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          Ignorant Strides

        

      

    
    
      The silver knife blade gleamed in the setting sun. The person who brandished it, a pale man whose skin looked like it’d been vacuum-sealed onto his bones, took a step toward Patrick Henry.

      Patrick took a step back and bumped into another man. He whipped his head around and looked into the empty dark eyes of an even taller man. The only difference was that this man was big and bulky, muscles bulging from his dark t-shirt.

      “Look, just empty your pockets, kid,” the small man with the knife said.

      Patrick’s heart beat faster, and he looked around for somewhere to run. There was none, and either way, he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to run fast enough. He only had three options: fight, give up, or beg. He knew he didn’t stand a chance in a fight, and he wasn’t going to just give up easily. He’d worked hard all summer for the money in his wallet. The cell phone in his pocket he’d just bought himself, and after years of using his dad’s hand-me-downs, he’d made sure it was a nice one. It had cost almost five hundred bucks, and he was so proud of it. And now these two punks were just going to take it from him? He wasn’t going to give in that easily.

      Patrick reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He took all the money from it, then handed it to the man. The man snatched it from his hand like it was bread and he’d hadn’t eaten for months.

      “I like the wallet,” the man behind him said in a big, booming voice.

      “Yeah, you do, Tovin?” the skinny man asked. He looked at Patrick. “You heard the man. Hand him the wallet.”

      Patrick shook his head. “Look—I already gave you the money. You don’t need my wallet.”

      The big man named Tovin snatched the wallet from Patrick’s hand. Patrick spun around and found himself face-to-face with Tovin’s hulking mass. Tovin flipped through the wallet, smiling. “Yeah, this is a nice wallet.”

      “That wallet I made with my grandfather. You can’t take it!” Patrick said. He raised his voice, trying to sound confident and strong, but it came out as whiny and pleading. He cursed himself in his head. Why couldn’t he stand up for himself? He didn’t have Tovin’s mass, and he didn’t have a sharp knife. There was nothing intimidating about Patrick at all, especially not his words.

      “Oh, yeah? Handmade, huh? I love that artisanal shit,” Tovin said with a grunt.

      “You learn one new word and you’ve just gotta beat it like a dead horse, don’t you?” the skinny guy said from behind Patrick.

      “Shut up, Harvey,” Tovin said as he put Patrick’s wallet into his back pocket.

      “Alright, you have what you want, now let me go,” Patrick said, turning to look at Harvey.

      Harvey shook his head. “I don’t think so, kid. You’re not getting away that easily.” Harvey reached out his hand and motioned with his fingers for Patrick to hand something over. “Phone.”

      Patrick’s face flushed with fear. He swallowed hard. “I left it in my car,” he said.

      “I’m not stupid,” Harvey said. He pointed toward Patrick’s right-hand pants pocket. “I can see its outline.”

      Patrick gritted his teeth. He went over his options one last time in his head. Maybe I could take these assholes, he thought. As soon as he thought it, though, he knew he couldn’t do it. There were no other options. Nowhere to run, nothing to do.

      Patrick reluctantly reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He handed it toward Harvey, who once again snatched it out of his hand as fast as he could.

      “This’ll work nicely,” Harvey said. He looked up and nodded, signaling something behind Patrick.

      Before Patrick could turn around on his own to see what he was motioning at, he felt Tovin’s large hand on his shoulder. Tovin spun Patrick around, and as soon as he stopped moving, he felt a hard fist smash into his face, sending him flying to the ground.

      Pain shot through Patrick as he tried to get his bearings. Stars danced in his vision and his face throbbed. He looked up to see Tovin and Harvey running down the dark alleyway toward the city as night set in.

      He stumbled to his feet, using the brick wall next to him to help himself stand. He took a few steps, feeling the solid ground beneath him. His steps turned to jogging, and his jogging to running. He sprinted after his two attackers, who were approaching the end of the alley. He had no idea what he was going to do when he reached them, of course. He hoped that maybe somebody would be around to help, but he couldn’t be sure. So he ran, ignorant stride after ignorant stride.

      Tovin and Harvey exited the alley and ran to their right. Patrick picked up his pace. His blood, now a cocktail of fear and adrenaline, allowed him to push aside the pain that he felt from the beating he’d taken. His only mission was to take back his belongings, and maybe a bit of his pride along the way.

      He reached the end of the alley, like a light at the end of the tunnel. He burst out of the alley and turned right, and slammed directly into a woman in her thirties who was looking down at her phone. The two of them tumbled to the ground, the woman shrieking, unaware of Patrick’s intentions.

      Patrick found himself stumbling to his feet for the second time in the past minute, but this time the wall was too far away for him to stabilize himself against. He finally got up just in time to see an old rundown car zooming past. He couldn’t tell if it was red from the paint or the rust. Sitting in the front seat was Harvey, concentrating on the road ahead.

      Patrick ran after the car, but defeat had already set in. He knew there was no way he’d be able to catch them. The phone he’d worked so hard for, the wallet he’d made with his grandfather, both gone just like that.

      He heard shoes clacking on the sidewalk and turned to see the woman he’d knocked over running away, afraid of what he might do to her. If only she knew what had really happened.

      “I’m not the bad guy here!” he shouted after her, filled with frustration and anger. A million thoughts and emotions clouded his mind; he couldn’t think or process anything clearly. The only thing he knew to do was begin the drive home.

      He walked down the sidewalk all alone, fuming with anger. He felt it well up inside his chest, threatening to burst it at the seams. Like the steam engine of a train, if he didn’t have a release he thought he’d explode. He was walking past a brick building, and without even thinking about it, he punched the wall as hard as he could.

      No longer dwelling on the events that had just taken place, Patrick walked to his car with his thoughts only on the pain in his hand.

      When he reached his car, he checked the parking meter. It still had forty-three minutes left before it expired. “Great,” he said under his breath as he walked to the driver’s side door and got in. “More money down the drain.”

      He started the engine and maneuvered out of the space he’d parallel parked in. The minute he was out, someone drove up and began parking.

      “You’d better enjoy those free forty minutes,” he said through gritted teeth. He gunned his car, sending it shooting off into the last normal night he’d ever have.
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      The screeching cries reached Patrick’s ears and woke him from his deep sleep instantly. He threw his covers off and jumped out of bed, burst out his bedroom door and ran down the hall. When he reached the stairs, he ran down them so loudly he sounded like a herd of elephants. He rounded the bannister at the bottom of the stairs and saw his five-year-old sister Ren standing in the midst of shattered glass.

      “Don’t move!” Patrick shouted to be heard above her cries.

      She looked up at him, her cheeks puffy and red, tears streaking down them. “It broke,” she blubbered. “My ornament broke!”

      “Okay, Ren, just hold on and don’t move. You’re going to step on glass.”

      She nodded, and did her best to stop crying. She took a deep, shaking breath.

      Patrick grabbed a pair of his dad’s flip-flops from the bottom of the stairs, in front of the back door. He slipped them on and then walked carefully over to Ren. She flung her arms up toward him and he picked her up, then carried her to safety.

      He set her down in front of the brick fireplace. “You didn’t get cut, did you?”

      Ren shook her head, her big brown eyes still filled with tears. Strands of her long brown hair stuck to her face, which was damp from her tears.

      “Let me check, just to be safe,” Patrick said, and she lifted her left foot up to show him. He examined her feet, and found no cuts or blood. “This one’s good,” he said.

      “See!” she said, her voice still shaky, but with a hint of I-told-you-so.

      Patrick chuckled and leaned back, acting as if he was offended. “That was just one foot!”

      Ren shoved her other foot in his face, almost kicking him square in the nose. “See! No cuts!” she insisted.

      Patrick pinched his nose. “No cuts, but a lot of smell!”

      That warranted a giggle from Ren, and she began brushing the hair from her face.

      “Stay here while I clean this up,” Patrick said. “I’ll grab you a wet paper towel.”

      Ren gave him an exaggerated nod and a thumbs-up. Patrick chuckled again as he stood.

      He walked to the kitchen and tore a paper towel from the roll hanging next to the sink. He ran it under the water and squeezed out the excess liquid. “So, what happened?” he asked Ren over his shoulder. He walked over next to the trash can and grabbed the broom and dustpan.

      “I was making a new Christmas ornament. It was made from this clay that took all night to make hard. But then I dropped it and it exploded everywhere!” Ren said, getting more and more animated as the story went on.

      Patrick handed her the paper towel, and she wiped the tears and snot from her face.

      “Where’s Mom and Dad?” Patrick asked as he began sweeping up the remnants of Ren’s ornament.

      “Mom went to the store, and Dad was supposed to be watching me, but he went outside to mow.”

      “Why did Dad leave you in here all alone?” Patrick said, more thinking out loud then asking. He brushed the ornament up into the dustpan.

      “I’m a big girl! I can take care of myself!” Ren said.

      Patrick smiled as he ruffled her hair. “Of course you are.” He threw the contents of the dustpan into the trash. “You can get up now,” he told her.

      “’Bye, ornament,” she said, waving at the trash can.

      “Why were you making an ornament, anyways? It’s May. We’ve got a while until it’s Christmas.”

      Ren put her hands together and pressed them against her shoulder. “I just love Christmas,” she said in a soft voice.

      Patrick smiled and nodded. “I love Christmas too.”

      Ren looked at the spot where her ornament had taken its fall, her eyes sad.

      “Hey, wanna go outside and play hide and seek?” Patrick asked before she had the chance to get sad again.

      “Yes!” she shouted. “Let’s go!”
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      Ren touched the large tree at the edge of their front yard. “Base!” she shouted.

      Patrick ran up to her and leaned onto his knees, faking being out of breath. “Wow, you’re too good.”

      Ren smiled and nodded. “I’m the best!”

      “You’re right about that,” he said.

      “You guys playing hide and seek?” a voice said from behind them.

      Patrick turned and saw his dad walking up to them. His pants legs were covered in bits of the grass he’d just cut.

      “Yeah, Daddy! Wanna play?” Ren asked.

      “Sure, I’ll do a round,” he said.

      “Alright, you can be it, then. I gotta warn you, she’s a fast one,” Patrick said, pointing at Ren.

      “Oh, we’ll see about that,” their father said as he walked over to the tree. He leaned up against it, shut his eyes, and began counting.

      Ren ran around to the side of the house to hide behind the air conditioning unit, the same place she hid every single time. Patrick was searching for a place to hide when he heard a horn honk. He turned and saw his neighbor from across the street, Victoria Kilmer, sitting in her idling SUV in front of Patrick’s house.

      Patrick jogged over to her, feeling a bit flustered. Victoria was the same age he was, and he thought she was one of the prettiest girls he’d ever seen. Her eyes were like a hazel kaleidoscope, and her hair hung in messy waves. They were close friends, and had even gone as each other’s date to various school dances. But their relationship had never evolved into more than that, and Patrick wasn’t sure why. There was no rhyme or reason to it; it just hadn’t.

      “Where’ve you been, Patrick? I didn’t think I’d see you again until graduation. I’ve been texting you all morning,” she said once Patrick got close.

      Patrick put his hand up and leaned against her car. “Yeah, I kinda got mugged last night,” he said.

      Victoria eyes went wide. “Shit, are you kidding? Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m doing terrible. The doctors say I probably won’t make it,” he said with a wry smile.

      “Come on. This isn’t something to joke about! Did you tell the police?” Victoria asked.

      Patrick shrugged. “Haven’t really told anybody yet. I’ll go down to the station later, though, and report it.”

      “Later? No, you gotta do this now. Hop in. I’ll go with you,” she said, the end of her sentence punctuated by the clunking sound of her doors unlocking.

      “Really? It’s no big deal. I was going to swing by later today, after I got lunch,” Patrick said.

      “If we go to the station first, I’ll buy you lunch afterwards,” Victoria said, already smiling in victory.

      Patrick turned. “Dad, I’m going to hang out with Victoria!” he shouted.

      His dad turned and saw the two of them. He waved, and Victoria waved back.

      Patrick walked around the front of the car and got into the passenger seat. “Alright, I’m starving,” he said as he buckled his seat belt.

      Victoria shook her head as she began driving. “I don’t think so. Police station first. Are you sure we shouldn’t go to the hospital too? Did they hit you?”

      Patrick laughed. “You sound like my mom.”

      Victoria glared at him, waiting for him to answer her question.

      “Alright, they hit me once before they ran away,” Patrick said, giving in.

      “Patrick!” Victoria shouted, and she began examining his face for any damage.

      “Eyes on the road, Victoria!” he insisted, pointing at the road. “It’s fine. There’s no damage. Not even a bruise. It’s pretty crazy.”

      “Seriously? Not even a scratch?”

      “I’m dead serious. I’m fine, Victoria. Promise. I’ve got a really tough face,” Patrick said, smiling.

      Victoria sighed. “Fine. No hospital, just police station.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      

      Patrick took a bite from his hamburger with Victoria watching him like a hawk, looking for any signs of pain or discomfort.

      “I’m fine,” he said with a mouthful of food.

      Victoria sighed and picked up her burger and took a bite.

      “Are you going to Samson’s party tonight?” he asked. “I heard there’s going to be a huge bonfire.”

      Victoria shook her head. “No. Mom’s going to be back in town from one of her business trips, so the two of us are going to have a movie night. I was on my way to get some stuff for it when you decided to drop the whole ‘mugged’ bombshell.”

      Patrick stopped chewing and swallowed hard. “Do you need to leave and go get the stuff? I didn’t mean to derail your day.”

      “No, this was pretty important, I’d say. You probably never would’ve gone to the police station if I hadn’t dragged you there.”

      Patrick rolled his eyes exaggeratedly. “Yeah, whatever. Don’t give yourself too much credit.”

      “But anyways,” Victoria said, bringing the conversation back around. “I’m not going, but Ben is.”

      Patrick gave her a sideways look. Ben was Victoria’s younger brother, a freshman in high school. He was just beginning to hit his rebellious streak, which would explain why he’d be going to a party in the woods instead of spending time with his mother after not seeing her for a couple of weeks. “How did Ben get invited to the party? He’s a freshman.”

      Victoria shrugged as she swallowed another bite of food. Her eyes wandered to the corner of the room, and she was clearly thinking about Ben. “I have no idea. I’m worried about him, though. He doesn’t need to be hanging out with the seniors. He thinks he can hold his own, but I really don’t think he can handle himself.”

      Patrick could see where the conversation was going, and decided to beat her there. “I’ll keep an eye on him if you want me to.”

      Victoria sat back in her chair, relieved. “Thank you so much, Patrick. Although I’m not sure you should even be going,” she said with a smile, knowing she was getting under his skin.

      Patrick sighed. “Trust me, it’ll be fine. It’ll probably end up being boring and I’ll just leave early.”

      Victoria laughed and shook her head. “That’ll be the day.”
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      “Ah, shit,” Ben said as he stopped to look at his shoe.

      Patrick stopped walking down the trail in the woods and turned to see what was wrong with Ben.

      “I kicked a rock and scuffed my new shoes,” Ben said as he tried to wipe the white mark off.

      Patrick looked around while Ben fixed his shoes. They were deep into the woods, much deeper than he thought they’d have to be. He felt worry and fear tickling inside of him. He didn’t know what he was going to do if he was lost. He didn’t have any cell service, and he wasn’t one hundred percent sure how to get back to his car. He’d parked it next to a bunch of other cars, but he was beginning to worry that maybe those cars were all there for something else.

      The wind blew through the trees, creating a whispering sound that Patrick found unsettling. The smell of pine needles wafted up his nostrils, and while normally that would be a comforting smell, it only reminded Patrick that he was in the middle of the woods—possibly lost—which only worried him more.

      “Alright, ready to go?” Ben asked as he stood. He brushed some dirt off his khaki pants and straightened his blue gingham shirt.

      Patrick nodded. “I think it’s this way,” he said, taking his best guess. He really wished he’d paid more attention when his friend Wendy had invited him. All he knew was that no matter what, he couldn’t not show up. This was going to be a huge party, one that people would talk about at every class reunion. Victoria was taking a huge hit by not showing up. Although, if he was being honest, it really didn’t matter. They were in the two weeks of purgatory between school getting out and graduation, and there wasn’t much Victoria would be able to do to hurt her reputation. Which also meant that there wasn’t much Patrick could do to help his.

      Going to the party isn’t going to hurt it, at least, he thought. He gave a sideways glance to Ben. He knew he was going to have to ditch him as soon as he got to the party. He couldn’t be seen walking up with a freshman, no matter how much the seniors liked him.

      “So, who invited you to the party?” he asked, trying his best to not sound accusatory.

      “Some of the guys on the football team did,” Ben replied. “They said it was going to be an awesome one. They’ve got a lot of stuff planned.”

      Patrick didn’t like the sound of that. “Did they mention what kind of things?”

      “They didn’t say, just that I wouldn’t want to miss it.”

      Patrick felt his heartbeat pick up speed. “Was one of those things a church service?” he asked with a nervous chuckle.

      Ben looked over at him, confused.

      Patrick looked him up and down. “Your clothes. Is there a wedding planned or something?”

      Ben laughed and shook his head. “Nah, just trying to look nice. You know, wanna impress the ladies.”

      “Any lady in particular?” Patrick asked, teasing.

      “Wendy Simmons,” Ben said with confidence.

      Patrick fought hard the urge to laugh. “You know, I’m good friends with Wendy.”

      Ben looked at him, his eyes wide. “No shit? Are you serious right now?”

      Patrick nodded. “Yep. She’s the one who invited me to this party, actually.”

      Ben let out a nervous sigh and began straightening his already straight collar. “Damn, Patrick, how’d you become friends with her? She’s way too popular for you.”

      Patrick shrugged as he scoured the tree line for any sign that they were going in the right direction. “We’ve just always been friends. She’s really nice, if a bit…”

      “Slutty?”

      “Well, that’s no way to talk about the girl you have a crush on. But, yeah, she can be a little promiscuous.”

      “Has she ever—”

      “Let’s not, okay?” Patrick said, getting short with Ben.

      They continued walking in silence, having lost the trail they’d been walking on a long time ago. The sun was almost finished setting, and it got darker and darker with every minute that passed. Now they were simply wandering in the woods, although Patrick supposed Ben had every right to believe he knew where he was going.

      Just as Patrick was about to tell Ben that they were lost, the sound of lots of teenagers whooping and hollering reached his ears.

      Breathing a quiet sigh of relief, he pointed to where the sound was coming from. “It’s this way,” he said.

      Ben clapped his hands together, his nerves visibly setting in.

      “Don’t worry,” Patrick told him. “This is going to be fun.”

      Ben nodded, and the two of them walked toward the party, aching for a good time.

      

      It wasn’t very hard for Patrick to lose Ben. All he had to do was walk up to where Wendy was standing, sipping on her drink, and Ben ran away on his own.

      “I’m so glad you made it!” she said as she threw her arms around his neck. Her shirt was low-cut, and her blonde hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. She was wearing black leggings and a pair of sneakers, both of which had spots of dirt on them.

      Patrick hugged back and then pulled away. “Yep, got just a little bit lost in the woods, but we made it,” he said. The partying mood began to set in as the stress of being lost began to fade away.

      “We?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

      Patrick shook his head and chuckled. “No, I didn’t bring a girl with me,” he said, knowing that was what she was insinuating. “It’s actually Victoria’s little brother, Ben. He’s a freshman, and she just wanted to make sure he got here safely.”

      “So, let me get this straight,” she said as she took another swig from her cup. “Instead of bringing the love of your life, you brought her little brother?”

      Patrick nodded. “When you put it that way,” he said with a shrug.

      “Ouch. Babysitter-zoned.”

      “It’s not that!”

      “It’s exactly that.”

      “Whatever. I need a drink,” he said. He scanned the area, looking for the keg.

      “Get me one,” she said, handing her cup to him over his shoulder. “It’s on the other side of the fire, in the back of Joshua’s truck.”

      The fire was roaring high into the sky, emitting an intense heat. Patrick had no idea why everybody always had such a hard-on for bonfires, especially at the beginning of summer. There was just something about the majesty of it all, attracting people to its heat. Still, he’d much rather be chilling in somebody’s basement than standing around a hot, dangerous fire.

      He reached the back of Joshua’s white pickup truck and pulled a red cup off the stack. He filled his up, and then Wendy’s.

      “Thanks, bro,” somebody said as they took his beer from his hand.

      Patrick turned and saw Joshua standing there, chugging Patrick’s beer. He wanted to say something, but gritted his teeth instead. Calm down, Patrick, he thought to himself. Just chill. He knew there was nothing he could do about the situation, at least nothing that wouldn’t end in something painful or humiliating. Or both, even. He turned and made his way back over to Wendy, not daring to pour himself another beer while Joshua was standing there.

      More people had shown up in the time Patrick was getting his drinks, so he had to push his way toward where Wendy had been standing. Loud music began to play through the stereo system of someone’s truck. The party was really getting started.

      Patrick saw Wendy, but stopped when he saw her talking to Kevin Lee. He wasn’t about to make himself look like a fool trying to give her another drink, especially not in front of Kevin. Instead, he walked to the edge of the party and began drinking the beer he’d gotten for Wendy.

      He stood back, scanning the faces in the crowd, looking for someone he could hang out with. Specifically, he was looking for Steven Morris, one of his good friends. It was a long shot that Steven would be here though, since he wasn’t one for parties. Still, this was supposed to be one of the biggest and best parties of the year. There was a chance Steven would show up for one final hurrah.

      Patrick instinctively reached for his phone to send Steven a text before remembering that he didn’t have his phone. He grumbled a curse under his breath as he took another sip, the memory of being mugged not doing much to help his mood. He chugged the rest of his beer and eyed the keg. He looked around for Joshua and saw that he was a good ways away, talking to Savannah Weatherly.

      Perfect, he thought as he made his way to the keg, ready for another drink.

      

      Patrick stood on his own, sipping on his third beer. He’d begun to feel uncomfortable, like everyone was staring at him. The party wasn’t going at all how he’d expected. Just like in school, everyone was ignoring him, too busy with their own friends. Friends they’d had for years. Patrick had let the friends boat pass him by early on in his high school career, and as he stood there all alone at his very last high school party, he had plenty of time to think about that.

      His only real friends were Victoria and Patrick, and neither one of them was there. He considered Wendy a close friend, but only when she wasn’t around anybody else and didn’t have her popular girl persona on. And of course, at the biggest party of the year, that persona was out in full swing.

      If only he had his phone on him to give him something to do. But of course he didn’t, so he just drank another beer, trying to figure out how long he had to stay there before it’d be okay to leave.

      

      His vision swam. His spine tingled. His hands shook.

      Everything swirled. Everything became surreal.

      Everything changed.

      

      “You made it, Patrick!” Steven said, patting him on the back.

      Patrick smiled, thankful to finally have someone there to talk to. He’d been standing on his own for what had to be an hour, just listening to the music, taking it all in.

      “Hey, you finally showed up,” Patrick said, his speech beginning to slur.

      “Yeah, buddy! I texted you letting you know I’d be late, but you never responded!” Steven shouted to be heard over the music and all the people talking.

      “Oh, that’s a long story,” Patrick said.

      “Well, let’s get a beer and you can tell me all about it!”

      

      “So, you got the shit beat out of you?” Steven said.

      “Kinda, yeah, but I didn’t bruise or anything! My skin is as beautiful as ever,” Patrick said.

      “You know who did it?” Steven asked.

      “Two dipshits named Tovin and Harvey.”

      “Tovin and Harvey? The hell kinda names are those?”

      “I don’t know. They’re dumb as hell. Drove a shitty red car, too,” Patrick said, his anger growing.

      “We oughta find them and get your shit back!” Steven said, standing tall.

      “Don’t you worry. If I ever see them, they’re gonna pay!” Patrick shouted.

      

      There was a tightening behind his eyes. A warmth inside his chest. A heavy fog in his brain.

      

      “Where’s Victoria?”

      “She didn’t come.”

      “Damn, that sucks.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “You ever gonna ask her out?”

      “I don’t plan on it.”

      “Pussy.”

      “Nah, just smart. Don’t wanna ruin a good thing.”

      

      “You should go talk to Wendy.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “If you’re never gonna go out with Victoria, you might as well.”

      “What the hell. Not like I gotta see her everyday now.”

      

      “You’ve had too much to drink, Patrick.”

      “I haven’t had much.”

      “You act like you’ve had a whole keg.”

      “I think something was in it.”

      “I feel fine.”

      “Come on, Wendy. Let’s just go hang out somewhere with some privacy.”

      “Get your hand off my shoulder.”

      “Sorry. I, uh…I don’t know…I don’t feel good.”

      “You look terrible.”

      “I think something’s wrong.”

      

      A bully who’d had too much to drink. A victim who’d had the same. A push to the chest.

      Everything swirled. Everything became surreal.

      Everything changed.
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          Blood & Dirt

        

      

    
    
      When Patrick woke up, his entire body hurt. He lay there, groaning in pain. He was acutely aware of every sensation his body felt. The twigs and leaves digging into his face. The rock that jabbed into his side. The wind as it blew across his back. The heat from the dying fire behind him. The metallic, coppery smell that drifted up his nose.

      The only sounds he could hear were those of his own breathing, and the crackling of the fire. He felt something sticky on his skin. He couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was, so he opened his eyes.

      Two beams of blue light cut through the air, the smoke from the fire making look like twin beacons. Patrick scrambled to his feet, and the beams of light moved in correlation with his head. He placed a foot beneath him, and slipped in something slick. He slammed to the ground with a deep thud, and cracks appeared in the ground around him.

      He looked to see what he slipped on, the beams of light still following his movements. The blue beams, along with the dancing light from the fire, lit up the ground around him, revealing a mixture of blood and dirt.

      Patrick reeled in fear and disgust, backing away from the puddle on his hands and knees. But the area all around him was wet as well. He looked down at his hands and screamed when he saw that they were covered in bright crimson blood. He looked all around, the two beams of light revealing the horrific scene around him.

      Everything was covered in blood. The vehicles, the ground, the trees at the edge of the clearing—everything. Red cups sat in a mixture of blood and booze. A sizzling sound was coming from the spot near the fire where the blood reached.

      Vomit rose in Patrick’s throat, and the next thing he knew, he was leaning against a tree emptying the contents of his stomach. He wiped the tears from his eyes, and when he opened them, the two beams of light were still there, lighting up the area around his feet. Patrick screamed in surprise again and backed away from the spot.

      His back slammed against a tree on the other side of the clearing. It creaked and groaned from the impact and began to fall forward, right on top of Patrick. He didn’t know what to do. He didn’t even have time to scream again. He covered his head and closed his eyes.

      The tree smashed into him, and stopped.

      Patrick opened his eyes again. Now the beams of light wasn’t the thing that surprised him the most. Now it was the fact that he was holding up an entire tree on his back. He shifted to his left, breathing fast and hard. The tree completed its journey to the ground with a thud, sending vibrations through the earth.

      Patrick felt his back for any signs of wounds, but he felt nothing. The tree had done no damage.

      He had no idea what to think. No idea what to say. He couldn’t process any of what was happening. He wanted to believe this was all a dream, and that he was actually passed out drunk somewhere—but this felt nothing like a dream. He knew it was real.

      The beams of light. The tree falling on him. Somehow getting from one side of the clearing to the other in a split second. That had all happened. The most telling of all was the blood, though. Not even in his dreams could he come up with so much blood. Not to mention the smell. There was no way that even in the darkest parts of his mind he could come up with something so horrific.

      He just stood there, with no idea what to do.

      “Hello?” he finally called out, but no one answered him. “HELLO?” he shouted, feeling his vocal cords shake violently. “Hel…lo!” he said, his voice cracking. Tears leaked from his eyes, cleaning the blood from his face in small streaks. “Can anybody hear me?”

      Nobody answered.

      He was all alone.

      Terror was beginning to set in. There was blood everywhere, something really, really, bad was happening to him, and he had to get out of there. He couldn’t take the smell. He couldn’t take the sight. All he wanted to do was get the hell out of there, so he ran for the tree line.

      Within a second he was deep into the woods, nowhere near the bonfire and the apparent massacre, filled with fear and uncertainty.
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          Face Down

        

      

    
    
      Never in his life had Patrick been more disoriented. He shielded his eyes from the blinding sunlight that shone through the trees at just the right angle and blinded him. He turned and placed a hand on the ground next to him, where he felt something very wet and cold. He reeled backwards, afraid it was blood just as it had been the last time, but he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw it was just water.

      Water was trickling all around. He began to put the pieces together, and realized that he’d passed out face-up in a stream deep in the woods. He clothes were soaking wet. Most of the blood had been washed off of him, although it still stained everything he was wearing.

      The memories of the night before came rushing back to him, and he sat down in the stream, not caring about the water. His soaking wet clothes were the last thing on his mind. The only thing he could think about was what had happened.

      Is everybody dead? he asked himself. Of course not, he thought, shaking his head. If I survived, other had to as well. “That begs the question, what happened in the first place,” he said under his breath as he stood.

      His thoughts then turned to the things that he’d done. He brought his hands up to his eyes, covering them enough that it was dark and he could still keep them open. That’s exactly what he saw: darkness. No glowing lights, blue or otherwise.

      He brought his hands down to his sides, sighing in relief, but deep down, he felt disappointment. A smile grew across his face as he thought about those things he’d done. They were pretty cool, he had to admit. He’d gone from one side of the clearing to the other in a split second; he’d been able to bring down an entire tree and toss it off his shoulders like it was nothing.

      Guilt struck him, sending waves of shame coursing through him. On one hand he felt ashamed about what was happening to him when some sort of massacre had just happened the night before. On the other hand, what was happening to him was equal parts terrifying and cool.

      A theory popped into his mind that terrified him. What if what’s happening to me happened to everybody else?

      He stepped backwards out of the stream, processing this new train of thought. What if this was too much for their bodies to handle, and they just…popped? He looked down at his hands, his arms, every inch of his body that he could see. He showed no signs of “popping.” From what he could see, other than the few stubborn bits of dried blood, there wasn’t a single imperfection on his skin.

      He walked to the edge of the stream and knelt down. Before he did anything else, he needed to get the dried blood off his skin. He dipped his hands into the stream and the cold water rushed over his skin. It felt amazing, waking up every sense inside of him. He breathed in deep, taking in the smell of the woods around him. Birds were chattering in the trees, unaware of the horrific scene that had happened the night before, just…

      Patrick realized he had no idea how far from the party he was. He had no idea how far away he was from anything.

      “Not now,” he told himself. “One thing at a time.”

      He scrubbed at his right hand, getting the blood off his skin. It was being stubborn, not wanting to come off. “Come on,” he said through gritted teeth as he scrubbed. The blood wouldn’t come off. Frustration flared inside him. He fought to keep the anger down.

      Whose blood was this? It wasn’t his; he knew that. He had no wounds on him. Wendy’s? Ben’s? Joshua’s? Steven’s? It could’ve been any of theirs. He fought hard the urge to puke. He scrubbed and scrubbed and scrubbed. Tears welled up in his eyes as he thought of who it could be. He was literally washing them off his hands in some stream in the woods.

      He scrubbed faster and faster, grunting as tears escaped from his eyes. It was all too much for him to handle.

      “Come on, get off, get off, GET OFF!” he yelled. He scrubbed his hand so fast and hard it became a blur. The friction from the speed and force rubbed his skin clean off his hand. He screamed in pain and stopped scrubbing. He looked down at his right hand as the flesh began to web back together, repairing itself. His skin closed over the wound, and after a few seconds of redness, his hand was back to normal, as if nothing had happened at all.

      Patrick stared at his hand, with no idea what to do. Had that really just happened? Was he seeing things? Even though this all felt real to him, the things that were happening were so crazy and ridiculous it had to be a dream. There was no other explanation. No matter how real it felt, there was no way all of this could be real.

      Slowly, Patrick stood. This isn’t real, he told himself. This can’t be real.

      He spun around and found a large tree standing close behind him. It stretched high into the sky, and was so large that it would take two of him to be able to wrap his arms around it. Determined to prove to himself that this was all a dream, he walked up to it, cracked his knuckles, and punched the tree as hard as he could.

      The trunk of the tree exploded. It sounded like a bomb had gone off, and flocks of birds went flying into the air. Other wildlife scattered as chunks of wood and splinters flew everywhere. The tree moaned as it fell away from Patrick. It caught on other trees on its way down, but it ripped their branches along with it. Finally, the tree slammed to the ground, creating a thud that felt like an earthquake.

      Patrick stood there staring at what he’d just done. He breathed heavily, his eyes wide. “That can only happen in a dream,” he muttered.

      A sharp pain stabbed at his side. He looked down and saw that a large piece of wood from the tree had gone straight through him. A little bit of blood had oozed out from his wound before it sealed around the wood.

      Still convinced this was only a dream, Patrick panicked only a little. He wrapped his hand around the wood and slid it out of his side. He gasped; the procedure was a bit more painful than he had expected.

      Once the chunk of wood was out of him, he tossed it aside. It was covered in blood, but when he pulled up his shirt, there wasn’t even a scratch there. “Thank god that was a dream,” he said as he patted the spot where the wood had been.

      He examined the clothes he had on and decided to change them. These were covered in blood and had holes all through them. He closed his eyes and concentrated. He imagined a blue and white striped shirt, a fresh pair of dark wash jeans, and a pair of black sneakers.

      He opened his eyes and looked down. He was still wearing the same bloodstained clothes.

      He huffed in frustration. He’d never lucid-dreamed before, and wasn’t quite sure how he was supposed to do it. But that was supposed to be the best part about lucid dreaming, the fact that there were no rules. There was no “way” of doing things; you just did them.

      Why isn’t this working? he thought.

      He closed his eyes and tried again. When he opened them, nothing had changed. “Dammit,” he cursed under his breath. He kicked at a rock in the stream in frustration. It rocketed through the air and shot straight through one tree before getting lodged in another.

      Patrick smiled as he looked at the hole in the tree. That was pretty cool, he thought. He kicked another rock, sending it through another tree. Then another, and another.

      An idea formed in his head, and he picked up a smooth rock from the stream. He turned downstream and began running. He ran faster than he’d ever thought possible. In the blink of an eye he was hundreds of yards away. He was so caught off guard by his sudden burst of speed that he came to a hard stop, sending himself tumbling. He left a large trench in his wake, and heard the now-familiar cracking of a tree above him.

      He pushed himself up off the ground and got his bearings. Then he ran downstream. This time it was a little bit easier. He reached the pond that the stream ran into and skidded to a stop. He tossed the stone in his hand, then flicked it toward the pond as hard as he could.

      The stone hit the water once before it launched into the air and disappeared from sight.

      Over the next fifteen minutes, Patrick perfected his form until he was able to skip a rock across the entirety of the pond before it lodged itself into the dirt on the other side. After doing that for a few more minutes, he grew bored. The dream seemed to be going on for a very long time. Most of the time dreams were over quickly, with only a couple of things happening before he moved on to the next one, or woke up.

      Maybe this isn’t a dream, he thought. He chuckled to himself at such a ridiculous thought.

      He ran around to the other side of the pond in a split second. “Could I do that in real life?” he shouted into the air.

      He decided he’d had enough of the woods. He thought about seeing Victoria, and showing her his dream-powers. He closed his eyes and imagined her house and front yard. He sat in his imagination for a couple of moments, and then opened his eyes.

      He was still in the woods.

      That was weird. Normally in dreams you didn’t have any recollection of going from one place to the other. You were just there. So why wasn’t he just there at Victoria’s house?

      Patrick closed his eyes once again and imagined more of the details. He thought about the red brick pathway that led from the road to Victoria’s front door. The front porch that the two of them had drawn on with chalk when they were younger. The window that looked into the living room that Victoria had thrown a baseball through by accident. The side of the house where they’d found a dead bird that hadn’t flown when it fell out of its nest. He remembered how sad the two of them had been, especially Victoria. She still didn’t like to talk about it.

      He thought about the tree in the backyard where they’d buried the dead bird at the bottom, and would always dare each other to climb to the top. They never had, of course. They’d both been too afraid, and by the time they were old enough to not be scared, they were much too old to do things like climb a tree.

      Patrick opened his eyes.

      Still in the woods.

      A worrying thought popped into his mind.

      What if this really isn’t a dream?

      He looked down at the blood on his clothes. That definitely seemed real.

      He ran through the woods with his newfound super speed, scouring every inch of it so he could find the scene of last night’s party.

      After searching for less than a minute, he found it. He stood at the tree line, making sure to stay out of sight, and looked out at the scene of the party, horrified at what he could see in the light of day. There were dozens of police cars, ambulance, and fire trucks parked nearby. Officers were canvassing the area, collecting evidence and taking pictures. Blood painted the entirety of the clearing. There were two trucks completely flipped onto their backs, and another was crumbled up in a ball a full fifty yards from where Patrick remembered it being parked the night before.

      Then the stink hit him. The metallic-smelling blood being heated by the sunlight. The smell of gasoline leaking from the destroyed vehicles. The entire thing was like something from a horror movie, or a nightmare.

      But there was one thing Patrick knew now: this was no nightmare. The scene he saw before him was very, very real.
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      Patrick stared at his reflection in the pond, his mouth slightly open. His wide eyes looked back at him, unable to look away from the horrific sight in front of him. He knew that something terrible had happened the night before, and somehow he had survived. The blood all over him was evidence, though, that he had been right in the middle of it.

      He closed his mouth and gritted his teeth. He knew what he needed to do first. He needed a new set of clothes. He couldn’t be seen covered in blood when there was an investigation into the apparent massacre going on. After that, he had to come up with a story.

      He was terrified of having to lie to the police, but he had no other option. He couldn’t let them find out what he was capable of. There was no telling what would happen to him then. He would have to tell the police that he’d left the party early or something, and that he hadn’t been around when whatever had happened, happened. Once he got that out of the way, he could begin to figure out exactly what had gone down the night before. He doubted anybody else would be able to. He was the only one who knew about people with incredible powers. Well, he and whoever else had them. There was someone else in the city where he lived who had them as well, and when he found out who they were—who had committed this horrendous massacre—they were going to pay. Patrick was sure of it.

      A pit grew in his stomach at the thought of someone else having the same powers that he did. If they were capable of committing a massacre of high school students at a party, what else would they be capable of? He had to find out, and fast. There was no telling what they’d do next.

      A thought formed in Patrick’s head, a terrifying one that he’d fought hard to keep down, but it had slipped through his defenses and permeated throughout his brain.

      What if there’s nobody else?

      Patrick closed his eyes tight, concentrating on removing that thought from his consciousness. There was no way he could do something like that. True, he was missing parts of his memory, but there was no way he could have killed everybody at that party. Even if he had been drunk out of his mind, he just knew that there was no way that that could have happened.

      But would the police believe that? Of course not. If he were to come forward and they somehow found out about his powers, there was no telling what would happen to him.

      No, he knew that his only course of action was to find the other person with the same abilities he had, and make them pay for what they’d done. He wasn’t going to let them just kill his friends and get away with it. They had messed with the wrong person.

      One thing at a time, he told himself. First, some fresh clothes.
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      Patrick stood in the alley watching the entrance to the clothing store. A late morning breeze blew a styrofoam cup across the road, and the scraping noise it made penetrated the eerie silence. He guessed that news about the massacre had already begun to spread, and most people were at home waiting to hear more. He wondered exactly what the reporters were going to say. How exactly did you report that an entire class had been killed in the woods and that there were cars that had been tossed aside like they were toys?

      As he watched the store, waiting for the customer inside to leave so he could run in and grab some clothes, he grew more and more worried. What if the government knew about other people with powers? If he was the only survivor, all the evidence would point to his being the perpetrator and the one with powers. The government would be onto him in no time. Should he stay hidden and let everyone assume he was dead until he was able to find the person who had actually committed the crime? If he did that, once all was said and done, everybody would wonder why he had laid low for such a long time, which would create a whole new set of questions that could possibly lead to the exact same answers: he was the one with the powers.

      All these thoughts swirled around inside his mind. Stop it, he told himself. One thing at a time.

      Right on cue, the young lady with brunette hair in a ponytail sticking out of her baseball cap exited the store. Patrick exhaled, calming himself. Time to see how fast you really are, he told himself.

      He sprinted out of the alley and across the street. The whole world slowed around him. The girl who was just walking out of the store now stood frozen, looking down at her phone mid-stride. Patrick slipped through the still-open door of the shop and went straight for the men’s section. He grabbed a black t-shirt with the phrase Can You Dig It? printed on the front in bold white letters. He wished he’d grabbed something else, but he didn’t have time to peruse the aisles for the most fashionable attire. He wasn’t an expert on his newfound powers, and wanted to get in and out as quickly as possible before something bad happened. He grabbed the rest of his new outfit—jeans, socks, shoes, pack of underwear—and turn to run right back out the door. He couldn’t help but smile at how exhilarating it all felt, dashing in and out of a store in less than a second, new outfit in hand. The person working the counter would have no idea anything was missing until the store decided to do inventory. And when they checked the security cameras, they would find nothing. They could barely capture things moving at normal speed in good quality, so Patrick was sure that there was no way they’d be able to see him moving at such incredible speeds.

      He turned to look at the person behind the counter, fascinated by the fact that they were frozen in time while he sped around their store. He almost came to a total stop when he saw who was standing there. Lace Tomlinson was running her fingers through her blonde hair with one hand, and with the other, was in the middle of pulling her phone from her pocket.

      She had been at the party the night before.

      Patrick forced himself to focus on getting out of the store before thinking about anything else. He couldn’t afford to slip up now, especially if Lace was the other person with powers. He exited the store, running past the girl who had exited earlier, who had barely moved an inch the entire time he was in the store.

      He ran across the still-empty street and into the alleyway between a laundromat and a convenience store. There, he slipped his bloodstained clothes off and quickly changed into his fresh clean clothes, being sure to pull all the tags off. He rolled his old clothes and shoes up into a ball, then opened up a nearby dumpster. The smell of rotting trash hit his senses like a freight train. Still, it wasn’t the worst thing he’d smelled all day. All the blood in the woods still won that prize.

      He dug around the trash a bit, making sure to put his clothes near the middle where they wouldn’t be seen by whoever threw something away next. He couldn’t take any chances.

      Then he jogged to the end of the alley, watching the inside of the store he’d just exited. Lace was leaning up against the counter, swiping through her phone. She didn’t seem to be too torn up by the fact that almost everybody she was friends with had died the night before. She stood there messing with her phone like it was any other slow Saturday at work. Of course she wouldn’t be too beat up if she’s the one who killed them all, Patrick thought.

      He reached for the phone in his pocket. He planned to take some notes on the phone, but when he reached his pocket, he remembered that he didn’t have a phone anymore. Damn, still not used to that, he thought.

      A realization hit him, one that he couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought about earlier. If he didn’t have his phone, then his parents wouldn’t be able to call him. Oh, shit. Mom and Dad are probably freaking out right now. A wave of heat washed through his body. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought about them sooner. They were probably in hysterics, not being able to get into contact with him, thinking he was one of the victims.

      He knew he needed to get home, and fast. Since Lace had survived the party too, he felt much less nervous about revealing himself as having survived the massacre. Now he wouldn’t be the only suspect, although he knew he was still the only one who could actually do anything about it.

      Patrick bolted out of the alleyway and sped down the road, straight toward his home.
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      Patrick walked down the street toward his house, nervous about what he was going to find when he opened the front door. What was he going to tell his parents? If there were police officers there, what would he tell them? He spent the whole walk up to the house trying to think of a good story.

      It felt strange, walking so slow. Even though he’d only had his abilities for a short time, he found that he wanted to be running around, getting from place to place in a split second. Walking was way too slow for him now, but he couldn’t risk just appearing in front of his house in case there were people out there. The government had surely already gotten wind of the situation, so it would be only a matter of time before agents who knew everything there was to know about people with these types of abilities would be focusing on Patrick’s town like hawks. He needed to lie as low as possible. There was no telling what kinds of gadgets and devices they had that could detect people with superpowers.

      Patrick stopped in his tracks. He was second-guessing revealing himself. He couldn’t afford to draw any attention to himself. He didn’t want government agents to be watching his every move, waiting for him to slip up and use his abilities. Because they had to be watching him, right? He couldn’t imagine he was the first person to ever manifest these types of abilities. He had no idea what to think, no idea what to do. He began to wonder whether or not anybody had actually been in his shoes before.

      Get it together, Patrick. Of course you’re not the first, he told himself as he began walking again. Lace was a potential superhuman. She was the only other person he knew who had survived. Of course, she could’ve just left the party early. He could remember seeing her there at some point, but it wasn’t like he’d kept an eye on her the entire time.

      Well, it has to be somebody, he told himself. Somebody there had to have powers, and they had to have used them. The crushed and flipped vehicles were definite evidence of that. The more survivors, the more area the government agents had to cover, which meant the more wiggle room Patrick had. Government agents that you don’t even know exist, he told himself. He was getting himself all worked up over a theory.

      His hands began to shake in fear. Come on, get it together, he told himself, clenching his hands into fists. He knew he needed to get himself out of his own head. He needed to focus on one thing at a time—and that meant revealing himself to his parents, no matter what.

      After a few more minutes, he reached his home. There was no unusual commotion going on on the street outside. No police cruisers, news vans, nothing. Patrick looked over his shoulder at Victoria’s house across the street. It looked the same as it would on any other Saturday afternoon. Her vehicle was sitting in the driveway along with her parents’.

      Patrick’s stomach sank and he turned away from the house, unable to look any longer. “Shit,” he said. “Ben.” Sadness and guilt rushed through him in an almost overwhelming fashion. Maybe he left early, he thought, trying to reassure himself. He had no way to be sure, so he did his best to not think about it.

      He walked up the sidewalk to his house with absolutely no idea what to expect when he walked inside. He walked to the far right side of the porch and pulled up a red brick that was a bit darker then the rest of the ones that made up the floor of the porch. Underneath it was a spare key. He unlocked the door, then put the key back and covered it with the brick.

      He walked inside, where the cool air from the air conditioning blasted him. He almost kicked his shoes off, but stopped himself. He didn’t want his mom asking any questions about where he’d gotten his new shoes. The shirt he was wearing with Can You Dig It? plastered across the front was going to be hard enough to explain.

      “What time is it?” he heard his mom ask somewhere off to his right.

      He turned, but all he could see was his own reflection staring back at him from the mirror hanging on the foyer wall.

      “A little past noon, I think,” he heard his dad say.

      Patrick furrowed his brows, unsure of what was going on. He could hear his parents talking in their room on the other side of the wall, as if the wall wasn’t even there. He looked at his reflection, his eyes widening. He pointed to his ears. Superhearing? he mouthed. He couldn’t believe it. What other power was going to manifest itself? Where was it going to end? That thought both excited and terrified him. What if it ended with him popping, just like what had happened in one of his earlier theories about the massacre? He moved that theory up in his mental list, right underneath Other superhuman.

      “—just wondering when Patrick’s going to get up,” he heard his mom say, and tuned back into their conversation.

      “He went to that party last night. Must’ve gotten in late,” his dad responded.

      Patrick’s eyes widened once again. They had no idea what had happened in the woods. As far as they or anybody else knew, Patrick had left the party and had come straight home. This definitely made things less complicated for him.

      He heard the television in the living room on his left, which the foyer led directly into. There was no door, just a small wall that he was currently standing behind. He figured Ren was in there watching television, too involved in the show to notice that someone had walked through the door. It was turned up pretty loud, but he had no idea if it was actually loud, or if it was just his newfound superhearing making it seem that way. Either way, Ren would definitely notice if he just walked by and into the large living area in front of him. He was going to have to use his superspeed to run by without being seen.

      He hoped that nothing bad would happen, that he wouldn’t accidentally bring the whole house down. He took a deep breath and bolted through the foyer into the living area. He stopped himself before he could slam through the wall into the backyard. He listened, and heard nothing unusual. Nobody had noticed, and the house wasn’t falling down on top of them.

      Satisfied and exhilarated, he crossed to the far right side of the room and climbed the stairs as quietly as he could.

      Once upstairs and inside his room, he changed into an outfit his family would recognize and not pay attention to. Once his red t-shirt and sweatpants were on, he exited his room and went downstairs as if he’d just woken up.

      “Well, you sure did get plenty of sleep last night,” his mom said as Patrick stepped off the final stair. She was standing in the kitchen, filling up a glass of water. She was wearing a pair of leggings and running shoes, and had her hair pulled back. Her phone was in a band on her upper arm.

      “Doesn’t feel that way,” Patrick said, trying his best to sound groggy. He crossed the living area and entered the kitchen, grabbed a glass from the cabinet and filled it with water. He hadn’t realized how thirsty he was until he saw his mom drinking from her glass. “You going out running?”

      “Jogging. I don’t think I could quite handle running just yet,” she said with a small laugh.

      “Well, you definitely look the part,” Patrick said, then took a gulp of water.

      His dad entered the kitchen from the door that led into the room where Ren was watching television. “Hey, you have a good time at the party last night?”

      Patrick nodded. “Not too good, of course,” he said with a smile. His parents had always been very cool and open with him, mostly because he never lied to them. They were okay with him going to parties, since they believed him when he said he’d be responsible—and he was. No harm, no foul. Plus he was eighteen, and there wasn’t much they could do to stop him even if they wanted to.

      Ren came running into the kitchen, right up to Patrick. “Come watch with me! It’s so funny!”

      “What are we watching?” Patrick asked as he walked across the kitchen and into the TV room, eager to leave his parents’ questions about his night behind.

      “It’s—why is there two men outside?”

      Patrick’s head whipped up. He looked out the window into his front yard and saw a car parked out there with two men in suits emerging from inside.

      “What’s going on?” Patrick’s dad asked as he and Patrick’s mom entered the room behind Patrick.

      “I don’t know,” Patrick said, his heart rate increasing. “They just pulled up.” His mind raced. They knew! He didn’t know how they knew; he just knew they did. They were coming to get him, to take him away. They had somehow found out about his powers, and now he was going to be a scapegoat—framed for heinous crimes he hadn’t committed.

      He exhaled, trying to get all the fear out of him. Just cool it. There’s no way they know, he told himself. He hadn’t done anything wrong. Yet. Once they got inside the house, though, and started asking questions, he knew that was when the lying would start.

      He quickly came up with a story in his head. He wasn’t sure if it was the most foolproof one, but it would have to do.

      “Patrick, you didn’t do anything, did you?” his mom asked.

      Patrick turned to face her and his dad. “No, of course not,” he answered, sounding as ignorant as he could. “I have no idea what’s going on.”

      “Well, I guess we’re about to find out,” his dad said, nodding toward the front door. A second later, the doorbell rang. “I’ll get it,” he said. He pushed past Patrick and walked to the front door.

      Patrick, Ren, and their mother all stood there, listening. Patrick thought his heart was going to explode, it was beating so fast. He could hear it pounding in his chest, which he found incredibly creepy. He hoped it was only because of his powers that he could hear it, and that it wasn’t actually beating hard and fast enough that everybody else could hear it as well.

      The door swung open, and Patrick’s dad greeted the two men. “Hello, sirs,” he said.

      “Is this the Henry residence?” they asked.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “We’re detectives with Westlake PD. How are you doing today, Mr. Henry?” one of them asked.

      “Good. What’s this about, detectives?” Patrick’s dad asked.

      “We were wondering if your son, Patrick Henry, was home?”

      “Yes, of course he is,” Patrick’s dad said, confusion in his voice. “Now, what’s this about again?”

      “We just have a couple of questions to ask him regarding a situation that happened at the party he attended last night. May we come in?”

      “Yes, of course,” Patrick’s dad said as he stepped aside, letting the two detectives in.

      This is it, Patrick thought right before the detectives appeared around the section of wall that he had used to hide behind earlier.

      The one in front was a taller, older man, a little pudgy. He was clearly the senior one of the two, as his stubble had patches of gray hair and he had crow’s feet around his eyes, while his partner looked very young. His partner had red hair and a clean-shaven face, and while he was a few inches shorter, he was clearly more muscular.

      The older detective smiled when he saw Patrick, his mother and sister standing there. “How are you doing, ma’am?” he asked with a slight nod to Patrick’s mom. Patrick recognized him as the one who had been doing all the talking earlier.

      “I’m doing fine. Can you tell us what’s going on?” she asked, clearly worried.

      “Are you Patrick Henry?” the detective asked, his eyes meeting Patrick’s.

      Patrick felt as if he was going to throw up, but he did his best to look innocent. He was sure this wasn’t the detective’s first rodeo. He had to do everything in his power to seem naive. “Yes, sir, that’s me.”

      “I’m Detective Winston. This is my partner, Detective Francis. Why don’t we have a seat? We have a few questions we want to ask you,” he said, gesturing toward the couch and chairs that sat around the room.

      “Is he in trouble, detectives?” Patrick’s mom asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      “Of course not, ma’am. We just have a few questions to ask.” Winston looked down at Ren. “And what’s your name, young lady?” he asked with a smile.

      Ren hid behind Patrick’s leg. “Ren,” she said, as quiet as a mouse.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Ren,” Winston said. He looked up at Patrick’s mom. “Mrs. Henry, do you mind taking Ren into the other room? She doesn’t need to be around for this.”

      Patrick turned to look at his mom. She looked at him with reassuring eyes, and grabbed Ren’s hand. “Of course. I’ll be in my room if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, ma’am. We appreciate it,” Detective Francis said, speaking for the first time.

      Patrick’s mom gave him one last glance before she left the room with Ren.

      “Let’s all sit,” Detective Winston said.

      Patrick’s dad sat in a chair on the other side of the room, the two detectives sat on a couch in the middle, and Patrick sat in the chair opposite his father, next to the couch.

      No going back now.
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      “We’re going to record this conversation, if that’s alright with you,” Detective Francis said as he set a digital audio recorder on the coffee table.

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” Patrick responded.

      “Were you at a party last night thrown by Joshua Underwood?” Detective Winston asked.

      “Yes, I was,” Patrick said, a lump forming in his throat. He didn’t know if he could do this.

      “Were you there the entire night, until the end?” Winston asked, his voice friendly and warm. Patrick could tell he was being very careful to ask questions that were as vague as possible in an attempt to get Patrick to incriminate himself.

      “No, I wasn’t. I left the party early,” Patrick lied.

      He couldn’t believe he was doing this. He began to think about the clearing where the party had taken place, and all the blood and death that was there. All of his friends, acquaintances, enemies, all dead. He thought about the clothes he’d worn that were now sitting in a dumpster, how they were covered in blood. His stomach turned, and he fought to stay strong. He couldn’t show any signs of weakness or knowledge to the detectives. He had to display complete ignorance.

      “You left early?” Winston said, curious. He smiled and turned to Francis. “A high school senior leaving a party full of booze, drugs, girls, way out in the woods where nobody could find them? That doesn’t seem typical, now, does it?”

      Francis shook his head. “None of the teenagers I know would do something like that.”

      “You hang out around teenagers often?” Patrick asked as if he was accusing the detective of something. The words had just slipped out of his mouth, and he regretted them as soon as he’d said them.

      Detective Francis’ face turned cold. “We’ll stick to asking the questions, Patrick.”

      “Why’d you leave the party early?” Winston asked, his eyes zeroing in on Patrick. He was ready for him to slip up somehow.

      Patrick’s eyes met his father’s. His dad was leaning forward in his chair. He nodded for Patrick to answer the question.

      Patrick turned his gaze back to Winston. “I wasn’t feeling very well. The smoke from the fire was getting all up in my lungs. I was coughing all night. Just wasn’t having a very good time.”

      Detective Winston stared at Patrick in silence for a moment, but Patrick wouldn’t break. Now he had spite to fuel him. He didn’t like the tones the detectives were taking, and he wasn’t going to give them anything to work with if he could help it.

      “Do you know about what time you left?” Winston asked, relaxing back into his seat a bit.

      “No. I didn’t have my phone on me.”

      “Why not?”

      “It got stolen.”

      “Stolen?” Patrick’s dad asked.

      “Yeah, stolen,” Patrick said. “I filed a police report yesterday, in case you don’t believe me,” he said, happy to tell them something that he could prove. “Anyways, it wasn’t that far into the party. I got there at the beginning and only stuck around for an hour or two.”

      Detective Winston nodded, reluctantly satisfied with Patrick’s answer. “And have you seen anybody from the party since then?”

      Patrick opened his mouth, but stopped the words from coming out just in time. He almost told them about seeing Lace at the store earlier, but as far as his family knew, he’d been in bed all morning. “No. I just woke up right before you got here.”

      Winston chuckled softly, as if Patrick had just told a joke. “You sure are a late sleeper, aren’t you?”

      “Well, I was up late last night, so—”

      “I thought you left the party early?” Detective Francis asked, eagerly interrupting Patrick, visibly excited that Patrick had possibly incriminated himself.

      Shit shit shit. “Yeah, I did leave the party early, but it started a little late. Besides, I didn’t go right to bed when I got home. I watched some TV in my room first,” Patrick said, thinking fast.

      Francis sank back in his chair, disappointed that Patrick had a satisfactory answer.

      Winston turned to Francis. “Any other questions?”

      Francis pulled a notepad out of his pocket and flipped to a page. “Nope, that’s all I’ve got here.”

      Detective Winston stood, and with him, so did everybody else in the room. “That’s all the questions we have for you right now, Patrick.”

      “Could you tell us what this is all about?” Patrick’s dad asked.

      The detectives turned to him, and Winston shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir, but we can’t share any information right now, other than the fact that there was an incident at Joshua Underwood’s party last night that’s currently under investigation. When we learn more, we’ll be sure to let you know. However,” he said, turning to Patrick, “if you can think of anything else that may be of any use, give me a call.” He pulled a card from his jacket pocket and gave it to Patrick.

      Patrick took it. On the front, it said Detective Harold Winston. The card had all of his contact information on it. “I’ll call you first thing.”

      Winston nodded. “We may have more questions, so stay where I can reach you, alright?”

      Patrick nodded. “Of course.”

      “Alright, well, we’ll get out of your hair now.” Winston said, and he and Francis walked toward the door.

      Patrick’s dad shook their hands and opened the door for them. When they were gone, he closed the door and turned to Patrick. “What in the world happened last night?”

      Patrick shrugged, watching the detectives through the little window next to the door as they walked toward their car. “I have absolutely no idea.”
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      Patrick shut his bedroom door behind him. He grabbed a pen and notebook from his backpack by the door and crossed the room to the desk by his bed. He had so much going on inside his brain, he had to get everything down on paper so he could figure out where to go from here.

      

      
        
        What are the possibilities here? How could something like this have happened?

        One, it could be someone else with abilities (this is most likely, as crazy as it sounds). Who could have these powers? Lace is the only one I know to have survived so far, and she didn’t seem very shaken. Although the detectives didn’t tell me what happened, so she probably has no clue. Still, she’s the only one I know so far who survived. I need to get my hands on a list of names of those who are confirmed dead, missing, and survived. I gotta find out who could possibly have the same abilities as me. Then what, though? Do I make them pay somehow? What does that even mean? I can’t kill them, can I? They obviously have no problem with that. I don’t know if there’s a prison that could hold them, though. Besides, if they’ve had powers longer than I have, they’d know way more about them than I do. Maybe I can get them to tell me everything they know. Maybe they can help me figure out what’s happening. We could help each other.

        But they also killed almost all of my friends. Can I really work with someone who’s done something like that? Who’s capable of that?

        Theory Two: EVERYBODY there developed these powers, and their bodies couldn’t handle it, and they popped. Either my body CAN handle it, or it’s taking longer for me to pop. Which means it could happen at any time. I didn’t see any bodies lying around, so this one could be a real possibility.

        

      

      

      Patrick sat back in his chair, trying to come up with other theories. He couldn’t think of any other ones that were as plausible as the two he had written down. He flipped the pen around in his hands, thinking, If I’m really going to do this, the first thing I need to do is find out what I’m capable of. My abilities will help me in this search, but first I have to find out their extent.

      

      The next morning, Patrick ran as fast as he could. His strides were so huge it felt almost as if he were flying. He zoomed across the Michigan countryside, running around cars and buildings when they popped up, but leaving them out of sight just a few moments later.

      After about ten minutes of running, he came to a stop in some thick woods. He had no idea where he was, or even if he was still in Michigan. He took a deep breath, drinking in the smell of the tall pines. Even though it was almost June, deep in the woods it was still damp and cool. He almost wished he’d worn a long-sleeved shirt, but he told himself he wouldn’t be still long enough to get cold.

      He scanned the tree line, taking in the sight of the towering pines. There were a few other trees sprinkled around, maybe oaks or hackberries—he wasn’t sure. All he knew was that the pines that stood tall before him were very, very heavy. He picked out the tallest one of the bunch and walked over. It stood almost a hundred feet tall, and was probably very old.

      Patrick had other things on his mind, however. There were plenty of trees around. He needed to find out the extent of his abilities, and he wasn’t going to be able to do that by hugging trees. He was doing this for one reason: so he could find out who had killed everybody at the party.

      “Sorry, buddy, but I gotta do it,” he said with a smile as he patted the tree.

      He wrapped his arms as far as he could around the tree. I guess I am a tree hugger, he thought with a chuckle. He squeezed the trunk, sending cracks up and down it, as if it were made of glass. It moaned and shook as he pulled up slowly. Roots sprang up from the ground and shot dirt up into the air, hitting Patrick in the face. It was like the tree was fighting back against him, but it was going to take a little more than flinging of dirt to stop him.

      He pulled up on the tree more and more, going slowly so he’d be able to know the exact moment when it became difficult. He waited for resistance, but none came. He stood there amazed as he pulled the tree out of the ground. He pulled it up as far as he could until his own height stopped him. He wasn’t tall enough to pull it out any farther. He held the tree up as far as his body would let him.

      With a smile, he decided that wasn’t enough. He squeezed as hard as he could and crushed the tree in his arms. The trunk split in half, sending splinters and dirt flying everywhere. Patrick ran out of the way as the tree fell to the ground, crashing into the tops of other trees, bringing some of the smaller ones down with it.

      He watched as pieces of the tree rained down from the sky. After catching on a few more trees, the pine slammed to the ground. The sound echoed through the woods, and the ground beneath Patrick shook like an earthquake. He could feel the reverberations in his bones. They danced up his legs into his spine, and up into his head. He found it exhilarating. The powerful vibrations that danced through the ground, that he felt in the bones, were all because of him.

      A smile slipped across his face. All the things going on in his life—the massacre at the party, lying to the police and his family, it being up to him to find out who had killed everybody—he couldn’t help but let that all slip away. He was having so much fun with his powers that in the moment, nothing else mattered. It was just him in the woods where nobody could find him. He wasn’t in danger of anybody finding out, he didn’t have to worry about Detective Winston or Detective Francis coming by and asking him any questions—it was just him and his powers.

      He looked down at his hands and noticed that a blue light illuminated them. He brought them up closer to his eyes, and the light got brighter and more intense. Frowning, he turned and ran out of the woods, searching for a reflective surface to confirm his suspicions.

      He found a small town close by that had a small diner next to a flashing red light. He ran inside, zipping past all the workers and patrons who stood frozen in time. He ran into the empty bathroom in the back and stopped. Time resumed as he stood still in the bathroom, looking at his reflection, his suspicions confirmed.

      Both his eyes were glowing bright blue. He couldn’t see his pupils; it was as if both his eyes were glowing blue orbs of light. He smiled as he looked himself up and down and found his joy hard to contain.

      He could’ve stood there in the bathroom of that diner staring at his reflection all day, but instead he turned and ran back out of the diner toward the woods. He had a busy day ahead of him, testing out his new abilities.
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      Patrick whooped and shouted in pure exhilaration as he came to a stop. He’d run the border of the woods five times, each time doing so a little faster. He couldn’t believe how great it felt. It was a million times better than any amount of booze or adrenaline-pumping activity could make him feel. Everything was beginning to look a little bit simpler, feel a little less scary. It wasn’t hard for him to imagine going skydiving, rock climbing with no safety gear, climbing Mount Everest—all of which he could imagine himself doing in an afternoon without breaking a sweat or getting freaked out. But he couldn’t fathom those things giving him the same feeling that running around the border of the woods a sixth time would.

      So he did just that. He ran a seventh time, too. Finally, after his eighth trip, he decided to take a break. He didn’t want the feeling to get old, although he had his doubts that it ever would.

      He stopped next to the pine tree he’d brought down earlier and climbed up onto its trunk. He sat atop it, his arms behind him to support him. His breathing was cool and calm. He wasn’t even breaking a sweat. He was surprised when he found himself to be a bit tired, then guessed that despite his abilities, he still needed sleep.

      He closed his eyes, still sitting up. He wasn’t trying to sleep; he just wanted to rest his eyes for a bit. While his eyes were shut, he listened closely to the sounds around him. He imagined a bubble around him, and everything in that bubble he could hear. The wind whistled through the needles of the pine trees above him. He listened more closely and could hear something digging underground. Probably a mole or something digging its tunnel, he thought.

      He pictured the sound bubble and expanded it. It spread through the woods, picking up the sounds of the various wildlife. Baby birds chirping in their nests, momma birds chewing up worms to feed to them. A squirrel running up a tree trunk with an acorn in its mouth.

      A snarling sound piqued his interest. He zeroed in on it and listen as two cats hissed and growled at each other. They didn’t sound like regular house cats to Patrick. No, these sounded like two very large cats who belonged in the wild fighting.

      He opened his eyes and turned his head in the direction the sound was coming from. It was behind him to his right. All he could see were trees. If he were a normal person, he’d have no idea there was anything going on.

      He leapt off the tree trunk and began jogging toward the cats’ location. He didn’t want to sprint as he wasn’t sure how far away the cats were. He didn’t want to overshoot them or scare them away. Besides, he wanted to work on his hearing. He’d already done plenty of running exercises.

      The sound of the snarling grew closer and closer until finally, Patrick found the cats. He stood behind a tree and watched as two cougars circled each other, each waiting for the other to strike first. The cougar closest to him was the larger of the two. It spun in place while the smaller one circled.

      For a second, Patrick wondered if he should step in and intervene. His heart pumped with adrenaline and fear as he watched the cats try to figure out a way to kill each other. He watched, mesmerized, then decided to do nothing and just watch. He didn’t want to interfere with nature. This was going to happen whether or not he was there to watch, and he decided it should stay that way. That didn’t mean he had to look away, of course.

      The smaller cougar decided the time was right, and lunged at the larger one. The two of them fought in a flurry of claws and teeth. Patrick watched in awe, his mouth slightly open. It was pure ferocity, nature at its finest. Whether they were fighting over territory or over a mate, they were fighting to the death.

      The smaller one dug one of its sharp claws into the soft flesh at the spot where the leg connected to the torso on the larger one. The cat screamed in agony and stumbled, limping. This gave the smaller one the perfect window of opportunity. It lunged onto the larger one to finish it off.

      Patrick looked away, pressing his back against the tree. His blood pumped furiously, flowing with adrenaline. He couldn’t believe what he’d just seen. It was so visceral and feral. His hands felt clammy and his head was hot. He closed his eyes and shook his head. He wasn’t sure whether or not he enjoyed the feeling.

      After a minute he opened his eyes and looked up at the sky. It was beginning to get dark as the sun made its way down to the horizon. He jumped up, panic beginning to set in. He’d been gone for way too long. What if somebody was looking for him? He didn’t have a phone so they could call him. What if the detectives had more questions to ask him? If he’d just disappeared, he’d become a prime suspect for sure.

      He knew he needed to get home, and fast. He turned and sprinted out of the woods, running as fast as he could toward home. Even through all of his panic and fear, he couldn’t help but smile. This was definitely going to go down as one of his strangest and most exciting days.
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      Patrick walked into his house a little before six. He kicked his shoes off at the front door and walked toward the living area ahead of him.

      “Patrick?” he heard somebody say from the television room.

      Patrick stopped and turned, and saw Victoria sitting on the couch. Patrick’s mom was sitting next to her. Victoria looked like a mess. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying. Her makeup had run all over her face, but from the look of her, Patrick guessed she’d run out of tears a long time ago.

      “Victoria, what’s wrong?” Patrick asked as he walked over to the couch and sat down next to her.

      “Something terrible happened at the party night before last, Patrick,” she said, her voice cracking.

      “I’m going to go get some water,” Patrick’s mom said, standing to leave.

      “I know. Some detectives came by yesterday. I left the party before anything happened, though. I don’t know anything,” Patrick said, placing a hand on her back.

      Victoria shook her head as if to tell herself that she wouldn’t cry. “So, you’ve known since yesterday and you haven’t said anything to me?”

      Patrick didn’t know what to say. He scoured his mind for an excuse, but nothing came to him. “I-I-I’m really sorry, Victoria. It’s just all so much to handle. Like I said, I don’t even know anything. I didn’t want to scare you.”

      “Well, you know what, Patrick?” Victoria said, turning to face him. The look on her face scared him. “Ben’s dead. He died at the party, and they won’t even tell us how. All they’ll tell us is that he died. You weren’t there for him.” Somehow she found more tears to cry, and they began to leak out. “You said you would be, and then you weren’t. Then, when I needed you yesterday, you never came by to check on me! I called, and your mom said you were up in your room all day. You didn’t come to see if Ben  was okay.”

      Victoria stood, her sadness turning to rage. “I thought I’d come over today and make sure you were doing okay with everything, and you’re just gone! Where have you been all day, Patrick? Where were you when I needed you? When Ben needed you? You were just gone!”

      Patrick stood too, unable to take it anymore. “Okay, I’ve been dealing with some things too, Victoria!”

      Victoria reeled back. “Oh, you’ve been dealing with things?” she screamed. “Tell me, Patrick, what’s worse than your brother dying and you have no idea how, and your best friend who’s supposed to always be there for you being MIA when you need him the most?”

      “You think this is easy for me?” Patrick yelled back. “Everybody died there, Victoria! All my friends, everybody I know, they’re all dead. Why did I survive, Victoria? Huh? You think waking up covered in the blood of everybody you know is something that you can just—”

      “What did you just say?” Victoria interrupted.

      Patrick froze. Everything had fallen apart before his eyes, and he had to work fast to put it all back together. “I said I’m just going through a lot too, okay?”

      “No, you said you were covered in blood. I thought you left the party early, Patrick.” Victoria took a step forward, accusation in her voice.

      “I did,” Patrick said, his eyes not meeting hers. “Victoria, I did.” His confidence grew as a story formed in his head. “I meant it metaphorically. I just feel really guilty, like I have blood on my hands. Like, if I hadn’t left the party early, maybe I could’ve done something. Maybe I could’ve stopped whoever it was from doing whatever they did.” He sighed and shook his head. “Can you believe we don’t even know what happened? After everything they’re putting us through, they won’t even give us a hint as to what’s going on.”

      Victoria took a deep breath and shrugged. “Trust me, I’ve thought plenty about that.” She sat back down on the couch.

      Patrick sat down and put an arm around her. She didn’t push him away, and he breathed a small sigh of relief. It had worked. She believed him. “How are your parents?”

      “How do you think? It’s so sad over there.” Victoria looked out the window toward her home. “I had to get out of there.”

      “I’m really, really sorry, Victoria,” Patrick said, and he meant that honestly. “The police are going to figure out who did this, and they’re going to get what they deserve.”

      Victoria nodded in agreement. The two of them sat there in silence for a few moments longer. Finally, Victoria stood up again.

      “Where are you going?” Patrick asked.

      “I have to go. You’re acting really weird, and I need to get back to my family,” Victoria said as she gathered up her belongings.

      “I’m not acting weird.”

      “I’ve known you forever, Patrick. I know when you’re hiding something. I don’t need this right now. I thought you could be there for me, but obviously I was wrong.” Victoria walked toward the door.

      Patrick went after her. “Victoria, I’m sorry. This is just a lot, okay?” he said as she opened the door.

      Victoria turned around to face him. “I can’t look at you right now. I can’t help but think about how you said you would watch Ben.”

      “Victoria, I said—”

      “I know you’re sorry. I know it’s not your fault. I know there’s not anything you could’ve done. I just can’t help but think about it, and I need some space. I’m sorry.”

      Victoria turned and walked off the porch and down the sidewalk toward her house.

      Patrick stood in the doorway watching her walk away. He was having a hard time facing the possibility that after all these years, he might’ve lost his best friend.

      He closed the door and stood there in shock, staring at the door, lost in his own mind, replaying their conversation over and over again in his head.

      “Did Victoria leave?” Patrick’s mom asked from behind him.

      “Yeah,” he said, not turning to face her.

      He heard footsteps, then felt his mom’s hand on his shoulder. “You know it’s not your fault, right?”

      Patrick nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

      His mom stood there a few moments longer, then got the message that he wanted to be left alone. She turned and left, and Patrick got his wish.

      He closed his eyes and clenched his fists. It’s not my fault, but it’s my responsibility.

      He turned and ran upstairs to his bedroom. After he’d closed the door, he grabbed his notebook and opened it up to the page of notes he’d made about the whole situation. He marked a line through theory two—the “pop” one—and circled the first one.

      “I’m going to find you,” he said, speaking to whoever the other person with abilities was. “And I’m going to make you pay.”

      Patrick slammed the notebook shut. It was time to get to work.
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      Patrick stood in the alley across from the clothing store that Lace worked in. She was standing behind the counter looking at her phone like she’d been last time, except now she had dark bags under her eyes. They were bloodshot, too, and her hair was disheveled.

      He took a step out of the alley and began crossing the street. He’d been standing in the alley for a good ten minutes working up the courage. He did his best not to think about what he was doing, because that would just lead to frustration. He had no idea why he was so nervous. It wasn’t like Lace was going to super-out and try to kill him just for asking a couple of questions.

      He entered the store, a bell jingling as he did so. It felt strange being inside the store at “normal” speed.

      “Hey, Patrick,” Lace said quietly, almost as if halfway through her greeting she had changed her mind about addressing him.

      Patrick did a fake double-take and let out a big smile. “Hey, Lace! I had no idea you worked here,” he lied, then walked over to the counter. He put his hand on it, leaning forward slightly. “How’re you doing?”

      Lace shrugged. “It’s all so crazy, isn’t it? Nobody knows what happened.”

      Patrick nodded. “I know. The police came and talked to me, but I couldn’t get anything out of them. They’re keeping this all locked down pretty tight.”

      “Yeah. But you know, it’s started to get some national news attention.” s

      Patrick’s heart skipped a beat and he cleared his throat. He’d hoped he would have more time before reporters got involved and started making things even more messy. “Really? Wow. Have they tried getting hold of you?”

      Lace shook her head. “They don’t know any names yet. Hopefully it’ll stay that way. I don’t want to be dogged by reporters, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know exactly what you mean.”

      Lace looked past Patrick and waved forward somebody behind him. She set down her phone. “Let me get them real quick,” she said.

      Patrick turned and saw an elderly couple waiting in line with a basket of clothes. “Yeah, of course. I’m gonna run to the bathroom.”

      “In the back to your left,” Lace told him as she started taking the elderly couple’s clothes off hangers so she could scan them.

      Patrick turned and walked toward the back. He entered the bathroom where he knew there’d be no security cameras, then turned and ran back out. This time, he was going at superspeed.

      He ran to the front of the store where Lace was frozen as she placed a pair of slacks into a bag. The elderly woman was starting to fill out her check, while the man Patrick assumed was her husband checked out Lace’s ass.

      Patrick ran around to the other side of the counter and grabbed Lace’s phone,  then turned and ran back into the bathroom, where he came to a stop. He tapped on her Messages app and scrolled up to the search bar on the top. He tapped in “powers” and a conversation she’d had with somebody named Genevieve showed up. He pressed it.

      

      He always wants to watch these movies about people with powers.

      

      Patrick rolled his eyes. Just complaining about her boyfriend. Well, ex-boyfriend I guess now.

      He tapped in “abilities”.

      No results.

      “Dead”.

      27 results.

      Patrick quickly read through them, but they had nothing to do with the killings. Feeling frustrated, he poked his head out the bathroom door and saw Lace was nearing the end of her transaction, but two more people were lined up. He entered a couple more keywords, but nothing showed up that incriminated Lace. If she had powers, she wasn’t telling any of her friends over text, which was a disappointment. He’d been counting on her not being so careful.

      He had one more place to check. He opened up her Photos app and scrolled through the images. “Oh, shit, whoa, okay,” he said as he thumbed through them, trying not to get distracted by all the naked photos. Not just of her, but of other people he recognized from school. “Did my invitation to the orgy get lost in the mail?” he joked, trying to keep himself from freaking out.

      He didn’t see anything that looked like it could’ve been photos or videos of her using her powers. It was worth a shot, he thought.

      He ran out of the bathroom to the counter. Lace was just finishing up with her last customer when Patrick set her phone back down. He ran back to the bathroom, counted to ten, and then exited, this time at normal speed.

      “That was good timing,” she said when he walked back up.

      “Yeah, I guess it was,” he said. There was an awkward beat as the two of them just stood there. “What are you doing here at work? Your boss didn’t give you any days off?”

      “Work’s helping me keep my mind off things,” Lace said as she reached for her phone.

      “So, did you leave the party early or something?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I had to open here the next morning, so I left.”

      “Who do you think did it?” he blurted out. He immediately regretted not being more subtle.

      Lace flicked her gaze up at Patrick before returning it to the screen of her phone. “I don’t know, Patrick.”

      She was getting frustrated, and Patrick knew that. He was losing her fast. “I’m just, you know, trying to figure it all out in my head. I can’t think of anybody who was acting really weird.”

      “That’s because you were the one acting weird,” Lace said. slamming her phone down. She stood tall, with both her hands on the counter. “You were acting weird as hell, Patrick.”

      Patrick looked at her, taken aback. “Are you serious? How was I the one acting weird? I was just hanging out.”

      “You were sitting back drinking, being a weirdo like you always are,” Lace said. She was speaking like everything she said was matter-of-fact. “You were drinking, wandering around watching everybody. You’d go from group to group with this weird…blank look on your face. It was weird and creepy, okay? You wanna talk about the other night? Let’s talk about that.”

      Patrick didn’t know what to say. He thought back to that night. Had he been weird and creepy? He didn’t think so; he was just drinking and hanging out. “You’re over-thinking it, Lace. I was just waiting for Sam to get there. Once he did, I hung out with him all night.”

      “No, you didn’t. You talked to him for maybe fifteen minutes before you went back to whatever you were doing. I left after that, but if I had to take a guess on who it is that’s responsible for what happened, I’d put my money on you. You’re a weirdo. Always have been, but especially at the party. And now almost everybody I care about is dead.” Lace’s voice rose with every sentence she spoke.

      “You’re full of shit!” Patrick yelled back, anger swelling within him. He felt his legs begin to shake and his stomach turned. “I had friends there, too! I didn’t do anything. I left that party early, before anything happened. How else would I still be here?”

      “You’d be here if you were the one who killed them, dipshit,” Lace said. “Get the hell out of my store.”

      Patrick took a step back. “This isn’t your store, Lace,” he said, using her name as if it was a curse word. “And if you don’t think I won’t tell your manager, you thought wrong.”

      “Get. Out!” she yelled, pointing toward the door.

      Patrick turned and stormed out. He wanted to punch a hole in the wall, and didn’t care whether or not it brought the whole building down. He didn’t care if government agents found out about him and took him away. He didn’t care if whoever had killed everybody and had the same abilities as he did found out about him. He didn’t care about any of it.

      He was breathing heavily as he crossed the street. She’s just mourning. Keep it cool. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. His hands shook, and he began to feel afraid. Emotions that he’d kept bottled up came leaking out.

      “Come on, come on,” he said to himself as he entered the alley. The sun had gone down and the alley was completely dark. He gritted his teeth and clenched his fists. “Just cool it, man,” he told himself. Anger and frustration vibrated within him. He’d made no progress. In fact, his only suspect clearly had no super abilities.

      He paced up and down until his anger subsided. After a couple of minutes, he grew exhausted as the adrenaline left his body. He sighed and leaned his back up against the wall, then slid down until he was sitting on the ground. He sat there, his mind clearing from the fog of anger that had grown over.

      Then he looked over at the store. From where he was sitting, he could barely see Lace through the window. She had sounded convinced that Patrick was the one who had killed everybody. What if she went to the police with that information? Or worse, the press? He knew this all was going to get out of hand fast if he didn’t hurry up.

      A car drove by, breaking his line of sight with the store—a  car that Patrick recognized. Old, run down, red from rust or from a bad paint job. Harvey and Tovin’s car.

      Patrick stood, a new fire lit within him. It was time for him to get his phone back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Part Three: Legacy

        

      

    
    
    

  




    
      
        
          15

        

        

    
    






          First Blood

        

      

    
    
      Patrick ran from car to car, alley to alley, tree to tree. He was determined not to be seen by Harvey or Tovin, just in case they didn’t have his belongings on them. He was going to follow them to wherever they lived and confront them there.

      He couldn’t tell whether he was more angry or satisfied. On one hand he was angry just thinking about the whole situation. They’d mugged him, humiliated him, taking everything that he’d worked so hard for. On the other hand, he was satisfied that he was going to get his things back, and he wasn’t going to ask nicely. They were going to know they’d messed with the wrong person.

      They pulled into a neighborhood that was more trailer homes than houses. They drove down the winding road until it turned from asphalt to gravel. Patrick ran from tree to tree, doing his best to stay hidden. He considered running close behind them since they were now out of town, but he didn’t want to risk them seeing his eyes glowing blue. He made a mental note to see if there was any way to get control of that, and then ran to the next tree.

      They turned right at the end of the road. A sign there read No Outlet.

      Perfect, Patrick thought.

      On the other side of a cattle gate at the end of the road sat an old, run-down house. A light at the top of a post illuminated the driveway, which was overflowing with trash.

      Deciding that the house was the only place they could be going, Patrick ran ahead of them—making sure to get a good look at their unsuspecting faces as he went by.

      The yard was like a sea of trash. Old rusted ovens, grills, and lawnmowers littered the lawn. There were two rusted-out trucks sitting at the back of the gravel driveway next to the house.

      Patrick wasn’t even sure if you could call the house a house, though. It looked more like a large shed that stood on the verge of implosion at any moment. Its blue paint was peeling, revealing the wood beneath. Most of the windows were cracked, and two were completely broken, with cardboard and duct tape taking the place of glass.

      Patrick ran around to the back of the house. The light from the post in the front barely bled into the back, which made him grateful for his glowing eyes. The two beams lit up the backyard, illuminating a back door that sat behind a dry-rotted screen door.

      Patrick snuck into the house, reeling from the stench. Judging from the smell, he guessed they didn’t have working plumbing. He looked around for someplace to hide. There were plenty of places—behind a stack of boxes, behind a couch with holes and springs sticking out—but none of them seemed right.

      The beams from the car’s headlights flooded the house, and Patrick knew he had to act fast. A plan began to form in his head, and a smile grew across his face. He decided to go with a more in-your-face method of confronting them.

      The engine of the car died and the headlights went out. Patrick got into position as the car doors opened and slammed shut. The crunching of Harvey’s and Tovin’s shoes on the gravel filled the otherwise quiet night. The two of them weren’t saying a word to each other. They grew closer and closer.

      Patrick couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so excited. Not only was he finally about to reveal his powers to someone, but he was going to get his things back and get revenge. He couldn’t wait to see the looks on Harvey’s and Tovin’s faces when he revealed himself to them.

      The doorknob twisted, but Harvey didn’t get the chance to open the door. Patrick punched his hand through the weak, rotted wood, grabbed Harvey around the neck and pulled him through, sending pieces of the door flying everywhere. Harvey screamed as Patrick threw him into the kitchen at the back of the house. Harvey slammed into the cabinets, bounced off, then sat there moaning in pain.

      Something slammed into the back of Patrick’s head. He flinched and turned to see that Tovin was standing there holding a piece of wood that he’d just broken across Patrick’s head.

      “WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU?” the hulking man screamed, pointing frantically at Patrick and his glowing blue eyes. He backed away from the house and tripped over a birdbath.

      Patrick walked toward him, grimacing. Tovin continued to back up, although now he was on the ground. He turned and scrambled to his feet, but Patrick was way ahead of him. He ran around in front of the man as fast as he could, so that when Tovin was on his feet, Patrick was standing in front of him.

      Patrick had to fight the urge to laugh when he saw the look of pure shock and terror on Tovin’s face.

      “W-w-what do you want? P-please, take whatever you want!” Tovin said.

      Patrick stepped forward and wrapped his fingers around Tovin’s neck. Tobin’s giant hands grabbed Patrick’s wrists. His huge sausage fingers tried to pry Patrick’s fingers off his throat, but Patrick wasn’t letting go. He was having too much fun.

      Patrick lifted Tovin into the air like it was nothing. “A few days ago you mugged me. You took a couple of things from me that didn’t belong to you,” he said calmly. He loved being the one in charge of the situation.

      “We take things all the time,” Tovin said, his voice strained. “But tell me what it is and you can have it. You can have anything you want.”

      “You took my phone, my wallet. You found the wallet to be particularly, as you said, artisanal,” Patrick said, squeezing a little tighter.

      Tovin made a strangled, guttural sound. “Yes, yes! I remember! Set me down I’ll get them for you!”

      Patrick lifted him a bit tighter. “Tell me where you put my belongings.”

      “Wallet is in the car, Harvey has the phone!” Tovin wheezed.

      “Thank you. I’m going to put you down now,” Patrick said with a smile. He threw Tovin like a rag doll onto a pile of rusted metal. Tovin screamed when he landed, and Patrick could only hope it was from pain. The hate and disgust he felt for two men surprised him. They were trash to him, just like the place they lived.

      Patrick ran to the car and ripped the passenger door off in one smooth motion. He smirked, thinking, Car’s so shitty, I probably didn’t need super strength to tear that door off. He dug through the trash in the front seat but couldn’t find anything. then he pulled open the glove box, and more trash almost exploded out of it. Paper, fast food garbage, you name it, it was shoved into the box.

      Patrick grunted in frustration and slammed his fist into the passenger seat, sending the seat right through the bottom of the car. He lifted up the center console, and that was when he saw it. Sitting atop a pile of garbage was the dark brown wallet he’d made with his grandfather. He grabbed it and opened it up. His driver’s license, debit card, and school ID were still in there. He opened the cash compartment, but it was all gone. “Son of a bitch,” he said through gritted teeth.

      A loud explosion sounded behind him. Hot lead ripped through Patrick’s torso, sending a cloud of blood splattering throughout the inside of the car. Patrick looked down at the holes in his shirt,, feeling odd sensations rippling through his body. Another shot rang out, and another volley of lead ripped through Patrick. More blood splattered everywhere. Patrick looked down, and his heart sank. The pellets from the shotgun had ripped through him and had torn through his wallet. Two holes had been ripped clean through the leather, ruining the wallet.

      Patrick vibrated with anger. Fury and rage boiled within him. Patrick gripped the outside of the vehicle, his right hand on the frame right next to the windshield, the other as far left as he could reach. He backed out of the car, and in a smooth motion, pulled his hands together. Metal screeched as it bent, and glass exploded. Two more shots rocked Patrick’s body, but he paid them no mind. He screamed with power and anger as he crumpled the car like it was a piece of paper that had a bad idea scribbled on it.

      Patrick turned swiftly and, using his momentum, threw the car toward Tovin, who was standing there reloading his shotgun. The car slammed into him and carried him through the side wall of the house, and out the back. The entire house collapsed on itself, sending bits of dusty wood flying everywhere. It sounded like a bomb had gone off, and the place looked as if it’d been destroyed by an earthquake.

      A cough caught Patrick’s attention. He turned his head toward the source of the noise and saw Harvey crawling out of the spot where the front door to the house had once been. Patrick walked over to him, as calm as could be. Apparently, Harvey had been in the process of running out to help Tovin when the house came down on him.

      When Patrick got right over him, he saw that a piece of metal was lodged in Harvey’s torso. He didn’t know whether that had come from throwing him or the house coming down on top of him, but either way, Patrick didn’t care. All he cared about was what was in Harvey’s pocket.

      “Please, call 911,” Harvey gasped as Patrick crouched down next to him.

      Patrick ignored him. He reached into the man’s pocket and pulled a phone out. Sure enough, it was his phone. He smiled in relief, and then looked down at Harvey. “Don’t take things that don’t belong to you, alright?” He gave Harvey a tap on the head with his phone, smirking.

      Then he stood and took everything in one last time. Satisfied with his work, he turned and ran away as fast as he could, the gravity of what he’d just done not yet setting in.
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      Patrick sat up in bed, his arms wrapped around his legs. Nearby, the fan creaked as it slowly circulated the air in the room. The light from the lamp cast long shadows across the floor as Patrick stared at the corner, lost in his thoughts. He shook slightly, his adrenaline still pumping. He couldn’t believe what he’d done.

      His eyes drifted to the end of his bed, where his ruined wallet was sitting. He still hadn’t washed the blood off it—his own blood. He looked at his phone, his eyes running along the crack that went diagonally across the screen. That hadn’t been there when the phone was stolen. Do you think it got there before or after you brought an entire house down on it? he asked himself.

      He closed his eyes and focused on his breathing. In and out. It was all he could do to keep himself from freaking out. A barrage of thoughts hammered at his mind, begging to be set free. Patrick wouldn’t let them in. He’d rather think about nothing at all than think about what he’d done.

      They deserved it.

      They were trash.

      You saw the squalor they live in.

      The look on Harvey’s face when you pulled him through the door was worth it. Patrick laughed at the thought.

      His mind flooded with thoughts and emotions, most of which he didn’t have the slightest idea how to process. He leapt out of bed and started pacing back and forth. He kicked clothes and books aside to make a path. I need to clean this room, he thought.

      Yes—maybe some action would help. He sped around the room, picking things up, putting them where they were supposed to go, separating his clothes into piles. He organized his desk, making sure every pencil and pen was right where it needed to go. In seconds his entire room was organized and clean, something it almost never was. It was all he could do to keep his mind off things. He looked around the room for something else to do, but nothing jumped out at him.

      The way that car crushed like that was really cool.

      He smirked. It wasn’t just cool; it had felt amazing. The way the steel had crushed in his grasp. The way the glass had exploded with a satisfying pop. The way he’d tossed the car through the house like it was nothing. The memory of it all got his blood pumping. Crushing the car had been as satisfying as scratching a hard-to-reach itch.

      You also threw it at somebody, he reminded himself, then huffed and began pacing again. “It’ll be fine,” he told himself. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I mean, they’re just a couple of no-good, thieving, hoarding, pieces of trash. They’re criminals, plain and simple.

      He felt a bit better. He looked at himself in the mirror on the wall next to his closet. “They were criminals, and I took care of them,” he told himself. “I’m kinda like a superhero.” He smiled at the thought of that. A superhero. That was something he could get behind. “I’m just a good guy who took care of some bad guys, that’s all.”

      He felt much better now. In his eyes, he’d done the entire world a giant favor. He climbed back into bed and turned out the light. He would have no trouble falling asleep now.

      

      The satisfying crunch. The explosion of glass. The screaming.

      He threw the truck with a shout, and from it came a scream. Somebody had been hiding in the back.

      He flew through the air and landed on one. Another almost reached the ones. He ran to stop them.

      Into the fire, licked by the flames.

      Everything changed.

      

      A knock on the door woke him. He sat straight up in bed, a sheet of sweat on his skin. He was out of breath, struggling to remember what that dream he’d just had was all about.

      “What is it?” Patrick asked whoever was on the other side of the door.

      “Hey, get dressed and get down here fast,” Patrick’s dad said. “Detectives Winston and Francis are here.”

      “Oh, shit,” Patrick said under his breath. “I’ll be right there,” he told his dad.

      He hopped out of bed, threw on a t-shirt and jeans, and slipped on a pair of socks. Then he left his room and did his best to not run downstairs. When he reached the bottom, he headed for the TV room, where people were talking.

      “There he is, the man of the hour,” Detective Winston said when Patrick entered the room.

      Winston and Francis were standing near the dining table at the far side of the room. In one of the chairs sat somebody Patrick didn’t recognize. It was an older-looking, pudgy woman who had black hair with gray roots. She was digging in her bag and brought some sort of kit out. Patrick’s parents were standing next to Winston, watching the woman.

      “What’s going on?” Patrick asked.

      “We have a court order to obtain a blood sample, Patrick. That’s what Dr. Jenna is here to do,” Detective Winston said.

      Patrick looked to his parents, who both nodded. “A blood sample? What for?”

      “We’re just collecting samples from everyone we know was at the party. We need it to run some tests, make sure nobody’s falsely IDed, that kind of stuff,” Francis said.

      Patrick didn’t believe him. There was something else going on, but he didn’t know what.

      “Come on, Patrick, take a seat. This will only take a minute. Then we have some questions for you,” Detective Winston said.

      “Shouldn’t you ask me questions before you take my blood? I can’t think as clearly if I’m lightheaded,” Patrick said, trying to stall.

      “We’re just taking a small sample. You’re not donating a whole pint or anything,” Detective Winston said with a smile, as if he’d just told some sort of joke. “Dr. Jenna needs to take the sample back to her lab as soon as possible, so we’re just going to get that out of the way, alright?” Winston said, gesturing toward the empty chair in front of him.

      Patrick didn’t see what other option he had. They had a court order. If he didn’t cooperate, he’d be in huge trouble. Maybe they won’t do anything with it, he thought as he walked over to the chair. Stop being so paranoid, he told himself as he sat down.

      “Arm,” Dr. Jenna said as she put on her gloves.

      Less than a minute later, she pulled the needle out of Patrick’s arm and put the small vial of his blood away.

      “This is all I need,” she said, then collected her things and stood up.

      “All right. We’ll see you later,” Detective Winston said.

      Dr. Jenna nodded and left the house.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Henry, if you’ll please give us the room, that’d be much appreciated. We just have a few questions we’d like to ask Patrick,” Detective Winston said.

      Patrick’s mom shook her head. “Absolutely not. You cannot question our son without us present.”

      “Actually, ma’am, Patrick is eighteen—a legal adult. We can question him without a parent present,” Detective Francis said.

      Patrick looked up at his mom and dad, giving them a reassuring look. “It’ll be fine, guys.”

      His dad gave him a nod. “I think he’s got this under control, Pam.”

      “Thank you, folks. This won’t take long, I promise,” Detective Winston said.

      Patrick’s mom gave him a smile, and he smiled back. Then his parents left the room.

      Detectives Winston and Francis sat in two chairs on the other side of the table. Patrick took a deep breath, ready for whatever it was they were going to throw his way.
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      “I’ll be recording this,” Detective Francis said as he put a recorder out on the table.

      “That’s fine,” Patrick said, not taking his eyes off the man.

      “Okay, Patrick—refresh my memory for me, if you will. About what time did you say you left the party?”

      “Well, as I mentioned last time, I don’t know exactly what time it was, because I didn’t have my phone. I think it was only an hour or two into the party. It hadn’t been going on for very long,” Patrick said coolly. He was ready for anything the detectives were going to ask him.

      “That’s funny,” Winston said as he leaned back in his chair “Because we have two different witnesses who put you at the party four, even five hours into it.”

      Patrick hadn’t been ready for that. He sat up in his chair, then leaned forward against the table. “Who said that? I could tell you how drunk they were. That probably messed with their judgment a bit.”

      Detective Winston let out a guttural laugh, as if he’d just heard a hilarious joke. “Yeah, it can definitely do that. The other people who survived are Lace Tomlinson, Thomas Peters, Carl Johnson, and Alyssa Richards. Now, some of them say you were at the party for a long time. A lot longer than you led us to believe.”

      Patrick barely paid attention to the last thing Winston had said. Thomas, Carl, Alyssa. And then there were three. Patrick had his list. One of them did this. One of them is going to pay.

      “Patrick?” Detective Winston asked.

      Patrick perked up. His mind raced. Did he ask me something? What’d I miss? “What was the question?”

      Winston shook his head. “No question. I was just wondering if you had anything to say about being placed at the scene later than you’d previously said.”

      Patrick shrugged. “Not really, no. I’ve already told you everything, I have nothing else to add. They were all drinking. Everybody was. They may think I was there later, but I know for a fact that I left that party early.”

      “Really? Is that a fact?” Detective Winston asked. He scratched his forehead. “You seem real sure of yourself, when earlier you were saying you didn’t really know what time you left. Because of your phone situation and all.”

      Patrick felt the walls closing in. He had to act fast if he wanted to get out of this one. “You know what I mean, Detective Winston. I can’t tell you the exact hour, the exact minute, the exact second that I left the party. But I can tell you that I left early. I can tell you that when I left, all of my friends were alive and well, and I was very much looking forward to walking across the stage with them and getting our diplomas in a couple of weeks. So, I’m sorry I can’t tell you the millisecond that I left the party, but I can tell you that by the time whatever happened happened, I was nowhere near the scene.”

      Detective Winston looked at Francis, and the two of them stood.

      Patrick stayed seated, looking back and forth between the two of them.

      “We don’t have any further questions,” Detective Francis said.

      “Thank you for answering our questions, Patrick. We’ll be in touch,” Winston added.

      Patrick walked them to the door and held it open for them. “You know, Detective Winston,” he said when they were on the front porch, and the two of them turned to look at him. “If you’d just tell me what happened, maybe I could be of more help. Then I’d know what to look for. I want to catch whoever did this as much as you do.”

      Detective Winston smiled at Patrick and gave him a slight nod. “We’ll be in touch, Patrick.”

      Winston and Francis walked toward their car. Patrick stood there watching them for a few moments before he shut the door.

      He remained just inside the door, though. He focused on the car, listening as closely as he could. The doors shut, and the engine started. The radio was turned to a low volume.

      “What do you think, Dean?” Winston asked. Patrick could hear him talking as clear as day. It was almost as if he was sitting in the backseat of the car.

      “I don’t know, George. He fits the bill, at least. I mean, he doesn’t have many friends, and there’s a history of him being bullied, teased, picked on or whatever. Everybody said he was acting real weird at the party. He’s the type of guy who’d want to go out with a bang, you know? He has no legacy. When people think about their high school years, nobody’s going to think about Patrick Henry. He’s our best bet,” Francis replied.

      “Yeah, some good points. But if he wanted this to be his legacy, why’s he trying to hide it? Wouldn’t he want everybody to know about it?” Winston asked.

      “That’s true, true. But who else could it be? Everybody else has had a normal high school life. There’s just something weird about this kid, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know, Dean. Trust me, I know,” Winston said with a huff.

      “Did they leave?” Patrick’s dad said from behind him, breaking Patrick’s concentration.

      “I, uh, yeah. They left,” Patrick said as he turned away from the door.

      “Patrick, are you okay?” his dad asked.

      Patrick looked at him, confused, but then he became aware of a tear coming from his right eye. He wiped it away and nodded. “Yeah, yeah, I’m alright. I’m good.”

      His dad walked over to him and put an arm around his shoulders. “I know this is a lot, son. But everything’s going to be alright. You know that, don’t you?”

      Patrick nodded.

      “They’re going to find whoever did…whatever it is they did. Your friends are going to get justice, alright?”

      “Yeah, I know that, Dad,” Patrick said. “Thanks.”

      “No problem,” his father said, and gave him a pat.

      Patrick walked past him and headed straight for his bedroom.

      Don’t worry, Dad. They’re going to pay.
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      Thomas. Carl. Alyssa.

      One of them was responsible for whatever had happened at the party. Patrick was sure of it.

      He shut his bedroom door behind him. He needed a game plan. Who was he going to go after first? Who was most likely to have abilities? That, Patrick had no idea about.

      Somebody knocked at his bedroom door. “Patrick, can I come in?” Ren asked.

      Patrick huffed. He didn’t really have time for her, but he felt like it’d been forever since they’d talked. “Sure, Ren,” he said.

      Ren burst through the door and jumped onto Patrick’s bed, smiling and laughing. “Your room is so clean!” she shouted.

      “Yeah, I know,” Patrick said, smiling. He couldn’t help but let his bad mood fade away when Ren was so happy. “I figured it was time to clean.”

      She jumped up on his bed and landed on her butt. “Why do the police keep coming to talk?”

      Patrick shrugged. “They just want to know what happened.”

      “You mean at the party?”

      “Yeah, at the party. They want to catch whoever did it,” he explained.

      “Did what?” Ren asked, confused.

      “Well, that’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?” Patrick said, lifting his hands up.

      “I would make a bed out of a million dollars if I had it,” she said, her eyes wandering as she daydreamed.

      “That’d be a pretty lumpy bed,” Patrick said, turning toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” she asked, scrunching her eyebrows.

      “I got things I gotta do, Ren.”

      Ren crossed her arms and shook her head. “No, no, no. Play with me! Play with me, Patrick!”

      Patrick sighed and shook his head. “I don’t have time for this, Ren. I have things I have to do that are important.”

      “More important than playing with your little sister?” Ren said with a frown. She puffed her bottom lip out, trying her hardest to make Patrick feel as guilty as possible.

      He needed to find out what he could about Thomas, Carl, and Alyssa, as soon as possible. But damn if he couldn’t resist those big beady eyes. “Alright, here’s the deal, Ren,” he said. She immediately perked up, knowing she’d won. “I will play one—one round of hide and seek with you. Not one and a half, not two, not four, not twenty, one. Uno. You got that?”

      She jumped off his bed. “Not it!” she screamed as she squeezed past him and ran down the hallway toward the stairs.

      Patrick smirked. He didn’t have to worry about this taking very long—she hadn’t said anything about not being able to use superpowers.

      Patrick went downstairs and slipped on his shoes that, as usual, were sitting by the door, then went outside, where Ren was already waiting by their usual base, the large tree in the front yard. “Alright, kid, what am I counting to?”

      “Twenty-five,” she said.

      “Twenty-five? Why not—”

      “TWENTY-FIVE!” Ren screamed.

      Patrick covered his ears. “Alright, alright! I get it. Twenty-five it is.” He leaned up against the tree, covering his eyes. He began counting, and listened for Ren as she ran off to hide. He followed the sound of her footsteps, listening for where she was going. She went from walking on grass to walking on sidewalk. She was over by the garage, and when her footsteps started echoing and changed to a higher pitch, Patrick knew she was hiding inside the garage.

      “Twenty-five!” he shouted when he was done counting. He turned and began making his way straight toward the garage. It was on the side of the house, and the door was open. Patrick entered and stopped. “Hmmm, I wonder if Ren is hiding somewhere in here,” he said, his tone loud and playful.

      Ren giggled from the back of the garage. Patrick knew she was hiding in front of their mom’s SUV. He walked over to the front of the car and saw her run around the corner of the vehicle, so he turned and began walking toward the back. He was expecting Ren to turn around and go back to the front, then he’d go to the front, she’d turn to the back, so would he, and they’d go back and forth until one of them gave up and sprinted for either the base or the tag.

      Instead, Ren decided to bolt for base, trying to catch Patrick off-guard. Her plan worked, as Patrick was already going the other way. He had to quickly turn around and chase her. He stepped right into a puddle that had formed where coolant had leaked from the SUV. The sudden change of motion plus the slickness of the puddle caused him to loose his footing and fall-face first toward the ground.

      He braced for impact, but it never came.

      He opened his eyes and saw he was floating inches off the ground. He almost freaked out, stopping a yell in his throat just before it could come out. He floated for a few more seconds before falling to the garage floor, and hit it with a grunt. He immediately sat up and backed away from the spot he’d just been floating over. He looked around, panicking, making sure nobody else had seen what he’d just done. His breathing grew heavy and sporadic. He started shaking. His mind raced at a hundred miles an hour.

      Finally, he stood and carefully walked out of the garage. Ren was walking over when he came out. “Did you get lost in there?” she said with a laugh.

      He didn’t laugh. “No, I didn’t. I gotta go, Ren. You win.”

      Patrick walked off, leaving Ren standing there. He needed to go and find out if he could really do what he thought he could.
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      Patrick stood at the top of a tree, looking down at the ground far below him. He breathed out, a knot twisting in his stomach.

      “You got this,” he told himself. “You can do this. At worst, you hit the ground and your body heals itself. It’ll be okay.”

      Still, there was still something inside of him, the non-Super part of him that told him that jumping from the top of a tree was a bad idea. He had to loosen his grip on the tree. It was beginning to crack, he was squeezing its trunk so hard.

      Patrick knew what he’d seen earlier. What he’d done. He’d been floating above the ground, no doubt about it. But would he be able to do it again? Or would he find himself at the bottom of a hole made by his body crashing into the ground?

      One way to find out, he thought.

      He let go of the tree and fell forward.

      Oh, shit, he thought as he tumbled toward the ground, with no sign of floating. But then something inside of him took over: instinct. He straightened out and shot upwards, breaking through the treetops.

      He wanted to scream, to shout, to whoop and holler, but all the breath had been sucked from his body. He sped toward the sky at incredible speed. He flew upwards for a few seconds longer before slowing down.

      He came to a stop and turned around to look. Just as he was regaining his breath, it was all taken from him again. He was hovering high in the air, taking in the sights. He could see his hometown, the woods he’d just come out of—where they began, where they ended—he could see everything.

      “Whoo-hoooo!” he shouted as he fist-pumped the air. He couldn’t believe this was happening. “Screw you, Detective Winston,” he shouted, raising his middle fingers toward town. “Screw you, Detective Francis. Screw you, Lace Tomlinson!”

      He laughed and did a couple of flips. The wind flowing through his hair felt exhilarating. The air beneath his feet, the sights before his eyes, all of it was absolutely amazing. He felt as if he could stay up there forever.

      “Yeah, I was a loner. Yeah, people thought I was weird. Yeah, I got picked on. Yeah, I had no legacy,” he said to the town. “Well, fuck you!” he screamed down at everyone there and flipped the town off again. Then he spread his arms out around him. “This is me! Not you. This is who I am! I’m gonna find out who killed everybody at the party, and that will be my legacy. You all will be sorry for everything you said about me!”

      He smiled, unable to contain his joy. He screamed as loud as he could. Screamed and shouted over and over. “NOBODY CAN HEAR ME RIGHT NOW!”

      He fell.

      Flying from person to person. Through person to person. In, out, around.

      “What are you do—”

      Gone.

      “You shouldn’t have said no.”

      “Please—”

      Gone.

      Popped.

      Patrick opened his eyes moments before he hit the ground. He gasped for air, his eyes darting around, trying to figure out what was going on.

      He floated toward the ground, collapsing once his feet touched the dirt, trying to figure out what had just happened. How did I fall asleep and have a nightmare on the way down?

      He scoffed and shook his head. Don’t be a dumbass.

      Shuddering, he climbed to his feet. “Thin air,” he said, looking up at the sky. He decided that he’d passed out from oxygen depravation and had had some sort of hallucination. Nothing more, nothing less.

      Either way, he’d had enough flying for now.

      He had a killer to find. A legacy to fulfill.
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      Patrick sat on his bed, typing away on his laptop. He was looking on social media, trying to see where he could find Thomas, Carl, or Alyssa. He had no idea which one to go after first; they all had just as much chance of being the killer as anybody. He was ninety-five percent sure he knew where Thomas was, so he decided to go out and look for him.

      That was before he heard the front door slam open.

      “Westlake PD! Get down! Get down!” he heard someone shout.

      He jumped up from his bed. His mom’s and Ren’s screams turned his blood to ice.

      “What’s going on?” his dad shouted.

      “Get down!”

      More doors were kicked down.

      Patrick reached the stairs, and he had to make a decision. Reveal himself or not?

      “Freeze! Get down on your hands and knees!”

      Patrick looked down the stairs, and the barrels of four assault rifles looked right back at him.

      Stay cool. They’re not the bad guys.

      Patrick lay face down on the floor. The cops were on him in a second.

      He heard the familiar voice of Detective Winston in his ear. “Patrick Henry, you’re under arrest.”

      

      Less than an hour later, Patrick was sitting under the harsh lights of the interrogation room. He was in handcuffs, which were chained to the table. He wondered how easily he could break out of them. He was going to play along, though, and see what information he could get out of Detective Winston.

      The detective walked in alone. Patrick guessed that Francis was hiding behind the one-way glass.

      “Detective,” Patrick said when Winston sat down across from him.

      “Patrick,” Winston said with a smirk, his mustache dancing upwards. Patrick didn’t know if it was the lighting in the room, but Winston looked terrible. His eyes were bloodshot, his skin splotchy and pale.

      “You miss me or something? It’s only been a few hours since we saw each other last.”

      “Cut the shit, Patrick. We caught you in your web of lies.” Winston threw a case file down on the table.

      “I haven’t lied, Detective,” Patrick said, which was another lie.

      “You and your friend Victoria came in on the morning of the party. You reported your phone missing, did you not?” Winston asked.

      Patrick sat back in his chair, eager to find out where this all was going. “I did do that, yes.”

      Winston smiled. “Well, you’re telling the truth so far.”

      “I always have been.”

      “That night you attended what’s supposed to be an amazing, balls-to-the-wall, kickass party. People were going to be talking about it for years. One last hurrah before graduation. And yet you, Mr. Henry, left early,” Winston said, cocking his head sideways. “Kinda weird, don’t you think? Leave the party before it ever gets started, really?”

      Patrick shrugged. “I told you, I wasn’t feeling well. It wasn’t that interesting, anyways.”

      Detective Winston stood. “Yeah, of course it wasn’t. For you, at least. You have many friends, Patrick?” Winston asked as he leaned up against the wall to Patrick’s right, alongside the door.

      “What’s your point?” Patrick asked, not wanting to answer the question he knew Winston already knew the answer to.

      “I mean, the party isn’t going to be much fun for someone who doesn’t have a lot of friends. You don’t really fit into a circle, do you? Everybody we’ve talked to has talked about how you just…wandered. Leering. You drank and drank—even tried to get your longtime friend to hook up with you, right?”

      Anger flared inside of Patrick. He barely remembered that, but he knew he’d felt ashamed by it.

      “That’s quite an eventful beginning to a party. About what time did you say you left?”

      Patrick gritted his teeth. “You know, I—”

      “Didn’t have your phone?” Winston asked. “Right, right, sorry.”

      Patrick knew the man was hiding something. He just wanted him to hurry up and get to it.

      “Bring in the first evidence,” Winston said to somebody behind the glass.

      The door opened and an exchange happened, but Patrick didn’t look. He wanted to seem as disinterested as possible.

      Winston slammed down a piece of wood in an evidence bag. The piece was shaped like a spear, and most of it was covered in blood.

      Patrick recognized it instantly. The piece of wood he had pulled from his torso after he’d run from the party.

      Oh, shit.

      Patrick didn’t know what to do, what to think. At the time, a piece of wood had been the least of his worries. He’d been more focused on the fact that his wound had healed itself.

      Winston leaned against the table. “We found this while searching the woods, over five miles away from the crime scene. And thanks to your generous donation this morning, we were able to match the blood on this piece of wood,” Winston said, tapping the bag, then pointed at Patrick. “With yours.”

      Patrick thought his heart was going to explode. His words caught in his throat.

      “How does something like that happen, Patrick?”

      Winston turned and sat back down in his chair across from Patrick. He opened up the dossier and pulled out a picture.

      “You want to know what happened that night? How your friends died?” Winston placed the picture down on the table and pushed it over toward Patrick. “Well, so do I.”

      Patrick looked down at the picture. The scene captured in it made him want to puke. He could smell the memories.

      The screaming. The exhilaration. The revenge.

      He was going to pay for pushing him.

      She was going to pay for rejecting him.

      They were all going to pay for the years of neglect, and torment—and facilitation.

      “Patrick.” Winston’s snapping fingers brought Patrick back to reality. Now that he was back, Winston moved on to the next picture.

      He pushed it across the table, and Patrick recognized it instantly. It was Joshua’s crumpled-up car.

      God, I love that feeling.

      “How does a car end up like this, Patrick?”

      Patrick shrugged. “How am I supposed to know?”

      Winston smiled, pure joy etching itself across his face. “Why don’t you look it up on your phone, and we can see?”

      Patrick huffed, frustrated to have to explain himself once again. “I told you, my phone got stolen. You’ve seen the police report.”

      Winston nodded. “Yes, I have. But you got it back, right?”

      Patrick shook his head. “It’s probably sitting on the shelf of some pawn shop somewhere.”

      Winston shrugged. “Yeah, you’re probably right. In any case, do you know how a car could end up like this?” he asked, tapping the picture.

      The crushing. The smashing. The throwing. The power.

      Patrick’s eyes fluttered and his head pounded. “I don’t.”

      Winston looked down at his folder. “Oh, hold up. I think the guys who stole your phone are named Harvey Franklin and Tovin Melrose.”

      Patrick felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. The blood drained from his face.

      “Yeah, they fit the description you gave us. The description of both them, and their car.” Winston looked up at Patrick, smiling. “Well, case closed, I guess. Always a great feeling. One thing, though,” he said. He pulled out another picture and showed it to Patrick. “Any idea how their car ended up like this?”

      The photo was of the car Patrick had crushed and thrown through Tovin and Harvey’s house.

      Patrick had no idea what to say. He just shook his head. His gaze wandered from the picture of Tovin and Harvey’s crumpled car to Joshua’s crushed truck. They looked exactly the same. He could feel the memories. It felt as if ice had filled his stomach.

      “Strangely enough, we found your blood all over the inside of this crushed-up car.” Winston frowned. “Sorry we couldn’t find your phone, though. At least, not there.”

      Patrick looked up at Winston, ready to puke as a third theory began to form in his mind, one that he’d tried so long to deny. One that he’d tried for so long to keep locked behind a door in his mind.

      Detective Winston reached into his pocket and pulled out a small gray device that Patrick recognized instantly. “We did find it on the desk in your bedroom, though.” Winston smiled, full of joy, but for a split second, his smile faltered. “You did the same thing to Harvey and Tovin that you did at the party that night, didn’t you?”

      Patrick didn’t know what to think. His mind was blank. He couldn’t take his eyes off the two pictures. Two different crime scenes, yet obviously created by the same person. He breathed slowly, in and out. Then he looked up at Winston.

      Winston’s smile faded.

      “You’re afraid of me, aren’t you, Detective Winston?”

      A bead of sweat dripped down Winston’s forehead.

      Patrick knew there was only one way out of this. He calmly jerked his hands, and the cuffs flew off his wrists and landed as twisted debris on either side of the room.

      Winston jumped back from his chair and pushed his back against the wall. His face turned red and he was breathing very fast.

      Patrick caught a glimpse of himself in the one-way glass. One look at himself smirking in the glass with glowing, bright blue eyes, and he knew. He remembered.

      Face-to-face. Just inches away. He could see his own glowing eyes reflected in her tearful ones.

      She’s gone.

      Patrick mentally circled Theory Three in his mind. Ding ding ding, we have a winner, he thought.

      “It was nice working with you, Detective Winston,” Patrick said. Then he looked up toward the ceiling and shot through it, flying straight up into the air.
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        TWO MONTHS LATER

      

      Patrick floated over the city of Ebon, Indiana.

      He remembered the house he’d flown by just a day earlier was near this city. He had no idea why, but he couldn’t get the face of the boy who was inside the house out of his head. There was something about it that stuck with him. He’d seen many faces over the past couple of months, but there was something about the one he’d seen yesterday that begged for further investigation.

      The kid was around Patrick’s own age, but had a bit of a younger-looking face. He didn’t remember exactly where the house was—he’d been flying by so fast it was pretty much a blur, which made the fact that he could clearly remember the person’s face even more peculiar to him.

      He flew down toward the city. He’d never heard of Ebon, but he loved exploring a new place. He aimed for the road, flying down toward it as fast as he could. The feeling was astounding, exhilarating. It never got old for him.

      He pulled up right before he could hit the ground, now flying just inches above it. The glass of nearby cars and buildings exploded in his wake, a sound that Patrick found extremely satisfying when he was going slowly enough to hear it.

      Patrick slowed down, beginning to look around for something fun to do. He saw a parking lot filled with cars. “Oh, come on, you guys have just been asking for me, haven’t you?” he said with a chuckle. He flew toward the parking lot. When he got closer, he realized it was the parking lot of a high school. He saw signs pointing toward the gymnasium that read Richter Shelter.

      His smile disappeared. His happiness turned to anger. “Now, you bitches are really asking for it,” he said under his breath.

      He flew toward the parking lot and landed with a skid. He walked toward the front door, the smile on his face returning. The looks on people’s face when they saw him never got old.

      He opened the door and walked in, the cool air blasting him. “I just love air conditioning,” he said, looking up at the vents.

      “RICHTER!” a voice screamed.

      Suddenly the entire gymnasium was filled with screams and shouts. Patrick chuckled as he floated upwards. He flew to the center of the basketball court and hovered high above the center. “Oh my god, everybody run! He’s coming! Run run run!” he shouted.

      People scattered toward the door. It was like a stampede. Patrick shook his head and smirked like it was Thanksgiving and an embarrassing story was being told. Then he flew outside and watched as the people scattered. He tried to get a look at their faces, but they were all running around, scattering like roaches in the light. “EVERYBODY STAND STILL!” he screamed.

      They all stopped running, frozen by fear. Patrick sighed. He loved that feeling. He looked to the back of the parking lot where some news vans were set up. Oh, good, an audience, he thought.

      He began scanning the faces in the crowd. They all looked up at him, frozen with fear and reverence. He wished he could admire the faces, but he couldn’t. He was too busy searching for one in particular.

      He reached the front of the crowd, and when he looked at the last face, he sighed. He wasn’t there. The guy from the farm wasn’t there.

      A whimpering noise reached his ears. Patrick turned around and followed the noise, keenly aware of everyone below him watching his every move.

      He floated toward the roof of the gymnasium. There, hiding behind the low wall that surrounded the roof, cowered a redheaded girl. “What are you doing up here?” he asked as he floated down.

      She stared up at him, fear radiating from every pore in her body.

      “Getting some fresh air? Taking in the view? Trust me, I’ve seen better,” Patrick said.

      “Screw you Richter,” she said. She spat at his feet.

      Anger flared within him. He lunged forward and grabbed her by the neck. “I hate it when people call me that.”

      He turned her around and grabbed her by the back of the neck, then he floated up over the wall, the redhead in hand. Everybody was still standing there, down below, as he’d expected. Patrick held the girl out above the ground, her legs kicking. The terror coming from her was palpable.

      “Somebody help me, please!” she screeched.

      Nobody calls me Richter, he thought.

      Patrick let go of her, and seconds later there was a very loud boom.

      Somebody flew up and caught her, then brought her safely to the ground.

      Before he even saw the face, Patrick knew who it was. It was the face he’d seen just the day before. The girl’s rescuer looked up at him, and even with his glowing blue eyes, Patrick knew why that face had haunted him.

      He looked exactly how Patrick imagined Victoria’s brother Ben would look if he had gotten a couple of years older. Memories came flooding back to him, memories he’d tried so hard to keep locked away. Memories that filled him with sadness. Memories he’d spent the last two months trying to forget.

      Memories of that night in the woods, the night he had killed Ben and everybody else at the party.

      That’s where this all started, he thought. That was the night Richter was born.

      A blinding pain broke him from his train of thought. It felt as if a locomotive had slammed into his chin while going at full speed. Patrick flipped backwards through the air, unable to regain his composure. He felt something grab hold of his shirt and rip it right off him.

      Patrick got hold of himself and straightened out. He turned and got one last glance at Ben’s doppelgänger. The new Super was floating there, staring right at him, holding Patrick’s black t-shirt in his hand. He was taking everything in, fighting the urge to smile.

      Patrick decided he should leave before the new Super went after him some more. He would give them all this moment, for Ben.

      I can’t wait to find out if you’re as easy to kill as he was, he thought as he flew away.
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      When the worlds first superhuman Richter goes on a rampage, no one can stop him. No one except Kane Andrews, but that’s only if he can figure out his powers in time.

      Click here and get the #1 Superhero Bestseller The Second Super today!
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