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    The Delicious Middle



1


    Sometimes you get plopped right down in the middle of your dreams. There is no logical beginning, and the ending is a mystery you’ll never solve. But dreams needn’t always make sense. Sometimes their slice-of-life feel and their Salvador Dali type of surrealism has you wondering, why can’t I stay here forever? Why must I wake to reality?


    Where I am, in this dream, it isn’t the beginning, and it isn’t the ending, but what do I care? All I’m really craving is the delicious middle anyway.
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    I dream of a boy, of my insatiable desire for him, how it’s almost hypnotic the way my body moves restless against his. He smells fresh. OMG, his skin. The way his hair brushes heavy against my nose has me leaning into him. Needing him. Aching to know what he’s thinking, if he likes me the way I like him.


    If he wants me the same way I want him.


    We’re alone in a bedroom, dressed, him pressed against me. The lights are dim, my body a furnace against the slight chill in the air. In the background, lounge music sets the tone of the evening—the kind of music that works its way inside of you and has you yearning for something extraordinary.


    His face shifts against mine, his stubble on my baby soft skin. I feel so very, very feline. My fingers rake his hair. I breathe him in. Dissolve. He smells like the beach, like traces of sunscreen. I melt against him with the most submissive sigh…


    Our lips brush by each other. The softness of them touching for merely a moment. The connection, my ultimate surrender, it’s near. My eyes close on their own, pulled shut with the feeling that I am nothing, and I’m everything.


    Then he does it.


    He kisses me long and slow, his approach unrushed. The warm sugar taste of his mouth becomes the drug I won’t survive. I’m addicted. A slave to the lust of it. To him. More than anything I’ve ever experienced in my life, I’m desperate to give him everything, to renounce to him my will, my very existence.


    Everything.


    Right now, the dream version of me, as satiated and restless as she is, she’s wondering, what does he look like? Who is this man I’m with? This man who I am about to give myself to? Instinctively, the woman blossoming inside me wants to be dominated by him, owned by him. I want to be taken. Swept away. So really, in this moment, I don’t care who he is.


    He just feels right.


    So I’m pulling down my defenses, becoming vulnerable, daring. What reassures me, has me pushing forward, is the odd familiarity of him. The safety I feel in him. It’s like he’s mine. Like he was born to be mine. I want this man.


    Oh my God, I need him.




    Midnight Truths and a Fragile Lie
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    It was midnight. Outside Brayden’s hotel window, the San Francisco skyline shone like speckles of illuminated white against an ink blackened canvas of night. Netty was on her way. Then this: the phone call.


    The damn detective.


    “This is Detective Tyler Bateman with the Santa Monica Police Department and I would like to ask you some questions about Demetrius and Bryn Giardino. I believe you and your friend visited their home recently?”


    Sitting in his hotel room on the cell phone, the last thing Brayden wanted to do was talk to the police. Moments ago, all he could think of was having sex with Netty. Now, he prayed he could keep himself and Abby out of jail.


    He said nothing.


    “I’m sure you’ve seen the news,” Detective Bateman continued. Over the phone, the man sounded tired, his voice bumping along with the dull rake of ambivalence. It was midnight, for Christ’s sake.


    Weeks ago, he expected—no he feared—the police would contact him about Bryn and Demetrius Giardino, but the passing of time left him feeling a sense of false confidence. Like maybe he could put it all behind him. But this call was proof he couldn’t.


    “Hello?” Detective Bateman said. “Mr. James?”


    Brayden snapped out of it. “Yes, Detective, I heard you. I’m just…you’ll have to excuse me, I just drove into town from Las Vegas, and it’s midnight—”


    “I apologize for the lateness of the hour,” he said, but Brayden didn’t believe him to be sorry for one second.


    Instead, he was frantically thinking about possible trace evidence left at the scene. It could be anywhere. Everywhere! Fibers from his clothes, a stray hair, dried skin cells. A hand print, a shoe print or a freaking eyelash! For God’s sake, what did he leave behind?! There had to be something linking him to the scene, otherwise the detective wouldn’t be calling.


    “To answer your question, I don’t watch the news,” Brayden replied, coolly despite the pit of vipers squirming around in his gut. “I find it to be too political, too contrived and entirely too negative for my tastes. The world’s already negative enough, don’t you agree, Detective?”


    “So you don’t know about the open investigation?” he asked. There was so much weight to the question…


    “This business of calling me in the middle of the night,” Brayden said, “it’s inexcusable. A misstep in etiquette. Now I’m tired. I’ve been driving all night, and I prefer we continue this conversation at a more reasonable hour, if you don’t mind.”


    “I’ve already apologized—”


    “That doesn’t make it right.” More than anything he wanted to hang up on the man and pretend for one last night he and Abby had gotten away clean.


    “I’ve been calling all day. I figured perhaps I would try a more…unusual hour.”


    Brayden’s phone never once rang, not at all that day, and not at all the day before.


    “An unusual hour would be ten-thirty, or perhaps eleven. I shouldn’t have to remind you it’s midnight, Detective. That’s not unusual, that’s just plain rude.”


    “If we could dispense with the false posturing, Brayden, I only need a moment or two.”


    Brayden chose a different tact.


    “Honestly, if you want me to dispense with…whatever, my posturing and my distaste for your absence of etiquette, that’s fine. I can do that. The truth is, I’m tired, Detective. Tired and irritated. It’s that scumbag, Demetrius Giardino. If you knew what I knew about him…”


    “Which is?”


    “Demetrius Giardino is not the shiny penny everyone thinks he is,” Brayden said, talking like the man was still alive even though Brayden knew he wasn’t.


    “Do elaborate.”


    “I shouldn’t. I mean, my friend—damn, I shouldn’t…I guess it doesn’t matter anymore. Or maybe it does, I don’t know.” He paused for effect, then said, “But it’s late and we’re already talking, so whatever. It has to be said.” Brayden drew a stabilizing breath, calmed himself, then really reached for that Golden Globe performance. “If I had information that would, say, prove a person is taking advantage of underage girls looking to break into the music industry, would you be the person to speak with?”


    Pause.


    A long pause.


    The longest pause ever, then: “Well now this is a curious change of direction,” Detective Bateman said. And that was it. He didn’t bother to elaborate. He simply let the statement hang on the edge of the world.


    In the background, Brayden heard nothing. Infinite silence. Was the detective in the precinct? Where was he calling from at this hour?


    Brayden was about to continue when Detective Bateman continued. “Perhaps you’d like to expand upon the details of this so called proof.”


    He swallowed so hard it hurt his throat. “Say you could run down video evidence of the rape of a minor. Would that be compelling enough to open an investigation?”


    “Video evidence?” Bateman asked, his interest clearly peaking.


    Brayden hoped the police found Giardino’s rape videos. If Santa Monica PD’s computer forensics team was on point, and he was certain they were, then they would have found them on the music producer’s hard drive.


    “Yes.”


    Bateman said, “And who was raped in this video?”


    “My friend Maggie Jaynes. But don’t bother trying to contact her because she committed suicide. That’s why this almost doesn’t matter.” He was surprised at the emotion that snuck into his voice. He sounded belligerent. Then again, tucked beneath the anger was a sadness he could not contain.


    “She killed herself? Why?”


    “Are you even listening, Detective?” Brayden asked, his tone biting.


    “Of course.”


    “Then why do you think she killed herself, man? It was that flaming asshole. So please, please, PLEASE tell me you’re calling because you finally caught the bastard. I’ll testify if you need me to. I saw the video.”


    The detective was silent for a moment, and then Brayden thought he heard a pocket-sized laugh on the other end of the line. “You know why I’m calling,” the detective said. Something in his voice slicked Brayden’s skin with ice. A hard chill drove itself down into his bones.


    Of course he knew why the detective called: they found the pedophile and his wife dead. Shot to death. And the fact that he was now speaking to said detective meant they had evidence on him, evidence he was there. They wouldn’t reach out otherwise.


    “Ten bucks and a bag of chips says that douchebag filed a complaint. I knew he would, that clump of shit. What is it? What’s he saying about us?” Brayden was now sweating, and pacing, really trying to wrangle this dinosaur.


    “You said ‘us,’” Bateman said, prompting Brayden to finish what he started.


    “We visited him, me and my friend Abby. But you already know that. You already said as much. Whatever. This was after Maggie killed herself.” He took a long, uninterrupted pause without even so much as a breath from the detective. Then: “That…pervert…he was texting her. Maggie, I mean. Not Abby. He text her a video of her and him…doing it…but as blackmail. It was a threat. She missed several days of recording her new album because she was traumatized. He manipulated her, stole her virginity. It was how he sealed the deal on her recording contract, apparently. By taking advantage of her youth and innocence. Then he secretly filmed her. Her father didn’t know about all this. She didn’t want her father, or anyone else to see it. But Abby saw it, then I saw it, so it’s real.”


    “And you didn’t contact the police?”


    “We weren’t thinking clearly. I mean, we were, but after Maggie…did what she did…we just wanted to hurt him, you know, by showing his wife the video. And then we’d turn it over to the police and let them sort it out. We figured that would be the best way to ruin him.”


    “You’re saying you saw Bryn Giardino?”


    “I just said that, Detective.”


    “And you showed her the video?”


    “Abby did.”


    “So where’d the gun come from?” the detective asked. He didn’t ask if there was a gun, he only asked where the gun came from.


    Abby’s gun, the one he helped her buy illegally.
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    In her head, Julie Sanderson, a.k.a. Julie Satan, said the words over and over and over again, like a mantra, but to the tune of near desperation: I will not get pregnant this summer.


    Her philosophy was if she said the words enough, she would eventually believe them, and that she would indeed, not get pregnant again.


    The clock next to her bed said it was late. Just after midnight. She drew the blankets to her chin and rolled over, her mind a riot of emotion. She was thinking about dinner. How it left her in this anxious state of wanting.


    Dinner had been at the long mahogany table in their overly ostentatious dining room. Her step-brother, Emery, sat to her left; her step-sister Constance was to her right. They both looked amazing. Especially Emery. He was growing his hair out again. It was shoulder length in the back, thick and slightly curly, and longish up front, too. His bangs fell to his nose at least, but he’d pushed them back behind his ears so his face could take center stage.


    And what a gorgeous face it was.


    He had heavy eyebrows and summer tanned skin and dark eyes that were always narrow with some mysterious emotion whenever he looked at her. She wondered if he was in love with her, or if this was all a game. It was probably a game.


    But it could be love…


    She was thinking of Emery, yet she was consumed by Constance. The smell of her. Her perfume bore the sweetest nectar scent, its delicate fragrance so airy and intoxicating it could’ve been the worst tease ever.


    During prayer, under the table, Constance—her beautiful Persian step-sister—took her hand and Julie held it briefly. She liked the feel of her step-sister. Beside her, Emery traced a finger lightly up and down the outside of her thigh.


    Across the table, Julie’s father, Barclay, sat next to her step-mother, Gabriella Sanderson. Julie liked the woman, but she hated that Gabriella took her father’s last name. Although Emery was her own child, Constance bore no blood relation to any of them. She was a leftover from the last marriage: Gabriella’s second of three.


    Constance’s blood mother became addicted to heroine then went missing years ago; three years later, her dad hung himself after a failed business deal, thereby signifying for Gabriella the end of marriage number two. Constance was with Emery and Gabriella back then, and Gabriella didn’t have the heart to abandon her when both her natural parents had done exactly that to her.


    So she was with Julie and her father as well. One happy little dysfunctional family.


    If Julie was a lesbian, which she wasn’t, she would be crushing hard on the extremely bi-sexual, righteously flirtatious Constance. As it happened, Julie was straight, and doing her best not to yield to the less-than-subtle, almost manipulative advances of Emery.


    He had no OFF button.


    They say rich kids are fucked up. Then again, they say the same of psychologist’s kids. Barclay Sanderson was worth well over a hundred and sixty million, and Emery’s mother was a flourishing psychologist with two deviant kids—Emery and Constance. How Gabriella was a professional woman but couldn’t see the depths of depravity going on right under her nose was far beyond Julie’s understanding.


    At dinner, Julie wore a white cotton skirt, sheer black button up blouse with a decorative bra underneath and her sexiest pair of bejeweled sandals. She could slay the world in that outfit. It was something she would wear out clubbin’ if she could only get a fake ID. She wore it to the mall instead. Until she could get into the twenty-one scene, the mall was her lifeline. It was sort of a drag, if she thought about it, because all the boys there…they were just that: boys.


    Not like Emery. He was nineteen and so beautiful it actually hurt to look at him. Lying in bed that night, the hours passing in favor of the morning, she fought to shove her step-brother from her mind. She tried to wipe away her thoughts of Constance’s image.


    But tonight, oh God, tonight…


    Julie clamped a pillow between her legs, squeezed it tight to ward off impure thoughts. “I will not get pregnant again this summer,” she whispered into her pillow repeatedly. But God, the idea of carrying Emery’s baby in her again, it was sick and twisted, but a wickedly delicious thought, too. Her lips curled in the darkness, her body collapsing in a sigh.


    The absolute wrongness of her thinking clashed with how they were such a natural fit together. If only they weren’t step-siblings…


    At the table earlier that evening, as her father was reciting the prayer, she felt Emery’s fingers sliding from the outside of her thigh to the inner parts of her leg. Her heart practically raced with need. Then on the other side of her, while secretly holding her hand, Constance’s ankle brushed hers, and her pulse nearly doubled.


    I’m not a bisexual, she was thinking.


    Constance had a gentleness about her Emery did not possess. He was greedy with her. Spellbound and hungry. Not Constance. Constance was more interested in being adored, which made perfect sense when you consider how badly her natural parents messed her up. Still, Julie knew the things the three of them did were neither moral nor right.


    With the midnight hour gone, and the night behind them, Julie was deep in her memories. Steeped in guilt and lust. Wracked by an insatiable craving for sex. Then she heard it: those feet padding down the hallway toward her bedroom. Against her ferociously beating heart, she had a difficult time breathing. Her eyes flashing wide in the darkness, she tucked a corner of her lower lip into teeth that wanted to bite flesh.


    Someone was coming. A hand on the door knob, twist, twist, twisting…


    I will not get pregnant this summer.


    The door opened and it was Constance. A relieved sigh fell from her lips, almost all the tension in her body draining. Or was that disappointment? Part of her wished it had been Emery instead. The faint silhouette revealed Constance to be wearing nothing at all, which wasn’t unusual. The eighteen year old once said she’d been sleeping naked since before she got tits.


    She crawled into bed next to Julie, snuggled tight against her. It was strange, the first time she felt another girl’s body against hers like that. She had come to appreciate the feel of Constance. They were near the same age, but Constance seemed so much smarter, way more easy going, and completely untethered when it came to all matters of sex.


    They didn’t speak at times like this. This is what sisters do, Julie sometimes thought, but she knew it wasn’t what normal sisters did.


    Julie didn’t hear the door open the second time, but she did feel Emery slide into her bed on the other side of Constance, and he too was naked. Emery didn’t snuggle up next to her like Constance did. He touched her, caressed her, kissed her.


    She felt powerless against Emery. Gave herself over to him. But only to be interrupted by other kisses from a different mouth: Constance’s mouth. It was always the same push and pull for attention between them. Constance didn’t like competing with Emery, that’s why she got to Julie first. Emery, however, always said, “As beautiful as you are, Constance, and you’re devastatingly attractive, you’ll always be a girl and I’ll always be able to have real sex with her.”


    Last summer, Emery got her pregnant. She aborted just before the school year at Astor started. Two and a half years before that, during winter break, he got her pregnant and she took the baby to term, much to her parent’s distaste. She was going to a different school then. When her father pressed her for information about the baby’s father, she lied and told him it was a boy from school. They had that boy expelled for being a liar, and eventually had him convicted as a registered sex offender for something he didn’t do. Julie felt bad.


    Almost.


    The kid at school she fingered as the father of her bastard child, he was doing it with all the girls, just not her. He deserved what he got for being a boy-whore. But she got taken out of that school and sent to Astor. Her punishment. Secretly, she kind of liked Astor Academy, even though she was just another face in that ridiculously gorgeous crowd. She barely even stood out. Which was why maybe she had become so mean.


    Four hands and two mouths. The two of them, Constance and Emery, they were all over her, peeling off her tank top and Pink brand boxers, pressing themselves into her, into each other. Long before Julie, they only had each other. Constance once said three was so much better, even though Constance hated sharing.


    The truth was, Julie hated sharing, too.


    Emery moved on top of her, while Constance moved closer into proximity, her mouth mixing with Emery’s mixing with Julie’s. Emery said he loved Julie, and he loved Constance, but deep down she knew this wasn’t love, this was the thing that would forever screw her up.


    I will not get pregnant this summer, she breathlessly thought to herself.
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    I am but a spark on the fiery surface of the sun. Then suddenly, I’m the sun. Whatever was done to me, to my genetic coding, the idea of me being a normal teenage girl now seems preposterous. Holland made sure of that. The creepy doctor from Dulce made sure of that.


    So who am I now?


    I’m the righteous in between. The everything and nothing. The immortal stranger conceived inside the mind of a madman and thrust into creation through the perversion of science and genetics and something more than human.


    Savannah is gone; Abby is dead.


    And me? I’m beyond the point of no return. What I am is Frankenstein’s monster, only worse. I am paranormal, lethal—an untested, unkillable weapon. Yet I am still human, still just a girl. And I’m still broken hearted by Jake and his unbearable rejection.


    Or perhaps I’m still reeling from rejecting myself.


    Things change, though. People change. I’m changing, too, evolving. I used to fret over things like my identity, my friendships, my parents, my reputation. Not now. That all seems so trivial after what I’ve been through, after what I’ve survived.


    So what I’m wondering, what really has my brain doing backflips in its shell, is this singular question: am I truly the only one of my kind, as the doctor from Dulce suggested? More and more, I’m thinking not. That someone like me even exists makes it conceivable for others like me to exist, too.


    So only two questions remain: are there others like me, and if not, what the hell am I going to do with this new life of mine and these new powers?


    Since Holland put me in the pink goop, right after I said good-bye to Abby Swann, my every waking second in here seems dedicated to suffering. Where before I had Gerhard’s pills, and Georgia’s care, and at least a break in between the torturous waves of pain, now all I do in this pink jelly vat is quietly wish for death.


    I just want it to end!


    Which officially means this transformation sucks big buckets of stinky ass. As in, this transformation is way worse than the first!


    Think of this changeover as one of those TV shows where the operating table patient is supposed to be anesthetized into unconsciousness, but instead they are paralyzed yet awake and feeling the brutality of every cut, the draining of every pint of blood, the pricking sting of every single suture. Now take a seven hour operation and turn it into a weeklong foray of the breaking down and rebuilding of an entire body and what you have is something worse than Hell.


    Now consider this…


    When you’re trapped in a tank filled with breathable pink liquid, and one hour feels like an entire day, and all you know is suffering, you start to rethink your definition of a nightmare. Whatever your nightmares are, my waking life in the pink goop is infinitely worse.


    The anesthesia in the tank’s pinkish liquid was supposed to lull me into unconsciousness. With my new, not-all-the-way human DNA, all it did was give me that look of peaceful stillness. But inside my head, entire wars have been fought, won and lost.


    If I could have died, I would have. Then Quentin Russell came to my rescue, his shotgun in hand.


    He presses the button to release the chemicals meant to wake me up. The canister swings from vertical to horizontal; the drain pump starts. As I lay here stolid, coming into a richer, more physical awareness, the draining of the liquid is like lying in the bathtub long after you pulled the plug. And then it’s practically empty.


    The moment my eyes open, they narrow to the sight of Quentin Russell. My focus is immediate. Abrupt. Of course he would be there. I felt him. Because I am as much inside his head as I am my own. A gift from Dulce. A punishment.


    But that’s how I know he intends to kill me.


    With my awakening comes both my relief, and my knowledge that I am about to lose my entire head to a shotgun blast. It is a bittersweet reentry into the real world. My most conflicted awakening. I almost let him do it.


    Then time slows, and my paralysis breaks.


    As the canister’s curved glass partition slides open to reveal me, as Quentin Russell slips his index finger over the shotgun’s trigger, I’m an omniscient presence in his brain. I see all the things he sees. I feel everything he’s feeling.


    Fear is his most corrosive force. Uncertainty infects his every emotion. I’m in his brain and I feel reservation and resolution and the wavering notion that he must kill me.


    But I can’t, he thinks. Yet I must! No…yes. Yes, yes, yes, just do it!


    All this in micro-seconds.


    Then he’s thinking about the woman who broke into his house, the former model turned Astor Academy PE teacher turned Monarch assassin who shot and killed Quentin’s blonde, big breasted poolside guests. He shot-gunned her to death in his bedroom to save his own life, and he’s wondering if he can kill again.


    That was justified, he was thinking. But this?


    He’s looking at me. Having second, third and fourth thoughts. The man surrendered his fortune, steamrolled the reputation of his former self. He became Quentin Russell as opposed to Tate Russell to escape the inevitable scrutiny and, quite possibly, murder charges. Now, here he was once more at the crossroads of a most critical decision. The question was, could he squeeze the trigger and obliterate something human, something beautiful? I don’t think he can.


    The minute the glass lid pulls open, he pulls the trigger. To my surprise, he just does this with no hesitation at all.
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    “Abby brought the gun for protection,” Brayden told Detective Bateman, knowing Abby’s memory was wiped clean and she wouldn’t be able to recall any such details. At least he hoped she wouldn’t be able to remember the black market purchase of the weapon since he was the one who facilitated the transaction.


    “So she went there with a gun, and you were both upset—”


    “Detective Bateman,” he said is his most contained voice, even though he was quaking inside, “what is it you’re not so subtly withholding?”


    The detective gave a knowing laugh. “You know what I’m withholding, Mr. James.” He said it like he was amused, as if the game was up and it was time to come clean. For seeing right through him and calling his bluff, Brayden despised the man already.


    “Pretend for a moment,” Brayden replied with the onset of a temper tantrum, “that I think the news people like you watch on network TV is blue collar bullshit, and pretend you know that I was arrested by the FBI for cyber crimes and have no legal access to the internet. Then, when you’re finished acting like I’m twelve years old and dumb and you can back me into…whatever the hell corner it is you’re trying to back me into…I’d appreciate it if you would just grow some big boy nuts and tell me why in Jesus’s name you’re really calling.”


    The detective laughed, a deep belly laugh that Brayden didn’t know how to take. He took it, however, stewing in silence. He took it and swallowed it the way a snared animal stopped the fight and finally accepted its fate.


    “Bryn and Demetrius Giardino are dead. And your friend Abby…she brought the murder weapon to the scene, which—from a legal point of view—has you both eating shit sandwiches, if that’s straightforward enough for you.”


    Brayden let an offended huff of air leave his mouth. Inside, he was poop-poop-pooping his pants. Inside, his subconscious was screaming for him to lawyer up, to slam down the phone and not say another word without an attorney present.


    “Wait a minute,” Brayden feigned, as if the words just sunk in, “they’re both dead?” The surprise in his voice, he made it as authentic as he could, and dammit if it wasn’t spot on! What he wouldn’t be able to contain much longer, however, were the nerves making their way into his voice. It was bound to crack sooner or later.


    “Both dead as doornails. But you already know that.”


    “First of all, good. About Demetrius, not his wife. And second, you can’t possibly think Abby did this. Or I did this. I mean, is that what you’re suggesting?”


    “I’ll ask the questions,” he said in a more take-charge tone.


    “You will only ask the questions as long as I remain on the line. Should I call my lawyer, Detective Bateman? Because I can simply hang up and have him finish this conversation for me if that’s what you’d prefer. I’m not exactly awake, and I am a minor, which I’m sure you know.”


    “Do what you want, Mr. James.”


    “That’s what you’re doing, isn’t it? You’re trying to pin this shit on us?” His voice was horrified. He was the embodiment of injustice.


    “If the shoe fits.”


    “It doesn’t.”


    “Look, Brayden, the truth is, I’m just trying to piece together the events of that day.”


    “What day?”


    “The day they were murdered. Which was the same day you fled their home with your fake ID and your rented Dodge Charger with stolen license plates. You know, the plates you swapped off another Charger the night you drove into town? You were at the Best Western, I believe?”


    Shit.


    Pre-meditation.


    The roar of blood in his ears was deafening. He collapsed into a chair, his eyes dilating instantly. He was a drug addict with no drug, strung out on his lies, stupid enough to believe he could beat the system.


    This is where you go to jail for the rest of your life, his subconscious warned. No, he thought. Yes, it said. It said, hang up the phone. No.


    Not yet.


    The voice inside him, it was no longer panicked. Resignation would better characterize the tenor. A sort of, you’ve-been-caught, type of feeling.


    Just do it, the voice of reason prompted. Call your father. He will call the family lawyer and then this will all be over. Chiming in, his subconscious was like, um, hey dickface, you need to not be talking to the detective right now!


    “Are you recording this call?” Brayden asked, a sheen of sweat glazing his underarms as well as the back of his neck. The lackadaisical tone of his voice was gone.


    “I’m not recording this call, no, but I can if you’d like.”


    “You don’t have my permission if that’s what you’re asking.”


    “I’m not asking.”


    He rapid-scratched the back of his head out of annoyance, or agitation, or perhaps fear. Then he stilled himself, drew a calming breath and said, “This is what happened. Mrs. Giardino watched the video Abby showed her, of her husband and Maggie…well, you know…of the rape. I wasn’t there for it, but that’s what Abby told me. Demetrius came home—this was a little after five—and all hell broke loose. I was outside like, freaking out. I got out of the car and…I heard screaming. Lots of it. Scared as I was, I rushed inside and found Demetrius kicking the absolute crap out of Abby. She was unconscious and he was still kicking her in the head and ribs. That’s when his wife picked up Abby’s gun, pointed it at her husband and told me to get Abby out. The look in her eyes, Detective, that look still haunts me.”


    “So there were no shots fired prior to you entering the premises?” the detective asked.


    “Just screaming.”


    “How did Mr. Giardino not see you when he came home?”


    “I ducked down in the foot well,” he lied.


    “But then you went, what…through the front door?”


    In his mind, Brayden saw everything going down. Abby said she shot at Demetrius, but that she had a lousy aim and most of her shots missed. He charged her and she kept firing. One of her shots managed to hit him in the gut, but he kept coming. Eventually he overpowered her and beat her unconscious. The way she described it, Brayden envisioned it perfectly in his mind, even though these things had happened before he’d even entered the house.


    “I don’t remember any shots,” he said. “And Abby said she didn’t fire the gun, but she was in bad shape long after I got to her.”


    “You said Mrs. Giardino had a haunting look, can you describe it?”


    “Terrifying. Goddamn icy. Like everything she held dear in her life…it was like I could see it no longer mattered to her. She looked vacant, Detective. Yet enraged, if that makes sense. I mean, she was glaring at her husband, as if she no longer saw him as a human. As if he wasn’t her husband but a monstrosity.”


    That look bothered him immensely. Telling the detective the story, he hadn’t realized his eyes were wet, that so much moisture had built up behind them. Apparently the killings did a lot more damage to him that he thought.


    “That’s not the story forensics tells,” Detective Bateman argued. “Blood spatter analysts would contradict most everything you said.”


    He palmed his eyes dry, stood, walked to the window and lost himself to San Francisco’s midnight skyline. This conversation made him weak. He felt drained. “I could give a shit what your analysts say. I was there. I know what happened. We brought the video to wreck him, and Abby brought the gun for protection. But what happened after we escaped, however it all played out, Abby and I had no part of that.”


    “Why didn’t you go to the police?” the detective asked.


    “We were scared. Abby was hurt. Bad. I mean really bad.”


    “So you took her to the hospital?”


    “After wiping away the blood, I realized her cuts were superficial, though I assumed she had a concussion. Which she did. That mother fu—that…that…God, I don’t know how many times he kicked her in the head, but until his wife turned Abby’s gun on her husband, he did not look like he was planning on stopping.”


    “And you saw this directly?”


    “This part, yeah. I saw it.” There was plenty of silence on the line. Was he writing this down? “Abby said she was fine, but the truth was, her father scares the crap out of me. More so than Demetrius, or the police. He’s influential, man. The big leagues. And not so nice when it comes to boys and Abby. That’s why I went to him first. To get his advice. But Abby…Jesus, her brains were jumbled. Still are. It’s really bad, Detective.”


    “So Abby’s father knows what happened?”


    “She said it was a car accident.”


    “So she lied.”


    “No, I lied to him.”


    The detective seemed to consider this for a long time. The suspicious parts of Brayden’s mind imagined the man was trying to punch holes in the story. Thinking of Abby, how she was before she was killed and brought back to life, he was overcome with sadness.


    He missed the before-Abby.


    The before-Abby was the one who knew him, the one he fell in love with. This situation gave him a goddamned ulcer, and now he couldn’t escape. Perhaps that’s why he was throwing himself into Netty. And maybe that’s why he was sparring with the detective when what he really should’ve done was shut his mouth and call a lawyer.


    “Off the record,” Detective Bateman said, slowly, almost with platitudes of disgust in his voice, “that man did things like that to a lot of girls. Not just Maggie. Evidently, from what I’m told, these are what are called ‘Rights of Passage’ in the entertainment industry. I guess it’s a lot worse in Hollywood.”


    Something had changed in the detective’s voice. He wasn’t taking anymore as much as he was giving. Brayden took a moment’s solace in the change.


    “Guys like that with power, or influence, they’re capable of the most heinous shit.”


    “I’ll need an official statement,” Detective Bateman said, as if he were finally wrapping up the conversation.


    Brayden felt exactly how much tension he’d been holding inside him, and then he felt it start to dissipate. “Of course.”


    “In Santa Monica,” the detective said, “on the record. Unless you want to record one on the phone.”


    “I can do that. On the phone, I mean. No disrespect, but I don’t think I’ll ever return to your city.”


    “Oh, and Mr. James?”


    “Just call me Brayden.”


    “Okay, Brayden. Still off the record, you knew about the hard drive, didn’t you? I mean, for Christ’s sake, you hacked the FBI.”


    There was a sort of breathless excitement in the man’s voice for the first time since they spoke. Could the detective be…an admirer? Or was this a multi-layered trap?


    Brayden remained perfectly silent. The detective gave a little snort. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”


    “So what’s going to happen now?” Brayden asked.


    “This is a high profile murder investigation. Which means initially it’s going to get a lot of press, but with the hard drive, with the list of victims reaching into the thirties, we’ll drag our feet a little while longer, and then we’ll do the best we can to let this unsolved murder die in the archives. This interview is more for formality than anything.”


    “I think that’s a good idea.”


    “Whoever killed this piece of shit, they were righting a tremendous number of wrongs.”


    Again, Brayden said nothing.


    “Time to record that statement,” Detective Bateman said.


    “I’m ready when you are, Detective,” he said. Then he gave Detective Tyler Bateman his official statement, which was mostly one big fat lie.


    Netty arrived a few minutes after he hung up the phone. He answered the door shivering, sweating, not sure how to contain all the energy, anxiety and excitement in him. He gave Netty a crooked smile, then tried to think only sexual thoughts of her as she wore her ruffle skirt (with no underwear, he would later learn) and a tight shirt with absolutely no bra. For a dumb kid his age, so overrun with boner juice and sex-soaked stupidity, seeing her looking the way she was slowed his mind to singular thoughts.


    Like, oh my God.


    Like, steal me from my life with sex for just a little while.


    “Miss me much?” she said, her face so radiant, so expectant.


    “You have no idea,” he replied.


    
5


    The minute Quentin Russell fires the shotgun, time slows to less than a crawl. I do this. This slowing of circumstance and events, I realize it’s my mind controlling time.


    Um…holy shit!


    This, apparently, is another one of my abilities: slowing time, but not stopping it. If I could’ve stopped time, I would have been alright. But I couldn’t. Not this time.


    The shot from the barrel of Quentin’s shotgun explodes into my face, a flash of light and searing heat, and the onslaught of dozens of pellets. The first half dozen pellets pulverize the top layers of my lower face, specifically my new nose, mouth and chin. My front teeth shatter. The bottom half of my face punches open in a ragged hole. My tongue becomes ribbons of flesh-stripped confetti.


    Despite the carnage, my mind remains unshaken. I stop the forward rush of pellets, but only after they’ve penetrated skin and bone. It happens that fast. Quentin sees half the buck shot slow in thin air then drop onto the unblemished skin of my throat and chest. Then he watches in horror and amazement as the pellets that shattered my face back themselves out of me, as if time is rewinding itself and the pellets are tracing their paths in reverse. They shake loose of my face and fall into the glass canister I’m laying in.


    My face, I know, is a cavernous, blood soaked crater.


    White blood cells rush to the damaged flesh; my teeth are starting to grow back, the layers of enamel forming and hardening, then forming and hardening, layer after layer after layer. And the inferno that starts inside me? We’re talking surface of the sun type heat.


    Not that I’ll show pain.


    Sensei Naygel said never show pain lest you betray your weakness. That’s why I keep my battered face neutral. Why not so much as a flicker of weakness forsakes me.


    My ruined mouth spits out pieces of broken teeth, globs of blood and hunks of meat that were once my tongue. It’s a horror-show mess that splatters Quentin’s white button up shirt. I don’t take my eyes off his. Not for one second.


    I am him; he isn’t me.


    Being inside his head as I am, his fear spiraling out of control against his every horrified emotion, he’s trying not to piss his Boss brand trousers. I almost want him to wet himself. Then again, I’m tempted to make him release his bowels.


    Can I do such a thing?


    “You should not have done that,” my ragged mouth says. My voice is a garbled, bloody affair, so creepy sounding it’s unnerving even to me. Each word, it rolls over blood bubbles; it rakes across broken teeth.


    It’s not a pretty thing, this face of mine.


    I see me because he sees me, and I must say, I’m f*cking scary looking. Beautiful and different, but shot to shit and splattered red and totally psychotic in the eyes.


    My eyes…


    Oh, God. I see them. I really see them. And they’re a brilliant, wicked shade of purple.


    Amethyst.


    His paralysis breaks and Quentin racks another load. Using my mind to override his, to control him like a puppet, I tighten his hands around the rifle, then flip it so the barrel is tucked up under his chin. How I am him and me, I don’t yet understand, I only know that it’s possible because I’m doing it again, and it feels almost second nature to me.


    “Pull the trigger,” I snarl, my voice a little closer to normal than before. So much healing is happening so fast. Still, I cough up ribbons of blood, which rope out over my rapidly healing chin. “Pull that trigger and it’ll be like the girl you killed in your house, except way more messy. The good news, however, is there will be nothing left of your brain or your heart to feel remorse for having taken her life. Or guilt knowing she died and not you.”


    My words were hardly smooth. They still had that jagged, bumpy quality to them, like they were said in between the sickly swallowing of hot meat and warm, coppery liquid. Twice I felt thatches of skin trying to go the wrong way down my throat.


    With the barrel of the shotgun jammed in the soft tissue between his Adam’s apple and the V-shaped bones of his jaw, he says, “How do you—?”


    “Know about the girl?” I ask. He nods. “I know about her because you know about her.”


    How he’s even understanding me I don’t know. How I can even speak confuses me, too. I sit up, drape my legs over the horizontally laying canister, level him with purple eyes, eyes so dark and so enchanting they can only be Arabelle’s eyes. A gift from Holland. One that nearly breaks my heart. I miss her already. Deep down—and maybe this is because I’m mourning the loss of her, my best frenemy ever—I feel the heat of my rage cooling to despair.


    And this makes me spare the man’s life.


    Inside, I move my tongue a bit, enough to know it’s almost all the way to normal. My God! How is this kind of accelerated healing possible? Before Dulce, these are the kinds of injuries that would have taken me days to mend! Weeks!


    “Are we done with this game yet, Quentin?” my mouth says.


    “We are,” he replies, his voice strained from the pressure of the shotgun barrel. With my mind, I tear the weapon from his hands, send it flying across the room where it lands with a loud clatter! in the corner. He lowers his head, rubs the reddening spot under his chin, then in a more down-to-business tone, he says, “I’m not playing a game, though. This isn’t a game for me.”


    “You know what I mean,” I say, pushing myself out of the canister. My normal voice is returning, a miracle I dare not celebrate in front of strangers. Instead, I stand before him, not as a child, or a girl. And certainly not as an equal. I could end him. And we both know he can’t do a damn thing to stop me. “Holland said to kill us if something went wrong,” I say. “Something’s gone wrong, I assume.”


    “Yes,” he says, his voice reverent, terrified. He refuses to look at me, as I am unclothed. In his mind, he sees staring at me as an impolite gesture that could get him killed, and he’s right.


    “I’m going to put on some clothes, appraise this new version of myself, and then you and I will discuss how we’re going to fix this problem of yours. And maybe my face if that doesn’t heal right.”


    He backs up, like I’m radioactive, like I’m on the verge of going nuclear, and he says, “Fair enough.” His eyeballs, they’re shaking in their sockets, and pointed everywhere else.


    Staring at him, neither of us blinking, he risks a glance upon my face. I cock my head sideways, glare at him. His eyes finally come to rest on mine. In an icy yet almost poetic tone, I enunciate every word so nothing will be lost on him, so my message will not only be heard, but driven deep into the core of him and internalized.


    “Can you imagine what it would be like having your body turned inside out? Bones and skin, sinew and veins and all? Just broken and wrenched apart and worked inside out, not all at once, but slowly to maximize the pain?”


    “No,” he says, swallowing hard. He takes another involuntary step back, refusing to let his eyes dip even the slightest bit to what I hope are matching breasts.


    “If you ever seek to harm me again, neither of us will have to imagine what that would be like. I’ll just think it, and it’ll happen. You won’t even have time to prepare.”


    He nods and I almost feel bad for being such a bitch. My face is on fire though! And the purge, will it come again? I’m sure it will. Where else will all of this damaged flesh go, besides all over the floor at my feet in a drizzling mess, like it is now?


    “Good,” I say, satisfied. “Now leave me.”




    Rich People Problems



1


    The next morning, Christian Swann slammed his phone down on the kitchen counter harder than he intended to. The screen cracked. Abby jumped at the outburst even though she’d been sitting at the kitchen table listening to everything. It was barely time for breakfast and already she knew the day was shot. A L.A. detective had called. Apparently there was a murder. And apparently the original Abby Swann was involved.


    So, she mused, she’s not so perfect after all.


    Christian turned and fixed her with a nasty glare. “At what point is all this…crap…going to stop?!” The fire in his eyes could have burnt wet forests to the ground.


    “What do you mean?” she asked, knowing she was on thin ice.


    “Apparently when you went to Los Angeles with Brayden, you witnessed a murder? Is this right?” The flaming disappointment in his eyes, how his skin seemed to quiver with rage, it made her think about running back home to her real mother and step-father. He looked like he wanted to choke her right now.


    Shrinking back into herself, she said, “I don’t remember that, I swear.”


    “That goddamn kid!” he growled, raking his hands through his hair, stalking hard around the kitchen, like some caged animal, or an adrenaline charged fighter. “Give me his cell number. Right NOW!”


    “Brayden’s number?”


    “Yes, Brayden’s number!”


    She dug her phone out of her jeans pocket, swiped through the real Abby’s contact info, then read him the number. He punched it into his spider web-cracked screen, then pressed CALL. Any minute now and that perfect head of hair was going to ignite. When Brayden answered the phone, Christian’s posture changed and things went from bad to worse. All Abby wanted to do was disappear. She wanted to be back home, back in Nevada.


    Not here.


    Not with her fake father and her fake friends and all their rich people problems.


    
2


    Brayden woke to the sound of a ringing phone. He pried open swollen-shut eyes, blinked against the crisp morning light. Netty groaned, rolled over and pulled the blankets with her. Rubbing his eyes, blinking hard to focus on his phone’s backlit screen, he frowned when he realized who was calling. Now he was wide awake. He took a deep breath, answered the phone.


    “Mr. Swann,” he said.


    “You have some explaining to do, and don’t bullshit me because if you so much as lie about a single thing, I will not only make sure you never see my daughter again, I will make it my sole mission to end you on every level.”


    Brayden blew out a sigh, looked over at Netty, who was trying to pull the sheets over her pale, almost non-existent breasts. She looked like she was still half asleep. Brayden brushed strands of blonde hair off her face, which caused in her a slight, crooked smile, then he said to Christian in an almost disinterested voice, “I’m assuming this is about L.A.?”


    “You know good and goddamn well it is,” he snarled.


    “You sure you want the whole story?”


    “No,” he said, his tone dripping with sarcasm, “I’m doing this for my health.”


    “Well, we went to L.A. to kill a man,” Brayden said. And then he told Christian the entire story, including the deaths of the Giardino’s. He didn’t take it well. Before Christian could comment, however, Brayden said, “Before you get all pissed off at me and blow a blood vessel or something, understand I am not the problem. Your daughter is the problem and I’m only sticking around to keep her out of trouble.”


    “You’re doing a terrible job,” Christian said, tones of resignation in his voice.


    “No offense, but I’m not the one who signed her up to be one of Gerhard’s dolls. You did that all on your own, and you did that without telling her.”


    “So you’re saying this is my fault?” he boomed.


    “They don’t let stupid kids into Astor Academy, sir. I’m not stupid. I can follow a trail of breadcrumbs, and these breadcrumbs lead back to you, and back to Margaret.”


    Silence. Pure, unadulterated silence.


    “Mr. Swann, no one is perfect, and I’m sure one day I’ll understand why you did what you did for Abby, or Savannah, but when you changed her DNA, when you put male DNA in her, you took a girl who was hostile and hurting and sarcastic, and you gave her beauty and testosterone, and some sort of wicked justice complex. She wants to right every wrong. And she’s violent. It’s a problem.”


    “My daughter isn’t violent.”


    “The hell she isn’t,” Brayden replied, sitting up fast. This pulled Netty’s covers loose, but he didn’t care. Beside him, she groaned. He turned his head in time to see one of her small pink nipples. She frowned, then pulled the blankets back over her breasts and turned on her side, pulling the blankets completely off him.


    “I know my daughter,” Christian challenged.


    “You don’t know her anymore,” Brayden said. “None of us do, not since she…died. The girl who came back, she isn’t the same, sir. And it’s sad.”


    “I know,” Christian finally said, his voice low and laden with sorrow.


    Ever since Christian kicked him out of the house, Brayden resented the man. He even came to detest him. But not now. For some reason now, he caught a glimpse of understanding. Christian loved his daughter, and because of his love for her, he changed her, improved her. But now she was gone and he had only himself to blame. Brayden couldn’t begin to understand that kind of pain, or guilt. It seemed too deep to even contemplate.


    “I know you never meant for any of this to happen,” Brayden said.


    Christian sighed into the phone, then said, “None of us did.”


    “She doesn’t remember anything that happened in L.A., and she has no DNA in the system. Whatever the cops say, there’s nothing to tie her to the murder.”


    “I know. It’s just aggravating because when we…changed, my only instructions for her were to stay out of the spotlight for a little while. Lie low. Now some detective is calling about a murder and she’s…amnesic. Which looks so bad right now.”


    “The cop who called, Detective Bateman,” Brayden said, “he’s interested in formalities, but his desire to solve the murder—in light of the evidence of so many rapes and manipulations on Demetrius Giardino’s part—rates unbelievably low on the determination scale.”


    “I got the same impression. Do you have a lawyer?”


    “I don’t need one.”


    “You know, even though I’m not your biggest fan,” Christian finally admitted, “I do appreciate your attempts to save Abby from…herself.”


    “It’s a full time job, sir.”


    “Stop calling me ‘sir,’” Christian said. And then the line went dead.


    Looking over at Netty, her bare back still to him, he said, “Honestly, you’re the only good thing that’s happened to me in what feels like forever.” She turned and smiled sweetly. Then, with a downright mischievous grin, he said, “Now toss aside the blankets, blondie, I’m dying to get a better look at your body in this light.”


    She rolled back over, onto her back, and pulled the blankets to her chin. Then, looking terribly shy, her innocence almost like a weapon she was using against him, she said, “You’ve already seen too much.”


    “Nonsense.”


    Holding the sheet in place, she reached for her phone, saw about fifteen missed calls and several texts from her mother and said, “I need to call my mother.”


    “Oh boy,” he said.


    “By the look of things, I’m pretty sure I’m going to be grounded until I’m fifty.”




    The Raven, the Redhead and the Abomination



1


    Bare feet on cold tiles. Padding along with weight. Resistance. Oh, how I have missed the real world! After having floated in stasis, paralyzed, the simple act of sauntering across the lab floor floods me with joy. To move against something solid, to know gravity, it’s the very freedom I have been aching for since entering the tank and realizing in horror that I would remain in a state of semi-consciousness throughout my entire transformation.


    Pain roared through me in waves, undoing me, rebuilding me, remaking me. My sanity was tested. I barely passed. Then, for all of my struggles, I was rewarded with Quentin and his shotgun. Even now, evidence of another attempt on my life is running down my brand new face. One day as the new me and already some butt monkey is pooping in my Cheerio-O’s. For the love of God…the audacity!


    The stitching of skin and bones coming back together, like millions of fire ants working with millions of tiny suturing needles to make me new again, it’s not exactly comfortable. More than anything, I want to scratch my face to stop the itch. But I won’t. Rapid healing is a miracle given to me by Holland’s former self, Dr. Gerhard, and then presumably enhanced by the doctor at Dulce. I won’t dampen the progress by falling prey to such physical compulsions.


    Pretty soon, the hot, ruined flesh, the discarded scraps, the tiny, crushed bone fragments, they’ll leak out of my ears, my eyes and my nose in a brownish, red goop. They will drain out of my vagina and my butthole and they’ll feel like the worst period cramps ever, but times ten. My body will be like a squeezed rag with sweat and tears and this nasty cocktail of human waste, but I’ll be alive, and whole.


    And ever so beautiful again.


    I head for the bathroom, close the door, look everywhere but in the mirror. For the next five minutes, I refuse to look at my face, at the condition of it. Or all the blood that’s stained the front of my chest and these fantastic new boobies of mine. It’s only after I feel my face with a pair of shaky hands that I stand in front of the full length mirror and appraise the unspoiled parts of me.


    My breath catches.


    I am newborn; not the same at all, but familiar.


    The narrow waist, the medium b-cup breasts with matching nipples that are neither too large nor too small, the all-the-way-tucked-in Playboy vagina and slightly muscular legs, this has become my shape. Holland’s idea of perfection. Turning around, I’m practically in love with my own butt. My God, I can’t stop staring!


    Okay, I think, my mouth making a smile I refuse to look at just yet, I still like me.


    Hundreds of years ago, fat women were deemed perfect, godly. Then Marilyn Monroe showed the world how a shapely, but slightly overweight woman with feline energy and just a few brain cells could bring a nation of sex starved men to their collective knees. Now skinny and smart is the new perfect. At least in the eyes of some. There are still chubby chasers. Guys who dig fat chicks. And there are guys who want a girl with a giant rump and a flat stomach. The Kim Kardashian fan club. And still there are guys who like big tits and small tits…all tits without discrimination. What am I but one idea of perfection?


    My eyes finally move to my face. I can’t stop them. Again, my breath catches. But not in a good way. Everything is whole again, put together, including my nose (which I still can’t breathe out of very well because of the inflammation), but it’s splattered red. The entire lower half of my face is one giant bloodstain.


    At the sink, I wash it clean, then look up in the mirror. There are networks of tiny lines in my face, a Google road map of coming-together skin. In a moment, every trace of my attack will be erased, replaced by unblemished skin. Thank you Gerhard. Or Holland.


    The minute passes, I look up again.


    Oh, my.


    What a beautiful face I’ve been given. It’s a stranger’s face for now, but so lovely. I’m still Caucasian (I so badly wanted to have physical evidence of my mother’s Mexican heritage, but alas I don’t—gosh damn Holland and his freaking Nazi racism!), my skin is neither pale nor tan and my eyes are a brilliant purple. I love these eyes! At least Holland did something right when he gave me Arabelle’s eyes. But the hair, hmmm…it’s a little too…Astor Academy. As in, it’s silky smooth and blonde. I’m tired of being blonde. I’m tired of long hair.


    Note to self: Cut your hair, dye it black. I can’t help thinking, when changing your entire body, different is good. Different is essential. I mean, what girl thinks you can have a fresh start by using the same old style? Not this one, I think to myself.


    Not this one.


    So I’ll do dark, bold eye shadows and brick red lipstick and long, willowy lashes and I’ll look nothing like my former self. I’m done with that girl. Done with her churchlike beauty and her…motherfreaking innocence. Done with conservative…everything. What I want most from Abby or even Savannah, is nothing. As in no more ties to anything or any of my former selves.


    A warrior without a master is a rogue warrior. An island. A girl who no longer relies on the closeness of friends to survive, or thrive. I don’t need familiarity. I don’t need a whole lot of things, but what I do know—and I know this for certain—is that I want a man this time around. I want the one in my dreams. I want him because it’s about time this girl become a woman. Abby didn’t have a man she could keep, and Savannah only had her ice cream and her re-runs.


    This shit needs to change.


    This new mouth of mine smiles and it looks like a model’s mouth, with straight, white teeth. My cupid’s bow lips, they’re gorgeous, so plump, so kissable. It’s crazy to think this face was shot to hell only minutes ago. I wash it with warm water, look for blemishes, find none.


    “You’re f*cking incredible,” I whisper to my reflection, and we believe it. Me and my reflection. Then something creeps in, a swish of darkness, the tiniest little nagging bit of doubt. Perhaps I am too beautiful. Looking myself over, I feel airbrushed. Not a mole on me. Not a single imperfection. Which could very well be seen as imperfection, if one engaged in that type of thinking.


    But not me. I’m not complaining. After all, I could be Savannah Van Duyn version 1.0 right now! But I’m not her. And I’m not Abby.


    Which means I no longer have their problems to deal with. No Savannah problems, and no more Abby problems. Which means I no longer have Damien problems or Jake problems. I love this! I love not having Van Duyn or Swann problems either. That means Margaret and all her drama…gone. Jacob’s not even in the picture anymore, not unless I want him to be, so he’s not a problem either.


    Yay!!!


    But every silver cloud has a black lining. I’ll miss Netty terribly. And my father. And I will miss Brayden and Georgia, and even Tempest and Cicely. The thought chills the air around me. Leaves me feeling guilty and alone. Isolated.


    I reach for the robe on the back wall. It’s fluffy and cozy and warm; I step into it, cinch the belt tight. Back in the mirror, I look at everything but my blood splattered blonde hair. And then I look directly into my eyes. This empty, attractive face, it desperately needs some color to compliment these gorgeous amethyst eyes!


    My body takes a deep breath, and I feel content.


    When I think about who I am and what I have become, when I think about my body and my soul craving a man, what I’m truly anxious for is the kind of unconditional love I felt in my dream. The safety of it. The deliciousness of it. I haven’t felt that yet. Never once experienced it. My mind spins a scenario of first love, true love, and it’s an uncomplicated relationship with a man who won’t reject me or see me as some sexual conquest. But if I let this dream lover into my real world, if I ever find him, he’ll see who I am.


    Which is who exactly? Or what?


    I don’t know. But am I not continually returning to this very same question? And I am not always looking for that magical answer?
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    Julie woke to the sound of someone knocking on her bedroom door. Eyes shot wide open, head jerked left to right, looking for last night’s unclothed guests. When she saw she was alone in bed, she breathed a sigh of relief. When had they left? Did they go together in the middle of the night? The gentle knocking again, four…no five times.


    “What?” she said, annoyed.


    “Breakfast, sweetheart,” Gabriella announced through the door. “Can I come in?”


    She realized she was naked. Images of her and her step-siblings flashed wild through her memory, quickening her heartbeat. She pulled the blankets to her neck, tried to look…not guilty.


    “Come in,” she said. The door opened. “Sorry for snapping, I was asleep and having the worst dream. It sort of followed me out for a second.”


    Gabriella smiled that gorgeous Hollywood smile and said in her most Stepford Wife tone, “No problem, darling. We’re having Belgian waffles. Your brother’s making them.”


    Inside, because of the way Gabriella called Emery her brother, Julie squirmed against the memory of last night’s tryst. Looking at your step-mom, thinking of what it was like having sex with her children, it was uncomfortable to say the least. Having Emery and Constance in her bed with their hands and mouths and bodies pulling her into unknown, unfamiliar realms…


    Waking up from that was like leaving a silken dream and opening your eyes in the ghetto.


    When Gabriella left, Julie went into the shower, turned it on, then plopped down on the toilet and peed. Her hair was a mess, her privates sore. When she was finished, she wiped and flushed, then she stepped into the shower. She was washing her hair when Constance slipped in, unseen. For a moment, the girl stood there, silent. When it looked like Julie was almost done, she said, “I’m in here,” and Julie gave a small yelp.


    “Jesus, Constance,” she said, wiping a smear of steam from the glass shower door, “you scared the crap out of me.”


    “You were amazing last night,” Constance said.


    “So were you.”


    Constance opened the door, Julie turned the shower head so as not to spray her. Her step-sister appraised her naked body and said, “I wish I had a dick.”


    “What you have is better than that.”


    “Oh? And what’s that?”


    “You have the gentle touch of a girl. Not Emery. He’s rough sometimes. You’re not. I appreciate that, and I appreciate that you take your time.”


    “Are you finally going bi on me?” Constance mused, reaching out to touch her.


    “No,” Julie said. “Still straight.”


    “Yet you kiss like you’re not. And you move against me like you’re not.”


    “I kiss you and touch you because I like you, not because I want to fuck you or suddenly start trolling for vag.”


    “I’m not sure if that’s the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me or if you’re pacifying me.”


    Julie leaned forward, pulled Constance’s head in and kissed her on the mouth. “It’s the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to you. Now go out and let me finish up otherwise you and I are going to get caught.”


    “I’m sure Gabriella already knows what’s up.”


    “If she does,” Julie said, “she’s not letting on.”


    “Maybe she is, maybe she isn’t. I don’t know. At least she’s occupied with your father enough for us to keep doing this.”


    Julie rinsed off the rest of her hair and shut off the shower. “Hand me a towel,” she said.


    Constance got a fresh one from the linen closet and said, “I’ll dry you myself.” Julie let her despite her warnings. She enjoyed the attention. “When do you go back to school?”


    “Next week,” Julie said. “But you already know that.”


    Constance got quiet for just the tiniest of moments, then said, “Turn around.” She turned away from the older girl. Constance dried her back and shoulders (kissing them when they were dry), then worked her way down to Julie’s butt (“You have an exceptional ass.”), and then her legs and feet. When she was done, Julie turned around and Constance said, “I’m going to miss everything about you when you leave.”


    “You’re going to be too busy with Emery to notice I’m gone.”


    Constance actually looked hurt by this. “That’s not true,” she said. “I don’t even like him.”


    “It is,” Julie replied. “And yes you do.”


    “I was with Emery long before we were with you, but I think I love you more than I do him, even though you like being with him more than you like being with me.”


    Julie stepped past her, wrapped the towel around herself and said, “Let me get ready. And stop worrying about who loves who more.”


    Constance watched Julie get ready, and then she finally said, “It’s just, I’m going to be sad is all.”


    “Me, too, Constance,” she said, meaning it. “Me, too.”


    When Constance went out, Julie finished getting ready. It took her forever, but she knew Emery would save her some batter and make fresh waffles when she was ready.


    When she was done with her hair and makeup, she looked in the mirror and thought, yep, you’re hot as hell. And she was. A five foot six angel with lots of curly brunette hair, bold green eyes and pouty lips. She pushed her hair back over her shoulders, fashioned it into a ponytail. She was no unnatural beauty like some of the girls at Astor, but she was perfect in her own mind. “That’s because you’re no GMO bitch,” she said into the mirror.


    In the kitchen, everyone was at the breakfast table eating. It was a lovely sight, totally uplifting. She strutted into the kitchen, shoulders back, chin up.


    “Wow,” her father said, “look at you.” And everyone did, which made her feel a touch uncomfortable. So she forced a bashful smile, did a humorous curtsy. Gabriella gave a good-natured laugh Julie appreciated. Sometimes she understood why her father loved the woman.


    She was, however, wondering if Gabriella suspected she and her son were having sex. And did she know Julie was also having sex with Constance? Inside, Julie was like, I wonder how that conversation would go.


    “I saved you some batter,” Emery said, getting up. “You’ll want these babies hot off the griddle.”


    “I know,” she said, with a flirtatious look only he could see. “You always tell me how they’re crispier that way.”


    “I so want to do you right now,” he whispered to her low and sultry, when they were in the kitchen just out of earshot of the others.


    “Feed me, baby,” she said, and he grinned.


    “For you,” he replied, “anytime.”


    After breakfast, practically then entire day, Julie thought about the sex they had, and she dreamt of the sex they would have. After awhile, after her lust reached full blush, the guilt drove itself deep into her heart. Then, like a mantra, she neutralized these vile needs by repeating these words over and over again: “I will not get pregnant this summer.”


    Unbeknownst to her, however, she already was.
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    It’s morning at the lab, I guess. Maybe it’s afternoon, or night. The truth is, I’ve been asleep for a long time and I feel so revived that whatever day or time it is, I simply don’t care. Rolling over on the couch, my body rising up through the fog of sleep, into awareness, I sense something odd, something different. My eyes slide open and, startled, I practically explode out of my skin.


    “Jesus f*ck!” I scream, looking at Alice who’s standing over me, staring. With black hair draped in her face, and her pale skin, she looks like a grade school vampire. Or something out of the movie The Grudge. “You scared the shit out of me.”


    Alice has that look on her face. Like she’s a dog waiting to be walked. Or waiting to be acknowledged. The only thing she’s missing is a leash. Gosh damn freak.


    “I’m spending today with you,” Alice says.


    “Why?”


    “I can’t take the crying anymore,” she says, her hair in her face, one eye peeking through. “It hurts my head.” The miracle babies. Rebecca’s children. I don’t mean to, but my mind slips effortlessly into hers. She’s talking not about the miracle babies, but about the surviving child.


    Holy cow, she killed the other one?!


    Wow.


    I withdraw from the top layers of her psyche, but not before catching a flash of the single child at Holland’s apartment in the city with Brooklyn, Holland’s blonde assistant.


    “How’d you get here?” I ask, pissed off that I finally get a respectable moment’s rest and I have to wake to this. To her. To more disturbing revelations.


    “Cab,” she says, and I’m realizing just how close she’s standing to me. After seeing the image of her dropping the screaming infant out the window of Holland’s apartment, I don’t want her so close to me.


    Yet she won’t back up. She’s just standing there, looking down at me. I can feel it. The darkness churning within her. The heat. With her white dress and her black work boots, she’s a spitting image of the zombie apocalypse.


    “You took a cab?”


    Alice breaks eye contact, looks at my hand. Her dainty little fingers walk their way into my palm. She tries to hold my hand. I shake her off, fire her a look.


    “Don’t touch me.”


    Her eyes bleed to black, the pale skin growing whiter, so white that bluish veins stand out all across her face. Her arm goes ridged, her fingers flashing out, stiff, violent.


    Already I’m bristling. Already I’m preparing myself. “If I feel even the slightest bit of heat, I swear to God you little bitch, I’ll kill you.”


    “No,” she says.


    “You can die,” I tell her. “I can’t.”


    She just stands there, like a statue of something coughed up from Hell. Then her fingers soften, as does her arm and her back, and her eyes drain away the darkness.


    I throw my legs over the blanket, push her little body aside and stand up. “What time is it?”


    “Day,” she says.


    “You really took a cab?”


    “Yes.”


    “You want to spend the day with me then?” I ask, looking at her with new eyes. The way she looks, she’s just a little girl. Not hot. Not violent. Just a girl wanting a friend, a sister. She gives me a slight nod. “Okay, then. First things first. I have to check on Holland. Then we are going to the salon to do something about this hair,” I say, grabbing the bottom of my new blonde mop.


    Alice follows me back to the lab. Unlike the Astor office, there is no secret book case or underground lab. It’s a lot easier this way. We find Quentin pacing, fretting. My focus narrows to just him. Everything else fades. Good God, his head is a swarm of bumble bees. He’s got so many colliding thoughts!


    What an awful burden it is, soaking up the emotions of others. Quentin is troubled. He’s terrified the glass tank holding what looks like a gigantic, pulled apart monster won’t hold much longer. Jesus, is that Holland? It has to be. It is the first time I’ve seen him since awakening. I refused to look when I woke up. Now I can’t turn away.


    “What the hell did he do to himself?”


    “I followed his protocol to the letter,” Quentin says, like he’s lost. He can’t even meet my eyes. For all he knows, I could be Godzilla. “This…abomination”—he says, swallowing a hard lump in his throat—“is Dr. Holland.”


    “We need…we need to fix him.” I feel Alice looking at him, like he’s a painting that’s not real. She’s not connecting the dots. Which is good.


    “He said to kill him,” Quentin mumbles.


    “No.”


    But I’m wondering if maybe Quentin’s right. Gerhard used to be five foot ten, medium build, regular features (except for those two front teeth with the signature gap in between them). Sure his brain had elements of lunacy, as in he was cold, calculating and relentlessly cruel. But everything physical seemed, I don’t know, normal. Now he looked so injected with proteins and human growth hormones and steroids that he’s over-packed with muscle. Flesh and sinew, it’s pulled and stretched, bones showing, muscles exposed, tendons strained and tearing.


    “His skin,” is all I can say.


    “I know,” Quentin replies.


    His skin looks leathery to the touch, like maybe it has a beef-jerky texture, but mottled and spoiled looking. It definitely isn’t the right color. Not that peach tinge. Think about how your skin would look after death and decomposition set in, or how it would look if you spent so much time in tanning beds you started to darken and splotch and lose elasticity. It’s a mix of that.


    No, it’s worse.


    I swallow and my throat is the Mojave desert. “He’s a dermatologist’s nightmare,” I say, talking out loud. My voice is coming from miles away by the hollow sound of it. This has to be the nastiest, most destructive looking transformation ever. I say, “How can he even be alive? I mean, look at his face.”


    “He looks inhuman.”


    There’s unabashed horror in Quentin’s eyes. He hasn’t seen the things I’ve seen. Hell, he hasn’t seen the things any of us have seen.


    “Pull your shit together,” I say. For a second, I’m not sure if I’m saying it to Quentin, or to myself. We both need help processing this…thing.


    Holland’s features should have come together by now, but they haven’t. His nose is odd and bulbous, strangely uneven; and his eyes are grossly oversized. Even his teeth have degraded, becoming stalactites and stalagmites in his ugly, crooked mouth. One cheekbone is significantly larger than the other, and half his forehead seems to be outgrowing the other side. Whatever he did to himself, he looks like something born and raised in hazardous waste. Like Leatherface in the remake of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. Or Sloth from The Goonies.


    “We have to kill him,” Quentin says. “It’s what he said to do, and now I understand why he made me promise. He knew the risk.”


    “And I said no,” I say with force. “We need the formula for the original transformation. He needs that. The one he’s been doing since his Josef Mengele days. He wouldn’t want this. I don’t care who he was, or how much of an asshole he’s become, he wouldn’t want this.”


    “What did you just say?” Quentin asks, his face turning pasty white. I feel his brain in a hard scramble. It’s like a hundred bullfrogs all jumping at once, but in different directions.


    “What do you mean, ‘what did I just say?’”


    “This…Holland…that thing, he was…is…Mengele?”


    Uh oh.


    “You didn’t know that?” He shakes his head, horrified. Great. “When you said he was a monster,” I tell him, “the truth is he has always been a monster. An awful, hateful human stain. But he’s also a genius. Possibly the foremost study on genetics this world has and as much as I’d love to end him right now, I can’t. And neither can you.”


    “Yes, but—”


    “Think about it. He started out brilliant, and he kept learning. Where others like Einstein and Tesla died, he found a way to live, to continue learning, to keep experimenting, and now he has found a way to beat death, to harness immortality, to preserve youth and heal all illness. For all intents and purposes, he is a god. And as much as I abhor the very nature of him, I won’t let you kill him.”


    “If he’s that awful and that powerful, that’s exactly why we should kill him.”


    “If anyone’s gets that privilege,” I say, facing Quentin head on, heat quickly stealing into my face, “it’s going to be me.”


    “Why you?”


    “Because I said so.” I hated when my parents said that. I get it now. Your reasons are your own, just like my reasons for wanting to be the person to close out Holland’s life are my own, and that’s it. Period, dot, end of discussion.


    “Well, this isn’t right,” he says, looking back at the body.


    “You’re gosh damn right it isn’t. And we’re going to do something about it right now. Well, after I get my hair done anyway.”


    “Are you kidding me right now?” Quentin says, incredulous.


    “No. I’m not. Oh, and I need a couple hundred bucks and the keys to your car. Alice and I are going out.”
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    Netty showered to wash the sex off her while Brayden pretended not to watch. Then they both got ready in the gorgeous, not-at-all private bathroom. She said, “You should come over for breakfast. It might be the last time I get to see you.”


    “Your mother really isn’t going to ground you, is she?”


    “If she doesn’t kill me, then yeah, I’ll be locked in my room until my vagina falls off.”


    “If I show up with you,” Brayden said, “she’ll know. About us, I mean. Then she’ll ask if I’ve left your virtue in tact, again. Netty, love, I don’t like lying to your mother.”


    Netty, her towel pulled tight, moved toward Brayden, put her hand on his newly visible six pack, just below his patchwork of scars, and—almost nonchalantly, but sexy in a bad-girl sort of way—said, “I lie to her all the time, and she lies to me. It’s how we function without killing each other.” Tracing her finger across his skin, she said, “Really, Brayden, a little lie here and there, it’s no biggie.”


    He took her wandering hand into his and said, “I’ve got to go to Abby’s, otherwise I would.”


    She took a step back, dropped his hand, frowned, then proceeded to do her makeup while doing a terrible job acting like nothing was wrong. “It’s always Abby with you,” she finally said with enough disdain to pump Brayden full of anxiety.


    He was thinking, here we go again.


    “You’re not jealous, are you?” he said. He took a step toward her, watched in the mirror as she applied the barest of eye shadow.


    “Of course I am. Look at her. Except now that she’s become…whatever the hell she’s become, it’s kind of hard to imagine you and her hooking up. I mean, she can’t even remember you and you’re just…you’re just you to her. A guy on the edge of her world.”


    Now it was his turn to be miffed. Throwing on a shirt, he said, “What does that mean?”


    She spun around, face-to-face, no hint of fear in her eyes. “It means she has guys falling all over her and because of…what happened…she has no idea she was once fat Savannah. You and I know whatever humility she had, it’s not going to exist when she realizes she can have any guy she wants. Then look at you. And look at me. We’re not in her league. Not at all.”


    “Don’t do this, Netty.”


    “With these skinny legs and knobby knees, and this freaking dog’s ribcage—” she said, pointing out all the things about herself she thought of as flaws.


    “You say it like I can see every rib, which I can’t—”


    “And these pathetic tits—” she said, cupping her little A cup treasures.


    “I like your tits!” he said, taking her hands. “Seriously Netty, stop!”


    She shook her hands out of his, clearly angry.


    “And my hair? I mean, who the fuck has hair like this anyway?” She turned sideways, and pointed to the side of her head that was cut super short, the new punk rock style of it long on one side and cut super short on the other. “I look like the kind of girl you’d go skateboarding with, or smoke a joint with, not the kind of girl boys dream of, or jerk off thinking about.”


    “I love your hair. It’s not like anyone else’s. Don’t you see? Everything you don’t like about yourself is what makes you unique and different and attractive to me. I like different.”


    “You say that now, but when you’re around Abby—”


    “When I’m around Abby what?”


    “You look at her in ways I can’t describe, almost like you need her, like if you don’t have her you will never feel complete.”


    There it was. Her real feelings laid out before him. Netty finally admitted to her jealousy and the truth was, she was right to feel that way. But what could he say?


    “You’re not reading me right if you think that,” he lied. “I just want her back to the way she was. You’re her best friend. I’m a distant second, but I’m her second best friend no matter how you look at it, and to me that means something.”


    Shadows passed before Netty’s sparkling eyes. She was in a different place. Somewhere in the past.


    “Abby was my best friend,” she said, her Russian accent more prominent when she was talking from the heart. “But that’s past tense now. Still, it’s hard not to think about who we were. How we used to hate boys together, flip off the paparazzi, and not worry so much about the things we ate or if we were popular. When she was fat Savannah, she used to try not to cuss, except when it came to Margaret and then she could swear like she was getting paid by the word. We used to go to school and talk shit about people and life, and we’d laugh and do the stupidest things together. And now this. She doesn’t even remember me. Or any of what made us such good friends. It’s like it never happened.” Her eyes cleared and she looked directly at him. “So when I see you looking at her the same way, it reminds me of how I feel, what I’ve lost. Except for you, when you look at her, I know there’s something more. You said so at the club. You’re in love with her. You’ve always been in love with her.”


    “We all lost something when she died,” he said in soft tones. “Some more than others.”


    “It never came back.”


    “I know.”


    “And you’re still in love with her,” Netty said. “You’re in love with her and not even trying to deny it.”


    “I’m in love with another version of her,” Brayden finally admitted. “One who’ll never know the best parts of me because now she doesn’t even know me. And she doesn’t need me. The way things are going, we don’t need each other anymore.”


    “I liked being needed,” Netty confessed.


    “Me, too.”


    Netty looked at him a long time, and he never flinched. He just looked right back at her, locked into the pain in her eyes, the loneliness, how Abby’s death killed a part of her, too. How her death and then her resurrection killed things in both of them. He wondered, will that be the strongest connection between us: our mutual loss?


    “Let me finish getting ready,” Netty finally said.


    When she was done, as they were walking out of the hotel, Netty said, “Tell her I said hello.” The way she said it though, it was like she knew no matter what she said, it wouldn’t matter. The girl that was once her best friend, she was gone.


    
5


    Alice and I head to one of San Francisco’s many corner beauty shops where we wait for about a half an hour before I tell this chubby girl with blue tinted hair I want the blonde gone. She seems happy. Apparently she hates blondes, and girls that look like me. Skinny girls. Whatever.


    “I want the blonde to be black. Black as raven’s wings.”


    “What about her?” she says looking at Alice, whose hair is all stringy and long. She’s sitting beside me in a plastic chair with a People magazine looking at the pictures.


    “You want some taken off the bottom, Alice?” I ask. She nods. Looking up, I say, “Take off about four inches. Maybe five.”


    When we’re done, Alice looks cleaned up and I have a longish A-line that’s jet black. “You have any makeup?” I ask the blue haired behemoth. She points to a makeup line I haven’t heard of. I grab some mascara and a few pencils of black eyeliner. There’s about ten shades of lipstick, too. I choose a brick red my stylist seems to approve of.


    “Not a fan of the old look?” she asks.


    “Too vanilla,” I say. She laughs and I pay her with Quentin’s money.


    “You want to go shopping?” I ask Alice. She looks at me, solemn, not a hint of joy in her expression and nods her head no. Apparently this has been enough.


    “Well then, it’s back to the lab, Batgirl.”


    I follow Alice out to the Jaguar in the parking lot. Looking the way I do, I feel absolutely wrong in this car. Like I’m searching for myself, but driving my uptight parent’s car. Whatever, I tell myself. It’s only temporary.


    Inside the lab, in a perfectly reasonable tone, I tell Quentin, “This problem we’re having with Holland, we’re not going to fix it on our own.”


    “I know,” he replies.


    “So who’s the head geneticist in New York?”


    These days, it would almost be easier crawling his brain for the answers, but the doctor from Dulce who was neither human nor alien, he said people like me—of which there are none left—we abuse our powers and eventually die. Or kill ourselves. So I ask questions of Quentin. And I try to keep to my own brain.


    “There are two geneticists,” he says. “Good ones.”


    “Get the better of the two on the phone and get him over here, a.s.a.p. And whatever it is you’re doing to Holland, whatever shitty regimen he has you running, stop it immediately.”


    “And if neither geneticist will comply with your not-so-subtle demands?” Quentin says with furrowed brows.


    For some reason, and maybe it’s a ton of reasons stacked together, the fragile hold inside me starts to splinter and I feel myself getting pissed off. It’s its own black force, something that once released might not be all that controllable. God, even my voice…it’s devolving, too. Into something vicious, something more like a snarl. Like I’m spitting fire with every word.


    “If they refuse, tell them there’s a highly motivated freak of science who will personally find and slaughter their friends and family, even their pets, if one of them doesn’t get their ass down here and I mean right fucking now. And if you think I’m anything less than one thousand percent serious on this, if there’s even the tiniest shred of doubt, just test me.”


    My heart has become a nuclear bomb. The shivering madness of it works its way into my brain. Something bad is going to happen. It’s inevitable. Plumes of smoke waft off my eyes. My hands become fists at my side. This anger, it’s spiraling into something deeper, more primal. That’s when a loud, sharp crack! startles Quentin. Looking down at the floor beneath my fists, several tiles have pressure snapped in thirds and fourths.


    Jesus H. Christ, did I do just that?


    Get control!


    Jolted by the noise, Quentin backs up two steps, mortified by the things he’s seeing in my face, in my eyes. “Okay,” he says, breathless. “I’ll call now.”


    “Go.”


    And he does.


    Within the hour, arrangements are made, and for all our sakes, my threats proved to be unnecessary. The only thing that made any difference in the lead geneticist’s mind was the name Josef Mengele. Apparently even scientists love the idea of an immortal mass murderer.


    When Quentin returns to the lab, he finds me standing beside Rebecca’s canister, staring at the girl. With her beautiful red hair fanned out around her, and her pale body unblemished and lovely, I want to empty her out of that thing and hug her. I almost cry for her, for what’s been done to her. My senses flare and I look down. Alice is at my side, looking at Rebecca. She slips her little fingers into mine and I let her hold my hand this time.


    “Get her out of there,” I say about Rebecca.


    With no further prodding, Quentin begins the process of waking her up. “What will you do with her?” he asks.


    “Take her home.” The first signs of exhaustion hit me. I feel all my strength, my anger, withering away, and all I want is to sleep in my bed.


    But I don’t have a bed. I don’t have a home. And I no longer have a family.


    Alice lets go of my hand, leaves the lab having never said a single word about it. The girl confuses me, how she can make me boil with revulsion one minute, then come to me the moment I need a human connection in the next. What an enigma she’s become.


    Rebecca’s canister floods with a mixture of chemicals designed to awaken the patient in a gentle stir. She starts to move. To stretch. Quentin presses another button and the canister shifts from its vertical position into a horizontal position. He activates the drain pump and with a light sucking sound, the pink liquid begins to empty out of the canister.


    “Where’s home?” he asks as we watch the fluid levels lowering.


    When Rebecca’s face is out of the liquid mixture, I open the canister door, turn her onto her side and wait as her body purges fluid from her lungs. When she’s done draining, while her eyes are fluttering but she’s not yet conscious, I roll her back over, facing up. Her body seems to relax again.


    “Her home is Palo Alto,” I reply having almost forgotten the question.


    Quentin knows nothing of Rebecca’s ugly history. Her father murdered her mother and then tried to kill Rebecca. Something about ruining his dreams of country music stardom. She was removed from her home by CPS and sold into slavery by an atrocious woman to Holland’s (then Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard) associate, the immortal mass murderer and Nazi war criminal Dr. Aribert Heim, a.k.a. Dr. Death, a.k.a. The Butcher of Mauthausen.


    When I broke into Gerhard’s lab, assaulted Arabelle and Dr. Heim, it was because I was desperate to save one of the clones from bondage. It was either extremely foolish or brilliant; I haven’t decided yet. Either way, I took Rebecca home with me only to learn she was no clone. She was, in fact, a genuine person used as an experimental subject of sorts. One of many. In the midst of fully developing my savior complex, I promised Rebecca I would find her mother and return her home.


    The rancid woman we found in Reno, Mary Connor, was not her mother. She was in fact the CPS asset who sold her into slavery. Rebecca was devastated. So I brought her back to Palo Alto with the notion of asking my father to adopt her as my sister. That’s when the maniacal Dr. Heim kidnapped her back and nearly burned me to death in the process.


    So here I am now, dead and resurrected and turned into something inhuman as a result of trying to make her mine. I have her now. She’s safe with me and no one will ever take her from me again. She’ll finally be safe.


    Despite the warning from the creepy Dulce doctor, I enter the mind of Rebecca, resolute to understand what happened to her after I died. But what fragments I can delve from her fragile mind feel more like snippets of a horror show than a complete biography.


    Apparently she had several babies pulled and cut from her in between the time I was shot and killed and now. Untethering my mind from hers, I turn my eyes on Quentin.


    I want details I can hear, not details I have to live through and experience.


    “Tell me about her children,” I tell Quentin. I already know Alice killed one. I know this, but only because I took a quick stroll through the five year old’s twisted little head.


    “One died, two lived. Then another died, but not of natural causes, whatever that means. It’s what Holland says. You’ll have to ask him if you want to know more.”


    “So the surviving child is with Brooklyn?”


    “Yes. Brooklyn is my assistant. One of two. The other is Jasmeka. The surviving child is staying with Holland and Alice, and sometimes me, but not for long. Too many people in too small of a space makes me jumpy. Especially a crying baby.”


    “Girl or boy?” I ask.


    “Girl.”


    “She can’t be around Alice,” I say.


    “The girl’s harmless,” he says. “She’s a strange bird, but harmless.”


    I take a step toward him; he takes one back. “That little…thing, she’s a demon dressed as an angel.”


    “Ha!” he says, less sure of himself, but still not seeing it. He doesn’t know her the way I do.


    Suddenly my senses are cresting. I want in the head of Rebecca’s child, in the heads of Quentin’s assistants. Just to make sure the baby is safe.


    My tethers go out, find the three of them. To my relief, they are indeed safe. And there’s nothing in their minds that would indicate Alice has been a problem. No one told Quentin’s two assistants Alice dropped the baby out the window to its death. It’s probably best it stay that way.


    “Are your assistants experienced with children?”


    “Yes. But not like this one. She’s a miracle child, you know. Brought to full term inside this girl in less than three months.”


    “The girl’s name is Rebecca.”


    “Yes,” he says. “Rebecca. Okay.”


    “As excited as you are,” I reply, “her survival to me is more than an opportunity for you and Holland to make money. She’s my friend. As close to me as a sister.”


    “I didn’t know.”


    “Her death will result in your death, do you understand?” He nods, a well trained animal. Which is judicious because having people comply with my wishes without me having to run the whole twenty-questions racket every single time—it’s a hell of a lot easier than threatening them.


    “And keep Alice away from the child.”


    “You’re serious,” he says.


    “You really don’t know about her, do you?”


    I see it in his face, the hesitation. He has that look like he’s forgotten something critical and he can’t exactly fathom how. “Apparently I don’t.”


    “That girl can turn your insides into a fiery gut stew inside of seconds if you piss her off. What do you think she will do if the surviving child upsets her? Two survived, Quentin, yet now there is but one baby left. Think about that.”


    Okay, I shouldn’t have said anything, but I can’t help it. I have a flare for the dramatic.


    “Are you kidding?” he asks, genuine.


    Looking at him, it occurs to me he has no idea who any of us are, what we have become. “Only now is it becoming clear to me that you’re way out of your league, Quentin.”


    “This isn’t my first day on the job—” he says, and I realize he doesn’t know what to call me. It’s time I say my name aloud. The one I decided.


    “Raven. That’s my name.”


    In Greek mythology, the raven is a symbolic figure. One theory is that the bird carries the souls of the dead safely to the other side. Another has them escorting the living to see the dead on the other side. In America, however, the raven is a supernatural entity and a trickster; it’s the hero and the villain, and more often than not, it is one and the same. Like me.


    I’m trying to be the hero, but really I’m thinking I might be the villain for awhile.


    “What I’m saying, Raven, is I know what I’m doing.”


    “Only because Holland told you what to do, not because you understand any of this on a genetic level or any of what’s happening to the effected people. People like me and Rebecca. People like Alice.”


    And that’s when I slip into his brain, see the man he used to be: the multi-millionaire playboy with devastating good looks and rock solid game, Tate Russell of…oh my God…the Virginia Corporation. The group my father founded to develop the serum that turned me from fat Savannah into Savannah version 2.0. The group—sans my father—voted to end me when I threatened to expose them for their inhumane, largely unethical ways. Wow. This is the exact same group who eventually succeeded in having me killed.


    Now I know who hired the psychotic bald boy.


    Hands becoming fists, my heart turned poisonous with hatred. “Do you know who I am?” I ask through clenched teeth, my eyes burrowing down into him with weight and force.


    “Raven, you said.”


    My teeth are gnashing; blood vessels in my eyes threaten to pop. “You were there, in the room with Jamison DuPont, Christine Kennedy and Warwick Bundy when everyone voted to kill me.”


    “Kill you? I don’t even know you!”


    “You voted to kill Savannah Van Duyn, who later became Abby Swann, who is now standing right before you as Raven.”


    The way the news impacts him, you could literally watch the color drain from his face, leaving behind perfect porcelain flesh. He bears a vampire’s complexion. No, when the terror first hit, he looked like a heroine addict strung out after a week-long bender. Now, he’s scared.


    He backs up a step or two, his features ashen. “Impossible.”


    Tiles start to splinter all around me, my body quaking with too much power. “You tried to melt me by triggering Caesium-132 inside my body—”


    “New security protocol for transformations gone rogue,” he says, still backing up.


    “—and you almost succeeded.”


    He was talking fast now, stuttering his words, realizing what this meant. “We all thought you were a danger to us. And you were. You were trying to expose us, our life’s work. We had no choice!”


    “And then the company you hired to murder me,” I say, pulling this and so many more details of my execution from his brain, “when that failed, Monarch Industries sent one of their mind controlled slaves after me and he succeeded. I died. But so did he.”


    Then the surge or rage inside me slows. I let it bleed power. Breathe, I tell myself. Just stay calm. Fists become open hands. The tension in my chest loosens.


    “But you’re alive,” he says, not understanding. And then he does. After he shot-gunned me in the face and I lived, after stopping time and healing perfectly inside of twenty minutes, he is starting to catch a clue.


    “I can’t die, Quentin. And not just because I can slow time or manipulate people and things or even rapidly heal. I can’t die because what Holland did to bring me back from the dead, where he sent me and with whom he left me,” I say, thinking about Dulce and its staff of eccentrics, “I have become something more than human. If you thought I was a threat to your way of life before—”


    He lifts his hands in mock surrender and says, “They’re all dead. Jamison, Warwick and Christine. Monarch sent a girl out to kill all of us. But I got her first. And that’s why I changed, why I gave everything up. That’s why I’m here now.”


    “I know what you did, Quentin. I know everything.”


    “But how?”


    “I know it because you know it.”


    “That’s not possible.”


    Smiling, tilting my head and making my voice cotton candy sweet, I say, “Everything about me is impossible.”


    “But—”


    “The fact that you think something like me is unimaginable…that you didn’t even know Holland was another variant of Mengele, that you had no idea about Alice—that motherfreaking harbinger of death—and that Rebecca is not another bought and paid for clone but a stolen child, this all makes me wonder not only if you’re vastly out of your element, but if you’re completely useless all together.”


    “Perhaps you’re right,” he says, clearly not wanting to argue.


    What final bursts of anger, or hostility, swirl around in me, they empty out completely at his admission, which makes me relax. “Now that’s the first intelligent thing you said all day.”
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    Somewhere between Brayden’s hotel and her home, Netty’s mood unraveled. First she was in a fit of anger. Then she broke into tears. Which seemed totally ridiculous. She wondered, have I not been through this already? Apparently not. Boys could still hurt her feelings.


    With Brayden, she’d given up that thing she coveted most: her virginity. She’d given it to a boy who loved another girl: Netty’s deadish best friend. A girl who was no longer her best friend but a subject lost to science.


    But that wouldn’t be the worst part of her day.


    The worst part of her day was when she walked in on her mother and some random hottie eye-humping each other in the kitchen. The guy (OMG he was sooooo sexy!) had that predatory gleam in his eye. The one that said he was about to totally drill her mom before Netty breezed in and spoiled everything.


    Her mother’s face was flush, her underdressed body an open invitation.


    And the Christian Grey looking guy with the thousand dollar suit? With the strain of his boner against his suit pants? Yuk! The Fifty Shades of Grey thing going on in her own home, it was too much. Way too much!


    “Really?” she said, like she hadn’t just gone and done what she did with Brayden. She could feel how red her eyes were from crying, and she knew the pissy look on her face was the screaming voice of teenage angst, but whatever. She wasn’t in the mood.


    “I didn’t realize you were coming home so soon,” Irenka quipped, giving Netty that as if you have room to talk look. Her messy hair had that freshly fucked look and she was in a pair of short shorts with a tank top and no bra. At least the shirt was black. The last thing she wanted to see was the dark shadows of her mother’s areolas. Things were already not cozy. And now she was wondering if she walked in on something about to happen, or if this was a case of post coital interruptus. “Oh, that’s right,” Irenka continued, “wait a minute. I expected you home last night. Since you’re still a child and all.”


    “Mom,” she snapped, pointing at her mother’s friend’s crotch, “he’s got a hard on. In our house!” Her mother gasped. And the Fifty Shades guy, he crossed his legs to suppress it, though it looked like he was taking his discomfort to uncharted levels.


    Netty watched him open his mouth to say something witty or polite or whatever when she fired him a look and said, “The best thing you can do right now is sit there and shut that beautiful mouth of yours.”


    “Netty!” Irenka barked. Then in Russian, she said, “You will not be rude to my guests!”


    “You’re not supposed to fuck your guests, mom,” Netty fired back in English.


    “I’ve done no such thing!”


    Fifty Shades was squirming now. Breathing in and wanting to say something, breathing out and knowing he was caught in the middle of something much larger than himself.


    “For Christ’s sake, he’s ten years younger than you, and ten years older than me. And he’s so…tan! It’s practically obscene for a woman your age.”


    “I’m thirty-seven!”


    Fifty Shades of Discomfort finally spoke. “You’re thirty-seven?”


    “Yes,” Netty snarled. God he’s so freaking hot, she was thinking. “Thirty-seven and married. Married!”


    “I didn’t know,” he said. His blistering expression confirmed he was telling the truth. Well, Netty thought, at least there’s that. Wait…


    “You didn’t know she was old, or that she was married?”


    “I’m not old!” Irenka said.


    “She’s not old,” Fifty Shades of…whatever, replied.


    “When my father finds out about this,” Netty said, “he’s going to have you killed.” And then she stormed out of the room, slammed her bedroom door and went for her iPod. She found Deadmau5 and turned it up. The Dillon Francis Remix of Some Chords was positively amazing. So amazing that when her mother came in her room five minutes later she didn’t even look at the woman except to show her the middle finger.


    Seconds later, headphones were torn violently from her ears, her iPod confiscated. Netty started to argue, but her mother slapped her cheek so hard her whole world spun and went fuzzy, but only long enough for a sharp pain to radiate throughout her entire head.


    “What the hell?!” Netty said, cupping her face.


    “If you ever talk to my guest like that again, I swear to God you won’t recognize yourself when I’m done with you!”


    “You hit me!”


    “Consider that a warning. You’re only getting one.”


    “Mom,” she said in her most reasonable voice, even though her face stung like a son of a bitch, “you’re cheating on dad. He’d never do that to you.”


    “What you don’t know about our marriage would ruin your fragile little mind,” she said, her face losing that look of outrage to something else entirely. For a second, the woman looked broken.


    “What are you saying?”


    “You’re father’s no saint, Netty.”


    “Yeah, well no kidding. He’s in jail.”


    “I didn’t cheat first. For me this is the first time. I mean, did you really think he’d leave us and I would simply wait with a smile on my face for him to return?”


    “Yes!”


    “That’s some Nicholas Sparks shit,” she said, her tone still sharp, her Russian temper hot yet smoldering, and not completely gone. “That’s not the real world.”


    “So he…cheated on you?”


    “Twice.”


    “And you didn’t leave him?” she said, her tone changing drastically.


    “It’s not that simple.”


    “It’s marriage, mom. You’re not supposed to lie, you don’t cheat, and you don’t just fall apart when things get hard.”


    Her mother gave the most cynical laugh Netty had ever heard. It bore the weight of a thousand emotions, one of which she heard above all others: animosity.


    “Is that what they taught you in school? Or did you read that in a self-help book?” Netty found herself rendered speechless. “What you don’t know about love and marriage could fill an entire library, my dear.”


    “So why be married if you’re going to have sex with someone else?”


    “It’s not about sex, Netty. It’s more than that. Besides, you don’t know what it’s like to long to be with someone, to just make that physical connection not out of lust, but out of need for human interaction.”


    “Oh, is that what you think, mother? That I don’t know about that?”


    “Is that where you were last night?”


    “Yes,” she spat. “Doing what you were doing. Not keeping my virtue in tact.”


    Now it was her mother’s turn to bristle. Netty smiled half-heartedly inside, because with what her mother was doing, she couldn’t turn on Netty without sounding like a hypocrite.


    “Who?”


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    In Russian, because she was pissed, she said, “Oh, yes it does!”


    “How can you be so demanding when you just molested some child from the Financial District? Did you even know him before you took his virtue?”


    “He’s twenty-eight, not a child. And his virtue was taken a long time ago.”


    “Jesus, mom,” she said, laying down. Her face still stung from the slap. She felt the handprint on her face as badly as if it had been branded there by fire. Of all the things she knew about her mother, she didn’t expect her to cheat, or to hit. She’d never done either. Then again Russian women aren’t exactly known for their even disposition. “I suppose that’s what you get for being young and hot and planning sex parties for the rich and infamous.”


    Irenka laughed then said, “You think I’m hot?”


    Netty fought to suppress a smile. “Of course you’re hot, dummy. You’re my mom.”


    Irenka sat down next to her, slipped her hand into Netty’s and they held hands like that for a few minutes. Netty then turned and hugged her mother tight. “I miss him.”


    Her father.


    “I know, sweetheart,” Irenka said in Russian. “I miss him, too.”
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    I hate this lab. The memories this place holds repulses me. I hug myself to ward off the chill, to try to pass the time in perfect silence. But I’m remembering. And it is making my skin crawl.


    Rebecca’s canister is all the way drained, but she hasn’t woken up yet. I’m staring at Quentin, who hangs up the phone from a short conversation with one of his lab assistants-turned-babysitter and looks right back at me. “Alice won’t be allowed near the child again,” he says.


    “I got that part already.”


    “She will not be in the same room until we arrive to take the child elsewhere,” Quentin says.


    Half of me is tempted to tell him my new ears work perfectly. But I don’t because I’m trying not to be rude. “You can’t be certain about anything Alice does,” I remind him. “If she gets offended, and she’s five, she may just set the place on fire.”


    “You made that clear already.”


    Two tanks over from Rebecca, still in stasis, is Georgia. When I see her, I slip the tethers of my mind inside her head and instantly know why she is here. She wants to right the wrongs in her mind created by her last change. Her emotions, they’re shut down. Entirely. Mulling about the thoughts in her head, sifting through her memories, I rest easy knowing she’s in stasis. She is there because she wants to be there. Because it’s necessary. I also realize Brayden is watching over her, too. As best he can, anyway. Inside, my soul sighs with relief.


    “When will her formula arrive?” I ask.


    “How do you know about Georgia’s formula?” Quentin says.


    “I told you already,” I say. “What you know, I know.”


    “Then you know the formula might not be done yet. I’m not sure when it will arrive.”


    “Who’s your contact?” I ask, and the moment the geneticist’s name is recalled inside him, I know it.


    “I’ll check in with him,” he says. He dials a number, engages in mild pleasantries, then asks about the DNA adjustments.


    A few minutes later, he hangs up the phone and says, “The formula is nearly complete. He’ll overnight it in cold storage in a day or two, and then we can administer the shots. Whether or not it will correct her imbalance is a matter of trial and error, of course. These little things can sometimes become long, arduous things.”


    “Of course.”


    “We’ll run tests after we wake her, and Skype with the geneticist if necessary.”


    I feel satisfied. My eyes move from Georgia back to Rebecca.


    “You never asked what we are,” I say. “I know it’s on your mind, so just ask it already.”


    “Fine,” he says. “Consider yourself asked.”


    I turn around and look Quentin so deep in the eye I can feel his insides backing up and trying to duck for cover. “I’m superhuman. Every one of us is to some degree. Me, Holland, Georgia and Alice.”


    “And Rebecca?”


    “She has a chance at normalcy, despite what’s been done to her. Which is why she has to leave this place as soon as she’s ready. You don’t act surprised about what I said.”


    “Half the movies that come out these days are about superheroes, kids with exceptional abilities.” He swallows the ten pound lump in his throat, then says, “It’s not like you’re a novel idea.”


    “Wow,” I reply. “And here I though you were working so hard not to offend me.”


    “I didn’t mean—”


    “Whatever,” I reply, waving him off.


    After a moment, measuring his words more carefully, he says, “What will you tell her? Rebecca?”


    What can I tell her? That she’s been a madman’s guinea pig? That she brought two live children and one dead one to full term pregnancy in three months rather than nine? That one of her two surviving kids was tossed out of a high-rise apartment complex and died like discarded garbage on the sidewalk? All because a five year old pyromaniac with a temper couldn’t take all the crying? There there’s the whole thing about me not being Abby anymore. How do you tell a girl who is mentally twelve the Abby she knows won’t recognize her because she’s a stand-in, a fake Abby with no real memories of Rebecca. What she needs—and this is what I’ll convey—is stability, and a sense of family.


    “I’ll say as little as I can,” I tell Quentin. She may not even remember being pregnant, or giving birth. Let’s hope this is all one gigantic blur. “If I have to tell her everything, though, I’m pretty sure I’ll say it as gently as I can.”


    The canister is now fully drained and Rebecca is lying flat on her back, naked, starting to come into consciousness. I cover her breasts and pubis with small towels, clear her soft red hair from her face. She’s curling her fingers and toes, yawning. Her eyes blink open and I smile. I give her my most loving look. When she wakes, I want her knowing she’s safe, that she’s loved even though the faces she sees will be those of total strangers.


    She startles a little, looks around. She’s got drunk baby syndrome, which is normal when waking up from stasis.


    “It’s okay, Rebecca, I’m a friend of Abby’s. She sent me to watch over you. Do you remember Abby?”


    Her eyes clear and she slowly nods, yes.


    Good.


    “You’ve been through a difficult ordeal, but that’s all behind you now. I’m going to take you home.”


    At the mention of home, her eyes flood with panic.


    “It’s okay. I’m taking you to Abby’s home in Palo Alto, to stay with her and her father, Christian. You remember him, right? You remember living there?”


    Now she visibly relaxes.


    Looking down, she sees her body. Her hands go to her stomach, where (and I see this in her memories) she was sliced open with an Exacto-blade, where two children were pulled from her womb.


    “Baby,” she says, her voice still not fully back.


    “Several,” I say.


    Tears leak from her eyes and I can feel every bit of the hurt she’s feeling. It’s like a fifty pound rock dropped on my chest, the deepest pain imaginable, a crushing suffocation. My mind quickly retreats. Survival instinct. She turns away from me and Quentin. I hoped she wouldn’t remember, but how could anyone displace such insanity? What I saw being inside her mind, she remembers everything.


    Damn.


    “You were used in experiments, Rebecca, which wasn’t fair to you,” I say, sounding so sad, sounding almost as lost as her. To actually have to say out loud the shit these monsters did to her makes her nightmares all the more fleshy and real. “Two of your babies survived at first. Of these two, one recently passed from complications. I don’t know how the surviving child is doing or if she will live, but they were never going to give them to you.”


    “Where is she?” Rebecca croaks.


    “You weren’t even expected to survive the delivery,” I confess, my voice still tender, still compassionate, “so we’re in uncharted waters here. Plans were never made for a mother being in the equation.”


    “But I did survive,” she says in the hushed voice of someone battling not only emotional pain but physical pain as well.


    “Do you know how many people are relieved that you lived?” When she doesn’t reply, I say, “There are people who love you, Rebecca. People who want you safe.”


    “Abby,” she says. Turning over, laying her watery eyes upon mine, she says, “Where is she? I want to see her.”


    “Abby had a very bad accident,” I say. “She’s alive, but her memories have been…her memories are gone. She almost died trying to get you out of here. We thought she was dead.”


    She couldn’t look more disappointed if she were abandoned in deep space. The weight of her trepidation returns. She doesn’t know where she belongs, where she fits in. My heart breaks for her, for the crowding darkness of her isolation is a loneliness crueler than despair.


    It’s a kind of waking death.


    “I’m going to take you back home, to Abby’s father’s home. Do you remember him? Do you remember Christian Swann?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good. I’m taking you home tonight.”
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    Sitting on the couch in the office lounge, I watch something mindless on TV. Alice comes and sits down next to me. She says nothing. She looks at me and I look at her and I’m not sure if I should hate her or if we should become friends. She scoots over next to me and slides her arm around me and I don’t know what to make of that.


    She’s a freaking housecat.


    In the bathroom, Rebecca is showering and changing into clothes that won’t fit, clothes she’ll have to make due with until we can get something in her size. What Heim did with hers when he brought her back is a mystery for another time.


    Feeling like someone else in a life that is no longer mine, I’m officially starting to suffer a sense of things lost. Rebecca used to sleep with me when I was Abby. I miss it. I miss having her in my life. Now I’m about to give her away.


    My mind is spread thin now—wanting to connect with my father, to reach out to Jake, to Netty and Brayden, just to see how they are—but I can’t do that. I’m not Abby Swann anymore. I haven’t stopped loving them, though. For a second, I think about mind-melding with them, but then my conscience says that would be intrusive, a violation of privacy, even though they would never know I was there.


    Instead, I reach into the head of the girl beside me: Alice. The minute I’m in her head, a rush of sickly energy causes my physical body to jerk. At first I’m reeling in surprise, but then I’m left gasping for breath.


    Being in Alice’s brain is like being thrust into a fiery playroom where the flames refuse to go out, and they never completely burn the structure down. The space in her psyche is rolling with fire. Like orange pillows of heat, blazing up the walls, eating up the ceiling, filling the tiny room with boiling clouds of smoke. I cover my mouth and nose with my hands, get as low as I can.


    And there is Alice. Standing across the room in the smoke, unaffected. She’s wearing a powder blue summer dress, just staring at me. Smiling a wrong, sort of twisted smile. Suddenly I want out. But I can’t pull my eyes from hers. She’s innocence mixed with disease mixed with a dark seething and an insatiable, almost reckless appetite for solitude.


    My mind reaches out to the girl in the smoke, melds with her, like it’s second nature now. The second I’m in her head, I’m transported to another place, like someone snapped their fingers and the room of flames disappeared. I’m standing in the doorway of a cold, sterilized lab where everything is bare concrete and shiny, stainless steel surfaces.


    A mind inside a mind.


    In the middle of the low-ceilinged room is an operating table with three men leaning over it. Lights overhead illuminate the girl on the table: Alice. She is unconscious, the top section of her skull removed. Seeing her exposed brain, my insides wiggle and shake. I’m terrified of what I’m seeing, but I’m also terrified the doctors will turn and see me.


    Curiosity has me aching to see their faces, but I can’t. I won’t risk it. Instead, I look with riveted eyes upon the sight before me. The doctors are working on her brain with a bevy of tools I’ve never seen before. They’re not talking about fixing her. Or healing her. They’re discussing how certain paranormal skills will work in conjunction with the freshly harvested DNA to allow for “this child” to have an “extraordinary skillset.”


    “The things this little girl will be capable of will defy logic and human nature,” one of the doctors says. The other two agree with silent nods, as if they’ve heard him say this same thing a hundred times before.


    I don’t recognize the voice. Part of me is hoping he will speak again, but other parts of me are anxious for him to never say another word.


    To the left of the main table is another bed holding an unconscious man as tall as the non-alien, non-human doctor from Dulce. He’s seven feet tall, easy, with long, stretched extremities. Especially his fingers. This one’s skin, however, is not as pure looking or as perfect as the Dulce doctor’s skin. The dead thing’s skin is scaly and tinged green. Almost reptilian. Almost like the leaves of a dead rose if rose leaves could rot to that hue.


    My mind slips into his.


    He is a cosmic well of emptiness. A pit so dark and loathsome, so bled dry and hollowed out he feels like the center of Hell. My stomach is a clenched fist. It wants right the f*ck out of this place, and out of Alice. My curiosity, however, holds me hostage.


    The man whose head I just crawled out of, he’s dead. Murdered. I can’t help wondering, what the hell is he? What was he?


    All kinds of tubes and wires are running out of its opened skull. Its brain looks sautéed, like its been baking in the hot sun for too long.


    I turn and look down and there is the younger Alice. She’s standing beside me. Gazing up at me. She looks three, or four years old. Her unnerving smile is gone, her nostrils slightly flared, her eyes watery looking and terrified. This isn’t the Alice I know.


    This is the before-Alice.


    She reaches up and takes my hand. In her mind, I have a physical body she can hold on to. I take her hand and she looks over her shoulder, to the wall behind me. She points at it, her little body twisted. My eyes follow the direction of her finger and behind me is a glass partition. With their faces near the two-way glass, looking past me like they don’t even see me, are Alice’s parents. I know this because she knows this.


    My eyes return to the young Alice. We hold each others’ gaze for too long. “They knew what the doctors were doing,” Alice says, her voice like little cushions of hurt made worse by the knowledge of her betrayal. “They knew what the doctors were doing to me, and they let them do it anyway.”


    Again she links me to her pain and it blisters inside me, bloating me like a feral infection, metastasizing like cancer cells to feast upon the light in my world, rip and tear at my sanity, suck away any will I have to carry on.


    “I have to go,” my voice says, panic stricken. The anxiety in me is reaching catastrophic, near toxic levels. “I need to get out of here!”


    I wiggle my hand loose from hers, and the creeping sickness begins to dissipate. “Close the door on your way out of my mind,” she says, her face now far from innocent. Alice now has that downright malevolent look, and her eyes are onyx black and malicious.


    When I leave, I slam the door on her mind with force.


    Fingers snap and the operating room is gone. I am back in the lab. Back on the couch. Alice is sitting on the floor in front of the couch, her dark eyes watching me.


    “What are you?” she asks me. Her voice sounds like the voice inside her head.


    “A different version of you,” I admit, my skin drenched with sweat, my body in so much discomfort it’s either too hot or too cold, I can’t tell.


    “No,” she says. “You’re something else.”


    “I’m just like you,” I say, my bones feeling melted, or crunchy, too soft or too pliable to be real. “I’m someone’s experimental doll. Someone’s guinea pig.”


    Scooting off the couch, I say, “Move,” and she moves. Like it’s no big thing. Up front in the reception area, I wait. When Rebecca joins me, she’s in shorts, a black tank top and a pair of sandals that look too big on her. She’s too pretty for such a slapdash ensemble.


    “Before we leave town,” I tell her, “we’re getting you some new clothes.”


    “These are fine,” she says. She sounds drugged. Like maybe she was given a sedative, even though I know she wasn’t. I take the keys on the reception desk and we start to leave when Quentin stops us.


    “I don’t want you taking my car,” he says, somehow materializing out of thin air.


    “We sure as hell aren’t walking.”


    “Take Holland’s Porsche. It’s at the apartment and it’s on the way. Brooklyn will have the keys ready for you.”


    “I kind of like the Jag,” I tease.


    “I like it more,” he says, totally serious. “Take the Porsche.”
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    Brayden got in the hearse (which he was so ready to give up driving now) and headed for Palo Alto. On the way there, he called his father and said, “How are you?”


    “Hey son, I’m doing good, you?”


    Brayden thought about it for a moment, then said, “Conflicted.”


    “About?”


    “Life, girls, this freaking death mobile I’m driving.” His father promised him a new car and he was more anxious than ever to get it, but that wasn’t why he was calling.


    “Well I can’t help you with the meaning of life, and it’s great you have problems with girls because that means there are some in your life—”


    “True.”


    “The car issue, however, I can help you with. My assistant is flying into Sacramento today to pick up your new Mustang, as requested.”


    “Really?” Oh, thank God, he thought. “That was quick.”


    “Per your request, I purchased an electric blue Mustang GT, and I had it customized the way you wanted. I saw the pictures of the car this morning and it looks…wow. You’ll love it.”


    “Really?” he said, hardly able to contain his excitement. “Send them to me.”


    “I’d rather you see it in person,” he said. Brayden could hear him smiling on the other end of the phone. “It’s totally boss.”


    Brayden laughed out loud and said, “Yeah? How so?”


    “It’s dropped almost two inches and set on concave wheels. Twenty inch Vossen’s. The windows are blacked out and I had a cold air intake and a performance chip installed.”


    “Which means it’s fast as shit and gets nine miles to the gallon,” Brayden said, in awe. He couldn’t wait to see the thing. It sounded sick.


    “Yes, but only in the city. You’ll get fifteen on the highway.”


    Sometimes, when the world seems to be raining diarrhea, something as simple as a new car can really lift your spirits. “Thank you, dad. I really appreciate it.”


    “It’s the least I could do.”


    Brayden wondered, it’s the least he could do for what? For me not seeing him or my two moms, for not being a part of the business he one day hoped to give to me, or for me taking a lot more than I’m giving?


    “Why are you so good to me?” he heard himself ask.


    “Because you’re my son.”


    “I’ve screwed up pretty good over the years though,” he said. The things his father knew about him, they were nothing compared to those things he was still hiding. “I feel like I’ve done nothing but disappoint you.”


    “You don’t stop loving your kids because they make mistakes. Hell, that’s part of life. If you knew how many times I made bad decisions and stupid decisions, you might feel a whole lot better about your own life.”


    Thinking of what happened in Santa Monica, how he’d taken his father’s Christmas gift of learning the art of pick-up and used it to have sex with hot women he later hurt, how he could not stop obsessing about the pre-dead Abby, he knew his father’s oversights more than paled in comparison to his.


    “I hacked into the FBI, dad. I got arrested by the Feds.”


    “We fixed that.”


    “I just, I don’t know. I’m feeling pretty disappointed in myself right now.”


    “Don’t worry about that shit,” he said. “You’re just finding your own way. Every kid does it. It’s one of the many cycles of life.”


    His heart swelled, which surprised him, and all the sudden he really missed his family, his home. “I love you, dad.”


    “Me too, son. Me, too.”


    Brayden arrived at Abby’s home and was walking up to the front door when a gorgeous pearl white Mercedes-Benz S550 coupe with tinted windows drove up. It was lowered on 20’s and looked brand new. A 2016. So new to the market and so rare, he’d never even seen one in person. Looking at it, unable to see the driver because of the reflecting sun, he was thinking the best cars are always customized. Just like his new ‘stang.


    The front door to the house opened even before he knocked and a very stunned looking Christian Swann stared at him. “What are you doing here?”


    “I came to talk to you about Abby. We need to get our stories straight when it comes to Abby giving her official statement to the police. I’m assuming she hasn’t done that yet.”


    Behind him, he heard a car door open and shut, and then the chirp of the alarm. When he turned around, strutting up the walkway was the sexiest, most beautiful woman he’d ever seen in his life. She wore a black pencil skirt with black heels, a charcoal satin blouse and a floppy black sun hat, the oversized kind you see in the Hamptons with the brim curved down over half the face to cover one eye.


    “Oh my God,” he heard himself say. He couldn’t help that it just came out, but he wasn’t embarrassed either. He stopped being embarrassed in front of girls and women in Vegas.


    She gave a triumphant smile, seeing his reaction, and even a little laugh. She looked like a commercial for something fizzy and fun, something light and airy that might later lead to a bar and drinks and über triumphant sex. She put out her hand and said, “I’m Orianna.” He took her delicate hand in his and she said, “Brayden, I presume?”


    “You presume right,” he said, exhilarated that she knew who he was. Perhaps it was the shitty old hearse out front. It certainly wasn’t his good looks.


    “Your reputation precedes you,” she said, her voice so silky soft you could almost feel it on your cheek.


    “I certainly hope not,” he chortled. “My reputation’s a bit questionable these days.”


    She laughed along with him and said, “Charming, too.”


    “Trouble is what he is,” Christian announced. Brayden didn’t let go of her hand, and she was in no rush to get it back. “Ten more seconds of you holding on to her hand,” Christian said, “and it’s going to be sexual assault.”


    “I’ll let go in nine seconds then, Christian,” Brayden replied. “I think this might be love at first sight. That maybe such a phenomenon does exist.” He said all of this looking right into Orianna’s sparkling eyes.


    “There are plenty of cute girls at Astor, I’m sure,” Orianna said.


    “Yes, but…you’re no girl. You’re a woman. A woman so incredibly…attractive…mere words fail to do your beauty justice.”


    Behind him, Christian groaned. “Jesus Christ, Brayden. Stop gushing or you’re going to piss me off. And let go of her hand already. It’s been ten seconds.”


    “No offence, Mr. Swann, but Orianna and I are having a moment here.”


    Orianna laughed again, then leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek and said, “C’mon Christian, don’t you remember what it was like to be young?”


    “Don’t encourage the boy,” Christian said. Orianna let go of his hand, then she walked around Brayden and said, “Now where is that lovely daughter of yours?”


    And that’s when Brayden snapped out of it.


    Inside, Abby hugged Orianna, then said, “I’m so glad you came.” Looking at Brayden, she frowned and said, “You, however, I did not expect to show up.”


    “Unannounced no less,” Christian added.


    If they’re trying to make me feel bad, Brayden wondered, then they’re succeeding on all fronts.


    “I’m sure he has his reasons,” Orianna said, coming to his defense. “Please come in and enlighten us as to the nature of your visit.”


    “It’s about Santa Monica,” Christian said.


    “Oh,” Orianna said. “That.”


    “You know about Santa Monica?” Brayden said, reeling.


    “There are few secrets between Christian and I,” she said. “We have been friends for entirely too long for that, haven’t we, dear?”


    He took her hand and said, “It’s true.”


    “I don’t know if I’m more bummed that our business is no longer private or that you’re holding his hand,” he said to Orianna.


    “Easy, hustler,” Christian laughed. “This one’s out of your league.”


    “There you go,” he teased, “stepping on my dreams again.”


    “I’m going to talk to the police today,” Abby announced. “Christian prepped me.”


    “Really,” Brayden challenged, wondering why Abby was calling her father Christian and not “dad,” like she usually did. “I want to know exactly what you’re going to say, and if it’s not matching my story, there’s a good chance we could go to jail. You know that, right?”


    “She knows,” Christian said. He was giving Brayden that look again. Like Brayden was the problem and his daughter was just an angel in a bind.


    “You know she wanted to go down there herself and kill that guy, right?” Brayden said. “You know he would’ve killed her if I hadn’t intervened?”


    Christian held up his hands and said, “I never wanted the details. Don’t tell me any more of them.” Beside him, Orianna lost her jovial look.


    “You keep acting like I’m the problem, when it’s her, man. No offense, but Abby’s the problem.” The carefree tone of the day, it was fading fast.


    “Why do you keep helping her?” Abby said, “I mean, me. Why do you keep helping me?”


    “Yes, why?” Christian echoed.


    Now everyone was looking at him. He considered his answer, took a quick measure of the consequences and thought, screw it, they need to know the truth.


    “I was in love with her,” he said, looking at Abby when he confessed this. “You do not know what your daughter became, not that any of this matters anymore. She’s not herself. She isn’t anyone I recognize. And she has no idea what we’ve been through, the things we survived, the sacrifices I’ve made for her.” Now, pointedly looking at Christian, he said, “And neither do you, for that matter.”


    “That’s enough,” Orianna said, and Brayden had to admit, the order meant more coming from her than it did Christian or Abby.


    “You’re right, Orianna. That’s the other thing I came to say. I can’t keep putting myself in jeopardy to protect her. To save her from herself. I won’t do that anymore. I’m done.”


    The four of them fell perfectly silent. Brayden’s ringing cell phone broke the silence. He recognized the number, felt himself being swallowed into the darkest hole ever, again.


    “Yes?” he answered in a shaky voice.


    Orianna went to Abby and held her. Christian broke off to the kitchen to pop the top off a fresh beer. Everyone was listening to him, though, because he knew it was rude to answer his phone in the midst of a heated and very revealing conversation.


    The masculine voice in the phone skipped any pleasantries and said, “It has come to our attention that you are being investigated in connection with the murders of Demetrius and Bryn Giardino.”


    “They killed each other. Check with the investigating officer. His name is—”


    “We know his name,” the voice interrupted.


    “Then why are you calling?”


    “To let you know we know. If you somehow violated the provisions of our arrangement, you will be charged for a very long list of crimes, and punished to the full extent of the law. We were generous with you, Mr. James, because the influence your father yields. But if anything in this investigation stinks, we will open a new investigation of our own.”


    “Yeah? That’s what you’re going to do? I’ll tell you what, I did nothing wrong, and I did nothing to circumvent the provisions of our agreement, so if you’re yearning to investigate something, why don’t you investigate the backside of my nuts.”


    And then he hung up, steamed.


    “Feds, I presume?” Christian said, barely containing his laughter.


    He nodded. “Everything federal and electronic is interconnected now. Domestic privacy is gone.” Holding up the phone, he said, “Here’s the proof.”


    “Can they do that?” Abby said. “Spy on us like that?” She looked very dumb asking the question. Ever since George Bush Jr.’s presidency crossed the Constitutional lines into domestic spying, the Fourth Amendment—our right to privacy—it’s practically gone. Christ, he couldn’t help wondering, didn’t everyone know that?


    The corners of his mouth turned down and he felt his entire face shift into a frown. “And there’s your proof that the old Abby is gone. The old Abby would never ask such a preposterous question.” He shook his head in disgust, then said, “Orianna, it was more than a pleasure to meet you, and Christian, it’s always so invigorating. Abby,” he said, and she stared dispassionately at him, like she’d missed something important and was waiting for someone to enlighten her as to what it was. He just poured out his soul to them and she was waiting for a punch line.


    When he left, it was a rock solid good-bye, an “I’m never coming back” sort of good-bye. Netty was right. Abby had an impossible hold over him, and he would miss her, but the Abby he knew died back in San Francisco. He kind of expected this of her, though. Orianna, however, he didn’t expect. And then seeing Holland’s Porsche SUV pull up to the house? For the love of our Lord and savior, Brayden didn’t expect that either.


    He thought, what is he doing here? But it wasn’t Holland driving. It was someone else entirely. Someone he most definitely had to know.
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    The drive to the Swann residence in Palo Alto is not a long one. Rebecca, however, uses up every bit of the ride asking me questions. She starts the drive off with, “Why are you helping me?”


    “Like I said, Rebecca, people care about you.”


    “And you’re one of them?”


    “Of course,” I tell her.


    “But you don’t know me,” Rebecca says.


    “Actually,” I say, “I know you better than you think.”


    “The only person who really knows me is Abby.”


    “I told you, Abby’s memories are gone and they may not return.”


    “So Abby doesn’t know me, but you do?” Rebecca said. “I don’t think so.”


    I knew something like this would happen, but what I learned a long time ago is there are things and circumstances you simply can’t prepare for. I like to think honesty is the best policy, but it isn’t always the right policy.


    “I don’t expect you to understand.”


    “What aren’t you telling me?” Rebecca asks, turning her entire body to face me. I don’t like how she’s putting me on the spot. Lying is a necessary evil, especially if you’re protecting the sanity of those you love. Still, I hate lying. Especially now. When I was Abby, I didn’t lie to her. You just don’t lie to the people you love.


    “I’m not telling you a lot, Rebecca. It’s for your protection. Since you’ve been under, a lot of bad things have happened.”


    “That’s bologna,” she says, crossing her arms, facing forward again.


    Is she…pouting? OMG, she is! I almost erupt with laughter at her tweener bitch fit until I remind myself she is in fact twelve years old, mentally. She looks twenty, a full grown woman, and a super hot hottie at that. But her mind never had the time or circumstances to develop itself beyond twelve because she was put in stasis and used as an experimental baby-making machine, and God knows what else.


    “Nobody says that anymore, Rebecca. People say, ‘That’s bullshit.’”


    She doesn’t say anything. She just turns and looks out the passenger side window. After a few minutes, she says, “So why don’t I know you, and how do you know so much about me?”


    “I have…abilities.”


    “Like what?”


    When you’re going to talk about the impossible with a child in a woman’s body, you tend to be judicious with your words. Slowing at a yellow light, I say, “The landscape of your mind is an open book to me.”


    “You can read my mind?” she says, jumping around in her seat to face me again.


    “I can sift through it and know your entire past. Everything about it. All the things you remembered and a few things you don’t.”


    “Like what? I mean, tell me some things. So I know you’re not full of…bullshit.”


    Smiling, I correct her. “Full of shit. You say, ‘so I know you’re not full of shit.’”


    “Yeah, fine. Whatever.”


    “I know you lost almost a decade of your life, that you were put into the pink goop when you were eleven or twelve, and now you’re somewhere near twenty in physical age. I know you woke up as someone different, the same as me. I know you saw your father murder your mother. That he wanted to kill you both because he blamed you two for ruining his big dreams of being a country singer. I know you were kidnapped by a rogue CPS asset, a shitty woman who sold you to Dr. Heim, the same asshole who kidnapped you from Abby’s after she saved you.”


    At the mention of Dr. Heim, her eyes flash wide with panic. “Where is he? The doctor?”


    “Don’t worry about him. He’s in a deep hole in the earth, buried alive, unable to escape. We killed him, but he has the ability to regenerate, too. He came back to life. But for what he did to you, and so many others, we thought him suffering an eternity stuck in a box in the earth was a long, fitting end.”


    “That’s not possible,” she says. Her lower lip is out again.


    “There are a lot of possibilities out there that would surprise even you,” I say. “And this is why telling you everything isn’t safe for your well being. At least not now.”


    After pondering this for a spell, she says, “So is he…I mean…can he still get to me?”


    “Dr. Heim?” I asked. She nods her head, still scared. “No. He’s in a coffin six feet in the earth where no one can possibly hear him scream.”


    “He could get out, though,” she says, worried.


    “No,” I say, reassuring her. “The way we made it, he dies and is reborn in the coffin day after day. His mind will turn spongy and fail long before his energy to escape withers. He is in the worst kind of hell imaginable, and it’s still not enough. But it will have to suffice until I can think of a more befitting punishment.”


    She straightens herself in her seat again, lets a minimal smile loose. “Good.”


    With that, I laugh.


    After small talk and a few bouts of silence, we pull up to the Swann house, to Brayden’s hearse and a gorgeous white Mercedes-Benz coupe.


    My heart stops at the sight of the hearse.


    “We’re here,” I say, my throat suddenly dry. I see Brayden in the front yard looking right at me. My heart now, it drops so unbelievably low, I swear it’s sitting in my shoe.


    “Brayden!” Rebecca screams, jumping out of the Porsche like an excited child.


    She gets out and runs to him and he hugs her so long and so hard it makes me miss both Brayden and Rebecca. If I was still Abby, she would’ve hugged me like that, too.


    Then fake Abby walked out front and she just looked at the girl like she didn’t even know her. It broke my heart. No, it freaking crushed it. Not only am I feeling gut-punched seeing this f*cking fraud with my family, all that love Rebecca denied me and would soon give that girl—an imposter—she never earned it and she wouldn’t appreciate it.


    For a hot second, when I see the Abby stand-in, a vision of violence goes off like a flash bomb inside me. I see myself getting out of Holland’s car, walking right up to her and strangling the ever loving shit out of her. Instead, I reach over the seat, pull the passenger side door closed and watch in horror as the scene unfolds.


    The jumble of emotion that roars like a freight train through my head shows neither in my eyes nor my expression. But there’s pain. The kind of personal agony that cuts way too deep.


    Then my father walks out the front door, sees who Brayden is hugging and heads toward her as well. Rebecca lets go of Brayden, hugs Christian just as deeply. Tears sting the backs of my eyes. I blink them away, wondering for a moment who the Mercedes coupe belongs to, but I can’t focus because too many truths are sticking their little invisible knives in me.


    I’m wounded. Wounded and alone.


    From the front door of my old house emerges the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. She’s so perfect, so lovely, my heart immediately leaps to her and pushes her away in hatred at the same time. I don’t want to know who my father is with now. I don’t want to know anything about the woman he’s using to mask his sadness about Margaret.


    And for shit’s sake, I’m beginning to detest the idea of perfection.


    The prickle of tears turns to flooding and all the sudden I can’t be here anymore. This is my family, but it’s not. I’m not Abby anymore. Christian is not my father, Margaret is not my mother and my friends are no longer my friends. They’re her friends. The stand-in’s.


    Holland’s bitch.


    Basically I have to come to terms with the fact that I no longer exist. Which means I’m loved by no one, wanted by no one, missed by no one. I have no responsibilities. No reason to be anywhere, ever. Consequently, I have nothing to run from and no one to save. If I choose, I don’t have to go to school again. Ever. I don’t have to do anything. I can live anywhere I want, rob banks, tell lies to complete strangers, f*ck on the random, piss in public and there will be no repercussions, and I hate this! I hate all these insane feelings!


    Mopping up my tears, an even worse revelation occurs to me: I now have to find a way to take care of myself. No longer being a Swann, no longer being the daughter of a billionaire, this means I no longer have money. Or privilege.


    I’m on my own. Perfectly alone.


    Christian looks my way, but it’s Brayden who starts toward me. The way he’s fixated on me, how it feels like he’s studying me, it’s haunting. To have one of your two best friends look at you and not know you, to know you will never tell him who you really are, is an agony worse than death.


    My mind says stay. It says go. My mind says, go now!


    So I obey.


    I slide the SUV into gear and pull away before Brayden can get a good enough look at me. Deep down, I’m sad to see everyone from my past getting smaller and smaller in the rear view mirror. But this is what I signed up for, isn’t it? When I died? When Abigail the fraud took over my life and I asked Holland to make me different?


    As I’m leaving Palo Alto, I wonder if I’ve left the Abby stand-in in harm’s way. Maybe I have. Maybe there’ll be another bald boy in her future. Or another Dulce makeover. Or perhaps she might be just fine and I’ve paved the way for her happily-ever-after.


    My foot gets extra heavy on the gas pedal as I’m raging over how that little horse’s ass stole my life. But she didn’t steal it, I rationalize. Holland did this. He stole my identity, and he gave it to her. Which makes me really want to go straight to his lab and bring him back to life. I want to look him in his eye right f*cking now and tell him I’m going to kill him, and then I want to rip his gosh damn throat out and hold the slop of it up for him to see.


    My fingers open on the steering wheel. They open and shut, gripping the steering wheel, flexing, hating. He should’ve just let me die.


    Any time I want, I reason, I can take my life back. I can make Holland change me back to Abby and I can squeeze the life out of my stand-in. Or not. Who am I fooling? I won’t kill an innocent girl. Or disappear her. And the life I had, all the problems resulting from it, I don’t think I want that back. Not the rejection. Not Astor Academy. Not my dysfunctional mother.


    Or do I?


    My foot gets light on the gas again as fresh tears sting the backs of my eyes. The Porsche is slowing to sixty. Fifty-five. God I’m so tired of crying! It’s like that’s all I ever do anymore! I’m tired of crying, and not knowing what to do. I look in the rear-view mirror and say, “You’re stronger than this. You’ve got this.”


    Angry drivers swerve around me, honking, flipping me the bird and all I can think of as I struggle with my composure is Maggie listening to Lana Del Rey’s haunting song Born to Die on her iPod. I think I understand it the way Maggie understood it. She was deep into the futility of her life, held hostage by the controlling things around her, unable to assert even an ounce of free will.


    The girl I used to be, I’m not her anymore. My body is a weapon, my mind distorted and torqued sideways in so many awful ways. And powerful. OMFG, it’s powerful! Too powerful! I’m super human. Like for real, super-freaking-human! The problem is, in the wake of delirium, I feel a creeping depression in knowing that super humans never live regular lives amidst regular people. So what the hell am I supposed to do?


    I signal right and pull over to the side of the road, slap the SUV in park and really let my emotions run their course. Forget holding it together. It’s time to cry. To let it all out. As I sit there, sobbing on the side of the road, it becomes clear: I have to let the Abby stand-in become a more permanent me. I’m no longer me. I’ve become something more.


    My tears slowly diminish; my strength is returning. Even my shaking hands grow still. I don’t really know my way around this life anymore, but maybe acceptance is key. Signaling left, I put the Porsche into gear and accelerate to forty, merging back into traffic.




    Sore Tits
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    The spotting began on the first day of school. She wasn’t supposed to have her period for another week, but there it was in her white underwear, that dime-sized, brownish red stain.


    “Damn,” she said.


    Netty was sitting on the toilet going pee when she saw it. It’s no biggie, she told herself. Then again, she thought of sex with Brayden, how he really put his all into it, into her, and then she wondered if he tore something inside her.


    In the bathroom, girls were laughing and touching up their makeup. And some girl next to her, she was taking a quiet dump, the sneaky kind where you never heard the shots fired, but you smelled the aftermath like it was sitting wet on the floor next to you.


    Netty wiped, then stuck a couple of squares of toilet paper in her underwear and flushed. Outside the stall, the two girls talking, they must have caught a whiff of the girl shitting death in the stall next to hers and said, “Oh my God, courtesy flush please!”


    The girl stinking things up, she flushed and said, “Sorry,” but not like she meant it.


    Netty pulled up her underwear, then straightened her skirt. She washed her hands next to one of the girls she knew and despised, a popular girl who was bitchy and mean, and on her way to becoming unquestionably hated by the masses.


    “You okay, Netty?” she asked. Netty nodded, but felt peaked. The girls just stared at her a minute, and then they went back to gossiping and fixing their eye shadow. After a moment, the dumping girl emerged from the stall, and for how sweet and churchlike she looked, you wouldn’t think she could stink that freaking bad.


    “Corned beef and cabbage last night,” she said, as if that explained everything.


    “That’s gross,” the girl beside her said.


    Netty walked out.


    The first day of school was forgettable, except for the bathroom stink bomb. She was on her way to sixth period, however, when some sophomore girl bumped into her in the jam-packed hallways so hard she actually reached out to grab the girl’s hair. She missed, but not before the girl saw the pissed-off look on Netty’s face. Netty felt like the girl elbowed her tit, even though she knew it wasn’t on purpose.


    “Watch where you’re going!” Netty snarled, cupping her assaulted breast.


    “I didn’t mean it,” the girl said as she was sucked further down the hallway packed with hoards of kids heading to class. “I’m sorry!”


    “Bitch,” Netty snarled as she walked to class.


    After sixth period, Netty stalked the hallways looking the entire time for the Sophomore who hit her. She didn’t know what she was going to do when she saw her, maybe punch her in her own breasticles, until she remembered Sensei Naygel said fighting outside the dojo was not allowed unless one were forced to defend herself. She wasn’t forced to defend herself. And she wasn’t this mean, so what was wrong with her?


    Why was she so angry?
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    The last week of summer break passes and I can’t believe it’s gone. With help from New York’s geneticists, a revised serum for Holland starts to successfully reverse his grotesque condition. If there’s any silver lining here, it’s that his features are finally returning to normal, the slough-off of muscle, sinew and flesh piling up in the bottom of the canister by the hour.


    For some reason, I can’t help but watch him and wonder if it’s possible to breed the evil out of a person. Deep down, in the vile recesses of his psyche, however, I know the murderous side of him will be lying in wait.


    I don’t know how I know this, I just do.


    The man who was Josef Mengele, a.k.a. the Angel of Death, a.k.a. Dr. Death, he’s a man who will forever be wrong. Damaged. A blight upon everything good and safe in the world. Is it strange that I want him awake? That I’m dying to know what he’s become?


    They say patience is a virtue.


    Lately, however, that’s a virtue I don’t possess.


    For the first few days of me being Raven, I squat at Holland’s downtown apartment. Me on the couch, it’s the best I can manage. To my utter dismay, it’s a gosh damn madhouse I’m living in. This same apartment I now share with Quentin, his two assistants, the screaming miracle kid and a psychopathic fire starter (Alice), but whatever. It’s better than being homeless. Of course, that’s what I thought at first. Wake up a few times with a demon child who can turn your guts to hot sauce staring at you while you sleep and suddenly, sleeping on park benches or in dumpsters sounds inviting.


    Night after night, as I lay there in brooding silence, my body sore from the placement of the cushions, I can’t help thinking I have to find a way to make some money. Get my own place. And I don’t mind saying, this having no money thing feels pretty f*cking debilitating.


    A couple of nights, while I toss and turn in the dark thinking of my new life, my old life, and the lives of those I care most and least about, I find myself thinking about the mutation that is Dr. Holland. My creator. My enemy. My motherfreaking salvation. To save him just to kill him feels right. But not just yet. I still need things from him. Important things. Maybe, at some point, I will need or want him to change me again. Or not. Who knows anymore? At this point, I guess it depends on how much trouble I get myself into.


    When Holland’s transformation is finally complete, when his body looks almost normal again—except for the addition of two inches in height and fifteen extra pounds of lean muscle—Quentin starts the revival process. He injects the pink solution with the wake-up serum, then he monitors Holland’s vitals as he starts the draining process. After pressing a sequence of buttons, the glass canister tilts from vertical to horizontal, and the liquid begins to drain.


    Quentin’s assistant, Jasmeka, waits patiently through the draining process. She could be ready for anything, or prepared for nothing. One second inside her head tells me how much she hates the racist prick that is Enzo Holland and that she wouldn’t be here if Quentin hadn’t asked.


    When Holland opens his eyes, he blinks a lot. Seeing things, seeing nothing. I move in next to Quentin, over the top of Holland. Finally his eyes clear and he locks in on me.


    “Abby?” he says, his voice like scraped rock, his head cocked slightly sideways because my face is new. My gaze, however, is not. And these purple eyes…


    “It’s me.”


    Holland’s face is the picture of youth, similar to his days as Mengele, but new enough for people not to make the connection. Even the gap between his two front teeth is gone. He will be pleased.


    “It’s Raven now.”


    “Raven,” he repeats, trying the word on. He struggles to clear his throat, but it’s no use. “Am I okay?”


    He looks so helpless like this. This is a side of him I’ve never seen before. I can’t help thinking this would be a perfect time to squish his brain into a hot, gummy stew, but I mind my manners. Even at the promise that his eyes would bleed red and he would die an awful death, I refrain. Perhaps I’ve got more humility than I thought. Still, I tremble thinking there would be no more of him left in this world. Nothing of the man who circumvented God, who decimated countless lives, who so methodically stamped out entire generations of people.


    “Whether or not you’re okay depends,” I say in my most monotone, I-could-give-a-f*ck-about-you-voice. “We have to run some tests.”


    He looks down at his body, raises his hand, makes the face like something’s amiss. “I’m not supposed to be…this small? I’m supposed to be much bigger.” He looks up at Quentin with questions and accusations in his eyes.


    “Things…went wrong,” Quentin starts to say. “But we fixed you.”


    “You’re two inches taller and more muscular,” I say, “but you’re not a war machine. Or whatever in God’s name you were trying to make yourself, you freaking psycho.”


    “What do you mean things went wrong?” he asks Quentin. I hate how he ignores me, as if my opinion means nothing. The rancorous way I’m feeling right now, I’ve got half a mind to roast his eyeballs. But I have a better idea…


    They say a picture is worth a thousand words, so I stuff my memories of his grotesquely misshapen body into his head. Like a data transfer of thoughts. I do this by making a physical connection to him: my palm to his face. I prompt him to relax against the pressure of my hand, but when the memories of him in that overgrown state crash into his mind, he bucks against my grip.


    Everything and everyone tenses.


    I lock down Holland with my mind, pinning his arms, legs and torso to the rounded glass backing of the canister. When my memories of him are emptied into him, I let go and step back.


    He opens his eyes, slowly.


    Quietly, deferentially, he looks at Quentin and says, “I told you to kill me. To kill us.”


    “I tried,” he says.


    “You should’ve at least killed her,” he hisses, glancing my way.


    “Again,” he says, “I tried.”


    For a second Holland can’t understand the statement. Then he zeroes in on me and says, “You stopped him?”


    “Yes.”


    Looking down at him, feeling his gigantic lack of gratitude, I say, “Get out of that thing, you’re man parts are shriveling, and it stinks of your old self in there.” All kinds of jellied flesh and bone sit smooshed against the glass bottom, trapped in mass under his back and shoulders. His transformation, it wasn’t a small one. A lot of flesh and bone mass bled out in the last few days. Enough to nearly clog the drainage system.


    He climbs out of the canister, his privacy towel forgotten. I look away. He doesn’t seem to care. To be honest, I don’t know why I care either. It’s not like I could be attracted to him. I practically hate the man.


    When he’s cleaned up and dressed, he says, “What day is it?”


    “Thursday,” I tell him.


    “The date,” he says, irritated that he has to ask twice. I tell him. He takes the news with a deep breath, then stands in perfect stillness for a moment before speaking. “School is starting next week,” he says, looking at me. “We need to pack everything up and move back to Astor.”
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    Julie Sanderson. Staring in the bathroom mirror. Hating herself and what she’s become. She’s packed and ready to leave for Astor Academy, but all she can think about is how much she hates.


    She hates everything…


    She hates herself for sleeping with family, her step-brother for being gorgeous and in love with her, her erotic step-sister for her carefree, seductive ways.


    “You’re abnormal,” she said to her reflection.


    “Which I think is sexy,” Emery said from behind her, causing her to jump. Emery was standing on the other side of the slightly opened bathroom door. He pushed it open enough to enter the bathroom and said, “Well summer’s fuckfest was a success, don’t you think?”


    Constance slipped in behind Emery, shut the bathroom door behind her and said, “I’d call it that if I was you, but only because you’re terrible at sharing. And only because you got more of her than me.”


    Constance went and stood next to Julie. Julie had her back to the mirror, fully focused on Emery. Constance had her back to the mirror, too; she slipped her hand into Julie’s hand. They both stared at Emery who was looking at both of them with perverted eyes.


    God she loved this…


    “When we get free of our parents,” he said, “we should all live together.”


    “That’s a terrible idea,” Julie said. She’d been feeling sick the last few days. Perhaps it was the idea of leaving them and going back to Astor, with those…people. She kept waiting to miss her friends, but as of that moment, she couldn’t care less about them.


    “Oh, yeah?” Constance asked. “Why?”


    The way she gazed across her shoulder at Julie with those sexy, artificially plumped lips and those huge Persian eyes, Julie measured her words very carefully. “Because my tits hurt,” she said, thinking if Constance were any thinner, she’d look like Jasmine from Disney’s movie Aladdin, “and I’m sick. Again.”


    “Sick how?” Emery said. The casual playboy expression dropped right off his face with the insinuation.


    Normally when he was nervous, he’d run his hand through his hair. It was getting long now, the lightly curled, lightly shined bangs almost down to his lips, and the back all the way down to his shoulders. He used to look like a club rat; now he looks like a male model. Like every dessert Julie’s never had, the same dessert she’d been having since he stole her virginity at age fourteen.


    “Sick like…before, maybe,” she said, suddenly shy, like she’d done something wrong. Which she had.


    Emery sucked in a deep breath, twisted his head enough to make his neck pop, then purposely looked away from her. Julie felt so sad, so ugly, so pumped with shame and self-loathing.


    Constance was different. She turned into Julie, her breasts on Julie’s right arm, close enough for her to smell the sweetness of her step-sister’s skin, the fruity scent of her hairspray, the grapey scent of her spray-on shine. Constance, the free spirit that she was, she took Julie’s earlobe into her mouth, sucked it a minute, then bit it slightly. Goosebumps trailed up Julie’s neck.


    “Are you going to keep this one?” Constance said, sensuous, lusty. “You know how I love children.”


    She shook Constance off her, glared deep into her naturally green eyes and said, “If you love children so much, have some of your own.”


    Making an extra pouty look, she turned to Emery, laid her eyes all over him and said, “He’s always pulling out early. With you, he’s different.”


    “Am not,” he said.


    The weight of Julie’s dilemma was like gravity doubled. All she wanted to do was lie down. Constance put her arms around her, sideways; Emery came in close and hugged her, too. She let them. When Emery said, “I hope it’s a boy this time,” Julie started to cry.


    “I hate you,” she said to Emery, to Constance.


    “I hate you, too,” Constance said lovingly.


    “Me, too,” Emery said, his voice so tender. “I hate you both so much.”


    Julie couldn’t stop the tears from coming. They were ruining her perfect makeup. “I don’t want another baby,” she said between hiccupping sobs.


    “I want a boy, too,” Constance said, speaking more to what Emery wanted than what Julie was going through. “We could find a way to keep this one.” She was looking at Julie like what Constance wanted was simply her choice for the making, and everyone else was going to have to just go along with it.


    “Yeah,” Emery agreed. “I’m tired of looking for the others.”


    Now Julie looked up at him, pushed him back with both hands. He seemed to realize his mistake, but could only stare at her slack jawed. God, Julie thought, he was gorgeous. She hated that she only saw him for his looks, that she was shallow and it got her here. If he only had some substance and a different mother, this could all work out. But he doesn’t, so it won’t.


    “The others, Emery?” she said, horrified. Constance tried to take her hand. Julie pushed it away. The hurt, fear and shame boiled into bitter contempt. A deep, wretched fury. “There’s only been one.”


    One baby taken to term. One abortion.


    “He considers your abortion a child with a spirit. You killed it, but maybe the spirit is out there in some other baby, looking for you, looking for Emery.”


    “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard, Constance,” Julie said.


    “They say before you’re born, you choose your parents,” Constance continued, as if Julie hadn’t snapped at her. “The dead baby, it chose you, Julie. It chose Emery.”


    “Get the hell out,” Julie said, glaring at Emery who just stood there looking gorgeous, his mind caught on a single thought: the baby. “Both of you. Seriously. Get out.”


    Before Constance left, she licked the side of Julie’s face. Julie backed away from her with an offended look. “Serious, Constance, go.”


    “Say you want to stay,” Emery said, stepping forward. His eyes were dying for her love.


    “No,” Julie said, resolute. “I’m going back to Astor.”


    “Say it to us,” Constance pleaded.


    It was always two against one. Constance made her lips pouty. Then she made her eyes wet with the need for approval. Julie rolled her eyes at the same time as Constance was looping her finger inside Emery’s jeans pocket. Not taking her eyes off Julie, Constance sidled up next to Emery like a cat anxious for its owner’s affection. Like a cat in heat.


    “You two deserve each other,” she said.


    “You deserve us, too,” Emery said, unmoved. “It’s going to be our baby. And we are going to find the last one, the one our parents made you give away. I’m still looking.”


    “He’ll always be looking,” Constance said, her hand now on Emery’s butt.


    “I’m going to Astor and that’s it. End of discussion.”


    
4


    When Netty got home, she walked in and found her mother and the pseudo Christian Grey boy-toy lounging together at the table eating an afternoon snack, gazing at each other like they were in love for the first time.


    “Ew,” she said.


    “Looks like little miss manners is home,” her mother said, not at all happy with Netty’s entrance.


    “Late lunch?” Netty said as she dropped her book bag on the countertop. She hated how good looking and how young her mother’s boyfriend was. She didn’t know if she wanted to kick him in the nuts or sit and stare at all his dreamy features.


    “Hi,” Fifty Shades of Douchery said to Netty. Why did he have to be so damn…sexy?! His face was two days unshaven and chiseled, like something you’d see in a GQ magazine. She felt weak at the sight of him. Full of wanting. Full of irritation because her boobs still hurt and the makeshift panty-pad was wetter than before. She burned him with her eyes.


    “Would you like me to go?” he asked, taking a hint.


    “Do what you want,” she said. The way she said it, he could jump out the window to his death and she’d be like, “So…what’s on TV?”


    “What I want,” he said, taking her mother’s hand in a show of solidarity, “is to get along with you.”


    “If you’re going to be puppy-dogging around my mother, it would be best if you told me something remarkable about yourself otherwise I’ll just keep hating on you.” She was all hands on the hips, head tilted sideways, lips pressed together and pushed sideways like, Whatchu got now you Fifty Shades knockoff?


    He looked like he was fighting the urge to laugh. Irenka, however, was not smiling at all. It looked like she wanted to hit Netty all over again.


    “I’m a hedge fund manager at a—”


    Rolling her eyes, she said, “Yeah, yeah, I know your type. But the truth is, I don’t care about your job. You’re not your job.”


    He smiled away her rudeness, which was nearly disarming because his teeth were perfect. And white. OMG, they were so straight and white and beautiful!


    “So what’s my type?” he said. He let go of Irenka’s hand, sat back and crossed his arms.


    “Guys like you are always boring girls like me with the details of their jobs, about all the money they’re making, what they drive—”


    “A Bugatti.”


    Inside, her breath caught. Wow. “Bugatti, Bentley, Buick,” she said as if she could care less, “to me they’re all just cars. Ways of getting from point A to point B.”


    Goddamn, she thought. A Bugatti?! That’s kind of a big deal. The biggest deal ever in the car world. What an asshole! It almost pissed her off that he didn’t drive a BMW or a Benz, or even a Ferrari. Those cars she could live with, but a freaking Bugatti?


    “They’re not just cars,” he said with both grace and a slightly cocked eyebrow.


    “Metal and rubber. Maybe some leather and a radio. Surely you’ve got something more interesting to say about your life—”


    “I’m one of ten kids, the baby, which means I know what it’s like to be doted over—”


    “My mother is Russian, so don’t expect us to wipe your ass or tell you how special and unique you are—we’re not like that.”


    “Netty!” her mother snapped. The boy-toy turned and said, “It’s okay, Irenka. This is how we’re getting to know each other.”


    “Don’t talk about me like I’m not in the room,” Netty said.


    “As I was saying—”


    She turned and went to the refrigerator for food, not even listening to him. But that’s because he stopped speaking. When she turned around, she saw both his and his mother’s faces were blushed red.


    “I’m sorry,” she said, “it’s just that I’m over you already.”


    He made this frustrated look of throwing in the towel. Netty, relentless as she could be (because she missed Abby, hated herself for sleeping with Brayden, hated her mother for giving herself to a man who was not her father—a man she herself would sleep with in a hot second—and hated her father for being in jail), she said, “If you’re this discouraged by a one little girl, how in the hell are you any good at your job?”


    “No one drives a Bugatti unless they’re good at what they do,” he reasoned. His voice changed, contained notes of irritation.


    “Oh, look at the sour little man-boy justifying himself to a child. You’re not your car, man. I keep telling you that.”


    “That’s it!” her mother snapped. “Go to your room!”


    “When we’re done talking, mother. As your boy-toy said, we’re getting to know each other.”


    In a voice that sounded like deeply restrained puppy love, he said, “I first met your mom at lunch in the city. There were dozens of people around, but she was the one I saw. Her smile stands out in a crowd.”


    “My mother doesn’t smile.”


    “Perhaps not around you,” he said.


    “Okay,” she said, grinning inside, “I’ll give you that. Please continue.”


    Taking the rope she was giving him, he said, “Throughout the meal, I barely even looked at her. It’s not polite to stare at a woman over lunch, at least, that’s how I feel. In the end, it was your mother who pursued me. Not the other way around. So maybe you could stop stepping on my balls so much. Perhaps you should step on hers instead.”


    “Hey!” Irenka said to him smacking him on the arm with a half mad, half amused look on her face.


    Netty said, “I’m fine with what my mother wants, I’m just not so sure my father will be as appreciative.”


    “You’ve already warned me about him,” he replied.


    “Then you know when he gets out of prison your best chance for survival is to vacate the city. Perhaps even flee the state.”


    He leaned back in his chair once more, blew out yet another uninterested sigh, then snuck in a sort of casual, James Dean look. Like he just decided he could care less about Netty’s veiled threats.


    “It’s time for you to go to your bedroom, Netty,” her mother said. “This is the last time I will tell you.”


    “That’s fine, mother. But please make sure he’s gone by dinner. I know you favor him, but I don’t. No offense.”


    “It’s Dante, by the way,” he said. “Not boy-toy.”


    God, Netty thought, he’s really sumptuous. As she was leaving, she thought about how she’d given herself to Brayden, how she lost her virginity. Did that make her a woman? Had he opened up something in her that was now responding to people other than Brayden? She thought about her mother being with Dante, and then she tried to think of herself being with him, but the thought repulsed her. And now the idea of having given herself to Brayden repulsed her, too.


    When she came out of her room for dinner an hour later, he was still there, smiling at her. She glared at her mother like she wanted to spit at her.


    “I have something interesting to tell you,” Dante said to her as if he had no clue about her feelings.


    “I’m breathless with anticipation,” she quipped in a monotone voice, while still refusing to meet his eyes.


    “The reason I wanted to see your mother, socially and privately, is because she reminds me of my babysitter. The one who took my virginity when I was eight. I’ve been in love with her since I was a kid.”


    Her mother’s eyes got wide, but it was Netty who smiled first. It took a long time, but Netty said, “Finally, the boy-toy becomes a human being.”


    “Eight?” Irenka asked, flabbergasted.


    “Almost nine.”


    Something in Netty stopped fighting Dante. It was useless anyway. She was developing the worst crush on him. Reaching out, she offered her hand. He took it and she said, “I’m Netty, by the way. Pleased to meet you.”


    He laughed and said, “Dante Barowski, pleased to finally meet you, too, Netty.”


    “I know,” she said. “So are you staying for dinner or what?”


    “At the risk of sounding politically incorrect, and socially ignorant,” Irenka said, her eyes bright with amusement, “you two are soooooo retarded.”
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    “How’s Georgia?” I ask.


    Quentin says, “The mutation process in the initial serum was not stable, so we have been Skyping back and forth with New York and we feel we have a viable solution. It has to do with the carrier virus. With her we needed a different super-virus. It’s working better now.”


    “When did you initiate?”


    “Yesterday,” Quentin says.


    It was the third variant of serum this week, and it has me wondering if this was what it was like when her formula wouldn’t take before. When we lost her for an entire semester. A part of me is still scared for her.


    “We need to transport her to Astor with us,” Holland says to Quentin. “Prep her and my things. Raven you’ll come with me.” I do as asked, but not because he asked me. I really don’t have any other place to go.


    When Holland walks into the office lounge, Alice is on the couch watching TV. Her hair is flat, unwashed from the original cut and lacking sheen. It’s parted down the middle again, like she brushed it that way on purpose. The five year old says very little, and she looks like she’s up to something, or nothing. She’s a mystery. I hate so many things about her, but out of courtesy, I keep my opinion to myself.


    “Ah, my little fire starter,” Holland says upon seeing her. Alice looks up, but doesn’t say anything. “C’mon Alice, we have work to do. Lots of packing.”


    “Where are we going?” she asks. Her voice bears an innocence her look and her history specifically contradict. I feel anger just looking at her. Then she turns her eyes on me, and she smiles, and I soften to her the slightest little bit.


    “We’re going to Astor Academy,” Holland says. “All of us.”


    “The baby, too?” Alice asks.


    It worries me that she’s thinking about Rebecca’s child. And it worries me how she has been looking at me since I saw what happened to her when she was younger. The secret lab with those doctors changing her fundamental genetic structure. Her parents complicit in it. Did Alice know I was in her head? That I saw these things? Perhaps she consciously escorted me through her past on purpose. So many if’s I’m too afraid to ask about for fear of the answer.


    “The baby’s coming, too,” Holland says, reassuring her.


    For the next few days Holland, Quentin, Jasmeka, Brooklyn, Alice and I pack up the lab and various things around the apartment. We rent a moving truck large enough to transport it all.


    Regarding Georgia, the final serum remains stable in her body—enough for us to remove her from the canister and administer a drug that will hold her unconscious for the trip ahead.


    Darkness falls; the coast is clear. We transport Georgia’s limp body to Holland’s Porsche (double-parked in front of the lab in the dark cover of night) and lay her across the back seat. I’ll be driving the Porsche. Alice will be riding shotgun. Quentin, Jasmeka and Brooklyn will leave with Quentin in his Jaguar and Holland will drive the moving van.


    Talk about the traveling circus.


    We make it to Astor by midnight and I have to say, it’s good to be back. At least, I start feeling that way. The way the campus looks, all the stonework, and the massive size of it sitting in its deep gulley in the Sierra foothills, it has me thinking about my time here. All the versions of myself starting with fat Savannah.


    Then I think of Jake. How he absolutely ruined me with that first kiss. How he wants no part of me now that we’ve slept together and he knows I’m a GMK. At least he’s not going to be returning to teach this year. Last he said, he was taking a position at Astor’s companion college, which reached completion this summer. I didn’t even know there was a campus being built until he said something. Then again, few people even know Astor Academy exists, unless they have children going here, or they’re in the top one percent of the top one percent.


    We start unloading the truck even though we can hardly see outside. I’m not tired, not at all exhausted. Rather, my memories are haunting me, making me question my decisions in life. I want my old dorm room. My old bed. More importantly, will I ever get these memories of all my prior selves out of my head? How can I wipe the slate clean and start fresh if my emotions keep picking at me the way they do?


    To some degree, I regret ever letting the Abby stand-in live. Maybe when she gets here, I will end that version of her and take her place. I can always have Holland return me to the Abby I was, can’t I? Maybe I can, but I won’t.


    No, I’m going to do what I said and start a new life as a new person. It’s then I see a girl so blonde her hair is nearly white. She’s standing in the open archway of the entrance to Astor’s main hall a good fifty feet away. Her skin is pale, and there’s a night shine to her eyes, almost like you’d see on a cat. I’m both drawn to her and strangely repulsed. Like she’s calling to me, or something in my gut is warning me. Like she’s carrying a mixed energy about her, one that’s disturbing on some paranormal level.


    WTF?


    I blink and she’s gone. Reaching for her with my mind, I search the area, but she is gone. Only a wash of emptiness in the ethers. I extend my reach. There’s but a blank space where she stood. Where is she? I stop, sniff the air, try to rationalize the moment. Is she…is she blocking my thoughts? Blocking my reach?


    My feet have me walking in her direction. Then there’s a little puff of sound, like a sonic wave surging past me, and the blank spot in my mind is filled with the space the blonde girl once occupied. Whole air and sound.


    “What are you doing?” Holland asks back at the truck. He’s got a lamp in his hands and that look on his face like he’s pissed that I’m taking a break.


    “I saw something.”


    “The box on the end of the truck, it’s all books,” he says. Translation, it’s heavy. I use my mind to lift the box from the truck onto a dolly without ever taking my eyes off the spot the girl just vacated. Behind me, I hear Brooklyn gasp. She doesn’t know about me.


    At least, she didn’t. Until now.
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    When Rebecca got to the Swann’s, Brayden could hardly believe it. He was so happy to see her, it seemed like the only good thing to happen to him over the summer. Even though it wasn’t by a long shot. The impossibly beautiful Orianna was delighted to meet her, and Abby was curious about her (he could see the sadness on Rebecca’s face when Abby didn’t have any recognition of her). And Christian? He was all hugs and watery eyes and shit. Which Brayden kind of was as well. The crimes they committed to find her, to try to save her, they were heroic and awful. He found it baffling to think of how much that one girl had defined his summer. And now there she stood, no longer pregnant, moving beyond him, searching for the one thing in Abby she would never find: recognition.


    It was gratifying to see her, and sad for who she was, what she survived. Needless to say, things got really awkward. For him. He was like the fifth wheel and feeling it. Before leaving he spoke with Rebecca for a few minutes, then gave her his cell number and said, “Once you’re settled in, you’ll probably need to talk. Just call me.”


    “Okay,” she said, smiling.


    “Walk me to my car?” he said.


    No one seemed to object, but everyone was polite enough to at least say a thoughtful, if not empty, good-bye. For Abby, if given the choice between having her period or him sticking around for a few more minutes, Brayden imagined she’d begin rooting around in her purse for a tampon.


    On the way out to his now dreadfully embarrassing hearse, Rebecca said, “I know Abby had a bad accident, but that doesn’t feel like Abby. Whoever that is, it isn’t her.”


    “I know what you mean,” he muttered under his breath.


    At his death-mobile, he said, “Who was that you drove here with? In Dr. Gerhard’s—I mean—Dr. Holland’s Porsche?”


    “Raven.”


    “Why did she bring you here?”


    Rebecca’s hair was healthy looking, thicker than he remembered. Brayden brushed a strand out of her eyes. For as beautiful as she was, he wasn’t interested in running game on her. And there was no way he thought about sex with her. More than anything, he wanted to protect her, the way a big brother tries to protect his little sister.


    “She woke me. Said she sort of knew me.” The sun was in her eyes, so she shaded them with her hand while keeping perfect eye contact with Brayden. He could see the twelve year old side to her in that expression, which made him grieve for all the things she survived.


    “I’ve never seen her before,” Brayden said, remembering the black hair, the averted eyes, the way she bolted after dropping Rebecca off.


    Rebecca shrugged her shoulders. After a minute of them looking at each other, he took a step toward her, hugged her and said, “Anything you need, seriously, call me. I can be here in a couple of hours.”


    “I will. Thanks, Brayden.”


    Just then, Jacob’s door opened and he stepped outside, saw us and hesitated.


    “Oh, and stay away from that freaking clown,” Brayden said, nodding over Rebecca’s shoulder.


    She turned and said, “He’s kind of cute.”


    “He’s a hedonistic douche knuckle.”


    She laughed like a twenty-year old would: more mature sounding, not so eager to have everyone look at her. It was unnerving to think of how old she was inside. It was even more unnerving to think of how she was going to feel when she was mature enough to realize what was done to her, the injustices heaped upon her body, mind and soul.


    “Okay,” she said. “Whatever that is that you just said.”


    They said good-bye to each other, and then he left, heading to Sacramento. He received a text while backing the hearse out of the Swann’s driveway. It was from his father. Ted Breyers, his father’s associate, would have the new Mustang ready for him to pick up in the morning. On the way down to Sac, Brayden booked a hotel a couple of miles from the Roseville Automall.


    If everything hadn’t felt so sour, Brayden would have been thrilled to get his new car. As it was, he was more like some guy going though “to-do” list items than an enthusiastic seventeen year old waiting for his badass new ride.


    The next morning, he woke up late, then met Ted Breyers at the dealership to pick up his new Mustang. It was exquisite. Unreal. The smile that cut his face in two was gigantic. One of the few genuine smiles he even remembered having the entire summer.


    “Man do you look different,” Ted said, rubbing Brayden’s nearly shaved head. His lively eyes looked over Brayden’s new nose and chin, over his more fit physique. Then he gave a nod to Brayden’s nose and said, “Your old man know you gave away the family nose?”


    “It’s not the family nose, Ted, it was my nose. And no, he doesn’t.”


    “Can’t imagine he’s gonna be too thrilled.”


    “I’ll have to be thrilled enough for the both of us,” Brayden said, still grinning.


    “Well it looks good, but don’t tell him I said so, otherwise I might be looking for work next time you decide to come home.”


    “Deal,” he said. He couldn’t stop staring at the lowered, electric blue Mustang.


    “I see you like the car,” Ted said, handing him the keys and the appropriate paperwork.


    Ted had power of attorney on many matters in his father’s affairs. Brayden’s dad didn’t like to travel much. In any case, Brayden found the circumstances overly-convenient. He knew his dad would be furious when he saw the plastic surgery, so he hadn’t planned on heading home until Christmas. Or later, if that was possible.


    The Ford salesman appeared beside them, a twenty-something kid in a white polo shirt with the company emblem embroidered in yellow.


    “What you did to this thing is sick,” he said to Ted, then Brayden.


    “Yeah, man. It sexy as fu—” he started to say, but stopped himself because he knew Ted was a church-going man.


    Ted cleared his throat and introduced Brayden to the salesman, who was looking eager to go over the vehicle with him. “Marco here is going to show you how to use everything, and I’m going to drive the hearse to San Francisco. I’ve got a contact there who wants to restore it for a collector.”


    “That thing is sweet,” Marco said, looking at the hearse. “Totally original. If I had the cash, I’d buy it right now.”


    “It served its purpose,” Brayden replied. He wouldn’t miss it, but it did mark his journey out of nerdiness and into the time of Enigma and the art of seduction. He was a different person now, grown up, more confident, changed. He turned and snapped a photo of the hearse with his archaic phone because the Feds said no smart phones for him until his community service was complete, and depending on how things went, maybe not even then. This would be his memento of the vehicle. His only one. The photo would be enough.


    Brayden turned and hugged Ted and said, “I appreciate you doing this for me.”


    “And your father,” he said. Ted was not a good looking man, but his jovial personality and his infectious smile made him agreeable. He’d known Ted several years now. His father trusted and liked him, so Brayden trusted and like him.


    “What are you going to do?” Ted asked Brayden.


    “See what kind of night life I can rustle up in this town before school starts,” he told Ted. “I’ll be staying at the Hilton, just up by the Galleria Mall if you need anything.”


    “I’ll tell your father.”


    Ted then reached in his jacket pocket and withdrew an envelope. He gave it to Brayden. He lifted the flap, creased an opening on top and found it thick with hundred dollar bills. “Your father wanted to make sure you were doing alright.”


    Brayden took the money and said, “I’m good. Then he peeled off five bills right in front of the salesman whose eyes were wide and said, “Thanks, Ted. Enjoy San Francisco.”


    Ted put up his hand and said, “I have an envelope of my own.”


    “Well then,” Brayden said, “Godspeed.”


    “Godspeed.”


    Ted took the keys to the hearse and left while Brayden turned back to the salesman and said, “So I guess you’re going to show me how everything works, then?”


    After taking a half an hour with Marco to go over the features of his car, he drove out of there and headed straight for his hotel. The muscle car was everything he dreamed it would be, except faster and meatier sounding. He called to thank his father. He got the voicemail instead. He left an excited message, told his dad how grateful he was for what he’d done, then hung up.


    At the hotel, it was only when he laid down that he realized the toll the summer had taken on him. He slept two days straight, heading out only once to wander through the nearby Galleria Mall. Then it was back to the room, back to room service and back to sleep.
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    School was about to start and Abby would be heading back to Astor Academy. Christian called ahead to alert Headmistress Sylvia Klein of Abby’s condition in the hope that she would do what she could to pave the way for Abby’s successful return.


    Either way, for Orianna, it was scary. Her daughter heading to a place for smart people, moneyed people, when Abby seemed neither intelligent nor affluent…talk about her new worst nightmare!


    The upside, however, was Abby adored Orianna, a feeling Orianna had not had in her entire life with either Savannah or the pre-killed Abby. Her daughter, the version who hadn’t died, she made her hatred for Margaret clear. She was downright abusive at times. But there were moments after her rehabilitation when Orianna (then Margaret) thought their relationship might mend. Abby, however, always found a way to eviscerate those dreams.


    Now they were at lunch. It was easy. No fights. No talk of the past. Just two changed people eating a meal talking about things that had nothing to do with her past or all the ways she ruined Abby’s life.


    It was a Saturday afternoon, so people were out and about, their work week and all their problems forgotten. Lunch was a sidewalk café, Café Brioche on California Avenue in Palo Alto. The crowd was sophistication mixed with opulent nerdiness mixed with some French slag who really liked speaking in her native tongue louder than everyone else. Like she was proud of it, or somehow felt superior. Like no one had ever heard someone speak French before.


    Just as she was about to say something to Abby about the woman, Abby turned and said, “That uppity bitch needs to drop the volume a bit so the rest of us can have some conversation,” loud enough for the woman to hear.


    The French woman indeed heard her, making the sour face to prove it. Her volume did come down, though, and conversely, the volume on everyone else seemed to normalize.


    “You were saying?” Abby said to Orianna.


    “I was asking if you’re nervous about going back to school.”


    “Of course I am. Unless you told me, I’d never know where I went to school in the first place.”


    “I mean, are you concerned about fitting in and all?”


    Their waiter arrived with their food. He was a handsome young man with black hair and pressed clothes of no more than twenty with the kind of look that said he was toning it down for work.


    “Blanc de Dinde,” he said, handing Abby her sandwich (oven roasted turkey breast, black olive tapenade, roasted peppers, basil and Brie cheese on sliced batard), and for you madam,” he said, smiling like he was enchanted to see her, “Coq au Vin.” Orianna eyed her food: marinated chicken, roasted potato, Cipollini onions, & baby carrots.


    Oh, how she loved this place!


    And she loved the attention she was getting as Orianna. It was everything she wanted when she was Margaret. What confused her most now, was Abby.


    She was not herself. She’d never even been this person.


    Abby dove into her food, chewing loudly, her mouth mostly closed, while Orianna held her fork in limbo, her horror barely restrained.


    “Sorry,” Abby said, her cheeks turning the lightest shade of red, “I’m starving.”


    “It’s fine,” Orianna said. “I’m just glad you’re here with me.”


    With food in her mouth, she said, “So are you doing my dad or what?”


    Orianna cleared her throat, looked around to see if anyone heard the comment, and tried not to let her embarrassment show. “No.”


    “It’s just girl talk,” she said, waving a dismissive hand. She went back to the sandwich, chomping vigorously, but thankfully, not as loud as before.


    “So what do you know about your mother?”


    Abby stopped chewing, stared at her for a second, then started back up again, chomping a little faster, then swallowing too soon. “My mother…I don’t know…apparently she and I didn’t get along so well. From what the tabloids say—”


    “You went to the tabloids to learn about her?” Orianna asked, appalled.


    “Yeah. My dad says she was always trying to be a better mom. That sometimes drugs, alcohol and her obsession with the paparazzi made that difficult, but that I loved her anyway.”


    “You did?”


    Abby shrugged her shoulders, then said, “If I did, I sure don’t remember it.”


    “If you think back to your relationship with your mother—”


    “Are you practicing to be a shrink?” Abby said, just before taking another monstrous bite of her sandwich. A fleck of roasted pepper skin stuck to her lip; she licked it up and sucked it in her mouth with the rest of the food.


    “No.” Orianna hadn’t even touched her food. She set her fork down and said, “I never had a good relationship with my mother. She was backwoods, and quite frankly she was stupid.”


    “I think my mother was stupid, too. I mean, look at how she did nothing with her life but try to get her picture taken and go to country clubs and now go vacationing for who knows how long? That seems pretty stupid to me.”


    “I knew your mother,” she said. She was treading on dangerous ground. Doing what she promised herself she wouldn’t do, which was bring up their past. “Margaret loved you, though it was hard for her to express it.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah. She was also a very shallow woman. When you were born, you didn’t look the way she hoped you would. But that’s exactly how she was born, too. Not pretty. She couldn’t stand her body or her face, or how beautiful other women were when she felt so ugly inside.”


    “Really? But she’s beautiful.”


    “She didn’t feel like it. Besides, half of her body is plastic surgery and liposuction and treatments and fillers. She felt beautiful after all that, but fake. Like true beauty shouldn’t cost money, but hers did. A lot of money. In the end, what she confided in me was that she never felt worthy of your love. Like she was embarrassed by who she was, who she’d become. And that’s why she left. Not because she wanted some magical life without you. She wanted so much more for you, and in her own way, she thought you could have it without her around.”


    Abby stopped chewing. She was looking at Orianna with blank eyes. Then the French woman said something crass in French as she was leaving, which broke Abby’s gaze. The girl gave the French bitch a snarky fuck you smile, followed gracelessly by two thumbs up. Beside them, someone coughed and someone snickered.


    “You were never like this,” Orianna said, low so the giggling girl beside them couldn’t hear.


    She had been embarrassed by her daughter when she was fat and unattractive, and when she was ornery in public, but Abby was never this mean to others, and it gave her pause. Abby turned her eyes back on Orianna and it was like she was seeing someone else in the girl entirely.


    “It’s about time we see some cracks in this family. Everyone’s so goddamn perfect. The house, the cars, Christian’s amazing meals and smiles and all this happy, happy horseshit. I was starting to wonder if you people were for real.”


    Orianna felt her eyes flare. Then Abby went back to eating, and while she was chomping down on the rest of her sandwich, a piece of basil on her chin, she pointed at Orianna’s food and said, “Eat it already,” showing Orianna just how mushed up and half broken down her sandwich had already become inside her mouth. Orianna looked away.


    Goddamn?


    Something in her startled awake. A part of her that was sleepy, but not asleep. Abby did not say “goddamn,” not as Savannah, and not as Abby. It was always “gosh damn,” because she refused to offend God in spite of her already offensive language. It was a touch hypocritical, but at least she was trying. Well, until now.


    As she ate her food, Abby said, “Tell me more about how I was when I was young,” and Orianna did. Her skin was clammy, though, her insides sticky with doubt. Perhaps even a little suspicion.


    When she dropped Abby off at the house, after lunch and a bit of perusing through gift shops and a few clothing shops, Orianna couldn’t shake the feeling that—as much as she loved her time with Abby—this was not her Abby. Was her Abby gone? Did her murder take her for good?
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    Netty called Brayden Saturday. He was at the hotel, asleep in the ultra luxurious bed and it was the middle of the day. He didn’t even remember picking up the phone.


    “Abby won’t return my calls,” Netty said. He could tell she’d been crying.


    “Abby’s gone, Netty,” he said, feeling so exhausted he almost hung up the phone.


    “Gone?”


    “Not away, gone. Just gone, gone,” Brayden said a little impatient. “She’s not our Abby anymore.” On the other end of the phone, he could hear sniffling, like she was trying to hide her tears.


    “She’s my best friend,” she finally said, then blew her nose. It sounded like she was blowing her nose right into the phone. Brayden pulled his cell phone away from his ear, looked at it like, WTF?


    “I know,” he said when the racket finally stopped.


    “Why haven’t you called?”


    “I’ve been decompressing from this monumentally insane summer. I mean, if you take a minute to catalogue all the disturbing shit that’s happened, it’s enough to melt a guy’s brain.”


    “Still, you could have called,” she said. “You were my first, you know?”


    “I know,” he said, somber.


    “And you don’t think maybe you should have…I don’t know…not let a week go by?”


    “It’s only been a few days,” he reasoned.


    “Oh my God, Brayden.”


    All the sadness had vanished and the Russian terrorist version of Netty threatened to drag itself back to the surface. He couldn’t deal with that. After what he suffered with her earlier that summer, when they were waiting to see if Abby would survive or die, he wasn’t eager to see that side of her anytime soon. Not in this life or the next.


    He rubbed his head, rolled over in bed, checked the clock. It was four thirty-six. “I’m sorry,” he said, thinking he should eat dinner since he skipped breakfast and lunch. “I get it.”


    “I hope so.”


    “So how are you?” he asked, feeling sheepish and still irritated. His skull itched; he was losing body mass. If he didn’t get back to working out and start eating healthy carbs and protein, he would be the bone rack he was before he decided to change his entire persona.


    “How do you think I am?” Netty said, the despair returning to her voice. She could be on downers for all her melancholy. “I lost my best friend and my virginity in the same summer and now I feel more empty and alone than ever. Plus, I have no one to talk to about this but you, and as a girlfriend, you suck. No offense.”


    “None taken,” he replied. “I can come see you. If you want.”


    “Where are you?”


    “Roseville.”


    “What are you doing all the way up there?”


    “I picked up my new car.”


    “It’s okay,” she said, sounding more faraway than ever. “I’ve got school anyway.” He didn’t say anything so she said, “When do you start?”


    “Monday,” Brayden said.


    “Maybe I’ll come down tomorrow.”


    “You should. I’ll plan a day date.” He said it like he almost cared. And he did. He liked Netty, it’s just…he worked himself into a hell of a funk these last few days. It was saying good-bye to Abby that really did it. She would never be his. Not now. Not with everything they lived through, and not with her dying and coming back so…different. Then he went and slept with her best friend, and that felt like the biggest betrayal of them all. Not that she’d care. The new Abby wouldn’t know what that would do to the old Abby. How she’d probably hate them both.


    “My mom might say no,” Netty said.


    “Then I’ll come up there, if I have to.”


    “She knows.”


    “Who knows what?”


    “My mom,” Netty said, cryptic. “She knows.”


    His heart dropped gears and started thump-thump-thumping away in the bottom of his chest like a busted transmission. “She knows what exactly?”


    “She knows we…you know…did it.”


    He sighed deeply, flopped back down on the bed and said, “Well then she must just be thrilled to see me.”


    “Yeah, well she’s not in any place to judge now that she’s got a little side thing in her life—this hedge fund manager who’s ten years younger than her and dripping with success.”


    Now he sat up straight. “What?”


    “Yep. His name’s Dante, and he’s pretty cool. With her cheating on my dad, it’s not like she’s in any place to make me feel like crap for having sex with you.”


    “I guess that’s a good thing. Or not. I don’t know. Wow.”


    “Yeah. So I think maybe if she tells me I can’t come see you, then maybe I can tell her I am going to see my father instead and maybe Dante will come up in conversation, and maybe he won’t.” She started laughing, but it was a joyless laugh, and he knew she wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t break her father’s heart to get her way.


    Netty wasn’t like that.


    “We’ll find a way to see each other, just please don’t do that to your father. And don’t ruin things with your mom on our account.”


    With that Netty snorted a huff of…something (annoyance?—disagreement?), like he just said something stupid, insensitive, or just plain wrong. He kicked aside the comforter, frustrated. Good God! he was thinking. He was getting proficient at getting girls to find him interesting and to sleep with him, but when it came to understanding them beyond their initial attraction and sex, he was seriously out of his depth!


    Maybe Romeo was right when in Vegas he said, “Style not substance, get in, get laid, and get the hell out. This isn’t about monogamy, it’s about sheer numbers. It’s about you improving yourself above your current station in life until you’re at the top station of every girl’s life, and then you can fall in love and be transparent. But not now. Not anytime soon.”


    He thought Abby was his soul mate, his perfect ten. What he was doing, really, on a sub-conscious level, maybe even on a conscious level—if he was being honest—was striving to win her over. Which seemed stupid. She was gorgeous, no longer the bridge troll she started out as, and now she was moving on because he was the same old Brayden. He could get himself a new nose and chin, and he could cut his hair and workout hard, but he would always be a cleaned up version of the scrub he was, and she would always be remade into something genetically superior to almost everyone. And now she’d forgotten everything she liked about him, their connection and most of all, their friendship.


    Yes, she was gone, and yes, it bothered him at a soul level. He almost didn’t want to go back to Astor. Just get in his new car and drive home, or back to Vegas.


    Anywhere but Astor.


    “Um…hello?!” Netty said, her accent getting a little thicker.


    “I’m sorry, Netty. I’m just sad, too. And lonely. I guess I’ve lost more than I imagined and it hurts.”


    There was a huff on the other end of the line, then Netty said, “We sound like a couple of bitches right now.”


    They both laughed.


    Before he hung up, he decided he’d see her one more time, then gently peel away, telling her he’d stay in contact. He would try, but it wouldn’t work because long distance relationships never work. You need proximity, touch…you need to look into a person’s eyes to fall in love with them every day. To exist. Otherwise, no matter the effort, it all sours then dies eventually.


    Which is why he shouldn’t be so aloof, or so sexually irresponsible. He needed to make better decisions. Consciously think things through. And not be such a butthole. Which was an entirely different conversation he would have with himself later. The gist of it would be that he wasn’t going to sleep with anyone new during the school year. No matter what. With everyone he’d hurt—Aniela, Becky, and Netty—he wouldn’t do this again. He couldn’t live with himself.


    He got out of bed, opened up the drapes and looked down on the pool. There was a sexy blonde in a white bikini with a gorgeous body and he didn’t want to look at her. He did anyway. She had amazing abs.


    “You can make better decisions,” he said aloud to no one but himself, the only person who mattered in this conversation of one.


    Then he closed the drapes and crawled back in bed.




    Out of the Flames…
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    Julie met Cameron in the Sacramento International Airport an hour after she deplaned. It was one thing sitting in the airport waiting to board your plane out of town; it was another thing waiting in an airport after you’ve arrived—talk about inhumane! Still, she and Cameron were supposed to be besties, so whatevs.


    It gave her time to ponder the question of her pregnancy.


    There was a Pregnancy First piss kit in her luggage just in case. She wanted to know if a little Emery was curled inside of her, but she didn’t want to know either. It felt the same though, the same as last time, so…she was probably pregnant. I will not cry, she said over and over and over again.


    I will not cry.


    Cameron’s flight arrived on time and they met in a big, boisterous hug that lasted too long. Then they were just two super hot chicks rolling their carry-ons down to luggage claim. Down the escalator, waiting for them was a man with a sign that read: Sanderson/O’Dell.


    “That’s us,” Cameron said. The man (their driver) took their luggage, the heavier pieces, then escorted them to a black limousine. In the limo they talked about their summer, Julie telling her nothing of her real summer, and especially nothing about her super dysfunctional family. Or that she was suddenly feeling extra vomity. Cameron’s tan was ultra dark, and all she could talk about was summering in the Hamptons. Which she missed already.


    Fortunately Julie’s sickness passed, but only after Cameron gave her a funny look when she broke out in a light sweat and started looking around the limo for things to puke in.


    “My flight was all bumps and altitude drops,” she lied.


    “I had this annoying kid sitting next to me,” Cameron said, “and he wouldn’t stop staring at my girls.”


    In the kid’s defense, Julie thought, her friend’s low cut blouse with her loose bra was a screaming invitation to look, but Julie didn’t say anything. Cameron was a bit of an attention whore at times. Then again, so was she. So were lots of hot girls.


    When they arrived at Astor an hour later, they pulled into student parking, because it was closest to their dorms, and that’s when she saw the most beautiful Mustang she’d ever seen. She got out of the limo to watch it drive in.


    The sports car was this amazing electric blue, lowered on concave silver rims, windows tinted so dark she couldn’t tell who was driving. The sport coupe cruised slowly into the parking lot like something coughed straight from the bowels of hell, the low rumble and dirty roar tough enough to make her the slightest bit wet. She wasn’t into American muscle, but she knew when she saw something she liked, and she liked this.


    “Who’s that?” Cameron said getting out of the limo behind her. Now they both stared at the car as it parked, waiting almost anxiously to see who’d get out.


    “God damn that’s a sexy Mustang,” Julie heard herself say.


    The Mustang’s engine shut off. Behind them, the limo driver was quietly collecting their belongings from the trunk. Overhead, the sky was a spotless blue, and a light breeze teased them with the scent of fresh air and cut grass.


    Who the hell was driving that thing?


    Then Brayden James stepped out of the car and Cameron was like, “Oh for shit’s sake,” before going back to oversee the limo driver’s progress. “Make sure you don’t scuff the fabric,” she said, “it’s brand new.”


    Brayden was not someone Julie would ever pay attention to because he had a common look and he was a relentless smart ass. She didn’t like him before, but she did love his car. He looked different though, more like a man than a boy. Kind of cute. Ish. With his buzzed head, his mirrored aviator sunglasses, a vintage green Mountain Dew shirt on (nice build) and frayed jeans (nice ass), he wasn’t the Brayden of last semester.


    Wow, he’d grown up.


    For some stupid reason, she walked over to him and he was like, “What’s up, Jules?” They never spoke, so how he could so casually address her after all the horrible things she’s said about him was unnerving.


    “Nice ride,” she said. “Those wheels are sick.”


    “Thanks.”


    After a moment of looking at him, she said, “You look different.” He turned around and appraised her, glasses still on, his body not all the way facing hers, but sideways, like he wanted space, but maybe not. She fought the urge to take a step back. He smelled good, like expensive cologne, the kind you can put on without making everyone else think you bathed in it.


    OMG, who is this guy?! she was thinking.


    “Different how?” he said, leaning back on the trunk of his car, the very smallest of grins playing out on his face. He had that rugged sort of bad boy thing going on. Nope, he had swag.


    He got his confidence, she thought. He got it big time.


    “Take off your glasses,” she said, changing her tact.


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “You look like you’ve been up to trouble this summer,” he said, ignoring her demand that he disrobe his eyes.


    She smiled a little, even though the comment stung a bit, too, because he was right. “You hit the nail right on the head on that one.”


    “And?”


    “And now I’m ready to get back to my education.”


    He snorted and said, “Jesus, you sound like a back-to-school ad.” Then he turned around, popped his trunk. The lid jumped and he gathered up not a suitcase, but a big cluster of shopping bags.


    “You don’t have to be rude,” she said. He had his back to her now, so he couldn’t see the look on her face. Did he do this on purpose? she wondered. This was not the same Brayden she knew!


    “I’m not. I wrongfully assumed you were going to tell me about clubs and parties and all the college guys you just couldn’t get enough of. You know girls after summer break. They are always bragging about their endless summers.”


    “I’m not like that,” she said. This stopped him and it was then he took off his glasses and looked right at her. His eyes were intense. And so clear. And the way he was looking at her, it wasn’t the same way Emery looked at her. This was different, calming. Like he was amused by her rather than infatuated. Most guys were infatuated, so this was…new.


    “Now that’s not the Julie Sanderson I know and don’t love.”


    Behind her, she heard Cameron huff out a sigh and then cough, and finally her friend said, “When you’re done masturbating all over his car, can we go please? My fucking feet hurt.”


    “Maybe I’m different,” she said, ignoring Cameron. He cocked an eyebrow in challenge to her. Looking at his car, she said, “This one is so much better than that depressing heap of shit you were driving last semester.”


    “Well, then,” he said, and she realized how white his teeth were. He put his glasses back on and looked past her at Cameron long enough to let Julie know her friend no longer fazed him.


    She smiled, tilted her head sideways in a you-no-longer-faze-me-either sort of way. Even though he totally did. Which was weird. “I’ll catch ya later,” she said before rejoining Cameron at the limo.


    While they were heading up to the dorms, Cameron said, “Why on earth were you talking to him?”


    “Why not?”


    “He’s freaking Brayden James. I mean, ew, you know?”


    “He seems different,” she said, her voice sounding light and faraway. Like she was still stuck thinking about Brayden, which she was.


    “We all look different,” Cameron said, fighting with her bags. “It’s called growing up. It is what we’re doing every day now, Julie. Like as we speak.” When Julie didn’t reply, Cameron said, “He did look bigger, though. Like…muscular, or something.”


    “Yeah, he looked good.”


    Cameron stopped walking, a snotty look on her face, like she’d just eaten a hot cow turd she thought was an oatmeal cookie. “Ew. Seriously, freaking ew.”
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    After Brayden left his bags in his room, he strolled through campus heading over to Holland’s office/lab to see about Georgia. Yesterday Brooklyn text him saying they moved her.


    Kids were arriving by the hour, the campus quickly filling, but he didn’t see anyone he liked enough to talk to on the way there. Which was sad. It was sad because mostly he hated these people with all their effortless perfection. He turned his thoughts elsewhere. To the lovely Brooklyn, a gorgeous woman named after a hard city. He appreciated her keeping him current on Georgia’s progress ever since Brayden dropped her off at the San Francisco lab.


    Brooklyn explained how the third variation of New York’s DNA cocktail finally caught. The first two hadn’t taken, so they used a different super virus for the delivery. As of two days ago, the genetic material was stable and replicating properly. She said this was great news, and timely considering school was starting tomorrow.


    Brayden arrived at the lab expecting to see Quentin, but hoping to see Brooklyn. What he did not expect was to see a new girl filling Arabelle’s desk already. An image of the Russian woman leapt into his mind. He was in the SF lab and Abby had just been shot and killed when Gerhard walked back in the lab with Arabelle draped over his arms. She was dead. And it was a horrible image he couldn’t seem to shake. One that left him feeling gut-punched and blue. He staggered backwards a step, his head swimming, then regained his balance.


    “Are you okay?” the new girl asked.


    She was beautiful, every bit as stunning as Arabelle, but younger, maybe late teens, early twenties. Her hair was cut short, an A-line that came to her chin, and her makeup was bold reds and smoky eyes. The most unsettling thing about her, however, were her eyes. Like Arabelle’s they were deep purple. Amethyst. In that second, he realized she was one of Holland’s subjects, a product of his science. A GMO girl.


    But those eyes…


    “I’m okay, it’s just, I knew the woman who was here before you, Nurse Arabelle.” When she didn’t reply, he cleared his throat, then extended a hand and said, “I’m sorry. I’m Brayden, and you are?”


    She looked at his hand, didn’t take it and said, “Raven. Who are you here to see?”


    “Raven, you said?”


    “Yes.”


    Just then it dawned on him. “You took Rebecca back to Palo Alto the other day, right?” This seemed to unsteady her a bit. She nodded. “You should’ve stayed. What you did for her was…it was really nice. If you knew the sacrifices we made to get her back home, you would understand.”


    She didn’t blink her eyes. Not once. And she didn’t smile. She was every bit as cold as Arabelle. Perhaps she was Arabelle’s daughter. If not of flesh and blood, then of her DNA.


    He withdrew his hand and said, “I’m here to see Quentin Russell. Or Doctor Holland if he’s available, but preferably Quentin. Unless Brooklyn is available. I’m okay seeing her, too.”


    She smiled an empty, placating smile, then in a monotone voice said, “I’ll get Quentin for you.”


    “I’m not sure if he’s expecting me,” Brayden said, but she was already on her way down the hall leaving him with deep, troubled thoughts. Was he ever going to shake the aftereffects of this summer?


    When Quentin arrived up front, it was with Raven, and she wouldn’t take her eyes off of him. In her he saw a sadness he couldn’t identify, or perhaps she lost some of her personality in her transformation, if that’s how she became the way she was. Either way, he wanted to spend a little more time with her, but he couldn’t.


    He followed Quentin Russell down the hallway listening to the man talk about Georgia’s progress, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Raven and her purple eyes. They were Arabelle’s eyes, and Abby’s eyes for a short while, and they were both startling and upsetting.


    “Who is that girl?” Brayden interrupted Quentin to ask, like he hadn’t been listening to a single thing the man was saying.


    “I don’t know,” Quentin said. “She’s new.”


    “Her eyes—”


    “Yeah, I know. Anyways, I was just beginning the process of waking her up when you arrived. I’m about to drain her.”


    Georgia.


    His heart couldn’t take much more of this. There was so much hope and fear and anxiety in him that it all sort of crammed together and fought each other all at once, leaving him feeling like he wanted to puke or scream or break things. More than anything, he was dying to be done with this place, with the GMO version of his friends, and just start school. The sooner he could leave his past behind, the better.


    That’s when his cell phone buzzed. It was Netty. He silenced the ring. After she’d told him earlier today she couldn’t see him and he couldn’t see her because her mother was throwing a bitch fit all over the place about Brayden, he was like, “It is what it is.”


    In the lab, Georgia was one of seven people in glass canisters. There were four girls and two boys in the others, all of them floating in stasis, all of them beautiful beyond measure. He wanted to ask Quentin if they were clones or bought-and-paid-for children. Honestly though, he didn’t want to know. After what happened with Rebecca and Abby, Brayden couldn’t afford to let himself care.


    Quentin pressed a sequence of buttons. The wake up solution was pumped into the pink liquid Georgia was floating in, and moments later she started to move. Quentin pressed another series of buttons, and the container began to drain while shifting from its vertical to its horizontal axis. When she was laid flat out, Brayden realized just how attractive she was, and how much he missed her. Of all the people who deserved to be well again, it was Georgia. There wasn’t a wrong bone in her body, even though she could set people on fire and kill them.


    “Technically you’re not supposed to be here,” Quentin said, “especially with our clients in various states of undress.”


    She was nude.


    “Nothing I haven’t seen before,” Brayden said. He wasn’t avoiding looking at her, but he wasn’t staring either. His heart was a hot, throbbing mess wondering if she would wake up with emotions in tact this time. He was praying she would. “If it’s any consolation, I’ve seen her in this state of undress on numerous occasions, so it won’t be a big thing.”


    When the fluids were drained from both the canister and her, Georgia opened her eyes, blinking several long, slow blinks. Brayden stood over the top of her, his eyes looking for any signs of life in there. She started to focus on him, and this was good. He let himself breathe.


    “Brayden?” she said, her voice breaking.


    He brushed wet strands of hair out of her face, then cupped her cheek and said, “Yeah, it’s me.”


    It took her a few minutes to fully come to, and when she did, she looked down at her body, at her nudity, and then she started to cry.


    “What’s wrong?” Brayden said.


    “I’m embarrassed that I’m naked right now,” she said, laughing and crying at the same time. As Quentin put towels over her breasts and vagina, Brayden’s heart exploded with joy. He knew exactly what that meant: she could feel again.


    “I was hoping you’d say that,” he said with a shaky voice.


    A few moments later, while Georgia was beaming and telling Brayden she missed him, Raven entered the room. She just stood in the doorway watching. A moment later, she turned and left. Then, a man who looked a lot like Holland, except larger and more muscular, came in behind her, looking chipper, which had Brayden’s brain doing flip flops. Was this Holland or not? He couldn’t be sure, even though he felt like the beast of a man was indeed the psychotic school doctor.


    “Brayden,” he said.


    “Enzo.”


    “And Georgia, my child. How are you?”


    “Who are you and what have you done with the other Dr. Holland?” Georgia replied, looking at him like he was a piece of abstract art she didn’t understand.


    “Like you, I have had a few adjustments made, and like you, my mind feels right again. I am so happy to see you smiling once more.”


    “The gap is gone,” she said, looking at Holland’s two front teeth.


    “And I feel like a new man because of it.”


    “Well there’s entirely too much sunshine in here for me,” Brayden said, feeling so much better that his mind automatically went to the new girl—Raven. He wanted to talk to her, to get the skinny on her. “Georgia, I’ll be waiting for you when you’re done with your tests.”


    “She has already passed her tests,” Dr. Holland said.


    She nodded at Brayden, took his hand in hers and said, “Thank you for everything you’ve done.” Tears formed in her eyes, giving them a lustrous shine. Honestly, that was the best thing he’d seen all summer. His friend was back.


    “Enzo,” Brayden said. His way of saying you still suck, good-bye.


    “Brayden,” he replied, his tone the same.


    Up in the lounge, he looked for Raven, but she was gone. In her seat was a delicate child with black hair and curious eyes.


    “Who are you?” Brayden asked. He already had an idea, but he wanted to hear her say it.


    “Alice,” she replied.


    She was wearing a long white dress with sparkling sandals that looked fitting for her if she was from the eighteen hundreds. Ah, the indelible Alice. The creepy little thing he heard so much about but never met in person. She didn’t look so scary. She was cute, actually. But in a scruffy sort of way. She looked up, brushed the bangs out of her face and all he saw was a child.


    “Alice, have you seen Raven?”


    Alice simply got up and left the receptionist area. She went down the hall. “Okay,” he said, dragging the word out.


    A moment later—somewhere down the hall—a door opened, and then a door shut. Then, when he was getting ready to grab a seat in the receptionist area until Georgia was done getting dressed, he heard the sound of the same door opening again.


    Raven came into the lounge. “Yes?”


    “I wanted to talk to you,” he said. Her expression gave nothing away. And he could not stop looking at her eyes. He was practically mesmerized.


    “Why?”


    “Are you a student here?” he said. She shrugged her shoulders. “Well are you new to the area, or are you a local?”


    “No. I don’t know. I’m busy right now,” she said. She acted like she wanted nothing to do with him. Which was weird because, before, she couldn’t stop staring at him.


    “Me, too. I’m about to start reading one of these super interesting magazines that have been sitting here since last semester. Those in the out-of-date section, which is the only section here, really. I like the one where Kim Kardashian isn’t pregnant yet. The first or second time. I’ve read about her struggles with…whatever…three times already and it’s still such an amazing story I really can’t remember at all.”


    She actually laughed, and this filled him with hope. Maybe he hadn’t lost his game after all. And maybe she wasn’t such a robot, either.


    “So if you’ll please excuse me,” he said, waving her off, “I’ve got things to do, too.”


    With a smile, she left. To him Raven’s smile was a small but sufficient victory. Several minutes later, Georgia appeared bright-eyed and airy, and for a moment, he forgot about Alice, Raven and Abby, and thought only of her.


    “You look radiant,” he said, and she hugged him fiercely.


    “I almost forgot what it was like to feel,” she replied when she was done crushing on him with her appreciation. “Walk me to my room?”


    “Do you have your key?”


    She made an empty expression, then said, “I don’t know.”


    “We’ll go to admin and get you a new one. Then we’ll order you some clothes online since those were the same ones you wore in here last time,” he said, pointing to her jeans and blouse, “when I dropped you off at the San Francisco office I mean.”


    “What about my bags?” she said. “From Vegas?”


    Oh, yeah, he thought. From when she’d come to see him. He’d forgotten all about them. A moment later, Alice came hobbling out of the back room with Georgia’s suitcase. She looked so tiny trying to wrestle it forward. Georgia merely looked at her, as if the sight of the girl was somehow offensive. Then Brayden remembered the story of Gerhard forcing her to kill a young boy, and how when she did, it was Alice who set his corpse on fire.


    Alice, her sister in DNA.


    “Alice,” Georgia said, like the taste of her name on Georgia’s tongue was foul. Alice didn’t look at her right away, she just steadied the bag at her feet, then looked up through her bangs at Georgia.


    After a stare down no one was winning, Alice said, “Can you still do it?”


    “Do what?” Georgia said, low and mean.


    And this is where Alice’s skin started to assume a strange, greyish pallor. “Burn things,” she said with a fair amount of delight in her voice. Brayden wasn’t sure, but for a second, the room seemed to rise a degree or two in temperature.


    “I don’t know,” Georgia said, making her hands into fists. Not to fight, but to hide the circular pattern of little stingers if they were, in fact, still there.


    Those things scared Brayden.


    “Try,” the girl said, almost excited, her skin still assuming a very different shade. Her eyes were getting darker by the second.


    “No,” Georgia snapped. Then turning to Brayden, she said, “Let’s go. Now.”


    Brayden didn’t wait. He ushered her to the front door and then out onto Astor’s main campus.


    Outside, students were everywhere. The campus actually had that busy feeling like it had been asleep for three months and was now waking up again. “That’s one unsettled little girl,” he said.


    Walking beside him, Georgia looked at him and said, “You have no idea.”


    “Georgia?” someone said behind them.


    Georgia and Brayden both turned around to see Cicely and Tempest, formerly Victoria and Bridget before their most recent transformation. The three of them were the non-triplets at one point in time. They were inseparable and they each looked exactly alike, but they weren’t blood related. An error on Gerhard’s part he rectified with Victoria (now Cicely) and Bridget (now Tempest), but not with Georgia until recently. Cicely and Tempest looked different; only Georgia retained the better part of her “non-triplet” looks.


    “Yes?” Georgia said. Then the two girls squealed and ran to Georgia.


    “It’s us,” Cicely said, grabbing her.


    The way they fell into excited hugging and giddiness, it was like old times. Lately there had been very few moments where Brayden felt anything good, and this was surely one of them. He savored the freedom of it, the lightness of the moment. He joined them. Brayden’s reception was nearly the same as Georgia’s.


    Nothing can compare to friends, he thought.


    Nothing.


    At the same time that was happening, Julie and Cameron were walking by with Theresa. The three of them were smiling, too, and Julie was looking at him. Cameron was in some deep conversation with Theresa and Theresa was trying to include Julie, but Julie was not listening to a word she was saying because she was looking at him, at all the girls around him.


    Social proof, he was thinking.


    Yep.


    His eyes met Julie’s and she didn’t frown or flip him off. And then Georgia startled him by kissing him near the mouth and saying, “This guy saved me, seriously.”


    He came back to the three of them; all eyes were on him.


    “He got me to Vegas, then San Francisco, then here,” Georgia said. “Without him, and I am not exaggerating, I wouldn’t have endured. You’re my guardian angel, Brayden. Seriously.”


    She hugged him again, super tight and Cicely and Tempest were like, “Awe…” but super drawn out.


    The day was starting well, his junior year even better.


    But just then, a good looking kid—a boy who could be a sophomore, a junior or even a senior by the look of him (he was six feet tall, and a good two hundred pounds of proportioned muscle)—breezed past them. It wasn’t the new kid who caught Brayden’s eye, though. It was the girl in the Yoga pants and long blouse walking beside him. There was something about her he couldn’t identify. A familiarity he couldn’t place. Tempest watched the two of them, talking amongst each other in the way two strangers who are out of their element busy themselves with surface conversation so they don’t have to talk to others. All other eyes followed.


    “Jesus,” Cicely said, “look at him.”


    “Look at her,” Tempest said. “You can already tell she’s going to be a turbo bitch.”


    Just then Cicely gasped, like she’d seen a ghost. “Do you know who that is?” she all but whispered.


    “No, who?” Georgia asked, leaning into the group, fighting not to be obvious. Everyone else on campus, however, they were doing the exact same thing in the wake of the girl: leaning into each other, fast whispering, doing that over-the-shoulder gawking thing.


    The name fell out of Cicely’s mouth like a dying breath. “Sindee.”


    “Who’s Cindy?” Brayden said.


    “No, Sindee,” she said, spelling it out for him. “From the TV show Lies & Lays. She’s only the hottest thing on TV these days.”


    Now Brayden was staring, but not getting it. She was cute, yes, with a sensational figure, but then again, that was practically everyone at this genetically sound school.


    He didn’t really get it.


    “She’s on the CW,” Cicely said. “She’s Deandra—a delightfully shy sophomore in high school by day, and Sindee with an S—a high dollar escort—by night. It’s like a show on secrets and lies and multiple identities. It’s pretty racy, even for the CW, but super intense, too.”


    Brayden thought she looked snotty. The way she wouldn’t look at any of them when she strutted her shit across campus, he didn’t know what to expect, only that every guy is school was going to drool and make fools of themselves to know her name. That’s how it was here, when a new special someone arrived—they got all the attention. One other thing though, her ass was not just an ass, it was a work of art.


    “I want her butt,” Georgia said.


    “Me, too,” Brayden echoed. Then he realized what he had said and tried to regain his composure. “But honestly, Georgia, your ass is every bit as sexy as hers. More so actually.”


    “Really?” she said, batting her eyelashes in mock exaggeration. “More so?”


    “It’s because it’s attached to you, and I’m practically in love with you, so there.”


    Again, he got more “Awe’s” from the girls. A guy could get used to this! And it would continue, so long as he didn’t sleep with any of them. Which was the downside of being friends with girls. You get to know them, see all the good in them, and that makes you want them even more, but the minute you do the horizontal in-and-out, all that goes bye-bye.


    “Listen,” he said, “I’m going to unpack my things and let you girls have time catching up with each other.”


    Cicely and Tempest both leaned forward and planted kisses on his cheeks and, swear to Jesus, it was the best he felt in maybe forever. Georgia kissed him on the mouth, like she had at the airport, and this both confused and excited him. Actually it confused and excited all of them. And that’s why later, when he saw Abby walking with Damien, it stung so much more.


    She was not in the group. Not really in their lives anymore.


    More to the point, Abby wasn’t Abby anymore. Yet she was here, alive. And with that handsome, narcissistic prick no less. Damien Rhodes. Abby saw Brayden, but didn’t bother to even acknowledge him.


    Is this rock bottom? he wondered, feeling himself hitting a new low. Or is this one more bilious feeling I won’t be able to shake?


    Then he started missing Maggie and it all got bad from there.


    
3


    I’ve been warned.


    Outside the door to the lab, I wait for Holland to finish getting up to speed on the arrival of the new models. The boys and girls in the tanks. He and Quentin then turn to discussions on Rebecca’s little survivor, how to replicate the birthing process, and if they can get a more regular supply of Monarch girls from the Richmond office. The distaste I sense in Holland’s mind at the mention of Monarch Enterprises is abysmal. No. Not abysmal. I feel it as a deep and ferocious hatred he bears for the Director. He aches to dismember the man. Even now, even in his healed state, murderous emotions simmer beneath the surface, waiting to take shape. He’s thinking the Director being dead will set him right. He is, after all, the man responsible for having Arabelle killed. For having Abby, me, killed.


    The information stops me for a second, hits me like a punch.


    The architect of my demise. Of Arabelle’s demise. Our killer.


    The blood drains from my face as I flee from Holland’s mind. This crawling into the minds of others, I almost don’t know I’m doing it, that’s how effortless it’s become.


    What he doesn’t know, what I may or may not tell him at some point, is Quentin Russell, a.k.a. Tate Russell, is also a responsible party to these deaths of ours. To Holland, Quentin says, “I’ll contact the Director, order three new girls. We can inseminate them right away.”


    “Okay,” Holland replies, eyes pouring over Heim’s notes, “but we’ll need to use reduced doses of the Fountain of Youth serum. And add two intervals to the normal regimen.” Looking up at Quentin, he says, “For this to work, the donor has to survive every single time without all the…birthing drama, otherwise we’ll fail the clinical trials.”


    “We don’t need clinical trials,” Quentin says.


    “We’re doing them anyway,” Holland says. “I’m not cutting any corners. Not with this program, and not if you want to replenish your lost wealth by going public with it.”


    Holland’s statement takes me by surprise. A man who was once nicknamed “The Angel of Death,” he isn’t one I would say has much of a moral compass, much less one pointing north. It must be his latest transformation.


    Maybe he’ll be okay after all.


    Then again, as much as I’m feeling good about his sudden brush with integrity in this set of experiments, what he’s doing is the same thing he has always done, and that is experimenting on unwitting humans. And in this case, it is countless girls being impregnated against their will in a test that has proven all but fatal, until Rebecca came along and surprised them all by living.


    Still a monster, my mind says.


    “And the child?” I hear Quentin ask.


    I’m standing outside the door, eavesdropping the old fashioned way—with my actual ears. I consider penetrating their minds again, listening to the conversation from much closer, maybe even hijack their mouths and give my own opinion, but I refuse to do that. I can’t slip into their minds for long before I start seeing and feeling all the horrors locked inside.


    I’ve been warned.


    The doctor from Dulce who is neither human nor alien said I will use my powers and eventually die. Just like everyone else like me. If dying is a condition of using my powers, I will not use them, unless it’s an emergency. If anything, I want to prove that inhuman beast wrong.


    “I want the new serum injected into them, too,” Holland says. “Reduced levels, though. Do a fifty percent dosage overall, and reduce components D738 through D745 and component P238 by twenty percent. Oh, and make sure you add the new protein variant. This should give the kids a good long life without making them like…like Raven. Or me.”


    “The variant for the kids is different than what we’ll use for the embryos, right?”


    “Yes,” Holland says. “It’s not fully ready though.”


    “How long?” Quentin asks.


    “Soon.”


    “That girl scares the shit out of me,” Quentin says, changing topics. “Raven.”


    Oh, so now we’ve changed subjects to me? Great.


    “She’s just a girl,” Holland spits, as if offended Quentin even gave me mention.


    “I shot her in the face when she woke up,” Quentin says. He’s whispering now, too low for me to hear, and this forces me to jump into his head. I want to know what he’s thinking.


    Even though I’ve been warned.


    “The minute she opened her eyes,” Quentin continues, “I pulled the trigger. The bottom half of her face opened up like a goddamn gore-show, but then she…she stopped time man.”


    “You’ve got an overactive imagination,” Holland replies. Looking at Holland through Quentin’s eyes is quieting. Holland doesn’t believe what he’s saying and Quentin knows it. “I suggest you focus on this and our miracle child and let me handle Raven.”


    “She didn’t just stop time, Holland, she reversed it. She drew the pellets out of her face like…magically or something…and then she started to heal. Right before my eyes.”


    “So?”


    “You don’t find that—”


    “This world holds very few surprises for me, Mr. Russell. And after awhile, it will hold very few for you as well. In the mean time, I will talk with Raven. I think it’s time.”


    Time for what? I wonder.


    I pull out of Quentin’s mind and hurry back to the break room where Alice is watching reruns of the MTV Music Awards. When I sit down on the couch beside her, she doesn’t even seem to notice. She just sits there like a doll. No expression at all.


    A few minutes later, Holland appears. “Raven?” he says. I get up, brush past him and walk out of the room, heading straight to his office. Pulling out the chair in front of his desk, I take a seat and wait.


    “You knew what I wanted?” he says, following me into his office. “That I wanted to talk to you, here, in my office?”


    “I always do. Already told you that.”


    “In Dulce,” he says, “I remember. I just thought that after this latest transformation—”


    “Different in some ways, the same in others,” I say.


    “Well then—”


    “I know you have this idea of how our conversation is going to go, but I don’t want to have that conversation.”


    “Oh?” he asks, settling into his plush leather chair.


    “I need money and a more permanent place to stay, not that I don’t appreciate living in your home with you and the gang.”


    “What do you suggest?” he says, bristling at my sarcasm. He slides open a desk drawer (which I learned two semesters ago has a chiller built into it), pulls out a frosted bottle of Vodka and pours himself a glass. The bottle is beautiful. It says Beluga. I get the feeling it’s not cheap Vodka. My eyes drill down into his as he takes a pull from his glass. He licks his lips, satisfied, then says, “Are you in my head right now?”


    “Do you feel that niggling on your brain, like your eyes aren’t exactly yours and your body could be hijacked from you at any minute?”


    “No.”


    “Do you feel me tasting your Vodka for you, or me bending your will?”


    “No.”


    “Did you say the word ‘no,’ or did I say it for you?”


    He puts his hand on the Beluga, almost like it’s a security blanket, or a place of peace. “I said it.”


    “There’s your answer,” I reply. “I have a proposition you need to say yes to.”


    He takes another long drink, finishing the glass in one swallow, then says, “Fine. If you insist.”


    “I will work for you, keep doing what Arabelle did—and you can pay me—but not what you paid her. I want to learn things. I want to know everything you know. Molecular biology, genetics, all that stuff. Call it a partnership. Which means I want ‘the partnership percentage’ of your earnings as well.”


    He gives a little dismissive laugh, refills his glass. “All my partners are dead, except for Quentin.”


    “Ah, the Virginia Company.”


    “Yes,” he says, looking at his filled glass. “Don’t need more partners. Don’t want more partners.”


    “We’re going to be partners.” I tell him. “Think of me as being in charge of oversight.”


    “I don’t need a teenage babysitter,” he says, running his index finger along the rim of the glass and then putting it in his mouth for a less generous sip than before. “And I won’t have you putting a damper on my creativity with your ignorance and youthful morality. If it’s money you require, I’ll oblige you, seeing that your not a Swann anymore.”


    “Penniless is my current state of affairs.”


    “Money is not an issue.”


    “It is for me. But so are your ethics. Rather your fluctuating ethics.”


    He finishes the Vodka in a single gulp. “You barely have a concept of life,” he says. His voice is venomous, laced with impatience. He pours another glass, three fingers worth.


    “Nevertheless, tell me we have a deal.”


    “I’m one hundred and four years old, one hundred and five in March. And you? You’re a child. Barely, what?—sixteen? Seventeen?”


    “I turned seventeen in April.”


    “Whoopdie-fucking-doo. Seventeen. I’ve got shoes older than you and you want to run oversight on me?”


    I jolt forward, smoke him with my eyes. “You’re damn right I want to run oversight on you. You’re impregnating children against their will and they’re dying. Dying.”


    “No.”


    The staring contest begins. He breaks first, but only to refill the glass tumbler. Then: “I am not going to play this silly game at the expense of my Beluga,” he says, holding up his glass like it’s Exhibit A.


    “I can make you say yes and mean it, Holland. Gerhard. Mengele.” I snap off each and every name like I’m breaking steel in half. Like each name is an assault on his character. “But you already know that, don’t you? All it takes is me losing my temper. Is that what you want? Because I’m on the verge these days. More so then ever.”


    “You are who you are because I made you that way!” he says, slapping the flat of his hand on his desk. It sounds like a gunshot in the room.


    “Not just you,” I say, calmly, leaning back in my chair with a crooked smile. “Dulce.”


    He takes a deep swig of his Vodka and I cross my legs, like the conversation is boring me to death even though we’re both so agitated the oxygen we’re breathing feels charged with static. Then, sitting up, I reach toward him with one hand out. There’s still two feet between us, but he looks worried. I slip my invisible hand into his chest, clamping imaginary fingers around his fast beating heart. In my mind, my fingers clutch the muscle, then squeeze. He snorts out loud—an embarrassing sound—then sets his drink on the desk with a shaking hand. He grabs at his chest, bucking forward, eyes shot through with disbelief.


    “I can end your life, Holland,” my mouth says, calmly. “Any time I please, I can put an end to your very existence. Me, a child of just seventeen.”


    With my free hand, I point a finger at his chest and draw an invisible line down his shirt. The fabric burns in a brown line beneath my will. Then it flaps open exposing his brand new chest. A perfect, young looking chest. My pointing finger becomes a hand full of claws that—even from this distance—start digging into the air between us. My efforts play out on his skin, that flawless new flesh with that fresh-out-of-the-wrapper smell.


    The way I’m feeling right now, it’s better than euphoric. It’s…godlike. My face grows warm, the room growing and shrinking in shades of white and black.


    Five finger-divots appear in his chest, red, pressing and deep. The skin hits bone, starts to split and weep. He’s struggling to breathe. But at the same time he’s pawing at his chest, trying to contain his panic, even though that’s an impossible task. My invisible fingers work in through his ribs, threatening to break them, to snap them like old sticks.


    “I’m going to pull out your heart and show it to you, Enzo. And then I’m going to cut off your head and burn the whole mess of you. Then, when I’m done sweeping up your ashes, I will scatter them in each of the four women’s toilets where pieces of shit like you belong. You think you’re immortal? Four flushes of four toilets say you’re not.”


    His face is a strange shade of purple, because my grip on his heart is growing tighter and tighter. Surprisingly, it feels justified. Liberating. Part of my mind is like, just do it. Just end him. But the other part says, you’ve been warned. Dulce. The doctor. The man who’s neither human nor alien.


    I’ve been warned.


    In retaliation to that thought, I withdraw my invisible hands. He slumps forward, gasping for air. “I really hope you realize you’re not in control here. You realize that, right? Just think it and I’ll know.”


    His brain thinks it. It thinks that he’s not in control. He takes another breath and the red holes in his chest begin knitting themselves back together.


    Sounding breathless, smoothing back his black hair, Dr. Holland says, “This is…a rather unbecoming abuse of power…young lady.”


    “Change the face, change the past, change the future, but I’m still me. Still that sarcastic, violent little shit you can’t scrape off the bottom of your shoe.”


    “You’re a miserable nuisance is what you are,” he says, resting a shaky hand on the glass of Vodka. He lifts it a good six inches, pauses, then sets it down. “How much do you want?” he asks, still too breathless to soak his voice with the hatred he feels for me. “For pay?”


    So many numbers roll around in my head. One hundred thousand keeps popping up, but my father said if ever you’re about to negotiate, think of what you want, then add a little more so you can negotiate down to your number, if need be.


    “A million.”


    “Fine,” he says, like a million is no big thing. Shit. I’ve left money on the table. “And thirty percent of the bottom line on the projects I participate in,” I add.


    “As pay for oversight?” he practically barks. The outburst belabors the pain that started to recede inside his chest, sparking it up again. He folds forward the slightest bit, reaches for his chest, but stops. He’s mortified that I’ve bested him. He refuses me further satisfaction.


    “Amongst other things,” I hear myself say, completely unconcerned. At this point, I have got to believe it’s all just theatrics with him.


    He pushes the Vodka away, then looks at me with freshly bloodshot eyes. “Such as?”


    I relax a bit, say, “Consultant. Or assistant. Whatever it is you need me to do to justify my percentage.”


    “You’re a goddamn terrorist,” he spits.


    I reach out my hand and say, “So we have a deal?”


    He refuses to shake my hand. Instead, he gets out his checkbook and writes me a check for one million dollars. The writing isn’t perfect, but it doesn’t look like it was written during a massive earthquake either. He tears it off, flings it at me.


    “A boatload of good this is going to do me,” I say, looking at the blank space where there should be a name. My name.


    “If you give me your full name, I’ll create an ID packet for you. Then you can fill it in.”


    “I want to be twenty-one,” I hear myself say. “Not because I’m dying to be older. Or vote.”


    “Then why?”


    “It’s stupid,” I say. “Really stupid.”


    “Everything about you is stupid,” he snarls, coughing.


    The truth is, I want to be twenty-one because Jake won’t be with me until I’m of age. Abby isn’t twenty-one, but that doesn’t mean Raven can’t be. And I’m dying to be with Jake. This truth, however, is mine. Not worth admitting to a psychotic, ex-Nazi death camp doctor.


    When my mouth stays closed long enough to make my lack of an answer known, he says, “I need a last name, Raven. I can’t just write Raven.”


    “I’ll have to get back with you on that one.”


    “Take your time,” he says. “I’m earning eight grand a month in interest on that money.”


    I swipe the check off the desk and head back up front to where Arabelle’s old romance novels sit in two stacks: one stack for those she read (there are nine of them and the spines are worn), and another stack of five she planned to read, judging by their flawless exteriors.


    It takes me awhile to understand Arabelle, but reading the backs of these books helps me see her better. Each novel is—to one degree or another—about a broken woman being swept up and saved by a handsome, successful man. Like the heroines in these novels, I suspect she only wanted to be saved. In the end, however, Arabelle died a horrible death.


    The first book I consider reading is about a Russian immigrant and his young family, and how they fled Stalin’s reign and found freedom. The novel centers on the immigrant’s daughter, a sixteen year old named Tatyana who was beaten by members of Stalin’s army and raped before she was saved by her father and whisked off to America. There she supposedly meets a princely lawyer, eventually the family attorney, and from there it’s anyone’s guess.


    Wounded hearts and bodies will heal; our heroine is a damaged woman who will, at first, detest the attorney before falling for him, and then she will, in all likelihood, marry him and live happily ever after with his two point three children. Oh, and judging the book by its cover, along the way bodice’s will likely be ripped and vaginas will most certainly be conquered.


    As I contemplate this romance novel, and Arabelle, I can’t help wondering about my own ending. What will become of me? Will I ever have my happily-ever-after?


    Great. Now I’m thinking about my father, Netty, Brayden, Rebecca and Margaret, and in my mind, I know I’m not strong enough to blaze my own trails in life. They are my home, these people, my safety net. The truth is ugly, but it dawns on me, leaving me with bigger problems to consider: no one loses everyone they love and deems that a happily-ever-after.
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    Brayden was unpacking his things when Damien knocked on his dorm room door. He left the door and the window open on purpose—to air out the place from summer break—but seeing Damien, he was thinking maybe he should’ve shut it.


    The door, not the window.


    Seeing Damien with Abby, the after-Abby looking so happy to talk to him (when she had no clue who he was, or know how deeply he’d disappointed the before-Abby), was like Damien getting a free pass for having been a douchy McDouchebag to her. Yet there she fell, right into his arms, as smitten as ever. It curled Brayden’s shorthairs. Pissed him off. Naturally this was guy-code for him feeling like a pouty, jealous girl.


    “What’s up, Brayden?” Damien said, oblivious to Brayden’s mood as he stepped inside the room.


    Damien’s hair was a little longer on top with a pomade shine, and cut super short on the sides. It was the current trend. Androgynous as his face was, he could have done whatever he wanted with his hair and it would’ve looked good because he wasn’t a natural toad, which was how Brayden felt about himself. A scarred up toad. That was half the reason he quietly despised his pseudo-friend and classmate. The other reason was because Damien had Abby’s affection at one point in time, and he abused it. Took her for granted. Broke her heart for not being a natural beauty. Now it seemed he was getting the do-over of the century and he didn’t deserve it.


    “Hey,” Brayden replied, lackluster.


    “So, summer was terrific,” he said, starting the conversation. “I interned for a prestigious law firm in the city—Yates, Peterson and Scott—and I learned a ton. I even got to sit in on some trials. In the courtroom, that is. Not at council’s table, but close enough.”


    “Sounds exciting.” Still monotone. Still irritated. Brayden started unpacking. Damien took the hint, but not so much that he left Brayden alone.


    “So Abby’s here,” Damien said, reaching.


    “Yep. Saw you two together. Looks like you’re getting along fine.”


    “Nothing like amnesia to erase all your unsavory moments,” he said with a laugh he cut short when he realized Brayden wasn’t laughing with him. “I was a jerk to her.”


    Brayden stopped, turned around and said, “Yeah, you were. Try not to be again. You’ve got no clue as to what she has been through. What all of us have been through for her to even be alive today.”


    “I kind of do. I mean, you told me everything, didn’t you?”


    “She was…dead. Now she’s someone else.”


    “Does she remember…you guys being friends? When she was Savannah, I mean? Does she remember any of that?”


    “She can’t even remember her own family, much less me and you and all of her friends. She’s…she’s like a blank slate, man.”


    Just then the tall kid with the TV star sister popped his head in Brayden’s room, taking them both by surprise. He could be Justin Bieber’s larger, slightly younger brother for the way he looked. Girls were going to love him, which irritated Brayden. Everyone in this place was so much better looking than him.


    “Hey guys, I’m Tavares Baldridge,” he said, chipper, but not like he was heading a pep-rally, or running for class president. More like he was just a decent guy. “You both live on this floor?” He was referring to Damien at this point since he was all but standing inside Brayden’s room now.


    “I’m Brayden and this is Damien,” he said getting up. Tavares shook both their hands. He had a relaxed grip and an infectious smile. The kid’s demeanor made Brayden think of Paul Walker, from the Fast and Furious movies, if Walker and Bieber were half brothers. He sort of liked him already. Which aggravated him even more.


    “I’m in this room,” Brayden said.


    “And I’m upstairs,” Damien said.


    “Groovy,” he said. “I’m next door. Just wanted to stop by real quick and introduce myself.”


    Brayden and Damien said good-bye to him and almost the second Tavares went inside his room next door, Caden showed up to say hello. He was on this floor this year, down the hall.


    “How was your summer?” he asked Brayden with enthusiasm. When you don’t see each other for three months at a time, you all end up asking the same questions. Still, Caden had that new semester high going on. Good for him.


    Mostly shitty, Brayden wanted to say. Instead, he said, “It was interesting. Didn’t quite go the way I thought it would’ve gone. But whatever. I’m looking forward to this semester, if only to put the last three months behind me.”


    “Sounds intense,” Caden said.


    Even though he was from back east, Caden had that surfer look going for him. Shaggy blonde hair that looked good on him, medium build, tanned skin—probably from tanning beds and not the sun.


    “I met three loves of my life,” Brayden said, “and now all three are pissed off at me, so school’s kind of a welcomed change of scenery.”


    Caden smiled wide, bobbed his head and said, “That’s awesome man. That you had time with them. Not awesome that they’re mad at you.”


    “It is what it is,” Brayden mused. “At least the sex was good.”


    “You did all three of them?” Caden asked. Staring at him, Brayden wondered if the tan was indeed fake. It looked real. Even Damien was all ears.


    “Yep. Shouldn’t have done that, but whatever. Lessons learned, right? What’d you do this summer?”


    “Mostly surfed. Found all the hot spots in L.A., Santa Cruz, Hawaii. Hell, I even spent two weeks in Australia.” He pulled up his shirt to the most spectacular six pack Brayden had ever seen. His muscles were actually cubed. Brayden was cut, but not like that.


    Guess the tan was real after all.


    “Holy shit,” Damien said. Damien looked like the lawyer life left him soft compared to Caden and Brayden. At least Brayden had one thing on his classmate. Then again, crisscrossed over his less defined six pack were the scars of his youth. Scars he was finally coming to terms with.


    “Speaking of being in shape…Brayden—my man—when the hell did you start lifting?” Caden asked.


    “In Vegas mostly. Few months back. Maybe more.”


    Caden high-fived him, which made almost no sense, then to Damien he said, “Dude, so what’s up with you?!”


    Looking less excited about his news, he said, “Interned at a law office, which sounds a bit boring next to spending the summer getting laid in Vegas or…surfing all over the world for three months.”


    Was it bad Brayden felt a grim swell of satisfaction knowing Damien had the most boring summer of all and ended up pasty white and not with abs? Probably not, he reasoned. Definitely not.


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    “I want to check out your new room,” Damien said, eying Brayden. He and Caden said they would catch up with him later and left, finally leaving Brayden to his unpacking. He had a feeling Damien was relieved Caden came by. It was a relief for them both.


    
5


    When he was done unpacking, Brayden went next door, knocked on Tavares’s door and when the boy answered, he said, “I hope you’ve got a decent laptop.” Right now he was itching to break into something, to cause some sort of digital destruction. If anything to blow off steam.


    “You don’t have one?” Tavares said.


    “It’s a long story involving the FBI and possible jail time,” he replied ever so casually.


    “Well you can borrow mine whenever you want,” he said. He’d changed into cut up light blue jeans, a white and green striped short sleeved t-shirt and white Vans shoes. He looked super laid-back, sort of preppy. After a moment, he said, “Unless you need it now.”


    He stepped aside to let Brayden in, so he went in. Brayden didn’t know why he did. He didn’t have to use the laptop, not really—he just wanted to know he had access to one if needed. The same way an alcoholic wants to know the location of all the local bars.


    Just in case.


    “Where are you from, if you don’t mind me asking?” Brayden said.


    “Listen, my sister’s on the way up, you can meet her in a second, then we have to head to Admin and check in, or something. I don’t know. We’re supposed to meet some woman named Janine. We can meet up when I get back though. If you want.”


    “For sure, man. I’ll show you around campus.”


    Behind them there was a knock on the open door. Brayden turned and saw her: Tavares’s sister. He knew her type right away: bitchy-hot. Damn, he hated girls like that.


    “Brayden,” Tavares said, “this is my older sister, Sabrina. She’s a senior this year.”


    Brayden smiled. She, on the other hand, did not. Mr. Calm, Cool and Collected, meet the Sabrina the Motherfreaking Ice Queen.


    “Hey,” he said.


    She looked past him and said, “We have to go. That’s why I called up. So you would be ready.”


    Sabrina went from being the b-word to being the c-word in no time flat. Looking her in her eye, even though she refused to match his gaze, Brayden said “You know, first impressions here are everything.”


    “I know, and I’m sorry, it’s just…we’re in a rush,” she said, finally acknowledging him.


    “She’s here as punishment,” Tavares replied. Like he had come to terms with her being a class A turbo-wench.


    “It’s none of his business,” Sabrina snapped. Appraising Brayden with cool, impatient eyes, she said, “No offense.”


    He held her eye for a moment, then said, “Well it was nice to meet you, Tavares,” and breezed past her like she was nothing to him.


    When he went to go into his room, he found the door shut and locked. Crap. The breeze must have sucked it shut. He went to the elevators opposite the one Sabrina and Tavares went to, pushed the down arrow and waited. Moments later he crossed campus and located Janine a few minutes before Tavares and Sabrina did. She called the janitor who then met Brayden back at his room with a master key in hand.


    “You did this last year, too,” he said. Brayden recognized him, then apologized.


    “The day is turning to shit fast,” Brayden said, “if it’s any consolation.”


    “It’s not,” the janitor said, then left.


    He was about to close his door when he heard the elevator bing! and saw Abby coming out. When she saw him, she said, “Hi, Brayden. I didn’t know you were on this floor.”


    “I am,” he said, talking to her like someone he barely knew, and sounding nothing like he wanted to sound. Inside, his heart slapped a reckless beat. For everything that went wrong over the summer, him losing her was by far the worst. It physically hurt. “How are you?”


    “Fine, thanks. I’m looking for Damien. Someone said he’s down here?”


    “In Caden’s room at the end of the hall,” he said, even though he missed her so much it left him feeling flattened all over again. “Room seven.”


    Leaning forward, trying to figure out how to say it, she said, “Did we? I mean, me and Damien. Did we date? Or something?”


    Brayden wanted to smack her. Instead, he smiled and calmly said, “For the five minutes you were together, you two were a catastrophe. As in, you were all over him and he was in love with his missing step-sister. It creeped you out, but whatever. Make your own mistakes twice if you need to.”


    Her mouth dropped open, which was the perfect time for him to go inside his room, shut the door and leave her standing alone in an empty hallway.
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    Abby was going to love it here, at least, that’s how it felt. There were so many beautiful people there it was staggering! Totally unreal. This, of course, had her so excited she wanted to come out of her skin…literally.


    Dr. Holland was right. Hers was a blessed life. She did miss her parents, and the friends she had before she was taken, but was it so bad? No! She had a gorgeous father, a mother figure in Orianna and the attention of some of the hottest freaking guys she had ever seen.


    Caden and Damien, for starters. Plus about four other randoms who were eye-humping her the way trashy older men get all candy-eyed over smoking hot teenage girls. Except these weren’t disgusting old men. These guys were tens!


    She made a mental note to go see Dr. Holland after class, thank him for what he’d done for her and promise to always and forever be Abby Swann. She would miss Janice a little here and there, but in time, she could say good-bye to that part of her life.


    And really, would it be so hard?


    Before she was Abby, she was Janice the nobody. Janice the everybody. What stood out most in her life was how wasted her mom usually looked dropping her off at school even though she had never taken an illegal drug in her life. It was the double shifts at the gas station that were killing her. Her mother never slept, and this had her aging fast. Too fast. It made Janice afraid of what she’d look like when she was her mother’s age. Or what lengths she would go to pay the bills and have something left over.


    The thing she learned from her mother was vanity was a sin. So she didn’t know how to do her makeup until she snuck off to Nordstrom’s as Abby Swann and paid some old broad an obscene amount of money from her bottomless credit card to teach her. Now she looked hot as hell and ready to party. But this had her thinking about her mother again. By example, Janice’s mother taught her to give up on her looks and health when what she should have been teaching her was how to fight for something better. To at least try.


    That’s where her step-father came in. He was a mechanic and he worked long hours, and though they could afford a house, rather than the trailer they all lived in, he’d said, “If you spend all the money you make when you’re fit enough to work, what’ll you do when you are no longer healthy? Government handouts? Social Security will be long gone when you’re our age, kiddo.”


    They were trying, Janice supposed. Trying hard to keep a roof over their head and food on their table. Trying to build up retirement money in the bank. With Janice gone, it would be easier on them, she reasoned. One less face to feed. Abby reckoned that was the silver lining in her having been kidnapped: she’d no longer be such a financial burden to her parents.


    Moving on…


    For Janice, the first day of school was always depressing. Each year she’d gained a little more weight, then she’d hate what she had become and lose it during the school year by starving herself. Her hair was not shiny, not full. It was mostly parted in the middle in a way only Janice Millworth could. Not now. Abby was sexy, wanted, not even close to boring or plain. She was popular, confident and looking for the hottest dick in the box because Abby freaking Swann got whatever is was she wanted.


    So today, the first day of school, it would be nothing like Janice Millworth’s first day of school. Today, Abby was going to make this day her bitch.


    At breakfast, she ate with Damien, Caden and three incredibly beautiful girls who were apparently her besties: Tempest, Cicely and Georgia. Then there was Brayden. When they met this summer, she thought he was charming but in a rough, bad-boy sort of way. Him being hot and lusty wasn’t in the cards, but he was likeable enough, and durable as a friend.


    Until he started pulling attitude.


    Things between her and Brayden were certainly weird. He seemed suspicious, like the girl he knew was nothing like her. She refused to get too close because supposedly they were practically best friends, besides her and Netty anyway. She didn’t want her secret exposed, so she played dumb and she acted disinterested. If she was ever going to be the successful Abby Swann Dr. Holland demanded she be, she’d have to be her own version of the girl in order to make it work. And the sooner these people saw that girl, the safer she felt.


    First period was nothing like the classes she had in public school. There wasn’t Algebra II or Geometry or Physics or English. First period here was “The 7 Pillars of Power,” which was an in depth study of the true nature of power.


    Professor Anderson Zanetti had an impressive head of salt and pepper hair, a tidy little goatee, and a spread of crow’s feet around his eyes. He was old, but handsome. Distinguished. Like he belonged in a whisky commercial aimed at those dripping with money. At least, that’s what she got from him and his three piece suit.


    “Our reality is determined by a handful of people using the pillars of the world view,” he stated. “Your freedom is only freedom if you believe you are in fact free. Which you are not.”


    Okay, Abby thought, this is interesting…


    “You are sheep. All of you. Sheep to the pens created for you. The 7 Pillars of Power are the cages that hold and control you, and from these seven cages are seven mouthpieces, or pillars, declaring so fervently that you should celebrate your freedom, of which you have little to none, and less by the day.


    “For those of you who subscribe to a religious institution, there is a good chance you’ll eventually give ten percent of your money to your church as tithing, or charitable contributions. Religious institutions have a controlling effect on people and take their pay accordingly, third partying how you should behave, enforcing it with guilt, then claiming the money you are giving them supports the spreading of God’s word. In many cases, this money goes someplace else entirely.”


    Several hands shot up. Abby looked at the hands and the people raising them, awestruck, if not shocked, by what was being said. This man, Professor Zanetti, he’d be fired and chastised, probably publically hanged for saying the things he was saying if this was a public school. You can’t talk about God in school, much less tear down religion wholesale!


    “Forget justifying your faith to me, or God, or your beliefs,” he said to the kids with their hands in the air. “That is not what this class is about.” He motioned for them to put their hands down, and they did. “We’re going to debate not the history of religion, but its effect in control.”


    Abby was coming around. Finally some teaching that made sense!


    Discretely, she glanced around the room; everyone seemed to be paying attention. Not passing notes or throwing spitballs, or ogling the hot guys or the hot girls. She had never seen such levels of obedience and it was seriously strange, but in a good way. Is this how everyone feels when they first come to Astor Academy? she wondered. This must be how the ultra elite learn, she reasoned.


    “The second pillar of power is the educational institutions. Places like public schooling, private school and college, they tell you what to think, how to think, they basically indoctrinate you as to the ways those secretly in control want you to think.”


    A hand went up and he said, “Yes, that includes Astor Academy, too.”


    The hand went down.


    “There is no place where the young, influential mind is more open than in school. Your teachers, they tell you what to think, how to think. In many ways they make you the slaves you will become later in life. Not all of us will tell you this truth, but I will.”


    “How can you condemn learning facilities when society needs them to remain civilized, to grow, to thrive?” a girl asked. She didn’t even bother raising her hand. She just blurted out the question because every time hands went up, Professor Zanetti motioned them back down.


    “Good question, Julie. That’s the basis for the idea of education. You don’t know, so I teach you. The school decides the curriculum for you. We put it in your head, make you know it and test you on it later. Therefore what we teach and say is accepted as absolute truth. As in you don’t question it and it becomes the framework by which you organize and live your life.


    “The third pillar of power is the financial institutions. The ruling elite—basically your parents, their associates, those running the government, industry and society—they use money, power and the theatre of economics to keep the unwashed masses underfoot.


    “The fourth pillar of power is the global elites. The separation of classes is now greater than ever. The big myth is that the middle class have the most power, when if you saw how they were all but crushed by the housing crisis, the devaluation of the dollar, debt, gas prices, wars, etc…you’ll realize those truly in charge are the unseen few occupying the highest positions of power.


    “The fifth pillar of power is the military industrial complex. The demise of privacy via constant surveillance by agencies like the NSA, the FBI and the CIA, it’s unconstitutional. It’s borderline treason. Yet the internet, your cell phones, your home phone, even your refrigerators, they’re always recording audio and video of what you’re doing in the privacy of your home, and it’s all done under the guise of keeping you safe. If you haven’t heard of our threat fusion centers, trust me, it’s eye opening.”


    About that time, everyone had fallen so silent you could have heard a gnat shiver. Abby just sat there, dumfounded, yet secretly electrified. She couldn’t help wondering, was she finally going to get a true measure of the world? All the lies they told you everywhere else, she thought, could it be they’re not telling them here?


    “Pillar six is the press,” Professor Zanetti continued, almost without a breath in between. “To control a nation, rather to enslave a nation, the you must control the flow of information, then disarm them, then use manufactured crisis’s to steer public opinion and support. The press provide the perfect vehicle for that, which is why the elite are frothing at the mouth to control the internet. Right now it’s free. It’s largely unregulated and uncontrollable. But it cannot be or the elite won’t be able to control what you see and hear.


    “The final pillar of power is the intelligence groups—or the alphabet agencies. The NSA, the CIA, the FBI, the TSA. How they control you, how they spy on you, how information about you and everything you do, say, read and write is now captured and stored in million square foot digital storage facilities, it’s not for safety—it’s for measures of control, if ever control over you becomes necessary. We’re talking about your deepest secrets, your unforgiveable sins, all those nude photos you sent your boyfriend or girlfriend when you thought no one was watching.”


    A couple of people snickered, but mostly girls.


    “Do this,” he said. “Everyone get out your smart phones and tablets. Hold them up.”


    Mesmerized, everyone did. Including Abby.


    “All of them have two way microphones and video cameras in them that can turn on and shut off without your permission or knowledge. The best thing NSA and the CIA did was invest in first the tech companies, then the social media platforms. They used to have the hardest time figuring out what you think and say, how you feel. Now, at the touch of a button, these agencies are able to profile you based on everything they’ve collected on you since…well, forever, thanks to sites like MySpace, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, SocioSphere, etcetera, etcetera. Oh, and all those apps that tell you they’re using your camera and microphone and you just let them? Might as well open your front door and leave it wide open. Forever.”


    “That’s the price of freedom, though,” one of the girls argued.


    From the back of the room, Brayden said, “You’re stupid if you think that’s freedom.”


    Abby agreed. A lot of people agreed.


    Second period was Corporate Networking with a man named Wendell Pierce, who was thirtysomething and scholarly looking, but not in a nerdy way. The premise of the class was that without corporate networking skills, you’re doomed to live in the middle rungs of whatever kind of occupation you choose to make your career in. You have to know people. And if you don’t know people, you have to know how to know people.


    Abby gave that idea its due consideration. She didn’t know anyone in her new life, and it made her constantly uncomfortable. She had to know people. Then again, a part of that was that she was a fraud, and everyone around her knew more about her than she did.


    Third period was Business Start Up. Professor Jayne (of the Just Jayne line of cosmetics) was a woman with gorgeous skin and a no-bullshit look about her. Like she was someone. Not merely a professor. Someone important. One of the girls asked why she was teaching when she was so obviously successful and she replied, “I did what I did for money and security, and then I slaved away for market positioning. Now I do whatever I want, and what I want most in life is to teach a semester at the illustrious Astor Academy. So here I am.”


    Everyone sort of smiled and that’s when the hard exterior of the woman cracked and she showed off the most enchanting smile.


    “So why start your own business?” she asked the class.


    There were a few answers here and there, answers that didn’t move or impress her and that’s when Abby raised her hand and caught Professor Jayne’s eye.


    “Impress me Ms.—”


    “Swann. Abby Swann.”


    “Go,” she said.


    “It’s how you can not have to work a lame job and have shitty people tell you what to do. Running your own business is freedom from oppression at work. It’s also your choice to be the shitty person other people have to work for.”


    People were snickering all around her, and Just Jayne’s eyes widened just a touch with amusement. That’s when Abby realized how silly and vulgar her answer sounded.


    “All of you giggle,” Just Jayne said, “but she’s exactly right.”


    I am? she thought.


    I am!


    “For any of you who’ve had horrible jobs in the past, and I suspect very few of you have even had a job, working for ‘shitty’ employers is the most miserable thing in the world. Being boss is best. That’s one motivation behind being an entrepreneur—looking to build and grow a business you run. We’re going to take this semester and dissect the business start up model in several different fields, and then we’re going to delve into what it takes to drive your business into the financial stratosphere.”


    After third period, it was lunch, and Abby was like, thank God!, because her brain was feeling like finger-squished Play-Doh. That said, she thought Astor Academy was the coolest school on the planet. She was definitely going to see Dr. Holland and thank him, and after that she was going to call Christian and thank him, too.
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    The totally fresh, unbelievably naïve Abby Swann sauntered into the posh cafeteria of hardwood floors and gorgeous plank tables and went straight for the food line. The meaty aroma of cooked steak hung heavy in the air. She was like, OMG! Her salivary glands went into overdrive. The anxiousness of devouring a lunch like that set in hard. Waiting in line behind a couple of chatty boys, she tried to see around them, to steal a peek at the buffet ahead. She saw mashed potatoes. And steamed carrots. Broccoli and chicken and—there it was—steak. Big pieces of it.


    Holy balls, she thought.


    After loading up on meat and veggies, and setting it on the cleanest, nicest looking lunch tray ever, she turned to look for Damien but instead nearly ran into a tight pack of girls. Smiling, she said, “Wow, sorry, we were almost wearing my lunch.”


    The triangle of girls just stood there, the nearest to her wearing an ugly sneer on her face. Abby felt heat rise to the back of her neck and her underarms. WTH? Am I about to get into a fight?


    “I’m Abby Swann,” she said, trying to smile her way through a mountain of insecurity.


    “No shit,” the girl said. Her already ugly expression turned nasty. Like nasty nasty. All the sudden, the in-your-face details of the girl became very clear: burgundy red hair cut short and styled flat and in pieces against her head, like something out of Paris Fashion Week. She had big eyes that were either bluish-green or greenish-blue (depending on the light), lips so plumped and blood red she could be a vampire in a vampire sex novel. She batted her eyes at Abby, but Abby couldn’t do anything but stare at eyelashes long enough and black enough to have real weight to them. And her skin? Her skin was flawless. At least it looked that way thanks to what was most likely a very expensive liquid based foundation, one that had her complexion looking the tiniest bit wan, which was smart and complimentary to her hair, eyes and lips.


    “I had an accident,” she heard herself say.


    “Did you piss yourself?” the girl said, snide, like she had nothing but undiluted hatred on her mind. What the hell did the original Abby do to this girl? Her panicked mind was officially scrambling.


    Behind the red haired nightmare was another attractive girl (Jesus Almighty!—there was an endless supply of them!) with shoulder length blonde hair, fair features and an attractive face that was also soured by its expression. She looked like a cast member of the latest Beverly Hills 90210 (as opposed to the show her mother grew up watching) and just as snotty as the first bitch. There was a third girl with lots of brown hair and soft southern features. She had her face glued to her phone while at the same time balancing her food tray in one hand. She glanced up and her face was gorgeous in a starved model sort of way, even though she didn’t look starved. The big haired brunette was the most stunning of the three, and also oblivious to…whatever the hell this was going on.


    “I don’t know what I did to you, but—”


    “You what?” the Paris Fashion Week bitch stammered. “Holy Jesus, you really did have an accident. Let me show you.” And with that, the nightmare with the short red hair horked up a glob of saliva and spit it on Abby’s once-savory looking lunch. Boils of bubbly white goo roped her broccoli stems and mashed potatoes, and even more splattered across her steak.


    Abby’s mouth flopped open. WTF?! Seriously, WTF???


    The girl who spit in her food flipped her chin up and breezed off, leaving Abby with her ruined lunch, appalled. She was still reeling when the 90210 blonde slapped the edge of her tray. It crashed onto the hardwood floor with a mighty racket, the porcelain plate breaking in half, her food going everywhere.


    The ambient noise inside the cafeteria fell fast to a whisper.


    “Dropped something,” the blonde snatch declared almost whimsically over her shoulder. That’s when she recognized the blonde. She was Cameron freaking O’Dell, country music star sensation Patrick O’Dell’s daughter.


    She was bending down when the third girl, the big haired brunette looking at her phone, walked around her like it was no biggie. Like she was dumped over trash you veered around on the street rather than a girl. Abby flashed hard. The trailer park parts of her were so humiliated, and so irate, Abby/Janice scooped up a handful of mashed potatoes and hurled them at the back of Cameron’s head. The pile hit the short haired diva on the neck instead.


    She gasped, spun around and said, “You stupid twat!”


    “You first, fire crotch!” Abby spat. She stood her ground, shaking, infuriated, her potato launching hand made into a fist that would crush that little whore’s face the second she got close enough. Instead, Cameron gripped her own tray with both hands and launched the entire mess at Abby. Abby turned her head just in time to avoid the tray, but the porcelain plate struck her hard above her eye, the flying food soiling the better part of the right side of her body.


    Quick bursts of laughter and mutterings of disbelief erupted in the cafeteria, then it went completely silent. Like everyone was holding their breath for what was next.


    Her eye hurt so bad, Abby wanted to cry.


    Instead of cowering, she looked up and faced Cameron and the red haired skank. The big haired brunette barely even looked up. Abby fought the urge to touch her eye, and that’s when a gusher of blood came draining down her face. The red head and the blonde, their eyes got wide, but no one moved.


    That’s when she saw the TV star. The girl everyone knew from the CW show. Sindee. A.k.a. Sabrina Baldridge.


    Abby was like, she goes to school here, too?! If Abby wasn’t standing there, bleeding all over the place, with food on her shirt and pants, she would have introduced herself.


    “Looks like someone’s face is on its period,” Sabrina said loud enough for everyone to hear. That’s when the ruckus of laughter started back up. Seconds later, one of the lunchroom ladies from the kitchen came scrambling out to intervene.


    “It’s already over,” the red head with mashed potatoes on her neck said to the woman. “She tried to start a food fight, which is stupid considering that’s already been done.”


    The woman looked at Abby’s bleeding face and hurried to her, pulling out a damp white towel with some food stains on it. She put it to Abby’s face and turned to the girls.


    “You three to the Headmistress’s office, NOW!”


    The brunette with the big hair, she said, “I was texting. I had nothing to do with it.”


    She looked at Abby and said, “I find that hard to believe.”


    “It’s true,” Abby heard herself say.


    “Julie you’re fine to go then. Theresa and Cameron, go. Right now.” Looking at Abby, she said, “Sweetheart, are you okay?”


    “I think I need stitches.”


    “No,” the cafeteria worker said. She smelled like steak, which made Abby sad because now she wouldn’t be eating, and goddamn if she wasn’t completely famished. “I think you’ll heal up just fine.”


    That said, she peeled back the dish towel and it was soaked red, the wound still leaking.


    “My goodness,” the woman gasped. “It’s still open. We need to get you to the doctor’s office. He’ll stitch you up.”


    “I got it,” Abby said, taking the towel from the woman. “I’ll wash this and return it.”


    “The Headmistress will want to see you, too,” the woman said. “When you’re done.”


    “Okay.”


    “I don’t know what it is with you girls these days,” she said with a sigh. “It was never like this when I was growing up.”


    “Has it…been like this…before? With me and them, I mean?”


    She gave an anxious laugh and said, “Are you kidding?”


    “No.”


    “Just go to Dr. Holland’s and get that taken care of,” she said, spinning Abby toward the exit and giving her a tap to get going.


    On the way to Dr. Holland’s office, no one said anything to her. They all stared at her with lunch on her clothes and a blood soaked towel pressed to her face, but no one said a word.


    In the office, there was an attractive girl with just above shoulder length black hair cut in a slight A-line bob and heavy make up done the right way. She had a sumptuous Goth look and eyes so purple and rich they seemed bottomless.


    She thought, are those real?!—they can’t be.


    “Look at you,” the girl uttered. “First day and already someone’s broken your crayons.” Abby didn’t know what to say to all these people who seemed to know her. The girl with the raven-colored hair said, “Let me guess, Julie Sanderson?”


    “Cameron O’Dell, and some asshole with short red hair.”


    The girl stood up, came around the reception desk, peeled back the stained white cloth and said, “That would be Theresa Pritchard, the oldest of three daughters to Goldman Sachs executive Jamison Prichard. She’s a real piece of work, that one, but not as bad as Cameron. What happened?”


    Abby told her the full story and the girl just nodded her head, like she knew. Abby was fast learning these girls were the school’s mean girls.


    “I’m Raven, by the way.”


    “How fitting,” she said, giving a nod to the girl’s black hair. “I suppose you know I’m Abby Swann.”


    “I know.”


    Abby was looking at Raven thinking about how perfect she was. It was disgusting how perfect everyone was. Were they fake like her? A race of genetic, scientific frauds? Her mind was a twisted, wondering thing. Were they all born ugly, only to be turned pretty?


    “Follow me,” Raven said. She had that look like smiling proved difficult. Like maybe her blood ran cold with hostility. “Let’s get you looked at.”


    On the stroll back to the infirmary, which was down a short hallway past Dr. Holland’s office, and off to the left, Abby said, “How well do you know the doctor?”


    What Abby knew of Dr. Holland was he that was as ruthless and as despicable as he was handsome. She despised him for threatening to kill her family, yet she felt intensely indebted to him for giving her this new life.


    “I know Dr. Holland better than he knows himself,” Raven replied, but not like it was a good thing. It appeared she did know him. But did she like him? Her clipped tone said it was unlikely.


    “Are we all, you know…different?” she asked, her voice low, like she was testing Raven with the question.


    Raven stopped, turned to her with a guarded expression and harshly whispered, “Do you want to get yourself killed?”


    Abby’s eyes flashed wide. She was coming down hard from the adrenaline rush of the cafeteria fight, but that didn’t mean her heartrate couldn’t spike again. She looked behind her to make sure they were alone, then leaned toward the girl and whispered, “You…know me, don’t you?”


    Raven’s amethyst eyes were still ponds on a windless day. She stared almost trance-like at Abby, and that’s when Abby felt the little tickle in the back of her mind, like fuzz on her brain, or fingertips grazing the inside of her cranium. Then Raven’s purple eyes blossomed with life once more, and she said, “Yes, I know you.”


    “Not Abby Swann,” she said, breathless, risking her life in the hope that someone other than the homicidal doctor knew her.


    “Janice Millworth,” Raven whispered. The purple in her eyes, as luminous as it was, it was not a singular thing but ten thousand points of light fighting to hold its shape.


    Abby’s breath caught. So Raven knew what had happened to her, which caused a violent pounding of her heart. The adrenaline was like that first line of cocaine. That joyous first tab of acid. “And who are you?”


    Raven started to say something, but then she hesitated, grabbed Abby’s hand and damn near dragged her into the exam room. The black haired girl was impossibly strong. She pressed the door shut, silently, then put her index finger to those brick red lips of hers in a light shushing motion. Abby’s body went rigid, completely still. Then the weight of that hypnotic gaze landed squarely upon Abby’s shoulders as she nearly broke under its mass.


    Raven stole a deep breath, seemed to measure her words, then said, “I am you. The girl before you. The original Abby Swann you came here to stand in for.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me?!” Abby said, her excitement causing her harried whisper to lift an octave.


    Raven stepped forward, her violet eyes blazing with intensity, her brow pulled together in a scary, no bullshit look, and said, “Tell a soul and I’ll kill you long before Holland puts a bullet between your eyes.”


    “What the hell am I doing here?!” she hissed.


    “Standing in for me. For as long as you choose. Forever. I’m dead, Abby. Dead when you got my genes, my body, my life.”


    “If you died, then why are you standing right here, in front of me?”


    “Because you went and got your ass kicked on the first day of school, that’s why.”




    Unraveling



1


    The minute I get done doing the most block-headed thing ever by telling my stand-in I’m the original Abby Swann, gosh damn Damien comes rushing into the exam room like the motherfreaking building’s on fire. Half of me wants to kiss him because he’s that beautiful, and the other half of me wants to soccer ball kick him in the nuts because he’s such a tool sometimes.


    “You can’t be in here,” I bark.


    Right then I’m raring to shove him out of the room and slam the door behind him. That old, weak thing inside me, that human part of me that fell madly in love with Damien and his stunning look, it rolls through me once more, then fastens into anger. He was the perfect boy who couldn’t give me what I so desperately wanted.


    Stinking narcissist.


    “I came to see if Abby’s alright,” he says, nearly out of breath. He keeps looking back and forth from me to Abby, waiting for me to object, hoping I won’t.


    “She isn’t yet, not until you leave and let me do my job.”


    Okay, so now I’m pissed off and it’s showing. And with good reason. Not only did I just f*ck the sacred dog by telling fake Abby about me, Damien’s attentive to this version of me in a way he never was when I was her…or me before now.


    Eesh.


    Inside, I’m like, oh, so now the fraud gets what I always wanted from him? This hillbilly spawn? Take a breath, I tell myself. Calm down.


    But I can’t.


    I’m dying to throw a tantrum right now! Or at the least, I want to host a world class pity-party. Which is the wrong thing to do since I’m not supposed to know these people. Or Damien at least. With him, technically Raven has no history.


    Ignoring me, he goes to Abby, takes her hand and says, “Are you okay? I heard there was a fight.”


    Even the sensitivity in his voice feels like sandpaper scraping the surface of my eyeballs. Screaming would be a relief. Or if I could spit at him, just once. Just blast it all over his stupid, gorgeous face. I should be polite, though. Smile. At least make an attempt to not act like such an inflamed bitch right now. But posturing in the face of rage is for pussies.


    Looking back and forth from me to the stand-in, Damien’s gaze finally settles on Abby. I turn away, unable to watch him with her.


    He says, “Let me have a look.” Abby withdraws the towel and reveals the gaping wound. “My God,” he says. Then he keeps staring at it. Like it’s going to heal.


    It won’t.


    “With all due respect,” I say, “I need a sterile environment here, so you will have to wait outside with all the other germ infested things.” I just say it. At this point, I’m not thinking very clearly at all. I’m just letting my mouth run with the truths kicking around in my head and, voilà, out it comes.


    Um…oops?


    Now they’re both looking at me like my tits are on fire.


    “Sorry,” I mumble, gathering the stitching equipment from a cabinet of drawers. “Just go. She’ll be out in a few.”


    “You’re going to stitch her?” Damien asks, backing toward the door. He’s looking at me like I’m a loose cannon, which, to be honest, I sort of am.


    “It’s okay, Damien,” Abby says to him, an apology in her lost-in-love eyes. “I’ll be just fine.”


    “Sit up here,” I say to Abby, patting the exam room chair. Then to Damien: “To answer your question, Dr. Holland will stitch her up. I’ll assist. And you won’t be here.”


    “Stitches might not be necessary with her,” Damien says, one last time. I know exactly what he’s getting at. He’s thinking she’ll heal herself.


    Pulling back the towel, I turn and burn him with my eyes. He looks at the wound, which remains gashed open and nasty. “Does it look like it’s healing on its own, Damien? No, it does not. Wounds like this don’t just sew themselves shut.”


    He doesn’t move.


    “Seriously, Damien. Out!”


    He finally leaves.


    “Jesus Christ,” Abby says, “what’s wrong with you?”


    “As good looking as he is, his timing is crap. Always has been.”


    “So you were a thing, I take it?”


    “In the scope of all things large,” I say, putting the towel back, “not hardly. He had this unsanitary obsession with Kaitlyn, his missing step-sister, for what seemed like forever. Right about the time I manage to get over him, he decides to open up to me, to let me in. So he kisses me.”


    “Was it good?” Abby asks, mesmerized by the story.


    “He basically called us an abomination.”


    Us.


    “But we are,” Abby says.


    We.


    “I know,” I whisper, my voice even quieter than hers. For the first time since meeting my stand-in, I feel the restiveness in my heart going still. “I know.”


    “I think I like him,” Abby finally admits. Her eyes say she’s taking a big chance telling me this. Like she knows I’ll be upset.


    That’s when I creep into her brain and discover how desperate she is to feel loved, and how the best boy who ever came close to being her boyfriend was a curly headed soccer player named Robert Mullin. The details of him were sparse, but enough. Dark eyes, freckles on his nose and chest, muscular legs, small waist. She and Robert kissed a couple of times. Together they did a line of coke, and then in a wash of ecstasy, she let him slide two fingers in her and it was heaven. At least, it was until he told all his friends her pussy smelled like urine.


    I feel her broken heart, which feels like my heart breaking, then I quickly pull out of her.


    “Gosh damn,” I say.


    “What?”


    “Robert Mullin? That’s the closest you’ve come to a boyfriend? That awful shit?”


    All the sudden she can’t breathe. “How did…how do you know about…about him?” she asks. When I tilt my head, as if to say whatever, she says, “Don’t get in my head.”


    “Damien isn’t like Robert,” I say, deadpan. “But he’s not boyfriend material either.”


    “Why? Because for the five minutes you two were an item, he called you a name? You know the names I’ve been called in my life?”


    Now I’m getting pissed. Which isn’t a surprise since my temper seems to be the shortest thing on me. Or perhaps the most human thing.


    “Spare me the lecture, sweetheart. I was a fat, disfigured pig before I got the face and body you now have. You don’t remember that part. How, in the press, they put all my flaws front and center for the world to see, how they trampled my family’s reputation so they could make a few bucks. We’ve both had our fair share of hurt and shame.”


    “Your family is perfect,” Abby growls. She pulls the bloody towel away from her head, maybe because she’s tired of holding it up, or maybe because she wants me to see what was done to her face as a result of me. “Maybe you should have appreciated it while you had it.”


    My face cuts into an aggravated smile, the kind that all but screams you don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. “You only know the genetically modified version of them, Janice. Except for Margaret that is.”


    “Margaret the absentee mother?” she challenges. The confused look on my face must have told her I don’t know what she’s talking about. “Oh, yeah. Margaret’s gone. Traveling the world so you can have your space from her, or some bullshit like that.”


    “Are you kidding?” I hear myself ask. Of all the times she decides to leave me alone, she does it for Janice. Janice the Abby-imposter who gets everything I have ever worked for. Now I really want a f*cking pity-party!


    “Not kidding at all. She’s gone. But Christian, he wasn’t always Christian?”


    “He’s new. Like you and me.”


    “Oh my God,” she says, like it’s all so hard, “being you is such a pain!”


    “You don’t have the slightest clue what it’s been like being me so spare me your sadness and I’ll spare you mine.”


    “I have to go to class,” Abby says, like she’s pouting.


    “What’s your next class?” I ask.


    “Second language class,” she says. I ask which language and she says, “German.”


    “That’s fitting,” I say, thinking our creator is a former homicidal Nazi.


    “Then fifth period Genetics and sixth period Investing.”


    Those are classes I would take, and for some reason this makes me mad. Like this little bitch is stealing not only my life but my happiness. For a minute, we both just sit here, glaring at each other, chewing on our anger, trying to decide if we like each other for the things we have in common, or if we hate each other. I decide I hate her.


    “I’ll get Holland to stitch you up.”


    
2


    Dr. Holland has gone down the elevator behind his bookcase into his underground lab to work with Quinten on the miracle babies. When I tell him what happened with Abby and the Bitch Brigade, he totally comes undone.


    “Everything about your genetics is flawed!” he screams.


    “Whatever,” I say.


    “Stitch her up yourself,” he grumbles.


    “No.”


    Back in the elevator, back up top. The whole time I keep telling myself to forget this life of mine and just kill Holland. The heat in my face, it could scorch the sun.


    Back in the reception area, to my immense dismay, Damien and Brayden are engaged in a grid-lock of an argument over Abby. Sitting down behind the desk, where Arabelle used to sit, I groan and roll my eyes.


    Awesome.


    They both hit me with that look. Like they’re escalating and it could go to blows. I roll up inside Brayden’s mind and he’s feeling the same way toward Damien as I am: pissed off that now, of all times, Damien decides to come to Abby’s rescue.


    The word “dick” sits in his brain like a rock plopped in fresh mud: a permanent, stuck truth.


    Something inside Brayden takes me by surprise, though. A feeling. He is frustrated with this version of Abby. Of me. He doesn’t like her. This makes me smile inside. Great minds do think alike, I muse. Then he looks at me, which is really just me looking at me through his eyes, and he feels something akin to attraction.


    “What?” he challenges. I realize I’m staring.


    My invisible essence yanks itself out of Brayden’s brain, and slams right back into my own. Now Brayden and Damien are looking at me weird. Oh my God, the old me is dying to interject. To speak to them like I know them, but I can’t.


    Regrettably, I stop myself.


    “What are you two divas bickering about?” I ask instead. The look on my face, it’s all pinched features and narrowed eyes. The new me, she decides she isn’t taking anyone’s crap.


    Both boys trade looks of disbelief.


    As if…


    “She’s not worth it,” I mumble, thinking that little backwoods scab is so out of her league she’s going to crack. If not now, soon. Astor Academy can do that to a lesser person. It has a way of getting into your head and under your skin. It got under mine, and I’ve got so much more backbone than that wounded little creature. The new Abby won’t handle the weight.


    “What did you say?” Damien asks, his full attention on me. His aura is crackling with so much energy I’m drowning in it. It’s a rare thing, seeing him angry like this.


    I clear my throat and clearly say, “She’s not worth it.” What he doesn’t get is that I want to fight. I want it the same way a fat kid wants sugar, the same way an alcoholic wants a dozen beers on a Saturday night.


    “What’s your damage?” Damien asks. He’s suddenly up in my grill, two hands planted palms-down on the desk, eyeballs like lasers drilling down in me. I’m contemplating whether to read one of Arabelle’s unread books, or check him in the throat with one.


    “I don’t like you,” I snap. “I don’t like your stupid hair, your stupid face, or the way you look or dress. You’re not fooling anyone into thinking you’re kind or caring, or really anything of value. Right now you’re acting like it’s all about you. Not about her, or her injuries. I mean, for heaven’s sake, you’re more bothered she won’t be able to heal this on her own than the fact that she was both hurt and embarrassed on the first day of school.”


    He’s absolutely speechless, his cheeks blistering with some mix of shame and anger. At some point I spring to my feet, thirsty with rage, desperate to tear out his Adam’s apple the same way you would pluck a dangling chord from a wall outlet. Some lucid part of my brain asks me if I’ve become a psycho, and honestly, I don’t have an answer.


    “You act like you know me,” Damien says, a small tick in his cheek, “but you don’t.”


    “I know your type, and honestly, I’d rather flush my own face down the toilet than have to stand here for one more minute and be reminded of every other douchebag I’ve ever met and told to get bent.”


    “That’s a little harsh,” Brayden says, stepping up.


    “Oh, so now you’re coming to his defense? Jesus, and here I thought you were the one with the common sense.”


    “Why are you so angry with him?” Brayden asks. “And who are you anyway?”


    “You’re really siding with him on this?” I ask, ignoring his question. So much blood has rushed to my head it’s going to pop. The truth is, I shouldn’t be this hostile. But I am. Kicking over Arabelle’s stack of unread books, I round the reception desk and all but scream, “You two are unbelievable!”


    Seconds later, I’m blazing out the front door, stalking through campus pissed off. People see me and literally take a wide berth. For some unknown reason, I want to choke the life out of something. God this pining for violence is debilitating!


    Why am I still like this? OMG, I freaking hate boys!


    For all the battles I fought to win Damien’s affections, it looks like it’s worked, although, with someone else who looks exactly like me. The old me. The non-me. Did I abandon myself too soon? I wonder.


    Was becoming Raven a colossal mistake?


    My feet stop moving and I stand statue-still in the middle of campus, just seething, but also realizing something else. The decisions I’ve made lately, they’ve been emotional decisions, not logical ones.


    Am I even capable of making any good decisions anymore? For the love of Jesus, I’m a wreck. Even now, as Raven, my past is an unrelenting burden.


    “Are you okay?” a voice behind me asks, angelic, sincere.


    I turn and my eyes feast on the platinum blonde I saw watching me the other night, when we were moving our things into Holland’s office. The one who disappeared so thoroughly not even my superhuman brain could tether her. She is thin, her skin so white and flawless it looks airbrushed. Not yet twenty, she’s got slightly curved hips, goosebumps for tits, arms that are on the sexy side of skinny, but not because she’s worked them out. But it’s her eyes I can’t bear to turn away from. They’re big and chocolate brown, but not like any other brown I’ve ever seen. Looking close, they have different kinds of circles, almost like digital rings that throb and glow ever so slowly in brighter and darker waves. Anyone else would lose their shit looking at them. Not me. Not with my purple eyes.


    “You,” I hear myself say, breathless.


    “Me.”


    Her hair looks flat-ironed and colored a white so brilliant, it’s got to be a color-stripped version of platinum blonde. It seems alive with something…energy inside it maybe, or some sort of energy field around it. Her hair is behind her back, but I can’t see how long it truly is until a light breeze reveals its actual length. It’s halfway down her back.


    “Who made you?” I ask. For a second, I’m not sure if I’m mad at her or if I’m glad she finally showed her face.


    “Many,” she says.


    “Holland?”


    “He is the father of genetics, where I’m from.”


    “Yes, well he’s the father of supreme douchebaggery where I come from. Which is right freaking here.”


    She laughs, and it’s like a song, like something out of a Disney movie. Totally hypnotic. Like her voice is everything in the world and nothing exists but this enchanting sound. I can’t stop looking at her lips, how they’re so full and pink, and brushed ever so lightly with something matte but not in a dull way. All the sudden, I have to know what lipstick she’s wearing.


    It’s the girl in me, but worse…


    I see myself kissing her, and it isn’t my idea. It’s like the thought was put in my head, but not by me, and not by her.


    What is this?


    Forcing myself to break eye contact, my gaze drifts down to her clothes. Even they have a different, otherworldly feel. My hand reaches out to touch her blouse, which is an eggplant color, and almost metallic looking. Or leathery. My hand comes to rest on the upper half of a very small breast and she just looks at it. I didn’t put my hand there, did I?


    “It’s not me,” I hear my voice say. I can’t stop marveling over the texture of the fabric. It holds her body like leather, but it isn’t leather. Even her skin-tight pants wrap her legs like cellophane, and it’s sexy.


    “You’re more beautiful than I imagined,” she says.


    “I am?”


    “I only know the broken, destroyed, nearly dead version of you,” she says, smiling. “To meet you like this is…a welcomed delight.”


    What is she talking about? I wonder. My mind crawls into hers, involuntarily, but in her head, there is only space—an endless amount of space—like a warehouse that goes on forever. It’s washed in a brilliant, bluish-white glow, and it’s cold.


    Freezing.


    With everyone else, I have full access to their thoughts, their emotions, their past. But not her. I want to know why.


    “What is this place?” I hear myself ask through telepathic channels.


    “Turn around,” the disembodied voice says, hers but not hers. In her head, I turn around. There is no Astor Academy, no trees, no sky, no birds, and no physical body. There is only this boundless space, a voice, and a door—a brilliant, blood red door with nothing to hold it in place. It just hovers in this vast emptiness. I reach for the handle, try to turn it but it’s locked.


    “You can’t come in,” the girl’s voice says, less airy than before. “Not yet.”


    My phantom eyes blink, my mind retreats back into its rightful place, and there I am, standing on campus, looking at no one, but everyone glancing at me as they wander by. Still making a wide berth. Where the hell did the girl go? How long have I been…gone?


    Was I out?


    What did she do to me, besides lock me out of her thoughts?


    All these questions, they’re like ten thousand butterflies startled into flight, and I can’t seem to catch a single one.


    “What are you doing?” another voice says, a boy’s voice.


    I spin around and it’s Damien. He’s looking at me, half concerned, half ready to fight. If I know anything, it’s that face, that expression. Like he can’t let go. It was the same way when his step-sister was pronounced dead but he was convinced she was alive. Eventually we learned the truth, uncovered Astor’s dirty little secret, and he prevailed. Things didn’t change though; he is still a dog with a bone. Still a boy after a mystery.


    “Minding my own business,” I say, the fight in me gone, “just like you should be doing.” The last thing I need is him interrogating me while I’m all but freaking out about this vanishing blonde girl and my uncertain life.


    “I want to know why you seem to hate me so much,” he says. I want to say he doesn’t know me like I know him, but I can’t. To him I’m just a stranger.


    In fact, I’m a stranger to everyone in the world but Holland.


    “I dated a boy once,” I hear myself say. “You remind me of him. I wanted him so badly, and then I came to hate him because he immersed himself in someone else.” Memories of me as Savannah and Abby longing for him—they take hold of softer, weaker parts of me. Memories of me pouring myself out to him and getting leveled with his harsh judgments sour my already toxic mood. At this point, I just feel drained.


    And why do I feel like fat Savannah right now?


    “Well that wasn’t me,” he reasons, saying it as if the statement alone should close the matter and they should all the sudden be besties.


    Yes, I’m thinking, it was you.


    “I’m sorry, you just have the kind of face I can’t stand. Now leave me alone before I say or do something mostly you’ll regret.”


    He looks at me like he can’t believe the things coming out of my mouth, like he wants to leave, but he can’t figure out how to take me, or how to let this conversation go. I want to punch him in the stomach; I want to kiss him.


    I take a step toward him, not sure what I’m going to do, and he stays put. We’re now in very close proximity. He’s mine, I think. Not Abby’s.


    I hate him. He’s so f*cking hot.


    His eyes are trying to take in the whole of me all at once, and I can feel him wanting to back up, but he doesn’t. He takes me as I am. I smell him, and beneath the subtle layer of his Versace cologne is the clean scent of his skin. Oh how I’ve dreamt of that skin being mine.


    Then thoughts of the platinum blonde mystery girl slip uninvited into my mind and the moment between us threatens to unravel. I lean forward, kiss him fast on the lips, then turn and walk away. For some reason, I start crying. Later I realize it’s because he’s everything I wanted, and—even looking perfect, even having a supernatural mutation that gives me untold powers—I still can’t have him. I can’t. Because his attention will always be elsewhere.


    On something else. On someone else.
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    My feet carry me to Headmistress Sylvia Klein’s office. The woman has a stiff, no nonsense air about her with sensible brown hair, a rushed makeup job and dog-tired eyes. You would think a summer off would revive a woman of her sort, but she has had that look since the first day I met her. Bursting in her office while she’s on the phone is the worst thing I can do to her, so I do just that. Her eyes simmer. She is listening to the person on the other end of the phone, but her body language is all dark skies and thunderheads.


    I take my time planting my sweet, genetically modified tush in the chair across from her and I don’t blink once. She less-than-politely wraps up her call, sets the cordless phone back on its cradle and says, “I beg your pardon!”


    Her face is incredulity.


    Her face is horror.


    “My name is Raven and you both know me and don’t know me.”


    “I don’t know you at all!” she says, picking up the phone to call security. I rip the phone from her hands and launch it at the back wall where it explodes into a half-dozen broken, plastic pieces. This temper of mine, it’s getting the best of me.


    Is it mine, though? Or is this my new DNA?


    No, it’s me.


    I am me, with no one to blame. Not Holland. Not my genetics.


    “I want a dorm room,” my mouth says. “And not just any dorm room.” I give the dorm’s floor and room number and she says it’s already occupied. Even if it wasn’t occupied, she would have given me the same answer. “There is a room available, upstairs,” I tell her. “It was Maggie Jaynes’s room. And the room I want, it belongs to her step-sister, Blake, as I’m sure you know.”


    Blake’s room is next door to Abby’s Swann’s room. My old room. Besides, I’m so tired of shacking up at Holland’s place. I need some space! But I have no ID and no money. So until I choose my last name and cash Holland’s million dollar check, this is me improvising.


    “I’m not moving her to her dead sister’s room,” Headmistress Klein says. I can hardly believe she phrases it that way. So rude!


    “Blake will have no problem moving upstairs. It will make her feel closer to her sister,” I assert, planting the words so deep inside Headmistress Klein’s head she might one day think this was her suggestion and hers alone.


    “I’m not doing this for you, whomever you are,” she says. “And you are not allowed on campus.”


    “This campus?” I say, throwing my hands around theatrically.


    “Yes, this campus,” she barks, not sure what to do with her own hands. They’re making little angry fists, opening back up, palms sweating.


    “This campus where half the kids are genetically modified?” I ask, my entire being now breathing to life some of the darkness that churns like a mammoth hurricane inside me.


    Her hands stop moving. She fights breathlessly to rebuff my accusation. “I’m not sure I know what you—”


    “How long have you been looking the other direction? And for how much money? It must be an impressive sum, is it not, Ms. Klein?”


    “You say I know you,” she replies. “I don’t.”


    “I know many things, Sylvia. One of which is that your mind is awash with lies, lies you have invented to answer questions you don’t want asked. But I can tell you, the only person who will ever ask you about the horrors going on at your school under your tenure will be me. And I won’t ask you questions you already have lies prepared for.”


    “Who are you then?” she asks.


    Her hand picks up a silver letter opener, slides it smoothly off the desk, then down at her side for protection. I watch her do this. She knows she isn’t fooling me, yet she moves it to her side anyway. The stink of fear is practically oozing from her pores.


    No, the voice in my head warns. Don’t do it. Yes.


    Tell her…


    At this point, I’m not really making any good decisions, I reason, so why not make yet another catastrophic one?


    “I came to this school as an ugly, emotionally sick child. To say I hated myself would be a gross understatement of the truth. But I did. My mother despised my unfortunate looks, but it was my father who brought me here to change. And everything changed, Sylvia. Everything.”


    For a second, I think I hear the pound, pound, pounding of Headmistress Klein’s beating heart, a steadfast contradiction to the perfect stillness of the woman. She doesn’t even bother to breathe because every single word leaving my mouth strikes some chord of absolute horror deep inside her. I am her greatest fear personified.


    “It was supposed to be a shot to cure my social anxiety disorder,” I say. “Dr. Gerhard, he told me, ‘Why use chemicals to offset the effects of DNA when you can change the DNA itself?’ So I let him do what he does. Slowly but surely I changed over the semester. In addition to the rapid disappearance of my social anxiety disorder, my weight dropped, my body reshaped itself and my face became someone else’s face. A beautiful, unfamiliar face. But not this face.”


    “So you’re saying you were someone else entirely?” she says with laughter in her voice. “Do you know how preposterous that sounds?”


    I keep going, undeterred, my memories shackled to the past, to my very first, nightmarish transformation. “The pain was like nothing you’ve ever experienced in your life.”


    Her entire demeanor shifts. “I know pain,” she says, low, accusatory.


    Climbing into her brain, I zero in on her pain centers, to the memory she’s holding onto because she can’t let it go.


    Sylvia Klein gave birth to a stillborn child eleven years ago. Childbirth nearly cost the woman her life. The man who was to stay by her side, the car salesman who fathered her child, he left before she even healed.


    A black, choking fog moves through me. It’s hers. This tide of hopelessness and despair that draws tears from her eyes, it’s draining. I suffer what she suffers. For a second, I stay inside her, but then this soul-sucking fog makes me want the hell out of her head.


    “Samuel Bartholomew Klein,” my mouth heralds, like it’s the answer to a question never asked. I don’t want this name in my head. But I certainly don’t want it falling out of my mouth either. Headmistress Klein reels.


    “Bartholomew was your father’s name,” my mouth says.


    “You can’t know that,” she asks, stricken. “No one knows that.”


    “And yet I do.”


    “But how?” she asks, her face now a jumble of unwanted, uncontrolled emotion.


    “The thing about the genetics program here at Astor is the children Dr. Gerhard changed, these children Dr. Holland will continue to change, they aren’t just completed projects. We are works in progress. Let me see if I can break this all down for you. Give you the long and short of it. After threatening to publically disclose evidence of the inhumane activity of the company funding my genetic transformation—the Virginia Company—their members voted to have me killed. They triggered latent Caesium-137 isotopes Gerhard initially injected into me as a safety measure. Half my body became a hot soft-serve, but I blackmailed Gerhard into creating a fix. I nearly died in the process. The members of the Virginia Company discovered this, so they hired an assassin from a company called Monarch Enterprises to complete the job. He did. But that’s another story you couldn’t possibly fathom. That’s been my last year and a half, Ms. Klein, and it all started here, at this school, with Dr. Gerhard.”


    “How do you know about my Samuel?” she asks, voice shaky, eyes glossy with her tears. She is stuck in that place, wasting away in the lightless pit of desolation. “No one ever heard me say his name. It was in my head.”


    “That’s where I found it.”


    “What happened to you that’s worse than losing a child?” she argues. It’s like she hasn’t heard a word I’ve said since mentioning her dead child’s name. I’m sitting here, revealing to her my knowledge of the horrors going on under her watch and all she can think about is Samuel.


    Her question gives me pause, forces me to stop my own rant of sorrow and think of her. The true answer is nothing has happened to me that’s worse than losing a child. Maybe one day, if I ever have children, I’ll fully understand. For now, just knowing I don’t understand, that it’s most likely worse than I think, that’s enough.


    “To answer your question, Headmistress Klein, I’ve lost myself. Lost my life. Lost my family and friends and even my way. I’ve had my heart completely destroyed, and I have had it electrocuted black several times. What I’ve lost, Silvia, is my humanity. As in, I died and came back, and now I am no longer human. No longer part of anything. Respectfully, I’m not sure if that’s worse than losing your child, but it’s damn close.”


    She wipes her eyes, smearing her minimal eyeliner, and says, “Who are you that I know you?”


    “My name is Raven,” I say, slowly. “Before that it was Abigail Swann. And before that, Savannah Van Duyn.” With each damning admission, I watch her move further away from me. I’m not done though. “The Abby Swann currently in attendance, her name was Janice Millworth and Dr. Holland will kill her the second she even thinks that name because he was not born with the name Enzo Holland, or even Wolfgang Gerhard. The man you know as Dr. Enzo Holland is a monster, a horrifying creature born with the name Josef.”


    “Dr. Holland is…Dr. Gerhard?”


    She’s suddenly sitting upright. Like she can’t believe it.


    “Dr. Holland was originally born with the name Josef Mengele on March 16, 1911 in the town of Günzburg, Bavaria,” I say, the revelation dripping off my tongue like poison. “He is the very same Josef Mengele who sent over four hundred thousand people to their deaths in the gas chambers of Auschwitz near the end of the second World War. He is the Angel of Death, and a truly terrifying individual with a horror show for a past.”


    Her head starts shaking back and forth. This is all too much for her to consider, so she claps her hands over her ears. She’s still holding the gleaming silver letter opener like a knife.


    When my mouth stops moving, she takes her hands away. “You have to leave,” she is saying. “I can’t be hearing this. I can’t.” Now she’s pulling away from reality, looking at me like I’m nuts, which I probably am in her world, even though she is the one acting insane right now.


    “Pull yourself together,” I say. She stops, looks at me with wild, bloodshot eyes. The hand with the letter opener, it sets down on the desk between us. Her other hand is shaking in front of her, like a Parkinson’s jump, but suspended in mid-air for no purpose at all.


    “You say you died, that you’re Savannah, that there’s another girl who looks like Abby that isn’t you, but that was you? You’re that girl, right? You’re Savannah, and Abby?”


    I nod my head, slowly, letting it sink in.


    Her Parkinson’s hand, it becomes a fist that pounds into the desk with force. “What an outrageous lie!” she roars, manic, clearly falling apart. In her head, she’s at Defcon Level 3.


    Instead of speaking, because words alone won’t penetrate the walls she’s erecting, I slip the letter opener from her hand with the invisible fingers of my mind. She startles, jolting back into her chair as the opener floats before her eyes. I slowly turn the knife in the air and aim it at my face.


    “I told you, my humanity is gone. Replaced by something else. Something…inhuman.”


    That said, I launch the letter opener at my neck. Like a spear, it drives through flesh just off center, destroying ligaments, nerves, arteries and veins, and bouncing off the outer buckle of my spine. With barely a second’s delay, the opener shoots out of the back of my neck, burying itself into the wall behind us.


    I just sit there, stunned by the pain and the violence I heaped upon myself. But no one is more speechless than Headmistress Klein. If she was fading from reality, from sanity, a moment ago, she isn’t now. She’s the exact opposite: perfectly alert, all the tiny brown hairs on her neck standing straight.


    I can see she wants to hop out of her cushy office chair and do something to staunch the bleeding, but I think she’s still in shock. As in frozen still.


    Blood spouts from my neck in a few steady shots, then it gets really hot inside me. The fire ants are marching. All the important parts of me are coming back together, and the skin is healing—sewing itself up—right before Headmistress Klein’s eyes.


    None of this should be possible.


    But it is.


    Behind me, my invisible fingers work the letter opener from the wall, spin it around and deliver it slowly and purposefully through the air to Headmistress Klein. It is bent where it hit vertebrae. Bent where it struck something in the wall. Still it floats, gently in the air, my point perfectly clear: I am impossible and I am injured, but I am also in complete control.


    By the time Headmistress Klein gets her makeshift “knife” back my injuries have already healed.


    I wipe the blood from the front of my neck using my shirt, then sit in silence across from a woman who looks pale enough to pass out. The look on my face is expressionless.


    Like a robot.


    “I want Blake’s room,” I say. “Don’t make me tell you again.”


    Still stricken, half out of her mind, she wavers in her chair. “This is blackmail,” she says, whisper quiet through bloodless lips.


    “It is blackmail, yes. But I’m going to threaten you, too, if I don’t like your answer.”


    “That won’t be necessary,” she says, breathless. “The room is yours.”


    “You breathe a word of our conversation to anyone, and I mean anyone, I swear to God, your very next breath will be your last. Am I clear?”


    “Perfectly.”


    I stand and head for the door, but before I leave, I turn and say, “While I was inside your mind, while I was rooting through the difficulties of your life, I found Samuel, and I found all of the pain you carry as a result of his…passing. It’s a dark, debilitating cloud of misery. The kind that drives people into dismal places. I’m sorry for your loss, and if there was something I could do to end it for you, I promise you I would. But you wouldn’t let me, would you?”


    She quietly says, “No.”


    “Because that’s where he lives,” I hear myself say. “That’s where he’s still alive.”


    At this point, she totally breaks down.


    And that’s when I leave. I can’t decide if that was a terrible thing to do, or an act of total compassion. I like to think the latter, but these days, who I’m becoming, it’s sunshine turning to black clouds, and if I don’t do something to reverse directions, who knows what real damage I’ll cause?
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    While I’m walking through campus, much more at peace with myself now that I’ve vented, I realize I have to change. Foreign DNA or not, I am me now. A first person reality, not a third person fantasy. What I need to do is be a better person.


    I have to.


    Later on that night, on the couch at Holland’s home, the same home I broke into when I was Savannah Van Duyn to steal the key to his lab, I lay awake thinking of the white-haired girl who came to me today.


    “You’re more beautiful than I imagined,” she had said.


    I can’t figure out what she meant by that and it’s driving me crazy. I let my mind wander the earth, looking for her DNA signature, searching for her, but I come up empty handed. Is this even possible?


    She has to exist!


    That’s when Holland’s cat walks through the darkness, jumps on the couch, up onto the blanket I’m sleeping on and starts to knead my stomach like she’s a baker working her dough. The little paws press up and down into my stomach until the cat feels it’s comfortable enough to lay down. Her purring soothes me, but that doesn’t mean I’m not ready to leave here.


    I am.


    A few minutes later sleep takes hold of me, lifting me out of this world and into the erotic dream that rocked me just days ago.


    I’m in a bedroom again. It’s dark, not pitch black. It’s warm enough to be comfortable but cool enough to harden my nipples against him. This mystery man. His hands are on me, my body alive to his touch. Palms as soft as silk but strong run smooth over my bare arms, then trail down to my ass. They cup my butt cheeks, steal my breath. I hear my sigh, feel the weight of it, how it is a statement of euphoria, how it’s me begging to be taken.


    I want to be taken!


    His mouth finds mine, the warmth and tenderness of his kiss inviting. If I could, I would shove my soul into his, make us one, make us close and indestructible, but I can’t so my kiss gets harder, deeper, more passionate.


    More than anything, I ache to lose myself in him.


    When my need is at its pinnacle, when my lust is so nearly overwhelming it hits me like a molten heat swirling low in my abdomen, a screeching sound louder than a Kansas tornado siren cuts through the haze of my dream. I sit up fast to the sound of my alarm clock going off.


    “Shit,” I groan, silencing the thing. “Gosh damn mother freaking shit.” Pushing my hair off my face, I lay back down on the couch. The cat is no where to be found, and here I am lying on sweat soaked blankets. My hand goes to my privates, which are warm and damp, a sensuous reminder of the dream. And a whole new feeling for me.


    Thinking of the man, of the dream, my body heaves out an involuntary, sex craved sigh, and it’s embarrassing. Looking around, no one is in the kitchen or living room. It’s just me and my…unchecked hormones.


    And thank God, because this part of me can’t emerge in the company of kids, strangers or enemies. Which is yet another reason to get my own place.




    Raven, the Ruiner of Lives
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    Early the next morning, an hour and a half before classes start, I head over to the headmistress’s office. She tells me Blake is moving out right now.


    “I think it’s terrible she’s going to be moving into her step-sister’s room, especially after all that’s happened,” Headmistress Klein says. Like she’s scolding me. Like she’s attempting to make me feel bad about my actions.


    “I was there when Maggie killed herself,” Raven says. “She did it in my bathtub. It was me who held her body, bled out and pale, her wrists razored open. Just like her mother. So don’t try to make me feel like crap because you know nothing of me or what I’ve been through.”


    Looking at Headmistress Klein, she’s shocked.


    “You didn’t know?” I ask. “Just a little backstory for you, Sylvia. Maggie was the one who found her mother dead, in the bath, clothes folded beside the tub. It haunted her. Made her hate her mother, and miss her at the same time. But it shaped her, too. Made her take the same path her mother took. Made her kill herself the exact same way.”


    “I didn’t know.”


    “Blake deserves to be in pain for the ways she tormented Maggie when she first came to Astor Academy. Music was her connection to her mother, and Blake ridiculed her over it. And on your speaker system, no less. What did you do about that? Nothing. Not a damn thing.”


    “And you think making her live in her step-sister’s room will do what to her? Act as her penance for what she’s done?”


    “That’s not it at all. I just want to be near Abby so that when she f*cks up I can help her through it. This school is…not easy. Some of the girls who go here, they are some of the worst bullies I’ve ever encountered.”


    “Speaking of that,” Headmistress Klein said, “I spoke with both Cameron and Theresa, as well as Abby about yesterday.”


    “It won’t do any good,” I say.


    “I think it will.”


    “I sat here in your office last year, just after Julie Sanderson keyed my Range Rover, and you threatened us, but it didn’t help. The food fight I started, how Bridget struck Cameron in the face with her food tray, that didn’t get us kicked out of school. And when I punched Julie in her stupid face in the cafeteria near the end of my first semester? That didn’t get me expelled either. Savannah Van Duyn, for all the trouble I caused when I was her, I never got expelled, much less suspended. Not Abby either. And not when I electrocuted Blake almost to death with a tazer in the dorm’s hallway. Oh, and not for the time I slung food at Cameron in the cafeteria when I’d been consoling Maggie. You brought us in to your office, had your talks with me, with us, but a boatload of good that did. So what makes you think you’ll put a stop to anything now? I’ve got news for you, lady, you aren’t stopping shit and you know it.”


    “I like to think—” she starts to say.


    “Of course, you do,” I interrupt, “but no one is better for your unfounded optimism.”


    “How can you be so sure?”


    “Because I’m smarter about these things than you. Cameron O’Dell made two students kill themselves for the things she said online and still she’s allowed internet access, a Facebook page, a SocioSphere page. Is that right? Is that just? That toxic bitch should be thrown in jail for cyberbullying, but no. She’s busy throwing plates at innocent girls. And is she suspended? Nope. Not at all. You saw that girl’s stitches, didn’t you?”


    “Yes,” the headmistress says, shamefully.


    “Ten bucks and a Coke says you didn’t even contact her father, my father, to explain to him what happened and how it was dealt with.”


    “I feel it best—” she starts to say, about to defend her inability to handle school bullying.


    “The truth is this school is out of your control,” I interrupt, “but you’re hanging on for the half million dollar salary, isn’t that right?”


    “It’s not that,” she says, trying to get a word in edgewise.


    “You’ve lost control of your school.”


    She looks at me, her eyes giving up, her will broken. “Yes,” she admits, her features and voice solemn, resigned. “Yes, I have.”


    “Finally, the gosh damn truth.”


    She steals a deep breath, barely able to meet my eyes, and says, “You have the room you wanted, my silence, my dignity and my balls. Isn’t that enough? What else do you want?”


    “I want you to know that since you’ve done nothing about Cameron O’Dell, I’m going to do something about her. And I’m going to do it my way. If you know what’s best for you, your career and your safety, the best thing you can do is steer clear of me.”


    “Just don’t hurt her,” Headmistress Klein says without an ounce of humor.


    Walking out, over my shoulder, I say, “I’m not making any promises.”
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    A quick walk to the dorms takes me to Blake’s room in time to catch her moving out. For some reason, I want to see her there. Being forced to move. Being shuffled upstairs into her suicided step-sister’s room. Cameron and Theresa, however, take me by surprise. They’re helping. And Abby? She’s safely inside her room with the door locked. She’s probably still getting ready and wondering who’s moving out at seven a.m.


    Blake, that’s who.


    Cameron, Theresa and Blake are gathering up the rest of Blake’s clothes when I stroll in. It’s still early, so they’re all sleepy eyed, their hair not up to their usual standards.


    “Who are you?” Cameron says. Her tired voice is the same as her bitchy voice.


    “I’m going to be living here,” I say, plain as day.


    Blake drops her handful of clothes like they don’t matter and she walks over to me, like she wants to fight. Whatever. I stare her down, not worried in the slightest. And quite frankly, the way she looks, I’m surprised she isn’t wearing makeup.


    “You’re the one who got me kicked out?” Blake snaps. Wearing little makeup, it almost makes her hard looking. Well as hard looking as you can look for going to a prep school for the demon spawn of the über-elite.


    “I’m the one giving you a chance to finally grieve your step-sister,” I say.


    “That’s icy,” Cameron says. At least she’s got her face on.


    “Who the hell are you to get me kicked out of my room?” Blake snarls, even though I’m in her head enough to know she’s missing Maggie, and still suffering bouts of guilt. And all this hostility? It’s an act. A show of strength to save face in front of her friends.


    “I’m just a girl,” I say, like it’s the world’s most obvious thing. “Raven, to be precise.”


    “Raven, the bitch,” Cameron mutters.


    “Yes,” I announce, loud and proud. “Raven the bitch. Raven the ruiner of young lives. Now before this turns ugly, and violent—and I’m sure you’ve already been warned about your behavior, Cameron—I’d like to offer a truce, and my help.”


    “You want to help?” Theresa says. I like what she’s done with her hair. In fact, I like what she’s done with her entire look. And it’s not lost on me that she was the only friend of Maggie’s to come to her funeral. As much as I loathe her, she might have earned a fragment of my respect.


    “There’s no reason for us not to get along,” I reason. “Especially since we don’t know each other. Besides, this will be good for Blake. She needs closure. Isn’t that right, Blake?”


    Strangely, Blake nods her head. Even more puzzling is why no one asks me how I know these things? Or who I really am. I chalk it up to each and every one of them being narcissistic twats. But that’s just me.


    “Good,” I say pleasantly. “So what can I take?”


    After what feels like ten years of silence, Blake says, “How about the linens?”


    “I can do that,” I say.


    “I hope we’re not skipping breakfast for this,” Cameron says, and I think it sounds like the most normal thing I’ve ever heard this rotten scab say.


    
3


    It doesn’t take long for us to move Blake’s stuff upstairs, but the four of us miss breakfast. “I’ll take the rest,” I tell Blake, and she’s hesitant. Cameron and Theresa take off, leaving the two of us to each other.


    “I didn’t like my step-sister,” Blake says to me because we’re strangers.


    “That’s what I hear.”


    “As stupid as it sounds,” she says, her eyes glistening, “I miss her. I think this will be good for me. To be close to her like this.”


    My psychic tentacles scuttle the corridors of her mind. What I feel most is how numb she has become. The haze of drugs. The kind of prescription drugs that mellow your brain then coat it with green fuzz. Deeper still, beyond the Xanax fog, are realms of feeling: depression, sorrow, guilt, loss. For what seems like forever, I feel for the girl.


    “You can trust me,” I whisper into her mind, a mild suggestion I want her to take. If only so I can move my stuff in while everyone is at school. To my surprise, I feel her mind accepting my suggestion as her own. Either that or I’m crazy.


    “I trust you,” she says, handing me the key to my new room and the key to her new room.


    Okay, maybe not crazy. Manipulative and wrong, but not crazy.


    “If you need to talk,” I say.


    “I won’t,” she replies, fast. “But thanks anyway.”


    On the way back downstairs, I can’t help wondering what other talents I possess and have yet to discover. And for her sake, I truly hope Blake is okay.


    It takes me a few more runs to empty her things from my room into hers upstairs. I lock her door and take her new key downstairs with me. About lunch time, I walk to Holland’s office where he’s waiting for me. The way he looks, it’s like someone’s got his testicles in a vice.


    “You can’t just not show up for work,” he says.


    “I was ironing out the final details of my living situation.”


    “Your what?”


    “Yeah, I’m not living with you anymore,” I say, setting my things on the reception desk. “I’ll miss the cat, though.”


    “Where are you—”


    “On campus, right next to Abby.”


    Nostrils flare. Eyes narrow. Head and eyes peel away from me in disgust. “You can’t help yourself, can you?” He steals a deep breath and for whatever reason, I’m really enjoying his meltdown. This part of me who likes teasing and tormenting, she’s satiated. “You always have to meddle, don’t you? And test me. To aggravate the fu—, the hell out of me!”


    “Don’t get your G-string in a twist, Josef. We’ll hardly even talk.”


    “This was a mistake, bringing you back here.”


    “Won’t be the first mistake you’ve made with me, Heir Mengele. And it certainly won’t be the worst, or the last.”


    “That is my fear,” he says. “Just…stay away from her.”


    “I will.”


    “You won’t, you liar,” he snaps.


    For some reason, the many faces of Wolfgang Gerhard calm me. When he became Enzo Holland version 1.0—the last version of himself—he was like Japan’s Fukushima reactors: fully unstable, primed to end the world.


    He keeps staring at me, his eyes jumpy, mean, like he just let it go. “I know you. What you will do is insert yourself into her life an inch at a time until you are back in all the lives you said you would leave behind.”


    Maybe he’s right. Okay, crap, he’s definitely right.


    “Someday I might surprise you, Dr. Angel of Death.”


    “NO!” he booms, startling me. “Stop taunting me with memories of that man!”


    I slip into his head, not even meaning to, and there are fire pits and full trains and barking dogs and guns and snowflakes that are not snow but the ashes of the dead—women and children, the elderly. Boiling under the surface of these images is a cold lunacy, as infectious as cancer, as aggressive as flesh eating bacteria. My emotions become entangled in his. Swallowed in a heart beat. Driven to the core of me, like a stake being thrust into my center, is a calculated insanity, a thirst for torture, a vengeance for life and freedom and leniency. I hate him so much it makes me hate everything even more.


    It takes a monumental force of will to drag myself out of that vortex of rage and back into my own head.


    “Whew!” I say, backing up on weak legs. Head spinning, I grip the receptionist’s counter for stability. “You’re a heartless, soulless fuck.”


    “There’s that mouth,” he spits.


    “The baggage you carry around with you, the memories,” I say. There is no way I can even finish the sentence because words and description alone evade me. He threw a baby into a fire because it was crying, for heaven’s sake. I felt that. I felt the madness of him, how he could so easily do something so inhuman, so vile. I felt that and a host of other horrors associated with Josef Mengele. Perhaps he is trying to breed the monster out of him. Or breed him back.


    I really don’t know; it scares me either way.


    After bearing witness to the monstrosity he tried to become, the seven foot beast Quentin and I genetically reversed, I might never know the real answer. Which makes me anxious to kill him now rather than later. God, this need to end him is persistent!


    “I am no longer Mengele. No longer Gerhard. I am Holland. Enzo Holland. Just like you are no longer Savannah Van Duyn, or Abigail Swann. Which reminds me, what in God’s name is your last name? Have you figured it out yet?”


    “Yes. Raven de’ Medici. That’s my new name.”


    A deep look of satisfaction creeps on his handsome face. “De’ Medici,” he replies. “An excellent choice.”


    “I know why it was a good choice to me, but why is it a good choice to you?” I say as a challenge to his intellect. I want to know if he knows what I know about the name Medici.


    “That particular bloodline not only produced four Popes for the Catholic Church, it rose to power as an elite banking family in fourteenth century Florence where they remained in power for three centuries. They first grew their wealth, then their power as a political dynasty, and then they left their stamp on Europe as a royal family. Like I said, you stubborn shit, good choice.”


    “That’s all fancy and stuff, and I appreciate the history lesson and your warmth, but for me it means ‘medical doctor,’ which is what I want to do with you: practice genetic medicine.”


    He blows out a small huff and rolls his eyes.


    “Yeah. Anyway, I have work to do,” I say, “and you have a check to finish writing.” I take the nameless check from my jeans pocket and hand it to him. He takes it to the reception desk’s surface, grabs a pen from a small cup of pens and fills in my name.


    Raven de’ Medici.


    I like it.


    Raven de’ Medici, the self-made millionaire.


    LOL.


    
4


    So I’m walking through campus and it’s gorgeous outside, seventy-five degrees with a perfectly blue sky and a whiff of a breeze. The grass is green, the trees are pruned and everything smells so lush and calming I actually find myself smiling. Everyone is in school and I’m not. I’m not sure how to feel about that, either. I should be at work. Making sure Dr. Holland isn’t trying to resuscitate Hitler or something like that. That’s when I see him and, OMG, my breath catches a bit. The new kid. The he’s-so-gorgeous-my-knees-are-weak new kid. My mind plows into his mind and I drag up a name. Tavares Baldridge.


    Tavares.


    He sees me and I pull out of his head, unwilling to crawl him just yet. If he doesn’t like me, or if he thinks I’m a freak or hates my look or something, I don’t want to know about it. I’m still a touch self-conscious about my hair and heavier makeup. I’ve never done Goth before, but it’s the furthest I can go from the looks of my previous selves.


    Not that this is real Goth anyway. I have no piercings, no tattoos, and I don’t dress like a member of the living dead. Not that I’m stereotyping…


    He sees me and we lock eyes and I’m like, holy balls this guy’s smoking hot! He smiles, and I smile and then he says, “Excuse me,” and in my mind I’m panting like a dog, like a puppy, like a helpless, lust filled savage who just wants to get myself pregnant with this kid’s two point three babies.


    WTH???


    “Yes?” I ask. We come together and there’s this thing, this chemistry between us that is undeniable and all the sudden I’m a sackless Sally, so horribly shy it takes me off guard.


    I resist the powerful urge to jump inside his head and see what he’s thinking. It’s like a sex addict struggling with abstinence. Holy cow, I want in his head!


    “I’m a little lost,” he says, pulling out his slip of paper that has his schedule of classes. “I got turned around and I’m sort of, well, I need to find—this place here,” he says, handing me his sheet, pointing to his next class. “I’m already super late.”


    “I’ll help you,” I say, cold for some reason, “just follow me.” It’s the dumb girl in me, the one who lets him know I like him by being extra bitchy. It’s the female equivalent of boys throwing rocks at the girls they’re crushing on.


    “Are you a student here?” he asks.


    “No.”


    “So you work here?” he says, trying to keep up with me.


    “Yes, with Dr. Holland,” I say. “I’m one of his research partners. I’m the one in charge of oversight.”


    “That’s cool,” he says. “I’m Tavares.”


    “I know,” I say, not offering anything up. “What year are you?”


    “Sophomore,” he says.


    “Jesus,” I hear my mouth say, “you’re just a kid.” I don’t know why I said this, only that maybe I wanted to knock him down a notch for making me think such vulnerable thoughts. And besides, I don’t want to be attracted to anyone.


    It’s not really my thing right now. Even though it is.


    “I missed school last year. While my sister was becoming a TV celebrity, I found myself traveling the world with my father. So now I’m a year behind.”


    He’s my age. Great.


    We enter the main building and he says, “I’ve got it from here,” while smiling that smile and devastating me on a purely sexual, purely emotional level.


    I turn and go because I hate being controlled by his looks. I should have just told him to get bent and find the building himself.


    “What’s your name?” he asks after me. By now I’m far enough away that I can pretend I didn’t hear him—as loud as he is—even if I could hear him perfectly if I was fifteen feet further. “Hey!”


    I stop, wait there for a second, take a deep breath, then turn back around and stalk back to him until we’re face to face. He has that look like he doesn’t know what I’m going to do, but he didn’t expect this.


    “You don’t want to know me, Tavares. I’m not a good person, and I’m certainly not the kind of girl you usually hang out with.”


    “How do you know who I hang out with anyway?”


    “Let me rephrase,” I say, half astounded that I’m being this way. “I’m not blonde enough to be your friend or girlfriend, or whatever, so just leave me alone.” And with that I snap into his brain and tear away all his thoughts of me. I don’t care that he’s attracted to me. I do, I suppose, but I don’t either. I just want out of his head, out of his life.


    Best he forget we ever met.


    When I’m done, he’s staring at me and I’m just staring at him and there’s this incredible emptiness between us that makes me sad. Why did I do that?


    “Who are you?” he asks.


    “Just a girl.”


    He smiles, then looks around like he’s not sure where he’s at, and then his big blue eyes find me again and I’m dying to know what he’s about to say next. His lips part, and he has that nervous look guys get around hot girls. He is three inches taller than me and he looks nervous?


    “I think you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen,” he says, like he’s half lodged in a dream.


    Slowly, I slide my hand around his neck, pull him down to my level. Our mouths meet and I kiss him, right on the lips. He melts into me, as I do him, and then I slither back into his mind, scramble it again so he doesn’t know me or remember the kiss. His eyes are empty again, and the space between us is a vacuum of what was but could never be. He starts to speak, but I turn and go, my head now hurting as I finally decide it’s time to go to work.


    I can’t keep doing this, I’m thinking. I can’t take what I want from boys like Damien and Tavares. And I can’t just slip in and scramble their brains, or tell people who I am. What I need to do is be more responsible. Or leave Astor for good.


    With my check from Holland, I can go anywhere, be anyone. So why am I haunting this place? These are the dead people in my life, people I’ll one day leave behind because there will be nothing left between us. Everything meaningful will be fake Abby’s. She’ll have everything.


    For a second, I think of reclaiming my life, but then I wash my mind clean of the thought. I can’t be like this. Not anymore.


    It’s not healthy.




    Kidney Bean Bastard Child
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    Georgia thought about burning things all the time now. Not out of compulsion; it was more from curiosity. Could she do it? Ever since school started, she dreamt of trying again. The need was an itch she had to scratch, yet she was terrified to tap into that power that once rolled throughout the darker chambers of her psyche. Would it still be there? She both feared and hoped it would be. But if she felt the power source within her, if it was still accessible after her latest remaking, she wasn’t sure if she’d cry or smile.


    Sitting in class, palms turned up, she studied her flesh, but drew no power. The seashell spikes of death—the first time she saw them appear in her hand—they startled her, horrified her, seduced her. If she needed them, would they be there? The first time they lanced foreign skin, the heat inside her boiled over like lava, the fire roiling through her, consuming her. The crush of her abilities seared her, spewed molten colors across her world, rocked her with the storm of euphoria only raw power can elicit. She was being drenched with supremacy. Subjugated, yet liberated. Her sci-fi body literally dumped masses of fire and screaming death deep into another person.


    The agonizing force she expelled, it wasn’t about dominion, or simple gratification. No, it was about the fiery eradication of a thing. It was hateful energy, and vibrant. Something that drained her body’s reserves until she was left gasping and breathless, yet wholly satiated.


    “Georgia?” a distinctly male voice said.


    She clamped her hands shut and glanced up. The teacher was looking at her with that hi-welcome-to-planet-earth look; through her peripheral vision, she saw the whole class staring as well. Everyone knew who she was, that something about her was off. All week long people had been asking where she was last semester. She was tired of lying, and making up lies.


    “Are you alright?” her teacher asked.


    “I am, Mr. Shelton,” she said. A rush of warmth flooded her face, made her blush. Her mind/body connection had her thinking only of her hands. She tried not to obsess, but she had been fixated on them, not texting, or nodding off in class, just…obsessing. Putting her hands away, she thought, can I get into trouble for that sort of thing? She smiled, but it was a nervous smile, the kind that said, okay, seriously, don’t everyone look at me all at once.


    Mr. Shelton returned to teaching, and the other students returned to learning, and Georgia went back to the day she set her mother’s plant on fire. The thrill! Forget the idea of not dying, like her brother and almost like her mother (which was why she was even at Astor Academy in the first place) and forget becoming beautiful and having friends, this was about being able to do something, to be something almost no one else on earth could do or be.


    Omnipotent. A firestarter. The ender of lives.


    Flashes of the bald assassin who shot and killed Abby snuck into her head. She tried not to squirm, or let her discomfort show on her face. Her eyes flared wide though and settled. The memories left her feeling so unpleasant, she needed to be alone. She couldn’t just scramble out of class though, could she? A subtle glance around told her everyone was focused on Professor Shelton and not her. Well, everyone but one student: the new girl. Sabrina something or other. Baldridge. Sabrina Baldridge. The TV star from some show she never watched.


    Sabrina Baldridge was watching her, curios, eyes narrowed. It was almost like she was smelling the air. Like a dog sniffing something suspicious.


    Georgia looked away. Tried to still herself. Tried to soften the harder edges building up around her. But that bitch was watching her!


    She looked again; Sabrina cocked her head, held her eye.


    Her brain was like, Stop it Georgia! but her body fought her mind and now she felt the heat inside her stirring. The low churning intensified, her belly distending with pressure, with molten heat and need. The spikes on her hand broke through the skin, a needle point spiral of impending destruction. She curled her hands, hid them away. Breathed.


    Tried to breathe.


    It wasn’t working, though. Her eyeballs flicked over to their resident celebrity and the girl’s eyes were locked on hers. Georgia wondered, what’s her problem? Then she felt all the classroom’s color draining away in favor of a hot, charcoal tint.


    No…


    The TV star blinked fast, startled. Georgia’s eyes must’ve turned black. Subconsciously she threw a little heat the girl’s way, stuck it like tacky, hot tar on her hands. The TV star yelped a little and shook her hands like they were on fire.


    “Ms. Baldridge?” the teacher said. Now everyone was looking at Sabrina and no one was looking at her.


    Georgia shot out of her chair, grabbed her backpack and hurried into the hallway. For so long she tried to draw this out of her; now she couldn’t stop it. She didn’t like the vulnerability she felt. This was the same as those dreams where you’re naked in class and you’re just praying no one sees you because the second they do, it’s over. You’re over. She felt exposed, unable to hide this burning instinct from anyone anymore.


    The power welling inside her became too intense to contain. The spikes just might have minds of their own. They might crave stifling, ashy death. Her eyes struck their darkest shade, drowning the world in shadows and pockets of light, with a bright orange halo she felt sizzling along the edges.


    She dug through her backpack for her sunglasses. Almost put them on. Almost.


    Looking down the empty hallway to her right stood a hundred yards of hallway. To her left, forty. Turning back to the long end, she found the furthest garbage can from her—a plastic grey can with a black bag liner at the hallway’s end.


    Her hand shot out like a weapon, spikes pointed like the barrels of a thousand guns. The force of her energy exploded, sending mighty shockwaves down the hall, rattling doors, windows and lockers in the process. A hundred yards down the hallway, the plastic garbage can burst into a bluish/orange flame. The flash of brilliant, blinding light encouraged her. In seconds, the thing melted into a boiling puddle, the contents of the garbage bag fusing into a black ball of liquefied refuse and heat shrunken plastic.


    Classroom doors opened and heads popped out to see what happened and that’s when the fire alarms shrieked. The sprinklers went off, the rain water cooling her. Before she got caught, she turned and bolted for the closest exit, anxious, afraid, exhausted but now with the answer of whether or not she still had the flame.


    She did.


    
2


    Just as Julie sat down with her friends for lunch, her phone rang. She dug it out of her purse, looked at it, and picked it up. She put her finger to her ear because the noise not only in the cafeteria but at her table was making it difficult to hear.


    “Be right back,” she said to her friends as she grabbed her tray of food and went to an empty table two tables down.


    “What,” she snapped into the phone. It wasn’t a question, it was disgust.


    “C’mon, Julie,” Emery said, “don’t be like that.”


    “What do you expect me to do?” she hissed into the phone, “I’ve got your baby in me. Again.”


    “That’s supposed to be a sexy thing,” he said. “It’s a new life you and I made. A baby. Besides, it’s been a week already.”


    “God, you’re stupid,” she said, trying to calm herself. She looked up and her friends were looking at her. Cameron and Blake, anyway. Theresa was busy talking to Sabrina and looking at the TV star’s hands for some reason.


    Cameron gave her the WTF? look and Julie held up a finger as if to say, I just need a minute or two.


    “You can’t keep getting rid of our children,” Emery said.


    “Do you really want our parents to find out I’m not just a slut but an incestuous slut at that? Because if I have your baby, again, I’m not telling my father I porked some random. We had that kid thrown out of school, if you haven’t forgotten.”


    “I haven’t.”


    “He’s a freaking sex offender now.”


    “We’re all sex offenders,” Emery said, his voice long and lusty. “We just haven’t been caught yet.”


    “That’s not funny,” she said, eating a piece of buttered bread. “You’re not funny.”


    “We didn’t hook up to tell each other jokes, sweetheart.”


    After a minute of silence, she whispered, “We need to stop this. Us hooking up, I mean.” She watched people flood into the cafeteria, specifically Brayden and his squadron of hotties. It wasn’t just that he was with Cicely and Tempest, he was with Damien and Abby and Caden, too. Somehow he managed to go from being butt ugly to being this ruggedly good looking guy who by some miracle managed to snag her attention. There was something about him…what was it?


    “You like our hook ups, Julie. They’re amazing. Every single time with you is amazing. Is it so strange to want you to have our child? Jesus, we’re in love with each other.”


    “No we’re not.”


    “I am with you,” he said.


    “What about our jealous step-sister?” Julie asked. “Or our responsible parents?”


    From the food line, Brayden saw her looking at him. She looked away, embarrassed. When she looked back, he was still looking at her. He raised his eyebrows at her and smiled. She gave a half nod, but refused to smile because Cameron was now out of her seat, walking toward her.


    “What the shit, Julie?”


    “Hold on,” she told Emery. She then covered the microphone and said, “This is a private conversation, Cam. I only need a minute. Seriously.” Hovering over Julie’s food tray, Cameron took her second piece of bread as a challenge, and returned to her table where Julie could see her trying to explain her private conversation to everyone else.


    “Sorry,” she said into the phone.


    “When you get back for winter break, I want to go to the doctor with you. I want to see the sex of our child with you for the first time. Together.”


    “No,” she said. “I may not even come home.”


    “Bullshit,” he spat.


    Brayden was looking at her again and now he was walking over to her. Or near her. What’s he doing? He broke off from the girls and now he was—


    “Don’t be rude and not say hi,” Brayden said, “we’re friends now.”


    She covered the phone’s mic fast and said, “No, we’re not.”


    In her ear, Emery said, “Who’s that?”


    “Be quiet,” she said into the phone, then covered the mic again. “I’m on the phone.”


    Brayden wore a look she didn’t understand. She couldn’t decide if he was worth talking to. She would never be able to explain him to her friends, and he wasn’t nearly as good looking as her step-brother, but she might be with him. If no one knew, if they didn’t to go out on dates or do PDA’s (public displays of affection) at school functions or in the quad, she would probably do him, if anything to prove she could sleep with more than just family.


    “We’re not friends now,” she said, “and we won’t ever be so leave me alone.” He merely stood there, grinning. Okay, he was definitely hot. Not the way you expect a male model to be hot. More like how you expect a convict to be hot, the way he orders you around and just takes you when he wants.


    “Yes,” he said, “we are friends.”


    “No,” she said, stronger, “we’re not.”


    “You’re not that girl anymore,” he said, starting to walk away. “Don’t be that girl.”


    What?!


    She hung up on her step-brother and said, “Wait, wait!”


    He stopped, turned around. He wasn’t smiling.


    “You’re annoying,” he said playfully. “All this push and pull shit, what gives?”


    “Come here, stop making a scene,” she said.


    He walked back to her table, scooted her over physically and sat down. He plopped his tray on the table and said, “The girl from last semester and all the semesters before that, the one no one likes, I’d hoped she was gone. I see you changed, otherwise you’d be back at that table with all those other…cockroaches.”


    “People like me just fine,” she snapped. “And don’t sit so damn close.”


    “You know what I did all summer?” he said, not at all phased by her profanity.


    “No,” she said, scooting away, irritated, “and I don’t care.”


    “I spent the summer with girls like you. A lot of girls. The truths they shared, the things I learned, it gave me perspective. Then I spent some time with some women, not girls, and what I gleaned from them blew my mind.”


    “And I care about this, why?” she said, even though she was finding herself interested, albeit against her will.


    “Because I see things different. People aren’t who they always appear to be. Like you, for example, you don’t fit in with anyone so you force yourself to be different, to be part of the Bitch Brigade, or the head mean girl, whatever. You’re not like that, though. You’re different now. This girl you’re becoming, this woman, it’s lost on all these boys who will judge you for your hair, your tits, the way you dress, how tight your ass looks in those jeans. Boys are dumb, Julie. But you’re not. You’re tired of guys like that.”


    She was speechless.


    “Your ass looks amazing in those jeans, by the way.”


    She smiled. “I know.”


    Just then her phone rang. She was tired of guys like Brayden described, guys like her step-brother. Whom she still wanted and hated and maybe loved at the same time.


    It was Emery. She pressed END, ignored it.


    “Just because you banged a few broads over the summer doesn’t mean you understand women.”


    “Drop the act, Julie. Just be yourself with me. It’s okay.”


    “Go away, Brayden,” she said. She was thinking of the baby in her belly, the third with Emery. What she had with him, it was worse than dysfunctional. It was criminal. Just then her phone beeped. She couldn’t help herself. She knew it was from Emery, but still…she had to do it. She had to look.


    It was a text. She slid her finger over the message icon, opened it up. Her world came to a sudden, crashing halt. How her stomach dropped into her shoe and rushed up into her throat at the same time she didn’t know. All she knew was her face was ashen. We’re talking total blood loss.


    Emery said he found their first child. That motherfu—the last thing she needed was for her parents to find out what she was doing. What she had done. What was his obsession? She started punching in a nasty text message, her fingers flying over the mini-keypad, then erased it. Shut the phone off completely. Why did Emery want to find their adopted-out child so badly? So he could use it against her? Use it to make her his?


    “Oh, God,” she muttered, her world spinning.


    “What?” Brayden asked.


    She forgot he was still sitting there. She stood and left the table, the cafeteria and her last three classes. By the time she reached her dorm room she was bawling, vehemently cursing the world. Wondering what she was going to do with the baby inside her. Or the one Emery said he had found. In her bathroom, she sunk to her knees, threw up. The vomit surged endless. Tears, snot and stomach bile drained from her face into the toilet. Around the eighth soul-ending purge, she felt her organs starting to shift. It was wrong. This was all wrong! She prayed for an end to her sickness, but what she ached for more than anything was to wretch up their little kidney bean bastard of a child. Just be done with it.


    Sitting up on her knees, sweat pouring down her face, her hands on the toilet seat and her hair hanging limp and damp, she lowered a hand to her stomach and muttered to the baby inside of her.


    “I hate you,” she said. “I hate you.”




    Paris is Lovely This Time of Year
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    Orianna woke up in her own home, drove over to the country club where she flat out owned the circuit weights with her new muscles, swam twenty laps in the pool, then showered and dressed and powered her ultra sexy S550 coupe right to the Whole Foods on Emerson Street for organic coffee. The lightness she felt inside, the freedom from so many physical and emotional burdens of late, had her smiling and feeling great. She was budding with a happiness and an ease about herself she’d never known before. More than anything, she wanted the paparazzi to photograph her just so everyone could see her shine. Her smile waned, however, at the thought of being no one important.


    This new her, she was a ghost. A blank slate.


    She’d only just gotten her ID and credit cards. And though she was genetically flawless, she felt gorgeous for an audience of none. Unless you count strangers. Then she was eye candy to about half a dozen men she might’ve given the time of day to when she was Margaret, but not Orianna. This fresh version of herself was respectable. She wasn’t a publicity whore, or a coke addict. And she certainly wasn’t hooked on pain killers or serotonin reuptake inhibitors or, God forbid, cosmetic surgery. She was simply Orianna, the much cleaner version of her former self. Orianna who only had eyes for one…


    She was finally able to admit that.


    He occupied her mind constantly. Christian. Not because he was that thing she couldn’t have, and not because he was the father of her child or her former husband. What made her so in love with him was that he was not only super evolved, he was charming and so beautiful it made her new heart beat a blistering pace.


    So why did she make him wait for her? Because of Abby, of course. But did she blow it with him by doing this? By denying him? And keeping him at bay, emotionally and sexually?


    When they first met, he always used to tell her how beautiful she was, that he had to have her the minute he saw her. For her, there was something in him that drew her in, even though he hadn’t been good looking back then. Perhaps it was his tenacity. His persistence.


    Where was that persistence now?


    If they got back together, their second start would not be so easy, or so carefree. It would not be about infinite possibilities as much as it would be about forgiveness and the art of working through obstacles, both personal and familial.


    She had done so much damage, yet he still wanted her back, didn’t he?


    He did. So why was she putting him off? She decided right then, waiting for her coffee, that she needed to tell him she would be with him, but that they needed to be smart about it with Abby. She could do that. She would do that.


    Breathing a much needed sigh of relief, she felt the tension easing inside her. Her coffee came, she thanked the woman who made it, then fixed it up with a bit of milk and sweetener.


    And then, right there at the Whole Foods, she saw him: Christian. A full blown man-God spawned from a computer nerd…enjoying his own cup of coffee…with another woman.


    All the walls she’d taken down around her heart came charging back up again. And that tension that just left her chest only moments earlier—it was back.


    “Unbelievable,” she muttered to herself. For some reason, she couldn’t take her eyes off the girl.


    She was this thirty-something brunette with trendy rectangular framed glasses with real looking boobs and a killer smile and the kind of dimples that made her cute but sexy in a really annoying, really competitive way. Even worse, she fully nailed the smoking-hot-librarian-out-exercising look. We’re talking black yoga pants, black workout top, black Nike running shoes with the white soles. Jealousy tore through Orianna, leaving in its wake hostility, and a ton of resentment.


    Was he sleeping with her? Were they on a day date? Was her tan real?


    With the crush of jealously came her desire to react. To pry the woman from him. But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. That was Margaret, and Margaret with her outrageous fits and her need to be the center of everyone’s attention was now a glob of disintegrated flesh at the bottom of some New York drain. Orianna refused to make a scene. She wouldn’t embarrass herself or Christian.


    But she couldn’t just walk away…


    You’re not married to him, she reminded herself as she stood there with her coffee. She turned her eyes to Christian as she fought to calm the storm inside her. There was that moment in time, that fork in the road where she would either be Margaret, or Orianna.


    Do the right thing, she told herself.


    Christian hadn’t seen her yet. He’d have to look over his shoulder to see her, and there was no reason for him to do that. And the young woman he was with? That little hussy? She was practically doing him with her eyes.


    Instead of leaving, or making a scene, she sat down behind the pair. Christian couldn’t see her, but Orianna, she could look the girl in the eye. In fact, she was in spitting distance.


    Orianna couldn’t help it, she listened to their conversation. Every word of it. She had her cell phone out and was pretend texting, but inside the black waters of jealousy rose. Any minute and she was going to blow up and maybe toss hot coffee on Christian, but instead she found herself captivated by the things he was saying.


    With this girl, he was talking about the psychology of a bikini wax and damn if he wasn’t funny. The girl—a girl Orianna was now certain was not in her thirties, but in her twenties—she was giggling a lot, and it was an airy, carefree, not-annoying sound.


    If she let herself admit it, she saw why Christian might like her.


    She put away her phone and her eye caught the eye of Christian’s date. The girl smiled at Orianna, and Orianna smiled back. How could she hate this girl she didn’t know? Simple, she couldn’t. Grabbing her things, she stood and left, certain she was losing Christian. Certain she’d already lost him.


    She was halfway through the parking lot when she saw the familiar Aston Martin pull up beside her S550. Inside she groaned. Okay, maybe she groaned out loud, too. Either way, she was having a massive pity party right now and it was such the wrong time for this.


    Out of the Aston Martin rose the novelist. Her affair. Was this God’s way of reminding her that she was a selfish bitch in her former life? Perhaps. Probably. With one of his patented sexy expressions, one he was directing at her, she saw the look she first fell for out at the pool at the country club. He slowed his walk when he saw her walking to her Mercedes.


    “This yours?” he asked. He was handsome, and young, but he was no longer enchanting. There was no mystery to him. After he hit on Abby, everything wondrous and delightful about him soured. She was over him and it took no effort at all.


    When he was close enough, Orianna took a final sip of her coffee, then peeled off the lid and slung the rest of it at him. He hopped out of the way, but not fast enough. Fortunately, some of it still got the front of his white button up shirt. Startled, horrified, his mouth hanging open in a sort of reverse “O” face, he was speechless.


    “Guys who drive Aston Martin’s make me sick,” she snarled. She must look crazy, but it didn’t matter. Gone was her old face, her fillers, implants and invisible scars; the anger on tap at the drop of a hat, however, still remained. And it reminded her of how Christian had behaved on their last date with the pesky photographer, and how Abby was with the French lady at lunch the other day.


    “You threw it at me because…I drive an Aston Martin?” the novelist exclaimed, looking at his ruined clothes.


    “No,” she said, unlocking her door, “I threw it at you because you’re ugly, your novels suck and you look exactly like someone I absolutely hate.” Gracefully, proudly, she got in the car, but before closing the door, she said, “If you don’t move, I swear to Jesus I’ll run your ass over.”


    He moved; she left.


    So much for the good day she started out having.
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    Orianna was halfway home when she spun the wheel, flipped a U-Turn and headed straight over to Christian’s home. If he showed up with that girl, Orianna would be there and he’d have some serious explaining to do. As pissed off as she was, that would be a confrontation she now had to have. A confrontation the old Margaret would have craved. As for Orianna, however, warning bells were crashing around in her head right then, telling her to step away from the ledge.


    No, the old voice said. She couldn’t let him get away with it.


    At Christian’s house, she used the key he gave her and walked inside. When she entered the kitchen, Rebecca screamed and dropped her bowl of cereal. The porcelain dish shattered on the tile floor. The whole ordeal set both their nerves on edge.


    “You scared me,” Rebecca said.


    “Oh my gosh, I’m sorry!” What am I doing? Orianna thought. This is reckless, careless and inconsiderate! Wait a sec. “Aren’t you supposed to be with your tutor?” she asked.


    “At eleven.”


    “Eleven? Is that what time you start?”


    “I like to sleep in,” she said. “Christian understands.”


    “Mr. Swann,” Orianna corrected. She could hardly believe her ex-husband had taken in this beautiful twenty year old girl. What was he thinking? Did she have a crush on him? Good God, how could she not? Everyone did. Wasn’t that the point?


    “I prefer to call him Mr. Swann,” Rebecca said, “but he insists I call him Christian.”


    Orianna studied the girl’s eyes when she said it and decided she saw no signs of attraction at the mention of him. Rebecca had the mental equivalent of a pre-teen, for now. This wouldn’t last forever. The girl knelt over the broken bowl, the spilled milk and the Cheerios, then went to work picking up the mess.


    “How long are you going to live here?” Orianna asked. Rebecca shrugged her shoulders the same as a child. It was cute. “Don’t you have parents who will be missing you?”


    “No.”


    “Are you sure?”


    She stopped what she was doing, moved her long, red hair out of her face then looked up at Orianna. “My father stabbed my mother to death with a knife, then he tried to kill me. So yes, I’m sure.”


    Orianna startled. The way the beautiful redhead said this with perfectly parched eyes and minimal expression spoke volumes about her life and state of mind. She went back to picking up the largest shards of broken porcelain. Whatever tenderness Rebecca possessed as a young girl was most assuredly cleaved from her that day. No longer was she an innocent. She was now a victim. A survivor.


    “I’m so sorry,” Orianna said. She didn’t know whether to hug her or say more or change the subject altogether.


    “What are you doing here?” Rebecca finally asked.


    “Waiting for Christian.”


    “He’s out.”


    “I know. I saw him at Whole Foods.”


    “Why didn’t you talk to him there?”


    Orianna thought about this for a second, then said, “He was with a girl. They looked like they were enjoying each other’s company.”


    “Bethany,” Rebecca said.


    “You know her?” Orianna said.


    “She’s my tutor.”


    “Jesus Christ,” she mumbled. Torrents of jealousy battered the shores of her heart. She had a hard time catching her breath.


    Rebecca dumped the broken bowl’s pieces in the garbage, stood and fetched a dish cloth to wipe the floor clean. To Orianna she said, “Jesus Christ what?”


    “She’s beautiful,” Orianna admitted.


    Rebecca started mopping up the milk and cereal. “Yes, but Bethany’s not as beautiful as you are.”


    “Do you really think that?”


    “Yep.”


    Just then the front door opened and Christian and Bethany walked in. Christian knew she was there because her Mercedes was parked out front. She hadn’t been going for the element of surprise.


    “Orianna,” he called out.


    “In the kitchen,” she said, trying to sound pleasant, even though what she was planning in her mind was anything but that.


    Rebecca was all done cleaning the mess, but she still had to eat. “You should get another bowl of cereal, sweetheart,” Orianna said.


    Don’t act like Margaret, she thought as she contemplated the consequences of acting like an icy, controlling bitch all over again.


    Be Orianna.


    Christian strolled into the kitchen with Bethany at his side. Beautiful Bethany with the cute dimples and the perfect charisma, and the sweet, sweet laugh. Beautiful Bethany who saw Orianna and lost her smile instantly. Recognition slapped her across her brilliant, flawless face. Orianna felt herself smile. That’s right, she thought: Whole Foods. The thing about Bethany’s reaction was Orianna didn’t need to say a word. Christian smiled, kissed her on the cheek and said, “Orianna, this is Bethany. Bethany, Orianna.”


    Orianna reached out and the ladies shook hands. She made sure hers was the stronger of the two, but just barely. Bethany the beautiful became Bethany the insecure. And then she was Bethany the inferior.


    “Let’s go get started,” Bethany said to Rebecca, forcing a smile.


    Christian, of course, was oblivious to all the underlying posturing and strategy, as well as Orianna’s establishing of hierarchy. Orianna was the woman; Bethany was the help. If Bethany knew this, but Christian didn’t, that was fine. That was the point.


    “I have to eat first,” Rebecca said.


    “You can eat and learn at the same time,” Orianna told Rebecca. Then, looking directly at Christian, Orianna said, “Although it is my fault she hasn’t eaten. I startled her, and she broke a bowl.”


    “She’ll be okay,” Christian replied. She couldn’t take her eyes off him, how handsome he looked, how she wanted to devour every last bit of that face, that body. Him.


    “I’m going to leave,” she said.


    “But you just got here,” Christian replied. Bethany was looking on, but trying not to act like any of this was happening. She was definitely crushing on Christian.


    Definitely.


    “I’ll walk you out, then,” he said.


    “Nice to meet you,” she said over her shoulder to Bethany as she was leaving. The way she sounded was ever so cheerful. The Queen confidently leaving the squire. Outside, she said, “She’s too young for you, and way too chipper.”


    “You’re just jealous,” he replied, taking her hand and stopping her.


    “No,” she said. “I’m not.”


    “If you weren’t jealous, you would have stayed and joined us at Whole Foods.” Her eyes flashed with surprise before she could conceal them. “And you wouldn’t have thrown coffee on the writer you used to screw when I was Atticus.”


    “How did you—?”


    He held up his finger and silenced her instantly. “And if you weren’t jealous, you would not have come here to wait for me, only to show yourself to Bethany to prove I’m yours and she can’t have me.”


    “Has she had you?”


    “Not yet.”


    She shook her hand out of his and unlocked her car. He didn’t say anything. She finally spun around and said, “Go fuck her then, if you want.”


    “That word sounds horrible coming out of that gorgeous mouth. Those were Margaret’s words, and they looked terrible coming out of her mouth, too. But I got used to it. Not you. If you use that word with me again, if you use that word in front of Rebecca or our daughter, at all, you won’t be aloud to see either of them again.”


    Her mouth dropped. Then she slapped it shut, got in her car and started it up. She put it in reverse as Christian was turning to go back inside. To Bethany. She rolled down the window, called out his name. He came back over.


    “Why can’t you just wait a little longer for me?” she said.


    “I’m in for the long haul, but that doesn’t mean other offers won’t come along while I’m waiting around for you. Besides, you’re still too much Margaret, and not enough Orianna.”


    This wasn’t the answer she expected. “What does that mean?”


    “It means, find out who you are, then let’s talk again and we’ll see how compatible we are. Besides, you’re making so much progress with Abby. Isn’t that what you wanted?”


    They stared at each other for a long time, then Orianna said, “Did you ever love me?”


    “Once,” he said.


    “Is it possible…to maybe…I don’t know, find your way back?”


    “I tried already.”


    “Are you going to sleep with that girl?” she asked. It wasn’t malicious the way she was asking, or even hostile. She just wanted to know.


    “No.”


    She then put on her glasses and slid the car out of the driveway, leaving Christian behind, not knowing where to go, only that Paris was nice this time of year. Perhaps she’d catch the first flight out. Or maybe she’d just go home, curl up on the couch with a bottle of wine and catch up on Game of Thrones.


    “That’s what Margaret would do,” she said. And he doesn’t want Margaret.


    Not anymore.


    Still, the moment she got home, she poured herself a glass of wine, smoked a joint, then booked herself a ticket to Paris.


    To hell with this life.
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    It all happened at once, the unrelenting urge to get away. When something overwhelms you like this, it could be your internal flight mechanism triggering. At first I’m disgusted by my reaction to school. I survived here before. Why shouldn’t I now? Cognitive reasoning, however, takes over. People run from a lot of things, I tell myself. I’m no different. Who am I to feel bad about wanting to escape this place? I’m no longer part of anything.


    I am nothing, I tell myself.


    I am no one.


    At this point, with no strings attached to anything or anyone, I’m thinking, why fight this feeling? Why not just go?


    So I take my million dollar check, call the rental car agency that picks you up, then rent a car. It was a bit tricky, trying to rent a car when you’re under twenty-five years old and you have no car insurance, but whatevs. It’s all easy work when you’ve got mind control skills like I have mind control skills. (Holla!) Heading to San Francisco in my perfectly reasonable, perfectly not sexy car, it’s at an almost leisurely pace. If I have any regrets, it’s that I’m in a freaking Dodge Charger and not my Audi. God almighty, I’m going to miss my S5!


    San Francisco.


    First stop: Wells Fargo. The banking institution of choice for one Enzo Holland. There’s no issue with the funds in Holland’s account being available, but the way you would think of the President coming to town as a big deal, that’s how everyone’s behaving about me putting a lot of money held in their bank into another account to be held in their bank.


    It’s not like I stole it.


    Wink, wink.


    Okay, technically blackmailing Holland out of his money is stealing, but whatevs. The point is, my name’s on the motherfreaking check. Which is being held for five days because a million dollars is a lot of money, and with my Gothic chic type of look—not having an IMDB page, my own band or a seven figure Twitter following—apparently it’s pretty difficult to take me seriously. What I wanted to say to the crustacean of a woman looking down her nose at me, telling me that’s a lot of money for a kid, was that a million dollars is hardly shit when you’re a billionaire’s child. But I’m not a child of anyone anymore. Unless you count science, then yes, I’m a child of science.


    After I left the bank, with the cabbie, the credit card part of my ID package ran through. And thank Christ. There’s a five thousand dollar limit I intend to cut in half once I hit the mall, but not before I reach the Financial District and book myself a room at the Omni. Say what you want about swanky hotels, the truth is, I like a doorman and the sound of cable cars.


    Because I’m on a budget, I choose the Deluxe room with a single King bed for a bit more than five hundred a night. This makes me feel responsible. Like I’m being frugal. Which I am. Before leaving, to the desk clerk, I’m like, “So where’s the pool?” and he’s like, “It’s but a short walk to the beach,” which makes me wonder if I’m speaking in tongues.


    “No,” I say. “The pool.”


    And he’s like, “Ma’am, we don’t have a pool.”


    “Okay, weird,” I tell him. “You have a spa though, right?”


    He makes a face like he’s just stolen a bite of warm fudge only to find it’s really packed human fecal matter and says, “Ew, the germs.”


    “Are you going to tell me there’s a bath in the room and you have hot water?”


    He smiles and says, “I am.”


    “Even in the budget room?” My sarcasm can be felt from space.


    His complimentary smile breaks open even wider, but at least it’s not a creeper’s smile. “I think you’ll find the bathrooms to be more than generous.”


    I smile back and say, “Someone should be generous since I don’t have a pool or spa and my room is five hundred and forty-five dollars a night.”


    “The difference between our establishment and a Motel 6 is not just a pool and a spa,” he says. Okay, now we’re sparring.


    “F*ck the Motel 6,” I quip. “I’m a billionaire’s child and I’m slumming it. And this isn’t the Four Seasons, or the Fairmont. For the love of Jesus, this isn’t St. Regis.”


    “Perhaps you would be more comfortable there,” he jabs, the smile gone.


    “Perhaps, but there’s something about your diet hospitality and the historic feel here that intrigues me, so I’m going to risk a night here anyway.”


    Yep, I just insulted him and his place and he knows it. When you can do anything you want, when you have no past, no one to embarrass, no one looking down on you or judging you for your crap manners and your rampant distaste for everything social because everything seems beneath you, sometimes you end up saying things or being a certain way you will come to regret sometime in the very near future.


    Or not.


    “You know I’m messing with you, right?” I say. It’s time to turn a corner with my bad attitude. “I’m totally infatuated with this place.”


    “You are?” he says.


    “Yep. I’m a history buff, so places like this give me serious lady wood.” He laughs and I laugh and that’s my cue. “I’ll take the key and be on my way.”


    “I like you,” he says, genuine. “I was sure I wouldn’t when I first saw you, but I do.”


    “Most people don’t,” I reply. He hands me the key, tells me to enjoy my stay, and I hope to God I will, but maybe I won’t.


    Who can really say what form joy or sorrow will take anymore?
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    One can literally lose track of time in a place like San Francisco. What I do until I figure out what to do with my life is tool around the city for a couple of days, eating, drinking, shopping and people watching. I spend an entire day on Market Street and never tire of the sights. When my money finally clears, I use my new debit card to get cash to then buy a burner cell phone.


    First call: the illustrious Dr. Enzo Holland.


    “Hello?” he says.


    “It’s me,” I say, and wait. I can’t resist messing with him.


    “Me, who?” he says, irritated. “Raven?”


    “Look at you,” I say. “Brand new and still brilliant.”


    “Will you be making it to work today?” he says like the idea of me is giving him crabs.


    “Perhaps next month.”


    “If what you’re doing is disappearing for a month, then the million dollars was worth it.”


    “And here I thought I was charming.” On the other end of the phone is complete silence. As in no laughter. “Anyway…”


    There is a click on the end of the line and it’s the sound of Holland hanging up on me. Wow. Okay, whatever.


    In the back of my mind I’m thinking he can do a lot of damage in the next month, but I can’t stop him from doing his experiments. I never could. I might never be able to. And at this point, that psychotic butthole matters so little to me I’d love to not see his stupid face for a few weeks.


    Second call: a cab. I’m going to get me a new car. The problem is I don’t know what kind of a car I want but the one I had. Me and my Audi, we didn’t have enough time together. So naturally, I end up at an Audi dealership. In Oakland, to be precise. When I called asking if they had any S5’s, he said all he had was an RS5, which apparently is a S5 on steroids. Instead of having three hundred and thirty-three horsepower, you get four fifty. Plus you get a far sexier grill, beefier tires and a body kit guys will go sterile just looking at. It’s basically what you buy when the S5 just isn’t enough.


    When he told me the car was black on black with twenty inch five-arm bladed rims and tinted windows, I was like, “Do you take personal checks or should I bring a cashier’s check?” He asked about my credit and I said I came from money, so credit wouldn’t be on the menu. I asked again about a cashier’s check and he asked about a warranty and maintenance plan.


    “Yep. Add it on at a twenty percent discount and give me the total.”


    He did. I got the check.


    Three hours later, I drove off the lot with my new car. The guy, the car salesman, he was more than right. This RS5 was all balls and grit. Push on the gas and it was like it needed to eat up the road.


    What came next was me being at peace. And then a deep and much needed breath, and a very genuine, very unconscious smile.
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    Naturally, that evening, I find myself driving to Sensei Naygel’s dojo in the city. Not as Abby, of course, but as a guest. I do miss Sensei’s lessons, but mostly I miss Netty and I’m hoping to see her. I shouldn’t be doing this, but I can’t help myself.


    She’s my best friend!


    Karate starts right at seven; I slip into the dojo and sit in the same place I sat the first time I came to watch Netty’s class. Netty is already in line, bowing in.


    I want to cry when I first see her. She looks at me, turns away, then looks back one more time. People like me—they’re too beautiful to be natural. I’m still too perfect looking no matter how much I hide behind dark makeup and this hair. What I’m doing with this Goth look of mine is putting up a wall. It’s necessary. What I want inside, however, is to be seen, to be noticed and at some point, to matter. The fake Abby? Apparently she’s making it so that no one misses me. She makes it so my disappearance is not a disappearance at all. I have been erased, reborn fresh into the world, as someone almost no one knows.


    My past is a clear sky in the middle of nowhere. I suppose it’s time to fill in the blanks.


    I’m about to leave when Sensei looks at me and gives a very slight head nod. Huh? Now that I’ve been acknowledged, I can’t leave. So I stay. And I watch Netty and the class. The way Sensei keeps looking at me, though, I’m wondering if he recognizes me. He can’t know me. I’m totally different looking. Or can he? Damn it. Now I have to know. I just have to. But I won’t invade his mind, not Sensei’s.


    Not ever.
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    When Netty finishes class, she packs her gym bag and prepares to leave. Lowering my head, my eyes watch her. She glances at me several times. It’s out there—this energy between us—that unspoken connection that requires words and introductions to solidify. It’s how we first became friends.


    Bag in hand, she bows off the floor and heads my direction. I look up, relax my face into something affable and warm, something inviting. She sees me; I see her. I smile, then she looks away, heads right past me and leaves without looking back.


    My heart breaks.


    Instead of us becoming friends, I’m left to shiver in the icy wake she leaves behind. Half of me is livid, cursing her shitty Russian attitude, but the other half of me gets it. I crawl inside her brain and the curiosity I thought I recognized in her expression was not curiosity at all. What she felt was disdain. Another perfect bitch, is what she was thinking.


    My body deflates at the revelation. Students are leaving, but my eyes aren’t seeing them. Not until I pull out of her mind. When I do, my eyes blink and there is someone standing right in front of me. Sensei Naygel. I startle at the sight of him.


    “You have an inquisitive eye,” Sensei Naygel says. “Or a poor sense of sight. I haven’t decided yet.”


    I straighten my slouched body. “That’s your big introduction?”


    His gaze feels like a thousand razors dissecting my mind, looking for motivations, angles, intention. Then he says, “I recognize you.”


    “Impossible,” I say.


    My mind wants to slide into his, but I don’t. I have too much respect for him, or perhaps I’m afraid he’ll feel me inside his head and get rattled. Sensei’s secrets will be his own, I decide.


    “Your look is familiar,” he says. “You are a martial artist, are you not?”


    “I am.”


    “And why, may I ask, have you come to my dojo?”


    “A friend recommended you.”


    “Abby,” he says.


    My jaw drops. I can’t breathe. How does he know this? As I sit here, flabbergasted, my eyes wide and staring, I’m seeing and smelling the departing students, smelling the pungent scent of a well-worked dojo and wondering if there is something supernatural about him.


    I close my mouth, then say, “Yes.”


    “Where did you study?” he asks, motioning for me to step out on the mat. I stand, and it is just like the old days: I slip off my designer sandals (which were hurting my feet), bow first to him and then to the dojo, and then I step onto the soft, competition-style mats.


    “My studies vary,” I say. “Some of my fighting skills, I’ve developed from…alternative methods of combat.”


    “And you want to study with me?” he asks.


    “Perhaps.” Of course, I do. And maybe this is why I’ve come to San Francisco, not just for Netty, or to take a break from the boys at Astor, but because I need to quell the onslaught of chaos inside me. Put it to rest before it kills me. All this hatred burning holes inside my heart—this absolute recklessness, this greedy thirst for violence—it needs a leash.


    It demands it.


    Sensei Naygel turns to one of his black belts, a student I knew as Michael when I trained here last, and he gives the boy a nod. He’s in his late twenties, for sure. Though he isn’t terribly handsome, his body is rock solid. The six foot student approaches, bows to Sensei, then turns to me and bows. I bow in return, a gesture of respect on the surface, but something else entirely for a seasoned black belt. Below the surface, the bow is telling. A yellow belt bows differently than a baby black belt, who bows much different than say, a San-dan or a Yon-dan.


    “Are you prepared to fight?” Sensei asks me.


    I’m dressed in short shorts with frayed hems and a pink tank top with a cute bra. I’m in no position to fight, but whatever.


    “Of course I am,” I say, as if the question is silly.


    Already my heart is kicking into gear. Using my mind, I stabilize it, draw a deep breath from my lower abdomen, hold, then exhale in a single, measured release.


    My hands don’t go up; I don’t even move. Sensei steps back.


    Michael raises his hands, approaches.


    My body is the stillness within the storm. My eyes don’t blink, my hands, feet, fingers and toes are at the ready. Michael is a third degree black belt, a San-dan, which under Sensei Naygel’s tutelage means he’s not only ready for the long fight, he’s vicious and lethal.


    Michael’s technique is crisp, his speed unchallenged, his power bone-crushing. He is Sensei’s number one. Invincible to everyone but Sensei.


    I slide into his mind, feel him feeling me out.


    He wants my solar plexus. Wants to stop me, but not injure me. He is also extremely attracted to me. Big surprise…not.


    Pushing his attraction aside, thinking only of the look on Sensei’s face that said push her but don’t break her, he draws an angle. I lift my hands, boxer style, keeping my elbows wide so he has a clear shot at my solar plexus—the soft spot beneath my sternum.


    He takes the bait, moving swiftly, decisively…toward my face. I’m barely able to deflect his first punch as it sticks my cheek. The second shot drives right into my solar plexus, knocking the wind from me. I knew the punch was coming, I prepared for it, but I couldn’t stop it.


    Damn.


    “Don’t try to breathe,” Sensei said when I would get punched in the solar plexus. He’d say it was just a bundle of nerves that lost their connection to the brain. After usually fifteen to twenty seconds, it was possible to start breathing again.


    When I was first hit training as Abby Swann, I managed to stay standing despite the fear. Bent over at the waist, however, I had tried sucking in great heaping breaths of air with terrified eyes. Everything felt shut down for business. With disgust in his voice, Sensei said that even a yellow belt could kill me at that point.


    So I don’t breathe. Instead I choke down the pain, banish the concern from my eyes, and give Michael a sweet, sweet smile. Like whatever he has isn’t enough.


    He roots in, lifts his hands, deadens his eyes. Sensei’s black belts, they’re robots. Just doing what they do to stop you, to end you if they choose.


    I adjust my footing, shift my weight to the balls of my feet, angle my body to his. If he’s surprised—Michael, that is—he doesn’t show it. Widening my psychic plane, consciously ready to tap into my extraordinary senses, I wait to feel that singular moment when his body moves to take over mine. Maybe it was the turn of a foot, the dipping of a shoulder, or the flick of an eye. Either way, his next tell has me moving first, fast and more precise than even he could imagine.


    He’s springing forward when I drill him so gosh damn hard in the solar plexus he literally shits himself. An eye for an eye, bitch—that’s what I’m thinking. Sensei doesn’t know it, and Michael doesn’t show it, but I am one hundred percent sure the poo came out, that’s how hard I hit him.


    I’m a good fighter, I’m thinking, but this is my DNA, my extra senses. I have the edge no one will ever have, and it feels good. The shot I sunk in on him, it had something righteous and supernatural tacked on to it.


    Martial artists would call it chi—the manipulation and fierce transferring of energy—and they would be right. Sort of. Think of a brutal punch, but thrown with the force of energy times three. Being hit that hard from someone like me is like me hitting him harder than Sensei.


    The punch…it’s him being beaten with super-chi.


    Michael can’t breathe, but you wouldn’t know it. He tries to stand on unsteady legs, but his body folds and he drops to a knee. His face goes so red it’s nearly purple.


    I turn to Sensei Naygel and say, “If this were the street, I would drive my right knee into his chest, then his face, and then I’d peel his head back and punch him in the Adam’s apple until it was smashed flat and he gasped his last, dying breath.”


    “Have you ever killed someone before?” he asks me, quiet, reverent, as if his best student isn’t useless at our feet. His voice betrays neither anger nor amusement. The look on his face is pure intrigue.


    My mind crawls Michael’s. He’s desperate to right his head and body. He’s fighting his pounded torso, even though he’s not injured. But his head…he can’t understand the punch. Or its power.


    To Sensei Naygel, I say, “I will answer your questions in private, Master Naygel. Shall I help him up?”


    “He will manage fine on his own. Follow me.”


    We walk to his office, which is merely a black belt lounge with two couches, a flat panel TV and a desk so old it could be an antique, but it isn’t. I’ve never been in here before. It’s not somewhere I should be, not being a black belt. He sits at the desk, motions for me to take a seat on the couch.


    For him, he can spring from his chair faster than I can hop off the overly plush couch. I opt to stand. He nods his head like my choice, whatever it is, holds little concern to him.


    “Why did you hit him like that?”


    “The three H’s,” I say. Hit fast, hit first, hit hard. At least, that’s what I think the three H’s are. In truth, I just wanted to impress Sensei. And maybe not get hit again.


    “Who is your primary teacher?” he asks.


    “I’m not like other girls,” I say.


    “That part is clear.”


    “I have something you don’t have, Master Naygel. An advantage I possess that neither you nor your students will ever have. An advantage I will never reveal. And yes, I have killed people before, but I’m not wanted by the law, nor am I a felon.”


    “So you haven’t been caught.”


    “No.”


    “Was it self-defense?”


    “Yes.”


    “You move like Abby,” he says.


    This stills me.


    “You are Abby,” he says, his eyes like iced steel, “are you not?”


    My breath refuses to come. How the f*ck does he know this?!?! So many things roar through my mind all at once: my father telling me to keep our identities on the down low, my need for some normalcy in my life, my respect for Sensei, the loss of everyone important in my life, the non-human thing from Dulce who said I would eventually end up dead.


    “Yes.”


    The truth just came out, almost like it wanted to come out. Like it needed to come out. So…now it’s out there. Damn.


    “What are you?” he asks, seemingly unfazed.


    “I don’t know,” I say truthfully. “Something different from when you knew me last.”


    “You’ve changed your appearance,” he says. “How?”


    “I’ve changed my DNA.”


    “That’s not possible,” he replies.


    “So you say.”


    He shifts in his chair, makes it so he most definitely has the advantage if there is a need for physical speed and strength. “So you’re stronger than most of us? Is that it?”


    “You saw it for yourself.”


    “What else?” he asks.


    “I can reach into your mind and make you stop this line of questioning, not by shutting your mouth for you, but by making you think you want to stop it. I can do this as easily as I can reach inside your chest and squeeze your heart to death.”


    “So you can control my mind, and you can kill me.”


    I nod. Neither of us blink.


    “And you have a strength none of us have.”


    “I already told you I did.”


    “Show me,” he says.


    “No,” I say.


    “You’re not Abby,” he replies, blinking. Like he’s disappointed.


    “She’s who I was before…this.”


    “Which is what, exactly?” he presses. The questions are relentless.


    I turn to the metal door to his office, which is open, and with my mind I slam it shut. The entire wall rattles. He startles. I’ve never seen Sensei startle. Then I open it slowly, return it to its original position. Michael appears moments later, as do two other black belts. They look like their teeth are on edge: amped up and anxious to fight.


    So am I.


    He raises a hand, palm up, stopping them. The energy around them softens. He gives the slightest nod, and they step away from the door, out of sight. The communication between them, with so little to go on in terms of body language, is astounding. I’m envious of their connection. For me, I have no personal connections anymore. Except with Holland. And that’s a connection I can’t stand.


    “So you’re a telekinetic.”


    “Among other things.”


    “How did you come to be this way?” he asks.


    “It is a long story I will not tell you. In fact, I want this to be the end of our conversation. I’m not here to be picked at or dissected.”


    “Why are you here then?”


    “To learn.”


    “You defeat my number one in a single punch and then you tell me you want to learn?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you think you can defeat me in hand to hand combat?”


    He is frightening to spar against, but I have the answer. “I know I can.”


    “Then you don’t know me.”


    “Done my way, I could kill you without laying a hand on you. Done your way, I would be dead inside of four seconds.” The answer seems to satisfy him. “From my other lessons,” I say, recalling the days in Dulce where the fighting was brutal and unfair, “I learned never to play fair. Never to play by anyone’s rules but my own. My rules are better anyway.”


    “So you want to further your technique so your unfair advantage is even more unfair?”


    “I’m not here to learn to fight,” I say. “I want to tame this restlessness inside me.”


    “Ah,” he says, a pleased look on his face. I sense the walls coming down, and his tension evaporating.


    “So you will teach me?”


    “Yes.”


    The breath I’ve been holding lets itself out. My relief is instant and direct. As is all the gratefulness I feel for him allowing me a place in his school. More than anything, I’m thankful to be reestablishing this connection with him, as brief as it was.


    After a long second, I say, “How did you know I was Abby?”


    “When Michael punched you in the face, your cheek swelled, then went back to normal so fast I almost missed it. You were always an impossible healer.”


    “Even more so now.”


    “When would you like to begin?” he asks.


    “Tomorrow. At eight in the morning, if that’s okay.”


    “It is.”


    “I’m pleased you’ve taken me back, Sensei Naygel.”


    “As am I, Abby.”


    “It’s Raven now,” I say.


    “Okay, Raven. We start tomorrow.”




    The Astor Disaster Begins
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    When Brayden was in Vegas, Titan and Romeo said he’d get so much sex that by the time he returned to school all he’d want to do was study. Much of what they said proved to be true. On this statement, however, they were dead wrong. He’d hated Julie Satan for as long as he could remember, but he wasn’t hating her so much this semester.


    Since starting school, Brayden saw Julie Sanderson not as she used to be, and not the way she was now. What he saw was neither a girl nor a person. No. At that moment, he saw Julie as the most difficult challenge he’d faced yet.


    In Vegas, getting laid was about the numbers. The faces were plentiful, always changing. Each night you had one outfit, one chance, one night to get it done. After that it was simply rinse and repeat. At Astor Academy, though, you weren’t your openers, your conversation threads, or even your closes. You weren’t your first kiss and you weren’t the measure of your experience with sex or other women. No sir. It was all about your long game. Digging in was everything. And reputation? That was your foundation and his wasn’t exactly stellar. He’d need to build it, cultivate it and protect it if he wanted to run game here, on this crowd.


    Especially on Julie.


    Being friends with Abby, Cicely, Tempest and Georgia skyrocketed his social proof. It didn’t hurt that he was also friends with Damien and Caden. Who you socialized with, in either the male or female capacity, it defined you. Abby being with Damien, however, sent him on a sideways tangent.


    As much as it boiled his testicles to admit this—even if only to himself—he was still in love with her. Abby, however, was dickmatized by Damien. Maybe that was why he found his way to Julie. Abby despised Julie. Down to the core. She hated that bitch like her freaking life depended on it. So could he make Julie his? If only to incite Abby’s jealousies? The more he thought about it, the more he thought the idea had a sort of twisted merit. Julie was a narcissistic twat, to be sure. She was, however, super hot and feisty, and he sort of liked that.


    He had the feeling she wasn’t this unbreakable thing.


    The more he talked with her, the more he found her to be human. Then he wondered, but can I break her? He wanted to. He wanted her to fall all over him with her undying love, but he also wanted to rub it like smeared shit in Abby’s perfect, traitorous face.


    It was a two-part game he was setting up in his mind.


    Julie Sanderson wouldn’t be broken. Not her. She asked him to eat with her and then she ditched him. Days passed since they spoke. Days. To him, she became a one-hundred and five pound cold shoulder. Her eyes wouldn’t even see him, that is exactly how much he was not on her radar anymore.


    And then it happened. Somewhere between second and third period in the hallway, Julie and her bitter eyes finally stopped refusing him.


    “Hey,” she said.


    “Sup,” he replied. By that time, his dreams of using her against Abby had withered. He was in an emotional coma. We’re talking black roses on a hot day.


    She stopped, so he stopped.


    The hoards of students careened around them like water moving around half-submerged rocks. Cameron, who was walking with Julie, saw Julie stopping for him and gave an insidious frown. Unfortunately, she stopped, too.


    “I had some upsetting news,” she said. As if that explained anything.


    “That was the worst apology ever,” he said, his eyes flicking to Cameron, who was all hate and disgust.


    “I wasn’t apologizing,” Julie said.


    “Yes you were,” he replied, cool.


    “Fine, I guess I sort of was.”


    “Let’s go, Julie,” Cameron said, hands on hips.


    “You can go ahead,” Julie said, not looking at her. “I’m going to talk to Brayden.” This dismissive gesture felt victorious to Brayden. He could see Cameron processing the slight and it wasn’t pretty. Satisfying would be a better word.


    “Even if associating with a piece of shit like him is going to tarnish your reputation?” she said, looking right at Brayden.


    “If she was worried about her reputation,” Brayden said, daggers ripping right out of his eyes and into hers, “she wouldn’t hang around with a social STD like you.”


    “Speak for yourself, prick.”


    “Knock it off,” Julie snapped. “Both of you.”


    “Facebook is calling,” Brayden said, “it wants its two members back.” The reference to the two girls who killed themselves over Cameron’s relentless taunting was not lost on her. In fact, Cameron couldn’t even speak after that she was so mortified.


    “That was cruel,” Julie said.


    “Tell that to those girls’ parents and brothers and sisters,” Brayden said, not once peeling his eyes off Cameron and her golden head of hair. “Tell that to all their friends.”


    Cameron spun around and left Julie to Brayden.


    “Inside, she feels bad,” Julie said. The rivers of people were waning as they disappeared one by one into Astor’s classrooms. Any minute and the second bell was going to sound.


    “If you try to defend that obstinate bitch to me one more time,” Brayden said, “I swear to Christ, you and I will never be friends.”


    She was silent for a long minute. There were now just a few people in the hallway. She started to say something, then the bell rang.


    “Is that what you want?” she asked. “To be my friend?”


    “No.”


    “Then what?” she said. Doors all down the hallway were closing. Classes were starting, which meant it was just the two of them.


    “I want to completely undo you.”


    “Are you referring to sex?” she said, acting like she was bored by the subject, or put off by his suggestion.


    “I had enough sex this summer to last me the winter. So no. That’s not what I’m saying. Besides, now that I’m thinking about it, you’re not really my type.”


    “Sweetheart,” she said, stepping forward and putting her hand tenderly to Brayden’s face, “I’m everyone’s type.”


    Standing inside her space almost against his will, he took in the delicious details of her. Her face was attractive, barely a pore or freckle in sight, not a single blemish. And she smelled good. Really good. Like deliciously good. He couldn’t put his finger on her perfume, but she smelled like orange flower and fig, and maybe a hint of cedar. It was intoxicating. Like flowers in a rainstorm.


    He slowly peeled her hand off his face and said, “You’re everyone’s type minus one. No offense.”


    “The only offense I take,” she said, “is in you looking me in the eye while you’re lying to me.”


    Swirling off her was an energy that had its own gravitational pull. If she wasn’t so damn mean, he would want to ravage her porno-style right there in the hallway. But with friends like Cameron and Theresa and Blake, friends that left her stinking with that guilt-by-association sort of stench, he was having a hard time letting go. God, he thought, even her breath is minty fresh. He wanted to taste it at once, and never taste it at all.


    Maybe he could let go. She might be fun.


    “Let’s pick this up another time,” he said, coolly. “We’re both late for class.”


    With that said, he turned and left her to wonder what his type even was, and why he said he didn’t want her. He left her to guess what he meant when he said that he wanted to undo her. Getting her thinking of him, getting her tangled in the mystery and inconsistencies of him, that was his plan to stay on her mind long after he left.


    As he walked to class, he wondered if he could have sex with her. If he wanted it after hating her for so long. Yes, he thought. I could. He was a man, when it came down to it. He didn’t need a reason as much as he needed a place. But could he pull it off long enough to rile Abby? To drive her from Damien back to him? That was the question to which the answer was most likely no.


    Sex wasn’t enough. He had to date her.


    If this had any chance of working, if he was going to undo Julie to get to Abby, he’d need to date Julie, to tear her from her friends. This might not be possible considering their newfound friendship with Sabrina Baldridge, the actress who could do no wrong. In her show, Sabrina was both a student and an underage call girl. In America, apparently that made you popular. Sabrina single-handedly revived the popularity of the Bitch Brigade. And reputation, unfortunately, was what Julie Sanderson, a.k.a. Julie Satan, thrived on most.


    Brayden thought, this is going to be a lot trickier than I imagined, what with this rickety ass plan and all its flimsy pieces.


    Little did he know…
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    At lunch, she sat with the rest of her friends, plus one: Sabrina. Julie was tired from texting back and forth with Emery into the early hours of the morning. It left her feeling like a zombie, which had her moving throughout the day on autopilot. She was stuck on Emery. Last night while they were talking, he tried telling her how he found their baby, but after an hour and a few details that didn’t add up, she realized his story was bullshit. That he was lying. He never found their baby.


    The asshole.


    Sitting at lunch, fuming at the thought of him, she thought, this is the rest of your life. It won’t ever be better than this.


    Julie looked up and caught Sabrina Baldridge’s eye from across the table. She smiled at the actress, who smiled back, but inside, Sabrina was merely another tourist in her life. The girl didn’t matter. Sabrina, this queen bee wannabe, she was forgettable except for her looks and her job. And in this place, everyone looked amazing which made her like everyone else. At Astor, only the freaks stand out.


    “Hey,” Sabrina said.


    “Hey.”


    The way Julie sounded, it was like she just woke up from a long nap in the heat. That one word, those three letters, they didn’t mean she accepted the actress into their group. It only proved she wasn’t telling her to pound sand yet. She wanted to see what the real life girl was about. If she was worth the group’s consideration. Actresses to her were like music stars, and the last thing they needed in this group was another freaking drama queen.


    The last drama queen killed herself.


    “I can’t stand how you give that hobbit the time of day,” Cameron said, starting right in. Julie knew it was coming. And she knew Cameron was referring to Brayden. Looking at her, surprisingly irritated at the way Cameron was always stirring the pot first, it made her wonder if Brayden was right. That Julie had grown up over the summer. Maybe she was just growing out of her friends.


    It’s baby number three, she told herself. Baby number three now growing in her tummy, that little kidney bean of a mistake that was changing the way she saw her life.


    She wanted to abort it; she wanted to keep it.


    It infuriated her thinking there were so many things worth talking about, and whether or not she talked to Brayden James was not one of them.


    “What did he ever do to you?” Julie asked.


    “Um, he was born?” she replied, sarcastic.


    “Who are you talking about?” Sabrina said, chiming in.


    “Brayden,” Theresa said. She frowned, then nodded her head in Brayden’s direction and said, “The one who stands out, not the two hotties.” The two hotties being Damien and Caden.


    “The one with the ripped jeans and short sleeved plaid button up?” Sabrina asked.


    “Yeah,” Cameron said as if she were identifying not a human being but a lethal virus, “the hobbit.”


    “I think he’s cute,” Sabrina said. “I met him when I first got here. He’s got a bundle of swag, that one.”


    Inside, something in Julie woke up. Maybe this girl will be alright after all.


    “You met him,” Cameron said with frantic humor in her voice, “and you still think he’s cute? Are you smoking crack?”


    “No,” she answered calmly, like Cameron’s tone barely even mattered, “I’m not smoking crack. Where I’m from, all the pretty boys are fags and the guys like Brayden…they’re the ones with substance, with personality, with—I don’t know—that thing. You know what I mean. It’s that—” she looked over at Julie for help, reaching for the word.


    “Our friend Cameron has no idea what you’re saying,” Julie said, picking up her fork to start in on her Cobb salad. “That one hottie over there, the one with the brown hair, his name’s Damien and she dated him for practically a year. He’s good looking, but he doesn’t have the It Factor. I think that’s the description you’re searching for. The It Factor.”


    “It is,” she said. “Guys like those two, they’re fun for a romp or two, but that Brayden guy, he blew me off earlier. Everyone is kissing my ass but him, which is why I think I might like him, or at least respect him. In fact, I’m going to go over and talk to him right now.”


    Without another word, or even a good-bye, Sabrina picked up her food and walked over to his and his friends’ table. If Julie was wondering about Sabrina before, she wasn’t now. She might not like the girl, but damn if she didn’t admire her.


    Her three stricken friends—Cameron, Theresa and Blake—they watched in disbelief as their new bestie who brought them so much favorable attention ditched them for Brayden and Abby, and Damien and Caden. Not to mention Cicely, Tempest and Georgia.


    “Well she can eat a dick,” Theresa snarled. The way she was wearing her hair these days, short and burgundy colored, it made her look exotic and sexy when she was smiling. When she was being mean, however, it made her look demonic.


    “She can eat a whole bag of dicks,” Cameron retorted.


    Cameron was the group’s one-upper. Always trying to outdo everyone else. Everyone assumed it was just because she was born mean, and she was, but she was a righteous bitch now more than ever. Her self-esteem was in the shitter. Her father the country music singer was hot in the press, and not for a hit single. He was suspected of having an ecstasy-induced romp with a younger man. Again. As if that wasn’t enough, you could see in her eyes how she was still sour over their break up on a school bus on the way to a cemetery. And since Sabrina entered the group, she slipped even further down the hotness ladder. Even though she was attractive, she was never the cutest girl amongst them, which Julie assumed fueled her friend’s inner bitch kitty.


    Poor Cameron, she had to be “the best” at something.


    The rude comments about Sabrina, the truth was, they needed to be said for the group’s sake. If not, the four of them would silently wonder what was wrong with them that someone like Brayden could so quickly derail them, starting with stealing their new and former actress friend.


    Cameron changed subjects because that was required to save face, too. She started talking about Bruce Jenner and how he was creepy as a man, but so much sexier as a woman. The subject switch, it got traction. Before long, Sabrina was a mute point.


    Well, for everyone but Julie.


    About Bruce/Caitlyn Jenner, Theresa said, “Chicks with dicks are never cool, I don’t care how much press he—or she—gets. And I don’t give two shits who his family is. If you’ve got a ball sack, you can’t have bitch tits as well.”


    “The Jenner’s are a slew of media whores,” Blake added. She was stuffing her face with the biggest do-it-yourself burger ever. Julie was ripe with envy. Her real mother once said, “A minute on the lips, a lifetime on the hips.”


    Now she hardly even ate.


    While her friends were talking tranny, Julie watched Sabrina approach Brayden’s table. Everyone looked up. They weren’t as snotty as her group, but it wasn’t looking like they were pillars of hospitality either. Sabrina began talking, though, and within a few minutes Brayden’s group carried the conversation and everyone started smiling. Julie knew Sabrina was about to sink her teeth into Brayden. Something sparked inside her. She was either pissed or jealous.


    No, she was pissed.


    Following Sabrina’s lead, she stood up, took her tray and abandoned her friends.


    “Where are you going?” Theresa asked after her. Julie headed for Brayden’s table. She was going into enemy territory and she knew it. When she got there, the reception she received from Brayden’s friends was every bit as icy as the reception he had received from hers.


    She was no Sabrina Baldridge, which tickled her insecurities.


    “I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said.


    “It’s okay,” Georgia replied, her smile still on, but propped up on sheer will power alone.


    “Brayden, I was wondering if you wanted to eat lunch with me. If so, I’ll be at that table over there, eating by myself. If you want to stay with your friends, I’ll understand.”


    She turned and left, her entire body trembling inside. She felt dumb. Pathetic. God, she must have sounded like the world’s wettest douchebag just now. Whatever. Brayden or not, she was on her own. Still, as tough as she was trying to appear, the scariest thing in the world for her was being alone. Or being unpopular. Maybe it was both.


    Maybe it was one in the same.


    Either way, when she made that one terrifying walk to the last empty table and sat down, her stomach wiggled so far into her throat it threatened to balloon out of her mouth in front of everyone. Sitting down, she ignored the hateful looks from her group and the curious looks from Brayden’s group, and just went to work on her Cobb salad.


    This is the big red social self-destruct button, she thought to herself, and I’m punching it right now. A second later, the text came in. She dared not search the cafeteria to see who might be sending it, but when she checked, it was from Cameron. Naturally. She finished chewing her food, swallowed, then opened the text.


    It read: WHATEVER YOUR PROBLEM IS BITCH, YOU’D BETTER FIGURE IT OUT WHILE YOU STILL HAVE FRIENDS.


    Refusing to look up, Julie set the phone down, stabbed another forkful of salad and put it in her mouth. A minute later, she felt someone looming over her.


    She was terrified to look up. Afraid it was Cameron. Or worse, one of the ugly kids who always sat together. Was she at their table? If they kicked her out, if she was banished from her spot by the real hobbits, she’d simply die.


    Look up, she told herself.


    She did.


    The sight of him either kicked her heart into high gear or tempered its merciless pace. At that moment, she wasn’t sure. What she did, however, was breathe a very short sigh of relief.


    “I thought I’d be eating lunch alone for the rest of my life,” she admitted.


    “Looking around, I was sure you would, too,” Brayden said. “That’s why I came over to sit with you.”


    “Because you feel bad for me?”


    “It’s kind of a sad sight,” Brayden said, sitting down across the table from her, his back to everyone they left behind. “What happened with your friends?”


    “My life is too complex to listen to their nonsensical bullshit,” she said. “And maybe you were right about me changing over the summer. Not that I’ll admit it, though.”


    He laughed, then said, “So now that you’re my charity case, tell me something interesting about yourself. Something none of those other horse’s dongs know about you.”


    “I’ve been screwing my step-brother for the last few years.” She couldn’t believe she just said that. It was too late to clap her hand over her mouth. Too late to pass it off as some joke. It was out of habit that she just came out with it. This was how the “Tell-all” game was played. At least, that’s how it was played with Emery. They had few secrets between them.


    Brayden’s reaction, however, wasn’t like Emery’s.


    Eyebrows flew up, nostrils inadvertently flared, and the gears of his brain were metal on metal and fissuring fast. Brayden’s eyes, they were wide open. Like a coke addict’s eyes. They had that look like his ears couldn’t have possibly heard her right, but they did. Without a word, he took a bite of his food, ate it plum-faced, then hard-gulped the last of it down. For a moment there, he looked at her like he was still trying to process what he heard. This had her feeling like she’d taken a shallow breath and was now setting the Guinness Book’s World Record for going longer than anyone without breathing before her lungs collapsed.


    Say something you goddamn moron!


    “I guess that’s a start,” he said, showing her his eyes for the first time since she made an absolute fool of herself.


    If she told him she was now pregnant with Emery’s child, she could practically guarantee he’d get up and leave the table and never talk to her again. Not to mention the rumors that would start, catch fire and then socially destroy her.


    “What about you?” she asked. She didn’t want to be embarrassed alone. This was how she first played the game with Emery. On their second go at it, Emery admitted to sneaking in to the ladies restroom and masturbating to a hot chick taking a dump. That was how the game with Emery worked, for better or worse. You just tell the truth.


    Brayden seemed to think about the question for a moment, then said, “I lost my virginity this summer to a married woman whose name I never got. She had to be thirty, thirty-five tops. When she was done practically raping me, she left me naked and spent on my hotel bed because she had to get back to her husband’s asshole dog. That’s what she called the insufferable mutt: her husband’s asshole dog.”


    She let out a freeing laugh, then said in an amused voice, “Mine is so much worse than yours.”


    “You definitely get the blue ribbon prize on that one,” he agreed.


    When he smiled, he had laugh lines that made him look older, more attractive. For a second she couldn’t stop staring at them. He seemed to sense this, and things got quiet in an almost uncomfortable way.


    “You must be thinking such horrible things about me right now,” she finally admitted.


    She was hoping even if he was, he’d try to convince her otherwise. When she admitted to Emery during one of these games that she had spit in his mother’s orange juice one morning because she was too freaking nice, he was quiet for a long time, too. When she said to Emery exactly what she just said to Brayden—about him thinking horrible thoughts of her—her step-brother convinced her everyone was screwed up, too, therefor what she did was normal.


    Nothing about her was normal.


    “The horrible things I’m thinking about you right now would liquefy your brain,” he admitted. Then slowly, a smile creeped onto his face and she knew the game was on.


    “Amuse me,” she said.


    “Not just yet. I have a question.”


    “Go ahead.”


    “Do you love him? Your step-brother?”


    The question sucked all the potential fun out of the air. The truth was, she’d been asking herself the same thing for years. If she didn’t have an answer for herself by now, how could she possibly have one for him?


    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t even like him.”


    “Then why sleep with him?” he said, before shoveling half the plate of food in his mouth at once.


    “Because he’s hot, and I can.”


    “That’s a bunch of crap,” he said with long grain rice and green beans nearly falling out of his mouth.


    “You don’t understand,” she said, suddenly regretting playing this stupid game with a near stranger.


    “You’re right,” he said, swallowing half the food, wiping bean juice off his chin, and sucking down half his glass of water. “I don’t understand.”


    “If I don’t sleep with him, my step-sister will. His step-sister, too. Not blood sister. Not for either of us. Jesus, Brayden, it’s complicated.”


    “Sounds like it,” he said, drawing a deep breath. He looked like he barely got that food down, like maybe it was still stuck in a food ball somewhere in his esophagus.


    “So you’re in competition with your step-sister for your step-brother’s…attention. Is that it?” he asked.


    “I guess, but not really. We’re all sleeping together, vying for each other’s attention.”


    “Holy shit,” he fast-whispered, “you’re sleeping with your step-sister, too?”


    She put her head down and busied herself with her food. The only act worse than boning your step-brother is lady-boning your step-sister. With Emery, the name of the game is to come up with the juiciest secret. With Brayden, every secret that should deliver a delicious shock only seems to disappoint.


    “I’m not a lesbian,” she said, but she sounded meek.


    “So what…like, how do you…I mean…”


    “How do we do it?”


    “Yeah.” Now he was all ears. He wasn’t even looking at his food.


    “We don’t. I guess I just kiss her and…let her go down on me.” In the smallest voice, she said, “She’s really good at it.”


    “Most girls are.”


    She looked up and thought, how can he know that? Is this really true?


    “I’m good, too, though,” he said. “At least, that’s what I’ve been told.”


    She held his eye, looked for the lie. Looked for the judgment. She found neither. He wasn’t spewing hatred at her the way her friends three tables away were. What she saw in him was interest. Intrigue. Just beyond Brayden, Julie met Cameron’s eyes. She flipped Julie off. Julie pretended not to see.


    Am I really leaving them…for him? she wondered. She wasn’t even his type, he’d said. This was so stupid. But maybe it wasn’t. She was tired of being called Julie Satan, a terrible name Savannah Van Duyn started when they were sophomores before the big fat fatty went and disappeared. Before the tubby tubalard got lost behind another girl’s face and body.


    She hadn’t thought about Savannah for what seemed like ages. The girl was only there for a semester.


    “Who said you’re good at the oral?” Julie asked, her mood souring a bit by Cameron’s “eff-you” gesture. “The married woman?”


    Maybe she should forget Brayden and Sabrina and just go back to Cameron, Theresa and Blake. They weren’t great friends, but they were familiar. And reliable. As in, she was part of something. Not nothing. With Brayden, she’d be the hot girl who fell from grace to hang with the high school tool. It was the same retarded formula of every Hollywood movie watched not by hot girls dreaming of doing the dork, but of dorks aching to do the hot girl.


    “No, it wasn’t the married woman who told me. I had this bartender teach me things I’m too embarrassed to even tell you the names of. She was a sort of Las Vegas goddess. A redhead. Surface of the sun hot. But so did another friend of mine. This Polish vixen, Aniela. Half of the shit we did should be illegal.”


    “God damn, Brayden, how many women did you sleep with?” she blurted out. And how was he getting such legit action while she was way hotter than him but stuck at home porking her step-family?


    “Numbers aren’t important,” he said, being coy. “It’s what you learn along the way that matters.”


    “Serious Brayden. I’m curious. How many?”


    “You’re curious? About me? Ha! That’s a laugh.”


    “I’m serious,” she said.


    “So am I. Why are you curious about me?”


    “I don’t know,” she replied. “I guess I just thought…you were a virgin, or something.”


    “I look like one, I know. That’s all part of my charm,” he said with a smile. “That’s one of the things I learned along the way. Women like mystery. Not an open book. It goes the same with men liking women, which is why I don’t want to know anything else about your illicit love life.”


    This shook her. He didn’t want to play the game? The way Emery used to get so turned on listening to her talk about doing their step-sister, it was the total opposite with Brayden. It’s like he could care less. In fact, he didn’t want to know at all.


    “So you think you’re pretty good at that then?” she asked. “Going down on a woman?”


    “To the women I did, absolutely. Who knows, though? Maybe they were easily pleased. Maybe I really suck and just don’t know it.”


    “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” she said.


    He grinned a wicked grin, then said, “I’m just messing with you, Julie. I’m ridiculously good at it. It’s my second favorite thing to do.”


    “And your first favorite?”


    “I’m not an open book, love,” he said with that same mischievous grin.


    He wasn’t the hottest guy around, but he had a confidence about him she resonated with. She wondered what it would be like to have him for a night, then she tried to shove the thought away. The truth was—if he wanted to—she might give him the chance one day. She would take that secret to the grave, but she’d still let him. She wanted to know just how good he was.


    “If you ever need that,” he said, “I’m sure I can hook you up with someone.”


    Wait, what???


    “I can get that done on my own, thank you very much.”


    “Don’t get upset, Jules,” he said. “I was just trying to be a friend.”


    So I’m in the friend zone, she thought. Great. Then again, maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. Having him doing her the way Emery was doing her, it would be too routine. And not the least bit complicated. Ha! Maybe she would talk with him about Emery. About the baby. Lord knows she couldn’t talk to her stupid friends. Or ex-friends as it were. With dirt like that, they’d find a way to end her on principle alone. Especially Cameron. If Cameron knew about Emery and the babies, it would be suicide by Facebook. Right then she imagined herself killing herself and it sent a shiver down her spine. She was too good for those uppity slags.


    And she was too good for Brayden.


    “What?” Brayden asked in response. Say what you want about him, if anything, he was observant.


    “How bad are your worst secrets?” she asked. She only enjoyed playing this game with Emery because they’d played it for so long. Maybe she could still get Brayden to play with her. Or maybe she was going to regret ever looking in his direction.


    “By the sound of it,” he said, clearly hiding something, “my secrets aren’t as salacious as yours.”


    “That’s too bad,” she said.


    “Why?”


    “Because it’s hard to trust someone who hasn’t screwed the pooch as badly as you have.”


    “You know what, Julie Sanderson?” he asked with an amused look.


    “What?”


    “I really think you and I are going to be good friends. Friends who trust each other.”


    “What if I don’t need any more friends?” she challenged.


    “Trust me,” he said, “you do. And maybe a fuckbuddy, too, by the way things are soooo not looking up for you right now.”


    She didn’t know what horrified her more, thinking of them having meaningless sex, or all three of her friends flipping her off in unison. Because right then, Cameron, Blake and that bitch Theresa were all middle fingers in the air, and all of them aimed right at her. Half the school saw what was going on, which made her face blister with shame.


    The last thing she heard herself say was, “Well Brayden, I’ve officially flushed my shitty, shitty life down the proverbial toilet.”


    And the last thing she heard him say before sinking ever deeper into her misery was, “Don’t be so freaking dramatic.”


    Too late.
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    Netty was definitely pregnant. Her condition was more obvious than ever. Morning sickness, repeated spotting in her underwear, sore and swollen nipples. She could no longer deny what was happening; she had to know for sure. She had to see it for herself. It had been weeks since she and Brayden did it. And she just now got the courage to pee on the stick she’d been hiding in her backpack for more than a week. In the bathroom, the stick came back with a plus.


    “Shit,” she mumbled. “Shitshitshit.”


    Spiraling down inside herself, her face lost color and feeling, her body useless against the bad news. She sat back on her butt in the bathroom and started to shake. And then she started to cry.


    Fortunately her mother wasn’t home. What she needed most was the strength to not fall apart in front of others. She didn’t have that strength right now. And she certainly did not have the resilience to bounce back from this horrible news so quickly.


    “There’s a baby inside you,” she said aloud between the sobs.


    Sitting in the bathroom, her pee not yet flushed, she was holding her pissed-on bad-news stick when the doorbell rang. This made her cry even harder. And again it rang.


    “Dammit!” she said, tucking the stick under the garbage already in the garbage can. The doorbell rang again and she yelled, “Hold on!”


    It wasn’t a pleasant sound coming from her. It was like her fear, her hurt, her shame…it was like it all just turned to indignation inside her. Whomever was at that door was going to get their ass kicked.


    When she pulled it open, it was her mother’s boyfriend. The illustrious Dante Barowski.


    “She’s not home,” Netty snapped.


    He held up his hands and backed up. “Whoa, holy shit. What’s going on with you?”


    “None of your business,” she said, starting to shut the door. He stuck his toe in the door and stopped it from closing. This pissed her off. She reeled it back and slammed it with all her might on his toe, but he didn’t budge.


    “Are you hurt? Or angry?” he asked. For all his bluster, he mannerisms were empty of a threat. He really was concerned.


    “I told you already—”


    “I know. You said it was none of my business. Seriously, though, aren’t we done with all the drama?”


    Her eyes were leaking again and she couldn’t stop them. They were betraying her and she couldn’t stop them! He had a point, though. They were friendly. She just couldn’t get her mouth to admit it.


    “Are you going to let me in and tell me why you’re crying or what?”


    A good minute passed. Neither backed off, neither blinked. Between them a battle of wills raged, silent, unrelenting. Then finally, she stood back and opened the door to him.


    “Goddamn, girl,” he said, “I thought you were going to make me stand out there forever.”


    “That was the plan,” she said, wiping her eyes, “if not for your stupid foot.”


    He sat down on the couch. She poured herself a glass of Watermelon Cucumber cooler. She dropped ice into the drink as he looked on. She wasn’t offering him any on purpose. Why should she? She didn’t invite him over. He wasn’t her guest.


    “That looks good,” he said.


    She took a sip, smiled and, sullen, she said, “It’s delicious.” Looking at him, he was absurdly good looking. There was a calmness, a certainty about him she envied. She was not a calm person. She was not certain. Part of her also hated him for this.


    “Why are you so damn good looking?” she asked. “It makes me sick. Like when you see something so perfect you realize the very act of appreciating it is exhausting.”


    “It’s because we all strive to see and experience that perfect something. But when we see it, we realize we just saw the very best and nothing will ever be so beautiful. It’s the climax and the let down, all happening at once.”


    “First of all, you’re retarded. Second, it was a rhetorical question.”


    “I’m not perfect,” he laughed. “In fact, I’m barely good looking by many a woman’s standards.”


    “Whatever,” she said, drinking the pinkish drink slowly, delightfully.


    “My father is bald, my mother is overweight, and my older sister says she’s dying of breast cancer when all she really has to do is cut off her tits to live.”


    “That’s cold,” she said.


    “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not minimizing the struggle, I’m just saying you’re seeing me at my very best. One day, I won’t even be good. People will change. They’ll stop defining me by how much I make or what I drive or how fit I am and they will judge me by who I am inside, and what kind of a legacy I’ve left behind. They’ll do all this to cope with the fact that I’ve lost everything that once defined me.”


    She left the kitchen, joined him in the living room. Instead of sitting down on the couch adjacent to him, she sat down next to him, handed him her drink. He took a sip and said, “Yeah, this is good. Like, really good.”


    He handed her the drink back, but she said, “Have another drink,” and he did.


    When he gave it back, she drank from the same place as he did and it was sort of like kissing him. In a round about way, she had his mouth in hers and she didn’t feel bad. He was her mother’s boyfriend, but her mother was her father’s wife and so it was like neither of them belonged to anyone. So she tasted him, and he tasted just like watermelon cucumber cooler.


    She drank deeply, wanting more, but she could taste only the drink and it left her feeling sad. Once she was pregnant, boys wouldn’t want her. Once she had a baby, she wouldn’t want any boys.


    “I’m pregnant,” she said.


    To his credit, he didn’t even blink. “Are you looking for a congratulations or a shoulder to cry on? Because these matters aren’t always one or the other.”


    “I’ve been crying,” she said.


    “Your mother’s going to kill you.”


    “I know.”


    “I won’t tell her if you don’t want me to,” he said. “I’m good with secrets.”


    And just like that her tears about the situation refused to come because all she could think about was how hot her mother’s boyfriend was.


    “I’d like you to go,” she said.


    “Why?”


    “Because you’re too perfect, and I’m not exhausted by the sight of you anymore.”


    “I’m not exhausted by the sight of you either, Netty,” he said, standing up. On his way to the door, he said, “If you need anything—”


    “Thanks,” she said. Inside, she hated herself for getting pregnant, but she hated herself even more for being pregnant and hitting on her mother’s boyfriend, a man ten years her senior.


    A man.


    She almost called Brayden, but she knew if she did, she’d only say horrible things to him for not pulling out early.
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    Georgia had been freaking out for the last two classes. The way Sabrina Baldridge just walked over and started talking to everyone all nice and sugary sweet after Georgia threw heat into her hand several days ago, it made her suspicious. Something about Sabrina felt…off. No one was that nice. Plus, she kept staring…


    At first Georgia told herself she was imagining things, but then she realized she wasn’t. Sabrina had come over and started talking to Brayden like she knew him, then Brayden excused himself to eat with Julie—which should have sent Abby sideways because of how much the girls hated each other—but it didn’t. That in itself wasn’t right. Even though Brayden left to eat with Julie, Sabrina stayed. She just set her tray of food down and started eating with them.


    This was a true WTF?! moment.


    Now, walking through the hallways between fifth and sixth period, that surreal encounter with the actress was all she could think about. It was all she could fixate on.


    “Georgia!” someone called out.


    She turned to see who was calling her, then groaned inside when she saw who it was.


    “Wait up,” Sabrina said, hurrying to catch up. For all of her strangeness, the actress had an impeccable sense of fashion. Georgia admired that. She didn’t like her or trust her much, but fashion alone was an entirely different language and the girl spoke it fluently.


    “Hi,” Georgia said. She hadn’t wanted to say anything. She just wanted to go, but not at the risk of being rude.


    “Hey, I wanted to talk to you,” she said, “but separately, you know, away from everyone else.”


    “You mean my friends?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Okay,” Georgia said, bringing her books to her chest.


    She turned and scooted out of the semi-busy hallway, pressing her back against the wall. It wasn’t the best place to be in the event of a confrontation, but she didn’t want Sabrina seeing in her eyes what she was trying to hide: guilt and an instinctual flare of mistrust.


    “I want to know why you burned me the other day,” she said. She just came right out and asked it, which unnerved Georgia. Didn’t people beat around the bush anymore?


    “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “C’mon,” Sabrina said, “I was watching you when your eyes shot through with black and orange, and then it felt like a match went off under my skin. A minute later you go sprinting into the hallway and the fire alarm goes off because shit’s in flames out there. Are you telling me that was pure coincidence?”


    Georgia laughed an awkward laugh, then steadied herself against the upsurge in her guts and said, “Do you know how insane you sound? Asking me something like that?” Her response to Sabrina was justified, but her delivery blew. Her voice was a tangle of nerves.


    “Oh, please, Georgia. This is Astor Academy, the school not even Google maps can find, the high school known to exactly none of the unwashed masses. And for good reason. You and I, we aren’t that different. We’re all…changed, to some degree, around here.”


    “What do you mean, we aren’t that different?”


    “I’m from the Chicago office.”


    “The Chicago office of what, exactly?”


    “Jesus, you really don’t know?” Sabrina said. Georgia just stared at her, not sure how to react, not sure what to say. Then: “I’m like you, dummy. Changed. You think I started out like this? Beautiful and all? Um, hell no. I was a beastly little child. Super unfortunate in the looks department. I had buck teeth. Like Bugs freaking Bunny. And with no tits.” She grabbed her b-cup boobs, squeezed them and said, “These weren’t mine, but now they are. And they aren’t the kind you get from plastic surgery either. They’re homegrown, but with the help of someone else’s DNA. Just like you. You and I are perfect. People just aren’t born this beautiful without the help of science.”


    The longer Sabrina went on, the more Georgia’s jaw kept sliding further and further into the OMFG!!! position. Her ears, they couldn’t possibly be hearing this, could they? Was her brain playing tricks on her?


    “You’re saying—” Georgia’s mouth said. It spoke two words…her mouth just opened right up and…then it said nothing. She couldn’t finish the thought she was that floored. “It’s just, I thought it was just—”


    “Well, it isn’t just you. And yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”


    “So…everyone here? They’re…changed?”


    “Not everyone, but a lot of them. Hell, half of them don’t even know. I mean, one might be taking a pill for acne or something, then their acne clears up and they have a high metabolism, or thicker hair, or eyes that are blue when they started out brown. Not everyone gets a complete makeover. Half of these over-privileged cock-eaters started out pretty. So for the good looking ones, it’s just touch ups. Like, that’s all they need. ”


    “Why were you made over?”


    “Because ugly people don’t make it in this world unless they’re brilliant, which I’m most certainly not. But my father is extremely wealthy and extremely powerful. Just like yours. Just like all the parents of the luckless children like us.”


    “And your brother, too?”


    Sabrina nodded, smiling the most disarming smile. She’s like a freaking supermodel, is what Georgia was thinking.


    “Well,” Georgia replied, “you’re most definitely beautiful now.”


    “Is that why you burned me?”


    “I didn’t burn you.” There was no logical reason to continue the lie, but she did anyway.


    “Yes, you did,” Sabrina said, lower, making a slightly irritated look, like a half grin that might soon be the start of an accusation, and a subtle tilt of her head. It was her disappointment mixed with disbelief, charged with the slightest onset of a bitch fit. “For shit’s sake, Georgia, I can smell you. Not your perfume, or your hairspray, not even the claylike scent of foundation. What I smell on you,” she said, leaning into Georgia a little too closely, “is the burning smell of embers, the vaguely cooked flesh of you.”


    “It wasn’t you,” Georgia finally admitted. “I mean, I didn’t do it on purpose. It’s just—”


    “It’s what?” Sabrina said, narrowing her eyes.


    “I was heating up and you wouldn’t stop staring, so you caught a little bit of burn off.”


    The minute she admitted what she’d done, Georgia felt better. Like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. When Sabrina hauled off and smacked the absolute shit out of her face, that feeling blew away.


    “If you ever do that again,” Sabrina warned in a sort of deranged fifties-style housewife manner before pausing and making her own malicious eyes, “don’t do that again.” Instead of leaving right away, Sabrina hovered inches from Georgia’s face, just long enough for Georgia to memorize the coils and spires and electric chaos sitting like iced charcoal in Sabrina’s eyes, long enough to know she, too, was something else. Then the actress turned and stormed off.


    Georgia didn’t understand what just happened, how someone who seemed so normal and nice could flip personalities on a dime. Even worse, that wench now knew her secret. Georgia prayed to Christ the satanic TV glam queen didn’t have a big mouth.


    Watching Sabrina walk off, Georgia almost roasted the girl. The stingers pushed slowly out of her palms, plentiful and lethal, but she refused to overreact. The threat was diminished. For now. The heat inside her, however, stewed to a boil.


    Eat it down, she told herself. Stay calm.


    Only when she reminded herself there was nothing she couldn’t do to protect herself or her secret—if it came to that—did the heat inside start to fizzle out.




    Dreams Yet To Be Dreamt
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    The first thing I do after getting Sensei Naygel to take me back is move out of my swanky hotel into something more economical. The Hilton doesn’t seem that bad, I guess. My room has a view of the bay, which I tell myself is a water feature. Silver linings, I guess. The truth is, you are only a millionaire until you’re not, so what I have to do is be smart with my money.


    I spend the better part of my time in the dojo training with Sensei Naygel. In the early mornings, he guides me through the art of transcendental meditation. When I’m not meditating, I’m training in martial arts, sleeping, and eating nothing but protein and steamed veggies.


    To my new regimen of training, my body responds like a machine. Sensei says most of the students are inspired by me.


    “If only they knew,” I’d say.


    Netty, however, refuses to talk to me. I don’t push her. This fact hasn’t escaped Sensei, who knew we were BFF’s when I was Abby.


    “You won’t tell her?” Sensei asks.


    “No. To her, Abby is alive and in school.”


    When we are in class, Sensei has me spar with my rank, which is now orange belt based on my ability to properly demonstrate my kata. It takes everything in me to spar at a level so far beneath my skillset it’s laughable. Sensei says this is good for me, working on restraint. Putting effort into humility.


    “Ego is the death of self,” he once said. I’ve been working on shedding my ego for what seems like weeks now. It’s much harder than you think.


    Tonight I test for my purple belt. Sensei has me demonstrate my kata before the school. It’s flawless. He then looks at me and says my two favorite words in the whole world: “Gear up.”


    Hand and feet gear go on, mouth guard goes in. No headgear. We don’t punch full force to the head. Only a full speed “tap.” Distance and control are two things I’m learning.


    “If you can control your punch at full speed, then you can control your temper when it’s hottest.” One of Sensei’s little sayings to keep me from killing someone.


    So sweet of him.


    The way we test physically is to fight the entire school all the way up the ranks. At the rank I’m testing for, it’s fifteen minutes. Which is nothing to me. There are thirty-five students in class. I fight through all of them inside of twenty minutes. I’m checking the clock, checking Sensei, still going.


    Okay…


    I’m cycling through the white belts again, sweating, but barely. Then I roll through the yellow belts and orange belts. When it comes to purple belts, including Netty—who still won’t engage in anything other than heartless pleasantries, and few at that—I see Sensei whispering in her ear. She nods. I get kicked in the stomach and cracked in the ribs for my lack of focus. Not that it matters. When it’s Netty’s turn, she comes in with a new look on her face.


    This is determination. She comes at me fast and hard. Crawling her mind, I can see how much she wants to hurt me and I don’t understand why. I’m too pretty. Too perfect. Everything comes easy to me. That’s what she’s thinking.


    Walk a day in my shoes, Netty, I’m thinking.


    She kicks me centimeters to the right of my chin with the ball of her foot, sending pain sparking up my leg, then she rolls in hard for a shot to the solar plexus, and right when I go to block it, she drills me with everything she has on the chin. I see stars for a second. It’s the second punch right to my nose that has me wondering how much she’s enjoying this.


    It keeps coming.


    The world shrinks in. My heart pulses like a rushing river in my ears. Anger flares. I push her, not with my mind, but with my hands. She keeps at me. Looking at Sensei, his eyes are hard, firm, giving nothing away.


    Netty pushes in fast, I step sideways, punch her in the ribs.


    She shakes it off, spins around. Hands go up, her Russian temper ignites. Along the side of her head, the blonde hair is cut super short, like a boy’s cut. The rest is longer and cute. My love for her swells as she drives in on me with her hatred. My mind crawls hers, involuntarily, a defense mechanism. That’s when I find her weakness, and her insecurity. It’s there in her belly, growing, and she refuses to name it.


    This stops me. Astounds me. I just look at her as she drives her angry little fist right into my nose once more. I stagger backwards as she works her rage, her pain and her hurt out on my body. I let her, making almost no attempt to defend myself because she needs this. The startled expressions of the students concern me.


    Two more shots to the face, wobbling me. My legs go all soft and weak; I sink to a knee. A nice person would ask if I was okay. This little firecracker drives her bony knee right into my chest, rattling my entire ribcage. It’s okay.


    I can take it.


    My eyes find Sensei’s eyes. They’re cold rocks against this violence. He knows exactly what I’m doing.


    “Turn your heads,” he barks. Everyone turns their head, refusing to look at the massacre being delivered to me. Netty stops, hands hanging limp at her side. Sweat rains like tears from her pores and her breath is coming fast. I’m on my knees before her, hemorrhaging out of my face. Already wounds are closing up.


    “Get up and fight, Raven,” Sensei barks, “or you will fail this test.” I stand up. Netty looks back to Sensei. He nods his head at her. She comes after me again. My hands go up, blocking her punches. My mind flows into hers, wandering down pathways, pouring through memories. The hurt in her is colossal. Makes me want to cry.


    I let her hit me. No one’s watching anymore, so it doesn’t matter that I put my hands down and just let her sock me everywhere. She winds up, throws a vicious kick at my head. My lips split, bleed, then sew themselves back up.


    “Fight back!” Sensei barks.


    I don’t.


    With my bare hands, using none of my supernatural skills at all, I could cut her in half and stop this fight inside seconds. My fists go up, but they’re props. Netty’s fists plow through. I let them. Her feet get through. I let them through, too. She pummels me until she can’t even throw a punch.


    And then it’s over.


    I’m still standing. Bleeding with a cracked sideways nose, but standing. Sensei walks over to me, puts my nose between his thumbs and adjusts it back into place.


    “I’m proud of you,” he whispers into my ear.


    I nod, knowing exactly why. I could end her, and he knew it, but I didn’t because Netty needed this more than I needed to win, or earn rank.


    People turn and look at me as Netty breaks into tears. Sensei gives a subtle nod toward the bathroom. She walks to the edge of the floor, eyes draining on her rosy cheeks, bows, then heads into the bathroom where everyone can hear her puking from overexertion. It’s not easy to beat a person down. That kind of adrenaline rush hits everyone in different ways.


    “Get her fluids,” Sensei says aloud to no one, looking so deep in my eyes I would swear he was checking my soul for signs of wear. Two students fetch me a Gatorade, a bottle of water and a wet towel for my head and neck.


    Still boring into me with his eyes, with his impossible will, loud enough for only my ears to hear, he says, “You barely even hit her.”


    Just as quiet, I say, “Because there is a little girl inside her belly and I didn’t want to hurt it. Or her.”


    He pulls back, stilled by the news. Turning his head, he looks to the bathroom and points to one of the students saying, “Netty needs water, too.” My mind subconsciously crawls the aura around Sensei deep enough to feel his overwhelming sense of remorse.


    “Don’t feel bad,” I say. “You couldn’t have known.” Then: “You’re still a great Sensei. It was the right thing to do and you know it.”


    He looks back to me and just like that, I can’t read his eyes. I try to crawl his mind, but all I feel are Zen moments. The things I think about when I am meditating.


    “Not fair,” I say.


    “Stay out of my head,” he warns.


    When Netty is back, she looks green in the face, but presentable. Everyone lines up in a ceremony line. Sensei opens his hand, motions for me to kneel before him. I drop to my knees, lower my butt to my heels, put my hands on my waist and sit as straight as possible. The blood was wiped from my face, two twisted pieces of toilet paper screwed up each nostril to stem the bleeding wound that no longer bled and was no longer a wound.


    I go through the promotional ceremony, and Sensei presents me with a purple belt. I put it on with pride. When I stand, it is as a new rank. I turn to the class, bow, then turn to Netty in a show of respect and bow just a little longer.


    She bows.


    Then, at the end of class, she leaves without saying good-bye. When everyone is gone, I turn to Sensei and say, “She hates me.”


    “I know,” he says.


    “I’m going home,” I tell him.


    “Home to the hotel, or home home?


    “Back to Astor.”


    For a long time, we stand and look at each other. Then: “If you agree,” he says, “I would like to fight you before you go.”
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    The laugh that bursts out of my mouth surprises us both. “You want to fight me, Sensei?” I ask. “Really?”


    “Yes.”


    He is perfectly serious.


    “You’ll win,” I tell him. “It won’t even be a fair fight,” I reason.


    “Then fight me your way.”


    I look at him and can’t stop the nervous grin plowing its way onto my face. The dojo is now empty, everyone gone. My fingers drag the nostril tampons out of my nose, toss them off the mat. “Gear?” I ask.


    “No.”


    He raises his hands. My hands lift as well. He adjusts his footing; I adjust mine. Then he attacks. I try to fight him without my talents. Inside of seconds, his foot fires like a bullet at my face, cracking me in the head so hard and fast, it’s lights out. When I wake up, he is choking me.


    Out I go again. And again, and again.


    The second I wake back up like the fourth or fifth time, I push him with my mind and the telepathic punch to his chest is weak. He looks down, his gi top blown slightly open. The first time I get to use my powers on him and it’s the equivalent of a sneeze.


    “That’s it?” he asks. I can feel the waves of solid, sharp energy pushing off him. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.


    This is the real sensei, I tell myself.


    Through sheer survival instinct alone, I get to my feet, blister at the pain of my fractured skull healing. Half my face is like a hot iron was smashed against it. Breathe deep, I tell myself. In through the nose—


    Sensei times his attacking to me inhaling. My mind pushes him and this time what hits him is no sneeze. The telekinetic punch caves his chest, stopping him. Folded into a human C, his eyes bulge. Snot and saliva leave his face. Veins bulge in his forehead. Chords tighten in his neck.


    With all the power I can muster, I kick him in his protective cup with the ball of my best foot. The gunfire-like snap is the sound of his cup breaking in half. After the cracked skull and repeated choking, I don’t even feel bad about maybe destroying his nuts.


    Sensei drops to his knees, but the minute he falls, my hand is out and lifting him up. Not physically. Mentally. I’ve already made a connection with him, with the space around him, with the universe in a way no human being could.


    The paralayers. My Bluetooth connection.


    Sensei Naygel levitates into the air a good three feet off the floor, my invisible hands holding him up by his throat. He’s clawing at his skin like my are hands there. There aren’t. Manic lines of red drawn from the nails of desperate fingers rake his skin. They start to bead with red dots of blood. My psychic grip is so tight he can’t even choke out loud.


    “I can snap your neck just by thinking it,” I say as the world folds into morbid greys. My voice has a deep, ragged quality to it. “Or I can stop your heart. However I want to kill you, you will die.” His eyelids start to flutter. His hands fall limp at his side. The fight has forsaken him as his face turns purple.


    “Let him down!” the voice booms.


    I turn and he drops to the mat.


    Netty.


    “What the hell are you?” she says, shaking. Except she doesn’t say hell as much as she power drops the f-bomb.


    “This doesn’t concern you, Netty.”


    Sensei is coughing, fighting for breath, looking at me with beaten, liquid eyes. He stands, barely on unsteady legs. When he is on his feet, he bows to me. I bow to him. The fight is over, and I’ve won. But only because I can’t die.


    “What are you?” Netty asks again.


    “For the last month I’ve wanted to talk to you, to be your friend,” I hear myself saying as the dark shadows empty from my eyes. “Even though you hate me for the way I look, for how easy you think things come to me, I’ve wanted to be friends with you—”


    “Why?”


    The gravitational pull turns my entire body to her. She takes a step back, fear working its way through her expressions, in spite of her attempts to conceal them. In that moment, every last ounce of rejection I suffered from her—all the pain and hurt that came from her mind and made a home in my body—it becomes a tidal wave of grief inside me. My body nearly breaks in two. I can’t stop the tears from forming in my eyes, but instead of speaking in rough, gravely tones, the next words I say bear the anguish of a thousand wasted lives. “I have wanted to be friends with you because she was.”


    “Who?” Netty asks, breathless.


    “Abby.”
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    Whatever strength Netty had, whatever resolve remained in her, it just went. Propped up on anger, fortified by the need to punish herself and others, she was someone. Now, with all that gone, she was just a girl dissolving. I go to her. Take her trembling into my arms.


    “It’s okay, Netty. You didn’t hurt me. I’m like Abby.”


    “Why, though?” she asks, sobbing, her face practically pressed into my blood-stained gi top. “Why did you come to me? Why did you let me hurt you?”


    “Because you needed all that emotion out of you. All that emotion, all that animosity, it’s not healthy for the baby.”


    She let go of me, stood back with startled eyes, like I was first friend, then enemy. Her eyes darted from me to Sensei, then back again.


    “Does he know?” I ask.


    “Who?” Netty says, quiet as a mouse, but angry that I know.


    “Brayden.”


    “How can…how can you know that?” she asks. I go from friend to enemy to…who the hell knows what now? Netty’s emotions run their course. Everything is white noise now.


    Behind me, I feel Sensei’s mind releasing the struggle. Giving up his body. I turn and he is in lotus position, eyes closed, meditating. There is a small flower of blood on the upper thigh of his gi pants where the cup broke and most likely cut open his leg. On his neck, bruises rise in bluish-black hues. He’s uninjured, I tell myself. Just leaving his body and his pain behind for a few moments. The same way he taught me.


    “I know things, Netty,” I tell her, my full attention now on the girl who was once my best friend. “I know things the same way I know you.”


    With every fiber of my being, I am DYING to tell her who I am, but that would only hurt her more. That would only complicate things. So I say: “I’m another one of Gerhard’s dolls, but you already know that, don’t you?”


    She nods her head. “I wasn’t sure, at first. I’m still not sure how you…levitated him.”


    “There are things neither of us know about. Things that defy logic. And science. Truths that make this life look like one gigantic misunderstanding.”


    “Are you even…human?”


    “Um,” I say, “can I get back to you on that one?”
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    I never do tell her who I am, and she stops asking. Sensei waits for Netty and me to say good-bye, then he returns to his body, back into consciousness. He stands, revived, but still unsteady.


    “You’re the dream I’ve never dreamt,” he says. “Thank you.”


    “You’re thanking me?” I ask.


    “A true warrior dreams of a battle he cannot win. He fears it, yet he can do nothing but fantasize about the fight, searching for his weaknesses, polishing all his strengths. He fears the fight, yet he craves it. You’ve shown me that fight.”


    “That wasn’t my intention.”


    “At first, were you trying to win by fighting me my way?” he asks.


    He wants to know if he legitimately got through my psychic defenses when he kicked me in the head. If I say yes, he will rest on the merit of his skills; if I say no, insecurity will creep its way inside him, with doubt on its heels. This truth, however, will lead him to sharpen his skills like nothing else can.


    “Yes,” I answer. “I was trying to win the fight by fighting your way.”


    At this point, my mind is so used to trolling the minds of others I’m just there. In the one place I said I wouldn’t go: his head. I’m unable to stop. Before his body responds to the truth by sagging in defeat, I feel it. It is an ugly, self-loathing feeling he feels. Then it is the unanswered question. He wants to know how I did what I did.


    “You will never understand,” I say. Opening a telepathic link—words moving from my mind into his—I say, “Can you live with that, Sensei? The not knowing? Or will it drive you to madness?”


    “I suppose I will have to live with it, won’t I?” he says out loud. I nod. Then I bow long and deep, and in the most respectful manner possible for a person of my training. When we both straighten, when our eyes meet, he says, “You are always welcome here.”


    “I know it’s not our way,” I say, and then I step in and hug him. He tenses a second, then he puts his arms around me and I can tell this is a big thing for him.


    Back at the hotel I pack my things, pay my final bill, then head to my car, which has two boys with skateboards hovering around it, talking about it.


    “What is that?” the older of the two asks me. He’s got a head of uncut hair and the start of a mustache. Not a seventies porn-star mustache, more like an adolescent’s fuzzy shadow of a mustache. He’s got to be thirteen, maybe fourteen.


    “An Audi RS5.”


    “How fast does it go?” the other kid asks. His head is buzzed and there’s the shiny white line of scar tissue tracing the front of his scalp. Brain surgery?


    “It’ll blow your fucking skirts off,” I say and they nod in unison, their dirty faces wound with admiration.


    When I get in the car and start it up, both boys step back, but they don’t skate off just yet. Apparently I’m leaving first. My foot steps on the gas and the engine roars like the nastiest cat in the jungle. Four-hundred and fifty horse power.


    The dreams of boys.


    When I take off, the tires dig in and tear up the road. That sound alone could bring a girl to orgasm. Going slow, that wouldn’t have been right for two boys rearing for a show.


    On the highway heading back to Astor, I find an EDM station playing Get Up by Bingo Players. Before I know it, I’m doing one-ten and grooving to the beat. Music and speed—what a deadly, natural fit. A righteous order. The perfect compliment to an adrenaline junkie like me.


    Oh, and by the way, anyone who says the RS line of Audi isn’t the absolute shit can French-kiss my sexy white butt. Period, dot, end of freaking story.




    The Weakness in Obsession




    1


    When Orianna left town, she did so in the middle of the night. Christian got her text. Paris. For a long time he didn’t know how to feel about her leaving. He wanted her to hurt like he hurt. He needed her to feel that gut-wrenching, soul-swallowing agony before they got back together. She couldn’t do that to him again. He wouldn’t survive.


    Christian hadn’t known he would get the upper hand, or that she would break so quickly. Then again, her entire life was different. Made fresh into something else. Something he wanted more than her. And when he saw her in her newly designed body, she was flawless. Everything about her was literally perfect.


    This terrified him.


    Like a first crush, he obsessed. In obsession there was weakness. Powerlessness. If she were allowed to have that kind of hold on him again, he’d be blind to her whims. Well, not fully blind. Still, he knew he might never be enough for her. Margaret was always wanting more than she had. More than the things he could give her. More than him. She was practically manic for that one thing to fill all the holes inside her. But that proverbial hole was a bottomless pit. Her new face and body wasn’t the answer. Their wealth and opulent lifestyle couldn’t fill the holes inside her. Not the novelist, not all the drinking or drugs she could manage, and not her fifteen minutes of fame. Nothing.


    Would Orianna be different? Was Margaret truly gone?


    One night, while he was on his third glass of wine, he texted her. He assumed she was in Paris. He asked when she was coming home. The second he sent it, he regretted it. The return text came back hours later.


    I DON’T KNOW, it read.


    She didn’t know. Glass three became glass four and next thing he knew, Bethany was knocking on his door. He had texted her. Said she should come over, if she had nothing else going on. When she showed up, no words were shared between them. Her gorgeous eyes saw the look in his eyes and her mouth found his instantly. Rebecca was in bed by this time. The clock said one-thirty. Bethany was a night owl, like him.


    When he finished her, they talked for a bit, and then she went for round two and finished him proper. She stayed the night. Left by six the next morning. Rebecca never even knew she was there. She showed back up at eleven dressed to the nines, glowing with a radiant energy he couldn’t dismiss, her makeup and hair done perfect.


    She was all smiles and joy. He didn’t feel the same. He would feel better if he was run over by a bus. At least he wouldn’t be second-guessing his actions, unable to face such an eager young girl knowing he was going to break her heart.


    “Hi,” he said.


    “Good morning,” she replied.


    His first sight of her: massive, massive guilt. His second sight, the moment she smiled at him with that easy smile and that infectious grin: lust. Something deeply carnal. Bethany let her hand graze by his privates when she walked by and said hello to Rebecca. A couple of times he checked in on them (he came to think of them as his girls) and something in him shifted. Like he could feel them becoming a part of his life.


    A part of him.


    When Bethany turned and looked at him, that thing between them, that thing with weight and knowledge, that thing with space and emotion, it seemed reborn between them again. This incontrovertible connection. Had he ever felt that with Margaret?


    Yes.


    Orianna?


    Oh, God, he wanted so desperately to. He felt lust for her, yes, but there was also a deep sadness between them. Not life, history. To become this ideal woman, Margaret had to forsake her former self, and she was just starting to come to a point of honesty. To make such progress after climbing through an Everest sized mountain of her own garbage just to see daylight, killing herself seemed unwarranted, masochistic, downright dangerous.


    But she’d done it.


    All God’s children eventually fall from grace. Orianna would be no different. The snap came sooner than he expected. And now Paris. His previous two texts to her went unanswered. So he took it out on Bethany night after night. And now, in the fertile soil of her youth and his need to belong to someone, something more permanent between them was taking shape.


    After three weeks, it was dinner every night, and when Rebecca turned in early, he called Bethany who showed up swimming with want. He’d never known what it was like to be wanted so badly. It was thrilling. Unexpected. It was the dream he dared not dream.


    Exactly one month to the day, Orianna returned from Paris.


    Christian walked Bethany to her car one morning around five-thirty, and Orianna’s S550 coupe was parked along the sidewalk. Christian’s heart stammered then stopped. She looked so exquisite, with her eyes and her intent hidden behind her big Prada sunglasses, and he felt guilty.


    He shouldn’t, but he did.


    Bethany said, “What’s she doing here?” She didn’t ask it like a jealous teenager. It was more a question she asked but didn’t want to know the answer to.


    “I don’t know. She’s been gone a month, and now…I don’t know. You’d better go.”


    “Call me?” she asked. The question in her eyes was not whether or not he’d call, but whether or not he would still have her after Orianna got her teeth into him.


    “Definitely,” he said. She took his hand, and the concern lay bare in her eyes. They were fearful, delicate eyes, and gazing into them, he knew if Orianna would have him, he was going to break Bethany’s heart. She’d be yet another casualty in the struggle between him and his now former wife.


    Bethany drove off and Christian walked to Orianna’s car. He was wearing jeans only, the top button open. He knew he looked good, but he also felt cold, naked, and tense. She rolled the window down. He leaned in.


    “Hi,” he said. By then he felt woozy, nervous to see her. To have to answer for himself.


    “What are you doing?” she asked. The question she was really asking was what was he doing with Bethany?


    “Filling the void,” he said. “Waiting for you to call, which you never did. Why are you up this early?”


    “Just got home. Slept all day, woke up at eleven last night ready to go.”


    “You’re still on Paris time.”


    “I went to Italy and Portugal, too.”


    He nodded his head, like he was contemplating the things she was saying, and waiting for those things unsaid between them to come up.


    “What are you doing with the tutor?” she asked from behind her glasses.


    “Getting back at you,” he said, “in my own way. Maybe discovering things inside myself I didn’t know were there.”


    She remained quiet for a long time. He couldn’t look at her. He got in her car, sat in the passenger seat and stared forward. He remained silent. It was like that when he learned she was having an affair with the novelist. You could feel things dying. You could hear the death of life between them. He crossed his arms over his naked torso. Wished he would have grabbed a shirt before walking Bethany out front.


    “You and I, we’re not together,” she finally said in a choked voice. “So technically you aren’t cheating.”


    “I only love you.”


    She looked at him. “I know.”


    “I thought if I fall in love with someone else, if I break your heart and you still want me the same way you broke my heart and I still want you, then we’d be even and I could stop hating you.”


    “Do you?” she asked, taking off her sunglasses. “I mean, have you stopped hating me?”


    Her eyes were wet, brilliant and shiny, made new by science. The regret that followed her into this body, the part of her that was still Margaret, it sat like cold stones in those eyes.


    “No.”


    “How much longer are you going to be with…that child?”


    “Not one more minute. Or maybe forever,” he said. “I guess it depends on you.”


    An athletic couple in designer jogging attire ran by. A cat loped across the street. In the sky there were no clouds, not even the fake ones left by jet planes meant to curb global warming, or whatever. Orianna slipped her hand into Christian’s. After so much distance between them, this small connection, the warm touch of her skin against his, it felt familiar, sad.


    He turned to her and said, “I miss you.”


    She started to cry.


    More silence. The damage two people can do to one another in their marriage, it’s a kind of torture some don’t survive. And divorce? It’s not the end. It’s just the start of you realizing all that bad is just going to sit inside you and fester without the chance of ever making any more good memories. Between them, there was so much bad. Only the rot of so much mental abuse.


    “I’m sorry,” she said, sobbing. “For everything.”


    “It’s okay,” he said. “I realize no matter how much I try to undo the aching inside of me, nothing will suffice.”


    “But you still love me,” she said.


    “I still love you.”




    The Locked Room in the Cube
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    The dream keeps coming. Parts of it anyway. Some of it is familiar to me; other parts of it swim and bleed and happen in a sort of restless, disjointed haze. What I remember most is how much I love the man in the dream. I’m convinced it’s Jake. Even though he was so angry with me after we made love, after I left and told him I’m a freak of science and I’m not coming back, I think he still might be in love with me. Then again, he could very well loathe me.


    If I really want the answers to the mysteries of Jake Teller, I suppose I could tap into him at any point in time, but I don’t. I won’t. When you’re so desperate to be loved, sometimes you don’t want all the answers because the idea of that terrifies you. Rejection is still a very real fear for me. It could very well be my life’s burden. Which is why these dreams of mine feel so damn delicious: I am loved, wanted, taken, and at no point am I rejected.


    After my fight with Sensei, after confronting Netty about her unborn baby and Brayden being the father—a horrifying truth that still sits like concrete in my gut—I drive to Sacramento and check into the Marriot downtown. It’s only a half an hour from home, but I guess I’m not ready to go home quite yet. How can I look at Brayden knowing what I know? Knowing what he doesn’t know? And then there’s Abby. She is a constant reminder of who I was, what I’ve lost, that I am no one.


    That night, exhausted, emotionally wasted, I crawl into bed, turn on the TV but mute it, then fall fast asleep and roll right into the dream.
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    I am with the boy, the man, and we are in the same dream bedroom we’re always in. The lights have that dusty, low lighting feel; the air is warm and dreamy. Lounge music moves me, makes my body move against his. It’s the same wistful song every time. The same yummy ambiance. Everything in the dream remains unchanged.


    I’m drawn with need into his arms; I cling to him for dear life. This mystery man. My love. This person I would forsake everyone and everything for. I’ve never felt these kinds of cravings before. Our mouths meet. I surrender. Clothes are torn off in a rush. Bodies fall all over each other. My dream man, he’s strength against my frailty, confidence in the face of my uncertainty, my innocence, this unrelenting need to be his, to have him inside me. His will to take me every bit as strong as my will to be taken by him.


    That’s when the dream descends into a grainy, stagnant fog. My lover, he’s gone. It’s just me and this…this thing that feels lost. My soul wants to cry out. Life is being plucked from me. The song changes, a sort of psychedelic haze washes over me as the dream falls apart in my head. I am alone, haunted, sickened. That’s when the pain in my head starts. It rips through the layers of my brain with force. The agony of it literally aborts me into the waking world where I sit up in the darkness, hands to my skull with the kind of headache you’d think of as live wires being touched to the metal fillings in your teeth.


    There’s a glass of water on the nightstand. My hand tries to find it in the dark amidst the searing pain. Nothing. It’s not there. My fingers spider crawl up the lamp stand, find the ON switch, twist it. My head sits in an electric chair of excruciating pain and I don’t know what to do. A syrupy wetness leaks from my nose onto my upper lip. I’m swiping away viscous blood. The smear of red on my hand has me panicking.


    That’s when I look up and scream.


    He’s standing in my hotel room, five feet from my bed. Tall as hell. Palm out, automatic now, my hand shoots out and I thrust so much energy at him with such relentless force he should have bent to my will. But the doctor from Dulce who is neither man nor alien, he merely stands there unaffected.


    Amused even.


    Man hand returns to the throbbing in my head. The pain has me swimming. Suffering.


    “Better,” he muses.


    He is inhuman. Seven feet tall, at least. All lean muscle. The splitting headache isn’t a product of the dream, it’s the result of him. Queasiness powers through me, chills and pales my skin. “If you are feeling sick, shield yourself from me, child. You can do that now.”


    “How?” I ask through clenched, gritting teeth. At this point I’m pretty sure I’m going to puke until everything in me comes roaring out endless.


    “Create your shields. Use them to drive my energy out of your personal head space.” It takes me a minute because the strain in my eyeballs has me feeling like his fingers are clawing their way through my brain, mashing apart my thoughts, razing my focus. When at last I’m able to raise my shields, the pain comes to a sharp stop. Like a switched-off light.


    There’re blood drips and stains on my light green tank top and light pink underwear. It’s spotting the clean, white bedsheets. My chest is a panting, heaving thing. Would he have killed me? Given me an aneurism? Or would the pain continue to get worse and worse, until I slipped into a state of insanity? If I can’t die, would I go mental? Just crack?


    I hate this man; I hate this thing.


    “Why?” I ask, holding invisible shields up, all his torturous energy shoved from my body and held at bay.


    “I was curious to see if you could stop me.”


    “You did that on purpose?” I ask. Who would do such a thing on purpose?


    “Yes.”


    I pull the blankets to my neck, glaring at him. “Thanks, asshole.”


    He laughs and it’s a gnashing, hypnotic sound.


    “You called me,” he says. “You didn’t mean to, but you did.”


    “This is news to me,” I say as tides of nausea wash from me completely.


    For a second, I see him as the human being he is. Then his outer façade flickers and I see something else entirely. He’s the holographic image of a man, but he blinks out for a fraction of a second only to reveal what’s hiding on the other side of that human illusion. He is a scaly, slit-eyed monster. Not alien. Not human.


    Is that what I am? I wonder. Am I…part of that?


    No, not me.


    “These dreams,” he says. “You want to know why you’re having them.”


    “I didn’t ask you about them. I didn’t call for you.”


    “Distress is like a signal beacon. It’s how we protect our own, even though you are not really part of us. Because of our connection, I chose to come anyway.”


    “What am I?”


    He smiles, the human-looking part of him, and it has a genuine feel to it. Which could be more illusion. More trickery.


    “Special,” he says. “Cursed and blessed. A mutation. An anomaly. You have so many words to describe you, but not a single one to define you.”


    “Gee, thanks for the clarification.”


    “This dream you’re having, your brain is not the origin of such magic. This is someone else’s idea for you, planted deep inside you.”


    “What do you mean?” I ask. “Like I’ve been hacked, or something?”


    “So much of your delicate little minds are wasted, leaving you with undiscovered worlds. Your human brain is so much more than you know. But since you know so very little about it, or how to safeguard it, anyone with the proper skillset can sneak their ideas or instructions inside of you without you knowing. It’s done to your species all the time. It’s what makes you so useful.”


    “Useful because…we’re what?” I challenge. “Weak and uneducated about our brains?”


    “Precisely,” he says with a wolfish grin.


    “And who stuck this dream in my head?” Again, he gives me this irritating smile which says everything and nothing. “That’s for you to figure out, not me. You only need to know this is not your dream, and it is not meant to serve you.”


    “But…I feel. In the dream, I feel so much. It’s the only place I really feel anything good at all.”


    “Everything bad is always disguised as something good. Remember that. Opposites.”


    “Like karate,” I say.


    Fake high, punch low; sweep low, strike high. Opposites.


    “Yes.”


    “How did you get in here?” I ask him.


    He raises his hand and my shields vanish. No, they are yanked free. Now my connection to him has a rich, spongy feel to it. No pain, only vulnerability. Before him, I lie naked against his will. Fear rattles me. He turns his hand from a flat palm to a fist, then says, “Sleep,” and my body is dragged under so mightily and so swiftly, it feels like dying. When I wake, he’s gone.


    It’s day.


    For a long time I sit and contemplate our meeting. Someone planted these dreams inside my head? Left them there for me? But why?


    Instead of getting up and preparing for Astor, I use what Sensei Naygel taught me about transcendental meditation and move into a vast, empty space where not even thought is meant to exist. When I reach this void—only when I stabilize myself inside it—do I slip deeper into this manufactured landscape of my own mind. What I discover, my God, it’s so much different than I could have imagined.


    There is an artificial construct in the shape of a cube. We’re talking about a thirteen by thirteen by thirteen cube where all the blocks look like vacant rooms with open doors. All the doors are open but one. Deep down, I try to open this closed door, but it won’t open. I kick and curse and strategize to unlock this tiny door inside my brain, but it’s no use.


    That’s when in the distance I hear a scream. The distance isn’t far, but it isn’t inside me either. Involuntarily I eject myself from this cube. As I spring into consciousness, I realize the scream is coming not from me but from across the room. At the hotel room’s doorway. When I open my eyes, I find everything around me, including my bed, hovering four feet off the floor. Everything. Gym socks, a ball of underwear in the corner, shopping bags, the bedside table and the lamp. The moment I realize I’m doing this, something in my mind unhinges and everything crashes boisterously to the floor.


    In the open doorway, a maid has dropped her cleaning supplies and is standing paralyzed, her hand stifling the cry that blew out of her mouth earlier.


    “What…how?” she asks.


    Floored, dazed, half stuck in the cloud of meditation, I say, “I don’t know.”


    More and more, this has become my standard answer. It also happens to be the truth.


    “You are unholy,” she says in a condemning, harried whisper.


    If I want, I can enter her mind and wipe it clean, but I choose not to. Instead, I pack my things and check out as quickly as possible. The way members of the staff are looking at me, I know the woman has talked. About me, about what happened. It has me wanting to get out of there as fast as possible. It has me wanting to run.


    When I’m gone, when the embarrassment no longer has my cheeks burning bright, I think about the man in my dreams. I’m certain it’s Jake. I’ve got to see him. I really need to know if it’s over, and if so why we seem to have this otherworldly connection. Is he the one who did this to me? Is that even possible?


    I have to know who put these things in my head.
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    The drive to Astor is shorter than I expect, but that’s because I can’t seem to keep my Audi under ninety. It’s a car that begs to be driven hard.


    When I pull on campus, the RS5 draws an incredible amount of attention. Beamers don’t stand a chance next to this beauty. Neither does a Benz, a Lexus, an Acura or anything else that isn’t the least bit exotic. There’s a kid here that drives a Lamborghini, but other than that, my car rolls into Astor like a barely tamed lion hunting for prey.


    I park and some girl says, “Your car is so sexy,” to which I reply, “I know, right?” It’s the first friendly person I’ve met since coming here as Raven.


    When I walk from the parking lot to my dorm room, I open a telepathic connection with Abby, not to talk to her but to feel for her. A quick look through her eyes tells me she’s at lunch.


    Good, I think. I’m famished.


    In the cafeteria, after laying eyes on Abby and her friends—my friends—I throw together my lunch, making myself invisible to everyone. It’s how, when I want, I can move through this life unnoticed. And it’s how I can break so many rules without being questioned or discovered.


    “Hey,” someone says, startling me.


    Dammit! I’m supposed to be invisible.


    Behind me stands the gorgeous boy I kissed before returning to the city. The same boy who took my breath so thoroughly before I wiped his mind and blew town. Tavares Baldridge.


    “You, you can see me?”


    He laughs and says, “Of course, I can see you, ding dong. You’re like, right in front of me.”


    “Oh.” I truly don’t know what to say to this. When I throw up my shields, I’m supposed to be invisible. Like that shadow that pops up for a second in your peripheral vision but is gone the moment you try to look right at it. The way I think about it, the way I want to be thought of is like this: you see me, then I don’t matter so much that your mind forgets ever having seen me in the first place. It’s genius, really. Except for when it doesn’t work and I look like a retard.


    “You’re new,” he says.


    “I…I guess I am.” Apparently I wiped his mind so thoroughly he doesn’t remember me at all. I remember him though. He’s a hard face to forget. Way too handsome for his own good.


    “Come sit with us,” he says.


    I should say no. I’m going to say no because the way I’m looking at this kid, the way he cannot be this perfect looking without being genetically modified, I so want to devour him right now. It’s not healthy to obsess, but I can see myself obsessing about him, so the answer is no.


    “Sure,” I say, and my shields drape down around me.


    “What’s your name?” he says. I tell him. He says he’s Tavares Baldridge and we shake hands. The very act of touching him awakens something deeply feminine in me. Our connection feels familiar. Preordained.


    Interesting, I think to myself.


    We join Tavares’s three friends at a table next to a group of seniors I don’t know. They are loud and chatty. One of them is the kid who drives the grey Lamborghini Huracán. I have got serious car envy, but whatever. I paid eighty thousand for my car. He paid two-fifty for his. If I am to justify him having a beefier ride, it’s that mine is still badass, but I have an extra one hundred and seventy thousand to do other things with while he’s got a car.


    Inhale, exhale.


    It’s an extraordinary car, though.


    I pull my attention away from the table of seniors and focus on Tavares’s friends. One of them, he’s not a dork or anything, but he looks like it the way he’s going on about online gaming. I wouldn’t even know how to play a video game these days.


    “Hey guys,” Tavares says, to the gamer, a skinny Asian girl who is pretty but built like a twig and another boy who will barely look at me, “this is Raven. She’s new.”


    Tavares’s friends are all polite, and talkative. But my eyes keep drifting back to my old group of friends. Then these amethyst eyes wander to another table where I see a new group of people: a girl who looks like a different version of Sunshine Cranston, Brayden and—WTF?!—Julie Satan.


    Holy crap, Julie?


    “You okay?” the Asian girl says. She’s small sounding. Like she’s afraid to not whisper. I look at her and say, “Who’s that boy over there with that good looking girl?”


    “That’s Brayden James,” she says, speaking in dreamy tones. “He’s so cute. Not like the rest of us. Real, you know?”


    “Real?” I ask.


    “Yeah. No gen-mods. Strictly organic. Unless you’re counting the hard-mods he’s got. You know, the nose job and chin implant.”


    My mouth says, “Oh,” but my mind just became the world’s most speed-loaded hamster. That hyper-active junkie vermin sprinting in every different direction like Death itself is chasing it down. God, I can’t even think straight! Have I been so sheltered in my own group of friends that I neglected to realize other people know about the genetic modification here, too?


    And if that’s Sunshine Cranston and she’s getting upgrades…then what the actual f*ck?


    Just then, with my own eyes I see Julie Satan slip her hand into Brayden’s hand like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Brayden leans in and gives her a kiss on the mouth and all the sudden I’m no longer on planet Earth. I have to blink twice to make sure I’m seeing this. I am. My eyes say one thing but my brain’s screaming another. It would be like walking into the bathroom and seeing Marilyn Monroe doing her make up like she hadn’t died, or been killed, at all.


    “Are they, you know, together?” I hear myself ask, unable to tear my eyes from them.


    “They’re the two who shouldn’t be, but they are.”


    “The what?” I stammer.


    “That’s what everyone’s calling them now: the two who shouldn’t be. Like in the Harry Potter series of books. How they never called Voldemort by his real name. He was so evil they called him ‘he-who-must-not-be-named.’ Julie’s that evil, and it’s crazy Brayden’s with her. It is what it is though, right?”
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    “How do Julie’s friends feel about that?” I ask. The way Cameron, Blake and Theresa are such venemous scabs, there’s no way in hell they would approve of her and Brayden.


    “They absolutely hate it. And they hate her. She’s gone from queen bee to…I don’t know…the lowest animal on the food chain? They won’t even look at her anymore, and the things thy say about her on Facebook?—it’s like they want to end her end her.”


    I’m starting to like this chatty little Asian girl.


    “That’s Cameron,” I say. Right now I’m so desperate to crawl the minds of this group, if anything to see how they feel about me. If I should leave, or say more, or less. But I won’t. I’m trying like crazy to reign my mind in. Glancing over at Tavares, I can’t stop wondering how he was able to bypass my shields. And why. But I won’t get in his brain anymore.


    “You know her?” the gamer kid asks. “Cameron?”


    “I know her shitty reputation.”


    “As a succubus? Or as an online suicide temptress?”


    “Both,” I say with an amused, knowing look. “Is she trying for three?” As in three cyber kills. Or three social network suicides.


    To Tavares, the Asian girl says, “I like this one,” like she’s anointing me with her seal of approval. Or casting her vote in my favor. Us girls got to stick together, is what I’m thinking.


    The truth is, I’m not so sure of myself here. I feel comfortable in their group, just not in this place as someone else. Someone fake. I can’t help but find this situation strange. Finding comfort in new situations isn’t exactly my strong suit, though. I would rather put my life on the line. Or punch someone.


    Looking at Tavares, watching him watch me, I feel something between us. Not love at first sight, but an attraction of similar magnitude. There’s no way it could have been that way between Brayden and Julie. No way.


    “I’m in love with your eyes,” Tavares tells me.


    “Me, too,” says the Asian girl. “Where do I get a pair?”


    “We’re all in love with her eyes,” says the shy boy who, until this point, will barely even look at me. “Are they real, or are they contacts?”


    “Real,” I say.


    “Gen-mods, for sure,” the Asian girl says.


    The four of them look at me. They stare at me waiting for the truth. If I say I’ve got gen-mods, it’s like giving away Gerhard’s secret. Gerhard said he’d kill me for telling anyone about his science. Will Holland try following through where his former self left off? Would he try to kill me if he knows I told people about me? Will I be forced to kill him first?


    “Gen-mods,” I admit. “And not cheap.”


    Tavares says, “How’d they do it?”


    So many answers cross my mind. Holland entered it in the genetic coding, but Tavares’s friends, they don’t have that genetically perfect look like I do. Tavares does. But not his friends.


    “Needles in my eyes,” I lie. “It’s done without anesthesia because anesthesia interferes with the amethyst-colored dye. You have to grab your balls before you get something like this done, it’s that unsettling.”


    The way the four of them are wincing, my lie is deeply satisfying. The boy who found his voice and managed to look at me, a better than average looking boy with pearly white teeth that aren’t perfect but aren’t crooked either, he says, “What color were they originally?”


    “Brown.” The color of bullshit.


    Perfectly deadpan, the Asian girl, she says, “I used to be white.”


    “You did?” I ask, floored.


    “No,” the gamer kid says, laughing low. “Something you have to know about Jen is she’s compulsive.”


    “About what?” I ask.


    “Lying, stealing, cheating. Everything. She’s just compulsive.” Saying this, Jen nods her head, not like she’s embarrassed, but like she’s proud. Like it’s her thing.


    Tavares says, “We’ve all had gen-mods to some degree. No one here is bashful about it.”


    “You, too?” I ask. He’s too perfect to not be organic, as they put it.


    “Full makeover. Me and my sister, although she’ll only admit it to certain people.”


    I’m about to say something when Brayden sees me, walks over, and stands over the top of me. “Where the hell have you been?” he asks.


    “Away,” I reply, offended. Not by him or his direct line of questioning, but by the fact that he’s got a baby in Netty and he’s hooking up with one of my mortal enemies. Julie motherfreaking Satan. And Netty. God, Netty? The thought of him doing that to her still burns me.


    “So now you’re back,” he says, “but you don’t say ‘hi?’”


    “Now I’m back, and I’m not saying hi. Don’t you have a girlfriend to get back to?”


    “Wait a minute,” Tavares says, “you’ve been here before?”


    “She’s not a student,” Brayden says. “She works with Holland.”


    “Go back to your bitch,” I say a little too abruptly.


    He looks back at Julie, who’s making awkward conversation with the new and improved Sunshine Cranston. Pretty soon it will be Janine’s ugly three and a half. Brayden being the half, even though, if I’m honest, he’s pretty cute with his new nose and chin. The new nose and chin I paid for with my trust fund money.


    “She’s completely secure with our relationship,” he says. “I can talk to you all I want.”


    “What if I don’t want to talk to you?” I say. The fight in me is climbing. For a second, I find Julie’s mind and crawl it. Before I really let Brayden have it, I want to see if they’re really an item. To my utter distress, they are. And it works between them. Then it hits me: the other truth about Julie. The disgusting reality behind that pretty face.


    “If you don’t want to talk to me,” he says, “just say so and I’ll leave.” He looks up at the group I’m with and doesn’t say anything. They look back at him and they’re tight lipped, every single one of them. It’s dreadfully uncomfortable.


    Him making a scene with me in front of Tavares and my almost new friends, I say, “Fine, leave.”


    “No,” he replies. “Not until you tell me where you’ve been.”


    “We’re not friends,” I say. Like that should be it and he should leave.


    “Yes, we are.”


    Huffing out a breath, I apologize to my almost friends, promise Tavares I’ll be right back, then stand and say, “Come with me you moron.”


    Brayden follows like we’ve known each other for years. To me we’ve been best friends, so to me nothing is out of the ordinary. For everyone else though? Brayden following me—the new girl—is going to be completely out of the ordinary. That’s why I all but drag him out of the cafeteria into the hallway.
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    We’re in the hallway, all alone, and my temper flares. Looking at him, at my friend whom I have missed terribly, I want to hug him and baby-shake the living shit out of him at the same time.


    “What the fuck are you doing with her?” I blurt out. I’m so mad, I can’t even sensor my bad language…sorry.


    “What do you care?” he says, coolly. “You don’t even know me.”


    “She’s pregnant,” I say. I shouldn’t have dropped that bomb, but gosh damn it needed to be said. What I saw crawling Julie’s brain, it was a horror show of incest, cruelty and deception.


    “No she isn’t,” he laughs.


    “Do you know whose baby’s inside her?” I ask, so angry now I’m seeing red.


    For Julie to not only hook up with him, but fall in love with him and not tell him about the bastard child growing inside her otherwise flat little belly is a motherfreaking outrage!


    “Let me guess, is it Satan’s child?” he teases, clearly familiar with his new honeypot’s former nickname, Julie Satan. “C’mon Raven. Rumors here are nastier than in most schools. You’ll learn that.”


    For the moment I ignore his chiding, and his well timed but misplaced advice on how to survive in this cesspool of snobbery. “It’s her step-brother, Emery’s baby, and she’s not telling you for a reason. Did you have sex with her yet?”


    His face flushes white, then he postures against me for the first time. “It’s none of your business,” he says. Swallowing hard, he says, “How do you know this anyway? Assuming any of it is true.”


    “Look,” I say, quickly losing myself to this argument I absolutely have to win, “I know this Vegas routine works for you, that you’re interesting and muscular and all that, but the last time Emery got her pregnant, they had a boy just like you thrown out of school. He was arrested for statutory rape and branded a sex offender for life. Is that what you want? When this child she doesn’t know what to do with pops out of her, she’ll need a scapegoat. She’ll need someone to take the fall for her having sex with her step-brother.”


    Without hacking his thoughts, I see the truth in his eyes. He knows about Emery.


    “Jesus Christ, Brayden,” I say, flabbergasted, “you already know about Emery? And you’re still with her?”


    Again, he asks, “How do you know all this?” I’m about to make something up when he says, “Oh, yeah. You’re working with the mad doctor. Which means you have access to Julie’s medical records. What you just did is called a violation of doctor/patient confidentiality. Do you realize I could have you arrested for that?”


    “Don’t bluff me, butthole,” I say, getting in his face. “I have been gone about as long as she’s been pregnant. Besides, her pregnancy isn’t in any records. Her nipples are sore and she’s missed her period. Seriously, Brayden, dump her before something bad happens to you.”


    “Nothing bad ever happens to me,” he says, leaning back like he’s got Aces up his sleeve. Like he’s untouchable. Which is hilarious because there is so much uncertainty in his demeanor it’s obvious.


    “Really?” I ask. Jesus in heaven, he’s unbelievable sometimes! “How many community service hours have you completed with the Feds? Oh yeah, not one single hour. Don’t sell your dumb luck to me like it’s candy, Brayden.”


    He doesn’t look so confident now. “You’ve been talking to Abby, haven’t you?”


    “Why would I talk to that big faker?”


    “Ever since the accident, she’s not been herself,” he says. “You can’t trust what she says, Raven. You can’t trust her. Do you hear me?”


    “You and her were best friends.”


    “I know,” he says. I’ve struck a chord in him. All the fight he has inside him, it’s on the fence now. For both of us, the fight is diminishing. Like we’re on the downside of proving our points and realizing things could get out of control quick. “I miss her, but she’s gone now. It’s like she’s someone different. We hardly even talk.”


    “It’s probably because you’re dating that freaking demonic crotch cricket.”


    “Ha!” he laughs. “Not as much as it’s because she’s dating that freaking douchebag.”


    “Damien?”


    “No, not him. Caden.”


    “Caden Reynolds?” I ask. I didn’t expect that. Last time I saw Abby, she was rubbing on Damien like some puppy dog nuzzling its master’s pant leg.


    “I thought she was into Damien.”


    “Nope. Not anymore. She’s dating Caden and Damien’s dating Cicely. They’re totally perfect for each other.”


    “Which one?”


    “Both.”


    Oh my God, what the hell is happening with my friends? Lines are being crossed. Is this going to be like Beverly Hills 90210 where everyone eventually dates everyone?


    “So that’s why you’re with Julie? Because you can’t have Abby?”


    He stalls a bit and I know I’ve stumbled on the truth. I didn’t even have to read his mind to get this information. “Me and Abby, we were just friends.”


    “You wanted more.”


    “People change, Raven.” When I remain silent, looking at him with purple eyes through thick lines of eyeliner, he just looks back. A pair of girls breeze on by us, pretending they’re not looking, but they’re soooo looking. Then, to me, he says, “So are we going to be friends or are we going to argue like an old couple? You should tell me because I have to get back to Julie.”


    “I guess.”


    “Good, now tell me how you know about Julie’s baby. And Emery. And don’t lie. If we’re going to be friends, you can’t lie to me.”


    That he’s asked me this floors me. Then again, part of his Vegas training is him asking girls questions other guys are terrified to ask, and pushing the envelope further than most guys. That’s how you get to girls, he’d say. Be bold. Take senseless risks. Never think of no as the end. No is an opportunity. A pathway to yes.


    Take a chance on him, I tell myself. Be bold. “People don’t even have to open their mouths for me to know what they’re thinking, Brayden. Like all of Gerhard’s dolls, I’ve got a talent.”


    “Gerhard is gone,” he says.


    “Gerhard, Holland, whatever. We are all products of different versions of him. Except you. You’re a product of your father, Titan and Romeo, and Abby’s cosmetic surgeon. The late Abby Swann, not this version of her.”


    Brayden just stands there, his mouth flopped open, his wax-statue eyes looking lost in the perfect stillness. That said, I brush past him and return to Tavares and his crew. He looks happy to see me. And Brayden? I’m tapped into him and his head’s all over the place. If his head was a pack of cats, I just dropped a firecracker in the middle of them.
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    To me it seems Abby is doing fine, but the noise and distractions of the cafeteria are too much for my wide open mind. I head into a faraway bathroom where no one is doing their makeup or taking a dump or sobbing, or whatever. Inside the peace and quiet of the nearest stall, I open a psychic link to Abby. I need to know how she’s doing. And it’s a good thing that I do because crawling around in this girl’s brain is like wandering through an ER during rush hour where all the lights are out and most of the patients are either manic, catatonic or dead.


    Whoa!


    Thirty seconds inside her brain spikes my panic. The difficulty of this school…I warned her about this place, about these people. I warned her about the bullying. The toll it’s taking on her, though, it’s effecting her far worse than it affected me. Far worse than she’s showing. Then again, I came here with unusually thick skin and she came here a kidnapped, impoverished child bought from those who stole her.


    The difficulties of her struggle move from her mind into mine where it settles in a thick, choking smog into the pores and organs of my new body. My muscles feel atrophied. My bones petrify from the burden she carries. The smile on her face is a catastrophic lie. She isn’t happy. She isn’t sane.


    Being in Abby’s head, it’s like being stuffed in a fifty-five gallon drum while suffocating beneath the press of oily rags. The weight of her emotions bears a twisted familiarity to my past. It is life steeped in depression. The way she’s dying inside, it’s her fragile edges chipping away. Breaking. I feel helplessly sucked into her world, swallowed whole. I recognize the darkness in her heart, and I understand what she’s doing to hold on to the light. I know it and I vehemently hate it. The Abby stand-in has survived thus far by feasting on the attention of guys like Damien and Caden. It’s like smoking to stave off lung cancer. Or doing lines to get off meth. The way Abby’s playing the game…she won’t win. What she’s doing, it is the equivalent of committing social suicide.


    Physically, on the outside, my replacement is Abby Swann; but inside, she is all Janice Millworth. Traipsing through Janice’s memories the way you traipse through the overgrowth of an abandoned cemetery or a South American rain forest, I learn that twice now she’s picked up the phone to dial her birth mother, and twice she stopped because of Holland’s threat to kill her parents. The mania running its course in this girl’s head, it’s reaching a tipping point.


    “You’re crumbling way too soon,” I say in my head. I have to see her. I have to talk her off the ledge.


    The flood of Janice/Abby memories surges on. My sanity stands breathless against the emotional assault. The sensation of Damien memories rush by.


    I grab onto them, dive into them.


    Two and a half weeks ago, Abby broke up with him. The not-so-quiet musings of Abby being the dumb-dumb with the pretty boy caused cracks in her foundation. She told him she was finished, that she couldn’t take the haters anymore. It was a bluff. Damien being the dumb shit that he is, he said, “Fine, if that’s what you want,” like it was no big thing. In her head, she was like, screw you if you can’t fight for me! So she said to leave her room, and that was that.


    She saw Damien for who he was. This was inevitable.


    Necessary.


    Abby spent the night crying. And to my horror, she took to cutting herself with a pair of scissors. I feel like a voyeur at a murder scene, or a rape scene. I try to turn away, to not see all this, but this is Janice Millworth. My stand-in. So I can’t look away, no matter how desperate I am to do just that.


    Watching the memory—like I’m there, like I’m her—Abby drags semi-sharp blades over her skin, scraping and splitting the flesh, bleeding because to her it felt so much better. This kind of self-mutilation was how she quelled the pain. Sinking even lower into her thoughts, I see her as Janice Millworth when Janice Millworth was an ugly girl in a dirty mirror with unwashed hair and wounded, watery eyes. Before she got her new body, Janice worked her long gone, deadbeat father’s straight razor over her arms, up her legs, across her sides.


    My arms hurt where she cuts them. My legs, the same. And my sides…the way the lines of skin peel back and open red against the blade, her skin feels like my skin. These emotions, the unsteady tide of them, it’s this tremulous bond that now ties Abby to the late Janice Millworth.


    I dig deeper. Find Caden. He’s there: a God amongst chickens. The way she feels being with him, it’s amazing. I’m feeling what she feels. Not so chaotic. Not so dangerous. Slowly, I pull myself out of the mire that was Janice Millworth only to step into the drama surrounding the Abby Swann stand-in.


    Her hooking up with Caden was her dying to sleep with all the hot guys she could before this magical, genetically irresistible life was torn away from her. She saw this life as a buffet of perfection from where she could eat what and whom she wanted. I try not to wince. Gosh damn, I can’t help it! For the most part, I was chaste with my body when I was Abby. I was only flirty and sexual with one person: Jake. And now she wants to take my vagina on a test drive like it’s a f*cking numbers game?!


    Guh.


    Where I’m at, the bathroom’s main door opens; the bathroom’s main door shuts. I’m sitting in a stall, on the toilet seat, lid down and pants on. I draw my feet up. Wrap my arms around my knees. Pull them to my chest.


    The metal stall door next to me opens; the stall door shuts.


    A paper barrier gets pulled out of the plastic ass-gasket dispenser, then pants or a skirt or shorts come down and a butt plops spongy on the bowl. The rush of urine starts, a couple of soft farts fluff out followed by one boisterous fart barking against another. Her private giggle almost makes me laugh. The peeing eventually comes to an end. She wipes, stands, and flushes.


    The stall door opens; the stall door shuts.


    Hands don’t get washed as the girl leaves the bathroom. The main bathroom door opens; the main bathroom door shuts. It’s amazing to think of the girl who was just in here, that she just had that deeply personal moment thinking she was alone when she really wasn’t. This makes me realize I have to connect with Abby. Let her know she’s not alone. That as much as I might hate her, or love her, or want to protect her or kill her, she is not alone.


    My stall door opens; I leave it—and the bathroom—and I go looking for her.


    Still in Abby’s head, I now know why they called her dumb-dumb. She went from an A student with balls (me) to a spineless D student with confidence only in her looks. Headmistress Klein wanted her kicked out of school for her declining grades. Christian (my stand-in’s father), drove all the way here to re-explain Abby’s “accident” as a means of justifying her…condition. The word “condition” being code for my stand-in’s unexpected stupidity. Only by the elegance of our father’s exceptional negotiation skills and a few impeccably timed threats was Abby able to remain enrolled at Astor Academy.


    At least she has her friends, I think to myself. But I’m reaching. She doesn’t even have them anymore. Georgia doesn’t talk to her, neither does Cicely, who’s dating Damien with far greater success than she had. This bothers Abby, but not much. Currently, she’s head over heels in lust with Caden. He’s a porno connoisseur and a closet sex addict, so she can’t get enough of him.


    Ew, I’m thinking. God, ew!


    Tempest adores the new Abby, though, and she’s dying to know what it’s like being with both Damien and Caden. Janice revealed enough of the two boys to make Tempest squirm with jealousy. She said, “Being with those two, it’s like hitting the hottie lottery.”


    Yet deep down she dreamt of running away. She planned on disappearing after having her fill of Caden.


    Part of her frustration with Astor, besides the people, is how freaking smart everyone is. From what I can tell, it’s only a matter of time before she throws in the towel. Her grades still suck. The problem she hasn’t solved yet, is Holland. He’s the type of person who would kill her parents to spite her. If she left school to go live with Christian, if Holland didn’t kill her parents, Christian wouldn’t forgive her for dropping out of Astor. She knew she was stupid Janice and not brilliant Abby, and soon Christian would know it, too. Stuck inside her head, trying to get out, I realize she’s beginning to hate me for being a better version of her.


    I don’t blame her, I was better. A hell of a lot better than her.
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    When I return to the cafeteria, almost everyone is finished or finishing lunch. Half the dining hall is just people cleaning their trays and talking. Tavares and his friends are still at their table engaged in some conversation about whatever.


    “Didn’t think you’d come back,” Tavares says.


    Be bold, I tell myself because of how damn good looking he is. “What are you doing tonight?”


    “Nothing.”


    We’re talking like there’s no one else at the table. He’s into me. I can see it in how his body turns all the way toward me. “You should come over,” I say. If I’ve learned anything from Brayden and his Vegas pick-up community, it’s that God hates a coward. Tavares’s friends are looking at me, then looking at Tavares.


    Something unsettling clogs the air. A feeling of unease. Hitting on Tavares so brazenly, which is totally unlike me, it’s not me winning his friends over. It’s exactly the opposite. In fact, it’s me undoing all the good my stellar first impression made.


    Jen is thinking, this kind of shit only happens in the movies, and the other boys, they want to rail me so bad they’re right now trying to decide whether or not to hate Tavares.


    “What do you want to do?” Tavares asks.


    Right now I’m standing on a tight rope a thousand feet in the air with no net and heavy gusts. Screw it, I tell myself. You like him so just go for it. Go for it!


    “I’m thinking we’ll watch the unrated version of Fifty Shades of Grey and go from there.”


    The way my head works, I’m finding I can crawl multiple minds at once. Jen officially hates me with the Fifty Shades, suggestion, and the two guys, they hate Tavares and they hate me because I’m hot and I don’t want either of them the way I so openly want Tavares. For one long moment, I am impressed with myself. With my ability to focus on many things at the same time with near perfect clarity.


    “Um, yeah,” Tavares says. “Fifty Shades, okay.”


    “Seven o’clock alright?” I ask.


    “Yeah,” he says looking around at his friends. His soon-to-be-ex-friends. Then back at me, more definitively, he says, “Yeah, seven’s good.”


    After lunch, when we go our separate ways, Jen will ask the boys to kick Tavares out of the group. She’ll say he’s new anyway. That it doesn’t matter. The truth is, Jen can’t want him that badly and watch him be with me at the same time. Her wounded, itty-bitty heart can’t beat to that drum. And the boys? They’ll go right along with it and try to get with Jen. That’s just how they are. Not wanting love as much as they’re wanting regular sex with a real girl.


    Across the cafeteria, Brayden is kissing Julie and looking at me. I flip him the bird and he winks. Butthole. Later, when I’m thinking about this, I will probably laugh. Say what you want about Brayden, he really is a freaking riot. And I am a little jealous. At least I’ve made a pathway to our friendship again.


    Silver linings.




    The Abigail Debacle




    1


    The cafeteria at lunchtime was a hall of white noise and activity. Cameron glowered in disgust as Julie kissed Brayden. She couldn’t look. Not at that traitorous bitch. She dragged her eyes off her ex-bestie and found Raven (where had she disappeared to, and when did she get back?) talking up the exceptionally attractive Tavares Baldridge. That shitty actress’s hot brother.


    Her heart rate soared.


    OMG, really?


    Looking down, she stared at her half-eaten lunch trying desperately not to dry heave. She pushed her meatloaf around, couldn’t stomach the idea of finishing it. Her eyes looked back up, roamed the cafeteria, then landed with a clunk on Abby Swann.


    Heat roared into her cheeks. Abby was laughing so easily with Caden Reynolds it made Cameron’s diet pills boil acidic in her gut. She and Caden were friends once. But friends can’t just be friends without having a destination and Cameron’s destination was Caden being hers. Everyone needed someone to give your popularity staying power. It was always Damien, until he dumped her. After that, she set her sights on Caden.


    Then Caden chose Abby. That fat headed poser. Cameron did her best to shrug it off as Caden wanting someone to give his limited intelligence perspective, but truly, inside, this was a devastating blow she was trying (yet failing) to ignore.


    Why Abby?


    She wasn’t even right in the head anymore. Not after this phantom accident she’d heard rumors about. The Abby Swann of this semester was a C- student at best, embarrassingly loud and flirtatious, and now more than ever, it seemed she was eying all the available boys. Next up, she thought, Tavares Baldridge. Unless Raven gets him first.


    In her sour little mind, Cameron’s animosity for Abby festered, polluting pockets of her brain to the point where she felt spasmodic. Possessed by demons. Cameron didn’t know what else to do about her animosity but retaliate. She fought her urges, though. After what happened in the past—those two girls killing themselves—she couldn’t give in to every little whim that infected her. Still, she had to do something. And whatever it was, her retaliation had to have teeth.


    She ate lunch slowly, chewing more purposefully than necessary. Her ulcer (or whatever the hell was devouring her insides) was searing holes into her stomach lining worse than ever. And the small talk going on between Blake and Theresa was making it worse. Cameron would not engage them. Not with their twice-told stories and their flavorless grievances about school or their parents or reality TV, or whatever. Her mind was elsewhere. Stuck reflecting upon the two stupid girls she tormented to death. The ones who suicided themselves on account of her more ruthless proclivities.


    After their deaths were linked to her, entire daytime talk shows were dedicated to the subject of bullying. Her father, the country music sensation, took a beating in the press. They tracked him everywhere, hinted of his bi-sexual and gay activities, then tried to tear him limb from limb on account of what she had done. His fall from fame was steep, but he didn’t flame out. He was just a tool to get to her. To show her how bullying could hit home fast. And it worked. Forced to curb her more sadistic tendencies, she finally agreed to the TV interviews where she talked about remorse and regret and repentance. She wore white.


    Freaking white!


    What she felt inside, however, was grim satisfaction. There are so many pillars of power to be held, but to be powerful enough to use words to make a person kill themselves, that was the kind of power people like her only dreamt of. She had it. Time to use it again, she thought, half crazed by the rush of what could be.


    It’s time to one-up myself.




    Fifty Shades of Never
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    After an all-around awkward lunch I’m kicking myself for ever having gone to, I head over to the office to finally face Holland. That jerk. Halfway there, I stop and realize I’d rather set my tits on fire than see him. He sees me as emotionally unstable—a threat to his way of his life, his very existence. To say he doesn’t want me around is the freaking understatement of the year. And truthfully, I can’t stand who he is either. Rather, I can’t stand all the monstrous things he has been.


    Josef Mengele, The Angel of Death. Was there a worse creature in history? Perhaps one or two, but not more than three.


    This is the ruthless animal who solved a small lice problem in Auschwitz by gassing the seven hundred and fifty women closest to the infection. An entire block. The same dick eater who injected chemicals into children’s eyes hoping to change their eye color.


    My feet stop walking. They turn me around and get me headed back to the dorms, to my room. I crawl into bed thinking only of Tavares, of this upcoming evening, of this strange and sudden attraction to him. He’s a grade younger than me, which concerns me, but it doesn’t. He is the same age as me, just held back for celebrity purposes. Oh hell, I don’t know. Parts of me feel giddy, happy. Which is totally unlike me. I’m not happy.


    And I’ve never been giddy.


    But it’s okay to feel these ways, I remind myself. It’s okay to enjoy life. To not rail so hard against everything. To not fight for something greater than me every stinking day. To not have to feel like I’ve got to defend myself or stand up for those who can’t. It’s okay to relax, I tell myself. It’s okay to simply be a girl.


    But you’re not a girl, the voice inside me argues. “The hell I’m not!” I argue back. “The hell I’m not.”


    As I’m lying there trying to understand the nature of my attraction to Tavares, and why it is so very, very different from every other attraction I’ve had, sleep overtakes me. The dream is there to greet me. It sits on the fringes of my psyche, wanting its due, wanting center stage.


    This injected dream, it plays in my head automatic.
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    I’m in the room again. Same air. Same music. Same sexy boy. Or is this a man? I don’t think I’ve figured out the actual answer to this question yet. I haven’t even seen his face. I trace my hands up his arms. They feel powerful. Man made. Not boy strong. This realization steals my breath, sends my body into a torrent of heat.


    In the dream, the room we’re in is my room. This isn’t my man, though. He is, but he isn’t. I feel like he belongs to someone else. Or maybe that just makes things so much more sensual. I’m not one of those girls who wants to steal other girls’ boys, but there is a salacious high and a wrongness to the notion that makes me dip into the darker recesses of my mind. It’s this same naughty inspiration that has my hands wandering all along the sumptuous surfaces of him.


    I want to see him. I need to see him.


    He reaches his arm out and my fingers brush it like spiders’ legs dancing over muscle and warm flesh. I feel him reaching for something. I’m tilting my chin up to see him, to kiss him, to taste the essence of him.


    His finger flicks the light switch. Darkness descends. The song changes. My clothes are off; his clothes are off. I can’t see him, but I can damn sure taste him. He’s luscious, so yummy. His breath is candy sweet, spearmint fresh to the kiss. The way you feel so in-tuned to a person and their body that you literally feel like one, that’s me.


    But not all the way. Not after what the doctor from Dulce said. The details of this dream differ from the dream I’ve been having. The tone, however, is the same. I’m desperate to let go, to surrender. But with the doubt now stuck in my head, I’m having a hard time letting go.


    Moonlight now cuts through the window shades, illuminating us in dozens of horizontal lines. On his right shoulder, inked on its outer edge, is an elaborate tattoo. I catch a glimpse of the body art in the light. It’s a gorgeous woman with wings, an angel. Half an angel. The other half of the woman is bathed in shadow. Half angel, half demon. Interesting.


    And a little scary.


    Our bodies are soon writhing around each other, skin slicked with sweat, appetites ripe with an unquenchable thirst. I pull up, wanting to see his face. He pulls me back down into a kiss.


    “No,” he whispers, his mouth on mine, our lips held together against the word.


    I hang onto the sound of his voice, feel myself falling into it, into him. The tenor isn’t clear enough for me to know who he is, and dammit, I want to know!


    I have to know!


    The background music changes (sexy lounge music giving way to the psychedelic sounds of former dreams) as the moon slips behind clouds, blotting out the light. The man in my dream, he swallows me into him, devouring me fully, leaving me boneless and weak and clinging to one single, unanswered question: who is this person I’m with?
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    Sitting up in bed into darkness, I realize it’s past eight o’clock. Shit! Bleary eyed, I jump to my feet and just stand on the cold hardwood floor, eyes fluttering but mostly shut, my mind locating and then digging into Tavares’s brain. It’s Fifty Shades night. Our big date!


    Did I screw us up already?


    My psychic feelers locate him, his mind; I open the connection. Disappointment blooms like blacks and purples in his head, tinting his every thought, making his ability to concentrate on the TV show he’s watching impossible. He shuts off the TV, sits in the dark. He feels stood-up.


    God, I didn’t even hear him knock!


    To the feeling of being played swirling in his brain, I frantically pump the word “no” into his head. He startles me by sitting up fast. He flicks the lights on; he’s looking around, knowing he’s alone but feeling like someone is there. He heard me?! Curiosity has him crawling his own brain looking specifically for me.


    “Who are you?” he says, tentative, his voice shaky.


    OMG, is this for real?


    Whatever’s happening between us, this telepathic connection we’re making, it thrills me. And it scares me. I close the doorways between us, and squirm my way out of his head. By the time I’m out, I’m slamming back into my body, which has me stepping backwards on unsteady legs.


    “Call him,” the voice in my head says. “You can still salvage the night.” Can I? Maybe.


    No.


    “He’s a peculiar boy,” another voice says, softer.


    “Of course he is,” I say aloud.


    The thought of being inside his head, being inside of him, it’s filling me with a swimming sensation of sexual warmth. Like hot caramel spinning through my abdomen. My hand reaches below at the thought of him, pressed to my privates at the memory of the dream. I loved being in Tavares Baldridge’s head, but more than that, I want Tavares Baldridge inside me.


    But Tavares isn’t the dream man. Tavares is a boy. My dream man, he has a tattoo. It’s not Tavares, I tell myself. Tavares is too young to have that kind of ink.


    But it’s someone. Jake? I wonder.


    I’ve had him naked, but I don’t remember any tattoo. He could have gotten one over the summer as well, while I’ve been gone. The tattoo…that could be me, the girl he adored, the one he came to despise, couldn’t it?


    “You know it’s him,” the voice in my head says. “You know it’s Jake.” The sensual reams of power lose reach. Whatever it was that drew the currents of need to life within me is rapidly cooling.


    I thrust my tentacles elsewhere, searching for the man I lost my virginity to mile by mile. The way I finally land into him has me stumbling sideways and backwards into the bed. I all but hit the bed and tumble to the floor. Hands grab for something—the nightstand. Anything.


    The room spins all around me while I stand woozy in its center. It swirls and laps at my feet; it tilts this way and that, testing me, my ability to balance myself.


    What the hell? I feel drunk.


    Because Jake’s drunk. It’s evening outside, not yet nine, but already he’s smashed. My mind sucks free of his, breaking loose of him and his wasted equilibrium. But not before I learn exactly where he is. I’ve got to see him. There’s no way I’m going to talk to him, but I have to see him. He just can’t know it’s me. Which shouldn’t be a problem since he knows me, but he doesn’t know Raven.
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    Only crazy people hear voices. That’s why I’m hearing them now. I’ve officially gone batshit loopy. The voice in my head says, “Clear things up with Tavares, salvage this thing growing between you two.” I almost listen. But I don’t. Instead, I jump inside the RS5 and speed a few minutes up the road to this dump of a Newcastle city bar just off the beaten path.


    This is low mountain terrain, I tell myself, which means there’re most likely country folk inside. Maybe a few city strays or wanderers. If I stand out, so be it.


    My attire is ripped jean shorts, bejeweled sandals and a white button up blouse. It’s all I wear anymore and it’s doesn’t really match my look. Whatever. The point is, I am too sexy for this shithole. Breathe, I tell myself.


    I breathe.


    “Screw it,” I say sitting in the Audi, “let’s go.” The bar could be the inside of a homeless guy’s belly the way it stunk. All kinds of alcohol. Sweat. Polished wood. Heads turn and stare at me. “Look away,” my mind says to them all. They all return to their drinks, to their wooden bowls of peanuts, to their wide screen TV.


    Some sort of a mixed martial arts fight is going on. Half a dozen guys turn from me, the hot Goth chick, back to the TV to watch sweaty guys punch and kick each other. The bar is a thirty foot long slab of high shined wood. Opposite the UFC crowd sits Jake. The pretty boy. So good looking my freaking heart stops right in my chest. So gosh damn sexy I swear to God, I’m getting moist just thinking about the last time we were together. Not to mention the dream. OMFG.


    Keep it together!


    Memories of my last time with him creep inside my head. I was someone else entirely—Abby Swann—and I was telling him I was leaving for good. I was telling him the stand-in left behind wasn’t me. He hated me for that. He hated me for my deception, and he was enamored with me. He couldn’t decide the more dominant thought, so he kicked me out.


    There’s more, I realize.


    I’m dying to troll his mind, to see if he still wants me like that. I won’t do that, though. I refuse. Walking through the dim lights of the bar, passing a couple groups of people, including a loud college crowd, I fall into a booth of spongy black cushioned seats and wood so lustrous to a polished shine I could almost do my makeup in it.


    I only wanted to find him. Which I’ve done.


    So now what?


    There’s no way I’m going to treat his mind like an archeological dig, dissecting every last fossilized thought in an attempt to glean some clarity or understanding. There’s no way I want to see that deep inside him. It feels—I don’t know—wrong doing that to him, I guess.


    Besides, the way I felt Tavares reaching for me when I was in his head, it’s still freaking me out. I’m wondering if my power alone allows me to communicate with normal people. Can they hear me if I want them to hear me? Can they think an answer I can hear as plain as day? I already know this to be the case because I communicated like this with Sensei Naygel for a split second after our fight.


    “You old ‘nough?” an older waitress with nipple sized warts on her chin and upper cheek asks. She’s not a handsome woman. She’s barely even nice. Her dire apron sits over her ample figure, like a canvas wrapping an elephant. Fifty bucks says her knees are slopped over fat, and her bluish white legs are all varicose veins and hard knots.


    Responding to her question of my age, inside her head, I say, “She is.”


    “I am,” I say.


    “Whataya want then, sugar?” she says with all the warmth of a block of ice. I don’t even need to snake through her simple mind to know she detests the very sight of me.


    “What kind of drink do you prefer, Elise?” I ask. She takes a timid step back. She isn’t wearing a name tag, yet I know her name. It’s in her head. Elise’s beady blue eyes are not sure how to take me. Should she be scared? Moved? Am I an angel ready to whisk her away from this shitty, shitty life she lives? Or am I something…not right?


    “How’d you know my name?” she asks. Her teeth are stained from coffee, or liquor, and her breath is old whisky and smoked cigarettes. The combination smells like hot July ass.


    “My mother has a friend who looks just like you. Elise. Thought for a second there you were her.”


    She takes a cautious moment to glance around the bar, to see if she is being punked. She isn’t. When no one with a camera jumps out from behind…whatever…she says, “So you want it sweet, or you wanna drink ‘at’s gonna do the trick?”


    I smile an adorable, knowing smile, then say: “You want to know if I want to be a girl or if I want to get f*cked up like a man, right?”


    A toothy grin spreads across her mouth, filling the lower half of her face with the kind of hard wrinkles you find on someone ten years older than her. “That’s exactly what I’m askin’.”


    “I’m going to be a girl, Elise,” I tell her. Looking over her meaty, rounded shoulder, to the amply stacked bar and the Santa Clause-meets-Sons of Anarchy looking bartender, I say, “I don’t suppose Chuck over there makes anything frilly.”


    She glances over, wonders how I know Chuck’s name, then says, “It ain’t gonna be in no fancy cups, but he can make sweet.”


    “Yeah?”


    “Been at it awhile now with the girly drinks. Makes all the little honey pots wanna come back with their boys, which makes the money end of things better.”


    “What do you recommend?”


    “He’s good at the appletini,” she says.


    “I’ll eat my own ovaries before I drink a gosh damn appletini,” I say. “No offense.”


    She laughs and says, “None taken.”


    “Just, I don’t know, tell Chuck to surprise me. And make it unusual. Because if you bring me any kind of variation on the martini, I swear to Christ, I’ll take my shit and leave.”


    I say this jovially.


    Elise gets the point.
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    While Chuck’s making me a surprise drink, I’m watching the six men watching the UFC fight getting more and more drunk. My eyes flick to Jake, then to the two groups of people between me and the bar, then back to the adrenaline soaked party going on while some dude gets his face busted open on live TV. The place erupts in cheers.


    My eyes return to Jake. He’s just drinking.


    Two college girls with three college guys are so boisterous you can tell half of them will be puking inside an hour. Me and Jake, we’re the only ones drinking alone. And I’m not even drinking yet.


    Jake turns around, looks at the college girl who was wandering around and bumped his barstool. She’s giggling, putting her hand to her mouth in mock surprise, then going, “Oh my God, you’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.”


    He is.


    Jesus in Heaven, he is.


    She starts touching his arms the way drunk bar chicks touch the arms of guys like Jake. Elise walks me my drink on a tray. She sets it down and it’s an amber, almost buttery looking drink in a spotless tumbler with dried rose pedals sprinkled on top. Forget what Elise said about Chuck’s presentation earlier, this one’s one hundred percent high-society.


    “The Rose & Rye,” Elise says. “It’s Rittenhouse rye whiskey with a sugary rose syrup, lemon juice, and a sprinkling of Fee Brothers bitters. If that don’t wet yer pallet, don’t know what will.”


    She’s smiling, showing me her not-so-pearly whites. If I wiggle my way into her brain will I hear the sounds of crickets? Or would she be genius-quality stuck in the low life? I know one thing for sure, looking at her thin liver-colored lips, it’s hard to imagine neither mouth nor dick has touched them in decades. I feel bad for her. This is a woman who has not been in love or loved in a long time.


    My first sip of my Rose & Rye has me floating. “Oh sweet Jesus, Elise, this is perfect. Seriously, tell Chuck it’s just perfect.”


    Behind Elise’s sloped shoulders and Pillsbury dough boy body, one of the college guys is trying to pry the drunk blonde off of Jake, and Jake’s being all nonchalant, smiling the way you smile and gesture at a dog while it’s sniffing your crotch or trying to dry hump your leg with its pink lipstick rocket of a cock. But the girl, she wants Jake badly. She’s dropping f-bombs at the college guy right, left and sideways, and so finally Jake holds up his hand and says, “Just let her be, man. It’s cool.”


    The college guy lets go of the girl, who falls backward into the bar, then straight down on her ass. The giggling flares up. Her face goes red. The girl is wasted enough for the front doors of her mini-skirt to flare open and show everyone how her bright yellow lace panties don’t match the rest of her otherwise boringish outfit.


    A couple of the UFC patrons look over and snicker. I sip my drink. Smile. The laughing UFC guys, they piss off the college kid who’s got himself new muscles, cropped ginger hair and the stance of a guy just shit-housed enough to get himself in a heap of trouble.


    One of the UFC guys slides awkwardly off his stool and tries helping the panty-flashing blonde to her feet. The ginger who tried dragging the blonde off Jake, in his drunken stupor, he thinks the UFC guy is disrespecting him, so he drops him with a wicked fist to the face.


    Oh, boy.


    Sip, swallow; sip, swallow.


    Gosh damn this drink is good! It’s practically religious how well it goes down. All hell is breaking loose though, and I know my last sip will be my last swallow. In that moment, with that one punch from the college kid to the UFC guy, whatever civility the bar once had is now a memory.


    UFC guys descend on the red headed kid; his two college buddies throw themselves in the mix; the other three people—two middle aged dudes in cowboy hats and Wranglers and a country girl with too big of boobs and a shovel flat ass—they drop a twenty on the table, then power walk to the large, studded front door.


    I’m on my feet, feeling the whisky, wishing I would have sipped more than I swallowed. The blonde college girl is now laughing like she’s an escaped mental patient and telling Jake to dance with her. She’s trying to dance sexy, but it comes off looking trashy, meek and whorish. Jake’s saying no, but she’s pulling at his arm and he’s trying to fend her off.


    One of the college guys says, “Getcher fuggin ands offer,” and spits in Jake’s face. Jake gets off his stool to fight, but he can’t even stand up straight. He ends up looking the way a kid looks when you spin him around fifty times then let him loose to stagger sideways and ultimately run face-first into a wall, or the ground. Jake topples sideways, smashing into a table and chairs, which he lazily tries to grab to keep from going over. It doesn’t work. The college kid, who’s in a full-fledged fit, now goes after Jake, starts punching and kicking him everywhere.


    My first priority: protect Jake.


    The college guy hitting Jake, I step in, kick him with the ball of my foot on the outside of the shin bone. His body sags to one side against the shot. The second he wavers, I crack him in the eye with a bundled fist. Jake’s attacker crumples hard. I step in, take a look at Jake. He lifts his eye up at me; it’s split wide open and gushing red. It’s bad. I reach for his hand, but one of the other college guys, he grabs the back of my hair, yanks on it, then spins me around and head-butts me right between the eyes.


    I see stars. I see entirely new solar systems.


    Down to a knee. A big hand palms my head, pushes me over. The stars I’m seeing fade, faster than normal, and I am back on my feet. A glass tumbler from the UFC section of the bar zings through the air, catching me square on the mouth. My lip trenches open, but I don’t care. It isn’t that bad. Except for all the blood.


    Behind the bar, Chuck is screaming, and racking a shotgun. No one cares. What’s he going to do, shoot us?


    The college kid who head-butted me, he’s in my face saying, “Get lost spook show!” From my hip, I drive my palm straight up the front of me and into the guy’s chin. His teeth crunch together; one breaks in half and flies out, bouncing needle-sharp off my nose.


    He staggers backward, right into the clot of drunk guys where he goes down in the crush of punching, kicking and biting. One of the guys in the center of the brawl, he takes a hard shot in the stomach, drops to all fours, crawls out of the mix under a bar table and blows guts all over the floor. No one but me even notices.


    “You alright, honey?” Elise says, trying to drag me out of the mix. I turn to answer, and she sees my split lip healing fast. This startles her enough to let go of me. “What in blazes?”


    The whole place is a massive, violent brawl now.


    Jake. I turn and see someone grabbing him, hitting him. It is a UFC guy who’s bloody but supercharged and just wanting to hit and kick a body like they were doing on TV. Moving past Elise, who is now sure I’m evil, I punch the UFC guy in the ribs so hard he collapses into a writhing fit. Jake scuttles backwards, tumbling though overturned chairs and spilled drinks, his face bloody and half panicked. The UFC guy I hammered, he’s laid out on his back, squirming and hollering that his fuggin ribs’re broken.


    “That’s right, bitch,” I’m snarling over the top of him, “I broke ‘em!”


    Grabbing Jake, because he doesn’t look like he’s got enough in him to hold his own, I’m wondering, how much did he have to drink? His eye is doing this weird twitching thing, like the socket is fractured, and I’m thinking, oh, no, there goes that pretty face.


    We’re on the move out of there when something rock-hard smashes the back of my skull. Broken glass explodes out everywhere, sprinkling all over my head and into my field of view.


    Black spots hit me; my legs lose feeling for a second. All the screaming and yelling and breaking sounds of things sort of comes in and goes out, all wobbly and woozy.


    Slowly turning around, my eyes feast on the blonde college bitch. Her face is a Picasso painting of blood and drunk insanity. Her body is a cut knee, pulled hair and a shirt ripped open to reveal a fire-engine red bra that doesn’t match her yellow lace panties.


    “He ain’t yers,” she snarls. “I seen ‘im first.”


    A shotgun goes off and everyone but me jumps. I can’t believe Chuck shot the ceiling of his own bar. Or is this Elise’s bar? It’s called Ned’s Tavern, but so far, no Ned.


    “You busted his ribs,” one of the UFC guys says to me about his buddy. Jake leans on me for support when the same UFC idiot says, “And Robert’s out cold, half his teeth crushed.”


    Um, hello! Did anyone just hear Chuck’s shotgun?!


    Right now Jake is pawing at me, not holding himself up so well. Our hands meet. I drag him back to his feet, which are soft and rubbery at the ankles the way he’s trying not to fall back over.


    “So he got hurt,” I say, my eyes going back and forth from the guy in front of me to the fight winding down to Chuck’s shotgun, “so what? This is a bar and he picked a fight he lost.”


    “I said he’s mine!” the college blonde is saying. I’m not listening to her. I’m not even looking at her except in my peripheral vision.


    “Where’d you learn to hit?” he asks. A crimson trickle is leaking down his head from his hairline where the greyish-brown hair is stained in a patch so red it’s almost black.


    That wasn’t me, I almost say, but I don’t.


    With roughly half a dozen eyes darting to the left of me for warning, I’m suddenly aware of everything. My paranormal senses are officially online. Lightening quick, moving faster even than Sensei, my right foot slides up my inner thigh all the way to my peach, then shoots out with bone-breaking force. The blade edge of my heel catches the attacking blonde right in her gut. I can’t say I feel bad. She folds forward, grunting hard. The heavy glass bottle she was swinging at me falls from her hand and clinks unbroken to the floor.


    The college blonde’s friend—another blonde sans the alcohol-fueled rage—she grabs and overhands a salt shaker at me. I catch it mid-air, the salt slamming through the shaker’s holes in a bursting white waterfall that lasts only a second.


    Everyone’s like, “Oh!” and the offending blonde’s eyes shoot open in surprise.


    The Elise behemoth is pushing everyone apart, trying to really break it up. And Chuck? He’s now scurrying through the bar, nudging past people with the butt of his shotgun and yelling over some high octane Garth Brooks song like he’s running crowd control.


    And me?—I’ve got Jake again, and I’m hauling his drunk, kicked ass out of there. He is recovering fast, by the weight of him, and seconds later he seems to be walking fine.


    Okay…


    The minute he gets fresh air, he pushes off me and manages to stand alone. He’s still a bit wobbly, but he’s doing it. Thankfully, no one follows us outside. Yet. One look at Jake’s face, though, and I about to fall over in my own skin. The son of a bitch…he’s healing the same way I heal.


    “You absolute piece of shit,” I say.
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    I can’t believe it. He’s…he’s like me. Is he one of Holland’s creations, too? A genetically modified human?


    “Why are you healing at an impossible rate?” I bark. At this point, the way I’m standing hands on hips in the dark dirt parking lot, how my eyes are narrowed in an accusatory stare, I’m practically demanding he answer me. Elise bursts out of the bar, stands on the makeshift porch, watches us. Into her mind, I say, “We’re fine. There’s nothing to see here.” Seconds later, Elise heaves a sigh and goes back inside.


    “I have a high white blood cell count,” Jake stammers, still a bit unsteady.


    “The hell you do,” I snarl.


    “Who are you,” he asks, easing closer to me, “and why did you do that for me?” He’s looking at all the blood on my face, and not seeing any cuts. He’s looking at the place on my forehead that should be lumped from a head butt, but isn’t.


    “It’s what I’d do for any damsel in distress,” I mutter. If I were an artist, dark sarcasm would be my medium. Or my coping mechanism. “Now tell my why your wounds are closing themselves shut, and don’t give me any crap about white blood cell counts.”


    Looking at me through hooded eyes, an overhead phosphorus lamp casting shadows over his blood smeared face, his mouth remains perfectly shut. As in, he’s not answering me. What he doesn’t know, though, is that I asked the question so his brain would think of the answer he was trying to guard, and then I think, screw it, and hop into his mind to retrieve the answer.


    What I find staggers me.


    I’m inside his brain, weathering his emotions, sorting through the layers of his past, but it’s not easy because I’m bathed in a fear so oily and consuming, it’s practically debilitating. I never would have imagined this. How much shit he’s hiding. His fears become my fears. The anger inside him over having been beat up because some drunk college slut wanted to have his abortion, for a second, I can’t distinguish his exasperation from mine.


    Digging deeper, piecing together his secrets, I sift through decades of time and incident only to learn he changed into this version of Jake only recently. As in two and a half years ago.


    No…this isn’t possible.


    Is it?


    My brain shot from first gear up through fifth, then dropped hard into reverse, which for an unguarded transmission equals death. At this point, two plus two equals seven. At this point, this is Dulce all over again. This is me discovering that I can’t die. That I can’t be hurt. That I can be anyone I want regardless of the governing laws of science and humanity.


    Seeing inside Jake’s brain, this is me realizing parallel universes.


    The way I’m looking at him, not-comprehending what he is, how he has come to be here, and why he’s even here at all, his dread blooms, and he can’t help fearing that I know his secrets. Those incredulous truths he’s protecting with his life.


    “You’re not possible,” I breathe, the words falling hopelessly out of my mouth. It’s the sound of a girl in love finding out that—no matter how much she loves a boy—he will never be hers.


    “What do you mean?” he asks. Suddenly, my old flame, he sobers up. Those two legs that were knocking together from the beating he took a few minutes back, they’re now solid oak.


    I drag myself out of his brain because his emotions have their hands wrapped around my neck in the worst of strangleholds.


    “You’re genetically modified, but not from Holland, or Gerhard.” He’s staring at me and I’m staring at him and it hits me all at once, every single implication of who he is. The truth has my organs in a fit. My knees buckle; I drop down hard beside some old truck. Right there in the parking lot in front of God and the Jake thing, everything I consumed in the last day or so comes blasting hot and acidic from my mouth. When my guts are empty, all that’s left is sour disbelief. He’s holding back my hair, telling me it’s going to be okay. I realize I’m sobbing.


    There’s no f*cking way this is going to be okay.


    “Look,” he says. “I should to go. Thank you for…what you did…back there.”


    I look up at him, my eyes red and sopping wet, my body bent over as I strain to look into the eyes of this man who was my dream man, but now isn’t.


    “You’re married,” I say. Coming out of my mouth, those words have become the death sentence of my love life. What my mouth refuses to say is far worse than him having a wife.


    Oh God, it’s so much worse.


    He lets go of my hair, stares down at me and he’s thinking, how does she know this? I thought I pulled out of his brain. Apparently I’m still sitting inside it. He’s thinking, oh crap, she’s one of them.


    “One of who?” I ask. My filter’s down. The precautionary measure that keeps random thoughts in my head from pouring out my mouth.


    “You’re…you’re in my mind?”


    My eyes burn his eyes. Screw the guilt. I don’t care anymore, because whatever kind of a freak I thought I was, this motherfreaking butthole is worse.


    “What are you?” I ask. After a long silence of him not verbalizing an answer, and me now knowing what he really is, I say, “What’s a traveler, Jake?”


    I don’t ask nicely. The answer, however, lays like an open book in his head, as clear as day for me to see.


    “Oh boy,” I reply, rocking backwards on my butt, my shoulders still slouched, my head punched with the syrupy kind of dizziness that can only come with the truth of this thing. Is this a dream? If it is, I need to wake up!


    “You’re in my head,” he says, stepping backwards, “aren’t you?” His face is no longer a menstruating vagina. The blood is there, but not the dark lacerations from earlier. Just the mess left behind. Same as me.


    “I am.”


    “How?”


    “Does it matter?” I say, my tone filled with such sad resignation.


    “Yes, it matters!” he booms. “If you know, then they’ll know and do you know how hard it’s been for me to hide? Do you have any idea?!”


    Okay, this surprises me. And now I’m the one sobering up fast.


    “I…I won’t tell.”


    He throws his hands up to his face. He’s pacing, kicking at the dirt and wanting to know if he kills me, will it stop me from knowing? Will it stop them from knowing he’s here?


    He stops pacing, walks to me, fast enough and purposeful enough to spike my senses. “If it’s in your head, someone sees it,” he snaps. “Someone knows it.”


    “I said I wouldn’t tell anyone,” I repeat.


    “Sometime in the next sixty years, you’ll tell. You won’t mean to, it’ll just come out, but you’ll tell and then I’ll be dead. Not then, now. Dead.”


    Sadly, with what I now know about him, this riddle makes perfect sense.


    “Ten bucks says they’ll come after me now,” he’s saying, pacing in a blind panic, almost like he’s trying to rationalize the moment. “I mean, I figured they’d try, but I didn’t know how.” He looks up at me with condemnation in his eyes. “Now I do. Now I know how they will know. Jesus, do you have any idea what you’ve done?”


    “I…I—”


    “Do you know why I’m here?” he practically shouts at me. “You’re in my head, so you have to know!” He’s a frenetic mess now. Totally coming undone. That makes his thinking all but impossible to understand.


    “To save yourself?” I ask, because with the frenzy in his mind in full swing, I can’t pull one thing apart from the other.


    “Not a few minutes ago, but now, yes.”


    “And to save your wife.”


    Now the eyes soften. “Yes,” he says, as if I’m finally getting it. The frenzy breaks and I scurry the hell out of his head. The last thing I want is to feel his love for his wife.


    He asks, “What’s your name?”


    “Raven.”


    The clean break from his mind is me feeling a bit sane again. Sort of. I mean, a traveler? Seriously?


    “I want to show you something,” he says. “It’s important.”


    He heads over to his car, giving me a chance to clean the vomit off my shirt, hurrying so when he gets back he won’t be grossed out. I’m push, push, pushing it off the fabric and wiping it on the fringe of meadow grass I’m half sitting in when his car door shuts.


    There’s vomit sauce and other peoples’ blood all over me and I realize it is no use trying to clean it. I hear him walking through the dirt parking lot back to me and when he gets where I am—on the far edge of the lot sitting emotionally ravaged beside a long meadow not yet mowed down—I glance up at him.


    There’s a gun barrel inches from my face, pointed at my head. I see it for less than half a second before he pulls the trigger.


    My head snaps backwards, breaking my neck; things once inside my skull follow the bullet outside my head, the exit wound fist-sized. Death sweeps away the darkness; it crowds out the light. Hope leaves, too, and this…nothingness sucks out the pain, the sadness and the remorse.


    My body is falling backwards, and then I feel myself leaving myself.


    Airy, free of anything, my soul pulls out of my blasted body, hovering ten, maybe fifteen feet over the scene. I see everything. How Jake is dragging my corpse to the weeds nearby, how he hid us both when people rushed out of the bar to see if “that loud noise was a gunshot,” how those same people were too drunk and beaten up to do anything but turn and head back inside to their beers and their UFC.


    Jake pulls the keys from my pocket, gets into my beloved Audi and leaves my dead body behind like a freaking troglodyte. As I’m floating, processing the chain of events leading to this, I’m thinking, the love of my life not only killed me, he stole my f*cking car.


    We’re talking not one act of supreme douchebaggery, but two.


    Wow.


    Soooooo not cool.
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    The night is long and full and noisy, and not without a few harrowing moments. Like when the coyotes came and gobbled up the residue of my blown out brains lying in meaty hunks in a fan of gore. Or how when they found my body in the weeds, they started lapping up the blood on my face, and the grass my lolling head is laying on.


    They one who found me, the pack’s alpha who first decided to make my brains his meal, he nipped at a few of the others, then yelped at a smaller one. It was only when he sniffed flesh and blood and thought to open his mouth to tear out my throat that everything changed.


    Spirit or not, the last thing I wanted was to be eaten by wild dogs. I close the distance between me and the wild mutt and with all my ethereal being, drop with spiritual weight to all fours on top of my corpse. Crouched over my body, my soul invisible but present, a force the coyotes can feel, I’m my more primordial self.


    The way I feel is animalistic.


    How I see myself as ghostly and growling, it startles the pack to a stop, has them sniffing the air around them. The pack’s alpha stares at the unseen, protective me with barred teeth and a low growling in the back of his throat.


    He barks; my soul barks back.


    He hunkers down, unable to take his mean, red eyes off the place I’m supposed to be, and growls even louder, the shackles on his back standing. Part of the pack turns and lopes off; a few stragglers slowing to steal glances over their shoulders.


    With the might of my human imagination, which I realize is just my spirit self regressing into human trivialities, I shove physical pain and absolute terror into the lead animal’s head. He backs up fast, crouched low in the front, never blinking, but no longer growling.


    The coyotes heading up the hill, they turn and stop to watch.


    The alpha finally turns and runs off into the ink black night. I stand vigil for the rest of the night. Waiting. Watching.


    It takes two days, maybe three (time has little relevance when you’re dead) for my body to complete its reconstruction. While I’m floating in the ethers, waiting, while I’m also shoeing off beetles and rats and field mice and such, the body’s eyes open. The mouth yawns.


    That’s when I feel it: the tug. And then the question of whether or not I want to go back. Of course I want to go back!


    As I’m preparing to reenter the body, the same notion that made me question whether or not I want to go back tells me, “You never had a choice. You will always go back now.”


    The way I know this, the feeling emoted from this ethereal being, it’s melancholy. This knowledge, this hopelessness, rattles me to the core…and then I’m sucked down into that thing hidden deep in the meadow.


    I slam into my body, mortified at the thought that what I’ve been feeling is right, that I’ll never die. That I’ll forever be my age. That my existence is a constant thing, a grim reality.
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    Jake no longer teaches at Astor Academy. He’s just started at the college version of my school: Freeman Private University, which is apparently just up the road from Astor. After waking from the dead, my legs carry me down a long dirt road for what seems like the last hours of night, and then I hit pavement. Moments later I’m picked up by an older woman in a beat-to-crap Chevy pickup truck.


    It’s just after eight o’clock according to the woman’s stuck-to-the-dash digital clock. Her truck smells like weeds and soil and long ago smoked cigarettes, but she’s clean looking, her hair brushed and everything. Lipstick almost right. Like really close.


    “You alright?” she says with the kind of gruffness you expect out of a country woman ten years younger than her. I tried to wipe most of the blood off my face.


    I smile and nod. But I can’t stop looking at the weathered, fanned out wrinkles of crow’s feet around her deep brown eyes. Finally I pull away, focus on the road. I’m guessing she’s fifty or sixty, at least, but one more look has me thinking she’s a hard fifty.


    “That blood on the front and back of your head?”


    “Cranberry juice, I think.” I tell her my friends are Mormon, that one of them spiked the punch and we ended up at a woods party where I got beat up and had my car stolen. If I hadn’t pushed these thoughts into her head with both my mouth and mind, she wouldn’t believe me.


    “Where are your friends?” she asks. I shrug my shoulders, like I don’t know. “You need some new friends,” she says with a fair amount of scorn in her voice. She thinks she knows girls like me—that’s what she’s thinking. She doesn’t know anything like me, I muse.


    “That’s the same conclusion I came to,” I reply.


    She drives me to Freeman P.U., like I asked. It’s easier to get into than Astor, and larger, but that may change depending on who enrolls over the next few years. This is the first time I’ve been here and it is every bit as exquisite as Astor Academy.


    “Didn’t even know this place existed,” she said.


    “It’s new.”


    I thank the older woman, who wishes me luck, then watch as she drives off. Freeman is larger than I expected, without the maturity of the landscaping Astor now possesses. Still I like it. I can see myself going here, given the right circumstances.


    Strolling through campus, I render myself invisible to the busy minds of everyone I come across because, the truth is, the way I had my brains blown out and was left for dead in the grass, I’m a hell of a sight.


    What I am is a reanimated corpse. Oh, wait…yep…yeah, I’m the living dead.


    It takes me a minute and some mental tracking before I get a line on Jake. Turning south, I head straight for his classroom. His shut classroom door has a large enough window to see both in and out. My face and upper torso fill the glass. My purple inflamed eyes zero in on him. He’s busy talking when he sees me. His world stops.


    Rather it collapses.


    He just stops talking mid-sentence and his eyes shoot wide. Uh huh, he’s seeing a ghost. I almost wave. But I can’t. Crushing my open mind with waves of need is everyone’s desire to turn and see what he’s seeing, but I stop their heads from moving just by thinking it. With their wills held firmly in place, I open the classroom door and I walk inside. His heart wants to stop, he’s that freaked out. I feel him clenching his sphincter shut like it’s my own sphincter.


    Standing at the back of the classroom, the weight and flex of his entire class’s will is an accumulating burden. There are twenty-eight students, all juiced with anxiousness, all dying to turn their heads, but unable to. Because I’m controlling them. Barely. Truthfully, it is almost too much for my mind to manage at once.


    I’ll need practice, but for now I have a few seconds left, at most.


    Jake’s face is bloodless, his mind running wild, fear sticking in his lungs. He looks the way you’d look if a child got run over by a bus right in front of you. With the last vestiges of control, I thrust these words into his head: “When you’re finished with class, don’t you dare go anywhere.”


    With that, I turn and leave, and the second the classroom door shuts—the very moment I am out of sight—I release the twenty-eights students’ minds. They all turn at once, and as I exit their minds, I feel their collective disappointment at finding nothing interesting. After that, I pull my thoughts inward and wait for Jake on a nearby bench.


    At nine o’clock, class is released, the hallways flood with students, and that is when I go to his classroom. He’s putting a sign on the inside of his door’s window that says his next class is canceled.


    He sees me and stops. When I’m close enough to him, he says, “I killed you, so how are you still alive?” He seems harried, like he’s late for something.


    “I just am, Jake.”


    “Are you going to hurt me?” he asks, not like he’s afraid. He says it more like he wants to know if what I’m planning to do to him will take time, and if so would I kindly schedule it on some other occasion.


    “If you try to shoot me in the face again,” I whisper, “then yes. Otherwise, no.”


    “Good,” he says, “then either come with me or get out of my way.”


    He’s off and I’m suddenly at his heels, trying to keep up. “Where are we going?”


    “Hospital.”


    He’s down a sidewalk, moving fast down a flight of stairs, checking his watch then putting on a new burst of speed.


    “Someone dying, Jake?”


    “Not if I can help it,” he says over his shoulder. “Keep up if you’re coming with me.”


    I keep up.


    In the staff parking lot, he pops the lock on my stolen Audi, asks if I want to drive. The fiery look in my eyes could lay waste to an entire city. He shrugs his shoulders, slides elegantly into the passenger side and hands me the keys when I tuck into the driver’s side.


    “Can you drive?” he asks. “I mean drive drive?” He wants to know if I can go fast.


    “Is a frog’s ass watertight?” I say.


    “Good. We’re heading into Sacramento, to Mercy San Juan. We have exactly seventy minutes, so seriously, punch it.” I go and he enters the destination into my navigation. The car takes over route-planning from there.


    “Seventy minutes before what?” I say, slapping the car into gear and roaring out of the parking lot as instructed.


    “Seventy minutes before I’m born. Seventy, maybe eighty minutes before someone tries to kill me.”


    “Kill you?” I ask, hardly believing I’m even having this conversation.


    “Yes.”


    “You sure?”


    “With you still alive, that’s what I’m thinking. Besides, that’s how they do it to guys like me. How they punish folks for traveling illegally.”


    My mind is a flushed toilet bowl. It’s a pan of scrambled eggs. How can this be? I have seen the Terminator movies, and various other time travel films, but those are just fantasies. As in “not real.” Then again, I rationalize, I have had conversations with my best friend about being someone else, conversations with Christian who was once Atticus, conversations with an undead Nazi war criminal who gave me a new everything using killer genetics, conversations with a man who was most certainly not a man in a secret underground base where I essentially turned into an immortal something that isn’t all the way human anymore.


    So why shouldn’t I have a conversation with the only man I ever gave myself to about his infant self and the fact that he came back in time to be…here?


    Still, it doesn’t seem real. It can’t be. “How do you know people will try?” I ask. “To kill you as a child, I mean?”


    “I already said,” he barked, his eyes straight ahead, panicked.


    “This is all new, Jake.”


    “Because of you. Jesus, didn’t you listen? Didn’t you hear me? Because you know all about me now, and because of what I’ve done, and what I do.”


    “What have you done?” We’re speeding down highway 80, descending west out of the foothills. All of Sacramento lays before me, about twenty-five miles away.


    “It’s what I’m going to do,” he says.


    “Jesus, Jake, you’re talking in riddles here,” I say. I get behind a pile of slow-moving cars, slip through them with a few honked horns to boot, then drop gears and hit the gas. The monstrous V8 roar is exhilarating. I’m doing a hundred down Highway 80, still trying to make sense of what he’s saying.


    “In the future, almost every child under his care dies at age fifty-seven,” he says.


    The future. Yes. How am I having such a hard time wrapping my head around this? If I hadn’t crawled his mind and seen what I’ve seen, I’d think Jake Teller is certifiable, as in bat shit freaking crazy. But he isn’t. The layers of his memories, the ones I peeled back before he shot me in the head, they’re memories of a different time. I saw him happy. Married. His wife was beautiful, young looking, vibrant. There was so much love between them.


    “What do you mean, his care?” I ask. “Who are you talking about?”


    “Enzo Holland’s. Wolfgang Gerhard’s. Josef Mengele’s. Pick a name, he’s all the same man: a mass murderer, an immortal, a geneticist, a genius.”


    “I know him,” I say. “So you’re, what? Here to…to save not just your wife, but millions of lives, too? Is that it?” I’m having a hard time looking at him, at how beautiful and distressed he looks right now. To think I gave this man my virginity nauseates me. To think I am hearing all of this crazy blather pouring like diarrhea from his mouth and I still want him, this makes me wonder if it’s not him that’s crazy, but me.


    “If I can just save my wife, millions will be saved, too. I’m not trying to be a hero. I just want to save her.” He’s having a fate-of-the-world type of conversation and all I can think about is he was married when we…when we were together.


    “Where is she? Your wife?”


    “Dead, just born? What time are you referring to?”


    “Both.”


    “Dead five years ago in my time,” he says. “Just born in this time. Very recently. Like weeks ago.”


    “And today is your birthday?”


    “Yes,” he says, looking at me with a seriousness in his eyes that scares the absolute shit out of me. “Literally. So drive faster.”


    I’m trying to do the math, but I swear it’s a bitch to focus with so much going on in my head. Clear your mind, I tell myself. Okay. But that’s like trying to put an unraveled golf ball back together with your fingers.


    Focus!


    So she’s already been born, and he’s about to be born. She died at fifty-seven and that was five years ago. That makes him…sixty-two years old!


    OMFG. I’m going to be sick. What I realize, it’s like tsunami waves breaking shore in a massive killing smash-and-grab. The worst thing is, I now realize I gave my virginity to a sixty-two year old man. Oh. My. God.


    “Where is she?” I manage to ask. How I can form words at this point, much less string them together to make a sentence, is beyond me.


    “My wife?” he asks. I nod. “With Holland.”


    “In one of the canisters?”


    “No,” he says, glaring at me. “I told you, she was born only recently. In his lab. You know him? You know Holland, personally?”


    “Is she a test tube child or something?”


    “Her mother’s name is Rebecca. She was the first of a long line of experimental children brought to term in three months rather than nine.”


    Rebecca? WTF?!?! My foot comes off the pedal. My speed falls from one hundred and ten miles an hour to eighty. Whatever I failed to vomit up several days ago in the parking lot of Ned’s bar, it’s surging fast, leaving me extra-queasy.


    My Rebecca?


    “What are you doing?” he says. “Speed up.”


    “I’m going to puke,” I hear myself say. He might, too, if he finds out I’m Abby Swann. And he would be embarrassed at having taken advantage of a child, even though I was the child and I took advantage of him.


    “We don’t have time to stop. Puke out the window or something. Or hold it down.”


    “I…I—”


    “Keep going!” he barks.


    I keep going, swallowing my stomach about a half dozen times to keep it from shooting out my mouth.


    “My wife was born a triplet, but one of the children was born stillborn, and the other was killed by some goddamn little monster child—”


    “Alice,” I say.


    He swallows a breath, then says, “You know Alice?”


    “Unfortunately,” I hear myself say. I push my tethers out, search for the child…almost clip the back end of a Honda Accord, but hit the brakes hard leaving inches between us. Cursing, breathing high, hard and shallow, I clear my head again, focus. At this point, though, it’s like this conversation is taking place at the end of a hallway, that’s how far removed my shock has made me. The way Jake’s dropping bombs on me, I’m about to drop one on him. “I was there when your wife was born.”


    “What? I thought it was just Holland. Maybe some of his lab assistants. Or Arabelle.”


    “The people who were there, they were my friends Netty, Brayden and Georgia. There was a dead boy, too. Just roasted to death. And a dead girl. Two shots to the head and one to the heart.”


    “And you? How did you fit into all that?”


    “I was the dead girl.”




    The Poo Parade
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    It’s all set. The social demise of one Abigail Swann. The way this has to go down, it has to be at lunch, in the cafeteria. Cameron was thinking, there’s no other way.


    Theresa starts the relay race of harassment where the end result is a broken Abby Swann. Abby is putting a scoop of lunchtime macaroni and cheese on her lunch plate when—on one side of her—Theresa smacks her in the head and says, “Watch where you’re going.” When she turns and faces her assailant, before anyone notices what’s going on, Cameron squirts a full dropper of Visine eye drops in Abby’s water glass.


    That’s it.


    Part one is over. Easy-peasy.


    Part two is more tricky. This is where the distance to bathroom A and bathroom B from Abby’s fourth period class matters. When you’ve got explosive diarrhea from ingesting Visine, a mean trick of the waiters and waitresses of America, what you’ll positively slaughter innocents for is the closest toilet before you shit your favorite pair of pants, or whatever.


    Cameron was waiting in one of the two stalls in the bathroom nearest Abby’s classroom when Abby practically kicked down the nearest door to get in. There was all kinds of moaning and groaning going on, and maybe a bit of whimpering as pants and underwear were torn down. Cameron was in the stall next to hers, furthest from the main door. With Cameron’s feet up on the toilet seat, Abby assumed she was alone.


    She wasn’t.


    The minute Cameron heard Abby’s butt plop down on the toilet and the diarrhea come charging out, she lowered her feet to the floor, plugged her nose, then bent over and began to film the scene from under the stall’s tall metal partition. Cameron shot the video from Abby’s neckline down, but twice she panned up to a face smothered with tears and perspiration. The way she looked, Abby was dying on the toilet.


    Cameron had to take a breath; breathing in the diarrhea fumes was far worse than she’d imagined. The toilet might be able to take a punch like that, be she wasn’t as reliable. In fact, each second she was conscious was a fight not to gag and give away her presence. Sweet Jesus, she thought, this is a goddamn death sentence! Not to Abby, but to her.


    Still, she kept the video feature of her cell phone running.


    Every single degrading fart, squirt and splash was documented on camera; every uttered curse word, her sobbing, the way she kept saying she wanted her mommy, it was all digitized for mass consumption. Cameron was physically sick from the smell, but inside, as she saw her plans taking shape, the efforts and the suffering felt justified. Before pulling back and working herself back up on the toilet, she took one last shot of Abby’s face for identification purposes.


    Thus, Operation Colon Launch was concluded. Unfortunately, it was not a tight finish. Next door, in Abby’s stall, little fits and spurts of watery shit hosed out, becoming less and less frequent though, until finally the girl stopped sobbing, reached for the toilet paper, and wiped away the hot shame of a tainted macaroni and cheese lunch. And thank God, because Cameron was on the verge of going septic.


    Abby left the bathroom thirty minutes after the first spout of watery turds hit the bowl. Cameron was just two minutes behind. She hurried across campus to her dorm, uploaded the video, sent it to her hacker friend and said, “Do it right bitch. XOXO.”


    Knowing her friend, this part of the video was going to be priceless. We’re talking about high resolution, amplified sound, digital cutting and splicing for cinematic effect.


    After class, after dinner (where she told Theresa and Blake what happened) Cameron put in a call to her friend, Lola (an acronym for Laugh Out Loud Asshole), and said, “Do you have the IP addresses and instructions I asked for?”


    “Yep. This Abby Swann bitch, her computer damn near ate mine. Talk about trap door central. The coding in it was downright malicious.”


    “Great,” Cameron said, lackluster. “Good job.”


    She paused long enough that Cameron woke up. She said, “If you knew how good I am, you would seriously do more than yawn out a compliment. This swamp donkey’s laptop is all but unhackable, and I did it in under an hour.”


    “What can I say?” Cameron said. “You’re amazing.”


    Within moments she received an encrypted email with instructions for hacking the laptop computers of Abby Swann and Caden Reynolds. She had no idea what she would find when she hijacked their cameras, but knowing how people look so normal in front of everyone else but are seriously screwed up in private, she was hopeful she would find what she needed.


    She hit the freaking lottery with Abby that night. Her laptop was on the desk facing the room, giving her a perfect vantage point. Abby finished her homework, sat in perfect silence for about an hour, cried for the next fifteen minutes, then put on the radio and presumably got ready for bed.


    Dang, she was thinking, I thought I was a mess. Talk about a nutcase!


    Nothing happened for a long time. Then Taylor Swift’s Blank Space came on and that’s when the radio got really loud and it happened. The second she saw Abby, Cameron hit Record.


    She showed up in the hacked laptop’s camera field, dancing topless in boy cut underwear, singing loud and way off key.


    “Holy shit,” Cameron said, snickering wildly, “she’s off her freaking rocker!” She could hardly comprehend the mood swings of this girl. It was like multiple personalities.


    All this and Abby’s still dancing, her perfect boobs bouncing around as she twirled and flipped her hair around and sang along to the song, word for word. It was truly embarrassing in ways Abby could not yet fathom. If this was embarrassing for Cameron to watch, it would be a million times worse for Abby.


    “Thank you for making this so damn easy,” Cameron said, powering down her computer the minute the song changed, the radio and lights went off and Abby crawled into bed.
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    Around two a.m., Cameron woke up to the screen on her computer flaring bright white. She had taken it off and switched monitoring to Caden’s room. She never saw him, until now. Rubbing her eyes, she sat up in bed, then walked—panties and tank top—to her desk. She looked at him and he was looking right back at her. Well, his screen anyway. Talk about awkward! She was looking at him, but he was staring at something else on the screen.


    The look on his face was pure focus, and something else. Pure, creepy ecstasy. Shirtless, his eyeballs wandering from this to that, and rapid clicking through internet pages, or something, he was staring at the computer. Then it hit her. OMG, she thought, he’s jerking off!


    Cameron groaned, clicked Record, then yawned long and hard and tried not to look as he worked his way up to his “O” face. When he came, it wasn’t pleasant to watch. Not even close. She forced herself to look away. God, she thought, he seemed so nice and beautiful.


    So…decent.


    “Looks like someone’s got porno problems,” she slurred, her voice somnolent, her filthy conscience never less clear than in that moment.


    Before class the next morning, she sent both videos over to Lola and said, “Mash them up how I instructed, then send me the rough cut.”


    Lola didn’t say anything right away. Cameron presumed she was watching them. Then: “You are seriously one twisted wreck of a person.” Her tired voice was coffee and smokes. Her friend once stayed plugged in for seventy-four hours before passing out. The hacker was rushed to emergency by a friend: Cameron.


    “We’re all a little twisted, Lola.”


    “You’re worse than most.”


    “Uh, duh,” she said, which made Lola laugh, but only half-heartedly.


    Cameron hung up wondering if Lola was right. Last time she did this, a classmate died, she had been crucified in the media—the same media who nearly destroyed her father’s singing career—and her father’s publicist made her go on live TV to apologize for being a bully.


    Her battle of conscience took exactly two minutes and ten seconds to resolve. What she was about to do would annihilate Abby. Hers would be an enchanting victory. The slut would leave school for sure. But all of this, it wasn’t bad enough to make Abby kill herself. She was so much stronger than that. So much stronger than the two girls who killed themselves before.


    
3


    At breakfast, Cameron told Theresa what she had. “I’ve got something, too,” Theresa said. She handed her iPhone to Cameron who started the video already queued up for her. On the screen, there was a fist knocking on a door. Theresa’s fist. Gripped in it was Blake’s tazor.


    Cameron’s heart rate soared.


    A bleary-eyed girl cracked open the door: Abby. Theresa hit her with the tazer before the girl could even get her eyes open. The voltage slammed into Abby’s body so hard she crumpled to the floor. Theresa kept filming. It was jerky here and there and had limited production value. She kept filming as she leaned over and hit her with the tazer again. She never let up.


    “Jesus,” Cameron said, “is she still alive?”


    Theresa said, “Barely.” Then: “Are you sure we should do this? I mean, this isn’t right. Shit could go south fast.”


    “You’re too sentimental for having done what you just did,” Cameron snapped. Theresa told her how Abby spoke at the funeral for Maggie, but Cameron said, “Girls kill themselves all the time. It’s a ‘cycle of life’ sort of thing.”


    Other students were walking by their table with food, and Theresa was hand-covering the video, but only because the sharp ticking of high voltage, pain and humiliation was difficult to watch. In the video, Theresa finally let up. Abby was stiff, frothing at the mouth, eyes rolled up into her head. A hand rolled the body over on its stomach, and that’s when Cameron saw it: the big brown flower pushed wet and wide into the butt of her pure white, boy cut underwear.


    “Oh my God!” Cameron blurted out before collapsing into a fit of laughter.


    “Yeah,” Theresa said, conflicted. “I got snaps.”


    And then she took Cameron through a series of pictures, each more undignified than the last. When Abby finally started to come around, before the electrified girl saw her face, Theresa said, “You speak of this to anyone, bitch, the next time I swear to Christ I’ll juice you to death.”


    “Send it to me,” Cameron said.


    They synced up their phones via Bluetooth and Theresa sent her the video. After she ate, ten minutes before class, Cameron stepped out and called Lola.


    “I sent you video and pictures,” she said. “For the big finish. Oh, and I need a list of all the phone numbers of every student here at Astor grouped together and uploaded to my contacts tab under the group heading ‘Astor.’ There are a hundred names, minimum. Just hack the main server and pull the numbers from the student roster.”


    “I didn’t agree to all this,” Lola says.


    “I know, but ten grand is more than you make in a month, so I won’t be offended if you show a little gratitude.”


    “You keep asking for more and more. Understand, the price is about to climb.”


    “Oh for Christ’s sake, Lola,” Cameron breathed into the phone, “you act like we weren’t besties for like, forever!”


    In a non-cigarette, non-coffee voice that didn’t sound so tired today, she said, “This is going to be just like last time. It has that feel, you know?”


    “It’s not.”


    “It is!”


    “Did I ever bring your name up?! No. Seriously, I need those phone numbers and I need them tonight. When you’re done, send me what you have, and if it’s good, I’ll string together an intro for you to texturize and add in.”


    “You know this is seriously flexing the boundaries of our friendship.”


    “I’m not paying you for your opinion,” Cameron said, “so don’t be so freaking dramatic.” She hung up before Lola could respond.


    After classes, using the latest video editing software on her new computer, she uploaded a cell phone video of Abby and Caden together at lunch. She then stitched it together with another video of them kissing in the hallway. When prompted for the video’s title, she typed the words: POO: A LOVE STORY.


    “This is bad,” she said aloud, laughing to herself, but at the same time wondering if Lola was right. If she was indeed going over the top. “No,” she reasoned, “it’s just right.”


    When Lola’s portion of the video arrived via secure email that night, it was perfect. The scenes were shot using digital video, but it had a gritty sort of 8mm projector look to it. Which seemed impossible. Yet there it was.


    “Genius, Lola,” she said, watching it two more times. Via encrypted email, she sent the intro portion of a the video shot of Caden and Abby kissing to Lola’s secure account. She then left a message saying, “Did I tell you how unbelievably talented you are???”


    When Lola called hours later, near midnight, Cameron expected good news. What she heard, however, was a buzzkill. “The file’s too big to send,” Lola said.


    “How big is it?” she asked.


    “Big.”


    “Can it be done?”


    Lola laughed. “Anything can be done, for a price.”


    It was getting late. “This is where we stop being friends and I treat you like a client.”


    “No,” Lola said, “this is where I treat you like a client. And for the record, we’re talking about overriding the account parameters of more than a hundred students to accept a way-larger-than-normal file. Don’t you get it? The file will be in HD. On a cell phone. Do you have any concept of the time this will take?”


    “How long?” Cameron asked. “And how much?”


    “Five grand. And it’ll take twelve hours at least.”


    “Fine, five grand, done,” Cameron said. “But don’t say we’re clients when we’re friends. Don’t ever say that shit again.”


    “You started it, bitch.”


    “Whatever. I’ll look for it in the morning.”


    When they hung up, Cameron tapped into her trust fund, then wired fifteen grand to an account overseas that from there bounced around and around until it eventually located Lola’s numbered account in Switzerland.


    By morning, the video was complete. And it was a work of art. She also had a grouping of cell phone numbers loaded into a group text file in her iPhone. Per encrypted text, the video was ready to send. It would then use an auto-link-run feature to activate the video which would be dispersed to the users via a separate file-sharing program.


    Cameron was still in her pajamas. Still with sleep in her eyes and still having to go to the bathroom like crazy. Still early enough that breakfast was possible. Sitting at the desk, watching the polished video a second time, she said, “Abby, you brainless mud duck, there’s still plenty of time to kill yourself.”




    Preggo My Ego
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    Netty’s mom was turning into a royal butt sucker. We’re talking about a blue ribbon bitch kitty on wheels. Then again, Netty was one to talk. She took being an asshole to entirely new levels. But that’s what happened when you woke up and puked every day. Or when you checked your undies daily for spotting because you got so tired of bleeding and not having a period. Her body wasn’t her own anymore. It had been hijacked by a bean. And her tits hurt just looking at them. In her diary, she wrote, bras are the devil. The way her nipples hurt just…being nipples, it was all she could do not to abort.


    So when Netty woke up to her mother crying over eggs that never got cooked all the way, all Netty could do was shake her head and say, “Get out of the way, I’ll finish.”


    At this point, she was tired of trying to console her mother. It was like being in a prison camp where all anyone ever did in their free time was cry. Jesus! Whatever it was that had her mother dying on the vine was of no concern to Netty. Honestly, Netty couldn’t stop thinking, if it’s that depressing for her mother, did she really want to know about it?


    Um…hell no.


    “You know,” Netty said while stirring the eggs, “if you’re going to fall to pieces all the time, could you please do it in private? It’s hard enough to get out of bed in the morning, much less start every day listing to your mom sobbing like a freaking child over…whatever the hell it is you’re sobbing over now.”


    She turned around and her mother had something held out in her hand, a white stick with a pink plus on it.


    “Unfreakingbelievable,” Netty whispered.


    “Yeah,” her mother said, as if that would explain everything. Her beauty was lost to puffy red eyes and dehydrated lips. Plus, she could see like five pores on her mother’s nose. Which should be horrifying enough for a woman her age.


    Netty turned off the stove, and said, “I’ll be right back.”


    “That’s it?” her mother yelled at her back as she left. “I tell you I’m pregnant and you just walk away without comment?”


    “Oh, I have a comment,” she barked back.


    When she returned to the kitchen and the almost burnt eggs, Netty handed her mother two sticks, both the same white with the same pink plus signs. Talk about going from zero to sober in a half second or less.


    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” her mother said in her native tongue, her face ashen and still.


    Netty said nothing.


    “Well,” her mother said in a resigned voice, “it looks like we’re going to be bloated cows together.”


    “When dad finds out, he’s going to kill you, and your little boy-toy, too.”


    Her mother started to cry, then laugh, and pretty soon they were both watery eyed and crazy, and giggling like a pair of deranged loons.




    The Vast Nothingness



1


    Jake Teller, man of my dreams, the hot AF looking twenty-something, future father of my not born and not-going-to-happen baby, it turns out he’s a senior citizen in a genetically modified body and he’s wanting to know what the hell I was doing at his wife’s birth.


    “Dying,” I tell him.


    “So you know my mother-in-law?”


    “I saved her from being experimented on, but it turns out she was already pregnant with genetically modified triplets, so I really never saved her from anything. It was like…it was like I gave her a vacation from the tank.”


    “Who are you, in this whole thing?” he wants to know. He’s looking at me while I’m flying down the highway and he’s saying, “How do you fit in to all this?”


    “Forget that mundane shit for a second,” I say, my impatience flaring, “and please tell me when the hell time travel became possible!”


    He takes a breath. I know he doesn’t want to switch subjects, but when it comes to either time travel or why I have the friends I have, time travel is going to win out.


    “Nineteen sixty-eight.”


    “What?!?! Nineteen sixty-eight? That’s like, almost fifty years ago!”


    “We’re talking about the US Government,” he says. “Your garden variety state-of-the-art discoveries, they are hidden from the public until they’re either no longer of value or they can be monetized or completely discredited. Everyone knows this.”


    “Yes, but did you forget that the government is totally inept?”


    “That’s what you think,” he says.


    “They can’t even balance a budget and you’re telling me they invented time travel?”


    “Not Congress, or the Senate, or even the President. This was a DARPA project, well, ARPA actually. It was called Project Pegasus.”


    “DARPA?”


    “The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. Back then it was just ARPA, but in seventy-two they changed their direction and their focus to military defense. They’re basically a government funded think-tank based out of Arlington, Virginia and they worked on black budget projects like teleportation, telepathy, remote viewing and, of course, time travel. Recently they mapped the human brain for integration with robot technologies, and their focus in this time is more about transhumanism and how it relates to quality of life and life extension, which is a big thing when I’m from. Basically, my wife is one of the first of that new wave of technologies.”


    “So Holland, is he related to DARPA?”


    “No. But his ideas come from the same school of thought. Relating to time travel, much of what was done was off the books because a lot of it wasn’t legal or ethical. They used kids as well as adults as test subjects. Then, when some of the participants began speaking out about it, protectors of the program focused their efforts on discrediting everything. They put out massive disinformation campaigns, threatened and slandered the whistle blowers, found a way to label all of those who believed conspiracy theorists. You know how it is, that shitty racket. But it works. Anyway, it’s still illegal in my time, unless you have a license, which only the top one percent of the top one percent have. Hell, half the general populous still doesn’t believe time travel is even possible, let alone manipulated and used, that’s how hush-hush all of this is.”


    “Naturally,” I say with my own brand of sarcasm.


    I’m weaving in and out of cars with the navigation telling me I have one hundred feet left before the exit. I swerve over two lanes, cut off a big rig and fly into the exit going way too fast. Jake’s holding on to the “oh shit” handle looking a little peaked. We come to a brief stop before turning right, and then I honk and bully my way through traffic, making a big enough opening to punch through.


    “Like anything else,” Jake continues, talking a bit slower, “those in power crave an unfair advantage. Time travel is basically the tool the elite used to further separate themselves from the masses. For example, imagine I travel to this time, buy shares in Google, then travel forward to 2031 when Google’s shares reach their peak value. When I liquidate all my shares, avoiding the stock’s predestined decline and stabilization, I walk away from it all as a multi-billionaire. But a billion dollars in the future, it isn’t enough. You need more. So from there I diversify and invest in more stable markets, then return to my base timeline where time and compounding interest has allowed my billions to become hundreds of trillions, and low and behold, I’m old money and set for the next ten lifetimes.”


    “That’s seriously shady,” I say.


    Flashing lights in the rear view mirror grab my attention. My heart stops, then starts back up when I see it’s an ambulance headed in the same direction and not the cops. No biggie, I tell myself. It’s too far behind for me to worry about.


    “The elite think of it more as securing their bloodline’s future than being shady.”


    “So are you buying Google stock then?”


    Grabbing the handle, looking scared, he’s nearly speechless as we skate through a red light. “Already have,” he says. “Jesus Christ you can drive.”


    “Told you,” I say.


    At this point I don’t want to look at him because he just admitted to cheating the system using time travel. I want to look at him because he’s so damn handsome, but I refuse to because what he did, it’s morally wrong. Not to say I’m perfect, but I don’t cheat like that. Then again, I can’t really blame him. I mean, if you could go back in time and have everything wouldn’t you? I guess maybe I would. It’s sort of how I became a millionaire, cheating Holland. Dang, I can’t help thinking we’re more alike than I imagined. But not in a good way.


    “Where do you go to school?” he asks.


    “Just started at Astor Academy,” I say.


    He’s not teaching at Astor anymore, so it’s safe for me to say that. Sort of. I’m not sure if he’ll suspect the truth, but I’m sure as hell not going to tell him I was Abby. The douchebag shot me in the face, plus he all but confessed to using time travel, as a side gig, to make trillions for his future self, should his current self survive the day.


    “That’s what you’re learning there, is it not?” he asks. “To find that edge and capitalize on it? To understand the rules so as to break them better and not get caught? Traveling into the past, it’s the cleanest way to amass wealth and power and not get caught. That’s why there are only a handful of people who have these technologies in their possession.”


    “So you’re one of the top one percent of the top one percent? Is that it?”


    “Oh, hell no. Not yet, anyway.”


    “Then—”


    “I stole the time travel devices from some uppity snob I was working for.”


    I signal, make a hard left, wince as my wheels come way too close to the curb. When the car is roaring straight again, from his pant’s pocket, Jake withdraws a small marble bag, empties the contents into his cupped palm. The smaller-than-normal looking marbles, they appear to be made of some strange, soft looking glass. Inside them, bands of color seem to be glowing. At a stop light I’m forced to stop at, I take one of the marbles and inspect it closer. The glowing part of the sphere, it isn’t a trick of light as much as there is some sort of organic coding inside.


    “So, what?—you just…hold the…marbles?”


    “Each marble, as you call it—we call them devices—designates how far back in time you want to go. They’re created to cover up to fifty year time increments that will go back as far as a thousand years. Think of them like monetary denominations where the currency isn’t money but time.”


    “Have you ever gone back that far? A thousand years?”


    “No. Just to now. That’s why there are so many devices left to choose from.”


    “How do they work?” I ask.


    “You swallow them.”


    “So you swallow the…device, and then what?”


    “It basically creates an organic bond with your body, with your cerebral cortex. You then close your eyes and in your mind appears a ‘dashboard’ you use to mentally program your time coordinates, up to the designated denomination of time. The contents of the device then open up a wormhole that sucks you into the space-time continuum, while at the same time preserving the integrity of your molecules during said travel. When you reach your preordained destination, the device remains dormant inside you until you need it to plan and execute your next jump. To gain access to the dashboard, you merely recite the access-sequence code and the dashboard appears.”


    “Wow,” I say, pulling into the hospital parking lot. “So does it hurt?”


    “When the tidal gravity pushes and pulls at you, it feels like you’re being ripped in half. So, yes it hurts,” he replies. “It hurts like a son of a bitch.”
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    We’re looking for a parking place with minutes to spare. Cutting in front of a hideous looking Hyundai SUV who lays on the horn for like forever, I get us a spot up front. Whatevs. I park and kill the engine and we both jump out, flip off the driver still sitting on the horn and sprint inside the hospital.


    Jake heads into the ER, cutting in line in front of everyone, and says, “I’m sorry, but this is an emergency.” The irritated lady tells him everything is an emergency in the ER and to wait like everyone else, but he refuses, throws a fit and finally gets his way.


    It’s totally embarrassing.


    And at this point, I wonder if I even want him anymore.


    We head to the floor where he is being born and he walks past a nurse who points him in the right direction. Hurrying past all kinds of people in various states of distress, we turn down a largely empty hallway and see a series of doors. He pokes his head in one room, then the next, then another where he apologizes while getting yelled at by a man and a woman. Just then, a trio of doctors leave a room ahead and Jake says, “Is that the Hamilton baby?”


    One of the nurses says, “Are you family?”


    “I am,” he says. Then: “I’m William’s brother.”


    “You can step in if you want,” she says.


    “No, we’ll wait,” I say, looking hard at Jake who is now looking manic and even more insane than ever.


    “Everything okay, sir?” the nurse asks, holding back.


    “I…I just haven’t seen, well I haven’t seen my brother in more than a decade. So I’m a little bit nervous.”


    The nurse smiles, and says, “Births have a way of bringing family together,” and then she leaves us standing alone in the cold, sterile looking hallway.


    “Hamilton?” I say.


    “James Hamilton. That’s my real name. William is my father.”


    Just then the door opens and a man staggers out on unsteady legs. His face is pasty white and on its way to green. He has that look like he’s battling nausea. He bends and curls against a single dry heave, then manages to hold it down. I move to his side, forever the caregiver.


    “Never could stomach the sight of blood,” he says, looking embarrassed as he’s pulling a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe his mouth.


    Jake can’t do anything but stare at this man who is supposedly his father.


    “Supposed to be in there with my wife, enjoying the experience of our first child, but all I can think about his him…coming out of her…and all that—”


    He dry heaves again and I put my hand on his back, fully realizing I’m soothing Jake’s father just after his mother gave birth to Jake, whose real name is James. I frown at Jake and, instead of seeing this Adonis teacher whom I gave my virginity to, whom I’ve fantasized about building a life with, I see a sixty-something man masquerading as a twenty-something deity in sheep’s clothing sleeping with teenagers and talking about saving his infant wife from immanent death. At this point, I think I need medication. No, at this point, I would just about kill to have my own time travel machine so I could leave this entire timeline.


    Jake’s father, who is neither good looking nor ugly, he coughs a couple of times, then he blows his nose into his hanky, tucks it away and pulls out a smart phone and says, “Gotta get me a few pictures. She’ll kill me if we don’t have pictures.”


    “Are you happy?” Jake says, stopping the man with the question as he is returning to the birthing room.


    “More than you know,” he replies with a weak smile, and then he slips into the room.


    “See?” I ask. “You’re safe. Like I said, I never told anyone.”


    “I know, but it’s better to be safe than—”


    Just then a pale, delicate looking man in a black suit, black shirt and pitch black tie with perfectly styled black hair rounds the corner looking way out of place. Like he’s up to no good. Is he FBI? CIA? Is he a mortician? Gosh damn, there’s something off about him. The minute he sees Jake, his unusually bright eyes flash wide and he stops in his tracks. There’s only fifteen feet between us. It could be miles or inches, depending on what he’s about to do. One thing is for sure, though, he’s why Jake is here.


    Why I’m here.


    Jake must have reacted because, lightening fast, the man in the suit pulls from his jacket something silvery and sharp looking and throws it at Jake, who ducks away from the tumbling object fast enough for it to spin by and sink right into my fucking face.


    My head snaps back, the blade of some high-tech knife buried deep into my cheek bone. The thorny, electric burn that sears my face feels like I’m being electrocuted to death. My head starts to shake and smoke. My left eye socket catches fire. My hands shoot out, grabbing for the blade, then pause at the feel of the flesh and bone of my face rotting fast. OMG, whatever’s in this knife, it…it’s literally eating my skull!


    “Jake,” I try to say, but the electric current is smashing my bones together, locking them against each other the way lockjaw drives your mouth shut so hard your muscles are trapped in this constant state of flex.


    Jake slips a similar looking knife from inside his sleeve, then throws it down the hallway where it drives into the man’s throat down to the hilt. He staggers backwards, his shaking hands reaching blindly for the knife, then stopping, then falling away. His head is sizzling from the jaw up and turning electric blue beneath an incredible heat. His face is suddenly lost in an explosive cone of fire. The flame sparks, flares, then fizzles fast, and then everything about his face turns black and ashy. He drops to his knees, then topples over sideways, dead.


    Jake quickly turns and pulls the blade out of my face, but the pain doesn’t stop. I want to cup my cheek, but I can’t. Is it doing to me what it did to the man in the suit? The flames on my face go out, and the loosening of my muscles is a positive sign.


    Fifteen feet down the hallway, my attacker’s skull caves like collapsed ash, the soot of him wasting away on the hallway floor, no longer flesh and bone, no longer anything. His neck and shoulders begin to disintegrate, too, like kicked dirt, or a sand sculpture crumbling. All that remains is what’s left of him from half his shoulders down.


    “You okay?” Jake asks, examining my face.


    “Go,” I say, still suffering a few pops and spasms in my cheek. “Hide it before someone sees!” It, not him. It.


    Jake drags the body into one of the empty rooms he found when he was searching for his parents’ room, but not before a female doctor pushing a young boy on a gurney round the corner and see the headless corpse.


    They doctor faints; the young boy in the bed begins to cry. Acting on instinct alone, I lift my hand to the boy and say, “Sleep,” and he does. I do this just as Jake is closing the exam room door behind him. The doctor—who fell but didn’t hit her head—it takes her a minute to recover, but she’s finally coming around.


    “You think she’ll be okay?” Jake asks.


    “Yep,” I reply, moving closer. The moment the doctor wakes up and looks around, I am there, standing above her.


    “Who are you?” she asks, looking up at me as she uses the gurney to try pulling herself to her feet. I give her a hand, help her up.


    Standing eye to eye, plowing deep into her mind, I say to her subconscious, “Remember to forget,” and then I push the memories of what just happened out of her head.


    She blinks rapidly a few times, looks around dazed, then says, “What happened?”


    “You fainted,” I tell her. “This is your patient.” She looks at the blonde boy, still asleep, then gets the gurney in motion and heads on her way, like she’s been brainwashed so thoroughly nothing is left but primary speech and motor functions.


    “What the heck was that?” Jake asks.


    “I wiped her memory,” I tell him. Jake stares at my face, mesmerized, and looking for signs of the wound. There are no signs. Even the residual tremors are gone. Which means the rate of speed by which I’m healing is rapidly intensifying. And without the bloody evacuation process that plagued me before Dulce.


    Whatever I am, I’m starting to like it.


    “How did you survive that?” he asks, incredulous. “No one survives that!” I give a non-committal shrug.


    “I’ve got active white blood cells,” I say and this elicits an eye roll from him.


    “First I shoot you point blank in the face and you not only come back from the dead, you manage to look amazing doing it. Then you live through one of these knives without so much as a scar?” He’s picking up the knife that was moments ago sticking out of my face and showing it to me as Exhibit A. “What are you, Raven? Really?”


    “I’m impossible, just like you.”


    He shakes his head, kicks some of the ash that was a man’s head, then says, “I’m really wanting to see my mother before I leave.” He sounds like a kid right now. It’s a wonder I can even think of him as my first without hating the absolute crap out of both of us.


    About that time, two more nurses leave his parent’s room, presumably part of the team who helped deliver the baby. None of us make eye contact. I’m basically trying to be invisible in front of them.


    “You can’t just walk in,” I tell him once the nurses are gone.


    “Watch me,” he says, more decisive. And then he does, and silly me, I follow him just to make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.


    The two people Jake says are his parents, they’re in a delivery bed holding their newborn, which is supposedly Jake. Jake looks at this child who is supposed to be himself and like a total clown, he says, “What a beautiful boy.”


    Narcissistic butthole.


    Before the man can speak, Jake hands me a photo of this room and these people like it’s no big thing. I look at it and gasp. It’s a photo of this room, exactly as it looks now, except the photo is old, worn. In the photo, his mother is holding him. Was this taken by his father? My head spins a bit and I grab onto something for support. Whatever hope I held out that all of this time travel blather was just a dream, or a joke, it’s erased in a second.


    “Honey, who is this man?” the mother is saying, now cradling the baby protectively. The old man is speechless. “William,” she says, her face pumped with concern, “ask him to leave.”


    “It’s okay,” Jake says, holding up his hands, palms out, “my friend and I are leaving. We just wanted to make sure you were safe.”


    “Why wouldn’t we be?” his mother asks.


    Leaving, Jake smiles, and to me he says, “Me and my mother, we never really got along.” His father is taking out his cell phone to take a picture. The picture Jake handed me.


    On the way out, I catch a glimpse of the mysterious platinum blonde I met at school. The same skinny blonde girl who told me I was more beautiful that she imagined.


    “Hey!” I shout.


    She turns and disappears around a corner; I run after her. Racing down the hallway, my mind going crazy wanting to know why she’s following me, I turn the corner and she’s gone. I run down two more hallways and she isn’t in any of them either.


    WTH?


    Closing my eyes, I open a link to her psychically, but all I feel is a vast nothingness. Jake catches up to me and says, “What are you doing?”


    Opening my eyes again, realizing she’s gone, I say, “Chasing ghosts, apparently.”


    “What are you going to do now?” he asks, breathing a little heavy.


    Looking at him, wanting to see the Dreamy McDreamer of a twenty-something I first saw when I was fat Savannah, I see only a charlatan. I shouldn’t feel like this, because if I told him I was Savannah, then Abby, and now me, he might have a hard time with me, too. Point is, we’re all just big fakers when it comes down to it.


    “What I’m going to do is drop you off at Freeman,” I say, exhausted, “and then I’m going to drive the speed limit back to my dorm room, take a scalding hot bath and do my best to forget I ever knew your dumb ass, that’s how much these last two days have sucked.”




    Fundamentally Loathsome
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    With a revenge plan as tidy as hers, all she could do was try not to lose her nerve. This kind of plan, it weakened the resolve of lesser individuals. Half the morning she felt like a genius; the other half she was thinking, this is so awful, and so terribly illegal. Cameron had broken half a dozen laws already just getting to this point.


    “I’ve covered your tracks,” Lola said in her email, “but this thing has your signature all over it.”


    She was right.


    Screw it.


    At lunch time, a.k.a., the point where maximum damage would occur, she pressed SEND, felt her stomach plunge, then took a breath and said to herself, “This is the end of Abby Swann.”


    Practically everyone saw the video all at once. The chatter rose to thunder and everyone turned and stared at Abby and Caden. Abby opened her phone, watched the video sent to her as well. Minutes later, she walked quickly and with her head down from the cafeteria, her face so bloodless and racked with shame her tears literally rained on the dark, hardwood floor.


    The next text, and she sent this to Abby the moment she ran out of the cafeteria, it read: DO THE WORLD A FAVOR AND JUST KILL YOURSELF.


    The problem with the prank was, when Abby left, almost everyone in the cafeteria fell to a whisper. Warning bells sounded in her head. They were clanging so loud Cameron’s eyes all but pulsated from the pressure. For her, time slowed to a crawl.


    Have I truly gone too far? she wondered.


    The clammy, almost rubbery feel of her skin seemed to say a very loud, very resounding yes. Pretty soon, everyone started looking around. Their accusatory eyes eventually landed on her. She lowered her gaze, focused on her food and tried to act like everything was no big deal, that it wasn’t her who had done this.


    The real question was, did she just kill her reputation?


    Oh, God.


    But wait a minute, she thought to herself, was it really that bad? It was a tasteful play on humor, in her mind, but when she thought about it in the eyes of someone without her sense of humor, it took on a whole new meaning.


    The video began with the revised title: CADEN AND ABBY: A LOVE STORY. It opened to Caden and Abby kissing in the hallway, then it flashed to some tight shots of Abby’s diarrhea marathon and her crying in the girls’ bathroom, then to Caden jerking off with the words POO FETISH doing a little dance across the screen. It then showed Abby bouncing around topless singing horribly to Taylor Swift, then to Caden jerking it again, and finally to Abby sobbing and then passed out on the floor of her bedroom with shit in her underwear (more flashing of the words POO FETISH). If that wasn’t enough, the final shot was on Caden finally making his “O” face. And then it closed with the caption: CADEN AND ABBY: A LOVE STORY FOR THE AGES.


    She both loved and hated it, it was that good.


    Her worst yet.


    But would it be so bad she would burn in the fallout? And if so, would she ever recover from the shame? She had to lie low, protect herself, deny everything.
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    The moment Caden saw the video, molten heat poured into his face and his hands became fists. Eyebrows pulled together and eyes roamed, looking past everyone looking at him, looking for the one set of eyes that weren’t looking back.


    In every person, be it your best friend, your mother, your teacher, the benevolent priest at the church you don’t go to, the old broad at the Stop and Go, a twelve year old girl with pigtails, or a librarian with big glasses, there exists a darkness, a sickness of rage, that tipping point where you just snap.


    That’s what happened to Caden: he snapped.


    He popped up from the lunch table’s bench so quick it startled everyone around him. He stalked across the cafeteria, eyes with reddening blood vessels radar-beamed on Cameron. That bitch. That cavernous twat. He power-walked over to her table and stood across from her, face-to-face so he could project the full force of his hatred upon her. She refused his eyes. Everyone in the cafeteria was looking at him. Everyone but Cameron.


    “You did this!” he boomed.


    She finally looked up, terror in her eyes. Terror, but not denial. He needed only see it for a second before he became that person. The one who looked at a beautiful flower and just had to step on it. The one who let a crying baby fall off the bed. The one who saw two guys beating up the school nerd and decided to walk the other way. Behind him, at a table full of freshman, there was a plate of half-eaten food. Lightning fast, he turned, grabbed an uneaten baked potato and baseball-pitched it right at Cameron’s stupid, guilt-ridden face with everything he could muster.


    The baked potato literally exploded off her nose. When it struck, the starchy white mush flew everywhere, and her stupid, stupid head snapped back, her nose instantly soaking the slush and slop of the potato with blood. The cafeteria went so quiet, that if it were possible, you could hear an ant fart. Not all ants…just one.


    When Cameron managed her first breath after the vegi-hand grenade, Caden slapped his palms on the table, leaned forward like a maniac, dangerously close, and he very quietly growled these words: “If she does anything life-threatening as a result of this, I swear to Christ, I’ll have you killed.”


    There were gasps of breath. Blake scooted away from him while Theresa glared at him with the same kind of hatred he was leveling on Cameron.


    Without waiting for her reply, he left, heading straight for Abby’s room. Surely that was where she was. When he got there, however, Brayden was already banging on her door.
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    Janice Millworth, when she was a scraggly little nine year old with a couch cushion for a bed in a beaten trailer that was her lifelong home, she curled up under two dry towels to the old smells of cooked meat and wet dog and dreamt the most beautiful dream.


    In the dream she was different, a beautiful child with friends who didn’t tease her and a mother who adored her rather than tolerated her. She didn’t live in a trailer park, in this dream. She had a house and a pink bike with a white seat and foil-colored handlebar streamers she rode on real roads made of concrete. Not crushed rock or dirt.


    Then someone’s chained up mutt got into a midnight barking fit and young Janice woke from the dream, sweating, depressed, still wildly unkempt and half sliding off her bed cushion. Fast forward a few years, to where Janice got finger-banged by Robert Mullin. Janice quickly became someone’s dream girl, but the dream lasted for about two days before she got dumped and teased and went back to being nobody’s anything.


    Janice was a fast learner.


    Dreams, she came to realize, were just the prelude to the big letdown. So she stopped dreaming. The older, wiser Janice Millworth, she came to understand dreams as snatches of fantasy that come to an end long before they become reality.


    Then she was stolen in the night, drugged and shipped to some kind of holding facility a long ways away. When she woke up transformed into Abby Swann, the nightmare then became the nightmare with a rapidly developing and surreal dream-like quality. As in, there is a gun to your head, now go enjoy the finer things in life, or else…


    Actors and actresses in Hollywood, and singers, even models and athletes, they say you have to sell your soul to be someone, especially someone worth anything is this shitty, nearly communist world. Janice’s soul wasn’t sold as much as it was dragged from her sad, sad body and fisted into another body, care of kidnapping sex traffickers and the ultra creepy Dr. Enzo Holland. She loved her new face, her new body, her new life.


    But this was just another dream, wasn’t it?


    That’s what she told herself.


    When she didn’t vanish, though, when this sumptuous dream didn’t vanish with a barking dog or a fuck wagon of a boy, she accepted that this dream was no dream at all. It was surreal; it was stranger than fiction, but it was real. It was freaking real!


    But right about the time she truly embraced the death of Janice Millworth to the new and glittery life of Abby Swann, some asshole went and posted a viral video that turned an otherwise adaptable reality into something nightmarish.


    The dream was ending…as all dreams must.


    Sitting in the corner of the bathroom, knees pulled to her chest, arms wrapped around her shins, she sobbed and hated and hauled up every putrid memory of every jerk who ever hurt her. Then she felt sorry for herself, and eventually she mourned Abby, and Janice.


    When the animosity and self-loathing turned to the question of her life, Abby wondered, was this to be my fate all along? Have I always been doomed to a life of abject misery? In her head sat the answer. It was the text someone sent her after she saw the video. It said to do the world a favor and just kill herself.


    Just kill yourself, she thought. Just kill. Yourself.


    Janice Millworth was dead…kidnapped, melted, changed, but just as dead as her dreams. And Abby? Her “friends” could barely tolerate her anymore. They kept marveling at how much the accident had changed her. Yeah, no shit. Then there were her enemies. Those assholes were so rotten and reprehensible, their violation of hers and Caden’s privacy felt gigantic the way you think of Mount Everest as gigantic. Abby was no solution to the Janice Millworth debacle. She was the glamourous but just as fucked version of her former self. A social scourge. The shitting, bad dancing derelict. Abby Swann was a tarnished tramp. The name alone now sounded like a social prison sentence.


    Someone knocked on her door. She ignored the interruption. The knocking continued. Brayden called her name. God, that clown.


    She wished he’d just go away. There was no saving her. No putting the puzzle pieces of her life back together. That video, it was the bell you couldn’t un-ring. So she kept on ignoring him. And his incessant knocking.


    In between him pounding on her dorm room door, still sitting alone in the bathroom, she could not stop reflecting on her two lives. And she couldn’t stop seeing that malicious video. Or how everyone saw her pooping and sobbing. Everyone saw her. They saw her bouncing tits that were hers and no one else’s to look at. And her crapped-in white underwear, and her boyfriend beating off to…what in Jesus’ name was he beating off to anyway?


    Someone gave her diarrhea. That same someone electrocuted her. And that very same someone—or someone’s—hacked into her laptop and filmed her.


    A fresh round of dry heaves left her wondering if there was anything left in her guts to purge. There sure as hell wasn’t any dignity left. Or resolve to go on. What she wanted most was just to stop…feeling. The unending disappointments of life had been eating at her almost since birth. Now it had become too much. And that goddamn KNOCKING!


    “Go away!” she screamed. Voices on the other side of the door only made her more mad. “GO THE HELL AWAY!” she boomed.


    The strain of her voice might have torn something in her throat. She dragged herself to her bed, flopped down on it and let the lunacy of Janice Millworth wash over her Abby Swann brain.


    Her eyes snapped shut, but not hard enough to erase this—the waking nightmare that was now her life. Sitting behind her eyelids like a demon in the closet, was the memory of the video. It was looped in her brain. Playing endless. God, it wasn’t stopping! Defenseless, her eyes slid back open, the warm, endless stream of tears salting away the innocence of her skin.


    Now the knocking changed, got heavier. So did the voice: Caden was calling to her.


    When he told her everything was going to be okay, that he needed to talk to her, that she should just open the door and let him in, she clapped her hands over her ears and refused to hear anything from either of them. Already she was thinking of the lines she would cut on her thighs, on her arms, up her sides. There was so much pain to cut loose. Too much.


    Mounted to the ceiling straight above, not whirling, totally useless, was the ceiling fan. An idea assaulted her. If I’m drowning, she thought, this is my life raft. Not a pair of scissors. Not a few bloody limbs. She sat up, ripped the sheets from the bed and shoved the bed a few feet away, into the corner.


    Janice then put her iPod on the docking station, put on Marilyn Manson’s Coma White too loud because she understood it. The track was a cheerless, intimate, magnificently perfect portrayal of desolation. Coma White was the way misery should sound when sung by someone with a righteous voice in the black throes of depression.


    She loved Marilyn Manson. She needed him. Not because he wrote the song for people like her—he clearly didn’t—but because he was a beautiful musician who understood pain.


    Janice Millworth, masquerading as Abby Swann—working like crazy to ignore the boys outside her door—reflected on her two lives as she twisted the bed’s top sheet into a tight, tight rope of cloth. She then got on the internet, followed a few simple instructions and fashioned the bed sheet into a hangman’s noose.


    The knocking slowed, but didn’t stop.


    With Coma White on replay, she dragged her desk’s chair under the ceiling fan, stood on it and tied the appropriate knot at the base of the fan. She then looped the noose end around her neck, tightened it, took one last breath and kicked the chair loose.


    She dropped and her neck snapped hard, popping loudly and cranking sideways. It didn’t break. But that didn’t mean she did it wrong, it only meant hers would be a worse death than she was hoping for. A choking death.


    The pressure in her head made her eyes feel squeezed so viciously they wanted to squirt clean out of her face. Janice fought the urge to grab the noose, to shove her head through it, to clear her airway and breathe. She wasn’t strong enough, though. Her panicked mind, it barfed out panicked thoughts. Like hoping the ceiling fan would drop from the ceiling and let her crash back to the floor, back into life.


    But it didn’t. It tilted after a moment, but it didn’t fall.


    Through the mire and tangle of second thoughts, it became clear she was going to die up here. Her feet dangled too far from the floor, toes reaching down hoping to touch ground, going tingly and becoming useless as the darkness closed in on her.


    Janice Millworth was already dead. The Abby Swann body, it might as well be dead, too. She stopped swinging her legs; stopped fighting the ungodly pressure about to pop her head.


    And then she let go…


    Just before Abby died, her bowels loosened, piling and draining into her underwear. Just like in the video. How goddamn ironic, she thought.


    It was her last thought.
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    I can’t stand it when girls cry over boys. I mean, seriously, give me a break. Then again, I never had any serious boyfriends, so I never really loved and lost. But this whole debacle with Jake, it sort of feels like a broken heart. For heaven’s sake, I lost my virginity to him when I was Abby!


    God, I soooooo want to turn into one of those girls right now!


    But I can’t.


    My brain though, it’s a shaken beehive! Talk about feeling like you’re nuthouse ready! I can’t help wondering, should I start drinking? Can I even get drunk? I’m not quite human but is it possible anyway? Jake proved he could get shit-housed, then again, his buzz lasted less than a few minutes and one righteous beating at best.


    The amount of drinks he must have put away!


    I roll into campus, park the RS5 in dorm parking and walk inside thinking that, as much as I’m trying to take Jake’s truths at face value, I am desperate to round up some tangible proof that the whole time travel subterfuge is a ruse.


    The picture he carried of the birthing room taken before we arrived, decades old before we arrived, that was tangible enough, wasn’t it? Did it matter? I mean seriously, what a horrible excuse for shooting a girl in the face and leaving her for critter bait! But there were reasons that scared him, made him behave so violently and erratically. Wow. What a perverse puzzle he had turned out to be.


    I’m so pissed at him right now!


    So pissed I don’t even bother opening the dorm’s main door as much as I use my mind to shove it open and breeze through. With everyone at lunch, the place feels like my own and what I want to do right now is break stuff.


    And what’s up with the disappearing platinum blonde? What does she want? Why’s she following me? Worse still is my telepathic locator (as I’ve come to think of it). Why can’t I find her with it? Where in the f*ck is she disappearing to?


    My vision throbbing, my face hot with agitation, I turn into my hallway and that’s when I see the boys—Caden and Brayden—outside Abby’s door, banging and pleading with her.


    My senses flare, tentacles reaching out, wanting to know what the fuss is all about. That is about the point I see her and…oh my God!


    Both boys are looking at me, panicked, their eyes and faces so filled with fright I dare not crawl their minds.


    “Move,” I say, shoving them aside. I step back, then kick the big wooden door in, parts of the door jamb exploding into Abby’s room.


    “Holy shit,” Brayden says as he now sees what I saw in my mind mere moments ago.


    I’m already inside. Already in front of her, looking up at her dead, dangling body. As some doom-and-gloom song drones on and on, memories of Maggie cripple me, assaulting my senses, weakening everything strong and certain in me.


    Maggie was listening to Lana Del Ray’s Born to Die; this is no different. This song now playing, it’s just another voice growling out more reasons why life sucks and should end.


    “Cut her down from there,” Caden says. My mind bumps off his, his sorrow too much for me to bear. It’s like having your blood drained too fast.


    “Don’t touch her,” I say.


    I’m standing in front of her, staring up at her, and the boys, they’re putting their hands on me, trying to console me, telling me we have to get her down. My eyes are on Abby—my stand-in—but my mind is also flashing on Maggie. All I can think about is how she looked laid out in the bath full of red water, with her eyes shut, her wrists cut open and her clothes perfectly folded on the tiled floor.


    I turn to the source of the song, lift my hand, shut it off from ten feet away. This stills the boys. They’re at my back, wondering with freaked out minds how I just did that.


    Abby hangs lifeless from the ceiling fan, neck bent sideways, face a purplish blue. The fan, it’s half fallen out of the ceiling with bits of sheetrock and sheetrock dust all over the dark hardwood floor beneath her. The puddle of urine is fresh and pungent.


    She shit herself.


    Small flowers of sadness wither inside me. These bursts of emotion, this heart wrenching knot, it becomes motion and energy inside me, devouring me, overwhelming me, making me feel like the scream building inside me will eventually have the power to topple this building.


    “Why did she do this?” I ask, my voice choked with emotion.


    “There was a video,” Caden says, holding up his phone. “It went viral.”


    Then slowly, Abby’s eyelids drift halfway open. Her eyes shift, focus, find me. OMFG, she’s still alive! I lift my hand and her body rises up in the air six inches, the stress coming off the fan. Behind me I feel the boys backing up. At this point, I can hear their thoughts colliding into my head, as well as Abby’s thoughts. Narrowing my focus, pushing the boys back with my mind, I make a slicing motion with my other hand and the bedsheets are severed clean.


    “How are you—?” Caden starts to say.


    With my mind, I shut both boy’s mouths. Levitating Abby horizontally, then down to the bed, I psychically read her vitals. She’s not getting out of this one easy. Her neck is cranked in a difficult position, but it’s not broken. Still, things are strained in there and she’ll be sore for days or even weeks. Her throat is raw, blood vessels burst in her eyes and her bowels have evacuated. What she needs is…life.


    That’s fading quick, though. Her eyes close again, this time permanently. Her last breath goes as I just stand there mouth agape, unsure of what to do.


    I put my hands on her abdomen and her heart and I thrust all my energy into her, imagine it pouring into her, supplying her, reviving her. Was she alive a moment ago, or was that merely a symptom of the freshly dead? My eyes close and I shove and shove and shove life into her, not knowing if it will help or if this is just me trying to not lose another friend. Even thought I don’t really know her, she’s still me. Still my replacement. Part of my family in an odd, dysfunctional way. Which is why I feel so angry and so sad I could cry, or curse.


    If she dies, what will Christian do? What will Margaret do?


    They both love her, me, but they won’t know the difference between me and her if she dies. To them, it will be me dying. She can’t die.


    While I’m probing her, seeing inside her, I feel a weighted, almost ethereal connection to her soul. But she’s not in her body. I feel her hovering above. Turning my head, looking up to the ceiling above, I know where she is. I also know why she’s not here, in this body.


    She’s looking down on the scene, deciding.


    Life or death?


    I know this routine. I know it. The boys, they’re thinking, why is she looking up there? Their thoughts bounce off me; I don’t want them in my head. I only want my thoughts, and my connection with her. With Janice Millworth, a.k.a. Abigail Swann.


    “She’s dead,” I say, “maybe for good, but only if she decides.”


    This was why the doctor who was not human but not alien, this was why he looked up and found me, how he saw the part of me we know as spirit, or soul.


    “You can choose,” I tell Janice’s soul telepathically. She stirs when she realizes that I’m talking to her. “If you choose to live, I’ll get you out of this school. I’ll take you home, to your real mother and to your step-father.”


    In my mind, I project to her this statement: And I will avenge you. I’ll make this stop for good.


    Within moments, her soul comes slamming back into her body and I sigh with relief. Her eyes, they slowly crystalize with life, with emotion; they tell me so much.


    “I’m going to take you home,” I whisper. She’s practically comatose.


    In a voice choked raw, a voice so caked with the gravel of asphyxiation, Janice Millworth says, “Stop…her.”


    “You know who did this to you?” I ask. Already I know the answer. When I died, I saw everything, knew everything, felt everything. For her it must have been the same.


    “Camer—” she starts to say before her voice breaks off.


    Cameron O’Dell.


    My mind is an electric ball of pure, unbridled rage. I carefully pull Janice/Abby into my chest, hug her, then say, “I’ll stop her.”


    Standing up, my body moves with renewed purpose. The thing about bullying is that, on that rare occasion—an occasion such as this, where people have killed themselves—to stop the bully, you must trump the bully. You have to be the monster that scares the bully, the thing that ends the bully. I don’t want to do this. I really don’t.


    But I must.


    For the Maggie’s of the world, and the Abby’s of the world, for the millions of children suffering aggressive taunting, intimidating and cyberbullying each year, this needs to be done.


    “Help her,” my mouth says to the boys, whose mouths still won’t work because I shut them with mental duct tape.
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    My telepathic locator chimes right in on Cameron O’Dell. She’s in her room, agonizing, pacing, holding a bloody rag to her hammered nose, feeling like she’s definitely gone too far. She has. I release the boys’ bodies from my control, take Caden’s phone from him without resistance, then open the door and storm out into the hallway, letting my mind and my body sink into such a dark space of retribution, I feel my morality shutting down. I let go. Embrace only retribution.


    The awful things I’m about to do, they’re not—


    “I’m coming with you,” Brayden announces, suddenly at my side.


    “Brayden,” I say, snapping out of my deepening sociopathic state. “No. You can’t. It’s just…you can’t. No.”


    “This is not unfamiliar territory for me,” he says, keeping pace. I know exactly what he means. He doesn’t know I know this because he doesn’t know I’m the original Abby, but in a superior body. To him, I’m just another GMO kid. Another one of Gerhard’s/Holland’s dolls.


    All the ballsy shit I’ve done, all the reckless, illegal, downright insane things I initiated, things everyone else would be horrified knowing, Brayden was with me on. He was an active, willing participant. What he’s gone through with the old me, I know he would be fine coming this time, too.


    “I want her to suffer,” he says. I’ve never heard this kind of passion in his voice before. Except for when we went to Santa Monica to kill Demetrius Giardino. “You’re going after her aren’t you? Cameron O’Dell?”


    “Yes.” We get to the elevator and I push the UP arrow. I so very, very much want him with me because I miss him like crazy. “But you can’t come with me. You can’t…see…what I’m going to do. You can’t be a part of that.”


    “Screw her,” he says.


    “This is some next level shit, Brayden. It’s not right, but it has to be done.”


    “I said I can deal.”


    “Your head’s already loaded with nightmares. You don’t need this one.”


    “My head’s fine,” he argues.


    “It’s not like before,” I say. “This isn’t Heim, or even that kid Georgia cooked. This will be worse.”


    “How do you know—?”


    The elevator button dings and the doors open. I step in, but make it impossible for him to follow. With my telepathic powers, I paralyze his legs. Startled, he looks down at them, panics, then looks up at me and knows I’m doing this.


    “How…how are you possible?” is the last thing he says as the elevator doors close.


    I just look at him, not once blinking or breaking from his gaze.
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    On the way up the elevator, I access Caden’s phone and watch the video. The space behind my eyeballs starts to hum and swell. My heart digs in, accelerates. Hands become fists that crush and grind Caden’s phone and that disgusting video to pieces. Cuts open on my hand; cuts close on my hand. The elevator doors open. Not fast enough.


    I want to kick a hole in this world. Embrace it… Shove it down, I tell myself. There’s no morality here.


    In my mind, I get to Cameron’s door and kick it in so hard it swings open then back. My hand shoots out, telekinetically stopping it from shutting. It pressure cracks four feet down the middle. That’s what I saw in my head, but that’s not how it went. Instead, I simply open the door with my mind and level my hateful gaze on Cameron. On the other side of it, Cameron is sitting in her bed, terrified, her eyes choked with fear, her eyes beet red from the tears. She pulls a bloody twist of toilet paper out of each nostril. I don’t even feel bad for her or her potato-smashed face.


    All I have is rage. All I know is that revenge, as necessary as it is, will be the one thing that will make this social abortion stop once and for all. She speaks and I’m sickened.


    “Raven?”


    Inside, I am a hydrogen bomb. My organs seethe. They are inflamed. So unstable at this point, they are demanding release. In some vulgar corner of my psychotic mind, I understand the things Georgia feels. How the fire inside of her requires an escape. How the animosity fuels the fire and the need for retribution infects every last cell in your body until you internally combust, heaping a nuclear tide of vengeance upon those who’ve wronged you and those you love.


    My eyes are blacker than night. They pin Cameron down. “You motherfucking c*nt,” I growl. My voice is so smoked with vapors of indignation, I can’t believe such abysmal language is coming from my mouth. The world before me is pulsing on the edges, clouding my eyes with static.


    I can’t stop seeing it, that awful video—it’s running on auto play in my mind. My head sees Maggie, feels her passing; I’m strangled with frenzy. My head sees Abby, purple faced and hanging limp from the ceiling fan. My eyes see Cameron.


    I am wrath.


    Stepping inside the room scares the shit out of her. She scampers backwards on the bed, her head darting left and right looking for escape. Using my mind, I slam the door shut so hard it rattles the entire wall and causes a pressure crack to split a good three feet of the door’s inside shell.


    My hand shoots out. I link with her body. The Bluetooth connection that will be her end. She squeals and whimpers, fighting my control. My head tilts sideways, part of me surrendering to the beast inside.


    In my mind, I imagine raising her in the air; she raises up.


    I envision her arms and legs pulled spread eagle. This happens before my eyes. Deeply satisfied, I don’t fight the darkness inside me. My mind is untethered. Using the paralayers and my newfound telekinesis, I drag her body across the room and press her sprawled out frame into the wall. Her back, head and heels feel nailed to the wall, eliciting from her a painful groan.


    Hands and legs spread, pinned to the wall, she is all mine. I turn her body. Head goes to two o’clock, crotch sits at eight o’clock. With my mind I tear off her clothes, leaving her in only her light pink bra and lavender underwear.


    She’s freaking out, too scared to cry. “What…are…you?”


    “You went too far,” my mouth snarls.


    “I know.”


    “The last time you did this, people died.”


    She’s looking at her wrists, trying to pull them loose. I crawl her mind, something I have not done with her before, and it’s like swimming in sewage.


    “Kristen played the piano before she killed herself,” I say after a moment inside her head.


    Kristen Whales was Cameron’s first victim. My mind finds Kristen’s mother lightening quick, surprising even me. I’m suddenly inside her head, seeing her dead daughter’s life with a sort of clarity that renders me nearly helpless. I feel everything more deeply then ever before. So much so I ache to weep for the loss, not only for Kristen’s mother, but for the world Kristen would have touched.


    “When she would play,” I say, “it was gorgeous. That was her gift. If she would have lived, she would have been one of the best pianists in the world.”


    Cameron’s thinking I can’t know this, but I do. Kristen was that good.


    “If you were me, if you could connect the dots of who she was to who she would have become, where she would have landed in life, the things you’d feel would destroy your heart.”


    She can’t look at me; she’s perfectly still in her shame, perfectly silent.


    “Your stole her dreams. You stole her from her parents, and from the world who would have adored her. You ended a life, Cameron. You stamped out a dream.”


    “I know!” she finally screamed. She started to cry, to make that ugly face even cute girls make when things seriously go awry.


    With my mind, I start pulling out her curly blonde hair, ten to twenty strands at a time all exiting her scalp, tip to follicle. Her crying turns to wailing which becomes her freaking the hell out. With each pull, hair and bits of flesh come out by the roots. She’s screaming from the pain, from the horror of what I’m doing, so I slap an invisible hand over her mouth and this scares her so bad, yellow urine blooms dark in her greyish-purple underwear before drizzling onto the floor beneath her. She’s screaming and crying, but no sound is coming out.


    It’s like watching everything with the mute button on.


    Pushing down everything good and kind in me, I yield to my darker self. My hatred for her is a singular force. Using my mind, I put the plucking-out of her hair on autopilot.


    “Patricia’s father used to molest her at night,” I say, telling her about the other girl who killed herself as a result of Cameron’s bullying. “Her mother knew what Patricia’s father was doing. She saw all the signs, but she ignored them. Do you know why she stayed quiet? Why Patricia’s mother never did anything?”


    Cameron is crying hard now, shaking with pain and fear, screaming even though her wide open mouth and strained vocal chords are unable to produce a single octave of noise. Her entire body is heaving out her agony, it’s sucking in air, pushing out terror, but in total silence. All the while, her hair is being ripped out, chunk after bloody chunk, falling to the floor beneath her as she transforms from something once pretty into something now damaged.


    I’m in Patricia Blalock’s father’s head now, and all I have is a turbo-charged neediness to inflict the masses with an unchecked loathing. His wants become my wants and right now what I want to do is ravage Cameron’s mind to the point of no return. I want her to never recover. The part of my mind that’s now Tad Blalock’s mind never wants her to get better. Or heal.


    “The reason Patricia’s mother didn’t say anything is because, having it happen to Patricia was better than having it happen to her. Can you imagine that? Your own mother not wanting to have sex with your father so she lets him have his way with you?”


    Cameron’s eyeliner became black trails coursing down her face. She stopped struggling, twitching only with the plucking of each hair. A stillness settles over the air between us. She’s finally comprehending the impact of her actions. It’s really getting inside her now. Unfolding.


    “Constant rape. That was Patricia’s every night and weekend. Tad Blalock was a brutal, sadistic, downright terror of a man. What you didn’t see under the ugly dresses Patricia used to wear were how bruised her thighs were. How sore her vagina was from the slamming, pounding abuse she endured. How much shame she had packed inside that head of hers. Whatever he did to her, you made it so much worse. She got away from him every day only to have to face you and your arrogant self. What you did, your unrelenting abuse, you and her father…you made it easy for her to kill herself.”


    I’m still in Tad Blalock’s head because a part of me lost my way out. My body starts to shudder and rage; tears gather behind my eyes. Shove it down, I tell myself. But this isn’t mine. The sorrow is, but the memories aren’t. They’re his. The memories. They’re Patricia’s father’s memories and they’re the thing of nightmares. I start sobbing, barely able to pull out of his head.


    It takes a minute to pull out, but once I do, I compose myself again. Cameron can only look on in horror, in complete witlessness.


    “Eventually Patricia would have murdered her father, but she couldn’t because you got involved. You changed nature. Now he’s now out raping other children like her because you didn’t let that take its course.”


    My mind bumps off Cameron’s. She’s horrified by what she has done, by what she is hearing. So horrified she wants me to kill her. Just to make it end. Plus, she’s thinking, what about my hair? She’s thinking, what about my freaking hair?!


    That shallow, haughty scab.


    “Now that I know this is happening, now that I’ve got a bead on this man you let live, I’m going to put an end to him. But not before you recognize that his violations are now on you, you flaming twat.” My insides twisting and lashing out, I snarl, “The constant, brutal raping of those children, that’s on you!”


    The hair is now coming out so fast blood is drizzling and draining down her face, mixing with the trails of tears and eyeliner. She’s a disturbing mess my brain can hardly process. There are voices inside me screaming for a stop, but I can’t stop, so I shove it down. Right now, I can’t afford to be nice, to be compassionate, to be forgiving.


    With my mind I tear off Cameron’s bra and underwear. She’s just hanging there, spread eagle, completely vulnerable. Searching the room using her mind, I find Cameron’s cell phone. It’s in her purse. The Samsung device slides into the air, hovers before us until it’s facing her.


    “What are you doing?” Cameron’s voiceless mouth asks as more tears roll into the blood already draining down her face. “How are you doing all this?” She’s not so pretty with most of her hair gone. Not so pretty with a chunked flesh head and a blood-stained face.


    I access her smart phone’s video feature.


    Turn it on.
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    “You have a beautiful body, Cameron. The boys who want to screw you, they only want that so they can see you naked, but now I’m going to show everyone what you look like the same way you showed everyone what Abby looked like.”


    I crawl her mind, for one second, and the dread inside appeases me. Nourishes me. The shame, the grief, the misery and the embarrassment, it’s all there, like spoiled milk. She’s going to kill herself when I’m done with her. Which is fine by me.


    I get out of her head while I can.


    “The way you feel inside, how you feel desecrated, mind-raped, destroyed, imagine that feeling every single day until you get the courage to end it. Patricia took the butcher knife from the kitchen sink, went to her father’s office, sliced her own neck open. She bled out in a matter of moments on his office floor. Her mother found her, cried herself senseless, then shot herself in the head with her husband’s gun. They didn’t tell you these things on the news, but you need to know that that’s what happened.


    “And Kristen,” I say. “She was such a sweet child. Her sky blue eyes were her prettiest physical feature, but those same eyes flooded with shame when you caught her masturbating in the bathroom at school and told everyone. She wasn’t doing that, though. What happened was she had an underwear rash on her vagina from the scented laundry soap her mother had switched to. Kristen was a young soul. Delicate. You picked on her, you stupid bitch, you picked on her because she was soft and quiet. You picked on her because she was humble. How strong do you feel now, Cameron? Now that everyone sees you for what you are, how is your self-confidence holding up? And how disgraced do you feel now that you’re the vulnerable one? The prey at the mercy of the hunter?”


    When she was completely bald, when the last strand of hair fell, I let myself breathe. The first thing they do to prisoners in black site prison camps like Abu Ghraib is strip them naked and shave their heads. Whatever dignity they once had, whatever strength was left, these two actions consistently took that away. That’s what I wanted for Cameron. I needed to break her. I needed her to be able to hear me, to listen. She’s broken, now.


    And she’s finally listening.


    “Your hair, it might grow back,” I tell her, continuing to video her. “But not the way that it used to. Your head will be scarred, and hair won’t grow out of the shiny white patches of scar tissue. But you’ll be fine. Only you will know the difference between what it is and what it used to be. Your body, though, I’m going to make that a different thing.”


    With my mind I start pulling out her pubic hairs one at a time, all the rooted bits of brown stubble falling on the pile of bloody blonde hair. When it’s all torn out by the follicle, I use my mind to carve the word BULLY into her pubic region. I open the skin, let it bleed, then close it shut and seal it, but not fully. The letters of scar tissue—if she doesn’t end herself—they will be jagged, ugly. A constant reminder that even the most sacred parts of her are scarred. I then open twin X’s over each brown nipple. It’s cruel and it sickens me to the point of personal shame, but it’s a necessary evil. No, it’s not necessary. It’s just.


    She’s screaming muted screams, her body bucking against invisible restraints.


    “Everything you hold dear, and that’s not much because you’re worthless and shallow, I am taking it from you because you have taken too much from everyone else.”


    When I’m done, I take her phone, Bluetooth-send the video to my phone, then say, “You hurt a single person before you suicide yourself or die, and this video goes viral. I’m not talking about just the school. I’m talking the whole world over from now until your natural or unnatural death. If you think for one second that I can’t keep tabs on you, or that I’ll fail to make good on my word, just watch this video. Watch it and ask yourself what kind of a person can do what I’m doing to you? I think you’ll come to the conclusion that I’m not human, which I’m not, and that I don’t have empathy, which I don’t for you, and then you’ll realize how easy it would be for me to keep this promise.


    “If this happens again, though, the video will be the least of your problems because I’m going to do what I did to you today. But instead of taking your hair and your clothes, I’m going to take your nails, your skin and your eyes. And then I’ll take fingers and toes and arms and legs until you’re nothing but a bled out corpse. However bad you think this death will be, I will make it infinitely worse. Do you understand?”


    Her body still in shock, bleeding and sobbing, she nods and I release my hold. Cameron drops like garbage to the floor where I leave her.


    “Go ahead and kill yourself if you want,” is the last thing I say to her before dropping her phone at my feet.


    At the end of the hall, in the floor’s guest bathroom, I go to the nearest stall and throw up. I throw up over and over again and then try to shake off what I’ve done. Sitting on the cold tile floor, hugging the toilet, my face is a mess of spent rage. I recognize that I’ve been in too many minds lately: Jake’s, Abby’s, Brayden’s, Caden’s, Cameron’s, Patricia’s father’s and Kristen’s mother’s.


    Eesh.


    It’s exhausting just thinking about it!


    A fresh surge of revulsion cycles up through me, making me vomit hot air and yellowish bile. I puke until my guts feel squished against each other. I vomit and cry and choke down my hatred. This is not my hatred for others, though; this is my hatred for myself.


    I hate myself because I shouldn’t be able to do such things. This isn’t me! I can’t be this person, I think as I struggle to my feet and flush the toilet. When a person has the power and the means to do anything they want, and they abuse it, or lean on it to do harm to others, that’s when what you have becomes not a blessing but a curse. The doctor from Dulce who was neither man nor alien, he said this would happen. He warned me. For a second, I think of contacting him. I reach my tentacles out, but withdraw them the moment I remember the headache he gave me that day in my hotel room.


    With a handful of toilet paper, I wipe my face, blow my nose, then drop the tissue in the bowl and flush. It’s not lost on me that I’ve been here before, in this situation. When as Abby I beat up Cameron and Julie, I’d gone into a bathroom and puked, too. This has to stop, I remind myself. I can’t be this girl. When I come out of the stall, Brayden is standing there, right in the middle of the restroom, waiting for me. He’s a sight for sore eyes if ever there was one.


    His face filled with compassion, he doesn’t say anything, he just comes up and hugs me. Then, his chin resting on my shoulder, he says, “Is she dead?” He means Cameron. I shake my head, no. “The girl that hung herself,” he says, slowly, calmly, “that isn’t Abby, is it?”


    After a long time, I say, “No.”


    “You are, aren’t you? You’re Abby.”


    After an even longer time, and much contemplation, I say, “Yes,” and he hugs me even tighter.




    New Beginnings
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    Back at the room, Caden is helping Abby into bed. He’s gently dripping water down her throat and he’s helping her relax. Slowly, ever so slowly, he’s massaging the back and sides of her neck. An angry red welt circles her throat and she’s having a hard time not crying.


    When Brayden and I walk in, Abby looks at me not like she did when she learned I was the real Abby, but different because I communicated with her when she was dead, and I brought her back to life.


    “You brought yourself back to life,” I say.


    Caden looks at me and his nostrils flare with…something. Worry, awe, a complete lack of understanding? Abby, however, just sits there with a look of amazement on her face. Into her head, I say the words: Don’t try and talk. Just rest. I’m going to take you home in the morning, just like I promised.


    She nods her head like she understands.


    “What’s going on?” Caden asks. It’s a general question because the things he’s feeling, the endless questions he has but can’t articulate, he doesn’t know what else to ask.


    “Cameron is probably upstairs killing herself right now,” I say, to which Abby croaks out the word: “Good.”


    “Be ready in the morning,” I tell her.


    “Ready for what?” Caden asks Abby as I’m leaving. At this point, I simply shut the door because my life has become too complicated for words.


    
2


    If I’m taking Abby back to Elko, Nevada, to the trailer park she was raised in, this means I am officially taking Christian and Margaret’s daughter away from them. Janice cannot handle this life. She can’t handle being Abby Swann. And after my assault on Cameron, there will be lots of questions she shouldn’t be around to answer.


    “Are you leaving?” Brayden asks me as he enters my room uninvited.


    I don’t mind.


    “Yes,” I say, “but only for a little bit.”


    “What happened to you?” he asks. He has so many questions. More than I can answer right now. “You’re…different.”


    “The things I’ve been through since being shot and killed at Holland’s lab, you wouldn’t believe them.”


    He takes my hand in his and only when I hold his hand back do I realize how desperately I’ve needed human contact. Or better yet, him.


    “Tell me everything,” he says. “Don’t leave anything out.”


    So I tell him. I tell him everything.


    He has a hard time believing everything that went on, but he knows me well enough to know that I’m not lying. And when he doesn’t speak, it’s not because we have trust issues, it’s because this is too much for him all at once. He’ll need to process this piece by piece.


    “What are you going to do now?” he asks.


    “I’m leaving town for a bit. To soften the blow of what’s to come.”


    When I tell him what I have to do, where I’m going, he says he understands. He wants to come with me, but I tell him no, again, and he doesn’t like it.


    He always hates me telling him no.


    “Too freaking bad,” I say. “This is not the kind of thing you do with friends in tow.”


    “I know,” he says. “Still.”


    “I’ll be back this evening.”


    “So you say.”


    “I will.”


    “Just promise you’ll come back.”


    I take his pinkie, lock it into mine and say, “Pinky swear.”
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    The drive home takes longer than I expected and half the time I fought the urge to clear the road with my mind. A sort of parting of the metal seas, if you will. But I don’t because I’m not feeling terribly excited about using my powers anymore. I’m haunted by those things the doctor at Dulce said. Maybe that’s why he said it—to frighten me into being responsible. A sort of Scared Straight program for hybrids. Then again, with the hornet’s nest of energy and controlled chaos buzzing righteous in his head, I’m not sure his motives are so pedestrian.


    It takes me nearly three hours with traffic to get to Palo Alto. I head to Christian’s house, hoping to see both him and Margaret. It’s just him and Rebecca.


    “Hi,” he says, answering the front door. “Can I help you?”


    “I’m Abby’s friend,” I say, feeling out of my mind talking to my father like this. “And I brought Rebecca home after…after Astor.”


    “Oh, yes. Thanks. Let me get Rebecca,” he says.


    “No. Don’t. I’m not here to see her. In fact, I don’t want to see her right now.” Taking a deep breath, I say, “I’m here to see you.”


    His face changes. He isn’t sure what to expect.


    “Can you come outside, or something?”


    He steps outside, shuts the front door, then crosses his arms and says to me, “What’s this about?”


    “It’s about Abby. I’m taking her home tomorrow.”


    “You mean you’re bringing her home?” he says, his body unwinding with concern.


    “No,” I say. “Home to Elko, Nevada. Where her real family is.” I let this sink in, then: “The Abby you knew after the accident, that girl is not your daughter. That was a clone of your daughter. The real Abby Swann died in Holland’s lab. She was shot in the head and in the heart and this killed her. The Abby you know, her given name is Janice Millworth and she was stolen from her family and sold into bondage to Gerhard, now Enzo Holland, to be your daughter.”


    “What?” he asks, his energy bunching together in disbelief, in horror. “Why would he do that? Why wouldn’t he tell me?—are you sure she’s dead?”


    “Gerhard didn’t do that for Damien’s sister, Kaitlyn when she couldn’t be restored. They framed it as murder, when it wasn’t that. This caused Abby, who was then Savannah, to dig into Kaitlyn’s past, and that’s how she learned that she wasn’t the only genetic anomaly alive at Astor Academy.”


    “So you know about…Astor? About Dr. Gerhard?”


    “Yes.”


    “And you’re saying my daughter, my real daughter, is…is dead?”


    “She died in that lab, I’m afraid.” The grief I see swelling in his eyes, I want to stop it, to make it go away, to tell him the truth, but he did this. All of this. To some degree, it started with him. With the Virginia Corporation.


    He turns and starts to pace, but realizes he has to get by me to do that and so he stops, his eyes shining bright with tears he can’t stop. “How do you know this?”


    “I just do.”


    “What about Abby?”


    “Janice.”


    “What about her? This is what she wants? I mean, you’ve talked with her about this?”


    “She tried to kill herself earlier today after a particularly heinous act of cyberbullying.”


    “Oh, my God,” he says, going to pieces right in front of me. “Is…is she okay?”


    “She is.”


    Everything in me is screaming to tell him I’m Abby, his daughter, that I’m not dead, but he started this, and truth be told, I want him to be pissed off. He needs to call Holland, stuff him in a corner, demand answers. Or maybe this is me lashing out at him for having enrolled me in this program in the first place. Either way, I’m going to let him deteriorate for awhile because he deserves it. Good intentions or not, this life of mine, this non-human being I’ve become, all the torture I meted out and all the torture I endured, it’s all because he sent me to Astor under false pretenses.


    I love him, but I need this bit of payback.


    Out at the car, I consider returning home, but I don’t. I have to tell Margaret. She needs to know. If she’s even back from traveling, if she knows anything about the fake Abby—this girl, this stranger with the familiar face—she needs to know what Christian knows. And I want to tell her myself. That’s not my father’s responsibility, it’s mine.


    Reaching out, my tentacles find her. She’s at home. It’s a short drive from here. Ten or so minutes later I’m walking up the sidewalk to her imperial home. Inside, however, all I feel is sadness. I ring the doorbell and a gorgeous woman answers the door, which totally confuses me.


    “Yes?” she says. It’s the beautiful woman I saw at my father’s house.


    “Holy shit,” I say, the words falling out of my mouth in a sort of strangled whisper.


    She looks around, like she’s worried she’s being punked or something. I crawl her mind, see what she sees, land squarely on all the love she let herself feel for Abby and realize I cannot break her heart. Not now.


    “Holy shit, what?” she asks.


    “Do you love Christian’s daughter, Abby?” I ask.


    “Yes.”


    She doesn’t ask why, or who I am. It is just a definitive yes she gives me, like that’s the long and short of it. If I would’ve asked the same question when she was Margaret and Christian was Atticus, the answer would be the same, only not as convincing. There was little love for her fat, disfigured daughter. After all, who could love such a beastly child?


    “She loves you too, Orianna,” I say.


    “You know me?”


    “I do now.”


    “Who are you?”


    Inside, I want her to hurt like I hurt. But she has already been hurting. This isn’t about retribution, or even payback, I think. I realize for the first time in my life that I am beyond that. We are beyond that. Margaret went and transformed herself. She became this perfect looking woman, but not to be prettier, or have less scarring, or eliminate the need for more Botox. No. She did this because she loves me and knew I could never love Margaret. So I can’t break her. Not now. Not ever again.


    “Abigail Swann is not Christian’s daughter, but deep down, I know you suspect as much, and you’re just trying to make your physical transformation worth something more than a whole body makeover. I know you didn’t do this—become this woman—for the sake of your vanity.”


    She’s looking at me, startled by my words, her brain scrambling for answers, desperate to know if I mean her harm.


    “Why are you here?” she asks, her nerves betraying her. She wants to know how I know the things I know and it’s making her a little dizzy. “Who are you?”


    “You know who I am, Margaret,” I say, looking deep into her eyes. “You are seeing it in my eyes right now, and not just because they’re purple, like once before, but because you see me in here. You see me in the way that I’m looking at you. You see me in how my face reflects my need for your love.”


    Her breath breaks, a quick intake, then a liquid shimmering in her eyes. “Abby?”


    “Not Abby, not Savannah. Not anymore.”


    She wipes her eyes, realizes she’s being overly dramatic, then more earnestly asks, “If Abigail is not Abby and you’re not Abby, then who are you?”


    “I am none of those girls, yet I am. Beneath the body, behind the eyes, I’m simply your daughter.”


    “You?” she asks, breathless once more. I shake my head, feel my own tears building. “I don’t understand. How?”


    “It’s a long story.”


    “How did you know that I’m…me?”


    “I see you, even though you’re not you. It’s the same way you’ll one day see me, even though this isn’t the me you remember. I do love that you changed yourself to save what could be our relationship. That means the world to me. All I ever wanted was your love.”


    She pulls me into a fierce hug, hangs on for dear life. “Is…is it really…you?” she asks. I nod my head against her, and the sob that escapes her nearly crushes my heart. I never let myself believe she loved me. Now I see. Maybe these powers of mine aren’t that bad. If they can bring me to my mother, let me feel and know her love for me, if they can make us whole as mother and daughter, then they truly are special powers.


    Powers worth having.
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    “Does your father know?” Orianna asks. I shake my head, tell her what I’ve done. How I’m going to let him suffer through this. “He really should know.”


    “He will,” I say, “eventually.”


    “Are you hungry?” she finally asks.


    “Starved.”


    My mother and I go to dinner at Steakhouse on El Camino Real. She gets the Sundance Cobb and I order the filet, going for the extra two ounce option. The lighting is deliciously dark and there are guys sitting at the bar, drinking, trying to think of someway to approach the two of us. We’re completely intimidating, though. So these guys who are too old for me and too young for my mother, they just sit and drink and work on the courage they know isn’t there to approach us, all the while knowing they won’t do it because they are total pussies. At least that’s what all five of them are thinking in one way or another.


    That’s guys for you.


    When dinner is over and dessert becomes an option, we both look at each other, smile, then pass. “Dinner was enough,” she says.


    “I’m full, too.”


    Orianna drove, so she drives us back and I’m exhausted. So tired I fall asleep in the car on the way home. The dream is short but powerful.


    We’re in bed, me and the dream man who is not Jake and certainly not Tavares, and he’s on me, in me, and it feels amazing, like we’ve known each other forever, like we’re the perfect fit. Which we are. The blankets are wadded at our ankles, our bodies slicked with sweat. He’s rocking into me, back and forth, and it feels so hot and sensuous I can hardly stand it. My body shudders with every moan. Working toward something. Aching for it.


    As my eyes adjust to the light, I realize we’re in my dorm room; as my eyes adjust to the light, the tattoo on his right shoulder becomes perfectly clear and mesmerizing. The angel at war with herself, is what I think. The lightness of this inked angel is beauty, innocence and kindness; the dark side, however, is the part of her who’d beat you to death simply because she could if her mood called for that.


    There is a sexy, wickedness about the tattoo I have to say I quite enjoy. The darker side of her speaks to me, which has me wondering what that means. Am I darkness with some light? Or am I still lightness able to summon the dark?


    Just then, as I’m about to climax, I reach over to my nightstand, grab a razor blade sitting flat on the wooden surface and drag it hard and deep across my lover’s neck. A faucet of blood opens up, leaking his life everywhere, washing me with thick, viscous fluid. I don’t want this. I don’t! Yet it’s necessary, is what I think.


    Why am I thinking this? How am I even halfway rational?! What am I doing???


    He’s sitting up, still inside me…he’s sitting up cupping a hand over the geysering artery, but blood is splashing all over my face and I can’t see him clearly. As horrified as I am, what I have become is anger. To the question of light and dark, with this murder, I realize I’m darkness with moments of lightness, and not the other way around.


    “Honey?” a voice from far away says. I feel a nudge, jolt out of my sleep. “You were having a nightmare,” my mother says. “I think you should stay here tonight.”


    “I appreciate that Marg—, mom, but I have to get back. I can’t flake on Janice. She needs me.”


    “I need you, too,” she says, placing a loving hand on my cheek.


    I don’t know how to respond to her affection, so I just place my hand over hers and lean into her touch. “Thank you for doing everything you’ve been doing to be a better mother.”


    “Is it working?” she asks.


    “Yes.”


    “I like your new look,” she says, and I know she does.


    At her house, she kisses me and I get into my car and head back to Astor. When I reach my dorm room, I see Tavares Baldridge waiting out front and I’m like, Jesus God, can’t I please have a break?


    “You flaked on me,” he says as I’m walking up.


    “I did.”


    “So is that it?” he asks.


    “No,” I say, still warm from the dream, still disturbed. “Come on in.” The freaking door isn’t even closed and already I’m pulling off his shirt, grabbing his hair, kissing him. What can I say? I’m a girl with needs and he’s so f*cking sexy and untouched I can hardly stand it. Plus, after these last few days, what I need most is to throw myself into something that won’t bite back. That something is a someone, and that someone is seventeen year old Tavares Baldridge.
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    I break away from his kiss, which is rushed, but tender and warm. I put on my favorite Pandora station, turn down the lights. Then I’m back on him. His touch, his lips, this is my version of heaven. This boy I hardly know, he’s somehow inside me. He gets me. His hands move over my body. He lifts my shirt over my head, unseats my bra. He takes my breasts in his hands, in his mouth, and I hear myself moaning.


    Is this really happening? I wonder. You deserve this, I tell myself. Especially after Jake, that moron, and Damien—moron numero dos.


    Tavares’s pants come off; my pants come off. The music changes to Lounge music. No, I say to myself. This isn’t the dream. I drag my hands through his longish hair, draw him to my mouth, bite his lip, grab a fistful of his dirty blonde hair. It smells like sand, like beach.


    My mouth is on his neck and it smells like sunscreen, like summer.


    Uh, oh. WTF?


    He pulls me to the bed. He kicks out of his underwear and I pull mine off, dropping them on the floor beside the bed. My insides are swimming right now. Is this lust? Dread?


    “Do you know how badly I want you?” he says.


    “Then fuck me like you mean it,” I hear myself say.


    This is nothing I have ever said before, and it’s nothing I’ll ever want to say again, but he doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, I think it gets him going.


    Suddenly he’s working himself inside me and it’s every bit as sensuous as the dream. He needs me, wants me; I’m dying for him. My fingernails are raking down his back; he’s thrusting inside me, doing to me what Jake did, except better. My head rocks back as he finds his rhythm. Then it shoots forward, my mouth caught in the space between a moan and cries of ecstasy.


    That delicious in-between.


    My eyes adjust to the light, and that’s when I see it: the tattoo. Half an angel of light with half an angel in black. I’m the angel in black.


    On Pandora, a psychedelic song comes on the radio that shouldn’t come on. This isn’t a psychedelic station. But the song…it’s exactly that. It’s White Rabbit, and it takes me to other worlds entirely. I feel myself being sucked down inside myself. My connection with Tavares is lost and I’m scared. It’s like I’m watching everything through a window, seeing my body doing things it shouldn’t be doing yet unable to control myself. Unable to do anything but scream into a hundred feet of pillows.


    The entity slides to the surface of me, takes the body. And what it does is grab a straight razor off the nightstand, one I don’t remember leaving there, or even having for that matter. How did it get there? Then, my body sits up into Tavares’s glorious, seventeen year old body, and trenches open his carotid artery.


    Blood rockets out everywhere. Suddenly I’m in control of my body, feeling everything, crying, screaming “No” over and over again as I try to staunch the blood that’s gushing endless. It’s flooding against my hand, pouring out between my fingers, draining down our bodies. His eyes are wide and terrified and I’m lost, unable to make sense of what just happened, of what I did. Why did I do this? Who just took me over?!


    I can’t control the bleeding. In his eyes, I see things fading. I keep saying I’m sorry over and over again, and I’m wailing against the anguish. For all the ways I’ve changed, for all of the power I have attained, I am helpless to use my powers. They’re not closing his wounds. It’s not helping. He’s…he’s dying.


    Dying.


    “No, no, no. Please, Tavares, please don’t leave me.” His body slumps over and he falls sideways, coming out of me, his eyelids fluttering, the pain all but gone. Then his eyes fall shut and his body stops moving.


    I sit next to him for a long time, crying, aching to make sense of what happened, of why I killed him.


    I have no answers.


    My mind lashes out, but it doesn’t have an enemy. I’m the enemy. The something inside me without a name. My mind eventually finds still waters and I can think again.


    Closing my eyes, I reach out and find him, the strange doctor at Dulce who is not a man and not an alien. I grab his brain and scream into it. I scream: I NEED YOU NOW! and that’s when I’m struck with the most righteous headache I’ve ever had. My skull is pressure-cracked in half. My hands shoot to the sides of my head and I can’t stop the screaming coming from my mouth. Blood drains thick from my nose and ears, from my eyes and mouth. Then it just stops.


    And he’s here.


    “You cannot do such things, child.” He doesn’t look happy. Standing nearly seven feet tall in my room, he looks downright pissed.


    “What…happened to me?”


    He looks around, sees the carnage. His gaze softens. He then turns his eyes on me and it feels like a million fingers slipping through the folds in my brain, opening them up, turning them inside out and over. These invisible fingers sift through the layers of my mind with greed, with haste. They penetrate my mind, then they just stop. And his eyes? They turn to vertical slits for a moment, clear, and then he says, “Something was done to you. At Dulce.”


    “I know. But I got rid of it. Holland made me new. Cleared out the implants.”


    “Those were hard implants. The psychological programming, it didn’t leave your mind when your mind was made new. It’s called psychic driving, an effective way of implanting subconscious instructions inside you to be followed at a later date.”


    “Delgado,” my mouth says like it’s the f-word, or the c-word.


    “Yes.”


    “But why him?” I ask, looking at the dead boy on my bed, and all his blood drying on my chest and in between my fingers.


    “There’s a reason. A need to fulfill. You were simply the conduit. The asset.”


    “I didn’t do this, though. I mean, I did, but I didn’t either.”


    “Whatever I activated in you, you have become the perfect asset. A weapon. You can’t be killed, or reasoned with. And you can’t be caught by anyone under any circumstances. To a man like Delgado, you have tangible monetary value. Which means everything to him since he has gone rogue.”


    I feel parts of my mind peeling apart. With this…thing…standing before me, I scratch and claw my way back to the teachings of my sensei, grasping like I’m dying for some measure of peace, some place in my mind where chaos isn’t running rampant. I slow my breathing, try aligning my mind, body and soul even though all of them seem wildly disjointed.


    “Do you know where he is?” I ask, my need to exact revenge on Frederick Delgado the most consistent emotion. I scrape all my other emotions away, but these eyes find Tavares and inside I feel like I’m going to be sick.


    “If you want to know for yourself, simply close your eyes and find him. You’ve become proficient at that, have you not?”


    “I have.”


    My eyes close against the carnage. My mind is like a million overturned garbage bins sucked into a tornado, just spinning and twisting and rolling, but without sound. This peace I find, it’s just an illusion. The chaos is constant. Using Sensei’s meditation techniques, I work slowly but constantly to declutter myself of thought and want and hatred.


    It takes time—I’m not sure how much—but I break apart the insanity, wipe it from my mind until the gates inside me unite: soul aligns with mind, body aligns with soul, mind aligns with body.


    Dr. Delgado is staying in a farmhouse in upstate New York. He’s gone off the grid. In hiding. He can’t hide from me. My eyes flash open and I start to speak, but the creepy doctor from Dulce, he’s gone. He’s the Ghost of Christmas Past and he’s just freaking…gone.


    It’s only me and Tavares.


    Tavares…


    How can he be underage and still have a tattoo? With a sickening roll of nausea coursing through me with earthquake-like power, I wiggle into his brain, search the folds for something. I find nothing. In his pocket, there is an ID. In my mind’s eye, I turn it over, then I read it. It’s a fake. It says he’s 21. He isn’t. The way I wanted a fake ID to get in clubs to meet boys was the way he wanted a fake ID to get a tattoo. It’s such a human thing to do.


    Tears well in my eyes.


    He’s just a boy, the same as I’m just a girl. We’re two dumb kids who’ve been abused by our elders. Changed by strangers. Something is building inside me, a wild, sinister rage fueled by injustice. The familiarity of it scares me. But not before it catches fire and pumps me full of acid once more.


    Closing my eyes, vengeance my only emotion, I return to Frederick Delgado, slither into his unsuspecting mind, extract the reasons for his treachery. The doctor who was neither human nor alien, he/it was right. What Delgado did to me, what he made me do to Tavares, it was about money. Like a growl, baleful and low, seething with animosity, my voice barely tempered with a fury that is fast rising inside me, I spit these words into his brain: It’s done. Tavares Baldridge is dead.


    Dead.


    The thing Dr. Delgado feels first is relief. What he wonders next is, why does the voice sound so mad? And how is it in my head? Is that…Abby? Is she still alive?


    After I escaped Dulce, when he lost sight of me, he leaned on my hardwiring. But then I had Holland change me, remake me. If there was any hardwiring left inside me, it went offline, disintegrated in the pink tube. He feared the Senator would kill him.


    The Senator? I’m wondering if the Senator is the client, and why. Now that Tavares is dead, Delgado is feeling anxious to call her and tell her the contract has been fulfilled.


    This is…a contract? I’m an assassin?


    Into his joyous mind, in a more rancorous tone than before, I say, “I’m not done with you yet, Delgado,” and he startles. He’s reclining in a chair in the loft of an old farm house and it is the middle of the night, but he’s up looking at porn. Pictures of girls with other girls. Videos of nuns smacking girls’ bare bottoms with yard sticks. His attention is drawn from the low budget production of smut, and now he’s freaking out about me being in his head.


    “The doctor,” I say, and I know he knows exactly who I mean, “he changed me. You changed me. Enzo Holland, Josef Mengele, he changed me, too. And none of you can control me. Not now. Never again.”


    “You killed him, though,” Delgado said into the empty, straw-smelling emptiness, even though I’m all the way across the United States and only in his head. “Tavares is dead?”


    “Dead because of you.”


    “Yes,” he says, closing the laptop computer, or as he likes to think of it, putting away his girls. “Your mission is complete. You may relax. Unwind.”


    “Using me is your last mistake of many, Delgado.” Reaching deep into him, I take ahold of his heart and feel him squirm. This is my signature move. “That’s my hand on your heart,” I tell him. With all the psychic strength I can muster, I squeeze and squeeze and squeeze his heart until he’s writhing and howling, until he’s clawing at his chest.


    The pounding meat is warm in my hands, pumping, working, but it’s also ballooning out against my grip, straining to do its job. My invisible fingernails tear apart the outer walls. Five little fingers puncture the organ, gnashing it like Play-Doh in my hand. The man is blinking out. He’s dying.


    I feel him thinking, “How in the blue fuck is she doing that?” and then I feel him dead.
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    Just before I killed Frederick Delgado, I dragged from his mind the Senator’s name and private number. Time to find the client.


    Is she the client?


    Flashes of my training with Sensei Naygel flicker into my mind; I shove them away. The time for peace is later. Looking at Tavares on sheets so red they are almost black is the same as throwing gasoline on fire. This is about retribution. The only thing I have left to do is mete out justice. People have to pay for their wicked ways, the same as Cameron had to pay for what she did to Abby, the same as Jacob Brantley had to pay for what he did to Savannah.


    My tentacles shoot out, searching and then eventually finding the Senator. She is an old, dying woman in a bed surrounded by wealth and opulence and two giant Greyhounds. The dogs’ ears perk up the minute I slip inside her head. In the backs of their throats, they’re whimpering, not understanding why they feel what they feel when they can’t see a thing. Both animals rise to their feet, still but unnerved.


    Senator Wexford stirs. Jocelynn. Seventy-two with throat cancer. She’s dying on her own, and fighting it. Her eyes open, take a long time to adjust to the darkness. Digging around in her head, I find the answers to so many things I never wondered about. Like JFK’s murder. The Bin Laden hoax. 9/11. The fraudulence of government on countless measures. The mighty reach of the United States into other economies, into wars, into endless streams of its false flag terror. The dead bodies I find inside her head, people killed to further agendas and politics, they mount up. They pile up. My head is throbbing, being in hers. My head and now my throat. It feels acid worn, skinned raw.


    “Who’s there?” Jocelynn asks into the dark room.


    “Your weapon,” I say into her head.


    “What…what do you want?” she asks, looking around because she can’t trust her own feeling: that she’s being haunted inside her head. Vulnerability is what she feels. Weakness. Fear. These are unfamiliar emotions to her. Upsetting emotions.


    “I want to kill you for what you’ve done,” I say. My words slither along the surface of every nerve, coiling around them the way snakes coil around their prey before squeezing the life from them.


    “What did I do?” she asks, her old-woman voice so much different from the power voice that occupied Delgado’s thoughts before I took from him his ability to live.


    “Everything. But mostly this is about Tavares Baldridge.”


    “Where are you?” she asks. “I can’t see you.”


    “Perhaps I can peel back your scalp, cut a hole in your head and show you. I’m in your brain, Jocelynn. I’m in your soul and I see everything you’ve ever done.”


    “You’re not possible.”


    “Ah, but I am.”


    “MK ULTRA,” she says, after a moment. “Project Open Eyes.”


    “MK ULTRA is so nineteen-sixties,” I reply. “I’m an anomaly now. Unexplainable. Unkillable. Besides, that archaic mind control program doesn’t explain this conversation.”


    “What do you want with me? I’m nobody.”


    “No?” I say. “You are everyone. And you don’t want to die. I know you are in pain all day long, yet you cling to life so fervently, so vehemently. You want to live so you can continue your work. But your work is pestilence. Your work is endemic. You are the virus, the disease; you are plague, old woman. That breath you’re breathing, it’s going to be your last.”


    “What…what was Tavares?” she asks. “What was he to you?”


    “A boy I could have loved. A boy who would have loved me back. He was also the last vestige of my innocence torn from me. The last shred of humanity just…gone.”


    And with that, I lift her from the bed, relishing the fear that has her heart pumping all too fast. I elevate her from her oversized bed and float her across the bedroom to her eight hundred square foot bathroom with a mirror the size of a damn billboard. The lights come on and I see her, and she sees herself, and it’s then I start peeling the skin from her face.


    For making me kill Tavares, I take her derma the same way you would remove a coat from a houseguest. For what she’s left me with—these dreams, these horrible memories, this body dead on my bed, at my feet—I rip and peel her painfully from this world. Her heart fails halfway through the skinning, which infuriates me, so I let her fall to the floor, a half-skinned beast, a blight on humanity.
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    The next person I find, it’s Senator Baldridge of Virginia. Tavares’s father. It’s the middle of the night, and instead of opening a telepathic connection, I troll his brain, find a number, then physically dial it and let it ring through. A groggy voice answers.


    “Hello?”


    “Senator Baldridge?” I say into the phone.


    “It’s late.”


    “Tavares is dead.”


    He’s suddenly wide awake, asking what I said. I tell him he heard me right, and he wants to know how Tavares died because—and I know this because I’m in his head as well as speaking to him on the phone—he doesn’t believe me.


    Mental fatigue sets in. Not his. Mine.


    Three dead people. My tentacles going out, killing people from a distance, it’s taking its toll, as does any such act of reprisal. To hate this hard, to strain under the burden of such sorrow, to turn these debilitating emotions into fast-burn fuel reserved solely for nefarious purposes, it is the same as a fatal illness, how it settles into you, pulling at your life, tugging irrationally at your innocence. I’m not innocent anymore. I’m neither tempered nor humane. I am a weapon.


    But now I’m my own weapon.


    “His throat was slit this evening,” I say to Tavares’s father.


    “By whom?”


    The breath I take, it’s weak, shallow. “By me.”


    His tired, anxious voice becomes shaky with fear and a unsettled with rage. “Why would you kill my son?” I didn’t know until I crawled his brain, but putting two and two together has produced an answer.


    “Senator Williamson of Virginia is a slimy prick, but you already know that.” Senator Williamson, his mortal enemy. The client who paid the Senator for Tavares’s death.


    “I want to know about Tavares!” he booms.


    “Tavares’s murder was about a vote,” I tell him. He falls silent, remorseful. “You know exactly what I’m talking about, don’t you?” He gives me no response, but I know that he knows. “The approvals Williamson wanted that you refused to back, they were worth forty-three million to him. Personally. He threatened to kill Tavares and Sabrina if you didn’t steer the vote. You didn’t. He contacted Senator Wexford—”


    “No,” the Senator says, the first signs of grief hitting his voice.


    “—who in turn used her vast resources to put a hit on Tavares. But you sent him to Astor Academy thinking he would be safe because officially Astor doesn’t exist. You put both of your kids there. He wasn’t safe, though. Not from me. No one is safe from me.”


    Not even myself, a voice says inside me that isn’t mine.


    “Who are you?” he asks. I pull out of his head. There’s too much pain, too much regret. He’s no longer a father, or a victim. He’s not even a man. He’s just the voice of a broken soul. I want to hang up on him, but I owe him for that which I have taken.


    “I’m a product of Dulce Air Force Base’s Mind Science’s Division. Which I know you know about because it’s in the black budget, which you are also privy to. Dr. Frederick Delgado programmed me through modern technology. He also programmed me the way Mengele used to do it when he was on the CIA’s payroll.”


    “Mengele was never on the—”


    “Dr. Green,” I say.


    “Green was…Mengele?”


    “Who do you think is on staff at Astor now, Senator Baldridge?”


    “He’s dead,” he says, flat boned and emotionless. Like this is an indisputable fact.


    “No. Just changed. Changed the way your daughter is changed, the way Tavares was changed, the way I have been changed so many times now. I’m a tool no longer at their disposal. I’m the once fat, once sorry daughter of Silicon Valley power couple Atticus and Margaret Van Duyn.”


    “Wait a minute,” he says, trying to wrap his mind around all this. “You’re…Savannah?”


    “In a former life. Now I’m someone else. Something else. Mengele, who now goes by the name Enzo Holland, he took me out of New Mexico, away from Dulce, and he changed me, got rid of the hardwiring in my head. But Delgado, the man behind the Virginia Tech massacre, he tinkered with my head. Programmed me organically. Holland didn’t see it, and neither did I until I was having sex with your son tonight and the programming took over.”


    “Is he really—?”


    I pump a picture of my bloody bed and his dead son into his head and he cries out. I hear the phone drop. His wife, who sleeps in the bedroom next door, she is already knocking on his bedroom door, worried sick. Tavares’s father never gets back on the phone as much as he just sobs and moans and loses himself to the anguish.


    I want to kill him, if only to have somewhere to store this never-ending pain, but he did nothing wrong. Senator Baldridge is truly a good man. The nature of politics, however, is far too often about deception and posturing; it’s about secrets and blackmail; it’s about favors and power and contract killings; and mostly it’s about money for the purposes of control. Sometimes you win that game of politics, but most times you lose.


    The Baldridge family is losing here.


    They’ve lost.


    I also know from being in Senator Baldridge’s head he’s going to kill Senator Williamson with his bare hands. It’s something he has to do, despite the cost.


    To try to do right in this wrong and blasphemous world, the Senator was thinking, and in return have a man go after your family because of it, because of money, is an unconscionable act deserving only of murder in the first.


    In the end, I can’t take that from him. I can’t and I won’t.
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    I hang up the phone, then pick it back up and call Jake. “I need you,” I say, then I force him to come to me. He doesn’t want to, but my mind inside of his means I’m in control.


    He arrives and blanches at the scene.


    “Tell me it’s all bullshit,” I say. He’s mesmerized by the blood on the sheets, the dead body, how I’m dressed but there are smears of Tavares Baldridge’s blood on the places I could not get cleaned in a hurry. “Say it’s a lie.”


    “Say what’s a lie?” he asks, barely present because he isn’t strong enough for this kind of thing.


    “Time travel.”


    “You know it isn’t. I already showed you proof.”


    “I know, but this can’t be you. You can’t be married and…old.”


    “Who are you?” he asks. He asks this like he’s worlds away.


    “I’m Raven, formerly Abby Swann, formerly Savannah Van Duyn, and if you’re lying to me about time travel I swear to Christ I’m going to gut you like a pig.”


    “Wha…what?”


    “Tell me it’s a lie!”


    “It’s not!” he says, still stuck on what I told him. “It’s not.”


    “I fell in love with you,” I say, not at all interested in his opinion about the truth. “You could have told me you were married, but you didn’t. You didn’t have to kiss me. Or come to Maggie’s funeral and give me your hotel number. But you did anyway. And you’re old as hell! A senior freaking citizen. Why?”


    “You’re…Abby?” he asks, and for the first time he’s looking at me. Staring deep into my eyes, shaking his head, no. The way things are looking, the luscious Jake Teller is about to go into shock.


    “I told you after we had sex I was going, that I might look like I was here, but I was gone. Abby Swann, the girl still going to Astor Academy, is not me. She’s a stand-in. No, not a stand-in. My replacement. I was never coming back to Abby Swann.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me? Earlier, I mean.”


    “Because you shot me in the face, you f*cking butthole. Because you’re a traveler. But mostly”—and here I take a steadying breath—“because I’m in love with you. I didn’t impress upon you this fact enough because I’ve always been in love with you, but all you ever do is reject me.”


    His head droops. “I know.”


    “And now because of her.” His wife.


    “Since I left, after I stole the time displacement devices, all I’ve ever thought about is my wife and getting her back. In fact, tomorrow Holland is giving her the injection. The one that’s going to kill her. I have to stop it. I have to stop him or this journey will be for nothing. But if I can stop him, then maybe she will never die and this will all just become some alternate universe that never existed.”


    I’d help him with Holland, but I won’t be here. So I can’t. Part of me doesn’t want to help him anyway. If he saves her, and this time travel thing isn’t complete bullshit, then he’ll leave here, return to his time. Which means he’ll leave me for good. Or maybe he will have never come here, and this tender heart of mine won’t break over and over again.


    “Well, good luck with that,” I say.


    “Why did you…kill this boy?” he finally asks, horrified.


    “He was a mind control program from Dulce AFB ran out. I did it, but I didn’t do it. Do you understand?”


    “I know about the mind control programs of last century and this one, so yes. You are talking about Project Open Eyes?”


    “Not exactly that program, but yes. Same as MK ULTRA, same idea.”


    “It’s basically separate personalities working without each other’s knowledge, right? Is that it?” I nod. “Which means you shouldn’t know about this. You should not know how this happened.”


    “But I do. I watched it from inside myself much the same way you watch TV.”


    He sits with that for a long time, trying to understand, trying to stop the flip-flopping in his brain. He looks up at me and for the most meager of seconds I see the old man in him. The weariness sits behind his eyes, not on his gorgeous GQ face.


    “What’s going to happen now?”


    “I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe I’ll disappear from here. If you don’t kill Holland, then I think that’s what I’ll do. Or I’ll leave. He’ll understand. He’s a gosh damn monster, but he’s also a genius. Which is to say he understands things whether he likes them or not.”


    “So why am I here?” Jake asks. “For you to confess these things to me? To show me you’re capable of murder? Why the hell did you drag me down here at this hour?”


    “God, you’re such an ass sometimes!”


    “None of this is easy to take,” he says, his eyes roving around, bouncing from me to the blood caked sheets to the body on the bed to me looking at him like my very existence rests on his desire to let go of his dead wife and just be with me.


    “To see if you’ll change your mind. If you’ll just let Holland inject your infant of a wife and come with me to Nevada.”


    “Nevada?!”


    “I’m taking the fake Abby back home to her real parents.”


    “And you want me to come with you?”


    “Yes.”


    “No,” he says, seemingly offended by the request. “Absolutely not!”


    “Because I’m a child and you’re old as f*ck?”


    He huffs out an ironic laugh. “Partly.”


    “But?”


    “I miss her,” he says, his harried voice suddenly becoming tender. He looks like he’s recalling the grief he once felt, the grief that pushed him through time, to here, to me, to Astor. “I miss her and I want her back.”


    “Then why have sex with me?” I ask. I really want to know.


    “I wanted to see if I could move on, in case I fail. But I can’t. And as much as I enjoyed Abby, you I guess, what my wife and I have is decades old. I have to stay positive. I have to see this thing through until it works or doesn’t.”


    “Then get out,” I say, my tone low and chockfull of resignation.


    Rejected again.


    “Are you just going to leave him like this?” he asks, on his way out. “Just a corpse on a bed?”


    “What do you care?”


    He doesn’t say anything. He just shakes his head and walks out. When he’s finally gone, I do the same thing I have always done, which is cry and feel sorry for myself. What an asshole, I think as I wipe my eyes. I’m talking about me, not Jake. That he loves his wife so much that he traveled through time to save her is the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. Then I cry because I think I truly love Jake. And I could have loved Tavares if I hadn’t killed him.


    Or perhaps I’m incapable of love. Perhaps my emotions are nothing more than the lies of a little girl who became a monster herself. A baby Mengele. A product of the Gerhard uprising against God and humanity.




    Baby Bumps and Baby Dumps
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    It’s past midnight when Netty’s cell phone rings. She picks it up fast, hoping not to wake her mother. “Hello?” she whispers.


    “It’s me,” Brayden said.


    A long pause, then: “It’s late.”


    “I know. It’s just…I wanted to talk to you. I miss you.”


    “The feeling’s not mutual,” she said with humor in her voice. Sitting up, she thought about him the way she was thinking of him when she let herself get pregnant with his baby.


    “Hah! Now I really miss you.”


    For awhile they talked about this and that, about school, but Netty thought maybe he was holding something back. Maybe a girlfriend or something. Or perhaps he just wanted to see her, to do her again. How would he feel if he knew she was officially pregnant with their child?


    “I want to see you,” he said.


    “That’s not a good idea,” she told him. When he asked why, she said, “I put on weight.”


    “Not in your bra, I hope,” he teased.


    “Yeah, in my tits. And my hips and my butt.”


    “Oh my God, I loved your butt and boobs!”


    She burst out laughing at the absurdity of him, and he laughed at her laughing and all the sudden she found herself crying, not knowing how she got from there to here.


    “Are you alright?” he asked.


    “I just miss Abby, that’s all. And you, sort of. Not your lame gaming persona, but you the friend. These people here, they don’t get me. And I’m angry all the time.”


    “Why?”


    She knew she should tell him, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She would expect things from him, things he couldn’t do for her. In her mind, she wanted him to be Brayden the boy she needed for a night. She didn’t want him to let her down. She didn’t want Brayden the deadbeat teenage dad.


    “I just am,” she said to his question of why she was angry all the time. “What’s up with you? Are you seeing anyone?”


    “I was. This girl named Julie.”


    Her heart sank. She almost hung up the phone, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. He was the father of her child, after all.


    “So, you’re not seeing her then?”


    “No,” he said, laughing an ironic laugh. “She’s pregnant now.”


    “You got her pregnant?”


    “Not me!” he said. “Her step-brother, if you can believe it.”


    “Are you effing kidding me?!” Netty exclaimed.


    If he dumped a girl for being pregnant, how would he react to Netty’s news? Don’t be a dummy, she told herself. The reason he dumped this Julie whore was because she got knocked up by her step-brother. Not because she was preggo. Brayden’s ex-slut’s baby wasn’t his. He would be different with her, she rationalized. Wouldn’t he? Netty wanted to tell him about the child, but she couldn’t risk it. She wouldn’t.


    “When Abby gets back from…this little trip she’s taking to Nevada…I want us to meet up,” he said. “I want us to hang out. There are some things you’re going to want to know.”


    “She’s taking a trip to Nevada? Why?”


    “She didn’t say. She just texted me and said she’d be gone for a day or two.”


    “So what is it you have to tell me? What have I got to know?”


    “Good things, about Abby. Things best not discussed over the phone or after midnight.”


    “Okay,” Netty said, “but don’t make me wait too long. Seriously. Just don’t.” She told herself he wouldn’t do well being a boyfriend and a father. He just wasn’t ready.


    Or was he?


    When they were off the phone, her mother cracked open the door and asked if everything was alright. Irenka wore her exhaustion on her whole body. Netty’s eyes went to the baby bump in her mother’s nightshirt. They could be twins, that’s how close their mistakes brought them. It was a nice change from fighting, though, not that she would ever admit it.


    “I guess,” Netty answered. “That was Brayden.”


    “Did you tell him?” her mother asked. Netty shook her head, no. “Are you going to tell him?”


    “I don’t know,” Netty said. “Probably not. You? Are you going to tell Dante about his baby?”


    “I don’t think so,” she said. “No.” Soon it would be impossible to conceal their physical conditions, though, and Netty wondered if her mother would dump Dante to preserve her secret.


    Scooting down under the covers, tired but sad, Netty said, “What about dad?”


    Standing in the doorway, her mother thought about it for awhile, then said, “I don’t know about that yet. I guess, when he gets out of jail, he’s going to see us and want to kill us.”


    “I was thinking the same thing,” Netty said.


    “First he’s going to hate the absolute shit out of us, and then he’s going to kill us both.”


    “Probably,” Netty said, laughing half-heartedly in spite of her mother being right. Except for one thing. Her father—with his temper—he would keep them alive long enough to kill Dante and Brayden, and then he’d kill them next and keep the children for himself.


    Irenka finally walked into Netty’s room. She took a seat on the side of the bed and took Netty’s hand. Netty warmed to her mother’s touch. Her skin was soft, safe. In her eyes was her mother’s love for her. In her eyes was her love for her mother.


    Talk about weird.


    Irenka smiled at her daughter, then Netty said, “We can do this, can’t we?”


    “I think so.”


    “This is so stupid,” Netty replied, to which her mother laughed and said, “Yes, this is totally stupid.”
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    After Brayden hung up with Netty, he picked up the phone, hesitated, then dialed Julie’s number. He didn’t want to call her, but he did. Things were like that with her, always so push and pull. When he found out during one of their little ‘who-can-trump-who-in-the-confession-department’ that she was pregnant with Emery’s child—as Raven, rather the real Abby—said, he played like it was no big deal, but it was. It was a huge deal. He had been sucking face with a girl who was maybe in love with her step-brother, and who—all this time—had his baby growing in her belly. It was a white trash nightmare. A sort of reverse Damien/Kaitlyn thing. Did she plan on hiding the baby? Aborting it?


    He stomached the revulsion for as long as he could before realizing his abhorrence was a permanent, measurable thing. It was like a light switch inside him shut off and his eyes and heart refused to characterize her as human anymore. She was worse than a bitch. She was trailer park trash. Which completely blew because the way things were heating up between them—how she was almost ready to take it to the physical side of things—it was exactly what he needed to cope with the mess his life had become.


    Julie Sanderson, a.k.a. Julie Satan had a way of ruining things.


    When your special someone tells you they’ve got a baby in their belly and it isn’t yours, you begin to think about things like, what the hell am I doing with her? And, who does this sort of thing? And then your thoughts turn darker and you wonder what kind of a twisted wreck of a human being gets pregnant by their family?


    To Brayden, this started as a game. A challenge. He wanted to piss off Abby and make her jealous, to hurt her for changing and leaving him behind. And then one goal became two as he dreamt of breaking Julie, because she was a dreadful person and this challenge was a larger-than-life feat. One that kept him focused on something other than Abby.


    He could never love Julie though.


    Never.


    So he decided to break her. He wanted to do her and destroy her and then he wanted to make her suffer for everything she was and had been. Now this? Talk about the epic backfire!


    Not only was Abby really Raven, he wasn’t interested in Julie either. Not in kissing her, not in having sex with her, not in being friends with her. Whatever shreds of respect she earned by trying to be a better person (she was after all Julie Satan, a rotten slab of bitch meat for days), whatever risks she took in separating herself from the Bitch Brigade and destroying her base of friendship, it meant almost nothing to him the moment she finally confessed to being pregnant.


    Raven was right.


    The line rang through several times before Julie picked up. “Hello?” she said, groggy, still half asleep. It was after midnight.


    He paused a second, thought again about hanging up, then said, “It’s me.”


    Silence.


    “What do you want, Brayden?”


    “To apologize.”


    “For what?” She was starting to wake up. He could hear bits of clarity trickling into her words. He even imagined her sitting up in bed, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.


    “For being judgmental about you being pregnant.”


    “You can’t be any more harsh than I am about that,” she said, the weariness in her voice as much from being asleep as from the burden she was carrying in her heart and in her belly.


    He felt his eyebrows lift in cautious admiration. What kind of a girl has this perspective? For being so mean and yet, also being insightful and forgiving at the same time, she was starting to become interesting again. He felt bad for judging her, but he was also sickened at the thought of her…doing what she did. He couldn’t get past that.


    “I guess I saw you a certain way, and maybe it was unfair of me to cast you in such an innocent light knowing how cruel you can be—”


    “Thank you,” she said, and he could hear her smiling.


    —“but I thought perhaps you and I could be abnormal people with traces of a normal relationship.”


    “I never wanted to date you,” she said.


    “I know,” he replied. “I didn’t want to date you either.”


    “Then why come after me?”


    “Because you were one of the most hated people in school, and I wanted to break you. But I also wanted to break Abby for…for not giving a shit about our friendship.”


    “And there it is,” she said, like she’d been wondering about this for entirely too long.


    “Yes.”


    “But let me guess, you came to find I’m somewhat human, and that you really have an attraction to me and we’re meant really to be.”


    “You didn’t think this was going to be our PG-13 romance movie, did you?”


    “No, dickface. I was thinking you were thinking that.”


    “I just wanted to see your nipples,” he said, and she laughed. “No honestly, I did come to like you, but you are seriously screwed up. I mean, way worse than me, which surprised the crap out of me because I’ve got issues.”


    “Yeah,” she said, not offended.


    “Even though you got knocked up by Emery, and it’s morally repugnant—”


    “Morally repugnant?” she quipped.


    “Uh, yeah, totally,” he said. “Stop interrupting me.”


    “Okay.”


    “As I was saying, even though your actions are morally distasteful, they’re not illegal. Well, mostly they’re not illegal. There might be rape or incest issues in the law, but whatever. What I’m trying to say is I’ve got a history, too, and it’s not vanilla, and it’s not legal. What I have is a history I can’t share with you because it’s not just my history to confess. It’s morally irreprehensible, Jules. Really bad. The secrets I’m carrying inside me will die with me. They have to, and that’s not fair to you because you were so forthcoming.”


    “I knew you had that inside you. It’s all over your face sometimes. How you sit there and stare off into space with that blank look.”


    “Anyway, I called to say I was sorry.”


    “Thank you,” she said, more serious. “Brayden?”


    “Yes?”


    “I was thinking, maybe…I mean, do you want to come and eat me out?”


    “Yeah,” he said.


    “You do?”


    “Yeah, I was thinking that,” he said.


    “I’ll leave the door open,” she said, a little breathless. “Just come in.”


    “You’re sure? I mean, we haven’t, I mean, you—”


    “Just come over you big dummy before I change my mind and put my panties back on.”
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    Holland, Quentin and his lab assistants, Jasmeka and Brooklyn, stood over Rebecca’s child. The infant was laid out on a gurney. Beside her was eight CC’s of an amber solution inside of a large needle.


    “Swab her,” Holland said, picking up the needle.


    Jasmeka swiped an alcohol soaked cotton ball over the injection point on the infant girl’s arm. The child smiled, cooing, blowing tiny spit bubbles out of her mouth. Her little mouth was so cute you could kiss it. But no one did because the miracle baby might not survive the shot, let alone everything else it was going to have to endure to survive. Basically, no one was looking to get attached.


    “She’s adorable,” Brooklyn said. Okay, Holland thought, maybe someone was attached.


    Holland looked at Brooklyn like he couldn’t believe what she was saying. He looked at her like he couldn’t believe it while at the same time thinking he’d like to give her the baby she seemed so desperate for. Not because he wanted a kid, but because he wanted Brooklyn. If only to take a few runs through the sheets.


    “What?” she asked, looking back at him.


    He swallowed, regained his composure and said, “Focus. You need to focus.”


    “I’m just saying—”


    Holland was about to put the needle into the child’s arm, apply the serum he and Quentin had been working on for months now, when someone entered the lab. A man. They were in an underground lab hidden behind and beneath a bookcase in his now vacant office, so Holland was surprised to say the least.


    “Professor Teller,” he said, coolly. “What in God’s name are you doing down here?”


    Teller looked at them with a strange look on his face. He sort of stared.


    “Professor Teller,” Holland repeated, “what is it? What do you need?” The needle was hovering just over the pudgy yet delicate, pink arm.


    “You’re Holland, aren’t you?” he said.


    He smiled slowly, admirably. “Yes,” he said, “I am.”


    “And that’s Rebecca’s baby, the one that survived, right?”


    His assistants look at each other, then at Holland. And Quentin? He’s looking at Holland like Holland knows something he honestly doesn’t.


    “How do you know about them?” Holland asked.


    Teller walked forward. He looked like a wreck. Like he’d been up all night and his eyes and face were paying the price. Tension aggravated the air around them, but no one moved.


    “That age-defying, anti-viral serum,” he said, “the one you’re about to inject her with, it’s going to work exactly as you hoped, but only for the next fifty-seven years.”


    “And then what?” Holland asked, suddenly finding it difficult to catch his breath.


    “And then they just look at you and die. They all die. Millions of people. They just take their last breath and expire.”


    “Who is this freaking nut job?” Quentin asked.


    “A traveler,” Holland replied.


    “What’s a traveler?” Jasmeka asked.


    “It doesn’t matter. What matters is he’s here right now and we have a problem with the serum.”


    “How do you know they only live fifty-seven years?” Brooklyn asked.


    “Because that baby you’re about to inject? Her name is Skye. Not this second, but when Rebecca realizes you have her baby, she’ll take her back and that’s what she’ll name her Skye.”


    “You can’t know this,” Brooklyn said. She said it, but the look on her gorgeous face said she didn’t believe it. He was, after all, telling them things not even Holland knew.


    “Dr. Holland, if you put that in her arm, not only will you be killing her and millions of people in advance, you’ll be taking the one thing I value most in my life. She’s why I’m here.”


    “Dr. Holland?” Brooklyn asked, clearly lost.


    “She’s his wife,” Holland said, deadpan, not taking his eyes off Jake Teller.


    Teller looked at him like he couldn’t believe Holland knew. “Yes,” he said. “She’s my wife.”


    Instead of injecting her with the serum, Holland put down the needle and said, “Looks like we’re going back to square one.”


    “Thank you,” Professor Teller said.


    Just then, Alice appeared in the hallway with the second child. The one that survived the birth but not Alice. Everyone gasped. The scene was horrific, even for Holland who’d done his fair share of some of the most atrocious things to people over the years.


    Alice was pulling the flattened child by the foot. The arms were sprawled out, the body rotting, lifeless, her head smashed in from being dropped out of the high-rise apartment window. Alice saw everyone looking at her. She pushed her new bangs out of her face so she could see. No one said a word. They couldn’t.


    “I got it after I dropped it,” she said.


    “You killed it?” Quentin asked. He looked at Holland and said, “She’s why the second child didn’t live?”


    “It cried too much,” Alice said.


    “Where have you been keeping it?” Holland asked.


    “Backpack.”


    “Don’t you think that’s a bit…deranged?” Jasmeka asked, horrified.


    Standing in the doorway to the lab, Alice dropped the dead baby’s leg and shrugged her shoulders like it didn’t matter.


    “I guess,” she said.
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    Jake left the lab, sickened by the death of his wife’s sibling, but content with what he did for his wife. He was anxious to get back to her. Skye, the love of his life. His world. The moment he walked outside, however, he was greeted by a woman who looked to be in her mid thirties. She was just standing there, staring at him. He felt his chest swell.


    “Skye,” he asked, his voice small, shaky, threatening to fail him. “Is it…really you?”


    She smiled.


    “Yes.”


    “How…how old are you?”


    She didn’t have the timeless twenty-five year old look she had up until the day she died. She looked ten years older. He’d never seen her like this, with the lines of age starting around her eyes and beside her mouth. The fact that she looked older was proof that Holland changed the serum. Proof he got it right.


    “I’m sixty-nine years old by a week,” she said.


    His insides swam with happiness, with grief, with such a mighty longing he could hardly brace himself against it.


    “You look older than before,” he said, taking her hand, “but still so young.”


    “Thanks to you,” she said, touching his hair. “You’re my husband, I assume?”


    “I am. Different though. I had to change, to protect myself from people coming after me. People from the future who would possibly want to stop me.”


    “You are so handsome,” she said, her hand drifting to his cheek, cupping it in a show of tenderness and love. “This face and body you’ve chosen, they’re magnificent.”


    He leaned in and hugged her so tight, so hard. The feel of her against him was a dream he was too scared to have. All this time, hoping to stop something from happening, praying to put an end to the serum before it had a chance to kill her, he couldn’t imagine their reunion like this. He just thought he’d pop back into the future and they would be together.


    “I didn’t exactly choose my looks,” Jake said. “It’s more a random event from a donor’s DNA fusing with yours. Or mine, rather.”


    “In the future, when you tell me what you did, I couldn’t believe it. I had to see this for myself. But it’s true.”


    He stepped back, missing something. “What do you mean?”


    “We’re not together in twenty seventy-two,” she said. “In another timeline we were, but not this one. That’s what you tell me.”


    “But we’re together?”


    “We first meet in twenty-one oh nine.”


    “What?”


    “I just came back because you sent me here, asked me to give you a message.”


    “Which is?”


    “It’s okay to be with her. You and I are fine, but not the way you remember us. You saved everyone, Jake. Raven is your reward in this timeline.”


    “But I love you.”


    “Yes, you do love me. You love me every day, but not this version of you.”


    “The reason I came back was because I needed to find a way back to you, and now here you are.”


    “I will be leaving in a moment, heading back to you. But in a different timeline, inside a different multiverse. On this timeline, I died. On the one I’m heading back to, I don’t die. And I am married to a different version of you, one I’ve known and loved for years.”


    “But not.”


    She smiled at his understanding. Then she leaned in, kissed him on the mouth, long and slow. “You’ve made my life possible. You made me possible. Thank you.”


    Tears flooded his eyes, then she reached in her pocket, pulled out a small marble-shaped ball of gelatin-like substance, popped it in her mouth and swallowed. Moments later, when her eyes went blank, he knew the time travel program was accessing her conscious, awaiting travel instructions. Then her eyes cleared and she said, “Thank you,” one final time before vanishing in a suctioning pop of thin air.




    Tossed Garbage
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    In the shower, I wash off the rest of Tavares’s blood, then I pack my things and go next door to where Janice is sleeping fitfully. I slide in bed beside her, and she moves over.


    Why are you here?” she asks, her voice scratchy, heavy with sleep.


    “I need a place to sleep. My bed’s a mess.”


    In the morning, we head out in my car. Thankfully she doesn’t ask me questions. I don’t see Brayden, Caden or Damien, but in truth, all I care about is Brayden. I’ll see him again. And Janice? She wants to say good-bye to Caden, but I warn her against that.


    “If you see him again,” I say, “you’ll just want to stay. But what happened here, what I did to Cameron, it’s really, really bad and you are not equipped to handle it. It’s better we just go.”


    She doesn’t put up much of a fight. She’s all out of fight.


    Abby Swann is officially dead, Janice is thinking as we merge onto the freeway heading east. And Janice Millworth is resurrected. If her parents would have her. She had no idea how she would explain everything.


    “I can help with that,” I say, reading her mind.


    She looks at me for a long time, then says, “Thanks for everything and all, but get the hell out of my head.” Except she doesn’t say “hell” because, like me, Janice Millworth is a freaking potty mouth.
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    The drive to Elko takes the better part of the day. We arrive around nine that night. The trailer park is just as I imagined it when I was trolling through Janice’s memories of days past. There are trikes and fallen over bikes, lawn chairs and squares of green turf, pit bulls on chains barking and sleeping and basically protecting their masters from having their garage-sale life stolen from them.


    “This is home,” Janice says. Her aura is comfort, familiarity.


    “My God,” is all I can say.


    “That’s what I thought when I first entered your life.”


    “Yeah,” I say, “but I’m not in awe.”


    We pull up to her trailer and the lights are on. I stop the RS5, kill the engine. People are poking their heads out of the doors and peeking through windows to look at my car. Can’t say I blame them. It’s dusk though, not enough light to keep their interest. Which is good.


    “Do you think he’ll come after me and my parents?” Janice asks me. The way she looks exactly like how I used to look, it’s strange talking to her. It like you’re having a conversation in the mirror, but the mirror is talking back and you have no idea what it’s going to say.


    “I’ll handle Holland. You just take care of yourself.”


    “He’s poisonous,” she says.


    “Whatever he is,” I tell her, “I’m far worse. Good news for you, bad news for him.”


    The trailer door opens up and a woman stands there in her housedress, the trailer’s porch bulb casting ugly shadows over her. She’s got a big grapefruit in one hand and a paring knife in the other.


    “Mama,” Janice says as she’s getting out of the car.


    She walks up to the porch and starts talking with her mother. I know I should not have done this, but I’m feeling pretty bad about myself and what I did to Cameron, so I do it anyway: I eavesdrop.


    Her mother doesn’t believe her, so Janice turns to me and without requiring even a word, I step out of the car and approach the woman. When I enter into the glow of the bare porch light, she says, “Who the crap are you two really?”


    Night has officially fallen. I smack a mosquito on my arm, flick the corpse off into the “street.” Janice’s mom thinks we look like supermodels, that her daughter was no supermodel. That her little baby girl is dead and we’re just rubbing it in with our ridiculous lies. Can’t say I blame her.


    “She says she’s your daughter and she is,” I say, approaching the porch. “I know why it seems impossible, because the story she’s telling you is impossible. Because Janice was never this pretty. What you don’t understand, though, is there are lots of possibilities, and just because you haven’t ever seen them doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”


    “Say whatchu want, this ain’t my Janice.”


    “She is.”


    “Prove it.”


    “I already did, Mama. I told you about when I was a kid, how we went hiking and you confessed to doing acid when you were a child. That you had a crush on Jerry Garcia of The Grateful Dead even though he was fat and hairy.”


    “Lots of people felt that way.”


    Instead of speaking, I return to the RS5, open the door and stick my fingers in the jamb. Taking a deep breath, I slam the door on my hand. The pain is like fireworks and nuclear bombs going off in my head. I open the door, and my fingers are mangled. They’re cut and hanging at an unnatural angle. Maybe I shouldn’t have slammed the door that hard.


    With starbursts in my eyes, feeling a little queasy, I walk back over to Janice’s mother and hold my hands in front of my face. Asserting my will over her, I make sure she can’t leave. She won’t even be able to blink until she sees what I’m trying to show her.


    “Can’t move,” she says.


    “Because she’s holding you still so you can watch what’s happening,” Janice explains.


    Before her eyes, my hand starts to heal. Physically I have to set my fingers in place as things progress otherwise they might not heal right. Or maybe they will, I’m not sure.


    “How’re you doin’ that?” she asks, her entire face a mask of awe.


    “The same way your daughter was changed from her to me. You see, Janice failed to tell you she was kidnapped into the sex slave trade. She said she was stolen and changed. But there is a sex trafficking ring inside this country so large and so connected you can’t possibly fathom its sheer size or the caliber of people involved.” Her mother is now looking at her different, like she’s trying to decide the truth of my words. “She was taken to be part of that trade, like a lot of girls who looked like her and came from places like this. But a geneticist from the school I go to in California needed a replacement for me, which is why Janice looks the way she does.”


    “But you two look nuthin’ alike,” Janice’s mother says, waving the paring knife back and forth between us, like it’s a pointer or something.


    “We used to, but then I changed out of me just after she changed into me. It’s all about genetics, and you’ll have to forgive me for sparing you certain details, they’d just take too long to explain and you wouldn’t understand them or believe me anyway.”


    Which was kind of the same way I feel about Jake telling me he’s a time traveler. How freaking ironic.


    “So you used to look like her?” Janice’s mother asks, still using the knife as a pointer.


    “Yes.”


    “And what makes you so important that you needed a body double?” she asks.


    Janice looks at me and says, “Show her.”


    With that, I turn and extend my hand. Making the connection with the Audi is easy. It’s my baby inside and out. When I raise my hand, my car lifts smoothly off the ground, into the air about fifteen feet. I turn and look at Janice’s mother, who’s trying not to faint, and I say, “Is this proof enough that the world is full of unexplained facts?”


    She nods her head, slowly, her eyes suspicious and somehow relieved at the same time, like she finally has her daughter back. She still doesn’t understand the circumstances, but really she doesn’t care about that.


    “Whatever she tells you,” I say, “it’s probably unbelievable, but true. And if you need to talk, Janice, you have my number. Call me anytime.”
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    I leave the two of them behind, and hit the nearest gas station looking for caffeine and a candy bar. Anything to keep me awake for the long drive home.


    Ten minutes later, with a Mountain Dew cracked open and half empty in the cup holder and a Snickers bar inside me, I’m blazing west on highway 80 headed for the California border. It’s near midnight and I’m outside Fernley, Nevada when a pair of headlights come rushing up from the darkness behind me.


    The driver, he must be doing a hundred and twenty. Maybe more. Just about the time the car should be overtaking me, just when I’m thinking it’s Highway Patrol, or whatever, the headlights ride right up my ass and start flashing on and off.


    My brain is too tired to crawl, and too exhausted to care. After what I’ve been through, a part of me just wants peace. Or a fight. Or maybe all I need is twelve good hours of sleep before tackling my problems.


    This thing in me, this part of me that seethes, it’s got to stop. Maybe tomorrow. Because right now this guy is riding my ass like he’s got a personal beef with me.


    “Okay asshole,” I’m mumbling, ready to flex my dick on this jerk. I pull over, get out of the Audi with clenched fists and a temper so short it might as well not even exist. The lights are still on and I can’t see the driver behind them, which pisses me off.


    “Get out of the car!”


    The car is a Dodge Challenger, matte black and dumped on big chrome rims. The beast of an engine, the Hemi, it’s rumbling like it’s got something to prove. The driver’s side window rolls down. My senses flare. I’m powering up when the lights flick out and I see the girl driving the car. Stepping back, my breath catches in my throat.


    “You,” I say.


    “Me.”


    “Get in,” says the platinum blonde who keeps popping up in my life. I get in. She rolls up the window, looks me in the eye and says, “Are you ready?”


    “Who are you and why are you following me? And to Nevada of all places?”


    The girl just smiles and says, “You know.”


    Before she can disappear, I open a link to her mind and slide right in. I’m in enough to get her name (April) and understand where she’s from (not here, not now), and that’s when she shoves me out of her mind. I can’t help but gasp.


    “You’re not possible,” I say.


    “Neither are you.”


    “I don’t like what you’re thinking,” I say, my purple eyes boring into hers.


    The seats aren’t as comfy as my RS5; the inside of this rig is all Detroit muscle. It smells like leather and Flower Bomb perfume, my favorite. I like it; I hate it. And this girl, she’s not as small and meek as she comes across.


    “It’s the only way to set things right,” she says. Her name is April, but I get the feeling it’s not the only name she’s ever had. I fished it out of her brain, but the moment she felt me trolling, she pushed me out. Or perhaps that was the idea.


    “I’m not coming with you, so you can f*ck right off with your crazy thoughts.”


    April pauses, then says, “You think you only matter here. You couldn’t be more wrong.”


    “You’re wrong if you think I matter.”


    April says, softly, almost hypnotic, “Regardless, it’s time to go.”


    “No.”


    For a long time we both just sit here, sizing each other up, not giving the other an inch of ground. A light rain starts, tinkering the windshield with droplets. The temperature, however, refuses to drop.


    “If you knew what I knew,” she says, “you wouldn’t be saying what you’re saying.”


    “I’m not coming with you, period, dot, end of story.”


    Her gentle disposition sours just the slightest bit. “You disappoint me,” she says.


    “I disappoint everyone.”


    After a moment, she says, “When you told me how stupid the people of this time are, I didn’t realize you were including yourself.”


    “What are you talking about?” I ask. What the hell is she talking about?


    “You said that in this time, everyone boils down truth to a singularity when in fact, truth is an ever expanding thing. You think you just exist here? That time is linear?”


    “It’s a comforting thought.”


    “But you know it’s a lie,” she says, the rain peppering the car in heavier, more intense drops. “A deception brought on by schools, religion, the media, politics, TV programming, and groupthink. Your world is so closed minded it pains me to even give it consideration.”


    “And still, it’s a comforting thought.”


    “But it’s not the truth.”


    “What is truth anymore?” I ask. “It’s just someone’s version of reality. I shouldn’t exist, but I do. And you know what? I don’t know what to do with all this, with me. I’m not exactly a normal kid.”


    “I know. Jesus, I know! Just…you just need to come with me.”


    “No,” I say. “I’m going home. In this time. I have a dead body to clean up after and a friend who’s going to have a shit-ton of questions for me, and quite frankly, the reality of those situations still hasn’t hit me.”


    “Ah,” she says, “Tavares.”


    “You know about him?” I stammer.


    “I know about them both,” she replies. “Brayden and Tavares.”


    Okay, this is creepy. Did she just crawl my mind when I was crawling hers?


    “I’m here with you now,” she says, “and this is the present. But it’s also the past to me. You are my present, my past and my future, and right now, the present version of you—the you sitting right across from me now—you’re making it really hard for me to do what I need to do”


    She didn’t crawl my mind, she’s a traveler.


    Like Jake.


    “Jesus Christ, April,” I say, exasperated, “you’re talking in riddles!”


    For someone so small and so cute, she sure is stubborn as hell. And it’s getting hot in here. “Why is it so hot in here?” I ask. The windows are starting to fog.


    She turns to me with dark eyes ringed with a small halo of fiery orange and says, “That’s what happens when I get pissed off. I heat up. Then things burn.” Her sweet, angelic face is no longer the gorgeous porcelain of before. It is the ever so subtle mapping of veins under the pale surface of her skin. This gives me pause.


    “Who are you?” I ask, more pointed. I’ve already asked, and now I want an answer.


    “Come with me,” she says, reaching her hand out to take mine. Her face softens again, but still, I can’t go. I pull my hand away. Um, no thank you.


    What I left behind at Astor—Tavares’s dead body, a bewildered Jake, Cameron’s plucked head and scarred privates, an Abby Swann vacancy, the truth of who I am with Brayden—these are the things that require my attention. Not this. Not her. If I gave it a moment’s consideration, it was only so I could solidify my reasons for staying.


    “What you do in the next few minutes,” she says, “is critical to your survival. I’ve been nice, Raven, but I’m not screwing around here. You seriously have to come with me.”


    I cross my arms, defiant, steadfast. I don’t like being told what to do. Not by some girl who wants to take me out of this world I’m just starting to understand.


    “No.”


    She hits the steering wheel so hard her little palm bends the wheel. Jesus! She then takes a deep, calming breath and—without looking at me—says, “Fine. Suit yourself.”


    From a small velvet satchel sitting in the map pocket of the driver’s side door, she takes out a marble sized gelatin-skinned ball with glowing blue bands inside. They are almost neon looking the way they glow in the desert darkness. She pops it into her mouth, swallows.


    A moment later her eyes go blank, like her soul is gone and she’s the shell of something left behind. She then turns to me, the life back in her eyes and says, “This isn’t how you wanted it. Just remember I tried to do what you asked.”


    “The way I wanted what?” I ask.


    “You’re such a pain in the ass,” she says. Then she snaps out of existence, followed by a wet, sucking sound and a reverberating concussion that goes off like a mini bomb inside the car. The windshield spider cracks and the force of her disappearance in the closed space punches me like a body shot and an uppercut at the same time.


    Everything slows for a second as things in my body bruise. My nose feels socked so hard it wants to bleed.


    “Oh my God,” I whisper, wide eyed, dazed. A niggle of blood rolls from my nose, thick, one trail trying to leak from each nostril. I touch my upper lip, bring back a tiny dollop of blood on my fingers.


    “So I guess it’s true,” I whisper.


    Time travel.


    But I already knew that. Still, knowing isn’t always the same as accepting.
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    The punch of rain tempers to a light sprinkle. For awhile, I feel like the only living thing in the desert. The night is so quiet it actually hurts my ears. A few cars roar by, and some trucks; even a handful of desert critters skitter across the road and into the night. No one stops. The animals don’t care. It’s just me. I’m just sitting here, trying to absorb what happened.


    My God, did that really happen?


    The cracked windshield won’t let me believe otherwise. My bloody nose, that’s the proof I needed. I was caught in what?—some sort of time displacement field?


    The dull pain still radiates in my head. In my body.


    Would that have killed a normal person?


    And then, in that very second, April reappears in the car with a loud pop that whiplashes my head sideways into the window so hard it shatters the glass. At the same time, something human—rather something humanish—crashes hard onto the hood, rocking the whole car, almost caving it in if not for the motor beneath it.


    The body on the hood, it looks mangled. Like tossed garbage.


    “What the hell?” I say, grabbing my head where it broke the window. Angry, frightened eyes turn on April. But April isn’t April. She’s a ravaged, beat-to-shit version of herself. Shot in the face through the cheek, red flesh ribboned out the backside of her jaw and smoking.


    One of her eyes is completely red and her clothes are smoked and splattered all over with gore. She looks like she’s been through a war.


    “Are you alright?” I ask. It’s a stupid question, to which she nods her head, slowly. No, she’s not alright.


    There are two fist-sized blood stains in the stomach of her light grey tank top. She’s been shot multiple times. Looking into her eyes, pain rides electric through her every expression. She is not like me. She won’t heal. My eyes return to the body on the hood.


    I squint to see through the rain-spattered windshield. The body is a girl, I think. Rather it was a girl. She’s lying in a fetal position, her back to us. One of her legs is gone at the knee, cut off, I think. And her right arm is gone completely at the shoulder.


    This is nothing compared to the back of her head. All kinds of tubes and wires snake out of her hair, stuck somehow, to what?—the back of her head? Like she was unplugged in a hurry when April…took her?


    Is that what happened?


    “Flashlight,” April says, pointing with a weak finger to the glovebox. The life in her eyes is waning. Her once powerful aura consumes less and less of the Dodge. Inside the glovebox is an industrial sized flashlight with a bright xenon beam. I thumb the ON switch, aim its powerful beam at the windshield. At the girl. Whatever wasted thing I imagined, the illuminated version of her is vastly worse.


    The shape she’s in, my God!—my heart is absolutely breaking for her!


    I kick open the door car, moving through the safety glass like it’s no biggie, get out to the girl. I lean on the hood, my eyes catching everything, my mind processing the unending signs of abuse.


    Her leg is gone at the knee. A clean cut. On the knee is a circular steel plate fixed to the bone, but by what means I can’t tell. I wipe the rain from my eyes, push wet hair out of my face. On the ravaged girl’s shoulder socket, where her arm was ripped off, or taken, is another circular metal plate, also firmly in place despite having no obvious means of attachment. Looking closer, it’s clear these aren’t new injuries. This abuse isn’t fresh.


    But that’s not the true horror.


    The true horror is on the back of her head. Delicately, because I can’t tell if she’s alive or dead, or if the trauma will cause her too much pain, I peel back thickets of ratty hair. The minute I see what’s inside, I step backwards, lose my footing on the soft shoulder of the road and fall ass first on the ground.


    Deep down, the whimpering in me starts. A sort of involuntary emotional tempering to something I’ve never seen before. I’m destroyed inside, aching, but not for me…for her. That thing on the hood. I get to my feet, use my mind to slide her across the hood. She gets to me; I put my hands on her, feel her body beneath my touch. She’s human, I’m thinking.


    Not a dog.


    Not a rabbit in a lab!


    If I could hug her right now for what she has endured, for what she has survived, I would. Unconsciously, I try to crawl her, but it’s like being in a rock concert where instead of one band playing on stage, ten bands are playing at once. I drag myself out of her head, and fast.


    Inside the car, April’s eyes are bobbing closed. Is this it for her? Is she going to die? A quick mental bump off her tells me she’s close. My eyes return to the girl.


    Inside the hollowed cavity of her skull are all kinds of tiny robot bugs crawling over the dissected parts of her brain, like spiders, or ants, or millipedes. Lifting up her hair is like lifting up a river rock and seeing an ecosystem of insects scurrying about.


    They skitter sharp and metallic over the rugged terrain of the half-eaten shell of the girl’s brain. Inserted into various folds are wires and tubes, each of which lay in tangles on the hood of the black Challenger. I see all these things and I hold a vision of them flying out of her—all the wires and tubes, all the grotesque steel spiders—and then I fling them into the night. Beneath me I feel the body breathe a sigh of relief.


    Movement in the car makes me look up.


    April opens the door, staggers out, makes it as far as the other side of the hood, along the highway, before leaning on it for support. The rain isn’t gone, but it isn’t heavy either. The air feels misted. Wet without being watery.


    “Did the best I could to get her out,” she says. “You could’ve done better, but you were scared. Stubborn.” Blood is draining from her ears and nostrils now, leaking down the front of her already ruined tank top, leaking down the sides of her neck.


    “What are those things covering her ears?” I ask. Screwed into the girl’s head, stuck in her ears like ear buds on an iPod, are two metallic beads. Whatever they are, they have been in her ears a long time. Her hair and skin have grown around it. “Are those…headphones?”


    I can hear sounds coming from them; it’s a loud clashing of noise.


    “Yes,” April says, her teeth stained red. A flap of half-blown off skin hangs off her face closer to her ear. She’s not healing. The things dripping from the exit wound, they are far more dense than rain water. “Special headphones, powered by her body…screwed into her skull.”


    April swallows hard, winces against the pain, her body finally heaving out a sigh of resignation. Her will to continue is a barely turned on light, a nearly burned out bulb. I can already feel her letting go. Accepting her fate.


    “It’s been years,” April says. “All that music in her head…played too loud…multiple bands from different genres…all playing at once…chaos in her ears. It’s how they…how they took her mind.”


    “Who is she?”


    She leans forward on the hood, rests on her elbows, forehead on the soft metal. Her body looks ready to collapse. Like she won’t be able to hold on much longer.


    When no words leave April’s mouth, I use my power to gently elevate and turn the body before me. What I see first is another metal plate covering her right eye like a large patch. It is rough edged and rusted, sucked up tight to the cheekbone and the eye orbital and looking not the least bit comfortable. Oh, the poor thing. By the time I’ve turned her far enough around to face me, her other eye is looking right at me. The color is unmistakable: amethyst.


    The true horror of what’s happening unfolds in that singular space of time and suddenly, what I thought I knew about reality—what I accepted as truth—turns out to be mere splinters of a truth too large for me to grasp. A truth far too appalling for me to comprehend. My reality, it has officially been blown wide open.


    Where before there were definable limits on the laws of the universe, now there are only possibilities. Infinite equations. Time travel isn’t only possible, it’s real. Other worlds, parallel universes, unlimited access to all of it…it’s my mind expanding the same way astronomers talk about an expanding universe. If what I fear is true, and I’m pretty sure it is, there are now two of me in this time. Not two replicated bodies. Two actual me’s occupying the same time. I’m a carbon copy of the original and my soul is now a plus one.


    “Is that…?”


    Jesus Christ, I can’t even say it!


    “You should’ve come with me,” April mumbles into the hood.


    “That’s me?”


    She lifts her head, tries to look at me. “In about eight hundred years, yes.”


    Breathing becomes impossible. My legs fight me. In my head, worlds collide, the earth is flat, two plus two equals nine and Einstein is a fat headed louse. Nothing makes sense. Not unless I let it. But how do you get your head around this?


    “Am I…dead?”


    “Worse.”


    All the science geeks, and almost every single show I’ve ever seen on time travel, except for the brilliant, brilliant film Predestination, says the same matter can’t occupy the same space at the same time. Bullshit.


    It just did.


    “Why did you bring her back to me?” I ask.


    “To fix her,” she says. “But I needed your help. You needed to come with me.”


    “You could have told me we were going to save…me,” I say, staring into the purple eye staring back at me. That gorgeous, ruined eye isn’t moving. It’s not registering anything. I feel like I’m looking into the eye of a coma patient. It’s not blinking. There’s no pupil dilation. No signs of life.


    “Tried to tell you,” she says, each word its own separate burden. “But you are too block headed to listen. You said no.”


    “You could’ve shown me.”


    “My mind has been raped enough over the years. Besides, you would’ve found a way to call it a hoax. Or whatever. It’s what you people of this time do. Ignore facts because…you’re weak, in here,” she says, pointing to her head. “If the truth seems preposterous, you call it a lie. Or a hoax. You label it a conspiracy then dismiss it and…act embarrassed for ever thinking it. That’s how this world went belly-up. How you fucked up your future. My present. The people of this time…you’re all…they’re all sheep.”


    I can see the strain it takes to tell me this. To insult me and my people. She has a point, though. We are not intellectuals as much as we’re parrots. Repeating things everyone else told us because we aren’t smart enough to think of them on our own. Or question them. It’s hard to think, so we do. We reason through the banality of our lives not wanting this world to be more complicated than it already is. Still…


    “That’s a bit harsh,” I say. “Not all of us are sheep.”


    “They’re coming for you,” she says.


    “Who?”


    “The people who run this planet…in my time. Those who control time travel. They’ve sent someone and he’s coming now. For you. For me.”


    “When?”


    She’s pushing herself off the car, trying to stand. Maybe she’ll be okay. Well, with some plastic surgery and a trauma nurse.


    Or not.


    “Almost here,” she mumbles. A pair of lights brighten the horizon, an eighteen wheeler. If it blows by us, its steady gust is likely to put April on her ass, and maybe in the grave.


    “Who are you?” I ask. I know she’s April, and I know she’s a traveler, I just don’t know who she is to me. To the future me, that is.


    She stands on her own, her legs still a little wobbly. Holding my gaze, she looks right at me, death swimming like raw sewage through her eyes. “Girl who saved you,” she says. “You know me as Alice.”


    And then she steps out onto the highway, just in time to get mowed down and obliterated by an eighteen wheeler. At this point, I can’t even breathe anymore. The rig brakes hard, twists sideways and tips. It slides sideways along the edge of the road in an unspeakable cacophony of grating metal.


    Looking at the overturned rig, it means April, who is actually Alice, is dead. This is the nightmare I can’t seem to wake up from. Contemplating these terrifying twists and turns in my life, I can’t believe I used to be Savannah Van Duyn. I almost can’t believe anything anymore. Darkness pulses at the edges of my vision; it closes in on me.


    I feel myself falling…I just don’t remember hitting bottom.


    END OF BOOK VI
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    Book 7 of the Swann Series Novels:

    ABOMINATION


    For all the unknowns that have ever beguiled and confused her, Raven has yet to realize who she really is and where this reckless, paranormal life of hers is heading. When the answer lands squarely on the hood of her car broken, beaten and abused in the Nevada desert, she is left to contemplate every choice she has never made, and every choice she will make that turn her into the abomination she has become. She will, however, have precious little time for reflection. There is something hunting her, an unimaginable beast with a ruthless agenda the likes of which no human of this time could ever fathom. To find her, though, he’ll have to start with her friends…


    If no one knew you, no one judged you and no one expected anything from you, ever, what decisions would you make? It is in these moments that Raven discovers who she really is, and where her unrelenting ways will take her. Filled with plenty of twists and turns, yet rich in character depth and deeply poignant, ABOMINATION stays true to the series’ original form: fun, sexy, irreverent and downright jaw-dropping. This is the seventh book in the series, and like its predecessors, ABOMINATION pushes the limits of YA fiction. This is not only a smart, sensual, page-turner of a story, it proves to be an unforgettable tale of consequences and redemption, friends and family, forgiveness and the possibility of new beginnings.


    Don’t wait, download your copy of ABOMINATION now!
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