin nodded. “I get it. I’m just frustrated too.”

      It wasn’t the most heartfelt of apologies but it would have to do for now. Noticing a few turned down pages, I pointed at the book. “Did you find something else?”

      “I think so.” Erin opened to one of the pages. “I was trying to figure out if there was any way we could use the fact that we know Dr. Phillips’s real identity to our advantage. So I tried to look up other people in Persephone’s life.”

      Slowly, my strength returned and I pulled one of the folding chairs up to Erin’s bed and sat down. Rosa picked up the piano bench and sat beside me. Erin tapped the page. “The first person I found was her mother, Demeter. There’s not much about her only that she’s the Goddess of Earth and Youth. She has some control over the seasons, like Persephone, but losing her daughter to Hades really messed her up.” She flipped through more pages. “And then there’s Hades himself.”

      “Well, we already know he’s evil.” I leaned forward with my chin in my hand.

      “And he is married to Persephone,” Rosa added.

      Erin turned the book around so we could see the entry on Hades. The book showed a man adorned in armor. Only half of his body was visible. The rest was just a dotted outline. “It says Hades was a warrior and his armor and weapons had the power to make him invisible."

      I groaned. “Great—an evil, all powerful god who you can’t see, that’s just what we need.”

      “That’s not all.” Erin turned the page. “He’s crazy powerful and he can call his soldiers from the Underworld to Earth. I wouldn’t want to be Zeus or Poseidon, his brothers. Trying to fight him would be nearly impossible.”

      “I hope we never meet him.” Rosa wrapped her arms around her stomach like she was warding off a chill.

      “I think I already have. And we’ve definitely heard him,” I said, putting the pieces together.

      Rosa looked at me. “How? When?”

      “That man that we heard Persephone talking to before. I saw him leaving her office before my visit. Besides, who else would be in on her plan to kidnap us?”

      The door to our tiny room slid open and cut off the conversation. Erin closed the book and tossed it under her blankets to hide it just in time to avoid being noticed. Persephone entered the room and set her notepad on her chair. Pulling out blindfolds, she handed them out and took us to the bathroom one at a time. When I returned from my trip, she steered me to the chair beside hers. The other chair and the piano bench had been moved back to the middle of the room in our absence. Taking a steadying breath, I sat down. Persephone pulled out a pencil and flipped to a blank piece of sheet music. "Abbie, you need to pay attention to me." She held the pencil poised to start writing.

      I studied the woman for a minute, making eye contact. If there was a spark, it was buried deep inside where I couldn’t reach it. But I put a hand on her knee and started to hum a tune I’d had in my head for months. Without my intending it to, the tune blended seamlessly with the duet Rosa and Erin played. As Persephone started to scribble on the page, jotting down chords and musical phrases, I understood what the others meant when they said their power was being pulled out of them. I’d never tried to make someone be creative if the spark wasn’t there and eager to be nurtured. The music composition soon turned to writing lyrics and my fascination died. The prolonged humming took a toll on my body. Sweat beaded on my hairline and my vision blurred, tiny, black dots popping in front of me.

      I stopped humming and immediately Persephone glanced over at me. "Keep humming."

      Dizziness set in forcing me to grip the edges of the chair to stay upright. The longer I hummed and held myself upright the weaker my muscles became. It was a miracle I hadn’t blacked out yet. Setting pencil and pad down, Persephone smiled. “That’s enough for now.”

      My body went limp and slid out of the chair into a heap on the floor. I fought back hot pinpricks of tears. There was no way I’d let her see me cry. Persephone straightened her notepad and stuck the pencil behind her left ear. Erin spun away from the organ to face her. “Is the play finished?”

      She shook her head. “Not quite. Very soon though, I promise.” She put emphasis on the last word and made it sound almost sincere. Without another word, she left the room and the door began to close.

      My body refused to respond to simple commands and so Erin had to race around the instruments to grab the book. She slid it into place just before the door closed completely. Our captor’s footsteps continued to grow softer so at least she hadn’t noticed that the door wasn’t completely sealed. Closing my eyes, I tried to take slow, shallow breaths to make my lungs work again.

      “You look terrible.” Erin propped a pillow beneath my head on the floor.

      “I bet. I can’t believe you two managed to live through that multiple times. It figures I’d be the weak one and fall into a giant puddle after the first time.”

      “You are not weak, Abbie. You are stronger than both of us.” Rosa set the violin on a chair and sat down.

      “No, I’m not. I nearly passed out after a few minutes.”

      Erin sat on my other side and gently rubbed my back. “I agree with Rosa. You are the strongest. I wouldn’t have been able to fight her hold over us to sneak out and get the book.”

      Trying to smile, I knew I should just accept the compliment. But I didn’t feel particularly strong or brave. “At least we made it through another session without dying.”

      “Yes.” Rosa nodded. “You know you glowed when you were inspiring her.”

      My brow furrowed. “I did?”

      Erin continued to rub circles on my back. “Yeah, I remember seeing it when Rosa inspired her the first time.”

      I scrubbed at my face with both hands. “I think I remember that too but I thought it was just a trick of the light.” Craning my neck, I looked up at Erin. "You must have done it too then."

      "I guess so.” Erin shrugged. “But why didn't anyone tell us before?"

      "Maybe you have to be like us to see it.” The ache in my muscles subsided and I managed to push myself onto my hands and knees. “All the people around us who we inspired are normal people and just feel the effects.”

      "Do you think our gifts work on each other?" Rosa crawled to her bed and retrieved a half-empty bottle of water.

      Taking small sips, I let the cool water soothe my throat. "I didn’t feel inspired when either of you were humming before.”

      “I did not feel it either.” Rosa resumed her position on my other side.

      Erin scratched her upper arm. “But it works on Persephone and she’s like us."

      Shaking my head, I settled into a sitting position. “But she’s a goddess so she’s not exactly like us.” I took another swallow of water. “Maybe we are too much alike and we cancel each other out.”

      “I just wish we knew how any of this could help us get out of here,” Erin said.

      “Look.” Rosa pointed at the top of the organ.

      Glaukos gave a soft hoot and hopped from the top of the organ down to the piano bench. My dark mood returned as soon as I spotted the bird. It seemed every time Glaukos paid us a visit we were left with more questions than answers. But there was a part of me that was glad to see the bird. It meant someone on the outside was still looking for us.

      "You came back." I pushed sweaty strands of hair out of my face.

      “I sensed you were ready for some answers.”

      “We figured out we’re Muses and that Dr. Phillips is really Persephone.” Erin grinned at our progress.

      “I’m glad you’ve made progress. It was important for you to learn this truth on your own. It was the only way you would begin to understand how you fit into the world.”

      “Do you know why we glow when we inspire?” I spun the now-empty bottle between my fingers.

      “All of the Greek deities give off a certain glow when they use their powers or gifts. It has always happened but you must be around your own kind to notice it.”

      “That explains why no one would have noticed before.” I set the bottle down. "So Persephone can see it?”

      “Yes.”

      That must be how she knew what we were and why she took us,” Rosa said.

      Erin let a frustrated whine. "But she doesn't glow.”

      Glaukos shifted from foot to foot. “You have not seen her use her abilities except sparingly and they are weak from being on Earth. She draws her powers from the underworld with Hades.”

      “Seriously?” I shivered. “I nearly blacked out when she made me inspire her today. And let’s not forget the time she nearly ripped me to pieces from the inside out for misbehaving. I’d say she’s using her powers and they’re plenty strong.”

      Rosa pointed toward the book wedged in the doorway. “But I thought she was supposed to be a good goddess.”

      “She lost her goodness many lifetimes ago. She has become a very bitter woman, her mind twisted by Hades.” Glaukos flapped its wings.

      I rubbed my arms and a chill trickled down my spine. “We read about him too.”

      “Hades is a very powerful God. He is not someone you should try to confront.”

      “We know he’s involved with all this somehow. Maybe he’s forcing Persephone to write the play with us.”

      “It would not surprise me.”

      “Do all of the gods and goddesses know each other?” When the owl didn’t respond, I tried to rephrase the question. “Persephone recognized us as Muses; do other gods know her as Persephone?”

      Glaukos blinked rapidly. “The short answer is yes, they are recognized by their fellow gods. And there are those who are seeking your safe return to your families. But it is a delicate situation.”

      “What does that even mean?” I threw my hands into the air.  “If they know where we are then why hasn’t anyone come to find us?”

      “The gods are a small subset of the normal population. Even if they wanted to, the gods seeking to help you could not simply report they know where you are being held without arousing suspicion themselves.”

      “I still don’t get how we can all exist now … today. The Greeks lived hundreds of thousands of years ago.” Erin scratched her neck.

      “I thought you might ask that.” The owl took to the air and landed on the next chair. “Since the time when the gods first walked the Earth, they have returned each generation to keep the balance.”

      “How is that possible?  I do not understand,” Rosa said.

      “The gods have always kept the world in balance. If they were not present then the world could not function. You, my dears, are especially important. If there is no inspiration in the world for great works of art then the world is lacking. You girls are far more important than you can imagine. Which I suspect is why Persephone and Hades took you.”

      I nodded as realization dawned on me. “That explains the shared dreams about the past.”

      “Oh right.” Erin nodded. “I’d almost forgotten we had shared dreams. It must have been memories of our past lives.”

      “I have not heard of any of the Muses remembering their past incarnations before, but given the ordeal you have gone through, it does not surprise me. Typically, only the gods retain their memories.”

      Glaukos flitted from foot to foot, ready to take flight. Voices beyond our tiny prison interrupted the conversation before I could bring up my nightmare about Liam. I pulled the book farther into the room to make the gap less noticeable.

      “I am sorry but I must go. They cannot find me here. Trust in each other and you will find the strength to overcome this.”

      Before I could move back from the door, the owl was gone and there was no sign he’d even been there. Motioning for my companions to keep quiet, I listened at the crack in the door. Erin moved to sit in one of the folding chairs. “Can you tell who it is?”

      I held a hand up to my lips. “Hang on. It sounds like Persephone. And a man … Hades, I think.”

      "What are they saying?" Rosa’s question was barely audible.

      "Shh." Pressing my ear to the opening, I could just make out that Persephone and Hades were a short distance away. I tried to wedge the door open just a tad so I could actually see into the next room.

      “How close are you to finishing?” Hades stood with his back to me.

      “I should finish in a few days. Maybe three at most.”

      He shook his head. “A few isn’t good enough, Priscilla. We have a deadline or have you forgotten that?” He turned toward the inner doorway and crossed his arms. “The alignment won’t last forever and it damn well won’t be in our favor for long.”

      Persephone held up both hands in surrender. “I haven’t forgotten anything. How could I when you’re constantly reminding me? I’m doing all of this for you. I didn’t have to.”

      “You haven’t told me what the end result will be, Priscilla, and our other partner is eager to have a full report.”

      Persephone smoothed her blouse. “New clients, for one thing. No one ever turned down more business.”

      Hades waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t I provide enough for you?” He spread hands out in front of him. “You don’t need to keep this practice open.”

      Her voice was soft. “I enjoy my work.” She looked up, squared her shoulders and inched closer to Hades. “I think I deserve to have something that’s mine. And, besides, all the new clients coming through my door will know just how miserable I’ve been.”

      Hades grabbed her by the wrists and pulled her close. “Keep your voice down. They could be listening.”

      “The room is soundproof.” Persephone glanced toward the entrance to our prison.

      Hades let out a deep-throated growl. “They tried to escape through a window.”

      “Oh, I made sure it was sealed from the outside. And trust me; they know not to double-cross me.”

      “I just worry about your security, Priscilla.” He shook his head and released his grip on her arms. “They’re not stupid children. Besides, how can you be certain they haven’t had any visitors?  There have been people snooping around.”

      Persephone plastered a smile on her lips. “Perhaps we should test out what’s been written so far to keep certain … children from meddling.”

      Her suggestion was not lost on me and my stomach twisted into anxious knots.  Hades waved off her suggestion. “I want to know what this endeavor gets me.”

      “Why am I not surprised all you care about is what this gets you?” Persephone crossed her arms.

      “Answer my question, Priscilla.” He caressed her cheek. “You know I don’t like it when you tease me.”

      “Every child in the audience will fall under your influence.” She settled in one of the chairs just out of view. “It will expend minimal pull on your powers so this time you won’t have to fight your brothers at half strength. And, as I said, an added benefit for me. After all, you wouldn’t be happy without some extra chaos to admire. You should be thanking me for this, not rushing me to finish. For all you know, if I don’t take proper care to get the wording just right the whole thing will fail and you’ll be stuck powerless just like last time—because, believe it or not, I haven’t forgotten that either.”

      “How exactly do you plan to spread this play?” he asked.

      “Local theaters will pick it up first. I’ve made sure I have plants in all the places where it might be harder to get the production accepted.” Persephone brushed a dust mote off her skirt.

      I tuned out their distribution plans. I didn’t care how they were getting the play into different theaters or what Hades’ brothers would think about it. The dream from earlier came flooding back and bile rose in my throat at the possibility that it was more than just a dream. Convinced Liam was in danger and there was nothing I could do stuck in this stupid room, I slammed my fists against my thighs. If only Glaukos hadn’t left. I could have given Liam a warning.

      “Abbie, what is it? What did you hear?” Erin leaned forward so the front legs of the chair bore her weight.

      Turning to look at my friends, I wet my lips. “It’s bad. It’s really, really bad.”
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      My fingers went numb and slipped as I tried to pull the book out of the doorway. On the second try the book came free, landing on the floor between my legs with a thud. Blood pounded in my ears and the room swam in and out of focus. If I’d eaten recently, I know I would have been sick.

      “Abbie, talk to us. What did they say?” Rosa settled on the floor at my side.

      While my hands stopped shaking and the room came back into focus, I couldn’t hold back the angry tears anymore. I scrubbed at my eyes with the heels of my hands to try to get myself under control. Freaking out like this wasn’t going to help. “This play … it’s a way for Persephone and Hades to turn every kid in the audience into one of Hades’ followers. They said something about testing it on someone who was meddling and I think that dream I had was a vision.” I stood and kicked at the wall. “I think Liam’s in trouble and there’s nothing I can do to save him.”

      The chair clanged as Erin settled her weight back on all four legs. “But she keeps saying the play isn’t ready yet. So how can they test it?”

      “I don’t know, but I think it has something to do with Zeus and Poseidon.” I raked hair back out of my face. “They said something about how last time Hades was at half strength and this will help. Maybe there’s a fight coming.”

      “What can we do stuck in here?” Rosa settled with her back against the wall.

      “I don’t know but we need to do something.” I was getting tired of not knowing how to solve our growing list of problems. “Persephone said something else … something about new clients. Maybe it will do something to the parents of the kids,” I said.

      Erin let out a harsh laugh. “Okay but how can they do any of this? It’s just a play.”

      I couldn’t stop from rolling my eyes. “She has powers too, remember? We haven’t seen them at full force but I bet that with Hades helping her they can make it work. He can control people even on Earth. It wouldn’t surprise me if he puts his own finishing touch on things.” I couldn’t stop the panic tightening my throat.

      “Calm down. We’ll figure something out.” Erin held her hands up in a placating gesture.

      “I can’t.” Clenching my hands into fists, I started to pace, uncomfortable warmth spreading from my gut. “I should have told Glaukos about the dream while he was here. And now Liam’s in danger and it’s all my fault.”

      Sitting around worrying about Liam wasn’t going to save him and I couldn’t count on Glaukos to get a message to him. We were going to have to get out of this on our own and fast. “The next time she comes in we’re getting out. And we’re taking the notes with us.”

      “How does taking her notes help us?” Erin pursed her lips.

      Rosa nodded and smiled. “She cannot put on the play without the notes.”

      “Exactly.” I kept pacing. “We’ve only ever seen her with handwritten notes. If she’d started typing things up she would have brought printed pages with her. So if we take her only copy then she’s screwed.”

      Erin drummed her hands on the back of the chair. “Okay, but we need to do something she’s not expecting and catch her off guard.”

      The heat in my gut continued to roil even though a plan was forming. “We’ve only got one shot at this so we need to plan it all in advance.” The book drew my attention. How I wished it would just open and make the plan as easy as searching the index. An idea started to form in the forefront of my brain and I gasped. “We inspire her.”

      Rosa’s brow furrowed and she titled her head to one side before she nodded. “Yes, that might work.”

      Erin raised one hand. “You want to fill me in?”

      Rosa grinned. “We do it all together,” she elaborated. “It would be like … how do you say—”

      “Overload.” I clapped and bounced on the balls of my feet.

      “That’s a brilliant idea you guys.” Erin joined in the clapping.

      Rosa blushed. “I am not certain it will work.”

      “We won’t know until we try it.”

      Erin looked from me to Rosa. “Do you think she’ll come back today?”

      “She has to.” Scooping up the book, I set it down on one of the beds. “Hades said they were running out of time. She needs to finish the play before some sort of alignment happens. She will definitely be back today. When she does, we’ll be ready for her.” Needing to work off some of the excess energy, I sat down at the keyboard and turned the volume low. Only a few hours and we would be free.

      Erin watched as I picked out a tune and then nodded in the direction of the book. “I think we should take the book with us. We’ve barely even scratched the surface of what’s in there.”

      I played an arpeggio and hit the highest note on the keyboard. “We need to get the key to the outer door. She’s got to keep it on her.”

      “I can try to get the notes.” Erin tapped out a continuous four count with her foot.

      “I’ll take the book.” Looking over my shoulder at Rosa I asked, “Can you get the key?”

      “I can try.” Rosa nodded. “What will we do with the notes for the play?”

      Playing one of my piano lesson assignments, I shook my head. “I don’t know. Right now, we just have to get them out of here.”

      “We need a signal or something so we start inspiring her at the same time.” Erin lifted the key cover on the organ and started to play chords to match my song.

      I stopped playing and let the music from the organ fill the small space and the music sparked an idea. I let out a breath and snapped my fingers. “That’s it! We use a four count like we are about to start playing. She won’t know that we’re planning to run.”

      “Great, now we just have to wait for her to come back.” Erin sighed.

      I let the ember of hope ignite in my chest, warming me up. We were so close to getting out of this nightmare situation. But one thought snuffed out the flame. Gritting my teeth, I fought back tears. “What if stopping Persephone isn’t enough? We know Hades is involved.”

      “But she’s the one who kidnapped us. She’s the one making us inspire her.” Erin lifted her hands from the organ keys.

      I turned on the piano bench to face Erin. “He knows we’re here and what she’s doing. She’s doing it for him.”

      “We will destroy the notes and hope there are no other copies,” Rosa said.

      “Easier said than done.” I spun away from them.

      “Abbie, don’t give up.” Erin patted my shoulder. “We’re so close to getting out of here. And as soon as we can figure out who some of the other gods are, we can go to them for help.”

      “It’s just hard to hope when everything is stacked against us. We’re just teenagers. We shouldn’t have to carry all of this on our own.” I let out a sniffle.

      “But we are not on our own. We have each other.” Rosa pulled one of the other chairs over and gave my hand a squeeze.

      I tried to give them a reassuring half smile. But maybe it was really an attempt to convince myself. Now we waited.
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      I was sitting in the living room on Friday afternoon fiddling with an app on my phone when I heard voices from the front hall. Maybe I’d get lucky and they’d share the top secret information about their plan before they realized I was there. Before leaving the meeting at Zeus’s house the day before, I’d gotten the god’s phone number so I could text whatever I found out. I stayed still so as not to give myself away as my father and stepmother moved into the kitchen and then the dining room. Glasses clinked on granite and a dull pop signaled the opening of a bottle of wine. They were in a good mood for some reason.

      “I really shouldn’t. You know I have to go back to work.” She let out a little hiccup of nervous laughter.

      “It’s only one glass,” my father said.

      I leaned back so I could spy between the gaps in the cushions. There was enough space between the back of the couch and the wall that I could recline and not be noticed. My stepmother carried a pad of paper tucked beneath her left arm and a pencil was tucked behind her ear. I watched them clink glasses and take a sip; my father placed a hand on her shoulder and smiled. “I should not have been so harsh with you before. I am very grateful you are doing this for me. We really have a chance at changing the outcome this time around with this play.”

      “You should be thankful.” She took a larger sip from her glass. “Then again, we don’t know if it will actually work.”

      He waved off her concern. “As you said before, we should test it first to work the kinks out.”

      Come on; just tell me what this play is supposed to do.

      I was so intent on listening to the conversation and mentally urging them to spill the beans that I didn’t notice they had stopped talking and left the dining room until a heavy hand pressed down on my shoulder. My father stood in the space between the couch and the back wall and held me against the back of the couch so I faced my stepmother. She held her notepad at the ready.  “What are you doing?” I struggled against my father’s grip.

      “You have been very nosy, Liam.” His nails dug into the meaty flesh of my upper arm.

      “I wasn’t doing anything. Let go of me!” The more I fought against his grip the more my arm hurt.

      “We can’t have you snooping around places you aren’t supposed to be.” My stepmother leered at me.

      He grabbed hold of my other shoulder. “And we can’t have you running off to report what you just heard either.”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything to anyone.” Gripping my phone tight, I shook my head. “I don’t even know what this is about.”

      My father bent low until his mouth was next to my ear. “Stop lying.”

      Pain shot down my arms as the fire in every nerve ending transitioned to pins and needles numbness. Eyes watering, I kept still, waiting for feeling to return to my body. Nothing happened. My stomach cramped with nausea and my head grew heavy on my shoulders. It took all of my strength to keep myself in a sitting position. Through the blur of tears clouding my vision, I saw my stepmother flip a few pages on her pad. She began to speak in a cadence but I wasn’t listening to the words. Something else was more important. My father’s presence became sharper until it wrapped itself around me like armor.

      A high-pitched hum rang in my ears and made me want to shake my head to make the noise go away. The desire to do so disappeared as quickly as it came along. The more I tried to think about what I wanted the louder the ringing grew. My only attempt to move my right hand resulted in the burning ache returning, like I’d stuck it in scalding water. Fighting became too unbearable so I gave up, my body going slack against the couch cushions. The high-pitched ringing diminished instantly. Despite my father breaking physical contact, I couldn’t help but smile when he stepped around the couch to face me.

      “Liam, can you hear me?” He snapped his fingers in front of my face.

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      “What were you going to do before we came in?”

      “I think I was going to send someone a text.” I leaned forward to be closer to him. “Do you want me to do something else?”

      “Yes. Go to your room.” My father held out his hand. “And give me your phone. You won’t be needing it for a while.”

      “Sure.” I handed the device over.

      Without argument I stood up and marched off toward my room, content in the knowledge that my father was happy. That seemed to be the only thought that stayed in my mind for longer than a few seconds. There was something nagging at the very back of my thoughts but it was probably nothing. What my father wanted was far more important than something I couldn’t even cling to for more than a breath.

      I was halfway up the stairs when I heard my father give a hearty laugh. “You have impressed me, Priscilla. It seems to work wonders. With the power of that play, all of these children will be under my control, Maragos won’t know what hit him.”

      My father’s statement had to bear some meaning but I didn’t know what. Since it wasn’t directed at me, it clearly wasn’t my concern. I headed off to my room to await his next instructions.
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      Persephone returned at just after six o’clock. Erin and Rosa took up residence by their instruments and I sat on the chair next to the empty seat, ready to make my move. To my relief, she carried the same pad of paper that was at least two thirds full of handwritten notes. The guess about our captor’s notes being the only copy seemed to be right. Score one for Team Muse!

      “I need to work with Erin again.” Stress lines tugged at the corners of the doctor’s eyes. Maybe her interaction with Hades that morning had made her desperate.

      We swapped places while she rifled through the pages of notes for a few minutes. Trying not to be obvious, I glanced at the pillow on my bed concealing the book. Catching the other girls’ attention, I silently mouthed a four count. Rosa and I started to play and we all started to hum. Erin laid a hand on Persephone’s shoulder and the goddess let out a strangled grunt and shook uncontrollably when she tried to write. Trying to inspire without having physical contact was a new sensation and the room tilted a little as I tried to make that connection with Persephone. Her aura—yellow laced with angry red—flared and clashed with the soft blue glow Erin gave off. I noticed had a faint halo as well. It must have been working. Pain tried to draw my attention away from the task at hand but I was practiced in ignoring it now.

      Time slowed down. Erin reached out for the key ring clasped to the woman’s belt but wasn’t fast enough. Persephone let the pencil slip from her fingers and clamped down on Erin’s wrist. Erin cried out in pain, releasing her other hand from the woman’s shoulder. “Stop!  Let go!”

      Time sped up again and I dove to my right, pulling the book from under the pillow. Erin stopped humming and the inspiration overload faded. We needed to keep Persephone off-balance if we had any hope of getting out. I saw Rosa inch forward and scoop up the notepad before running into the outer room. Erin twisted Persephone’s arm to try to free herself but it made no difference. Tears trickled down her cheeks, prompting a knee-jerk reaction on my part. I slammed the hardbound book down on Persephone’s wrist and forearm as hard as possible.

      “Hurry!” Rosa called from the next room, leaving me the only one left humming.

      I swear I heard something snap as Erin tumbled off the chair gripping her wrist close to her chest. By some stroke of luck she’d managed to free the key ring from the clasp. Persephone cradled her own wounded arm to her body.

      Kicking the chair aside, I lifted Erin with my free hand and shoved her ahead of me out of the prison. I was halfway over the threshold when Persephone lunged and snagged the back of my shirt, pulling me back into the room. Falling backward into her arms, I watched wordlessly as Erin and Rosa jammed every key on the damn ring into the lock of the outer door without success. I twisted my body so I faced the crazy bitch and her eyes sparkled with what I could only describe as mania.  Refusing to lose when we were so close, I swung the book again, this time connecting with the goddess’s head. Persephone crumpled to the floor with a low moan. The hand that had been keeping hold of me loosened but raked down my neck leaving angry scratch marks.

      Much to my surprise, the book remained firmly in my grip. Walking with renewed purpose, I strode into the outer room and, without thinking, jabbed my fist into the side of the nearest bookshelf and it moved, sliding closed, locking Persephone inside.

      “I got it!” Rosa turned the key in the lock and the door swung open.

      Pushing past them both, I led them out into a hallway. I got two feet beyond the outer room and saw the brightly colored furniture and drapes of Dr. Phillips’ office.

      “I know where we are.” I moved forward with more caution.

      The waiting area was empty even though technically the workday was just over. The secretary’s absence momentarily bothered me but I put it out of my mind, picked up the phone and dialed 911. “Let’s get out of here.”
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      “911, what is your emergency?” a female operator answered.

      I leaned into the speaker. “My name is Abigail Rollands. I was kidnapped and I need help. Please hurry.”

      “Is there anyone else with you, Abigail?”

      Looking at my friends, I realized in all the time we’d spent together and throughout the suffering we’d endured, we’d never exchanged last names.

      “Yeah, two other girls. Hang on—” Rosa and Erin scribbled their names down on a Post-it note “—Erin Kemp and Rosalia Bianchi. They were kidnapped too.”

      “I have your address. I’m sending police now. I want you to stay on the line until they arrive, okay?”

      “Okay. Hurry.” Putting the phone on speaker, I set down the receiver. Maybe my mind was playing tricks but I swear I heard sirens wailing in the distance, growing closer. It had to be my imagination. The waiting room was four floors up without windows. I turned to Rosa. “Go out into the stairwell and see if you can spot them coming.”

      “Okay.” Rosa disappeared through the doorway leading to the hallway and came back moments later. “I see them outside.”

      “They’re here. I’m going to hang up now.” Ending the call, I rounded the reception desk and pushed through the doorway into the hallway. Even though the rational thing was to stay put, my brain reminded me that Liam was in danger and I needed to make sure he was safe. I made it to the third floor landing when a group of uniformed officers appeared below me, guns drawn. I froze in place until the lead officer was a few steps away.

      He lowered his gun a little. “Are you Abigail?”

      "Yes. The other girls are upstairs. This way." Turning back the way I’d come, I led them up one flight. They kept their weapons at the ready until we entered the waiting area where Rosa and Erin sat side by side in a corner. Erin still favored her wrist. The lead officer put himself between us and the hallway leading to our prison. “Is the person who took you still here?”

      “She’s in the back room with the bookshelves. Straight down the hallway.” Erin pointed over the man’s shoulder.

      “You have to push on the side of the bookshelf on the far right. It conceals a hidden room where she kept us.” Rosa pulled her legs up to her chest.

      He nodded and, at his quick hand motion, two officers started down the hallway and out of sight. A female officer stood by the front door. The lead officer waited until his radio crackled and he heard, “All clear. One woman in custody,” before bending down in front of us and pointing at Erin’s arm. “We’re going to call for an ambulance now to check you out.”

      "What about our families?" Erin pressed her injured arm closer to her body.

      "We will notify them when we call for the ambulance. More than likely they will meet you at the hospital."

      The female officer motioned for us to follow her out of the office. They probably didn’t want us around when they actually escorted Persephone out of the building in handcuffs. As happy as I was to be free, I couldn’t shake the worry that things were not resolved. Minutes later, we emerged into the early evening air. The sun was still setting over the buildings nearby. Looking around the parking lot, I only counted two marked police cars. “Where is the ambulance?”

      The officer placed a hand on my shoulder. “It’s on its way.”

      "What will happen to Dr. Phillips?" Rosa huddled closer to me.

      The officer smiled. "She's been arrested. She can’t hurt you anymore."

      Erin folded up Dr. Phillips’s notes as best she could one-handed and shoved them in her pocket just as two ambulances pulled in, sirens blaring. The officer led us over and I let one of the paramedics sit me on the back edge of the vehicle. I kept the book close as the paramedic stuck a pulse monitor on my right forefinger. “Can you tell me your name?”

      “Abigail Rollands.”

      “And how old are you, Abigail?” He wrapped a blood pressure cuff around my arm.

      “Fifteen.”

      The medic made some notes on a clipboard before reaching for a needle and some tubing. Instinctively, I pulled away from the man. “What’s that for?”

      “You’re dehydrated. I’m just going to hook up an IV with some fluids. It will make you feel better.”

      I still flinched away. “Don’t you have to wait for my parents to give permission?”

      He lowered his hands and set the tubing down. “We can wait if it would make you feel better.”

      Looking at the second ambulance, I saw that Erin and Rosa already had IVs in their arms, bags of fluid dangling on hooks over their shoulders. A medic tended to Erin’s wrist. I exhaled slowly. “No, you can do it. It’s fine.”

      I only cringed a little when he inserted the needle into a vein near my left elbow. The first few drips of fluid made me shiver. The medic secured the line with tape before he draped a blanket around me and busied himself with taking my temperature. He spread some antiseptic over the scratches on my neck as he tweaked the IV. More police cars arrived by the minute. It looked as though every officer in the city had come to see we were safe. The front doors to the building opened and an escort—far more than necessary for one person—traipsed out with Dr. Phillips in handcuffs. She looked furious and it was obvious her arm was swollen from my first attack. She swayed with each step. A flash of warmth coursed through my chest at the sight of our captor being herded into the back seat of a police cruiser. The vehicle’s engine came alive and the car sped off as a single car pulled into the parking lot. The car pulled to a stop across two parking spaces and Mom and Dad climbed out. Relief washed over me and I threw off the blanket. “Mom! Dad!”

      Before I could get up, the medic grabbed my shoulder. “Easy. You need to stay calm, all right?”

      Letting out a whine, I sat back down. I needed my parents after the hell I’d just gone through. The paramedic handed me a package of saltines and I ripped it open while Mom and Dad fought their way past the wall of cops. Finally, once Dad showed one of the officers his wallet, they were allowed to approach the ambulance. Dad wrapped his arms around me and held tight. It felt good. Mom stepped up and took my hand. Tear tracks marred her cheeks. "Oh, Abbie! We were so worried."

      Dad let go but stayed close. “And we’re so sorry. If we hadn’t been so focused on our own issues, we would have realized something was wrong with that doctor.”

      Mom didn’t snipe at him or roll her eyes; the fact that they were of the same opinion left me speechless. Swallowing the crackers, I coughed. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you guys again.” Tears fell down my cheeks.

      Having my family around temporarily put Liam on the back burner mentally. Mom moved the mythology book aside and climbed into the ambulance, gripping my hand like she was never going to let go. The paramedic adjusted the IV. “Ma’am, Sir, we need to transport her to the hospital for an evaluation. She’s severely dehydrated.”

      “Of course.” Mom stayed put. “But we’re going with her.”

      “Only one of you can come, I’m afraid.”

      Looking between my parents, I pressed my arm against Mom’s ribs. “I want Mom to come with me.”

      She kissed my cheek and fresh tears glistened in her eyes. “I’m not going anywhere. We never stopped looking for you. The police checked the office but they didn't find anything."

      “Of course they didn’t find us; she had us locked in a room behind a hidden panel in one of the rooms.”

      This seemed to be more than Mom could handle because she broke down crying again with heaving gasps. Dad leaned in to plant a kiss on my forehead and pat Mom on the hand before stepping back so we could get going to the hospital. The second ambulance had already left with Erin and Rosa inside. Just before the paramedic closed the doors, Dad pointed to the mythology book. “Sweetie, what is that?”

      I grabbed it as the paramedic settled me onto a gurney for the ride. “Just something I grabbed to help us get away. It was heavy enough to knock her off balance and give us time to get out.”

      The interior of the ambulance was quiet except for the occasional whine of the siren as we pulled out of the parking lot and into traffic. Keeping an eye on the book, I hoped I wouldn’t need to explain it. I didn’t need everyone thinking I was even crazier than before. After what felt like forever, the ambulance pulled up to a hospital. The paramedic pushed open the back doors of the ambulance with a squeal. He eased the gurney onto its wheels and steered me into the ER. My eyes widened in shock at the sheer number of people taking up space. Nurses and doctors moved between partially shielded beds, tending to the more critical patients. Still more people in various states of wakefulness sat in hard plastic chairs. The paramedic who’d been checking me out at the scene wheeled the gurney into a private area where two women in scrubs appeared. He handed over his clipboard and paperwork and flashed me a smile. “These ladies will take care of you.”

      “How are you feeling sweetheart?” One of the nurses strapped on a blood pressure cuff and stuck a thermometer under my tongue.

      I shrugged in response and absently rubbed the spot where the IV line entered my arm. “I just want to go home.” It was difficult to speak around the thermometer. I didn’t want to be poked and prodded. I wanted to be asleep in my own bed and know that I was somewhere safe when I woke up.   Erin and Rosa each rolled by on gurneys and into adjoining waiting areas. The second nurse pulled the curtain closed and disappeared from view. Dad pushed through just as the first nurse jotted down my vitals.

      “I need to talk to them.” I pointed in the direction my fellow hostages had gone. We hadn’t made any plans beyond escape and Erin still had Persephone’s notes for the play.

      Dad squeezed my right hand. “You need to rest, Abbie.”

      “Dad, it’s important.” Trying to sit up proved impossible with all the medical equipment keeping me in place.

      “They’re going to keep you overnight. You can see them in the morning.” Mom ran a hand through my hair, doing her best to detangle the mess. “Right now you need to let the doctors check you out. We’ll be right here.”

      Acquiescing to the request, I settled back against the pillow when two new faces appeared and asked questions about where I’d been and in what condition. I did my best to answer the questions but the IV fluid and excitement of the escape sapped my energy. By the time a police officer came by to take my statement, I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Before succumbing to unconsciousness, I heard Dad tell them to come back after I’d slept for a while.

      I woke up in a private room to see both of my parents slumped over in chairs. Blearily reading the clock clued me in that I’d slept through all of Friday night and into Saturday morning. I vaguely recalled a nurse coming in to check vitals throughout the night. Despite being in a hospital bed and in the clothes I’d been wearing for the last week, I felt rested. Mom and Dad woke as soon as I started shifting in the bed.

      “How do you feel?” Mom wiped sleep from her eyes.

      “Better.” I tugged on the IV line. “When can I get out of here? I just want to go home.”

      “We’ll see what the doctors say.” Dad leaned forward and brushed some hair out of my face. “I don’t see why they won’t let you go home as long as your vitals are stable. There’s going to be a police officer coming to talk to you about what happened,” he explained.

      My stomach rumbled. “Okay. Can I eat something first?”

      He nodded and helped me out of bed. The IV had been hooked up to a pole and so we wound our way down to the cafeteria. The nurses didn’t seem to mind me being mobile. Rosa and Erin sat at a table with their families and I led Mom and Dad over. This would be the perfect time to talk to my fellow Muses. Sending Mom and Dad on a mission to get me a little of everything on the breakfast menu, I sat down and waited while Erin and Rosa shooed their family members back to the food line for seconds.

      “We made it out.” I sighed.

      Both girls nodded and Rosa took a sip of tea. “Where is the book?”

      “It’s safe.” Glancing over my shoulder to make sure no one was listening, I leaned in close. “I’ve got it in my room. I told my parents I held on to it because I was in shock after we got out.”

      Erin swept her hair out of her face. “For a while I didn’t think we’d make it out.”

      “What should we do with her notes?” Rosa pushed her empty tray away.

      “I think we need to destroy them. Burn them or something.” Erin’s eyes lit up.

      I shrugged. “We could just put them through a shredder.”

      Erin shook her head. “Burning them is better. You can’t put it back together again.”

      “Okay. Can you hold on to them?”

      The adults appeared at the cash register and Erin downed the rest of her orange juice. “Yeah.”

      I accepted the plate from Dad laden with eggs and pancakes. The eggs were powdery and the pancakes were a little burned but it was heaven. I downed three cups of orange juice and another two cups of water before my stomach was sated. After exchanging phone numbers with Erin and Rosa, I followed Mom and Dad back to my room so I could get cleaned up. Mom handed over clean clothes—when she’d gotten them I had no clue—and ushered me into the bathroom. The harsh lighting in the bathroom highlighted just how pale I’d become. Fifteen minutes later I felt like a human being again in clean jeans and a sweatshirt. Dunking my head in the sink to try to comb out the knots in my hair proved useless. If I got discharged today I would take a shower as soon as I got home.

      By late morning, the police had been to take my statement. I’d given as much detail as I could without revealing the true motive of our captivity. Still, the details I did share were enough to paint an unpleasant picture and hopefully keep Persephone locked up for a very long time.

      “So what happens now?” I sat cross-legged on the bed a little after lunch time while Mom and Dad waited for my discharge paperwork. Dad smiled at me. “We’re going home.”

      I shook my head. “I meant with Dr. Phillips. Is there going to be a court case? Am I going to have to testify or something?”

      “I don’t know, honey, that’s for the police to figure out.” Mom sat on the edge of the bed and draped an arm over my shoulders. “We’ll take it one step at a time.” She gave my arm a squeeze.

      “And what about you guys?” I looked from one to the other. “You’re … getting along.”

      “We know things have been difficult on you lately.” Mom studied her fingernails and couldn’t look me in the face. “Losing you made us realize we need to try to get along. Maybe if we’d been better at keeping it civil around you this might not have happened.”

      Smiling, I leaned in and gave Mom a hug. “I’m glad you’re at least talking again. I love you guys.”

      “We love you too, Abbie.” Dad took the paperwork we’d been waiting on from the nurse and I got to my feet. As we walked down to the lobby hand in hand, I stowed the mythology book in the plastic bag with my old clothes. Just as we stepped through the automatic doors to the exit I swear a man dressed in a gray business suit stood watching me with a sneer plastered on his lips. It was a quick glimpse but he looked familiar. Our gazes met as the outer doors to the hospital opened and the little voice in the back of my head warned that, whoever he was, he was trouble. I squeezed Dad’s hand tight and he looked down at me. “What’s wrong, honey?”

      Swallowing, I turned away from the man. “Nothing… I just thought I saw something.”
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      I stopped dead in the middle of the hallway at school on Monday. A thought occurred to me, a single name: Abbie… Where did that come from? Someone jostled me and I staggered sideways into a row of lockers. The name drew me from a fog and my thoughts were my own again. The powerful armored feeling began to fade and my knees buckled. Gasping for air, I slid to the floor, knees drawn protectively to my chest. Mind racing, I tried to remember what had happened and why I felt like I’d just been thrown from a moving train. My father had done something to me.

      That thought sent a shiver rippling through my body; goose bumps popped out on my arms. People shuffled around me in their haste to get to their next class. I’d just come from algebra, not that Mrs. Eisner would notice me but there was another teacher who might. So I waited until the hallway was clear. On cue, Mr. McManus appeared across the hall and in two long strides he hovered over me. “Liam, what’s wrong?”

      I sucked in air. “I don’t know … but I think my father did something to me.”

      “Come on, come with me.” The teacher offered a hand up.

      Taking the man’s hand, I used the lockers to get to my feet. I stayed put long enough for the dizziness to pass before allowing Mr. McManus to escort me to the teacher’s lounge. The lounge was empty and I collapsed onto the couch. I accepted the paper cup of water Mr. McManus offered and downed it in one gulp. It burned a little on the way down as I tried to swallow and breathe simultaneously, but at least I could feel it.

      “We never heard from you.” Mr. McManus pulled over a chair and sat in front of me. “We were getting worried.”

      I crushed the paper cup between my palms. “I think my father realized I was snooping around and whatever it was he and my stepmother are using Abbie and the others for, they tested it on me.” I looked out the window. “It must have worked.”

      “I’m going to let Xavier know what happened.” The teacher pulled out his cell phone and fired off a text before filling another paper cup and shoving it into my hands. “What do you remember about the last few days?”

      “Not much. It’s kind of hazy.” I sipped the second cup. “But, um, I remember being at home listening to them talk on Friday, I think. Then my stepmother read something and it was like there was only one thing on my mind—my father and what he wanted me to do. Nothing else mattered except making him happy.”

      Mr. McManus leaned on his elbows. “Did he do anything while she read?”

      I scratched my forehead in an effort to remember. “He had his hand on my shoulder but I was so out of it I don’t remember if he actually stopped touching me or not while she was reading.”

      “And you’re not sure what she was reading?”

      I shrugged. “Some handwritten notes. I don’t think I really heard the words. What the hell did they do to me?”

      “I’m not entirely sure but it sounds like they found a way to control you using your father’s powers.”

      Draining the last of the water, I propped my elbows on my knees. “I was his slave and it didn’t cost him much power. That’s what they were using Abbie for. If it worked on me then he could get control over other kids and have foot soldiers. It wouldn’t matter that he draws his power from the Underworld.”

      Mr. McManus nodded. “Yes, I would say that’s a fair assessment. It worked but it has clearly worn off.”

      I ran my hands over my hair. “There was this thought that kept popping up in the back of my head all the time. I couldn’t quite remember what it was. I think it was Abbie.”

      “I think your status as a demigod may have been part of that.” Mr. McManus stood up. “You may be able to resist your father’s power to an extent.”

      “Maybe.” I rose too. “Has there been any news on Abbie?”

      “Yes.” He smiled. “Actually, the police found her and the other girls in a secret room in your stepmother’s offices on Friday. I’m not sure if Abbie will be back to school or not. That all depends on her parents.”

      “That must have been what broke it.” I grinned wide. “They lost control of Abbie and his control over me slipped.”

      Mr. McManus nodded and checked his phone. “Xavier is pleased to know you are all right.”

      “I bet he’s happy to know Abbie’s safe, too.” The smile persisted.

      The teacher started toward the doorway. “We all are.”

      “When we were at his house, he said you were working on ways to keep Abbie safe in the future.” I shoved my hands into my pockets. “What did that mean?”

      “Mr. and Mrs. Maragos run a creative arts high school.” Mr. McManus winked. “Let’s just say Abbie may be someone they are looking to bring into their program. And perhaps the other girls as well.”

      “So they’re like Professor X and Abbie’s a rogue mutant?” I took a step toward the door out of the lounge.

      “Nothing quite so superhero.” A chuckle bubbled in the man’s chest. “There are plenty of mundane kids at the school but it is a safe haven where members of our community can learn to fully understand their abilities.”

      The lingering effects of my father’s mind hijack dissipated completely in the next few minutes and Mr. McManus gave me a note to excuse my tardiness for the last class period. I wanted to send Abbie a message to let her know I knew she was all right. That wasn’t putting too much pressure on her, just a little note to show her that I was thinking of her. Mr. McManus stuck his head out of the door to the lounge. “Liam, give Abbie some time to adjust to being back in the real world. You don’t want to put too much pressure on her.”

      “Okay. I won’t. And sorry I kind of freaked out on you before.” Heat warmed my cheeks. “I was just frustrated that there wasn’t anything I could really do to help Abbie.”

      “You don’t need to apologize.” He ignored my embarrassment. “Things are turning out the way they are supposed to.”

      Ending up in my usual spot in the library, I logged into Facebook on my phone and pulled up the chat window with Abbie and sent her a short note. Liam Sullivan-Gray: Abbie, I don’t want to rush you or anything but I just needed you to know how happy I am that you are safe. I hope we can chat sometime and maybe I’ll see you back at school.
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      Three days after the escape, I sat in the chair outside Principal Tannery’s office. Mom and Dad stood on either side of me like ever-watchful sentinels. I hadn’t wanted to come with them today but they insisted I be there for a meeting with the principal. To my surprise, the front desk receptionist even made eye contact with me. Getting kidnapped had clearly reversed my invisible factor.

      “Mr. Tannery will see you now.” The receptionist left her desk and opened the door.

      Following Mom and Dad into the principal’s office I wondered briefly whether Erin and Rosa were in similar situations. We’d agreed to meet up before the end of the school year to get rid of the play. Once everyone was seated, Mr. Tannery leaned forward but kept his gaze focused on anything but my parents and me. “I’m very sorry about what happened to you, Miss Rollands.”

      No you’re not. You were probably in on the whole thing.

      I rolled my eyes at his apology and Mom nudged me in the arm. “Abbie, he said something to you.”

      “I heard him. But I don’t think I have to accept his apology. He probably sent lots of kids to see her. If we hadn’t listened to him, none of this would have happened.” Gripping the armrests I tried to keep my anger from bubbling closer to the surface.

      “I swear I had no idea she was going to do anything like that. You have to believe me. She came highly recommended.” Principal Tannery held up his hands in a defensive posture.

      “You’re lucky we don’t sue you and the school for this.” Dad’s voice rumbled deep in his chest and he stiffened in the chair.

      Principal Tannery gaped at him in shock. I wasn’t expecting that threat to come out of Dad’s mouth either. Sure, there was the criminal case to worry about but I never considered suing the school.

      Mom let out a breath and repositioned her purse in her lap. “We’ve also decided that it’s in Abbie’s best interest if she finishes the year with a tutor.”

      Principal Tannery coughed into his hand. “There are only two weeks left. Surely she can wait and finish out finals.”

      “We went to that woman on your suggestion.” Mom leaned forward and narrowed her eyes. “And you know my daughter is right. We don’t know how many other children you’ve sent to her. She abducted my daughter and two other girls and kept them locked in a room for over a week. I don’t trust you or this school to keep her safe.”

      “Please, I swear I didn’t know.” The principal’s lower lip quivered.

      “Look, the thing is we’re not happy with the way things have gone this year for Abbie.” Dad’s shoulders relaxed. “She’s had a tough time in school and I think a change is what she needs. So, after today, you won’t be seeing her again.”

      There’d been no definite discussion about where I’d go for junior year but at this point anything was better than being stuck there. Mom and Dad stunned Mr. Tannery into silence. Mom slid her purse onto her arm and turned to me. “Go get your things from your locker and say goodbye to your teachers while we get your school records.”

      Darting from the room—grateful to see the last of the principal’s office—I made a quick trip to my locker before racing to Mr. McManus’s room. If I’d been in attendance today, I would have been listening to whatever they were discussing. My heart fluttered with anticipation when I spotted Liam through the door. I longed to catch his attention, to see him smile and know that he was okay. The bell rang and the students inside packed up, beating a hasty retreat to the door. I ducked out of the way to avoid being trampled then the door swung shut, leaving only Liam and Mr. McManus inside. I walked in and Liam broke out into a huge grin when he looked my way. Relief washed over me because he was safe. Mr. McManus busied himself with shuffling papers around on his desk.

      Liam pulled me into a hug when he was within arm’s reach. “I was so worried about you.”

      I squeezed him back. “I should have listened to you. You said I shouldn’t trust her.”

      “I didn’t know something like that would happen.” Liam let me go.

      “I thought about you a lot when I was kidnapped.” Warmth touched my cheeks.

      “Me too.” He grinned.

      Mr. McManus stepped out from behind his desk and smiled. “Welcome back, Abbie.”

      “Thanks. I’m not staying though.” I set my half-empty backpack on the floor between my feet. “I’m finishing out the year with a tutor. And I’m going to a new school in the fall, a fresh start.”

      “You’re always welcome here, Abbie, even if you just want to stop by and say hello.” Mr. McManus turned to Liam. “Liam, you should get going. You don’t want to be late for class.”

      Liam squeezed my hand and leaned in to kiss my cheek. “I’ll text you later.”

      I never wanted to let go of his hand but I did. Biting my lip, I tried to keep my smile from growing to Cheshire cat size. After the hell I’d gone through, Liam was safe and I had a boyfriend, even if those words hadn’t explicitly passed between us. The door closed behind him, leaving Mr. McManus and me alone. “You know, Mr. McManus, you were the only teacher here who acted like I was a person, not some disruption.”

      “I saw how talented you are and that makes you strong. You have gifts. Don’t let other people tell you different.” He leaned on a nearby desk.

      I raised an eyebrow. “You think so?”

      “I know so. Use them wisely, and you can do anything. And don’t be afraid to rely on the people who are close to you.”

      “Thanks Mr. McManus.” I gave him a quick hug. “I’m going to miss being in your class.”

      “And I’m going to miss the inspiration you brought to class. There are people out there who will always be there to help you. They may even need you one day.”

      A twinkle in his eye set off a chain of connections in my brain. “Glaukos?”

      Mr. McManus put a finger to his lips like it was a secret. He winked as he escorted me from the room. No wonder he was my favorite teacher. I guess that connection hadn’t been as crazy as I’d thought. I repositioned my backpack on both shoulders. “Can I ask you something?”

      He nodded. “Sure.”

      “Everything that happened, it sounded like they were getting ready for a battle. And those dreams were almost always about fighting. There’s a battle coming again, isn’t there?”

      “Yes, there is. But for now you don’t need to worry about it.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Hades tried to use your abilities to his advantage and he lost.”

      I nodded and turned to leave. “Oh, one other thing; did you know who I was when I started this year?”

      “I had a pretty good idea after things started happening in class.” He waved. “Be safe, Abbie.”
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      Sitting in the front seat of Dad’s car, I stared at him. “It’s been more than a month, Dad. I’ve stopped having nightmares. I’ll be fine.”

      He rested both hands on the steering wheel. “You can always call if you need to.”

      “I said I’d be okay.” I unbuckled my seatbelt.

      “Okay, okay. Go on and have fun. And don’t forget to say thank you to Erin’s parents for letting you stay.” He leaned over to kiss my cheek. “Your mom will pick you up in the morning.”

      I smiled and climbed out of the car. “Bye, Dad. I love you.”

      Erin waited for me on the front steps. “Want some help?” She pointed to my sleeping bag.

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      Together, we got my stuff inside and into Erin’s room. Rosa was already there, sitting on her sleeping bag.

      “Hi.” Setting down my bag, I gave her a hug.

      “I heard you got into Williams Arts Academy too.” Rosa returned the hug and settled back on her hands.

      I smiled. “Yeah. We’re all going.”

      “And it’s going to be so cool.” Erin sat beside Rosa. “I mean we’ll be around music all day and people won’t notice so much if we inspire by accident. We won’t be freaks.”

      “But we need to be careful.” Unrolling my sleeping bag, I kicked my bag out of the way. “We know how to control it now, at least sort of, but Hades is still out there and I’m guessing he’s got friends. We don’t want the wrong people to notice what we can do.”

      Erin’s mom appeared, cutting the discussion short as she toted paper plates, soda cans and pizza. “Dinner’s here.”

      Erin accepted the food and shooed her mother out of the room. Once they were alone again, Erin got to her feet and rummaged through the bottom drawer of her desk, pulling out the notes. She set them on the floor between us. I retrieved the mythology book from my bag. Erin hadn’t asked me to bring it but it felt right to have it given what we planned to do. “I think we should share the book. Since we’ll be seeing each other every day at school, it shouldn’t be too hard to pass it around.”

      “So who gets it next?” Erin eased her bedroom door most of the way closed.

      I pushed it to Rosa. “I think Rosa should.”

      Rosa picked it up and ran her fingers down the spine. Without a word, she tucked it safely away in her own bag. Our focus returned to the pages that lay on the floor. We’d vowed to keep our true identities from our families. They wouldn’t understand the truth and the fewer people who knew the truth the better. Rubbing my hands together, I leaned forward. “Are we sure we’re ready to do this?”

      Rosa took a bite of pizza. “I have been thinking.”

      “About what?” Erin popped the tab on her can of soda.

      “What will happen now that Persephone is going to be in jail for a long time? She cannot go back with Hades during winter.” Rosa opened her own can and took a sip.

      Erin shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just glad she can’t hurt us anymore.”

      “And we have to hope whatever she and Hades were planning dies with these notes.” Nudging the stack of pages with my toe, I tried not to think about the man from the hospital. With distance from the encounter, I was certain it had been Hades. Still, I didn’t mention it to Erin and Rosa.

      We all focused on the food in front of us. Destroying the play could wait a few minutes longer. Between the three of us, we ate the entire pizza in record time. Erin took the now-empty pizza box to the kitchen and returned with a small, silver lighter. “We said we needed to burn it, right?”

      “Yeah but won’t your mom notice if we start setting things on fire?” I watched as Erin pulled her trash can out from under desk.

      She returned to the middle of the room and toyed with the lighter. “I light candles in here all the time.”

      Tearing the notes into smaller pieces, we each tossed a handful into the trash can. We each kept a piece to light. Erin went first then passed the lighter to Rosa. I took it last and we dropped the burning scraps of paper in at the same time. The fire spread and engulfed the rest of the pages, burning faster than I thought possible. In minutes all that remained were dark smudges of ash. Good riddance.
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      Abbie and I made our relationship official as soon as school was finished. We spent as much time together as her parents would allow. My father didn’t have a say in the matter, especially since he was busy dealing with court dates for my stepmother’s criminal case. I didn't know the specifics of how my father weaseled his way out of being an accomplice but I could guess having a police captain as a close friend helped. The feeling of being under my father's thumb had faded quickly but the guilt over what had happened to Abbie still lingered in the back of my mind. I put on a brave face whenever I was around her. She didn't talk about the experience and I was grateful. Still, if she ever wanted to talk, I wanted to be supportive of her.

      At present, I sat on my bed, computer in my lap. Waiting for Mum to come online on Skype, I skimmed Facebook when a message popped up from Abbie.

      Abbie Rollands: Hey, so we have this new student orientation week at school. You should come by and we can hang out after.

      I clicked the window and typed.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Sure. I can come tomorrow. What time is it over?

      Abbie Rollands: Like two o'clock or something. I'm kind of nervous. But excited, you know?

      Smiling, I fired off a response.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: You'll do great.

      Abbie Rollands: Thanks. You always know what to say to make me feel better.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: Guess that's what boyfriends are for. You still hanging out with Erin and Rosa?

      I was glad I could officially call myself her boyfriend. The typing on Abbie's end slowed down. I tapped my fingers on the keyboard, ready to fire back a response. I couldn’t blame her for hanging out with her fellow captives. It was probably a good thing that they had bonded, especially if what I’d overheard was true. If pieces were being put into play by people like my father, they would need all the allies they could get. A tiny piece of me wanted to tell Abbie the truth about everything so she wouldn’t have to hide who she was. But that meant admitting I was at least partly involved and I wasn’t ready for that. So keeping mum for now was the plan. Finally, Abbie’s next message appeared on my screen.

      Abbie Rollands: Yeah, it's kind of like therapy, which is ironic since that's how we all got to know each other in the first place.

      I laughed in spite of myself. It wasn’t really funny.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I'm glad you can be so positive about everything that happened. If it were me I wouldn't be that strong. And you know if you ever need to talk about it, I'm here to listen.

      Abbie Rollands: I know you are. And maybe someday I will. It's just ... they know what it was really like.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I get that. Let's talk about something else.

      Abbie Rollands: Okay. Like what?

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I don't know. How're things with your mom and dad?

      Abbie Rollands: Still divorced. But they talk more so that's good. What about you? Anything exciting at home?

      I paused. I couldn’t exactly tell her I wasn’t speaking to my father or that she was the reason. Liam Sullivan-Gray: Okay, I suppose. Got a Skype date with my mum in a bit. She might be coming to visit for a while. If she does you have to meet her.

      Abbie Rollands: Definitely. I don't want you to miss her. I’ll text you later.

      Liam Sullivan-Gray: I'll talk to you later then. Bye.

      Closing the chat window, I toggled to Skype. Mum’s icon lit up to show that she was online and I hit call. The video popped up and signaled that it was connecting. Less than a minute later, her face appeared on the screen. "Hi, love. Sorry I'm late." She smiled.

      I leaned into the screen and smiled too. "That's okay. I was talking to Abbie."

      "You're serious about this girl, aren't you?" Mum propped her chin in her hand.

      "Mum!” The tips of my ears grew warm and I let out a nervous laugh. “We are sort of dating. I mean like going to the mall and stuff. But yeah, I think it's serious. I just wish I could tell her the truth."

      "About your father’s involvement and the truth of who you are?" The lines around her eyes became more pronounced as her smile turned sad.

      I nodded. "Yeah, but if I did she'd never forgive me when she found out that crazy bitch is my stepmother." I’d finally admitted the truth about my demigod status to Mum. She’d been very understanding, almost like she’d known all along.

      "Liam! Language." She leaned back enough for me to see she’d crossed her hands over her chest in a disapproving gesture.

      "Sorry, but she deserved it. I still can't believe Dad got out of everything. She's so scared of him she's taking the fall and I know that they were in it together."

      Mum shook her head. "I told you to be careful."

      I knew what that meant. I’d confided in her that my father had tested out whatever the plan was on me to keep me in line. "I'm fine, really. You think I'd be able to talk to you or see Abbie if I was still under his control?"

      "I'm coming to visit soon." She let out a breath.

      I settled back against my pillow. "You should move back here. I can't stand being in this house. I mean can't you go to court and question his parental fitness? It's no secret now that he's married to a psycho that kidnapped kids my age."

      "We've had this discussion. Your father would make it very difficult for me to do that."

      I threw my hands up in the air. "It's worth a try. He's not all powerful, not even for a god."

      "I'll see what I can do.” She disappeared from the screen for a few seconds. “I've got to run. I love you."

      "Love you too. Let me know when you are coming over." We ended the call and I closed down Skype. I had to hope that she would actually get up the courage to face my father over custody. Things would be so much better if I could live with her instead. I wouldn't be afraid of bringing Abbie home to meet the parents.

      The next day, I hopped on my bike and wound through backstreets until I reached the front lot of Williams Arts Academy, a squat, two-story building. The lot was mostly empty when I locked up my bike. Traipsing up the front steps, I made it as far as the lobby before I encountered my first adult with a familiar face, Hera. Unlike the last time we’d crossed paths, her hair was down in loose waves over her shoulders and she wore jean capris and a short-sleeved blouse. "Uh, I'm just waiting for Abbie Rollands." I kept my eyes down.

      "I see. I suppose you two have been seeing quite a bit of each other lately." She crossed her arms over her chest.

      I stood my ground. "Not that it's your business, but yes."

      "Liam, you know why I need to make it my business."

      "No, I don't.” I stepped closer. “I'm not them. And I'm not stupid enough to let him anywhere near her. I care about her too much."

      Hera’s face softened and her posture relaxed. "I'm sure you feel that way but you can't build a strong relationship on lies."

      I bit my lower lip. "I never lied to her."

      "But you are keeping things from her."

      I had no quick reply to that statement of truth. The way she looked at me with a slight disapproving quirk of her brow brought the guilt bubble to the surface. It churned my stomach to think that I couldn't be completely honest with Abbie. She'd been through so much and she deserved someone who was there for her completely. But I refused to let some goddess dictate how I lived my life, even if that goddess’s specialty was relationships. "I understand things are bigger than me and her, but we're just kids. We shouldn't have to carry the problems of the world on our shoulders. That's what you and the other gods are around for."

      Hera looked over her shoulder. "You are right, Liam. I wish it could be different. I truly do."

      Students began to trickle out of the hallway in groups of two and three. A few teachers milled among the exodus and I recognized one or two. Leaning against the wall out of the way, I waited until I spotted Abbie and her friends. She looked in my direction and smiled. I moved toward her and pulled her into a hug. Taking my hand in hers, she waved goodbye to Erin and Rosa.

      "Hope it was fun." I led her out of the building.

      "It was. I think this is going to be so much better than last year. Everyone is so nice."

      I squeezed her hand. "Well, I'll miss seeing you in class."

      "You could always apply." She nudged me in the ribs.

      "I'm not really creative." I shook my head as we walked to the bike rack and retrieved our rides. For now, things could be okay. We were happy and whatever was coming was someone else's problem.
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