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      Every kid dreamt of the bogeyman in some form or another—though I discovered mine was real, and he was about to kill me.

      His eyes were fixed on mine, only inches away, and as menacing as I’d always imagined. The air was cold and thin from the altitude. The wind howled around us like a pack of hungry wolves, drowning out everything else.

      I knew if I hadn’t followed Mr. Gordon down road number two, then I’d still be going about my normal life—attending classes, doing homework, laughing with friends. I would have never found this other world, and in it, Provex City. Jeremy would still be gone. I wouldn’t be in the clutches of my bogeyman, with his iron grip around my throat. But maybe, no matter what choice I made, it might have brought me here. To this moment. Maybe this had always been my destiny.

      The bogeyman smiled as he held me by the neck with one powerful hand. I was at least a foot off the ground. My kicking and clawing did nothing. My struggling didn’t even phase him.

      Mr. Gordon had emphasized many times to believe anything was possible. It was a hard concept to grasp, but I was finally getting it, which opened doorways that didn’t exist before. Perhaps they shouldn’t exist. With what I’d seen over the past few months—sights that truly opened my eyes—I could attest that anything was possible. Now, I had to also accept one of those possibilities was death.

      Life was steadily draining from my body. My bogeyman had me and would never let go. There was nothing I could do but wait to die—and it wouldn’t be long.
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      It was just a coincidence when Desiree Behring sat next to me, noticed me almost immediately and smiled. Under her long, russet-colored hair was a face that beamed and eyes that shone like piercing emeralds.

      I rummaged through my backpack for the right textbook and a notebook. It was my first day at Eastman High and the first day of my sophomore year. First Period. Chemistry.

      “Do you need a pen?” she asked.

      Taking another moment to fumble through my backpack, I abruptly stopped with a sigh of defeat. Glancing up at her, I nodded. She reached across the aisle and handed me a click-top ballpoint pen.

      “I like purple,” Desiree said.

      How embarrassing. I thought of my older brother, Jeremy, and thanked God he wasn’t here to see this.

      The class filled and Mr. Clayton took the stage in khaki slacks and a plaid sweater vest.

      “Charlize Anderson…Mitchell Angelis…Sara Bauer…Desiree Behring?”

      An eager hand shot up in my peripheral vision. I looked over at Desiree and saw her pen balancing between her index and middle fingers.

      Mr. Clayton continued down the roll call list. “Oliver Grain?”

      I raised my hand and slumped down in my seat. I immediately felt the eyes of the other students in the room assessing me, judging me in unison.

      Desiree gave me a sidelong glance, and I slumped down further.

      As hand after hand went up, I waited for one in particular. A girl near the front of the class captivated me even more than Desiree.

      “Leslie Meurs?”

      She was seated second from the front and confidently said, “Present,” without raising a finger. She wore a primrose yellow sundress that boldly showed off her crossed beach-tanned legs. She was turned slightly out so the top knee of her crossed legs didn’t hit the underside of her desk. I wasn’t the only one who noticed—or stared—and I think Mr. Clayton even did a double-take.

      “I don’t mean to embarrass you, but you’re drooling.”

      “What?” I looked over at Desiree and tried to appear oblivious.

      “Quite a lot actually,” she said and leaned toward my desk. “It’s pretty obvious. You may want to wash up in the chemical burn shower.” She motioned to the back of the class with her eyes.

      Despite her stark exaggeration, I ran my hand over my mouth anyway.

      Mr. Clayton outlined his rules and expectations once he finished roll call. No one seemed to care. Half the class fought to stay awake and the other half kept themselves occupied with notes or cell phones.

      I opened my notebook and drew a human skull with a snake slithering through the eye sockets. Desiree peered over to see, and I reluctantly showed her my picture. She reciprocated by showing me a gargoyle she had drawn in her notebook. Her shaded sketch was far better than mine. After scrawling a signature across the bottom of the page, Desiree ripped the page from her notebook and handed it to me. I folded it in half and stuffed it in the middle of my notebook.

      “Don’t lose it. It’ll be worth money one day.”

      I assured her that her masterpiece was in good hands.

      At the end of class, I tried to return Desiree’s pen to her, but she wouldn’t take it. “You can return it to me tomorrow. I don’t want you to be unprepared for all your classes.” She gathered up her things while the other students walked between us to the door. I stuck Desiree’s pen in the spiral of my notebook before tossing it into my backpack. Leslie walked by, and I instinctively watched her exit the room.

      “Well, it was nice to meet you, Oliver Grain.”

      I awkwardly snapped back to Desiree, not really mindful of where my eyes had been lingering. She probably noticed. “Same here.” I wanted to say more, but didn’t have the words at the moment.

      I followed Desiree out of the room. She turned right, and I turned left. I ventured out into the open air, around the science building, and wondered if my day had already peaked.

      The campus was huge compared to my old school, mostly outdoors, and annoyingly spread out. Students poured out of every classroom. I fought my way to my locker (which was in the middle of three horizontal rows), turned the dial while reciting the combination in my head, and grabbed the next books I needed.

      As I turned to leave, I bumped into a guy a few inches taller than I was. He wore a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, faded jeans, and military boots. Dyed black hair fell into his face and two metal hooks protruded from his left eyebrow.

      “Excuse me,” I muttered and walked off. I glanced back upon entering the quad to see where the guy’s locker was located. Right next to mine. That figures. Murphy and your stupid laws.

      I ran the brief interaction over and over in my head through the next two classes and imagined running into him again as I stopped off at my locker before gym class. In my head, I said more than just excuse me. In my head, when I was pushed, I pushed back.

      The gymnasium towered above all the other buildings, with a gigantic mural of the school name and mascot, The Eastman Eagles, stretched across its brick wall. The oversized golden eagle was painted swooping down in attack position.

      My assigned gym locker was in the last row, against the back wall, close to the showers. I sat on the dingy, splintered, wooden bench and searched the small pocket of my backpack for the slip of paper with my locker combination. I changed into my unflattering gym uniform and stuffed my backpack and other clothes into the locker before heading for the blacktop.

      On the way, I glanced down each row of lockers to see if I recognized anyone. And there was the guy from the incident at my hall locker. He was still in the middle of changing and didn’t notice me passing. Nausea crept up from my stomach to the back of my throat. I picked up my pace, leaving the musty smell of the locker room behind.

      I was assigned to Coach Andrews. My class was directed to sit alphabetically at the edge of the blacktop, adjacent to the football field.

      The popular students in any school always seemed to stand out. The popular girls wore uniforms that were a size too small, personalized by their own seductive styles, and the popular guys wore uniforms that fit perfectly over their toned or muscular physiques. And then you had everyone else—students who wore the same uniforms, but looked uncomfortable, awkward, and weak. I was sure I fit into the latter category. My uniform certainly didn’t make me feel cool.

      After a variety of stretches, jumping jacks, and what felt like fifty laps around the track, we were rounded up and sent back to the locker rooms. As the last class to get back, students from the other classes were already dressed and leaving for lunch. I hurried back to my locker, not paying attention to the guys around me. As I finished changing, I overheard a conversation that seemed to involve me.

      A tall, bony guy with straight brown hair to his shoulders closed his locker and picked up his backpack. In a baggy T-shirt and ripped utility pants, the guy looked eerily pale compared to his dark clothing. Once I widened my focus, I saw that he was flanked by two friends. The guy on the right had his head shaved completely bald, plugs in his ears, and a ragged camouflage jacket torn into a vest. Both guys were looking at me, and then I realized why. The guy on the left was the guy I had bumped into at my locker earlier. My palms broke into a sweat from the unwelcomed attention.

      “Yeah, that’s the guy,” the guy on the left said.

      “He must be the kid that moved into the Taylor house,” said the guy on the right.

      “Really? I thought it was still empty.”

      “Naw, I saw people moving in over break. He looks like he scares easily. Do you scare easy, Newbie? Hope you got someone to protect you.” They all laughed.

      As the three of them walked toward me, I tensed up, and the guy on the left rammed his shoulder into mine as he walked by. “Excuse me this time.” They continued laughing. Two of them high-fived each other.

      “You’re right. He does look like he scares easy.”

      The guy from my locker spun around and brought his fists up to his cheeks in a pathetic boo-hoo gesture. “Try not to cry, Faggot!” Their cackling and mockery seemed to echo throughout the locker room even after they were gone.

      After taking a bunch of deep breaths and rubbing my hands together fiercely enough to start a small fire, my heart rate finally slowed. By the time I left, the locker room was practically empty. I rounded the gymnasium alone, texting Jeremy as I reached the quad. I didn’t know where the senior lockers were located. We’d made a plan this morning to have lunch together, but if I knew Jeremy—and I think I did—he’d probably already amassed a following.

      I ate my lunch in the indoor hallway of the humanities building, across from the door of my next class: World History.

      I checked my phone obsessively for a response from Jeremy. Nothing.

      Students in pairs and small groups casually roamed the halls. I couldn’t determine whether I resented them or envied them. The only thing harder than being alone was feeling alone.

      I felt someone take a seat next to me, a little too close for comfort. I was just about to pull away when I looked over and was greeted by a familiar sanguine smile.

      “So we meet again,” Desiree said. Her emerald eyes were enchanting. I had never seen anyone’s eye color so pronounced. She sat with her legs outstretched, crossed at the ankles.

      “Would you like your pen back now?” I asked.

      “Did you find another one?”

      “No.”

      “Then no.”

      A man whom I could only assume was our teacher unlocked the door, greeted the other waiting students, and flipped on the lights as he entered the room. I picked a desk toward the back of the class, and again, Desiree sat beside me.

      “Welcome, sophomores!” the teacher threw up his hands and exclaimed in earnest, and introduced himself as Mr. Gordon. “In this class you will see that history tends to repeat itself. We make the same mistakes over and over. But it doesn’t have to be that way.” Mr. Gordon turned and singled out a student on the far left side of the classroom. “Do you believe anything is possible?” And when the student shook his head, he continued. “Well, my dear boy, that is why history tends to repeat itself. I will show you that anything is possible! And I’m not talking about magic, which is far beyond the scope of this class. I’m talking about opportunity—opportunity that takes you in new and exciting directions. Opportunity that opens doors you never knew existed. That kind of opportunity feels like magic.”

      I felt like he was talking directly to me. I was inspired.

      Mr. Gordon was about six feet tall, slender, and animated. He wore horn-rimmed glasses and a fitted dress shirt with the top button undone.

      “He seems pretty cool,” I said to Desiree. A couple of the surrounding students looked over at me with disgust, like I was disrupting the class. I couldn’t remember having a teacher make this kind of impact on an entire class. It was almost spooky. The students were actually listening.

      “I’m not gonna have to draw in this class,” Desiree said.

      I didn’t see anyone staring at the wall. I didn’t see a single cell phone. This felt like the shortest class and before we knew it, the bell rang. But everyone didn’t immediately jump up like the traditional routine of closing class. And it wasn’t until the reality of having a sixth period sunk in did the trance break and everyone hesitantly rose from their chairs to leave.

      “Well, since we can’t seem to stay away from each other, is the third time a charm?” Desiree asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Where are you headed?”

      “Oh...art.”

      “With Mr. Jeffers?”

      “I think so,” I said, checking my class schedule. “Yeah.”

      “I knew it!” Desiree jumped out of her chair, more excited than I would have expected (actually, I hadn’t expected any excitement). “I guess we’re destined to be together,” she said and threw her backpack over her shoulder.

      I had never been together with or destined for anyone before.

      Since Desiree knew the way, I didn’t have to check the room number. I was grateful for our new and common destiny. Together we walked with purpose. I felt less self-conscious and dropped the need to look around at other students as they passed. Desiree gave me confidence.

      Reaching our final classroom of the day, Desiree simply said, “We sit at the big table in the back.”

      We?

      I followed Desiree to a large wooden table on the far side of the classroom, surrounded by eight metal stools. The walls of the classroom were covered with student pieces in every variety of artistic levels and styles, all of which I assumed were assignments from last year.

      She immediately introduced me to the other students at the table from left to right: Andy, Sara, and Krystal. Just as I finished meeting everyone, a guy sat down to the left of Andy, whom everyone seemed to already know. His name was Blaine.

      “We were all in this class last year. We lost Suzy and Chris, and gained you,” Desiree said to me as more students filled the classroom. “This is the advanced table.”

      “Then shouldn’t I be with everyone else? I haven’t taken art before.” I pointed to the rows of wooden tables that took up much of the rest of the classroom.

      “You can draw. I saw you earlier. But if you want to sit with the newbies, I understand.”

      The word newbies hit me hard. “No, I just didn’t know. I can handle it.” I wasn’t exactly sure what I was getting into, but I knew I didn’t want to be separated from my new friend.

      Mr. Jeffers began the last of the “first-class” speeches I would be subjected to this year. It felt good that I could practically ignore it. Our table had its own agenda; we were our own class within a class to create as we pleased.

      Desiree helped me get started. We collected magazines from the stained bookshelf next to Mr. Jeffers’s desk. From those pages we searched for our inspiration. I skimmed through science fiction and architectural magazines while Desiree tore out pages from National Geographic.

      “I never asked where you moved from,” Desiree said, while flipping through the pages of her magazine.

      “Lake Arrowhead.”

      “This your first time in The OC?” Krystal asked.

      “It’s my first time anywhere,” I said.

      “Where’re you living?”

      “Umm...on Wheeler, right off Santa Clara.”

      “1340?” Andy asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, my curiosity beyond piqued. It was like my house was famous or something.

      “So, you’re the one who moved into the Taylor house…” He stopped and looked over at Blaine.

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “TJ was a student here…a friend. He committed suicide a year ago,” Blaine said, his expression morose.

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything,” Andy said and dove back into his pile of magazines.

      I looked over at Desiree and her eyes dropped to her research materials, too. The table got uncomfortably quiet.

      By the end of class, Desiree had decided on a picture of a snowcapped Canadian Rocky Mountain range at sunset. I was not so decisive. I still had no idea what I was going to do.

      “Do you know what medium you’re gonna use?” I asked.

      “Acrylic. But I wouldn’t recommend that for you to start with.” Desiree smirked at me.

      “Good enough. That’s why I’ve got you to help me.”

      “You sure do,” she smiled and the bell rang at the climax of our flirty moment. We left together and zigzagged our way out of the classroom, through the quad, and toward the parking lot.

      “Desiree!” a voice called from behind.

      We stopped and turned. A casual-looking guy dressed in a rock T-shirt, plaid shorts, and sandals worked his way through the crowd.

      “Hey, Eli,” Desiree said. Her voice cracked, but her childlike enthusiasm remained authentic and vibrant. “This is Oliver. He’s new to the school.”

      Eli reached us and extended his hand. I met him halfway.

      “And Oliver, this is Eli, my boyfriend.” And as they were about to leave, Desiree stopped and turned back to find me still frozen in ambivalence.
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      Just a week in and Jeremy already had the girls swooning. I seldom saw him at school. Our main time together consisted of our mile walk to school. I don’t think he was consciously avoiding me—just that he was preoccupied with his own life. After all, he was the big senior on campus. When I did see him between classes, he was never alone. He was already building an entourage.

      I passed him probably once a day and he would nod in acknowledgment, but he wouldn’t stop. He’d just keep moving with his admirers at his side, laughing and exchanging stories and anecdotes. People in his proximity were drawn to him. He got along with the guys, and he made the girls giggle and follow him around like puppies begging for attention. It took only three days before he wasn’t even walking with me to and from school anymore.

      How does he do it?

      It was Friday. I continued eating my lunch in the hallway of the humanities building. Desiree had been getting here just before class began, which didn’t leave us much time to talk. But her attitude toward me hadn’t changed. She continued to treat me as if we had known each other for years, and I didn’t know what to make of it. I couldn’t believe she had a boyfriend, which wasn’t to say she wasn’t desirable. She definitely was, but in that cute, girl-next-door sort of way.

      “You’re always hiding,” Desiree said, plopping down beside me.

      “What are you talking about?” I closed the novel I was reading and placed it on my lap. “I’m right here.”

      “You’re being antisocial. Why don’t you eat lunch with us?”

      “I was never invited.”

      “You just were. It has to be better than sitting here alone.”

      “Maybe I like to read.” I wasn’t going to let her make me feel guilty.

      “That’s such a cop-out. I like to read, too, but you don’t see me shutting myself off from the rest of the world while I’m at school. When you’re in a private setting—read. When you’re in a social setting—be social.”

      “Thanks for the advice.”

      “So, are you gonna join us for lunch on Monday?”

      “Sure.” I was glad to be invited into her group but I also felt defeated, like she’d won somehow. “Who’s us?”

      “Eli and Anna.”

      I didn’t respond. Even though her friend Anna would be there, I still couldn’t help feeling like a third wheel—a feeling worse than being alone.

      Mr. Gordon approached from the backside of the hallway with a couple of students hovering around him. He greeted everyone genuinely and let us into the room. I grabbed my usual seat, as did every other creature of habit who filed into the classroom.

      “So, what did you think of The Epic of Gilgamesh?” Mr. Gordon asked while the last few students trickled in.

      A few hands shot up and the class discussion began. I looked over at Desiree, sitting on one of her legs and leaning forward. She had her elbow up on her desk, and her cheek rested in her palm. She looked happy to be listening and lost at the same time. Mr. Gordon kept the Gilgamesh conversation alive for nearly twenty minutes before weaving it into contributions of the Babylonians.

      Class ended and everyone rushed off to their last classes of the day. Mr. Gordon asked me to stay behind. Desiree went ahead without me and cautiously glanced back before disappearing into the hallway.

      “You asked to see me, sir?”

      “How are you adjusting to your new surroundings?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “Excuse me?”

      “The new school, new classmates, new adventures—how are you adjusting? Vice Principal Adams told me that you just transferred, and I wanted to make sure your school year was off to a good start.”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s fine.”

      “Glad to hear it. How about your brother—how’s he adjusting?”

      “Jeremy? How do you know—”

      “Vice Principal Adams.”

      “Oh, right. He’s fine wherever he is.”

      Mr. Gordon took off his glasses and placed them on the desk. He became quiet, and I was about to show myself out when he said, “I’ve kept you longer than I should have. Sorry about that. You probably have another class to get to.”

      “It’s just art,” I said.

      “Just art? You probably focus more in that class than all of your other classes combined. Art isn’t just a class. It’s a passion. And passion is so important. Don’t fall victim to apathy like so many others.”

      “I won’t. I just want to do my best.”

      “Which is all anyone can ask for. I’ll see you in class on Monday,” Mr. Gordon said as he rose and began to erase the whiteboards.

      Students with a sixth period were already in their respective classes. Students done for the day hung out in the quad, reminiscing of the past week and exchanging plans for the weekend.

      I slipped into Mr. Jeffers’s class quietly and walked around the back of the room to reach my exclusive table. Desiree was already immersed in her project. She had outlined the entire picture of the Canadian Rocky Mountains in pencil and was now brushing on layer upon layer of vibrant acrylic colors.

      I decided I needed to get my work started as well and got my canvas, muse, and supplies from the lockers next to our table. I’d brought a picture of the original Halloween movie cover to re-create. Yesterday, I’d finished drawing it in pencil, and today I would begin using pastels (which was Desiree’s recommendation).

      “I told Mr. Jeffers you’d be late,” Desiree said.

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it,” she said with a sly sense of accomplishment, as if she had done me some huge favor. “Are you in trouble for something I don’t know about?”

      “Mr. Gordon just asked me how I was adjusting.”

      “That’s weird,” Krystal said. She was also working with acrylics. Her picture was a close-up of butterflies fluttering above some flower petals.

      “He’s new here, too,” Sara said. She was working on some kind of abstract piece with watercolors. At this point, I had no idea what she was constructing.

      “Really? I thought you had him last year?” Desiree asked Sara.

      “No, that was Mr. Gibson. He retired.” Sara sloshed her petite brush around in a Styrofoam cup half-filled with discolored water and blotted it on a crumpled paper towel before mixing additional colors.

      I looked over at Andy’s and Blaine’s drawings and just felt more out of place in artistic aptitude. Blaine was drawing a mangled wreck of a car; and Andy, a graphic portrait of Barbarella.

      A sudden burst of energy hit me when the clock struck 2:50. I quickly put all my supplies away, wished everyone a good weekend, and left the table.

      “Wait up,” Desiree yelled after me.

      I didn’t feel like walking with her to find her boyfriend, but stopped anyway. “Could you be any slower?” I said.

      She caught up and walked right by, so I was then following her.

      The first week of school was finished. The thrill of the weekend was upon us. It felt good, and now I had a few days to sleep in and prep myself for another Monday. We sauntered through the quad, around the humanities building, and into the parking lot. Parents of the lowly freshman sat in their cars, lined along the sidewalk. Engines hummed, an embarrassing mixture of music polluted the air, and younger siblings argued in back seats. Passing the procession of waiting cars, we followed the student exodus to the edge of the school grounds.

      “Where are you going?” I asked Desiree as she continued down the sidewalk.

      “Home.”

      “Where’s your guy?”

      “Eli left early for work. Do you not want to walk with me or something?”

      I had company again. Desiree wasn’t Jeremy. She was better. We walked quietly for a few minutes. In the fields, there were students already getting in shape for the upcoming sport seasons. Walking to and from school was enough exercise for me.

      “So how was your first week as an Eagle?”

      “All my classes seem pretty good. I like art. I’ve met some pretty cool people,” I said, and it took me a moment to decide what to say next. “Since I’m gonna be joining you, Eli, and the girl you mentioned…”

      “Anna. I’ve known her since elementary school. She introduced me to Eli a few years ago.”

      “Is that how long you guys have been going out?”

      “No, only about seven months. We were friends first.”

      “So what happened?” I asked, but regretted saying so almost immediately after.

      “He was just always there for me. After a while, I started seeing him as someone more than just a friend.” She performed the air quotes. “We spent so much time together and, one night, the moment hit and we kissed. It felt like a natural progression. He helped me out of a bad time. A really dark place.” Desiree smiled and looked away as she talked about Eli.

      I was definitely ready to talk about something else. “Tell me about your family. Are you an OC native?” I felt like I was already catching on to the lingo.

      “Pretty much. Most of my life we’ve lived in our current house,” Desiree said. “I live with my mom and little sister, Melanie. My parents split up six years ago, and my dad moved to Lake Forest. So he’s still around. But he remarried a woman named Jill. She’s like twenty years younger than he is—she thinks she’s like my older sister—drives me crazy.”

      We came to a busy intersection, separated only by stop signs. There were no crosswalks, but Desiree didn’t think twice before stepping into the street. The cars stopped and I hurried after her before the cars saw me as a target.

      “I hear you. I live with my mom and stepdad and understand how hard it is accepting someone new into the family.”

      “Yeah, but she’s not part of our family. She’s a drug, a distraction,” Desiree said, finding a tie for her hair to keep it out of her face in the unpredictable breeze. “She’s not right for him and everyone knows it. He got swept away by the fact that she’s young, has big boobs, and threw him a little attention.”

      “And I didn’t think you were capable of disliking anyone,” I laughed.

      She didn’t join my laughter. I had a feeling her dad had cheated on her mom, but I definitely didn’t want to say anything to even insinuate such a thing.

      “So, you live with your mom and stepdad. Anyone else?”

      “Jeremy and Frolics. Jeremy’s a senior. Frolics is our golden retriever. That’s it,” I said, plucking a leaf from a bush as I walked by. I ripped it piece by piece until it was gone.

      “What about your dad? Where’s he?”

      I knew the question wasn’t far away. “He died when I was really young.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s no big deal, I didn’t know him. He was in the Marines and killed before I was old enough to remember him.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Desiree said again. “I can’t even imagine what that would be like.”

      “Yeah, well,” I said, not able to say more. Little was spoken to me of my father. His name was Nicholae, and Mom told us he was killed on active duty. His body was flown home and buried before the fire that leveled our first house—the fire that stole everything from me except Mom and Jeremy. I was five when it happened and all my memories from the incident and before it were lost with all the rest of my childhood belongings. I think about what it would have been like to know my father, wishing at least one picture of him could have been recovered from the wreckage.

      We wound through neighborhood streets, walking on the sidewalk when there was one and along the edge of the street when there wasn’t. The neighborhood was quiet except for the occasional passing car and small teams of gardeners mowing lawns and blowing the clippings everywhere.

      “Are you into music at all?” I asked, trying to revive the conversation.

      “I love music!” Desiree exclaimed. “That’s how I study and draw and—I guess I have music on most of the time. If there was a soundtrack to my life it would definitely be played by Elliott Smith. I’ve got all his stuff. I like music I can zone out and relax to. It helps me get into a creative frame of mind. Music that takes me away.”

      “I’ve never heard of him.”

      “I’ll make you a CD. You have to listen to him! It’s a prerequisite for being my friend, I mean it!” Desiree said and stopped abruptly. “Well, this is our street.”

      I had been paying so much attention to her that I hadn’t even noticed we’d walked all the way home.

      “Our street?”

      “I’m right over there,” she said, pointing over her shoulder, across Santa Clara.

      “You live on Wheeler, too? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Thanks for the company.” Desiree stood close, crossing one foot over the other.

      “Of course,” I said, rocking slightly on my heels.

      “Well, have a good weekend.”

      “You, too.” I took a step back.

      “I will.” She took a step back.

      “Okay.”

      Despite a quickly approaching car, she ran across Santa Clara. The car had to brake to avoid hitting her. She seemed unfazed by her near brush with death and continued across gracefully.

      I watched her for a moment to see if she’d look back. She didn’t.

      I marched down my side of the street, up my driveway, and through the gate to the left of the garage. The side door was open and the washing machine roared in place as I entered the laundry room. All I had to do was set one foot in the door before Frolics excitedly attacked, snorting and grunting. His tail was flailing like a whip.

      “Settle down, dumbbell,” I said as I pushed him aside and made my way into the kitchen.

      “Hello?” I heard Mom yell from somewhere in the house.

      “It’s me,” I called back and went straight to my room and threw my backpack down on the bed. I took a seat at my computer and googled Elliott Smith. Hundreds of links flashed onto the screen and I clicked on the first YouTube page listed. When that song was over, I clicked to another, and then another. On another tab I scanned his Wikipedia page, which covered his independent success, his Academy Award Nomination, his major label breakout, his later albums’ success and…his death in 2003.

      As I read, I was mesmerized by the music playing in the background, mellow and melancholy. How could I have not listened to him before? The intricate acoustic guitar work and his sad, soulful melodies made me think of Desiree. I pictured her lying on her bed listening to headphones, trying to hold back tears. Her listening to these tragic songs seemed like a contradiction to the playful girl I saw in school.

      “Pizza’s ready!” Mom yelled from the kitchen.

      I glanced at the clock in the corner of the screen and couldn’t believe where the time had gone. I turned off the Web browser and joined the rest of the family.

      “So you made it through your first week of school,” Richard said as I sat down at the table.

      “Yup. It’s interesting how everyone seems to know about our house, you know, about the family who lived here before us.”

      Mom and Richard exchanged glances, and Jeremy became suddenly attentive. It seemed he’d been waiting for this to come up, too.

      “Oh? What kinds of things have the kids been saying?” Mom asked.

      “That TJ Taylor, who went to our school, committed suicide here.”

      “In Oliver’s room,” Jeremy blurted out.

      A shiver ran through my whole body. I hadn’t heard that part of the story, but Murphy usually doesn’t disappoint.

      “I knew this would come out eventually. I just hoped it wouldn’t be so soon,” Richard said.

      “We didn’t want to frighten you guys. Especially you, Oliver.” Mom said.

      “So you knew?” I asked.

      “Our realtor told us. They’re required to disclose information like that. It was the reason this house sat on the market for so long and why we got such a good deal. The previous owners were having a hell of a time trying to find a taker.” Richard finished his beer and got up for another.

      “We didn’t want to worry you, but this house was a great buy.” Mom took Richard’s hand when he returned to his seat.

      “You can switch rooms if you like. The spare bedroom’s only slightly smaller. I can help you with it tomorrow,” Richard said.

      “No, it’s okay. I’ve been in there all summer. It’s not like it’s haunted or anything. It’s just embarrassing first hearing that stuff from kids at school. It’s like I’m a punch line.”

      “The story of your life,” Jeremy said.

      “I know, you have no problems,” I said sarcastically.

      “Boo-freakin-hoo,” Jeremy said, practically spitting pizza chunks at me.

      “Perhaps we should have told you guys earlier,” Mom said, picking off the pepperoni from her slice of pizza.

      “Do you guys know the story behind it?” I asked.

      “No, we weren’t given details,” Richard said.

      “He blew his head off,” Jeremy said.

      “Whoa, how about a little respect,” Mom insisted.

      Jeremy had to get one more statement in to put the final nail in the coffin. “Over some girl.”

      After dinner, I retreated to my room to listen to more music on my computer. I needed to take my mind off the fact that I’d been living in a suicide room all summer. I was too old to still believe in ghosts, but the memory of my childhood ghost—Kafka the bogeyman—still lingered in the deep, dark recesses of my mind. Jeremy would never let me forget him. Kafka the bogeyman had invaded my dreams increasingly less over the past few years, but he was still with me, even here. Sometimes I wondered if he had actually survived the fire—a childhood bogeyman refusing to be forgotten.

      I gazed at my reflection in the floor to ceiling mirrors that made up my closet doors and thought of my porcelain-skinned bogeyman with long, boney fingers, crimson flecks in his black eyes, and the long black overcoat he always wore. Then my thoughts turned to the boy who’d occupied this room before me. The carpet in my room did seem newer than the carpet elsewhere in the house, and the paint, fresher. The shiver that had rippled through my body when I’d heard the news of my room returned with a vengeance as the ghosts and bogeymen danced in my head.

      I’ve been in this room for months. Nothing has changed.

      It didn’t take much self-convincing to bypass Desiree’s offer and download several of Elliott Smith’s albums myself. I loaded the albums onto my iPod, drew back in my bed, and placed the headphones over my ears.

      “Desiree was right about this guy,” I said to myself, allowing the beautifully conflicted voice to serenade me with his tortured view of the world. I allowed myself one more glance into the mirrors, making sure there were no unexpected reflections, before succumbing to the music completely.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to the dissonance of some band I didn’t even remember downloading. The overwhelming light in the room made me cringe. My eyes had no intention of adjusting. I removed my headphones, kicked off my shoes, and slipped under the covers. I closed my eyes again, but the light was becoming even more uncomfortable. I sat up and blindly flailed my arm around in search of the light switch, but ended up smacking my hand against something solid. A sharp pain shot up my arm, and I had to bite my lower lip to keep myself from waking the whole family. I reopened my eyes to see what I’d hit so unexpectedly.

      My dresser?

      My dresser, which I had positioned to the left of my window, now barricaded my closed door. A door that opened inward! I looked back at my empty wall and the dresser-shaped indent in the carpet, then back at my blocked door.

      I was imprisoned and alone. Or maybe not. I chanced another glance at the mirrored closet doors.

      I couldn’t possibly turn off the light now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Collision Course

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t able to move the dresser back to its original resting place without taking out all of the drawers, and even then I had to drag the cumbersome, wooden beast across the carpet. I left it in the middle of the room for a moment to open my door. Suspiciously, I poked my head into the hallway. It was early Saturday morning. The sun and the rest of the family seemed to still be soundly asleep.

      I had to get out of my room. I went to the kitchen and brewed some coffee. An earthy aroma filled the kitchen, and I sat at the table with a steaming mug and turned on the miniature television. I flipped through the channels in between loud sips, anything to get my mind off my moving furniture.

      Frolics walked in from the other room and plopped himself down next to my feet. Maybe a companion while I sleep would make me feel safer. But I didn’t want to also traumatize the dog.

      Three hours and four cups of coffee later, Mom strolled into the kitchen in her bathrobe.

      “Good morning,” she said, grabbing herself a bowl of cereal. “How did you sleep?”

      “Not well. Did you hear anything last night?”

      “I don’t think so. Like what?” she asked, sitting down next to me.

      “I dunno, just anything strange.” I went for a final sip, but my mug was empty. There was no way my dresser moved across the room without making any noise. It didn’t just float to my door!

      “Is this about the conversation we had last night at dinner?”

      “It’s nothing. Never mind,” I said, defeated. I got up from the table and rinsed out my mug. “I’m done with the TV,” I said as I left the kitchen.

      Standing at my door, I peered into my room. It looked so normal and peaceful in the light. But images of last night paralyzed me from taking that final step over the threshold. Instead, I went into the bathroom and closed the door. Glued to the mirror, I repeated to myself over and over that I wasn’t crazy. There had to be a logical explanation. I’d outgrown my belief in ghosts. Hadn’t I?

      I wasted the rest of the morning catching up on homework at the dining room table. My iPod drowned out the commotion from everyone home and helped me concentrate on chemistry and geometry. Mom was finishing up some housework, Richard had the television on while he read the newspaper, and Jeremy was hanging around like a sloth.

      That night came quickly, and I considered sleeping in the family room. But that would only bring unwanted attention. I found an old plastic doorstop in the spare bedroom and used it to prop my door open. The nightlight from the bathroom gave the hallway an eerie hue, but it also gave me the slight reassurance that I was still connected with the rest of the house. I wasn’t completely alone.

      It took me half the night to fall asleep, but when I awoke the next morning everything was as I had left it. Sunday night was no different. I awoke Monday morning loathing school, but my room was still in perfect order (not exactly perfect, but at least the mess was mine). My mind kept going back to Friday night, but the fear was subsiding. It was time to start a new week.

      My morning classes flew by, and I could barely recall what I’d learned. I didn’t fully awake until gym. This was probably due to sharing the class with the guys who had, for some reason, taken an instant disliking to me.

      My class played baseball in the farthest diamond from the school. I got up to bat three times throughout the game—struck out twice and walked once. My amazing sports abilities were put to good use in the outfield, where I ended up mostly kicking clumps of crabgrass and dirt.

      Again, by the time Coach Andrews dismissed us, the other classes had already left. When I made it to the locker room, some of the students were already leaving for lunch. I hurried to change so I wouldn’t be left alone in the locker room with certain unsavory characters. But I wasn’t fast enough.

      The guy with long black hair with whom I’d bumped shoulders with—twice now—came around the aisle and stopped at the edge of my row. His two friends flanked me from behind.

      “How’s our new buddy doing?”

      I didn’t dignify his statement with a response, closed my locker, and was about to pick up my backpack when the guy with the shaved head grabbed it.

      “What do we have here?” he said, unzipping my backpack and looking inside. He took out one of my textbooks, which had a paper bag jacket covered in drawings. “Looks like we have quite the Picasso,” he said, examining both covers.

      “Let me see,” the guy with long black hair said and threw up his hands in a catching stance.

      The guy with the shaved head tossed the book over my head. I reached out in a desperate attempt to snatch my flying book, but it soared past me, just out of reach. It was like I was back in the outfield.

      “Very nice, Nut Grain.”

      “Good one.”

      “Give me back my book,” I demanded, but my voice trembled.

      “Here’s another one.” The shaved-head guy with my backpack had taken out another textbook. “Catch, Sasha.” He tossed that book, too, and it flew open in midair, with the pages thrashing like batwings.

      Sasha reached out, but the pages slipped through his fingers, and the book hit the wall with an echoing thud.

      I turned to the two guys closest to me and lunged for my backpack, but they laughed, backed up, and evaded my clumsy attempt.

      “Watch out, Greg, you’re getting him mad,” laughed the third guy.

      “Are you getting mad, Newbie?” Shaved-head Greg patronized me.

      I kept lunging for my backpack and continued to miss by mere inches, which might as well have been miles. The more desperate I became, the more erratic I moved. My foot snagged one of the bench legs, and I toppled forward.

      Everyone laughed even harder.

      I wanted to tackle one of the guys—any one of them, whomever I could catch—and repeatedly punch him in the face. Knock out some teeth. Break a nose or two. That would show them I wasn’t to be trifled with. But I couldn’t; my fear was crippling.

      Greg tossed my backpack over the tile wall and into the showers. They continued laughing and walked by before I was able to get up. Sasha chucked the textbooks he had, trying to get them into the showers with my backpack. One cleared the wall and the other ricocheted off the tile.

      “It’s almost too easy. What a loser,” Greg said as they left the locker room.

      “Maybe he’ll off himself, too,” Sasha said.

      “One can only hope!”

      Then they were gone.

      I picked myself up and sat down on the bench, alone. I couldn’t keep myself from crying, but I wiped away the tears immediately and remained silent in case there was someone else left in the locker room. It was almost impossible to breathe and my heart pounded so hard it was making my arms twitch. My hands were trembling as much as the morning after the dresser incident, when I drank four cups of coffee in a row.

      When I regained the strength to stand, I collected my textbooks. My backpack was in the showers, unzipped, with my notebooks and papers scattered everywhere. Everything was wet. I tried drying my stuff with a nearby towel, but my notebooks and papers were already warped from the water damage.

      This was the first lunch I actually wanted to be alone, but I had promised Desiree on Friday that I would join her and her friends. I wasn’t hungry anymore. I just wanted to go home. I began heading for the humanities building where I had been eating my lunch for the past week but stopped halfway there. I wanted to be alone, but I didn’t want to be alone. I could see Desiree’s face twisted in disappointment from finding me back in my lunch safe haven. Maybe eating with others after what had just happened to me would be a good thing. Some inclusion would be good. I turned around.

      Desiree, Eli, and Anna were sitting in a small patch of grass behind the science building, away from most of the student body. They already had their lunches out and were chatting away. I greeted the group and sat down in an open space between Desiree and Anna. Desiree beamed. Anna was the only one I hadn’t met before. I shook her hand as Desiree introduced us. Eli looked just as relaxed as the first time I had met him, still in shorts and sandals.

      Anna was tall and thin with short strawberry blonde hair and a light complexion. She had powder blue eyes brightened by dark mascara. Her V-necked blouse fell just short of covering her silver studded belt, tied over the loops of a pair of Dickies that had been cut into shorts.

      “I looked up Elliott Smith online and listened to a bunch of his songs,” I said.

      “Isn’t he wonderful?” Desiree asked.

      “His songs are amazing. I downloaded a few albums, so I don’t need the compilation you talked about making me.”

      “That’s too bad, ’cause I already made it.”

      Eli showed his first hint of concern. I needed to offer an olive branch.

      “Do you listen to him, too?” I asked Eli.

      “Yeah. Desiree listens to him all the time. I’ve grown to like him. I had to. Otherwise, I don’t think she’d have me.” The three of them laughed. “I hear you and Desiree share like half your classes.”

      “Yeah, I guess we do.”

      “You must feel lucky to have such a nice girl to latch on to.”

      “Eli, stop,” Desiree said.

      “He’s just jealous ’cause he’s stuck with me,” Anna said.

      “Do you have a problem with me?” I asked, feeling myself tense up.

      “That’s my girlfriend you’re hanging out with, just remember that,” Eli said.

      The girls were quiet. No one ate. I hadn’t even pulled out my lunch from my backpack yet.

      “I didn’t come here to screw up your perfect threesome. Desiree invited me. She’s your girlfriend. I get it.” This wasn’t turning out to be the carefree, meet-new-people lunch I had expected. After the incident in the locker room, I didn’t need this. I could be eating peacefully alone in the humanities building hallway. “I think I’m gonna go,” I said, getting to my feet.

      Desiree took one angry look at Eli and stood up with me. “I’ll go with you, Oliver. I have to finish my history homework anyway.”

      I left with Desiree. She obviously hadn’t planned for lunch to turn out the way it did. I was tired of being accused, harassed, and bullied. I didn’t know what this meant for the future of our relationship.

      “I’m sorry about Eli. He’s not usually like that.” She seemed sincere. And naive.

      We walked past the science building and through the quad. Along the way I noticed the three guys from gym class. They sat with a larger group of guys and girls. Just the sight of them brought back the fury of the incident in the locker room. I tried not to look at them, but I couldn’t help glancing over.

      “Hey, Nut Grain!” one of them yelled. “Who’s your girlfriend?”

      “She’s a little out of your league, don’t you think?”

      Desiree and I kept walking, and I tried my best to ignore them. I had a hard enough time dealing with them when there were only three, and now the group contained eight or more.

      “Who are they?” Desiree asked.

      I tried to stay focused ahead. We were almost across the quad.

      “Some guys in my gym class,” I said, clenching my fists.

      “Nut Grain! Aren’t you gonna introduce us?”

      Desiree turned and shouted back, “Shut up, jerks!”

      Everyone in the group laughed and the verbal assaults kept on coming. “Now we know who wears the pants in the relationship. And it sure ain’t you, Nut Grain.”

      I stopped. My nails were digging into my palms. We had almost reached the humanities building. The doors were in sight. Desiree tugged at my arm, pleading with me to take those last few steps.

      “Don’t listen to your girlfriend. Come over and play, Newbie. I may even go easy on you—a welcome gift, if you will.”

      Apprehensively, I turned to face my aggressors. It was Sasha doing most of the talking. He stood in front of his group, staring me down. Students from other groups began to tune in to the escalating conflict.

      “What are you gonna do?” he asked, not laughing anymore.

      I was sweating under my clothes and my knees shook, which hopefully didn’t show. Desiree continued to tug at my arm.

      “Watch out, he might trip and fall into you,” Greg shouted, looking as menacing as ever with his shaved head. That got people in the group laughing again, but not Sasha. He was dead serious.

      I took a step forward, despite Desiree’s efforts and the screaming in my head that I should turn around. What are you doing?!

      The group quieted, anticipating my next step.

      I had no idea what I was going to do. I had never been in a fight before, but I saw one unfolding before me. I was afraid to move forward, but terrified of backing down. What are you doing, stupid?!

      “What’s your problem with me?” I said, taking another step, then another, and another, until I found myself purposefully walking toward him, breaking through my petrified state.

      He shrugged. “Does it really matter? Maybe I want to see if you have what it takes to shoot yourself in the face.”

      “It’s not gonna happen.” I stopped at an arm’s length away from him. The rest of his group stood up and encircled us. I now wished I had just turned away, the fear and claustrophobia became overwhelming.

      “I believe in you, Newbie,” he said with a smirk and, before I even knew what was happening, he punched me just below the breastplate.

      I sank to my knees, coughing and wheezing, and gasping for air. My eyes welled up and I couldn’t catch my breath. A stabbing pain resonated throughout my abdomen.

      “Get up! Get up, Nut Grain!” Sasha yelled. The group surrounding us cheered and laughed.

      Someone yelled, “Fight…fight!” and more students came running.

      Sasha paced around my crumpled body. “Get up, Boy!”

      My eyes cleared and some strength returned to my legs. There were cheers coming from all around—there must have been dozens of students surrounding us now. I heard the cries of Desiree from somewhere behind me, as she tried to break into the circle. But the front ring of guys held her back.

      I stood up, tried to forget about the humiliation, and looked at my attacker with a fury I had never felt before. I clenched my fists together and took a wild swing, scraping only air. Sasha kicked at my knees and they buckled, dropping me to the ground again. I grabbed his leg and tried to yank him down, but he broke free and kicked me in the stomach while I was still knelt over. Again, I fought through a fit of coughing and wheezing. Desiree yelled from the background, desperately trying to stop the fight. I was losing strength fast. I probably wouldn’t even be able to stand. I was weak and losing. Sasha was bigger, stronger, and obviously more experienced.

      I stood up again, a little dizzy and nauseous, swaying on my feet. Desiree continued to yell for help, but no one seemed to be coming. I was scared; my whole body hurt and throbbed. All I had was myself. I had to do something.

      And I did.

      Sasha stood in front of me with a confident grin. I threw him off guard by suddenly lunging at him, taking us both to the ground and breaking open the circle. Due to some screaming and swearing, I think we knocked down a few other students, but I couldn’t make out what was happening. I had my hands locked around his body and accidentally head-butted him in the face as we hit the ground. Sasha tried to grapple me into a headlock with one arm and threw punches with the other. I released my hold to defend myself and threw some punches of my own. We rolled around as a mass of flailing limbs. I felt pain from the punches I received and the punches I threw, some finding him and others finding the ground. There was no restraint or strategy at this point, just feral attacks by any means necessary.

      The crowd cheered and chanted, now sounding muffled and distant. I was fighting for my life and had no idea whether I was winning or losing.

      Suddenly, a hand grabbed the handle of my backpack and pulled me off Sasha with inexplicable force. I was practically yanked off the ground and landed on unstable feet, with my arms still flailing out in front of me. Tears and blood ran down my face and my eyes were shut tight.

      “Break it up!” a familiar voice yelled.

      As I opened my eyes, I noticed I wasn’t fighting Sasha anymore. He was still on the ground with rips in his shirt and blood on his arms and face, propped up on his elbows. He looked furious, but didn’t move.

      “Everyone, get out of here! Go back to your lunches!”

      I turned to see who was still grasping my backpack and saw the welcoming face of Mr. Gordon. I couldn’t have been more relieved. My knees shook, and I probably couldn’t stand on my own.

      Another teacher came and helped Sasha up. Sasha vehemently tried to shake the teacher off and insisted he stand under his own power.

      “Please take him to the office,” Mr. Gordon said to the other teacher.

      Sasha barred his teeth at me as he was forced to leave. “This isn’t over!”

      “Oh, yes it is,” the teacher said, and they were gone.

      Desiree finally broke through the dispersing students and threw herself into me. “Are you all right?” she asked, and quickly released me from her concerned embrace.

      “I think so.”

      “We need to get you to the nurse’s office,” Mr. Gordon said, carefully letting go of my backpack.

      “I don’t want to go to the nurse.”

      “But we need to get you checked out,” Mr. Gordon insisted.

      “I’m okay. Really. I don’t need to go to the nurse,” I said again.

      Mr. Gordon insisted I at least rest up in his classroom for the remainder of the lunch period. Many of the students had cleared the vicinity of the fight, but were still looking on from afar to get a glimpse of my condition. There was no cheering anymore, and no one was making fun of me. The group with the two remaining bullies quietly took a seat on the sideline, like jackals waiting for scraps of food as they watched us leave.

      Mr. Gordon helped me into his classroom, and Desiree followed. There were a few students already sitting by the door to the classroom, but they were asked to wait outside.

      I took a seat in the first desk I could fall into, placing my backpack on the floor beside me. I took a deep breath and sighed and sank into the seat. Desiree took the next seat over. She reached forward and placed her hand on my arm. I kept still so she wouldn’t take it away.

      “What were you thinking?” Mr. Gordon finally asked, standing before me.

      “What?”

      “Fighting isn’t the answer. Children fight. Adults settle their disputes peacefully.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Was he actually blaming me? I needed to justify myself. “They were making fun of me, and then Desiree. What was I supposed to do?”

      “Walk away.”

      “I tried. But if I had walked away, I would’ve been giving up. I couldn’t let them get away with making fun of me. I needed to stand up for myself. That’s what I did!”

      Mr. Gordon took a box of tissues from his desk and handed it to me to wipe off my hands and face. “You can’t be concerned with what other people think of you. Your need to be right and accepted will only cause you to meet more people with that challenge and focus in mind.”

      “You’re saying I should have done nothing? ’Cause I’m not gonna be bullied my whole life,” I said.

      “You’re getting defensive, which is exactly what I’m talking about. You won’t get everyone to agree with you. If that’s your fight, then it will be a losing one. What I’d like you to understand is, if you find some peace, then what others say won’t matter. Those challenging people will simply go away.”

      “Just like that.”

      “Just like that,” he said and snapped his fingers. “But not necessarily in the way you think. It’s not like you’ll see them disappear before your eyes, but the result will be the same. How’s your head?”

      The bell rang.

      “It’s pretty sore.” I felt my cheek with the back of my hand. It throbbed.

      “Looks like you’re gonna have some nice bruises, but you should clean up some of those cuts.” Mr. Gordon took one of the tissues and dabbed at the dried blood on my cheek. I flinched as he touched the bruises. “Why don’t you go wash up,” he said and went to open the door. “Oh, and by the way, I’ll talk to Vice Principal Adams and sort this whole mess out.”

      “I’m proud of you,” Desiree said and lightly squeezed my arm. She got up and went back to her usual desk. “Mr. Gordon?”

      “Yes, Miss Behring?”

      “I didn’t quite finish my homework. I was going to before class, but...”

      Mr. Gordon chuckled and said that she was excused this time.

      I left the room as everyone flooded in. I walked out the double doors and found the bathroom on the exterior of the building. I examined my face in the mirror while washing my hands. My cheeks and below my nose were covered in dried blood. I splashed some water on my face and carefully wiped the blood away. As I washed off, I noticed my cheek felt less sensitive. When all the blood was gone, I examined my face closer and felt my cheek again. It felt fine. I looked and looked and couldn’t even see a hint of a bruise. I had felt like I was going to have at least one black eye, but nothing. It was a strange relief. I felt my stomach and ribs. They were still sore.

      What a day.

      I left the bathroom with a slight sense of optimism and headed back to class. But sitting through class was not so easy. I repeatedly ran the argument and fight over in my mind. I heard the yells. I heard the hideous laughter. I felt the punches. By the end of class, I decided I wasn’t going to make it through art and told Desiree I’d see her tomorrow. I thanked Mr. Gordon for his help and advice and began the long, yet serene, walk home.

      The house was empty except for Frolics, who greeted me with the utmost enthusiasm. I lackadaisically made myself a snack and sat down in the living room, in Richard’s recliner, to relax in front of the television.

      The side door opened and someone barged into the kitchen. I had only been home about a half hour. Once I heard the footsteps, I knew it was Jeremy.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “Did you see the fight today?”

      “No, when?” This piqued his curiosity.

      “At lunch.”

      “Oh my God, I can’t believe I missed it!”

      “It was right in the middle of the quad. How did you miss it?”

      “I always miss the good stuff.”

      “Yeah, especially since it was me!” I yelled. “Where were you?”

      “It was you? What happened?” His demeanor suddenly changed and he finally put on the air of a concerned older brother.

      I told him what had happened and got worked up again just thinking about it. “One of my teachers had to pull me off that Sasha guy. I couldn’t stop punching him.”

      “Wow,” Jeremy said, dumbfounded. “I can’t believe you did that. You look like you’re in pretty good shape, considering.”

      “I’m freakin’ sore,” I said, feeling my ribs. “Where were you?”

      “I went off campus with some friends. Did you get suspended or something?”

      I had forgotten off-campus lunch was an option for seniors. “No, my teacher took care of it. The other guy was sent to the office.”

      “That’s good. I’m sorry it happened.”

      “Yeah, well...”

      “Don’t worry about that Sasha guy anymore. I’ll take care of him,” Jeremy said and left me again.
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      I wandered the cavernous stone hallways that seemed to extend into eternity. The walls were lined with large glass windows and elegant oil paintings, depicting unfamiliar royal figures and sublime landscapes that seemed to come alive in their frames. No matter which hallway I explored, there were windows on either side overlooking dazzling lakes and dense forests. Sunlight poured in through each window and lit up sections of the floor, hiding the cathedral ceilings in shadows. Crystalline sparkles danced through the shadows, making the ceiling all the more spectacular. The hallways were chilly and smelled of pine. I appeared to be a young child, and the castle I wandered through practically swallowed me whole.

      I could hear Mom calling for me from a distance, her sweet voice reverberating off the stone walls. I continued heading away from her, in a game only I was playing. Her calls were stern and desperate, and gaining on me.

      “Oliver! Oliver, please stop hiding from me!” she pleaded from a nearby hallway. “Come back to me this instant!”

      I saw her shadow creeping ahead of her body at the end of the hallway. She was getting close. Running to a towering door to my left, I jumped for the doorknob and the door swung open. I quickly slammed it shut and turned to take in the room before me.

      I was sure I had never been in this room before. The room had one window with the same view as the hallway, bookshelves lining the walls, and two dark green couches facing each other in front of an empty fireplace. The room was musty and felt like it hadn’t been used in years.

      I snapped my fingers and a circular arrangement of soft glowing orbs appeared near the ceiling, floating in midair. The gesture felt natural, like I had created light with the snap of my fingers a thousand times. A globe on a small cherry table by the window lit up as well. It had three transparent layers built within one another, each with different territories outlined with unfamiliar names. I turned the knob on top of the globe, cranking the tiny gears in the apparatus’s center, and watched as each layer spun independently of the other two. When the layers slowed, the outer two layers landed on the expanse of different oceans, and the innermost layer on a territory called Greater Meric.

      Suddenly I heard muffled voices. They seemed to be coming from the room next door.

      I put my ear up to the wall. There were definitely two distinct voices, but I couldn’t make out what was being said. Mom still called from the hallway. Hopefully, I had locked the door. I couldn’t remember. I had an irresistible need to know who was next door, and a soft voice in my head told me to crawl into the fireplace. So I did.

      I could easily fit into the fireplace on my hands and knees. The bottom was covered in cold brittle coal, crunching under me. But I continued going further and deeper than I thought possible until there was light ahead of me and darkness behind. The voices grew louder and clearer. I crawled to the edge of the shadows and looked into a new room that seemed similar to the one I had just left. There were more bookcases, a desk, a door, and floating florescent orbs illuminating the room.

      The voices came from two men engaged in conversation, one of them being the man in the long black coat. But this time he wasn’t wearing a long coat like he usually did, just a black shirt.

      “My sincere condolences, Cornelius,” Kafka the bogeyman said. He had a porcelain complexion, which made him look youthful and almost wax-like. “We will all celebrate the life of your son.”

      “Thank you, sire. The last few days have been difficult, but I know he would want me to celebrate, not to grieve.”

      “Well spoken, my brother.”

      “On a more positive front, the tower in Provex City is nearly complete,” Cornelius said. “It is a sight to behold.”

      “Fantastic new—”

      The door violently flew open, and Mom rushed in, startling the two men. “I’m terribly sorry,” she said. “I’m looking for my son.”

      “Well, as you can clearly see, he’s not in here,” Kafka said. “Now leave and close the door behind you. Next time, remember to knock.”

      “Yes, sir. I’m so sorry,” she said and departed in a flash.

      “This castle has hundreds of rooms, yet we still can’t get any privacy,” Kafka said and held his arm out toward the door. The wall instantly swallowed it up. It was then that I saw something on him I had never noticed before—a tattoo of a wolf head on the inner side of his right hand, its neck trailing down the side of his wrist and ending in open jaws at his thumb and forefinger. “Now where were we, Cornelius? Oh yes, the tower.”

      “While I was in the city, I spoke with Lazarus...and he said you found them: The Guardians of the Great In-Between.”

      I noticed that Cornelius had the very same tattoo on the inside of his right hand.

      Kafka produced a fiendish smile. “Lazarus shouldn’t be spreading rumors.”

      “Is it true? How did you find them?”

      “I think you should continue telling me about the tower...my tower...and forget what Lazarus has told you.”

      “You have my allegiance,” Cornelius said. “It’s true that much of the family is skeptical right now. They are afraid of your motives, your ambitions, feeling you have gone too far with your search for The Guardians. But not me. Though I would like to know why, be in the inner circle, and help you, if you’d let me. No one was sure they actually existed and now you may have found them. Did you...did you actually find them?”

      “Just one so far,” Kafka said softly, almost humbly. “But I will find the others. They cannot hide from me forever.”

      “I want to go with you—see him for myself. What can I do to prove myself to you more than I already have? I am not with Nicholae.”

      “I wish I could believe you, Cornelius. We have been through so much, in so many lifetimes.”

      “And I am still here for you. You can trust me.” Cornelius paused and swallowed hard. “The Guardians of the Great In-Between. What I wouldn’t give to see them.”

      “Where is Zachariah?”

      “Zachariah? I don’t believe he’s come back yet. It was awful what happened to him, a terrible accident. I know we all eagerly await his return.”

      “Is that so? I know for a fact that Zachariah has returned, and Nicholae and his band of traitors are nursing him back to health as we speak. Don’t play dumb with me.” Kafka studied the expression of growing tension on Cornelius’ face.

      “Sire—” Cornelius’ expression sank further.

      “It pains me to do this. After all this time, I still do consider you family,” Kafka said, “but this has to be done.”

      “Zachariah’s death was no accident, was it?”

      “Zachariah’s death—though tragic—was necessary. As will be yours.” Kafka inched forward, forcing Cornelius back. Cornelius looked desperately around the room, his eyes stopping at where the door had been. “I give you the opportunity to reunite with your son.”

      “No...no! This is madness! You can’t just kill me!”

      Kafka lifted his right arm, and Cornelius flew off the ground and into the wall, where he was pinned in midair by some unknown force.

      “You can’t win! You can’t take on the whole family!”

      “One by one. We have lived many lifetimes together. I’m sorry it has to end this way.”

      “I’ll see you in the next life. This isn’t over!” Cornelius yelled and then gave out a gut-wrenching scream.

      “Not this time.” Kafka waved his arm again and Cornelius suddenly flew across the room and disappeared out of my field of vision. It sounded like he hit the wall above the fireplace. Then he dropped to the ground, landing face down in front of the fireplace.

      I gave out a soft gasp and quickly covered my mouth.

      He painfully lifted his head and looked deep into the shadows and saw me hiding. He mouthed something that I couldn’t make out, and his head violently fell to the stone floor.

      I scurried deeper into the shadows in horror.

      Cornelius reached out. Kafka walked up behind him and stopped. Cornelius’ body rose up and rotated, balancing limply on his toes like a hanged man. He blocked Kafka’s arm movements, so I couldn’t see what was happening.

      With a loud pop the fireplace burst into flames and I frantically backed up further. Cornelius’ body fell into the fire and was quickly set ablaze. I heard footsteps walking away and a door creak open and close. I was far enough back to not get burned, but the heat and stench of burning flesh was overwhelming. And for some reason I couldn’t move. The dying man before me was a horrific, yet mesmerizing sight. I didn’t understand what had happened or what I would tell Mom later that day. I didn’t know if I was also in danger.

      Then a hand grabbed my ankle!

      

      I awoke with a jolt. It was morning and the room was blurry. Drenched in cold sweat, I threw back the covers for some relief. I sat up, tossed my feet over the edge of the bed, and vigorously rubbed my eyes to restore my temporarily impaired vision. As my room came into focus, I noticed dark lines in my periphery. There was writing across my wall—a clumsily written backward “R”—which seemed to be gibberish.

      I dropped to the floor in front of the writing. The backward “R” smeared as I ran my finger down the wall. The tip of my finger was coated in a chalky residue and I wiped it off on my shorts.

      I scanned my room to see if there was anything else amiss. And when I looked across the room—into the mirrored closet doors—I saw the true meaning of what was written on the wall. MY ROOM.

      I stared into the mirror for what felt like hours, trying to make some sense out of what I was experiencing. I wanted to talk to someone about this but was afraid, afraid to bring more attention to myself.

      I grabbed a wet towel from the bathroom and desperately scrubbed down the wall to erase the evidence. The words came out, but a dark smudge remained in their place—a reminder that something was still here, in my room, if I could call it that.
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        * * *

      

      “How are you feeling?” Desiree asked. “You look surprisingly good.”

      “I feel surprisingly good,” I said, taking my usual seat in chemistry. Desiree had on a green blouse that made her eyes absolutely sparkle and a pair of skinny jeans. Her hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, completing her casual look.

      “I was worried about you. I was gonna give you a call after school, but then realized I didn’t have your number.”

      “As you can see, I’m fine,” I said.

      We were both quiet for a moment, and students continued to pour into the class. I rummaged through my backpack to retrieve my textbook and water-damaged notebook.

      “Well, are you gonna give it to me so I can check up on you after future fights?” she said, finally.

      Halfway through telling Desiree my number, Leslie walked between us, and I momentarily forgot the last four digits. My eyes followed Leslie to the front of the class where she elegantly sat down and crossed her legs. Her red miniskirt revealed much of her thighs—a tease for all the guys in the classroom. Unattainable.

      Desiree cleared her throat and I returned my attention to her with a reflexive sense of guilt. I clumsily recited the last four digits of my phone number. She didn’t write them down immediately, pushing to prolong my embarrassment.

      “What is it with that girl? You stare at her every day,” she said.

      “What’s your point?”

      “My point is, if you’re so infatuated with her, why don’t you go talk to her?”

      “I can’t do that. And say what? No, I can’t…”

      “Boys. You’re all so pathetic.”

      “That’s helpful, thank you.” I glanced back at Leslie.

      The tank top she wore cut halfway down her back and showed off her bra straps. I was mesmerized and it took all my willpower not to stare. Desiree sighed, obviously aware of my internal struggle.

      Class began.

      My thoughts traveled backward, from the mysterious writing on my bedroom wall to yesterday’s fight. It was hard to believe the fight was just yesterday; it was so clear in my mind, but I didn’t have a scratch on me. There were neither cuts nor bruises on my face, and my body wasn’t the least bit sore.

      When I parted ways with Desiree after class, I was consumed by dread on the approach to my locker. I anticipated my tormentors waiting for me, wanting to finish what we’d begun.

      But they weren’t there. I opened my locker, not yet relieved. An ambush could come from behind. I waited for that sinister voice, daring me to turn around. I retrieved the books I needed, closed my locker, and whipped around. The ambush didn’t come either.

      The same anxiety gripped me when I entered the gym locker room later that morning. I walked in with the veneer of confidence, glancing down each row. Many of the students looked up with mixed expressions, causing me to feel like I was reliving my first day of school. But no tormentors appeared.

      I felt a little relieved, but still anxious to change and get out onto the blacktop, free from the grimy confines of the locker room. Even though nothing yet had happened, the stress of the day had become exhausting, and I felt nauseous.

      Coach Andrews let me sit out of the baseball game. From the sidelines, my thoughts consumed me—again. I just wanted class to end so I could get out of my head. I knew worrying was pointless, but I changed out of my gym clothes with the same sense of urgency I had used to change into them.

      I arrived at my expected lunch spot and found Anna sitting alone in the grass. She hadn’t waited for everyone else to begin eating her sandwich. She wore a lacy spaghetti strap tank top and a different pair of Dickies, and an eclectic collection of silver rings and leather bracelets.

      She looked up and smiled shyly as I sat down across from her.

      “Where’re Desiree and her boyfriend?” I asked.

      “They usually buy their lunches, so they’ll be here in a few minutes.” Anna finished the first half of her sandwich and took a sip from her bottled water. She looked at me inquisitively. “You don’t look like you were in a fight yesterday.”

      “You heard about that, huh?”

      “I think everyone heard about that. Eli and I heard the yelling from here, but didn’t know it was you until later. What happened?” she asked.

      I told her with the fewest amount of words possible.

      “Aww, a man standing up for his woman,” she cooed mockingly.

      “It’s not like that!”

      “Hey, don’t get all emotional about it. I won’t tell. What happened afterward? Did you have to go down to the office or anything?”

      “Hey, guys!” Desiree and Eli came up from behind me and sat down. “What’re you guys talking about?”

      “Oliver’s little act of chivalry,” Anna said, throwing me under the bus.

      “What?” I protested. “Me getting beat up was by no means chivalrous. It was actually quite the opposite—pretty humiliating.”

      “You didn’t get beat up. You held your own.” Desiree said matter-of-factly. “But don’t push your luck.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m just saying those guys are kinda creepy. I don’t want you getting hurt, that’s all.”

      I snuck a glance toward Eli and could tell he was biting his tongue. He wanted to say something, but, for some reason, didn’t.

      Luckily, the conversation shifted off me and went back to the latest gossip: a girl that hooked up with her ex, some girl with hideous shoes and a dress that didn’t match, and celebrities in the magazine headlines. I didn’t understand the excitement and giddiness of the conversation and hung back with Eli, though he ignored me completely. He tightly held Desiree’s hand. I tried to not let him ruin my lunch and listened to the girls prattle on in a higher pitch and decibel than was humanly comfortable. Thankfully, the lunch hour ended without incident. Eli gave Desiree a noticeably long kiss before we headed in separate directions.

      “I think Anna likes you,” Desiree said as we waded through the quad. I held the door to the humanities building open for Desiree and followed her into Mr. Gordon’s classroom. Mr. Gordon gave us a warm greeting as we entered. We sat at our usual desks in the back of the classroom, and Desiree turned to me before I had a chance to get out last night’s assignment.

      “So, what do you think?” she asked in a low voice.

      “About what?”

      “About Anna.” She now sounded slightly annoyed.

      I had not thought much about Anna. I had only seen her twice and today was the first time we held a short, yet legitimate conversation. She was cute and seemed nice, but I needed to choose my next words carefully. That much I learned from the girls’ gossip conversation.

      “I think she’s a nice girl.”

      “And—”

      “And nothing right now. I don’t know. I just met her and don’t want to make anything awkward. Your boyfriend makes it awkward enough for everyone.”

      “Eli just needs time to get to know you. He can be overprotective sometimes,” Desiree said and took out her books.

      After class, I asked Mr. Gordon if he could spare a few minutes to talk. He suggested I come back after art class so our conversation wouldn’t be so pressured for time. I reluctantly agreed and chased after Desiree so we could make our way to art class together.

      I could’ve finished my Halloween drawing if I’d concentrated more. The pastel colors were coming together nicely. I was learning to blend the colors together with my finger, smearing them into each other carefully to get the shades I desired instead of a puke-colored mess. Desiree was only halfway through her painting. She worked with the precision of a surgeon. She mixed her colors skillfully until they completely matched up with the picture.

      “How are you doing after what happened yesterday?” Sara asked as she painted.

      I knew someone would bring it up. I had hoped to avoid the conversation again, but I was really just waiting for it to begin.

      “I saw that. It looked pretty brutal,” Blaine said.

      “I saw part of it,” Andy said.

      “Desiree told us about it yesterday,” Krystal said.

      “So what happened?” The question was asked simultaneously like a sitcom with an audience laugh track. Again Desiree came to my rescue and retold the story.

      “That guy, Sasha, was expelled from West Hills last year for fighting and then threatening a teacher,” Blaine said.

      “So what’s he doing here?” I asked.

      “That’s how these two schools deal with their problems, they trade. Seems dumb, doesn’t it? I wouldn’t be surprised if he gets sent back to West Hills.”

      “All you have to do is mess up twice and you’re right back where you started,” Andy said, not looking up from his drawing.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said.

      “Tell me about it,” Blaine said apathetically.

      “What about Patch Heights?” Desiree asked.

      “The delinquent school? You have to really hurt someone or something to get thrown in there.”

      “I just want to get him out of here,” I said.

      “Here’s to the administration and their infinite wisdom!” Blaine exclaimed.

      “Hear, hear!”Andy said.

      The bell was about to ring and I had gotten very little done. It was okay since I was anxious to talk with Mr. Gordon. I packed up my station and was the first one out the door. I faintly heard Desiree call after me, but I was already gone—on a mission. I had no intention of stopping.

      Mr. Gordon’s classroom was empty since he didn’t have a sixth period. I took off my backpack and placed it on one of the front desks. Mr. Gordon looked up from his papers, leaned back in his chair, folded his hands behind his head, and grinned blithely.

      “Mr. Grain,” he said dramatically. “What can I do for you?”

      “You said you saw bruises and cuts on my face yesterday. I felt them at first. But when I went to the bathroom to wash up, they were gone.” I spoke forcefully and found myself pacing. I had been thinking about my next question all day, but I was embarrassed to ask it aloud. “Did you…somehow…heal me?”

      Mr. Gordon laughed. “Why don’t you take a seat?”

      I threw myself into the closest seat and leaned forward, gripping the edge of the desk aggressively and pushing forward even more so it teetered on its two front legs.

      “Do you believe it’s possible?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m unsure about a lot of things right now.”

      “The fight you were in yesterday—what if I said you caused it, indirectly?” Mr. Gordon said, putting his hands back on the desk and leaning forward.

      Here he was accusing me again. I tried to remain calm.

      “I guess I could’ve just walked away like you said.”

      “That’s not what I mean. The provocation would still have been there. In the direction you were headed, even if you had walked away, a confrontation would still have come. It just might have been today or tomorrow or a few weeks down the road—whenever your last straw finally snapped.” He paused for a moment to allow me to digest what he was saying. “Do you believe everything that happens to you, you’re responsible for on some level? What were you thinking about before the fight?”

      “How much I didn’t like them. And I was afraid.”

      “Afraid of what?”

      “Afraid of my odds.”

      “And what happened? You witnessed those odds firsthand. Everyone is on a plane of consciousness. Whichever plane you’re on determines your experience. Your experience right now is intertwined with those guys, which you currently think is inevitable. But I’m here to tell you it isn’t.”

      “Can you move from one plane to another?”

      “Absolutely! In fact, you do so all the time. You can change your course, your destiny, at any moment. With just a new thought, leading to a new commitment, you can change your entire future.”

      I didn’t know what to think. I started to get the feeling that Mr. Gordon was actually crazier than me. He spoke with such passion and conviction, even more so than he did in class. But it would take more than a few New Age theories to make a believer out of me.

      “I thought you might say that,” Mr. Gordon said. “Let me show you something extraordinary.”
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      Mr. Gordon rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt to just below his elbows. He picked up a pair of scissors from a stained mug on his desk that read What came first, the coffee or the bean?, and opened the blades. He presented me his left forearm, which looked perfectly fine.

      Slowly bringing one of the scissor blades down to his forearm, I watched in horror as he pushed it into his skin. The blade easily dug into the flesh near his wrist and cut all the way up his forearm. Blood gushed from the wound and poured around his arm. I gasped at the self-inflicted mutilation. The back two legs of my desk hit the floor with a thud as I slid back in my chair. Mr. Gordon seemed to be in no pain at all.

      He quickly grabbed some tissues from atop his desk and wiped the underside of his forearm before the blood began to pour like a waterfall onto the carpet. He threw the blood-soaked tissues in the cylindrical trash can beside his desk and grabbed another wad of clean ones. By the time he had soaked up all the blood there was no cut underneath! None at all! Not even a shiny scar in its place!

      I tried to say something, but I could barely breathe, let alone speak.

      Mr. Gordon finished wiping his arm and threw the second wad of tissues in the trash. He held out his forearm again for me to examine, making a fist and flexing his fingers so I could see all the muscles and tendons working harmoniously.

      How could this be...?

      “Take a deep breath,” Mr. Gordon said. He waited patiently for me to recover.

      I needed more than a moment. I needed a lifetime, and even that might not be enough.

      “That gives you some insight into my experience, into my plane of consciousness. On the first day of class, my first question was: Do you believe anything is possible? What did you think about that question?”

      “I—I wanted to believe it,” I stuttered.

      “But you didn’t.”

      “There are so many rules, laws of nature, restrictions. Some things simply aren’t possible.”

      “Like instantaneous healing through the power of thought?”

      “I may have to rethink that one,” I said, still staring at Mr. Gordon’s forearm.

      He chuckled and sat down at the desk next to me. “Well, I said it before and I’ll say it again: Anything is possible. This is the point where we come to a fork in the road; we can only go in one of two directions. One, you can walk out the door and go home, putting this out of your mind completely. Go on living your ordinary life. I understand how overwhelming this may seem and would think no less of you if that is the road you choose.”

      “What if I take the other road?” I asked apprehensively.

      “Ahh, road number two—if you choose road number two, I will show you more. I will show you what is really possible, allowing you to see in a way you have never seen before, seeing things which until now have remained hidden from you. I will show you what opportunity really is! And, like I said on the first day of school, this is the kind of opportunity that feels like magic.”

      My head was swimming. I knew my life had just taken a turn for the weirder. Crazy didn’t even cut it. “I don’t mean to sound rude, but what are you?”

      “A regular person like you, but with a little more insight, which I would be willing to share with you.”

      “Why me?”

      “You doubt yourself so much. Why not you?”

      “And you think I could learn to do what you did earlier?”

      “You’re quite capable. Learn to eliminate doubt and you’ll learn exactly what you’re capable of.” Mr. Gordon looked at me with his penetrating eyes.

      Strangely, I believed his confidence in me. I felt much calmer than I did a few minutes prior. An intoxicating warmth gently washed over me. I had so many questions, but my serene state subdued my anxious curiosity.

      “I think I’m ready to take road number two,” I said. How could I not want to know how to do that?

      “I only have two conditions. One: I’m tutoring you in history. You’re the new student in need of some extra attention to catch up with the curriculum of this school. I doubt the school board would condone this type of tutoring, but this is beyond them. What they don’t know won’t hurt them. This is not a secret per se, but if we let in spectators and critics, then our productivity will be greatly lessened. And two: You have to give up everything you think you know, wipe the slate clean and allow your new life experience to unfold naturally. That’s all I ask in order for us to proceed. Sound fair?”

      Upon agreeing to his conditions, I was asked to focus on the wall to my left. It was empty, except for a long whiteboard. I had no idea what I was looking for, but I didn’t question him. Mr. Gordon instructed me to close my eyes.

      “When you truly believe anything is possible, you will be able to open doors where there were only walls. You may reopen your eyes.”

      And when I did, I flinched at the sight of the wall no longer empty. A closed door boldly stood in the middle of the wall, splitting the whiteboard in two. I blinked a few times to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. That door had not been there before! I did notice that.

      “Don’t look so surprised. I’ve created a special room for us so we can avoid distractions.” Mr. Gordon walked over to the door and held it open for me, inviting me over.

      I laughed to myself, knowing I had to get used to surprises. I got up, took my backpack and walked over to the mysterious doorway. Stone steps descended in a spiral. A pulsating ghostly glow came from somewhere far below.

      “I had no idea this school had a basement,” I said.

      “It doesn’t,” Mr. Gordon said, amused, and his answer didn’t surprise me this time.

      I entered the stairwell and Mr. Gordon followed, closing the door behind him. The stairwell was covered in shadows and now the only light was coming from below. It descended farther than I would’ve imagined.

      The stairs led to a dungeon-like room. The light came from a circle of twelve floating orbs, centered above an ornate wooden table surrounded by four matching chairs. The orbs reminded me of the ones I had seen in my dream. The smell of some kind of incense wafted through the room. Not how I would have imagined a dungeon to smell.

      “There’s not much here,” I said. There were no instruments of torture or shackles on the walls, which was a good sign.

      “I know; this room is our blank slate. You can change it as you see fit, but without bringing anything in with you.”

      “Well, that doesn’t leave me many options.”

      “Let me remind you to forget what you think you know. You have unlimited options. Take a seat,” he said. As he approached the table, the orbs above pulsed brighter.

      “I like the smell in here.”

      “It’s lavender. I find it calming,” he said and the aroma seemed to intensify, not so much that it became overpowering, but entrancing.

      I settled into my chair and tried to get comfortable. I found it to be surprisingly so, even though it had no cushion. We looked at each other awkwardly for a long minute, and I began to regret my decision to wander down the road leading to this dungeon.

      “Let’s establish what you know and what you believe,” Mr. Gordon started. “A belief would be something you think is true, but of which you don’t have firsthand experience; it’s based on faith. Something you have firsthand experience of is something you know to be true, no matter what anyone else says. No one can talk you out of or convince you against something you know to be true. But someone can change your mind on a belief. Throughout your life, your beliefs will change, but what you truly know will remain constant.

      “Right now, what you think you know about the world around you are actually beliefs. You thought you knew that instantaneous healing through the power of thought was impossible. Until about a half hour ago, you knew that to be true. You believed it to be true—as do most people—but you found out that you actually didn’t know that at all. You are now one of a select few who know that instantaneous healing through the power of thought is possible and accessible.

      “Let me make one thing clear. Nothing we talk about in our sessions together is restricted to an elite few or people who were born special. Everything we talk about is accessible to anyone who can think for himself.”

      “You’re still just a regular person?” I asked.

      “You and I both. This is not magic. But like I said on the first day of class, it may seem like magic to those who are unaware. You are not one of those people anymore. You’re now aware of the tip of the iceberg, and we’re going to swim under the water and see how deep the iceberg really goes. And it goes deep—so deep that I haven’t even found the bottom yet. You’ll see,” Mr. Gordon laughed to himself. “I know a decent amount of things, but I’m far from knowing everything. When you think you’ve learned everything, you’re just fooling yourself. An ignorant man thinks he knows it all. A wise man is aware of how little he actually knows.”

      I fidgeted in my seat, absorbing as much as I could.

      “So if I want something, I can just think it into being?” I asked, trying to open my mind.

      “That is exactly right, even though it seems impossible now. I’m going to leave you with something to go home and think about, something that will pave the way for our next lesson. When you think about what you believe and what you know, also think about eliminating doubt. When you know, you have no doubt. So when you think about these now seemingly impossible things, convince your mind to know that they are possible. And that means zero doubt.”

      “And how can I do that?”

      “Silence the voice in the back of your mind that questions everything you do—the voice playing the devil’s advocate.” Mr. Gordon scratched his forearm, the one he had cut and healed. His fingernails left skin irritation lines across his arm.

      “The voice and I have become close over the years. It’s pretty hard to just cast out a friend.”

      “It’s not your friend, believe me. Peacefully silence it and, in time, it will go away. When you can successfully eliminate all your doubt and find inner peace, you’ll be amazed at what you can accomplish.” Mr. Gordon took a deep breath and placed his glasses on the table.

      “If you can heal yourself whenever you want, why do you need glasses?” I asked, a question that carelessly escaped.

      “You don’t like my glasses?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Well, that’s what I’m hearing.”

      “Okay, never mind.”

      Mr. Gordon chuckled at my frustration. “I don’t feel the need to change everything about myself just because I can. I’m at peace with who I am, my appearance, and my imperfections.” He paused and took out his cell phone. “It’s probably a good time to stop.”

      Mr. Gordon rose from the table and waited for me at the entrance to the stairwell. I reluctantly got up and took one last look around the haunting room before going up the stairs. The orbs dimmed as we left.

      When I opened the door at the top of the stairs, I was hurled back to reality. The classroom was bright and empty and the door to the hallway was wide open. Mr. Gordon walked past me and stopped at his desk to gather his personal belongings. I turned back, only to see that the mysterious door in the wall was gone. Suddenly, I felt like I had just awoken from a dream. Mr. Gordon looked like a regular teacher again, and I was back to the monotony of endless homework assignments and girl anxieties.

      I looked up at the sound of a knock on the door and saw Vice Principal Adams standing in the doorway.

      “Ah, Daniel. I was hoping you’d still be here. May I have a word with you?” he asked politely.

      “Of course, Mr. Adams. Oliver, good job today and I’ll see you in class tomorrow,” Mr. Gordon said and quickly turned his attention to his unexpected visitor.

      I greeted Vice Principal Adams on my way out the door, and he closed the door as soon as I had both feet in the hallway.

      It had been a long day and I spent my long walk home in quiet reflection. My doubter’s voice was already chattering away in my head. What had I witnessed today? Had Mr. Gordon performed some elaborate illusion, and there I was naively impressed like a kid at his first magic show? I had doubts—a lot of them. I was so overwhelmed and excited about my after-school session with Mr. Gordon that I had pushed this morning’s discovery almost completely out of my mind. A simple ghost story was tame compared to what I had witnessed with Mr. Gordon.

      By the time I turned onto my street, my stomach was growling ferociously. I felt too weak to jog, so I power-walked the rest of the way home. A beautiful cherry-red 1960s Camaro sat parked against the curb in front of my house, and I knew it was someone here for Jeremy.

      I barged in the side door and stopped cold.

      Jeremy and Leslie—my Leslie—were standing in the kitchen, leaning against the counters across from each other. Their conversation stopped due to my interruption.

      “Do you mind?” Jeremy said, his eyebrows low and pushed together.

      “Don’t worry, I’m just passing through,” I said while focusing on Jeremy so I wouldn’t glance over at Leslie. But I couldn’t help myself. Her tank top looked even better from the front.

      Jeremy broke into a huge grin. “I’m just messin’ with you. Meet Leslie.” His aggravated façade vanished. He sounded braggingly overjoyed. “Leslie, this is my little brother, Oliver.”

      “Hi, Oliver,” Leslie said, and her voice sounded so sweet.

      She was actually looking at me! Talking to me! And I couldn’t respond. The words wouldn’t leave my head and make the grueling journey to my lips.

      “Oliver, don’t be rude. Say ‘hi’ to our lovely and gorgeous guest.”

      “Oh, stop it!” she said, biting her lower lip.

      “Fine, then say ‘hi’ to this hideously disfigured intruder. Be sure not to look directly at her.” Jeremy laughed.

      Leslie shot him a look that would’ve turned me to stone. He didn’t even flinch; he just kept right on laughing.

      “Hi, Leslie. It’s nice to meet you,” I said finally, talking slowly and focusing on not stuttering.

      “Hey, you look familiar. Are you in one of my classes?” she asked.

      She recognized me! Sort of. “Yeah, chemistry,” I said quickly and turned back to Jeremy, afraid I was staring at her. “Where’s Mom?”

      “Errands,” he said.

      Having had enough discomfort for one day, I left them in the kitchen. They were out of sight, but not earshot.

      “And, my dear, it’s about time for you to get going,” Jeremy said.

      “You’re kicking me out so soon?” she said in a cute, manipulative schoolgirl voice.

      “Sure am. I’ve got things to do.”

      I marched into my room, threw my backpack on the floor, and collapsed on my bed. I had dreamt of her being in my house from the first day I saw her, but not like this. In my dreams, she definitely wasn’t here to see Jeremy. It was just like Jeremy to bring home my girl. It’s not like he even knew I liked her. Well, he probably did now. But that was usually what happened; he lived my dreams without even realizing it.

      After a few minutes, I heard the slam of the front door and assumed it was safe to come out of isolation. I moped my way back into the kitchen and looked out the window over the sink. They were talking just outside the courtyard. It was probably a little invasive to watch, but I couldn’t look away. I was terrified of what was coming, but I had to see it for myself. I knew watching them wouldn’t make me feel better, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      Jeremy put his hands around her waist and pulled her into him. Leslie brought her arms up over his shoulders and kissed him.

      I definitely didn’t feel better—actually, a little sick—and clumsily backed up until I hit the counter. I grabbed the granite behind me with both hands and flexed all the muscles in my arms.

      Jeremy followed her down the steps to her car. It didn’t take long before he bounded up into the courtyard and gleefully pranced through the front door. “Not bad, eh?” he asked, seemingly unable to remove the stupid smirk from his face.

      “I can’t believe you.”

      “What? I didn’t do anything.”

      “I know, that’s just it. She’s the girl I’ve been fantasizing about since the first day of class.”

      “Who’s the girl I see you around school with?” Jeremy asked.

      “Who, Desiree?”

      “I guess so. What’s wrong with her?”

      “Nothing. It’s not like that. She’s got a boyfriend.”

      “That’s not as much of a problem as you might think.” Jeremy gave me a sly grin.

      “Like I said, it’s not like that,” I reiterated.

      Jeremy leaned against the counter across from me, and we stood quietly for a few moments.

      “How do you do it?” I finally asked, plagued by curiosity.

      “What did you do the first time you saw Leslie?” Jeremy asked back.

      “I stared at her.”

      “From afar?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “That’s pathetic and predictable,” he said, amused.

      “We were sitting in class—what was I supposed to do?” I tried to justify my actions, or lack thereof.

      “Here’s what I did: I immediately walked up to her and said, ‘Hi, you look like an interesting girl I’d like to get to know.’ Do you know why you do it immediately?” He didn’t wait for me to blurt out a wrong answer. “Because you don’t get a chance to second-guess yourself and get nervous. The longer you wait, the more likely you are to never speak to her. If you don’t approach in the first three seconds, you’re done. Okay, so, after I said she looked like an interesting girl, she responded, ‘You mean hot, right?’ And I said, ‘No, interesting.’ Then she looked at me all offended, but didn’t walk away. She stood there waiting for me to apologize, but I had no intention of doing that. She was already on the hook, so I just continued talking and kept her interested in the conversation until she grew interested in me, which didn’t take long.”

      “Naturally.”

      “Of course, naturally. Everyone stares at her—that’s like stamping ‘loser’ on your forehead. Don’t do that. Do the opposite of everyone else. That’s how you get the girl.”

      I understood, but following his advice was another monster to conquer.
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        * * *

      

      I went to bed that night with a lot of questions and anxiety over what was happening in the dark while I slept. That was the first night I dragged Frolics into my room to sleep, even though I felt badly about it at first. He wasn’t the bravest dog, but he would do. He was asleep and snoring before I was able to close my eyes. Ignorance is bliss.

      In the morning, everything was as I had left it the night before, or so I originally thought. The smudge on the wall, from me trying to erase the enigmatic message from yesterday, was gone. I guess TJ liked our room clean.
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        * * *

      

      “Hi, Oliver,” Leslie said the next morning as she passed between Desiree and me.

      Desiree looked at me in pure wonderment. “What did I miss?”

      “What can I say?” I said with a shrug.

      “How did you finally build up the courage to talk to her?”

      “I had to stop being pathetic and predictable and do something about it.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the Oliver I know! Who are you and what have you done with him? I want my friend back!” she exclaimed sarcastically.

      “Whatever.”

      “I’m kidding. You deserve to get what you want. I’m actually proud of you. The drooling wasn’t getting you anywhere.”

      “Thanks,” I said. Not able to bring myself to tell her what actually happened, I let her continue to believe I had courageously initiated a conversation with Leslie. It wasn’t the worst thing I’d ever done.

      Later, I felt calm going to my gym locker since I knew Sasha was still suspended. As I changed into my gym clothes, I looked down the aisle and saw that the guy with long brown hair wasn’t there, either. It was a relief, but still I changed quickly.

      In gym, we took the day off from baseball. It didn’t bother me since I associated playing baseball with being a leper quarantined to the outfield. Instead we ran the mile. I walked. By the end, most of the class was drenched in sweat while I remained comfortably dry from my leisurely stroll through the park. Coach Andrews said that I wasn’t living up to my potential. I couldn’t help but to laugh. Yesterday, Mr. Gordon showed me my potential. And trying to break my best mile time was simply not a priority.

      I sauntered back to the locker room when class was dismissed and got changed. Thinking about the conversation with Mr. Gordon, I had to find a way to eliminate all of my doubt. I had to convince myself that I could eliminate my doubt. It was a hard thing to accept. It was scary to believe that the world wasn’t what I had believed it to be my whole life leading up to yesterday. Everyone else I knew was still in that place, and here I was passing them by on some journey that seemingly had no horizon.

      As the guys around me finished changing and left, emptying the aisle, I came to notice someone sitting on the bench at the far end. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the guy with the long brown hair.

      My heart jumped into my throat and started beating feverishly. Is he the only one here?

      He turned to look at me and had a strange, almost sad look in his eyes.

      Sasha and Greg came out from behind the corner and stood next to him. With no one between them and me, there was no one to obstruct their advance and nowhere to hide.

      I felt all the dread in anticipation of this moment come flooding back to me. I had the urge to run, but couldn’t. I felt like a deer in the presence of hunters, frozen in place, waiting to be shot between the eyes. My knees trembled and my palms grew clammy.

      “Surprised to see me?” Sasha said. It wasn’t really a question.

      I didn’t speak because my answer would’ve escaped as girlish squeaks or incoherent stuttering. I tried to exude a quiet strength.

      “I didn’t like you before, but now...I’m in a lot of trouble, which makes you in a lot of trouble.”

      I heard more and more lockers closing like the climax of popcorn cooking in the microwave—and then the pops quickly trailing off. The remaining students scurried out of the locker room.

      “I’m not going to play nice like I was before,” Sasha said, holding his hand out to the side. Greg slapped a flathead screwdriver into Sasha’s palm. “I’m gonna make you bleed, Nut Grain.”

      Sasha walked toward me with a deadly focus, and I backed up until I hit the wall behind me. I flinched at a sharp pain that shot through my head as it collided with the wall.

      Greg laughed like a hyena.

      The guy with brown hair was still sitting on the bench.

      Sasha continued forward with his sinister eyes fixated on me.

      With a surge of panic, some strength returned to my legs, and I bolted for the door. I had forgotten my backpack, but I couldn’t go back. The door was just ahead. The door was freedom. The door was now behind me as I skidded to a stop on the blacktop.

      Some girls exiting their locker room were sidetracked from their conversation by my erratic behavior and looked over to see what was going on. When all they saw was me being dramatic, they simply laughed and continued on their way.

      In a futile attempt to fight back tears and stop my legs from shaking, I tried to swallow the fear that was lodged in my throat and looked back at the locker room just in time to see the door slam shut.
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      Greg was laughing so hard he snorted. “Did you see him run? That was hilarious! He thought you were actually gonna stab him.”

      “What if I was?” Sasha said, turning back to his group.

      “I thought we were just gonna scare him,” Logan said, sitting on the unsteady bench, tapping his foot involuntarily and leaning forward on his forearms.

      “Yeah, well, things—”

      The door to the entrance of the locker room suddenly slammed shut.

      Startled, all three guys stared at each other. The slam reverberated throughout the locker room, sounding like there were doors closing all around them.

      “Are you kidding me? Is he trying to lock us in?” Sasha said, sounding even more enraged than before. He marched off to the door, and Greg heard him collide into it like a bull. “Are you kidding me, Nut Grain?!” Sasha banged on the door. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll open this door right now!”

      Greg and Logan came up behind Sasha—screaming a string of obscenities—and joined in banging and shoving the door. The door shifted in its frame, but didn’t open. Sasha threw his shoulder into the door with all his strength, but it barely budged.

      “How does he think he’s going to get away with this?” Greg asked and kicked the door with his boot.

      “He’s obviously not thinking clearly. You’re dead, Nut Grain! You’re dead! You hear me?!”

      “What now?” Logan asked. He banged on the door once or twice, and then paced away from it.

      “I don’t know. I can’t be caught in here,” Sasha said, taking a few deep breaths to calm down.

      “You’re not even supposed to be on campus,” Greg said.

      “No shit, Sherlock. Let me think.”

      Just then, an earsplitting screech, like metal grinding against metal, pierced the silence from somewhere in the back of the locker room. All three guys jumped, previously convinced they were alone. They looked at each other yet again, not knowing whether to investigate or remain by the door.

      “What is that?” Greg asked. He was beginning to think this stunt was a bad idea.

      “I don’t know,” Sasha said and gripped the screwdriver tighter. “Whoever’s back there, I’m giving you ’til the count of three to show yourself before I come back there and carve you up!”

      The thunderous screeching continued.

      Sasha counted down.

      When no one emerged from the rows of lockers, Sasha urged Greg and Logan to follow. Logan seemed terribly apprehensive. Greg believed that Logan might know who or what was back there—something he didn’t want to meet face to face.

      “It’s all you, man.” Greg’s feet were firmly planted on the ground.

      Sasha marched on despite his lack of backup and followed the noise, which led him to the back row where he had confronted Oliver earlier. And when he disappeared into the row, the screeching stopped.

      “What was it?” Greg shouted.

      There was a long pause. The entire locker room had become eerily silent.

      “Do I have your attention?” Sasha said.

      “Yeah, what is it?” Greg yelled back.

      “That is what it says. ‘Do I have your attention?’”

      Greg and Logan hurried back and found Sasha still fixated on the writing etched into the lockers.

      “That’s the trippiest thing I’ve ever seen!” Greg said.

      The florescent lights hanging from the ceiling began to crackle and flicker.

      “I’m not feeling good about being here,” Logan whispered.

      Greg was feeling the same, but he wasn’t about to say it aloud—to admit it to Sasha.

      The florescent lights on the far end of the locker room went out, followed by the next row, and the next—until the only lights illuminated were directly above the row where the three boys stood.

      “I’m getting out of here,” Logan said, headed toward the door without so much as a moment’s hesitation, and disappeared into the shadows.

      Greg listened for more banging at the locked door, but it didn’t come.

      Then Sasha began to scream and dropped to his knees.

      Greg saw him go down in his peripheral vision, but no indicator as to why—until he saw the blood.

      Sasha was bent over and clutching his left hand. To Greg’s horror, he saw the head of the screwdriver sticking through the back of Sasha’s left hand. Blood poured from the wound and dripped into a puddle on the floor. Tears rolled down his face while he continued to scream.

      “Oh my God! What did you do?!” Greg gasped.

      “It wasn’t me—it was—” Sasha cried, gazing up with the innocent bewilderment of a young child. “Can’t you see him? He’s standing right next to you!”

      Greg saw no one.

      Sasha then rapidly grabbed the handle of the screwdriver and yanked it out of his hand, causing him to scream even louder. Without hesitation, he violently stabbed the screwdriver through the palm of his left hand again. Blood sprayed all over the floor, bench, nearby lockers, and Greg.

      Greg jumped back and tripped over the wooden bench.

      Sasha yanked the screwdriver out of his hand again and immediately plunged it back in and repeated the excruciating act over and over until his left hand was riddled with dripping holes.

      “Make him stop!” Sasha cried, now kneeling in the enlarging pool of blood.

      Greg couldn’t believe his eyes.  “What are you doing?” he screamed.

      “Help me!” Sasha pleaded. And he kept begging for help while continuing to thrust the screwdriver into his mangled left hand.

      “Who are you?” Sasha cried.

      Sickened by the carnage and overwhelmingly panicked, Greg bolted for the door. He stumbled in the dark and ran into the door at full force. He pounded on it repeatedly, desperately screaming for help.

      After a minute of pounding, he collapsed in defeat on the floor. Pulling himself into a corner, he sat with his back to the wall and hugged his knees. Greg listened to his friend cry, closed his eyes, and prayed for the nightmare to end.

      And then it did.

      The screaming stopped.

      A man suddenly stepped out from the only lit row in the locker room. Wiping his hands with a handkerchief, he walked toward the door, toward Greg. Each row of florescent lights flickered to life as he passed, giving him a supernatural aura. The man wore a black, tailored suit coat, with a matching rain hat atop his bald head. He had a round face, big ears, and pale skin that made him look almost albino. But his eyes became more pronounced as he approached, deep and penetrating.

      The door swung open as the man approached. Sunlight flooded in, and the smell of fresh air was breathtaking—things Greg had always taken for granted, but never again.

      “There were three of you,” the man said in a raspy voice. “Where is your other friend?”

      Greg mouthed the words several times before any sound escaped his lips. “I don’t know.”

      The man’s chuckle was as rough as his voice. “Hiding in the darkness, no doubt. He is of little consequence. I think my work here is finished. Oliver sends his regards. Good day.” The pale man tipped his hat to Greg and sauntered gingerly out into the open air.
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      I snuck back into the locker room a few minutes before lunch ended; successfully assuming it would be empty. My backpack rested neatly against my locker. Nothing was missing. Nothing more was damaged. I looked around to try and make sense of my good fortune. Everything seemed normal, which made me feel uneasy. I snatched up my backpack and left in a hurry in order to escape before the next class arrived.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you think it’s him?” Desiree asked, seated next to me curbside on the intersection of Santa Clara and Wheeler.

      We sat facing Desiree’s side of the street, Desiree hugging her knees. It was Monday afternoon. Desiree and I had walked home together so Eli could drive straight to work for his afternoon shift at an independent coffee shop.

      “I don’t know what to think. I’ve been so hesitant to talk about it, but I had to tell someone. It’s totally creeping me out.”

      “I can imagine. I’d be freaked out, too.”

      “What do you know about his suicide? In the first week of school, everyone was quick to inform me that I was living in the Taylor house, but no one wanted to talk about it. What happened?”

      Desiree paused again. “I’m not really the one to ask.”

      “Then who is?”

      “I don’t know. It was a hard time. I think everyone is trying to get over TJ’s death and move on with their lives. It was just big news that someone finally moved into his old house.”

      “Obviously, someone’s not moving on.”

      “I am, too. I just—”

      “Not you. TJ,” I said, looking at her closely. Desiree seemed bothered by the conversation. “Did I tell you he wrote ‘my room’ on the wall? And why did he write it backwards, so I would have to read it in the mirror?”

      “Maybe ghosts see backwards.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Ghosts don’t see backwards,” I laughed.

      “Why not? How do you know?” The playfulness in Desiree’s voice returned. “Do you want to ask him?”

      I shook my head.

      “Would you feel better if we asked him together?” She looked sympathetic.

      While Desiree was still talking, I saw the infamous cherry-red Camaro race down Santa Clara and speed around the corner onto Wheeler. Leslie and Jeremy looked over at Desiree and me seated precariously on the curb. Jeremy saluted. He could be so cocky sometimes.

      “You’re gonna come spend a night in my room?” I said, returning to our conversation.

      “Tempting, but no. I have a better idea. Meet me back here at ten o’clock.”

      “Tonight? What are we doing?”

      “You’ll see,” she said ominously.

      “Why do you have to be all mysterious? Maybe I won’t show up,” I said, trying to put my foot down.

      “You better not stand me up, Oliver Grain!” Desiree snapped.

      “Ten o’clock is fine,” I said, reprimanded into submission.

      “Good!” She said and bounced up with a grin that looked devious and guilty at the same time. “I’ll see you at ten.” Desiree darted across Santa Clara and headed home. Again, she didn’t glance back.

      I watched her continue down the street and up her driveway. I couldn’t figure her out.

      “Don’t you look sad and pathetic.”

      I cocked my head straight up and back. Jeremy towered over me, shaking his head.

      “What do you want?”

      “I just thought I’d come check up on my little brother. Looked like a little something was blossoming here.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” I lowered my head and continued to take in the scenery of Desiree’s side of Wheeler.

      “Don’t I? What happened?” Jeremy asked and took a seat next to me.

      “We were just talking,” I said, and I couldn’t subdue a growing smile.

      “And—”

      “And I’m meeting her at ten o’clock.”

      “Atta boy. To do what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, you better think of something. You don’t want to meet up and be all wishy-washy. ‘What do you want to do? No, what do you want to do?’” he said, miming a young couple’s conversation. “That game’s for losers. Be decisive.”

      “No, I don’t know because she wouldn’t tell me. She already has something in mind,” I said and looked over at him to get a sense of what he thought of Desiree’s motives.

      “Score! That saves you the trouble. You get to relax and go along for the ride.” Jeremy patted me hard on the back.

      I gave a weak, unsure smile, dominated by his enthusiasm. “Where’s your girlfriend?”

      “She’s back at the house, missing me.” We sat silently for a moment, and a moment was all Jeremy could stand. “You gonna sit out here all day?” He threw an arm around my neck and guided me home.

      Leslie greeted us both as we walked in the side door. I was in no mood to be their third wheel. I was cordial, but quick to walk past her.

      “What was that about?” I heard Leslie say to Jeremy as I continued straight for my room.

      “Frolics needs a walk,” Mom called from her room.

      “I’m on it,” I said, throwing my backpack on the floor and wandering into the master bedroom. “Is it okay if I meet up with a friend tonight?”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Just out.”

      “Do you need a ride?”

      “No,” I said. “She lives just on the other side of Santa Clara. I can walk.”

      “She? Tell me about her.”

      “Mom,” I moaned and my shoulders slumped forward. “She’s just a friend.”

      “Okay, but at least tell me her name.”

      “Desiree,” I sighed.

      She looked at me for a moment without saying anything, perhaps devising a new interrogation tactic. When she didn’t inquire further, I assumed she was going to pry answers from Jeremy the second I left.

      “Don’t be home too late. Oh, and Frolics’ leash is hanging on a chair in the backyard.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I kept one eye on the clock all night and stepped out at exactly two minutes to ten. Mom put up a fuss about me leaving so late, but I made up an excuse of Desiree having to finish her homework. It seemed to work, but the room was not without skepticism. At least Jeremy wasn’t there to make matters worse.

      I strolled down the street in a gray cotton jacket with the hood up and my hands stuffed in the shallow pockets. The street lamp at the intersection of Wheeler and Santa Clara was out, leaving the corner where Desiree and I had sat earlier cloaked in shadows. I saw the silhouette of someone sitting on the curb. As I drew closer, the silhouette rose. I was excited and anxious to see Desiree, anticipating what the night would behold.

      But then I noticed a second silhouette rise and stand closely beside the first. There were two people waiting at the corner. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe Desiree would bring Eli and force me to be the third wheel on our expedition. I had been so excited I hadn’t predicted this misfortune. Was he here to punch me? Get in line. My heart sank, and I was about to turn around. Maybe they hadn’t seen me yet.

      “I knew you’d come,” Desiree’s voice called out.

      I couldn’t turn back now. Almost to Santa Clara, I could start to make out Desiree, but the person standing beside her didn’t look like Eli.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I invited Anna to join us.” Desiree smiled.

      I immediately got my second wind and had a feeling this would be an interesting evening. Desiree and Anna both wore dark hooded sweatshirts. Anna had her hood up and also wore a backpack.

      “You practically glow in the dark in that silver jacket,” Desiree said.

      It’s not silver, it’s gray. “I didn’t know we were supposed to dress all incognito.”

      “It’ll have to do. But if you get us caught, I’m going to kill you,” Desiree threatened.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.” Both girls giggled and led the way.

      We followed Santa Clara until there were no more streetlights. The neighborhood we lived in disappeared behind us. Santa Clara ended into an apartment complex called Heritage Villas, and we walked along a sidewalk that wove through the scattering of buildings. In the back, the sidewalk curved to parallel a chain-link fence. I followed the girls off the sidewalk.

      “I know it’s around here somewhere,” Desiree said.

      Curling my fingers through the links of the fence like a prisoner, I peered through into the abyss. The ground dipped into a ravine. The only light came from the complex behind us. There was no light past the fence. I couldn’t tell how steep or how deep the ravine descended.

      “I found it!” Desiree exclaimed.

      I turned to see what she had discovered. To my surprise, she had found a loose corner of the fence large enough for her to slip through. I ran over and followed Anna through the gap in the fence. My jeans caught on the jagged corner link, almost causing me to trip. I yanked my pant leg free, but not without ripping my jeans.

      “Son of a—” I yelled.

      Desiree and Anna turned to me, now with flashlights in their hands. Anna zipped up her backpack and flung it back over her shoulder.

      “Are you okay?” Desiree said and knelt down beside me, shining light on my leg. I bent down and placed my hand inside the rip in my jeans. I’d survive.

      Anna didn’t have a third flashlight for me, which wasn’t surprising. The beams from their flashlights revealed the depth of the ravine. Forty or fifty feet or more. And the climb down would be steep.

      We cautiously inched down the hill, careful of the brush, bushes, and loose dirt. The girls’ flashlight beams bounced around the hill. A waning moon was rising, giving us slightly more light. I slid and hopped to the base of the ravine.

      A growing light sliced through the darkness. It appeared to be moving, approaching us. I heard a low hum growing louder, coming from the direction of the light. I squinted to save my dilated pupils and threw a hand up to shield my eyes as the light grew brighter and began to illuminate the entire base of the ravine.

      “We should get down,” Anna said and extinguished her flashlight. Desiree did the same. The hum from the light grew swiftly into a roar, which I finally identified as belonging to an oncoming train.

      The horn bellowed and the train screamed past, missing us by mere feet. And then it was gone, disappearing around a bend in the canyon. Our position was dark and quiet once again. Desiree and Anna flipped on their flashlights and we were ready to move.

      We stepped carefully over two sets of tracks. I let the girls continue to lead the way, still anticipating where this adventure would lead. Desiree reached the next hill first and began the climb, careful to keep her balance. As soon as she reached the top with Anna, they both shone their flashlights down to light my path until I had finally reached the crest of the hill.

      A frail wooden fence framed the top of the hill, extending before us in either direction and fading into the darkness. It was low to the ground with only two beams running across its length. The fence was obviously acting as just a perimeter, not security. Beyond the fence were headstones. Desiree had brought us to a cemetery.

      “This is our destination?” I asked.

      “Yup.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You wanted to talk to TJ, right? Well, he’s right over here,” Desiree said.

      “He’s buried here?”

      Both girls nodded. Desiree hopped over the fence first, and Anna more carefully stepped over the two horizontal planks. Both girls looked back at me impatiently.

      “Come on,” Desiree said, lowering her flashlight.

      I crossed the threshold into the cemetery and it felt colder within the border, even though that didn’t make any logical sense. But maybe my chills weren’t temperature-related.

      I walked between Desiree and Anna through the sublime rows of headstones. The moon was higher now and cast menacing shadows from trees, angelic statues, and larger headstones. We were serenaded by the hymns of a choir of crickets. And finally, Desiree stopped at a headstone and shone her light on the engraving. The eternal resting place of Thomas Taylor.

      We all took a moment of silence and gazed upon the name. Desiree and Anna both knew him. Their faces were blank, and Anna couldn’t keep her eyes on the tombstone. She continually glanced over at Desiree.

      “What should I say?” I asked.

      “Nothing yet,” Desiree whispered. Her fingers on both hands were tightly interlocked.

      Anna took off her backpack and sat down in front of TJ’s headstone. She unzipped her pack and pulled out a board and laid it on the ground. Desiree and I sat down. Upon closer examination, I realized that Anna had brought a Ouija board. She also took out the heart shaped planchette and placed it on the board.

      “Ever use a Ouija board before?” Desiree asked.

      “No. And why do you have one?” I asked Anna.

      “It was a gag gift that has since come in handy,” Anna said and placed her hand on the planchette. “Everyone has to join in.”

      Desiree and I scooted closer to the board and placed one finger each on the planchette. I looked at Anna with amazement and curiosity. She was not the type of girl I would have pictured participating in a séance. Anna was changing before my eyes, exuding an intriguing dark side I had not seen before.

      “Oliver, remember to keep your finger on the pointer and don’t move it. If we can reach TJ, he will move it for us. I’ll start off. TJ, are you with us?” Anna asked.

      We all sat in silence, impatiently staring at the spirit board.

      The planchette didn’t move. No answer.

      “TJ, we would like to speak with you. Are you with us?” Anna asked again.

      We continued to wait in silence. I then noticed how silent it really was. The crickets no longer sang. The air was deathly calm. All I could hear was my heart thumping in my chest.

      Just when I was thinking how childish this game was, the planchette began to move to the top-left corner of the board. It pointed to yes.

      “Anna, are you doing that?” I asked, attempting to control my paranoia.

      “No.”

      “Desiree?” I asked.

      “I didn’t move it.”

      I felt hair all over my body stand on end. I shivered involuntarily, but made sure not to remove my finger from the animated pointer.

      “Ask him something.” Anna said.

      “Why are you still in my room?” I asked quietly. The planchette crisscrossed around the board to spell out a word or phrase: D...E...S...I...R...E...

      I knew I wasn’t pushing the planchette across the board, and I didn’t know if one of the two girls was, but I was beginning to get freaked out. We waited for the next move to begin to unravel the enigma of the message. He desired to remain in my room? That didn’t tell us much. There had to be more.

      I felt the piece begin to move again—

      We all jumped to the sound of a snapping twig, all hands flying off the Ouija board. Desiree and Anna gasped. I could only assume they saw the same shadowed figure I did, standing inconspicuously under the canopy of a tree a hundred paces away. I couldn’t make out any features, but it was obvious the figure was looking in our direction. We were not alone.

      “I think I’m gonna be sick,” Desiree whispered.
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      I thought about all of today’s events that had led up to this moment. Maybe I shouldn’t have followed Desiree blindly into the night. The Ouija board was a bad omen. I had heard of people going crazy from using that kind of inanimate medium. I couldn’t take my eyes off our intruder. Hopefully, he was just a night watchman who would soon ask us to leave, after he was done scaring the crap out of us. But I felt this was not the case. Desiree, Anna, and I sat nervously awaiting our fate.

      “What should we do?” Anna whispered. She scooted closer to me, leaving Desiree more on her own. Desiree immediately noticed and scooted closer to the both of us to feel more secure.

      I didn’t want to stand up and make myself a target, but I felt like I had to do something. I was the man in the group. But I felt sick and, if I stood up, I would probably vomit all over the board.

      What is he doing?

      The cemetery was silent except for our pounding hearts. Each heartbeat had its own pace and rhythm, but each was prominent in the still air and close proximity of our bodies.

      I finally built up the gall to do something. I grabbed for Desiree’s flashlight and she wrestled it out of reach.

      “Don’t do that,” she hissed.

      “We can get a better look at who he is,” I argued just above a whisper.

      She shook her head.

      I devised a new plan after my momentary setback. Not yet able to stand, I called out from my seated position, “We were just leaving.”

      My communication seemed to make little impact.

      “Don’t call the cops, we’re leaving right now,” I said again. I picked up the Ouija board and planchette and handed them to Anna to stuff back in her pack. She fumbled awkwardly with the zipper before putting the board away.

      I looked back at the figure just as he took a step forward, out from the shade of the canopy. He was cloaked in black, with a hood up, but there still wasn’t enough light to make out his face. He lifted his hand and clicked on a flashlight, flooding our little group in bright white light.

      Desiree jumped up and grabbed my arm with both hands, trying to force me to my feet.

      The man continued toward us, keeping the flashlight pointed directly at us.

      All on our feet, we made a break for the fence. I had no intention of looking back to see how close our intruder was until I heard the sound of frustratingly familiar laughter.

      “You should have seen the looks on your faces,” Jeremy laughed.

      All three of us turned to Jeremy, who was now standing in front of TJ Taylor’s headstone. It took Desiree a moment to connect the dots. “Is that your brother?”

      I didn’t answer her. I funneled all my rage toward Jeremy. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’m sorry, I couldn’t stop myself,” Jeremy said, finally extinguishing the flashlight.

      “Did you follow us out here?” I asked, making no attempt to hide my annoyance.

      “I saw you sneaking around on the way home,” Jeremy said. “You’re not very subtle.”

      The girls stood behind me, fuming. I didn’t know about Anna, but I’m sure Desiree wanted to say something. I guess she stopped herself when she realized this was a family matter.

      “You alone?” I asked.

      “Leslie’s parked on the street, if you want a ride.”

      “That’s all right, we’ll walk,” Anna said.

      “Suit yourself. Any luck with the Ouija board?” Jeremy looked down at the headstone. “Is this the guy that supposedly killed himself in your room that everyone’s been talking about?”

      “Not supposedly. Did!” I spat.

      “And now you’re trying to conjure him back? That doesn’t sound smart,” Jeremy said. “So, does the board work?”

      “I dunno. You kinda interrupted us.”

      “Yes, the board works,” Desiree said. “And I just gotta say, it’s pretty messed up of you to come here just to scare us. I don’t care what you say. It wasn’t funny.”

      “Well okay, I apologize. It was all meant in good fun.”

      “It wasn’t,” Desiree snapped.

      “Look at the fangs on her,” Jeremy said, turning to me. “Good job, Oliver.”

      “Come on, Jeremy, don’t do that.” I didn’t want him to escalate the conflict further. The girls seemed mad enough. I wanted Jeremy to leave and allow us to start our grumpy trek home.

      “Isn’t one bogeyman enough? Why do you feel the need to conjure up another one?”

      “What bogeyman?” Desiree asked.

      “Kafka. Hasn’t Oliver told you about him? He was such a prominent figure when we were kids.”

      “Who’s Kafka?” Anna asked.

      “Kafka the bogeyman,” Jeremy said, amused with himself.

      “No one,” I said. “It’s nothing. Isn’t Leslie waiting for you?” I asked Jeremy, hoping he’d take the hint.

      “Oh come on, break out the board again. If we can’t reach your ghost, maybe we can reach Oliver’s old bogeyman. It could be fun. Oliver still dreams of him, you know.”

      “Thanks for that.”

      “I think we’re done for the night,” Anna said, sounding a little more than anxious.

      “At least let me give you guys a ride home,” Jeremy said.

      “That’s quite all right,” Desiree said.

      I just shrugged.

      “I can have you home in like five minutes.” But Jeremy wasn’t changing anyone’s mind.

      We didn’t let Jeremy win this one and left him in the cemetery. The ravine was just as treacherous the second time, and we snuck back into the Heritage Villas complex. Then the streetlights reappeared and we were back on familiar ground.

      “That sucked,” Desiree said once we were finally back to the corner of Santa Clara and Wheeler.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I’m sorry about Jeremy,” I said.

      “It wasn’t cool.”

      “Look at the bright side, at least we didn’t get in trouble,” Anna said.

      “It seemed to be working, even if just for a moment,” I said.

      “Of course it works. I wouldn’t have gone through all the hassle to take you out there as a joke or something,” Desiree said, crossing her arms.

      “I know that. That’s Jeremy.”

      “Jeremy—I know he’s your brother and all, but I’m not a fan. I don’t say that to piss you off. It’s just how I feel.”

      “We should try this again another time,” Anna said.

      “Sure, we can do that,” I said, afraid to share my real feelings.

      “Okay, well, it’s getting late and we should go,” Desiree said. “It’s been interesting.”

      “To say the least. Good night,” I said and turned to leave. I had quite the dilemma. The one thing I wanted to do more than anything in the world was go to sleep, but not in my room.

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” Desiree started unexpectedly.

      I stopped abruptly, now several paces away.

      “Anna and I are planning a Halloween party. You interested?”

      “Yeah, that’d be fun.”

      “We’re going out this weekend to look for costumes,” Desiree said. She cracked a huge smile. “Wanna come?”

      “I guess so. Let me know when.”

      “I guess so is so lame. Just say yes!”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll let you know. Good night,” Desiree called as they started off into the night. She seemed to have a need for making theatrical exits. I was stuck there for a moment having to watch them leave, seemingly unable to successfully leave first.

      Leslie and Jeremy were sitting in the Camaro, parked against the curb in front of our house when I reached the driveway. I snuck in the side door, knowing everyone would be asleep, and tried not to disturb Frolics. I didn’t want him waking the whole family. It was almost one o’clock in the morning.

      I heard a tail beating against the floor as I entered the kitchen. Frolics sensed it was me and waited impatiently in the dark for me to come over and pet him so he could peacefully go back to sleep.

      I turned on the light to my room, but stayed in the hallway. I inspected the contents and condition. Everything looked fine. I was relieved, but still didn’t want to enter. I flipped off the light and went quietly into the bathroom, closing the door behind me. I examined my face in the mirror: dry eyes, rough skin, scattered blemishes, chapped lips. It wasn’t a pretty picture up close and I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to look at me. If I stood at a distance, I appeared presentable. Maybe if I kept a constant distance no one would notice.

      Throwing myself down on the couch in the living room, I peeled the afghan off the back and prepared for the alluring release of sleep.

      Jeremy entered the house and headed for his room without the need for lights. Passing me by without notice, his return gave closure to the evening. I finally surrendered to the chariot of slumber to take me away.
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      “I’m sorry again about last night,” I said as Desiree, Eli, and Anna sat down. I was the first one at our lunch spot. I had continued leaving gym slightly ahead of everyone else to avoid unnecessary confrontations.

      “I don’t know what you have to be sorry for. It wasn’t your fault you couldn’t answer my history question,” Desiree said nonchalantly.

      I glanced at Anna who shook her head and mouthed something to me with a guilty expression.

      “Yeah...” I said pitifully. “I still felt bad.” Hopefully, my recovery from my original statement would suffice.

      “No worries. I finally got it,” Desiree said, placing her lunch on the ground in front of her.

      I tried to read her face, but she was hiding the situation well and gave me no clues to what I should say next. I desperately wanted to be looped in.

      “Anna, how was your night?” I asked, seeing what kind of information she would divulge.

      She didn’t skip a beat. “I finished up some physics homework at Eli’s coffee shop until about nine, then went home and went to bed. How was your night? Eventful?”

      “Eventful isn’t quite the word. I just hung out at home,” I said, still at a loss for words. Obviously Eli wasn’t clued into our escapade last night, but I wasn’t sure why. “So how was work?” Eli had to have something to say and maybe some of it would be true.

      He looked at me inquisitively, like I had just asked the dumbest question known to man. “It’s work. I hang out, drink some coffee, jam with a buddy of mine, and help the occasional customer.”

      “Your playing helps me study,” Anna said.

      “That’s cool. I play guitar a little,” I said.

      “Good for you,” Eli said. I sensed there would be no rapport built today.

      Anna and Eli went their separate directions after lunch, so I was left with Desiree to pry and fail to attain information on what all the lying was about. Everyone was rushing off to class. We had left our lunch spot late, which was okay with me since I had hoped something related to last night would be mentioned in a subsequent conversation. I was not so lucky.

      “From the study questions,” Desiree said, grabbing a paper from her backpack. “What was the Egyptian concept for justice?”

      “Did you actually finish the homework?”

      “All but that question. I got like no sleep,” she said with a yawn.

      In class, we were rewarded with a pop quiz. Desiree finished before me, which I found remarkable since she seemed to be barely functioning. And then she fell asleep. Mr. Gordon was in the middle of his lecture when he noticed and immediately picked up a whiteboard eraser and chucked it at the wall between Desiree and me. I didn’t think teachers were allowed to do that, but Mr. Gordon didn’t seem to care about classroom etiquette when it came to sleeping in his classroom. I had never seen anyone awaken so fast, thrust into such disorientation. I attempted to hold back a snicker and released a snort in the process.

      Fortunately, she wasn’t fully awake and turned to me sheepishly and asked, “Did I fall asleep?”

      I nodded. “I think you drooled a little,” I said, feeling an overdue sense of victory. For the first time since I’d been here, I didn’t feel like the new guy anymore. Maybe the feeling wouldn’t last, so I wanted to relish in it as long as possible.

      Desiree didn’t even notice the eraser on the floor until the end of class, assuming she had startled herself awake. Mr. Gordon asked for his eraser back as Desiree and I attempted to slip out of class unnoticed. Desiree blushed like a clown, retrieved the eraser in a flash, and was out the door before Mr. Gordon had the slightest chance of thanking her.

      I hustled after her, but was called back before I reached the doorway.

      “I hope I didn’t offend you,” Mr. Gordon said as he erased the board.

      “That throw was pretty close. If your aim was off you could have hit either one of us,” I said.

      “Then good thing I’m such a great shot. Or that I could heal you if I had bruised more than your ego.”

      “Are we ever going to have another meeting?” I asked as the final student exited the room.

      “When the student is ready, the teacher shall appear,” Mr. Gordon said playfully. “Name your time and lesson two begins.”

      “How about right now?”

      “You have art right now; don’t think I forgot. After school, I’ll be here.”

      “Fine,” I said and headed off to Mr. Jeffers’s class.

      I was almost done with my Halloween picture and somehow Desiree had passed me—she was already flipping through magazines searching for her next muse. Andy was absent today. The other artists were lost in their works.

      “Desiree fell asleep in history.” I had just wanted to say something.

      “Hey!” Desiree exclaimed. “I did not!”

      “Okay, Desiree,” I chuckled. She couldn’t tell the truth about anything today. I was beginning to think she was a habitual liar.

      I finished my drawing halfway through class, put my pencil down, sat back, and marveled at my accomplishment. I sat there not wanting to start or think about anything new. So I spent the rest of my time helping Desiree go through possible pictures. I dropped my finished masterpiece on Mr. Jeffers’s desk and headed back to Mr. Gordon’s classroom, wondering what I was in store for today.

      “Everything we work on together will reinforce the perception of no doubt. Gradually, you will see more things becoming possible and this will further reinforce the elimination of doubt. Are you ready to go back to the Room of Enlightenment?” Mr. Gordon asked, seated at his desk.

      “Is that what it’s called?”

      “We can call it whatever you like. I thought the ‘Room of Enlightenment’ sounded better than ‘The Cellar’ or ‘The Basement,’ but I’m open to suggestions.”

      I looked over at the wall where the door was during our last meeting and saw it had returned on schedule. It opened gracefully under its own power.

      Mr. Gordon followed me down the spiral staircase. The room looked the same, with the solitary table and circle of illuminated floating orbs. Mr. Gordon and I took seats at the table across from each other. Again, the pulsating glow from the orbs brightened, inviting liberated shadows to dance lithely upon the walls.

      “I’ll let you in on a secret. This is the secret that separates truly successful people from everyone else. Focus on what you want. Fighting against what you don’t want just puts all your energy and attention on what you don’t want. Don’t waste your time, energy, and attention on what you don’t want—on worst-case scenarios. Focus on best-case scenarios. Focus on what you want to achieve. Do this without the thought of failure, and you will achieve anything you set your mind to—you’ll understand that it’s inevitable and, therefore, be absolute in your persistence.” Mr. Gordon paused. “What do you want?”

      What did I want? How could I even begin to answer that simple, yet impossible question?

      I wanted to remember what the fire had stolen from me.

      I wanted to remember my father.

      I wanted to just be able to picture my father. I had no face for him.

      I looked across the table at Mr. Gordon. If I could picture anyone as my father, it would be him. Was it better to have a face that was an obvious lie or no face at all? The answer to that question was something I did not want to know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            To the Mall

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hello?” I asked, answering my cell phone.

      “Hey, Oliver. Your mission—if you choose to accept it—is to meet at my house, Sunday, at 1:30. We’ll raid the mall and find the best freakin’ Halloween costumes around. We will leave at 1:30 sharp, so don’t be late.” Short pause. “This is Desiree, by the way.”

      “I figured that out about halfway through your spiel.”

      “Oh, good. Do you accept?”

      “I already told you I’d go.”

      “Okay then, I’ll see you on Sunday, at 1:30, or we will leave without you.”

      “First of all, no, you won’t. You’d knock on my front door before you left me. And second, I’ll see you tomorrow in class. It’s only Thursday.”

      “See you tomorrow. Good night,” Desiree said brusquely and hung up.

      “Good night,” I said to an empty line. That was my first phone conversation with Desiree, and I admit it was strange and dramatic, like everything with her.

      There were only so many geometry proofs I could do in one sitting. I left my homework unfinished and made myself a snack. Mom came in with an empty glass and fumbled with bottles in the cupboard over the stove. She poured herself a quarter-glass of store-brand vodka, the kind that only comes in plastic bottles. She leaned against the counter and took a sip as I laid out a paper towel and grabbed a jar of peanut butter to spread on my browning toast.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked quietly. She swirled the alcohol in its glass.

      “Sure. Why?”

      “You’ve just been quiet, that’s all. School going okay?”

      “Yeah, school’s fine.”

      “Sometimes I think about your father and wonder how different our lives would be if he hadn’t gotten killed. I miss him a lot. I wish he could’ve seen you and your brother growing up, turning into such fine young men. He’d be so proud. I love Richard so much, but I wish you boys could’ve had your father, you know?”

      “I know, Mom. But he’d want us to be happy, right? I bet he’s happy you found Richard.”

      She took a gulp like she was drinking water. “I’m sure you’re right.”

      I steadily ate my toast and wanted to get away from her before she broke down, which was only a matter of time. I wanted to support her, but there wasn’t much I could do for her at this point. She was lost in the emotional haze and would have to sleep it off.

      “I’m sure you’re right,” she said again and slid down the side of the cabinet until she hit the floor. With one leg extended and one folded in, she tried to push herself up. She had one hand on the floor, which she used feebly to balance herself as she pushed, but she collapsed again under her own weight.

      Jeremy walked through the doorway and stopped. He took one look at her and then at me before advancing to her aid. He snatched the nearly empty glass from her hand and placed it in the sink. He sat down beside her and acted as Richard would have, and she wept and mumbled incoherently.

      “It’s okay,” Jeremy consoled her and rubbed her arm as she cried into his shirt.

      He always swooped in and made me obsolete. Every time Mom became a drunken mess he seemed to sense it somehow and conveniently show up. Then pass her off to Richard.

      I got ready for bed, found Frolics, and lured him into my room. I was strangely getting used to the feeling that someone else shared the room with me, and Frolics made that feeling friendlier. I kicked the doorstop to make sure it was firmly secured under the door before turning off the light. I nestled under my covers and tried to think of nothing at all so I could more quickly fall asleep.

      I opened my eyes to the sound of Frolics sitting up, his tags clinking together. He looked over at me, panting, and strolled out of the room. My door suddenly closed behind him. I didn’t get up to reopen it or check to see if Frolics had kicked the doorstop out from its secured location. I felt TJ with me and hoped he wasn’t angry. I tried not to be afraid. I tried to go to sleep with a different guardian watching over me. And finally I did.
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      Sunday.

      I left my house at 1:15 p.m. and headed toward Desiree’s house. I didn’t need fifteen minutes to get there, but I didn’t want to risk being late, even though Desiree’s threats were empty. The sky was clear, but there was a cool breeze to remind us that fall was here and winter would be nipping at its heels. I was excited to get out. It was an afternoon away from adult supervision and an afternoon away from Jeremy flaunting Leslie in my face.

      Approaching Desiree’s house, I spotted Eli’s older Nissan sedan in the driveway. I rang the doorbell. It didn’t take long for the door to crack open and reveal a curious pair of eyes peering up at me.

      “Who are you?” the young girl guarding the door said in her best adult voice.

      “I’m Oliver. What’s your name?”

      “Melanie. Mommy says she doesn’t want any more magazines.”

      “I’m not selling magazines,” I said, finding it hard to believe the gall of this kid. “I came to see Desiree. Can you let her know I’m here?”

      “Desi already has a boyfriend,” Melanie said.

      “I’m not—I didn’t—can you just get Desiree?”

      The sound of footsteps came skipping down the stairs and Melanie was yanked from the doorway. Desiree opened the door wider and stood there with her arm wrapped around the backside, leaning forward. She greeted me with a smile and silence, and continued to barricade the door with her body.

      “Sorry about Melanie. She’s ten and ten’s difficult.”

      “That’s okay. I think she mistook me for one of your many suitors.”

      “Yeah, right,” she said and moved back, opening the door all the way. “Come on in and make yourself comfortable.”

      I stepped across the threshold and into a sunken tiled entryway. The tiles led straight back to what looked like the kitchen. To the right a pair of steps led to a raised family room with hardwood flooring. The furniture was modern, a decent-sized flat screen hung from the wall, and an antique piano and several potted plants accented the room.

      Desiree didn’t give me the tour. Instead she bounded up the stairs and returned only moments later with Eli behind her. Where was the time to get comfortable?

      We were off to pick up Anna. I climbed in the back seat of Eli’s car and sat quietly, listening to the reggae music jamming from the speakers behind me. We took a right on Santa Clara, the first left, then went through a few smaller neighborhood streets and pulled up into Anna’s driveway on the edge of a cul-de-sac. I had no idea Anna lived so close. The drive couldn’t have been more than two minutes.

      Eli left the engine running, and Desiree jumped out of the car and skipped up to the front door. The door opened, and Desiree disappeared inside.

      I felt uneasy sitting in the car with just Eli. He sang along to the music and made no attempt to start a conversation.

      Luckily, Desiree came out with Anna moments later. Anna had exchanged her typical Dickies for jeans and had her hair slicked back instead of jostled and spiky. She also had a crinkly purse—the size of a small backpack—with large rings instead of straps. She opened the door to the back seat and asked me to scoot over instead of walking around to the other door. I should have locked the door. But I scooted.

      “Hey, Oliver,” Anna said as she stepped into the car.

      “Did you fit your Ouija board in there?” I asked, looking at her purse.

      Desiree turned around and gave me her usual look of disapproval. Why does she even like me? I seemed to always say the wrong thing. But the comment went relatively unnoticed by the uninformed party, and Anna laughed it off.

      “Do we know what we’re looking for?” Eli asked to everyone in the car.

      “Nope,” Desiree said immediately.

      “Did you send out the Evite for the party yet?” Anna asked Desiree.

      Desiree tugged at her seat belt to give herself the flexibility to turn and face us. She draped one arm around the side of the headrest for leverage.

      “Yeah, I sent you a draft just before we left.”

      “Let’s see,” Anna said, rummaging through her purse. She first took out a pack of gum. Desiree and Eli took a stick and I followed suit out of courtesy. It turned out to be cinnamon flavored, which I truly hated. But I smiled and chewed. Anna then grabbed her cell phone, slid it open, and began typing away on the mini keyboard. “Looks good.”

      “It’s gonna be awesome! Anna, we need to start thinking about food and drinks.”

      “Absolutely,” Anna said, and clicked her cell phone closed. The car was quiet for a while, apart from the reggae music, as we flew down the interstate.

      We reached the mall about ten minutes later and still no one was talking. Maybe they were deep in planning mode. After seeing Desiree’s house for the first time today, I envisioned what it would look like all decked out for Halloween. We all got out of the car and—as soon as the doors closed and the beep of the automatic locks sounded—the girls’ enthusiasm erupted.

      “The perfect costumes are just waiting for us, I can feel it!” Anna said to Desiree. Desiree exploded with excitement, and we pursued our shopping destiny to find the best Halloween costumes in the history of costumes.

      “Where to first?” Anna asked as we passed through the double sliding doors. Desiree grabbed Eli’s hand, Anna walked right behind them, and I hurried to catch up after evading people walking against me.

      “There should be a costume shop just around the corner. It’s been vacant for a couple months.” Desiree turned to us and pointed ahead without breaking stride. We turned the corner and immediately saw the store to which Desiree was referring. But the glass doors were shut and the gate behind them was down. There were only a few emergency lights on inside that gave the store a creepy aura. Monster mannequins stared out at us with menace and vengeance. And a great assortment of masks lined the upper walls like trophies of the bogeyman. There were so many wonderful and demented costumes to choose from, the only problem was the store was not open.

      “Well this sucks,” Eli said first, looking at the sign that said: STORE OPENING NEXT WEEK.

      “I could’ve sworn they were opening this weekend,” Desiree said and walked up to the glass and put her hands up around her eyes to peer into the dark, empty store.

      “I guess my intuition let me down. So we came here for nothing?” Anna asked.

      Desiree turned back to the group and still looked upbeat and hopeful. She wasn’t going to let this setback derail our afternoon mission. “There are other places we can check out. They must’ve changed the opening date for some reason. I distinctly remember seeing an ad for them opening this weekend.”

      We walked down to a trendy Goth store on the opposite side of the corridor. Screaming metal music blasted through the overhead speakers. The guy and girl merchants were heavily adorned in jewelry, piercings, and tattoos. The girl had a frilly emerald dress with a corset top, and the guy had vinyl pants with a sleeveless netted shirt. Neither merchant was welcoming nor seemed happy to be there.

      Anna stopped and browsed through the girls clothing, and Desiree and Eli headed for the back of the store. Shirts of cartoons, cult movies, and mass murderers lined the men’s aisle. It was a strange cornucopia of pop culture. I walked over to some revolving glass cases filled with piercing jewelry, chains and spiked accessories, and necklaces with occult and fantasy pendants. These weren’t even for costumes; these were for everyday wear...I think.

      I continued toward the back to find Desiree and Eli. Desiree was on the floor trying on a pair of knee-high, platform leather boots. She had pulled them over her jeans and was having a difficult time lacing them up. Seemingly helpless, she asked Eli to assist her. He grudgingly crouched down and finished the job. She smiled in victory.

      “I love them!” she said, standing up and wobbling like a fawn. She was now strangely tall at eye level.

      “I think you should get something you can put on yourself,” Eli laughed.

      “I can do it. And look how tall I am. I’m like a giant!”

      “Yup, now you’re too tall for me.” Eli was actually a couple inches shorter than me, and now Desiree stood over him with a newfound burst of confidence.

      Anna came up behind me. “Those puppies are hot!” she said.

      “I know, aren’t they?” Desiree said, turning and modeling the boots for us. Eli saw me checking her out, and I quickly turned my attention to Anna.

      “What do you think of this?” Anna said, holding up a black corset to her body.

      “That’s cute. What are you thinking?” Desiree asked.

      “There was a hooded cape up there that gave me a sweet vampiric vibe. I dunno, but I was thinking of something like that.”

      “Oh, let me see!”

      “First, let me try this on.” Anna brushed past us into the single dressing room and disappeared behind a velvet curtain.

      Desiree sat back down and unlaced the boots. She lifted up her first leg and begged Eli for help, which he only did after she complained that her leg was getting tired.

      Anna pulled the curtain to the dressing room back to model her black corset. We all gathered around to get a better look. Anna put her arms out and twirled, and then stopped to face us with her hands on her hips.

      “Do you like?” she asked.

      The response from all of us was overwhelmingly positive. I looked past her and saw her shirt and bra tossed haphazardly on the bench at the back of the dressing room. I guiltily looked back at Anna and she smiled at me.

      “Okay, number one is a success,” she said and pulled the velvet curtain closed.

      “I’m gonna look at the cape you mentioned,” Desiree said and ventured to the front of the store.

      “So do you have any ideas what you’re gonna do?” Eli asked me before following after Desiree.

      Taken aback by his initiation of a conversation with me, I tried to act natural. “Not yet. What about you?”

      “Yeah, I’ve already got something picked out.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m going to be a shipwrecked castaway,” he said smugly.

      I immediately saw the brilliance in his choice. He could dress up as a sloppier version of his hippie self and call it a costume. Simple.

      “I’m gonna grow a beard,” he continued while stroking his stubble. “I just started a few days ago.”

      “Do you have any suggestions for me?”

      “I dunno, man. Dress to impress. There should be a lot of girls at the party. Desiree mentioned something about Anna having a thing for you.”

      I immediately saw what was going on and shushed him, looking over at the still closed velvet curtain. We were standing only a few paces from the dressing room and it would have been embarrassing if Anna overheard our conversation.

      “I’m just saying,” Eli patted me on the back and left to find Desiree.

      I stayed and looked at the strange shirts in the clearance section. I still had no idea what I was going to do. What kind of costume would make a good statement?

      Then the curtain flew open. Anna emerged from the dressing room with the corset flung over her shoulder. She headed for the front of the store without noticing me.

      When I rejoined the group, I found Desiree in a purple velvet hooded cape.

      “That’s the one I was talking about,” Anna said as she hung the corset with the others. “Would that look good with the corset and leather pants, or a skirt, perhaps?”

      “You need to find a skirt shorter than the cape. That would be hot!” Desiree said, removing the cape and placing it on Anna’s shoulders to envision her idea. “Yes, definitely. I love it when I’m right!”

      “That would be pretty hot,” I burst out.

      Everyone stopped and stared at me like it was the first time I’d ever spoken. Eli approved, Desiree giggled, and Anna gave a shy smile. I felt my cheeks burn.

      “This is a good start,” Anna said.

      “Are you gonna get it?” Desiree asked.

      “Not yet. I want to look around some more.” Anna removed the cape and hung it back on the wall. “How about this for you?” Anna asked, pointing at a frilly blue and red dress.

      Desiree took a closer look at the tag and saw it was the Alice dress from the new Alice in Wonderland movie coming out just before Halloween. She removed the dress from the rack and placed it in front of her.

      “That is so you,” Anna marveled. “You can look up some movie stills online and see how she does her hair and makeup.”

      “I could get the boots!” Desiree shouted.

      “It could work.”

      “I love it! I’m gonna get it,” Desiree said and impulsively marched up to the register and bought the dress. She walked back with a huge grin on her face, swinging her black bag and said, “I’ll check some pictures before getting the boots.”

      “Nice job, babe,” Eli said and put his arm around her.

      “You didn’t even try it on,” Anna commented.

      “It’ll fit, I’m sure,” Desiree assured her. She may be impulsive, but she knew what she wanted. There was no doubt about that.

      “That works for me. One down. I want to find some more corsets,” Anna said, and we left the store.

      We ventured down the main corridor of the mall as an unstoppable gang. Families veered out of our way, children feared us, and other groups of teens silently judged us from the sidelines. We walked by the center kiosks without getting hounded by salesmen. We were powerful.

      Anna led the pack and turned toward the escalator. We followed her up to the second level. Once at the summit of the mall, we turned and backtracked. Anna seemed to know where she was going. I didn’t see another gothic looking store—but then she turned—and led us into a lingerie store. I was uncomfortable immediately.

      After passing a wide variety of casual to sexually explicit lingerie, we stopped at their collection of corsets. Instead of leather and velvet, these corsets were skimpy and lacy.

      “Do you see any that could work?” Anna asked as she and Desiree thumbed through the corsets.

      “That could work or that would be appropriate?” Desiree asked.

      “Either/or,” Anna said as she searched. “These are a little too revealing, a little too much lingerie, aren’t they?”

      “Unless you want to be a vampire stripper.”

      Anna had a twinkle in her eye as if Desiree’s idea wasn’t half bad, but then dismissed it. “You’re right, it’s too much. Is there anything else you want to look at?”

      “I may need a new bra for this dress,” Desiree said, leading us to look at more bras.

      I remained quiet. Eli looked over at me a few times, with no real expression, probably just keeping tabs on my focus. Desiree and Anna scrutinized and compared sizes, styles, and colors of countless bras. I tried to act natural. I didn’t want to look at any one place for too long. I watched the girls as they shopped. I looked around to see what other women were shopping for. I looked at the mannequins modeling the most alluring lingerie in the store. And I glanced at the posters of titillating models adorning the walls. It was an awkward heaven.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” Anna whispered in my ear, startling me back to reality.

      “Yes, please,” I said immediately. I felt like I was sweating, but didn’t want to draw any attention to it by wiping my forehead.

      Anna subtly grabbed my hand and led me out of the store, leaving Desiree and Eli behind.

      “You look pale. Are you okay?” Anna asked as we returned to the open corridor and let go of my hand.

      “Never better. Where are we going?”

      “I just wanted to get out of there.” Anna walked over to an empty bench by the railing and sat down. She crossed her legs and placed her purse in her lap.

      “Think I’ll look good as a vampire?” she asked me after a moment’s silence.

      “Absolutely,” I said, not being able to look her in the eyes, so I fixated on her body. I quickly realized that was even worse, so I darted my gaze outward.

      “Good. I’m glad,” she said softly. She opened up her purse, and I thought she was going to offer me another piece of gum, which I had spit out long ago when no one was looking. But she didn’t. Instead she said, “Look at this,” and reached into her purse and pulled out a black bra. “There were a few without tags, so I found my size and swiped one.” She handed it to me to look at, and I stealthily glanced at the size: 32B. She abruptly grabbed the bra and stuffed it back in her purse.

      “You stole it?”

      “It’s no big deal. It’s not like I took a whole bundle. It’s just one bra.”

      I was surprised and couldn’t tell if I was disappointed or excited. The danger was exciting, but the stealing is wrong mantra was deeply ingrained in me. I was starting to like her. I couldn’t help feeling ambivalent. Did she do this all the time? There’s so much about her I didn’t know. First the Ouija board, and now this? After seeing her in the corset earlier I couldn’t even remember the girl Desiree introduced me to only a month ago. She was so intriguing.

      “You’re not gonna tell on me, are you?” she asked innocently.

      I mimed ‘my lips are sealed.’

      “You’re so cute,” she said and gave me a sideways hug and pulled me up off the bench. “Let’s go check out some more stores.”

      We walked blissfully down the corridor side-by-side, but not hand-in-hand. She talked about her ideas for the party, and I sporadically flexed my hand, debating whether or not to reach out to her. She didn’t seem to notice, which was just as well.

      She spotted a discount shoe store and fervently ran in, deserting me out in the corridor. I followed her in and found her already taking a box of shoes from the shelf to try on. I was confident a box of shoes wouldn’t fit in her purse, so this was a safe place. She tried on three or four more pairs before leaving empty-handed.

      Continuing down the corridor, we were almost like a happy couple enjoying a Sunday afternoon.

      “You didn’t take any shoes, did you?” I said, reaching for her purse, pretending to investigate.

      “No!” She twisted and maneuvered around my reach.

      “Well, let me see then,” I insisted.

      “You can’t just go looking through a girl’s purse,” she laughed. “It’s rude!”

      “You’re not just a girl, you’re a suspect. I have probable cause!” I teased.

      “Very funny,” she said, snuck some fingers across my palm, and nestled her hand in mine.

      I glanced over at her, and she met my eyes and smiled. I was afraid that if I said anything, the moment might dissolve and reveal itself as the fantasy I feared it certainly was.
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        * * *

      

      When I awoke, my alarm clock was flashing 2:00 a.m. I wondered what time it was now. The curtained windows were still dark, so the only light seeping into my room came from the nightlight in the bathroom. At least my door was still open. So many nights it would close on its own while I slept. Sometimes Frolics would still be in the room sleeping and sometimes he would have ventured off. I could hear him snoring, so I knew he was still lying on the floor beside my bed.

      It was then that I saw the shadowed figure sitting on the edge of the bed by my feet. I think he was looking at me, but it was hard to tell. The light from the hallway didn’t illuminate him at all.

      I didn’t panic, but I couldn’t move. I wanted to reach over and flip on the light switch.

      Am I awake? I feel awake.

      I felt adrenaline and fear pumping all through my body. I felt my feet tingling from being the closest appendages to the apparition. I slowly slid one foot to the edge of the bed, directly under where the figure was sitting, and felt nothing.

      The figure didn’t move; he sat in silent serenity. I couldn’t say the same for myself. My throat was dry and it was hard to take deep breaths. I couldn’t keep from shivering even though I felt like I was burning up.

      How long is he going to sit here? How long had he already been sitting here?

      I remembered all the times Jeremy scared me when I was a kid: The ghosts in the backyard, the ghosts in the attic, the ghosts in my closet. My mother used to leave the hallway light on for me because I couldn’t handle my room actually being dark. I learned there were no such things as ghosts and bogeymen, but here was this shadowed figure sitting before me, silently asking for his room back.

      TJ stood up and the bed creaked as if someone had actually been sitting there. He turned from me and walked to the closet door and slid it open.

      I didn’t know what to do. Stunned, delirious, scared, yet curious—I was consumed by emotion. I was so petrified to see him in the darkness, but didn’t want to let him leave. I didn’t know how to stop him. His visits were becoming more frequent and daring, and I needed to make contact. The only thing I could think to say was, “Wait!”

      TJ stepped into the closet, and I could barely see him. It was then that a spine-tingling low whisper came from the terrifying depths of the cavernous closet abyss. All I could make out was “Desiree.” The closet door slid shut and I was left staring at my reflection in the mirror.

      Frolics continued to snore.

      “A lot of good you are,” I said to him and the snoring stopped. “I sure am glad I had you here to protect me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Remember what I told you in our last session about the secret of successful people?” Mr. Gordon asked, sitting across from me in our appropriately named Room of Enlightenment. It was Tuesday afternoon, and Mr. Gordon had approached me before class to request the meeting.

      “Yeah, successful people focus on what they want,” I said with the unusual pride of knowing the right answer.

      “Good, and now we will go back to one of our first conversations, talking about the fight you had. Remember how I had said you indirectly caused the fight because you were on the same conscious plane as the boy you fought?”

      “Vaguely,” I said, racking my brain to remember the conversation.

      “Well, we had talked about everyone being on a specific plane of consciousness and the plane you’re on determining your experience. Things that happen to you and people you interact with will all be specific to your plane of consciousness. Similar behaviors breed similar results. If you want different results, you need to change your behaviors; in order to change your behaviors, you need to change your thought patterns.

      “Now, let’s take this to the next level. Let’s establish that everything in the universe is made up of energy, and all energy has a frequency. You may have learned in your elementary sciences that energy is a constant in that it cannot be created nor destroyed, but that it just changes form. So given that everything is energy, and all energy has a frequency—everything in the universe has a frequency. So what can you do with this information? How can you use it?

      “It’s annoyingly simple and nearly impossible at the same time. It comes back to what you know. When you know how to apply this information, it is incredibly easy and feels absolutely natural, like swimming, or riding a bike, or proficiently playing a musical instrument. But when you don’t know how to apply this information, it seems like an insurmountable obstacle.

      “We use this information by identifying the frequencies of everything around us. And here we come back to the plane of consciousness idea. Everything has and emits a frequency. The frequency that you emit attracts you to similar frequencies. Your thoughts are emitting a frequency right now. Your thoughts are not an abstract idea. Your thoughts are actual things. You may not be able to see them or touch them, but they’re there. They are energy, just like everything else, and they are emitting frequencies, too.

      “So putting it together—everything is energy, everything emits a frequency, and when you identify the frequency of what you want, it becomes yours. Simple, isn’t it?” Mr. Gordon said and paused, not knowing how much of the information I was absorbing. “What questions do you have so far?”

      “Show me an example,” I said, needing a little more than theory.

      “Very well, doubting Thomas. The healings I performed were perfect examples. Most people would look at them as miracles, like I was someone with extraordinary powers, but they really were the miracle of nature returning to a state of perfection and harmony. I identified the opposite frequency of the wounds and used it to nullify and heal the wound. But here’s another example for you.”

      Mr. Gordon closed his eyes and concentrated. He remained in a peaceful, meditative state for a minute, and I kept my eyes glued to him. Something was about to happen and I didn’t want to miss it. As calmly as he had closed his eyes, he opened them again.

      “Take a look around,” he said softly.

      I looked around the room and saw that I had indeed missed it. The walls were miraculously decorated in paintings. I looked back at him, and he sat tall with an accomplished smile. I scooted my chair away from the table and carefully got up, my head swimming. I was afraid of fainting. Walking up to the wall closest to me, I stood in front of the painting. I had seen the painting before; it was shown in art class. Picasso’s The Guitarist. I slid my hand down the edge of the frame, at first not believing it was real. The paintings had materialized out of thin air, just as the door leading from Mr. Gordon’s classroom to our clandestine Room of Enlightenment.

      “How did you…I mean…how did you do that?” I asked in amazement.

      Mr. Gordon came and stood beside me. “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?”

      “Extremely—amazing.”

      “And this one,” he said, leading me by the shoulder to an adjacent wall. “I believe this one is yours.”

      And it was! Hanging between these masterpieces was my Halloween picture, in a black paper frame, just like in class. To the left of my picture was the Mona Lisa, and to the right the Self Portrait of Vincent van Gogh.

      Mr. Gordon stood beside me, examining my picture. “You have some talent. You’re a good artist—overshadowed in present company—but good, nonetheless.”

      “How did you do this?” I asked again.

      “By applying what I have just been speaking about. I identified the frequencies of what I wanted and manipulated the energy to take the form I intended—and voila—the paintings I wanted manifested. Nothing was created, nor destroyed. Energy merely changed form.”

      “Was it hard?”

      “When you know what you’re doing, it’s effortless.”

      “They’re such good copies...”

      “As good as the originals, because in a sense they are. They are and they are not the originals, and they are and they are not copies.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I didn’t make the originals disappear, but if these pictures were scientifically examined, they would appear—to all the world—to be authentic.”

      “How will I be able to do this?”

      “Practice. It may seem impossible now, but when you successfully eliminate the doubt, these new realms of possibility will emerge. I’m sorry about the doubting Thomas comment earlier. I understand that seeing is believing. Seeing will more quickly change your beliefs, which will more quickly convert those beliefs into knowing what’s possible, which will more quickly allow you to transform your perception of reality. But I implore you not to believe everything your eyes see, because your sight is limited, it can play tricks on you, and there is far more going on than you currently realize.

      “Concentrate, clear your mind to a singular purpose, and know what you want. Know that what you want is attainable and picture it as already yours, sitting before you, reunited with you, and will it into being. I know you can do it, and next time we’ll test your progress.”

      “No pressure,” I said sarcastically.

      “No pressure because it’s that simple.”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the walls, in the presence of all these masterpieces. Many looked familiar, but I didn’t know their names. But I knew how priceless they were. Except for mine.

      “It’s time to get going.”

      I reluctantly agreed. I could have stayed in this room forever. It was peaceful down here. All my troubles felt a million miles away, and as I ascended the spiral staircase I felt them creeping back.

      “Don’t forget your backpack,” Mr. Gordon said, halfway up the staircase.

      “Oh, I left it up in your classroom,” I said, a few steps ahead of him. The florescent light from the classroom was blinding compared to the illuminated orbs in the room below. I stepped up and through the doorway, and to my surprise—
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      “Desiree!” I said as I stepped into the classroom. “What are you doing here?”

      Mr. Gordon stepped in behind me and was just as surprised to see her sitting in his classroom. “Good afternoon, Miss Behring.”

      “I was just waiting for you,” she said shyly.

      “Waiting for me? Where’s Eli?”

      “He got called into work. You mentioned you’d be meeting with Mr. Gordon, so I thought I’d come find you so I had someone to walk home with. I found your bag, so I waited.” She paused for a second, and I was about to say something, but didn’t. “What’s going on?”

      “You could’ve called.”

      “I did. It kept going straight to voicemail.”

      I took out my cell phone and saw I had three missed calls and two voicemails. Mr. Gordon went to his desk and organized his papers, putting some in drawers and some in his briefcase.

      Desiree looked at the mysterious door to the Room of Enlightenment and then back at me with a look on her face insisting that I explain.

      “What?” I asked, playing dumb.

      “What do you mean what? I may not be the most observant person in the world, but I do notice when a door appears out of nowhere,” she said and, just as she finished, her face suddenly contorted in horror.

      I turned back and immediately saw what prompted the sudden reaction. The door was gone and the wall was back to normal—with one large whiteboard extending halfway down the wall. I turned back to Desiree, who was still wide-eyed. We then both glanced over at Mr. Gordon, who looked up from his desk with a smirk and a shrug. “What seems to be the problem, Miss Behring?”

      “What’s going on? There was a door there. I saw it!”

      “Was there?” Mr. Gordon asked, obviously playing the devil’s advocate.

      Desiree nervously glanced over at me, and I tried to keep a straight face. “I think so. I’m not crazy, am I?” Desiree whimpered.

      I looked over at Mr. Gordon to get some kind of nonverbal cue as to what we were going to do with this unexpected breach of security.

      Probably not wanting to mess with her self-esteem and emotional stability too much, Mr. Gordon walked out from behind his desk and approached us. “It depends,” he started and turned his attention toward me and asked, “How much do you want her to know?”

      I thought for a moment. Desiree was the best friend I had here, and she had been good to me and loyal since the first day of school. I was nervous to bring someone else into this exclusive enlightenment circle, but it would be nice to share what I was learning with a friend.

      “I trust her. I think she’ll respect what we’re doing and can keep a secret.”

      Desiree now realized she wasn’t crazy and flashed a look of confusion, and then excitement for the privilege of being let in on a secret.

      “I can keep a secret!” she exclaimed.

      “I’m relying on that,” Mr. Gordon said sternly. “Oliver and I are meeting after school occasionally to discuss the great secrets of human potential, power, and possibility. We are all capable of great things—skills that can be realized, harnessed, and fine-tuned. Oliver has just passed the realization marker and is now beginning to harness the powers within him. Oliver is vouching for you if you’d like to join us. But we would like to keep these meetings secret, in order to avoid disruption, criticism, and to help you progress further, faster. What do you think?”

      “I don’t really know what to think. This is a little strange. Do I have a choice?”

      “You always have a choice.”

      “Do I have to wear a black robe or something?”

      “We’re not a secret society,” Mr. Gordon said straight-faced.

      I chortled out of reflex, and they both turned to me like I was acting inappropriately.

      “There was a door there, right?” Desiree asked.

      “Yes, there was,” I answered.

      “Where did it lead?”

      “To our meeting room,” I said. “The Room of Enlightenment.”

      “Cool. I knew I wasn’t crazy! Can I invite Eli to meet with us?”

      Mr. Gordon looked over at me concerned, not knowing who Eli was. He obviously didn’t want word of these meetings getting out to the rest of the school—and the more people involved, the more likely that was to happen. Then the administration would get involved.

      “I think it’s best if we just keep it between us,” I said.

      Desiree frowned, but agreed. “Do you meet only on Tuesdays?”

      “We don’t have a set schedule,” Mr. Gordon said.

      Desiree proposed we meet Tuesdays after school, and that became the plan from that day forward. We had just let her in and already she thought she was in charge.

      Throughout our long walk home, I explained everything I could recall to Desiree. I told her about Mr. Gordon cutting his forearm and instantly healing himself. I described the Room of Enlightenment and the number of priceless paintings that had manifested during our meeting earlier in the afternoon. I tried to explain the teachings and theories Mr. Gordon had been lecturing to me for weeks now. There was a lot to remember and I couldn’t recall everything in chronological order. So I took bits and pieces from each conversation and jumbled them together, rambled on, and got lost in circular reasoning.

      Desiree did her best to keep up. She seemed interested and asked questions as we walked through the neighborhoods. There was so much to cover, and before I knew it we were at our cross streets.

      “Well, this was an interesting day. I guess everything happens for a reason,” Desiree said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If Eli hadn’t been called in to work, or if you had picked up your phone or not left your backpack in Mr. Gordon’s classroom, then I wouldn’t have found out about your little club.”

      “Even if it hadn’t happened today, I bet you would’ve found out sometime soon.”

      “Probably. Like I said, everything happens for a reason,” Desiree said and turned to look at her house before continuing. “Do you want to come over? Eli’s working late, and I don’t have much homework.”

      “Umm—it’s almost dinner time.”

      “You can have dinner at my house. My mom won’t mind.”

      “Are you sure that’s okay?”

      “Of course; let’s go.” She turned and began crossing the street, heading toward her house.

      While running after her, I flipped open my phone and saw that I had new messages and was about to listen to them until I remembered they were both from Desiree. Mom picked up when I called. I asked her about spending the evening at Desiree’s house, then awkwardly handed Desiree the phone. “My mom wants to talk to you.”

      Desiree eagerly snatched the phone from me and spoke and laughed with my mom until we reached her house. Then Desiree said, “Bye, it was nice talking to you,” flipped the phone shut and handed it back to me. “You’re fine.” She smiled and led me inside.

      Desiree’s mom was as quirky and vocal as Desiree, and forced us all to hold hands while she recited Grace before dinner. Melanie wiggled her hand free from mine halfway through the prayer, when our heads were meant to be bowed. Then, with a simultaneous burst of excitement, we all dug in to some type of vegetable casserole.
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        * * *

      

      “You never told me your family was religious,” I said to Desiree, sitting on her floor, leaning up against her bed.

      Desiree was on her computer, checking her emails, reading her Halloween party Evite responses, and chatting with Anna. “I didn’t know I was supposed to. My mom is. I’m not so much.”

      “Why doesn’t Anna just come over?”

      “She’s doing homework. Why, do you want her to come over?” Desiree asked, slyly.

      “I’m just saying. No, I came here to hang out with you.”

      “Anna says: Why are you hanging out with me when you should be hanging out with her?”

      “You said she was doing homework. No, wait, it doesn’t say that,” I said and crawled over to the computer. I knelt beside Desiree to get in on the conversation.

      Desiree began typing her response: Because he’s just not that into you.

      “Hey, don’t write that!” I slapped her hands away from the keyboard, and she giggled.

      She deleted the comment and typed: Because I’m a rock star! And pressed Enter.

      “So you do like her,” Desiree taunted.

      “Don’t even start on that again,” I said.

      “Oh, it’s already going and it’s gonna get ugly.”

      Oh please, Anna typed. Not even.

      Oliver wants to know what you’re wearing, Desiree typed.

      “What are you doing?” I gasped. “She’s gonna think I’m creepy!”

      “What are you getting all huffy for? Do you like her? Is that what’s wrong?” Desiree teased. “Don’t worry, she’ll play along.”

      He’ll have to come over and find out, Anna typed.

      Desiree burst out laughing. “What are you gonna do about that, Oliver? She’s waiting for you.”

      “I don’t have a car,” I said nervously. I was comfortable just hanging out with Desiree, but this three-way conversation with Anna was nudging me beyond my comfort zone.

      j/k, Anna typed.

      I sighed in relief, and Desiree groaned. It was just playful banter and there were no real expectations. I felt more at ease.

      “You guys would be so cute together. Don’t you think?” Desiree asked, swinging her chair in my direction.

      “That’s such a girly thing to say,” I said.

      “So, I am a girl. I’m matching you two up, whether you like it or not.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a good idea.”

      “It’s the perfect idea. You two aren’t doing anything about it, so I’ll play matchmaker.” Desiree sat up perfectly straight in her computer chair, crossed her legs, pretended to put on glasses, and spoke into an invisible microphone. “Bachelor number one, what do you notice first in the opposite sex?”

      “I’m not answering that.”

      “Oh, come on,” Desiree whined. “Bachelor number one, how would you describe your perfect mate?”

      “She’s got to be cute.”

      “That’s just a given.”

      “She has to have a nice figure.”

      “How very superficial of you.”

      “She should like me for me and be easy to talk to. And our connection should be easy and natural.”

      “That sounds good.”

      “And she should have nice legs.” I smirked.

      Desiree pulled up one of her pant legs and showed off a smooth calf. “It’s like you’re talking about me. I guess we’re destined to be together—”

      I had an eerie moment of déjà vu and it took me a few seconds to remember why.

      “—But before we find out, we need to hear from bachelor number two!”

      We both laughed, and I felt more comfortable with her than anyone else in a long time. I could relax without feeling self-conscious. We were like the best of friends.

      “I think Anna’s getting mad at you,” I said, pointing at the computer screen. Anna had typed ten to twelve messages, fun and teasing at first, but then growing in irritation as to why we were ignoring her. Desiree apologized, but they ended their conversation with a cordial “good night” a few minutes later.

      “Do you know what you’re wearing to my party yet?” Desiree asked.

      “I think so. I have an idea. I just need to find it.”

      “And?” Desiree gestured to give her more information.

      “Maybe I don’t want to give away the surprise yet.” I winked at her.

      “Okay, it better be good—no wait, it better be something! I’m not letting you into my party without a costume, Oliver Grain!” She said, riling herself up.

      “Don’t worry, if I don’t get a costume, I won’t come.”

      “You better come! I need to play matchmaker, remember? Parties are perfect!”

      “Stay out of it, Desiree,” I warned her.

      Suddenly, Desiree’s phone lit up and began vibrating on the table. She quickly picked it up. “Hey, Eli...did you just get off...what’s wrong? Oh...nothing much, just hanging out with Oliver. What? Don’t start.” Desiree covered the speaker of the phone with her hand. “Oliver, I think you should get going.”

      “Okay, sorry,” I whispered.

      It was time to show myself out. Desiree closed her door behind me. I skipped down the stairs and said “bye” to Desiree’s mom and Melanie, who were cuddled up together in front of the television. The walk home in the dark gave me time to think about why I was kicked out so fast and how awkward our group dynamic was.

      When I got home, I found Mom sitting on the stairs just outside the courtyard. There was a half-empty glass set beside her and the red glow of a lit cigarette dangling from between her fingers. I moved the glass away from her and took a seat on the stone step.

      “How was your casual date?” she asked softly.

      “It wasn’t a date.”

      “I said casual, but whatever. How was your evening with your little friend? What’s her name, Desiree? She seems like a sweet girl.”

      “She is,” I said, nonchalantly pouring the rest of Mom’s alcohol in the grass, hoping she wouldn’t notice.

      She didn’t. She puffed on her cigarette and looked out at the shadowed, empty street. It was getting chilly in the evenings. Mom wore a nappy wool sweater, and I wished I had on something a little warmer. Instead of going inside, I crossed my arms to preserve my body heat.

      “What did you guys do all night?”

      “Just hung out. Desiree’s mom made dinner. How’re you doing?”

      “I’m fine,” she said and put out the butt of her cigarette on a stair. She immediately lit up another. “How’s Jeremy doing?”

      “Fine, I guess. Why?”

      “Oh, no reason. He’s just gone a lot; seems to spend a lot of time with his new girlfriend. What’s her name?”

      “Leslie.”

      “That’s right. He seems to spend a lot of time with Leslie, or at least I assume that’s who he’s with. He doesn’t tell me much,” she said, whittling her cigarette down to another butt.

      “Honey, are you out there?” Richard called from the front door.

      “On the steps,” she answered.

      With the outdoor entryway light illuminated, Richard stepped out of the house and approached us. I felt this was a good time to take my leave and stood up before Richard reached the steps.

      “Oh, hey, Oliver. How was your date?” he said, sounding polite and interested.

      “It wasn’t a date,” I said, walking by him. I stepped inside the house, turned to close the door, and saw Richard sit down beside Mom.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I awoke with the grogginess of a restless night’s sleep and prepared for school with my usual level of enthusiasm. I beat Desiree to first period. She arrived fifteen minutes late and disrupted the lecture by delivering a note to Mr. Clayton. She plopped herself down in the desk next to mine and looked disheveled and exhausted.

      “Are you okay?” I whispered and watched her fumble through her backpack and suddenly stop in frustration.

      “Fine. Do you have a pen I can borrow?” she asked softly.

      “Of course,” I said and handed her the pen I had been using and retrieved another from my backpack. Since the fiasco of the first day of school, I made sure to always carry an extra pen. I was finally able to repay the favor. Desiree didn’t seem to make the connection or even care. She frantically jotted down the notes from the board before they would be erased.

      After class, Desiree headed for the door without saying anything. She kept my pen assuming it was hers for the day, which was fine, but the assumption was rather rude. Her morning seemed to be going bad enough, so I let it slide.

      Leslie stopped before me to say “hi” on her way out. I quickly returned the greeting and ran after Desiree.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, finally reaching her.

      “I slept through my alarm. I’m just in a bad mood, that’s all. The day can only get better. Thanks for the pen, by the way. I don’t know what happened to mine. Do you mind if I keep it for the rest of the day?”

      “Of course, keep it as long as you need,” I said, feeling better about her earlier lack of writing utensil etiquette.

      “Do you know what would make me feel better?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Knowing what your costume’s going to be for my party,” Desiree said, finally cracking a crafty smile.

      “I hope you’re prepared for more disappointment,” I said, not willing to give in to her manipulation.

      She frowned and said, “I’ll see you at lunch,” and walked off.

      I stood in the middle of the walkway, with students pushing by me on all sides, and wondered if I had made the right decision. Should I have told her what I was wearing to her party? I actually didn’t yet know myself. It was a dangerous game of deception. I left the scene of the botched conversation, followed by a dark cloud of self-loathing.

      And as it turned out, my day got worse before it got better. I caught a glimpse of Sasha as I walked through the locker room before gym. I looked away immediately so it would appear to everyone nearby that I hadn’t noticed him. But I felt him notice me, and the hair on the back of my neck stood at attention as I hastened to my locker. He was back from his suspension, and I had no idea what awaited me now.

      When I reached my locker, I changed with the speed and precision of Houdini during one of his death-defying escapes. At the other end of the row was the guy with the long brown hair. Again, he didn’t once glance my way. He remained focused on his own affairs.

      I finished and headed toward the door, toward freedom. I peeked down Sasha’s row, and he was already gone. I located Sasha and Greg on the blacktop, surrounded by classmates, waiting for their coach to take roll. They hadn’t waited for their friend, and they hadn’t waited for me. That’s when my day picked up. Not being hassled at the first opportunity on the day of Sasha’s return was a small victory, but a significant one.

      At lunch, my mood was further lifted to new heights. Desiree was back in usual Desiree form, Eli didn’t seem to hold any more hard feelings against me than usual, and Anna held my hand—though only for a minute. She took it back so she could more easily eat her lunch, but the gesture elated me all the same.

      “I invited some more people to the party,” Anna said.

      “Awesome! We should have a great turnout,” Desiree said in between spoonfuls of yogurt. “Hey, ask Oliver what he’s gonna wear to the party.”

      Anna turned to me, intrigued and confused. “What are you gonna wear to the party?” she asked, trying to match Desiree’s tone and inflections.

      “How many times do I have to say this? It’s a surprise!”

      “Bull. He’s lying. He doesn’t know what he’s wearing.” Anna shot Desiree a smug look. She was so confident she had everything figured out.

      “Really?” Desiree asked.

      “Yeah, I can tell,” Anna said.

      “You can’t tell,” I said, offended.

      “How can you tell?” Desiree asked.

      “I can just tell,” Anna insisted.

      “Oh, you’re good!” Desiree laughed.

      Eli sat back and smiled. He seemed quite content with the girls double-teaming me.

      “Whatever,” I said, defeated. “I’ll find something fantastic.”

      “You already know what I’m wearing,” Anna said with a glint of something sultry in her eyes and enticingly licked her lips.

      I couldn’t tell if it was an exaggeration or not.

      “You better!” Desiree cried out. “It’ll be here before you know it.”
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            The Unexpected

          

        

      

    

    
      On Friday night, the night before the party, I tried not to think about the costume that eluded me. Instead, I spent the night in and relaxed. It was just Frolics and me. I sunk into the couch, reached for the remote on the coffee table, and flipped through the hopeless abyss of stations. That was when my costume found me. I landed on one of my favorite movies, which I hadn’t seen in about a year. It seemed to be rarely on network television and I knew the coincidence in finding it tonight was uncanny. It didn’t occur to me right away that I had found my costume, but when the protagonist wore it I knew it would suit me perfectly. My epiphany came by not searching for an epiphany. I relaxed for the rest of the night knowing that I had nothing to worry about tomorrow.

      I spent Saturday morning at the shopping centers within walking distance from my house. I was lucky enough to find a costume store that had exactly what I was looking for and already 25% off since Halloween was just a few days away. I ran with my bag almost all the way home.

      “I hope you’ve found your costume, because I don’t think I could forgive you if you haven’t,” Desiree said, calling me after lunch.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got it,” I said.

      “I can’t wait. I’m so excited. Are you excited? It’s gonna be legendary!” Desiree said and hung up.

      Desiree had said I could come over any time after seven. I laid down on my bed, begging for time to speed up. But it didn’t. It ticked away at the same pace it always did without acknowledging my anticipation for the night’s festivities. I looked over at the bag from the costume store sitting on my desk. I had homework to do, but I couldn’t concentrate on it now. That’s what Sundays were for. I slipped on my headphones and hoped music would do the trick of speeding up the clock.

      2 p.m. I continued sifting through the albums on my iPod, especially Elliott Smith.

      3 p.m. I rummaged through the kitchen cabinets and refrigerator, snacking on anything I could find, much of which didn’t pair well together.

      4 p.m. I paced around the pool in the backyard with a Frolics shadow. I climbed up on the diving board, walked to the end, and looked down at the lightly rippled water. Ever since we moved here, the pool had beckoned me, but it couldn’t convince me to jump in. I hadn’t gotten in more than a half-filled bathtub since my accident in the lake. I was either seven or eight. And now I had this pool to remind me daily that I still wasn’t over the fear. Sucked under the surface, sinking to the bottom from pure panic. My flailing limbs failed to keep me afloat, just that one time, but that one time was all it took. I stepped back from the edge of the diving board with the usual, yet aggravating chills.

      5 p.m. I took my skeleton costume out of the bag, ripped open the plastic wrapping, and laid it out on my bed to de-wrinkle. I grabbed my gray hooded jacket—the one I had worn to the cemetery—from the closet and neatly placed it on the bed beside the skeleton costume. Lastly, I located my pair of black Converse with black laces and placed them on the bed beside my jacket. My ensemble was complete. It may not have been elaborate, but it was perfect.

      6 p.m. Mom was preparing dinner. I went into the kitchen to help. I thought the social interaction would be healthy and maybe help speed up the time. We finished up and Mom, Richard, and I sat down and ate. Jeremy was gone again.

      6:30 p.m. I freshened up and put on my costume.

      6:50 p.m. I said goodbye to Mom and Richard and told them I was going over to Desiree’s house. They gave each other a weird look.

      6:54 p.m. I was joyfully out the door.

      I rang the doorbell when I reached Desiree’s house. She yelled from somewhere inside to just come in. Eli and Anna were already there helping Desiree transform the house into a haunted Halloween wonderland. There were cheesy decorative ghosts, ghouls, and bats hanging from the walls and ceilings. Eli and Anna were now stringing cobwebs throughout the common rooms.

      Desiree dashed out from the kitchen. “There’s pizza in the kitchen, if you want some. I’m finishing up with the bathrooms. There are some folding chairs in the garage. Could you please get them and set them up on the back patio? That would be great,” she said and darted up the stairs.

      “Don’t worry, she’ll settle down once the party’s going,” Anna said. “Did you bring your costume?”

      “I’m wearing it,” I said and unzipped my jacket so the skeleton was more prominent. It was then that I noticed no one else was dressed up yet.

      “Oh—now I see. Who are you supposed to be?”

      “A skeleton, of course!”

      “Seriously? That’s it?”

      “All right, I’m a movie character.”

      Anna and Eli stopped what they were doing to analyze my costume. They both came up with nothing.

      “Okay, okay. If you haven’t figured out who I am by the end of the night, I’ll tell you,” I said, confident Anna would be frustrated all night without an answer.

      “Fine. Maybe Desiree will know,” Anna said to Eli, and he agreed.

      The kitchen was already set up: Two-liter bottles of soda, cups, chips, and candy on the counter, and several chests of ice on the floor. Behind the soda were a few bottles of liquor, and I had no idea how Desiree had gotten them. I was holding a bottle of whiskey when Desiree entered the kitchen.

      “Eli got those for us. A work hookup. It wouldn’t be a party without alcohol. Eli and Anna already took a shot, would you like one?”

      “No thanks; I’m good.”

      Just then Anna walked into the kitchen and linked arms with Desiree. “Do you know who Oliver’s supposed to be?”

      Desiree had been too busy with her preparations to notice my costume until now. She looked me up and down and shrugged, “I give up. Who’re you supposed to be?”

      “I told Anna I would let her know at the end of the party.”

      “But you can tell me,” Desiree said slyly.

      Anna gasped in horror that I would even consider such a proposal, which was exactly the reaction that caused me to accept. Desiree broke her link with Anna. I kept my eyes on Anna as I whispered into Desiree’s ear.

      “I would not have gotten that, but bravo. I like it.”

      “How dare you! How dare both of you!” Anna shouted. She grabbed the bottle of whiskey from my hand. “Eli, get in here! It’s time for round two!” She poured them both a shot and they knocked them down in one simultaneous gulp.

      “How about you?” I asked Desiree.

      “I don’t drink. This is for everyone else,” she said.

      “Your girlfriend knows. Find out for me,” Anna said to Eli as she rinsed out the shot glasses.

      “Knows what?”

      “Who Oliver is. Find out for me—please?” Anna pleaded.

      “Maybe I’ll find out for myself and not tell you.”

      “You wouldn’t!”

      “That’s all I ask,” I chuckled.

      “You guys suck,” Anna shouted and stomped out of the kitchen.

      After a moment’s rest, with Anna sulking in the other room, Desiree got back to business and left me standing alone in the kitchen. I ventured onto the backyard patio and spread more spider webs around the bushes. I wasn’t sure what other decorations Desiree wanted me to put up because the spider webs were all I could find.

      Eli was also outside setting up his music equipment. He had a plug-in acoustic guitar, half-stack amp, and effects board. He tested out the connections and volume by playing a few scales. After setting his guitar on its stand next to the amp, he disappeared into the garage and returned a few minutes later with three guys. They all carried their own equipment. Eli casually introduced me to his friends. Derek, Todd, and Mike. Eli helped Derek put together the drum set. Todd wheeled out his bass amp, with his guitar bag slung over his shoulder. Mike brought out a second guitar amp and PA, and set up his microphone. There was an industrial web of cords.

      Eli brought out shot glasses and the bottle of whiskey from the kitchen. They each took a celebratory shot and counted off to a pre-party jam. I sat back and soaked in the sonic artistry. Eli seemed to be acting extraordinarily nice to me today, and I wasn’t exactly sure why. Maybe he was finally over the fear that I was after Desiree. Because I wasn’t. She was just a friend and the feeling seemed to be obviously mutual.

      A song or two later, I noticed the girls step out through the sliding glass door. The music didn’t stop, but to me the whole world went silent. Desiree had her blue and red Alice in Wonderland dress with black and white striped stockings and the knee-high leather boots she had tried on at the mall. Her flowing russet hair was curled and voluptuous, quite a difference from the minimal attention she usually gave to it. Anna wore the black corset, a short black skirt, dark purple stiletto heels, and a choker necklace with a purple crystal heart dangling just above her bust line. Her short blonde hair was seductively combed forward, flirting playfully with her dark and alluring eyes, and a bright smile revealed her fresh set of fangs.

      “How do we look?” Desiree asked. They both attempted to strike a high-fashion pose.

      “Beautiful,” Eli shouted over the music. He motioned to the rest of the band to stop playing.

      “Amazing,” I said and got up from the folding chair I’d been resting on.

      Anna walked toward me and did a runway-like twirl with pristine balance on her stilettos and stopped less than a step away. “I vant to suck your blood,” she said dramatically and bared her fangs.

      “I don’t think I’m ready to live forever yet.”

      “Well, the night’s still young. Do you like?” she asked innocently.

      I grunted out a primal, yet undeniably positive response.

      She smiled ghoulishly and turned back to Desiree. “Let’s get this party started!” she said, grabbing my hand, and leading me into the kitchen. She snatched two plastic cups from the table and set them down on the counter. “What can I make you?”

      “Umm—a Coke is fine,” I stammered.

      “Are you sure you don’t want something with slightly more kick?”

      “No, I think a Coke will be fine,” I said, nervous about how much she was going to pressure me into drinking.

      She looked at me inquisitively for a moment and then poured a Coke for each of us. She grabbed a handful of ice cubes from one of the coolers and dropped a few in each drink. Handing me a cup, she smiled so her pearly fangs glistened over her bottom lip. As I took my first sip, she poured a curious amount of whiskey to top off her cup and stirred it with her index finger.

      “Cheers,” she said anxiously.

      Desiree walked in, grabbed a cup, scooped some ice, and poured herself some root beer.

      “How did you get your mom to let you throw this party?” I asked.

      “I didn’t. She’s visiting my grandparents this weekend, and I told her I needed to stay behind for schoolwork. But I’m sure on some level she knows, she just won’t ask. No one’s feelings get hurt that way.” And just as Desiree finished her sentence the doorbell rang. “Our first guests! Woo-hoo!” she screamed and dashed to the door.

      For the better part of an hour, masquerading guests and ghouls filled the house and spilled into the backyard. A few people I knew from my classes, a few I recognized from seeing around school, and many I’d never seen before in my life. There were also plenty of painted faces and masks floating around the house and it became a playful quest to discover their hidden identities. Krystal and Sara, from art class, showed up together. Andy showed up later with some friends. As far as I knew, Blaine wasn’t around, but who could tell with the deluge of costumes overtaking the house.

      Eli’s band roared in the backyard, dance music blasted from the living room, and the sliding glass door in the kitchen was the permeable divide allowing a continual flow of guests to and from the sonically different worlds. I enjoyed the casual ambience of the backyard concert. I was joined by Andy and his friends to listen to the twilight jam. There was minimal conversational pressure. I sipped my Coke and relaxed.

      The girls spent a lot of their time inside. It felt more like a party in there—crowded and claustrophobic with shouting and dancing. Desiree ran around playing hostess; she wanted to make sure everyone was having fun. She came out to watch the band a few times, offer people drinks, and introduce herself to friends of friends she didn’t know. She was always high-energy, but tonight she was on fire. It was her night, her party, and she was determined to make it (to use her earlier word) legendary.

      “Anna’s looking for you. Why aren’t you inside with her?” Desiree asked me.

      “She’s not looking very hard, ’cause I haven’t moved.”

      “Okay... She’s inside dancing, but she’d like to be dancing with you.”

      “I can’t dance.”

      “Then have a drink. It’ll loosen you up.”

      “I don’t want to drink,” I said, feeling embarrassed. “I’m fine with what I have.”

      “That’s okay. She’s pretty drunk and probably won’t notice you making a fool of yourself anyway,” Desiree said with a smile. “Go find her.” She grabbed my hand and led me into the kitchen, maneuvered me through the clusters of people, and walked me up to the hallway that led to the living room. “You’ve got nothing to be nervous about. I have to go fix some drinks. Go,” she said and gave me an encouraging nudge.

      The bass coming from the living room rattled my stomach every time the beat hit. I slowly lurched forward, growing more apprehensive of entering the living room with each step. I didn’t want to walk out onto the makeshift dance floor. I didn’t want to make a fool of myself with my first attempt at dancing with a girl in front of all these people. Everyone was focused on their own affairs, but as soon as my awkwardness on the dance floor was noticed, all eyes would be on me. The thought was terrifying.

      I turned the corner and looked out at the sea of bodies moving rhythmically to the music bellowing from the stereo. Most of the dancers enjoying the music were girls, but there were a number of guys making their moves on the increased odds. I noticed my girl, Anna, in the middle of the crowd, swaying with all those around her and holding her drink high in the air where it seemed just as likely to spill. She didn’t seem to be dancing with anyone in particular—with girls and guys surrounding her, and she was dancing with all of them, all moving in a trance-like ecstasy.

      I stood there, finishing my drink, gathering my courage, and biding my time for the appropriate moment. But what would be the appropriate moment? In between songs? For her to notice me? For a clear path to emerge? There was no path through the sea of bodies. Everyone seemed to be in some way connected, holding the outsiders at bay. Or were they just obstacles, obstacles I was meant to overcome…

      I finished my safety drink and no longer had a way to just stand around without looking awkward. I had to do something. Looking back to the kitchen, I thought of refilling my cup. And then I looked toward the dance floor and thought of moving forward. Finally setting my empty cup down on a small table by the stairs, I dove headfirst onto the dance floor.

      I did my best to move with the music and squeeze past the entranced, oblivious dancers. I kept my eyes on Anna as I maneuvered forward, deeper into the ocean and realized I had no easy exit. I stumbled, bumped, and shoved my way to the center and no one seemed to care. The close proximity was natural here, and we were all connected. I broke through the final barrier and stood dumbfounded in the presence of Anna grooving and grinding to the music. She had one hand in the air and one hand on some guy’s shoulder, moving seductively. She gracefully twirled 180 degrees and rubbed her body fervently against his, lost in the pulsating beat and feral rhythm of the music.

      Anna finally looked ahead and released a surprising burst of excitement at the sight of me standing before her. She pounced on me in jubilation and wrapped her arms tightly around my neck, unknowingly spraying our surrounding guests with what was left of her drink. Everyone around us took a step back with caution and groans of irritation, leaving us separated, yet trapped in the middle of the sea of undulating bodies.

      “There you are!” she yelled in my ear. “I’ve been looking all over for you. Are you having fun? Are you happy? Are you here to see me?” she said and stumbled backward when she let go of me. She steadied herself, extending her cup-holding hand to regain her balance. Then she brought the plastic cup up to her lips and attempted to take a thirst-quenching gulp, but got less than a drip. “Aww—it’s all gone.” She dropped the cup on the floor.

      Anna got herself back into the swing of the music and moved into me. She grabbed my hands at my sides and placed them on her gyrating hips. She threw her arms around the back of my neck, and we moved to the music as one person. I had no technique and tried not to think about what I was doing, except to follow Anna’s lead into an uninhibited state of consciousness. Anna had help, and I had Anna.

      “Do you want to get another drink?” she asked after a few songs.

      I nodded, and she grabbed my hand and led me out of the water. We maneuvered back to the kitchen, and Anna shrieked at the sight of Desiree still playing bartender. She broke free of my hand and ran up behind Desiree and locked her arms around her waist.

      “Wha’cha gonna fix me, girlie?”

      Eli and the guys from his band were standing around the counter, each with a bottle of import beer. It must’ve been intermission.

      “How’re you doing, Anna?” Todd, Eli’s bass player, asked and held up his beer.

      “I’m doin’ good, baby, how you doin’?” she answered.

      “Good, now that you’re here. You wanna go outside? We’ve got some catching up to do.”

      “No, I want another drink,” she said, hugging Desiree tighter.

      “Ease up, girl. I can’t breathe. What do you want?”

      “Whiskey ‘n’ Coke, m’dear,” Anna slurred.

      “Should I make it a double?” Desiree asked, turning her head to me.

      Anna turned, too, pouting, and the fangs made her look even more pathetic.

      “Just a Coke for me,” I said.

      “We’ve got extra beer if you want one,” Eli said. “They’re in the fridge.”

      “It’s cool, thanks though.”

      “You can’t party with just a Coke,” Todd said in a condescending tone. “Derek, pour us some shots.”

      “Desiree’s the bartender. Tell her to do it,” Derek shot back.

      “Thanks, guys,” Desiree said sarcastically.

      “Hey, guys—settle down,” Eli said.

      “I’m good, really,” I said.

      Desiree handed Anna her mixed drink, and she took a sip immediately.

      “Com’on, Anna, let’s go outside. We can just talk. Scout’s honor,” Todd continued, seemingly unfazed from the previous rejection.

      Anna looked like a confused little girl, clutching her drink with both hands, not really sure which way to go. Todd held out his hand to coax Anna toward him.

      “I dunno,” Anna said, lingering next to Desiree.

      Desiree looked back at me with a silent fury and bulging eyes, gesturing to me with her facial expression to do something.

      Anna took a step toward Todd, who was using any means necessary to lure her to him.

      Without thinking, I took action. I walked right up behind Anna, wrapped my arms around her waist, and pulled her into me. I whispered in her ear, “Would you like to dance?”

      She instantly spun around in my arms with a gleeful “Sure,” and rammed her lips into mine in front of everyone. Her fangs hit my teeth and nearly cut my lip. I was so startled I almost pulled back, but I was so excited I pushed through the initial pain. Anna must’ve felt it too because she quickly pulled back, ripped the fangs from her mouth, and planted her lips back on mine.

      Desiree gasped at the unexpected scene, and I heard Anna’s cup once again hit the floor. I internally cringed from the sound of the ice mixed splash, which sprayed the back of my pants. My eyes darted to Desiree and then around the group of onlookers. It was nerve-racking to be sober and the center of attention, so I closed my eyes and pretended Anna and I were the only ones in the room.

      The moment was everything. Our arms were tight around each other, pressing our bodies together so I could feel her heart sweetly speaking to mine. Our lips danced passionately together and our tongues met, shyly at first, but grew more comfortable as they caressed one another. My head swam with the thought that this wasn’t actually happening, but my body couldn’t deny that it was.

      Anna suddenly broke away, breathing heavily, looking smitten, guilty, and shocked all at the same time. We were both speechless for a moment, though probably for different reasons, so we just looked at each other. The expression on her face changed when she realized she had dropped her nearly full drink on the floor.

      “Oh my God, Desiree, I’m so sorry!” Anna cried and fell to her knees in an attempt to pick up the empty cup.

      “It’s okay,” Desiree said, already with a wad of paper towels in her hand. I helped Anna out of the spill and back onto her unsteady feet. Guiding Anna to take a few steps back, I wiped off her knees and helped Desiree clean the floor.

      Eli and his friends, having had enough of the spectacle, disappeared into the backyard. Hopefully, it was time for their second set, and they would be occupied for a while.

      “Desiree, I’m so sorry! I don’t know what got into me.” Anna stumbled backwards and plopped down in a chair at the kitchen table.

      Other groups of people gathered around the kitchen went back to their conversations. We’ll probably be the talk of the school on Monday.

      “But may I have another one?” Anna asked sweetly.

      Desiree threw the wet paper towels in the trash and looked at her with a sigh. She fixed Anna another drink and passed it to her. “Be careful with this one, okay?”

      Anna hugged Desiree without getting up from her seat, her head nestled against Desiree’s stomach.

      “Get up and go have fun,” Desiree said, as she ran her hand down Anna’s cheek and turned to me. “Take care of her, won’t you?” She kissed Anna on the top of her head, like a mother to her irresponsible child, and walked over and opened the sliding glass door to the backyard.

      The deafening music flooded into the kitchen, but was cut off when Desiree slid the door closed behind her.

      Anna took a sip of her new drink and pushed off from the table to get to her feet. She looked like a toddler learning to walk as she wobbled in her drunken state and stiletto heels.

      “Maybe dancing isn’t such a good idea,” I said as she latched onto me for support.

      “I need to get my heels off,” she said, placing her drink on the counter, wrapping one arm around my shoulder, and carefully balancing on one leg at a time to slip off her high heels. She put them down on the floor next to the counter.

      Anna raided the refrigerator, grabbed a rectangular pan covered with tinfoil, and set it down on the counter next to her drink.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Just a dessert I made,” she said and removed the foil.

      In the pan was red Jell-O. Anna fumbled around the drawers looking for silverware and pulled out a plastic cake cutter. She cut the Jell-O in the pan into smaller squares and lifted a piece out using the edge of the cake cutter. “Hold out your hand,” she said and dropped the lump of Jell-O onto my open palm.

      “Thanks?” I said, looking at the gelatin cube in my hand.

      Anna took a piece for herself and tossed it in her mouth. “Well, aren’t you gonna try it?”

      Jell-O wasn’t my favorite dessert, but it was hardly something you could hate, either. I tossed it into my mouth and tried to grasp the flavor. It was fine. It was Jell-O. It wasn’t as sweet as when Mom made it.

      “Is it good? It’s about as much cooking as I do,” she said.

      I nodded and ate another square to let her know I appreciated her culinary skills. “Very good,” I said after another square.

      Anna sipped from her drink, and I ate Jell-O, not what I expected to be doing at my first unchaperoned party.

      “What have we got here?” I heard a familiar voice say behind me.

      I turned and there was Jeremy and Leslie standing at the edge of the kitchen. Jeremy was a vintage crook with his black-and-white striped shirt, black snow cap, and black cloth mask over his eyes. Leslie was the sexy cop with exceptionally high heels, scandalously short shorts, a belt of handcuffs, and blue dress shirt halfway unbuttoned.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, trying not to look at Leslie.

      “Same as you—to have a good time.”

      Anna glared at both of them and sipped from her drink.

      Jeremy walked up to the counter in between Anna and me. He inspected the drink options and picked his poison—which turned out to be vodka tonics. He stopped before handing Leslie her drink, looked at the pan of Jell-O on the counter, and then over at me.

      “How you feeling, little brother?” Jeremy asked and handed a cup to Leslie.

      “Fine. Why?”

      “No reason,” he said, shaking his head.

      “You want some Jell-O?” I offered.

      “No!” Anna interrupted.

      “Naw, I don’t touch that stuff. I’ll let you two get back to each other. We’re gonna go mingle. Come on, hun,” Jeremy said and gave me a pat on the back. He held his hand out and Leslie scurried up to him. “Cheers.”

      He lifted his cup as they headed for the sliding glass door, which miraculously opened for them, and Desiree stepped into the kitchen.

      “What are you doing here?” Desiree growled.

      “The word around campus was this is the place to be tonight. You should be flattered. Your party received quite some buzz.”

      “I don’t remember sending you an invitation.”

      “This party is bigger than invitations,” Jeremy said. “If you invite half the school, you can’t get mad if the other half shows up as well. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we’re gonna go have some fun. That’s what parties are for, right? To have fun? It’s good to see you, Desiree.” Jeremy flashed his irresistible smile and scooted by Desiree, tugging Leslie along.

      “Sorry. It’s a great party,” Leslie said softly as she was pulled outside.

      Jeremy slid the door closed once Leslie was through.

      “Urgh!” Desiree yelled. “Your brother is so despicable! Why is he in my house?”

      I shrugged, as surprised to see him as Desiree.

      “You need a drink, hun?” Anna asked. Desiree shook her head.

      “Jell-O?” I offered. Her eyes shuffled between me and Anna. She shook her head again.

      “I need to dance. That will clear my head,” Desiree said and left.

      I popped another Jell-O square in my mouth and Anna refilled her cup. “I guess it’s back to just us,” I said.

      “I think I need to sit down for a little while. Then we can dance some more. I just need a few minutes to rest. You gonna finish the whole pan?”

      “I don’t think so—I feel a little weird,” I said and swallowed one more square.

      “Okay, get your drink—I got my drink. Can you get my shoes? Where’re my fangs?” she asked herself and stumbled around in circles. “Whatever, I’ll find them later. Let’s go, Oliver. Oliver. Oliver.”

      Anna grabbed my hand, half out of balance, and led me down the hall and up the stairs. Desiree was back to her usual self out on the dance floor. I was relieved she could change her emotional state so freely.

      Anna stumbled up the stairs, and I followed with the same sudden clumsiness. By the last few steps we were both crawling and laughing. There seemed to be so many more steps than I remembered. Once we reached the top, we collapsed on the carpet, sprawled out in the middle of the hallway, giggling and singing. I suddenly felt so carefree. So alive. So euphoric.

      She rolled toward me and threw her arm over my body and began to kiss me again. I pulled her body closer and she wrapped one leg around me—our lips caressing each other for what felt like hours. The room was spinning from the ecstasy of kissing her. I closed my eyes and felt the spiraling movement even more. I placed a hand on her arm, slid it around her shoulder, up her neck, and into her hair. She gave a soft moan and pulled playfully on my lower lip. It wasn’t until I took a moment to breathe that I noticed the continual flow of people around us, traveling up and down the stairs, and waiting in line for the bathroom.

      “We should probably get out of the way,” I said, panting heavily.

      We helped each other up, wobbling forward and backward, crashing into people waiting against the wall, and laughing. All the doors in the hallway were closed and Anna whimsically reached for the doorknob to Desiree’s room. She turned the handle and fell forward as the door swung inward. I fell into the room with her.

      There was a scream and it took me a room-swirling moment to realize it didn’t come from either of us. An entangled couple on Desiree’s bed turned to us, shocked and embarrassed, due to our intrusion on their private affair. At least they were still dressed.

      Anna attacked them immediately. “What’re you doing in here?” she yelled at the frozen couple. “Get out! Get OUT! GET OUT!”

      The couple leapt off the bed and out of the room in a single bound. Still lying on the ground, Anna tried to grab the girl’s bare ankle during her escape. I laughed at the couple’s cartoon-like exit. Anna got to her knees, crawled to the door, and slammed it shut.

      “That’s better,” Anna said and collapsed onto Desiree’s bed, nestling her head in the pillow. “I just need a moment.”

      “Me, too,” I said, still lying on the floor. I looked up at the ceiling and it appeared to be vibrating. Each time I turned my head, it took a moment for my eyes to catch up and refocus on what I was seeing. Each time I moved my head, it stirred a growing nausea in the pit of my stomach. I rolled to one side and felt slightly better.

      “I don’t think the Jell-O’s agreeing with me,” I said, curling slightly into a fetal position.

      “You did have kinda a lot of Jell-O shots, but you seemed to really like them...” Anna trailed off.

      “Jell-O shots? You served me Jell-O shots? You said it was Jell-O!”

      “I did not.”

      “Well you didn’t say it was Jell-O shots!”

      “I dunno...maybe not...but I thought you knew,” she said, lying on her side at the edge of the bed, with her arm bent beneath her head.

      “Oh dear God! I think I’m gonna throw up.”

      “No, you’re not.” Anna clumsily climbed down from the bed. “Just breathe.” She scuttled across the floor to Desiree’s desk, grabbed the trashcan, and set it next to me.

      I got to my knees and leaned forward, resting my knuckles on the floor in front of me for balance. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. In the darkness, I felt like I was falling and spinning and twisting in midair. I reopened my eyes and the room came to a reverberating halt and remained at rest as long as I didn’t move my head. I looked directly into the trash can.

      Anna knelt beside me and placed a hand softly on my back. “You’re okay. I’m sorry, Oliver. I just wanted you to have fun. I wanted us to have fun.” She gently moved her hand up and lightly massaged my neck.

      “I felt fine just a few minutes ago. It hit me so fast.”

      “You had a lot of 151 in a short period of time. I shouldn’t have let you keep eating them. I wasn’t really thinking. I’m pretty messed up, too. I’m sorry. I hope you still like me.”

      “I do. Thanks for staying with me,” I said and lay back on the floor, curled up on my side. I felt better lying down.

      “Would you be more comfortable on the bed?” Anna asked, still knelt beside me.

      “I just wanna lie here. I’m just gonna lie here.”

      “Okay, sweetie,” she said and climbed back onto Desiree’s bed. “I’ll be right here.”

      “Okay...” I said sluggishly. My eyes were closed and the darkness spiraled out of control, but it didn’t matter as much anymore. I felt the cosmos whirling around me, but I became numb to the motion sickness. I could barely hear the music anymore...I could barely feel the thump of the bass...I barely noticed the sudden banging of another kind...I couldn’t make out what Anna was saying...Her voice echoing through a tunnel that was miles long...I couldn’t see her...I couldn’t see the end...And then the beguiling screams rose like sirens in a far-off land...I felt someone else here...But who...I felt a hand on my arm...Only for a moment...And then nothing.
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      There wasn’t as much talk circulating the school as I would have thought, but maybe the gossip was out of everyone’s system already. Monday was Halloween and a sick day for me. Mom and Richard knew what happened, I’m sure, but they played along. Like Desiree had said, sometimes it seemed better not to ask so no one’s feelings got hurt. I needed the sick day because I wasn’t yet ready to face everyone at school. I wasn’t yet ready to face Anna, not knowing where we stood after our awkward relationship development at Desiree’s party. Maybe she didn’t want to know either. We had barely spoken since the party.

      When I returned to school on Tuesday, there were a few curious glances and some mild snickering, but not the massive media attention I had anticipated. To the outside world, not much had changed. But to me, things were profoundly different and I was nervous to find out how much.

      “It must have been nice to have a long weekend,” Sara said as we sat around the art table, working on our latest creations.

      “Yeah, well, what can you do? When you’re sick, you’re sick,” I said, gliding the pastel chalk across the paper and blending the colors with my finger. I was working on a drawing of a cloaked Death based on an image I found online, one with his sickle and sickly green horse.

      “Where were you when the police showed up?” Blaine asked.

      “You were there?”

      “Yeah, I showed up a little late.”

      “Wow, I guess there’s a lot I don’t remember. I don’t remember the police showing up at all. I remember being upstairs at some point, and then I remember throwing up outside and walking home with my brother.”

      “Who’s your brother?” Krystal asked.

      “Jeremy. I think he was dressed as a robber or something.”

      “That’s your brother?” Sara asked rhetorically and turned to Krystal. “He’s the one going out with Leslie Meurs.”

      “I had no idea,” Krystal said. “You two are so different. I wouldn’t have pegged you as brothers.”

      “Well, my family is an odd cast of characters,” I said.

      Desiree was sitting next to me, unusually quiet. She was working on a watercolor painting of a potted plant blooming with colorful flowers and an old-fashioned watering can.

      “Desiree was telling us yesterday that you and that girl Anna are a couple now,” Sara said.

      “Yeah, she’s cute,” Blaine said. “Quite the life of the party.”

      “Really? That’s what Desiree told you?” I asked, turning to Desiree, who was pretending to be hard at work. “What do you know that I don’t?”

      “More than you because I was sober the whole time.”

      “Hey, that was only because she...” I stopped myself, figuring the rest of that sentence wasn’t appropriate for mixed company.

      “Oh, like you didn’t know.”

      “I didn’t. Are you mad at me or something?”

      “No, why would I be mad at you?”

      “I don’t know, but you seem mad.”

      “Yeah, you do seem mad,” Andy said, coming out from the sidelines to stir the pot.

      Desiree shot him a murderous glance. “Well, I’m not. I’m fine.”

      Everyone returned to their pictures. There was a tension in the air that I’m sure everyone felt but no one tried to constructively defuse.

      “It was a hell of a party,” Blaine said to the table.

      After class, I walked quietly with Desiree to Mr. Gordon’s classroom. It was Tuesday afternoon and we had our scheduled meeting. It was nice having someone else to share the meetings with, and I think Desiree was glad to be included. But keeping secrets was not her best skill.

      “What are you aware of in this room right now?” Mr. Gordon asked. The three of us were sitting around the table in the basement-like Room of Enlightenment.

      Desiree looked at me, and I felt obligated to go first. “Do you mean like what can I see?”

      “What can you see, what can you hear, smell, feel, sense? What are you aware of?”

      “I see the three of us, the table and chairs, the lights, the stairway leading back to your classroom. I don’t smell anything and all I hear is myself talking.”

      “Do you feel anything?”

      “I don’t know what you mean. I can feel the table and chairs and the floor...”

      “Can you feel what I’m feeling? Can you feel what Miss Behring is feeling? Can you get a sense of what’s going on around you, outside of yourself?”

      “No, I guess I can’t,” I said.

      “Remember our promise to never say can’t,” Mr. Gordon said. “What you can’t yet you soon can. What about you, Miss Behring? What are you aware of?”

      “Apart from everything Oliver said—I also see the walls and the paintings hanging on the walls. I also feel a...I’m not sure how to describe it...a thick tension coming from Oliver.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “That’s very perceptive. I’m impressed. What concerns you, Oliver?”

      “I don’t see anything on the walls—”

      “You can’t see the paintings?” Desiree asked.

      “Look at the walls, Oliver. Focus. The paintings are there, but don’t look for them, look at them. What do you see?”

      I stared intently at the wall ahead of me. “I don’t see anything,” I said, agitated.

      “Don’t worry and don’t doubt your ability. But this little experiment goes to show you that everyone doesn’t see exactly the same thing. We take in billions of bits of information into our consciousness every second, and most of us are only aware of a few thousand. When you learn to expand your awareness, you find out there’s a lot more going on than you had originally thought. A lot more going on than you can ultimately comprehend. The difference in awareness between you and Miss Behring shows that awareness is on a continuum. Everyone’s awareness differs slightly, but is relatively close together on the continuum.

      “I put those pictures slightly out of sight for most people. The difference between you, Miss Behring, seeing them, and you, Oliver, not, is actually a small gap in awareness. Closing that gap and expanding awareness further down the continuum will change your whole life. What if you could see your path in front of you and you knew where you were going? Have you ever heard of someone sensing an event before it happened? What if you could see people for who they really are—see through the stories and lies and really see them?

      “What do you see, Oliver? Don’t strain, don’t try—just see.”

      I stared at the wall. I blinked my eyes. I closed my eyes and envisioned the paintings in my head and opened them again hoping the paintings would suddenly be there.

      “Here’s something else to remember: It’s not your eyes that see. Your eyes are just instruments. You don’t see with them. Those billions of bits of information, which come in through your eyes are interpreted and filtered by your brain. All that information is filtered based on your beliefs, historical patterns, frames of reference, social conditioning, and so on. Your brain filters that information based on all that conditioning from throughout your life to make up your perception of the world around you. Your brain filters out all the information that doesn’t fit into your current perception. And so you see what you’ve always seen. Your brain acts as a surge protector to protect you from a sudden sensory overload of everything going on out there. Now imagine training your brain to filter less and interpret more. That is how you expand your awareness. Don’t strain, don’t try—just see. Oliver, the paintings are there. Instruct your brain not to filter out that information. Interpret it and behold the paintings.”

      I closed my eyes again and tried to relax. I tried to remember what the paintings looked like when I had seen them last. As I sat in my pensive state, Desiree put her hand on my back in a gentle gesture of reassurance, welcoming me to join her in her elevated state of awareness.

      I opened my eyes slowly and this time I did see something. The paintings were there and they weren’t there. They were phantom shadows hanging on the walls. I was astonished that I was seeing more than I was just a few minutes prior. The excitement must’ve shown on my face because Mr. Gordon and Desiree both looked at me with the thrill that I was progressing.

      I closed my eyes once more and gently remembered the exquisite detail in the paintings on the walls. When I reopened them, the paintings emerged from the walls clearer than before, but not yet fully visible. I repeated the sequence several more times, and Mr. Gordon and Desiree sat patiently while I ventured into the visual unknown.

      “I see them!” I shouted finally.

      “Clearly?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “Clear as day.”

      “Great job, Oliver!” Desiree exclaimed. “I didn’t know I was seeing anything special. I assumed I was seeing what everyone else was.”

      “And that’s how it works in the normal variation of perception. People see things slightly different from one another, but typically go through life not knowing they are. You wouldn’t go around pointing things out asking, ‘Do you see that?’ We assume that if we see something, everyone else does, too.”

      “This is incredible!”

      “And you ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” Mr. Gordon laughed and suddenly the pictures disappeared from the walls.

      “What happened?” Desiree asked.

      Good. I’m not the only one for whom they disappeared.

      “I put them a little further out of reach, so now neither of you can see them naturally. Oliver, use that same technique again. The paintings are still there. And Miss Behring, now you get to focus and find the paintings for yourself.”

      Desiree looked frustrated. She had lost her upper hand and now had to work for it, too. She glanced over at me and tried to follow my lead.

      “Just think of the paintings as still being there,” I whispered and closed my eyes. It didn’t take long for the paintings to reappear. “I see them!”

      “You suck!” Desiree said, attempting to now catch up to me.

      “Be patient, Miss Behring. Remember what they looked like and see them as if never having left,” Mr. Gordon said.

      I looked around the room in awe, seeing all of the majestic paintings and knowing that the fact that I was seeing them was something special. I wanted to know what else I was missing, but unlike the paintings, I didn’t know what else was around and beyond me.

      “I see them, too!” Desiree erupted.

      “Excellent work you two; truly magnificent. This is just the beginning, but the beginning of your new lives. Know now that the world will never look the same again.”

      I put my arm around Desiree, and she leaned into me. We were excited about our accomplishment and thirsty for more. I wanted to find something else I hadn’t seen before that had been staring me in the face the whole time. Instantly, my mind shot to Anna.
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        * * *

      

      Desiree and I walked home in the autumn afternoon sun and marveled at the world around us. I couldn’t tell if I was seeing anything new, but everything I saw looked crisper and clearer, like I was seeing in high-definition for the first time. I felt more sensitive to the air blowing across my face and the sounds around me—instead of sounding like white noise, they were distinct, separate, and clear.

      “Are you seeing and hearing what I am?” Desiree asked.

      “I hope so. I think so.”

      “It’s marvelous. Who knew what we were missing?”

      “Mr. Gordon.”

      I left Desiree at the usual intersection and walked peacefully home. Jeremy was standing in front of the garage, with the door open and Mom’s car inside. He stood there talking to a bald man dressed in a dark suit coat and hat. And I couldn’t see him clearly. He seemed oddly fuzzy and almost translucent. It was like Jeremy was talking to a ghost. As I drew nearer, the mysterious man left Jeremy and walked through the garage into the backyard.

      “Who were you talking to?” I asked Jeremy as I pushed my way up the driveway.

      “No one. I just got back from walking Frolics. How are you feeling? Made a full recovery yet?”

      “I just saw you talking to someone. He went into the backyard.”

      “Go see for yourself, there’s no one back there but Frolics. I don’t hear him barking, do you?”

      “I know what I saw!” I growled.

      “I think you may still be drunk from the party. Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”

      I didn’t answer him. Instead I marched into the backyard in search of the mysterious bald man. When I got back there, I found Frolics panting and lying on the grass. He beat his tail against the lawn and tensed up like he was readying himself to pounce. I knelt down and patted him on the back, prompting him to immediately roll over and expose his flabby stomach. When I stood up, Frolics stood up and followed me around the backyard like a four-legged shadow. I didn’t find the man.

      “Where’d he go, Frolics? I know you saw him, too.”

      I stood at the edge of the pool looking around, and Frolics sat down beside me, staring up with his foolish grin and tongue hanging out.

      “What did I say?” Jeremy said, walking around the corner of the house.

      “I know what I saw,” I said again.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I lay in bed holding my phone, flipping through the phone book. I had a feeling I needed to call Anna. I needed to take the uncomfortable step forward. I thought about hearing her voice on the other end of the line and where our conversation would go. But the more I thought, the more nervous I was to call. It would be another first in a long string of firsts with her: First party, first dance, first kiss, first drunken experience...I was making this harder than it needed to be. I stopped on her name and pressed Send.

      “Oliver, I’m so glad you called. I was just thinking about you.”

      “I thought you might not pick up. I had no idea what I was going to say in the message.”

      “Of course I’d pick up,” Anna said. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I dunno.”

      “How are you feeling? You haven’t talked to me much since the party. You were kinda distant at lunch.”

      “So were you. I didn’t know what to say.”

      “Just say what you feel,” she said.

      “I feel closer to you more than ever, even though now we’re the furthest distance apart.”

      “I wish I could just lay with you right now and not worry about anything.”

      “That would be really nice,” I said.

      We didn’t talk long, but I felt at ease by the end of our conversation and when I put down the phone, I sighed and sunk deep into my bed.

      As the night pushed on, I lay in bed trying to see more. Maybe TJ was always here and I just couldn’t see him. Maybe certain events broke into my field of vision and others didn’t. Maybe he’d been trying to communicate with me the whole time and I didn’t know it. Maybe he was trying to talk to me now and I wasn’t listening closely enough to hear him. I lay and listened, but only heard the faint hum of my fan. I tried to listen beyond the hum and suddenly noticed something. I heard the faintest of melodies coming from somewhere in my room, but I couldn’t pinpoint as to exactly where. The slow, somber notes sounded like they were coming from a phantom violin. It was like I was in a movie and I could hear the score playing in the background. It was haunting. It was beautiful. It was so close to the edge of my consciousness that it was hard to tell if I was really hearing the music or if it was just a tune in my head. If it was something I was creating, then I hoped I would never forget it.

      I tried not to be alarmed with the thought that the song was not my own. I tried to think of the song as having a friend in the room. And with having a friend in the room, I felt comforted. The music was so faint that when I began thinking of other things, it vanished from my awareness. Without even seeing him, I still felt TJ there with me. I just knew he was there, and I knew he was my friend.
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        * * *

      

      “You heard him? I don’t even know how to feel about that,” Desiree said, looking hilarious in her goggles as we stood at our chemistry lab table.

      We were experimenting with mild acids and bases, and recording their reactions.

      “I’ve heard him once before. I told you that, didn’t I?”

      “Maybe you did, I don’t remember.”

      “Remember the night in the cemetery? I think I know what he was trying to spell on the Ouija board.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Desiree said, sliding the goggles down around her neck so they hung like a necklace. Her whole body seemed to tense up.

      “Desire? He was spelling your name.”

      “That’s crazy. You don’t know that.”

      “How well did you know TJ?”

      “Not that well.” She paused. “I don’t want to talk about this right now.”

      “Okay,” I said, watching the chemical reaction in the beaker before me.

      The bell rang, and Desiree hurried to help me clean up our station. Leslie said “hi” and “bye,” which had become her routine. Desiree and I parted ways, like every day—she turned right, and I turned left. I headed toward my locker to get my books for the next two classes. Turning the corner, I maneuvered my way through the chaos of students to reach my locker. I exchanged the book I had for the books I needed, slammed the metal door shut, and turned to leave. But suddenly a sharp pain sliced through my stomach, and then I noticed who stood before me.

      “Do you believe in karma, Nut Grain?” Sasha leaned in close and whispered in my ear. His shaved-head lackey stood a few paces behind him, standing like a rock amidst the endless flow of students.

      My eyes began to tear uncontrollably. My stomach burned. The world around me started spinning. Falling back into the lockers, I suddenly needed them for support and balance. I didn’t know how much longer I could stand. My knees shook violently.

      Sasha stepped away, but kept his eyes on me like a hawk. Was I the mouse? Was I tiny and helpless? He wasn’t smiling, just watching.

      Lightning bolts shot through my body every time I tried to move, which I could hardly bear. I fought the urge to glance down, but ultimately lost. When I did, what I saw horrified me more than I could’ve anticipated. The handle of a screwdriver protruded from a blood-soaked rip in my shirt, just above my navel. Blood poured from my wound, down my shirt, down my pants, and onto the ground. I could hardly move. I was frozen. I felt like I was going to vomit. I felt faint.

      My knees finally gave out. I collapsed onto the ground—against the lockers—into my own blood. I didn’t know what to do with my hands. I didn’t want to touch the handle of the screwdriver. It hurt just thinking about it. I didn’t know whether I should pull it out or leave it in. I didn’t know if I should close my eyes or keep them open. I didn’t know if I was still awake or already dreaming. But the pain was sharp and constant and cut through everything.

      I looked up at the continuous river of passing bodies. That was when the screaming started.

      There were people all around me, but no one had actually seen the attack. A few students knelt down beside me, careful to avoid the blood, and were talking to me in muffled voices—their concern still apparent through the haze. Girls standing back were still screaming. I saw Sasha slowly slipping away into the crowd, attempting to escape unnoticed, which maybe he had originally planned to do and maybe he hadn’t. And then another voice, a familiar one, broke through the haze.

      “Hey! You’re not getting away that easy!” Jeremy shouted as he burst through the crowd, grabbing Sasha’s attention before he could fully disappear.

      “Jeremy...don’t...” I spoke softly and was probably only heard by the few students kneeling beside me. Students began to stop and gather as the conflict intensified. Cell phones were out. Whispers were traveling like electricity through a puddle.

      “What do you want?” Sasha shouted back, with Greg at his side.

      “We’re gonna finish this right,” Jeremy said and, without skipping a beat, turned his attention and pointed to one of the students kneeling beside me. “You, get the nurse and some teachers. Tell them there are some injured students here. And tell them to hurry ’cause this won’t take long.” Jeremy intensely turned back to Sasha. He moved forward with no hesitation. “I guess we didn’t get your attention last time. I will this time!”

      Even with my vision blurred and through the blinding pain, I saw a shudder pass through both guys. Sasha gulped, but tried to still exude strength.

      “How’s your hand?” Jeremy taunted and apparently added to the confusion. Sasha looked too dumbfounded to respond.

      Jeremy was in Sasha’s face in a flash. Sasha swung first. I remembered the speed and power of his swing, what it felt like when it connected, and cringed when Jeremy made no attempt to duck. But, to my amazement, Jeremy caught Sasha’s wrist in midair. I think Sasha was just as amazed. Jeremy clasped tightly to Sasha’s wrist and they looked at each other for a long, brutal moment. Sasha must have felt something that no one else could fathom and stood seemingly helpless before Jeremy. I had no idea why and couldn’t see what was coming.

      Suddenly, Jeremy jerked and twisted Sasha’s arm. Sasha violently swung around, away from Jeremy, with his arm pinned behind his back. Jeremy kept his grip tight on Sasha’s wrist and placed a hand on his opposite shoulder. Greg’s eyes widened in horror as Jeremy yanked Sasha’s arm further until there was a sharp snap!

      Sasha let out a scream that echoed throughout the school.

      Jeremy then pushed him forward to crash into his friend, but Greg dodged the incoming body. Sasha toppled down the few stairs that led to the quad. The sound of him colliding with the pavement also rang out.

      Jeremy wasted no time and lunged forward. He passed by Greg, held out an arm, and Greg went flying. He was repelled through the air as if from the poles of a magnet, without Jeremy laying a hand on him. Jeremy leapt down the stairs—now out of sight for me—but Sasha’s screaming continued.

      I lay against the lockers fighting the urge to faint. The pain in my stomach was getting worse. My whole body was tingling. The smell of blood was nauseating. Some random girl, kneeling to my right, held my hand. She reassured me that I was going to be okay. I told her not to leave me, but I couldn’t tell if she understood a word I said.

      Maybe I should apply pressure to the wound. Maybe someone else should do it for me since I wasn’t in the right mind to make good decisions. Maybe I should just go to sleep and hope I wake up in a better place.

      “Oliver!” I heard Desiree scream from somewhere in the haze. She broke through—in slow motion, as if from a movie—collapsing in front of me. The girl holding my hand backed off immediately. Desiree quickly shimmied off her backpack and ripped off her sweater. She gently placed it against my stomach, careful to not move the lodged screwdriver, and held it firmly against me to lessen the blood flow. It hurt more, but I didn’t stop her.

      “Are you kidding me!” Desiree yelled at a few students creeping closer to get unobstructed pictures and videos. “Get out of here!”

      Jeremy marched up the stairs and descended on Greg. Still lying on the ground, Greg had his arms up in a defensive position. Jeremy easily kicked his arms away and stomped straight down on his nose. Greg made a little sound and lay still.

      There was more commotion, which seemed to be approaching fast. And then Mr. Gordon appeared. He squatted next to me, across from Desiree, and swiftly analyzed my condition.

      “There is so much blood—I didn’t know what to do,” Desiree cried.

      “Don’t worry, you did fine,” Mr. Gordon said to keep her from hyperventilating. “Can you walk with assistance?” he asked me.

      “I dunno,” I whispered.

      “You’ll be fine very soon, but right now, we need to get you out of here.”

      “Okay,” I groaned. “I’ll try.”

      Mr. Gordon quickly pulled the screwdriver from my stomach and moved Desiree’s hand up slightly to cover the wound with her ruined sweater. I felt the sharp pain leave with the screwdriver. I felt remarkably better, but my body continued to scream from the trauma. I was still sweating, weak, nauseous, and trembling.

      “My phone just died,” someone in the crowd said.

      “Mine, too.”

      “It just went black.”

      “What’s happening? This stupid thing’s brand new!”

      Without waiting for a signal that I was ready, Mr. Gordon, with Desiree’s assistance, pulled me to my feet. I took over covering my wound, and Desiree held my arm to keep me steady. I stumbled forward like a puppet.

      “We need to go around the back of the building. The nurse and Vice Principal Adams are almost here,” Mr. Gordon said, guiding me back toward chemistry.

      “Wait! What about Jeremy?”

      “What about him?”

      “We can’t just leave him here, after what he did,” I said and pulled Mr. Gordon and Desiree to a protested stop. I glanced back and saw Jeremy still standing over Greg’s motionless body. Jeremy looked horrible and terrified. “Come on, Jeremy!”

      “I can’t,” he whispered, which I couldn’t hear, but I still knew what he said.

      I noticed he was crying and I couldn’t help but cry with him.

      The mysterious bald man I had seen in our garage—who had done quite the disappearing act—materialized just behind Jeremy. Still looking faded and ghostly, the man put a gentle hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. When Jeremy turned, he was greeted by the pale man’s open embrace. Crying into the shoulder of a dark suit coat, Jeremy briefly made eye contact with me before they both vanished.

      It was just a coincidence that Mr. Gordon and Desiree looked back at the same moment and saw only the traumatized gathering of students and two of the fallen bodies. Everyone with a phone out was staring down at a dead, black screen.

      “Where is he?” Desiree asked.

      “He’s gone,” I said, not understanding what I had seen. But I allowed Mr. Gordon and Desiree to continue pulling me away from the scene.
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      Once we rounded the back of the science building, I felt some relief. The crowd was now behind us, and the rest of the student body was beginning second period. Mr. Gordon and Desiree carried me to the deserted backside of the school. We stopped, and Desiree and I leaned up against the brick wall. She leaned forward with her hands on her thighs, breathing heavily. Mr. Gordon wasn’t the slightest bit winded. I wiped the dried and crusty tear tracks from my face and let out a long sigh.

      We had escaped everyone, seemingly unnoticed. The backside of the building had no doors or windows; it was just a weathered brick wall. There were random patches of grass, dirt, and fallen leaves. The edge of the school was lined with a chain-link fence and bundles of bougainvillea creeping wildly up and over it. Cars passed just beyond the fence and gave us the noise cover we needed.

      “Thanks, Mr. Gordon. You always find a way to show up when I need you. I don’t know how you do it,” I said, removing Desiree’s bloody sweater from my stomach to hand back to her. I looked at the blood-soaked rip in my shirt and was initially startled to not see a gaping hole in my stomach.

      “Don’t be so surprised. You’ve already seen what I can do,” Mr. Gordon said.

      I lifted my shirt to get a better view, and Desiree examined my stomach, too. Blood was dried around and below where the wound had been, but what was left was a shiny circular scar. I touched it carefully and it wasn’t the least bit tender. It was like it had been there for years.

      “I don’t believe it,” Desiree said, feeling the scar for herself. She stepped back and looked up at Mr. Gordon in awe.

      “You gave me a scar?” I asked Mr. Gordon, remembering when he had sliced his arm open and healed himself perfectly.

      “I didn’t give you a scar. You gave yourself a scar,” Mr. Gordon said. “I wish I could have healed you completely. Your doubt in your ability to be healed prevented me from fully healing you. It just goes to show you, we still have work to do. But all things considered, how are you feeling, Oliver?”

      “I think I’m okay. I thought I was done for back there. I had never felt pain like that. I don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t shown up.”

      “The nurse would’ve gotten a hold of you, and you’d probably be on your way to the hospital right now. But I think this worked out better, don’t you?” Mr. Gordon said.

      “Most definitely. The pain was terrible.”

      “I’m so glad you’re all right,” Desiree said, laying her head on my shoulder.

      “Do you still have it?” I asked Mr. Gordon.

      “Have what?”

      “The screwdriver.”

      “Why?” he asked and pulled the unsuspecting weapon from his back pocket. It was spotless, not a drop of blood left on it.

      I reached out, and he placed it apprehensively in my hand. This tool designed to fix and create had been used against its own nature and almost took everything from me. I didn’t see it as a weapon. I held it out and marveled at its simple beauty. “Can I keep it?” I asked Mr. Gordon.

      “I don’t think that’s the best idea. Why would you want the reminder of such an awful occurrence? Isn’t the scar enough?”

      “I don’t see it that way. I see it as a reminder that there are two sides to everything.”

      “Ahh. The duality of the physical plane.”

      “Mr. Gordon! What about your class?” Desiree said suddenly.

      “Don’t worry. Mrs. Olson is covering for me. She doesn’t have a second period.”

      “When did you have time to do that?” Desiree asked.

      “Just before I found Oliver. Remember our discussion yesterday about awareness? You could say I was a little ahead of the event.” Mr. Gordon grinned.

      “Then couldn’t you have gotten there like five minutes earlier?” I asked.

      Mr. Gordon laughed it off, but I thought it was a serious question. We all took a seat, leaning against the wall.

      “What’s gonna happen to Jeremy?” I asked.

      “It’s hard to tell. It’ll probably depend on how injured those other boys are. It’ll be pretty hard to get away with self-defense.”

      “Especially since I’m healed.”

      “That’s very true.”

      “And what are you going to tell people who saw you get stabbed?” Desiree asked.

      “I don’t know if anyone actually saw it happen. The focus was on the aftermath, then on Jeremy, and then you guys showed up and snuck me away. I think most of it was a blur.” I flipped the screwdriver over in my hand.

      “People will believe what you tell them. So what happened?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      I thought for a moment about what I would tell people and it came to me quickly. “I was punched in the stomach and fell back into the lockers. Jeremy showed up and got into it with them. End of story. I was barely involved. I was just lucky Jeremy was there to get me out of the line of fire.”

      “That’ll work fine.”

      “Wasn’t there blood on the ground?” Desiree asked.

      “Good thinking, Miss Behring. I’ll take care of that on my way back to class,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “And what about pictures and stuff they took on their cell phones. There’s probably already evidence on Facebook,” Desiree said.

      “Check your cell phone,” Mr. Gordon said.

      Desiree did and became immediately frustrated with what she discovered. She punched at the keys and tapped the device against her leg. “It’s dead,” she whined.

      “Yeah, I did a blanket electronics blackout of the whole vicinity,” Mr. Gordon said. “I didn’t have time to be precise. But all the evidence should be wiped clean. Let me see your phone.”

      Desiree handed it over, and when Mr. Gordon returned the device to her, it seemed to be back in working order.

      “All your media should still be there,” he said.

      “And everyone else’s?” Desiree asked, gazing down at the illuminated screen.

      Mr. Gordon shrugged.

      “I need to help Jeremy,” I said with a growing sense of guilt, starting to feel the full weight of the situation. “He’s in a lot of trouble—all because of me,”

      “How did he know?” Desiree asked and put her phone away.

      “I don’t know. I barely ever see him at school.”

      “I’ll find out what I can and see what I can do,” Mr. Gordon said. “Oliver, you should probably take the rest of the day off. Relax. Clear your head. I’ll tell Vice Principal Adams you left, that you were stunned and not hurt.”

      “Won’t he want to speak with me?” I asked.

      “Most likely, but that can wait until tomorrow. I don’t want to put you through any more stress for one day. You can hop the fence right over there so you don’t run into anyone. Desiree, why don’t you go with him?”

      “Really? I get to take the rest of the day off, too?”

      “I’d feel better if Oliver didn’t walk alone. And I’m sure he could use a friend.”

      “I appreciate that,” I said and put the screwdriver in the small pocket of my backpack. “Thanks, Mr. Gordon.”

      “Next time we meet, we need to talk about how to keep you out of trouble. This is twice now.”

      “I know. I’m responsible for what happened.”

      “Not fully, but you’re learning. We need to get you on a plane of consciousness that’s a little safer because I can’t always be there,” Mr. Gordon said, half serious and half joking, but the half that was serious sounded ominous and almost prophetic.

      Desiree and I thanked Mr. Gordon again and headed for the fence. The morning was chilly, but we kept warm by our brisk pace. I was looking forward to a night without homework, but I worried how Mom and Richard would take the news of my second sick day and Jeremy’s schoolyard brawl. I hoped I could talk to him first.

      We walked quietly most of the way home. When we reached our intersection Desiree asked, “Don’t you want some company? I don’t want to go home yet. And besides, you need a friend, remember?”

      That was true. I did need a friend. We walked back to my house, and I led her in through the side door.

      “Mom?” I called, as we walked in through the laundry room. There was no response, but Frolics came skidding into the kitchen, with his tail slamming into everything. But as soon as he saw unexpected company, he let out a low growl.

      “Yeah, Desiree’s so threatening. Quiet, Frolics. Be nice,” I scolded him.

      Frolics stopped a few paces from us, with his head low and the hair on the back of his neck raised. I walked up and grabbed his scruff, forced him to sit, and knelt beside him. Desiree stayed back. I wasn’t sure how comfortable she was with dogs, especially a dog with the power to take her knees out from under her.

      “He may sound threatening when he’s protecting his home, but he’d never hurt anyone,” I said.

      His tail was beating against the floor again, and I let him go. Frolics ran up to Desiree, nudging her with his nose and licking her hands. Desiree’s apprehension subsided, and she seemed to enjoy the attention.

      “Mom?” I called out again and searched the house. “Jeremy?” I walked back into the kitchen to find Frolics still pummeling Desiree. “I guess no one’s here. I’m gonna change. I’ll probably have to burn these clothes. Make yourself at home.”

      I quickly threw on some fresh clothes and hid the bloody ones under my bed. When I returned to Desiree, I found her in the living room looking at family pictures on the bookcases.

      “So this is your mom and stepdad?” she asked, pointing at a wedding picture of the four of us. “Your mom’s really pretty. How old were you here?”

      “I was twelve, and Jeremy was fourteen. We were ushers. That’s the day we knew we were stuck with Richard.”

      “That’s not very nice.”

      “Okay, that’s not exactly what I meant. Richard’s a good guy and all, but that’s when it hit us that it was permanent.”

      “I don’t see any pictures of your dad.”

      “You wouldn’t. We don’t have any. I never told you about the fire?”

      “No! You never told me about a fire!” Desiree said, accusatorially.

      “Okay. Well, when I was five or six or something, a fire started somehow in the middle of the night. I was told it was electrical. My mom got me and Jeremy out of our house safely—and it was right after we’d gotten Frolics, who was just a puppy—but we lost everything else, including all the pictures of my dad.”

      “That’s terrible,” she said softly and continued glancing at the other pictures. “You are surrounded by bad luck, aren’t you?” She paused. “What was it like?”

      “I don’t remember. I don’t remember the fire or anything before it. I guess I blocked it out. But, what sucks even more is, I lost the rest of my memories, too. I don’t know. I’ve always wanted to know what my life was like before that happened ’cause I was like two or three when he died. Maybe I would have remembered something about him.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t have many memories from when I was that young.”

      “But you have pictures to remind you.”

      “True. But they’re just that—pictures. I don’t always feel like I was there,” Desiree said with a shrug.

      “I guess.”

      Desiree looked back at the pictures on the bookshelves. “I lied to you earlier…and I don’t like doing that.”

      “Oh?” I said, confused.

      “TJ and I had attended the same schools since elementary. His family had lived here as long as mine. He was a year older. I had known him most of my life.”

      “Desiree, I’m so sorry.”

      “He was my friend.”

      “Did you see it coming?”

      “When you look back and analyze everything to death…” she stopped for a moment, probably realizing her choice of words, “…you see what you missed in the moment. I should have seen it coming, but I didn’t at the time.”

      “It’s not your fault. You can’t blame yourself for him being a coward and opting out—”

      “He wasn’t a coward!” Desiree snapped.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “I should have had more compassion. I never even got to say goodbye.” Desiree was supposed to be the one supporting me, and here she was nearly in tears. I took a step toward her, not sure if she was emotionally asking for a hug.

      “You still can, you know. He’s here…”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know if I can,” Desiree said, shaking her head. “I don’t know if I can handle it. I wasn’t around when it happened. Maybe if I was, I could have done something.”

      Her guilt and regret, and the onslaught of unexpected information, crashed into me like a tidal wave. This was a vulnerable side of her I had never seen. Her sadness made her look so young. So wounded. So broken. So not like Desiree.

      I felt more connected to her than ever.

      “TJ was in drama at school. At home, he played the violin. Do you know how much time and dedication it takes to learn to play the violin well?” She paused again. “I could listen to him practice for hours. It was so beautiful. I would lie on his bed and drift away while he played. There was nothing like it.”

      I could hear the soft music again as I remembered last night. “I’ve so wanted to know who he was.”

      “He was my best friend.”

      “So, would you like to say hello, or goodbye—for old time’s sake?”

      Desiree seemed to finally consider it. And she seemed to have a greater natural awareness than me, which could make for interesting revelations. “Are my eyes blotchy?” she asked as she carefully dabbed around her lower eyelids.

      “Your eyes are beautiful.”

      She didn’t say anything back, but she attempted a smile. Her makeup was running, but I didn’t want to upset her more. I led her to my bedroom, though it seemed she already knew the way. Inside my room, she paced around my furniture. She seemed to be somewhere far away, lost in a memory.

      “TJ’s bed used to be on the other side of the room. And his desk was under that window.” Desiree stopped in front of the mirrored closet doors. “Oh God, I look terrible.”

      I snatched a tissue from my desk and handed it to her. Dabbing at the runs in her smeared eye makeup, she was determined to make herself presentable again.

      “That reminds me, I should text Eli and Anna to tell them where we are. I don’t want them to worry.”

      I called Jeremy while Desiree took a seat on my bed and typed away on her phone’s keyboard. I probably should have been the one to text Anna, but I was more worried about Jeremy. I mouthed “pick up” over and over as the phone continued to ring and eventually went to Jeremy’s voicemail. “Jeremy, I don’t know where you are, but I hope you’re okay. I’m fine and want to talk to you before anything else happens. Umm...I hope you get this soon. I’m at home. Call me back,” I said and closed the phone.

      “No luck?”

      “No. But you don’t like him anyway. You don’t have to pretend to care.”

      “That’s not fair!” Desiree yelled. “After what he did for you today—not to mention taking care of you after the party. He really acted like your big brother.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m just upset. I mean, where is he?”

      “I know. It’s been a long morning. He’s fine—you’ll see,” she said.

      I went and sat down beside her, looking away, shoulders hunched. She put a consoling arm around me. We sat together for a few minutes before she remembered why we had come here in the first place. Her expression sank even further.

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “He was your friend. He’ll want to hear whatever you have to say,” I whispered, unintentionally. The volume just wouldn’t escape my lips.

      A car outside passed by the house. No, a car was coming up the driveway, and I heard the sound of the garage door opening—

      “My mom’s home!” I said and jumped up in a flash. “We need to get out of my room!”

      Desiree followed me down the hall and back into the living room. We plopped ourselves down on either end of the couch. I hesitated for a moment and then abruptly moved over to the recliner. Desiree looked at me like I was a lunatic.

      I heard Mom fumble with the lock on the side door and the jingle of Frolics scrambling to his feet before the door swung into him. She barged into the house with the sound of crumpling paper.

      “Hi, Mom,” I said, in an attempt not to startle her too much.

      “Oliver?”

      “And Desiree,” I added.

      “What’re you doing home?”

      “I still wasn’t feeling well,” I said as Mom entered the living room. “The nurse let me go home and suggested Desiree walk with me to make sure I was all right.”

      “Walk home? If you’re sick, why would they let you walk home? Why didn’t they call me?” she asked suspiciously.

      “She offered to, but I said I was all right to walk, and Desiree was already with me. So they agreed to let me as long as we walked together,” I said, trying to keep my story straight.

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It’s nice to finally meet you,” Desiree chimed in to take the attention off me.

      “Oh...yes...likewise,” Mom stuttered, her concentration disrupted. “Thank you for walking with him. How are you feeling now?”

      “A little better. I just need to rest and continue drinking water.”

      “Where is your water?” Mom asked sharply.

      “I—”

      “I’ll get you another one,” Desiree said and jumped up.

      “I have to finish bringing in the groceries,” Mom said and turned to leave.

      “Oh, I’ll help you!” Desiree exclaimed and left with Mom.

      “What about my...water,” I said meekly, but they were already gone. I had to keep up the charade, so I went into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of filtered water.

      Mom and Desiree came back with grocery bags in each hand. They made two more trips and, by the time they were done, grocery bags lined the kitchen counters.

      “Thanks for the second pair of hands,” Mom said to Desiree. “Now, Oliver gets to put the food away.”

      “I’m sick,” I protested like a spoiled child. Sometimes it just comes out.

      “If you’re well enough to walk home, you’re well enough to put away groceries,” Mom said and dug through her purse for her cigarettes and sauntered into the backyard with Frolics.

      “Maybe I should get going,” Desiree said as I began emptying the grocery bags.

      “Okay. Thanks for walking me home.”

      “That’s what friends are for. Jeremy will be fine.” Desiree grabbed her backpack from a kitchen chair and stopped at the entrance to the laundry room. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” As she went out the side door I heard her say goodbye to Mom and Frolics.

      Mom came back inside a few minutes later, just as I was finishing with the groceries.

      “She seems like a sweet girl.”

      “Yeah,” I said, tempted to remind her that she’d made that comment before.

      “But if you’re going to start bringing girls home, especially when nobody’s here—” Mom cleared her throat and poured herself a glass of water from the faucet. “—I want you to practice good judgment and to be responsible. I don’t want you bringing them into your room. Please stay out in the common areas.”

      “I know, Mom. We were.”

      “I know. I’m just saying. You’re getting older—and if your brother’s any indication—I don’t want to have to worry about you, too.”

      “Then don’t. I’ll be fine, really.”

      “Well, keep drinking your water. Do you need any medicine?”

      “Already took some.”

      “Then go lie down so you can be okay for school tomorrow. You’ve missed enough,” she said and felt my forehead.

      I retired to my room, where I intended to hide out until dinner.

      The phone rang early in the afternoon, while Mom was out walking Frolics, and I jumped out of bed to answer it. I quickly reached for the phone and was about to pull it off the hook, when I suddenly stopped. It rang two more times before the answering machine message picked up, and it was the school calling about Jeremy. I let the office administrator finish leaving her message and immediately erased it.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s your brother?” Mom asked me when I came out of my room for dinner.

      “I don’t know.”

      “If he’s not going to come home for dinner, he should at least call,” she said carrying the two pots from the stove to the table. “Have you spoken to him?”

      “Your mother tells me you left school early today. Are you feeling any better?” Richard asked as he grabbed two beers and sat down.

      “Loads better. I slept through half the afternoon. I’m feeling 100% better. No, I left him a message a few hours ago.” I refilled my glass of water and sat down at the table.

      “He must be out with that girl Leslie again. She seems like a sweet girl, but he’s out with her all the time.”

      “Remember that, Oliver. When you start dating someone, you can’t be out with her constantly. You have to have balance. You want to make it look like you have a life—” Richard said and leaned in closer, “—even if you don’t. She can’t be sitting at home thinking about you if you’re always together.”

      “That’s terrible advice,” Mom said, taking a seat at the table.

      Richard sat up straight. “Yeah, but it works.”

      After dinner and the dishes, I was back in my room. I kept my phone close, waiting for Jeremy to call. But as the remainder of the day sifted through to the bottom of the hourglass, I grew more concerned. I knew he was in trouble, but now the question was how much?

      My phone chimed and lit up. It was a text from Desiree.

      Have you heard from Jeremy yet? Desiree asked.

      Not yet, I replied.

      I’m sure he’s fine and will be home soon.

      Hope so. Getting worried.

      Have faith. G’nite.
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        * * *

      

      My alarm woke me up. I felt around the bed for my phone. No messages. No missed calls. I couldn’t remember what time I finally fell asleep. I jumped out of bed and hurried into the hallway. I peeked into Jeremy’s room and his curtains were open and his bed was made. Maybe he got home late and woke up early; that’s not completely out of character for Jeremy.

      I wandered into the kitchen and immediately knew something was wrong. Richard was seated at the table. He would usually have left for work by now. Mom was on the phone. “I don’t know...I don’t know if he went to school or not, but as far as the last time I’ve seen him, it’s been 24 hours. Okay...Okay...There has to be something more you can do. This is my son we’re talking about...” Mom was almost in tears. She desperately fought to hold them back when she saw me and hung up the phone a few moments later.

      “So what can we do?” Richard asked.

      “They’re going to send someone over, but it may not be for a few hours,” Mom said and couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. “We’re not a priority.”

      Richard stood up from the table and took her in his arms, and she buried her face in his shoulder, sobbing uncontrollably.

      “Where is he?” Mom sobbed.

      I didn’t know when the right time would be for me to tell them about Jeremy’s fight. I couldn’t stand seeing Mom like this. It was making me well up. Maybe this was the time to tell them, but I was holding onto one more ray of hope.
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      “Was Jeremy with you last night?” I asked Leslie, squatting next to her desk. I didn’t notice or even care what she was wearing.

      “I was going to ask you about him, ’cause I haven’t heard from him since Tuesday.”

      That was not the answer I was looking for.

      “He always calls me back. Is he mad at me? Does he not like me anymore?”

      “I have no idea—I mean, I’m sure he still likes you, but I have no idea where he is. He didn’t come home last night.”

      Leslie’s eyes widened immediately. “Is it because of the fight he was in yesterday?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      The bell rang, and Mr. Clayton attempted to get everyone in their seats. I stood up to leave, and Leslie grabbed my sleeve. She ripped off a corner of a page in her notebook. “Here’s my number. If you hear from him, can you please call me?” she pleaded with a pair of the saddest eyes I’d ever seen.

      I took the scrap of paper back to my desk and laid it neatly out in front of me. Desiree leaned over and saw what once might have been the Holy Grail staring up at me. I met her gaze with a halfhearted smile, and she couldn’t have looked more disgusted. I would have loved to bask in the glory of this moment, but I couldn’t.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Jeremy’s missing,” I said softly, and her face changed immediately.

      “I know your lives are more important than chemistry, but in this hour learning the fundamentals of chemistry is our primary objective, so please be quiet,” Mr. Clayton announced when he wasn’t getting the undivided attention he felt he deserved.

      After talking with Leslie, I thought the worst about Jeremy. I went through the rest of the day in a daze, checking my phone religiously. Nothing. Sasha and his guys weren’t at school, which I would have assumed. So that took off some pressure.

      At lunch, Anna and Eli asked what happened with the fight yesterday. I stuck with the story I had worked out with Mr. Gordon and Desiree and it sounded believable. Desiree then chimed in to ask me about Jeremy’s disappearance. There wasn’t much to tell, but they all seemed concerned, which took me by surprise. When the bell rang for the end of lunch, Anna kissed me and offered to give me a ride home and I happily accepted. Then, I left for history with Desiree.
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        * * *

      

      “You can understand why he thought you were protecting Jeremy, can’t you?” Anna asked as we approached my street. Vice Principal Adams had finally called me into the office during history.

      “Yeah, I know. It’s just so frustrating. He doesn’t understand what my family’s going through right now.”

      “If Jeremy doesn’t show up soon, he’ll have to believe you because there’ll be an official search out for him.”

      “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said. But it didn’t appear like things were looking up. As we turned the corner onto Wheeler, we saw a police car parked in front of my house. “Maybe it already has.”

      Anna pulled to a stop across from my house. The pit of my stomach ached, and I dreaded the thought of going inside. “I would’ve waited to see if you were gonna ask me in, but this probably isn’t the best time,” Anna said. She put her car in park, but kept the engine running.

      “Yeah, probably not.” I didn’t even want to tell her that I hadn’t told Mom and Richard about the fight yet. “I better go.” I leaned over to kiss her and thanked her for the ride.

      “Call me later, okay?”

      I nodded weakly and got out of the car. I waited at the side of the road for her to leave, and she waited for me to go inside. After hesitating a few moments she pulled forward, just far enough to make a U-turn without hitting the police car, and waved to me as she drove away.

      I went into the house through the side door and found Mom, Richard, and a police officer sitting at the kitchen table.

      “This is our youngest son, Oliver,” Mom said as I walked in. “Officer Rubio would like to ask you a few questions, too. And so would we.”

      “Sure. I’ll just go put down my bag,” I said, using any means to prolong the inevitable. I walked slowly to my room and then rinsed my face in cold water. I waited in the bathroom longer than necessary with an all too familiar anxiety setting in. I could hear them talking in the kitchen and knew I had to go back.

      “How can I help?” I asked as I took the last remaining seat at the table.

      “When was the last time you saw or spoke with Jeremy?” Officer Rubio asked point blank. He took notes on a yellow pad of paper, with the daunting Missing Persons Report placed at his side.

      “The last I saw him was after first period yesterday morning.”

      “So you confirm that he was at school yesterday?”

      Mom and Richard looked at me anxiously, hoping I had some pivotal information that could lead us all to Jeremy. But at the same time, there was a look of disappointment on their faces and I knew—that they knew—about Jeremy’s vicious incident.

      “He was at school yesterday morning,” I replied.

      “And then there were reports of a fight. Did you witness it? Can you elaborate on it?”

      I couldn’t help showing my shame and guilt with Mom and Richard’s eyes glued to me. “The fight actually started with me,” I said hesitantly and cleared my throat. “There was a guy named Sasha who threw me into the lockers, and then Jeremy showed up. Sasha went after Jeremy, and Jeremy defended himself. When Sasha’s friend backed him up, Jeremy fought him off, too.”

      “A Greg Kaufman,” the officer added.

      “Yeah, I guess...”

      “That supports what other witnesses said when a colleague of mine was called out to the school.”

      Really?

      “Jeremy beat them up pretty bad and there might be some assault charges filed, but there are a lot of students and a teacher willing to testify that his actions were in self-defense. But that’s a separate investigation at this point, which we will follow up with you. First, we need to find him. What happened after the fight? Did you speak with him?”

      “No. He ran off, and I haven’t seen or heard from him since.”

      “Your parents mentioned something about a girlfriend.”

      “Leslie. I spoke with her this morning. She hasn’t seen or heard from him either.”

      “Well, I think I have everything I need. I know this has been a long day,” Officer Rubio said sympathetically.

      “No, thank you for being so thorough and helpful. We just want to get our son back,” Richard said.

      “What happens now?” Mom asked.

      “This report will be filed, and all of Jeremy’s information will be put into a database that can be accessed by agencies around the state. You should go online and subscribe to the Missing Persons Bulletin. Here’s the number to reach the Missing Persons Unit directly. Someone will check back with you in a few days, and if you receive any new information, please call. Thank you for your time.” Officer Rubio stood up and shook hands with each of us, collected his paperwork, and left.

      “Why didn’t you tell us about Jeremy’s fight earlier?” Richard asked, interrogating me after Officer Rubio was gone.

      “I don’t know—”

      “I don’t know doesn’t cut it!” Richard yelled. “This is serious!”

      “We had to hear it from the school this morning,” Mom said. “And they said they left a message yesterday afternoon. What happened to that message?”

      “I don’t know! I swear! I wanted him to tell you, not me!”

      “But you could have told us this morning,” Richard said, trying to uphold a strong front.

      “I’m sorry. I wanted to talk to Leslie first. I figured he was just with her and would be back today to explain things. I was hoping...He helped me! And now he’s in all this trouble because of me!” I yelled back and immediately saw Richard and Mom crumble under an opening floodgate of emotion.

      Mom reached out to hug me and I took a step back. I was emotional and exhausted and furious, too. But she wasn’t deterred by my apprehension and approached me anyway. We hugged each other, and I couldn’t hold back my tears any longer. Richard reached around and hugged the both of us—and we cried together—as a family.
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        * * *

      

      The week came to a close without any leads or word from Jeremy. Richard returned to work on Friday, but called throughout the day. Mom refused to walk Frolics or run errands in hopes that she wouldn’t miss any calls to the house phone. She also kept her cell phone in her pocket constantly. Leslie asked me about Jeremy in chemistry, but I had nothing new to tell her. Anna drove me home for a second time, but I still didn’t invite her in. I told her it still wasn’t a good time.

      The weekend was quiet. Mom and Richard were in purgatory, silently waiting on opposite sides of the living room. I sat with them much of the time. It was hard to concentrate on homework. It was a relief to walk Frolics and get some fresh air, which I did three times a day. The afternoons were nice, but the mornings and evenings grew colder. Desiree and Anna called several times. Desiree walked over once and brought some cookies for the family. We sat on the curb for a while and said very little. Being together was enough. Leslie even called once, since she asked for my number on Friday so she wouldn’t feel left out of the loop—which at one point would have been my greatest victory.
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        * * *

      

      “Would you like to come in?” I asked Anna as she pulled into my driveway. It was Monday afternoon.

      “Are you sure it’s okay?” she asked hesitantly.

      “I’d like the company,” I said and put a hand firmly on her thigh.

      “I’d love to,” she said and put the car in park and turned off the ignition.

      We got out, and I led her in through the side door. Frolics was in the backyard and charged us with a burst of excitement. He didn’t growl at Anna like he had with Desiree. Anna seemed comfortable with the canine affection. We left him excited and whining outside.

      “Mom?” I called out as we entered the kitchen and found her sitting at the kitchen table. The shades were closed and the light was off. She sat there with a glass of water and her cell phone placed on the table.

      “I haven’t heard anything,” she said, speaking slow and soft...and slurred. Maybe that wasn’t water in her glass. “Who’s this?”

      “This is Anna. I’ve told you about her.”

      “I don’t know...I can’t keep up with all of the girls between you and Jeremy.” She sounded like she was in a world of her own. The only girls I’ve ever brought home were Desiree and, now, Anna. It was Jeremy who had them all wrapped around his finger.

      “Hi, it’s nice to meet you.” Anna came forward.

      “Hi, Anna. Did you know Jeremy?” Mom asked.

      “A little bit. I met him just a few times.”

      “He’s a good kid,” Mom said, speaking more to herself than to us.

      “Well, we’re just gonna hang out for a bit,” I said.

      “Sure...Go ahead.”

      I took Anna into the living room and had her wait there while I put my backpack in my room. I came back, and she was sitting on the couch, casually looking around.

      “Do I get the tour?” she asked.

      “There’s not really much to show. You saw the kitchen. This is the living room. The dining room is just around that wall. And the bedrooms are all down the hall.”

      “Do I get to see your bedroom?”

      I pointed toward the kitchen and shook my head. “Sorry, house rules. No girls allowed. You wanna go into the backyard? We can sit by the pool.”

      Anna agreed and we went out the back sliding glass door. Frolics found us again. I pushed him inside and closed the screen door. Anna walked right up to the pool, took off her shoes, and rolled up her jeans past her knees.

      “The water’s gonna be freezing,” I warned her.

      Anna stuck a foot in while she was still standing and jumped from the sharp grasp of the cold water. She hopped around in a circle to warm her foot. We both laughed, and she sat down at the edge of the pool. She teetered her feet on the edge of the concrete and then bravely plunged both feet in the water. She cringed and squealed as the unforgiving water consumed her lower legs in needles, but refused to take them out. She progressed to a silent suffering and then the tension in her face eased.

      “It’s not so bad once you get used to it.”

      “Yeah, that really looked like fun,” I said sarcastically. “You’re gonna catch, like, pneumonia or something.”

      “I’m tough, don’t worry. Come sit next to me.”

      “I’m not getting in the water,” I laughed.

      “What? Are you like the girl and I’m the guy? How about not being such a wuss and putting your feet in the water,” she playfully demanded.

      “Don’t make me push you all the way in!”

      “If you push me in, I’m taking you in with me.”

      I sat down beside Anna with my legs crossed, and she kicked her legs at the surface of the water, splashing like a child. I really did enjoy her company. Her being here temporarily took away from the stress of Jeremy’s disappearance.

      “I almost drowned as a child,” I said, watching the ripples expand from where Anna was splashing.

      I transferred her splashing to the thrashing of my own arms as I fought to keep my head above water. Mom dove off the dock, coming to save me. I couldn’t hold my breath even for a second because I was gasping so desperately for air.

      “Oh my God. What happened?” Anna asked, breaking me from my flashback.

      “I was swimming in the lake, Lake Arrowhead, and a boat sped by too close to me. I was out too far in the water. The driver didn’t see me. I got swallowed in the swells and panicked. I wasn’t able to get back to shore.”

      Anna placed a hand on my knee. She had quit kicking. The water in the pool was calm again, the surface glassy and sparkling. It felt good opening up to her.

      I took a breath before continuing. “My—”

      “No!” Mom cried from inside.

      The emotional outburst startled Anna and me. I jumped up and ran inside, leaving the screen and sliding glass doors open. Anna was right behind me, but stopped before the open doorway, dripping onto the concrete.

      Mom had the house phone to her ear, listening and sobbing. She rummaged through one of the kitchen drawers and pulled out a mini pad of paper. She rummaged through the drawer again, more frantic than the last, and retrieved a pen.

      What was going on? Had they found Jeremy? If they had, it didn’t sound good.

      I looked over to see what she wrote while listening intently to the person on the other end of the line. A phone number. St. Joseph’s Hospital. My heart sank even further.

      What had happened to Jeremy?

      Mom ripped off the top paper and stuffed it in her pocket. She slammed the phone back on its receiver and gulped the remainder of her drink. I stood there impatiently waiting for her to fill me in on the situation.

      “Mom! What happened?”

      She finally stopped and took a moment to breathe. “It’s Richard. He’s been in an accident.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Accidents Don’t Just Happen

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t believe it. This was not the phone call we were anticipating. Time seemed to slow as I watched Mom frantically look for her keys. I turned to Anna, who was still standing in the doorway, horrorstruck and frozen. I felt lost, numb, and unable to process the news. Mom ran out of the kitchen.

      “Richard’s been in an accident,” I said to Anna.

      “I heard. I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t know how to feel.” I had a hard time looking her in the eyes.

      “Do you have a towel?”

      I went into the laundry room and found a basket full of towels. I didn’t know if they were clean or dirty, but I took one anyway and brought it to Anna, who swiftly dried off her legs.

      “We have to go,” Mom said as she stormed back into the kitchen. “Are you coming?”

      “What about Anna?”

      “Perhaps that’s not the best idea,” Anna said, stepping inside, holding her shoes.

      “Thank you, Anna,” Mom said. “It’s really not appropriate right now, Oliver.”

      I felt bad leaving her behind, but I had to support Mom and go with her to see Richard. We had no idea what kind of accident he had been in. We had no idea in what condition we were going to see him in when we got to the hospital.

      Anna led the way out the side door, so she could leave first and Mom could back out of the garage. I waved to her as she backed down the driveway, and I stepped into the passenger side of Mom’s car. Already inside, she was fumbling with her keys to start the ignition. She dropped them under her feet and had to feel around the floor to find them again. She moved erratically, shaking.

      “Mom, are you okay to drive?”

      She didn’t answer me, but finally found the ignition, and we backed down the driveway. I didn’t know how much of her uneasiness in the driver’s seat was nerves and how much was alcohol. But I trusted her ability to get us to the hospital.

      When we pulled into the parking lot of St. Joseph’s Memorial Hospital emergency room, there was one space left, which luckily was as close to the ambulance drive as it possibly could have been. It was as if the space had been waiting for us.

      Mom led the way through the sliding glass double doors. I had to power walk just to keep up with her. She marched up to the ER nurses’ station.

      “I got a call about Richard Curry and was told he was here. I’m his wife,” Mom said, placing both hands on the counter of the information desk and looking down at the nursing assistant.

      She spoke quickly with one of the nurses who then made a call to somewhere else in the hospital. “Apparently, he’s still in surgery. Please take a seat over in the visitor’s waiting area. A volunteer from the waiting room desk will call you when there is more information available.”

      Mom and I looked over at the adjacent waiting area and saw the desk the nursing assistant was referring to. Two older women sat at a small desk, which was really only meant for one. The desk had little on it save an old fashioned red phone, with a short-coiled cord.

      “So those women will call me over when Richard gets out of surgery?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      A line of people had now formed behind us at the nurses’ station. We stepped aside and sat down in adjoining seats in the crowded waiting area. I perused the magazines on the end table beside me, took one for myself, and passed one to Mom. She declined, preferring to sit in worrisome silence. I was worried, too, but wanted to take my mind off the waiting.

      After I had flipped through a few magazines, Mom marched up to the small desk with the red phone and interrupted the casual conversation between the two older women. “Can you please check to see if my husband is out of surgery yet?”

      One of the women made a call on the red phone. “Not yet. It may still be a while. We’ll let you know when we get the call that he’s ready to be moved from the recovery room.”

      “Is anyone going to tell me what happened to him? Something? Anything?”

      “I’m sure the doctor will fill you in once he’s out of surgery. But, for now, we don’t have any reliable information to give you, so if you could please just wait over there.”

      Mom looked like she wanted to say something further, but turned around with a quiet huff and returned to her seat.

      “It seems like their communication could be a little nicer,” Mom said, as she crossed her legs, folded her arms, and glared straight ahead. She bobbed her foot rapidly.

      “They have to deal with this every day. I’m sure it’s tough,” I said.

      “It’s their job. It’s what they get paid to do.”

      I didn’t have the heart to correct her and tell her that they were volunteers.

      Another hour passed, and the red phone finally rang. I felt my stomach flutter with the anticipation of soon seeing Richard. Mom looked just as antsy. Uncrossing her legs, she leaned forward in her chair, ready to jump up if the woman announced Richard’s name.

      “Waiting for Abigail Mendez?”

      Mom and I sank back into our chairs when we realized our wait wasn’t over. A family sitting across from us went over to the desk and spoke with the two women.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” I told Mom, who sat back and looked even more defeated than before.

      She nodded slightly.

      Several more calls came through, and other names were announced. When we felt like giving up hope that Richard’s name was ever going to be announced, our call finally came through.

      Mom and I sprang from our seats, and we were off to the ICU, Room 214. We took the nearest elevator and followed the signs along the hallways. The hallway leading to the ICU ended at a set of closed locked doors. Mom pulled on the door handles, but the doors wouldn’t budge. As she grew frustrated, I looked around for any clues for what to do next and then saw another red phone on the wall. After reading the posted directions on how to use the phone, I picked it up and dialed the extension listed for the ICU’s nursing station. A soft spoken nurse greeted me on the other end of the line and asked who I was here to see. With a loud click and hum of an electric motor, the large double doors automatically opened.

      The nurse I’d spoken to on the phone met us in front of the ICU’s nursing station and led us to Richard’s room.

      Mom walked in first. I tried to mentally prepare myself for what I was about to see, but it was little help. Richard was motionless, lying in bed with his eyes closed. Most of his head was wrapped in gauze bandages and there was tape crossed over the bridge of his nose. The area around his eyes was swollen and the skin underneath was black and purple. He had a tube in his mouth and another in his nose. The blankets were pulled halfway up his chest, with his arms lying lifelessly on top. His left arm was bandaged up to his shoulder and an IV was dripping in through a needle hidden under gauze and tape on his right hand. Wires extended from Richard’s chest to a slowly beeping heart monitor.

      “What happened to him?” Mom asked, as she walked up to the bed. But she seemed afraid to touch him.

      “He was in a car accident. Another driver ran a red light and broadsided him,” the nurse said. She then walked over to the monitor and fiddled with the dials.

      “Is he going to be all right?”

      “Dr. Barnes will be here shortly. He can give you more detailed answers related to your husband’s condition, but...” The nurse paused for a moment. “Mr. Curry is currently in a coma.”

      “A coma!” Mom gasped.

      At that moment, a doctor in pale green scrubs barged into the room. “I’m Dr. Barnes.”

      “Hello, Doctor. I’m Helen, Richard’s wife, and this is my son, Oliver.”

      “We’ve done everything we can for Mr. Curry. Surgery went smoothly. We had to stop some internal bleeding. We also set his left arm and leg, both of which had compound fractures. He has multiple abrasions and contusions on his limbs and torso, but they are not life-threatening. We also set his nose as best we could. But it appears he has a concussion and hairline fracture on the back of his head. The biggest variable now is that he arrived to us unconscious and appears to be in a coma—and hasn’t come out of it yet.”

      “So, when will he wake up?”

      “That’s just it; we don’t know. We’ll keep him in the ICU for a few days to monitor him closely, but there’s nothing we can do to safely wake him at this point. He’ll have to come out of it on his own.”

      “But, what’s common or average—”

      “There is no common or average when it comes to comas. He could wake up tomorrow, or next week, or next year—or there’s the possibility that he may never wake up.”

      Mom looked down at Richard, sleeping in the bed, looking beaten, battered, and bruised—but peaceful. The first time I really felt close to Richard was the day after Jeremy disappeared, and now I could possibly lose him, too. It didn’t look like Dr. Barnes was waiting for either of us to respond. He was letting us absorb the news. I’m sure this was just routine for him.

      “So what’s next?” Mom asked softly.

      “Now we wait and hope he comes out of it soon.” Dr. Barnes took the patient clipboard from the foot of the bed, glanced over the charts, and put it back. “I’ll be back to check on him in an hour.”

      “Thank you, doctor.”

      “Yeah, thank you,” I said, too, and Dr. Barnes left the room.

      Mom dragged a chair from the edge of the room so she could sit close to Richard. After a slight hesitation, she delicately laid a hand on his bandaged arm. I hoped he would stir from her careful touch, but he seemed to remain in a deep sleep.

      I sat in a chair at the edge of the room and looked around. I didn’t want to stay fixated on Richard and Mom. Each time I looked at them I felt my sinuses begin to tingle. The formation of tears blurred my vision. I had to look away to keep from crying. It was hard enough to see Richard in this inanimate state, but I imagined it was nothing compared to the emotional stress Mom was going through.

      We sat at Richard’s side for hours. We took turns using the restroom and went down to the cafeteria for dinner. Dr. Barnes checked in regularly like he had said he would and introduced us to the on-call doctor at the close of his shift. It was getting late and there was nothing we could do except wait—and be hopeful—just like with Jeremy.

      On the drive home, Mom didn’t speak. She had cried a lot today and it seemed she had no tears left. There was too much happening in such a short span of time. It was hard to keep up. It was hard to comprehend. All we had left were each other, but I didn’t know how to cheer her up. I didn’t know what to say to make things any better.

      When we got home, Frolics was lying in the kitchen with his head down and his tail still. He sensed the tension and misery and didn’t rise to greet us. I sat next to him, and he placed his head on my leg. Mom went into the cupboard. After pouring herself a quarter glass of vodka, she emptied the glass in one cringe-filled gulp before leaving the kitchen. A few moments later, I heard the sound of her bedroom door slam shut.

      I sat with Frolics for a few minutes longer and then retired to my room. I went through the routine of getting ready for bed, closed the door, flipped off the light, and crawled under the covers. I lay awake looking at the ceiling while my eyes adjusted to the serene darkness. The hum of my fan helped quiet the chatter in my head. It was hard to make sense of all that was going on. I forced myself not to think about it, not to dwell on it, and attempted to turn my brain off for a while. Maybe then I could sleep, and maybe tomorrow would be a better day. But it was in that moment of getting quiet that my friend returned.

      “I know where Jeremy is,” he said, almost in a whisper.

      I sprang up to a seated position on the bed. Was he actually talking to me? It took me a moment to find him. He was a mere shadow in the corner of my room, above and sinking into my desk.

      “TJ?”

      “I know where Jeremy is. And I know how you can find him.”

      “How?”

      “All you have to do is see him. He’s there, and he’s trying to get back to you. But there are barriers—barriers he hasn’t quite mastered yet. You can see him just as you see me. You can hear him just as you hear me. You’ll be amazed at what you can see when you just look around.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      But the shadowy figure in the corner of my room vanished before responding. I remained seated, waiting for him to return. But he didn’t.

      I was so startled and amazed that I couldn’t go to sleep now. I had finally made actual contact with my ghost and all of my misplaced fear from the haunting seemed so long ago. The poltergeist actions of moving my furniture and writing on the wall almost seemed funny now. It was like neither of us knew how to communicate with the other. Perhaps we had to build a relationship over time in order for us to communicate properly. Now the door was open. I wanted to find him again, talk to him again, learn more about the ghost—the boy—I was so afraid of during these past few months.

      My mind was racing and continued on the same track through my dreams. When I awoke to a bright room with the sun trying to peer in through my curtains, I tried to distinguish whether my conversation with TJ was real or imagined. It seemed so surreal in the light.
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        * * *

      

      “You didn’t call,” Anna said, sitting in the grass with her best pouty face. As usual, I got there before Desiree and Eli.

      “I’m sorry. We got home really late, and I went straight to bed.”

      She knew she couldn’t stay mad at me because it would reflect badly on her. “So what happened? How’s he doing?”

      “Richard was in a car accident. He’s in a coma.” My voice trailed off. It was still hard to believe and hard to think about, let alone say aloud.

      “Oh my God! That’s awful! How are you doing? How’s your mom?”

      “What’s awful?” Desiree asked as she came up behind me. Eli trailed closely behind her.

      I coughed to clear my throat. Desiree still didn’t know about Richard; I hadn’t told her this morning in chemistry. Anna retold Desiree what I had told her. Desiree looked genuinely empathetic and didn’t reveal any hurt feelings of me not telling her earlier. “I’m so sorry, Oliver. That’s terrible. What about Jeremy? Is there any word on him?”

      “No. It’s kinda a lot to deal with right now.”

      “I can imagine,” Desiree said and began eating her lunch. We all ate quietly, not sure which subject would be appropriate to bring up next, in light of all my family tragedy. When Anna finished her lunch, she threw her trash away and sat next to me, closer than before.

      “What is it you guys do on Tuesday afternoons?” Eli asked me, seemingly out of the blue. Obviously Desiree had made up a story about regular study sessions, and he was testing to see if our stories matched. That was probably something we should have collaborated on earlier.

      “Our history teacher, Mr. Gordon, holds a weekly study group. It’s a tough class, so it seemed like a good idea to go,” I said, desperately hoping my story would suffice.

      “I guess he’s a pretty good teacher, ’cause not many do that,” Eli said.

      “He is.”

      “Mr. Gordon’s the best,” Desiree cheerfully blurted out between bites.

      I guess it worked, but I could never quite figure out what Eli was really thinking. He had been acting friendlier toward me, but it didn’t feel natural.

      “Speaking of history, it’s about that time,” Desiree said as she finished her lunch.

      After a parting embrace from our significant others, Desiree and I headed toward the humanities building. As soon as Eli and Anna were out of sight, Desiree slapped me across the arm.

      “How could you not tell me!”

      “Tell you what?” I asked out of reflex. I knew what she meant.

      “Really? About your stepdad being in an accident, that’s what! I thought we were good friends. Are you and Anna closer than we are now?”

      “No—I mean—it’s different. I’m just having trouble dealing with it. I didn’t want to talk about it more. It’s not like I wasn’t gonna tell you. I just needed some time.”

      Desiree stopped walking, and I waited in wonderment of what she would say next. “But you were going to tell me, right?” she asked shyly. I could tell she wanted to stay mad at me, but, like Anna, she had to let it go.

      “Of course I was. How could I not? You’re so crafty, you would’ve found out even if I hadn’t wanted you to.”

      “I am pretty crafty. Crafty like a fox.”

      I began walking ahead of her. “What does that even mean?” I said and opened the door to the humanities building, and held it open for her, but walked through first.

      “Foxes are crafty,” she said as she followed me into Mr. Gordon’s classroom.

      Mr. Gordon glanced my way often throughout the class. It obviously showed on my face that I was under additional stress. I tried to concentrate on the lecture, but continuously wandered off into my head, consumed by my crumbling world.

      In art, I drew without passion. I wasn’t really there, either. I was a zombie going through the motions, waiting to get back home so I could hopefully find some answers. Desiree supported me by leaving me alone. Mr. Gordon would not let me off the hook so easily, so I tried to escape our after school meeting, but Desiree wouldn’t hear of it.

      “You can’t shut out the one person with the ability to help you the most,” Desiree said on our way to Mr. Gordon’s classroom.

      “But his meetings are all about concentration and focus. I can’t do either one right now.”

      “You can. Come on, Oliver. I need you to come with me. You can’t shut yourself off and pretend to be alone. You’re not alone. You have friends who want to help.”

      When we entered Mr. Gordon’s classroom, there was no door to the Room of Enlightenment. There was just a wall and a whiteboard. Mr. Gordon sat at his desk reading papers and looked up with a welcoming smile when we walked in.

      “Please, take a seat,” Mr. Gordon said as he stood up from his desk. The door to the classroom closed under its own power. “Oliver, what’s wrong? There’s obviously no word from Jeremy yet, but there’s something more.”

      “My stepdad was in a car accident yesterday and he’s in the hospital right now.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. How’s he doing?”

      “He’s in a coma. So I don’t know. I don’t know about anything anymore. I know you want us to be positive and all, but there’re so many bad things happening. I don’t know how to grasp how all that’s for the best.”

      Mr. Gordon pulled a desk from the row beside me and dragged it over so he could sit facing Desiree and me.

      “Now is the most important time to remain positive, keep the faith, and remain confident in your direction. Don’t believe in accidents. Because if you believe in accidents, then everything is random and there’s no point in trying to change anything. Everything that’s happened was supposed to happen. All you need for proof is the fact that it did. Every event in your life is getting you one step closer to where you’re supposed to be,” he said.

      “One step closer to my destiny. I know, I know. But how can you say that everything works out for the best when I feel like my life is crumbling around me?” I asked.

      “Because maybe you need the negative to see the positive. Maybe you need to see what you don’t want in your life to appreciate what you already have. Maybe you need dire circumstances and seemingly hopeless situations to prove to yourself what you’re really made of. Maybe you need to crumble so you can rebuild.”

      “And maybe some lives were just meant to be tragic,” I said.

      “Just because they were tragic doesn’t mean they were meant to be tragic.”

      “But if everything happens the way it’s supposed to happen, then their destinies were to be tragic. How’s that helpful?”

      “Maybe it wasn’t supposed to be helpful for them,” Mr. Gordon said. “Maybe it was supposed to be helpful for you. Maybe those people signed up to have tragic lives so you might learn something. Or maybe those people never realized their destinies. No one can force you to realize your own destiny. That’s what free will is. There can be signs and guides to steer you in the right direction, but if you refuse over and over, then that’s your choice. You weren’t destined to be tragic.”

      “What did you mean by someone signing up to have a tragic life?” Desiree asked.

      “There is a belief with reincarnation that each life you have has a different purpose or assignment, and some of those assignments may not be focused on you at all. Some of those assignments may be focused on teaching others through tragedy of your own, tragedy you signed up for before you were reborn.”

      “Do you believe that?” Desiree asked further.

      “I do.”

      “So do you know your assignment?”

      “Not exactly. But I do believe I am a catalyst to ignite a sequence of events that will bring about great change.”

      “What kind of change?”

      “I don’t know yet. I can’t see the future, but I know it’s coming.” Mr. Gordon stopped for a moment.

      Desiree and I sat quietly, waiting for Mr. Gordon to pick the conversation back up. I was still distracted and frustrated, so I wasn’t too eager to continue. But I wanted the sense of peace that Mr. Gordon continuously spoke of—that seemed to be continuously one step out of reach for me.

      “Hey, you could help my stepdad, couldn’t you?” I said, breaking the silence.

      “I think it might disconcert some doctors if he was miraculously healed. Give him some time. I’m sure he’ll come around. Keep in mind that no matter how senseless and random it may seem, there is a reason.”

      “What if you just heal him a little? Just wake him up. It wouldn’t seem so miraculous, would it?” I asked, half-jokingly, but hoping for a serious response.

      “What if you heal him?”

      “Me? I don’t know. I don’t see how I can do that?”

      “Fine, don’t do anything. Let nature take its course. There’s no shame in that. But what would it mean to you if you could?”

      “It would be amazing!” Desiree said.

      “Think of what it would do for you, knowing you could do something so miraculous. Picture perfect health and make it your reality,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “That’s it? That’s all you do? How can it be so easy?”

      “It may sound easy, but you have to do it with absolutely no doubt and in total faith and knowing. That’s where it gets tricky. But try it, experiment with it. Your stepdad is in a state of waiting. It can’t hurt.”

      “We should go to the hospital!” Desiree said with a sudden burst of excitement.

      “I don’t know. What about Jeremy?” I asked. “Is there anything we can do to help find him? The police aren’t doing anything but waiting for tips to come in.”

      “I’ll continue to look for him, and you two continue to keep your eyes open.”

      “You’ve been looking for him?”

      “A few times. But I didn’t want to get your hopes up.”

      “Well, thanks for doing that, Mr. Gordon. You don’t know how much it means to me,” I said.

      Desiree was right. Mr. Gordon was the one person who could help—and lift my spirits. As Desiree asked him more about the power and ability to heal, I sat back and looked around the room and saw the door to the Room of Enlightenment sitting wide open.

      “When did the door come back?” I interrupted.

      “What?” Mr. Gordon asked and saw me pointing. He looked over his shoulder.

      “I didn’t see it when I came in.”

      “I did,” Desiree said.

      “You should have,” Mr. Gordon said. “The door’s always there now. I keep it out of sight from the average person, but with the skills you’ve acquired you should be able to see it anytime.”

      “Even in class?”

      “Even then. The door doesn’t go anywhere, it’s just on a slightly different plane, which you now have the ability to see both. When I write on the whiteboard you can focus on what everyone else is seeing, and when you want to see the door you can focus on that.”

      “That’s so trippy. I’m going back and forth now,” I said. “Now I see the whiteboard—now I see the door. Whiteboard. Door. Desiree, how do you keep seeing things so clearly?”

      “I don’t know. I just do.”

      “It’s not a competition,” Mr. Gordon said, directed more toward me, the one losing.
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        * * *

      

      “Hold on, Anna, someone’s texting me,” I said, and took a look at the incoming message.

      I want to come over, Desiree texted.

      I looked at my alarm clock and saw it was 10:30 p.m. Mom was still at the hospital watching over Richard. She sometimes didn’t come home until well after midnight. I’ve had to do more stuff for myself lately since she spent so much time at the hospital. She wanted to be there when he awoke.

      “Anna, I have to go. Desiree needs help with her history homework. I’ll call you back later.”

      She wasn’t thrilled, but she agreed.

      Now? I texted back to Desiree.

      Is your mom still up?

      She’s not home yet.

      Perfect.

      There was a tap on my window and I jumped in alarm. I was getting used to there being strange occurrences in my room, but was still jumpy when they actually happened. Yet I had a feeling this tapping wasn’t supernatural.

      I sprang from my bed and threw open the curtains. There was Desiree, standing outside my window, trampling the bushes in the courtyard. She tapped again in an attempt to be funny. I shook my head and opened the window.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I didn’t want to come over uninvited, but I was already here. Are you gonna let me in?”

      “Yeah. Go to the front door,” I said, closed the window, and went to meet her.

      “I’m ready,” Desiree said as I let her in the house. She slipped off the furry hood of her serious winter coat.

      “Ready for what?”

      Desiree unzipped her coat, took it off, and folded it over her arm. “I’m ready to speak to him. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time. I’m ready.”
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      “Are you sure? I know this must be hard,” I said. “I didn’t tell you yet, but I made progress with him.”

      “Am I always the last to know?” Desiree asked.

      “No, the first. He spoke to me, and more than just a few words. We had an actual conversation...well, sort of.”

      “That’s amazing. What did you guys talk about?”

      “He said he knew where Jeremy was.”

      “That’s great news! Where is he?”

      “Well, his answer wasn’t quite so straightforward,” I said.

      “Do you think he’ll talk to me?”

      “I’m sure he’s been waiting to.”

      I led Desiree back to my room and closed the door. While I closed the curtains, she laid her padded winter coat on my computer chair.

      “Hey, that’s my drawing,” Desiree said, looking at the wall above my computer where I had pinned her gargoyle sketch.

      “He watches over me when TJ isn’t here.”

      Instead of responding, she rummaged through my desk drawers—removed the fateful screwdriver from one of them and then carefully placed it back where she’d found it—and grabbed a pencil. She leaned over my desk and outlined a brick ledge for her gargoyle to be perched upon. “There, now she won’t fall.”

      “It just went up in value,” I said.

      “As do all Desiree Behring originals,” she said and shaded in a few bricks.

      I sat cross-legged on my bed, backed up against the wall. Desiree joined me after a few more edits to her picture, her extended legs crossed at the ankles, with her idle hands in her lap.

      “What time does your mom usually get home?” she asked.

      “It varies. Are you ready?”

      “I think so.” She didn’t sound or look as confident as before. It was now a pivotal moment.

      I paused, debating what my first words should be. In the end I decided to keep it simple. “TJ, are you here?”

      We waited.

      “TJ, Desiree and I were hoping to speak with you.”

      We waited longer. Desiree gulped hard.

      “Should the lights be off?” Desiree whispered.

      Desiree was closer to the light switch. But instead of asking her to turn it off, I leaned over her to do it myself. She leaned with me so our bodies wouldn’t touch too much.

      Then we waited.

      “TJ, please talk to us,” Desiree finally said. “There are so many things I’d like to say to you. But if you have information to help find Oliver’s brother, then please tell us. Please. Please, say something.”

      “I swear I talked to him,” I said.

      “I believe you. I guess he’s just not here all the time.”

      “Yeah, I guess so. Can you see anything? Does anything look strange?” I tried to let go of my present frustration and see beyond what I currently pictured.

      “I don’t know. I almost feel like I see the room the way it was when he was alive. And TJ…sitting on his bed, with his face hidden in his hands. It’s gotta just be in my head. That can’t be real.”

      “I’m willing to bet that it is. I wish I could see what you see,” I said, in almost a whisper.

      “I wish I didn’t feel so sad right now.” Desiree leaned her head against my shoulder. We both sat in the dark, in silence, for what seemed like half the night. Maybe if we didn’t try so hard, he would come. And if he didn’t, then that didn’t matter, either. I tried to detach myself from the outcome. Then there could be no disappointment.

      “Do you think he really wants to help you find Jeremy?”

      “Yeah, I do. That’s what friends do. They help each other.”

      “Okay...just checking,” she said softly, and we continued to lean against each other, supporting each other.

      I felt as if I could fall asleep at any moment. And as I was drifting away, I saw a light flash across my window.

      “My mom’s home!” Adrenaline rushed into my system as I sprang from the bed.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” Desiree said.

      I violently threw open the door and sprinted down the hall. Desiree was somewhere behind me, obviously not feeling my sense of panic. I had failed to plan ahead, failed to devise an exit strategy. I barged into the kitchen, and Frolics was already seated by the side door. I couldn’t get Desiree out this way; Mom would be exiting the garage at any moment. Maybe I was overreacting; maybe I didn’t need to sneak Desiree out at all. Mom would understand, including the late hour of Desiree’s visit.

      The motion sensor light positioned between the garage and the side door lit up. I took a step back, turned, and collided into Desiree, who was standing silently behind me.

      “Back to my room,” I commanded and nudged her as she turned.

      “Your mom’s not gonna care.”

      Instead of answering her, I pushed her toward my room, and we were right back where we’d started. I closed the door. Looking around the room, I tried to decide what to do with the girl in my room. “Hide in the closet.”

      “I get claustrophobic; I can’t do that.”

      “Really? Okay, how about under the bed?”

      “Are you kidding? I can’t fit under your bed.”

      I thought harder and it occurred to me there was only one option left. I threw open the curtains and lifted the window. I felt around for the small plastic handle and jostled the screen free from the window casing. I began pulling the screen in through the open window, but once I realized I’d have to hide the screen, too, I dropped it in the bushes.

      “There’s your escape route. Please be quiet,” I pleaded, handing Desiree her coat after she had climbed through the window.

      “I feel like an escaped convict,” Desiree laughed.

      “Well, don’t get caught.” I closed the window and curtains behind her. The sound of cupboards closing in the kitchen caught my attention. I leapt from the window to my bed, flipped off the light, and slid under the covers.

      Not a moment too soon, the door creaked open. Mom peeked her head in the room. “Oliver, you awake?” she whispered.

      I pretended to be asleep. Mom walked in and across my room. Carefully opening one eye, I saw her looking out my window.

      Wrapping her arms tightly across her chest, she turned. “Why is it so cold in here?” she whispered to herself on her way out.

      As soon as the door closed, I sat up on my elbows and breathed a sigh of relief. I wondered how long it would take Desiree to get home. I was supposed to call Anna back, but I was tired now and just wanted to go to sleep.

      “Hello, Oliver.” A shadowy figure appeared in one of my mirrored closet doors.

      I barely reacted this time, almost expecting the sudden appearance. I had a feeling he had avoided Desiree and me on purpose.

      TJ stepped out from the mirror and approached me, his indistinct form transpiring into the darkness.

      “Oh, now you show up. Where were you earlier?”

      “I was here. But it was me who wasn’t ready. I saw her and thought back to the girl she was when I was alive.”

      “What happened to you? Why did you kill yourself?”

      “It seemed easier than facing what my life had become. I hurt her, Oliver. I couldn’t live with myself.” TJ paused. “I can’t expect you to understand.”

      “You have nothing to be ashamed of. I’m sure she would have forgiven you, for whatever it was. That’s what friends do.”

      “And friends help each other,” he said and sat next to me on the bed.

      I couldn’t help but feel a chill sweep through my body, but I tried not to let it show. I wanted TJ to remain comfortable, and for that I needed to remain comfortable. He was hazy and translucent, but it was still too dark to make out any of his human features.

      “That’s right, they do. You’ll have to talk to Desiree eventually. She’s like my best friend. She needs some closure. You owe her that much, if she was indeed your friend, too.”

      “I know,” TJ said.

      “Then if you know Desiree at all, you know that you’ll need to do it soon.”

      “I owe her that much.”

      We sat together for a few moments in silence. I didn’t want to push him too much; I was afraid I might push him away. TJ had said he had information—information that I desperately needed.

      “So, you gave me very cryptic instructions on finding Jeremy. You said I can see him if I just look around.”

      “I did.”

      “Well...I’m looking. Where is he?”

      “I thought you were working with your teacher on how to see more?”

      “I am. And...I am.”

      “Okay then, this should be a familiar exercise. I want you to look at the wall. It’s not solid; it’s a bunch of vibrating particles. Look in between the particles, look through the space, at the gap in between, and look beyond the wall. When you can see beyond the wall, let me know what it is that you see.”

      “Aren’t you even going to tell me what I should be seeing?” I asked out of frustration.

      “Something your teacher doesn’t want you to see.”

      “Mr. Gordon? He’s the one who’s helping me to see more, to become more aware.”

      “True. But maybe he’s not ready for you to see everything yet. Maybe what I’m helping you to see isn’t the next baby step he has planned for you.”

      “Mr. Gordon has shown me so much. What would he be hiding from me?”

      “Everyone’s got secrets, Oliver. Mr. Gordon. Desiree. Jeremy. If you only knew some of Jeremy’s secrets, you might not be so eager to find him.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m helping you find him because you think you want to. But proceed with caution,” TJ said, sounding terribly ominous.

      “Thank you. I will. But I wish you’d just tell me what I need to be careful of.”

      “At this point, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you. I wouldn’t have believed it myself when I was alive. So just be careful.”

      TJ sat patiently next to me while I remained focused on the wall ahead. Looking ahead, I saw only the wall. I sat there focusing so long and so hard that the wall became a blur. But it was still a wall.

      “What happens if I never see it?” I whispered to TJ. When there was no reply, I turned and noticed he was gone. “I guess it’s better not to answer that one.”
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        * * *

      

      I retrieved my chemistry textbook and notebook from my backpack and arranged them on my desk. I opened my notebook to the next blank page and began doodling in the margin. Students arrived in a steady flow as I waited for Desiree. I couldn’t help but look up when each student entered the classroom, a nervous reflex I couldn’t seem to break.

      My attention turned to Leslie, seated at the front of the class. She must’ve felt me looking at her because she immediately glanced over her shoulder. She looked utterly miserable. I thought I had it tough, and by the look of her, she had it worse than I did. Our eyes locked for a few seconds, and then she turned away. I’m sure seeing me every day didn’t help her self-inquisition.

      “Are we in the clear?” Desiree asked as she plopped herself down next to me.

      “My mom didn’t suspect a thing. And I talked to TJ after you left.”

      “He was avoiding me, wasn’t he? I knew it! This sucks. Why was he avoiding me?”

      “Believe it or not, he’s scared, too.”

      “Really?”

      “Trust me.”

      Desiree smirked. “Would you trust someone who said that to you?”

      I suppose not. We both got ready for the lecture to begin as the last of the students took their seats.

      I thought a lot about what TJ had said about Jeremy and Mr. Gordon. I couldn’t imagine what either of them would be hiding from me. I wanted to confront Mr. Gordon with TJ’s allegations, but wondered if that would hinder me in my search for Jeremy. Would Mr. Gordon convince me to disregard all that TJ had said to keep me focused on his lessons? At this point, I wasn’t willing to take that chance. TJ seemed to be my best chance of finding Jeremy, and I would just have to trust him.

      When I got to my locker in gym, I noticed the guy with brown hair changing at the far end of the row. It seemed strange to me that he wasn’t with Sasha and Greg on the day of the brutal fight because earlier they all were inseparable. I didn’t want to know where Sasha and Greg were now and I hoped I’d never have to see them again.

      The guy with brown hair gave me a sidelong glance, and then quickly diverted his eyes back to the lockers in front of him. He never seemed that threatening and, at this moment, looked more nervous than me.

      I steadily changed into my gym clothes and tried to get my mind off the fight. There were more pressing matters now. I closed my locker and was about to get up when I noticed someone standing beside me. I peered up and it was the guy from the end of the row, looking hunched and chagrinned.

      “I’m sorry about what happened,” he said.

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I think this was the first time I had heard him speak. I was speechless. Without his friends here, I was curious what he had to say.

      “I’m Logan. I don’t know why I continued hanging out with those guys. I never had a problem with you. I didn’t even know why Sasha did. He’s just like that. And it used to be funny. I guess the first people you meet when you’re new aren’t necessarily the best.”

      “You’re new?”

      “Not exactly. I moved here a year ago and didn’t have my act together. I began hanging out with Sasha and his buddies. It seems pretty dumb looking back—not that I have my act together now or anything. When you’re new you want to be included somewhere, you know?”

      “Where are they now?”

      “Sasha finally got put into Patch Heights. He’s belonged there for a long time. And Greg got transferred to West Hills.”

      “That’s good,” I said.

      “Yeah, it is. I guess I get to start over again. One of these times I’m bound to get it right.” He paused for a moment. “Do you know a man named Cias?”

      “No.” I was puzzled, racking my brain and hoping to find the name in there somewhere. But it wasn’t.

      “All right, just checking. Well, like I said, I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Yeah.” Logan stood in awkward silence for a few seconds too long, probably deciding if he had anything more to say. And when he didn’t, he abruptly walked off.

      Despite all that was happening in my life, one thing was seemingly resolved, and the resolution brought a moment of joy. I had made the bullies in my life disappear. And as Mr. Gordon had said, it wasn’t in the way in which I’d expected, but the result was still the same. They were gone.

      I smiled to myself and didn’t feel the need to tell anyone else what had happened. It was enough that I knew.

      I went out and played basketball with a zest I had never before felt in gym. It made no difference that I was no better at basketball than I was at baseball. I ran up and down the court, I threw the ball to teammates and opponents alike, I caught passes, and I missed baskets. I was happy just to be playing, and we won with no thanks to me.

      At lunch I sat down next to Anna and placed her hand in both of mine without saying a word. I’ve had two wins so far today and there were a few waiting on the sideline. I smiled at her and leaned in for a long kiss that she finally had to break away from in order to breathe.

      “You didn’t call me back,” she finally said.

      “I wanted to. But I was talking with my mom and then went straight to bed.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is fine. I’m having a great day.”

      Anna looked surprised—and then suspicious—and then concerned. “How’s your stepdad?”

      “Still sleeping.”

      “How about Jeremy?”

      “Still missing.”

      “So why are you so happy?”

      “Because I’m choosing to be.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Absolutely,” I said.

      Anna stole her hand back so she could start eating. She continually glanced over at me and looked relieved when Desiree and Eli arrived.

      “Oliver says he’s having a great day,” Anna said.

      “It’s about time,” Desiree said.
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        * * *

      

      I went with Mom to the hospital a few times a week. Mom continued to go every night. She checked back with the police every few days inquiring about Jeremy and argued with insurance companies over Richard’s accident. She was physically exhausted and emotionally drained, and I didn’t know how to help her. I tried to do extra chores around the house and even attempted a dinner or two. I knew she was grateful for the help even though she didn’t express it.

      There wasn’t much to do at the hospital except wait. Mom sat quietly, mostly staring off into space. Sometimes she spoke to Richard as if they were having an actual conversation. And sometimes she brought a newspaper and filled in the crossword puzzle. I generally brought homework or a book to read.

      I thought about how Mr. Gordon had suggested that I had the ability to heal Richard and wake him from his coma. I couldn’t take the suggestion seriously enough to try. If I couldn’t even see what TJ wanted me to see, then how could I do what highly trained doctors couldn’t, and miraculously heal Richard?

      Nurses came in periodically and checked the machines and adjusted his position. But Richard continued to sleep soundly.

      “I wonder what Jeremy’s doing right now,” Mom said.

      We had been sitting in Richard’s room for about two hours without saying a word. I looked up from my book just in time to see her sneaking a flask back into her purse.

      “I wonder if he’s thinking of us,” she continued. “He always talked about wanting to be on his own and maybe that’s all he did. Maybe he left to be on his own, too impatient for the school year to finish. I wonder what he’s thinking, or if he regrets leaving. I wonder if he even knows about the accident.”

      “You don’t believe he’s in trouble? He could be held captive, waiting for someone to rescue him.”

      “Not my Jeremy. He’s a very self-reliant boy; he always has been. I know he can take care of himself. There is no one out there who can hold him hostage.”

      “Not even Kafka the bogeyman?” I laughed, trying to keep the conversation from turning too serious.

      “That’s a name I wish I could forget.”

      “Where did he come from?”

      “I don’t remember. It’s been a long time.”

      “Is he a fictional character? An urban legend? An ancestor?”

      “I don’t remember that, either. I don’t remember where it came from. I feel like it’s somehow part of me, like it came from another life. But that’s just silly. Kafka the bogeyman.” She laughed, too. “What a strange name.”

      The nights I came with Mom to the hospital we left earlier, usually around 10 p.m., so I wouldn’t be excessively tired for school the next day. Mom kissed Richard on the forehead, and we left at the stroke of ten.

      As we walked through the labyrinth of hallways, I saw a man in a hat that looked surprisingly like Mr. Gordon. The man turned a corner. I raced ahead to catch a better look, but by the time I turned the corner, the man was already gone. I returned to Mom, and we followed the trail of breadcrumbs back to the car.
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      Daniel walked sharply through the fluorescently lit hallways of St. Joseph’s Hospital. He knew that Oliver and his mother were on their way out. He had caught a glimpse of them as he turned a corner. They seemed unfocused and unaware. Daniel had gotten the room number from the nursing assistant downstairs. He had a pretty good idea where he was headed. It was late, after 10 p.m., but the hallways were still bustling with activity.

      He found the room number he was searching for with ease. The room number plate seemed larger than all the others, like it was intentionally trying to stand out, so it would be impossible for him to pass by without noticing.

      Daniel stood in the doorway and gazed at a man lying in bed, asleep, covered in bandages, and hooked up to machines. It was Richard. Daniel had a hard time recognizing him beneath all the bandages, but he knew it was Richard. He was in the right place.

      Daniel entered the room and removed his overcoat, but left his hat on. He tenderly draped his overcoat over the arm of a chair by the wall. Taking the next chair over and scooting it closer to the bed, he sat down. Leaning forward, he placed his left hand on Richard’s cast-enveloped arm.

      “You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into. I’ve watched you for a long time now. You’re good to Helen. If you weren’t, I would’ve gotten rid of you long ago. I knew she couldn’t wait forever, and it’s been a long time. When I left Nicholae in Provex City, I made him one promise, which was to protect his family until the end. I vow to do just that.

      “I’m sorry about Jeremy. I truly am. My contact in the city is on the lookout for him. He always has been the independent one, but I know he’ll be back to you and Helen soon.

      “And Oliver is such a special boy. You have no idea how special he really is. But he needs help. He needs a father figure in his life, which is more than I can provide. But you need to be around long enough to help. And when he’s ready, he’ll be sent on a journey that neither he nor you could have ever fathomed. But I need you to help me look after him until he’s ready.”

      Daniel laughed to himself while thinking of the limited information Richard has been privileged to. He imagined the day Richard would find out his family’s secret. He imagined the day Richard would come face to face with Nicholae.

      “You poor man, you have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into. But it’s okay. I’m here to help. I want to help you get back to your family. I know you can hear me in there. Beneath the slumbering body is a conscious mind waiting to be freed. Your morning will come—not tomorrow, but soon—for you to awake and be well. Act surprised, and no one will be the wiser. This will just be our little secret. So for now, sleep, my friend, and the morning soon will come for you to awake with new and heightened vitality.”

      Just as Daniel removed his hand from Richard’s arm, a nurse strolled into the room.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t think anyone else would be here,” she said stopping in alarm at the sight of Daniel.

      “No, my apologies. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Are you another family member?”

      “Just a friend of the family.”

      “Oh. It’s rather late, isn’t it?”

      “It is, and that’s why I was just leaving.”

      “No, I didn’t mean you had to go. I just meant—”

      “I know what you meant, and I was actually about to leave. He’s not going to wake up tonight.” Daniel brought the chair back to its original placement in the room and grabbed his coat.

      “I do hope he wakes up soon,” the nurse said.

      “Hope is a wonderful thing to have. It invites the possibility of miracles,” Daniel said, tipped his hat to the nurse, and sauntered gingerly into the hall.
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      It felt good to finally have the Thanksgiving four-day weekend. Of course, we were given homework to finish over the break, but I could wait until Sunday and still finish on time. Instead, I wanted to eat, sleep, and watch TV.

      “I don’t understand why you’re going through all this trouble. Why don’t we just order a pizza?” I asked Mom as she slaved over the stove, with all burners blazing.

      “We can’t just order a pizza. It’s Thanksgiving, for God’s sake.”

      “I love our Thanksgiving meals—don’t get me wrong—but it just seems like a lot of food and a lot of work for two people.”

      “What’s Thanksgiving without a Thanksgiving feast? We’ll probably have leftovers for two weeks, but who cares. What’s Thanksgiving without turkey?”

      “Turkey we’ll be eating for the rest of the year,” I said.

      “You love turkey. And I won’t have to cook again for a very long time,” Mom said as she wiped her sweating forehead from the rising steam. “Can you set the table? The food will be ready soon.”

      “Are we eating in the kitchen or the dining room?” I asked.

      “In the dining room, of course. We always eat in the dining room for Thanksgiving.”

      “I know. I just thought—”

      “And use the fine china.”

      “I know. Just like we always do,” I groaned almost mockingly.

      In the dining room, I retrieved the white formal tablecloth and place settings from the china cabinet. I set everything up to the former years’ specifications, except for the number of place settings. But our seats at the table remained the same.

      Frolics lay by the sliding glass door, and I sat with him until Mom called me into the kitchen. The food was finally ready and I helped Mom transfer it into serving bowls and arrange the bowls on the table.

      “Are we having wine?” I asked, looking through the refrigerator.

      “One glass for you, then as much sparkling cider as you desire.”

      We sat across from each other, and Frolics lazily moved his position to the foot of Mom’s chair. He looked docile now, but the moment any food hit the floor he would become a beast.

      “Do you mind if we say Grace?” she asked.

      “I don’t remember us ever saying Grace.”

      “We have to be thankful. It’s more important now than ever to be thankful for what we have and remain hopeful of getting our family back together.”

      “I know, Mom. I don’t object. I’m just saying we’ve never said it before.”

      “I don’t want to have another Thanksgiving with these two chairs empty.”

      “Me neither,” I said.

      As she bowed her head and recited the prayer, I looked around the room and was consumed by the emptiness of it. The empty chairs were haunting reminders of our family tragedy and misfortune. But I was still thankful. I was thankful I wasn’t completely alone. And I was thankful I knew Jeremy was alive and had a slight lead to his whereabouts. I was thankful for Mr. Gordon and all he had done for me. And I was thankful for TJ and how he was helping me now. I was thankful for Anna, who was always there when I needed her. And I was thankful for Desiree for always being there—no matter what.

      “Amen.”

      “Happy Thanksgiving.” We toasted and drank our white wine.

      We served each other and ate our food in the serenity of each other’s company and classical music. Mom kept looking up as we ate, to make sure I was enjoying my food, but didn’t say a word. She even fed a piece of turkey to the dog, who scarfed it down in one slobbering bite.

      Just before I could finish my second helping of Thanksgiving turkey, the doorbell rang. Mom and I looked up from our plates, startled by the infrequent sound. Frolics sat up in alarm and barked.

      “Quiet, Frolics. Are you expecting anyone?”

      “Not me,” I said, shaking my head.

      Neither one of us got up from the table, struggling with the mixed feelings the toll of the bell brought. The unexpected visitor on the other side of the door may bring good news, or bad news, or maybe no news at all. I could tell Mom was thinking of Jeremy, and the dread of bad news paralyzed her.

      The doorbell rang again. I finally got up from the table, my apprehension overpowered by curiosity. I peeked through the shades covering the window over the kitchen sink and, to my surprise and relief, saw Desiree and Eli.

      “It’s just Desiree,” I called to Mom and hurried to open the front door.

      “Happy Thanksgiving!” Desiree exclaimed. “I was beginning to think you weren’t home.”

      I invited them both in. Desiree held a square pan covered in tinfoil.

      “Yeah, we were just finishing up. There’s plenty more food if you’d like some.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought we came early enough not to interrupt dinner,” Desiree said. “We can’t stay long ’cause my mom’s cooking dinner right now. But I made you a dessert.”

      Mom stepped into the kitchen, with Frolics behind her.

      “Mom, you remember Desiree, and this is her boyfriend, Eli. Desiree brought us dessert.”

      “The only thing I didn’t make,” Mom said.

      “I’m thankful for that,” Desiree said, walking into the kitchen. She set down the pan on the counter and removed the tinfoil cover. “I made pumpkin squares.”

      “It looks delicious, thank you. Would you two like anything to eat? We were just finishing, but there’s plenty more food,” Mom said.

      “No, thank you, we have to save our appetites for my mom’s dinner.”

      “How about a drink then? We have sparkling cider.”

      Desiree looked over at Eli with her saddest puppy dog eyes.

      “What time do we have to be back?” he asked.

      “We have time.”

      “Okay, that’s fine with me.”

      Desiree jumped for joy and turned back to Mom. “Thank you. We’ll take some of your finest sparkling cider.”

      Mom retrieved two more wine glasses from the china cabinet. She filled Desiree and Eli’s glasses and refilled ours, which finished off the bottle. And with our drinks in hand, we all took seats in the living room.

      “Do you guys have any fun plans for the long weekend?” Mom asked, starting a forced, yet polite conversation.

      The mood consuming the room was that of an extended family member’s wake. It seemed taboo to bring up Jeremy or Richard. They were the two elephants in the room and we danced around them. I didn’t say much; it felt awkward having Mom hang out with my friends. But Desiree was right at home, as she usually was.

      When the glasses were emptied and courtesies exchanged, Eli stood up to signal it was time for him and Desiree to make their exit.

      “Thank you for sharing your Thanksgiving with us,” Desiree said. “And I hope you like the dessert.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be wonderful. Thank you,” Mom said.

      “What are you doing this weekend, Oliver?” Desiree asked.

      “I’ve got some homework to finish up. I should also find out what Anna’s up to.”

      “Yes, you should,” Desiree scolded me. “Well, if you guys want to hang out, you know how to reach me.”

      After our visitors had left, Mom went back into the kitchen and cut a couple pieces of Desiree’s homemade dessert. She didn’t seem to care that we hadn’t finished our dinner—at least she hadn’t. We sat back down at the dining room table, pushed our dinner plates aside, and enjoyed the dessert.

      “That was nice of them,” she said after a few bites.

      “Yeah.”

      “I hope you’re thankful for your friends. They seem like good kids.”

      “I am.” And we enjoyed the rest of our dessert in silence.

      Mom didn’t leave for the hospital until late into the evening. We watched a movie after clearing off the dinner table, leaving the dishes for tomorrow. Leaning against each other on the couch—Mom wrapped in the couch’s decorative afghan and a fire crackling across the room—we brought our Thanksgiving to a close.

      I probably should’ve gone with her to the hospital to see Richard, but I told her that I’d promised to spend some time with Anna. She seemed to understand, even though she looked somewhat disappointed.

      I retreated to my room and collapsed on my bed, scouring through my pockets for my phone.

      “Hey, Anna. Happy Thanksgiving. How’s your day been?”

      “Good. We had some extended family over. It was nice to see everyone. But I’ve missed you.” Anna paused. “Everyone’s gone now. My parents are just cleaning up. You’re welcome to come over, if you want.”

      “I’d love to, but I promised my mom I’d go with her to see Richard, you know, with it being Thanksgiving and all.”

      “I understand. Was your Thanksgiving okay?”

      “Yeah, it was good. My mom seems to be doing better. And Desiree and Eli stopped by for a few minutes.”

      “Oh?” Anna asked.

      “It was nothing. They just stopped by to wish us a happy holiday.”

      She was quiet again.

      “I should get going,” I said. “My mom’s waiting for me. But I just wanted to hear your voice before I left. Hopefully, we can get together tomorrow?”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Me, too,” I said and hung up.

      What’s wrong with me? I wanted to see Anna, but at the same time, I couldn’t concentrate on her. There were so many things eating away at me. I did plan on keeping my promise tomorrow, but tonight I just couldn’t handle the company.

      I sat up and stared at the wall across my room. Sitting up as straight as I could, I relaxed my shoulders and placed my hands—palms up—in my lap. I closed my eyes and tried to envision what I wanted to see. But it was hard since I didn’t know what I was looking for. I just needed to see past the wall.

      I focused intently on the wall, the window, my curtains. The light was on and what I saw was clear. I relaxed my eyes and breathed deeply and somehow willed my vision through the wall. The scene before me soon became blurry, like I was seeing cross-eyed.

      But the wall was becoming more than blurry from my relaxed vision. I was seeing something more. Something I couldn’t have imagined possible. Maybe something I shouldn’t see. The wall wasn’t becoming blurry. It was fading. I was seeing a translucent view of the courtyard. But the courtyard wasn’t any clearer than the wall.

      I tried to wrap my mind around what was happening as the scene before me faded deeper into obscurity, and my vision became doubled. I saw trees and bushes intersecting with each other—growing out over one another and overlapping. Trees I knew and trees I’d never seen before grew together. And there was a boy sitting at the base of one of the new translucent trees. With his knees up and his head down, the boy was still.

      Was I witnessing a scene similar to what Desiree had seen on the night she was in my room? The appearance of the pictures and the door to the Room of Enlightenment were nothing compared to the scene unfolding before me.

      “TJ? Is that you?” I called out to the boy who, for all the world, appeared to be sitting in the courtyard. “I think I’m doing it! I’m seeing something. It may be a dream or an illusion, but it sure seems real. TJ, is that you out there? I can see you through the wall.”

      I was so excited and desperately wanted TJ to look up and say something. And when he did, I was in for a greater surprise. His head rose, and he looked straight at me.

      “Jeremy?” And as soon as I said his name, the ghostly scene vanished. My concentration was broken. My room was back in its original form.

      I hopped off the bed and ran to the window. Throwing open the curtains, I scanned the dark courtyard. There was little moonlight tonight. The courtyard was empty. I put my hands up to the window and felt the cold, yet solid glass. I slid my hands over to the wall, and it too was as solid as it had ever been.

      “TJ, what just happened?” I asked into the night. But there was no answer.
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      “Eli and his buddies—the ones you met at my Halloween party—officially formed a band and got their first gig this weekend. Wanna go?” Desiree asked, waiting for the start of our chemistry lecture.

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “You guess so much that it doesn’t seem like you know anything.”

      Her comment was sarcastic, but she didn’t know how true it really was. “I guess you’re right,” I said, returning her sarcasm. I hadn’t yet told her about my latest vision. “When and where?”

      “Friday night in Hollywood.”

      “Sounds pretty big time for a first gig.”

      “Not really. All you have to do is send in a few mp3s and sell a certain number of tickets. And Todd knows some people.”

      Todd, Eli’s bass player. I remembered him hitting on Anna at the Halloween party. That slimy shmuck.

      “So, the tickets are only ten bucks,” Desiree said quickly, like a professional sales pitch.

      “Is Anna going?”

      “Of course she’s going.”

      “Then put me down for two tickets.”

      “What a gentleman, but Anna is already taken care of. Eli got two freebies and gave one to Anna,” Desiree said scanning my expression, seemingly curious on how I would react to the news.

      “That’s cool. So what are the plans for getting up there?”

      “Good morning, Oliver,” Leslie said, stopping between Desiree and me. “Did you have a good Thanksgiving?”

      “Fine. Yours?”

      “Mine was good. Any word from Jeremy?” she asked in a sullen tone, obviously not expecting an uplifting answer.

      “Not yet, but we’re hopeful. And thankful we haven’t received any bad news.”

      “I’m hopeful, too.” She turned and took her usual seat near the front of the room. Mr. Clayton then attempted to quiet the class so he could start his lecture.

      “I feel so bad for her,” Desiree whispered. I didn’t want to disrupt the opening of the lecture, so I didn’t say anything in return, but couldn’t help thinking how strange her comment sounded.

      Concentrating in the next few classes was harder than usual. The vision I had seen in my room was imprinted on my mind. A picture of Jeremy. Was the image real? All I had were questions, and the only person with answers was waiting for me in the shadows of my room. I longed to get back home.

      My anxiety in gym was gone, and we had moved on to flag football—a sport I was no better at than any of the others this year. But I was okay with my lack of athletic prowess. I was confident in my inability. And no one made fun of me. When I was changing out of my gym clothes, I saw Logan at the end of the row. We caught each other’s awkward glances, but there was no more pressure.

      As I left the locker room and rounded the exterior of the gym, I stopped at the entrance of the quad. Students all around me rushed to their habitual lunch spots. I looked to where I had become accustomed to eating every day, a spot hidden behind hordes of traveling students. I couldn’t see if Anna was already there, sitting Indian style, with her bagged lunch dissected into a makeshift plate in front of her.

      I was still buried deep in my head. The image of Jeremy wouldn’t go away. I felt like being alone. I felt like hiding. And there was only one place where I could think to do that.

      After committing to the decision not to eat lunch with my friends today, I set a course for the humanities building. I entered the now heated hallway and peeked into the small window of Mr. Gordon’s classroom. The room was empty and the lights were off, but even in the darkness I could see the door to the Room of Enlightenment on the far wall.

      I reached for the handle of the closed classroom door, and luckily it was unlocked. Sneaking in and closing the door behind me, I stood before the majestic door, the door magically hidden from the rest of the world. I hesitantly reached for the handle, pushing past my irrational fear of trespassing. I belonged here. The faint cream glow of the floating orbs from the dungeon-like room below crept up the spiral staircase.

      The room was as I had remembered, paintings and all. I sat in the shadows against the wall, gazing across the room at my picture. I still couldn’t believe it was here. There was so much I couldn’t believe.

      Jeremy, where are you?

      I shivered from the realization that I was sitting in a basement—even though Mr. Gordon claimed the school had no basement.

      A slight movement in my periphery caught my attention. There was Mr. Gordon huddled against the wall adjacent to me. His eyes were fixated straight ahead.

      “Mr. Gordon, is that you?”

      He seemingly snapped out of a trance. “I didn’t think you could see me. I’m impressed.”

      “Yeah, well...I didn’t come here to impress you. I just wanted to be alone.”

      “I can appreciate that. Which is the beauty of this place. Coincidentally, I was doing the same thing. It’s peaceful down here.”

      “I don’t really want a lecture today.”

      “Understood.”

      “I just wanted to find some quiet. Get away from all the noise of the real world. You know?”

      “I do. That was my plan, as well. To meditate, get quiet, listen.”

      “We’ll just sit here quietly?”

      “You have my word,” Mr. Gordon said with a sly smile. “Not a word.”

      “Okay then.”

      “Good. I’ll go back to meditating. You know the way out when you’re ready to leave.” Mr. Gordon leaned his head back against the wall, relaxed his hands in his lap, and took a deep breath in.

      It was starting to make sense, what TJ had told me about Mr. Gordon. There was more than he was telling me. He was keeping me in the dark for some reason. But whatever the reason was, it was preventing me from finding Jeremy. He was somewhere close, somewhere within reach.

      I wanted to get back to the humanities building hallway before students began lining up outside the door, waiting for class to start. As I snuck out into the hallway and closed the door behind me, I found one student already waiting, with a curious pair of emerald eyes gazing up at me.

      “I thought we were over the antisocial thing,” Desiree said, seated across the hallway.  “You can probably understand our concern when a friend disappears.”

      “I just needed some time to myself. That’s all.”

      “Thanks for locking the door behind you.”

      “I didn’t,” I said. Did I?

      “Whatever. We’re leaving at seven on Friday, if you still want to come.”

      “Yeah, I still wanna go.”

      “Good. We have to take two cars. Eli’s got a bunch of equipment. Anna will follow us.”

      “So, we’re leaving from your house at seven?”

      “On the dot,” Desiree said, and was about to continue, but the toll of the bell distracted her.

      Half of the class was now gathered patiently around the door. And Mr. Gordon appeared at the far end of the hallway with a student on either side of him. He gave Desiree and me a warm smile as he approached.

      “Happy Monday, everyone,” Mr. Gordon said, opening the door to his classroom.

      “I figured you were in here with him,” Desiree said as we took our seats.

      “Obviously not,” I said, probably coming off ruder than I had intended.
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      Anna remained several cars behind Eli most of the way up to Hollywood. She drove slower than the flow of traffic, which went from sixty to zero and back again every couple of seconds. Another car cut in front of us, putting us just that much further behind. Anna was nervous to drive in this kind of traffic—LA traffic—in the rain. We were getting our first real shower of the winter season, and in LA that meant there were flash flood warnings all over the news.

      “You’re falling behind. Over,” Desiree said, her voice crackling from the walkie-talkie stationed in the center cup holder.

      “We see you. Don’t worry,” I answered into the walkie-talkie.

      The line was silent for a moment.

      “You didn’t say over. How am I supposed to know when you’re done talking?” Desiree asked. “Over.”

      “I’m hanging up on you. Over.”

      “Don’t change the channel. She’ll get pissed,” Anna said.

      The parade of brake lights glistened off the slick highway, making it look like we were floating down a river of molten lava. Anna’s windshield wipers squeaked as they sloshed across the screen, separating us from nature’s fury. Anna turned up the radio to drown out the noise.

      “I can’t believe Christmas is just around the corner,” Anna said as the song ended.

      The DJ came on to offer the latest giveaway. A minivan pulled in front of us with reindeer antlers sticking up from the front windows and a baby on board decal suction cupped to the rear window.

      “We probably shouldn’t fall too much further behind,” I said.

      The rain was letting up a little, but the traffic was doing just the opposite. We were now six pairs of brake lights behind.

      “We’re exiting in three and a half miles. Sunset. Over,” Desiree said.

      “That’s like an hour away at the rate we’re going,” I said to Anna. “We’re almost there,” I said into the walkie-talkie.

      “Yeah we are!” Desiree yelled back.

      “No more caffeine for her,” Anna laughed.

      “When should Desiree ever really have caffeine?” I put a hand on her leg.

      We finally reached the off-ramp and were now only two cars behind. The club we were looking for wasn’t far once we exited the highway. Just past Silver Lake Boulevard on the left was the Hollywood hole-in-the-wall club called The Toy Gun Factory.

      Eli’s car pulled around back so he could unload his equipment. Desiree told us to find parking on the nearest side street, which we did, nearly a half-mile away.

      Anna and I trekked back to the club hand-in-hand. The rain had nearly stopped, but Anna still insisted on pulling up the hood of her jacket. I didn’t mind a few sprinkles, and actually enjoyed the brisk December breeze. It reminded me of Lake Arrowhead, minus the snow. This was probably as close as it was going to get.

      There was a bouncer checking IDs at the front door of the club. Anna and I wandered around the back and found Eli helping Derek carry in the pieces to his drum set. Desiree was off to the side, pacing in circles, talking on her cell phone. She waved when she saw us approaching.

      Hanging up, she slid the phone into her back pocket. “One of Eli’s friends got lost.”

      “It wasn’t that hard to find,” Anna said.

      “Is there anything we can do to help?” I asked.

      “No, I think they’re almost done,” Desiree said.

      Todd walked out from the back door of the club. “They’ve got catering in there. It’s not five-star or anything, but it’s not bad. Oh—hey, Anna.”

      “Hey yourself,” Anna said.

      I squeezed her hand tighter and stared at Todd, who failed to even acknowledge I was there. That’s okay. I wouldn’t have acknowledged him, either.

      “Come to see me shred?” Todd unfolded a foolish grin. “This gig is gonna be awesome.”

      “Go break a leg,” Anna said.

      “We’ve got shots inside if you want one.”

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      “You’re much more fun when you’re drunk.”

      “Whoa!” Desiree exclaimed.

      “Okay, okay, I’m leaving,” Todd said and went back inside.

      Eli passed Todd in the doorway. “Can I get my phone back, babe?” he said, looking at Desiree. After she had handed it over, he addressed the whole group. “Hold out your right hands.” Eli stamped the back of each one of our outstretched hands with fluorescent green ink. “This way no one will card you. It says you’re over eighteen, but not twenty-one. Ready to go in?”

      The girls were excited. We followed Eli in through the back entrance of the club and down a dimly lit hallway. The walls shook from the pounding drums, and the rest of the music blended together to form a deafening hum of distortion. We turned a corner and entered a small room with a few chairs and a folding table packed with catered pasta, bread, and an ample assortment of nonalcoholic drinks.

      Derek and Mike were finishing up plates of pasta, and Todd was pouring the contents of his flask into his soda.

      “No one cares if you have some, so help yourselves,” Eli said. He grabbed a dinner roll from the table and gathered up his band mates for some last-minute preparations. Eli and the guys left us to fend for ourselves.

      Desiree and Anna did just that. They helped themselves to all the catering had to offer.

      I grabbed a soda and paced around the room. The walls were very rock ‘n’ roll, decorated almost completely in band stickers and signatures. Thousands of bands had played here—many that never made it big, but some that did. Some pretty famous people had passed through these walls. Some pretty big bands had gotten a start here. And thousands of other unrecognizable names hoped to achieve that same kind of success.

      And then I saw—written near the corner of the room—a phrase that jumped out at me like another message from the beyond. Elliott Smith was here. I was standing where he had once stood, waiting to play a show.

      The angelic and expressive face of Desiree jumped into my head. Wisped back to the first day of school, I saw her flowing, russet-colored hair and those emerald eyes for the first time. She handed me her purple pen, and I flushed with embarrassment. It felt so long ago.

      I remembered wondering how my life was going to change in a new school. The friends I would meet. The enemies I would make. The adventures I would have. And the special memories I would create. The year was almost half over, and already my life was taking drastic new turns, many of which I could have never foreseen—or would have even believed.

      One phrase written on a dirty wall in the band lounge of a Hollywood club brought all of these memories and emotions flooding to the forefront of my consciousness. I looked over at Desiree, who was still eating and casually chatting away with Anna. Would Desiree react in the same way to Elliott Smith’s writing on the wall as I had? For some reason, I didn’t want to find out, and moved to a different part of the room.

      As I passed by the door on my second lap around the room, I was startled by a ghostly figure. It floated past the door quickly so I didn’t get a good look at its features, but I knew that it was someone familiar. I hurried after the traveling specter, who turned into the wall halfway down the hallway and disappeared. I continued down the hallway and exited the back door of the club.

      I frantically scanned the back lot—probably looking like a lunatic to the smoking, off-duty bouncer—and soon found my ghost. He traveled steadily through the parking lot, straight through the parked cars, and headed for an alley outlet to a main street.

      I followed the figure through the alley, reaching Silver Lake. Held back by the erratically passing cars, my translucent friend crossed the street with ease. And I finally saw where he was heading.

      The outline of a massive building shot up into the night sky on the far side of the street. I could still see the small shops and restaurants lining the other side of Silver Lake through the outline of the phantom skyscraper.

      I had no idea what I was seeing, or looking at, or really looking for—but I watched the figure reach the shadow of the skyscraper. After a moment, he began rising into the air like he was in an unseen elevator, and turned to face my direction as he ascended. He was the figure of someone familiar. Jeremy. I could see him, but he wasn’t quite here. I wasn’t quite there. And then he vanished as he ascended into the heavens.

      Standing at the edge of the sidewalk—possibly a little too close to the oncoming traffic—I gazed out at the phantom building that had swallowed up my brother. Then I heard the frantic sound of a runner’s footsteps in the alley behind me.

      “What’re you doing?” Desiree asked, her words coming out in labored breaths, her shoes squeaking to a stop beside me.

      “I thought I saw something,” I said.

      “You trying to ditch us or something?” Anna appeared on my other side. “All we see is you rushing out of the room.”

      “How about a little heads up,” Desiree said.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you guys.”

      “Eli’s band is gonna start soon,” Anna said.

      “We should get back,” Desiree said.

      The more the girls talked to me, the more faded the skyscraper became—until it was gone—until I was back in Hollywood the way it was meant to be seen.

      Jeremy, where are you?

      I headed back in with the girls, but my mind was still on the street, the building, Jeremy. Desiree and Anna danced around in the audience as Eli’s band powered through their set, but I never really heard them play. Once again, my head had swallowed up my awareness to what was going on around me.

      The drive home was quiet, and as Anna pulled into my driveway she asked, “Is everything all right? You’ve seemed totally distracted ever since we got to the club. Or freaked out. Like you saw a ghost or something.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “You’re right, I don’t. You won’t tell me anything. You won’t talk to me. I don’t understand what’s going on with you. I know your family life is tough—”

      “I’m just going through a lot right now.”

      “I know and I want to help. Please let me. Talk to me. Something.”

      “I can’t right now, I’m sorry,” I said, unfastening my seatbelt and sliding a hand into her hair, down to the back of her neck. “You mean so much to me. You help me in ways you don’t even know.” I kissed her cheek, her nose, and then her lips.

      Anna turned her body as much as the center console allowed her to, never releasing her lips from mine. It felt like one of us was leaving for an undetermined amount of time, or moving, or going to war, and this was the last chance we had to hold each other for God knows how long. And it felt passionate and wonderful, and sad and desperate. Because either way, one of us was losing the other.

      When I snuck in the side door, the house was dark. Mom was already asleep, and Frolics was lying on the mat at the foot of the kitchen sink. I gave him a moment of my time and coaxed him out of following me back to my room.

      I wasn’t tired; I was anxious. I skillfully shut the door without it making the slightest sound. Keeping the light off, I leapt up on my bed and collapsed cross legged. I sat up straight and pressed my back against the wall.

      Again, I stared across my room with the focus of a surgeon and a faith in knowing that there was something beyond my wall, something beyond everything I saw in my day-to-day life. The two times I had now seen Jeremy got me imagining that there was an entire world beyond the door to the Room of Enlightenment and the paintings Mr. Gordon had trained me to see.

      “I saw him again. At least I know he’s out there. Thank you,” I whispered.

      I stared at my wall and the fade began again. But this time I didn’t see through the wall into the courtyard. What appeared were the phantom trees and bushes that I had seen last time without seeing the courtyard at all. The familiar trees and bushes I saw from my window every day were gone. The brick wall separating the courtyard from the front yard was gone. My front yard, the street, and the row of houses along the opposite side were gone.

      What I saw instead was new and clear. It was dark, just as it should have been outside. The phantom tree I had seen Jeremy leaning against was directly in front of me: in focus, in color, brilliant, and only a few yards away.

      Beyond the tree was open land. Moonlight glistened off the black water of a river, just past the open land. And on the far side of the river was a bustling cluster of buildings. There was a larger central building surrounded by smaller ones. The site looked like a campus, a hospital, or maybe even a prison. The buildings almost had a glow to themselves, like they were made entirely out of blue lights. They looked magnificent, probably even more so in the darkness.

      The night was calm and quiet. I could hear occasional passing cars, but it was hard to tell if they were located in the serene place I was focused on or driving down Wheeler.

      “I don’t think I’m just seeing through the wall anymore,” I whispered.

      “What do you see,” the voice of TJ whispered back.

      I couldn’t tell where he was. I didn’t want to look for him. I didn’t want to take my eyes off the scene before me in fear that with a single blink it would all be gone.

      “It’s magnificent. There’s a field or a park. A river. Beautiful glowing buildings. The moon. I can’t even describe it. It’s so…”

      “And Jeremy?”

      “I don’t see him now. But I did earlier. Is this where he is?”

      “Yes.”

      “So how do I get to him?”

      “All you have to do is walk through,” TJ said.

      I looked out at the surreal new world in absolute wonderment. But what was it, really? Why wasn’t Jeremy able to come home? “You want me to walk through my wall?”

      “You’ve been doing that for months now in your teacher’s classroom. How is this any different?”

      TJ was right. Mr. Gordon had been preparing me for this the entire time; he just hadn’t helped me connect the final dots. And as I was thinking, the scene faded away. The far side of my room reappeared. I tried like mad to focus and get it back, but then realized how exhausted I was. The mental drain and fatigue was overwhelming.

      “It’ll come. When you get there, you’ll know and feel confident in walking through,” TJ said.

      I finally took my eyes off the wall and found TJ sitting at the foot of my bed.

      “Why am I suddenly so tired?” I asked.

      “It’s no easy feat, what you just did. Like anything else, practice will make it easier.”

      I could barely keep my eyes open any longer. I slid under the covers and glanced over at TJ, who was still sitting with me, watching over me as I peacefully fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll see you guys after school,” Mr. Gordon said as Desiree and I were leaving for art class.

      I stopped before reaching the door and turned back, catching Desiree off guard. “Actually, I don’t think I can make it today. I—my mom’s been sick. I really need to get home as soon as I can.”

      Mr. Gordon glanced over at Desiree.

      “I’ll be here next week, I swear,” I said and also gave a glance to Desiree. “You could probably use the extra practice without me anyway.”

      “You jerk,” Desiree said.

      “I understand. Give my best to your mom,” Mr. Gordon said and went back to his paperwork.

      “I’ll still be here,” Desiree said.

      “It’s okay, Miss Behring. Take the afternoon off. We’ll reconvene next Tuesday.”

      Desiree followed me out the door. “Thanks a lot,” she said as we exited the humanities building.

      “What? I can’t make it today. It’s not a crime.”

      “What’s going on with you? Your mom’s not sick. You blew him off. And for what?”

      “How do you know my mom’s not sick?”

      “Oh, come on. That was pathetic. Mr. Gordon knew it, too. I think you hurt his feelings.”

      “No way. He’s probably glad to have the afternoon off,” I said.

      We argued all the way to our communal art desk. Andy and Sara were already setting up their stations.

      I was in the process of finding another picture. But I couldn’t focus. My focus was on getting back to the quiet of my room and practicing. I was so close. Jeremy was just beyond my reach. But I was reaching further than I ever had before. Soon it would be far enough.

      Desiree sulked beside me. Ordinarily, I would try to cheer her up, but if I tried now she’d just ask more questions about what I was up to. I didn’t know if she’d try to convince me to consult with Mr. Gordon or attempt to talk me out of what I was doing altogether. I couldn’t take that chance.

      “I’m gonna leave early. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I finally said to Desiree.

      “Fine.”

      I got approval from Mr. Jeffers to see the nurse, but instead of heading for the nurse’s office, I walked straight off campus. I texted Anna along the way to let her know she didn’t have to wait for me. The walk home was peaceful, giving me time to mentally prepare for my awareness exercise.

      I wasn’t home more than five minutes when the doorbell rang. I glanced out the window in the kitchen. Desiree was standing outside with her arms folded across her chest.

      “I bet you’re not here to wish my mother your best,” I said, opening the door for her.

      Desiree didn’t wait for me to invite her in. “I bet she’s not even home.”

      “Good guess.”

      Frolics ran in to greet Desiree, but I pulled him by the collar back into the kitchen and slid the door closed. There was another way out, but it would probably take him a few minutes to figure that out while he remained focused on the closed door instead of the one that was open to the dining room.

      “So, what’s this all about?” I asked.

      “You tell me. What is TJ telling you to do? To avoid Mr. Gordon? He’s the one who’s really helping you. He’s constantly been there for you. Mr. Gordon has shown us so much. And this is how you repay him—”

      I grabbed Desiree by her padded wrist and led her to my room. She took a seat on my bed, wrestling off her coat.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “Good. Then fill me in.”

      “I saw Jeremy.”

      Desiree’s eyes widened. She was finally speechless.

      “I’ve seen Jeremy several times now, and TJ has helped me do it. But he also warned me that I’m not getting the whole truth from Mr. Gordon. So this is something I didn’t want to bring up to him.”

      “What’s he hiding?”

      “I don’t know. TJ could tell you himself—but, like usual, when you’re here, he’s conveniently not,” I said, trying to control my frustration. “TJ, where are you?”

      “Hello?” a girl’s voice called from the entryway. “The front door was unlocked. Oliver?”

      It was Anna. What was she doing here? How had I not heard her car or the screech from her opening the courtyard gate?

      I found her standing in the entryway with the front door still open. “You’re letting in all the cold.”

      “I got your text and just wanted to stop by and see how you were feeling. Can I get you anything?”

      “I’m feeling a lot better, thanks though.”

      “Hey, Anna,” Desiree said, emerging from the hallway.

      Anna took one baffled look at Desiree and then at me. “What’s going on here?”

      “It’s not what you think,” I said, quickly catching on to the connection she was making.

      “You told me you were sick.”

      “He told me his mom was sick,” Desiree said.

      “But why are you here, Desiree?” Anna asked.

      Desiree gazed over at me for help. “I—”

      “Just tell me the truth. What’s going on with you two?” Anna demanded.

      “Nothing,” I said. “There’s nothing going on between Desiree and me. This is all just a big misunderstanding.”

      “Desiree sees you on Thanksgiving and I don’t. You are always leaving early from lunch. I know you have a bunch of classes together. Your late-night phone calls with assignment questions. And your weekly meetings with your teacher? Is that like a code or something?”

      “No! We’re just friends,” I said, starting to feel interrogated.

      Desiree jumped in. “Anna, you know me. You know I wouldn’t screw you over. And I’m with Eli. I don’t want to do anything to screw that up—”

      “Well, it may be getting a little late for that,” Anna said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Desiree gasped.

      “You know exactly what it means!”

      I’d had enough of this. I didn’t want to deal with this right now. I wanted to tell Desiree more about what I was seeing, but I thought that was currently a lost cause.

      “Okay, I think it’s time for everyone to go home,” I said.

      “First you lie to me and then you kick me out?” Anna said.

      “Well, I’m feeling pretty sick now. So yes, I’m kicking you out. Both of you. I can’t handle this right now. I’m sorry. There is something I have to do,” I said. Both girls glared at me with utter contempt. “Please, just go. Anna, I’ll call you later this evening. Desiree, I’ll see you in class tomorrow.”

      We all stood there staring at each other for an excruciatingly long time. I couldn’t tell if they were actually going to leave or not.

      “Okay, call me later,” Anna finally said.

      “I need to get my coat,” Desiree said and headed back to my room.

      Anna shook her head, spun around, and stormed out of the house. Desiree came stomping through the hallway with her coat in hand, closely following Anna. But they didn’t say a word to each other.

      Taking a deep breath, I closed the door and went back to my room. I stood in the doorway for a few minutes just looking over all my possessions. An object on my desk jumped out at me. The screwdriver. That frightening day was the last time I had truly seen Jeremy.

      I grabbed the flathead reminder of my last day with Jeremy, jumped up on my bed, sat down, and let the back of my head bang against the wall. I turned the screwdriver over and over in my lap.

      You will help me find him.

      I had to get my focus back. Put the girls out of my head. Every relationship seemed to be a mess. I didn’t need the distraction, and I wasn’t going to let it keep me from my goal. I didn’t need anyone else. All I needed was to believe in myself. I needed to know I could do it, just as Mr. Gordon had said all along.

      I focused on my wall across the room and waited for the fade to begin again—not hoping, but expecting it to begin.

      And it did.

      My wall faded away and the surreal new world reappeared, now in radiant sunlight. The buildings on the far side of the river glowed even in the daylight. The water was crystalline blue, with shimmering diamonds in its soft ripples. And there was a boy walking toward me, a couple hundred paces off. And I knew at once it was Jeremy.

      “Jeremy!” I exclaimed. He didn’t seem to hear me.

      I knew what I had to do. I didn’t need TJ and I didn’t need Mr. Gordon. Stepping carefully off my bed, I remained focused on Jeremy. He wasn’t going to get away again.

      I took a step closer. I knew my wall was close now, but I tried to keep its image out of my head and held my gaze on Jeremy.

      “Jeremy!”

      Still no reaction.

      I took another step forward and felt myself entering this new world. I started to feel the warm sun on my back and the cool breeze on my cheeks. By the time I realized I was out in the winter air without a coat, I looked around to my room only to find it gone. My room was no longer behind me—I was enveloped by this new world. I looked down at the screwdriver that I still had in my hand. I could hear the chirping of birds in the trees. The sound of cars around me. The smell of grass and exhaust fumes.

      I’m here!

      “Jeremy!” I yelled, looking up again.

      And this time he heard me. He looked directly at me with an ear-to-ear grin on his face.

      I had finally made it. I had finally found Jeremy. I had no idea where I was, but it was like a shroud that had been covering my eyes my entire life had been lifted, revealing a whole new world.

      But then the expression on Jeremy’s face sank from excitement to horror. And that’s when it happened. Someone honked. Something crashed. And everything went dark.
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      A faceless voice fought through the haze, and a barrage of other sounds rose to the foreground.

      “Oliver, can you hear me?” a distant voice whispered to me.

      My head spun from the encircling chaos. Becoming aware of my body, I noticed the temperature of my surroundings and the softness of where I lay. Increasing light forced me to keep my eyes closed. I flexed my fingers and wiggled my toes, relieved I could still do so. My breathing was slow, deep, and meditative. I tried squinting, and there was a flood of white light. Blurred shapes encircling me remained hidden, enveloped in auras of bright light. I blinked hard several times to restore my vision and lessen my sensitivity.

      “How’re you feeling?” Multiple faces condensed into one. And it was Jeremy. He stood over me with a smile brighter than I had ever seen before.

      I was lying in a white bed, in the middle of a white room, with four chairs lining the wall by the door, and some blinking machinery beside the bed. There were two wires connected to the machine that extended toward me. Freeing my arms from under the blankets, I felt around my neck and discovered a suction cup on either side just below my jaw. The suction cups were connected to the wires.

      I looked up at Jeremy. “I can’t tell yet. I think I’m okay. I feel weird,” I said. My throat was dry and hoarse. I coughed and my throat burned, acidic and sensitive.

      “Well, you look a hundred times better,” he said, smiling. “You had me worried.”

      “What happened? Where are we?” I coughed again.

      “You can’t just walk onto the freeway whenever you feel like it. People get hurt that way. I probably don’t have to tell you.”

      “I was walking on the freeway?” I tried to think back to my last memory.

      “Yeah. You really scared the hell out of the driver who hit you. He was raving that you came out of nowhere. You were a mess. I thought I’d lost you, little brother. Thank God for all the medical advancements in this place.”

      “Where are we?”

      “You’re in the Inner Provex City Medical Facility. You appeared about an hour outside the city and were flown here to get the best medical attention.” Jeremy took a moment before continuing. “Well, you made it. Not as graceful of an entrance as you may have expected, but you made it.”

      I looked up at the ceiling and racked my brain, trying to think back. And then it came to me: The vision. The fade. Stepping through. Seeing Jeremy—truly seeing Jeremy—at last. The crash.

      Pushing up on my elbows, I only felt mild discomfort. I was in similar clothes to what I had been wearing. They looked brand new. Pulling myself the rest of the way up, one of the suction cups fell off my neck, and the machine beside me began beeping furiously.

      Jeremy reached down to retrieve the suction cup and placed it back on my neck. The machine calmed. I repositioned myself to be fully seated and leaned against the wall so the wires wouldn’t be overextended.

      “How long have I been here?”

      “A few days.”

      “I’m still so exhausted,” I said, examining my arms for any cuts, bruises, or signs of other more serious injuries.

      “No kidding—you were hurt pretty bad. Your body needed a ton of rest to recover. You left the scene with bones sticking through skin, internal bleeding, and a rather serious concussion. It was grisly. Luckily, you were unconscious.”

      “Are you kidding me?” It almost made me sick just trying to envision the aftermath of the accident.

      “No, I’m totally serious,” he said, as he backed up to sit in one of the chairs.

      I examined my body again, looking over every extremity. I was a little sore, but nothing really stood out. Obviously, nothing was still broken, but nothing even felt sprained or revealed any evidence of real trauma. My head ached slightly, but nothing aspirin couldn’t fix. I was just in a hospital bed with no bandages and no restrictive movement whatsoever.

      I lifted up my shirt and saw the small, circular scar still on my stomach. I had seen the miraculous healing that Mr. Gordon had done, but this was different. It wasn’t instantaneous. I was way better than Richard with just a few days rest, but I knew Mr. Gordon could have healed me much faster. I guess not everyone had his abilities, even here—in Provex City—wherever here really was. My head spun.

      “So, how long do I have to stay here?”

      “I’m sure Dr. Stevens will discharge you soon, since you’re awake and all. He checked in on you about an hour ago.”

      I looked at the open door and saw a bedlam of activity in the hallway. To my right, there was a window with the vertical blinds partially open, pouring more light into the room. I decided to test the condition of my body and removed the suction cups from my neck, which again caused the machine to go ballistic. I didn’t care. Swinging my feet over the edge, I cautiously stood up and balanced under my own strength. I felt fine. The window beckoned me, and I peered through the blinds.

      I was not prepared for what I saw. Unable to see the ground, there was just a layer of clouds below, with a multitude of other buildings piercing through the dense cover like metallic fingers reaching up to the heavens. The buildings radiated blue and red pulses, each with giant antennas shooting out from their apexes, and external glass capsule-like elevators darted up and down through the clouds. The sky was brilliantly blue and bright. I felt vertigo as I tried to look straight down and had no idea how high we really were. The clouds could have been foggy groundcover for all I knew, but something inside me felt that was not the case, and that in fact we were inexplicably miles off the ground. The dizziness came and I had to brace myself with the window ledge.

      “Is this where you’ve been all this time?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “What about Mom and Richard, do you have any idea what you’ve put them through? Do you even know what happened to Richard?”

      “What?” Jeremy asked.

      “He was in a car accident, too. But he wasn’t as lucky as me. He’s lying in a hospital bed right now, in a coma,” I said, trying to sound strong, trying to show my disappointment in Jeremy’s pseudo-intentional absence.

      He sat silent for a minute, looking straight ahead. “I tried to come back, you know. I really did. But I don’t have the skills you seem to have acquired. Like you, I’ve had help. I know you’ve been working with Daniel.”

      “That bald guy?”

      “Cias. He’s a friend of your father.”

      The name was familiar for some reason, but I couldn’t remember why. “How do you know Mr. Gordon? He’s not one of your teachers.”

      “He’s an old family friend. Another friend of your father who has been watching over our family since we left.”

      “You mean our father,” I said, correcting him.

      “No, I mean your father. My father’s dead.”

      “I know. Our father died serving—”

      “No. My father died when I was very young, not as a hero. Your father is still alive.”

      No! It couldn’t be true. Mom had told us stories of our father so many times. I could picture him even though I’d never seen a photo. I didn’t know how to react. I didn’t know whether to yell, cry, or deny the conversation altogether. This place was so new and unbelievable that it caused me to question everything I believed. Everything I thought I knew. Even the things Mr. Gordon had told me. And then things that TJ had said seeped back into my head—the reason I had followed his directions in the first place instead of Mr. Gordon’s. Everyone had secrets. Mr. Gordon. Jeremy. Desiree...

      “You deserve to know the truth,” Jeremy said. “I knew you wouldn’t believe me until now, even though it doesn’t make it all that much easier.”

      “Are you even my brother?”

      “Half.”

      “But how do you know? How do you know all this stuff and I don’t?”

      “What do you remember before the fire?”

      “Nothing. Like you, right?”

      “Our escape from the fire was just a story. You were given a pill that completely erased your memory, so you wouldn’t remember places like this and the fact that we were fugitives. Nicholae gave the pills to Mom, and she gave them to us, hoping to spare us the pain, the loss, the curiosity, or something like that.”

      “And you remember—”

      “Because I didn’t swallow my pill. I didn’t want to forget where I came from. She gave it to you first, lacing your drink. You didn’t even know you were taking anything. I was given a pill, a glass of water, and a story. I knew what was coming, hid it under my tongue, and pretended to pass out. Mom was so broken up about the whole situation that she didn’t check me very closely. The rest is—”

      “You’ve been pretending this whole time?”

      “I had to—’til I found a way back. And I’ve spent years looking. Until Cias found me.”

      “What about Mom? Why hasn’t she come looking for you, if she knows about all this stuff?”

      “I don’t think she does anymore. Remember when it seemed like she changed before marrying Richard?”

      I nodded.

      “I think she had one pill left.”

      “But she didn’t forget everything?”

      “No, but her stories were never the same. I think she only forgot about this place, about where we came from. She then believed your father was dead and moved on. And, to her, my father never existed,” Jeremy said and dropped his gaze to the floor.

      I think the real weight on how dysfunctional our family actually was finally hit him.

      “Let’s see what we’ve got here?” A man—I could only assume was Dr. Stevens—said as he barged into the room. “Oh, you’re up! That’s wonderful! How are you feeling?”

      “A little nauseous. But other than that, pretty good,” I said.

      “I can help you with that. Lie down and I’ll fix you right up.”

      “No, I don’t think you can. It’s not accident related.”

      “Don’t be so sure, I see this sort of thing all the time,” Dr. Stevens said confidently.

      “No, I’m fine, really.”

      “He’s just afraid of heights,” Jeremy chimed in.

      “Oh, I see. Come take a seat on the bed. Everything else is all healed up?”

      I sat down on the bed, and he grabbed my arms, held them out, and proceeded with a quick examination.

      “Everything looks good. You seem to be walking fine. How’s your head?” Dr. Stevens turned to the machine beside the bed and, without pressing a single button, it calmed.

      “My head is still a little sore, but I can deal with it. Can I get some aspirin?”

      “Aspirin? I haven’t heard that word in years. I don’t think you can even get aspirin anymore. What would prompt you to ask for something so primitive?” Dr. Stevens looked confused.

      Jeremy gave me a guilty look and mouthed something that I couldn’t make out.

      “I dunno. I must’ve hit my head pretty hard,” I said.

      “You sure did, kid. But I’ll fix you right now. Lie down,” he instructed. Dr. Stevens leaned over me, held out his hands—with his fingers pointed toward my temples—and closed his eyes. He moved his hands outward in slow, even circles.

      I tried to glance over at Jeremy, but didn’t want to turn my head. I felt awkward, but it seemed disruptive to say something.

      Dr. Stevens pulled his hands away and stretched his fingers. He leaned back into me and did some strange sweeping motions around my head. He put two fingers over my eyes, prompting me to close them. I heard his gentle movements around my head and sensed a faint smell of lavender.

      After what felt like only seconds, he snapped his fingers directly in front of my face. Startled, my eyes shot open like I was just yanked from a dream. The room seemed strangely brighter than before. I looked around with a slight disorientation.

      “How do you feel now?” Dr. Stevens asked, stepping back.

      I had to take a moment to really notice that the discomfort in my head was gone. “Wow—I feel great. That was amazing!” I said in astonishment.

      “All in a day’s work. I’m just glad I could help. You are officially good to go.”

      “Thanks, doc. We really appreciate all your help,” Jeremy said, standing up.

      “You’re welcome,” Dr. Stevens said. “Any time I get the opportunity to help your family, it’s a pleasure.” And as quickly as he had entered the room, he was gone.

      Jeremy led me out the door, and we maneuvered through the traffic jam of doctors and nurses. We passed many rooms like mine, but I didn’t see anyone who looked in bad shape. They all just seemed to be sleeping. In one room, I noticed a team of doctors doing the mysterious sweeping motions all over the patient’s body. That patient looked incredibly peaceful.

      “What do they do here?” I asked as we continued down the sterile corridor.

      “Energy healing. What science is just beginning to tap into back home is fully utilized here. I’m sure you’ve talked with Daniel about energy and frequencies. That’s how the universe functions. The usages are unlimited.”

      “Is that why Dr. Stevens was so thrown off by my request for aspirin?”

      “You got it. Medicine is obsolete here. Surgery is obsolete. They use specialized energy and frequencies to heal everything. I don’t know a lot about it, but the results are pretty spectacular.”

      Jeremy walked up to the elevator that looked like a glass capsule on the edge of the building, and without hesitating, stepped inside without a door opening.

      I stopped just before reaching the elevator and looked at him standing inside. I reached out and touched the glass wall, which seemed completely solid. I drew my hand back immediately, not expecting a divider to actually be there.

      “Come on, Oliver. It’s no big deal,” Jeremy said from inside the elevator.

      “Nothing opens,” I said, disgusted.

      “Don’t think about it, just walk through.”

      I backed up a few steps and looked around to see if anyone was watching. I didn’t want to prove that I didn’t belong here by not being able to step into an elevator. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes and tried again. This time I walked faster, waiting for my nose to smash into the glass, causing me to be shipped right back to Dr. Stevens. But my nose didn’t hit the glass. I was stopped by Jeremy’s hands grabbing my arms.

      I found myself standing with Jeremy inside of the capsule-like elevator. The edge of the building disappeared into the clouds below us.

      Suddenly the elevator started to descend. There were no buttons.

      “How’re we moving?” I asked frantically.

      “I told it to go down to the first floor.”

      “I didn’t hear you say anything.”

      “I didn’t have to. The technology here is such that you can communicate with mechanical and computer systems through thought. Back home, they were just working on perfecting voice recognition programs. Here, they’ve taken it to the next level and primarily use thought recognition programs, or TRPs—‘Trips’ for short.”

      “If there’re multiple people, how does it know whose command to follow?”

      “I don’t know the technical aspects of Trips. It’s something about dominant or primary thought commands. Pretty cool though, huh?” Jeremy said and gazed out at the majestic pillow landscape.

      We slowly passed through the clouds, and when we came through the other side, I could see the ground far below. There were countless miniature objects and people moving around the buildings, stretching out as far as I could see. The buildings shimmered in the daylight, stretching into the sky further than physics should allow. Strangely, large helicopters with blades on top and bottom passed by our plummeting glass capsule. There seemed to be landing pads jetting out of the regal buildings every so many floors, and then I noticed us pass through one disturbingly fast.

      Standing here next to Jeremy, I was in awe of everything. I felt five years old again, when everything was larger than life. Then I heard TJ talking in my head again, saying I shouldn’t be so eager to find him. But the fact was that I was. I felt so grateful to have found him and couldn’t wait for him to show me around this new and wonderful city. This place was so—impossible.

      “Can I walk through the elevator wall and fall to my death?” I asked, thinking back to the trouble I had getting into the elevator in the first place.

      “You? No. You had a hard enough time getting in. Is it possible? Yes, but not easy. I don’t think I could do it, but I don’t really want to try, either. The glass on the outside is different than the glass door. The door is made to be more permeable than the walls,” Jeremy said.

      “What floor were we on, anyway?”

      “814...I think.”

      We stood in silence as the elevator rocketed to the ground. Soon, the elevator slowed and came to a gentle stop. Just beyond the glass was a small park with trees, benches, and people relaxing in a secluded oasis. Jeremy walked through the elevator door, back into the hospital. I followed him inside and then out the front door. We didn’t have to sign out; no paperwork, nothing. But Jeremy seemed to know what he was doing.

      “Where are we headed?” I asked as we stepped into the traditional city noise and the brisk winter air. I was too excited and anxious to be cold.

      “Where I had planned to take you originally,” Jeremy said.“To see your father, Nicholae.”

      My heart jumped into my throat. Was he serious? Jeremy looked serious. It had not yet sunk in that my father was alive. I wondered if the picture of him in my mind would be similar to his true appearance. Would my imagination do him justice? Would I recognize him out of instinct? Better yet, would he recognize me?

      “Why have you spent your time looking for my father?” I asked. There were millions of other questions swirling around in my head.

      “I want to get our family back home—back where we belong. Finding your father was the best way that I could think to do that. He may not be my biological father, but he’s still family. We deserve to go home.”

      It was still hard to accept this place as home, even as spectacular as it seemed.

      “Wait a second—what about Richard?” I asked.

      “What about him? He may be able to come. I don’t really know. I didn’t work out all the details of our complex family dynamic. But we deserve to go home.”

      “You said something about us being fugitives?”

      “Not to worry. That’s all been resolved. We’re safe now. We’ll be in good hands and can go on to live the lives we should have never given up.”

      “But what were we running from?”

      “I don’t remember the details of it, we were young. But I’ve been assured that we have nothing left to fear,” Jeremy said confidently and headed out toward a main street.

      I hurried to catch up.

      “He’s lying to you,” a voice whispered in my ear. I had expected the voice to sound like TJ, the ghostly voice to which I had become accustomed. But it didn’t. The voice sounded like my own. My eyes darted around. Performing a 360-degree turn, I clumsily kept my pace with Jeremy. We walked by people, but I didn’t see anyone talking to me. It couldn’t have just been in my head; the voice was too clear.

      “Did you hear that?” I asked Jeremy.

      “No, I didn’t hear anything.”

      “He’s lying to you and not looking out for your best interests,” my strange self-voice said.

      “Are you telling me you didn’t hear that?” I asked Jeremy again.

      “Okay, just do what I’ve been told,” Jeremy said. “Ignore the voice and it will go away. Don’t listen to what it says. Don’t listen. It’s kinda like your evil conscience.”

      “Jeremy! The lies!” the voice screamed. People walking by didn’t seem to notice—maybe they didn’t care or maybe it was normal—but Jeremy seemed to become increasingly nervous.

      “What’s talking to me?” I demanded.

      “I don’t really know. I’m new here, too, you know?”

      “It’s already driving me crazy,” I said, frustrated.

      The angry voice continued to talk to me like Jeremy wasn’t even here. It continually tried to taunt me into conversation and mocked Jeremy with a sharp tongue.

      “I’ll let Nicholae explain when we get to him. We aren’t far now. So don’t listen to the fiend. Let it throw its tantrums. It’ll eventually go away,” Jeremy said and continued marching down the sidewalk.

      “Fine,” I grumbled.

      The voice yelled more as we trekked into the belly of the towering city, and I did my best to ignore it. It kept saying that it could protect me if I came to the line, but I had no idea what that meant. It threatened me and said I was going to pay for my defiance. But Jeremy put his arm around my shoulder, a small gesture to help restore my faith in following him. I’d follow him almost anywhere.

      The city was overwhelming. The cars that zipped by were hovering a foot or so off the ground. They were agile and angular, with darkly tinted windows. Instead of traditional crosswalks, there were transparent glass-like tubes that extended across the street. Strangely enough, the tubes were at street level, and the cars passed right through them without touching the pedestrians inside.

      I persuaded Jeremy to let us cross the street so we could use a pedestrian crossing tube. I ran in with the giddiness of a child and stopped to face the oncoming traffic. I flinched as the first car charged me, passed through the tube, and emerged intact behind me. It was perfectly normal for the driver, but I was blown away.

      Another car came—and another—and Jeremy had to push me along and direct me down the opposite sidewalk. I began having so much fun marveling at my surroundings that I didn’t notice exactly when the strange voice stopped attacking me.

      “Will it come back?” I asked.

      “When you feel particularly weak, it’ll be back to tempt you.”

      “That’s kinda creepy.”

      “Yeah, well, you get used to it. But, like I said, don’t listen to it.”

      “Why did it sound like me?”

      “Because, in essence, it is a part of you. Let’s drop it, okay? I don’t want it to come back right now,” Jeremy said.

      “My evil conscience.”

      I went back to marveling at my surroundings. The glow of the buildings was eerie, yet beautiful. I watched people walk in and out of the tinted front doors—front doors that didn’t open. People walked through like there were no doors at all.

      “I can see why you want to stay here! This place is amazing!” I said.

      “It is, isn’t it? But wait ’til you see our home! You can’t even imagine!” Jeremy said, matching my excitement.

      At the end of the block, we made a left and turned down another street a few blocks later. I gazed all around as we zigzagged through the city.

      “Here we are,” Jeremy said, stopping in front of a radiant-blue building that almost reached the clouds. Lorne Tower was etched in ostentatious print just over the elegantly arched entryway.

      “Lorne Tower,” I read aloud. “Looks like a pretty important name.”

      “It is. It’s yours,” Jeremy said staring up at the looming tower.

      “My last name was Lorne?”

      “Yup. How does it feel?”

      “Oliver Lorne. Feels weird. It rolls off the tongue nicely though.”

      “Yeah, good for you,” Jeremy snapped. “Are you ready to be treated like a king?”

      Jeremy didn’t wait for an answer and proceeded through the front door.

      “How much of this did you know?” I said to myself, directed at TJ, but not expecting an answer. I’d never felt TJ’s presence outside of my room and the cemetery.

      “Would you have believed me if I’d told you?” the voice of my friend whispered, a soft breath caressing the outer edge of my ear. He was here, unseen, but I felt stronger knowing he was at my side.

      I hurried after Jeremy through the vaulted front door, with a whole new sense of anticipation. Inside was a grand foyer complete with marble fountains, statues, and a domed mosaic ceiling. Glistening white globes were suspended in the air just below the arch of the ceiling. Jeremy wasn’t waiting for me, and I had to jog after him. I dodged several couples making their way across the foyer. We passed a concierge desk, and the associates welcomed us (Jeremy by name).

      “This is the best condo tower in the city,” Jeremy said over his shoulder.

      “Is this where you’ve been staying?” I asked.

      “Only the best,” he said and continued into an open aviary that extended up dozens of floors.

      I followed Jeremy to another capsule-like elevator and dared myself to enter without closing my eyes.

      “I’ve been staying in the Junior penthouse. Once you see it, you’ll understand why it’s so hard to go back to our old life. It’s like a dream,” Jeremy said as we shot into the air.

      I put my hands against the glass as we ascended. The glass wall seemed solid enough. I took it a step further and leaned my forehead against the glass and peered down. Removing my hands from the glass, I balanced solely on my forehead and got a heightened rush of adrenaline as we rocketed higher into the air.

      “Having fun?” Jeremy laughed.

      “You bet!”

      The elevator slowed, and I pushed off the glass.

      “Home sweet home,” Jeremy said as the elevator came to a stop. We stepped into a short hallway with a single door at the end. “Just walk through,” he said as he approached the door and disappeared.

      “Here we go again,” I said to myself and walked through the door.

      “Welcome to my palace!” Jeremy shouted, and his voice echoed throughout the expansive condo. I was greeted with glossy wood flooring and curved staircases adorned with ornate wooden railings. Jeremy ran up the stairs and disappeared into the second story’s hallway.

      I walked past the staircases and into a large fully furnished parlor. The back wall was all windows or glass doors—it was difficult to tell which. A large wraparound balcony overlooked the whole city. I looked out at the splendid view, but I didn’t attempt to go outside. There was almost a cleared path in the skyscrapers, so Jeremy’s condo had an unobstructed view of the landscape beyond the city, and the ocean beyond that. It was just before sunset, and the sky was orange, fading into a beautiful crescendo of violets.

      “No, I probably wouldn’t have believed you,” I said to TJ, if he was still with me.

      “Who’re you talking to?” Jeremy asked, walking up behind me.

      “No one. I’ve never been in a place so spectacular,” I said in awe from the view.

      “Get used to it. Are you ready to meet your father?”

      “I—I think so,” I said, feeling my nervous energy return. This was going to be such a huge moment; I didn’t know how I was going to handle it. How do you prepare for something like this?

      We went back to the elevator and up to the penthouse. There was a similar small hallway with a single door at the end.

      Jeremy walked up to the door and knocked. He stepped back and waited. The door became translucent, which I guessed was our cue to enter. Jeremy led the way.

      The foyer was similar to Jeremy’s in style, but dwarfed his in size. I thought I was in awe before, but it was nothing compared to the awe I felt for the majestic living space before me.

      “Welcome, nephews!”

      The man descending the staircase was perfectly postured, moved with fluid, graceful movements, and looked vaguely familiar. He had flowing black hair and a trimmed beard. His black dress clothes accentuated his broad physique. As he drew closer, I noticed his crystalline silver necklace and cufflinks; he looked like casual royalty.

      “It’s good to see you, Jeremy. And this must be the infamous Oliver. I’ve waited a long time to see you again. You look so much like your father.” The man stopped for a moment, stood before me, and was either examining my features or searching for a reaction. “You probably don’t remember me. My name is Kafka Lorne.” He came one step closer and extended a fierce, tattooed hand.

      Something inside me screamed when I heard that name. Memories of the man from my nightmares flooded back to me. I couldn’t breathe.

      The bogeyman is real!

      “Where’s Nicholae?” Jeremy asked Kafka, while he and I shook hands.

      “Oh, he couldn’t make it today,” he said and flashed us a brilliant smile, ten times more infectious than Jeremy’s. “I guess you’re stuck with me instead.”
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      “What do you mean he couldn’t make it?” Jeremy’s voice wavered.

      “Nicholae sends his deepest apologies. He was called away and will be back soon. For now, let us sit and talk. Relax and enjoy the family accommodations. Probably a little nicer than you’re used to, am I right?”

      I nodded.

      “Come in and have a seat. Soak up the view; it’s breathtaking,” Kafka said, inviting us into his living room. The sun touched the horizon and set it ablaze. “Jeremy tells me you took an Incarnation pill.” Kafka sat on a couch across from us. He crossed his legs and extended his arm along the back of the couch.

      “I guess so, I don’t remember,” I said.

      “It must be hard to learn that there is so much you don’t remember. This whole experience here must be something else.”

      “It has been. I guess I was hit by a car and spent the past few days in the hospital. It’s still hard to believe this is real.”

      “That makes for a harsh welcome,” Kafka said and turned to Jeremy. “You should have helped young Oliver transition into this plane a little safer.”

      “I’m sorry; Cias wasn’t there to help me when he finally transitioned. I wasn’t expecting him so soon.”

      “I guess we shouldn’t underestimate our innocent Oliver,” Kafka said, turning back to me and repositioned his body on the couch. He stretched his arms over his head. “Would you boys like a drink?”

      Jeremy and I both nodded and two wine glasses appeared on the coffee table in front of us.

      I reached for my glass—not fully expecting it to be real—and took a sip. My lips puckered at the strong, dry taste of the red wine. Jeremy sipped from his glass casually, seemingly used to the bite.

      “You’re probably not familiar with the Lorne name,” Kafka said.

      I shook my head.

      Kafka extended his right hand over the table and dropped his wrist to show a tattoo of a wolf head on the side of his hand. “This is the official brand of the Lorne family. You get it when you become a Lorne.”

      “Aren’t you born into a family?”

      “You are born into the Lorne family, but you are also chosen. We are wolves among sheep. Show someone this tattoo, and they know exactly whom they’re dealing with. Everyone knows the name Lorne in this plane and above. It is the most recognizable—”

      “What do you mean above?” I asked.

      “Oh, this is not everything. What you see around you is just the tip of the iceberg. There are two more planes of consciousness above this; each one more impressive than the last. This is a special family, and we travel all throughout the planes, enjoying what each one has to offer.”

      “Is that normal?” I asked.

      “Not many people know other planes exist. Most people live in their plane and accept this is life. The people in each plane have been conditioned to accept that their reality is the only reality.”

      “But you don’t have a famous name where I come from?”

      “That’s true, that’s the one plane we haven’t made our mark in. But we will. The time is coming for the Lorne family name to be synonymous with success in all planes.”

      A glass of wine appeared in front of Kafka. He leaned back into the couch and raised his glass, “Here’s to success.”

      Jeremy and I raised our glasses to Kafka’s toast, and then we all drank.

      “Please, tell me about my father?” I asked.

      “Your father, Nicholae—my little brother—is a good man. He runs his businesses much like I do: very ambitious. I know how much he loves you both and your mother, Helen. Don’t blame him for leaving. He did what he had to do. There was an uprising that threatened our family. He took extra precautions to keep you safe.”

      “But why did he leave us? Couldn’t he have come, too, and kept us all safe?”

      “I’m sure he could give you the best explanation. But he had a responsibility to be here. One day you will understand that kind of responsibility, the kind that makes you into a man.”

      “But he never even visited—”

      “There is always a reason and I will allow him to illuminate you on the inquiry. All I can say is that I believe him to be well intentioned. He did what he thought was best,” Kafka snapped.

      A noise came from the foyer. I looked over, but didn’t see anything.

      “That’s probably just Glenda, my housekeeper. She’s always working behind the scenes.” Kafka took another sip of wine and quickly returned to a relaxed state.

      “Why have I dreamt of you as a bogeyman?” I asked bluntly.

      “Do I look like the bogeyman to you?” Kafka laughed.

      “No,” I said sheepishly. “It’s just the name has haunted me my whole life and I have no idea why.”

      “I’ve been called many things. I’ve been called Satan and I’ve been called a savior. I no longer listen to my critics. I have better things to do with my time.” Kafka leaned forward and looked me straight in the eyes. “Learn to think for yourself. Don’t let others form your opinions for you, not even the people you love. It’s not only foolish, it’s dangerous.”

      Another subtle noise from the foyer caught my attention, and Kafka reacted immediately. “Glenda, if I have to come to you, it will be an unpleasant conversation indeed.” His voice was sharp and foreboding.

      I repositioned myself awkwardly, with a growing tension in my stomach.

      “How is Daniel these days?”

      It took me a moment to reply, since I was still having a hard time associating Daniel as Mr. Gordon. “He’s my history teacher,” I finally said.

      “I should have guessed.” Kafka sat silently for a moment and his eyes suddenly brightened, “So, that’s why he sent Daniel.”

      “What?”

      “He’s been training you.”

      “Training me? For what?” I asked.

      “Jeremy, did you know about this?” Kafka asked.

      “I knew Daniel had taken a recent interest in him, but—”

      “And you didn’t tell me? He hasn’t been a guardian, he’s been a mentor. A trainer.”

      “For what?” I asked again.

      “To come back here. I knew it was true. I knew it!” Kafka sat forward again with a fiendish grin. “I have something to show you boys. Come with me.” Kafka abruptly stood up and stopped. “But not you.” He pointed to the empty space just to the right of me.

      Glancing over, I saw the murky, vapor figure of TJ positioned beside me.

      Jeremy toggled between Kafka and me with a befuddled expression on his face, obviously unaware of the uninvited guest.

      “Oliver, your friend is not welcome to come with us,” Kafka said. “Don’t test me.” He snapped his fingers, and TJ dematerialized into a waterfall of gray sparks trickling to the floor.

      My strength was fading fast.

      Kafka ushered us back into the foyer. “We’re going upstairs,” he said and gestured for me to lead. “Jeremy, grab my coat, over there,” Kafka said, pointing toward an adjoining room.

      Kafka followed me up the stairs. There were doors lining the hallway, and on the far end was a staircase that ascended further.

      “To that staircase and up,” Kafka instructed.

      I hesitantly went up the staircase and listened to the heavy footsteps behind me. At the top was a translucent door. I stepped into a great empty room completely enclosed by glass. The room was the entire crest of the building with a 360 degree view of the city. Twilight was nearly gone.

      Kafka stepped through the door and turned. “My coat,” he demanded.

      Jeremy stood at the doorway and handed Kafka the long black overcoat.

      “Thank you, Jeremy. Your presence is no longer required. You flushed out the game.”

      I saw Jeremy immediately glance at me.

      Kafka folded his coat over his left arm, subtly flicked his right wrist, and Jeremy suddenly flew backward through the doorway and down the stairs. The door became opaque.

      I finally saw Kafka for what he was—a bogeyman—and I stood timidly before him.

      “This is the Lorne Tower Observation Deck. I like to come here at sunset and see what is mine,” he said, walking to the edge while slipping on his coat.

      The glass walls and ceiling vanished. We were now standing on an open roof. A fierce wind screamed across my face. My hands shivered and I folded them into my armpits.

      Kafka slowly walked around the perimeter of the building, circling me like a hungry predator. His eyes, brightened by newly pronounced crimson flecks—penetrating eyes from the most frightening of nightmares—were glued on me. “You’ve hidden from me for a long time. I’ve been a patient man, waiting for this day. I won’t make the same mistake twice.”

      “I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m no threat to you.”

      “I know you’re no threat to me! You’ve lived so long in that godforsaken plane that you have no idea what you’re capable of. I will not allow you to grow into a threat—Zachariah.”

      “What?” I looked around and saw no one else on the roof with us. “I have no idea what you’re talking about?”

      Jeremy banged furiously on the door from the inside, which I could barely hear above the wind.

      “Nicholae was smart to give you the pill so you wouldn’t do anything stupid before you were ready. But I guess he miscalculated. He underestimated jealousy.”

      Jeremy fell to the ground in front of the door, which had become translucent again.

      “Maybe Jeremy would like to say something,” Kafka said as Jeremy scrambled to his feet. “Don’t give me that look. Who is really more naïve, you or your brother?”

      “I trusted you!” Jeremy screamed. Jeremy seemed to be fighting an impulsive urge to lunge at Kafka.

      “Don’t be so dramatic, boy.”

      “Jeremy, what’s going on?” I asked, remembering what TJ had said, and dreading what Jeremy was about to tell me.

      Kafka’s coat and hair billowed in the wind. He put his hands on his hips in amusement. “Go on, Jeremy, tell your little brother.”

      “It’s not what you think,” Jeremy said, trembling.

      “Oh, it’s exactly what you think. As you may already know, Jeremy is not a Lorne. And he wanted to be part of the Lorne family so desperately he was willing to betray his only brother.” Kafka smiled. “Does that sound about right?”

      “That’s not true!” Jeremy screamed.

      “How does it feel, Zachariah? Does it hurt to hear that your so-called brother handed you over to me for his own advancement? I just love his treacherous ambition. All that’s missing is the ceremonial kiss on the cheek. And he was naïve enough to think that I would reward him for his service, beyond the royal accommodations.” He turned back to Jeremy. “What are you to me? You are nothing! You are the son of a maid and a traitor! That disqualifies you from ever being a Lorne!”

      My head was swimming, and I had never felt so alone. I had no one left. After envying Jeremy my entire life, I now saw his real agenda.

      I backed up a few steps, but didn’t want to get too close to the edge of the building. One strong gust of wind would throw me over, not that falling off the building would put me in any worse danger.

      “Zachariah, perhaps I’ll let you kill Jeremy before I kill you.”

      “I won’t kill my brother! And I’m not this Zachariah person!” I yelled. My legs felt like putty. I didn’t know how I was still standing. The knots in my stomach were so tight they were nearly ripping through themselves.

      “It’s very convincing, but luckily I wasn’t reborn yesterday. I will kill you right this time. I thought the blade had killed you last time, but perhaps it was the fall. I will not be so careless again. This life will be your last!”

      “You killed Zachariah?”

      “I did what was necessary.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jeremy staring at me, petrified and confused. “And you killed Cornelius!” I yelled. The only time I had heard the name Zachariah was in my dream of the castle. While most dreams vanished, this one seemed to stick with me like a repressed memory. The other name I vaguely remembered from that dream was Cornelius, the man who had been horrifically burned alive.

      The comment took Kafka off guard. He looked over at Jeremy, who seemed to have no idea how to respond. “What are you talking about?” Kafka asked.

      “I saw you kill Cornelius.”

      “No, that’s not possible. I barricaded the room. There was no one else there.”

      “You threw him into the fire.”

      “How do you know about that?” Kafka demanded.

      “I guess my memory isn’t completely gone,” I said, startling myself.

      “I have underestimated you again, Zachariah. It’s time to end this. Jeremy, you get to watch!” Kafka charged me. I was unable to back up any further without falling over the railing.

      “My father will save me!” I yelled, not knowing what else to say, trying not to cry. Nothing I had been taught prepared me for this moment.

      “Your father doesn’t even know you’re here.” Kafka’s insidious sentence stole all hope from me. I glanced at Jeremy in a desperate plea for help. Tears welled up in his eyes, causing mine to do the same. I didn’t know how to say goodbye.

      Kafka reached me in a flash. He snatched me by the neck, effortlessly lifting me off the ground. I kicked and clawed and gasped for air. The pressure in my head pulsed and expanded, until it felt like it would pop and my brain would be splattered all over the observation deck. My consciousness was sinking into an abyss. I clutched his wrist with both hands, trying to break his grip. But he was inhumanly strong.

      “If you indeed saw me as a child, then you know what I am capable of. I could snap my fingers and kill you instantly. But this time I will be sure to keep you from coming back—like I did for Cornelius.”

      I clawed at his wrist, at his forearm, at whatever I could grab onto. The sleeve of his coat and shirt slid up his arm as he held me above his head. All I could see of his arm was covered in more tattoos, like rings on the trunk of a tree, telling a story I would never get to finish.

      “I can feel your heart slowing. Give in to the darkness, my boy. Everything comes full circle. Without you, the rebellion will crumble. I want to savor this moment.”

      TJ had warned me to be careful. I didn’t listen. For the second time, Mr. Gordon wasn’t coming to save me. He also didn’t know I was here. My memory flashed to the morning behind the school, after being stabbed with the screwdriver. Mr. Gordon had said that he wouldn’t always be able to show up and save the day. And there was no time I needed him more than now.

      Kafka’s grip tightened slightly, and it made no difference anymore. I was done. I was so far gone, so detached at this point that the inexorable pain didn’t feel like it was my own anymore.

      “You should have never double-crossed me,” Kafka spat. His eyes were dark pools threatening to drown me.

      I couldn’t cough. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t feel.

      Kafka seemed to be done talking. But he was patient, not rushing the process—my death—reveling in the act of my life steadily draining from my body.

      How long had it been since I last touched the ground? One hour? Ten seconds? I had no idea, no concept of time.

      I could feel myself falling, like I had already been thrown off the building, discarded like a rodent. Which was all I was to him. Nothing. I—we never had a chance.

      My eyelids fluttered.

      Color drained from the world.

      I was wilting.

      The last bit of sunlight glinted off a blade in his right hand as it rose toward my face.

      I fought the blackout, resisting the long sleep.

      But I would not be able to resist for long—

      —A flash of movement caught my attention.

      Desiree bolted from the doorway and rushed Kafka. As soon as he noticed the attack, he quickly turned his head in her direction. Desiree was hit by an impenetrable force and thrown across the roof. She tumbled across the cement floor, before hitting the perimeter railing.

      No! Desiree!

      I couldn’t bear the shocking sight of Desiree being tossed around the roof like a doll.

      As suddenly as Desiree had appeared, Jeremy pounced on Kafka’s back and lodged something viciously into the side of his neck. My bogeyman staggered backward a step as his blood began to pour.

      I then realized what Jeremy was holding.

      Jeremy yanked a screwdriver—the screwdriver that had once been protruding from my scarred stomach—out of Kafka’s neck and drove it back in. Kafka tried to protest the feral assault, but only a gurgling sound and blood spewed from his mouth. He wavered on his feet, and Jeremy stabbed him again.

      Kafka’s grip loosened, and I fell to the ground. On all fours, I coughed and continued to gasp for air. I couldn’t help looking up at the final throws of the brutal scene.

      Now several paces away, Jeremy held tightly to the handle of the screwdriver, which ripped out of Kafka’s neck as he collapsed to the ground and bled out. A double-edged dagger with a golden, jewel-adorned hilt, slipped out of his open hand.

      The only sound left was the screeching wind. I stared intently at the dead body. Released from my asphyxiation, every breath burned its way down into my lungs. But it was the greatest feeling in the world.

      Desiree pushed herself up to a seated position and leaned against the railing.

      Jeremy remained standing over the body. With no more need for the bloody screwdriver, he dropped it into the spreading carmine pool. Stepping away, he continued to cry, which didn’t help my composure in the least.

      Jeremy, Desiree, and I remained in our separate corners of the roof for a long time. The sky was growing darker by the minute. Increased shadows slowly censored the carnage from us. But the buildings didn’t sleep. The lights would never fully go out. And Kafka’s body would never fully disappear into the night.

      I looked from the stars to Jeremy, who took a seat against the railing. He remained fixated on the body. To the sound of sniffling, I turned to see Desiree limping toward me. She greeted me with a painful smile and mascara-streaked cheeks. I got to my feet, and she carelessly threw herself into me, tightly wrapping her arms around my bruised neck.

      “Are you okay?” she asked. Her windblown hair smelled like honeysuckle and berries and teasingly caressed my cheeks.

      “Are you?”

      “I am now,” she said, nestling her body into mine.

      “How did you find me?”

      “I got some help…from a mutual friend.” She let go of me and stepped back.

      I reached out and took hold of her hands. “I’m just relieved you’re all right.”

      She didn’t pull her hands away, and I felt mine begin to perspire, but I didn’t want to let go.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to do more,” she said, breaking her gaze.

      “Do more?” I gave her hands a slight squeeze. “You did everything. If it wasn’t for you, both Jeremy and I would probably be dead. You diverted his attention at exactly the right time. It was brilliant.”

      She looked up at me with flushed cheeks. “Really? Don’t tease me right now.”

      “I wouldn’t do that. I’m just so happy you’re—”

      Before I could finish, she kissed me. I was so thrown off guard that it took me a moment to kiss her back. I tried to drop her hands and embrace her fully, but she wouldn’t let go. My lips and tongue went numb, and my stomach fluttered in pure ecstasy. Her continued kisses were soft, careful, and deliberate. I didn’t want to let her go. I wanted this moment to last for as long as possible. But, too soon for me, Desiree broke our union and lingered with her forehead against mine. I couldn’t take my eyes off her moist lips as she continued to breathe heavily.

      “I’m sorry,” Desiree whispered.

      “I’m not.”

      “Don’t let me look over the edge, okay?”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m afraid of heights, too.”

      “There’s so much I still don’t know about you.”

      “This coming from the mysterious Oliver Lorne.” Desiree leaned back to her original position and wiped her cheeks, regaining her control and composure. She gave me a crooked smile.

      “How’s Jeremy?” she asked after a moment’s rest and reflection.

      “I don’t know,” I said, looking over at him.

      “I think he needs you,” she said, nudging me toward him.

      “You don’t know what he did.” I wanted to feel angry, but ended up feeling sad seeing Jeremy as a tear-stricken crumpled heap on the ground.

      “He defended you and saved your life.”

      “No, he saved himself after sending me to the slaughter.”

      “How are you still so negative?”

      “Let’s see...” I started. “I was hit by a car, learned my entire life has been a lie, betrayed by my brother, and nearly murdered by my so-called uncle. I’d say that’s a pretty lousy day.”

      “Let’s see...” Desiree mimicked my tone. “You found an amazing new world, had a miraculous recovery from a car accident, discovered you have a greater family history than you could have ever imagined, your brother saved your life, and you survived the plots of your scheming so-called uncle. You beat the bogeyman. I’d say that’s a pretty special day.”

      I didn’t fully agree with her logic, but I couldn’t keep from appreciating her optimism.

      “Go on,” she said and nudged me again.

      I hesitantly walked up to Jeremy. He didn’t look up at me. I looked down at the body with its halo of blood. Without the presence of life, it was now just an empty vessel.

      “I didn’t know,” Jeremy said, wiping his face with the palms of his hands.

      “You were working with him the whole time?” I asked.

      “Yes. But it wasn’t about delivering you.”

      “Then what was it about?”

      “It was about bringing our family back together. Kafka said he desired unity. He wanted us to help him achieve that. I did want to become a Lorne. I’m not gonna lie. I remember all the preferential treatment you got as a kid. You were the world to Nicholae and I was baggage. I just came along with my mom. Do you have any idea what it’s like to be completely in the shadow of someone else?”

      “You’re telling me about things I have no memory of. But what I do remember is spending my life in your shadow. You seem to be able to do anything. You’re the hero and I’m the bumbling sidekick.”

      Desiree, standing behind me, placed her hand gently on my back.

      “I’m sorry I led you here. I never meant for this to happen,” Jeremy said.

      “Is the stuff you said about my father true?” I asked, not ready to hear the answer. I had just gotten him back and it already felt like he had been taken away again.

      “I think so. I never got the chance to see him. I believed Kafka when he told me your father was the renegade, and our help was requested to reunite the family. Luring you with the hope of seeing your father was the easiest way to bring you to Kafka. He knew his reputation to us was that of the bad guy and wanted to postpone your judgment until he had a chance to explain. Everything got so fucked up.”

      Desiree and I sat down with Jeremy and talked a little more. Desiree leaned against me, shivering, and I put my arm around her. We were so drained from all that had happened. We needed each other for support. We were indebted to each other for life.

      There was so much more I still wanted to know. I wondered if my father was still out there somewhere. I wondered if Mom would believe any of this, if there was anything we could say to trigger a lost memory. Would she even want to remember my father?

      I remembered when life was simple, when the majority of what I worried about was bullies at school and a ghost in my closet. Who knew I’d find a long-lost world and a long-lost life beckoning me to rediscover it.

      Desiree leaned against me and Jeremy sat across from us. I no longer felt alone.

      “What do we do now?” Desiree asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “There’s so much here and I want to find my father.”

      “I think we should go home,” Desiree said.

      “I don’t know if I can,” Jeremy said.

      “Your parents are worried sick. You owe it to them to return.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Jeremy said, sounding less than enthusiastic.

      “I just want to sit here a little while longer,” I said, rubbing Desiree’s back, then sliding my arm in and around hers.

      Everyone agreed. No one wanted to get up. We knew we had to do something soon, but at that moment, we weren’t yet ready to face the next chapters of our lives. We needed to rest, prolong the inevitable, and catch our breath. And we did that, for another hour, maybe two.

      When we finally got up, we stood around Kafka’s body and felt an overdue sense of peace and closure. No one was crying anymore; we had no tears left. We gazed upon the body like it was just another one of life’s little miracles, filling us with gratitude to still be alive.

      “How are we going to explain the body?” I asked.

      “We’re not,” Jeremy said and was the first to walk away.

      Desiree and I followed Jeremy down the two staircases, back to the main living area of Kafka’s royal condominium.

      When we got to the foyer, we saw a frail older woman put on her jacket and sling her purse over her shoulder. I could only assume it was the housekeeper Kafka mentioned earlier, Glenda.

      “Thank you. You will never fully know what you’ve done here today. But thank you. I am free to go now,” she said and touched Jeremy’s hand before walking through the door.

      I turned to Desiree. “We heard you in the foyer earlier, didn’t we?”

      “I was trying to hide in the closet and bumped into something,” she said with a guilty grin.

      “Only you,” I said. “Very stealth.”

      Jeremy led us back to his condominium, so he could retrieve some of his belongings and—I believed—to say goodbye to the luxurious life he had recently grown accustomed to.

      Desiree and I waited in the parlor, looking out over the magnificently lit city.

      “It really is beautiful here,” she said, and almost like clockwork, we saw fireworks far off in the distance begin to shoot up between the buildings and explode in a celebration of crystalline colors. “Promise me we’ll come back.”

      I did and was about to put my arm around her again, but stopped myself, unsure if it was still appropriate. We were back to awkward silences. Luckily, it didn’t take long for Jeremy to join us, and we all left together.

      In the lobby, everything was business as usual. The employees behind the concierge desk greeted Jeremy by name again and wished us all a good evening. No one knew what had happened upstairs. I envied their unawareness and knew that if we came back to this place, it wouldn’t be the same.

      Passing through the front door, we welcomed the boisterous city nightlife like a gang of misfits. We came, we saw, we conquered. We had new knowledge and a new awareness to take home with us. We had a new confidence in a world where we didn’t feel quite so small.

      “Are we ready to go?” Desiree asked.

      “Let’s go home,” I said and put an arm around each of them.
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      Jeremy and I found Mom on the floor of the living room, with Frolics curled up by her side. All the lights in the house were off, but moonlight poured in through the exposed windows. I was quick to notice a familiar glass in her lap, cupped with both hands. She stared intently at the glass, which was nearly empty.

      Frolics lifted his head. He must have heard us enter the side door, but he had stayed right at our mother’s side. The only one who didn’t leave her.

      “Mom?” I said.

      Frolics sprang to life and charged us, wagging his tail and grunting. It seemed to be Jeremy he was happiest to see, but I knelt to his level.

      Mom slowly looked up, and I could tell she didn’t trust what she was seeing. The sight before her couldn’t possibly be real. She stared at us with extreme skepticism.

      “Mom, we’re home,” I said.

      “Oliver? Jeremy, is that really you?” she asked, her hands shaking.

      “Yes, Mom. It’s me,” Jeremy said, still standing awkwardly beside me.

      With a sudden flood of emotion, Mom clumsily jumped to her feet—dropping her glass on the carpet—and pinned us into a double hug. She didn’t scold us or ask questions. She simply broke into tears. Our family was coming back together. Christmas dinner would not have those two empty chairs.

      Mom was in no condition to drive, but she wanted to take Jeremy to see Richard as soon as she got over the initial shock of having us home.

      So Jeremy drove instead.

      We all stood around Richard, still lying motionless in the hospital bed. The smell of antiseptics and the rhythmic beeping of the equipment were becoming quite familiar to me. Jeremy was almost as still as Richard, standing between Mom and me, noticeably moved and amazed by all that he had missed.

      “When did this happen?” Jeremy asked, not taking his eyes off Richard.

      “Well over a month ago now,” Mom answered. We stood silently for a long time after that.

      When Mom finally took a seat against the wall, I nudged Jeremy. “I want to talk to you for a minute,” I said and led him into the hallway.

      The nurses’ station, on the far side of the hall, had the only visible activity.

      “We’ve gotta do something,” I said, leading Jeremy away from the door.

      “Like what? What can we do?”

      “Can we take him to that other place, where you took me? What was it called—Provex City?”

      “I don’t have the abilities you have. I could barely get through myself, let alone bring someone else through.”

      “But we’d be doing it together—like how we came home. We can do this,” I insisted. “Richard needs our help.”

      “I won’t go back there. I can’t do it.”

      “Not even for Richard? You saw what they can do. They could heal him just like that.”

      “Do you remember what happened there? I can’t go back. How about all that stuff you’ve been working on with Daniel? You could do something. You could do something right now.”

      “I dunno,” I said, feeling more confident with my suggestion.

      I knew Mr. Gordon could do something, but he too had left it up to me. The kind of help Richard needed was all around me, but there seemed to be nothing I could do about it. And now, even Jeremy was giving up.

      Jeremy searched my face for an answer.

      “I guess...I could try to do something,” I said.

      “You made it through the transition all by yourself. I have faith that you can do this, too.” Jeremy threw an arm around my neck and gave my opposite shoulder a squeeze. “All that training has to be good for something.” He flashed another irresistible grin.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said, and we both went back into Richard’s room.

      Jeremy sat next to Mom against the wall.

      I dragged a chair next to Richard’s bed and sat down. I didn’t know if I needed to have physical contact with him or if my thoughts themselves would travel through whatever space to get to where they needed to go. I laid a hand on his bandaged arm just to be safe. Closing my eyes, I thought about what I wanted. To get the family I knew back together. Thoughts of Nicholae entered my mind and I brushed them away, trying to stay focused on the task at hand. I wanted answers, but this was what I needed to do now. Maybe we could have all of our seats filled for Christmas dinner.

      And then I felt Richard’s arm move.

      I jumped out of my chair, causing a chain reaction of startled family members.

      “What happened?” Mom asked.

      “Richard—he moved!” I said.

      Mom and Jeremy ran to the bed to see for themselves.

      Richard’s arm moved again. And then his leg, beneath the blankets. And then his head tilted to the side a little.

      “Jeremy, get the doctor!” Mom insisted, and Jeremy rushed out of the room.

      If only Mr. Gordon had been here to see this. He would’ve been so proud. But now knowing his close connection to my family, I guessed he always had been here. And on that thought, Richard finally opened his eyes.

      Mom was in tears again, but she looked so happy. She was in such ignorant bliss. I couldn’t see her wanting to leave this place. “Honey, don’t ever do this to me again.” She fell to her knees beside the bed, wiping her eyes and sniffling uncontrollably.

      “I’ll try my best,” Richard whispered.

      Jeremy ran back into the room and stopped beside me. “The doctor’s on his way.”

      “Jeremy, is that you?” Richard asked, sounding soft and hoarse.

      “Don’t worry about me, I’m not going anywhere. Let’s focus on getting you better,” Jeremy said.

      “I’m already better,” Richard said and closed his eyes again.

      It was a long time coming, but our family was back together. The world around me looked different after seeing it through another plane of consciousness. It helped me to see what was most important: family and friends. And my family was right here with me.
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      The next day was taken as a sick day—a family day—for Jeremy and me. It felt good to sit home and do nothing. But it also gave me too much time to think. And whom I kept thinking about was Desiree. I hadn’t talked to her since we parted ways last night. So, after dinner, I decided to walk to her house.

      As I crossed Santa Clara, I saw Anna, Eli, and Desiree all sitting on the curb. Anna was the first to see me and stood up. We hadn’t ended our last conversation all that well, and I had never called her. Even though I had a pretty good excuse, it wasn’t one I could easily explain. I feared my incoming welcome.

      As soon as I got close enough, Anna threw herself into me, hugging me tightly and laying her head gently on my shoulder. “Desiree told us what happened. It must have been so terrifying,” she said.

      I looked at Desiree, wondering what she had told Anna and Eli. “It was...terrible,” I said. “How much did she tell you?”

      “Just that you two were on your way back to the cemetery and got attacked by a couple guys in the ravine. Either of you could’ve been killed!”

      “Yeah, we were lucky.”

      “I’m sorry about what I said the last time I saw you. Desiree is my best friend and I trust her completely. And I know how much she trusts you, Oliver. You deserve the same from me.”

      I couldn’t say anything.

      Anna let go of me, turned to face the others, and pulled my arms around her waist. Eli and Desiree were now standing. Desiree mimicked Anna’s stance, entangling herself in Eli’s arms.

      “I wish you guys wouldn’t take that way to get to the cemetery anymore. I understand why you might want to go, or feel like you should. I really do. But let me or Anna drive you guys or something. We could all go sometime,” Eli said.

      “We should probably take you up on that,” I said and squeezed Anna a little tighter. But I was still looking at Desiree.

      “An incident like that makes you realize what’s important, you know?” Desiree said. As she spoke, she looked directly at me—straight into my ambivalent eyes—but remained securely wrapped in Eli’s arms.
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      Daniel looked up from his desk and was surprised by the presence of a man standing in his doorway, a man he hadn’t seen in over ten years. “Cias, to what do I owe this pleasure?”

      “I am not here on pleasure, but business. Nicholae sent me.”

      Daniel sat back in his chair and cracked his knuckles. This contact from an esteemed member of the Lorne family Royal Guard could only mean one thing. Kafka was dead. Daniel had waited a long time for this day.

      Cias stepped into the classroom, leaving the door open behind him. Casually gazing around the room, he removed his hat and held it down by his side. “It seems you’ve really embraced this primitive lifestyle. I don’t know how you managed to stay here for so long.”

      “I’ve done what was asked of me, just as you’re doing now. Tell me, what’s the news?”

      “It’s not what you’re expecting. Kafka was murdered—”

      “Which was the—”

      “But it wasn’t Nicholae. Kafka was murdered by Oliver and Jeremy.”

      “What? How is that possible?” Daniel cried out. He knew Oliver wasn’t ready to go back yet. He hadn’t shown Oliver enough to make a full transition possible. And Jeremy? How did he fit into this picture? “When?”

      “Just a few days ago. Kafka’s body was discovered on the roof of Lorne Tower in Provex City.”

      “I don’t understand. I don’t understand how this is possible.”

      “I guess you underestimated your protégé. Or they got help. Either way, I wasn’t sent here to help you understand, just to inform you.”

      Daniel took a moment before saying anything. “Am I being replaced?” he finally asked. He leaned forward against his desk, removed his horn-rimmed glasses, and furiously rubbed his eyes until they were raw and burning.

      “No,” Cias said flatly. “You and Nicholae go back a long way and the boys are both still safe—for now. Though perhaps you should keep a closer eye on them in the future.”

      “Of course.”

      Cias put his hat back on, walked up to Daniel, and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’d best be going. We’ve all got work to do.”
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      The orderlies in black scrubs would be rounding the corner of the hallway at any moment. He knew he couldn’t outrun them for long, but his daediem was at his side, helping to keep him upright. Without his roommate—cellmate—he’d already be down due to the oozing puncture wounds in his left leg from where the metal apparatus had been attached. His right leg had not yet regained its strength since the cast had only been off for a few days.

      He was more than lucky to have gotten the metal contraption removed in time, but the medicine had worn off and each step became more agonizing.

      “There he is!” a deep male voice bellowed from behind. “Stop! There is nowhere to run!”

      Freedom was close according to his roughly drawn map. The elevators that led the way out were only a few turns away.

      “You’re slowing down!” his daediem pleaded between heavy breaths.

      “I can’t go any faster.”

      “If you don’t, they’ll drag us back in there! I can’t go back again!”

      They turned two more corners of labyrinthine hallways and found their exit.

      Blocked!

      Three more brutish orderlies in black scrubs stood before the elevators—the only things standing between them and their freedom from the horrific asylum.

      He crumpled the yellow paper with the sketched map—which had taken him weeks to compile the data for and draw—stuffed the wad in his mouth, chewed hastily, and swallowed.

      “Do you yield?” one of the orderlies asked, which was not intended as a question.

      More footsteps skidded to a stop behind him and his daediem.

      He was struck by a jolt of electricity, causing every muscle in his body to spasm and go limp. He collapsed, and his daediem did the same.

      After a few moments, he regained some control over his limbs. The jolt had stopped. He rolled onto his back and swallowed hard, trying hard not to expel the remnants of the paper still lingering in his throat.

      There was now a circle of six menacing faces surrounding and gazing down upon the two boys.

      A steady click of high heels sounded in the distance. Two of the orderlies stepped aside to allow her into the circle—the asylum’s Psychiatrist in Chief, the slender woman with long white hair.

      “Our second ever escape attempt and it’s with the same patient,” she said softly. He knew her light voice was not to be mistaken for meekness. “Your feat is rather impressive, but I can’t allow you to leave. You have more treatment to undergo.” She flashed a sharp, wolf-like smile.

      “Third time’s a charm,” he answered, trying his best to mimic her confidence. He would not allow her the satisfaction of cowering in defeat. He would escape. It was no delusion.

      “No, young man, there will be no third time. I will see to that personally.”

      He felt the familiar sting of a needle sinking into his arm as she turned on her heel and walked away. The bleak hallway faded from his consciousness before the orderlies in black scrubs even had the chance to pull him and his daediem off the floor.
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      I didn’t know where to look for TJ and I didn’t know where to look for my father. Why wasn’t he trying to contact me? By now, he must have heard that Jeremy and I were in Provex City. Maybe he didn’t want to get in touch with me and Mr. Gordon was just sparing my feelings, secretly knowing I was going to be waiting indefinitely. I didn’t know how much longer I could wait. There had to be something I could do. Help in some way. Allow myself to be more easily found.

      I went back two days after Desiree, Jeremy, and I returned from Provex City. I didn’t go far. I just crossed over, found my focus and entered the fade.

      When I transported myself up to the plane where Provex City inconspicuously sat, I moved in a space between the two planes until I was safely out of the street. I was not about to be hit by another car. The darkly tinted hover cars sped through me as I floated to the grass, and when I reached it, I burst into the plane with full force.

      I dropped to the ground, my whole body suddenly exhausted to an extent I hadn’t remembered feeling before. My limbs tingled and I felt incredibly light-headed. I forgot to take into account that it was raining back home, and so it was raining here, too. All I had on was a sweater, which became drenched in less than a minute. But I was here.

      The glowing skyscrapers of Provex City rose in the distance. It was hard to estimate how far away the city actually was because the buildings were so tall, many disappearing into the low cloud cover.

      The river I had seen before snaked by and the blue buildings stood beyond the far bank. A little way down the river extended a stone bridge, connecting the cluster of blue buildings with the highway beside me.

      My skin broke out in goose bumps and my jaws chattered with so much force I thought I might chip a tooth. My clothes were becoming deadweight. Despite incoming hypothermia, I was elated for not forgetting the way to get here. I obviously knew it hadn’t been a dream, but sometimes it felt that way since I’d been home. It really was here, only a few steps away. So my father couldn’t be far, either. He had to be here somewhere. And if I was going to wait somewhere, it only made sense to be on the same plane as the person I was waiting for.

      I stood up, gathered my strength, and focused on transitioning home. Next time I would account for the weather before leaving the shelter of my room. And before I knew it, I was home, alone, and surrounded by familiar walls. My wet clothes and hair dripped water all over the carpet as I continued to shiver.

      I gathered some dry clothes and opened my door. As I stepped into the hallway, attempting to slip unnoticed into the bathroom, Mom exited her room just then, too.

      She gave me a curious look. “Oliver, why are you all wet?”

      “That’s a good question,” I said, frozen for a moment as I decided on how to answer, and then simply ducked into the bathroom without saying anything further.

      “I thought so,” Mom mumbled to herself as she continued down the hallway. “Apparently I don’t deserve answers. Is there a leak I should know about?”

      I laughed as I changed out of my wet clothes and dried my hair. I was running out of ways to explain things. I was creating so many stories I could no longer keep them all straight. It was absurd and all I could do in that moment was laugh.

      When I returned from the bathroom, warm and comfortable again, Mom was checking out my room. One window was now open.

      “I’m not seeing any leaks,” she said.

      “There aren’t,” I said.

      Mom pulled at the screen in the window casing. “Did you sneak out?”

      It did seem like the only logical explanation, so I nodded.

      “Why? I’m not holding you hostage or anything. You may use the doors whenever you want,” she said.

      “I know,” I said.

      “Then why did you—”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you feeling all right?” Mom asked me to take a seat on the bed.

      “I feel fine,” I said.

      “I just don’t know what’s going on with you,” she said. “I’m worried—about you and your brother.”

      I tried my best to reassure her, but there was only so much I could say. It was a huge burden knowing what I knew now, but it was mine to bear.

      “Try not to worry too much,” I said. “I’m really fine.”

      “I want you two to see the school counselor when school starts up again. If you don’t want to talk to me, at least you can talk to someone. Will you do that for me?”

      Her sad gaze pleaded with me to agree. All I could do was nod. I had to be more careful transporting in the rain.

      

      
        
        

      

      

      

      I hadn’t talked with Desiree since we’d returned home, though I saw her every day. The scene that unfolded on the observation deck of Lorne Tower played in an endless loop every time I closed my eyes. Kafka was there—and so was she. I didn’t know when it was appropriate to reach out to her after what we’d been through. She was back with Eli and I was back with Anna. The way it should be.

      The way it should be?

      Desiree came over the next day unannounced.

      “How’ve you been?” I asked, inviting her in.

      “I don’t even know how to answer that anymore,” she said, her hands stuffed deep in her suede coat.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I said, shutting the door behind her. “It still seems like the polite thing to say, though.”

      Her green eyes sparkled; her wavy russet-colored hair spilled over her shoulders and down her back. So often her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, but not today. I wanted to kiss her again, but made no attempt to close the two-foot gap between us.

      “Is anyone else here?” she asked.

      As if on cue, Frolics came bounding across the kitchen and attacked her with the uninhibited excitement of a toddler. He circled her legs like a fat, clumsy cat.

      “Okay, okay,” I said, tugging at his collar and forcing him to sit. “Back off.”

      He finally did, but it took some powerful persuasion.

      “Just me and Jeremy,” I said once I got the bulldozer under control. “My mom’s visiting Richard in the hospital.”

      “Where is he?”

      Where he’s been for the past three days—cooped up inside his room with the door closed. Jeremy hadn’t wanted to discuss what had transpired in Provex City. He hadn’t wanted to talk to me much at all. He’d become closed up and shut down. He was acting more like me, which I found terribly unnerving. He was supposed to be the strong one—the person I could lean on when I needed help.

      “He’s in his room,” I said.

      “Can we...” she started, gesturing down the hall toward the bedrooms.

      “He hasn’t really been accepting any visitors,” I said.

      “We’re not just any visitors,” Desiree retorted. She leaned in and gave me a hug like it was an afterthought before heading down the hallway.

      Jeremy’s door was the first one on the left (and the only one closed in the hallway).

      Desiree looked to me before knocking. I shrugged—not giving her permission, but not-not giving her permission, either.

      The first round of knocks went unanswered. The second round was met with a curt, “What?”

      “Can we come in?” Desiree asked in her most soothing voice.

      There was a long pause.

      I was about to tell her “I told you so,” when Jeremy answered her request.

      “Sure.”

      Desiree beamed like she’d just won a prize and entered. I hesitantly followed.

      Jeremy was lying on his bed with large headphones pulled up to his temples, the music he was listening to still spilling from the earpieces. It was The Who and I knew he only listened to classic rock when he was feeling pensive and sentimental. His eyes were bloodshot and I wondered if he’d been crying, but I wasn’t about to ask.

      “How’re you doing?” she asked, inching cautiously to the edge of the bed.

      “I’m fine,” Jeremy answered. “Is that all you came here to ask me?”

      “No...” she said, but almost as a question.

      Jeremy waited. I lingered in the doorway.

      “I can’t go back,” Desiree finally said.

      “Good. You shouldn’t,” Jeremy said. “None of us should. There’s nothing left—”

      “No,” Desiree interrupted. “I can’t go back to my life before. What happened to us was awful, but that place...I can’t stop thinking about it. I dream about it—of nothing else.”

      “It’s only been three days. It’ll pass.”

      “I thought you would understand,” Desiree said, first folding her arms, and then stuffing her hands into her oversized coat pockets. “You know more about that place than either of us. You could—”

      “Let me stop you right there,” Jeremy said. “I’m not going back. I’ve seen enough—done enough that I now have to live with. I can’t go. I’m not going back.”

      “But—”

      “I killed a man!” Jeremy shot up to a seated position. “Has that slipped your pretty little head?”

      “Whoa, Jeremy,” I started, advancing to Desiree’s side.

      Jeremy ripped the headphones from his temples and chucked them across the room. The cord wrenched free from his iPhone, silencing the music. The headphones cracked in several places from their impact with the wall and fell onto a heaping pile of dirty laundry.

      “I have to live with what I’ve done!” Jeremy continued. “To Kafka. To Mom and Richard. To you, Oliver. Everything is my fault. And you come in here wanting a city tour guide? If you want to go gallivanting through the city, then go. But I’m not taking you, and neither is Oliver. Do you hear me, Oliver? You’re not going back.”

      You’re not my father! You can’t tell me what I can and can’t do! I wanted to yell, but simply squeaked out a meek, “Okay.”

      “I’m sorry I bothered you,” Desiree spat.

      I tried to place a hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off before storming out of the room.

      “You could have been a little nicer,” I said to my flushed and steaming older brother.

      “I mean what I said, Oliver,” Jeremy said. “Don’t go back. Talk to Daniel. He’ll put some sense into her. He always knows the right thing to say. Now promise me.”

      “What?”

      “Promise me you won’t go back. I thought after what had happened, it wouldn’t even be an issue. But I guess I was wrong. The story of my life. Promise me.”

      “I promise,” I said.

      “Close the door on your way out.”

      I found Desiree huddled against the wall in the dining room. Frolics had found her first, but had sensed her anguish and lay beside her with his head against her sneakers. She turned her head away from me as I took a seat on her Frolics-free side.

      “I can’t stop thinking about it,” she said in no more than a whisper.

      “Me neither,” I said, thinking of my walk in the rain.

      “It’s right there and no one else knows.” Desiree turned her head halfway, now staring straight ahead. “I’ve crossed over a few times in my front yard after dark. Did you know you can see those skyscrapers from our street?”

      I did because I had done almost the same thing.

      “They’re so beautiful.”

      “I promised,” I said.

      “I know,” Desiree said and finally looked at me. She gently rested a hand on mine, didn’t squeeze it, but just rested it there. “I would never ask you to break a promise.”

      “Kiss me,” I said.

      Her eyes widened and she removed her hand from atop mine. “What?”

      “You heard me. Kiss me. I can’t stop thinking about—”

      “I shouldn’t,” Desiree said. “I’m still with Eli. What happened in—”

      “And I shouldn’t go with you back to Provex City,” I said, smugly.

      “So you’ll come?”

      “I’ll let you know afterward.”

      “You drive a hard bargain, Oliver Lorne,” Desiree said and leaned in to kiss me.

      And just like that, I was transported back to the observation deck of Lorne Tower, Kafka’s blood still spilling out onto the ground, Jeremy rocking in the corner, and Desiree kissing me like we were the only two people in the world. Her lips were moist and tasted of raspberry and a pinch of salt. They were reluctant to part, but they finally did and allowed her tongue to gloriously massage mine. I angled my body toward her and brought a hand to her cheek. My fingers lightly brushed her wavy hair. My head swam. Adrenaline surged through my body.

      When she pulled away, it was deliberate and agonizing. It was a calculated move. She gazed at me hopefully. “So you’ll come?”

      I nodded, licking my lips to savor every last taste of her. I knew from the start that this was a bad idea, but all better judgment eluded me when I stared into those emerald eyes.

      She gave me one more peck on the cheek before she rose to leave. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

      There was only one acceptable answer.
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      Desiree and I returned to Provex City the next day. I told Mom I was going to Disneyland with Anna, Desiree, and Eli. That way, Desiree and I could make a day of our adventure without raising unwanted suspicion. We crossed over from her house and found ourselves just a little farther down the highway.

      The hover cars flashed by and Provex City sat luminously in the distance. It was the warmest day in weeks, making it hard to believe it was actually winter. I wore a light jacket, more out of cautiousness than necessity. I looked out at the towering high-rises, which were probably a good forty miles away.

      “Now what?” I asked. Last time I was in the city, I’d been airlifted in after the car accident. And I didn’t remember a bit of it since I was out cold. I had never thought to ask Desiree how she had made it into the city. All I knew was that she had gotten help from TJ. I had also learned that they’d been more than just friends—he had been her first love, and their relationship didn’t exactly end amicably.

      “Just up ahead,” she said, pointing out into the distance.

      For the first time I noticed what looked like a large telephone booth, without the metal framing, positioned at the edge of the freeway.

      “That glass booth? That’s where we’re headed?” I asked as she started walking ahead of me. “What is it?”

      “You’ll see.”

      As we got closer, it definitely wasn’t getting any clearer. There was simply a glass box sitting on the edge of the freeway. It looked maybe big enough for four people. The hover cars whizzed past us at deafening speeds and made it feel like we were walking through a hurricane.

      When we had almost reached the glass capsule, I noticed another one in the distance, maybe a half-mile away. I turned around as Desiree continued forward and saw another one just before the freeway took a curve and disappeared. Why had I not noticed these things before? It made me even more self-conscious of my budding abilities.

      “It’s like you don’t even want to get there,” Desiree teased, and then stepped through the glass, into the capsule. She waved to me once inside.

      Tempted to close my eyes as I had done the first time I walked through semi-permeable glass, I joined Desiree in the box, and suddenly the environment was transformed. As with the glass elevators in the city, there were no buttons, but it was temperature controlled, astoundingly soundproof, and even had classical music playing from somewhere. I looked over at Desiree, and our private room suddenly felt very intimate.

      “Going up,” Desiree said nonchalantly.

      “It’s like you’ve done this before.”

      “TJ was a big help. Without him, I never would have gotten into the city, let alone find you.”

      And with feeling only the slightest movement, we were rising into the air in our magical glass capsule. As we rose, I saw what looked like a line drawn into the air above us, tracing the length and curves of the freeway. As we reached its altitude, the line became a platform, floating in the air and extending into the distance directly above the freeway. Running down the center of the glass-like platform was a single metal track.

      “You can’t see any of this from the ground,” I said, hands pressed up against the glass, hoping I didn’t just suddenly fall through.

      “I know. Pretty cool, right?”

      “Now, all we need is a—” And before I could finish, I saw a monorail rocketing toward us.

      “A free train to take us into the city? Exactly!”

      The monorail slowed and stopped, with the third car pulling up to our glass capsule. The glass of our booth and the glass of the monorail car door were practically touching.

      “P.C. South Line is safe to board,” an automated female voice said. “Please enter.”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Desiree said with a curtsy and passed into the monorail car.

      I went in after her, and the monorail accelerated after a whole split-second delay. Yet I wasn’t thrown to the ground or even off-balance. We found an available bench seat in the middle of the car. There weren’t many to choose from. The monorail seemed like a popular public transportation system.

      Desiree took the window seat, but I leaned over her to get a view of the city we were rocketing toward and the outer suburbs surrounding it. From 100 feet in the air, we could see for miles; there were other pockets of high-rises in different areas, but nothing compared to the metropolitan hub that was Provex City.

      “What should we do today?” Desiree asked, her nose almost touching the glass.

      “I have no idea. From this view, it looks like the biggest city in the world. Granted, I’ve only seen pictures of New York City, but it just doesn’t hold a candle to this. And Los Angeles?”

      “L.A. is a dump anyway.”

      “What is there to do in a city like this?” I said, fixated on the metropolitan expanse outside the window.

      “I suppose anything you want. The question is: What do you want?”

      “You’re beginning to sound like Mr. Gordon,” I said.

      Desiree laughed and then said, “What kind of music do you think they have here? It would be awesome to find a show somewhere.”

      “Or a museum. Think about it. Their museums would have art and history and discoveries completely separate from what we have back home. Completely different masterpieces. A whole new history we’ve never learned about in school.”

      “And the food!” Desiree exclaimed. “Their food’s gotta be amazing.” She rubbed her hands together and licked her lips. “I’ll try one of everything, please.”

      “Let’s not get too carried away. I didn’t bring that much money.” I moved back to my side of the bench and looked around at some of the other passengers, talking, listening to cordless earpieces, and reading from electronic tablets, much like passengers did back home. Except the earpieces looked a little fancier and the tablets looked a little sleeker. “Do you think we can even use our money here?”

      “I hadn’t thought about that. But if they don’t take cash, I’ve got a credit card my mom opened for me. It’s supposed to be only for emergencies, but—”

      “Where’s the credit going to come from? A bank back home? How’s that going to work?”

      “I don’t know,” Desiree said, sounding exasperated. “Hopefully, they take cash.”

      I wasn’t convinced this was going to work, but as usual, I trusted in Desiree. Luckily, the monorail was free; otherwise we might not have been able to do anything at all.

      As we approached the edge of the city, we sat glued to the window and watched the buildings grow larger and larger. We seemed to be the only ones on the monorail impressed by the absolute sublime nature of the city. Then I noticed other floating monorails coming in from different directions, all being pulled into the city like electronic pulses traveling along a wire, attracted to the energy’s central source. People seemed to be coming in from everywhere. We could barely contain our excitement for the urban adventure that lay ahead.

      “I bet Provex City is like a cultural mecca in this plane,” Desiree said.

      “I bet the people here have no idea what Mecca is.”

      “It’s just an expression.”

      Soon we were flying between the buildings, as if we were being swallowed up by the monstrous city. The glass of the glowing skyscrapers was reflective so all we saw was ourselves passing by. I began to get curious about where the monorail was going to let us off, but we just traveled further into the heart of the city. We must have been over a main road. It had no breaks in it, continuing all the way through the city.

      I leaned over Desiree more and tried to look as close to straight down as I could. Even in Provex City, the downtown traffic sucked. Nearly bumper-to-bumper cars hovered below us. We were in the fastest-moving vehicle in the city.

      “Look at that,” Desiree said, pointing ahead.

      I tried to focus on where she was pointing and saw the end of the line. We were headed toward a floating circular platform with a railing around all but where the monorail tracks were attached. I counted eight tracks, all leading to the platform and disappearing into a black sphere in the center. The sphere was bisected by the platform, with the outer ring lined with a string of red lights.

      The monorail slowed as we approached the platform, and by the time we stopped I noticed that the radius of the platform was the exact length of each monorail. The automated voice came over the loudspeaker again, telling us it was safe to depart, and everyone quickly disembarked. Once stepping foot on the platform, the bedlam of city noise exploded around us.

      All eight monorails had arrived at the platform at the exact same time, and passengers from each one poured out onto the platform. The female automated voice spoke again over some unseen loudspeaker, telling us to proceed down the escalators. The monorail engines hummed as waiting passengers boarded. While following the exodus of passengers to the escalators, I watched the monorails start to accelerate and disappear into the large black sphere.

      “Where do they go?” I asked, hoping she had asked the same question the last time she was here.

      “Back to the other end of the line.”

      “So they never have to turn around. That’s pretty cool.”

      There were even more escalators than monorails to keep the flow of people moving. We followed the passengers from our car to the nearest escalator and drifted slowly down to street level, dropping us into a little oasis in the nexus of the city. All the main streets seemed to lead to this point and circled around the oasis. We continued following the other passengers along the dirt paths through gardens of beautifully blossoming trees and foliage. At the end of the path and the edge of the oasis was a glass tube crosswalk that led into the city itself.

      I’d had so much fun going through the crosswalk tubes the first time I was here with Jeremy. And this time was no different. I grabbed Desiree’s hand and pulled her into the tube and stopped in the center to watch the cars pass right through us.

      “I could stand here all day,” I said, putting one hand up to the glass, and the other still holding tightly to Desiree’s. I could feel her pulse through her warm hand. It seemed steady while mine was increasing with my excitement.

      Desiree tucked her hair behind her ear with her free hand. “I hope this isn’t the highlight of our trip.”

      “If it is, then it’ll still be worth it,” I said with a sly smirk.

      Desiree dragged me out of the crosswalk tube since we were starting to get in the way of the pedestrians actually trying to get through. I was an interruption to their everyday routines.

      My neck began to hurt from the constant craning and gazing up at the shimmering skyscrapers. We followed the sidewalk, curious to where we were being led. I paid attention to the electronic street signs, which changed colors with the traffic signals, so I could hopefully remember the way back to the monorail platform. The main street we started from, before zigzagging into neighboring districts, was Alexandria Boulevard. That was the main name I needed to remember. If we could find our way back to that street, we could follow it to the platform.

      “Why are you wasting time with your friend when you could be searching for your father?” a familiar voice whispered into my ear. I could have gone without its devious tone for a little while longer. I knew it would be back even though I didn’t know why.

      “Why can’t I do both?” I asked softly, as to not alarm Desiree.

      “When your focus is divided, you accomplish next to nothing. Quit wasting your time with this girl and come with me.” The invisible voice hovered just beyond my ears—the voice mirroring mine almost exactly.

      That was when I began focusing on not listening to the voice just outside my head. Desiree didn’t seem to notice, which was just as well. I watched her as we walked to see if she was battling a similar tormentor. And to my relief, she looked absolutely overjoyed.

      In time, the voice became quiet and it was back to just Desiree and me. We finally stopped at a little café on the bottom floor of a high-rise with a quaint, outside seating area. There was only a line of four groups of customers ahead of us. We patiently waited and surveyed the hand-drawn menu boards against the back wall.

      “$12 for a cup of coffee?” Desiree said with disgust. “My cash is gonna go real quick.”

      “What’s a cinnamon apple grapple?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s like 15 bucks.”

      “So is everything else on the menu,” I said, watching the couple ordering at the register.

      They ordered a few things I couldn’t begin to pronounce, and then the man extended his left arm through a circular device that looked like a small bladeless fan. As soon as his hand was through the center of the device, it was bathed in rays of royal-blue light. The couple thanked the barista, picked up two drinks, and left the line. I never saw money exchanged. I didn’t see a credit card presented.

      “Umm…Desiree? I think we may have a problem.”

      A man in a dark business suit was at the head of the line.

      “God, I just have no idea what I’m going to order. What’s an orange hydrangea? Isn’t that a flower or something?” Desiree asked. She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “I don’t know.” I watched the man at the head of the line as he extended his left arm through the circular device, too, but palm up. I noticed he had some sort of tattoo on his inner wrist. He took his coffee and walked away. “Have you noticed that no one’s paying for anything?”

      “Do I want a $12 full city roast coffee or a $17 chocolate sunset? How can I decide when I have no idea what it is? This is so frustrating!” Desiree’s eyes were scanning the menu boards.

      “Didn’t you know that coming in? We knew this place would be totally different.”

      “They should at least have pictures.”

      “They do. Look over there,” I said pointing to a poster to the side of the menu boards. “A coconut Julius. But more importantly, how about this lack-of-paying issue we have awaiting us?”

      “I’m not really feeling coconut right now. That’s more of a summer flavor. Coconut in December is just stupid.”

      An olive-skinned guy with perfectly disheveled hair and looked about our age turned around, seemingly intrigued by our confusion. “Try the butterscotch javatwist. It’s totally exos.”

      “That sounds delicious!” Desiree said and thanked the guy for his suggestion. “What’s in it?”

      “What’s exos?” I asked.

      The guy looked at me like I was from another planet—which in some respect, I was. “You know, the opposite of tropos?”

      “Of course…”

      “I guess if you don’t know exos, then I shouldn’t expect you to know tropos. You guys must really be from the plains. Exos means ‘really good,’” the guy said matter-of-factly.

      “Oh, like awesome,” Desiree said.

      “If you say so.”

      “You haven’t heard of awesome?”

      The guy turned around without answering, mumbled something under his breath, and was next to order.

      After placing his electronic tablet on the counter, he stuck his left arm through the circular device. He wore a lime-green wristband, which had some kind of engraving on it, but I was too far away to see it clearly. After thanking the clean-cut barista, he left with his coffee and gave Desiree a nod. “Hope you like it.”

      “It sounds exos,” Desiree said as we stepped up to the counter, and the guy laughed as he left.

      We ordered two drinks and two unknown food items, which came to a costly $57. Desiree removed her wallet from her purse and handed the barista exact change. Instead of taking the cash, he looked at her completely bewildered.

      “What? You don’t take cash?” Desiree asked, more forcefully offering him the money.

      “No one’s used paper money in more than 100 years. What’s that from, a board game or something?” The barista alternated his gaze between Desiree and me.

      I was sure he thought we were pulling a prank on him, and I didn’t know how to make him think otherwise.

      “Hey, this is real money,” Desiree snapped.

      “That’s fine, but I still can’t accept it. Now will you please stick your hand in the scanner like everyone else? There’re people waiting behind you.”

      I quickly stuck my hand into the scanner, but it seemed to do nothing. My hand was not bathed in royal blue light.

      “You obviously don’t have your permanent ID yet. Where’s your bracelet?” the guy asked, looking closely at my hand.

      “Umm…I left it at home?” I said weakly.

      “That’s a pretty careless thing to do. How about you? Did you leave yours at home, too?” he asked, turning to Desiree.

      “I lost mine?” She shrugged.

      The barista lowered his eyes and shook his head. “Sorry guys, there’s nothing I can do.”

      “Do you two need some assistance?” A tall man in a gray pinstriped suit stepped up from behind us. “I couldn’t help but overhear that you both have forgotten your bracelets.”

      “Yes, and we’re incredibly embarrassed by our forgetfulness. How could we have left the house without them?” Desiree said solemnly.

      The man produced a radiant smile and placed his hand on my shoulder. “I believe I can help,” he said and turned to the barista. “I’ll take care of whatever these youngsters have ordered. It’ll be my good deed for the day.” The man took his right hand off my shoulder and adjusted the cuffs of his sleeves.

      I saw the edge of a tattoo on his right hand peeking out through his dress shirt sleeve, and before he finished adjusting his cuffs, I realized what it was. The wolf-head tattoo. This man was a Lorne!

      “Yes sir, Mr. Lorne. They are all taken care of. What may I get for you?” the barista asked.

      “Thank you so much,” Desiree said as she picked up her butterscotch javatwist. “We didn’t get your name?”

      The man looked taken aback and eyed the barista, who promptly looked nervously down at the counter. He then brought his attention back to us.

      “Lazarus,” he said and extended his hand for us both to shake. His grip was extraordinarily tight for me, so I didn’t know how Desiree didn’t look hurt. “Lazarus Lorne.”

      “Desiree Behring.”

      “Oliver L—Grain,” I stuttered.

      “Nice to meet you, Oliver Legrain,” Lazarus said as he released my hand from his iron grip. He then grabbed his drink and a small bag from the barista, wishing us a good day before exiting the café.

      Desiree and I looked at each other in disbelief after the interaction we’d just had. That man, Lazarus, could probably take me to my father. Or have me killed depending on who he served. I had firsthand experience in how powerful and perfidious the Lorne family was. I knew I had to be careful, but I was so anxious to find my father. I quickly grabbed my plain, ol’ coffee and we left the line.

      We claimed a table outside by the street, under an umbrella-like overhang.

      Desiree took a sip from her butterscotch coffee drink and squealed with excitement. “This is totally exos!”

      We both laughed and drank and ate our bizarre pastries. We mock-clinked our paper cups to our big city adventure.

      “That’s not something you see every day,” a voice said from behind me. The guy who had given Desiree her drink recommendation was sitting a table over.

      “What isn’t?” Desiree asked.

      “Lazarus Lorne buying a couple of kids coffee. To actually see him in person is one thing, but to see an interaction like that is something else.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Tell me you’ve heard of the Lornes before.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      “Good. Lazarus and his sister own hospitals all over the country. He is credited as the father of energy healing. He created most of the healing practices in the last thirty years responsible for nullifying almost any disease.”

      “Thirty years? He didn’t look that old,” Desiree said.

      “I know, right? He looks exos for his age. Oh, sorry, I forgot you’re not up on the lingo.”

      “We’ve got it now, thanks,” I said, fully turning around in my chair. This kid wore a glossy black jacket with shoulder straps and snap pockets on each sleeve, a silver V-neck shirt, and designer jeans. “I didn’t get your name.”

      “Darius Fitz,” he said, extending a hand. His jacket made a crinkling sound as he moved.

      We finished our formal introductions and joined him at his table. I kept looking over at the passing hover cars. It wasn’t yet commonplace for me; it still felt like a dream that Desiree and I were even here. I thought I could still see the back of Lazarus Lorne as he blended more and more into the crowd down the sidewalk.

      I tuned back into the conversation with our new friend as Darius was looking over one of Desiree’s $20 bills.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said, placing it face up on the table. He began typing feverously onto the screen of his tablet computer, tapping and dragging different windows along the screen.

      “I’ve typed everything about this bill into here and nothing. There is nothing about it on the interlanet. Where did you say you got it from?” Darius picked up the bill again and examined both sides. “There is no ancient money that I’ve ever seen that looks like this.”

      “I got it from back home,” Desiree said.

      I suddenly got nervous at where this conversation was going. He thought we were out-of-towners. But Desiree might convince him that we’re crazy. Insane asylum, crackpot nuts crazy.

      “Los Angeles,” Desiree said, almost as a question.

      Darius typed that into his tablet. “There is no Los Angeles. What are you guys trying to pull anyway? Forget it. Maybe I should get going.”

      “No, don’t go,” Desiree protested. “There is a Los Angeles. It just isn’t here.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I eyed Desiree skeptically. We shouldn’t be doing this. She looked hesitant to continue, but did nonetheless.

      “How can I put this?” she said. “We’re from an…alternate universe.”

      “No we’re not. She’s just teasing. We’re just from out of town like you said.” I couldn’t believe Desiree was telling Darius this information.

      “Look us up in your computer. We probably don’t exist either.”

      “All right,” Darius said, suddenly sounding intrigued. “What’s your ID number?”

      “Social Security number?”

      “What’s a Social Security number?”

      We were getting nowhere, and Darius looked like he was about to leave again.

      “I swear I’m telling you the truth,” Desiree said. “We’re just interested in learning more about your city. We’re not dangerous—”

      “Or aliens,” I said. “We’ve just traveled from another plane of awareness.”

      “Another plane of awareness? Sounds like you’ve been reading Commodore Chaos’s blog.”

      “Commodore who?” Desiree asked.

      “Or what he’s been writing about is true…” Darius stared out into the distance. Something was obviously plaguing him.

      “What is this Commodore Chaos writing about?” I asked.

      “I’ve followed his blog for a few years. He’s been writing about the Lorne family, saying they aren’t who everyone thinks they are; that they’re extremely dangerous. His sites get shut down regularly. But another one pops up under a new domain name. His entire blog gets reposted and the entries are always signed the same. I don’t know how he’s never been found because the Lornes have their hands in everything. They’ve done so many great things, like with Lazarus, but he claims that they’re all self-serving and evil.”

      Neither Desiree nor I even flinched at Darius’s description of the Lorne family. This Commodore Chaos seemed to know what he was talking about.

      “And he talked about the existence of different planes of awareness. So is that really true?”

      Desiree and I shared another glance. Darius’s demeanor had completely changed, but I still didn’t know how far was too far. I telepathically begged Desiree to proceed with caution. She smiled at me, took a final sip from her javatwist, and turned back to Darius. We were definitely not on the same page.

      “It’s absolutely true. We’re from the plane below,” Desiree said.

      “He never mentioned a plane below this one, only above. Let me look at something.” Darius searched through screens on his tablet. “Here’s his new site, int.againstthegrain.dom. It just launched a few days ago. What did you say your name was again?” He looked up at me inquisitively.

      “Oliver…”

      “Oliver what?”

      “Grain.”

      Darius looked back down at his tablet and then slid it across the table. “Take a look at the latest post. Commodore Chaos mentions you.”
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      I gazed down at Darius’s tablet in disbelief, but I should have taken a hint from the domain name. How did this Lorne-conspiracy blogger know who I was? And better yet, who was he? This guy was putting a red target on my back. Luckily, he didn’t include a picture.

      “Let me see that.” Desiree pulled the tablet closer to see for herself. She read the mention of me, as well as Cias and the Lorne Royal Guard. Apparently, from this blogger’s research, the surname Grain came from a family close to the Lornes in their home region of Acanombia, in the Great Provence of Er.

      “I’ve never met this guy in my life! Where’s he getting his information? How can you trust any of his stuff is true?” I asked, leaning back in my chair. Perhaps some of the information in the article was true, but the stuff about me surely wasn’t. It was hard to trust any of it.

      “How do I know what you guys are telling me is true?” Darius replied, and he had a point. “I was introduced to Commodore Chaos’s blog a few years ago by a friend of mine who was certain he was onto something. My friend soon became paranoid he was being watched and followed by the Lorne Royal Guard and then suddenly disappeared. I haven’t seen or heard from him since.”

      “I’m sorry about your friend and all, but that doesn’t prove anything.”

      Desiree continued flipping through screens on the tablet, and then she took a sip from my coffee without warning. Actually, she finished it.

      Darius continued. “One of his current theories is that the Lorne family is on the lookout for people who learn about the other planes of awareness—like that’s the key to their power. They’re enlightened and want to keep everyone else in the dark. These other people who learn of the planes then simply disappear.”

      “And that’s what you believe happened to your friend?” Desiree asked.

      “Yeah. Only a few weeks after we started talking about this stuff, he disappeared. He’d talked about an asylum being used as a kind of prison—SUSY Asylum.” Darius looked nervously around, and then snatched back his tablet. “You have been forthcoming with me and I have reciprocated, but I think our conversation is venturing into dangerous territory. Lazarus was just here. Who knows who else is nearby or listening in. As it said in the post, they have agents and spies working on their behalf beyond the guard.”

      “Like Cias,” I said. “Okay, so we’re not in a good setting for this subject matter. I am not some kind of secret agent for the Lorne family. Look at me; I’d make a terrible spy.” I attempted to look weak and pitiful, which wasn’t much of a stretch.

      “You believe us now, right?” Desiree asked.

      “You were mentioned in the blog.” Darius was looking at me, obviously still skeptical.

      “That’s true and I can’t explain that one. I swear to you that we are not with this Lorne conspiracy plot. But with what you said about your friend—if it’s true that it’s dangerous for people who know about the other planes—then help us blend in better.”

      “Why are you even here?” Darius’s eyes toggled between Desiree and me.

      “Look around; this place is amazing! You get to live here all the time, but for us, this is, well, exos,” Desiree declared. “What’s your favorite thing to do here?” She crossed her legs and clasped her hands on the table. She gave him her sad puppy-dog eyes, which came so naturally to her. And they were deadly.

      Darius seemed to lighten up a little. “The hottest club in town is Level Seven, but you’ve got to be sixteen to get in. I’m a month shy. My buddy and I tried creating fake perms—”

      “Fake what?” I asked.

      “Fake permanent IDs.”

      “Is that what the other people were putting through the scanners?”

      “Precisely. See, I’ve got a minor ID bracelet,” Darius said and held out his left arm with the green bracelet. He spun it around his wrist until its circular symbol was showing, which was a circle with thousands of curved intersecting lines within. It looked like an elaborate circular maze. “The coding has all of my information and is linked to my parents’ financial accounts.”

      “You can go out and spend all your parents’ money?” Desiree asked.

      “Not exactly. Parents set the parameters. I’m capped pretty low. And they’re alerted to all my transactions.”

      “Oh, that actually kinda sucks.”

      “But when I turn sixteen, I get my perm and my own private accounts and everything. I can’t wait.”

      “What happened with the fake ID you tried to make?” I asked, thinking we could use something like that.

      “It’s really complicated. We had to essentially create new people because we are already in the Greater Meric government files, which is practically impossible to hack into. So we had to create new identities, new accounts, and unique ID codes. I don’t know if you saw one up close, but they look similar to the code that I have, except that it’s a specialized tattoo called a DNA Brand. The ink is interlaced with your DNA for authenticity, which is picked up by the scanners. There are generator programs on the interlanet to help build a unique code, but getting the DNA percentage exact in the ink is not so easy.”

      “It didn’t work, I take it.” I knew it was too good to be true.

      Darius shrugged. “No. But I guess the bright side is I’ve only got a month to go.”

      “What can we actually do here?” Desiree asked, kicking her foot impatiently. There was nothing left for her to eat or drink.

      Darius leaned back with an elbow up on the table, twisting a small clump of his hair together, making it stand on end. “I got it! How about the P.C. Fair? If this is your first time in the city, you’ve got to check it out. It’ll be brilliant.”

      “Is it anything like the O.C. Fair?” Desiree asked.

      “Yes?” Darius obviously had no frame of reference to honestly answer her question.

      “Are you coming with us?” She sure was cute when she got excited.

      “I better. I don’t think you could survive in the city without me.” Darius grinned wide, flashing perfectly straight and white teeth. “Let’s head out before it gets too late.” He grabbed his tablet, fastened it somehow to the inside of his jacket, and hopped over the small railing.

      Desiree giggled as we followed suit, and the three of us charged down the sidewalk.

      Darius hailed down a taxi and we were swiftly swept away to the Provex City Fair. Desiree was easily coaxed into the center seat, with all of us pushed shoulder-to-shoulder and thigh-to-thigh.

      “I don’t know how we’re gonna be able to pay you back,” I said as we glided through the narrow, one-way streets.

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll work something out,” Darius said looking a little too comfortable next to Desiree.

      In fact, I seemed to be the only one a little uncomfortable. But Darius had a calming demeanor about him. I couldn’t help but like him.

      It took about twenty minutes to get there. I had expected the fair to be on the outskirts of the city, but instead, it was in the thick of it somewhere. I had no idea how far we were from the monorail station now. But as we arrived at the gate, it didn’t matter.

      Desiree gasped as we stepped out of the taxi, and though I probably wouldn’t admit it aloud, I let a tiny gasp escape myself. The fair hid behind a rod iron fence and a gate at least fifty feet high, like they were holding back King Kong or something. A canvas banner stretched across the top of the gate, fluttering in the steady breeze. It had electronic words streaming across with exploding fireworks behind the writing, welcoming us to the greatest fair on Earth.

      “This is one place where they’re not tracking entrants,” Darius said as we walked up to the gate. A small booth sat off to the edge, with a man with a long white beard stuffed inside. He provided Darius with one of the circular scanners, and we were allowed through the magnificent gates.

      An extraordinarily tall man with a colorful top hat passed in front of us with a white tiger on a chain. He tipped his hat and the tiger roared as they continued on their way into the crowd. Desiree grabbed my arm and burrowed into my side, releasing a nervous laugh.

      “Nothing here will hurt you. It’s all a show,” Darius said, seeing Desiree’s obvious trepidation.

      This was more than a fair. It was a fair, theme park, and circus all rolled into one—and then shot full of steroids.

      “Where do we start?” Desiree asked, still clinging to me.

      “Wherever you want. We can do it all,” Darius said, raising his hands up and performing a dramatic turn as we followed the flow of people deeper into the park, leaving the security of the gate behind. “Actually we can’t. There’s too much. But we can do whatever strikes you, and a few things that just shouldn’t be missed…especially for you two.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      “There’s some stuff that will be eye-opening for people who’ve never been to the city before, and you guys have obviously come from much farther than everyone else.”

      We passed booths with games, food, and souvenirs. There were animals in chains, in cages, and roaming free.

      I felt a tug at my pant leg and looked down to see a small monkey looking up curiously at me. I extended my hand and arm to remove his grip and keep him at bay, but he reached for my hand as I extended it and adeptly climbed up my arm. He perched his limber body on my shoulder.

      Desiree dropped my arm and stepped closer to Darius.

      “I think he likes you,” Darius chuckled.

      The monkey cried and pointed ahead, burning a hole through the crowd with his lanky finger. A man with a pencil-thin moustache and long goatee twisted into two separate appendages crouched by the entrance of a purple tent. He whistled and the monkey jumped up and down on my shoulder, and proceeded to point and cry louder.

      I walked up to the crouched man, with Desiree and Darius a few steps behind. The monkey scampered down my body and rejoined the creepy-looking man, who stood up to meet my gaze straight on.

      “Arnold chose you, lad. You should feel honored,” the man said.

      “Chose me for what?” I tried to sound strong, but I couldn’t tell how convincing I came across.

      “For a chance to converse with Madame Matilda.”

      Darius stepped up to my side and spoke into my ear. “No one can just go in and see Madame Matilda. Only those who are chosen may enter her tent. It’s like one in a thousand.”

      “The odds are even greater than that, my dear boy.” The man grinned wide, reached over and pulled back one side of the slit in the tent, and nodded his head for us to proceed inside. I looked back at Desiree before entering and she gave me a vague shrug.

      “Come in, children. Come in,” a young woman called from behind a tall, circular table. She sat on what appeared to be a bar stool. There was only one stool across from her. She wore a decorative black hat and gossamer veil covering her eyes. My attention was immediately drawn to her sparkling red lipstick, and then shifted down to the powdery cleavage popping out of her low-cut dress. I diverted my gaze quickly, but it was hard not to glance back.

      She sat up straighter and pushed out her chest as we neared the table. Her assortment of bracelets slid up her arm when she positioned her hands into a steeple in front of her.

      “Sit, Oliver,” she said in a deep voice that made her sound much older than she looked. Madame Matilda couldn’t have been older than twenty-five and judging by her looks alone I thought her to be even younger. But if I had closed my eyes and listened to her speak, I would have sworn she was at least fifty.

      It wasn’t until I’d taken a seat on the stool that it clicked that she’d said my name without me ever saying a word. I shot a puzzled look to Desiree and Darius. They both remained straight-faced.

      “How do you know my name?” I asked.

      “I am Madame Matilda.” She smirked playfully. “I know a great many things. One of which is that you’re not supposed to be here.”

      “Your monkey invited us in—”

      “Not here in the tent. Here,” she said, emphasizing and elongating the final word.

      “Why do you say that?” I gulped, scared of how she might answer.

      Madame Matilda reached for my hand. She looked at both of my friends and then back at me. The enigmatic woman met my eyes with a stare that pierced through my consciousness and ventured into places I’ve never shared with anyone. “Your father would not approve.”

      I noticed under her shifting bracelets that she didn’t have a tattoo ID—or DNA Brand, as Darius had called it. She turned my hand over several times in hers, rubbing the back and tracing subtle lines on my palm.

      “What do you know of my father?” I demanded.

      “He’s a very powerful man, but I’m sure you already know that.”

      “Not really,” I said. “I don’t really know anything about him. I can’t even remember what he looks like.”

      “I see you and him together, here in the city. It was the first time you had been here—here in Provex City. You and the rest of your family came from far away, escaping with the wolf on your heels.”

      “Kafka?” I asked, mesmerized by what she was saying.

      “You are a young boy. You hand him a stuffed dog toy and say that he will protect him. Here, Daddy. Frolics will protect you.”

      “That’s the name of my dog now.”

      “I see,” Madame Matilda said with a wry smile. “You hand the stuffed animal to your father, hug him, and then run away.”

      “Until just recently, I thought my father was dead.”

      Madame Matilda opened her eyes and lifted the delicate veil, staring straight at me like we were the only two people in the world, and then suddenly snapped her hands back.

      “What is it? What did you see?”

      Madame Matilda’s face became tight, and her eyes distant. She swiveled on her stool so she was facing away from us and began speaking softly in another language. I turned to Desiree, and she shrugged. I gazed around the tent at the abstract pictures and geometric shapes hanging from hooks in the fabric. There were piles of books overflowing from boxes on the ground. Madame Matilda pulled her veil back down.

      “I’ve told you that you should not be here and now I have seen why. The wolf will kill someone very close to you. He will be tracking you again soon, and when he picks up your scent, there will be no escape.” Then she went back to babbling in that other language. “It would be best if you leave now—Oliver Grain—go home and don’t come back until you are ready.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “What does that mean?” Desiree chimed in.

      “I will not charge you for this session.”

      “Thanks…I guess.”

      “Come on, Oliver. This lady’s giving me the creeps.” Desiree pulled me off the stool.

      Madame Matilda swung around just before we reached the slit in the tent. Her fingers were curved like claws and her red painted nails dug into the table. “And Oliver, I know Provex City is a beautiful city, but it’s not all magic and wonder. Keep yourself and your friends safe. Go home.”

      I nodded and threw the purple fabric aside to exit the tent. The man crouched outside fed Arnold an olive and eyed us as we walked by. Arnold the monkey cried again, but the man shushed him once, and Arnold quieted immediately.

      “Maybe it wasn’t lucky to be chosen,” Darius said as we got some distance between me and the mad Madame.

      “You think?” I was leading the way at the moment, but I had no idea as to where.

      Desiree grabbed my hand to slow me down. She rubbed my knuckles with her thumb.

      “Don’t worry about it, Oliver. People like that are paid to be mystical and ominous. I wouldn’t read too much into it,” she said.

      “She knew things about my father.”

      “Maybe. I dunno.”

      “Is it time to go home?” Darius asked.

      “No,” Desiree replied, and then proceeded to complain about being hungry for dinner. So we decided on a type of food and found a cart that sold it. Nothing said a day at the fair to me like a cheeseburger, so that’s what I chose, but it didn’t taste like real meat. It also had a thick layer of spinach and a sweet dressing that I couldn’t identify. I ate half and threw the rest down on my plate.

      “Not good?” Darius asked.

      “It’s all right.”

      “Can I try?” Desiree asked and snatched the crumbling sandwich off my plate before I could answer. “I like it,” she said in between bites and cast aside whatever it was she had been eating.

      “Are you guys dating?” Darius asked.

      “No, just friends,” Desiree said as if she had been anticipating the question. She took a sip from her drink and smiled.

      “There you go,” I said.

      “I don’t mean to stir up anything. It’s just that you guys kinda act like you do—or did, maybe.”

      “We usually get that we’re like brother and sister,” I said.

      Desiree almost spit out her drink and coughed loudly from sucking the liquid into her lungs.

      “There, there, dear.” I patted her on the back with exaggerated movements. “What would you do without me to save you all the time?”

      And when Desiree was done dying, we all laughed.

      “When you’ve got your food down to where it stays down, I’ve got to show you something. I haven’t been through it since I was a kid, but it should thoroughly entertain and horrify you both,” Darius said with a slight grin and one cocked eyebrow.

      “After the mad Matilda fiasco, I don’t know if I can handle it. Can’t we do like a ride or something?” I asked.

      “No. The Nucleus is what you can’t handle right now. Your food needs to settle. Trust me; this is the next best thing.”

      “What is it?” Desiree asked cautiously.

      “We’ve got the best House of Mirrors in the country.”

      “That’s cool,” I said with forced zeal, hiding the fact that I was slightly underwhelmed by the idea. What was so special about warped mirrors anyway? We had an abundance of houses of mirrors back home. I had never actually been in one, but I’d consider them commonplace. They were all cheap carnival kiddie attractions.

      We walked over to the House of Mirrors and stood in the ever-growing line, which was proceeding slowly into a building covered in an animated mural that depicted either a post-apocalyptic or alternate universe version of Provex City. The high rises were crumbling into the streets and flickering like florescent bulbs on their last throes of life.

      The line inched forward until we passed through the opening of the building and into a dark hallway lit with black lights along the ceiling. The walls on either side were floor-to-ceiling mirrors. As we walked almost single file down the narrow hallway, we saw ourselves in the mirrors. But the images weren’t mere reflections following us down the hallway. They looked like us, dressed like us, but not exactly. They were strange projections of the best-looking versions of ourselves: perfectly symmetrical features, porcelain skin, gorgeously styled hair, and toned physiques. They didn’t talk, didn’t make a sound, but they also didn’t mimic our movements as we marched down the hallway. The projections watched us, from either side, and reached out to the glass, reaching for us, yearning for us, hungering for us like we were their final meals.

      “What are we looking at?” Desiree asked, sandwiched between Darius and me in the procession.

      “You don’t know?” Darius said, looking back at both of us. He was noticeably shocked when we both shook our heads. “How can you not know about your mirrors?”

      “We’re not from here, remember?” I said sarcastically.

      “Yeah…but everyone has a mirror. You can’t not have one.”

      I shrugged.

      Desiree reached out for the mirror, and her projection lunged at the glass and slammed against it with both fists. Desiree jumped back with an uninhibited yelp at the thunderous bang, which sent reflection ripples down the hallway. She backed into the opposite mirror, and her projection on that side scratched vehemently at the glass. It looked like it might actually be able to escape and attack her. Desiree screamed louder, shivered, and franticly rubbed her arms like she was covered in spiders. She fell back in line with the rest of us, finally back to a safe distance from either mirror.

      “Yeah, don’t touch the glass,” Darius said, trying to suppress laughter.

      I reached forward and lightly squeezed her shoulder for support, but she just squirmed again, obviously still reeling from her traumatic experience.

      “Ha, ha—very funny you guys,” Desiree said in a sour tone.

      We came to the end of the mirrored hallway and turned into an expansive room. We had entered a re-creation of the moving mural on the outside of the building. Our walkway slithered through the room, lined with a low railing to keep us on the path and out of harm’s way. The sides of a huge flickering building extended to the ceiling, which was a 3-D movie screen creating the illusion of the building extending far into the sky. Dismembered chunks of the buildings fell to the ground as holograms. Imaginary scraps of metal littered the floor, then disappeared as more continued to fall.

      There were mirrors on the sides of the buildings, against the far walls, and standing in the middle of the room in random places like displaced doors to nowhere. As we walked through the room, we saw ourselves in the mirrors for split seconds––our mirrors staring back at us, following us through the room of this decaying urban apocalypse.

      A frail, bloodied woman walked through the glass doors of one of the buildings. Her hands were chained behind her back, with her supposed mirror holding the far end of the chain, giggling with demented glee. The woman’s mirror kicked her and she toppled to her knees, close to doing a face-plant on the ground. She was yanked back to her feet and led into one of the freestanding mirrors and disappeared. A chilling scream rose from the background.

      People in line were huddling closer together, walking slowly. Shadows that looked human moved in the background, but it was hard to tell if it was just my mind playing tricks on me.

      “So what is this?” I asked as we came to the far end of the room, about to enter a new scene.

      “A look into the symmetric reality, where the mirrors live. It’s been re-created through several rare eyewitness accounts,” Darius said.

      “Lorne eyewitness accounts?”

      “Yeah, how’d you know?”

      “Just a lucky guess.”

      “Are we almost out of here?” Desiree asked. She had her hands stuffed into her pockets and inched ahead side-by-side with Darius.

      It turned out we weren’t, but none of the following rooms were as large as the outside city scene. We paraded through four more rooms of mirrors imprisoning and torturing their lesser halves before exiting through a mirrored hallway like the one in the beginning. This time, Desiree kept her hands far away from the mirrored walls.

      Desiree appeared noticeably relieved when we reentered the cool evening air. The excitement in her movements returned and it was clear she wanted to put some distance between us and the infamous House of Mirrors.

      “We don’t have these mirrors where we come from,” I said to Darius as he led us into the thickening flow of the crowd.

      “How’s that possible? Where does it go?”

      “I was meaning to ask you the opposite question. Where does it come from?”

      Darius stopped in the middle of the crowd, breaking the constant flow like exposed rocks in a river. “It comes from you. Your mirror comes from you. It’s a part of you separated from birth, yearning for reunion more than anything in the world. That’s its focus until the day you die. Essentially, you want to be reunited with the universe—which is what happens when you die—and your mirror wants to live here forever. We were all split at birth and it is imperative to resist that reunion. It will try to convince you otherwise. It has no other objective than to get you over to the symmetric reality. There, your mirror will grab hold of you and never let go.”

      “So you’ll just die there?” Desiree asked.

      “Oh, no, that would make it easier. You would hope to die or be killed by someone else’s jealous mirror. In your state of imprisonment and torture and draining, it can potentially keep you alive…forever.”

      A father of two little girls eyed us suspiciously as he passed. He held their hands tightly in his and pulled them along. I felt the eyes of other passersby as we talked about what everyone supposedly already knew from the time they could stand.

      “Forever?” Desiree gasped.

      “One famous account of the symmetric plane, apart from those documented by Alexandria Lorne, is the one from Antonio Delgado,” Darius said and paused for a moment. “He escaped from 212 years of imprisonment in the symmetric reality. I saw old footage of his interviews when he got back. He looked like death, frail and starving. All of his immediate family and friends were gone. Can you imagine? He wrote a memoir describing his experience called The Great Escape from Myself. It’s now a mandatory read in every intermediate school. Antonio Delgado—the man who survived the other side—only lived a few years after he got back. It was pretty sad.

      “He was one of the extraordinary few who have been over there and come back. Once your mirror grabs hold of you, it never wants to let you go and it will do everything possible to keep you. From here, all it can do is talk. But, in the symmetric reality, it has all the power.”

      “The voice,” I said. “The mirror is the voice I hear.”

      “Yes,” Darius answered. “I still can’t believe this is new to you guys. The kids here are told about their mirrors and the symmetric reality as soon as they can speak. That way, they’re not so easily coaxed to the other side. It’s like telling them to look both ways before crossing the street. They won’t do it instinctively at first. There’s no intrinsic fear. Parents have to supply that fear to keep them out of harm’s way.”

      “That’s so creepy. Every kid hears this stuff when they’re little?” Desiree asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “I guess this place isn’t so perfect after all.”

      “I dunno. I don’t know any different,” Darius said.

      “It’s all what you get used to,” I said. At least now I knew what the voice that had been talking to me was. My mirror. I certainly didn’t look forward to hearing it again, especially now with the imagery supplied to me thanks to the best house of mirrors in the country.

      We got moving again and played some games and rode some familiar-looking rides. There was a rollercoaster that snaked through smaller rides and continued underground, where it shot through a weaving, strobe-lit tunnel before blasting out of the earth in corkscrews. We were back into a celebratory mood of exploration.

      We finally found the ride Darius had mentioned earlier called The Nucleus. It was a little intimidating at first glance. The passengers were strapped into cage-like capsules that looped around the makeshift nucleus in hundreds of orbital paths. And the capsules were nearly a blur when they reached full speed. It was a miracle they weren’t all colliding with one another.

      “Are you ready?” Darius asked giddily, obviously seeing the apprehension in our faces.

      Desiree and I were not ready.

      But after several minutes of gawking and several more minutes of coaxing, we each entered our own electron capsule and prepared to be pulled apart at the seams. The capsules clicked a few times and then quickly accelerated. The G-forces took over. The screaming began. I couldn’t think of anything as I clutched my shoulder straps for dear life, praying that the capsule door wouldn’t come unhinged and catapult me cartoonishly out of the fair and into the side of a skyscraper.

      When the ride finally came to a stop, I could barely feel my arms or legs. My head was pounding and my eyes couldn’t focus on anything standing still—they were telling my brain I was still spinning and I couldn’t yet convince them otherwise. But I was alive! And that was an accomplishment and a victory.

      I stumbled out of my capsule before Darius or Desiree exited theirs. I turned back after reaching the fence. Desiree was laughing hysterically and quite possibly crying at the same time. Darius was laughing, too, and threw an arm over her shoulder to help keep her steady.

      “You can never really be ready for The Nucleus,” Darius yelled to me, squeezed Desiree in a sideways hug, and then dropped his arm.

      “You’re telling me,” I yelled back. My ears rang so badly that everything was just noise.

      “I thought I was gonna die,” Desiree said. She held out her hands. “Look, I’m still shaking.”

      “That’s what makes The Nucleus so exos. It gives you a new appreciation for life.” Darius ran his hands through his windblown hair and somehow brought it back to perfection. My hair was a lost cause, which was something I just had to accept.

      “What now? I’m pumped!” Desiree exclaimed.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      The sun had long since set and I knew we’d have to get going soon because I still didn’t know how far we were from the monorail station and if Darius was going to help us get there.

      “It’s time for one more ride. You’ll love it. It’s much mellower than The Nucleus, but just as memorable,” Darius assured us. He led us past more rides, booths, a horse-drawn medieval carriage, a flute-playing snake charmer, and a multitude of other oddities.

      We walked up to a line leading to a set of four large Ferris wheels called ‘The Provex City Observation Wheels.’ They were set about fifty yards apart from one another and each had support beams on only one side, bolted to a low-lying platform situated under all of the wheels.

      The line moved quickly and split into four lines at the gate. Two employees stood at the entrance with portable bladeless fan scanners. Once again, Darius paid for us to enter and we were directed into the far-left line. We soon came to the end of the line and all piled into one gondola, equipped with a padded bench and glass dome ceiling. Like in the cab ride through the city, Desiree found herself in the middle. The wheel slowly moved to allow people into each gondola.

      When I finally leaned against the railing to look down, I saw that the line was gone. The wheel continued to spin, but we were now also rising farther into the air. Each of the observation wheels was leaving the ground farther and farther behind. We were now far above the fair’s massive iron fence where we could see deep into the city. The nighttime lights were just as beautiful as I remembered. The city looked vibrant and alive.

      Then the wheels stopped moving up and began to turn on their sides. The gondolas had a swivel connector so we remained upright as the wheel continued to pivot. Our wheel stopped while still at an angle and, from what I could see, the four wheels were now angled in such a way that they formed a large zigzag line in the sky. The wheels themselves continued to turn so each gondola could get a panoramic view of the city.

      Desiree was actually speechless, and when fireworks erupted directly above us, her eyes lit up and her mouth fell open, and yet not an audible syllable escaped. We looked through the glass above and out into every direction. The rainbow of explosions was everywhere, with shimmering sparks raining down all around us.

      “The illumixplodes are exos entertainment every night—9 p.m. on the dot. And these are the best seats in the city,” Darius said without taking his eyes off the horizon.

      I was reminded of the fireworks Desiree and I saw from Jeremy’s penthouse suite, not so long ago, illuminating a corner of the city off in the distance.

      “We’ve seen these fireworks before,” Desiree whispered in my ear and then lay her head on my shoulder.

      “They were beautiful then; they’re spectacular now,” I said and reached for her hand. I was reminded that if we actually were at Disneyland like I’d told Mom, we’d be seeing a similar, yet less spectacular show at this very moment.

      “Stop playing around with your friends, sitting on your haunches, and get back to work—back to what you should be doing, what you must be doing—finding your father. I can help you, but you must help me. We can generously help each other. Let us begin our inevitable journey.” The voice of my mirror had returned, like the predator it obviously was, at a moment when the city was at the height of its beauty.

      “I don’t need your help for that journey,” I whispered.

      “I remember what you don’t. I remember you leaving Provex City the first time—”

      “I know, I remember you bothering—”

      “—as a boy. A boy saying goodbye to his father, a boy not knowing when or if he would ever see his father again. Yes, I remember because I was there, too. And I know where to look because it is not here.”

      I squeezed Desiree’s hand harder, trying to distract myself from the tempting voice in my head. Eventually, it left, but its words lingered in my head like so many guilty memories.
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      It was two days before Christmas and we were just putting up the tree. A few weeks ago, when we would have traditionally decorated for Christmas, Mom and I were too preoccupied with our family disintegrating before our very eyes. Jeremy was gone. Richard was lying in a hospital bed, deep in a coma. Neither Mom nor I were handling things particularly well. I only had one foot in this plane at the time, preoccupied with seeing what was behind the curtain. Christmas decorations didn’t matter then. But they felt right now. The family had something to celebrate and much to be thankful for. Even though Richard wouldn’t make it home for Christmas, he was awake and with us. Our family was coming back together. However, a thin voice in the back of my mind, reminded me that someone was still missing.

      On Christmas morning, we exchanged a few small gifts purchased during last-minute shopping at mostly cleared out, customer-ravaged stores. Afterward, torn wrapping paper was strewn haphazardly around the floor like the presents had exploded. We each sat on opposite sides of the living room with cups of coffee in hand, on the floor and leaning against the nearest pieces of furniture. Frolics remained closest to Mom.

      “Merry Christmas,” Mom said.

      Jeremy raised his coffee mug. “It’s good to be home.”

      “The both of you,” Mom said.

      I raised my mug to join the others. “Merry Christmas.”

      We each took a sip. The room was once again silent.

      Instead of saying anything more—as if there was anything to say—Mom set her empty mug on the end table and began cleaning up. Jeremy turned on the television and settled on A Christmas Story. It was halfway over, but would be starting again in an hour’s time. I helped Mom with the remaining scraps of wrapping paper, compressing them into a large multicolored snowball.

      “I just need a cigarette. Then I’ll whip up some waffles,” Mom said. “How does that sound?”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “I can get them started.”

      I gathered the ingredients while Mom paced beside the pool, a line of smoke trailing behind her. I whisked the batter and cracked some eggs. It felt so normal. It felt good, but a part of me still wasn’t here. I thought of the monorail, my mirror, and the sublime red and blue buildings piercing the clouds. I imagined my father waiting for me there, even though I had no face to attach to him. I poured the lumpy batter into the waffle maker and wondered what waited for me on the other side of this plane—the small step that changed everything. I’d be lying if I said it was only calling to Desiree.

      Mom took over when she returned. I leaned against the sink on the opposite counter and watched her work. She had made a conscious decision to forget. She’d made the decision for me when she slipped me one of the pills Nicholae had given her. Knowing what I knew now, I didn’t know whether it was better to know or not. Perhaps there was no right answer. I respected her decision to move on and my curiosity equally. She was the one here, trying to protect me, and I couldn’t fault her for that.

      “Can you grab me some plates?” Mom asked, taking the scrambled eggs off the heat.

      We ate our home-cooked breakfast in front of the TV with Ralphie, Flick, Schwartz, and the whole gang. It was the best present any of us could have received, the small tokens sprung from their packaging earlier this morning already forgotten.

      After taking the morning slow, we visited Richard in the hospital as a family, bringing him small, forgetful tokens as well. Like us, his excitement for the items was forced, but his gratitude was genuine. The true gift was time spent together. A Christmas Story continued its run on repeat and Jeremy put it on as background noise from Richard’s wall-mounted television set. Soon the background noise became our primary focus as we all sat around the bed, eyes locked on the movie. Richard was sitting up now. The hospital staff had no idea how he was healing so fast and credited his rebounding health as a miracle. But I knew better. In Provex City, I had seen a new level of possibility—and with Mr. Gordon, a deeper level still.

      On the way home from the hospital, I received a text from Anna and she was already at my house when we pulled into the driveway. And she had brought Desiree and Eli. The three of them sat on the front concrete steps. Anna waved and stood when we drove up.

      “I wasn’t expecting everyone,” I said, climbing out from the back seat.

      Anna greeted me with a hug and a chaste kiss. There were two Christmas decorated gift bags on the ground near where Desiree and Eli were still sitting.

      “I know,” Anna replied. “Surprise and Merry Christmas.”

      Mom and Jeremy exchanged pleasantries with my friends before heading inside. Desiree and Eli rose, and Anna and I joined them at the top of the stairs.

      “I brought you something,” Anna said, picking up one of the bags.

      “Me, too,” Desiree said. “Just a small token.”

      I immediately felt like a jackass because I didn’t have a thing for either one of them. I hadn’t been dating Anna that long and we’d never discussed gifts. I should have asked Desiree about gift protocol—or Jeremy—but it seriously hadn’t crossed my mind.

      “Umm…I wasn’t expecting anything,” I said sourly. “I have to warn you…umm…I’ve been a little outta sorts since getting back. I haven’t been to the store. I’m sorry.”

      “Dude, you can’t even use that excuse,” Eli said and laughed.

      That’s right; Desiree had been through the ordeal with me. And I had been to the store. I had no excuse.

      “It’s okay,” Anna said and reached for my hand. “You’ve been through a lot. People handle stressful situations differently. And besides, you should give because you want to, not to expect something in return.”

      “Though it is nice,” Desiree said with a smirk. She stood in front of Eli, leaning back against him, resting the side of her head against his cheek.

      Eli had his arms hooked around her waist.

      “Go ahead, open it,” Anna said, handing me one of the bags.

      I took it and reluctantly pulled out the decorative wad of green tissue paper and saw a folded gray T-shirt at the bottom of the bag.

      “It was Desiree’s idea,” Anna said, watching my reaction as I unfolded the T-shirt.

      It was an Elliott Smith T-shirt with a graphic of the Figure 8 cover design. All over the graphic were small handwritten notes like signatures in a yearbook written to the departed artist. The shirt was subtle. There was no sweeping “Elliott Smith” across the shirt. To someone who didn’t seriously listen to his music, the shirt design would go completely unnoticed.

      “I love it,” I said, and I meant it. It felt like it had come from Desiree.

      “I hoped you would,” Anna said and gave me a real kiss this time, now that there was no parental figure in sight.

      “Break it up, break it up, you two” Desiree whined. “It’s my turn.”

      “Maybe bringing them along wasn’t such a brilliant idea,” Anna whispered in my ear.

      But I was secretly glad she had—at least Desiree anyway. Eli was fine, but I felt awkward around him knowing I had kissed his girlfriend—twice now. And the first one wasn’t just any kiss. He seemed a little distant, but I didn’t want to focus on that. At least he didn’t seem pissed.

      I looked Anna in her powder-blue eyes and felt bad for her unawareness as well. This was another situation that begged the question: Was it better not to know? I liked her a lot…but not as much as Desiree. And this was through no fault of her own. It was nobody’s fault. Or that’s at least what I told myself.

      I placed the shirt back in the bag and accepted Desiree’s gift. Like Anna’s, the bag was light. I tore out the decorative tissue paper and found a small box inside. The box was wrapped in little kid Santa paper. I found the seam in the wrapping paper and ripped half of it off in one swift motion.

      What I saw inside made me shake my head and laugh.

      “What is it?” Eli asked. He sounded genuinely curious.

      “Now you have no excuse of ever being unprepared again,” Desiree said.

      I met her eyes and smiled. I know people always say it’s the thought behind the gift that counts. I hadn’t fully believed it until today.

      “You shouldn’t have,” I said, feigning a mixture of exasperation and embarrassment, as I held up the box of a dozen purple ballpoint pens so Eli could see.

      “I don’t get it,” Eli said.

      “Oliver needed to borrow a pen on the first day of class,” Desiree explained.

      “I’ll treasure them always,” I said, laying on the sarcasm to mask my true appreciation for the gift, and dropped the box back into the Christmas bag. “Do you guys want to come in? We don’t have to stand out here all day.”

      “I will,” Anna said, curling an arm through mine.

      “We should get back,” Desiree said. Her fingers were now interlaced with Eli’s. “And let you lovebirds have some quality alone time.”

      “I like that idea,” Anna said and nibbled at my closest ear.

      “Merry Christmas, Oliver,” Desiree said. “We’ll all have to hang out soon.”

      “You bet,” I said.

      “Yeah, have fun, guys,” Eli said. “Oh, and by the way, I’ve got a gig at a little hole-in-the-wall in Anaheim for New Year’s Eve. Everyone’s welcome. I don’t know what plans you already have.”

      “I haven’t thought that far ahead yet,” I said. “But yeah, that sounds like fun.”

      Desiree and Eli left and I led Anna inside, bags in hand.
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      I want to show you something. Can you come over? Desiree.

      Right now? I texted to Desiree.

      Right now, she wrote back only seconds later.

      Ok. I’ll leave in a minute, I said.

      Desiree met me at the door when I reached her house and led me straight up to her room. She had a bunch of sketches of wolf heads—quite possibly the Lorne wolf head—scattered across her desk. I picked up one of several crumpled-up pieces of paper from the floor, and it too was another sketch (this one only a partial), but a wolf head just the same.

      “What is this?” I asked, over her blaring music.

      Desiree turned down her ported iPod so we could actually talk to each other without shouting. “I had an epiphany.”

      “You don’t say,” I said, and then my phone buzzed.

      What are you doing? It was a text from Anna.

      “Who’s that?” Desiree asked.

      “No one,” I answered sharply, putting my phone away. “So, what’s this brilliant idea of yours?”

      Desiree didn’t press on about my message. She had one of her devious grins again and a literal sparkle in her emerald eyes. “I’m designing you a tattoo.”

      I couldn’t tell if the idea was brilliant or insane, but she was committed to it.

      Several of the sketches she had on her desk were on tracing paper and she put them all up to the inner side of my right hand to see which one would fit the best. And we had a winner. One wolf head was just the right size. It looked exactly right with the angle, detail, and shading. Now the question was how it would look when it was all done.

      “How did you remember all this detail?” I asked.

      “We sat with Kafka’s body for a long time that night,” she answered. “It was in view and captivating. I had to draw it. And what I don’t remember, I improvised.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Desiree had bought a kit of something called jagua tattoos, which were supposed to mimic the look of real tattoos exactly. After the head was traced onto my hand, she used an applicator that came with the kit to apply the dye. It looked and felt strange, like she was applying lines of black glue to my skin. A pungent chemical odor quickly filled the room, forcing her to open the window before we started getting light-headed.

      When she was finished, Desire instructed me not to touch it for two hours. I had to just sit there, holding my newly painted hand in my lap. Then all we had was time to kill. Desiree turned up her music again to kill any awkwardness of the two of us alone together in her room. While I sat there with my drying arm propped on my leg, Desiree tidied up her mess of artistic rejections.

      “How long is this supposed to last?” I asked, feeling restless and anxious, looking at my hand.

      “It says two to three weeks on the box.”

      “Two to three weeks!” I should have asked the question earlier.

      “It takes a while for the dye to fully wash out. You wouldn’t want to just wash your hands and have it rub off, would you?”

      “I don’t know. If it doesn’t look good or it this doesn’t work, then yeah, I want to wash the evidence away as soon as possible. What is my mom gonna say when she sees it?”

      “It’s not that noticeable.”

      “Not that noticeable? It’s a gigantic wolf head on my hand!”

      “It’s not gigantic; it’s the perfect duplicate size. And you can tell them that it’s not permanent. That’s got to be a relief,” Desiree said, while changing songs on her iPod. Then she looked over at her alarm clock and said, “And your time is up.”

      I could finally wash off the lines of beaded paste that created the wolf-head design, and the stain left behind surprisingly looked like the Lorne tattoos I’d seen. It looked a little too bright and obviously not raised like an old burn scar (like Kafka’s and Lazarus’s had been), but the design was pretty uncanny.

      “By tomorrow, it should look perfect. It needs to fade a little so it doesn’t look so brand new,” Desiree said, taking my hand in hers to closely inspect and admire her handiwork.

      “Okay, it’s your turn,” I said, leading her out of the hallway bathroom and back to her room.

      “Oh, no, this isn’t for me. It’s for you. I’m no Lorne, but you are.”

      “Supposedly.”

      “I think it’s pretty obvious with everything that’s happened. It’s not really lying for you; it’s you getting to be who you’re supposed to be.”

      “And you get to come along for the ride.”

      “Well, yeah. One of the many perks of having a Lorne as a best friend.”

      “I’m not gonna lie—I’m pretty scared senseless about all this,” I said.

      “You saw how it works with the tattoo. You don’t have to use the scanners. People seem so afraid of the tattoo itself that they barely even look at it.”

      “Yeah, and those people have to be scared for a reason,” I insisted.

      “You are that reason. You’re confident and powerful and can take over a room. You are a Lorne. You can do this!” Desiree stood directly in front of me, smiled and reached for my newly tattooed hand. She carefully grazed the design with her thumb.

      I didn’t feel like I was any of those things she just mentioned, but her confidence in me gave me strength. Maybe this would work after all. It wasn’t like it was permanent. We could enjoy the perks for a short while with some innocent adventures and then move on. Maybe my new identity could open doors to help me find my father, though I knew I had to be careful in asking for more Lornes because they’d obviously be able to identify each other.
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      I knew Desiree would be trying on ten to twenty outfits in getting ready for our evening out. The more I thought about it, the more it began feeling like a date and not just hanging out with my good friend. I hoped I wasn’t reading too much into it and stressing myself out for no reason.

      Last night, Anna and I had hung out, went for coffee, and made out in her car outside of my house. It felt like less of a date than what I was getting ready for. Kissing her was very different than kissing Desiree, though they were both wonderful sensations. Anna was more aggressive, took charge, used her tongue and hands more. Desiree was passionate and gentle, even when she wasn’t intending to be. Her aggressiveness was gentle compared to Anna, but it was every bit as intoxicating. I felt like a jerk for comparing the two of them.

      I turned my attention to the night ahead. Gazing at the tattoo on my right hand, I tried to imagine what it would feel like to own the city. If it actually worked, we’d be able to do anything we wanted. And as Mr. Gordon would say, we had to focus on what we wanted—the desired end result—and the prophecy would be fulfilled if we believed in it enough.

      I had to believe.

      It took me less than twenty minutes to get ready and I headed out before Mom got home from the hospital, leaving a short note on the kitchen counter that I wouldn’t be home until late. I didn’t want her to worry, but I also didn’t want her to ask probing questions. Jeremy was theoretically out with Leslie, so I didn’t have to worry about him.

      I didn’t give Desiree a call ahead of time. I just showed up at her door and knocked without warning.

      She answered the door in a purple bathrobe. Her hair was slightly curled and seemed more voluminous than usual, and her make-up was bright, eyes clearly outlined, and glitter sprinkled on her cheeks. Melanie was sitting in the living room watching TV.

      “Who’s at the door?” Desiree’s mom called from the kitchen.

      “It’s just Oliver. We’re hanging out tonight; I told you that,” Desiree said, and then spoke to me. “You’re early.”

      “We didn’t set an exact time,” I answered.

      “You could’ve called first. I’m almost ready,” she said and ran back up the stairs, leaving me to fend for myself.

      After a few seconds of loitering in the entryway, I followed Desiree upstairs. She was in the hallway bathroom in front of the mirror, so I continued to her room and took a seat on her bed. A soft ballad of Elliott Smith poured from her iPod dock speakers.

      When she dashed into the room, her closed bathrobe billowed behind her to expose peek-a-boo glimpses of her bare legs. Paying me no attention, Desiree went straight for her dresser.

      “Turn around,” she commanded as she opened the top drawer.

      “Can’t I just close my eyes?” I asked innocently.

      “No. Turn around,” she insisted.

      I did as I was told and looked at the wall, which was covered in several taped posters, but my attention was brought to the one of the Alice in Wonderland movie, which instantly reminded me of Desiree’s Alice Halloween costume.

      It didn’t take long before I snuck a peek just in time to see Desiree pull a black strapless bra from the drawer. She turned and I turned back toward the wall in a flash, but not without her noticing.

      My heart was pounding and I heard her start to laugh.

      “Yeah, like I was really gonna change with you in the room,” she said.

      I fell back on her bed and rolled over to face her. She was still laughing and shaking her head.

      “You boys are all the same—even the nice ones.” With her bra draped over one arm, Desiree grabbed a crimson single-shouldered dress hanging from the inner knob of her door, and disappeared into the hallway.

      “I guess I’m considered one of the nice ones,” I said, but she was already gone.

      She waltzed back into the room a minute later to collect me and her heels, and we were off. Desiree lied to her mom saying we would get picked up in front of my house, so we left and headed down the sidewalk. We needed to find a safe place to transition, so we turned onto Santa Clara instead of crossing and walked down to the next street.

      “Slow down,” Desiree said, tugging at my arm with her free hand. She carried a small black purse in the other. “I can’t walk that fast in these heels.”

      They were high, making her almost as tall as I was. The crimson dress she had on cut halfway up her thighs and was covered up by a thick black cotton coat with a dangling buckle. Even though half of her dress was hidden under the coat, the crimson material sparkled in the dwindling daylight. The light glitter she had sprinkled on her cheeks also sparkled from her upper chest and neck. She looked incredible—more gorgeous than I had ever seen her. My suspicions had been joyfully confirmed that this was a date. I reached for her hand as we continued down the sidewalk and she interlaced her fingers with mine.

      Score!

      “How’s this?” she asked as we turned the next corner.

      I looked around and saw no oncoming cars in either direction and no visible people outside of their houses.

      “Here we go,” I said and squeezed her hand when we entered the fade.

      The transition was seamless. Our practice was paying off. It was only a moment before our entire neighborhood was gone and we were back in the grassy field near the highway that led straight to Provex City. We appeared halfway between the highway and the river—a nice safe distance from either one.

      Desiree removed her high heels and walked barefoot through the grass as we made our way toward one of the glass capsules positioned next to the highway. I was sure the Lornes did not have a habit of taking the monorail into the city, so I pulled my dress shirt sleeves down as far as I could, covering half my hands so all that showed was the tip of the wolf’s mighty jaws.

      When we stepped into the monorail car, we shouldn’t have been surprised to find it almost completely filled. We walked two cars back with no luck at finding any seats. A white-haired man who looked to be in his forties complimented Desiree on being a lovely young lady and offered her his seat. He stood beside me, with the both of us holding onto the railing above our heads. I immediately noticed I was holding the rail with my right hand, my shirt sleeve falling up my arm, and switched hands before anyone saw.

      The monorail rocketed toward the city. At each stop passengers got on, but almost no one got off. Pretty soon, there was a line of people standing all the way down the aisle. Suddenly there was a man sharing the rail directly behind me. I glanced back, trying to make it look like I was glancing around the car, so I had a picture of who was standing so close to me. The man smiled and nodded, and I returned the courtesy before turning back around.

      I was feeling claustrophobic and paranoid. I couldn’t keep glancing at the people around me so I stared past Desiree and out the window. The sky had an orangey hue and was almost dark. It was getting late. My stomach was starting to growl, but I knew it would still be a while before we were walking through the city.

      As I looked out the window, my gaze sporadically turned to Desiree. I was in a clear position to look down her dress, which wasn’t all that low-cut. Her dress showed off more of her legs than cleavage, but the amount visible from where I stood was enough to get a rise. I adjusted my stance.

      Desiree gazed up toward me and smiled. There was no suspicion of how I was taking advantage of my vantage point in her expression, which relieved me immensely. Then she tapped the leg of the man who had given up his seat.

      “Excuse me. Can I use your phone?” she asked with her most innocent teenage girl voice.

      The white-haired man happily obliged and pulled his sleek Bluetooth headset out of his ear and handed it to her.

      She looked as confused as me when she realized he was handing her nothing else.

      “I’m sorry, but this one looks a little different than mine. Can you show me how to use it?” Desiree asked.

      Now the man looked confused. “It’s pretty standard. What do you have? A Leightman? Circle S? Apner?”

      “What kind is this?”

      “A Leightman 475.”

      “Yeah, I have a Leightman, too. It’s—it’s just a much older model.”

      I tried not to laugh as Desiree fumbled through the conversation.

      The man reached down to Desiree’s hand and pressed a small button on the side of the earpiece. A blue light flashed three times. “You’re ready to make a call. Think the number and call.”

      “Thank you so much,” she said and put the Bluetooth into her ear. Desiree pulled a ride ticket stub she must have kept from the P.C. Fair. There was a series of twelve numbers written on the back. She looked at the stub for a long time not saying a word.

      “What’re you doing?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “Nothing’s happening.”

      How many people could she be calling in Provex City? My heart sank. Darius must have slipped her his number while I was in the bathroom or something. Had Desiree gotten dressed up for me or for him?

      “It’s ringing!” She almost leapt out of her chair.

      Desiree got a hold of Darius and promised to meet him at the café we’d met him in last time. Maybe my fortune would change and we wouldn’t be able to find the café again. But I wouldn’t hold my breath.

      We found the café like we had been there a hundred times—like it was beckoning us back for more overpriced coffee and peculiar pastries.

      Darius was already there when we arrived and waved to us from a table on the patio. I hopped the low rail, and Desiree huffed at my audacity to make her walk around and through the café alone.

      “How nice of you to join us,” I said, already seated with Darius at the table. We had shaken hands and I still couldn’t help but like the guy. I just really despised his interest in Desiree.

      Get a girl from your own plane!

      Darius stood up and helped Desiree with her seat. “You look quite opulent, Desiree.”

      “I do?”

      “You guys don’t say that where you come from?”

      “Sort of, just not quite the way you’re saying it.”

      “I see. How’s beautiful?” Darius asked.

      Desiree blushed. “I like that.”

      “What now?” I asked, making sure they remembered I was still here. “’Cause I’m starving.”

      “We want a night on the town!” Desiree exclaimed, stood up, and twirled to show off her shimmering dress. She shone like the skyscrapers.

      Darius looked skeptical, and possibly concerned, but he simply said, “You deserve a night on the town looking like that.”

      “You’re darn right I do,” Desiree said with a laugh. “Right, Oliver?”

      “You get what you want,” I said.

      I continued to keep my wolf-head tattoo hidden under my sleeve. I was curious—and nervous—as to how Darius would react to it since he would immediately know it was a fake. I guessed it wouldn’t sit well with his conspiracy theories, which made me think to show him with the sole intention of making him leave. But I just felt guiltier. Desiree seemed so excited to see him.

      We took a taxi farther into the city and Desiree allowed Darius to pay without bringing up my tattoo. I wasn’t exactly sure what she was waiting for, but I was also relieved.

      We were let out in front of a restaurant called La Dominga. A green carpet reached all the way out to the curb and led to the towering front door, flanked with Romanesque pillars. Carved vines lined with golden leaves spiraled up the pillars like leafy serpents.

      Darius guided us in and excused himself to use the bathroom before asking for a table. Desiree and I stood in the waiting area. We just looked at each other without saying a word, and then she reached for my hand.

      “Are you excited?” she asked, swinging my arm back and forth.

      I took a deep breath, made a quick decision, and exhaled. “Com’on,” I said and led her to the twenties-something hostess standing frozen behind a podium.

      “A table for two? Do you have a—” she began with a warm and welcoming tone of voice.

      “Three, actually. And I’m sorry but we don’t have a reservation,” I said as confidently as I could, pulled up my sleeve, and placed my right hand on the edge of the podium.
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      She looked down at my hand and immediately tensed up. “Oh—that’s absolutely no problem at all, Mr. Lorne.” She lowered her head and placed a finger on the Bluetooth earpiece she wore. “Lindi, where are you?” Then she turned her attention back to us. “Lindi will show you to your table momentarily. I’m so sorry for the delay. Can I put in an order for drinks while you wait?”

      “Umm…” No drinks came to mind.

      Then another girl who looked about the same age as the hostess ran up to the podium.

      “Good evening. My name is Lindi and I’ll be taking care of you this evening. Let me show you to your private room.”

      Desiree and I both looked at each other and smiled. This was going to be a good night after all.

      Lindi guided us through the restaurant, through multiple rooms of boisterous and sophisticated looking patrons with some type of classical musician in each room, and stopped in front of a large hutch against the back wall. She pushed the copper knob on the glass door and the hutch sank into the wall.

      When the hutch finally stopped moving, it was far enough back so we could walk around it, behind the wall, and into a hidden room with a circular table and a wraparound leather booth. A large crystal chandelier glistened overhead and cast tiny diamond sparkles on the walls. There must have been a speaker somewhere in the wall because the soothing stringed music from the room on the other side of the wall was just as clear in here.

      “We have one more joining us,” Desiree told Lindi. “He looks our age and is wearing a white leather jacket. Can you show him to our room?”

      “It would be my pleasure. I will return with your guest shortly,” she said, handing us our menus. “And after that I will be entering and exiting through here—” Lindi pointed to an almost opaquely tinted glass door on another wall. “—so my coming and going won’t disturb you.”

      When Lindi left through the hutch to find Darius, I let out a long sigh.

      Desiree slipped the coat off her shoulders, prominently showing off the full force of her dress, which had a band over her left shoulder. Her right was bare. The glitter I had seen on her cheeks and upper chest extended to her shoulders as well. On both arms dangled an assortment of silver bracelets, probably to divert attention away from the fact that she didn’t have a minor ID bracelet or DNA Brand.

      “There’re no prices on any of the food,” Desiree said, perusing the leather-bound menu.

      “I wonder if we got special menus.”

      As the back of the hutch began moving toward us, I noticed what was carved into it. A Lorne wolf head with two circles around it shone brightly from the notches in the hutch like there were LED lights behind it. We weren’t just in a VIP room; we were in a room kept specifically for Lorne family members. Hopefully, no one else would be joining us this evening.

      I nudged Desiree and pointed to the wolf-head carving on the back of the hutch.

      “That’s not good, is it?” she said softly.

      I shook my head, waiting for Darius and Lindi to pop their heads from around the hutch, but it could just as easily be another Lorne about to step into the room instead. Desiree’s hands were both occupied with holding the menu, so I nervously grabbed her thigh for some kind of contact. She flinched from my touch, but instead of moving my hand away, she laid one of her hands over mine. Her hand shook slightly. I took slight comfort in the fact that she was nervous, too. Who was going to enter the room? Our eyes could not be pried from the hutch.

      “I hope I am not disturbing you.” It was Lindi’s voice, and then she came zipping around the side of the hutch.

      Darius followed her in and slid into the booth next to Desiree. His portion of the booth faced the tinted door on the adjacent wall from the hutch.

      I immediately retracted my hand from Desiree’s leg and went back to reading my menu.

      “Can I start any of you off with drinks or appetizers?” Lindi asked.

      “How about one of your finest bottles of champagne for the table,” I said immediately.

      “Absolutely; I will bring it right out.” And Lindi was off in a flash and disappeared through the tinted door before the hutch even had time to reach its closed resting spot.

      “Didn’t she notice I don’t have a perm—and you two don’t have either kind of ID,” Darius said with a tone of noticeable concern in his voice. “She didn’t check for anything.”

      “I’m as surprised as you are,” I said. “I just figured your drinking age is lower here—like in Europe.”

      “Where?” Darius asked.

      “Never mind. Hey, they didn’t card us—I don’t know why—but let’s enjoy it.”

      “I just hope I can afford it. There’re no prices anywhere on this menu. There were prices on the menus last time I was here. And this room…I never knew this room existed. It’s pretty freakin’ exos, but how did we get it?” Darius asked, examining the room.

      My eyes were drawn back to the wolf head on the back of the hutch—but it was gone. I looked more closely and finally noticed the faint outline of the carving, but it was no longer backlit and blended almost perfectly with the wood of the hutch. I suspected Darius wouldn’t notice it unless someone else came in through that hidden door.

      “We’ll order light,” Desiree said.

      “From now on,” I added. “We’ll find a way to pay you back, somehow.”

      “If my minor bracelet gets rejected, then we’ll probably find ourselves doing a weight of dishes,” Darius said.

      “I don’t believe that’s gonna happen,” I said and sat back in the booth confidently.

      Lindi returned quickly and quietly like a ghost, with the champagne bottle perched in a bucket of ice in one hand and three flutes dangling upside-down in the other. She popped the cork and poured us each a bubbling glass, returning the half-empty bottle to the ice.

      We ordered our food—which looked more familiar than the menu items at the café—and clinked glasses in cheers to the beginning of a fantastic evening.

      “I’ve never had a waitress be so attentive before,” Darius said after taking his first sip of champagne.

      “And I thought it was just me,” I said, pretending to have no idea why we were getting such preferential treatment. I found myself using my left hand to hold my glass, unintentionally keeping my right hand in my lap, out of view.

      “Darius, we have something to tell you,” Desiree started to say.

      “Yes,” I said, butting in. “I told the hostess that I was going to propose tonight at dinner and asked her if she could help make the night special.” I shrugged. “It seems to have worked better than I would’ve thought.”

      Desiree glanced over at me, her eyes asking the question of what I was doing. I just smiled and clinked her flute again with mine.

      “Happy, darling?” I asked playfully.

      “That explains it,” she said, finally deciding to go along with my story.

      After a little more fabricated back-story, Darius seemed convinced.

      I wanted to allow him the perk of a wonderfully free meal before we got into the heated debate about what Desiree and I had really done.

      “And maybe we’ll even get a discount on the champagne,” Darius said.

      “Maybe so.” I smiled.

      When our food came, I ordered one more bottle of champagne. Desiree protested, but I ordered it just the same. When Lindi brought it in a fresh bucket of ice, Desiree handed her flute back to our waitress and asked that she take it away.

      I was a little hurt that Desiree decided to stop drinking already. Between the three of us, it wasn’t like it was that much. Darius seemed a little apprehensive to share the bottle with me, but again, I insisted.

      “It’s not like we can return it. Would you have it go to waste? And we have to drink Desiree’s share now,” I said.

      “Leaving some to go to waste wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world,” Desiree said. And she sounded serious—or annoyed.

      “Darius is paying top dollar for this. The least we can do is drink it,” I said jokingly.

      Darius didn’t find my comment funny—but it really wasn’t meant to be funny to him.

      When it came time for dessert, I was stuffed. I couldn’t eat another bite or take another sip of champagne, even though we still had half the bottle left. Desiree however, thought differently. Since no one else stepped up to order dessert, she asked for three spoons and demanded Darius and I help her finish her chocolate cake/brownie/cookie/pudding thing. I couldn’t quite describe it, but it was decadent.

      “Thank you so much for allowing us to serve you this evening, and I hope all of your food was perfect,” Lindi said as she collected the leftover dishes still on the table. “It’s been such a pleasure.”

      “Everything was wonderful, thank you,” I said first.

      Desiree and Darius expressed their gratitude for the food and service as well.

      “There is no rush and I see you have some champagne left to finish. When you’re ready to leave, just tap on the emblem and the hutch will open for you. Have a lovely evening with whatever else you have planned.” Lindi gave us a strangely formal curtsy and disappeared once more through the tinted door.

      “I can’t drink anymore,” I said.

      “It didn’t sound like we were getting a bill,” Darius said, sounding quite confused. “It’s hard to believe they’d comp our entire dinner just for a proposal. And you two aren’t even alone. Wouldn’t they think that’s weird?”

      “They pride themselves on superior customer service,” I said.

      “It’s time, Oliver,” Desiree said.

      “Let’s not do it in here,” I said, getting up from the booth. “We don’t know who’s watching, or listening.”

      “Do what? Who’s watching or listening? What are you guys not telling me?” Darius demanded.

      “You’re about to find out,” I said, walking over to the back of the hutch and tapping the emblem in the wood. As soon as I did, the Lorne wolf head lit up and the hutch began sliding into the room to create the opening for us to exit.

      Darius gasped, his eyes glued to the ominous symbol. “Do you have any idea what that is? Do you realize where we are?”

      “Let’s discuss this outside,” I said to Darius while offering my hand to help Desiree out of the booth. “Don’t look so nervous. You’ll give us away.” It was hard to take my own advice because I was petrified. The dinner had gone well—perfect actually—but Darius’s expected reaction, mixed with the alcohol I had drunk was making me paranoid again.

      Once we were back in the main dining area, I couldn’t for the life of me remember if I was supposed to do something to bring the hutch back in line with the wall. But instead of trying to figure it out or ask someone, we all raced out of the restaurant.

      Darius wanted to get a safe distance away from La Dominga before stopping and demanding an explanation.

      I finally showed him my right hand, so he could see the wolf head Desiree had painted onto it with his own eyes.

      “Put it away,” he said after a moment of staring. He nervously looked around at the people passing on the sidewalk. “I can’t be a part of this.”

      “It looks real, right?” Desiree asked.

      “It looks like suicide,” Darius snapped. He leaned in so the three of us were almost knocking heads and spoke in a forceful whisper. “Commodore Chaos describes the Lornes locking up people who know about the other planes in the SUSY Asylum. What do you think they’d do to someone impersonating them? They’d either flat out kill you or feed you to your mirror.”

      “It’s the only way we can get around here,” Desiree said.

      “And look, it worked. There are obviously too many of them in the different planes for regular people to keep track of. They are just conditioned to fear the tattoo, not pay attention to who’s wearing it,” I said.

      “It was great seeing you guys again,” Darius said, patted my arm, then took one of Desiree’s hands and kissed her knuckles. “But I can’t be a part of this. It’s far too dangerous. Please do yourselves a favor and go home. I now think Madame Matilda had a point.” Darius held onto Desiree’s hand for a brief moment and walked off down the sidewalk.

      Desiree called after him, and when he didn’t turn or acknowledge her, she carefully ran after him in her thin heels. She caught him a few hundred paces away, where she forced him to stop and talk to her.

      “You have no focus, Oliver Lorne, but you do have some guts.” The voice of my mirror had returned. I was alone. I was at my most vulnerable. “What happened to the search for your father?”

      “I haven’t strayed from that. I may actually be on the right track with this little stunt since no one’s going to actually take me to him. I’m taking a calculated gamble. You’ll see,” I whispered. No one passing by on the sidewalk seemed to pay me any attention.

      “A calculated gamble is still a gamble, and gambles can go horribly wrong. I already told you I can take you to your father. The Line awaits and your father is not all that far away.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll trust in myself over you,” I said, watching Desiree continue to talk with Darius.

      “And you’re willing to risk your girlfriend for your selfish cause? Is she part of your calculation?”

      Desiree gave Darius a long hug.

      “Maybe she’s not really interested in you after all. Is she here as collateral for the damage you’re expecting to cause in your calculated gamble?” My mirror mocked me.

      “She’s here because she’s my friend, maybe more, maybe not—but certainly not collateral.”

      My mirror laughed in my ear.

      Desiree turned and began walking back to me alone.

      “Go away,” I said to the irritable voice and it left me—for now.

      When she finally made her way back, she was noticeably bummed that Darius had left, but certainly not crushed. It was back to just the two of us and I intended to make the most of it.

      “What now?” she asked. She seemed unsure, but it wasn’t like she immediately asked me to take her home.

      “Now we continue our night. It’s just getting started. I don’t want you to have gotten all dressed up for nothing. Provex City has just met Desiree Behring!”

      Desiree perked up with my enthusiasm.

      “Don’t let him scare you. He’s a spooked conspiracy theorist,” I said. “This city is ours! Are you with me?”

      And she was.

      I hailed down a hovering cab, which took all of five seconds. The tinted passenger window became clear and disappeared, and I leaned in to speak with the driver. I casually placed my arms on the top of the door, and with my sleeves pulled back, the tattoo displayed prominently. The driver noticed immediately.

      “What’s the most popular club in town?” I asked.

      He thought for a moment. “I’d probably have to say Level Seven.”

      I turned to Desiree. “Isn’t that the club that Darius mentioned?”

      “It sounds familiar,” she said.

      “I think it is,” I said, turning back to the cabby. “We’d like to go there.”

      The back door of the cab popped open, and Desiree and I slipped into the back seat. The night traffic didn’t allow us to move at much speed, but the city was just so bright and spectacular to look at through the windows that I didn’t care. It was also much more comfortable to share the back seat with only Desiree.

      “May I ask your name?” the cab driver asked, eyeing me through the rearview mirror.

      “Oliver—Oliver Lorne.”

      “I’ve only had the privilege of meeting a few members of your family. It’s such an honor to have your patronage.”

      “That’s kind of you to say,” I said.

      Desiree scooted closer and took my hand in hers, placing them in her lap, and laid her head on my shoulder. I sat taller than I ever had before and suddenly felt what Jeremy must have felt when he was here, living in the city with Kafka—power, celebrity—I felt untouchable.

      We pulled up to a curb in the middle of the city, at the corner of Alexandria Boulevard and 77th Street, and the cab driver pointed to the red building towering over us.

      “Level Seven is in there. I forget which story it’s on, but it will be listed on the directory in the lobby. Enjoy the rest of your evening and thank you for choosing me.” The cab driver passed me his business card over his shoulder. “If you need a driver later tonight, then please give me a ring and I’ll be here in a flash.”

      “What do I owe you, my good man?” I asked, obviously expecting the Lorne family rate of free service. If I did happen to owe him money, then we were in trouble. But with the way he was treating us, I couldn’t imagine him charging me.

      “Oh—your money’s no good here. It is just my pleasure to serve you,” he said happily.

      “Thank you, and in that case, I have a small gift for you instead,” I said and pulled out my wallet and handed the cabby a twenty dollar bill. “Have you ever seen anything like this before?”

      The cab driver took the bill and examined it closely, turning it over and over in his hands. “No, I never have.”

      “It’s a little something from a faraway land. My gift to you for your service and generosity,” I said and helped Desiree carefully—and decently—scoot out of the back seat.

      “Thank you!” the cab driver called from the open passenger window, waved, and pulled away from the curb, seamlessly sliding back into the steady flow of traffic.

      Desiree and I walked hand-in-hand up to the red tower extending skyward to infinity. External glass elevators zipped up and down at the corners of the building, disappearing into a low level that extended out for the bottom few floors. Pillars of color-changing light shot up from the low-level roof.

      We passed through the massive front door that had a photographic image of a beautiful woman’s face, part of her upper body, and one arm extending almost the entire length of the glass opening. The picture reminded me of a cosmetics ad.

      The inside of the building echoed with the many different sounds of people walking on marble flooring in a space with three-story-high vaulted ceilings. The expansive room buzzed with activity.

      The directory we found was a glowing ten-foot-high hologram of the building with floating names and arrows pointing to different sections and companies within the building. We found the Level Seven club on the seven hundred seventieth floor, occupying seven floors of the east section of the building. We looked around the open lobby for the East G elevator, and Desiree spotted it a few hundred feet away—or at least the East elevator lobby.

      We followed an eclectic flow of hip-dressed couples into an elevator that had a logo across the glass: Le7el. The tube-shaped elevator easily fit ten couples, and without a break in people’s conversation, we were rocketing up into the air—shot through the roof of the building’s lower levels and up along the exterior of the tower. As we climbed higher, some of the smaller towers fell away and we could see over them for miles. The light from the city seemed to extend forever, the colors bright and blending into the horizon.

      Pushed close to Desiree, I looked around at our elevator companions, the cool clubbing elite ranging from early twenties to mid-thirties. The girls had elegant flowing dresses, some with thread strands made of some kind of florescent light material that didn’t shine too brightly, but just enough to make their dresses really pop. The men had shirts or jackets made with similar types of material—shirts with the florescent strands in the stripes, and jackets with glowing bands down the sleeves or florescent insignias on the backs. A few of the girls also had strands of what looked like shiny and reflective confetti of different thicknesses and colors woven into their hair. We didn’t look as fancy as the people standing with us, but we didn’t look out of place, either—except for obviously looking the youngest in the group.

      Desiree leaned into me as we looked out at the sublime cityscape. How could something that looked so peaceful and beautiful be dangerous?

      The elevator slowed and stopped at our dizzying floor and we followed the crowd through the glass and onto an open outdoor terrace. There was a slight breeze, but strangely the air was no colder than it was at street level. The whole area seemed to be pumped with extra oxygen because it felt incredible to breathe. Taking a deep breath was an intoxicating experience. Or maybe it was some of the leftover champagne in my system. Or a little bit of both.

      The terrace had a full bar with benches, couches, and tables to accommodate hundreds of people—the overflow from the club or maybe the people who couldn’t even make it inside. Small groups of social people prattling on at the combined level of a dull roar were spaced out all over the terrace. The curved edge of the building only had four-foot-high glass with red coating to match the outside of the building, topped with a cylindrical crystal railing. Music from the club flowed from speakers by the bar, and red light pulsed through the railing to the beat of the bass.

      We turned toward the entrance of the club. A long line of party-going hopefuls zigzagged back on the far side of the door. Four bouncers held the loud and lively crowd back. There were always people—thinking they were more important than they were—walking around the crowd and right up to the bouncers to make some desperate attempt to bypass the line. They hoped they’d have some compelling reason to be granted admittance like a VIP. It didn’t work back home and it didn’t seem to work here.

      I heard one of the bouncers say they were at maximum capacity and no one else was getting in right now. The deflated guy trying to hustle his way inside was told to go to the back of the line and wait. I was nervous again. The tattoo had worked several times today, but when was my luck going to run out? I felt like we were upping the ante every time I whipped it out from under my sleeve.

      Desiree was not deterred. She led me by the hand toward the congregation of bouncers.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. “You heard what he said.”

      “Yeah, but they’re obviously going to make an exception for you,” Desiree said.

      Of course they will. It was like Jeremy had told me about walking up to girls—if you hesitate, you lose your confidence. If you don’t act within three seconds, then you’re not likely to act at all. I was glad I had Desiree to pull me along.

      “Good evening,” Desiree yelled over the surrounding music to the humungous bouncers standing behind a velvet rope. They were so much bigger standing before us than they were a hundred feet away. “We hate to cut in front of everyone, but we’d really like to go inside. We hear your club is the best.” Desiree smiled and batted her beautiful green eyes.

      Three of the bouncers were looking at us while the fourth was focused on the line. They gave each other amused looks and mocking gestures while Desiree spoke.

      One spoke up as soon as she finished her sentence. “Listen, kids, you’re both a little—”

      He stopped cold when he saw what was etched into my hand. I had pulled my hand from Desiree’s as soon as he started speaking and yanked up my sleeve so all three bouncers could see. I stared confidently into the eyes of the bouncer talking.

      The mocking gestures and condescending tones vanished immediately and no one even needed a second look at my arm.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the bouncer who had been speaking stumbled. “I meant no disrespect.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t. You get approached by many people trying to weasel their way in one way or another. I understand that we look like nothing more than one in a hundred weasels.”

      “No, sir. I would never think anything like that.” The bouncer turned to one of his cohorts who put a finger up to his earpiece and turned his head when he began speaking.

      A porcelain-skinned, pink-haired woman appeared through the black-glass entrance only seconds later. She must have stood over six feet tall in her platform heels and carried a thin computer tablet, much like Darius’s.

      “My name is Gabriella, and I will lead you to your family suite.” She unhooked one side of the velvet rope to let us in. “This is quite the pleasure. May I ask your name?”

      “Oliver—Oliver Lorne,” I said, attempting not to stutter. “And this is my girlfriend, Desiree.” The girlfriend thing felt good to say, even though it was for appearances only (at least to Desiree).

      The bouncers each took a step back as Desiree and I stepped into their personal space. I nodded to them as I passed like I figured someone important and powerful would do.

      “Well, Mr. Lorne, welcome to Level Seven, the premier entertainment experience in all of Provex City. I will take good care of you and your girlfriend.” Gabriella shook our hands and guided us through the tinted glass entrance.

      As soon as we stepped through the glass, we were hit with the true volume of the music. Gabriella led us down a dimly lit hallway full of settling mist. The only light came from the floor—from backlit glass tiles that shot up light in a full spectrum of colors as we stepped on them.

      Desiree grabbed my hand again and held it tightly as we approached what looked like lightning flashes ahead of us.

      “Do you like to dance, Miss Desiree?” Gabriella asked as we reached the clearing.

      We stepped out from the end of the hallway and the mystical wall of smoke.

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t,” Desiree said, and just as she finished speaking we got our first real view of the club. Desiree’s eyes grew so wide I thought they might burst.

      “It’s a sight to behold, isn’t it?” Gabriella said. “We’ve kept the inside of this club out of pictures and off the interlanet for three years now. Your photolas won’t work in here. The firewall within the club blocks any picture taken by blacking it out. Our security photolas are the only things that will pick up any images and we have to work extremely hard to keep those images secure. I’m sure you can appreciate that.” Gabriella stepped aside so we could approach a railing, much like the one outside with the pulses of light running through it, and get a clear panoramic view of the entire club. “Welcome to Level Seven.”
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      We were standing two floors up from the main dance floor, though I could see smaller dance areas on several different floors. The main area was open to all of the floors, stretching up seven stories. The rest of the seven floors were all surrounding platforms that overlooked the main dance floor. The bursts of light I saw through the mist were indeed bolts of lightning streaking down from the ceiling, striking the dance floor with an explosion of colorful sparks. And the people continued to dance unfazed around the explosions. The dance floor was also made up of color-changing glass tiles like the ones we were standing on now. Male and female aerialists twirled, twisted, and flipped through the open air, interacting with each other in an erotic, angelic dance, dodging the lightning streaks as they flew. There were clear pillars connecting each platform to the next with one topless guy or girl somehow swimming around inside with no visible oxygen tank. All they wore were bikini bottoms and their bodies were painted either blue or green.

      “Not bad,” I said, trying to sound underwhelmed.

      “I’m sure you’re not easily impressed,” Gabriella said. “Allow me to show you to your suite.” Gabriella led us down a few steps and around the platform we were on.

      Along the wall were torches with fire that changed color with the music. We passed a bar and a small dance floor occupied almost entirely with women, reminding me of the dance floor at Desiree’s party. Most of the guys were lined up around the edges. That was one thing that wasn’t different.

      As we passed our first swimmer’s pillar, Desiree took off her coat and then nudged me.

      “She’s almost completely naked,” she whispered.

      “I saw that,” I said. I had noticed about two seconds after we entered the club.

      Desiree craned her head around as we walked by the swimming woman and then adjusted the bust of her dress.

      Gabriella guided us past several more bars, dance areas, and lounges. Glass bowls with more unnaturally colored flames hung from chains attached to the platform above. The flames instantly and simultaneously changed colors in time with the music like strobe lights.

      “After you.” Gabriella stopped and held out her arm, inviting us into a glass elevator capsule. Desiree and I stepped inside, followed by Gabriella, and we shot up to the seventh floor.

      We had a private platform shaped like a half-circle with another light-pulsating rail extending to the wall on either side. The closest platform hung a good ten feet away. There were four couches and two tables. Glass bowls of colored fire hung from the wall, flanking the elevator, and more sat in the middle of each table.

      Gabriella walked up to one of the tables and tapped the glass bowl. Each of the four flames shrank to half their size.

      “You can change the lighting to fit your mood,” Gabriella said, tapped the glass again, and the flames grew brighter than when we had walked onto the platform. She brought it back to the original illumination.

      I walked up to the other table and tried for myself. Surprisingly, the flames seemed to give off no heat whatsoever. The glass bowl was cool to the touch.

      Also on the table was an ice bucket with another bottle of champagne—like we hadn’t already had enough—and two glass flutes.

      How’d they know there would be two of us coming to this private room?

      “Your bottle service is unlimited and we have a food menu here. Everything is complimentary and delivered directly to your private suite.” Gabriella tapped one of the tables and it appeared to ripple like the surface of a pond, and a screen came to life with the menu. She demonstrated how to scroll and navigate through the menu items. “Press here to order anything you desire.” She scrolled through a few more screens. “Press here to contact me directly. Do you have any questions or is there anything you’d like right now?” She kept her finger pressed to the screen and dragged it around the table to show how it could be passed around.

      Desiree and I glanced at each other and shrugged.

      “I think we’re good for the moment. We’ll take a look at the menu and order something a little later,” I said.

      “Very good. At least let me start you off,” Gabriella said, popped the cork on the champagne bottle and poured us each a glass. “I’ll come back and check on you later. If you do not wish to be disturbed, you may press here,” she said as she scrolled to another screen on the table, “and your elevator will be locked, except in the case of an emergency. Anything less, we grant you total privacy. The seventh floor is the only floor without video photolas. You can only be seen by people on the other seventh floor suites and by our sky angels. Some couples like that.” Gabriella smiled, bowed, and disappeared into the elevator capsule.

      “What did she mean by that?” I asked as soon as we were alone.

      “That if you’re gonna have sex up here, then you’re gonna have spectators,” Desiree answered.

      “Oh…” I felt stupid for not picking up on that. And now that we were alone, and after Desiree mentioning sex, it felt a little awkward. “We seem to be the only floor to not have topless swimmers,” I said to lessen the tension, which sounded more helpful in my head.

      “We’ve got the aerial—sky angels,” Desiree said, dropping her coat onto a nearby couch and approached the railing. She immediately took two steps back. “Whoa, we’re really high up.”

      I threw my coat on top of hers, walked up, and leaned against the lit rail. The aerialists were mostly flying below us, but would occasionally bounce up to our level. They were close enough that I could see they were wearing transparent bodysuits with designs painted in strategic areas for at least a minimal amount of modesty.

      I looked back at Desiree. “It’s not so bad.”

      “Why does prestigious always mean high up?” she asked and took a few more steps away from the edge. She was obviously as afraid of falling as I was of drowning.

      “Because rich people want to look down upon everybody else?”

      “That’s probably true,” she said, picking up one of the champagne flutes, and taking a sip.

      “I thought you were done for the night?”

      “I was done at the restaurant. I wanted to be able to enjoy whatever else we were gonna do tonight. And look where we ended up.”

      “In paradise,” I said and went for my flute.

      We clinked glasses and continued to drink.

      The music was some type of techno-tribal infusion. It was loud, powerful, and feral. Desiree swayed where she stood, holding her glass out in front of her. She couldn’t stop her body from moving to the beat of the music.

      With my champagne glass draining fast, I leaned against the railing, looking down at the flying angels and the mass of moving people on the dance floor far below. A bolt of pink lightning streaked down to the floor and pink sparks flew when it hit. There were dozens of topless swimmers across the great chasm, on the platforms below. But it wasn’t like any of them were close enough that I could make out any details. There were small groups of people partying in seventh-floor suites like ours, but the two directly next to us sat empty. The floors below were all continuous platforms, not like our separated suites.

      Desiree took a seat at the table and poured herself another glass of champagne.

      “This is so good!” she said and began scrolling through the table screen while she sipped from her flute. “What should we order?”

      “One of everything? Why not, it’s all free. I wonder how long it would take them to make it all.”

      “How about just the desserts?”

      “Go ahead. What’s stopping you?”

      “Still fitting into my dress at the end of the night. That’s what,” Desiree said. She leaned forward and ran her hand over the now green flame…then blue…then orange…then purple… “It’s not even hot.”

      “Which is a good thing, ’cause you’d be in a lot of pain right now if it was,” I said.

      “Na ah, I’m magic, remember?” Her words were already rolling off her tongue less pronounced. “When this is gone, we’re going down to the dance floor,” Desiree said, pointing to the half-empty bottle. “And when we get back, our choco-lavation will be here waiting for us.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I have no idea, but it looks delicious.” She showed me the picture of the dessert from the screen.

      “And have another bottle sent up,” I said, draining more of our bottle into my glass.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. No one cares that we’re drinking here, but we still do have to go home tonight. We can’t spend the night here.”

      “Don’t worry; I’ll get you home. Everything will be cool.” I walked around the table to stand close to her.

      She leaned sideways from her seat, resting her head against my hip. “I know. I trust you, Oliver—Oliver Lorne.”

      I ran a few fingers through her hair, placed a lock behind her ear, and when she didn’t stop me, I began massaging the back of her scalp.

      Desiree didn’t move, but whispered, “That feels good.”

      It did for me, too. It felt good to have her head resting against me. I didn’t want to move either.

      Then she sat up straight—her hair taken away from me.

      “Ready to go downstairs?” Desiree asked, standing up and scooting her half-empty glass to the far side of the table.

      “The champagne’s not gone yet.”

      “That’s okay. I need to dance.”

      We left our suite without me having any more of a say. I was the one with the wolf-head tattoo that everyone in Provex City feared, but it was Desiree who was really in charge here. Jeremy probably would have slapped me, and for more reasons than one.

      In the elevator, we saw the platforms flash by until we reached the ground floor, two floors below where we originally came in.

      Desiree grabbed my hand and led me to the wall of people lining the dance floor. Lights flashed from the tiles beneath our feet, lightning bolted down from the heavenly ceiling, and sparks flew in fits of explosions. I felt like we were walking into a neon warzone.

      We passed through the first line of people, which was denser than the inside, and made our way through the moving bodies to find a small area of our own. When we found that perfect spot, Desiree turned and wrapped her arms around my neck.

      I carefully positioned my hands on her waist and attempted to coax my feet into moving to the beat of the electronic music. This was only dancing-attempt number two, and though I still felt awkward around all these other fluid-moving people, the champagne definitely helped ease my anxiety.

      We looked into each other’s eyes. We closed our eyes. We felt the closeness of our bodies. We bumped into other carefree people. We laughed. We drew each other close. We lessened the movement of our feet. We leaned in. We kissed. And it was not like before. The comparison I had between kissing Anna and kissing Desiree was no longer accurate. Desiree kissed me with such tortured fervor that the rest of the over-stimulating world just melted away. No one could get in between us; no one could pry us apart. It could have been the alcohol, or at least the aid thereof—but I believed deep inside that it was genuine passion.

      When our lips parted, we were both panting and gasping for air. I stared into her eyes and she stared into mine. We were truly connected for a split second and in that moment, all of our complications, baggage, and regrets didn’t matter. In that moment, I didn’t care about finding my father. The lovely, quirky, and haunted girl before me was all I wanted…desired…needed.

      “Thank you for tonight,” Desiree said.

      “I wouldn’t want to share it with anyone else,” I said.

      “I’ve gotta pee,” Desiree said, and just like that, we were fighting our way off the dance floor, dodging entranced couples and tile-striking bolts of lightning. We were lucky to have survived.

      The bathrooms were positioned far apart. I walked Desiree to the women’s room before searching for the men’s room for myself. As expected, the women’s room had a line, so I figured I had plenty of time to find the men’s room and make it back before Desiree would be finished. And my assumption was right. She wasn’t in the line of women against the wall any longer, so I waited against a pillar, eyeing the women as they exited the bathroom.

      A few minutes of waiting was fine, but after a while I began to grow concerned. I looked around to see if I had missed her walking out, with her actually standing around waiting for me. But I didn’t see her sparkling red dress anywhere.

      I checked my cell phone, but I had no service, no signal, and very little battery life left. Of course our phones wouldn’t work here. I paced around the pillar and finally decided to stop a woman who was exiting the bathroom.

      “Excuse me; can you check on my girlfriend?” I asked shyly.

      The woman seemed happy to help, so I described Desiree to her, and she walked back in.

      I waited impatiently by the exit, probably a little too close because I received disapproving glances from other women exiting the bathroom.

      Finally, the woman I had talked to returned with an expression that could only mean some type of bad news.

      “Your girlfriend’s sick,” the woman said in a somber tone. “She told me to tell you not to worry. Just give her a few minutes. I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

      So I waited.

      And waited.

      I must have watched hundreds of women go in and out of the bathroom. I ended up stopping another woman, startling her more than I had intended, but I was getting desperate. She went back in and returned a few minutes later.

      “I couldn’t find your girlfriend in there. I checked all around, called around, and everything,” the woman said and walked away still apologizing for not being more helpful.

      It took only a short time of pacing in front of the exit before I couldn’t take waiting any longer. Something was wrong. Desiree wouldn’t just disappear and leave me here. My heart thumped hard against my ribs.

      I stormed the women’s restroom focused on finding Desiree. But as I should have expected, my intrusion was not well received. The women exiting and standing in line began yelling at me and trying to barricade me from getting in.

      “Where do you think you’re going!”

      “This is the women’s room!”

      “I need to find my girlfriend!” I yelled back. “She’s in trouble!”

      “I’ll check on her,” one woman said.

      “I’ve already asked several women to check on her. I need to see her.” I pulled free from the women holding my arms and tried to carefully push the delicately balanced woman standing in front of me. She wobbled on her heels, but held her ground.

      Other club-goers who were passing by stopped to see the commotion I was causing.

      I was pulled off balance when my right arm was pulled by a strong grip from someone behind me.

      “Stop hassling the women,” a deep voice said, belonging to the man who’d grabbed my arm.

      “Back off, buddy!” I yelled. I tried to yank my arm away, but the guy’s grip was too tight. I knew I was in trouble.

      But as the guy continued to pull my arm, my sleeve was pulled up just enough in the struggle to reveal my wolf-head tattoo. He dropped my arm in a flash and took a step back.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” the man said, holding up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m sorry; I didn’t know. I was just looking out for the ladies.”

      I was furious and snapped.

      “Everyone just back away!” I yelled. There was now a full semi-circle of spectators. I was standing alone in the middle, between the spectators and the women still barricading the bathroom. “I need to find my girlfriend!”

      “He’s not a real Lorne,” I heard a strangely familiar voice whisper in my ear. “He’s a fake.”

      My pulse raced as I scanned the gathered spectators. The voice in my head was loud and pointing out what should be obvious to everyone else. It had to be obvious I was a fraud. I wasn’t holding myself together like a true Lorne. My judgment was impaired. The voice in my head spouting truths was mine. I was so afraid of drowning, and I was now barely treading water. I was ranting like a lunatic. It would only take one person to be a hero.

      “They’re coming for you,” the voice said, spewing venom—loud and clear in one ear, then the other.

      “Desiree!” I yelled, not knowing what else to do. Any minute I would be pinned to the ground by one of the guys standing near me. I was certain security had already been called. What if a Lorne family member or someone close to the family was actually here? All the attention on me could become the moment Darius had predicted.

      The moment I disappear and am never heard from again. Locked away in the asylum. Forever.

      I could enter the fade to get home and drop thousands of feet to my death, leaving Desiree to fend for herself, but I was more afraid of dying than abandoning Desiree. I was afraid to admit that and never would aloud.

      “Desiree!” I yelled again, my voice cracking this time from sheer panic.

      “They will see you for who you really are,” the voice of my mirror continued. “Just a scared kid.”

      I finally saw the sparkle of Desiree’s red dress stumble out of the bathroom. She stopped at seeing me standing in the center of a gathered crowd of people staring at me—and her.

      “Oliver, are you okay? What’s going on?” she asked.

      I ran up to her and grabbed her hand. “We need to go!”

      I punched through the wall of people and headed for the stairway that led to the entrance of the club. The sound of people talking about all the commotion I had caused still rang in my ears. Club-goers continued to turn and watch us as we made our way through the crowds.

      “Oliver, what happened? Where are we going? I can’t walk this fast!” Desiree pulled my hand to get me to stop. “How long was I in there?”

      “I screwed up, Desiree. We need to leave.”

      “But, my coat—” she said and balanced a second on my shoulder to adjust the strap of one of her high heels. “It’s my favorite coat.”

      “I’ll buy you a new one,” I insisted.

      “And I want to sit down. My feet hurt. My throat hurts. My stomach hurts. I didn’t want to mention it, but I threw up in the bathroom. Can’t we just order some water with our dessert and rest for a little while?”

      “Desiree, you don’t understand—”

      “Oliver, I’m sure you’re overreacting,” Desiree said in a soothing voice that strangely reminded me of my mother. “Look around—there is no one coming after us. We’re okay.”

      I looked at her, knowing it was pointless to continue to pull her out of the club. Nodding that she was right, we turned and headed back to our private elevator. We could hang out up there for a while and all of the commotion I had caused would be forgotten. Everyone here would go on with their lives, and we would slip out at the end of the night on top of the world.

      “How’re you feeling?” I asked as we entered the elevator.

      “A little better now. It just crept up on me all of a sudden. That’s why I don’t usually drink,” she said as we lifted past the platforms. “Sorry I worried you.”

      “Perhaps I did overreact,” I said as we reached our private suite.

      We stepped out of the elevator to the unexpected greeting of a large black shadow positioned by the tables. Someone—several people were standing there. All of the flames were extinguished in our suite, so the only nearby light came from the surrounding suites, strobe lights over the dance floor, and the sporadic streaks of lightning. And it was the lightning that really lit up the suite for a split second.

      While we stood frozen by the elevator, a bolt flashed over the dance floor and transformed the shadow into four intimidating men in long black coats, behind our tables, staring back at us.

      “Who the hell are you?” I demanded with all the courage I had left.

      “I’m here to ask you the same question,” one of the men answered, his face shrouded in shadows.

      And then the flames in the glass bowls burst to life with a sudden fury.
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      The men all looked cold and intimidating, staring like statues with their silent intensity. Their black overcoats all matched and their clothes underneath were also black, like they were special-ops or something. The second from the left with the thick neck and crew-cut spoke up.

      “I expected to find Malakye or Tomarah here. They’re typically the ones to frequent these types of establishments. Instead we find two lost lambs.” His voice was low and hoarse. “But we’re not here for pleasantries. Identify yourselves or I will throw you over this balcony.”

      I didn’t know what to do. Should I keep up the charade or give them my real name? What was my real name? Just because the tattoo was a fake didn’t mean that I was. Kafka assured me that I was a Lorne, even though he wanted to kill me for being that Zachariah person.

      “Oliver Lorne,” I said.

      Desiree nudged me as if to say, what are you doing?

      I didn’t show off my wolf-head tattoo, but I was sticking by the name.

      “Either that’s an interesting coincidence or extremely stupid.”

      “Can’t it be a little bit of both?” I said with a nervous laugh.

      “If you’re a true Lorne, then prove it,” the guy said and walked around to the front of the table.

      The man approached Desiree and me. The others remained like gargoyles around the table. When the man with the thick neck and crew-cut was merely a few steps away, he said, “Here’s a little game I like to play called ‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.’”

      He lifted the right sleeve of his coat. In the same spot as the other Lorne tattoos was a wolf-head, but not like one I’d seen before. It looked raised and scar-like, the same as the others, but the head itself was different. The wolf’s jaws were closed with barred teeth.

      Were there a bunch of variations that all signified being a Lorne family member, or did the unique designs mean different things?

      “You’re not playing the game, son,” the man said.

      I gave Desiree a quick sidelong glance and slowly raised my right sleeve.

      The man, now close enough to breathe in my face, grabbed my wrist with a circulation-stopping grip to take a closer look at my fake tattoo.

      “That’s nice work. No doubt you fooled a few people with it.” The man turned my wrist back and forth and pulled my sleeve up higher on my forearm. “Did you do this artwork yourself or did your cute girlfriend here put it on you?”

      “Don’t answer that,” Desiree said.

      “Okay, so you did it,” the man said to Desiree. “I also find it interesting that neither of you have perms or temps. So one—neither of you are eighteen, yet. Two—you’re not from around here, or even close. Tell me, where are you from? Acanombia? Doria? Los Angeles?”

      I gulped hard trying to push my heart out of my throat.

      “You don’t have to talk to me, but you will talk to Alexandria.” Still holding my arm, the guy turned to the others in his group. “Come on guys, we have new specimens for Dr. Lorne.”

      Just as the other three guys began to come around the tables, I used my liquid strength and kneed the guy holding my arm in the groin. But the guy was fast—so I actually hit him in the upper thigh causing no damage whatsoever.

      He reflexively head-butted me in the nose and I instantly dropped to my knees, a river of blood flowing over my lips. I coughed and spit blood all over the guy’s legs and coat.

      Desiree screamed and leaned down to comfort me. She had nothing to wipe with to stop the flow of blood, so she just used her hand. And I continued to bleed all over her.

      I gagged and coughed as blood poured backwards from my nose and down my throat. But I pushed through the pain, pushed through my gag reflex and blurred vision. My arm was still hanging in the air from the guy’s clamp-like grip.

      I got back up on my feet and pulled for my freedom, pulled like my life depended on it—which it probably did. And when he didn’t budge, I clawed at his hand like a rabid animal and surprisingly drew blood, mixed with the mist of my own.

      He finally let go as I continued to claw and pull, causing me to tumble over Desiree and into the elevator.

      Desiree quickly dove in after me and we descended to the entrance floor.

      “Are you all right?” Desiree asked, climbing to her feet.

      I just grunted and shrugged as I continued to mop up the blood in my hands. I spat on the floor when too much blood pooled in my mouth, getting some on the glass walls of the elevator. It tasted retched. The elevator was beginning to look like a murder scene.

      When we reached our floor, we dashed into the crowd. I wouldn’t be too hard to track since I was leaving a trail of blood in my wake. I used the sleeve of my shirt to soak up the blood better than my hands, but it was just everywhere. My head felt light and dizzy, spinning and groggy. Desiree led the getaway, holding her heels in her hands, and I stumbled along behind her.

      Commotion was building behind us. The guys from our suite were already on our trail and gaining.

      “This way!” Desiree yelled and we ducked into a small hallway.

      I was hoping she’d found the way out, but it didn’t look like the way we came in. Hopefully, there was more than one way to exit the club. We looked in doors as we passed. A kitchen. An office. A food staging area. A small locker room. An employee single stall bathroom. The hallway turned and there were more rooms lining the way.

      And then the hallway abruptly ended with a pair of storage closets on either side. The back wall was bare.

      “No, no, no!” Desiree cried. “There’s no way out!” She turned to go back, but we could already hear the echoes of the men coming this way.

      “We can hide in a closet,” I said, ready to step through one of the doors.

      “Not anymore we can’t,” Desiree said. “Look.” She pointed at the wall beside the door, which now had my bloody handprint on it.

      “Then what?”

      That’s when Desiree grabbed my free hand, disregarding the fact that she was getting more blood on her skin and dress.

      “We can do this,” she said and ran straight at the wall at the end of the hallway, pulling me along.

      “Whoa!” I yelled and ruined whatever focus she had built up. I extended a hand to brace myself from completely crashing into the wall. Now I was leaving more bloody handprints.

      “We have to go through. It’s the only way!” Desiree said.

      I looked at her like she was crazy, and then I heard the guys getting closer to rounding the corner of the hallway.

      I took a deep breath through my mouth, trying not to swallow more blood and gag. “Okay. I trust you.” I thought of the first time I had gotten into a Provex City elevator with Jeremy. This should be no different.

      We backed up, squeezed each other’s hands, and made a second run for the wall. And before I had time to react, we were through. We passed through the wall and made it to the other side unharmed. I looked back at the solid wall behind us and saw a single drop of blood trickling down the wall.

      We were in a much larger hallway now, but one that seemed to be outside of the club somewhere. We were probably on a different floor from where we had originally entered the club. There were signs for restrooms—and elevators—down one side! We bolted toward the signs and didn’t look back. Hopefully, the guys chasing us—the guys with the strange wolf-head tattoos—couldn’t get through the wall, but we had to run as if they could. One hundred feet to go. Fifty. Twenty. Ten. And when we reached the sign and turned the corner, there was an elevator waiting for us like it had known we were coming.

      The next thing we knew, we were rocketing down the outside of the building, the majestic lights and towers of Provex City all around us, as we stood locked in each other’s arms, panting and crying, all the way down.

      We emerged back on the sidewalk with the hover cars and cabs inching by in the weekend night traffic. The sidewalk was just as busy with people out for a night on the town. There were lights blinking and pulsing everywhere, but the night also brought many shadows, concealing some of the mayhem covering me so I wasn’t quite so conspicuous. We were now able to blend into the crowd and disappear.

      “It was still my favorite coat,” Desiree said as we followed the flow of people down the street and took a right turn at the intersection.

      The crosswalk tube did not catch my interest this time.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I tried to get it for you.”

      “I know. I’m not blaming you. I’m just saying.”

      The air was brisk without our coats, and with Desiree having a sleeveless and short-skirted dress, I was sure she was freezing. I pulled Desiree into the first clothing store we passed. It was a little more high-end than I was hoping for, but I was going to try pulling something off anyway.

      The store only had a few shoppers, and when the sales associate saw me walking toward her, her eyes grew wide.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, but I need your help,” I said.

      The sales lady looked me up and down and then took a peek at Desiree trying to hide behind me.

      “What are you doing?” Desiree whispered.

      “My girlfriend and I were attacked and robbed—”

      “Oh, my—I will call the peacekeepers for you,” she said, dashing back behind the counter.

      “I already did. A nice man let us use his phone outside. They should be here any minute. The thing is…” I paused and cleared my throat. The blood flow was slowing, but I could still taste its rusty metallic flavor in my mouth. And my nose was throbbing and felt as big as my head. “See, we live quite a ways out of the city. It is so cold outside and my girlfriend is in desperate need of a coat or sweater or something so she doesn’t freeze to death. I can survive, but look at her, she’s freezing.” I stepped to the side so the sales lady could get a good look at Desiree—tear-stricken, bloody, and shaking. “Our attackers stole our coats amongst everything else.”

      The lady looked at Desiree and then back at me with clear empathy in her eyes. “You poor dears, I’m sure I can find you something.”

      “And we can’t pay you right now, but I promise to pay you back when I can,” I said and showed her my left wrist. I wasn’t about to pull out the wolf head again. “See, our bracelets were stolen, too. We were left with nothing but our lives.”

      “That is so absolutely terrible. This is such a safe city. I can’t believe what’s happened to you two. But I will find you something right away!” She vanished into the backroom.

      I looked down at my wrists, at the blood, at the outline of the fake tattoo on the right one. I couldn’t wait for it to be gone. If only I could wash it away with the blood when I got home. The next few weeks would be a constant reminder of this God-awful night.

      The sales lady returned with two dark, cotton sweaters, and handed one to each of us.

      “They are very warm, I assure you,” she said.

      “I will pay you back, I swear,” I said.

      Desiree climbed into her sweater, which was about six sizes too big and almost covered her dress completely. “Thank you,” she said, hugging herself to get warm.

      My sweater was about the same size and definitely sagged over my thin frame, too, but I didn’t look like I was drowning in a sea of cotton like Desiree. And it covered most of the blood.

      I thanked the lady as well for her generosity and told her we’d wait outside for the peacekeepers to arrive. She insisted we wait inside, but I told her that I didn’t want them to pass us by since I didn’t give them the name of the store. Desiree and I thanked her several more times before we could comfortably leave the store. And we continued down the sidewalk, once again prepared for the winter night air, and anxious to get home.

      We decided against taking the Provex City monorail home in favor of the more familiar streets of Los Angeles. Where we crossed over turned out to be the edge of Beverly Hills. We found ourselves on a greenbelt between Santa Monica Boulevard and a chain-linked fence enclosing the wealthy neighborhoods. The towers were gone. The lights were dimmer. The traffic was the same. It was more than a relief to be home, even though home was really about forty miles away. We were close enough to feel safe and took a moment to catch our breath.

      “How does your nose feel?” Desiree asked, plopping herself down in the grass.

      I took a seat beside her. There was a homeless man curled up in blankets beneath a tree about a street down. All his belongings lay in a disheveled pile beside his resting body. That was a sight I didn’t remember seeing anywhere in Provex City. No one sleeping on the sidewalk. No one begging for food. Physical money didn’t seem to be available to give, though there must have been some way of exchanging it.

      “It hurts,” I finally said. “I’ll have to take something for it when I get home.” I reached into my jeans pocket and pulled out the cabby’s business card I’d gotten earlier in the night. He wouldn’t be coming for us here. Not needing the reminder, I tossed it into the grass.

      “Do you think it’s broken?” Desiree asked.

      “I dunno. Probably. Hopefully not. I don’t want to see a doctor.”

      “Just see Mr. Gordon,” Desiree said nonchalantly—like why didn’t I think of that immediately?

      Why couldn’t I just heal myself? I was able to help Richard come back from his coma, but I had lost faith in my ability now. Mr. Gordon could most definitely help, but I didn’t even know what to say to him at this point. I had a lot of explaining to do from our first venture into Provex City. I didn’t even know how to start the conversation now.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Desiree. She was sitting cross-legged, with the gigantic sweater pulled over her knees so it covered her completely like a tent. Her heels were dropped in the grass beside her.

      “My stomach still hurts, though not as much as before. I twisted my ankle a little, but I’ll live.” Desiree sat still and looked out at the street and the passing cars. “I’m sorry about earlier. That’s why I don’t drink. I go from giggling to vomiting in 2.3 seconds. I don’t like the feeling of being out of control—not really being in control of myself. But I trust you, Oliver. Otherwise I wouldn’t have ever taken that first glass of champagne. I just want you to know that. With all that we’ve been through recently, I want you to know how much I trust you and care about you.”

      “I care about you, too,” I said, placing a hand on her arm. “Thank you for saving me again. When Mr. Gordon’s not here, I have you to save my life.”

      “Yeah, some hero I am.” She scooted herself and her cotton tent closer to me so she could lean on my shoulder and stare out into traffic.

      “You probably don’t know this,” Desiree said softly, “But the last time I had any alcohol was when I went to prom with TJ. I’d had a little before then, but that was the last time until tonight. Anna used to give me a hard time about it, but she eventually just accepted that I had my reasons for not wanting to drink.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “I’ve never talked about it with anyone.”

      “Maybe it would be good for you to get it off your chest, clear your conscious or something like that. Was prom the reason your relationship got all messed up?”

      “Prom was the last night I saw TJ as the guy I was in love with. The morning after, I was introduced to a whole other person. Or at least that’s what I thought then…”

      “It’s okay; you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

      Desiree wrapped an arm through mine. She took several deep breaths. “I’ll tell you what happened. I don’t know how much I can get through, but I’ll try.”

      The story she told was sad, yet detached like it had happened to someone else, some other innocent girl in some other time. Listening to her talk about TJ reminded me that I hadn’t heard from him since Kafka sent him away. I missed his voice. Through the heartbreak pouring from her story, something in her voice told me she missed him, too.
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      I didn’t want to get out of bed the next morning. Desiree and I hadn’t gotten home until almost sunrise. Luckily, no one was up yet so I was able to sneak into the house, disturbing only Frolics, and slip into bed. It had never felt so comfortable.

      It wasn’t until nearly lunchtime that I got up and took off my bloody clothes from the night before. I would probably have to burn them; they looked unsalvageable. My stomach ached, and I didn’t know if it was from all the excitement—if you could really call it that—or the champagne.

      I’m never drinking again.

      I raised my head from my pillow, only to be greeted by my head fighting my stomach for aching supremacy.

      From my room, I darted straight into the bathroom to wash up. I had slept with crusty dried blood running down my face and neck, and smeared across my hands and forearms. As the crusty layer flaked away from my scrubbing, peppering the sink drain with crimson snow, I watched the wolf-head reappear. I scrubbed it, too, but it refused to release its hold on me.

      My face was bruised and swollen, unlike the morning after the fight I had been in with Sasha earlier in the school year. There were no magical healing powers done on me, so I was sorer now than I had been last night. I flinched and cringed as I carefully cleaned in and around my nose.

      “Welcome to the land of the living, sleepyhead. You must have had a good time yesterday,” Mom said, making herself a sandwich in the kitchen.

      “I need coffee,” I moaned.

      “It’s pretty old and cold, so I’d make a new pot if I were you,” she said and looked up at me. “How was Disney—oh my God, what happened to you?”

      “I kinda got head-butted in the face,” I said, figuring I didn’t have to lie about that. What would be the point? The condition of my face made it pretty obvious. “It was a freak accident.”

      “Let me see.” She came over and took my chin in her hands, examining my face.

      “It’s not that bad. It probably looks worse than it is.”

      “It looks like your nose is broken.”

      I was afraid of that.

      “What happened?” Jeremy asked, strolling into the kitchen. He stood next to Mom to get a good look at my facial injuries.

      Remembering the wolf head on my hand, I crossed my arms to shield the artwork from view.

      “There were some guys roughhousing in line. One guy threw his head back and smacked me right in the nose,” I said. “Freak accident.”

      “Can I touch it?” Jeremy teased, sounding oddly like himself again. “Let me touch it.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I warned. “Back off.”

      “Are you all right?” Mom asked. “Perhaps we should go see the doctor today.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I insisted. “It looks worse than it actually is.”

      “I think it makes you look better,” Jeremy said. He grabbed a cold slice of pizza from the refrigerator and headed back to his room.

      “What am I going to do with you?” Mom asked. “I’m reaching the point of not wanting to let you leave my sight—the both of you.”

      “Too late, Jeremy’s already gone,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Yeah,” was all she said in return.

      I was finally granted the peace to brew myself a fresh pot of coffee. I stood by the machine while it dripped so I could drink it as soon as it was ready. My head ached for it, a hammer pounding just above my eyes.

      I was left alone after that to down my scalding coffee and then followed it with a bagel. After my lunchtime breakfast, on my way back to my room, I noticed Jeremy on his bed with his laptop. I passed by his door, stopped, and went in to see him.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I asked.

      “Out of my room, douche bag,” he said without ungluing his eyes from the screen.

      I simply ignored him and took a seat in his computer chair. Swiveling around, I waited for him to acknowledge me.

      “Okay, what is it?” He dropped the screen 45 degrees.

      “Did Cias have a Lorne tattoo on his hand, you know, the wolf-head one?” I asked.

      “No, he wasn’t a Lorne. He was a family friend.”

      “How about a wolf-head tattoo that was different than the official Lorne one?”

      Jeremy stared at me with a blank look on his face.

      “A barred-teeth wolf instead of an open-jawed one,” I added. “Or have you seen one like that on someone else?”

      “Why? Where is this coming from?” Jeremy asked, sitting up straighter and pushing his laptop aside. “You went back, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe…” I murmured. I pulled at my sleeves until they covered half of my hands, encaging the wolf completely.

      “You promised!” Jeremy said. “That’s how you got messed up, isn’t it? You went back and got yourself into more trouble. I’m assuming you didn’t go alone. Is Desiree okay?”

      “She’s fine,” I said. “Nothing happened that we couldn’t handle.”

      “Except your face. Close the door,” Jeremy demanded.

      “Have you seen a tattoo like what I described or not?”

      “Not that I can remember.”

      That was all I needed to hear. I stood up and walked out closing the door behind me.

      “Don’t go back! I’m warning you!”

      Luckily, Mom didn’t come to see what the yelling was about—probably desensitized to the brothers’ quarrel.

      I hung out in my room for a while, continually looking at myself in the mirrors of my closet doors, touching my nose and cheeks to see where they hurt the most. Who were those guys? They were connected to the Lorne family in some way, obviously, but they were different. Were they members of that Lorne Royal Guard like Darius’s Commodore Chaos mentioned?

      The wolf head stared at me from my wrist. It looked more prominent than it did last night—maybe it was just me. But one thing I knew was I couldn’t keep looking at it. The wolf would drive me insane. I felt like it was already seeping into my blood, poisoning me, turning me into a paranoid mess—turning my room into a cell to hold me for my own safety.

      My room.

      TJ had written that on my wall, but I didn’t want to think about him now, so I pushed all thoughts of him aside.

      With an overwhelming urge to break away, I charged through the house and exited the side door—granted a brief play session of fetch with the Frolics bulldozer—and then headed for Desiree’s.

      She seemed surprised to see me when I randomly showed up at her front door, but let me in without question. She was in sweat pants and a baggy T-shirt. Her hair was disheveled and she didn’t have on a stitch of makeup. She looked like a completely different girl than the one I was out with last night.

      “I need you to fix this,” I said, showing her my arm with her artwork.

      “That’s as good as I can do. I don’t think I can make it any better.”

      “That’s the problem—it’s so good. Too good. I need it gone.”

      “I can’t erase it. It’s got to fade away on its own,” Desiree said.

      “I can’t look at it on my arm anymore,” I pleaded. “Paint over it. Turn it into something else. Please. There’s got to be something you can do. What if Mr. Gordon sees it when school starts up? We’ve only got a few days left of vacation.”

      “I know, right? It’s come and gone so fast,” Desiree said.

      “Please,” I said. “You’re the only one who can help me.”

      She led me up to her room and I was not reassured by her feeble response of “I’ll try.” But she sat me down on her desk chair and instructed me to place my hand sideways on the face of the desk. She stared at it for a long time, barely moving, clicking her teeth together.

      “You’re making me nervous,” I said.

      “I’m thinking.”

      Desiree took the jagua applicator, dipped it in the dye, and went to work. In a matter of forty-five minutes, she turned the Lorne wolf head into an unrecognizable design that extended around my wrist like a band. Again, she instructed me to wait the allotted time for the dye to seep into my skin before washing it off.

      The finished product was a brilliant disguise. The only reason I could still make out the wolf head was because I would specifically look for it. My focused eyes created the illusion of a three-dimensional picture, and when I looked at the band long enough, the wolf head eventually popped out from its camouflage. No one else would be able to point out the wolf head from the band design, even upon close inspection. I figured I was safe.

      I thanked Desiree for the last-minute touch-up procedure and left shortly after. She could use the rest of the day to recoup from last night’s mayhem as much as I could. Our relationship had reached a new level last night; I didn’t want to push my luck. I still had Anna to think about. And Desiree was still with Eli. Or was she? These were things I needed to think about, things we needed to discuss, needed to work out, but certainly not today. I could barely think straight with the throbbing in my head, let alone make any important decisions.

      Desiree led me to the front door and gave me a hug in her ratty stay-at-home clothes. I held onto her a few seconds longer than I probably should have before starting my pensive walk home.
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      Richard was scheduled to be released from the hospital on the final day of Christmas vacation. It was a new year and a new start. The family was finally being reunited.

      Mom had spent the morning working around the house, waiting for the call. I was antsy, too, but not for the same reason. I was excited to have Richard come home, but I didn’t want to return to school. I didn’t know what I would say to Mr. Gordon when I saw him. I felt like I’d let him down—not once, but repeatedly. I could already see the hurt look on his face. The disguised wolf head on my right wrist burned with guilt. I didn’t want to face my tormentors again. I didn’t know how to act around my friends in a group setting anymore. The voice I heard in the back of my head while in Provex City blended into my thoughts better now, but it was still here, torturing me one cynical thought at a time.

      “We're leaving now,” Mom said with a quick knock to my door. She was gone before I even had a chance to respond.

      I pushed all remaining thoughts of school from my consciousness, grabbed a jacket, and opened the door to a theatrically impatient golden retriever, thumping his tail against the carpet.

      “Sorry, boy. You’ve gotta stay here. We’ll be back soon. All of us this time.”

      At the hospital, Mom started crying as soon as she saw Richard out of his seaweed-green gown and back into his street clothes. He was seated in a wheelchair, talking with one of his nurses, when we all piled into the room. Mom advised him not to get up, but he did anyway. Richard still had casts on his left arm and leg, but he was already able to grasp, stand, and get around rather well with crutches. The wheelchair was just a hospital formality.

      “Don’t hurt yourself. We haven’t even gotten you home yet,” Mom said, trying to laugh through the tears.

      “Home? I’d much rather hurt myself here.”

      “No one’s getting hurt,” Jeremy said.

      “Especially not the Miracle Man of St. Joseph’s,” the nurse said.

      That’s what they began calling him a few days after he awoke. They couldn’t explain how he was healing so fast, and I couldn’t tell them that it was me. I woke him up. I set his healing in motion. To them, it was a miracle. It shouldn’t have been possible for him to walk out of the hospital six weeks after his accident. Yet today, he would be able to do just that.

      Richard’s primary doctor, Dr. Barnes, strolled into the room. “It looks like the gang’s all here,” he said, shaking hands with each of us, then Richard. “I don’t think we did very much for you. Somehow, you did all the heavy lifting yourself. I just want to wish you and your family the best.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.” Richard sat back down in his wheelchair, looking guilty like he had just been caught misbehaving. “You’ve done so much. I don’t know how to thank you more.”

      “I wish I could take more credit. Believe me; I do.” Dr. Barnes gave a short uncomfortable laugh.

      “I thought you actually wanted to leave this place,” Jeremy said to Richard.

      “Well, this wheelchair isn’t going to push itself,” Richard said with a sly half-grin. “How about giving me a jump start, tough guy?”

      Jeremy didn’t hesitate to grab the reins, and in that moment, our family had finally come back together. I was carrying Richard’s crutches, which I handed to him when we reached the main entrance. I felt a sense of pride and accomplishment when Richard pushed out of his wheelchair a final time and found his balance on the crutches. The nurse who had been in his room when we arrived had followed us down to the entrance.

      “I can’t thank you enough, but I hope to never see any of you guys again,” Richard said, smiling.

      We all had a good laugh. I, too, could go without setting foot inside another hospital for a long time.

      As we pulled out of the hospital parking lot, Richard said he craved a cheeseburger, so we stopped at In-N-Out on the way home. We waited in the ridiculously long drive-thru line, then took our food home, and ate our lunch at the dining room table. It was usually reserved for holidays, but today was as special as any holiday and deserved celebrating.

      “That was absolutely amazing,” Richard said after scarfing down his burger and fries. He leaned back in his chair and exhaled loudly. “I guess I should call Jerry this weekend and get a meeting set up.”

      Jerry McDonald was Richard’s new lawyer, who’d come to the hospital several times to get a head start on building a case against the driver responsible for Richard’s accident.

      “There will be plenty of time for that. You just got home,” Mom said, beginning to clear the table. “He’ll understand that you need your rest and should take the weekend off.”

      “I feel fine. I’ve been resting for weeks. I’ve never felt so rested. I need to do something. I can’t just sit around and do nothing anymore.” Richard got up from the table, carefully balancing himself on the backs of the chairs, the wall, and the doorframe to help guide him into the kitchen. He was too stubborn to use crutches since entering the house. But at the rate of his healing, he wouldn’t need them for much longer anyway.

      Richard grabbed a beer from the refrigerator. “I’m going to give Jerry a call,” he said and hobbled to his room.

      “I guess there’s no slowing him down,” Mom said.

      “Back to business as usual,” I said, helping her with the rest of the dishes.

      “I’m gonna see what Leslie’s up to,” Jeremy said. He dropped his plate in the sink and disappeared from the kitchen.

      “Business as usual,” Mom repeated. “How are things between you and your girlfriend?”

      “Fine,” I said. I knew she meant Anna, but I immediately thought of Desiree.

      “Okay. I guess you’re not in a sharing mood.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to share, it’s just that there’s not much to say right now.”

      “Have you told her what happened? I know you don’t want to talk to me about it, even though it would make me feel a whole lot better. Or perhaps, you would feel more comfortable talking with Richard. It’s not good to suppress your memories and emotions. It’s better to talk about them. I don’t know what happened to you and Jeremy while you both were away because neither of you will tell me anything.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom. I just can’t. But I’m fine. We both are.”

      “But how do I know that? How can I be sure? I’m your mother and I worry about you—both of you. You have no idea what it’s like to have a child disappear for several weeks, and then the other one for a couple days, only to have you both return home with no explanation. You say you’re fine and I’m not supposed to wonder? To worry? I’m not supposed to want what’s best for my two sons? I’d say I have a right to know everything that’s happened.”

      “I haven’t told Anna what really happened.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, genuinely confused.

      I sighed before continuing. “I kinda made up a story instead of telling her the truth. I’m not ready to talk about it, with her or anyone. But I had to tell her something.”

      “You lied?” Mom sounded disappointed. “Haven’t I taught you better than that?”

      “I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “I really want you to go talk to somebody. I know I mentioned it before, but how about the school counselor?”

      I really didn’t want to talk to the school counselor, but what choice did I have, other than to just say yes, and then not go. “All right. I’ll go this week.”

      “Thank you,” she said and leaned against the counter. “Now, what do you think the odds are that you can get Jeremy to go with you?”

      “Not great.” But, just like with me, I could probably convince him to say he was going with me to meet with the counselor.

      While we were both standing silently in the kitchen, neither one of us knowing what to say next, Jeremy emerged from his room and gave us an inquisitive look as he passed. “I’ll be home later.”

      Mom barely had a chance to voice a response before he was out the door.

      “Slim to none,” I said, retracting my last statement.

      When Mom excused herself for a smoke, I retreated to my room. I hated always being the one put on the spot when Jeremy seemed to never have to explain himself. They never seemed to probe him for information and explanations like they did me.

      My cell phone buzzed in my pocket, and I checked to see who was calling. I reluctantly decided to answer.

      “Hey, Anna.”

      “Hey, you. I was just thinking about you. What’re you up to?”

      “Not much. Richard just got home from the hospital.”

      “That’s great!”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “Are you up for doing anything today? I’ll totally understand if you’re not.”

      I didn’t answer right away. The thought of returning to school tomorrow crept back into my head. It wasn’t safe to be alone with my thoughts right now. “Yeah, I think that’d be good.”

      “I’m over at Desiree’s. Do you want to come over here? Eli’s here, too. We can all hang out.”

      “Umm…”

      “Or I can come over to your house, if you want. We can, you know, have some more quality alone time.”

      Quality alone time at my house always consisted of supervised alone time, especially with both of my parents now home. But I couldn’t handle seeing Desiree and Anna together right now.

      I put on the Elliott Smith T-shirt she’d gotten me for Christmas, which I had also worn to Eli’s New Year’s Eve show. When she arrived, she commented on it immediately.

      “Are you going to wear it every time I see you?” Anna said, but giving me a bright smile. “Your nose is starting to look better.”

      “Quite possibly,” I said and twirled like I was modeling something more than just a T-shirt. “It’s feeling better, too.” I felt the bridge of my nose just to make sure.

      “You’re such a nerd. Do me a favor and at least wash it once in a while.”

      I took my coat and led her into the backyard. We sat on the steps of my octagonal gazebo. She leaned her head on my shoulder and I traced lines on her open palm with my middle finger. She wasn’t crazy enough to soak her feet in the pool this time. It couldn’t have been more than 50 degrees in the sun. The shade from the roof of the gazebo made it necessary to huddle closer together, sharing our body heat.

      Anna had been letting her hair grow out since I’d met her, except her bangs, which were now cut and swept to the right. Leaning her head on my shoulder, her bangs kept falling across her face. She would tuck them behind her ear, but they continued to escape from every slight movement or breeze.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked after a few minutes of sitting silently together.

      “My mom wants me to talk to the school counselor.”

      “Is that such a bad thing? You seem more closed off since the incident in the ravine.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be,” I said.

      “I know. But it’s probably still a good idea to talk to someone about what happened to you and Desiree. That and with everything that happened with your brother—you still haven’t talked about it.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “It’s complicated,” Anna repeated. “That’s not how you open up. That’s not how you build a relationship. I hope you trust me enough to talk to me.”

      “Jeremy ran away because he didn’t want to face the consequences of beating up those guys. I think he put Sasha in the hospital. Jeremy ran, but he didn’t go far. When he heard I was in the hospital, after being attacked in the ravine, he visited me. He soon realized it was better for him to come home and face whatever consequences he was trying to avoid.” I was coming up with the fabricated story one sentence at a time.

      “I know it’s been hard.” Anna sandwiched my tracing hand between hers and kissed me softly on the cheek. “I think your mom’s right. It would be good for you to talk about this stuff to someone—to get it all sorted out in your head.”

      “I know. I told my mom the same thing.”

      Anna continued kissing me on the cheek and moved slowly to my ear. She playfully held my earlobe in her teeth. I turned my whole body toward her and met her glossy rose-pink lips with mine. With my free hand, I found her waist through her unzipped leather jacket.

      My imagination couldn’t be trusted. I kept my eyes open, looking out toward the fence, so Desiree’s face wouldn’t creep into my head. It was such a strange and uncomfortable feeling because Anna was a beautiful and wonderful girl. This moment was as good as it could get; in Anna’s embrace with her hands and lips on me. Her eyes were accented with powder-blue eye shadow. Anna usually wore more makeup than Desiree, not in a cover-up or distracting sort of way, but in a way that highlighted and enhanced her natural beauty.

      She pulled back and reopened her eyes. There was something different in them. It was as if she could see through me and saw everything I was hiding. I leaned in to kiss her more, and after a few seconds, she pulled away again.

      “I love you,” she whispered, as if she was embarrassed to say it.

      “I—I love you, too,” I stuttered. I thought I had felt guilty before, but it was nothing compared to what I felt now. I loathed myself. I shouldn’t even have answered her, but I was so taken off guard and didn’t want to hurt her feelings. What else was I supposed to say?

      The smile on her face said it all. She kissed me as passionately as our first kiss on the night of Desiree’s Halloween party. Then she wrapped her arms around my neck and nuzzled her head on my shoulder.

      “I was so afraid you didn’t feel the same way. I’ve never said that to a boy before. I’m still shaking. Can you feel it?”

      “No. You feel as confident as ever.”

      “Only on the outside,” she said.

      We sat there quietly holding each other for a few minutes.

      It felt as though someone’s hands were around my neck, choking the life out of me, but it wasn’t Kafka. It was the lie. It hurt to breathe. I could not go on lying to Anna. It was hard before, but now it was impossible. Here she was giving me all of her trust and faith, and I was giving her nothing.

      “Anna…there’s something I have to tell you.”

      “You can tell me anything,” she said, lifting her head off my shoulder and giving my cheek another gentle kiss. She took my hands in hers and ran a thumb across the back of my hand—and over Desiree’s tattoo handiwork. Suddenly, she noticed the thick ink peeking through the cuff of my coat sleeve. Pulling up the sleeve, she freed the whole band that was once a wolf-head tattoo. She hadn’t noticed it on New Year’s Eve. “What’s this?”

      I sighed. “I’ll get to that. Okay, here goes. It’s about what happened to Jeremy. And about what happened to Desiree and me in the ravine—or what didn’t happen—and this fake tattoo. They’re all actually related—”

      The back sliding door opened and Eli strolled into the backyard. I tensed up immediately.

      “Your mom let me in and told me you guys were out here. I hope that’s okay,” Eli said.

      “Of course,” I said.

      “Is Desiree here, too?” Anna asked.

      “Nope, just me…with a singing telegram.” Eli stopped right in front of us. At that moment, Anna didn’t exist to him. He was fully concentrated on me.

      “What?” Anna asked, but she didn’t move.

      I began to get up, but before I was fully standing, I was met with a right hook across the face. I fell back into the gazebo. Anna screamed at Eli, completely confounded with what was happening.

      At least he hadn’t connected with my nose.

      “This doesn’t make us even!” he snarled and stormed away, leaving me with the responsibility of explaining what had just happened to Anna.

      I had already decided to provide a more truthful explanation, but one that could have hopefully spared our relationship. There was very little hope for that now.

      Anna’s yelling alerted Mom and Richard inside, and Mom quickly appeared at the sliding glass door. “What’s going on out here?”

      “I’m sorry for the mess,” Eli said indifferently, marching toward the side gate, and presumably home to Desiree. She had crumbled first and I was left with all the unsalvageable pieces.
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      I got right to the point and told Anna that Desiree and I had kissed, though I failed to mention it had been multiple times. She didn’t give me a chance to explain and didn’t want to hear the real story. Instead, she slapped me on the same side of the face where Eli had punched me. It was beginning to swell up. Compounded by my possible broken nose from the confrontation in Level Seven, my face was beginning to feel like a punching bag.

      Anna was gone a few moments later and I think we had broken up.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I told Mom and Richard as I entered the house after a half hour of sitting huddled alone in the gazebo. I headed straight for my room and shut the door and didn’t come out again until morning—Monday morning, the first school day of the new year.

      I was running on nervous anticipation like it was the first day of school all over again. I showered, threw on some clothes, packed a bagged lunch, and grabbed a coffee to go before heading out the side door. I was the first one to leave, prepared for the long walk to school that I hadn’t had to do in quite some time. Anna’s car wouldn’t be stopping to pick me up like I had grown accustomed to.

      Halfway to school, a car did slow and pull beside me: the cherry-red Camaro. Jeremy opened the passenger door, stepped out, and pulled the leather seat forward.

      “Get in, little brother,” was all he said.

      I slid into the backseat and only said “hello” to Leslie.

      Jeremy jumped back in, Leslie kicked the antique muscle car into gear, and we sped off.

      I beat Desiree to chemistry. She glanced at me and said, “Hi.” And that was it. She practically ignored me for the rest of class. Even Leslie had said more than one word to me. I didn’t want to look over at Desiree, so I kept my attention on Leslie, who wore a pink sweater with a boat-neck collar that hung off her shoulder.

      Whenever I did glance over at Desiree, I found her drawing in her notebook. Chemistry didn’t interest either of us, but at least I pretended to pay attention.

      Desiree ripped out the most recently drawn page and crumpled it up, causing other students in our vicinity to look over. She either didn’t notice or didn’t care, and stood up to throw the wadded paper away.

      I was sure Desiree had broken up with Eli, just like Anna had with me. But I couldn’t figure out why she’d told Eli what had happened in Provex City in the first place. It wasn’t like she was so taken with me that she had to rid herself of her relationship and bang down my door with a passion that couldn’t be extinguished. She never even tried to contact me after her boyfriend’s retaliation. What did she gain from telling Eli?

      Desiree’s second word spoken to me was “bye,” and then she was gone. I was back on my own, though it wasn’t much different than chemistry class.

      With such déjà vu of my first day, I anticipated meeting up with Sasha at my locker again. But luckily that didn’t happen. Some things had changed and stayed that way. In the boy’s locker room, getting ready for gym class, there was no sign of Sasha or Greg. Just Logan quietly changed into his gym clothes at the end of the aisle. I noticed him glance over several times, and remembered he’d asked me a strange question last time I’d seen him, when he had finally officially introduced himself to me last semester. But for the life of me, I couldn’t remember what it was.

      When I rounded the gymnasium at the start of lunch, I saw Anna and Eli sitting on the far lawn. They hadn’t waited for Desiree and were already eating what food they had. Suddenly, Anna picked me out of the crowd, standing awkwardly in the ever-shifting tide of students. Then Eli looked over his shoulder. It was clear I wasn’t welcome, not that I had wanted to go over there anyway. I had gone from her telling me she loved me to her glaring at me from across the quad in just a day’s time. They went back to their lunches like there was no one missing from the group. And there wasn’t. Not anymore.

      It was always easier for me to retreat to comfortable surroundings when things weren’t going well. I went into the humanities building and sat across the hall from Mr. Gordon’s closed door. I was the first student to arrive. The light was off in the classroom and I contemplated trying the door like I had done numerous times before. But I was conflicted as to whether I really wanted to talk to him or not. After Provex City, it seemed like all of my relationships had changed, and I didn’t see any reason why the one between Mr. Gordon and I wouldn’t be different as well.

      I laid my backpack in front of me and took out my bagged lunch. I would be eating alone.

      Desiree arrived after the bell rang to signal lunch was over. She stopped and stood a few paces away.

      “Hey.”

      “We’ve been through that already,” I said.

      “Well, sorry for common courtesy.”

      I got to my feet when I saw Mr. Gordon round the corner, talking with a girl who usually sat in the front row.

      “Did you eat with the others?” I asked.

      “No. The library.” Desiree followed Mr. Gordon into the room, and I followed her. We sat at our usual desks, but she felt much further away than one row over. There was a brick wall between us—an ocean, perhaps more.

      I could feel Mr. Gordon eyeing me all through class. Even when we were instructed to read to ourselves, I could sense his disappointed gaze zeroed in on me. I could no longer see the door to the Room of Enlightenment. The side whiteboard was back in its proper position, at least for me. I couldn’t speak for Desiree.

      At the close of class, I didn’t wait for Mr. Gordon to call me over to his desk. I marched up to him and stood there, waiting for him to notice me. He silently continued on with his work as the rest of the students poured out of the room. It wasn’t until the last student was gone that he finally acknowledged I was still standing there.

      “I suppose we have a lot of catching up to do,” Mr. Gordon started softly. “So if you want to stop by after your last class, I’ll be here.”

      “I’d rather talk now. If I go to art, then I’ll just keep thinking about all the questions I want to ask. I’m sure you know more of what’s happened and I need some help with getting it all straight in my head.”

      “Then write your questions down so you don’t forget them, and come back after class.”

      “No!” I yelled, slamming my palms down on his desk. “I’m already lying awake at night thinking about how my entire life is a lie. I can’t sit through another class thinking about what else you’ve been keeping from me. Who am I?”

      “Oliver Grain at the moment.”

      “My real name is Oliver Lorne! You should at least acknowledge that!”

      Mr. Gordon stood up, and with a flick of his wrist, made the classroom door slam shut. “Maybe at one time. But for now, you are Oliver Grain.”

      “Why did you keep me in the dark all this time?” I demanded.

      “Your father thought it would be best to keep it from you until you were old enough and ready to return to his side. He thought it would be safer.”

      “I am old enough! I am ready!”

      “You are old enough, but clearly not ready. These are dangerous times and the higher planes are extremely dangerous for you to be in right now.”

      “Provex City?”

      “Provex City is in the first higher plane—and there are more. This is the only place safe for you at this time.”

      “But Kafka’s dead. You must know that, so—”

      “The ambitious side of the Lorne family may currently find themselves without a leader, but their goals have not changed. Your father, Nicholae, still leads the rebellion, making you a primary target. What you did by going to Provex City put you and the ones you love in great danger. That is why it’s imperative for you not to go there until you are really ready. You have no idea of the dangers that could befall you.”

      It seemed useless. Mr. Gordon wasn’t really opening up. He was acting more like an overprotective parent, giving cryptic warnings that I should blindly follow for my own good. I paced around the room. There were so many questions about who I was, who my father was, and where I came from.

      “Is the door to the Room of Enlightenment gone or am I just regressing?” I finally asked, exasperated.

      “It’s gone for now. In light of all that’s happened, I don’t think it’s a good idea to continue our sessions here.”

      “Where then?”

      “My house,” Mr. Gordon said. “So there will be no more interruptions or distractions. No more people weaseling their way into our sessions.”

      “What about Desiree? Are you still including her?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know if that’s the best idea. I think it may be too dangerous to keep her involved. And besides, it doesn’t seem like you two are on the best of terms.”

      “She’s not talking to me much right now. It’s a long story,” I said, trying like mad not to picture her face again.

      “That’s too bad, but maybe it’s the best thing for our current situation.” Mr. Gordon looked away, toward the door. A small group of students passed the narrow window in the door. “She was learning very quickly. She doesn’t know about Provex City, does she?” He turned his focus back to me.

      “No,” I lied, trying not to picture our several visits into the city and give myself away. “Of course not.” It was hard to look him in the eyes, but I had to remain strong.

      “There’s something you’re not telling me. My entire duty here is to protect you and it makes things a whole lot more complicated if you are not honest with me. Does Desiree know about Provex City?”

      “No, I swear,” I lied again. I didn’t want to keep dragging Desiree into this since she was probably done with me anyhow. This was my life, my family, my destiny. Our rendezvous into the city were of no real importance. It would be best to just let her fade away and continue on with her old life.

      “How is it that you and Jeremy got to Provex City? I take it that he had been there during much of his disappearance and he was able to remain hidden while my contact searched the upper planes. He must’ve had help. Who helped him? And who helped you? Was it Jeremy or someone else?”

      I couldn’t handle the barrage of questions. There was so much I didn’t know and so much that Mr. Gordon was still keeping from me. He had barely spoken of my father, even now, even with me knowing that they were close friends. Was I also blindly trusting Mr. Gordon? Jeremy blindly trusted Cias, who also had close connections to the Lorne family, and look where it got him—betrayed. How was I to know that Mr. Gordon didn’t have the same kind of secret allegiances? I wanted to trust Mr. Gordon so badly, but in the end, could I?

      “Jeremy did it on his own. I don’t know how. Maybe he had been secretly practicing for years. I don’t know. We’ve never been super close and now at least I know why.”

      “Because he’s your half-brother,” Mr. Gordon said softly.

      “Yeah. We always seemed so different, but I could never explain why. Now I know. And he helped me get there. You opened the door and Jeremy led me through.”

      “There is more than you’re telling me, but I can’t seem to get it from you. I can sense it, but I can’t see it. Your defenses are up. You’re afraid. Of what? Of me?”

      “Before I knew anything of Provex City and Kafka as more than an imaginary bogeyman, I had a dream. A dream of a castle. Of myself as a child. Of Kafka and a man named Cornelius. Kafka killed him. I saw it happen.”

      “It wasn’t a dream,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “I know that now. I was there. The memories are still there.”

      “That is truly remarkable. The pill your mother gave you when we first came to this place was designed to securely lock those memories away. Nicholae had planned to unlock those memories for you to experience again once you were reunited. But you seem to be managing it yourself. The interesting thing will be when those memories get unlocked, there may be more revealed than just the memories of when you were a boy.”

      “Did you know Cornelius?” I asked.

      “Briefly. He was your father’s mentor. He had a son about your age. Cornelius hid him much like your father hid you. But it was reported that his son wasn’t hidden well enough and was killed.”

      “That’s awful.” I said, not wanting to mention that was also mentioned in the dream—or memory.

      Mr. Gordon scratched his nose and rubbed an eye through the side of his horn-rimmed glasses. “I wasn’t going to let what happened to Cornelius’s son happen to you.”

      “When will you take me to see my father?” I asked.

      “I expect it won’t be too long now.”

      “You said that this is the only place where I’m safe. What’s so special about this place?”

      “This place—the lowest plane—contains a barrier you and I can cross, but Kafka and your father cannot.”

      “Kafka’s dead,” I said.

      “I know, but it changes things less than you realize.”

      “Then help me understand.”

      “I wish it were that simple. Did you hear a voice talking to you while you were in Provex City?” Mr. Gordon searched my eyes and expression for something more than I would tell him.

      “Yes.”

      “That voice is the reason why you and I can cross, and Kafka and your father cannot.”

      The door opened without a knock and Vice Principal Adams entered the classroom. “Daniel, I’d like to talk with you when you have a minute.”

      “Now is fine. Oliver was just leaving,” Mr. Gordon said, glancing back at me. I took my cue, gathered my things, and left.

      I crossed the quad and marched right up to my sixth period classroom. The door was slightly ajar and I peered in. The advanced art table had one empty stool, which was mine. Desiree and Sara had switched seats. Everyone was talking, laughing, and working. I felt like I would ruin the experience, that I would send the table into a tailspin of awkwardness. Class was already half over, so I turned and headed home.

      I came in the side door. The house appeared quiet until Frolics barged into the kitchen not a second later in a welcoming frenzy of spasms and grunting. At least I had one friend left. I pushed past him, but Frolics stayed close at my heels. Richard was seated in his recliner and I greeted him as I passed the living room.

      After spending most of the day alone, I was craving some interaction and decided to sit with Richard. He looked bored out of his mind. The television wasn’t on. No reading material. He was just sitting there with his cast propped up on the footrest, looking around the room and out the windows.

      “Running out of things to do?” I asked.

      “I’ve never felt so useless in my life. I’ve never had more than two weeks of vacation since I was nineteen. I’ll have pulled out all my hair before too long.”

      “I would love more time off school. I wouldn’t miss it if I never went back.”

      “Don’t be so eager to grow up. Enjoy the time while you’re young. It goes by fast. And you never know when it will all be taken away.” Richard took a sip from the beer he kept balanced on the armrest.

      Frolics decided he was tired of lying around and jumped up for attention, landing his front paws on Richard’s hurt leg. Richard grimaced and pushed Frolics back to the floor.

      “See how glad he is to have you back?” I kicked off my sneakers and put my feet up on the edge of the coffee table.

      “He’s got a lousy-ass way of showing it,” Richard laughed. “How was your first day back?”

      “Besides having no friends, it was wonderful.”

      “It will blow over soon enough. If they’re true friends, then they’ll get over whatever you guys are fighting about.”

      “That’s such a parent thing to say and it doesn’t make me feel any better,” I said.

      “Okay, well, hopefully things work themselves out. Your mom said you were planning to see the school counselor. Did you get a chance to stop in and see him today?”

      “Her. Mrs. Whitman. Not yet, but I will later this week.”

      “And you’re going to continue attending all of your classes?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then the message from the school about you missing your sixth period was just a misunderstanding?” Richard took another sip while awaiting my reply.

      I managed to get out a weak, “Yes?”

      “I thought so.”

      I could tell from the look in his eyes that he knew I was lying and my playing hooky didn’t go unnoticed. But I believed he was going to let it go this time. I didn’t want to get in trouble and I didn’t want to fight about it. I just wanted to move on.

      I left Richard with Frolics and his beer, and retreated to my room. Mom would probably be home soon with groceries, and if I was already in my room, then I wouldn’t have to help put them away.

      I had more homework thrown at me than I even wanted to think about. There was no easing back into it. Swim or drown. I felt like I was drowning. I had been treading water all day and now I was spent. My muscles were seizing up and there was nothing to grab hold of. There was no one even to call on for help. It was just me; alone. And I was drowning, which was the worst feeling I could imagine.

      I placed the books I would need on my desk in a nice, neat pile off to the side of my computer monitor. Geometry was on top, so I’d start there.

      I leaned back in my chair and glanced around the desk, my attention fleeting and unfocused. That’s when I noticed, on the floor between my desk and the wall, the frayed edge of the carpet. It loosely lifted away from the baseboard and looked as though the corner was no longer nailed down. This was TJ’s room before mine, which made me wonder if this was another one of his secrets waiting to be revealed.

      I rolled back my chair and dragged my desk away from the wall. My hands shook from the suspense as I fumbled around with the corner of the carpet, slowly pulling it up like I was unzipping a body bag. How had I never noticed this before?

      Under the loose corner of carpet, a square piece of the padding was cut away so a college-ruled notebook could be snugly placed between the carpet and the floorboard. I picked up the notebook. It felt like my friend had come home. TJ was finally talking to me again.

      I tucked the carpet back under the baseboards as carefully as possible, repositioned my desk, and held the green notebook in my hands. There was no writing on the cover, but I knew it was his. I fumbled with the cover as I opened it to the first page and then fanned through pages of writing. Settling on a page somewhere in the middle of the notebook, I began to read.
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      Desiree was beautiful, but TJ could never tell her that. She sat on his bed, leaning against the wall, like she did almost every afternoon. She typically wore form fitting jeans, an ensemble of casual blouses, and purple socks. She had been letting her bangs grow out since Christmas and they were falling in her face all the time, forcing her to constantly swipe them to the side. Her hair was naturally wavy and almost always down. He liked it that way.

      TJ put his violin back in its case. She seemed to like listening to him practice, so he played for her a little each day, then more when she left while he waited for his parents to get off work.

      “Let me show you what I was just playing. I learned it last night,” TJ said, sitting down at his computer and pulling up iTunes. An acoustic guitar accompanied by a solemn, ethereal voice poured from the speakers.

      “Who’s this?” she asked, lying down to rest her head on his pillow.

      “Elliott Smith. A friend told me about him recently and got me hooked.”

      “I like it.”

      “I hoped you’d say that. I burned you a CD. You’ve gotta start with Figure 8.” TJ showed her the CD on his desk. “Remember to take it with you.”

      After listening to three songs from three separate albums, TJ turned off the music.

      “Hey, I was listening to that,” Desiree said, pouting.

      “Sorry. I’ve got lines to memorize. You want to run through them with me?”

      “Oh, of course. You’re a big-time actor now,” Desiree said teasingly.

      “This is my biggest role so far, so yeah, I’m stoked.” TJ grabbed the script of Almost, Maine from his backpack and tossed it to Desiree. “You can be Allie’s role. Our scene starts on page six.”

      Desiree flipped to the right page and their scene began. TJ already had half of his lines memorized, and for the ones he forgot, he leaned over Desiree’s shoulder to read the first few words. Desiree didn’t simply read the lines, but passionately got into character.

      It soon became apparent to her that this was a romantic scene, not one between mere friends. He saw her looking up at him with seemingly conflicted emotions.

      “It says here we have to kiss,” Desiree said, breaking out of character.

      “I know. We obviously don’t have to practice that; I just need to have my lines down.”

      “Sorry, I kinda killed the scene. Let’s start over.” She flipped back to the beginning of the scene and started from their first line.

      Desiree stood up with him and more than got into character, she got into the scene. TJ didn’t glance over at the pages Desiree was holding and when he forgot a line, he improvised, moving the scene seamlessly forward. When it came to their kiss, the scene didn’t stop. Desiree wrapped her arms around his neck, papers and all, and planted her lips on his.

      TJ thought he was dreaming and hoped he hadn’t died without noticing.

      Desiree pulled back. “Was that okay?”

      TJ didn’t have any words, practiced or improvised, and instinctually grabbed her back to continue their first kiss. He felt her breathing. Her tongue. Her hands nestled in his hair. His lips began to tingle, and then grew wonderfully numb. He couldn’t believe he was kissing his best friend since elementary school, for whom he’d been secretly pining after for the better part of a year. He was the first to notice that she wasn’t a little girl anymore. And he felt that, too, as she continued to kiss him with fervor that wasn’t meant for just friends.

      After several minutes, they could both barely breathe. Desiree plopped herself down on the edge of the bed.

      “What’s happening here?” TJ asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you like me?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It feels like you like me.”

      Desiree stared up at him, biting her lower lip and entwining her ankles.

      “I like you,” TJ said. “I hope that’s not weird.”

      “It’s not.”

      TJ knelt down in front of her and placed his hands on her thighs. “Does this bother you?”

      “No.”

      “How about this?” He moved his hands up to her waist and couldn’t believe what he was doing, that he was really touching her like this. This wasn’t tag or play-fighting anymore.

      “No.”

      “And how about this?” TJ lightly brushed back her hair, placed his hands behind her ears, and softly kissed her again.

      When their lips finally parted, Desiree whispered, “No.”

      “You may not know this, but I’ve liked you for a while.”

      “I knew.” She smiled, looking almost guilty at first, but then her emerald eyes seemed to actually sparkle. “And now I think I feel the same way.”

      TJ shook his head and couldn’t have wiped the silly grin off his face if he tried.

      Then her expression suddenly darkened. “I’m not sure how I feel about you kissing Allie now.”

      “I’ll pretend I’m kissing you.” TJ paused. “You know, it just so happens—and I wasn’t planning this whatsoever—but tomorrow’s Valentine’s Day. Would you like to…umm…be my valentine?”

      “How convenient.” Desiree smirked and cupped one of his hands in hers. “I expect presents.”
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      I needed a new art project, but nothing was jumping out at me in the magazines. The table was quiet and I was seated next to Sara. Desiree was diagonal from me, immersed in her watercolors. Sara was drawing a woman holding a crying child in her arms. Her pencil sketch was nearly finished. And here I was, the only one at the table, with absolutely nothing. I felt like I was always two steps behind.

      “So, what’s wrong with you two anyway?” Sara asked out of nowhere.

      “I—”

      “Nothing,” Desire said. “I just needed a change of scenery, that’s all. It’s not like I switched classes. We’re all still right here. A change of perspective, if you will. A classroom paradigm shift. Inspiration for the creative process.”

      “You’ve obviously put a lot of thought into your game of musical stools.” Andy laughed.

      “I put a lot of thought into everything I do.”

      “I must’ve read too much into it,” I said, gazing sorrowfully at Desiree. I couldn’t understand why she was avoiding me. We never fought about anything. I thought we had left Provex City on better terms than we had ever been, and we’d always been on good terms.

      “There’s nothing to read into. Obviously, things don’t stay the same forever,” Desiree said. “Change can be a good thing.”

      “Whatever you say. You’re always right.”

      “Naturally,” Krystal said.

      “Why don’t you two lovebirds just kiss and make up? Seriously, this is ridiculous,” Andy said.

      Desiree gave him her Medusa-like stare. “Your face is ridiculous!”

      Desiree’s snide remark brought back some laughter to the table and alleviated the tension for a few minutes, but it slowly crept back over the remaining thirty minutes of class.

      After class, I left the room alone and started heading for the street that would lead me home; but before I could get too far, I was stopped by someone calling for me.

      “Hey, Grain, wait up.” It was Blaine, who had barely said a word all through class, who had rarely spoken to me all year. I didn’t know what could be suddenly so important that he had to chase me down.

      I stopped and waited for him to catch up. Desiree had just emerged from the classroom and headed in another direction.

      “It seemed like you and Desiree had gotten pretty close over the past few months.”

      “Yeah, well—it’s complicated,” I said, not really knowing what to say. I started walking toward the parking lot, Blaine close in tow.

      “Of course. I just wanted to tell you not to take it personally. She’s been through a lot, you know, from before you got here. She kinda goes hot and cold. One minute it seems like everything’s good, and the next it’s like you never really knew her at all.”

      “You were friends with TJ, weren’t you?”

      “He was one of my best friends. I used to hang out with Desiree and Anna and all of them. I never really liked Eli though.”

      “That makes two of us,” I replied. When I said it, my cheek tingled.

      “But after TJ died, we all blamed ourselves. We turned on each other. Things are better now, obviously, but they’ll never be the same.”

      I was tempted to tell him about my experiences with TJ, but I didn’t know how well that would go over. Not everyone was open-minded about ghosts. I wasn’t until I was face-to-face with one.

      “What happened?” I asked, intentionally leaving the question open-ended to see what he’d share.

      “He fell apart,” Blaine said. “Hindsight’s always twenty-twenty. Right?”

      “But—”

      “I’d just wanted to say not to feel too bad when Desiree pulls away like she’s doing now. I’ve seen it before. She’ll come back around.” Blaine slapped me on the shoulder and left for his car before I could probe for more information.

      Watching him walk off, I saw Anna putting something in the back seat of her car. She looked up just as she was about to get in and saw me standing on the curb. She didn’t smile or give me any kind of signal to come over, but I went in spite of all that. Everyone seemed to hate me and I absolutely despised the feeling. I was compelled to see what I could smooth over.

      “What do you want?” she said, already seated, but her car door still ajar.

      I rested my arms atop the door. “I want to talk to you.” Unfortunately, that was the extent of what I’d prepared on the walk over.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Okay. What I wanted to tell you was…I meant it when I told you I loved you.”

      “Did you mean it when you kissed Desiree?”

      “In that moment? Yeah, I guess I did. When we got attacked in the ravine, it was so terrifying. We were both so thankful to be alive. I’ve never had someone point a gun in my face. Either one of us could have died. I was going to tell you—I was—I was trying to when Eli showed up.”

      “Are you in love with her?”

      “No.” I looked up at all the students dispersing for the afternoon. “I don’t know.”

      Anna gripped the steering wheel with both hands, repositioning herself in the seat. “Why does this always happen? I don’t understand what’s wrong with me. I try to be a good girlfriend.”

      “There’s absolutely nothing wrong with you. You’re amazing,” I said.

      “You guys are always going and falling in love with her. Eli. You. It’s like I don’t exist. Even TJ didn’t have eyes for anyone other than Desiree. Do I not deserve to get what I want, to be happy? It’s so…whatever…I don’t know anymore. I must sound totally pathetic.”

      “No. Just like a girl who’s been hurt.”

      She bit her lip as she looked away. “I’m sorry I slapped you.”

      “I’m sorry, too.”

      “It hurts, you know? It’s my biggest fear and I keep reliving it.”

      “I—”

      “It’s not your fault, I know. She’s got like superhuman pheromones or something. You and every other boy in the world are under her spell. I’m just destined to be runner-up.” Anna shrugged, and then clicked her keys into the ignition. “D’you want a ride, since you’re standing here and all?”

      “You don’t have to. I can walk.”

      “I know. It’s just that it’s harder for me to try and run you over if you’re in the car.”

      “I’m getting in,” I said and hopped around to the passenger door.
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      It’s hard to tell how much time passes when you’re not present. It was hard to concentrate on the life I had when there seemed to be another one out there waiting for me to be ready. I felt ready. I wouldn’t be losing much if I left. I had no one here and no one there. It was an even exchange.

      I spent the remainder of the week in solitude, ghosting from class to class. I carried TJ’s journal in my backpack. It felt like having a friend at my side even though he seemed to be long gone. I found myself talking to him when I sat alone in my room. I read from his journal daily, an entry or two at a time, and asked questions aloud, hoping one of them may one day incite a response. I couldn’t understand why he’d left like the rest of my friends, avoiding me like a leper.

      In the journal, I was following TJ and Desiree’s relationship like I was watching a melodramatic made-for-TV movie. I could relate to him. He had much of the same pressures and insecurities that I had (at least until I found out I was from a whole other universe). He dealt with other kids making fun of him and rejections from girls. For years, he had even been stuck in the dreaded friend zone with his best friend, the girl he had known since first grade: Desiree. I could definitely relate to that. TJ wasn’t a popular boy, but he didn’t seem to be an outcast either. He was one of the many students in the middle who didn’t stand out and who wouldn’t really be remembered. That was the picture I had of him as a student, but I knew how much that would change. Desiree had given me a glimpse into the fall of their relationship, but like everyone else, she didn’t really want to talk about it. What really drove him to put his father’s revolver in his mouth and pull the trigger? There was a part of me that was afraid to find out.
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      I went back the following weekend. The transition felt so natural now. It had been raining a few days prior and I definitely didn’t want to make that rookie mistake again.

      I walked up to the bank of the river. The water was higher from the recent rain and slithered like a snake on the attack through the grass. I stood relatively too close for comfort, but still at a safe distance to ensure there would be no chance of falling in and being swept away by the current.

      I took a few steps back as my breathing became noticeably heavier. My body reminded me of what it was like to panic in the water, having arms and legs fighting but failing to keep me afloat. I relived the traumatizing experience of when a motorboat left me helpless in its wake when I was a child; I had swum too far out into the boat-infested lake.

      As I backed away from the river, my breathing slowed and returned to a comfortable cadence. I sat in the grass and watched the cars fly by. Planes and helicopters flew overhead. The helicopters had two sets of rotating blades and no visible landing gear. Maybe Nicholae was in one of them, scouring the land for his long-lost son.

      I’m right here!

      “You came back.”

      I spun around and saw no one even remotely close to me. The voice sounded like it was just beyond my ears, speaking softly. It was like I was speaking to myself. The voice was mine, talking back to me like my personality had split—the voice of my mirror.

      “Are you done prancing around with your friends and ready to find your father?”

      “I’ve been ready,” I said. “But I’m not going with you. You have to understand that by now.”

      The voice laughed eerily. “I know. I know you think you know all that’s going on now. Yet here you are sitting and waiting for something to happen instead of making it happen for yourself. I am that chance to make something happen. I am the answer you’re looking for. We can help each other, you and I.”

      “Why do I doubt that?”

      “I haven’t lied to you. I will always tell you the truth. Not like Jeremy. Not like Daniel. We are akin to each other.”

      “Leave me alone,” I said apathetically, growing tired of the voice already.

      “I can’t do that.” The voice of my mirror shifted from one ear to the other.

      I left the ghost-like voice in Provex City and returned home. The voice reminded me of TJ and made me miss him more.
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      I wasn’t looking forward to another week of school. The weekend was moving too fast. Sunday was clear and cold, and I needed to get some fresh air. I made it a point to let Mom and Richard see me use the front door when I left. It seemed to give them some relief and they didn’t ask any questions.

      I walked to the cemetery and even climbed through the ravine again, which was much easier in the daylight. The story Desiree had concocted about us having been attacked by two guys at the bottom of the ravine lingered in the back of my mind. I watched each step and looked over my shoulder just to be safe, maybe a little paranoid because I was very much alone.

      Upon reaching the far summit, I spotted Desiree beyond the rickety fence. She was seated next to TJ’s tombstone with the hood up on her furry winter coat. Angled slightly away, she wasn’t going to see me approach. Though, with Mr. Gordon’s training, she’d be able to sense me if she was concentrating hard enough. I waited for her to turn around as I stepped over the fence and walked toward her, but she didn’t. She sat cross legged with one hand holding a torn sheet of paper and the other up against her temple. Her elbow was perched against her knee, keeping her upright.

      When I sat down across from her, she didn’t even bother looking up.

      “Are we even friends anymore?” I asked.

      “Of course we’re still friends,” Desiree said in a soft, somber voice.

      “Did you hear what Eli did to me?”

      “Yeah, I heard from Anna. Sorry about that. You really can’t seem to keep yourself out of a fight.”

      “Yeah, I seem to be a magnet for being punched, stabbed, and strangled. It’s quite a thrill to be me. But this time wasn’t my fault. It was yours,” I said.

      “Mine? How was it mine? For telling the truth?”

      “Forget it. What’re you reading?”

      “The last thing TJ ever wrote. The day he committed suicide. He gave it to me, but he’s mostly talking to himself, like it came from a diary or something. And as far as I know he didn’t have one. But what do I know? There was obviously a lot about himself he kept hidden.”

      “He did have a diary,” I said.

      “Did he tell you in one of your many private conversations?” Desiree seemed jealous of my relationship with him.

      “No, he never mentioned it, but I found it. Under the carpet in my room, he hid a beat-up green notebook. It’s only about a year or so of entries, you know, before he died.”

      “So this must’ve been the last page.” She picked at the perforated edges of the page. The makeshift confetti she made blew from her hand, fluttered in the breeze, and pollinated the yellowing grass around us.

      “He was obviously thinking about you to the end,” I said.

      “That makes me feel a whole lot better.”

      “Okay, that sounded better in my head. It was meant to be flattering in some way.”

      “I didn’t even get to hear the announcement with everyone at Eastman that Friday morning. I wasn’t there yet. Instead, I got a call from my old friend, Jillian, who told me what’d happened. The worst thing was that I hadn’t read this yet.” She held up the crumpled sheet of paper and waved it in front of me. “I had the chance to do something and I missed it. He had been trying to get me to talk to him for a few weeks after we broke up. I needed space. It wasn’t like I was never going to talk to him again. I just needed some time to myself to get over our breakup. So when I got the letter Thursday afternoon, I set the envelope aside, upset at the time because I felt like he was smothering me as a way to win me back. I almost tore it up and threw it away—but something kept me from doing it. I didn’t read it until I got home from school on Friday and I cried for hours. For all those times he reached out to me, if I had been receptive just one time—just once—he might still be here today.”

      “Maybe, but then again maybe not. I mean, you told me a little about after prom, but it was a breakup—they happen every day. I haven’t gotten to that part of the story yet.”

      “Oh God, please don’t read it!” Desiree begged. “Can I have it? I don’t want what’s written about me getting out.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not going to tell anyone.”

      “But I don’t want you reading it, either.”

      “Then tell me what it says. You drank a little too much. He kept you out past curfew. You fought. So what? That doesn’t end in suicide. What happened afterward?”

      “I can’t. It’s so personal. Please, just don’t read it. Give it to me. Throw it away. I don’t care which. I just can’t stand the thought that the most personal moments of our relationship are written down for others to read.”

      “All right, I won’t read it. I’ll just keep it safe.” I hugged my knees, tapping my feet to rhythms that randomly popped into my head.

      “Promise?” Her eyes pleaded with me as much as her voice did.

      I crossed my heart with my index finger.

      “I’d feel better if you let me have it.” Desiree pulled off her hood and tied her hair into a loose ponytail. Her eyes were moist and she rubbed them with her fingers and blinked hard. A few deep breaths seemed to help her remain relatively composed.

      “Well I’d feel better if you’d stop shutting me out. I guess we can’t always get what we want,” I said.

      “I’m not shutting you out. I’m just trying to process what’s happened to all the relationships in my life recently. My whole world has been turned upside down. I don’t know what to do. TJ’s gone again. The first time was the hardest thing I ever had to go through. I never in a million years thought I’d have to go through it again. And now I’ve lost Eli. I got you punched in the face.”

      She admitted it.

      Desiree continued. “Anna doesn’t want to talk to me. I don’t know what to think about us. It’s all so overwhelming.” She was now looking past me. “Has TJ come back to you?”

      “No. He’s still gone.”

      “So he’s not avoiding me again. That makes me feel slightly better.”

      “What is happening between us?” I asked.

      “Please don’t ask me that now. I’m overwhelmed enough as it is. Aren’t you broken up at all about Anna?”

      “Yeah, but I’m more afraid of losing you.”

      “You’re not losing me. I’m right here.” Desiree looked out past the cemetery, beyond the fence where the ground disappeared into the ravine. “Can you see the river? The city in the distance? It’s bright even in the daylight.”

      I should have known Desiree was barely here. She had a foot in each plane. We both seemed to be desperately looking for something, or better yet, someone. Both of us seemed to be making little progress, and neither of us was faring well with the failure.

      I joined her into the fade, venturing in just far enough to see: The ravine became filled to the brim with flowing water—the river I’d seen from the other side; lush green grass stretched from the far bank; then the highway I had sat beside in the rain. The edge of the horizon held those blue- and red-glowing buildings jetting into the sky. This time there was no cloud cover to hide their majestic zeniths.

      “I come here once in a while, hoping one of these times my father will be waiting for me. I know that’s probably stupid,” I said, trying to hold my focus. It was hard trying to stay in-between. Any moment I would run out of energy and Provex City would be gone.

      “Do you ever feel like starting over? I could use a do-over right now. Maybe I could do a better job the next time around.”

      “What are you saying?” I asked.

      “I dunno,” Desiree said. “I’m just sad right now. And tired. I feel like I’m messing everything up and tired of feeling this way.”

      “You’re not messing everything up,” I said, but she wasn’t listening to me.

      I looked around in the other directions while I could still faintly see into the higher plane. The headstones behind us faded into the large cluster of buildings I saw from far off last time, heavy with foot traffic, joined by converging sidewalks. The building closest to us had a copper plaque by the tinted doorway that read: Building 4C—O.P.C. Medical Facility. I franticly looked for more information before it disappeared completely and we were back to sitting alone in the cemetery.

      “Are you back?” I asked.

      Desiree turned her eyes to me. “Yeah, it’s gone.” She stuffed her last gift from TJ into her coat pocket and stood up. “Would you like to walk me home?”

      We climbed through the ravine and walked mindlessly home with minimal interaction. She was so somber and I had no idea how to make her feel better. It just seemed like something she needed to work through herself. All I could do was be there for her when she needed someone to lean on.

      When I got home, I collapsed into my computer chair, completely drained.

      The gargoyle picture Desiree had drawn for me on my first day of school was still tacked up on the wall, above my desk. I took it down, grabbed a pen, and jumped on my bed. Desiree had added to the picture the last time she was in my room, extending a stone roof for the creature to be perched upon. I drew a full moon bursting through clouds in the upper left-hand corner of the page.

      The gargoyle didn’t belong on my wall. I retrieved TJ’s notebook and taped Desiree’s drawing to the cover. I drew more clouds across the page until they spilled onto the cover of the notebook. It was fitting to know what good friends they were. Now we all were truly connected.

      I turned to the page in which I’d left off. I knew I had promised Desiree I wouldn’t read any more from the journal, but I needed answers. I needed to get a better understanding of why she was acting so strange. Blaine knew why when he’d stopped me a week ago, but he didn’t want to elaborate too much. And the answers were right here, waiting patiently on the page. TJ wanted me to know; I could feel it. And if Desiree someday found out, then she would understand. I wasn’t just curious. I cared about her too much to be left in the dark. How could I help if I didn’t even know what was going on?
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      The lobby of the Marriott was already buzzing with high school couples when TJ and Desiree arrived. They had driven with Blaine and his girlfriend, Jillian. Blaine had supposedly gotten them hooked up with a room and fully stocked mini-fridge. And now they would find out if their money was well spent.

      “I can’t believe we’re here,” Desiree said, looking around at all the suits and dresses. “I still can’t believe you got me in.”

      “Todd’s a master of student IDs. It’s gonna be an awesome night,” TJ said, taking her hand as they moved through the lobby and down a wide hallway.

      “You look so beautiful,” Jillian said to Desiree.

      “Thank you. So do you. I’ve never gotten so dressed up before. It keeps feeling like my dress is falling ’cause I don’t have the boobs to hold it up.” Desiree tugged at the bust of her violet strapless dress.

      “You’ll be fine.”

      “It’s right down here.” Blaine led the way until they found the end of the line for the ballroom.

      “My feet hurt already but I don’t care! I’m gonna dance all night!” Desiree said.

      TJ shook his head and looked down at her thin, strappy high heels, then up her calves to the hem of her dress. The trouble of setting up tonight would definitely be worth it. Even working through the dancing.

      The line moved fast and it wasn’t long until they made it to the entrance of the ballroom. They showed their newly created upperclassmen IDs, had their names crossed off the printed list, and received their wristbands. TJ gave a soft sigh of relief at their first victory of the evening. Things were going as planned.

      Just as Desiree was about to step up to security, Blaine said, “Let’s check out the room before going in.”

      “Good thinking,” TJ said and pulled Desiree back.

      “The room?” Desiree asked.

      “Yeah, so we can get away when we’re tired of dancing,” TJ said with a warm smile.

      “Everyone’s getting rooms. It’s all part of the experience,” Blaine said.

      “It’ll be fun,” Jillian said.

      Desiree bit her lip but came along without verbally protesting. TJ gave her a sidelong glance while walking to the elevator. Her makeup couldn’t hide that her face had gone pale. Her eyes were wide and darted around at everyone walking by.

      “You know I have to be home by midnight, right?” she asked softly.

      “I know. It’s just a place we can relax and crash between dancing. We’re all sharing the room. Don’t worry. We’ll have a great night and I’ll get you home on time. Trust me.”

      They went up to the seventh floor and found their room at the end of the hallway next to the stairwell. Blaine took out an electronic room key from his suit coat pocket. He slid it into the key reader and got a red light.

      “Oh, come on!” Blaine complained. He slid the key through the reader again, slower this time, and received a green light. “Thank God. Ladies and gentlemen, we’re in!” He pushed in the door and held it open for the rest of the group. Jillian gave him a kiss on her way in.

      “Now we’ll see if tonight’s gonna be a homerun or just a second-base hit,” Blaine said and went straight for the mini-fridge. TJ was right behind him. The girls sat down on separate beds.

      Blaine opened the fridge and found it stocked full with miniature bottles of alcohol and bottles of several beer varieties. “Score! Thank you, Todd!”

      “How did you get all that?” Desiree asked.

      “Is he the man or what?”

      “Well worth the money,” TJ said.

      “Do we have anything to drink that with?” Jillian asked, kicking off her heels and scooting further onto the bed.

      “I’ll be right back with ice and mixers,” Blaine said and shot out of the room.

      TJ took a seat next to Desiree. Her legs were crossed and she kicked her foot like a ticking time bomb. He laid a sweaty hand on her knee, hoping to ease her nerves. He was out of his comfort zone as much as she was. But he already knew that a few drinks would take the edge off, loosen everyone up, and lead to a fun, carefree night.

      “I’ll mix you something delicious,” he said.

      She nodded, but didn’t say a word.

      Blaine barged back into the room with an overflowing bucket of ice and three bottles of Coke. He played bartender and mixed everyone a drink—each drink with its own mini bottle of whiskey or rum.

      Once everyone had their glasses in hand, Blaine raised his and said, “Here’s to the best goddamn night of our lives. Cheers to prom. Cheers to good drinks. Cheers to us.” To which they all clinked glasses and drank.
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      TJ picked up Desiree from off the crowded dance floor. She wobbled and leaned into him, mostly for support, which he was barely able to provide at this point.

      “I’m okay,” she said, throwing her arms around his neck.

      “That’s good, ’cause I don’t think I can carry you outta here.” TJ felt his head spinning, but it was the best kind of spinning, like the rides at the church carnival when he was a kid. The rides that made his parents nauseous, but left him feeling exhilarated.

      It had been an hour or so since they had last been to the room, and he felt like he was overdue for another drink. He knew he needed to keep his buzz going to avoid crashing. Desiree was a blast to have hanging off him. He couldn’t seem to look away from her glistening emerald eyes.

      “Have you seen Jillian? I need to freshen up,” Desiree said, trying to get a steady foothold.

      “I haven’t seen either of them in awhile. Maybe they went back up to the room. Wanna go? I could use a refill anyway.”

      “And I could use our bathroom!”

      “Yes!”

      TJ led Desiree off the dance floor, both of them trying their best to choke back laughter while inconspicuously passing by security and the adult volunteers. They emerged in the hallway panting and sweaty, stumbling and slurring, and hoping they were headed in the direction of the elevators.

      They were relieved to get an elevator to themselves and kissed all the way to the eighth floor. After remembering that their room was on the floor below, they stumbled back down the hallway and kissed their way to the seventh floor.

      TJ searched his pockets for the key, and Desiree slid down the wall like all the muscles in her body had instantly gone to sleep. She was soon sprawled out, spread-eagle on the floor.

      “I must have left my key in the room,” TJ said and began banging on the door with the side of his fist. “Blaine? Jillian? You in there?”

      The door opened moments later.

      “I hope we’re not interrupting,” TJ said.

      “Never. We’re all friends here,” Blaine said.

      Desiree jumped up and pushed past TJ. “Yeah we are. And right now this girl’s gotta pee!”

      TJ went straight for the mini-fridge. “We’ve almost emptied the whole thing.”

      “We’ve got full drinks. There should be enough for a few more concoctions,” Blaine said, returning to Jillian.

      She was lying on her stomach across the bed, taking sips from her drink and then resting it on the floor.

      TJ had a drink waiting for Desiree by the time she emerged from the bathroom. She took it and plopped herself down on the empty bed.

      “Can you help me with my shoes?” she asked innocently, lifting one leg and then the other. TJ knelt down, undid the straps and slid them off her raw feet. “F.Y.I., I may not be able to get them back on.”

      “We’ll worry about that later.”

      “Cheers, guys,” Jillian exclaimed, sliding her body around so she was facing Desiree on the other bed. “Wait—where’s my drink?”

      Blaine picked it up from off the floor, sat beside her, and gently rubbed her bare back. She laid her head against his leg.

      “I don’t think I can dance anymore,” Jillian said.

      “I don’t think I can even get up,” Desiree said, swaying in her seated position. She set her drink on the nightstand and curled up with a pillow.

      TJ, Blaine, and Jillian finished their drinks and refreshed their glasses by emptying out the mini-fridge. While the three downed another round of drinks, Desiree remained curled up on the bed, continuously hiking up the bust of her dress.

      “I think this is the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept on,” Desiree said, and everyone laughed.

      After the final drinks, Blaine got up. “I think we’re gonna get going. You coming?”

      “Are you ready to go?” TJ asked, placing a hand on Desiree’s leg.

      “I just wanna lie here a little while longer.” She clumsily bounced to her other side.

      “I guess we’ll stay,” TJ said.

      “That’s cool. Later, guys.” Blaine picked up Jillian’s high heels and left with her on his arm.

      TJ looked over at the alarm clock on the nightstand. It was only about 11:30 p.m. The night was still young. He lay down facing his drowsy girlfriend. There was no place in the world he’d rather be. The most beautiful girl with the piercing green eyes was lying across from him, touching his arm, leaning in to kiss him. TJ realized that he was still wearing his shoes and suit coat. He yanked them off like they were on fire and continued with his tie and dress shirt. Then he was back lying with her.

      “You look comfortable,” Desiree said.

      “I am comfortable.”

      “Me, too.”

      TJ ran his hand down her silky leg, all the way down to her bare foot, and then pulled her leg up and around his. As her skirt fell back, he could see the purple lacey side of her panties. He slowly slid his hand up to feel them, tracing the line where they touched her skin with his finger. She wasn’t stopping him this time. She released a soft moan. Then her lips were on his again, but not like before. She pulled him into her like it was the end of the world and there would be no tomorrow.
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      Every lie I told or omission I held onto for her, Desiree subsequently sabotaged. At the end of history class, even before the classroom had emptied, Desiree marched up to Mr. Gordon’s desk and demanded his attention.

      “I don’t know what Oliver’s told you,” she said. “But I was with him. I know about Provex City. I was with him each time—it was only a few times—but if you didn’t, I just thought you should know.”

      I was still packing up my bag when I heard the mention of Provex City, though it didn’t seem to catch the attention of other students exiting the classroom. And I saw Mr. Gordon’s disapproving glare while she was still talking.

      He waved me over. I made my way around the few remaining students and stood next to Desiree.

      “So I suppose we have a lot to talk about,” Mr. Gordon said, keeping an eye on the last of the exiting students. “What do you have to say for yourself, Oliver?”

      “I thought I was protecting her,” I said. “That’s all.”

      “By lying to me,” Mr. Gordon said. “How can I do my job, if you’re not straight with me?”

      “And what’s your job?” Desiree asked.

      “To keep you both safe. Originally, it was to keep Oliver and his family safe, but now with the depth of your involvement, my duties have expanded—which I fully take responsibility for.”

      “I didn’t ask for that,” Desiree said.

      Mr. Gordon sighed and dropped heavily onto his desk chair. He placed his horn-rimmed glasses on his desk and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Miss Behring, you don’t sound like you want to be here anymore. Why don’t you walk away? Why don’t you forget about all of this and go back to your life—your peaceful life before. I can help you do that, if you wish.”

      “My life was anything but peaceful before,” Desiree said. “Sometimes it would be easier to forget, but I can’t.”

      “I can help you forget.”

      “What do you mean?” Desiree asked, cocking her head slightly.

      “Yeah, what are you getting at?” I asked.

      “If she’s not really in this, then she doesn’t have to be. She doesn’t have to be burdened with all of this.”

      “Like me? Like how I was burdened as a boy? Are you going to make her conveniently forget like my mother did to me when I was five?” I stepped closer to his desk.

      “Your mother did the right thing, Oliver. I was there. I would have made the same decision if you were my son.”

      “But I’m not your son!”

      “And now we have the chance to help your friend here involved in this terrible mess.” Then Mr. Gordon stopped cold, like he just heard what I’d said. “Yes, Oliver, I realize you’re not my son…and I’ve never tried to replace your father. I’m just trying to protect you like your father asked of me. I want to protect you too, Miss Behring.” He put his glasses back on and swiveled his chair toward the door.

      “I don’t want out,” Desiree finally said.

      Mr. Gordon looked back at us and I couldn’t read what he was thinking. He ran his hand through his hair, and then leaned forward on his desk. “Fair enough. If you’re sure—one hundred percent sure—I’ll respect your decision. I think you two complement each other well. It’s good to have support in stressful times, and I know this sure as hell ain’t easy.”

      “Mr. Gordon, are you starting to break down your normal formality?” Desiree said with a sly smirk.

      “I guess I’m just rather fond of you guys—I’m dropping my teacher act. I was never really good at it anyways.”

      “Are you kidding? You’re like the best teacher I’ve ever had,” I said, not comfortable with this lack of confidence coming from Mr. Gordon all of a sudden.

      “I have to agree,” Desiree said.

      Mr. Gordon smiled. “It’s nice to see you two agreeing again.”

      Desiree and I gave each other an awkward look, which lasted no longer than three seconds, and then our gazes were focused on anything else in the room. I glanced back at her, but by that time she was focused back on Mr. Gordon.

      “You two need to get to class,” he said.

      “It’s just art,” Desiree said, which gave me total déjà vu.

      Mr. Gordon got it, too, and laughed. “Just art or not, I can’t be the one keeping you from someone else’s class. When you’re ready to talk and continue, I’ll be here.”

      “How about after school today?” I asked.

      “No use in wasting time,” Mr. Gordon said. “How about you, Miss. Behring?”

      Desiree glanced at me. “I guess this afternoon works for me.”

      “Don’t guess. Be sure,” I said.

      I’d been waiting to throw that back in her face. She got it because she gave me the Medusa look of death. Mr. Gordon didn’t get the reference but looked amused nonetheless.

      Mr. Gordon wrote an address on a scrap of paper and handed it to me.

      “That’s my address,” he said. “We’ll meet there.”

      We agreed to reconvene at his house after school and headed for art. We walked together, but didn’t say a word. Desiree continued to sit across the table from me. I was stuck sitting next to Sara, which wasn’t a bad thing; it just wasn’t Desiree.

      “It’s always just been Oliver. Now it’s the both of you,” Sara said in the middle of painting her canvas.

      “Mr. Gordon asked the both of us to stay after,” Desiree said.

      “Well, aren’t you both the troublemakers,” Blaine said, causing an eruption of laughter.

      Desiree seemed to be trying to tune the rest of us out. She had her artwork out and in progress before I fully settled into my seat.

      I added shading to the From a Basement on the Hill cover I was re-creating in pencil. After staring at my sketch awhile, I began adding brick until I reached each edge of the page.

      “That looks pretty cool,” Andy said, looking up from his work.

      Desiree looked over, swirling her paintbrush in the Styrofoam cup half full of milky water. “I always liked that cover the best.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” I said, thrilled she was starting to talk to me again.

      “What is it?” Sara asked.

      “An Elliott Smith…” Desiree and I began talking at the same time and abruptly stopped.

      I signaled for her to finish.

      “An Elliott Smith cover.”

      “I should have known,” Blaine said.

      Desiree dabbed her brush on a folded paper towel and went back to her painting. Every time I felt her eyes looking across the table at me, I looked up and she had her eyes down, immersed in her project. I continually went back to my sketch, but found myself less and less inspired as the clock ticked closer to the end of the school day—closer to talking more with Mr. Gordon.

      After the bell concluded Monday’s classes, Desiree and I walked toward the back of the school. Desiree had Mr. Gordon’s address typed into Google Maps and she held out her phone like a compass, guiding us off the campus. I hadn’t walked along the road on the opposite side of the school since the day of my final run-in with Sasha. And Desiree had been with me then, too.

      We passed the delinquent school, Patch Heights, and wondered if Sasha actually was there. A few students that looked only a few months away from prison loitered about, almost looking to be guarding their territory. We remained safely on our side of the street. I could do without diving into more trouble. My face looked better now, but my nose was still sore to the touch.

      “Why did TJ have to come back?” Desiree asked as we crossed an intersection.

      An oncoming car had already started going, rolling through the stop sign, and Desiree kept going. The driver of the car dared her to slow down and give him the right of way, but she kept her steady pace across the crosswalk. When it passed, she reached out as if she would slide her fingers along the dirt caked on the car that masked its true color.

      I hurried after her while the next car in the queue waited for me to cross. “I wish I knew.”

      “That voice said she can take me to him—so I could actually see him again,” Desiree said.

      “He’s dead.”

      “I know he’s dead,” Desiree snapped. “I’m the last person you need to tell—”

      “That’s not what I meant,” I said. “How do you think the voice—your mirror—will take you to him?”

      “She mentioned something about The Line.”

      “Yeah, and I don’t think that’s a good thing,” I said. “Do you remember the House of Mirrors? ’Cause I sure do. Remember what Darius said—you can’t listen to it. It will tell you whatever you want to hear for its own self-serving purposes.”

      “I wish he hadn’t come to you.”

      The houses began to change, seeming to double in size with each new street we passed. By the time we reached Mr. Gordon’s address, we were on a cul-de-sac of mansions.

      “Do you think this is right?” Desiree asked, analyzing the address on her phone.

      “Mr. Gordon’s full of surprises,” I said. “Should we really be surprised anymore?”

      I walked up and rang the doorbell, which seemed to echo throughout the house forever.

      The door opened under its own power to reveal Mr. Gordon walking toward us into a white-tiled entryway. He carried a glass of what looked like iced tea in one hand.

      “You made it,” he said and stopped at the open door. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

      His statement was ironic. The house was anything but humble. It was expansive and extravagant. A crystal chandelier hung from the two-story entryway. He led us to a kitchen bigger than my family’s living and dining rooms put together. There was a six burner stove built into a granite-topped island. A restaurant quality set of pots and pans hung overhead like meat in a butcher’s shop.

      “Are you guys hungry or thirsty?” Mr. Gordon asked and took a sip from his glass.

      “I’ll take whatever you’re having,” Desiree said as she emerged from behind me and began exploring the kitchen. “You’ve got a pretty sweet house.”

      “Thank you. I like it. And it’s convenient. I’m not too fond of long commutes.” Mr. Gordon smiled.

      “You don’t say,” I said. “A little above a regular teacher’s salary.” I tapped one of the hanging pans slightly, causing them to clang together louder than I’d expected. “I’ll have the same.”

      “You’re like a little kid,” Desiree said as she peeked into another room.

      “Two green iced teas coming up.” Mr. Gordon opened one of the large cherry wood cabinets and it turned out to be his refrigerator—appropriately hidden. “Good thing I’m not just a regular teacher. All things being relative, you can have as little or as much as you want. I like nice things, so I claimed a nice house. I don’t need a castle, even though I could have one if I so desired. I don’t limit myself to my current salary,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “You sound like you’re in the mob or something,” I said. “You just take what you want. Come to think of it, it’s also what the Lornes seem to do in Provex City.”

      “I do take what I want; I’m just not taking things from other people unless they are willing to give. Scarcity doesn’t exist in the universe. That’s a concept that is lost on many in this plane of consciousness. Everything you could possibly want is available for you whenever you ask for it, and it’s not being taken from someone else. It’s available for you. It always has been; and it always will be. If you never claim it, it’s okay. It will still be available for you.” Mr. Gordon handed us each a glass of iced tea.

      I took a sip and looked around. Desiree had already circled the kitchen several times like she was casing the joint: looking for valuables, blind spots, escape routes. She drank from her glass and placed it down on the counter immediately after. I took another sip and thought about why we were really here. Why Mr. Gordon had asked us to come to his house instead of continuing our sessions in the Room of Enlightenment. I remembered what he’d said, about trying to eliminate distractions, but something still didn’t feel right. When we were down in that secret room, there were no distractions. No one could find us as long as we reentered the classroom inconspicuously. Granted, I had screwed up once before.

      “You’re both probably wondering why I asked you to come here instead of continuing our training back at school,” Mr. Gordon started.

      Again, he seemed to be reading my mind, and I didn’t like it one bit. I had to consciously focus on my thoughts.

      “You said it was too dangerous to continue at school,” I said, like I was just continuing my train of thought aloud.

      “That I did, Mr. Grain. We need to continue with caution. There are many forces at work here. What happened with Kafka was just one piece of the puzzle and by no means guarantees your safety, Oliver. And, Miss Behring, your safety and anonymity have been compromised since you got involved—especially on your repeated visits.”

      “We’ll be more careful,” Desiree said. “I know we were careless.”

      “This is your safe house from now on,” Mr. Gordon said. “Day or night, if anything happens, this is where I want you to come. It doesn’t matter if I’m home or not. I trust you can get in without a key?”

      Desiree and I both nodded.

      “So you know that the skill of traveling to another plane opens more than just that door.”

      Desiree went back to her glass, took a sip, and left it again to stand in the doorway to a plush sitting room. “This place feels safe.”

      “Shall we get started?” Mr. Gordon asked and guided us into the sitting room—his parlor. He took a seat in one of three matching chairs, across from a light green couch, and all surrounding a glass coffee table. After placing his half-empty glass on the table in front of him, he sank back into the chair and crossed his legs.

      Desiree sat in the chair next to Mr. Gordon and I took the couch, sitting smack dab in the center to claim it all for myself.

      A three-divider sliding glass door extended across the wall behind Desiree. The one thing this house had that wasn’t very big was its backyard. There was a concrete patio and a small strip of grass beyond that. The yard was enclosed by a brick riser with flowers and bushes, which hid the bottom of a white painted fence.

      “Are we going to do more seeing exercises?” Desiree asked, sliding off her lavender Converse and curling her feet up on the chair.

      “Your trips to and from Provex City are pretty remarkable, even with help, for the short amount of time we’ve been working together. And you’ll see even more with continued practice, but that’s not something we need to continue to focus on. It’s time to up the ante—time to learn something new, something that will challenge you even more. It’s important to continue to challenge, and thus expand your belief in what’s possible. As your beliefs change and more things become possible, they will do so more and more rapidly.

      “The reason most people remain the same in their current reality is because to them, their reality is a constant: The one thing that does not change. What we’re doing is proving that this is not the case. Reality is actually a variable, malleable, and changing all the time. What we’re doing will allow you to change with reality—bend with it to reach your desired results—because it’s not a constant. It’s not ‘as is.’ It is yours to tame and master, which is something the Lorne family has learned to do quite well over the centuries.”

      “Centuries?” Desiree asked.

      “More than I care to count, my dear.” Mr. Gordon leaned forward in his chair and looked at the both of us very intently, but keeping the majority of his focus on me. “There are five ways to get something for yourself. Can either of you tell me one of those ways?”

      Desiree and I looked at each other like we needed the other person’s permission to speak.

      “You can ask for it,” Desiree said.

      “That’s true. Like my drink for instance. Why don’t you ask for it?”

      “May I have your drink, Mr. Gordon?”

      “You may,” Mr. Gordon said and passed Desiree the glass. “Ask and ye shall receive.”

      Desiree lifted the glass in a cheers-like motion and placed it back on the table.

      “Very good. That would actually be the second way to get something. Persuade someone to give it to you, in which there are two ways, so they take up spots two and three. Number two is to emotionally persuade someone to give something to you, and number three is to subconsciously persuade someone to give something to you. But we’re missing the most obvious one.”

      “How about getting it yourself?” I asked.

      “There you go, Oliver. Welcome to the conversation.” Mr. Gordon smirked.

      Desiree suppressed a laugh, and possibly a snort.

      “Subconscious persuasion is a useful tool, but can also be dangerous when used irresponsibly.”

      “Are you going to teach us how to do that?” Desiree asked.

      “We’ll get to that, but not today. Today I would like to focus on the fourth way of getting yourself something, and that is to bring the object to you.” And as Mr. Gordon said it, he reached for his glass still sitting in front of Desiree, which shivered slightly, and then slid lightly across the table into his open hand. “You’ve probably heard of telekinesis.”

      Desiree and I both nodded. We weren’t really surprised by the movement anymore. But at least for me, the thought of finally learning to do something like that was rather exciting.

      The force is strong with this one. I laughed to myself at the thought.

      Mr. Gordon took a sip of his iced tea and smiled. “Desiree, I can’t help but notice that you left your drink in the kitchen. Were you done with it?”

      “Oh, I guess I forgot. I’ll go get it.” Desiree sounded a bit frazzled.

      “Here,” Mr. Gordon simply said and put his glass back down on the coffee table. As soon as his glass clinked with the table, an identical one appeared in front of Desiree, except that her glass was full. “And that’s the fifth way of getting something—manifesting it.”

      I immediately got a flashback of sitting across from Kafka when he manifested glasses of red wine.

      “Thanks, Mr. G.” Desiree repositioned herself so she could reach her newly created glass of iced tea. She took a careful sip like she was afraid it would burn her lips or she expected it to taste disgusting. “This one’s a little colder than the one you gave me before.”

      Mr. Gordon just shrugged. “I’ll let you get your own next time.” He looked back at me. “Are you okay, Oliver?”

      I snapped out of my flashback and noticed my hands shaking, the tea almost sloshing over the edge of the glass tightly gripped in my hands. “I’m fine.”

      Mr. Gordon gave me a critical look. I could tell he was trying to get into my head, dig into my thoughts to find the source of my anxiety.

      “Seriously, I’m fine,” I said again.

      Mr. Gordon took a moment to see if I was going to say anything else, to give him any information, but to his visible disappointment, I didn’t.

      “Okay, everyone put your glasses down on the table, in the center, like so.” Mr. Gordon placed his glass down first. Desiree and I followed, creating an equilateral triangle of iced tea glasses. “Now, your challenge is to get your glass to slide back toward you.”

      I waited to get more direction, but Mr. Gordon sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. He offered nothing more. What was I supposed to do? I could see my glass. This was a totally different exercise. Seeing through expanded awareness and magically moving something with my mind were two completely different things. And Mr. Gordon, with his lack of direction, was treating them as if they were the same.

      “Oliver, you look frustrated,” Mr. Gordon said, snapping me out of my thoughts again.

      Desiree had taken a seat on the floor, her chin just clearing the edge of the table. She stared intently at her glass.

      “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” I said.

      “Do you see your glass?” Mr. Gordon asked almost in a whisper.

      “Yes.”

      “You see it on the table, but do you see it in your mind’s eye?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Picture it in your mind’s eye. Make it as clear as you see it on the table. Re-create the surroundings so your entire created reality is believable to you. It’s infinitely harder to move an object through a void or partial creation.

      “See your glass in your mind’s eye with your re-creation of this room in crystal clarity. Now pull it toward you. When you can erase the line between your reality and your creation, then you will see your glass move as your mind has commanded.”

      And just as Mr. Gordon finished speaking, Desiree’s glass shook violently and fell over, sending a deluge of iced tea toward her. The glass cracked and rolled in a semi-circle until it was stopped by mine.

      Desiree gasped and jumped to her feet, trying to avoid the rush of incoming liquid.

      “I’m so sorry!” she cried.

      Mr. Gordon chuckled and performed three slow claps. “You are a quick study, Miss Behring.” He didn’t seem concerned about his carpet or the cracked glass whatsoever.

      And then I saw the first reason why. The deluge of iced tea flowed to the edge of the coffee table and stopped. Not a drop spilled over onto the carpet. A thin layer of liquid laid calmly across the coffee table with nothing seemingly holding it in place.

      Mr. Gordon reached for the fallen glass. When he picked it up, I noticed the cracks in the glass were gone. When I looked back at the table I noticed the shallow pond of iced tea was gone as well. And when I looked back to the glass that Mr. Gordon was placing back with the others, it was once again full.

      “I almost had it, didn’t I?” Desiree asked, plopping into her chair with her knees up near her chin. “I moved the glass, even if I only knocked it over.”

      “Did you see it fall over in your mind’s eye, or did it glide gently toward you?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “I saw it move toward me.”

      “That’s okay. You just need to provide a clearer picture. There was a slight disconnect between your mind’s creation and reality. But now you know what you need to do. And with a little practice…” Mr. Gordon stopped. He looked over at me. “Don’t get frustrated that she picks up things a bit faster.”

      “Just because she’s a step ahead, doesn’t mean I’m not keeping up,” I said in reaction. I was tired of her being the star pupil when these sessions were designed for me.

      “Exactly right.” Mr. Gordon turned to Desiree. “Can you provide any insight to how you created your mental picture?”

      “I thought of something Darius, the friend we made in Provex City, said to me at the fair. He said he believed that I was drawn to him through space and time. I tried to use a similar belief toward my glass, to draw it to me through space and time. It kinda worked.”

      “That’s an interesting approach.”

      Listening to what Darius had said to Desiree only reminded me of how unsure I was about our relationship—how little I knew about where I currently stood with her.

      “And goes to show you that there’s never just one way to do something,” Mr. Gordon continued. “Oliver, maybe that’s a different approach you could try.”

      “Or maybe I could kick the table and knock them all over.” I quickly shutdown like Jeremy did every time I brought up Provex City. I didn’t even want to look over at Desiree to see her reaction to my remark. I couldn’t focus on a stupid glass of iced tea. It didn’t matter.

      “Maybe we should just call it a day,” Mr. Gordon said and stood up, snatched up the three glasses in both hands, and walked into the kitchen. “I can give you both a ride home if you want.”

      Mr. Gordon only got one syllable responses from us. I let Desiree ride shotgun so I could sulk in the back. To my delight, the drive was quiet all the way home. He dropped off Desiree first and I got out, too. It would be a short walk. I just needed to get out of the car.

      Mr. Gordon drove away and Desiree marched up her driveway with her hands stuffed in her coat pockets.

      “In the cemetery, you told me not to ask about what’s happening between us. You told me you were too overwhelmed by everything that’s happened to deal with it. I respected your space, your time to grieve and recoup and whatever. But I just don’t know where we stand anymore. I definitely feel like I’m losing you now.”

      Desiree stopped halfway up her driveway, shook her head, and turned back toward me. I noticed a tear trickle down her right cheek. She sniffled loudly.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing and I don’t know what I’m feeling. You’re not losing me, Oliver. I just need you to be patient with me.”

      “I can do that,” I said. “I just need to know that I haven’t lost you. I don’t think I could handle that.”

      Desiree came back to me, and when she stopped, we were toe-to-toe. She looked me in the eyes with a tear now rolling down her left cheek.

      I’d almost forgotten how beautiful her emerald-colored eyes were since it seemed like forever since we’d been this close.

      She didn’t remove her hands from her pockets when she pushed up on her toes to reach my lips with hers. She seemed to keep her balance like a ballet dancer. Her kiss was as passionate as I had remembered on the top of Lorne Tower or in the electric storm of Level Seven—the kiss that had distracted me from Anna thereafter. Her tongue was soft and playful. And just as I was about to embrace her, she pulled away, rolling back on the balls of her feet.

      “There, happy?” she said, turned, and walked back up her driveway.

      “No,” I called after her. “I want to help, but I can’t do that when you won’t talk to me.” I was beginning to understand how Anna had felt when I was refusing to open up to her—but that had been a different situation. I couldn’t open up to her because she wouldn’t understand. Desiree didn’t have that excuse. “I’m here for you. You say you trust me. Then tell me what happened. No more hiding. No more lies. No more B.S. I won’t say a word. I’ll just listen.”

      Desiree stopped. She turned around again, gazing down at the pavement, and met me back at the entrance of her driveway.

      “The truth,” she said and wiped away another tear. “Okay, Oliver.”
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      Desiree awoke to a pitch-black room, except for the neon glow of the time on the alarm clock, which read 5:30 a.m. She shakily sat up in bed, trying to recall the last thing she could remember. The lit numbers on the alarm clock did not match the ones she had in her room. The sheets felt extra soft against her skin. Was she still at the hotel? And then she felt the presence and heard the steady breathing of someone sleeping beside her.

      Hazy images from the previous night came back in bursts. Then nausea and the taste of stale alcohol crept up her throat and she quickly threw a hand over her mouth to hold it down.

      Desiree tossed the sheets aside and her foot slipped on something smooth and slippery on the floor as she stumbled out of bed. She couldn’t remember where the bathroom was in the darkness and she staggered around the room with her arms outstretched. She opened the first door she found and light poured into the room from the hallway, which luckily helped her find the bathroom just in time. No sooner had she knelt down and lifted the toilet seat did the remnants of last night’s partying erupt from her aching stomach.

      It was a wretched feeling and she threw up so many times she lost count—so many times there was nothing left to expel but bile and phlegm. Her nose ran wildly, her eyes watered, and her stomach was still churning, but she felt like she might actually survive.

      Desiree wiped her dripping face with torn strands of toilet paper and flushed the wretchedness away. She sat back against the wall, still not ready to stand. Her eyes and the stabbing pain behind them slowly adjusted to the light, and the tears had subsided. Her stomach, thighs, and butt were strangely sore. Massaging her cramping thighs, she looked down at her crumpled body and finally had the awareness to notice that she was naked except for the wristband she’d received downstairs. Desiree immediately wrapped her arms across her chest like there was someone staring at her and pulled down a towel from the metal rack on the wall to cover up her body as best she could. Then the tears began to flow again.

      She remembered being curled up on the bed in her prom dress, TJ lying down beside her, and how wonderful it felt to kiss him. Her memory of the night faded after that. TJ wouldn’t take advantage of her. He wasn’t that kind of boy. But she was sitting naked on the bathroom floor of a hotel room nearly six hours late for her curfew. Desiree pulled the bath towel more tightly around her body. Tears were gushing uncontrollably down her cheeks and she gasped for air, not knowing what she was going to do when she reopened the bathroom door.

      A light knock startled her.

      “Are you okay in there?” TJ asked.

      She didn’t know what she was feeling, let alone how to respond. She mouthed a few phrases inaudibly.

      “Do you need anything?”

      “Just a minute,” she finally said aloud.

      Desiree knew she couldn’t hide in the bathroom forever. She’d have to face TJ sooner or later. There were no clothes in the bathroom to allow her to emerge with any shred of dignity. All that was accessible to her was the towel. And she had no idea how she was going to explain any part of last night to her mom.

      She finally found her last bit of strength to stand and retied the towel around her body, repositioning it several times to cover-up as much as possible.

      “TJ, can you please turn around? I’m coming out,” Desiree said with as much confidence as she could gather and slowly opened the door.
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      Desiree wasn’t in chemistry the next morning. Leslie strolled into class after the lecture had already started. Instead of walking up to her usual desk in the front of the room, she took the empty seat next to me.

      “Hey, Oliver. Where’s your girlfriend?” she whispered.

      “Desiree’s not my girlfriend,” I whispered back. “And I don’t know.”

      “Hopefully, she doesn’t show up so I don’t piss her off by sitting here.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it.” I wasn’t as hypnotized by her beautiful blonde hair, sparkly eyeliner, tight jeans, and low-cut blouse anymore. I was desensitized to her womanly wiles. But I had to take a few sidelong glances just to make sure.

      “Would you like to study together for the test we’ve got coming up?” Leslie asked after a few moments of listening to Mr. Clayton’s lecture.

      Before I had a chance to respond, Desiree walked between us, first looking at Leslie and then at me, and then marched up to the front of the classroom. She plopped down in Leslie’s usual seat and loudly rustled around in her backpack.

      “Do you have a note from the office, Miss Behring,” Mr. Clayton asked, abruptly stopping his lecture to pose the question.

      “I made it almost on time. Isn’t that enough?” Desiree said sharply.

      “I guess if you leave now you’ll just be that much further behind. Next time, bring a note. Actually, next time—be on time. Moving on…” And Mr. Clayton continued with his lecture.

      Desiree sank low into her seat, crossed her arms, and propped her feet on the metal mesh below the chair in front of her.

      “What do you say?” Leslie whispered. “Do you still have my number? You can give me a call as to what time you’d like me to come over.”

      “Sure. We’ll work something out,” I said and gave her a weak smile. I may have been desensitized to her womanly wiles in class—but alone at my house, I wasn’t so sure. Now, the problem arose as to how I was going to get rid of Jeremy. He was never home because he was always out with her, but if he wasn’t with her then he was sure to be home. Jeremy hanging around our study session would certainly be uncomfortable for everyone involved—except Jeremy.

      Desiree stayed after class to talk with Mr. Clayton.

      Leslie slipped me her phone number on a piece of scratch paper and said, “Just in case.”

      My head was reeling from the thought of Leslie coming over to my house to see me—insisting on it, actually. It wasn’t like the study session was my idea. I started by waiting for Desiree to finish up her conversation with Mr. Clayton, but after a few minutes I just left so I wouldn’t be the one late to my next class since I had to make it across campus.

      I thought about Desiree throughout the morning, paying as much attention to my classes as I usually did—no more, no less. But thoughts of Leslie kept creeping in between. Desiree was real and I had real experiences to pull from, but Leslie was still a fantasy and I could only imagine what it would be like to make out with her. It didn’t matter that she was Jeremy’s girlfriend. Thoughts didn’t count. And I had seen her first; I had dibs. That had to count for something, which, the more I thought about it, sounded like something Jeremy would say. Maybe I was learning something after all. It just took time to realize it.

      In gym, I ran the mile this time. Coach Andrews acknowledged that I was finally starting to live up to my potential. He had no idea. Also, all my walking to and from school since the semester started seemed to be paying off because I ran it in the best time ever.

      I went into the locker room feeling pretty good about myself. I didn’t care about my time in the mile per se, but just accomplishing something released a surprisingly good feeling. Logan was already on the far end of the row, almost finished changing.

      I changed and gathered my belongings at a casual pace. There was no rush to get to lunch anymore. It was time I still spent by myself. I looked over as Logan picked up his backpack and disappeared around the far corner. But he left something behind, sitting on the bench near his locker.

      I walked down to the end of the row to see what Logan had left behind. It was some type of a tablet computer. The markings on the edges were foreign to me—a few shapes and designs on each of the four sides. It didn’t look like any tablet I’d seen before. It was nearly paper-thin, making it look extremely fragile, but something about it made me think it was stronger than it appeared.

      It somewhat reminded me of the tablet Darius had shown me at the café in Provex City, but that wouldn’t make much sense.

      I looked around to make sure I was alone and picked up the tablet. There was no brand name on the front, just the shapes and symbols (even though I guessed one of them could have stood for a brand name I was unfamiliar with) so I intended to flip it over to see if there was anything on the back.

      And just as I did, Logan appeared around the corner and immediately reached for his tablet.

      “Sorry,” I said as he grabbed it from my hand. “I didn’t mean to be nosy.”

      “No worries,” Logan said. “I don’t want to lose all of my homework.” He stuffed the tablet in his backpack, said nothing else—not even a thank-you—and walked off.

      I shook my head at the strangeness of the interaction, went back to my locker, gathered my things, and went out to the quad.

      Anna and Eli still ate lunch by the science building. I saw them sitting together in my peripheral vision. But they didn’t notice me this time, which was just as well.

      I was on my way to the humanities building where I had been eating my lunch in the hall since returning from holiday break, when I was stopped by Blaine.

      “Hey, Oliver,” Blaine said. He was sitting in a group of five other people, none of whom I knew by name, but several looked familiar. “You got anywhere to be?”

      “Not really,” I said.

      “I’ve noticed you’re not sitting with your typical crowd lately.”

      “Yeah...it got complicated.” As I spoke I noticed myself fidgeting. I tried to stop it immediately, but one shutdown tick only led to another.

      “Are you interested in joining us for lunch?”

      I looked around at everyone in the group and they all seemed to agree with Blaine’s request. I relished the thought of not sitting alone for one lunch hour, so I said “sure” and took a seat next to Blaine.

      “How’s Desiree doing?” he asked me.

      I didn’t know where to begin. I shrugged. “She’s hot and cold.”

      “Yeah, it should get better. Oh yeah, where are my manners? Oliver, this is my girlfriend—”

      “Let me guess,” I said immediately. I had read about her in TJ’s journal and felt like I already knew her, but I obviously couldn’t say that. With a sudden surge of excitement, I said, “Jillian?”

      Blaine stared at me and the accepting, friendly expression drained from his face. The blonde girl next to him, whom I could only assume was the girlfriend he was referring to, looked immediately sore and offended.

      I could feel myself already turning red and beginning to sweat.

      “No. Jillian’s my ex-girlfriend. Why would you say that?” Blaine asked, but didn’t wait for a response. “Never mind. This is my girlfriend, Samantha. But, I don’t know, maybe this wasn’t the best idea.”

      I took the hint and stood up, mumbled a meek apology, and continued toward the humanities building to my usual spot on the floor. How stupid could one person be? I didn’t want to know the answer to that.

      I stopped for a moment where I usually sat down and then decided to continue onward. Around the corner of the hallway was the entrance to the library. I approached the counter and asked where the old yearbooks were, picked out a few recent years, and claimed a table in a secluded corner.

      I first opened last year’s book and flipped through the pages of happy-go-lucky students and mass academic and extracurricular accomplishments. These books made every year look picture perfect. And I guessed years from now those were the only memories you’d want to remain, anyhow. You could look back and remember how special these times were, with all of the drama and challenges wiped from the pages of your memories.

      Most Social.

      Best Dressed.

      Most Athletic.

      Forever Freshmen.

      Most Attractive.

      Best Body.

      Most Likely to Succeed.

      Who came up with this stuff? It seemed like Desiree should have won for Forever Freshman, but she didn’t. Maybe you couldn’t be nominated as a freshman. Oh, it was only for seniors.

      And then there were all the clubs and sports and groups and honors societies and shout-outs. Yearbooks made it seem like high school was the best time of your life, and maybe for some people it was. But it certainly didn’t seem like the general consensus.

      I looked at Desiree’s picture. She didn’t look much different than she did now. Her hair was in a ponytail, like she often wore it, so I couldn’t tell if it had changed in any way. The V-neck sweater was one I’d seen in her regular rotation of clothes for this year. Her smile was the same. The dimples in her cheeks when she smiled were the same. She looked as playful as ever, and if you didn’t know about her and TJ ahead of time, you would have never known what she’d gone through a few short months before this picture was taken.

      I exchanged last year’s yearbook for the year before. I flipped to the index to find TJ’s name—Thomas Taylor—and what pages he was included in the pictures. He was in the Drama Club, Band, the History Honors Society, and even started the Future Archeologists of America Society. He was featured prominently in all but the Drama Club picture. I then flipped to his official yearbook picture. I could finally see TJ as a student of Eastman High and not just the translucent, gray figure in my room. This picture was taken before he started dating Desiree—before he lost all hope—back at a time when his future seemed bright.

      Jillian was the next name I wanted to look up. I didn’t know her last name, so I searched through the entire freshman class, but couldn’t find a Jillian at all. I then went to the sophomore class and found two Jillians. So Blaine’s (ex-)girlfriend had to be one of the two. One girl I had never seen before, but one I recognized from gym class. I didn’t know her personally and she wasn’t in my class, but she was in the same period.

      I continued flipping through the yearbook to see if I could discover anything else—and then I reached the prom pictures. On the page beside the one with the prom court, there were a bunch of action shots from the dance. A small picture in the corner had what I had hoped to find—TJ, Desiree, Blaine, and Jillian all posing for a picture on the dance floor. It was the Jillian I recognized. They looked so happy and carefree. And probably drunk at that point, but it wasn’t obvious in the picture. They were just friends enjoying their special night. Desiree and Jillian were gorgeous all dressed up, and TJ and Blaine looked like the luckiest guys alive. But I knew the future of that picture-perfect moment would be short lived.

      I closed the yearbook and sat back in my chair. The lunch hour had escaped me. The bell would sound any moment. I hadn’t even eaten my lunch yet, but I wasn’t hungry. I continued sitting there after the bell rang and everyone fled the library to get to their fifth periods. I held the prom picture in my mind and replayed what TJ had written in his journal about that night, now having the complete image of the characters in TJ’s rendition.

      Desiree was already in her seat when I finally decided to go to class.

      “I didn’t let anyone take your seat. You’re welcome,” she said sorely.

      “Sorry, I didn’t think you were going to show up,” I answered. “The bell had already rung and you’re usually early. What was I going to tell Leslie? Sorry, but this seat’s taken?”

      “Precisely. That’s what friends do for each other. I slept through my alarm, so I was a little late. We can’t all be perfect like you.”

      “Yeah, I’m so freakin’ perfect.”

      Mr. Gordon gave us an inquisitive look as he began his lecture.

      I didn’t want to attend art class today. I had embarrassed myself enough for one day. Maybe Blaine wouldn’t be there. Maybe he’d suddenly gotten sick and went home early. If only Mr. Gordon had taught Desiree and me more about subconscious persuasion instead of telekinesis, I could have made that thought a reality. But he hadn’t taught us that yet for that very reason, so I had to face the inevitable and get through art class the old-fashioned way.

      Desiree sat next to me again, apparently done with her musical stools charade. Blaine acted like nothing had happened between us at lunch today and was back to what he traditionally did, which was cordially ignore me. And I was okay with that.

      I had my sketch out of the Elliott Smith cover and continued to shade in the bricks.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Desiree peeking over at my drawing.

      “What?” I said after a few minutes of her focusing most of her attention on what I was drawing.

      “Have you thought of doing a final copy in acrylic?”

      “I was just sketching. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to use it as an official piece.”

      “Why not?”

      “Yeah, why not?” Andy mimicked Desiree’s question, tone and everything.

      I then noticed all eyes at the table were on me—even Blaine’s.

      “Well…” I stuttered. “I guess I didn’t know if I could do it—I’m not really good at portraits. I could finish this as an official assignment. Is that the consensus of the tribe?” I asked sarcastically.

      “Yes,” Sara said. “It looks great.”

      The others agreed. The tribe had spoken.

      Desiree helped me get set up with a canvas and acrylic paint colors. I got as far as sketching Elliott sitting on the stairs in the center of the canvas when the bell rang.

      

      
        
        

      

      

      

      I stared at my phone for a long time, huddled in the corner of the dining room, focused on one phone number in particular.

      Leslie’s number.

      The more I looked at the number, the more nervous I got. It wasn’t like it would be a real date. She was Jeremy’s girlfriend. It would be just one friend helping out another, focused on chemistry equations and vocabulary, and not what kind of underwear she had on. It would be innocent and easy and not at all weird. I repeated that to myself as I continued to stare at my screen.

      Then I just finally did it—texted, not called.

      You interested in getting together tomorrow to study? I wrote. Then the panic really set in while I waited for a reply. Now would be a good time to go about my day instead of worrying about what she’d write back.

      Was Jeremy even home, right now? Was he with her, reading my message? The thought of him reading the message I’d just sent his girlfriend terrified me, even as innocent as it was.

      Tomorrow sounds great. What time were you thinking?

      She texted back! Holy crap! I was so excited I dropped my phone on the floor.

      I read the message over and over while I decided what to write back. Something brief, witty, sweet, profound, funny, not trying too hard, understated. And while I thought, another message came through.

      I’ve been thinking…can we talk? Anna.

      Anna? Oh my God—I thought I didn’t know what to say before. This was the first time I had heard from her since she graciously offered to drive me home instead of running me over. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know who to answer first.

      Scrolling through the texts, I could not decide who to write back first. For Leslie, I just needed to make a decision—to pick a time. For Anna, I didn’t have the slightest idea what to say.

      “What’re you up to, little brother?” Jeremy said, wandering into the dining room. He looked down at me huddled on the floor, leaning against the wall with the utmost confusion. “What’re you doing?”

      I sprang to my feet. “It wasn’t my idea! Honest!” I yelled, surprising even myself, and bolted for my room.

      “What wasn’t? What are you talking about?” I heard Jeremy say, now far behind me. “Hey!”

      I didn’t stop or respond. Once my door was closed and I had music playing to drown out Jeremy if need be, I dropped onto my computer chair and looked back at my texts. I had to make a decision—be decisive.

      My house tomorrow @ 3, I wrote to Leslie.

      I’ll be there, she wrote back literally two seconds later.

      I did it. And with a deep breath I moved on to Anna.

      Absolutely, but now’s not a good time. Can I…(delete)…Can you call me tonight? I wrote, hesitated, and pressed send.

      I waited for a few minutes, and then when I didn’t hear anything back, I got up to go grab a snack. Just as I opened the door, my phone buzzed against the desk.

      How will I know if it’s a good time? Anna wrote.

      I’ll pick up. No excuses.
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      I let it slip while talking to Desiree that Leslie was coming over this afternoon to study for our upcoming chemistry test. It felt like an accident...but as Mr. Gordon would say, accidents don’t just happen.

      “Is that so? Leslie? Really?” Desiree feigned disapproval.

      “She asked me to. What was I supposed to say? No? You’re on your own?”

      “What’s your brother think of your little play date?”

      “It’s not a play date, and…I haven’t told him yet. It’s no big deal,” I insisted.

      “Then you should have no problem with me coming, too. You should probably have a chaperone. I’m in the class, too, ya know.”

      “I don’t have a problem with it,” I said.

      “Fine. I’m coming then.”

      “Fine.”

      The good thing with the arrangement of Desiree coming was I wouldn’t have to explain anything to Jeremy. We were all in the same class together, so it wouldn’t be weird. Jeremy would probably try to sit in as well. Desiree was doing me more favors than one.

      When Desiree came over that afternoon, I had already set up our work station on the dining room table. Mom and Richard had just left for the afternoon, and Jeremy was hiding out in his room. My thoughts were scattered from my conversation with Anna last night and now with the fact that Leslie was on her way over to hang out with me (she didn’t yet know Desiree would be joining us).

      “Have you been practicing your telekinesis abilities?” Desiree asked as she set up her own section of the work area.

      “Not really, have you?”

      “I’ve given it a few tries, though nothing as successful as at Mr. Gordon’s house.”

      “If you can call that successful,” I said with a smirk.

      “I didn’t see you tipping anything over!” she shot back.

      Jeremy was apparently summoned by our conversation. He got a soda from the kitchen and meandered into the dining room.

      “What’s all this?” he asked.

      “Chemistry. You’ve probably heard of it,” Desiree said sardonically.

      “I major in it, little lady.” Jeremy flashed one of his overdramatic smiles, which seemed to make most of the girls at our school blush. But he didn’t seem to hold that power over Desiree.

      I couldn’t help but feel good about that.

      “I hear my girl is joining you guys—though she didn’t mention you, Desiree,” Jeremy said, unfazed by his minimal affect on her.

      The doorbell rang shortly after, interrupting Jeremy and Desiree’s playful banter. If Leslie was surprised to see Desiree, then she didn’t show it.

      Jeremy left while Leslie got her study material out, but not before giving her an uncomfortably long kiss.

      I sat at the head of the table, with Desiree and Leslie on either side. As we worked through chapter review problems, Desiree shuffled her chair closer to me. The closer Desiree got, the closer Leslie scooted her chair toward me, too. Soon we were all huddled around one corner of the table with our scattered papers and open textbooks overlapping.

      Finally, while I tapped my pencil against the table in concentration, Desiree inched her hand over to mine.

      Leslie noticed because she almost immediately asked, “Oliver, what’s on your wrist?”

      “It’s just something we were working on in art class,” Desiree said and pulled my sleeve back to show her the band she’d drawn. It was finally fading, but I could still make out the wolf head in the intricate design.

      “Wow, that’s so good. Did you do it yourself, Oliver?” Leslie asked and reached over to touch my arm.

      I froze as her fingers gently brushed over the temporary tattoo. The little hair I had on my arm stood at attention. “No, umm…”

      “I did it,” Desiree said, jumping in. “Oliver’s gonna do me next time.”

      I couldn’t quite suppress a girlish giggle, withdrew my hand, and pulled down my sleeve. “Anyone want something to drink? I’m getting myself one. Yes? No?” I clumsily jumped up from my chair and dashed for the kitchen.

      The girls took bottled waters. I needed something a little stronger, so I opted for a soda. When I got back, Leslie had backed up her chair. Her study materials were scooted back with her chair. Desiree had a smug expression on her face that said: Winning!

      “Maybe I should get going. I don’t want to get in the way of anything,” Leslie said.

      “No. You’re not,” I said. “We’ve done most of the problems. We’ve only got a few to go. Stay.”

      “Okay, if you insist.” She smiled at me, but glanced at Desiree out of the corner of her eyes.

      “I do. Right, Desiree?”

      “Absolutely…fantastic,” Desiree agreed with the tone of a snake.

      Our study session continued.

      A few minutes later, Leslie’s cell phone began to ring. She reached down to grab her purse from the floor. As she was leaning over, her mostly full bottled water toppled over, splashing all over her papers, text book, and into her lap.

      She shrieked and leapt from her chair, with the handle of her purse in her hand, saving at least one thing. Leslie stood to the side of her chair in shock looking at her soaked papers. The fallen bottle continued to drain until there was nothing left, draining off the table, onto the chair, and soaking the carpet.

      “I’m so sorry! I don’t know what I did—what happened—” Leslie exclaimed.

      Desiree jumped up. “Let me help you with that,” she said, moving Leslie’s dripping textbook out of the puddle of water. The sopping papers were a lost cause. “Oliver, paper towels,” she demanded.

      I pointed to the kitchen—too dumbfounded to do anything more.

      When Desiree left the room, Leslie apologized again. “Sorry I made such a mess, Oliver. I’m usually not this clumsy.”

      Desiree returned in a flash, offered Leslie an extended sheet of paper towels, and began wiping up the table with more from the roll. I finally realized that I could move and began to help with the cleanup. When everything was as wiped dry as we could get it, Leslie packed up her stuff—though she simply trashed the ruined papers.

      But before she left, she gave me a real breast-to-chest hug. “Thanks for all your help, Oliver,” Leslie said. She then turned to Desiree and hugged and thanked her, too. Desiree patted Leslie on the back like she was afraid she’d catch something from her—like remorse.

      Leslie went to find Jeremy, and Desiree and I were left to clean up what was left of our study materials. But I started by punching her in the arm.

      “Ouch!” she cried, and returned a swing at me.

      “How could you?” I said, upset, but trying not to be too loud.

      “I was getting bored. And she rubs me the wrong way.”

      “She gave you a hug and apologized to you for attacking her. How much nicer could she be?”

      “I didn’t attack her. It was just a joke, that’s all. And I obviously need to practice more, anyway, because I wanted to move it to the edge of the table so she’d knock it over herself. But it was still funny.”

      “It wasn’t funny.”

      “It was a little funny.” Desiree made the “small” gesture with her thumb and forefinger.

      Her expression made me smile. The playful Desiree I once knew and yearned to get back was still in there.
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      Anna called Sunday afternoon while I was walking Frolics, trying not to think of the week to come. I hesitated before picking up, but I did pick up.

      “Hey, how’s your weekend been?” she asked.

      “Fine. Nothing special. You know, just a quiet weekend at home.”

      “Sometimes we need those.”

      If you only knew.

      I usually turned at the next street, but I continued on my current path. “Yeah, I concur.”

      She wanted to meet up, which actually sounded great, so we made a date for lunch—the second half, anyway—tomorrow. She was going to have to make up an excuse to break away from Eli because I wasn’t going to be welcomed into their circle.

      It wouldn’t hurt spending some time with Anna again. There were no expectations between us. It also didn’t help that I hated having her upset with me. Despite what I wanted to pursue with Desiree (if that pursuance was actually going anywhere), I wanted Anna and me to be okay.

      By the time I hung up the phone, I realized I had walked much farther with Frolics than one of our typical afternoon strolls. I didn’t feel like I was just walking anymore. Something was leading me in my current direction. I was now over halfway to school and still going. Frolics didn’t mind and I continued onward.

      When I arrived at Mr. Gordon’s house, he opened the door, took one look at me, then down at Frolics, and laughed. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “I’m not quite sure,” I said, which was the truth.

      Mr. Gordon invited the both of us inside. I kept Frolics on the leash so he wouldn’t destroy the house. The pristine and expensive looking furniture wouldn’t last long with Frolics on the loose. Intellectually, I knew that Mr. Gordon could fix just about anything with the wave of his hand, but I still would have felt responsible for any damage.

      “You can put him out in the back if you want to let him run around,” Mr. Gordon said as we made our way into the kitchen.

      “Sure,” I agreed.

      Mr. Gordon filled a plastic Tupperware bowl with tap water and handed it to me as I led Frolics out back. I released Frolics from his leash and he went straight for the water.

      “Do you want anything?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “I’ll take another one of those iced teas.”

      A moment after saying it, a filled glass appeared in his hand. Mr. Gordon offered it to me before taking a seat in one of two chairs positioned around an in-ground fire pit. I thanked him and took the other chair.

      “What do you know about Acanombia?” I asked.

      “Where did you hear that name?” Mr. Gordon asked, looking noticeably surprised. He had also manifested an iced tea for himself.

      “That guy Darius we met in Provex City. He talked about the Lorne Royal Guard and a place called Acanombia.”

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve heard that name. Acanombia is on the highest plane—a large region in the providence of Er. That’s where the Lorne’s oldest standing castle is located, up in the Acanombian Mountains. It’s where you were born.”

      I stopped breathing for a long moment. It was one more puzzle piece that I could place on the board of my forgotten past. There were now numerous random pieces all over the board, but not many that fit together, and not enough yet to reveal the final picture.

      “That’s the castle I’ve dreamt about. It’s the castle where I saw Kafka kill Cornelius. Do you remember his son’s name?”

      “It’s been a long time and I don’t really remember. Though the name Jordan comes to mind—or Langdon. It’s one of those two, I’m about 80 percent sure,” Mr. Gordon said, but he was obviously still thinking.

      “Is it possible that this Jordan—or Langdon—is still alive? That his death was just a ruse to keep him better hidden?” I asked.

      “Anything’s possible,” Mr. Gordon said with a sly smile. “You should know that by now. These are just things I’ve heard, or that your father’s told me. I have no firsthand knowledge of anything that really goes on within the Lorne family. It is quite possible that Cornelius’ son is still alive. He may be walking among us with no recollection of who he once was, just like you from a few months back.”

      “How many more could there be?”

      “Several. Dozens,” Mr. Gordon said. “There’s no way of knowing. There could be none or there could be unrealized members of the Lorne family all around. This plane would obviously be the safest place to hide. But most of them are of no consequence.”

      “Why am I so important?”

      “Because your father loves you and Kafka wants to hurt your father.”

      “Come on, Mr. Gordon,” I said, leaning forward in my chair. “There’s more to it than that. How about some full disclosure for a change. I’m ready.”

      “You’re ready…” he said. Mr. Gordon took a long sip from his glass and gazed over at Frolics rolling around in the narrow strip of grass. “It’s easy to say you’re ready. Have you been practicing what I showed you last time?”

      “A little bit,” I said quietly. “Probably not enough.”

      “Enough to where you can do it on command?”

      “No…not yet.”

      “Enough to where you can knock over items like Desiree?”

      “Not really.”

      “Then how can you say that you’re ready?!” Mr. Gordon yelled for the first time since I could remember. He placed his nearly empty glass on the edge of the fire pit. “It’s not the task itself that’s overly important, though it will help, but what the task represents. You need the kind of belief, knowing, and confidence that being able to perform these kinds of tasks will provide. You won’t be able to reach your father without it—and you won’t be able to stand beside your father without it! He is most likely far above Provex City and you have to be truly confident and ready to get there. So no, you’re not ready. The fact that you survived a face-off against Kafka is an absolute miracle, but don’t count on having that kind of dumb luck again.”

      “Why am I so important?!” I yelled back.

      “Because Kafka and your father believe that you are the reincarnation of Zachariah Lorne—the rebellion’s original leader. Kafka killed him and you were born shortly after. They both believe Kafka made a mistake and allowed Zachariah to do what the Lorne family does best—what they have done for generations and generations—come back. Be reborn with full memory of the previous life. In a certain respect, Kafka unlocked a certain type of immortality. It is my understanding that Kafka was the first and built the family on that and several other secrets—secrets kept within the family that have made them very powerful over the past few centuries.”

      “What do you think? Do you believe I’m Zachariah? Wouldn’t I remember these past lives if I was?”

      “Not right away, and since you were given the Incarnation pill when we came to this plane, those memories, if they are in fact there, were locked away with the rest of your memories from before that moment. But no,” he said, lowering his voice. “After watching you over these past ten years, I don’t.”

      “So I’m not really as important as everyone thinks.”

      “You are important—to your family and friends, to your father…and to me.”

      “You told me that Kafka’s death changes less than I realize. He’s not really gone, is he?”

      Mr. Gordon didn’t answer, but the somber look in his eyes said all I needed to know.
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      I recognized Jillian from the yearbook I’d looked through in the library. She was standing across the blacktop from me, talking with two other cute girls, while we all waited for gym to start. I really wanted to talk to her, but approaching all three of them made me feel sick. When I was about to force myself to walk over, Coach Andrews called for our class to fall into formation.

      We played soccer on the field surrounded by the track. Jillian’s class also came down the hill to where we were and ran the mile.

      While I covered defense, I continually looked around to find Jillian on the track. She started out running with her two friends, but after a lap they both fell behind. Jillian kept up her pace on her own as she began her second lap.

      Our team was doing a great job of keeping the ball on the other half of the field, leaving the goalie, the other defender, and myself to stand around kicking clumps of weed-filled grass.

      Jillian jogged past on my side of the field and I felt this was my best chance to make contact. What was she going to do, run away? She was probably already tired, so I would be in a good position to keep up with her.

      I glanced over at Coach Andrews—who was focused on the other side of the field where all the action was—and sprinted off the field to catch up to Jillian.

      “Hey, Jillian, can I ask you something?” I said, pulling alongside her.

      “You’re the guy who ran out of the locker room crying a few months ago,” she said, keeping her pace. She didn’t seem to be put off by the fact that I knew her name.

      “I wasn’t crying,” I said while still trying to remember what she was talking about. And then it hit me. She was one of the girls walking by when I escaped the locker room from Sasha and the screwdriver. “That’s not what I want to talk about.”

      She continued to look ahead, focused on her run.

      “I’m the guy who moved into TJ Taylor’s house at the beginning of the year. You were with him, Desiree, and Blaine on prom night two years ago. I know you don’t know me or anything, but I’m trying to get a better picture of what happened.”

      Jillian slowed to a walk, then to a stop, and turned to face me.

      “I hope you weren’t going for a record time,” I said.

      “I guess now we’ll never know, will we?” she said, placing her hands on her hips and pacing before me as other runners passed us by. “Why me?”

      “He left a journal, but there are things missing. You were there and I’m trying to fit the pieces together. I know that’s the night his and Desiree’s relationship fell apart—”

      “It was the night mine and Blaine’s did, too. Not that night exactly, but everything thereafter stemmed from it.”

      “Grain! What the hell are you doing!?” Coach Andrews yelled from across the field.

      I just ignored him. “Is there anything you can tell me?”

      “Blaine and I left prom at about midnight, I think. We wanted to let TJ and Desiree use the room. They were all over each other. We were all having so much fun. But Blaine never talked about what happened afterward—after we left. He drove TJ home the following morning. He’s really the one you should be talking to.”

      “Grain! Get your butt back in the game!” Coach Andrews yelled again. The soccer game was still in progress, but all of his attention was now on me.

      “One second!” I responded and turned back to Jillian. “Blaine’s not really talkative about the subject.”

      “Then I don’t know what to say. The only one who truly knows everything firsthand is Desiree.”

      “Yeah, but they pretty much parted ways at that point.”

      “I don’t know. Sorry,” Jillian said and began jogging again.

      “Do you believe it was all his fault?”

      She stopped again a few feet away. “When is it ever just one person’s fault? Desiree was my friend, too. All of our relationships were destroyed that night,” she said and took off down the track.

      The two friends I saw earlier with Jillian walked by, quiet as they glanced over, and picked up their conversation again once I was in their leisurely kicked-up dust.

      “Mr. Grain! If you want to be on the track so bad, why don’t you give me four laps?” Coach Andrews was turning red from my insubordination.

      Instead of answering, I just broke into a jog. It didn’t take long to pass Jillian’s friends, but I never caught up to Jillian.

      Coach Andrews kept me after class to discuss my behavior and I took it. I didn’t make up any excuses or explanations. I simply apologized and asked to leave.

      By the time I made it into the locker room, half the guys were already gone to lunch. My row cleared out quickly and I noticed a locker at the far end had been left ajar. I didn’t think too much of it and continued to change back into my regular clothes.

      By the time I was dressed and ready to go, I became more curious about the open locker. When I walked over, I peered inside and saw a computer tablet propped inside. It had to be Logan’s. Standing at the corner between the aisle, I couldn’t see him anywhere around. I walked up the aisle and glanced down each row. There were a few guys left in the locker room, but no sign of Logan. I ventured into the bathroom, looking around and under the stall doors—and nothing.

      I returned to Logan’s locker and again peered inside. The tablet was the only thing left in the locker. No gym clothes. No regular clothes. No books for class. Now was my chance to look at the mysterious computer more closely, so I removed it and took a seat on the wooden bench. The shapes and symbols around the edges still intrigued me. I flipped it over, but the back was blank. No brand name. Nothing. The tablet still looked strange, reminding me of Darius’s, but I couldn’t place my finger on why.

      “Mr. Grain, what are you still doing here?” Coach Andrews appeared at the far end of the row, by my locker.

      “I was just leaving,” I said, startled, and jumped to my feet. “You really are quiet walking through here, sir.”

      “I was a hunter in my younger years. It’s important to be quiet unless you want to scare away the game,” Coach Andrews said. “Let’s get a move on.”

      I closed the locker door and walked down the row to where Coach Andrews was impatiently waiting.

      He followed me out of the locker room. “Tomorrow—let’s not have a repeat of today.”

      I nodded and made my way for the quad. Looking down, I realized I was still carrying Logan’s tablet. It was so light it felt like I was only holding air. I stopped, staring at the stolen object in my hands, and swung around.

      Coach Andrews rounded the corner of the locker rooms, walking toward me.

      I turned again, not looking at all suspicious, and continued in my original direction—toward the quad. Who was I, Anna? I laughed at the thought that she was the person I had made plans to have lunch with today.
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      Anna and I had agreed to meet at the edge of the school next to the freshman pick-up curb. I waited for her until she was able to break away from Eli.

      I sat by the curb and ate my lunch, and carefully looked over the computer tablet I had accidently stolen. By the time I’d reached the quad, Coach Andrews had turned to enter the cafeteria. I couldn’t bring myself to go back at that point. And if I did—what then? Leave it on the bench with the hope that no one else took it? I had shut Logan’s locker when Coach Andrews found me loitering in the locker room—shut the locker out of reflex like it was my own.

      I would hold onto it for safe keeping and return it to Logan the next time I saw him in gym. He would understand; I was only trying to help.

      I wolfed down my sandwich so I could fully focus on the tablet for the short alone time I had left. No matter how I touched the screen, I couldn’t get it to light up or do anything. I would have been happy just to get to a password screen, but nothing. The thing didn’t seem to be on—and there seemed to be no on switch.

      “Whatcha got there?”

      I looked up to Anna’s smiling face. It had been a while since I had seen her up close. She wore some non-cutoff Dickies, a tight button-down plaid shirt, and aviator sunglasses. She was still letting her hair grow out, which was now past her shoulders.

      “Oh, it’s nothing—I got an iPad, but I think it’s broken. I’ll have to exchange it this weekend,” I said and stuffed the mysterious tablet in my backpack.

      “I’ve got an iPad; let me take a look at it.”

      “I know how they work. This one clearly isn’t,” I said, trying not to sound rude, so I changed the subject fast. “It’s good to see you. Are you gonna sit down?”

      Anna took a seat beside me on the curb, leaning forward on her knees and positioned diagonally toward me. “Your face is looking a lot better.” She reached out to touch my cheek, and quickly pulled away when I snapped my head back a few inches.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “No, it’s okay—still just a little sore, that’s all,” I said.

      “I’m sorry. You deserved it though.”

      “I know; I had it coming. It was just bad timing. I was trying to talk to you.”

      “You had admitted to kissing another girl. What girlfriend wants to sit there and listen to that—especially in the moment?”

      Her describing us as boyfriend and girlfriend hit me in the pit of my stomach. She was so sure of me, so much more sure than I was of myself. It was so not like my relationship with Desiree where I wasn’t sure of anything. But here I was with Anna, thinking about Desiree again.

      “I know. I don’t blame you for storming off. And I don’t blame Eli for punching me. I just wish I could have had the opportunity to explain things myself before all that happened. But what can I do or say—we’ve already talked about this—”

      “Are you in love with her?” Anna asked pointblank.

      “She’s my best friend. I don’t want to mess that up,” I said, intentionally dodging the question.

      “Your girlfriend should be your best friend.”

      “It’s a different kind of best friend.” I paused. We were sitting about as close to each other as possible without touching. And I wanted to touch her—somewhere, anywhere. My body tingled like I was being magnetically pulled to her and it was a struggle to keep us separated. “What about you and Desiree?”

      “We’ve talked. We’ve been friends for so long; I don’t want this to end our friendship forever. But it’s hard. I don’t want to think about you guys together—not while I still think about you the way that I do. I’ve always gone for the wrong guys, guys who treat me like shit. And you come along all innocent and nice to me—you were different, or at least I thought you were. I’m tired of being cheated on and I’m tired of being taken for granted.”

      “I am different—I mean, I am one of the nice guys,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say. It would never happen again? It already had—though Anna and I weren’t together, so I didn’t think it counted. But I didn’t want to lie to her; I was tired of lying to everyone. I was still drawn to her and to the way she still looked at me. But Desiree kept popping into the back of my mind.

      “I know. It’s just bad luck, I guess,” she said softly. “I’ve missed you, Oliver.”

      Anna and I parted ways with a hug when the bell rang, and I headed for Mr. Gordon’s classroom. The hug was nice; it felt good to hold her again, even if it was only for a few moments. She felt familiar and comfortable.

      For once, I wasn’t the first one waiting outside the classroom door. Desiree was already there with a few other students, standing quietly against the wall and staring blankly at the closed door.

      “Where’ve you been?” she asked when I claimed some wall-space beside her. “I got here early because I thought you’d be here.”

      I took a novel approach to answering her question, going with the truth right off the bat. “I was talking with Anna.”

      She didn’t seem surprised—in fact, she barely reacted at all. “Oh, that’s cool.”

      “Yeah, we’ve been talking on the phone a bit recently. She said you two have been talking, too.”

      “A little. It sucks having her mad at me. We’ll work things out; we always do.”

      “And one day we’ll all be able to look back on this time and laugh,” I said.

      “Yeah, with you and Anna back together, and me and Eli back together, we’ll be like a big ol’ happy family again.”

      That wasn’t where I was going with my comment, and with her dry sense of humor, it was hard to tell if she was serious—if that was what she was actually hoping for. But I smiled and nodded and hoped for the best.

      We marched into the classroom with the rest of the waiting zombies when Mr. Gordon opened the door with a warm greeting.

      As the lecture started, my mind wandered from my meeting with Anna, to Desiree, to Provex City, to Darius, to my missing father, to Kafka and the thought that the body we saw fall and bleed out on the top of Lorne Tower was not the end of my bogeyman.

      I leaned back in my chair, head resting against the back wall, when suddenly the books spread out on my desk went flying into the aisle with a crash!

      Everyone in the classroom swung around in a single movement toward the echoing thud. All eyes were on me and my brightening cheeks. Mr. Gordon’s lecture screeched to a halt with the loss of attention.

      Students sitting ahead of me gathered my scattered belongings and handed them back to me. And then the lecture continued.

      After finishing reorganizing my materials, I looked over at Desiree for an explanation. She simply shrugged with a goofy expression spreading across her face. I kept a protective hand on my textbook for the remainder of the class.

      Mr. Gordon stopped us on the way out of class. “Keep practicing,” he said without worry of other students hearing. “Unless the disruption was your intention.”

      Desiree shook her head. “I meant to close Oliver’s book, not throw everything off his desk.”

      “Practice control, Miss Behring.”

      “Thanks again,” I said to Desiree, elbowing her in the arm.

      “I’m trying,” she said. “I’m getting pretty great at knocking stuff over.”

      “I can see that,” Mr. Gordon chuckled.

      Desiree and I exited the humanities building and made our way down the winding paths through the quad. Halfway to art class, I stopped at a bench and set my backpack down. Desiree continued a few steps before realizing I was no longer beside her. As she backtracked to the bench, I handed her Logan’s tablet.

      “What do you make of this?” I asked.

      She examined it closely and poked at the dark screen. Still, no activity came from the tablet.

      “It kind of looks like Darius’s computer,” she said after giving up trying to turn it on.

      “Yes!” I exclaimed. “That’s what I thought.” I put the tablet back into my backpack.

      “Where did you get it?”

      “From one of the guys in my gym class—one of the guys who was bullying me at the beginning of the year, the only guy left. He forgot it in the locker room.”

      “So you took it?”

      “I’ll give it back, but first I want to find out where it came from. It doesn’t look like a tablet you can just get at Best Buy.”

      “No,” Desiree agreed. “It looks like something you’d get from Provex City or something.”

      “Exactly,” I said as I slung my backpack over my shoulder and started up the path again. “And I want to find out. Do you think Darius will still talk to us after what happened last time?”

      “We can certainly try and find out.”

      “No more tattoos,” I said.

      “Agreed,” Desiree said, glancing down at the fading design on my wrist. “Back to traveling as peasants.”

      We continued to class. I opened the door to art and let Desiree walk in first.

      “Did Darius ever tell you his friend’s name?” I asked.

      Desiree thought for a moment. “Morgan? Does that sound right?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t remember him actually saying his name.”

      Sara was the only one sitting at our table when we arrived, and she was back on her regular stool.

      Blaine arrived last. After talking with Jillian, I wanted to try and get back into his good graces. He was the key to filling in the space between TJ’s journal entries. He was my last chance.

      “I’m sorry about what I said the other day,” I said. “It wasn’t cool.”

      He looked at me for a long moment before saying anything. “It’s all right—all in the past.”

      I breathed out a sigh of relief from his acceptance of my apology. My first step was a success.

      Focus on what you want.

      I got to work on my Elliott Smith album cover, moving beyond sketching and finally beginning to paint. I had to work on mixing the colors right, but I was enjoying the experimentation process.

      At the end of class, I left with Desiree, but stopped before we got too far. I looked back and saw Blaine exiting the classroom and turning the opposite direction from us.

      “I’ve got to go do something,” I told her.

      “That’s fine. I’ll come with you.”

      “I’m going to talk to Blaine,” I said and searched her face for her real response before she answered.

      She looked crestfallen. “Are you asking more questions? Are you reading the journal?”

      I looked back at Blaine who was getting farther away. Soon he’d turn a corner and disappear.

      “I have to go,” I said again, with obvious urgency in my voice, urging Desiree to give me an answer.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she finally said and gave me a sad half-smile.

      I ran through the chaotic crowd of students to catch up to Blaine and reached him just as he was opening his locker.

      “I wanted to apologize again,” I said.

      “You don’t have to. It’s done. It’s okay.”

      “I talked to Jillian.”

      Blaine slammed his locker shut and glared at me. “Why?”

      “To ask her about TJ since you wouldn’t tell me anything. Desiree’s now told me a little bit, but there are missing parts in the story. Please tell me what happened the morning after prom. You drove him home. You were his best friend.”

      “I was and that’s why I don’t want to talk about it. What is it to you anyways? I said I didn’t want to talk about it before. Then you go to my ex-girlfriend about it, and then pester me again? I don’t get you. Why do you care?”

      “Because I moved into his house. I sleep in his room,” I said, loudly at first to match Blaine’s volume, which lessened as I continued. “And he never left. He’s still there. He’s moved my furniture. He wrote on my wall—”

      “What did it say?”

      “What?” I was thrown off by his sudden interest.

      “What did he write on the wall?”

      “‘My room.’”

      All the color suddenly drained from his face. He looked like he went somewhere else in his head, and I was left to wait for him to return. I had finally hit a nerve, but I wasn’t sure why. What had I said? And just as I was asking myself the question, his eyes refocused on me.

      “TJ wrote that on your wall?”

      “Unless there are elves breaking into my room in the middle of the night—yeah, it was TJ. He wrote it. It was in some kind of charcoal or soot or something. I erased it just enough to leave a dark smudge on my wall, and then he erased the smudge. I can’t explain it.” I took a moment to judge his reaction and he was still noticeably shaken with what I was telling him. “Do you now understand why this is so important to me? I’m not making it up.”

      “Come with me,” he said abruptly. “I want to show you something.”

      He didn’t talk as we walked across the quad, but his color steadily returned. He looked like a sick person healing in time-lapse photography. Leading me along the outside of the humanities building, we entered the bathroom in which I had used to clean up after my first fight with Sasha.

      Blaine walked to the back stall, pushed the door open with one arm, and stepped inside.

      “Look at this,” he said, holding the swinging door open.

      I peeked inside and followed his pointed finger to writing on the stall wall.

      My room.

      The words were etched into the metal divider between the stalls.

      I followed his finger as it moved. It stopped on the same words etched only a few inches away.

      Blaine stepped out from the stall and instructed me to step inside and let the door swing shut. And when I did, I was floored with all the etchings covering the divider, door, and walls. My room was carved over and over again inside the stall. There was other graffiti, too, but TJ’s message was much more prominent. If it was in fact TJ’s; it didn’t prove anything—but it was eerie nonetheless.

      I stepped out from the stall and found Blaine standing in front of one of the three sinks with a lit cigarette. He had no intention of moving as other guys walked up to wash their hands, crowding into the two other sinks.

      “Did he tell you he’d done that?” I asked.

      “He didn’t have to,” Blaine said, heavily breathing in the smoke like an inhaler. “I saw what he’d cut into his arm. I didn’t find this stall until after he was gone.”

      I was quiet, not knowing how to respond.

      Blaine held his cigarette in his mouth and took out his phone. He flipped through the touch screen, and then handed me the phone.

      “Listen to these voicemails,” he said, returning to puffing on his shortening cigarette, and then stamping the butt out in the sink. “I can’t bring myself to erase them.”
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      “How could you just leave us there?” TJ yelled at Blaine, collapsing into the passenger seat.

      Desiree had stormed out on him after they fought in the hotel room. After the initial shock wore off from what she had accused him of, he chased after her, but she was already gone. The lobby of the hotel was dead at that time of the morning and outside was already getting light. One guy stood casually behind the counter of the front desk while another vacuumed around the grand piano in the lounge. TJ stood helplessly outside the entrance of the Marriott hotel not knowing how Desiree was going to get home. And she wouldn’t answer her cell phone.

      Feeling stranded himself, TJ called Blaine and after leaving three escalating messages, he finally answered.

      “You said you wanted to stay,” Blaine shot back.

      “What? You didn’t say that you guys were leaving.”

      “Yeah I did. I thought I was pretty clear. I had to get Jillian home.”

      “And I had to get Desiree home! This is so messed up!” TJ twisted and pulled at his tie with both hands. If only it would rip in two, he’d feel a little better. But it wouldn’t.

      “Sorry, man. I don’t know what to say. Where is she anyway? Why isn’t she with you?”

      “Something happened.”

      “Did you two…”

      TJ nodded weakly.

      “My man! Congrats in joining the club,” Blaine exclaimed, turning sharply and accelerating onto the highway on-ramp. “How do you feel? Stoked, right?”

      “It’s not like that…oh God…things are so fucked up…” TJ ran his hands down his face and yelled as loud as he could. His throat and stomach burned from more drinks than he cared to remember. But he had too much adrenaline pumping through his body to feel the steadily creeping hangover.

      “What happened?” Blaine asked.

      “I just hope she gets home safe.”

      “I’m sure things aren’t that bad.”

      TJ had originally turned around when Desiree asked him to. But he couldn’t stop himself from glancing over as she rummaged around the room, picking up her dress, heels, and underwear, all while clutching the towel tightly to keep it secure around her body. Then she locked herself in the bathroom again.

      After listening to her try to vomit a few times, TJ had rounded up his clothes. Desiree rejoined him in the room a few minutes later fully dressed. She had washed off as much makeup as she could and stood before him pale and slumped, crushed and horrorstruck. She was on the verge of hyperventilation and trying her best to stop crying. Her eyes were focused on the floor as she tried to articulate how she was feeling—which quickly brought tears to his eyes.

      How had things gone so wrong? The night wasn’t supposed to end this way. Tomorrow had come and the world was smoking and barren.

      “Things are bad,” TJ said.

      He and Blaine didn’t say another word the rest of the drive home.
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      Desiree wasn’t in school the next day. I texted her a few times, but there was no reply. I talked with Anna and she hadn’t heard from her, either.

      I walked over to Desiree’s house after school and her mother answered the door after my third knock.

      “Desiree isn’t back from school yet,” she said before I even had a chance to open my mouth.

      “Oh—okay,” I said and turned to leave. I paused and turned to inquire further, but the door was already closed. I could have told her mother that she wasn’t at school—I’ve got three classes with her—but I didn’t want to be the one to get her in trouble if I didn’t have to be.

      On my short walk home, I left her a voicemail that I had just left her house and she wasn’t there, either. I tried not to be worried, that there was a logical explanation for her absence and this wasn’t a Jeremy disappearance. Maybe Anna did know something and she was sworn to secrecy. But it wasn’t like Desiree not to answer her messages; even if she didn’t want to tell me where she was or give any details; she could at least confirm she was all right. She got mad at me if I took more than thirty minutes to respond.

      Instead of crossing Santa Clara to head home, I turned with the sidewalk and faded safely into the plane of Provex City. The highway roared behind me as I landed in the wild, deep green grass. The shimmering buildings of the majestic downtown in the distance drew my attention as they always did.

      I left the road behind and continued farther into the lush field. The river, as vicious as the highway, extended directly ahead of me. In my plane back home, that river was an empty ravine standing between me and the cemetery with TJ’s tombstone.

      The last time I saw TJ was when he dissolved into a shower of silver sparks from the monstrous hand of Kafka Lorne. And I felt like I knew him better now, after reading part of his journal and hearing more personal stories from Desiree and Blaine, like he was now my lost friend, too.

      When I reached the bank of the river, I kept a safe distance from the water, from the rushing current, which would snatch me up and swallow me whole with no hesitation or remorse if I stepped too close. I looked to the far side, at the continuation of grassland, and refocused my concentration.

      Phantom tombstones materialized in the grass like a miniature stone army standing in formation and protecting their front. And with those phantom stones appeared figures sitting by their respective markers—hundreds of them—stones and figures, quiet and morose.

      “Desiree!” I yelled to see if she would emerge from the blurred mass of figures.

      It seemed everyone heard me, and they all looked up in unison, like an army who had just heard the battle cry of the enemy, like an audience who now expected me to perform. There were hundreds of eyes on me, but none that I could see were Desiree’s, or TJ’s.

      I let the cemetery scene fade back into nothingness. The grass extended to the edge of the Outer Provex City Medical campus again, with no one seeming to notice me standing alone in the field. The buildings were blue and glistened like the water in the river. I took a seat in the grass and watched doctors and patients as they made their way to and from the cluster of buildings. I watched and thought about why I wasn’t taken here after my accident instead of being flown into Provex City.

      “If you still wish to find your father, I can help you,” the familiar voice of my mirror whispered in my ear.

      “Mr. Gordon said I’m not ready to find him,” I said.

      “Your so-called mentor said you weren’t ready to come here and you proved him wrong. Who is he to say you’re not ready and keep you from reuniting with your father?”

      “How about Desiree—do you know where she is?”

      “Perhaps,” the voice said eagerly. “Follow me and we can look for her together.”

      “You say that every time. You just want me to follow you no matter what or who I’m looking for.”

      The voice continued to argue with me, but I no longer listened. It was like a broken record, saying the same things over and over, always with the single objective to get me to follow. I already knew better than to listen—or to follow. There was nothing it could say to entice me into its realm, or symmetric reality as I think it was called.

      Where was she? She wouldn’t go into the city without me. It was something we had experienced together, which made it a special destination for us—us as a couple. And she definitely wouldn’t ditch school to play hooky in another plane, or at least, not without telling me or Anna. Then the thought crept back in that Anna did know something. What if Desiree was in trouble? Even if Anna knew something, she wouldn’t know enough to help.

      I took out my phone, but there was no service in this plane, their networks must have been completely different and not compatible with the ones back home. But at least the clock still worked and I figured it would be good to go home before it was me who would be considered missing.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning in chemistry, I waited until halfway through class before leaving. I walked to the next building over and looked into a classroom through the window next to the door. Anna was seated in the middle of the room. I sent her a short text to see if she’d answer. She repositioned in her seat and held her phone under the desk to look at it inconspicuously. Then she looked at me through the window. I gave a slight wave and moved out of sight before the teacher noticed me.

      “What do you know?” she asked as soon as she exited the classroom.

      “Hi, nice to see you, too,” I said. “And nothing—that’s why I’m here.”

      “Desiree didn’t tell you anything?”

      “Not a thing. She must’ve told you something. Or Eli? Someone must know where she is.”

      “She told me she had plans to meet up with a friend, that’s all,” Anna said. “Let’s get away from my classroom.”

      We walked around the building, which was on the far side of the school, in the deserted area by the street and chain-linked fence. The last time I had been over here was with Desiree and Mr. Gordon after my stabbing. I could see the ghosts of our former selves acting out the scene in my memory.

      “Did she say who she was going to meet?”

      “No, she said it was no one I knew—and I know everyone she knows!” Anna snapped, directed at Desiree, not at me.

      “When did you last talk to her?”

      “We were texting at lunch yesterday.”

      “But she wasn’t in class at all yesterday, so she had already gone somewhere.”

      Anna looked noticeably hurt. She leaned against the brick wall of the building. “Who is she?” Anna slid down the wall until she was seated with her knees pointed toward the sky.

      It was finally a nice morning, starting to feel like spring. I rolled up my sleeves and joined Anna on the ground. There was a foot between us when I sat down, but she scooted over and laid her head on my shoulder.

      “She’s always been my best friend. We’ve always told each other everything,” Anna said.

      I couldn’t help but feel partially responsible for Desiree’s recent secrecy. But now she seemed to be taking her secrecy to the next level, leaving me behind as well.

      Anna and I promised to let the other know if we heard any word from Desiree. When I snuck back into class, Mr. Clayton asked me about my prolonged disappearance and I quickly played the sick card.

      I had hoped to get back to class and find Desiree sitting in her usual seat. But that would be too convenient. After the bell rang, even Leslie asked me about Desiree as she passed.

      I checked my phone incessantly all morning. The only time I couldn’t was during gym because I needed to leave it in my locker. I still had Logan’s tablet, but he didn’t seem to be here, either. On the blacktop, waiting for class to start, I glanced over at Jillian a few times and stopped after she caught me looking. She must have said something to her friends because the other two girls looked over, too. I pretended not to notice.

      Coach Andrews had me sit this soccer game out, seemingly still bitter about yesterday. I was okay with it. Even though my athletic prowess was lacking in practically all sports, soccer was my least favorite of the year. So it wasn’t really a punishment to sit on the bench for the hour. He stayed close throughout the game to deter me from wandering off. I had no intention of going anywhere.

      As usual, we were the last class dismissed, but I left early since I wasn’t doing anything anyway. Coach Andrews called for me to remain with the class until he called time. I told him it was time and continued walking toward the locker rooms.

      I thought of having lunch with Anna and Eli, but I didn’t want to deal with Eli so I let the idea go. I ate my lunch sitting directly across the hall from Mr. Gordon’s classroom door. It was closed with the lights off. I tried to mentally call him to class early so I could talk to him beforehand, but I couldn’t seem to do that right, either. To pass the rest of the lunch hour, I took out the tablet and made another attempt to turn it on. Still nothing.

      Desiree was missing. Logan had mysteriously disappeared. TJ was gone. My father was God knows where—though Mr. Gordon seemed to know. I was supposed to be establishing some type of certainty and knowing to progress my abilities, but everything seemed to be falling apart, possibly even more than before. At least being in the dark, you didn’t know what you were missing. Now I knew enough to know that I was missing a great deal, and it was a dreadful feeling.

      Mr. Gordon sauntered down the hallway and opened the door for the waiting students just as the bell rang.

      “Desiree here today?” he asked as I entered the classroom.

      “No. She’s missing,” I answered.

      He walked with me to his desk while the other students took their seats.

      “Are you sure?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “Pretty sure. She’s not at home. She won’t answer my calls or texts,” I said, checking my phone one more time to be sure.

      “Do you have any ideas where she would have gone?”

      “Anna told me Desiree had told her she was meeting up with a friend. All I can think of is she went to meet Darius in Provex City. I don’t know who else she’d be all secretive about.”

      “Has she ever gone by herself before?” Mr. Gordon asked sternly.

      “Besides the first time when she rescued me and Jeremy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “You don’t sound so sure.”

      “I’m not,” I said almost under my breath. “I feel like she’s in trouble.”

      “I fear you might be right,” he said and asked me to sit down.

      “We need to do something.”

      “Right now I need to get class started. I will do something.”

      “We,” I snapped. “I’m coming with you.” I turned before he had a chance to respond and took my seat. Throughout class I looked at the far wall, searching for the door to the Room of Enlightenment. It was placed out of reach, but it had to still be there. Mr. Gordon let it pop up from time to time, so it couldn’t be completely gone. There had to be some residual door particles or energy, some memory in the wall that a door was there to be discovered or found again by the right person. I focused enough to look through the wall and into the next classroom at unsuspecting students thinking they were safe with the walls around them. I focused to a point where the classroom and wall faded away and I was sitting in some other building all together, my desk placed just outside an office with glass walls and oblivious people walking all around me, talking business.

      “Oliver!” Mr. Gordon said loud enough to break my focus. “Come back to us.”

      Again I was looking into the faces of nearly everyone in the class, led by the disapproving gaze of Mr. Gordon.

      “Lunch can be your nap hour if you choose, but not during my class time.”

      There was a moment of silence, some mild snickering, and Mr. Gordon continued his lecture.

      I stopped by his desk on my way out and before I could say anything, he spoke up.

      “What were you thinking?” he asked like a concerned parent, soft but forceful. “Crossing planes while sitting in my class? You were fading in the back of the classroom. Did you realize that? Luckily, no one noticed.”

      “Everyone here is so unaware, they’d barely notice an alien sitting next to them,” I said, and received a few glances from passing students on their way out the door. “Okay, sorry. I didn’t mean to. I was just looking for the door, and when I wasn’t finding it, I just kept looking deeper. I didn’t realize I was actually fading, I thought I was just looking.”

      “It’s a fine line—one you should be very careful with.” Mr. Gordon removed a water bottle from his desk drawer and took a sip. “If you transition into the wrong place you could be ripped from this plane and prevented from transitioning back.”

      “That would suck.”

      Mr. Gordon didn’t laugh.

      I hung around until the last student was gone and closed the door. “What are we going to do about Desiree?” I asked.

      “I’ll take care of it. You should get to class. You have a sixth period, remember?”

      “Screw sixth period! My best friend is missing and I need to help find her. I came to you with this, don’t you dare cut me out of the loop.”

      “Oliver, it is much safer for you to stay here,” Mr. Gordon insisted.

      “It’s much safer going with you than going alone, which I can do, you know. You can’t stop me. Go without me and I’ll follow you. I know how to get into the city from here.”

      “I can erase your memory so you don’t even remember the name Provex City, let alone follow me.”

      “You do what you gotta do, but I’m coming. You started showing me this stuff for a reason. Do you really want to start all over?”

      “At times, yes,” Mr. Gordon said in a flash. “Maybe that would prevent things from getting messier. I wouldn’t have to keep worrying about losing people in different planes.”

      “Then do it,” I challenged. “Because I’m not going to class and I’m not going to voluntarily wait here while my friend needs my help.”

      Mr. Gordon stared into my unflinching eyes and took another swig from his water bottle. He shook his head and rubbed his eyes from over his horn-rimmed glasses. I waited impatiently as he silently decided my fate—and then, shaking his head, he grabbed his car keys from the top desk drawer.

      “All right,” Mr. Gordon whispered. “There isn’t much time.”

      I followed Mr. Gordon to the teacher parking lot. He sped through the full lot, bounced the sedan onto the main road, and reached his house without having to stop once. In fact, the streets seemed deserted like all obstacles had been removed from our path.

      “Soda for the road?” Mr. Gordon offered once we were inside, and I happily accepted.

      I waited in the kitchen while Mr. Gordon took care of a few things. Drinking, pacing, and adjusting items on the counters did not make time move any faster or lessen my impatience. That was until I looked out the window over the sink into Mr. Gordon’s backyard.

      I distinctly remembered a small yard surrounded by a brick wall with the second story of another house peeking over the top. But there was no brick wall—no house behind his. A large L-shaped pool took up only a small portion of the backyard, which extended into a grove of orange trees. I knew I lived in Orange County, but I couldn’t remember seeing an orange grove except in pictures dated twenty plus years ago.

      Mr. Gordon breezed into the kitchen and signaled it was time to go.

      “Your backyard seems different,” I said, pointing at the window as I followed him down the hallway.

      “Yeah,” was all he said and walked through the first door we came to—walked through without opening it. That was an obvious clue we weren’t home anymore, but I had no idea when we actually transitioned into the higher plane.

      A gun-metal hover car waited for us in the garage, floating six inches off the ground, but still, like it was sitting on the ground somehow. The inside was all black leather and it quietly fired up just as Mr. Gordon took the driver’s seat. All the electronic controls shone blue, including frequently changing numbers and small images around the edges of the windshield.

      Mr. Gordon pressed a red button on the base of the steering wheel and we began backing out of the garage, through the garage doorway, and down the driveway. After pressing the red button, Mr. Gordon did not touch the steering wheel again. We backed up, stopped, turned, and accelerated down the street without Mr. Gordon doing a thing.

      The computerized numbers on the edges and middle of the windshield continued to change, blink, and switch positions. A bright orange line extended from the front of our car down the street, and when the line turned, so did the car.

      Mr. Gordon mentally flipped through radio stations and stopped on an acoustic, whisper rock song that I had never heard before—which was to be expected. But the singer sounded remarkably like Elliott Smith. It was peaceful traveling music.

      We wound through a few side streets without passing another car, until we turned onto the on-ramp to the freeway. The car rocketed forward, throwing me back in my seat. Mr. Gordon closed his eyes as the car did all the work. The orange line extending from the front of the car met up with an intricate web of orange lines like some fancy holographic computer grid extending completely across the freeway. Every car had one; and they moved with the cars as they switched lanes, passed other cars, and exited at the off-ramps. I didn’t remember seeing any of these lines during the times Desiree and I walked along the side of the freeway.

      “How is it you don’t have to do anything?” I asked Mr. Gordon, who looked way too relaxed to be in the driver’s seat.

      “You’re seeing the automotive network,” he said without opening his eyes. “When your car is logged in to the network, it’s self-driving, using GPS satellites and an array of sensors to safely and efficiently get you to your desired destination. No human error.”

      “Do you have to be logged in?”

      “No, but it’s encouraged. If the network’s down, then the whole system doesn’t have to shut down. They already have a primitive version of this technology back home. It’s currently being tested. But they’re probably fifty years away from this kind of precision.”

      The freeway was a mass of tightly packed soaring vehicles, moving in perfect harmony toward the approaching metal mountain range of Provex City. No brake lights flashed. Cars only switched lanes when needing to exit or to change speed—each lane seemed to have its own unique speed, not by a huge difference, but a noticeable one.

      “I’ve been in taxis in the city before. I can’t believe I never noticed this before. I didn’t notice the grid lines or the fact that the drivers weren’t really driving,” I said, leaning as far forward in my seat as I could possibly go to look skyward in the curved windshield. The monorail was invisible from this vantage point.

      “It’s amazing what you fail to notice when you are focused on other things,” Mr. Gordon replied, finally opening his eyes.

      He handed me a lime-green bracelet with an intricate circular maze design on one side similar to Darius’s. I was instructed to put it on my right wrist.

      “Your ID bracelet,” he said.

      “What about you?” I asked.

      He showed me his left wrist, which was already adorned with a DNA Brand like all the adults had in the city. “I’m all taken care of. Now we won’t cause alarm.”

      “And what accounts are these connected to?”

      Mr. Gordon raised his eyebrows. “Very good. Remember, we can do more than even the people on this plane. We—and the Lorne family—come from a plane much higher than this. Although the city is quite a sight to behold and there is great technology here, this plane is still considered primitive. Tattoos, account numbers, and electronic money are no great challenges. Where we come from, money doesn’t matter. In fact, there is no money—only creation. In a plane like this or back home where everything is driven by money, it poses quite an advantage when someone can simply create as much of it as he or she wishes.”

      “Wouldn’t that cause a huge increase in inflation or something?”

      “It would, and it does. And if enough people were able to do it then the current economic system would collapse. But there aren’t many people doing it. So here we are with a few people who are able to do whatever they want.”

      “Like it even matters to the Lorne’s because they don’t seem to have to pay for anything anyways,” I huffed.

      “They have a lot of immunities. They’ve spent many lifetimes stacking the deck in their favor.”

      “Are we going to get help from Nicholae?”

      “No,” Mr. Gordon said sharply. “He’s still higher up building the rebellion.”

      “He’s building a rebellion?”

      “Kafka needs to be stopped once and for all. Your father’s mission is to do just that.”

      “And when I’m ready, I can fight at his side?”

      “When you’re ready,” Mr. Gordon reiterated, and his emphasis on the phrase stabbed me in the heart like an adrenaline needle.

      As we drew closer, the city reared up on its hind legs to exude its dominance. We were nothing in its shadow. The small buildings gave way to seemingly endless skyscrapers and we suddenly became insects fluttering between titans.

      The traffic significantly slowed on the downtown streets, still moving smoothly, but at an inching speed when compared to the speed of which we had been traveling. I recognized Alexandria Boulevard as one of the main streets Desiree and I had walked down on our first visit together.

      After a few more streets and a few more turns, we entered a multilevel parking structure. Mr. Gordon stopped at the automated gate, his window dematerialized, and he stuck his hand into the hole in a metal post between lanes. As soon as his hand entered the hole, it was enveloped in royal-blue light, and the gate arm ascended to let us through.

      The car immediately located and pulled into the closest parking spot. I trailed Mr. Gordon back out to the main street.

      “Hello, Daniel,” I heard a voice say. I scanned our vicinity to find who had greeted us, but saw no one.

      “Hello, Nil. Nice to hear from you,” Mr. Gordon responded.

      When I saw him answer without changing his focus from what lie ahead as we walked, I had a good feeling Mr. Gordon was being visited by his mirror. It was the first time I had heard someone’s besides my own. It, too, sounded remarkably like Mr. Gordon. If I hadn’t been looking directly at him, I would have sworn he was having a conversation with himself.

      “And you.”

      “We are in search of Oliver’s friend, Desiree. Have you seen her by chance?”

      “Can’t say that I have,” Nil answered. “It’s a great big world. It’s like trying to find a particular grain of sand on a beach.”

      “I’m more optimistic than that. She is sure to be close. Now, if you have nothing further to add, then you may leave.”

      “Oh, I’ll be around…waiting…” the mirror said ominously.

      I tried my best not to run into passing people as I tried to keep up with Mr. Gordon’s urgent pace. He seemed unconcerned if I kept up with him or not, but he was not going to lose me in the crowd.

      “Those things have names?” I asked when I got back to his side.

      “Yes,” Mr. Gordon said curtly and turned into a building that had a plaque above the door that read: Department of Greater Meric Affairs.

      “Do they choose their own name?”

      The expansive foyer was lined with a long string of desks, like a line of bank teller windows, with government employees seated behind nearly each one. Out in the middle of the customer area were rows of chairs, back-to-back, which were mostly empty.

      “Wait here,” Mr. Gordon instructed, pointing to the mass of chairs. “I’ll return shortly.”

      “No,” I said. “I’m coming with you.”

      “I’m not going to leave you here; I’m just going to get some information from the Department of Records. What was Darius’s last name?”

      “Fitz.” I obediently dropped into the closest chair, but refused to sit back and relax.

      “Stay right here,” Mr. Gordon said again and disappeared into a nearby elevator. He returned no more than five minutes later, talking to himself again, until I noticed his earpiece. As he approached, he removed the earpiece and slipped it into his jeans pocket. “Your friend will meet us at Café Ynez. Are you familiar with it?”

      “I think so…I think it’s the café we met at before. Were you talking to Darius?”

      “Yes. Nice kid. He said Desiree was with him.”

      “Was?”

      “She’s not now, but he may have some information to lead us in the right direction.”

      I sprang from my seat and we were off to the second leg of our journey.

      “They just gave you Darius’s phone number?” I asked once we were back on the sidewalk, retracing our steps to Mr. Gordon’s car.

      “I can be very persuasive.”

      “By using your Jedi mind tricks on them?” I laughed. “‘These are not the droids you’re looking for.’” I waved my hand in one fluid motion.

      Mr. Gordon’s solemn demeanor finally softened and he cracked a smile.
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      It took us nearly a half hour to reach Café Ynez and find a place to park. Darius sat alone at an outside table beneath an orange overhang that seemed to be a new addition to the patio. I jumped the short fence, and Mr. Gordon walked around and met us at the table a minute later with three coffees.

      “I didn’t put anything in them,” he said, extending a hand to Darius. “Daniel Gordon.”

      After the introduction, we all sat down and Darius said, “This looks great, thank you.” He removed the lid from his coffee and took a cautionary sip. “You’re not her father, are you?”

      “No, she’s one of my students.”

      “Wow, teachers must be really close with their students where you come from. I mean, our teachers are great and all, but we certainly don’t get this level of attention.”

      “These are special circumstances, Mr. Fitz. We’re afraid she may be in trouble and we want to do what we can to help her.”

      “She didn’t go home?” Darius asked, shifting his weight in his seat.

      “No, she’s been gone for two days now, as far as we know.”

      “The last time I saw her was Monday afternoon. We parted ways at the end of school and she said she’d see me tomorrow,” I said. I took a sugar packet from the center of the table and sprinkled it into my coffee.

      “She called me up yesterday morning, saying she was in the city with the day off from school. I was already in class, so I met up with her for lunch. I only missed one class in the afternoon.”

      “What did you guys do?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “You know, just hung out. I met her here and then we walked around the city and went to The Oasis and enjoyed the afternoon.”

      “The Oasis?” I asked.

      “It’s the wildlife sanctuary in the center of the city, where the monorail hub is. That way it was also easy for her when she was ready to leave.”

      “And you saw her off when she got on the monorail at the end of the afternoon, or evening, or whenever it was when she supposedly went home?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “Not exactly,” Darius said softly.

      Mr. Gordon and I waited for him to continue.

      “She said she didn’t need an escort to her train. She was insistent on going alone. She gave me a hug goodbye and that was it.” Darius shrugged ambivalently. “I waited on the ground for a few minutes to make sure she didn’t need anything and come back down, but she didn’t. That was the last I saw of her.”

      Mr. Gordon sat back in his mesh-metal chair and sipped his coffee.

      “Did she give any indication that she wasn’t going home or planning to go home?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “Why did she come here in the first place?” I asked.

      “Why did either of you come here the first time?” Darius shot back at me.

      “Desiree was curious. I didn’t want to let her go alone,” I said meekly, glancing over at Mr. Gordon.

      “Well, I guess she’s still curious—I don’t know if it’s still about the city, but she’s curious about something here.” Darius turned back to Mr. Gordon. “No, she didn’t mention anything about not going home. While she was here she mentioned your friend who died. She mentioned him several times, in fact.”

      “TJ?”

      “Yeah—that’s it—she kept talking about him and how guilty she felt for his death.”

      Mr. Gordon just listened intently, not privileged to my ongoing revelations about Desiree and TJ. He was beginning to connect the dots to her erratic behavior.

      “She didn’t like to talk about him before, and now it was like the floodgates had opened,” I said.

      “She seemed quite upset,” Darius said and then paused, looking around at the other people prattling on the patio. “She also mentioned a tablet you found.”

      “Oh yeah—I didn’t bring it with me though. Can I see yours?”

      Darius removed his tablet from under his shiny, crinkly jacket and placed it on the table in front of me. “Does it look similar?”

      I picked it up and flipped it around in my hands. “It looks almost identical. How do you turn it on?”

      The screen flashed to life instantly, scrolling through a few credit screens before settling on the three-dimensional desktop.

      “Thought recognition, like most devices here. But the one you found, if it is like this one, it is probably password protected.”

      Of course it is, I thought. But it did explain why there weren’t any exterior buttons on the tablet.

      “Commodore Chaos hasn’t posted in awhile—or if he has, I haven’t found his new site yet,” Darius said, snatching his tablet out of my hands. He tapped and scrolled through screens, and stopped on the last blog post of the mysterious commodore. Sliding the tablet back across the table, he wanted Mr. Gordon and me to read the post. “He talks about being followed and is paranoid of being found, that his hideout is no longer safe, and how he is afraid of the asylum. He sounds just like my friend, Logan, before he disappeared.”

      “Logan?” I said to myself, not fully realizing I’d said the name aloud.

      “Yeah, does that mean something to you?”

      Mr. Gordon remained uncharacteristically quiet.

      “The tablet I found belongs to a guy named Logan,” I said. Darius was about to speak, but I cut him off. “I don’t know his last name. I took the tablet because he’d just left it out, for some reason having left in a hurry. That was a few days ago and I haven’t seen him since, either.”

      “There seems to be a lot of disappearances going on,” Mr. Gordon said, breaking his longest span of silence since I’d met him. “Could the two possibly be related? What about this asylum you speak of?”

      “It’s a place for crazies with delusions of other planes of consciousness, or so Commodore…” Darius paused to let his statement sink in. “…Chaos says. He calls it the SUSY building in the O.P.C. Medical Facility. But it’s super secretive. I don’t know if it really exists or not. There is no other mention of it anywhere else on the interlanet.”

      “I’ve never heard of this asylum. It must be something new. And who here knows of other planes?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “Well…us, Desiree, Logan before he disappeared, and the Lorne family. I’m sure there are others, but they are keeping that information to themselves.”

      “And what does SUSY mean?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. It’s never explained,” Darius said. “I think the first post mentioning SUSY Asylum dates back about a year. I have no idea how long it’s actually been there.”

      “The O.P.C. Medical Facility is right by my house on this plane. Desiree and I have seen it from the outside,” I said.

      “Can I assume that it is a Lorne-run facility?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “Alexandria Lorne is the Chief of Medicine there. She’s quite well known. You may have noticed Alexandria Boulevard near the monorail hub—yeah, that’s her. Oliver, you remember meeting Lazarus? You may have come across Lazarus Boulevard, too, running perpendicular to Alexandria Boulevard.”

      Mr. Gordon turned to me. “You ran into Lazarus Lorne?”

      “I may have,” I said with a huge lump in my throat. “He may have bought me and Desiree coffee. Why, who is he?”

      “Any Lorne family member out in the open, walking around like there’s nothing wrong is not with the rebellion, and not with the rebellion means with Kafka.”

      “Kafka Lorne?” Darius asked.

      Mr. Gordon nodded.

      “I’ve seen him on television!” Darius exclaimed. “He is the developer of a number of buildings in the city, including, of course, Lorne Tower.”

      “He is the patriarch of the Lorne family,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “And I heard he’s been dealing with a family death. He’s been out of the public eye for a couple months now.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. His death was announced to the city—maybe to the entire world—as him retreating from the public eye to mourn a deceased family member?

      “We’re getting off topic,” Mr. Gordon said. He had finished his coffee and tossed the empty cup into a trash can stationed several feet away. “We could discuss the intricate workings of the Lorne family until the end of next week. Right now we need some clue as to where Desiree went. Or what happened to her.”

      “Oliver, you said that the O.P.C. Medical Facility is near your house? And Desiree’s?” Darius asked. “So she would be getting off the monorail around there. She also said you guys had gotten in trouble when you were here last, after I’d left.”

      “Is that so?” Mr. Gordon asked. “And when was this?”

      “The end of last year. I forget exactly when. She said Oliver had gotten into some kind of fight,” Darius said, looking at Mr. Gordon, but glancing at me out of the corner of his eye.

      “I see,” Mr. Gordon said. I thought he would say more, but he didn’t.

      “If this SUSY Asylum is real, there may be people looking for you guys now.” Darius stopped. “And maybe even me…” Darius began to freeze up again. He reminded me of how Jeremy had become.

      “We should be careful,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “Maybe she didn’t make it home because she got caught.” Darius stared at me.

      “Don’t make this out to be my fault,” I snapped.

      “Maybe if you hadn’t been in that fight at the club, then you two might not be on their radar.”

      He didn’t know what he was talking about, but turning it back on Desiree wasn’t going to help get her back. She had been the driving force in coming back to the city—with the bright idea of impersonating a Lorne.

      “So if she’s there, how do we get her back?” I asked Mr. Gordon.

      “Assuming this asylum is a real place for the Lorne family to hold people for whatever reason, then we can’t do it alone,” said Darius.

      “Come on, Mr. Gordon, you’re the one telling me we can do anything we believe in. To never say never. Never say can’t. If she’s in there, we can get her out,” I insisted.

      “Oliver, we can’t just walk in and out of the wolf’s den. If Desiree’s being held in there—in a Lorne-run facility—she is beyond our reach. And what if she’s being held as bait?”

      “Bait for what?”

      “Bait for you,” Mr. Gordon said sadly. “I will continue to look for her and hope she turns up somewhere other than there.”

      “We have to at least go in there and look around. We won’t even ask any questions…we’ll be in and out like ghosts.”

      Mr. Gordon shook his head, his eyes reflecting terrible dread.

      Darius, too, was silent, still—speechless.

      “Come on, Mr. Gordon!” I yelled and then nervously looked around to see if I’d disrupted the other patrons. I abruptly lowered my voice. “We have to do something.”

      “And like I said, I will, but getting ourselves captured—or worse—is not going to bring Desiree home. I’ll see what my contact knows.”

      

      
        
        

      

      

      

      Mr. Gordon got me home late for dinner, which I didn’t even have to explain. He had also taken back the lime-green bracelet to deter me from going back to Provex City on my own. Like something as small as a bracelet had stopped me before—or would stop me again.

      “Your friend Desiree’s mother stopped by earlier,” Mom said as we were cleaning off the table. The rest of the family had already cleared out of the kitchen, but the pots and pans, with one place setting, remained on the table.

      “Oh, yeah?” I asked, piling food onto my plate.

      “She said Desiree’s been gone for two days. She asked if you knew anything.” Mom stood a few feet from the table, balancing herself with one hand against the countertop.

      I looked up with a mouthful of food.

      “Well?”

      I chewed franticly and swallowed hard. “I haven’t seen her and she didn’t tell me anything.”

      “I thought you two were close.”

      “So did I,” I said and took a sip of water to soothe my burning throat. “I guess we don’t tell each other everything.”

      “Well, you may want to go over there and tell her yourself. She was a mess and we should all be able to relate to that after what happened last year.” Mom grabbed her purse and snagged a cigarette. “No parent should have to go through the stress of a missing child, plagued with the mental anguish of whether that child’s safe or hurt, living or…I don’t even want to think about that.” She disappeared into the laundry room and I almost immediately heard the swing and recoil of the side door.

      Frolics padded into the kitchen and hunched down hungrily beside my chair, hoping I’d give him some of my food or carelessly drop something on the floor. I scratched him behind the ears when I got up with my empty plate, then solemnly cleared the table alone.

      I couldn’t bring myself to face Desiree’s mom. Even though I honestly didn’t know where she was, I still felt a pang of guilt for her disappearance.

      Anna had texted me while I was out with Mr. Gordon, but I had only now received the message.

      Have you heard from Desiree yet? she asked.

      My guilt grew as more people approached me for answers. I was now expected to know more about Desiree than her best friend. And it tore me up inside. What if she was in that asylum—SUSY asylum—in one of the buildings just across the river, only about a half mile from my house? What if she was being held only a half mile from home? She had saved me without any regard for her personal safety, and I wasn’t going to do everything within my power to help her?

      No, I haven’t, I texted to Anna.

      I received no more messages for the rest of the night. I continued to cling to the slight ray of hope that I might receive word from Desiree to assure me she was okay. If anything was possible, then it was possible she’d come back on her own to avoid risking my life.

      I took out Logan’s tablet from my backpack and thought about turning it on. But still, nothing happened. Darius had mentioned the tablet likely being password protected, so I thought of random words that seemed like plausible passwords.

      Suddenly, the screen lit up. After flashing through a few booting screens and a welcome screen, the three-dimensional desktop appeared. The background had a large symbol in the center, a symbol I had seen before—the symbol next to the signature of Commodore Chaos when he signed his blog posts. Logan had told me he had moved here a few years ago—but I had never guessed he came from Greater Meric. Provex City. And he was most likely Darius’s lost friend.

      Commodore Chaos was his pen name and his password, which seemed silly, but I guess who would think of that here. He was obviously going between planes to post, but primarily hiding out here. Now he had disappeared again, as suddenly here as he had for Darius several years ago.

      I stared at the symbol on the screen, which looked like a broken anarchy sign—the circle with a piece missing to look like the letter “C.” Now I knew why I was in that blog post Darius had shown me. Though I didn’t know how he knew so much about the Lorne family, or at least why he thought he did. How did he know about this SUSY asylum? Was it just a name he coined himself?

      I laid the tablet down and picked up TJ’s journal, tracing Desiree’s drawing of the gargoyle with my finger. It was my only connection to her at that moment. The ink on my wrist was nearly gone. The gargoyle was the only thing left, with her signature scribbled across the bottom. I flipped through the warped and fraying pages until I reached an entry I had not yet read. I read about my friend from the hurt perspective of another friend, both of whom were gone. But in that moment I didn’t feel so alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TJ & Desiree (F)

          

        

      

    

    
      Desiree wouldn’t stop walking.

      “Will you please talk to me?” TJ begged, finally grabbing her arm to bring her to a halt. He let go when she tugged wildly at his grip. But at least she had stopped.

      “I can’t trust you. I don’t know what else you want me to say,” she said, refusing to look at him.

      They were in view of her house and she looked like she was ready to make a break for it.

      “Yes, you can! I can only say I’m sorry in so many ways. I’m sorry again. We were both drunk. It’s not like you were passed out or anything.”

      “How do I know that? I don’t remember that part of the night. All I remember is being fully clothed and then waking up next to you completely naked.” Desiree turned to face him. “You knew I had to be home by midnight. I don’t know what you did to me. How can I ever trust you again?”

      “Because I would never hurt you.”

      “Was it or was it not your whole plan to get me drunk so you could have sex with me?”

      “It wasn’t like—”

      “Was it or was it not your whole plan to get me drunk so you could have sex with me!”

      “It was Blaine’s idea to get the room so we could drink and—”

      “Great! So it was a plan the two of you worked out together. Was Jillian in on it, too? Was everyone there trying to get me drunk and naked? Look at Desiree, drinking and making a complete ass of herself! Look at Desiree, let’s get her out of her clothes and laugh at her little girl boobs! Is this what happens when you get to high school?”

      “Hey, keep it down. Someone could hear you,” TJ said, trying to calm her down.

      She glared at him and stuffed her hands into her shorts pockets.

      TJ went on. “The plan was to have a good time. I’m sorry that things turned out so terrible for you. I—”

      “Did you have a good time? Did you get what you wanted—me out of my dress and in bed with you? I can’t really say that I did because a gaping hole in my memory and puking my freakin’ guts out isn’t my idea of a fun night.”

      “Desiree…”

      “Please, TJ, just leave me alone. I can’t deal with this anymore.”

      “Come on. There has to be something I can do. I can’t lose you.” He spastically reached for her arm, but she pulled back just beyond his reach.

      “You didn’t. You took advantage of me and thought it was a great idea. Afterwards, did you tell Blaine how I was? Wait…don’t answer that. I don’t want to know. I never want to know. We’ve been friends forever and I don’t understand how you could do this to me. I can’t forgive you. Not now; not ever.”

      “I didn’t tell Blaine—or anyone else for that matter—anything. I love you, Desiree. You mean everything to me.”

      “Don’t do this to me. You’ve already done enough. I’ve gotta go.”

      “What are you going to do?” TJ’s tone turned from apologetic to sharp and serious.

      “What?” Desiree snapped.

      “Who are you going to tell about this?”

      “That’s none of your business! I don’t owe you anything anymore.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “I mean every word,” she said and rushed home.

      Her mother opened the front door like she’d been watching their argument from the window. Desiree was wiping her cheeks and shaking her head as she pushed past.

      Her mother stepped out onto the front lawn with her hands on her hips.

      TJ turned on his heel and took off for his house. He thought the morning after the incident was horrible, but after hearing Desiree’s mother yelling at him from down the street, he had never felt worse. Like a problem. Like the enemy. Like a criminal.

      “If I ever see you near my daughter again, I’m calling the police!”
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      It was still dark outside when I sat silently on Desiree’s bed. The room had no life without her. Her mother and sister were still sleeping soundly, with no idea I was in their house. Breaking in is quite easy when you can just walk through walls, especially when you’re not running for your life. Calm, deliberate, and focused action is the key to these types of abilities.

      I was already devising a plan as to what my next steps in finding Desiree would be. And each one would be more uncomfortable than the last. By the end of the day, I would either have Desiree back or be locked away with her. I would visit the asylum, walk in and out, and no one was going to stop me. I had to tell myself that now, make my mission and courage absolute—otherwise I was already doomed.

      The jagua ink, applicator, and tracing paper already adorned with Desiree’s handiwork covered her desk. The bed creaked when I stood up. I crossed the room to scoop up all the artwork, and left her house like a ghost. I looked back just as a light turned on in an upstairs window, probably her mom getting up to start her day. I thought of the mental anguish Desiree’s mom must have gone through from what happened between Desiree and TJ, and wondered how it compared to what she was going through now. I hurried home, afraid of being spied on like TJ had been.

      

      
        
        

      

      

      

      I couldn’t concentrate on my classes, but I went to each one of them so Mom wouldn’t get a call from the office. It was important that everything seemed fine. Keeping my mouth shut and my eyes on my teachers, I looked like the model student, but I didn’t hear a word they said. I concentrated on what I felt I needed to do, what Mr. Gordon didn’t support. However, he wouldn’t have supported Desiree’s decision to come after me in Provex City the first time. In which case, I’d most likely be dead.

      By the time lunch rolled around, I abandoned my usual eating spot and strolled up to Anna and Eli. Anna produced a bright smile at my unexpected appearance, while Eli glared at me with contempt. Truth be told, I wasn’t too thrilled to see him, either, but I wasn’t there to mend friendships. I was there on behalf of Desiree, whether she approved or not.

      “I may know where Desiree is,” I said right away.

      That changed both of their expressions. Anna’s smile for me fell right off her face and Eli’s cold eyes softened. He looked up at me with what looked like genuine interest. He scooted closer to Anna so they could both face my direction. Without waiting for an invitation, I sat down in the grass.

      They waited for me to say more, but I wasn’t quite sure how to proceed. Where did I begin?

      “When we met with our history teacher, Mr. Gordon, it wasn’t for regular study sessions,” I finally said.

      “I knew it!” Eli exclaimed.

      “Let me finish!” I said. “It wasn’t some kind of code for going behind your backs and hooking up, either. We were meeting with Mr. Gordon, but it wasn’t for history study sessions. I can show you what we’ve been doing—but not here.”

      “What does this have to do with Desiree being gone?” Anna asked.

      “Everything,” I said immediately. “It has everything to do with it. It’s stuff we weren’t supposed to share with anyone—nothing bad—just…well, you’ve got to see it to believe it. I think you deserve to know.”

      “And we didn’t deserve to know before?” Eli said sorely.

      “Maybe you did, but it was something special for us. But with her gone and I don’t know if I can get her back…” I trailed off. “If you want to know what we’ve been doing and where I think Desiree is, then meet me at TJ’s grave tonight at seven.”

      “And if I don’t, what—you’re just never gonna tell me? I don’t appreciate the ultimatum,” Eli said.

      Anna looked sad and confused.

      “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to give you an ultimatum,” I said. “If I try explaining things here, then you’ll just think I’m crazy—”

      “You’re already crossing that bridge,” Anna said.

      “—I need a safe place to show you and that’s the place I’m choosing. I have my reasons. And this may be my only chance because I’m going after Desiree tonight, alone if I have to, and I might not make it back.”

      “What the hell is going on? You want me to believe you’re part of some grand plot to save the world or something? All this secrecy and ultimatums and dire circumstances that it’s up to you to save everyone?” Eli asked mockingly.

      “I’m not trying to save the world, just my friend, and I’m giving you an opportunity to learn a little about what’s happening. Show up or don’t; I don’t care.” I stood up and looked at Anna, locked on her eyes for a long moment. “I’ve done what I came here to do,” I said and walked away.

      Sitting through Mr. Gordon’s class was no easy task. I had to think of anything but what I was planning to do after school. It was essential not to let Mr. Gordon into my head. He had a knack for doing such things. But he didn’t glance over at me any more than usual. I tried not to look at Desiree’s empty seat because it would start a chain reaction in my thoughts that would give everything away.

      Mr. Gordon didn’t ask to see me at the end of class, but I stopped by his desk anyway.

      “I’m sorry,” I simply said.

      “I know you’re frustrated and you miss your friend and don’t fully understand why barging into the asylum isn’t the most productive idea,” he said, standing tall before me.

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “We’ll get her back, right?”

      “Fear not.” Mr. Gordon produced a slight smile of reassurance.

      “Everything happens for a reason, right?”

      “Don’t believe in accidents.”

      I thanked Mr. Gordon again and headed off to art class. He didn’t ask me to stay or follow me out of the classroom. We parted on friendly terms, which I hoped we’d still be on the next time I saw him—if I ever saw him again. At least I apologized in advance.

      Everyone, besides Desiree, was already at the table with their works-in-progress out. I set my backpack on the table and took out the jagua supplies I had taken from Desiree’s room. I couldn’t believe I was actually going to do this again. It was a gamble, but if I was careful it would at least get a few doors opened for me.

      I asked Sara for her help, and after explaining my vision, she agreed, almost as eager as Desiree had been to use me as a human canvas. She took my stool and I took Desiree’s so I could prop my arm on the table. I handed her the second-best wolf head Desiree had drawn on the tracing paper and Sara began the process following my scattered direction. The faded band seemed to fade into my skin and the new wolf head came back to life one line at a time. When she was done, I prayed it would turn out as well as Desiree’s had. The two hours of waiting before I could wash off the bubbling beads of ink was torture, not to mention my walk home, trying not to mess up the picture before the ink fully sunk in.

      I sailed past Mom when I entered the kitchen, not giving her a chance to see anything. It hadn’t quite been two hours, but I went into the bathroom to wash off the excess ink. Then I was finally able to see the wolf as Sara had drawn it, which turned out to be quite a good replica.

      One thing I had noticed from meeting a few members of the Lorne family and people who seemed to work for them was their affinity for wearing black. This time I planned to dress the part.

      I left my room with TJ’s journal and Logan’s tablet. Stopping in Jeremy’s room, I laid the journal on his bed. It was the only connection I had left to TJ, and I wanted Jeremy to have it in case I didn’t return. I was glad he wasn’t home yet, probably out with Leslie, because I wouldn’t know what to say. I wouldn’t want him to try and talk me out of what I was planning and I wouldn’t want to fumble with some awkward goodbye. I grazed the gargoyle cover with the tips of my fingers one more time before leaving.

      “I’m going to Anna’s and I’ve been invited to stay for dinner. So don’t wait for me,” I said, breezing through the kitchen again with Logan’s tablet under my arm.

      Mom was seated at the table with Frolics at her feet. “Anna? Isn’t that the…”

      I was already gone. I felt a little bad, but didn’t want to explain more.

      The monorail into Provex City was not as full in the middle of a weekday afternoon. The car I sat in was nearly empty. Without Desiree here, I was able to look out the window all the way into the glistening city.

      “You have such a soft spot for this girl,” my mirror said, as if sitting next to me on my seat for two. “I thought you wanted to find your father.”

      “I do want to find my father, but Desiree needs my help now,” I said, not diverting my eyes from the window. “And besides, the search for my father could be all for nothing. I have no proof he is still alive, just hearsay from people I don’t even know if I can trust.”

      “You don’t know if your friend is still alive, either.”

      “She has to still be alive.” I turned for a moment just to see if I was really alone in the seat. There wasn’t even a person sitting across the aisle. “What’s your name?”

      The voice didn’t answer and I presumed it was gone again, though I never understood where it went.

      “Nero,” my mirror finally whispered. “You don’t remember talking to me as a child, do you?”

      “No, I don’t remember much from when I was a child.”

      “That’s too bad,” Nero said.

      The monorail rocketed into the city like a minnow into a whale’s mouth. I exited at the hub, made my way down to the street level, and hailed a taxi.

      “To the P.C. Fair,” I told the chubby driver, and he pulled off the curb. I looked ahead this time and saw the orange gridlines through the windshield. There was a touch screen on the steering wheel, which the driver was playing with since he wasn’t actively driving. It felt good to notice these things this time. Like Mr. Gordon had said, it’s amazing what you miss when you’re not paying attention.

      When the car pulled over near the entrance of the fair, I leaned forward, resting my forearms on the backs of the front seats. The wolf head on my hand showed prominently as the driver turned his head to look at me. His eyes changed immediately. There was no doubt the wolf head worked again.

      “Thank you, my good man,” I said confidently and stepped out of the cab.

      I barreled through the front gate without stopping by the ticket booth and showed my hand to the employee standing guard. He ushered me in without question. There was a lady who knew more than she was letting on and I was determined to find her.

      Madame Matilda.

      I found the purple tent after a few wrong turns, but there was neither a man nor monkey guarding the entrance. Pushing the velvety fabric aside, I stepped inside the lonely tent. The front fabric billowed in the afternoon breeze, creating a wind tunnel with a fluttering flap on the far side of the tent.

      I froze. A large gray wolf sat stoically by the table like a growling sentinel. It lowered its head and bared its teeth at the sight of me. Besides the tall table, there was still a pair of stools, tattered books and random objects scattered on the ground, and esoteric pictures hanging from hooks on the fabric walls.

      “It doesn’t look like she’s here,” I said to myself as I backed away from the snarling beast.

      “It seems the Madame has abandoned you, too,” Nero said.

      The wolf didn’t advance on me as I continued to creep backwards. And when I passed through the purple curtains, the growling stopped. Only then did I allow myself to breathe. The wolf head on my hand wasn’t going to protect me against a wild animal.

      I kicked rocks and clumps of dirt as I quickly put distance between me and the tent. The man with the monkey was still absent. Without him, I had no one to tell me where Madame Matilda had gone. She had known of my father. She had mentioned something about the wolf, which I could only assume symbolized Kafka or just the Lorne family in general. Maybe she could have seen Desiree, too. Maybe she could let me know if I was headed in the right direction or not—and if it was indeed suicide.

      But as fate would have it, she wasn’t there when I needed her, like so many others in my life, which Nero had graciously pointed out.

      I took one more careful look around and left the fairgrounds.

      My second stop for the afternoon turning to evening was Café Ynez. I had a fifty/fifty chance Darius would be there, and when I stepped out of the cab, I saw him immediately. He didn’t notice me right away, but when he did, he didn’t look thrilled. As usual, I hopped the fence and took the empty seat across from him before saying anything. He touched the screen on his tablet and the screen went dark.

      “I brought you a gift,” I said and placed Logan’s tablet next to his. “The password is Commodore Chaos. A little too easy if you ask me.”

      Darius turned on the tablet and fiddled with the screen, and popped up and scrolled through windows. “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe Logan is Commodore Chaos. So he’s been living down in your plane for the past few years? He just left without saying goodbye or coming back to visit or anything. What kind of a friend does that? I thought he was captured or worse—dead.”

      “He may be now,” I said. “He’s been gone for a day longer than Desiree.”

      “Maybe he just moved on again.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t think he would have left his tablet behind if that was the case.”

      Darius explored the contents of Logan’s tablet, and I sat back and quietly watched him as his face displayed an array of changing emotions. After about five minutes, he shut down the device and slid it toward me.

      “I don’t want this,” he said.

      “That’s fine. I wanted to at least show it to you. Thought it might give you some answers or closure or something. I know it’s hard to lose someone and not know why.”

      “Thanks.” Darius paused. “You didn’t come all the way down here just to show me this.”

      “Yeah. What else can you tell me about the asylum—the SUSY Asylum?”

      Darius’s face grew dark, his jaw tightening. “Why do you insist on asking me about these things? There could be spies anywhere, listening to our conversation right now. I don’t want to be the next to disappear.”

      “What about Desiree—it seemed like you cared about her at least a little bit?”

      “I do,” Darius snapped. “I care about her a great deal. She’s—what I think you guys say—awesome. But…”

      “But you wouldn’t be willing to help me get her back.”

      “It’s not fair, what you’re asking of me.”

      “You’re not even sure if it really exists. You’re taking the word of a friend who abandoned you two years ago!”

      “But I do know it’s a Lorne-run facility. We would not go unnoticed and we wouldn’t be able to just walk out of there.”

      “Is that really where you think she is?” I demanded.

      “I think so,” he said weakly.

      “Where else could she be?”

      “I guess it’s possible she could have gone over to the symmetric reality.”

      “Which is more likely?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Which is more dangerous?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Which is the better place to start with?”

      “I don’t know!”

      I stopped and took a deep breath. Darius exhaled loudly.

      “I think I’m gonna try the hospital first,” I said, significantly lowering my voice. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t recommend either one—they’re both suicide.” Darius paused again. “But if I had to choose between the bullet and the noose, I’d choose the bullet. There’s the slight chance the bullet could miss.”

      I stared at him blankly.

      “There’s a chance you could get to the hospital and find nothing. There’s no chance of that kind of luck in the symmetric reality.”

      “I wouldn’t call that luck,” I said.

      Darius just shook his head.

      I rose from my seat and said, “Enjoy the rest of your coffee. No sense putting off tempting fate.”

      When Darius realized I’d left the tablet on the table, he called after me, but didn’t chase after me. I wanted it less than he did.

      The monorail ride home was busier and not long enough, even though the time I had said I’d meet Anna and Eli at the cemetery drew near. Tonight could be my last night of freedom. Tonight could be my last night alive. I couldn’t picture what to expect, and that shroud over my future was the worst part. I kept reminding myself that Desiree had risked her life for me and she deserved the same from me.

      Provex City seemed so far away from where the monorail appeared—at its farthest point and now rocketing back toward the city. It took me a while to remember where my stop was in this plane. The houses, small buildings, and acres of orange groves all blurred together at the speeds we were traveling.

      And then from my window, I saw the Outer Provex City Medical Facility. The campus of pulsating blue buildings covered several blocks with towering parking garages stationed around it like turrets. Fate stared back at me with a deceitful grin. My last hope for possible help waited just on the other side of the fade.

      The monorail didn’t let me off at my stop, and showed no signs of slowing down. I jumped to my feet in concern and ran over to the door to figure out how to request the monorail to stop. Not finding anything, it slowed while I stood by the door and stopped at the next glass elevator that took me down to street level.

      The medical facility was big enough to still see clearly, but I had overshot my exit by at least a mile. There was a street near me that cut under the freeway, continued over the river on a stone bridge, and turned toward the facility on the far side.

      I made my way for the bridge and followed the road, looking into my home plane to see where I was in comparison. As I approached the cemetery, I could see Anna and Eli already waiting for me by TJ’s tombstone. Anna was seated in the grass while Eli paced around her. I began the fade, but remained out of sight until I was nearly next to them.

      “He’s not gonna show,” Eli complained. “He was just jerking us around.” He turned abruptly on his heel so he was facing my direction, but gazed down at Anna.

      “Oliver wouldn’t do that,” she replied.

      “Oh, really?” Eli said in an overly bitter tone.

      “Really,” I said as I finished the fade and appeared before them.

      “Holy shit!” Eli yelled, his eyes darting up to what had been empty space before him. “Where did you come from?”

      Anna let out a loud cry and her body jerked in fear, causing her to slam her back into the headstone. Her cry was coupled with a deep grunt.

      “I’m about as surprised to see you,” I admitted. “Have a seat, Eli. I’ll start by telling you both a story.”

      “I’ll stand, thanks,” Eli said.

      I shrugged and sat down next to Anna. She stretched her back and massaged her shoulder, trying to sooth her injury. I placed a hand on her knee and she laid her hand over mine. Eli stared down at us like a giant, arms folded, and eyebrows smashed together.

      I wasn’t going to win him over by beating around the bush so I got right into the story of Mr. Gordon, Desiree, TJ, and our travels.

      When I began to talk about Provex City, Eli finally collapsed to the grass, his attention fully on my story. And they were both incredibly quiet. Then I decided to give them a demonstration—for the doubting Thomases of the world like me. I closed my eyes and tried to relax despite Anna and Eli watching me with skepticism and wonderment. I needed to convince them that my story was more than just that—it told of life beyond what they currently knew, beyond what I had known for only six months now. There’s nothing like finding more planes of consciousness, more dimensions, more realities to make you feel even smaller and more insignificant than before. When I reopened my eyes, Anna and Eli were mere shadows of their former selves. The headstones scattered around the cemetery were nearly gone. And the pulsating light from the Outer Provex City Medical facility buildings began breaking into view like lighthouses in a morning fog.

      I could see their expressions contort in amazement and horror at my sudden disappearance right before their eyes. Eli sprang to his feet and reached out to the seemingly empty space where I still sat. And his hand passed right through me before I allowed myself to reappear.

      Eli retreated to a safe distance. “How did you do that?” he cried.

      “I told you,” I said to him and then gave Anna a sidelong glance to make sure she was still breathing.

      Her complexion was ashen like she had just been told her mother had died. I wished she could have seen some of what Desiree and I’d seen over the past few months.

      “You just disappear and reappear at will?” Eli asked.

      Anna was still speechless.

      “I’ve gotten a good amount of practice,” I said. “If I have enough energy and can fully concentrate, then yeah, I can. But the action drains a lot of energy. I thought I was going to pass out the first few times I did it.”

      “So you think Desiree’s been captured and being held in this asylum—in this other plane?” Anna asked, finally speaking up as her color returned.

      “And you want our help to break her out?” Eli added.

      “I’m not asking for your help. It’s going to be a dangerous path,” I said, trying to suppress a large lump in my throat. “I just thought you deserved to know the truth. And if I don’t come back, then you can tell Mr. Gordon where I went.”

      “Why aren’t you going with him? Wouldn’t he be a big help?” Anna asked.

      “He seems to think he can’t even do this.”

      “And you think you can?” Eli’s skepticism returned.

      “I don’t know, but I’ve gotta try,” I said, tired of always having to defend my actions.

      “I’m going with you,” Anna said with sudden conviction.

      “No!” Eli snapped.

      She turned to him and explained why she felt she needed to do this. The ensuing argument brought tears to her eyes. Eli dropped his face into his hands and growled, and then combed his fingers all the way through his shaggy hair. He cracked his neck, bit his lower lip, and blew out a lungful of air like he was expelling a demon.

      “I’m not letting you go alone,” he finally said with a disheartened intensity in his eyes. “I just wanna say though that I don’t approve of this plan. But I’m not gonna sit back and do nothing. For you,” he said to Anna. “And for Desiree.” Eli looked back at me. “Not for you.”

      “Understood,” I said.

      When I suggested we all join hands to transition over, Eli almost walked off. I assured him I was getting no pleasure from this and the faster he’d commit, then the faster we’d get there. He reluctantly agreed after a few insistent words from Anna and grabbed my hand like he wanted to rip it from my arm.

      On my first transition, I found myself sitting in the grass alone. On the second, Anna made it through with me. Luckily, we were right next to a hospital in case her heart didn’t start back up. Her heart had come to a screeching halt. Her breathing stopped and her mouth hung open.

      “I believed what you were saying, but…” she stumbled as she finally regained a breath.

      “But you don’t really know until you see it for yourself.” I was beginning to sound like Mr. Gordon.

      “Exactly,” she said, her head turning and craning as far as it could possibly go.

      I told her to stay in that spot while I returned for Eli. He was an even tougher customer without the assisted coaxing of Anna, but I warned him that if he didn’t help me out, then he’d never make it through. I wasn’t jerking him around. He needed the calm and focus to allow me to take him through. And with Anna already there, he didn’t want to be left behind.

      We clasped hands and I closed my eyes again, instructing him to do the same. It wasn’t until I heard the gleeful squeal of Anna while still feeling Eli’s hand in mine that I knew we were through. I had transitioned a bigger doubting Thomas than myself, and that was quite an accomplishment.

      Eli’s eyes were opened. He didn’t have quite as dramatic of an expression on his face as he took in his new surroundings, but I felt like he was deliberately holding back his awe.

      “I don’t believe what I’m seeing,” Eli said.

      “Right?” Anna exclaimed.

      “Count yourself lucky that you weren’t hit by a car your first time through like I was,” I said, pointing across the river, to the roaring highway. “That’s where we live and that’s where I transitioned the first time, right in the middle of the freeway. Not pleasant. Fortunately for me, their medical facilities are ridiculously more advanced than ours. Also, see the river?”

      They both nodded.

      “That’s the ravine back home. Crazy, isn’t it?”

      Anna pointed to the distance at the shimmering buildings shooting up into the purple clouds. The sunlight was fading fast.  “And that’s the city, isn’t it?”

      “Provex City,” I said. “It’s something else.”

      “How far is it from here?”

      “About forty miles or so.”

      Anna shook her head in disbelief. This wasn’t real life anymore; we had fallen into a fantasy world to them.

      My shock had worn off now with my multiple exploits into the city. It was very much real. Provex City, this whole plane, the powerful Lorne family with all their secrets—all were very much real. And now, we were about to find out if this mysterious asylum actually existed, or if it would be our first revelation of fantasy.

      While Anna continued to gaze out at the city, I noticed Eli surveying the close cluster of buildings behind us. The hum from the freeway lessened any sound coming from the medical facility.

      “Is that where we’re headed?” he asked.

      I nodded. “The asylum has to be in there somewhere. Desiree has to be in there.”

      Anna brought her attention back to us. We stood up in unison, gazing upon our future, our fate, and possibly our tomb—though I didn’t want to say anything close to that aloud. I didn’t even want to think it, but the possibility kept clawing its way into the back of my mind. I had told Anna and Eli a lot, but they really didn’t know what they were getting themselves into. Hell, I barely knew. All I knew for certain was my determination to get Desiree back drove me like nothing had ever driven me before. More than my desire had been to find Jeremy. More than my desire to find my father. I yearned to see Desiree again like I yearned to stay alive. I would do anything, though the two yearnings may be diametrically opposed now.

      We became cast in shadows as the sun sank behind an overgrown tree close to us. The blue buildings of O.P.C. Medical Facility seemed all the more bright as the last of the daylight was pushed back to the end of the earth.

      “Do you really think she’s in there?” Nero whispered in my ear.

      “I don’t know, but it’s all I got right now,” I said, speaking more in my own head than aloud.

      Nero still seemed to hear me. “There are no signs for this so called SUSY Asylum. It’s not on the map.”

      “It’s probably not really called that. The Psych building, perhaps?”

      “It’s on the far side of 4C.”

      “Then I’ll follow you there,” I said.

      “What did you say?” Anna asked, turning to give me an inquisitive look.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “I know where she is and we’re going to break her out.”

      “How is it you suddenly know?” Eli asked, his skeptical tone turning to fearful for the first time.

      “The voice in my head tells me we’re in the right spot,” I said and led the way into the closest building—Building 4C.
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      I almost forgot to warn Anna and Eli that the tinted doors leading into the building wouldn’t open. I passed through and looked back at both of them standing right outside the door like they were locked out. I went back out and coaxed them through, promising that passing through the doors didn’t require any special skill.

      “Let’s try not to arouse suspicion,” I said once we were all in Building 4C.

      We had entered the Maternity Center. The building didn’t look much different than the hospitals back home or the hospital where I had awaken in Provex City, but I already knew the treatments were nothing like back home. Not many people occupied the waiting area, but those who did sat with jittery impatience. Women at the admissions desk sat behind tinted glass much like the front doors. They could reach through to give and receive a computer tablet, which I presumed took the place of our archaic paperwork for patient records. As an arm reached through the tinted window, the arm drastically lightened like it was moving from shade to sunshine.

      We passed through the waiting area and down the hall with the purpose of people who belonged. Most people we saw gave us a first glance, but none gave us a second. The bright florescent lights washed over everything, leaving no shadows in sight—nowhere to hide. The doors we passed on either side of the hallway had either the tinted, translucent look, or appeared like solid white extensions of the walls, only noticeable by their thin door frame. Even the opaque doors had no knobs or handles and reminded me of when Jeremy had taken me to Kafka’s penthouse. The door had been opaque at first and then faded, which seemed to be the signal to walk through. How was the fade activated for these?

      “You don’t need to worry about that because you can walk through walls, remember?” Nero whispered in my ear.

      “Yeah, but they can’t,” I said, referring to Anna and Eli. I hadn’t brought them all the way here to abandon them. “This is still the best way?”

      “The most direct.” I couldn’t tell if it was wise to be following his instruction, but at least he was giving me sane directions and wasn’t spewing random obscenities. His voice was now calm and almost reminded me of when I could talk to TJ.

      Pregnant women in wheelchairs were pushed by, holding their stomachs, and new mothers were pushed by, holding car seats with newborns asleep inside. Men on their own paced the hallways or ran past on emergency errands. They were too consumed by their present situations to even notice our existence at all.

      Nero led us out of the Maternity Center and into a central courtyard between the buildings with stone paths, fountains, benches, and groomed shrubbery. Very few people were outside in the now dark air. The paths had ankle-high lights placed along the walkways. But the buildings themselves generated enough surrounding light to see clearly.

      “This doesn’t look like the kind of place someone would be held hostage,” Eli said as we made our way to an adjacent building.

      “No, it doesn’t,” I answered. “The beauty of this whole plane can be deceiving. Trust me on that one.”

      Anna brought up the rear, dragging her feet with her arms folded across her chest. I glanced back to make sure she was okay, but she didn’t meet my eyes. Instead, her eyes continually darted around at her new surroundings.

      Building 8A was the next building we entered: the Psychiatric Center, just as Nero had said. The nurses at the admissions desk didn’t look over as we passed. They simply continued to talk amongst themselves. The only way farther into the building seemed to be through a hallway-sized opaque door—restricting just anyone from entering the Psych ward. I knew the door wasn’t going to just let me through, but that I could pass through it like a regular wall. Without breaking stride, I grabbed a hand from both Anna and Eli, instructed them to close their eyes, and led us through the door like it wasn’t even there.

      “Don’t stop. Don’t look back. We need to keep going,” I said when they reopened their eyes to find themselves in a long hallway. Eli pulled his hand away immediately, but Anna kept hers snuggly in mine.

      “I’m really not big on holding your hand,” Eli growled.

      “If you’d rather, I could have left you back there.”

      The white maze of hallways seemed never-ending. Almost all the doors were opaque—or closed. And this building was lacking almost any activity. The thought of us being the only ones roaming the halls made me nervous, but I tried my best to keep my anxiety hidden for the sake of the others in my group.

      We then turned down a hallway only to find a petite female doctor quickly approaching.

      “Visiting hours are already over for today, children,” she said upon reaching our location and stopping us immediately. “And even despite the late hour, it is required that each of you have a visitor’s badge.” She examined us closely for what I assumed should be clipped-on badges and an explanation.

      “She’s not going to let you wander the halls,” Nero whispered.

      “We were just on our way out,” I said. “Don’t worry about us, we know the way.” I tried to brush past her, but she grabbed my arm.

      “Then you would know that the way out is in this direction,” the young doctor said and pulled me backwards until I obediently turned around. She escorted us through the halls we had recently walked through without saying anything further. After one more turn, I could see the door from where we had first entered, but from this direction I could see the waiting area darkly tinted. The door wasn’t opaque from this side.

      “Dr. Aguilera, please report to room 1104 immediately. Dr. Aguilera, please report to room 1104 immediately,” a soothing voice said over the intercom.

      The doctor stopped, looking at us and then at the doorway ahead. “The exit is right through that door. I trust you can make it the rest of the way on your own.” She waited a moment to watch us head toward the door before hurrying off to answer the call.

      As soon as she rounded the corner, we stopped and turned around.

      “Are you sure we should still be here?” Anna asked.

      “I never expected this to be easy,” I said. “We need to hurry before we’re stopped again.”

      Eli nodded and glanced over at Anna. “Are you still good with this? If not, we can still go home.”

      “No!” Anna declared. “I’m not leaving without Desiree.”

      We retraced our steps through the intersecting hallways and I looked for anything that looked different than the rest of the building. The halls were as quiet as a sarcophagus, but I didn’t want to jinx our luck at the last moment. Yet all the hallways looked the same. Each new waiting room looked like the last. I took it that this was a building that either wasn’t used much or was new and hadn’t been fully transitioned yet…or it was a building simply for show.

      “This place is a ghost town,” Anna whispered.

      “We can’t be in the right place,” Eli added.

      I wasn’t feeling good about our current location myself. Each new hallway we turned down felt more hopeless then the last.

      “I don’t think your friend is here,” Nero said as we passed another empty nurse’s station.

      I peeked into room after room, most of them with nothing but untouched furniture and shut-off machines, and some less than that—bare rooms or patient rooms being used for storage. Maybe we were in the wrong place.

      The next waiting room we passed was bustling with life—nurses behind the counter, and doctors talking and working around them. We jumped back, each of us pressed up against the wall in a line. I had spotted the doctor who’d stopped us earlier amongst them.

      I gestured for the others to follow me and we made a run for it when no one was looking. Hoping we had made it to the other side of the waiting room entrance unnoticed, we hightailed it down the hall and around another corner. I continued checking the rooms as we passed, but each one was as empty as the last. When we came across an alcove of elevators, Anna stopped.

      “Maybe we should try another floor,” she said.

      I looked down both ways of the empty hallway and figured it was worth a shot.

      The elevator doors were clear and bowed outward, but the rest of the capsules leading up were hidden behind the walls. I randomly picked one of the four and led Anna and Eli through, who were now moving through the semi-permeable glass more confidently. Now the question was: where to start looking? What floors were available? I hadn’t counted them from the outside; I could tell there were at least five or six.

      “Excuse me,” said a voice from behind us.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw the doctor from before, with a tablet cradled in one hand and the other placed firmly upon her hip.

      “I believe I escorted you all out earlier,” she said in an exasperated tone. “Come with me, your snooping shall not go unnoticed any longer.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could get my vocal chords to comply, I thought of the third floor and we instantly shot up. I figured skipping a floor would at least buy us a little bit of time. The good doctor would probably have people looking for us on the second floor before making their way to the third, or start at the top and work down. They wouldn’t start in the middle.

      We turned down a similarly empty hallway and skidded to a stop at the echo of a voice coming from around the next corner.

      “No, Dr. Aguilera, I don’t see anyone,” said a deep male voice. “But I’ll make a third-floor sweep.”

      We sprinted in the opposite direction, away from the incoming staff member, but I knew we weren’t going to make it to the next hallway before he rounded the corner to see our panicked escape.

      “Quick, in here,” I said, sliding to a stop and pushing through the nearest opaque door.

      Anna and Eli both crashed into the door like I had slammed it in their faces. Hoping I could manage it in one try, I reached out and pulled them safely through the door.

      “Why can’t this place have regular doors,” Eli complained, rubbing his nose.

      We found ourselves in an electrical room the size of a large closet. Wires and pipes and machines chugged away at a grinding volume. The stuffiness of the room made me begin to sweat immediately. The only light came from a few small electronically lit screens positioned on the machines and the wall near the door. It was just enough light to make out each other’s faces like we were sitting around a dying campfire and to see how far the room extended, which was not more than an arm’s length in any direction. The other thing that became apparent after a moment’s assessment of the room was there was no other door besides the one we had already come through.

      “Now what?” I said over the loud hum of the machinery.

      Anna and Eli looked at me dumbfounded, like it should be obvious that they weren’t going to be able to produce an answer. But unbeknownst to them, I wasn’t talking to them—I was talking to Nero.

      “Maybe you’re looking for something that doesn’t exist,” Nero said. “Perhaps it’s time you came to The Line. Your friends can come, too. Everyone’s welcome.”

      “Who said that?” Anna flinched and drew closer to Eli.

      “Yeah, I heard it, too,” Eli said.

      “That’s Nero, my mirror—the voices I mentioned earlier. If we’re here long enough, then we’ll hear yours as well. Don’t listen to them if they talk,” I said, thinking of the first time I had heard the unnerving voice.

      “Like you’re not listening to me now?” Nero retorted.

      “This is different. You’re not screaming at me like you were before. I’ve been back and forth here a few times. I know what I’m doing. They don’t.”

      “Thanks for looking out for us,” Eli said sarcastically. “Oliver Grain, out to save the day again.”

      “Hey, I don’t need this coming at me from all sides. I need to think. Where should we go from here?”

      “What’s your brilliant idea now, hero?” Eli said, propping himself against the back wall and sliding down to the floor.

      “We’ll wait here for a few minutes and go back out there when the sweep is finished with this floor.”

      “And you’ll just know when that time’s up because you’re a superhero?”

      “Hey, Eli, how about not being such a dick?” I snapped. “Has that occurred to you? I should have left you back home.”

      “You should have left both of us back home,” Eli said, gesturing to Anna. “We shouldn’t be here.”

      “I want to be here,” Anna said.

      “If we actually knew where we were going, then that would be a different story. But we’re here, wandering around aimlessly hoping we find some neon sign somewhere that reads ‘Desiree’s in here!’ Have you seen a sign anywhere that suggests this asylum you’re looking for actually exists? Because I haven’t. There are plenty of signs around this place and we’ve even passed a few maps, but does any one of them have an asylum even listed? No. There’s just this Psych ward, which just seems wrong.”

      “I believe Commodore Chaos knew what he was talking about,” I said.

      “Commodore who?” Eli asked, scrunching his face and furrowing his eyebrows.

      “Commodore Chaos. He’s a blogger on this plane who talks about the asylum. He believes it’s used for holding people who know about the other planes.”

      “Is that all you’re going on? We’re here looking for a fantastical asylum holding Desiree because of a conspiracy blogger, and according to you, in theory, it should be here? That’s it? The evidence you have that this place even exists is from a blog post? Are you freakin’ kidding me, Grain?”

      “Are you done?” I asked.

      “No, I’m not done. I’m just getting started. I need you to see how ridiculous this sounds!”

      “We’re already here,” Anna said softly, timidly dipping a toe into the argument. “Oliver must have more than the brief amounts of information he’s shared with us. Right, Oliver?”

      “Of course,” I answered. “I have a good feeling we’re in the right place.”

      “You have a good feeling—well, that makes things all better—all warm and fuzzy inside. Now you’ve won me over,” Eli mocked.

      “Well, then go if you want to. What’s keeping you here?”

      “You, quite frankly!” Eli shouted. “We’re basically being held here like prisoners by you. It’s not like we can just go home unless you take us home. So how about it, Grain? Are you ready to take us home and get some actual help to find Desiree? Because this wild goose chase covert mission is a bust. We’re hiding from doctors in a goddamn closet for Christ’s sake! We’re in no position to save anyone.”

      “I hope you’re in a position to save yourselves,” Nero said. “Look outside, Oliver.”

      When I looked through the door and into the hallway, I saw we had company. Not just people hanging out in the hallway, but a group of hospital staff seemingly waiting for us.

      “We’ve got a problem,” I said, lowering my voice to just above a whisper.

      “What?” Anna asked, her voice cracking and breaking the word into two syllables.

      “They’re trying to trap us. That doctor and three orderlies are waiting for us in the hallway.”

      “Why’re they waiting instead of coming in to get us?” Eli asked.

      I shook my head and just as I was about to look through the door again, it faded, showing our position to everyone. Dr. Aguilera was focused on the tablet she had cradled in one arm. The three orderlies, all wearing strange black scrubs like no one else I had seen in the hospital so far, approached the door.

      “The boy in the center is the only one we need conscious,” Dr. Aguilera said, looking up from her screen. Apparently she was talking about me.

      “Any bright ideas, Grain?” Eli asked, stepping back until he was against the wall.

      Anna did the same, like a panicked, cornered animal.

      “Just one,” I said, and as the orderlies stepped into the electrical room one at a time, I turned and jumped through the back wall, grabbing Eli and Anna’s arms in midair.

      I splashed through the wall like passing through a waterfall and landed awkwardly in the room behind the electrical room, maneuvering around an empty bed to keep from completely wiping out. Eli fell to the floor behind me since I had pulled him and Anna through backwards.

      Anna?

      Eli was getting to his feet in a daze. Only he had made it. Anna hadn’t made it through the wall. I felt I had grabbed her arm, but an orderly must have kept her from transitioning through the wall.

      “Where’s Anna?” Eli shouted. “What did you do?”

      “I don’t k—”

      Another orderly in black scrubs, a hulking brute of a man who looked more like a security officer, charged into the room though the transparent door.

      “No way!” Eli looked to me with panic clouding his face and extended a sweaty hand.

      I grabbed it and we ran through the closest side wall into another patient room, this one with a sleeping lady strapped to her bed with leather restraints. Her eyes shot open when we crashed into a wheeled apparatus of medical equipment.

      The lady screamed. “Somebody help me! I’m under attack!”

      There wasn’t time to calm the hysterical lady and we made our way to the door. But before we were able to reach it, another male orderly barged in only slightly smaller than the one in the next room. He held a large syringe filled with green liquid in his right hand.

      “Get them! They’re monsters!” the lady yelled.

      We were running out of directions to escape. I stood between the orderly and Eli, who was breathing heavily behind me.

      “We’re done,” Eli said, holding his hands up in surrender.

      “Do you yield?” the orderly asked, presenting the syringe like a weapon rather than a medical instrument, staring straight at me with predatory eyes.

      I was about to pull Eli through the back wall, but knew they’d have someone waiting for us there, too—but maybe that person would be someone we could overpower. Then a flash came to me of another option I hadn’t considered before—a maneuver more difficult, but hopefully worth the risk.

      I will not yield!

      “Eli, trust me!” I yelled, took a step so I’d be standing right next to him, and grabbed his arm. I envisioned the floor melting away and felt myself quickly sinking through it, pulling Eli with me. But Eli’s fear and reluctance caused him to involuntarily jerk his arm back, which was drenched in sweat. My grip slid down, unable to find a firm hold. By the time my hand reached his, I think he finally realized he was about to be left alone in the room with the orderly holding the huge syringe and grasped desperately for my hand.

      But it was too late.

      My hand glided through his slick palm no matter how tightly I tried to hold on—the force of my falling was too much to hold onto with his feet still planted firmly on the floor above.

      I crashed into the room below with Eli stranded on the third floor with Anna, each in separate rooms, each with separate orderlies in black scrubs to battle. We had started out as a three-man rescue group and got picked off one by one, until it was back to only me. Which was how I should have started. It was selfish of me—and stupid—to have involved others on a mission I had been warned not to attempt myself.

      I lay sprawled out on the floor in the middle of what looked like an executive office. My right ankle throbbed from the way my foot hit the floor, which took the brunt of my fall. My back, elbows, and head would have some bruising, but nothing compared to the pain in my ankle.

      Eli yelled a few words; his muffled voice barely reaching the floor below, but just enough that I knew it was him.

      Then silence.

      I didn’t even know if I could stand. Two more friends were gone. I was obviously in the right place—or I had simply found another dangerous place in this unpredictable plane. Maybe Anna and Eli were now captives here, but Desiree was someplace else entirely. Maybe it was time to yield. Mr. Gordon had been right again. I wasn’t ready for this—for any of this. I wanted to close my eyes and transition home, but lying on the floor from the second level of the hospital, I would probably fall ten feet onto a tombstone and break my back or crack my head open. I had to sneak out into the hallway and get back to the ground floor where I could get home safely.

      I lay between an oval-shaped glass coffee table and two leather chairs facing away from me. I could have landed on either one of those things, which would have put me in a lot worse shape. There was at least one thing I could be thankful for in the midst of this incredible fiasco. I turned my head side to side, stretching my neck—when my whole body tensed.

      Beyond the two leather chairs was a large cherry-wood desk. Looking through the curved metal legs of the chairs, I saw the bottom half of a pair of woman’s legs with a black skirt flowing just over her knees. Her delicate feet were planted firmly on the ground in open-toed flats and didn’t move. She didn’t make a sound.

      The woman had obviously seen me fall from the ceiling and into her office, yet there was no cry of alarm. No curiosity as to what had happened. No sense of obligation to check on my condition—and I was in a hospital! Maybe something had happened to her—

      The woman’s legs moved, one crossing over the other at the ankle.

      I slowly sat up and grabbed the backs of the leather chairs with both hands to pull myself high enough to peer over. The woman leaned forward, elbows propped on her executive desk, looking straight at me. Her face was emotionless, her skin fair and tight, and polar-bear white hair flowing over her shoulders in waves. She was petite. Her black dress, which was patterned with gossamer layers, had a low circular neckline, and three-quarter length sleeves, loosely flowed over her body. Her dark eyes reminded me instantly of eyes I had seen before, eyes that could look straight through you and see into your thoughts and memories. Her dark eyes had the same avaricious intensity as Kafka—Kafka the bogeyman, when he revealed himself as such. The woman’s full lips curled up slightly, showing a hint of the whitest teeth I had ever seen, in a grin that looked like she wanted to give me a hug and rip my head off simultaneously.

      I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath until I had completely run out of air. My lungs burned and my breathing returned in spastic gasps as I sucked in too much air to soothe the fire in my chest. My eyes wouldn’t unlock from her gaze. I lowered my head until my eyes were level with the backs of the chairs like a child’s pitiful attempt to hide.

      “Ask and ye shall receive, like a gift from heaven, dropping from the sky,” the woman said in a soft, sweet, and almost melodic voice. “You’re a bit early, Mr. Grain.” Then her eyes dropped to my hands, squeezing the leather at the tops of the chairs. “Oh, Mr. Grain, you are a naughty boy, indeed.” She leaned back in her chair, which rocked slightly, and placed her hands across a greatly protruding stomach.
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      “Trying to get free stuff in the city, are we?” the woman asked, shaking her head. “Did you draw the Lorne tattoo yourself or did one of your friends do it?”

      I didn’t know how to answer or if I even should.

      “Please get up off the floor and have a seat so we can have an adult conversation. No more childish games.”

      I shakily got up and as soon as I put pressure on my right ankle, I almost collapsed again as a sharp pain shot up my leg, causing me to clutch the backs of the chairs for support. I hobbled around them and dropped into one of the leather seats.

      “That was a nasty fall. Good thing you’re in a hospital. We can take care of that ankle for you. We want you to be comfortable during your stay here.”

      “Who are you and where have you taken my friends?” I asked as forcefully as I could manage in the presence of this intimidating woman.

      She smiled again, seemingly amused by my naivety. “I am Dr. Alexandria Lorne. This is my facility, as is the one I believe you’re looking for.”

      “What about my friends?”

      “Your two friends are in good hands, professionals capable of giving them the personal care and specialized treatment they require.”

      “What about my other friend, Desiree Behring? She came here and disappeared several days ago.”

      “The name doesn’t ring a bell from our list of newly admitted patients. Oh—she was the girl on the rooftop with you and your brother,” she said like she just had an epiphany.

      “Yeah—how do you know about that?”

      “Are you sure she didn’t wander to the other side? It’s a common problem for people coming from the lower plane. They’re easily tempted and captured. Poor souls. Have you had the pleasure of meeting your daediem yet?”

      “My what?” I asked with a growing lump in my throat.

      Dr. Lorne smiled wider and stood up from behind her desk. Her stomach was even larger than I had noticed from her seated position. She looked like she was ready to give birth at any moment. She walked slowly and carefully around her desk and stopped directly in front of me.

      I thought of running, hopping through more walls to safety. She wouldn’t be able to chase me in her condition, but from what I knew about the Lorne family, she wouldn’t have to. I knew I didn’t want to underestimate her capabilities. Sinking lower in my chair, I gazed up at her towering over me.

      “You seek SUSY Asylum, do you not? Looking for the girl you mentioned?”

      My mouth was so dry my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, preventing me from opening it to reply.

      “Your wish shall be granted,” she said, extending a hand. “Allow me to help you up. This newly constructed hospital is a premier facility, one unlike any other, and you will get to experience something seldom do in the entire world.”

      I took her hand as requested and stood up, balancing most of my weight on my left leg.

      “Are you taking me to my friends?” I stuttered.

      “There is a personal suite ready and waiting for you. It’s important you two have your privacy so you can get better acquainted.”

      “Who? Who’s going to be in there with me? Where are you taking me? I just want to find my friends. We’ll leave. Please…it was a mistake to come here.”

      “No it wasn’t, Mr. Grain. It was fate, destiny, divine intervention—you are exactly where you’re supposed to be. Come along.” Dr. Lorne guided me across her office, helping to keep me supported as I hobbled alongside her.

      The door to her office became transparent and I saw two orderlies in black scrubs waiting patiently in the hallway. Neither of them were men I’d seen before.

      “Jax and Cole will take good care of you. And the exceptional doctors of the asylum will give you the care you need to get healthy. I will be checking in on you,” she said to me and then turned her attention to the orderlies. “Please help Mr. Grain here. Due to an unfortunate fall, he has suffered a sprained, maybe even a fractured ankle.”

      “Yes, Doctor,” the men replied in military-like unison.

      Alexandria Lorne disappeared back into her office, leaving me in the questionable care of the two hulking orderlies. One was noticeably larger than the other, but both men could have snapped me like a pencil.

      “The good doctor wants us to take special care of you. A fall, you say?” the smaller of the two large men said and instantly slammed an open palm into the middle of my back with the force of an accelerating truck.

      I tried to gather my balance by firmly planting my feet on the floor, but I crumpled under the searing pain of my right ankle and went sprawling to the ground with an involuntary cry. Rolling over with my knee pulled into my chest, I clutched my ankle and stared at the two orderlies smiling down at me.

      “It’s not nap time yet, little buddy,” the smaller man with a blonde buzz cut said. “Jax, help him up.”

      Both men reached down and grabbed me under the shoulders, lifting me to my feet and then six inches off the ground like I was weightless. They let go of my underarms and allowed me to slam back on the ground.

      I collapsed again as my feet hit the floor and cried out in pain. My ankle throbbed and burned after the initial lightning bolt had shot through my body from the moment of foot-to-floor impact. Tears moistened my eyes and began rolling across my face, but I resisted the impulse to break into a full sob. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

      “The good doctor won’t be happy that you’re just fooling around when we need to be getting you to prep,” the orderly with the buzz cut, Cole, said.

      “Time’s a wasting, little buddy,” Jax said, and both of them lifted me up again.

      This time, they held tightly to my arms—not allowing me to fall, but not helping me walk, either. They briskly marched me down the hallway, forcing me to scramble, hobble, and hop to keep up. Every time I applied pressure to my right ankle, my right leg went limp, and the momentum of the walk caused me to lunge forward. The men caught my falling body each time and kept me moving at their pace by dragging my body forward until I could regain some type of footing.

      We turned down a short wing with a semicircle of elevators and marched straight into the middle vessel. We ascended several floors with dark walls surrounding the glass capsule. And then the walls vanished.

      We were now in a glass tube ascending into the open air, seemingly unconnected to any sort of building; we just continued to shoot up into the heavens. Above us, the sky was filled with stars and a large, nearly full moon that shone silver light upon the landscape. There were lights on the horizon, but nothing that resembled the powerful luminescence of Provex City. I could see in all directions and felt like I could see pretty far, but the city seemed to be gone. There were scattered clusters of lights presumably coming from small towns or communities, but nothing that looked like a major metropolitan area. Then I looked down through the glass floor of the elevator and saw empty landscape below us. The campus of hospital buildings was also gone. We were rising straight out of the ground, straight out of nothing.

      I sank to the floor as the elevator continued to rise, extending my right leg to relieve my ankle of all pressure.

      Cole nudged my ankle with his sneaker and I winced in pain.

      “Sorry, it’s tight in here and you’re taking up most of the floor space,” he said in a very unapologetic tone.

      “Do you miss home yet?” Jax asked.

      I didn’t respond or even look up at them.

      “You’re a long way from it now.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked, staring out into the peaceful-looking night. The serenity and beauty of the landscape below was yet another deception, making me feel all the more hopeless.

      “To the asylum, of course. Where else?” Cole said.

      “I don’t know.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      Then as suddenly as the landscape outside had appeared, it was gone, beyond the glass tube replaced by light grey walls. We slowed and came to a smooth stop. A pair of external doors slid open mere inches from the outside of the glass. The orderlies pulled me forcibly to my feet and I balanced on my good leg as much as possible. My right ankle throbbed so much more than when I had originally fallen. They dragged me through the glass and into the new, brightly lit building, causing me to squint until my eyes could adjust.

      “Welcome to SUSY Asylum, little buddy,” Jax said.

      The new space around me was awash in white light like I had died and gone to heaven, waking up to souls who had been waiting years for me to return.

      “He’s had a little accident,” Cole said to one of several blurry figures standing nearby.

      “We’ll examine him in prep. Place him on the gurney and we’ll take it from here,” I heard a soft female voice say.

      One of the orderlies reached down and scooped up my legs so I was being carried like a two-by-four. Seconds later, I was dropped onto the thin cushions of the gurney, and then felt straps being pulled tight across my chest and legs.

      My eyes were adjusting to the light, bringing into focus four female staff members dressed like they were prepped for surgery, standing around me performing various tasks. Two of them worked on my straps and one checked my vitals like blood pressure and heart rate. She shone a flashlight into my eyes and mouth, and poked and prodded me like a petri-dish specimen. The last lady stuck a needle into my arm and began extracting blood into small vials.

      I closed my eyes to keep from fainting. The needle pushed deep into the tight flesh below my elbow. I shivered from fear of what was coming next. Someone felt around my legs and I let out a cry when my right ankle was squeezed.

      “I believe it’s fractured,” one lady said.

      The needle was removed from my arm and the gurney began to roll down the hallway. The four women in surgical masks walked alongside the gurney as I was pushed deeper into the hospital. The walls looked like concrete without a finish on them; rough, grey, and drab. The doors we passed by looked entirely metal with small rectangular windows at about eye level. And they had doorknobs with keyholes—something I had not seen at any time in Provex City. As I was rolled farther down the hallway, the florescent lights above grew dimmer, to a level that was dimmer than any hospital I had ever been in before. They were locked behind metal mesh cages stretching across the center of the ceiling.

      “Where am I?” I asked groggily.

      “The SUSY Asylum for the Criminally Insane.”

      “Do I seem criminally insane?”

      “You’ll receive a full evaluation from Dr. Lorne herself—she evaluates every patient admitted here. She will determine when or if you will be considered safe to rejoin society. Until that time, she will create your personalized treatment program.”

      “Treatment program?”

      “You want to be well, don’t you? We desire that, too,” the front lady on my right said, who had stuck me with the long needle. She laid a hand gently on my arm as if to comfort me. “Dr. Lorne is the best in her field. You will receive the best treatment available.”

      I was rolled through swinging double doors and into a large room with five stainless steel tables shaped like crosses arranged in a circle, elevated off the ground by a central cylindrical column. Leather straps connected to the underside of the tables in regular intervals hung halfway to the ground—except for the two tables containing patients.

      Eli!

      Anna!

      “When I get out of here I’m going to kill you, Grain!” Eli yelled, wrestling with the straps confining him to his cross-like table.

      One of his doctors fastened a leather strap that went over his nose and under his chin, with a rubber bar in the middle thrust into his mouth. He grunted viscously through the mouth piece, his body thrashing as much as his constraints would allow. The doctor connected his head strap to a notch welded to the edge of the table.

      There was an empty table between Anna and Eli. Anna was already fully strapped in, head piece and all, with her body lying completely still. Both of them were stripped down to their underwear. They each also had four doctors attending to them, and there were bright lamps on extendable aluminum arms pulled directly over their tables, shining down like tiny suns.

      I could see that Anna was awake, her eyes wide and darting from side to side, but the rest of her body was in a frozen state. She glanced over at me as my doctors wheeled me to the table next to hers and one away from Eli’s. She had a metal cage-like contraption on her right ankle that extended about six inches up her leg. I could see at least three small rods or large needles running from the cage and into her flesh. Where the rods or needles entered her leg, there was a wrapping of white gauze with spreading red halos around the puncture wounds. One of her doctors was seated on a thin metal stool performing some kind of action to the top of her head. I couldn’t see what the busy doctor was doing, but it was obvious Anna could tell there was something happening and she was screaming through her eyes.

      The four women in green scrubs worked together to lift me off the gurney and onto the stainless steel table. Quickly, they secured me to the table with the straps as well. They were probably afraid I’d start fighting them like Eli, which maybe I should have. But I already felt so weak and powerless. Fighting would only prolong what they were about to do to me, and all I wanted was to get it over with, and hopefully find some comfort once in my personal suite—or more appropriately, my cell.

      One of the doctors left my side and returned a few moments later, rolling a metal cart with an assortment of instruments and another of the strange, cylindrical cage-like contraptions.

      I looked over at Eli just as he finished getting a large shot in his arm. His fighting grew weaker as whatever they plunged into his system took effect. That must have been why Anna seemed paralyzed. But his muffled yelling through his mouth piece was chilling over the metallic and rustling sounds of the working doctors.

      One of Eli’s doctors wrapped a section of his right calf in white gauze. A second doctor picked up the cage-like contraption intended for him and slipped it on over his right foot, positioning the middle of it over the band of gauze. She took four needles from the tray and screwed the backs of them onto the inside of the cage, one-by-one.

      Eli was hardly moving anymore, but he was still dreadfully awake—his yelling having turned to screaming, though the volume of his voice grew quieter.

      On the cylindrical column supporting the table, there was an electronic panel. The doctor connected one end of a gray cord to an attachment located on the edge of the panel, and the other end to the cage-like contraption surrounding the lower half of Eli’s leg. She flipped a switch on the panel and the roar of an electric drill screamed from the contraption.

      Eli screamed as loud as he could, which could barely be heard over the roar of the contraption.

      The doctor stood back up and held the cage in place around Eli’s leg as the needles began to slowly descend from the cage to his leg. All four needles simultaneously punctured the gauze, and then his skin. The gauze quickly soaked up the blood, which spread like red ripples in a lake of white water. Then the machine powered down, leaving the needles protruding from his leg.

      The roaring sound stopped. Eli’s screaming stopped. He was now completely still—his only movement coming from his eyes, which were still wide awake.

      Then I saw one of Eli’s doctors was working on the back of his head, and like with Anna, I could not see what kind of procedure the doctor was performing.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I pleaded. I didn’t want to see my friends any longer, not in the condition they were in. And I had brought them here. I had delivered them like lab rats to a lunatic. I couldn’t bear to think that Desiree had gone through this same torture.

      “We do, my dear; it’s procedure,” the doctor standing by my head said with a calm voice just as she extended the strap over my nose and chin, with the mounted mouth guard in the center. My teeth bit down on the rubber rod, which tasted like antiseptic. She attached the strap to notches on the edge of the table. I followed her with my eyes and tried to say something further—plead my innocence like a death row inmate—but all I could do was grunt with the mouth guard securely positioned between my jaws.

      “It will keep your head still while we work on you,” she said. Her mask moved as she talked, but it was hard to make out any facial expressions. “The mouth guard will help keep you calm. Don’t worry, you won’t feel any pain.”

      I had already seen some of what they were about to do to me, which only made things worse. My whole body broke into a cold sweat as they continued to prep me for the incoming horrors. With my arms outstretched on the metal cross table, I was helpless to do anything but scream into my rubber mouth guard.

      Three of the doctors now had pairs of scissors and began cutting away my clothes, leaving me in my underwear. My shredded clothes were gathered up by one of the doctors, the pile placed into a white plastic bag and taken away.

      “You’ll feel some discomfort for only a few seconds,” one doctor said and plunged a large needle into my right arm, as I had seen done to Eli.

      Some discomfort? I felt like I was being stabbed to the bone, sending lightning shocks through my nerves down to my fingertips and up my neck. The shivering that followed was violent and uncontrollable, but stopped as soon as she pulled out the needle. Then I waited for whatever she had given me to take effect, hoping it would take effect before they began their real work.

      With my head strapped to the table looking up at the small halogen sun above me, I could no longer see Anna and Eli. I didn’t want to see them looking the way they did, but I began to feel so alone, so far from home in this insane world, helpless and wondering if this was the end for me—for all of us. Had I single-handedly killed our entire group?

      “Do you feel this?” the doctor who had injected me with what seemed to be some type of tranquilizer asked.

      I moved my eyes to look down and she was poking my hand with a dull instrument. I felt nothing, not even the pressure of being touched, like from the effects of Novocain. It was like my hand wasn’t even connected to my body. It was like my eyes and mind were disconnected from my body and I was observing someone else entirely. But I knew it was me even though I couldn’t feel it. The disassociated horror was way too real.

      The doctor standing by my right hand took a stainless steel instrument that had a wire like a cheese slicer and put it to my skin by the wolf-head tattoo. I shut my eyes immediately, not wanting to see what was going to happen next. I couldn’t feel a thing, but the movie in my head continued seamlessly from where my eyes left off. My imagination was as clear as my vision, and I couldn’t help but to see the doctor filleting my skin with the wire. My imagination wouldn’t allow me to close my eyes for a second time. And I couldn’t divert my gaze as my skin peeled away and blood poured from all sides of the enlarging wound.

      Then my body began to shake. The roar of a motor sounded again. I feared the contraption was being secured to my leg, the needles digging through skin and muscle. A whiff of burning flesh stung my nostrils, and I squeezed my eyelids tightly shut. I could picture too much in my mind, but I’m sure it was nothing compared to the horrific procedures being performed on my limp, numb, disassociated body. I could feel the pain in my head even though my body felt nothing. My mind filled in for my sleeping body. And I couldn’t even get out a satisfying scream. All that escaped past the rubber mouth guard were grunts and gurgles.

      A few minutes later, I felt like I was moving, but it could have just been me about to finally faint. It wouldn’t have been a bad thing. I could wake up in my room with the realization that this had all been a dream—a terrible dream.

      I opened my eyes just to make sure, to see if my vision was really going as I slipped away into unconsciousness. But it wasn’t the case. The spotlight above my head was moving to the side…or I was moving to the side and the light remained stationary. No, I was moving. My team of doctors had picked me up and was transporting me back to the gurney. I could see everything clearly as my eyes rolled around in their sockets. The other four tables in the surgery room were empty. Anna and Eli had already been taken to God knows where.

      Two of the doctors left, leaving the remaining two in charge of rolling me to my next destination, which I prayed was my room. I scanned the hallways as I was escorted down them, trying to remember each turn as best as I could. But I knew they’d get all jumbled in my head within a few minutes. This place was a labyrinth, and all the hallways and doors looked the same.

      Finally, the doctors stopped at a metal door like all the others—number 217—and one of the doctors removed a key ring from a clip on her scrubs. There was one small rectangular window at about eye level with thin blue crosshatched lines. The door swung out as the lock unlatched and the last doctor pushed me inside.

      “Here we are,” the doctor with the keys said. “Home sweet home.”

      I stared up at them as they attempted to lift me from the gurney to a bed against the wall. They strained to lift me now that it was just the two of them. But they managed, and dropped me like a bag of cement onto the bed. I would have given anything to see their faces, but none of the doctors from that surgery room ever removed their masks. I wanted a clear picture of who was doing this to us, but I was never given the satisfaction.

      “It’s time for you to get some sleep,” the doctor with the keys said. “You’ve had a long day.”

      The two doctors left me on the bed and exited the room, closing the heavy door behind them, tumblers rolling inside the door as I was locked in.

      My head was swimming so much that I couldn’t possibly sleep. I wanted to move so I could get a look at my surroundings, but I still felt detached from my body. All I could do was look directly overhead. Maybe I’d never regain the use of my body. Maybe this was it; I was a quadriplegic. The ceiling was a dull gray. The wall next to me that I could see out of the corner of my eye looked like it was made of large glossy black tiles—very different from the walls I’d seen elsewhere in the hospital. Asylum.

      The room was silent and eerie. I couldn’t hear anything from the hallway. The room seemed to be soundproof. If I screamed, no one would come to my aid. I wondered if there were cameras somewhere in the room so the doctors could look in at any time beyond the tiny hatched window in the door.

      How was I going to get myself out of this one? I highly doubted Mr. Gordon was going to save me this time and there was no chance of Desiree showing up since I was supposed to be rescuing her. I was in serious trouble; there was no doubt about it.

      As I thought about Desiree and how I would explain all this to Mr. Gordon, if I ever saw him again, I was startled by the sound of three beeps. What did they mean? Was something happening? I couldn’t see anything. I couldn’t hear anything else. Then I began to feel warm and woozy. My eyelids turned into iron shades, refusing to remain open.

      The wall and ceiling above me began to spin. Nausea crept up my throat, reminding me of the aftermath of eating the Jell-O shots at Desiree’s party. I didn’t want to throw up on the bed with my head frozen in an upward position. If I threw up, then I’d probably drown in my own vomit. I tried not to think of that. Then the spinning subsided as I saw pictures, figures, and shapes in the darkness. I could no longer determine whether I was awake or asleep. I was no longer…there…
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      When I awoke, everything was dark. The only light came from the tiny window in the door, shining a thick ray like sunlight through the leaves of a patchy canopy. It took me a moment to realize that I was lying on my side facing the door. I tried moving my limbs, and they were working, but slowly, still in the process of coming out of anesthesia. My body was beginning to tingle with slight feeling, but I felt no pain.

      Across the room, there looked to be another bed and what looked like a figure asleep in it. But it was too dark to be sure.

      “Hello?” I called out with a rusty voice.

      There was no movement and no reply. The shadows and darkness must have been playing tricks on me. I tried to swing my legs off the side of the bed, but they felt like rubber logs. I decided it wasn’t worth the struggle of seeing if I could stand yet, and wondered how much longer I had until the lights came back on. I had no concept of what time of day or night it was. The feelings of weakness and disorientation consumed me like a growing tumor.

      I continued to stare across the room at the sleeping manifestation, confident in the light I would find myself alone—utterly alone—and back to square one.

      The three beeps from earlier startled me again, followed quickly by the creeping nausea, dizziness, and loss of consciousness. It all happened faster this time, and I was out before the fear could fully kick in.
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      When I awoke again, the lights were back on. The room was bright and shadow free. I had rolled over in the night, now facing the wall, and could see my reflection in the glossy black rectangular tiles that made up the walls.

      I pushed up on my elbows, finding my strength was returning. The tingling in my upper body was gone, but I could still feel the prickly needle-work in my legs. My right arm throbbed, where I had received the shot, all the way down to my fully bandaged hand. I looked down at myself, and found I was now in a seaweed-green, loose-fitting jumpsuit, with my right leg looking extra bulky because of the metal contraption under my loose pant leg.

      The room was cold and relatively bare. A chipped wooden desk with three drawers lining one side was positioned next to the door against the wall, with steel clips and bolts fastening it to the floor. The wooden chair was also bolted to the floor, set back just far enough so that someone of about my size could slip in and sit at the desk. A plastic lamp was secured to the top of the desk, so the only items in the room not bolted down were a yellow pad of lined paper and a pencil. A stainless steel toilet and sink combination unit was built into the back wall. And there was another twin-size bed on the opposite wall to mine—with someone lying on it—

      Staring at me.

      “What have you done?” the boy asked. He peeled back his covers and sat up on his elbows. With his bed, the wall, how he was dressed, his inquisitive expression, and the way he propped himself up on his elbows, his side of the room looked like a mirror image to mine. He looked like a mirror image of me.

      He was almost me—a version of myself I would have loved to see in the mirror every morning. He looked better than me in almost every way, from his symmetrical facial features, the shine and fall of his hair, to his toned physique visible through his seaweed-green scrubs.

      “Nero?” I asked.

      “In the flesh.” He smiled.

      “When did you get here?” I asked.

      “While you were in surgery. They’ve perfected a procedure that extracts us from our realm, so they don’t have to actually go in and find us. That way, we can’t put up a fight. Real sportsman-like.” Nero paused and stared at me. He looked like he wanted to get up and walk over to my side of the room, but he remained on his bed. It was a long while before either one of us spoke again. “I’ve waited a long time to officially meet you, Oliver Lorne. My full name is Nero Orville.”

      I still couldn’t speak. There were no words when brought face-to-face with your mirror. It felt so recent that I had learned about his existence. The voice I heard made me feel crazy at times, but when I ignored him and he quieted, he didn’t seem real. But there was no denying the existence of the figure across the room from me.

      “What’s happening?” I finally said. Nero had to have more answers than I did, so I bombarded him with questions uncontrollably. “How are you here now when you were only a voice before? How are they holding us in here? And where are we exactly?”

      “You remember me mentioning The Line?” Nero asked, sitting upright on the bed. “Well, I think that’s where we are, which would explain how we are both in the same room together.”

      “What is The Line?”

      “It’s a neutral space between your realm and mine where we can stand in the same physical plane, but a space that neither of us can cross without a sacrifice. It’s a slight overlap between the realms where nothing really exists except for a man and his mirror to meet.”

      “If that’s true, then how does this place exist?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Nero and I sat and stared at each other for a long while. I guess we’d have to get used to each other. There was no place to hide here. No privacy. No personal space except for our separate beds.

      “So what do we do now?” I finally said.

      “We get you well,” Nero said. “We get you well so we can walk out of here together. The same way you came in.”

      “And you don’t think there’s something greater holding us in? What about this thing on my leg?” I lifted my pant leg to show Nero the metal contraption with the four needles dug deep into my flesh. Nero didn’t seem to have one attached to his leg.

      “When you feel well enough to stand, we will find out.”

      I looked at the tiny window in the door, only big enough to stick an arm through if breaking the glass were possible. But it was probably over an inch thick, maybe Plexiglass, and maybe bulletproof. That little window would not be our way out of here. The only way was through the walls, but Alexandria Lorne had seen what I was capable of doing, so there had to be preventive measures of escape.

      “So I’ve been told that we are like two parts of the same person. Where have you been all these years? I only hear you when I come to Provex City—”

      “Which is where we separate.”

      “Separate?”

      “Where you call home, we are the same. I go where you go and know what you know. There is no difference between you and me. There is no separation of thought. There is no separation of consciousness. And in Greater Meric, we are on the same level, but separated by a lateral plane. Separation of thought and consciousness. It’s a strange feeling to go from adjoining to separate. I’ve been told you don’t even feel it.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You’re lucky. It feels like half of my life force is being ripped out of my chest. I feel drained and incomplete. But then I find you, so close on the other side and feel your warmth and life that I so desperately want back. Mirrors, shadows, daediems…there are probably more names for what we are—each plane being separate in and of itself, but we really are the same. Most of us don’t have the experience that I have.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Of being a traveler,” Nero said and scooted back on his bed until his back hit the wall, knees pulled to his chest.

      We had an undetermined amount of time to kill. There was no window or clock to let us know what time it was or how much time was passing.

      Two plates of food materialized at the foot of the door without it ever opening.

      “Well, will you look at that? They’ve retained the power to pass through the doors and walls, which can only mean it’s possible for us.”

      I finally had something to smile about, a fortunate realization, a small ray of hope.

      Kicking my legs carefully over the side of my bed, I attempted to stand, anticipating a horrific pain shooting up my leg from my sprained, or possibly broken, ankle. And the metal cage connected to just above my ankle couldn’t help matters. I laid my feet gently on the floor and shifted my weight slowly onto them. To my wonderment and relief, the pain in my ankle had lessened significantly. I was standing without major discomfort. Taking a few steps, my condition remained the same. Moments later, I was pacing confidently around the room.

      “I take it you’re feeling pretty good,” Nero said. “How about we grab a bite to eat and get out of here.”

      I couldn’t agree more, my stomach suddenly convulsing with hunger. I passed him a tray and took the other for myself, plopping back down on my bed with the tray in my lap. Unable to sit cross-legged with the cage on my leg, I let it dangle over the edge of the bed. It felt better not to have it leaning against something, pushing half of the needles deeper into me. But it was a dull, pressure-like pain, not the sharp feeling I would have expected.

      On the tray, there was a bowl of plain oatmeal, two slices of dry toast, and a plastic child’s sippy cup of orange juice. I devoured it like it actually tasted good. I felt like I hadn’t eaten in days, and with the slipping in and out of consciousness, for all I knew, it had been.

      After licking the spoon clean and pinching every last crumb from the tray, I got up and placed it on the desk. I could feel the pain in my ankle slowly returning and my bandaged hand beginning to burn where they’d most likely carved away layer upon layer of skin, maybe even down to the muscle. I must have been on heavy medication not to feel the effects of what was done to me…and it was beginning to wear off.

      “You don’t seem so bad,” I said to Nero, taking his tray from him as well, and stacking it on top of my own.

      “As compared to what?”

      “Darius painted this horrific picture of mirrors. Mr. Gordon and Jeremy warned me to beware, like you were a monster or bogeyman.” This made me immediately think of Kafka. “Now that you’re not yelling at me all the time, you seem rather nice and normal—though you look, I mean, it’s just not fair.”

      “I can’t help that. None of us can,” Nero said, shifting his weight on the bed.

      “What, are you all like supermodels over there?”

      “Everyone looks pretty good, I do admit. It’s a sight like you’ve never seen.” Nero couldn’t contain a smile, though it looked like he was trying to.

      “That’s just a very different picture.”

      “People from your realm don’t understand much about my realm, and what’s not understood is usually feared.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.” I walked over to the door and peered out the small rectangular window. Doctors, nurses, and orderlies walked by in casual conversation like they were in a regular hospital, getting through just another workday. “So we’re actually on the same team?”

      “We are the same, it would be impossible to be opposing.”

      I placed my hands on the cold metal door. If I actually went through the door at this seemingly busy time of day, I’d be caught instantly. But I could test my options for later. I pushed against the door, willing my hands through the metal.

      But it wasn’t working.

      “What’s wrong?” Nero asked.

      I pushed harder, but I knew that wasn’t the right method and mind frame to get through. Easing the pressure, I closed my eyes and created a mental picture of the door disappearing.

      The three beeps sounded again and broke my concentration.

      “What’s that?” Nero asked, jumping up from the bed.

      The beeps sounded like they were coming from me. I glanced down as I felt something within the metal contraption on my leg move. Hurrying to pull up my pant leg, I uncovered the cage just in time to see a few metal pieces rearranging and one of the needles shift slightly in my leg. It sent a lightning bolt up my leg to where I almost collapsed immediately. Then I felt something being injected into my system. It was like before. The beeps were a warning that something within the contraption was being triggered.

      Nausea crept back up into my throat. My leg was cold, and the icy sensation was spreading throughout my body. The room began to spin. But the pain I had been starting to feel quickly vanished—or maybe it was my fading consciousness turning off the pain sensors to my swimming brain.

      Nero rushed toward me as I collapsed in front of the door. The last thing I saw was his bare feet as my head hit the—
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      I awoke again on my bed with the feeling that my night in the asylum had all been a dream, but a sneaking suspicion that the dream was my living nightmare.

      As my senses regained their acuity, a wall of deafening noise and flashing lights hit me with an intensity I’d never before experienced—cutting through my groggy state like a guillotine. The room lights on the ceiling were out, but what now lit the room were the walls. Each glossy black tile was some kind of built-in LCD screen, all flashing different videos and images in a demented concoction of visual art. The sounds blasting from overhead were just as jumbled, inescapable noise seeming to come from everywhere at once.

      Nero was kneeling on his bed, leaning forward with his head against the mattress. His hands were clamped tightly over his ears and his face buried in a pillow so forcefully I was afraid he might suffocate.

      “Make it stop!” he screamed. “Make it stop!”

      His screaming could barely be heard above the onslaught of auditory vomit.

      I placed my own pillow over my head, attempting to have it reach both ears. It wouldn’t. I closed my eyes, but it still felt like I was looking straight into the sun. There was no escaping what flooded into the room. I pulled what thin blanket I had free from the bed and buried myself as best I could. But it was still no use. The noise would make my ears bleed at any moment. My head felt like it was on the verge of exploding.

      Dizzy and nauseous from the sensory overload, I shook and swayed on the bed, and then vibrated onto the floor with a sharp thud. The needles in my leg dug and tore at my flesh as the metal banged against the floor and rolled with me from being entangled in the bed sheet. I was now huddled on the floor in the fetal position. This torture was worse than anything the doctors performed on me. I wouldn’t have ever imagined wanting to gouge out my own eyes and stab through my eardrums, but I would do anything to make the screens stop.

      Nero was still screaming, and then I noticed that I was doing the same—uncontrollably.

      How much longer could this last? How much longer could we endure? How much longer were they planning to subject us to this torturous experiment? It killed me to think of Desiree and Anna going through the same thing. It killed me. It killed me. It was killing me…

      Then everything went dark and quiet. Had I suddenly lost my senses and become locked inside my own head? Even though my over-stimulated senses still screamed, I knew relief was coming as soon as they caught up to the current, calm environment.

      I unraveled myself from the blanket and opened my eyes. Nothing happened. The room was just as dark as inside my head. But after the floating spots and ghosting images left on my retinas lessened and finally vanished, I began to make out the tiny window in the door and the beam of light that shone through onto a spot on the floor, illuminating a faint shape drawn into the concrete.

      Nero emerged from his makeshift hiding spot on his bed, appearing as a black lump in the darkness.

      “When did you wake up?” he asked, his voice hoarse from yelling.

      “I don’t know.” And it was the truth. The torture had warped my sense of time. I could have been awake for a minute or an hour. I had no way of knowing. “What happened?”

      “The lights went out for a few minutes, and then it started. I thought it would never end.” Nero took a few gasping breaths. “The worst part is no one seemed to notice. I banged on the door and watched people walking by our room like they weren’t hearing a thing. Then I banged on the screens, but it did no good. I couldn’t even scratch one, let alone break one.”

      I shook my head and crawled toward the lit spot on the floor, careful to hold the contraption up so it wouldn’t drag and rip my skin to shreds. But my leg and hand were feeling better. The throbbing and burning were gone for now.

      When I got close enough to make out what had been drawn into the floor, I stopped and looked up at Nero. He dropped from his bed and joined me on the opposite side of the spotlight beam. In needle-thin lines, a familiar design was etched into the concrete flooring.

      “I’ve seen this before,” I said.

      “We have,” Nero answered, like he had always been by my side—which in a way, he had.

      It was the broken anarchy symbol of Commodore Chaos. A message. A warning. Either he had been here, or someone following his writing wanted to pay him homage.

      “What does it mean?” Nero asked.

      I stared at the shining symbol, trying to get it to speak to me. It was a clue, somehow, and I needed it to give me a direction.

      “He knew an awful lot about this place,” I said, looking up to Nero. “He had to have been here—here in this cell or at least in a nearby cell. And he made a friend here somehow. He was locked away in here and escaped. Or was let go. But with what I’ve seen with this place, I don’t think people are just released. He must have escaped.”

      “Which is great news,” Nero exclaimed. “Now the question remaining is how?”

      The lights in the room came back on. I flinched and immediately shielded my eyes as a reflex from the torturous screens. But it wasn’t the screens; only the lights. After my eyes adjusted to my newly illuminated surroundings, I looked back down to the etching, and it was gone. It fully disappeared in the light. I felt along the tile where it had shown, and the cuts were so thin that it felt and appeared smooth.

      “With all the setbacks, we’ve found our light—our tiny ray of hope.” Nero stood up and took a seat on the side of his bed. “Now we just need something concrete.”

      “And some time to think without the insanity of this room turning back on.”

      “Maybe that’s the point.”

      I looked at him blankly. It was hard to believe he was a part of me when we had completely different perspectives and ideas, when he picked up on things I either didn’t notice or didn’t understand. And I couldn’t get over how he looked—how I could look with a few alterations.

      “Maybe they aren’t using any special powers after all. Maybe all they have are distractions, and all we have to do is focus through them.”

      If that was true, then we could walk out of here at any moment. It seemed so simple, yet the door was still one hundred percent solid.
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      The lights turned on and off at what seemed like every couple of hours to give the effect that days were going by more rapidly than they should. Or so it appeared. For all we knew, the days were really going by that swiftly. If that was true, then we had been in here for weeks or months. Judging by the automatic lights, we were separately let out of our room once a week for a shower and social time in a multifunction room. I was also escorted regularly to similar operating rooms to get my bandages replaced.

      During those times, I learned of another purpose for the metal contraption on my leg. It acted as a lockdown device.

      An orderly’s face appeared in the door window. He tapped on the glass three times and my leg instantly became frozen in place where I stood. There must have been some type of powerful electromagnets, unlike any I’d ever heard of, in the floor. When the electromagnets were turned on, a low hum emanated from the floor. And I became stuck wherever I was in that moment. I could move everything else, but it was like that contraption became fixed to the floor in some strange way, not ripping through my leg and rocketing to the floor, but fixed in a permanent spot in midair until the humming ceased.

      Nero lied on his bed like he was also frozen when two orderlies in black scrubs entered the room. They seemed to be the security for the asylum, saying very little, and escorting me from place to place when I wasn’t strapped to a gurney. Each one grabbed an arm, the humming stopped, allowing me to walk with them.

      I was first taken to a communal shower room that seemed to accommodate everyone being held here. Starting in a small room with long stainless steel tables attached to the floor along either wall, I was given a grey towel, instructed to strip, and to leave my clothes on a table. A small plastic bag was supplied to me to put over my bandaged hand, secured by a thick rubber band.

      There were several other patients—prisoners—in the room at different stages of undress with their own orderlies assigned to watch over them. Men and women were in the room together, as well as in the large tiled shower.

      I pulled my towel around me, but the cold, musty fabric barely covered my shaking body. In the shower there were three other men and two women, ranging from their thirties to their sixties. Luckily, Desiree, Anna, nor Eli was there. In another place and time, I would have loved to have seen either girl naked, but not today—not here.

      No one said a word. All eyes were pointed to the floor or a mildew-stained wall ahead. A metal cage was clasped to each right leg, making it next to impossible to clean the portion of leg underneath.

      I scurried to an unused showerhead, hung my towel over the pipe above, and turned on the water. It was cold, as expected, which just motivated me to move faster. A hairy bar of soap hung from a rope around the handle. Disgusted, I scrubbed the soap clean before allowing any part of it to touch my body.

      Other prisoners shuffled in and out of the shower room like zombies. The constant traffic caused my heart to pound harder, afraid I could run into someone I knew at any moment. I rinsed myself off more than scrubbed myself clean, still sickened by the soap. Turning off the water, I snatched my towel and threw it around my waist without bothering to dry myself off.

      When I got back to the changing room, there were more people lined against the stainless steel tables, undressing. I hurried back to my pile of clothes, and dropped the towel and threw on my pants in one fluid movement.

      “What’s your bright idea now, Grain!” I heard a guy yell from the other side of the room.

      I spun around to see Eli as he secured his towel around his waist. He glared at me with murder in his eyes, his chest heaving with heavy breaths. An orderly to his side grabbed his arm to keep him back. He looked about ready to attack and shook his arm free of the orderly’s firm grip.

      “Get your hand off me, you asshole,” Eli spat.

      “Then get your ass in the shower, kid,” the orderly responded with about the same level of contempt.

      “You got us into this and you sure as hell better get us out! I’m not gonna die in this place!”

      “I’m sorry.” It’s all I could say. I felt responsible for everything that had happened, even for Desiree, though I still didn’t know what had happened to her—or where she was.

      Eli broke away from his guards and shoved me against the stainless steel table. I pushed back to try and keep him at an arm’s length, feeling awkward pressing my hands against his bare chest.

      “Lockdown in the shower changing room,” one of the orderlies shouted.

      Above all the commotion I could still hear the hum of the floor. Everyone’s right leg was immediately locked in place, with those facing our direction staring at us with petrified expressions.

      Eli stopped pushing me, letting his arms fall to his sides with a frustrated sigh. Not taking his livid eyes off mine, he readjusted his towel to keep it from falling.

      “I should have never trusted you,” he said. “Look what you’ve gotten us into. Have you seen what they’ve done to Anna?”

      I shook my head and dropped my eyes, guilt strangling all the air out of my body like Kafka’s ghost. It was then that I noticed Eli’s body was covered in purple, green, and yellow bruises. He hadn’t just been putting up a fight here.

      “Are you boys going to behave, or are we going to have to push you over? Because you don’t want it to have to come to that,” one of Eli’s orderlies said, his head appearing over Eli’s shoulder, talking right into his ear.

      “I’m good,” Eli said and threw his arms up in an exaggerated gesture of surrender. “Just keep this guy away from me.”

      The orderlies pulled him away as soon as we were released from the electromagnets, and I was quickly escorted out of the room. I was walked to a multifunctional recreation room where there were a few simple activities set up, tables and chairs, books, and an old black-and-white television that looked straight out of the 1950s. With the fancy screens embedded into the walls in the rooms, this antique television set seemed incredibly out of place.

      And then I saw Anna, sitting in a recliner at the far end of the room. She had the footrest extended to prop her right leg up, which was enclosed in a hard cast from her foot to just past her knee. The metal contraception was now on her left leg, so she must have had it switched over when she received the cast. The orderlies who had escorted me left the room. Several other orderlies in black scrubs stood against the walls, overseeing the prisoners like owls watching mice.

      I rushed up to her with a burst of excitement, praying she wouldn’t have a similar reaction to seeing me as Eli. And she didn’t—in fact, she projected no reaction at all. She had a vacant stare that I couldn’t seem to break. It took me a few seconds of shaking her shoulder for her to acknowledge there was someone standing beside her at all.

      “Is playtime over?” she asked softly.

      I knelt down beside her. “Anna—Anna, it’s me, Oliver. What happened to you?”

      “I fell down. They told me to be careful…and I was not careful. So I fell after they warned me I would fall.” She paused. “Is playtime over?”

      Anna looked at me with the most innocent expression, like I was talking to a five-year-old girl who looked up to me for knowing all the answers in the world. The Anna I knew had to be somewhere in that drugged up, sedated consciousness. But the girl talking to me was not Anna. And as she continued to stare at me, waiting for me to answer her simple question, I lost it. Tears began streaming down my face and I wiped my cheeks with the heel of my left palm.

      “Yes, Anna. Playtime is over.”

      She tried to get up, but I pushed down on her arms to keep her seated. I didn’t have to push hard. She gave into the pressure without much fight. She seemed the total opposite of Eli, but it was probably just the drugs.

      Someone began screaming incoherently.

      I looked over and saw a man push another to the ground. The pushed man had been sitting in a wooden chair that toppled over with him. The crazed man causing the commotion made an erratic run for the door.

      The orderlies kept their places against the walls. Just before the man reached the threshold, one of the orderlies said, “Lockdown on Rec. Room 3.”

      The hum of the electromagnets in the floor sounded almost immediately, locking everyone in place, including the running man’s leg. He was propelled forward, with the bones in his leg shattering as they collided with the metal cage. The momentum of his run threw him to the ground, almost severing his leg completely, which was now contorted in a way so unnatural it didn’t seem real. But his screaming was real—way too real. And the blood pouring from the jagged fragments of bone where his leg was bent horrifically the wrong way was so real I gagged from the sight of it and quickly had to divert my eyes. I looked back at Anna and tried not to listen to the screaming. The humming from the floor ceased, and I heard the sound of metal hitting the floor.

      “He fell down, too. They should have warned him,” Anna said with no emotion behind her words.

      I cried harder, glanced down at her cast, and then placed my head on her chest like she was here to comfort me. She placed a hand on my neck and rubbed lightly just behind my ear.

      “Where have you been, Oliver? I’ve missed you.”

      I didn’t answer her, but just kept my head against her body and closed my eyes, trying desperately to stop the tears—trying desperately to forget where we were, trying to re-create a picture in my head of when we sat on the steps of my gazebo, when she had told me for the first and final time that she loved me.

      A hand was laid on my shoulder, bringing me back to the hell we were locked within. Orderlies stood on either side of the recliner and forced me away from her. They helped her to her feet.

      “Bye, Oliver,” Anna said with a sweet smile. “I’ll see you later.” She turned to one of the orderlies assisting her out of the room. “Can I come back tomorrow to visit with my friend?”

      “If you’re a good girl,” the orderly answered.

      “I’ll be good. I promise.” And she was gone—out of my life again.

      I sank to the floor beside the recliner with a sudden blinding headache. I couldn’t bring myself to do anything and waited for my orderlies to come back and collect me. It felt like a chisel was being taken to my head. My eyes burned and ears rang. I’d never had a migraine before, but it’s the first thing that came to mind with what had overtaken me. The light in the room was too much. Noise from the people talking around me was amplified to a screaming crowd awaiting their favorite band to take the stage. As if everything else wasn’t overwhelming enough, now I was going to be plagued by the thunderstorm in my head, trying to rip my brain in two.

      When I saw my two orderlies enter the room, I couldn’t take it anymore and pushed myself clumsily to my feet, anxious to get back to my room and slide under the bed covers. The only semi-safe place I had left.

      We made our way through the maze of hallways to my room—and I had to fight to keep my eyes open. But then to my horror, I saw flashing lights pouring out from the tiny window in the door. No sound emanated from the room, just what looked like the shine of strobe lights bursting into the hallway.

      I could feel the pain again and uncontrollably skidded to a stop.

      “No! No! I can’t go back in there!” I cried, digging my heels into the floor. With my feet covered in slippers without tread, my protests did little to slow me down. I slid right along as they hauled me up to the door. The room seemed to be electrified, as bright as lightning flashing only a few feet away, and not like the muted lightning from the club in Provex City.

      “No! You can’t…” I pushed against the door. I wouldn’t allow them to open it. I peered in for a split second and saw Nero huddled on his bed, covering his head and ears, and writhing from side to side in agony from the extreme overstimulation.

      One orderly knocked on the door—and the flashing stopped. Nero disappeared in the darkness now enveloping the room. One orderly pulled me back and the other unlocked the door. I glimpsed Nero lying on his bed as the light from the hallway flooded into the room, his fair skin aglow. The orderly holding my arm pushed me past the door, which quickly slammed shut behind me. The darkness of the room quickly eased my pounding head and I didn’t have to worry about my eyes any longer. I maneuvered blindly in the blackness, successfully finding my way to my bed. The overwhelming reality of everything that was happening welled up and overflowed as I collapsed onto my bed and climbed under the covers. The needles that tugged at my leg and ankle were beginning to burn again. The migraine was subsiding, but the painkillers were wearing off once more for all my other ailments. I knew another injection was coming.

      “Oliver, is that you?” Nero asked from somewhere across the room.

      “Yeah,” I answered, sniffling loudly in the silence.

      “Are you crying?”

      “No; I’m fine,” I said, and wiped my eyes in the secrecy of my corner.

      This is hopeless. The three beeps sounded.
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      I never kept a journal. It’s probably late to start one now, but I have a lot of free time on my hands. TJ has inspired me in more ways than one. But now he’s gone. I’m losing everyone in my life. Desiree’s gone. I’ve single-handedly destroyed the lives of Anna and Eli. My family and Mr. Gordon don’t know where I am, and even if they did, this isn’t a place they’d come to rescue me. I’m on my own, with Nero, but since we seem to be one in the same…I’m back to being on my own.

      I wanted to find my father. I was told he was alive. But if he is, why hasn’t he tried to find me like I’ve been trying to find him? Does he even care about me, or about who I am, or even want to know me? What if he left to get away from us? What if it’s that simple? It wasn’t about some elaborate plot. He just didn’t want us around anymore and got rid of us with a fantastic excuse. So why am I trying to find someone who doesn’t want to know who I am? I’d love to hear it from him, but it isn’t worth risking my life. I should be home with the people who I know actually care about me, not chasing the ghost of a dead father who does nothing but haunt me. Mr. Gordon is more of a father figure than he will ever be. Things would be so much simpler if he just stayed dead.

      If I hadn’t gone back to the city with Desiree, she may never have gone on her own and we’d all be sitting in our classes getting on with our lives, not abducted and imprisoned. I’m so sorry. I never meant for any of this to happen. I never meant to put you in harm’s way. You’re stronger than I am, so if I’m still alive, then I know you are, too. Stay strong, wherever you are. I love you.

      

      “What are you writing?” Nero asked, walking over from his bed.

      “Nothing,” I said, not realizing he was awake, and ripped off the top sheet of the yellow pad of paper. I balled it up and looked for a trash can to toss it into. Oh yeah, we had no trash can. I turned in the chair and threw the wad of paper into the toilet.

      “Nice shot. Couldn’t sleep?”

      “When the lights come on, I wake up. It’s automatic. I don’t know how you do it.” I tried scooting the chair back to sit more comfortably, forgetting it was anchored to the concrete floor like everything else.

      I looked back to the new top sheet of paper in the pad and noticed it wasn’t fully blank. In the bottom right-hand corner was another small broken anarchy sign—the symbol of Commodore Chaos. I flipped the page and found another in the same spot, and another, and another…I continued flipping the pages; the symbol morphed into different letters and a stick-figured cartoon man appeared and came to life. A diagonal line shot down like a laser beam. The stick-figured man ran across the page to where it stopped. Another man ran from behind and jumped onto the first man’s shoulders, raising his arms like a gymnast sticking a perfect landing. And the last few pages were blank.

      “What is it?” Nero asked, leaning over my shoulder.

      “I’m not sure.” I started from the beginning so Nero could see the entire animation. It started with just the symbol for the first few pages, and then the man and laser beam appeared from opposite directions. When I reached the end of the pad, I looked up at Nero to get his assessment.

      “Does it mean anything?” I asked. “Or was it made by someone else who was just as bored as us with little to no artistic ability?”

      “Are you really ragging on someone else’s artistic ability now? What about the letters?”

      I didn’t respond and flipped through the yellow pad again.

      “And what’s the line shooting down?” Nero asked. “They’re running to it for a reason. Why?”

      I watched it one more time and then looked around the room. Nero followed my lead, both of us thinking the cartoon was telling a story about the room—or at least something relevant. Each room would have two people in it. The two figures in the animation had to be referencing that.

      Nero walked out into the center of the room, looking out at the door, down at the floor, and then up at the ceiling.

      I wrote down the letter from each page and deciphered what they spelled.

      “Do you remember the marking on the floor?” Nero asked.

      I nodded.

      “The light shining down to the floor onto the marking.” Nero pointed directly overhead where he was standing, at a speaker in the ceiling. “I think he’s pointing to the speaker.”

      “The letters spell out: Only in the storm.”

      Nero clicked his teeth and walked back over to me to see the words for himself. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Got me.” I shrugged. “I just copied it down.”

      Nero returned to the spot directly below the speaker in the ceiling and looked up, studying it intently.

      There were at least twenty speakers in the ceiling, perfect for blasting us into the ground when all the screens ignited. But this one was directly above the Commodore Chaos symbol.

      “Would you be able to reach the speaker if you got up on my shoulders?” Nero asked.

      “That’s what the drawing showed,” I said. “Maybe—it looks too high—but we might be able to pull it off.”

      I stood up on the chair to get some perspective. I was a few feet away from reaching the ceiling, but maybe I could on top of Nero’s shoulders.

      “We would need something to pry the speaker out of the ceiling without breaking it,” Nero said.

      “What about the pencil?”

      “Perhaps.”  Nero quickly scanned the room. “Is there anything else in the desk?”

      I opened the top drawer and found a straight razor lying all alone in the great empty space.

      “Don’t you find this a little strange?” I asked, holding it up.

      Nero came over and took it from me, examining it in his open palm. “I guess they’re allowing you to check out if you want to.”

      “What kind of a place does that?”

      “What kind of a place does any of the weird crap this place does?” He passed the razor back to me. “I hope you’re not thinking of checking out.”

      “Not when we’re onto something here,” I said and placed the blade beside the yellow pad. “What about the words? Only in the storm. They have to be significant.”

      Nero thought for a moment, staring up at the ceiling. “Do you think they’re watching us?”

      “Probably.”

      “Do you think they can hear us?”

      “Probably,” I said again. And then it clicked what the words meant and how we needed to be careful with what we were saying right now. My heart sank when I thought about working through the storm, how it would even be possible. “Anything we do, we have to do while the screens are on.”

      “Good.” Nero snapped back to me, looking hopeful that we figured it out. “They probably can’t see or hear anything while all that stuff’s blasting at us.” Then he realized what that meant, too. “This is gonna suck.”

      “Hopefully they haven’t been paying attention to us now,” I whispered.

      Nero got the hint and approached the desk. “During the next storm, we’re getting up to that speaker so we can see if there’s something we’re supposed to find. Can you handle it?”

      Neither of us knew for sure, but it was all we had to go on at this point. Hopefully, we were deciphering the message correctly. If we weren’t, we were no worse off—though we probably wouldn’t feel that way if we did end up empty-handed.

      The hum of the electromagnets rose from the floor and I was stuck where I sat. Nero froze, standing in the middle of the room. I looked at him, baffled.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Standing here, what does it look like I’m doing? I’m stuck in place; same as you.”

      But Nero didn’t have a metal contraption around his leg. I didn’t inquire further.

      “Do you think they were watching?” Nero whispered.

      I didn’t want to say anything more.

      The door opened and four orderlies in black scrubs entered the room. Two attached themselves to me, and two took Nero. They led us through the labyrinth of hallways. I cringed at the thought of running into Anna or Eli, already having lost hope of finding Desiree in the asylum. If she was here, then she was being kept in a completely separate area, preventing us from crossing paths.

      We were escorted into an office with a long couch, the kind one could lie on and share their deepest secrets and suppressed memories. But we weren’t asked to sit or lie down. Instead we were instructed to stand in the middle of the room, side-by-side. The electromagnets were activated, leaving us as good as shackled.

      The orderlies exited the room, closing the door behind them.

      “What are they doing with us now?” Nero asked, like I knew the answer.

      Before I could even respond unintelligently, the door opened, and Dr. Lorne glided into the room. She held hands with a chubby toddler, waddling along beside her, practically swallowed in the pleats of her navy blue dress with white polka dots. The top half of her dress buttoned up the front and she wore a large pearl necklace. Her shiny white hair was curled at the bangs, with the back flowing as if there was a breeze.

      “Hello, Mr. Grain,” she said as she guided the young boy to a blanket on the floor in the corner of the room. There were several plastic toys scattered in the blanket’s vicinity, which the boy reached for immediately and began entertaining himself.

      Alexandria Lorne walked up and stood before us. “Don’t mind him. Pretend he’s not even here.” She closely examined Nero and me, circling us like exhibits in a gallery. “Oliver, you look good. Daediem, you’re looking a bit jaundice. Do you feel okay?”

      “His name’s Nero,” I said.

      “His name’s Daediem, which is all he is—nothing more.” Her tone reminded me of Kafka’s when he revealed who he truly was on the observation deck of Lorne Tower. She was definitely a Lorne, with the same intensity to her demeanor.

      I hadn’t noticed her wolf-head tattoo before, but it sure jumped out and snarled at me now. My bandaged hand tingled.

      Then I noticed the other thing that made her look different, which I hadn’t yet put my finger on when she entered the room. She had already given birth and her body was perfectly slim—not an easy feat in a matter of a week or so (if I could trust how much time I thought had passed).

      “We have removed your fake tattoo for your own safety, Mr. Grain. There are those out in this crazy world who have it out for our family and would kill you just for having the mark. It is reserved for those of us who can properly protect ourselves.”

      “And you’re not afraid of such people?” I asked.

      “No.” She smiled a confident Lorne smile. “I have protection and I am quite capable of defending myself. And there are abilities we possess, which eliminate the fear of death.” Alexandria turned to Nero. “Would you like to eliminate your fear of death?” She smiled wider and turned back to me. “You see, Oliver, daediems such as yours are driven by the fear of death. It is their primary motivation. It gives them their strength in their own realm, but it is also their blinding weakness. It’s not their fault; it’s just in their design.”

      “Why are you talking to me about him like he’s not even here?” I asked and tried to move my leg, but it was still locked in place.

      Nero seemed just as bound to his spot.

      “Do you notice that your friend here is bound to the floor just as you are? Is it because he has extra metal coursing through his veins? No; it’s because he is simply a part of you and cannot exist on his own. You are bound, therefore, he is bound.” Alexandria stepped closer to me and slapped me in the face with the backside of her hand.

      I gave out a loud cry and felt warm blood pooling in my mouth, dripping through the crack in my lips. Nero also cried out.

      The little boy giggled in the background.

      “Your pain is his pain, and his pain, yours. At least it is here.” She paused, standing before Nero. “Shall I demonstrate further?” she asked, staring him directly in the eyes.

      “No, I think we get the point,” I said immediately, still swallowing blood.

      “You think you do, but you do not truly understand.”

      I looked over at the boy playing in the corner of the room, crashing his toys into each other, bringing the inanimate objects to life. Then the two toys he held smashed to pieces. He was startled for only a moment before picking up where he left off by grabbing another toy within reach.

      “He’s a very special boy. Kind of like you, Mr. Grain.” Alexandria walked over to where the boy was playing and the pieces of the broken toys floated up to her open hands, reconstructing in midair. She handed the good-as-new toys back to the eager boy.

      I looked over at Nero, who focused straight ahead like he was reading the spines of the books in the bookcase across the room.

      “Why are we here?” I asked.

      Alexandria left the boy and came back to us with a small, shaggy stuffed animal dog in one hand. She tossed it to me. “Does this bring back any memories for you?”

      I inspected the toy, but it was just that—a toy. I had many stuffed animals when I was a kid, but this one meant nothing to me. And why should it?

      “Because you gave it to your father before you left—before you disappeared, before you escaped. Does that make you the slightest bit curious?” Alexandria smirked.

      “How do you know it’s mine? It could be anyone’s,” I said and tossed it back to her.

      “Kafka took it from him the day you escaped. He seemed quite attached to this toy. Let me show you why.” She knelt down and placed the stuffed animal dog on the floor. She slid her hand down its back, petting its fur—and when she did, the toy grew in size and came to life!

      The tan cocker spaniel wagged his tail and looked all around in excitement.

      “Here, Frolics,” Alexandria said, offering her hand for the dog to sniff. She looked up at me and smiled. “Do you remember now?”

      I swallowed hard as I shook my head. Madame Matilda had described the scene of me handing a stuffed animal dog to my father when I saw him last, and here was a Lorne retelling the tale, down to the detail of the dog’s name. Is that how Frolics back home got his name? From this cocker spaniel here?

      Frolics ran up to me and stood up on his hind legs, balancing against my leg, looking up at me with pure elation.

      “He remembers you,” Alexandria said, rising back to her feet.

      As she stepped closer to me, Frolics shrank down to the floor, back into a stuffed animal. Alexandria picked him up by the ear and tossed him over to the boy playing in the corner of the room.

      “Where’s my father?!” I yelled. “Where are my friends? Where’s Desiree?”

      “Someone is not understanding his place,” Alexandria said to Nero, who wouldn’t look her in the eyes. She ran a red fingernail slowly across his cheek and then turned her attention back to me. “You should be more concerned for yourself than everyone else for whom you can do nothing. Your father is in a state of recovery, but we’ll find him again. Your friends are being observed. The final decision for either their removal or disposal is up to me. As for you, like I said before, you showed up early, so I am under orders to hold you until Kafka returns. He demands to dispose of you himself.”

      “He’s not dead?” I asked, remembering what Mr. Gordon had said, about the Lorne’s having the ability to reincarnate. He had told me that my fight with the bogeyman wasn’t over, but it was hard to believe. I saw him bleed to death with my own eyes. It was difficult to grasp someone with the ability to be reborn with the memories of that past life still intact.

      “Kafka is like a cat, but instead of having nine lives, he has an infinite amount of lives at his disposal.”

      “And you?”

      “I’ve had my share, Mr. Grain.”

      “Why did you call me here if you’re just holding me for Kafka? What’s the point of this conversation?”

      “I’ve heard so much about you. I wanted to talk with the special boy who’s caused such uproar in the kingdom. And I must admit that I’m a little underwhelmed. You have yet to impress me, Mr. Grain.”

      “I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment.”

      “Not completely,” she said with a vicious smile. “Kafka will be pleased to find you here under lock and key.”

      I looked over at the young boy playing with the stuffed animal of Frolics, roughly pulling at his legs and fur like he wanted to rip him apart. Luckily, he didn’t seem strong enough yet to inflict such damage.

      “It’s time to return to your suite,” Alexandria said. “I have things to attend to, but I will walk you back—a rare privilege.”

      The hum from the floor quieted and I repositioned my leg to ease my aching knee and ankle.

      “Is your ankle bothering you again?” she asked as she linked an arm through mine, leading me toward the door. “Don’t fall behind, Daediem,” she said, glancing over her shoulder.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Nero said from our wake.

      Alexandria Lorne led us back through the labyrinth of hallways, seemingly a different way than we had come, making it all the more confusing. She held me close as we walked arm-in-arm. My limp was returning as the painkillers wore off again. I wasn’t going to attempt to break away. I had no idea what she was capable of, and this was no time to find out. We needed to slip under her radar if we were going to find a way out of here.

      Upon reaching my room, she turned the doorknob without the need for unlocking it, and held it open for us to enter.

      “Go lie down and we will take care of the pain for you,” Alexandria said, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder, kissing me on the cheek, and ushering me inside the room. Once Nero stepped over the threshold, the door shut with a crash of metal upon metal and the sound of internal tumblers turning to secure the room.

      The device on my leg beeped, causing me to hurry to my bed before I dropped to the floor.

      “When we awake, we’ll prepare for our next move,” Nero said.

      The familiar nausea crept up into my throat and my vision blurred as the medicine—poison—worked its way through my system. Who knew what it was doing to me. All I knew was I only had a few seconds left before everything went black and I lost more time, one more way I was at the mercy of Alexandria Lorne and her asylum.
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      When I awoke, the room was dark. It was peaceful for the moment and I knew better than to take it for granted. I wanted to see the symbol again. It could only be seen well when the lights were off and the glow from the hallway shone in through the window like a flashlight beam. I knelt beside the carving and traced the thinly etched lines with my finger.

      Now we knew how he did it but still couldn’t fathom as to why, from the limited items in our room, they would have a razor at our disposal.

      “I wonder how long the lights have been out?” Nero said, lying on his side and facing the room.

      “I wish I knew what day it was, just to have some sense of time.”

      “I know,” Nero sat up in the bed. “Everything is so warped here; I can’t keep a single thing straight in my head.”

      “It’s been awhile since the screens came on, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe that’s how they plan to wake us.”

      “I guess the joke’s on them,” I said. “We’re already awake.”

      We both laughed, which was a refreshing sensation. It had felt so long since there’d been anything to laugh about. But it was short lived, both of us remembering what it would feel like when the storm finally hit. The screens burning into our eyes. The sounds so sharp and overwhelming it felt like ice picks chiseling into our heads. How were we going to fight through the sensory hurricane enough to climb up to the speaker on the ceiling with any kind of organization and precision? It would be helpful if we could practice ahead of time, but we both knew that wasn’t possible—Alexandria and her minions would be on us instantly and snatch away any hope we had left, the only thing keeping our sanity alive.

      I flinched when the lights came on—but it was only the lights, not the screens. Two trays of soup and bread materialized at the foot of the door. Not much of a breakfast, but perhaps it was dinner.

      Nero hopped down from his bed and joined me on the floor, placing his tray in his lap. We began scarfing down the food, never knowing if we were going to be interrupted before finishing. And this was one of those times.

      Before we drained half of our bowls, the screens came on, causing me to drop a spoonful of hot broth on the floor as my whole body shook. The trays vibrated off our laps, with the remainder of our soup spilling all around us.

      Now was our chance, but the bombardment of sights and sounds killed all rational thought. I found a way to get to my shaking feet, the bottoms of my socks soaking up the hot soup. Nero got to his feet, wobbling around like we were in an earthquake. Our hands were clamped tightly to our ears and we collided into each other in the chaos.

      I screamed to him to follow me over to the desk, but nothing could be heard over the roar of the room, even with us standing merely six inches apart. My eyes were at a tight squint so I could attempt to see something, but they watered so much it rendered them useless.

      Removing one hand from my ears, I dragged Nero over to the desk. I climbed up on the chair and stepped up onto the desk. Putting one foot on his shoulder, I tested my balance and his stability. Neither one was very encouraging. But I took my leap of faith and lifted my second foot to his opposite shoulder, clubbing him upside the head with the metal contraption around my leg. I felt it, too, but there was already so much pain coursing through our bodies that one more thing didn’t make much impact. I reached for the ceiling to catch my balance, the only way I could keep from falling. For a moment, I was stabilized. But the additional noise screaming into my ears was excruciating.

      Nero took a step forward and stopped. I walked along the ceiling with my hands—miraculously, still up.

      Since I hadn’t yet fallen, Nero walked slowly toward the speaker I needed to try and detach from the ceiling. I remained on his shoulders through his additional steps, utterly relieved when the speaker was directly overhead. Force from the sound pushed me down, trying to knock me to the ground. It was like the speaker fought to protect its secret. I placed a hand over the black plastic mesh, but it did little to suppress the sound.

      As I used the hand over the speaker for support, I felt around the edges with my other hand. I tried to look up to see what I was doing, but my eyes could barely make out a thing. They burned and continued to water. Large rainbow colored spots appeared, swam through the air, and burst like bubbles. It took all my concentration not to lose my balance on Nero’s shoulders. If I passed out, it would be a long fall onto a very unforgiving floor. The cage around my leg would be equally unforgiving.

      The seam of the speaker to the ceiling was tight all the way around. I couldn’t get a fingernail to pry it apart and knew I needed a tool.

      I leapt down from Nero’s shoulders and landed on his bed, bracing my hurt ankle as best as I could. Hopefully, the painkillers wouldn’t be wearing off anytime soon.

      I rolled off the bed and stumbled over to the desk again. Snatching the razor from the top drawer, I climbed back up on the desk and waited for Nero to get in position. Stepping to his shoulders this time was easier, and he walked more smoothly to the speaker. I attempted to block out as much of the sensory bombardment as possible, trying to summon everything Mr. Gordon had ever told me about creating and maintaining focus.

      I took the edge of the razor and wedged it in between the speaker and the ceiling, getting greater leverage then with my fingernail. One edge of the speaker dropped down slightly. I wedged the razor above the speaker every few inches around the circumference. The speaker continued to drop until I could use my hand to pull it free from the ceiling. It dangled freely by several wires like a detached monstrous eyeball.

      I slid my hand inside the hole in the ceiling and felt around for something—anything loose that would have been placed up there for safekeeping. And then I felt something. A folded piece of paper. I let the paper fall and reattached the speaker to the ceiling. The seam did not fit as tightly as before, but it would have to do.

      I jumped down from Nero’s shoulders and onto his bed with a sigh of relief, careful to hold the razor in a way that didn’t slice my hand open. That would be all I needed.

      Nero fell to his knees and dropped his head to the floor, covering as much of his head with his arms as he could manage.

      I hid my head under his bed covers and waited for the storm to be over, praying it wouldn’t last much longer.

      Our bodies relaxed once the room calmed. Every muscle in my body was exhausted from flexing to the max. I peeked my head out from under the blanket. Nero was lying in a heap on the floor, his chest rising and falling like he’d just finished a marathon.

      “We did it,” I said.

      “We did something,” Nero answered, slowly opening his eyes. “Hopefully, what we found will be useful.”

      I crawled down to the floor and collected what I’d found in the ceiling—the folded piece of paper. I carefully unfolded the paper and when I saw it was a map, I closed it immediately.

      “What is it?” Nero asked, rising to a seated position with a sudden curiosity.

      “I’m not totally sure, but I don’t think we should be looking at it out in the open.”

      We didn’t want to say anything more aloud, so Nero gestured to his bed. We jumped onto the bed and pulled the covers up and over our heads like we were at a junior high sleepover. Luckily, the light from the room was enough to still make out what was drawn on the page.

      “It’s a map of the asylum,” I whispered.

      “An unfinished map.”

      “But it looks like the important places are here.” I was excited for the first time in days, or weeks. The roughly drawn map showed all the rooms I had been to and quite a few more. There were hallways that just ended into empty space, but all that we needed was there: where we stood in comparison to the operating room, Dr. Lorne’s office, and the exit elevators.

      “How long do you think it took him to compile all this? This place is a maze,” I said, trying to compare what was drawn to my own memories.

      “He must have a photographic memory,” Nero said.

      “Or he’s just very observant.”

      “Or he was here so long he couldn’t not know where he was going.”

      “If that was true, then why would he draw a map? It seems to me he’d only draw it, pieces at a time, to keep it straight in his head.”

      “If that was true, then he would have taken it with him to get out, you know, to make sure he didn’t get lost,” Nero said with a smug grin that reminded me of Jeremy.

      He was probably right.

      I folded the map back up and rustled free from the bed sheet. The best place I could think to hide it for the moment was stealth-fully leaving it under the blankets on my bed. Once the lights were out for the night, I’d slip it into my pillowcase for safekeeping.

      “There’s only one thing left to do,” Nero said from across the room.

      “Oh, yeah? What’s that?”

      Nero gestured to the door with his eyes.

      We just needed to get through the door. Hopefully, Nero’s theory from when we’d first been locked up was correct, and there was nothing special keeping us in this room. Their only true power was their ability to keep us distracted. If I could get myself to focus through the insanity, then it would be as easy as walking through an open door.

      

      
        
        

      

      

      

      For the next few days, I tried to remain as calm as possible. I wanted to appear melancholy—like they had broken me and I’d given up all hope, accepting my fate for when Kafka returned. Alexandria assured me he’d return. She never brought us back to her office, but she stopped in to check on me occasionally. Sometimes, she merely looked through the window in the door; even though I could only see her eyes, I knew it was her.

      Each time the screens came on, their fury hurt a little less. It was also my best chance to practice my focus. If I could gain some clarity under these adverse conditions, then I knew we could get out of here. So I sat on the floor, leaning against the side of my bed, with my eyes closed and hands resting gently in my lap. I remembered what it was like to see through my wall for the first time—to see into the plane where Provex City hid and to see Jeremy waiting for me on the other side.

      I wasn’t going to lie down and die. I was going to fight, and my fight had to begin with clarity of focus. No one was going to unlock that door for me. I would have to unlock it myself or die trying. But at least I wouldn’t lie down.

      Each time the screens came on, it felt like they were on for shorter and shorter durations—but I suspected that was my perspective changing as I was able to better push the storm away, a storm that could rage and roar all around me, but could no longer reach me with its fury.

      “Nero, can you hear me?” I asked into the onslaught of chaos.

      “Yes, I can hear you,” he answered. And I could actually hear his answer, even if it was only in my head.

      “During the next storm, we are leaving—right at the beginning. We’ll have until it’s over to get out of the building before they’ll notice our room’s empty.”

      “Lead the way,” Nero answered, merely a whisper in my ear. And we went back to sitting in peace and quiet while the room’s tantrum was anything but.

      Later in the day, about a conversation’s time past lunch or dinner, I took the yellow pad of paper and pencil, and slid my body beneath the bedcovers. Maybe Logan was not the last person in here. Maybe the person who had been in this room after him had duplicated his map to leave for the next prisoner. I didn’t want to steal hope from the next couple to inhabit this room, so I began to draw. Maybe the next people in here wouldn’t have the skills to escape, but I had to at least give them the chance. Without hope, you have nothing. And the map provided hope.

      I ripped a sliver of paper from the back of the pad to use for surrounding the razor so I could hide it in my sock when we were to make our escape. Razor and map. They would hopefully—have to—be enough to successfully MacGyver our escape.

      Three cycles of lights on/off later, I was getting terribly anxious that the screens weren’t coming back on. We needed them for our cover and distraction to orchestrate our getaway. My ankle began to throb again and I knew it was only a matter of time before I was injected and knocked out for an undetermined amount of time.

      Beep…

      …beep…

      …beep.

      I tried to fight the drugs, this time lasting a whole minute before passing out. When I awoke, the storm was in full fury. My head pounded from my body being thrashed by the screens while not having the awareness to block it out. I didn’t know how long it had been raging on for. We’d have to wait longer before attempting our exit.

      “Nero, can you stand?” I asked.

      He stood up and walked over to the desk. We’d at least be able to put the duplicated map back. And once it was safely hidden, there was nothing left to do but wait.

      “During the next storm,” I said, hearing the déjà vu in my statement.

      Nero went back to his bed and collapsed, and we waited for the next storm to roll in.

      

      
        
        

      

      

      

      We had to wait several more light cycles. I was granted another shower and time in the rec. room before then. On neither occasion did I run into Eli or Anna again. Now, I think they knew better then to have us together in the same room. And Desiree never made an appearance. She could be anywhere—or nowhere—she could be already gone for good, but I scolded myself for thinking so pessimistically.

      When the next storm hit, I was awake and not having to recover from the drugs. I—we were ready. I stuffed the map and razor in my left sock. My eyes remained squinted and my ears were off listening to more soothing sounds besides what poured from the speakers. I held tightly to my sense of calm.

      Standing before the door, I looked through the tiny rectangular window to see dimly lit vacant hallways. Everything was lining up perfectly, just as Mr. Gordon would have said when you truly know what you’re doing. There was no room for mere belief anymore. I had to know I was going to get out of here in order to do so.

      Nero stood beside me, noticeably calm himself. We both reached out for the door with slight trepidation until feeling the cold steel, and then pushing forth with the knowing that it would not—could not hold us in. The door possessed no special powers; it was just a door. And we pushed through…through… through…into the hallway.

      We stared at each other rather dumbfounded in our newly found freedom. No alarms sounded. No black-scrubbed orderlies came rushing around the far corner. We were alone, but for how long? There wasn’t time to congratulate ourselves on a job well done—it was time to run!

      I grabbed the map from my sock and led the way down the hall. First left. Second right. First right. Third left. Eighth door on the left. We passed through the door into the operating room I’d been wheeled into when I’d first arrived. I could still picture Anna and Eli lying on the stainless steel tables, stripped to their underwear, with the metal cages being attached to their legs with clamps and needles. And then my mind flashed to Anna and the bulky cast that extended to just above her knee. Nausea returned. My leg and ankle began to throb again. I couldn’t suck in a full breath as the horrible memories flooded back to me.

      “What are we looking for?” Nero asked.

      “How to get this thing off,” I said, kicking my leg up instead of pointing to it. I saw several gray cords on tables against the wall and took one. I fiddled around with the electronic panel on the cylindrical leg of a stainless steel operating table, connecting one end of the cord to the panel and the other to the cage around my leg.

      “Help me with this,” I said to Nero, while hopping up on the operating table and laying my leg out straight. I pulled my pant leg up to fully expose the device, something I tried not to look at when I could help it, and stuffed the map back into my left sock. “Flip the switch next to where I attached the cord. Hopefully it guides the needles out.”

      Nero did and the mechanical roar made us both jump. The needles inched their way out of my skin, sending lightning bolts up my leg and back. I clenched my teeth; I had nothing to bite down on. The mechanical roar was loud, but not loud enough to hide the three beeps tolling from the contraption.

      I broke into a cold sweat. “Hurry, hurry!” I yelled.

      “I’m not controlling the speed!” Nero answered. “It’s working at its own pace.” His eyes were glued to the metal device as the tips of the needles drew closer to the surface of my skin.

      But it was too late. I could feel the drugs being pumped into me. I shook my head in disbelief, tears streaming down my face. It wasn’t supposed to end like this.

      The needles pulled out of my leg and continued to squirt clear liquid, most of which was soaked up by the gauze wrapped around my leg. The machine roar died.

      Nero jumped to action and pushed the needles to the side of the cage and maneuvered quickly to slide it off my leg. And before he could slip it over my foot, the hum from the floor sounded to complicate things further, locking the cage in that exact spot.

      I wiggled the rest of the way out of the contraption and franticly unwrapped the gauze.

      “How much do you want to bet the lockdown is for us?” Nero said.

      “Hurry! Find me some clean gauze.” I continued to unravel the heavily soaked gauze and dropped it on the floor with a splat when it was free from my leg. Blood poured from the needle holes, and I squeezed each one to extract more blood—and hopefully some of the drugs.

      Nero ran back with a new roll of gauze and some towels, and handed them to me.

      I wiped away what blood I could and quickly wrapped my leg again. My head was beginning to feel woozy. My leg and ankle were beginning to feel better—which was a bad sign. Hopping down from the operating table, I found my footing on shaky legs. The drugs were working slower, but they were still working. And I didn’t know how long I’d be able to stay awake. Another minute? Another five?

      The cage suspended in air just above the operating table began to beep again, but this time it didn’t stop with three. The beeps continued and seemed to grow louder, though it could have been an imaginary clock counting down to my impending doom. It was most likely the calling of a locator. Orderlies in black scrubs would be bursting through the door at any moment, and possibly even Alexandria Lorne herself.

      “Quickly, this way!” I shouted to Nero and led him to the back wall so we could transition into the room behind the one we were in and emerge into a new hallway, away from the impending commotion. I glanced back just as the door began to open. The room disappeared before someone fully entered.

      I stopped cold. We found ourselves standing in Alexandria Lorne’s office. I looked around and the room spun with the movement of my head. In the corner, a blue blanket was still spread out on the floor with colorful toys tossed haphazardly about.

      I hobbled up to the blanket and grabbed what I knew I had to find before we left—the stuffed animal dog that Alexandria had magically brought to life for a brief moment—my only direct link to my father. I hugged the small dog as the fog in my head continued to thicken.

      “Are you all right?” Nero asked, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      I nodded, which only made the room spin more violently. I felt the nausea clawing at my stomach, attempting to climb its way out. My legs grew weak. I collapsed to a seated position, with the drugs in my system bracing my fall. My body swayed involuntarily. I tried to control it, but everything was moving and I couldn’t find the equal and opposite force to make it stop.

      I handed Nero the map. “You have to lead us out of here. I—I can’t…”

      Nero took the paper and studied it with an inquisitive look.

      “We need to find the elevators that bring us back to the hospital,” I said.

      Nero offered me a hand to help me back to my feet, and we stumbled into the hallway. I hit the walls several times, spinning and continuing, clutching the inanimate Frolics tightly.

      “Slow down,” I said, slurring my words.

      “We can’t,” Nero answered and pulled me by the hand. “It’s just a few turns to go. You can make it. Don’t pass out on me!”

      “I’m okay,” I lied, running in zigzags behind Nero like a wakeboarder. I then pulled at his arm to stop. He complied, but not without protesting. I ran up to a small rectangular window in a door like the one from which we had escaped. I’d seen a flash of blonde hair, and when I got close to the window I saw Anna in the room, sitting on her bed with her broken leg propped up.

      She had something small and shiny in her hand. Sitting on the opposite bed was her mirror, an unspeakably beautiful reflection of Anna. Her mirror’s face contorted in horror and she leapt off the bed.

      With two swift strokes, Anna sliced up both forearms with a razor. The tiny blade dropped from her hand as she fell back onto the bed.

      I screamed and banged against the door. Nero pulled at my arm, forcing me away from the window into Anna’s room.

      Her mirror ripped the bed sheet from under Anna’s limp body and pressed it to her dripping arms. She was soaking up so much blood. Such a beautiful face with tears flowing like the slits in Anna’s arms.

      “NO! ANNA!” I cried, but I couldn’t stop Nero from pulling me away.

      “We can’t save her,” Nero pleaded and continued to tug at my arm with all of his strength.

      Two orderlies in black scrubs had already rounded a corner and were barreling toward us.

      “I have to—” I couldn’t finish. I couldn’t form the words. But I had to do something. I had to at least save someone. I couldn’t leave her like that, leave her here, leave her—

      “They’re not just going to lock us up again! Do you understand that?” Nero wouldn’t let go.

      I couldn’t stop protesting. The hallway spun more violently. The orderlies looked like they were running on the wall. The nausea had crept its way into my chest. I couldn’t protest for long because soon I’d have no strength left.

      I found myself being dragged down the hall, away from the charging orderlies, away from the window of horror, and away from certain death. I no longer protested, more out of inability than a change of heart.

      We were running down the hallway again, turning corner after corner. My free hand clutching Frolics bobbed lifelessly beside me. I had to conserve what little strength and consciousness I had left, which seemed to be draining out of the needle holes in my leg.

      Anna! Someone had to do something. This couldn’t be the last time I saw her. She couldn’t die! Not here; not now. Anna, I’m so sorry.

      The orderlies turned the corner, fast on our heels. Now they were running on the opposite wall. Everything was spinning. It was like the walls had become the floor and the ceiling had become the wall, as if we were running through a spiraling cylinder in a funhouse or a 1950s movie time warp.

      The orderlies were shouting something. At us? At others to meet us at the elevators or to flank us from the hallway ahead? They were closer now, looming over us. Hands outstretched. Metal devices in their hands.

      We turned another corner. Hopefully, Nero knew where he was leading us because each new hallway looked remarkably like the one before. I wouldn’t be able to find my way back to our room, let alone the elevators we were supposed to take to safety.

      The orderlies turned the corner with fire in their eyes and saliva dripping from their jaws like ravenous zombies.

      I saw elevators just ahead. Could they be the ones we were looking for—our capsules of salvation?

      Nero hit the button on the wall and the doors slid open. He jumped through the glass into the tiny capsule, and before I was able to join him, a lightning bolt struck my back and ignited an electric flame that shot throughout my entire body. Everything went immediately limp and I collapsed at his feet, unaware of what was happening to me. Nero said something, sounding distant, shouting from the far end of a long tunnel.

      The elevator began to descend. I couldn’t stop shaking on the floor; my body convulsing in vicious spasms. Nero knelt beside me with his hands out like he wanted to place them on me out of compassion, but he for some reason didn’t dare touch me.

      A sharp pain sliced through my back where the lightning bolt had struck. The electric current surging through my body vanished. A wire, frayed on one end and two small barbs on the other, fell to the floor beside me.

      “We made it!” Nero exclaimed. He sounded closer again, right beside me, as my awareness of my surroundings faintly returned. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know,” I said hoarsely. “What happened?”

      “They shot you with a Taser, but we were able to break away just in time.”

      “I would say breaking away just in time would be an understatement,” I said, attempting to push myself to a seated position.

      The elevator continued to rocket down. The air outside was dark like when we had arrived—I had arrived, with the orderlies. I looked out at the lights from small towns, again noticing the missing marvel of a backdrop that was Provex City. There were only small lights for as far as the eye could see in all directions.

      The electricity coursing through me had counteracted the drugs for a few seconds, but the haze was returning. The nausea crept higher in my chest, nearing my throat. I wavered in my seated position and found my balance against the glass wall of the elevator. I didn’t think I’d be able to stand—at least not without help—so I didn’t even try.

      “I need to get home. I can’t do this on my own,” I said to Nero, and when I actually looked for him, I noticed he was no longer in the elevator with me.

      “You’re not alone. We are a team,” I heard Nero say in my ear. He was back to the phantom voice from before. He was back in his realm, and me in mine, separated by an invisible line on which SUSY Asylum seemed to sit. “You’re not out of the woods yet. When you reach the ground floor, you’ll need to run, escape the hospital. Then we can find Desiree together.”

      “No,” I said, sharply. “I don’t think I can. I can’t even stand. I need to go home.”

      “You need to find your girl. You can’t just go home and leave her. I have a safe place where you can rest and get well before the search begins. We are a team, you and I. Are you going to let what happened to Anna happen to Desiree?”

      My heart sank. I couldn’t bear the thought, but I knew I was useless now.

      The elevator came to a stop and I saw the familiar light and white walls of the O.P.C. Medical Center, but they didn’t feel as welcoming as before. No one was waiting for me in the elevator bank. A doctor strode by without even a glance over.

      “You need to go,” Nero demanded.

      I pushed against the wall to climb feebly to my feet. The world through my eyes staggered in jagged movements with each move of my head. My ankle throbbed once again, radiating up to my knee.

      “Hurry!”

      Looking down, I saw where Frolics had fallen and reached down to pick him up. I stumbled out of the elevator, gripping the toy tightly, and turned down the hallway. I didn’t check to see if anyone was chasing me. I wouldn’t be able to get away if there was. I couldn’t run; I could barely walk or see straight or keep myself from vomiting. My feet were like anvils. I felt like I was walking through thigh-high water, fighting against the current.

      I reached out my hand to the wall to keep myself upright, probably looking like death to someone walking by—someone coming into the hospital, not someone trying to leave.

      “Visiting hours are—”

      “Over, I know,” I said to an approaching doctor. She seemed to be the only one around, and she’d found me.

      The doctor stopped in front of me, blocking my path. She looked at me inquisitively. “Are you all right? Are you a patient? Let me help you back to your room.”

      “No!” I exclaimed, not realizing how loud my voice was. “I’m fine…I just need to go.”

      “You need to go—now!” Nero yelled in my ear.

      “Stop him!” a voice called from behind.

      The doctor looked up to see who it was and the expression on her face quickly changed, like it was her they were after.

      She reached out to me and I immediately batted her hand away. I pushed past her and made a run for it. There was no time to wonder or worry if I could or not. I sprinted down the hallway, pushing off from the wall when my stride coasted too close.

      “Quickly!” Nero said. After a few seconds he added, “You’re doing so well!”

      There were so many hallways, but they had to lead somewhere besides escapeless circles. I heard the pounding of running footsteps behind me, wondering if the doctor who’d talked to me had joined the pursuit.

      I was still standing. I was still running. Trying not to think about how fast my pursuers were gaining on me, I remained focused on the hallway ahead.

      The double doors.

      The lobby.

      I burst into the lobby like a bank robber suffering from a messy getaway. A nurse behind the admissions counter stood, staring at me. I glanced over at her apologetically and continued straight into the nighttime air.

      The lit pathways were as labyrinth-like as the hallways, but I wasn’t forced to follow them. I cut across the lit pathways, through the grass, and around the side of another building in the medical complex.

      Had I made it? Were they still after me? I slowed, but didn’t stop, as I staggered around another building. My breathing was heavy and I coughed and gagged from the run and fight to stay conscious. As I slowed to a hopping power walk, my ankle hurt worse, or maybe I was just feeling it more as the adrenaline in my body lessened. The lights lining the pathways had large halos like tiny suns. My vision blurred. I was about ready to collapse—but not yet. I couldn’t be found here!

      “You can’t make it home in the state you’re in,” Nero said. “It’s best you stay with me. I’ll take care of you until you’re well, and then we can find Desiree—together.”

      I continued my stagger around the building and saw the field ahead that would lead me home. I heard no other voices besides Nero’s. It felt like we were the only people in the world, passing bright, vacant buildings.

      The medical complex fell away behind me as I stumbled into the grass of the field. Provex City loomed ahead in all its epic, Oz-like glory—the buildings of red and blue light towering into the heavens.

      I fell forward, catching myself on one raw palm and one Frolics cushion. Pebbles, twigs, and dirt dug into my skin, but it barely hurt compared to all the other pain surging through my body. It was just one more thing. I tried to get a footing, but I quickly ended up on my hands again. Rolling over in the grass, I looked up at the stars, which were oddly bright with all the lights around me. I could have been lying in a meadow in the middle of the country somewhere, stargazing with all possibilities above me, all my dreams possible, with nothing but a bright future ahead.

      I gazed upon the dirtied stuffed animal in my hand and thought of everything he represented—my past, my family, my father, my future, my destiny…

      “You can’t stay here. It’s not safe,” Nero said. “It won’t be long before you are found.”

      “I know, but I can’t go on. I can’t move.”

      “It’s just a little farther—then I can help you the rest of the way.” There was a moment of silence. “Get up, Oliver! Do you trust me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then get up. You are almost there. Think of your father.”

      “I can’t get home. I’m too weak…too much pain…too…”

      “I know,” Nero said with a softening tone. “That is why you need to come to me. I can help you and take care of you until you are well. Come back to The Line. Think of Desiree. How scared and alone she is. Don’t abandon her. You don’t want what happened to Anna to happen to her. We will find her and you both can return home together.”

      “I won’t abandon her,” I whispered. Even my voice was leaving me. My consciousness slipping. The light from the buildings in the complex nearby was dimming.

      “Get up, Oliver! Get up!”

      I rolled over to my stomach and pushed up to my knees. That was as high as I could get. I crawled forward, unintentionally punishing Frolics with each step.

      “That’s good,” Nero said, soft again. “You’re almost there.”

      I saw a break in the grass ahead of me, getting closer. The sound of rushing water. My heart sank once more. I slowly reached the bank of the river and collapsed again into the grass.

      “I’m blocked,” I said exasperated. “There’s nothing more I can do.”

      “No,” Nero answered. “You reached me. Climb into the river and go under the water. I’m waiting for you there. I’ll pull you out.”

      “What?”

      “I’m waiting for you in the water. I’ll pull you out,” Nero repeated.

      “No…no…no…I can’t get in the water,” I cried. “I can’t—why can’t you come get me here?”

      “It doesn’t work like that. The river is your Line.”

      “I’m afraid of the water.”

      “I know,” Nero said. “That’s why it’s your entrance. Do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” I whispered. But I couldn’t move. “What about Frolics?”

      “He’s a stuffed animal. He’ll survive.”

      “What about me? I’ll drown.”

      “No you won’t. You’ll survive, too.”

      “I can’t—”

      “Oliver, I don’t want you dead. I don’t want to die! I will pull you out!”

      I pulled my body closer to the edge. The water roared with the force of an angry stampede and I’d be throwing my helpless body into it to be trampled and mangled and left for dead.

      “I will pull you out safely,” Nero whispered.

      I heaved the top half of my body over the edge and my first hand reached the icy water, freezing my entire body instantly.

      “I can’t!” I cried.

      “When you can’t, you must!”

      With the emergence of tears and the spray of breaking water upon my face, I pushed off the edge with my last remaining strength. The water—not Nero—caught me and welcomed me into its icy embrace as it tugged me along and below its violent surface. I was sinking, pulled down by unseen hands. My grip on Frolics loosened. I had to breathe and the unrelenting water forced its way into my mouth. There was nothing I could do to fight it off.

      Desiree…I’m so sorry…I failed…
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            The Symmetric Plane

          

        

      

    

    
      The icy hands holding me under the water felt so real, not metaphorical hands, but real hands. And then they were pulling me up.

      My head crashed through the surface of the river. My lungs and throat burned as I expelled the alien water from my system.

      Someone dragged my useless body onto the bank of the river and turned my head to one side. I couldn’t stop coughing and wheezing, and water wouldn’t stop coming out. Then the shivering started.

      Another body dropped beside me with heavy breaths, almost as spastic as mine, like there was more than one person pulled from the river.

      My vision was blurred and everything hurt. When my coughing began to settle, I felt the air coming back into my lungs. I was somehow alive. Had I gone back in time? Was I a young boy again, with Mom dragging me from the water in Lake Arrowhead? If I was, then I guess I wouldn’t be remembering it as a flashback. Suddenly, I remembered opening my eyes, lying on a neighbor’s dock, and it not being my mother leaning over me, but a man. My mother hadn’t saved me that day, but a man—a man with a familiar face. Mr. Gordon? Had he really saved me from the swells and swam me back to the dock? He had been saving me far before the school fights of this year?

      I tried to heave more water, but I was down to dry heaving. It had all been expelled. My muscles tensed and my teeth chattered so much I was afraid they’d shatter. Positioned with my head to the side, I saw who was lying a few feet away, far enough to be beyond my line of fire. Nero was lying in the grass, coughing and gasping for air. He looked almost in as bad shape as me. But I could see him. He was really here—or I was there. Was I in the dreaded symmetric plane?

      “Nero, are you all right?” I asked, which I could only get to come out in broken syllables and a hoarse whisper. He probably couldn’t even hear me.

      “I pulled you out,” he said and rolled to his side to face me. “The drugs in your system hit me when I did. I just need a moment.”

      I hadn’t realized how much they had affected him, too. My consciousness always faded to a thick haze, and then I was out altogether, so I never saw how he was being affected from my injections.

      “I know you still feel pretty bad, but we need to push on,” Nero said. “It’s not safe for you to be out here.”

      “Where is here?”

      “We are in the shell of your realm.”

      “The symmetric plane?”

      “That’s what the folks of Greater Meric call it.” Nero pushed slowly to his feet and offered me a hand.

      I was scared of what I would see when I got a good look around. My thoughts went back to the House of Mirrors Darius had taken me through. Nero didn’t look like the creatures in the mirrors—the creatures dragging their other halves in chains. The buildings crumbling. Lights flickering. A true nightmare of a place.

      I let him pull me to a seated position, but I was too weak to stand. A few heaving coughs escaped my throat. My abdominal muscles were tight and aching from expelling so much water. The pounding in my head was heavy and constant. I felt like I was locked within a block of ice.

      The sky was beginning to gather an orangey hue as the sun slowly climbed to the horizon.

      “We have to get moving,” Nero said with greater urgency in his voice.

      “Are you gonna help me? I don’t think I can walk.”

      “Of course,” he said in a softer tone. “I said I would and I will.” He offered me his hand again. “There is nothing to fear as long as we keep moving.”

      I looked up at him before taking his hand, noticing how pale and yellow his skin looked. He still looked incredible all things considered, but his typical fair and flawless skin looked sickly.

      Nero pulled me to my feet with unexpected strength. If we were supposed to be mirror images of each other, then he wasn’t getting his strength from me.

      With the weight of my body coming down on my right ankle, I stumbled and lurched forward. Nero caught me with one arm and propped me upright. I threw an arm over his shoulder to keep from falling again, but my arm strength was also weak from everything I’d been through. I could barely hold myself up.

      “We just need to make it to the monorail elevator and then you can sit and rest while we wait to be taken into the city.”

      I looked ahead and saw a familiar backdrop. The highway was abuzz with hovering cars. Glass boxes lined the edge to take us up to the monorail. I glanced back at the O.P.C. Medical facility. There were cars coming and going, headlights still on in the dim morning light, but I saw no one walking to and from the buildings.

      Nero helped me take a careful step forward and I winced in pain, trying to keep as much pressure off my right leg as possible, trying to keep my constitution, and trying to keep my equilibrium.

      “You can do it,” Nero said, and I believed him.

      We continued slowly through the grass toward the highway. Provex City loomed elegantly in the distance. The buildings did not flicker and there were no large chunks of glass and aluminum falling to the ground like a post-apocalyptic war zone—though maybe I couldn’t see the destruction from this distance.

      Once reaching the glass cube, we were greeted with the familiar freshly scented air, relieved of the highway noise, and the soothing melodies of classical music. The box didn’t lift when we entered like I had remembered. Nero sat me down against the glass and took a seat on the opposite side to face me.

      “Now we wait,” he said.

      “And it’s safer in here than out in the field?”

      “Slightly, and it’s warmer. We don’t have many choices unless you want to walk all the way into the city.”

      We had talked so much over the past few weeks; there was nothing left to say. We sat and I fought to stay awake. I would sleep for a week straight when I got home. Nero looked like he could use some rest himself, but he wrapped a solid arm around me while I shivered against him.

      “What are we waiting for?” I asked after a good ten minutes of silence.

      “Someone to use this elevator. It won’t ascend for us.”

      “What if no one uses it?”

      “Since it’s close to the hospital, someone will stop or leave from here.”

      We could be waiting here indefinitely. I was starting to feel better as the drugs diluted in my system—except for the pain, for the same reason.

      “At this rate, I’ll be well enough to get home—”

      While in the middle of my sentence, the elevator began to ascend. We reached the level of the monorail, which became visible in the distance as it rocketed toward us. One of the cars pulled right up to our glass cube and we stepped into it.

      “I thought you said it would only stop if someone else was getting on or off?” I asked.

      “It did. Someone from the other realm exited the monorail, allowing us to get on. Now that I don’t have you on the other side, I can’t see them, but I know they’re there.”

      The monorail accelerated and we were on our way to the city. Nero and I walked through the car, which was almost completely empty. We only passed a few people sitting solo in the padded benches, greatly spread throughout the car. Nero chose the last booth in the car, having me scoot down to the window seat.

      The sun had broken over the edge of the horizon, and even though I couldn’t see it, I could see its light cast over the roofs of the buildings and tops of trees. The world was just waking up and I felt like I had been up for days.

      “It doesn’t look any different,” I said, gazing out at the somewhat familiar backdrop of Provex City as we flew toward its beckoning call.

      “It should—because it is. But you’ll see the differences soon enough, like us waiting for the monorail, for instance. The train doesn’t stop for us; it stops for them.”

      “Hello.” A young brunette woman appeared in the aisle next to us. She couldn’t be over twenty, stunning in a white tank top and super short, tight jean shorts. The legs she showed off were toned and tan. Voluptuous, flowing hair grazed her shoulders. She bit her lower lip, looking down on us with an intense, almost hungry expression. “Do you share?” She was looking at me, but I got the feeling her question was directed at Nero.

      “We would like to be left alone,” Nero said sternly.

      “Not willing to help a poor girl out?” She batted her eyes and bit her lip harder. At first it was incredibly sexy, but then I was almost afraid she’d draw blood. She looked tense and the muscles in her arms twitched.

      “Why don’t you go back to your seat so we can continue our peaceful trip into the city?”

      “Hi, darling. I’m Anastasia.” She reached an arm over Nero, palm down, with her dark pink nails out. Her gaze was glued to me.

      As soon as she’d said her name, all I could think of was Anna.

      “Oliver,” I said and shook her hand like I was carefully ringing a bell.

      Nero stood up, forcing Anastasia to quickly retract her perfect hand. “Oliver is not interested,” Nero said sternly. “It’s about time you left.”

      “I could do wonderful things to you,” Anastasia said to me with a devious smile.

      I swallowed hard and watched her walk away.

      “That was—uncomfortable.”

      “She’s dangerous,” Nero snapped.

      The monorail sailed into the city, enveloped by the towering edifices. Upon closer inspection, the buildings still looked the same. They still didn’t look like they were crumbling from neglect or falling apart at the seams.

      We reached the central hub and got off. There were so few of us exiting the monorail. That was strange as compared to the regular Provex City. There were only a few of us, but if felt like Nero and I were the center of attention. I saw Anastasia in the distance still eying me.

      Nero supported me, but forced me to stumble along much faster than before. We raced to the escalator and continued to walk as if it was just a staircase. Mirrors were watching us from below as well, like they were waiting for us. When we reached the ground level, we barreled through the onlookers and continued down the sidewalk. Hands reached out to me as we passed, hands of men and women, and I shuttered with each groping touch. The sidewalks were much emptier than the Provex City I remembered, but the mirrors here were all looking at us. I had never felt so self-conscious in my life. This was worse than being the center of attention in the fight with Sasha. This was worse than being the center of attention in Level Seven. They weren’t just watching. They were tearing me apart with their eyes. I had to look down.

      Finally, Nero couldn’t take my hobbling any longer and commanded me to jump onto his back. He carried me the rest of the way, even faster than before.

      He turned into a red building on Alexandria Boulevard. I got an even greater appreciation for how indebted this society was to the Lornes. They were worshipped and untouchable. I cringed seeing Alexandria’s name again on a street sign.

      Nero traveled past the elevators and to a small corridor hiding the stairs and carried me up ten flights. With the sizes of these buildings, I couldn’t imagine anyone going up or down hundreds of flights of stairs.

      “The upper floors are rarely occupied,” Nero said without sounding winded. He didn’t have to explain; I fully understood why.

      We entered an apartment that didn’t look all that remarkable. It looked like an apartment I would be used to, a modest living. The curtains were open, shining light into the open living area.

      Nero set me down. My clothes were cold, but almost dry. My hair was frizzy and all over the place, and not in the cool way like Darius seemed to be always able to pull off. Nero disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a glass of water. I was so thirsty and still felt the ill effects from the drugs, so I downed the entire glass in one long gulp.

      “Slow down,” Nero instructed, trying to grab the glass back from me before I’d finished.

      I swallowed the last fourth of the water wrong and found myself consumed by a fit of coughing and karma.

      “Lie down. A few hours will get the rest of that crap out of your system. Then we can talk about how we’re going to find Desiree.” Nero smiled at me.

      I was in no place to argue. Nothing sounded better than a few hours of peaceful sleep. With a rested and clear head I’d be able to make better decisions. Nero and I made a good team.

      He led me to the bedroom and allowed me in without following. I felt gross in my green scrubs and blood-soaked and filthy bandages, but the most important thing to me in that moment was sleep. I flopped down onto the bed, asleep before my body even stopped bouncing.
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      I awoke with my hands stretched over my head. My arms were sore, but that was to be expected. I went to rub my eyes to free them from sleep, but my arms were held in place, with cold teeth biting into my wrists. I was awoken further by the loud clinks of metal rubbing together.

      Both of my hands were cuffed above my head, the two chains connected to the black iron head post. These were no kinky toys, but real handcuffs, accented with barbed wire. That explained the biting into my wrists. The bandage on my right hand soaked up the blood inflicted from the barbed wire. Blood from my left wrist stained my pillow. Similarly, my feet were cuffed to the metal foot board. My socks where dark brown from a grotesque mixture of dirt and blood.

      I could barely move. And when I tried, the biting deterred further struggling.

      There had to be some mistake. Something must have happened to Nero. I was back in the hands of Alexandria Lorne or one of her sinister counterparts. I couldn’t believe my luck. I couldn’t believe what was happening…again.

      “Nero!” I yelled, hoping he was all right.

      The doorway across the room was opaque, but Nero stepped through the door without it fading, holding a tray of food. “Oliver, you’re finally awake,” he said with a wide smile.

      I looked at him puzzled for a moment while he placed the tray on the nightstand and checked my restraints.

      “Is this your idea of a joke?” I demanded. “Because it’s not funny.”

      “No, Oliver. This is no joke.” Nero sat beside me on the bed. “This is my reward for all I’ve had to endure.” He took a plate from the tray with a half sandwich cut like a triangle. “Come now, eat. You must be hungry.”

      I had been, but my hunger was swiftly overtaken by nausea. He brought the sandwich to my lips and I shook my head in protest. Tremors worked their way up his arm as he pulled the sandwich from me.

      Nero’s expression looked crestfallen and he dropped the plate with the untouched sandwich back onto the tray.

      “You’ll have to eat to stay strong. You need to stay well.” Nero took a bite from the sandwich he’d offered me. Both arms shook like he was nervous or receiving electrical shock treatments. “See? No poison.”

      I turned my head to look out the window on the far side of the room. Across the street was a blue building, hoarding the entire view. The windows on the building across the street were dark, overshadowed by the glow of the building. I could see nothing inside.

      Nero offered me a glass of water. I refused to turn my head toward him and refused his nourishment. He took it away, gathered the tray and exited the room. The items on the tray clanged against one another as he couldn’t seem to hold his arms still.

      I pulled at my restraints and winced at the pain as the wire dug into my wrists. The teeth around my ankles bit through my socks. I closed my eyes and pictured my arms and legs passing through the handcuffs. He had seen what we’d done to get out of the asylum. How did he plan to keep me locked up with a few handcuffs?

      “You can’t pull through those,” Nero said, walking back into the room. “Things don’t work the same here.” He rolled in a metal post on wheels with what looked like an IV bag hanging from a coiled arm.

      I closed my eyes again and tried to prove him wrong, but my wrists and ankles couldn’t seem to escape the teeth.

      “If you fight, you will just end up hurting yourself more,” Nero said calmly.

      “Which will hurt you. So that’s worth something.”

      “Not here.” He backhanded me across the face—hard.

      Why do people keep doing that?

      “See?” He smiled. “I’m fine.”

      But Nero didn’t look fine. He wasn’t visibly injured by the slap, but he continued to shake, seemingly more uncontrollably than a few minutes earlier. His skin had grown more yellowish and hung loosely from his bones. His radiant looks were draining.

      Nero placed the metal post next to the bed and removed a clear tube and roll of surgical tape from the nightstand. He connected one end of the tube to the bag hanging from the outstretched coil, and a small needle to the other end.

      I’d had enough with needles.

      He brought the needle to my left arm and pushed it in without hesitation. I cringed at the new invasion into my body. Nero cut a few pieces of surgical tape and stuck them over where the needle entered my tender skin.

      “Was everything you said about saving me and helping me and helping me find Desiree—was it all a lie?” I asked. Nothing he could say would provide an acceptable excuse, but I had to ask the question.

      “Shh.” He put a finger to his lips. “Don’t talk. Save your energy.”

      The metal post had a small mechanical box attached to it at Nero’s chest level. He flipped a switch and fiddled with the dials on the box. A soft hum emanated from it, reminding me of the hum in the asylum from lockdown. The sound and association sent a shiver through my body.

      Blood began to pull through the tube connected to my arm, slowly traveling like liquid sucked through a straw, and dripped into the bag hanging from the post.

      There was another wound tube laying on the nightstand. Nero hooked one end of it to the blood bag, right next to the tube connected to me. He pulled it with him so he could sit in a cushioned chair on the far side of the nightstand. Another small needle was attached to the end of the tube he clumsily held in his hand. He balled his right hand into a fist causing the veins in his arms to pop. But his arm continued to shake violently. Nero stuck the needle into one of the palpable veins on the inside of his forearm just below his elbow. Blood slowly drained from the bag and traveled down the tube connected to his arm.

      When my blood reached his arm, his whole body quickly slumped, and his arms collapsed dramatically into his lap. He let out a long sigh. The shaking in his body subsided within a minute as he sat, head propped against the wall. The yellowish color of his skin faded and its radiance returned.

      I, on the other hand, felt my own life being sucked out of me. There was no other way to describe it. I felt weak and dizzy, so very tired. It was sickening. I could barely lift a finger, move a muscle, or keep my eyes open. If the cuffs weren’t holding me to the bed, my extreme fatigue was. Nero could release me from my chains and I would still be lying helplessly on the bed with no strength or ability to escape.

      “Oh my God, that feels good,” Nero whispered, standing up and shaking his body out like he was about to go for a run. He had a grin so wide it nearly split his face in half. Pulling the needle from his arm, he licked the end of it clean and stared down at me. “Your sacrifice is much appreciated, my brother.”

      He shut down the machine, detached me from the tubes, and walked into the dark bathroom. I never heard the sound of a faucet running, only the sloshing of water like the sink or tub was already full. He returned moments later with the tubes cleaned and coiled, and placed them back into the nightstand drawer.

      “Rest, Oliver,” Nero said, touching my arm gently, and left the room.

      I thought back to Darius telling Desiree and me about the rare eyewitness accounts of the symmetric reality and the name Antonio something came to mind—the man who escaped the other side after 200 plus years of imprisonment.

      Is that what I have to look forward to?

      Well, the supposed eyewitness accounts were wrong about what the symmetric plane looked like. But could that length of imprisonment actually be possible? I couldn’t fathom the hell of feeling the way I did now for the next week, let alone 200 years.

      I tried pulling at my restraints again, but my efforts were so weak, I was moving more in my mind than in reality, which made me think of Mr. Gordon and his lesson on telekinesis. Desiree was light-years ahead of me, like usual. Then I pictured Desiree chained, in a similar predicament to myself. She had been through so much with TJ; I couldn’t even imagine what she’d be feeling at this point. I just wanted to find her, to see her, to hold her again.

      I was reminded of my last conversation with Blaine—back to that afternoon in the bathroom when he showed me the last stall and described the shell of a person TJ had become near the end of his life. The hopelessness utterly consuming him.

      My room.

      Now, this was my room. I scanned the walls and could see it with TJ’s graffiti from the bathroom stall. I could feel what he had felt. Hopelessness. And I couldn’t do anything about it. If the razor was still in my sock, it wouldn’t do me much good now. Frolics was placed on a dresser across the room, sitting in front of a flat screen television and facing me—his expression saying, don’t you dare.

      I uselessly pulled at my sharp shackles again.
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      TJ left a majority of the test blank. He was the first student to stand up and turn it in to Mrs. Watson.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to finish this?” she asked, browsing through the half-empty pages.

      “I answered what I could.” He returned to his desk and put his head down.

      “Can you stay and talk with me after class?” she called from the front of the classroom.

      “Sure thing.” TJ didn’t bother raising his head. And when the bell rang, he was out the door with the rest of his classmates.

      Blaine abruptly stopped him in the hall.

      “Hey, man. I haven’t seen you like all week. What’s up with you?”

      “Nothing. I gotta go. Third period calls,” TJ said abnormally loud and left Blaine standing alone in the middle of the hallway with hordes of students pushing past him. Blaine yelled after him, but didn’t chase him down.

      TJ left the humanities building and floated out into the quad. His next class was all the way on the other side of campus and it just seemed so far away. His energy was draining. He locked in on Desiree’s friend, Anna, walking with someone a few hundred paces away. Seeing Anna only made him think of Desiree and how their relationship had imploded after prom. He hadn’t seen or talked with her in several weeks. After the exchange in front of her house, he was afraid to even walk down that side of Wheeler. Her mother had sounded serious about getting the police involved. And who knew what she would tell them. Who knew what she had already told them. What had Desiree told her mother? Or a teacher? Or her other friends?

      TJ ducked into a nearby bathroom and locked himself in the farthest stall. He sat down on the toilet and placed his backpack on his lap.

      There were two guys standing at the urinals, talking about girls they’d hooked up with at a party over the weekend. Drunk girls. Party girls. Good lays.

      Were these girls generally easy hook-ups or only after so many drinks? Were these guys any different than he was, besides bragging about and ranking their latest conquests?

      TJ covered his ears and did everything he could not to picture Desiree. But the more he tried not to think of her, the more she showed her pretty face. The more that night returned. He saw her in the purple strapless dress. He felt her kissing him. He remembered how it felt fervently pulling her dress down and eventually off. It wasn’t anything he wanted to share with anyone other than her.

      The two guys left and TJ found the bathroom eerily quiet. The bell rang, signaling the start of third period. It didn’t matter. Nothing did anymore.

      TJ looked around the stall—his new room—the only one he still deserved. It was covered in writing and etchings, everything from gang affiliations to phone numbers to apocalyptic prophecy. He had already flushed so many things away. He could sit here forever and just continue flushing until there was nothing left—until he was completely empty.

      TJ took a pocketknife from his backpack and began adding to the art on the walls. My room. He looked at what he had etched into the metal and it felt so appropriate. So he etched it again into the other wall. My room. It felt good to destroy something. He cut into the walls over and over, in blank spaces and over other writing, until it lost its appeal: the cutting into metal. The rush had faded and TJ fought to get it back.

      He skimmed the blade of the knife with his thumb, scratching lightly across his skin. Then he looked down at his bare arm resting atop his backpack.

      The first cut into his arm was the worst. It wasn’t deep so it took a moment for the blood to pool. The second was a little deeper and afterward the rush began to return. It felt good to destroy something, especially something so personal. He had carved four letters into his forearm, the “o” looking more like a diamond, when the bathroom door opened. Blood was pouring all around his arm and dripping onto his backpack and clothes. He didn’t care. It didn’t matter. Nothing did.

      There were several guys talking.

      “Get out!” TJ yelled.

      The bathroom became silent.

      Then one of the guys shot back. “Who’s gonna make me?”

      TJ’s self-induced rush was peaking. He stood up, simply let his backpack fall to the floor, and opened the door. My room. He stepped out of his stall and stood before three upperclassmen. His left arm was covered in bloody letters, dripping down to his hand, and he still held the open pocket knife in his other hand.

      The three guys stumbled over each other on their way out the door.

      TJ locked himself back in his stall, determined to finish what he’d started.
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            The News

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke to the sound of the television. It was most likely nighttime, but hard to tell with the city lights flooding in through the window.

      I cringed at the television screen at first, an involuntary reflex from the screens in the asylum. The volume was low and I almost had to strain to hear it—but maybe it was a normal volume and my hearing had been permanently damaged.

      I moved my arms to stretch, but the bite and confinement quickly reminded me of how they were shackled in place. They were terribly sore from the locked position. Under the bandages wrapping my right hand and leg, my irritated skin itched. But there was nothing I could do about either one except block out the annoyance.

      There were commercials on the television, commercials for products and services I’d never heard of. Then the news came on and the reporter reviewed a story from earlier in the day and then cut to a previously recorded press conference.

      Alexandria Lorne stood before a bouquet of microphones, with cameras flashing all around her. She announced that Kafka would be returning to the public eye soon and he would like to express his sincere gratitude and appreciation for all the outpouring of well wishes and condolences sent to the family during this difficult time.

      A shiver ran through me like an electric current at the thought of Kafka back from the dead—really back from the dead. The thought of Alexandria and Kafka, together, in a plot against me turned the current into bolts of lightning. And they weren’t even my immediate concern. I currently had Nero to tend with, who was probably ironically keeping me safe from the Lornes at the moment.

      Alexandria produced one of her radiant smiles, beaming for the crowd, and tucked a lock of her white hair behind her ear as she waited to answer questions from reporters.

      “Doctor Lorne, how do you respond to allegations of secret experimentation going on within your Outer Provex City Medical Facility?” a reporter boldly asked.

      Her expression turned cold, and for a second I saw the Lorne in her eyes, but she softened and answered gracefully. “I dismiss rumors as such. Mr. Martin, is it? I invite you to take a full tour of my facility yourself. You will see there are no secret torture chambers.” She smiled sweetly to the people in awe of her. But I saw the grin for what it really was—predatory.

      “What about the situation that occurred last week? It was documented that several alleged patients—”

      Alexandria wasted no time in cutting him off, but did so professionally and politely. “Excuse me, Mr. Martin. It is true we had to sedate a few disturbed patients that happened to break away from our regimented care. They are recovering from the reaction to their energy medication. Those few patients did react unpredictably from care that had previously proven successful, thus resulting in the outburst you speak of. But I assure you, Mr. Martin, no ill fate befell them. They are doing quite well. Next question, please.”

      I think she was talking about us. Had we only been locked in the asylum for a week? It had felt like months. Alexandria and her doctors manipulated time with the way they cycled through the lights and kept knocking me out that I had no way of telling.

      The television turned off under its own power, leaving me in shadows, the only light coming from the window. The apartment was silent. The door leading to the rest of the apartment was still opaque.

      I was startled when the bathroom light turned on. A few moments later, the toilet flushed, the sink faucet turned on and off, and then the light was extinguished. Strangely, when the water was turned on, it didn’t sound like it was pouring into a porcelain sink, but into a pool of water.

      “Hello?” I called out into the darkness. I saw no shadow emerge from the bathroom. No sounds from someone still in the bathroom or standing inconspicuously in the room. Had I found a new ghost? Or was this someone who lived in the apartment on the other side?

      I watched the doorway to the bathroom for a long time. No one came out.

      My weakened state allowed me to finally fall asleep, which was anything but peaceful. I awoke in cold sweats several times throughout the night from recurring nightmares, the place in the story held for me each time I awoke and slumbered. Another time I awoke to the same sequence of events happening in the bathroom. The light turned on, the toilet flushed, the sink turned on and off, and the light turned off.

      “Is anyone there? Can anyone hear me?” I asked to the darkness again. But I received no reply. No sound. No movement. I shivered from the unknown.

      I awoke again to the morning light radiating off the opposite building and shining into my room. I guess there was a visible difference between day and night from my window after all.

      Nero was setting up his tubes and needles, pricked me in the arm, secured the needle with tape, and attached himself to the other end of the second tube. He collapsed contently into the chair against the wall.

      “I’ll bring you some breakfast afterward,” he said with closed eyes and his head resting against the wall.

      “What are you doing to me?”

      “Essence extraction,” he said softly. “It is what keeps us in prime condition for—for a long time.”

      “For not having much experience here, you sure seem to know what you’re doing.”

      “Instinct. There are some things you are inherently programmed to do and know. This is one of those things. I don’t expect you to understand and I can’t explain it. It just is.” Nero enunciated the last three words. There was a quiet, yet ominous tone to his voice.

      I felt what he described as my life essence being sucked out of me, draining me of all life essentials—leaving me like a shallowly breathing corpse.

      “It feels like you’re killing me,” I said, barely audible.

      “It may feel like it, but I’m not. I can’t kill you without killing myself. That’s why I can’t pass you off to someone else. Because they will kill you. I will keep you alive, you have my word.”

      But his word meant very little to me at this point. I felt so drained and hollowed out that I almost wished he would kill me.

      Nero disconnected himself from the tube and yanked the needle out of my arm. He took the tubes and needles into the bathroom without turning on the light. Again, I heard the sloshing of water. He returned moments later with the tubes and needles cleaned and placed them in the nightstand drawer.

      “I will fix you some breakfast,” Nero said, stepping into the bathroom again, and left the room holding a plastic bucket half filled with water sloshing over the edge as he walked.

      I was too weak to move, to fight against my restraints, and lay helplessly like an animal waiting for the slaughter—only, unlike an animal, I knew that’s where I was headed. Nero said he would keep me alive. But it wouldn’t be forever, and so death was the next natural step. I just wished he’d make it quick.

      Nero strolled back into the room with a sandwich of only bread and meat, and a lightly pink glass of water. It had to be the water from the bucket—the water he’d cleaned the tubes and needles with. I almost vomited at the sight of it. With the thought of where the water had come from, I couldn’t bring myself to touch the sandwich, either.

      I shook my head when he brought the sandwich to my mouth. We repeated the sequence with the water.

      “You need to eat and drink something,” he demanded. “Otherwise I’ll have to resort to intravenous nourishment.”

      It didn’t matter. I still couldn’t touch what he’d brought.

      Nero exited the room without saying another word. My shoulders, arms, and hands ached from being tied above my head for a full day. But at least I knew it had been a day. The window gave me a rudimentary sense of time.

      A few minutes later, the radio beside the bed turned on. It remained on for half a song and turned off. I craned my neck for a moment and could just barely see the time, but it was painful to remain in that position. My head fell back onto the pillow. The main light in the room, attached to the ceiling, turned on. Then I heard the click of the bathroom light turning on. The television turned on and the channels changed a few times, and then stopped. The volume increased, but steadied at a comfortable level. The news again. The shower turned on and my room was fully alive with unseen activity.
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            A Wolf among Sheep

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt like I never truly slept, I just slipped in and out of consciousness throughout the day and night. Sometimes I awoke and it was light, and sometimes dark. Sometimes I awoke to the television turning itself on, sometimes light and noise from the bathroom. Sometimes I awoke from the prick of a needle as Nero hooked me up to his life-draining machine. And sometimes I awoke from total disorientation, not knowing if what I was experiencing was real or a prolonged nightmare. The total weakness and exhaustion made the environment around me dreamlike and abstract.

      I had stinging wounds from the needle all over my body at this point; Nero never seemed to insert it in the same place twice. And in between his feedings, he fed me intravenously from a bag of clear liquid.

      When I told him that I needed to use the bathroom, he made me wait until after an extraction—when I was at my weakest. He unlocked the handcuffs, helped me to the bathroom, and instructed me to sit on the toilet no matter what, so I wouldn’t fall. The toilet wouldn’t flush. The faucet didn’t work. When I was done, I could only wash my hands in the half-filled bucket of pink water sitting in the sink, the same water he gave me to drink.

      I felt like I was barely being kept alive. There was no use in fighting my restraints. It was hopeless in trying to pass through them. I could barely move. I could barely think. All I could feel was pain and loss, like there were no other feelings in the world.

      I looked at Frolics, staring at me from the dresser across the room. The television behind him was quiet. The entire room was asleep, which brought a small sense of momentary peace. I wished I could hold him again just to have some strange connection to family, even though he was a Frolics I didn’t remember. Just having the small stuffed animal in my hands would help me not to feel so entirely alone in this terrible place.

      Then Frolics leaned and fell forward, toppling headfirst off the dresser and out of sight.

      I didn’t know it was possible to feel even more alone until that moment. I sighed, closed my eyes with the hope of falling asleep so my agony and desolation could be extinguished for a short while.

      When I reopened my eyes, Frolics was staring at me again from atop the dresser, and I wondered if I’d dreamed him falling to the floor.

      I readjusted myself on the bed and felt the instant shock of having a needle in my body. It dug into my side, the tube protruding from the bottom of my pale green shirt. I looked over to find Nero sitting comfortably in his chair.

      “I returned your friend to his home,” Nero said.

      “What?”

      He pointed to the dresser and I quickly caught up. “I thought you’d find comfort in a friend watching over you since you probably don’t regard me as such anymore.”

      “What gave it away?” I said.

      “That’s okay. I don’t blame you. I’d feel the same way if I was on the other end of the tube. It’s not personal. It’s nature working in the mysterious way she does. I don’t want to do this to you. I have to. It’s programmed into me—no use resisting. Do you get upset at the lion for eating the gazelle? A killer whale for killing a seal? The wolves for attacking the sheep? Each animal has to accept its place in the world.”

      “I’m not a sheep,” I said softly.

      “Says the boy in chains,” Nero said matter-of-factly.

      I strained to ball my bandaged right hand into a fist, remembering the wolf head that Desiree had drawn (maybe not this last time, but originally).

      Hold still, she had said. If you move, then it won’t come out right. We’ve only got one shot at this.

      Yes, Ma’am, I had answered obediently.

      I remembered looking at my newly tattooed hand after washing the beaded paste away. In that moment, I was a Lorne. And when I used it for the first time in the restaurant and saw the fear it instilled in the hostess, I felt powerful.

      Now, chained to the bed, I felt like I could barely lift a finger, using all the energy I had just to speak a few words. But I could not accept that I was a sheep and Nero was a wolf. He wasn’t the Lorne—I was!

      Frolics plummeted head first off the dresser again.

      Nero stood, with the tube still hanging from his arm, staring at the dresser.

      I glanced at him with a small sense of satisfaction, and then returned my gaze to the Frolics-less dresser.

      “Did you do that?” Nero whispered.

      “We are wolves among sheep.”

      “We?”

      “We are wolves among sheep,” I said again. Kafka had said that to me, and I pictured the intensity in his eyes as he had said the words.

      I saw the first hint of fear in Nero’s eyes since he’d brought me here. He hastily packed up the tubes and needles, this time without cleaning them, and left the room.

      I had done it! I had pushed Frolics off the edge in my mind. It wasn’t graceful like what Mr. Gordon could do, but it awoke a knowing—the shattering of my current perspective.

      “Nero!” I yelled and found I had some hidden strength after all. And it felt good. All the pain and weakness was still there, but it didn’t account for everything. I was more. I had strength stored deep within the recesses of my mind and it could be transferred into physical strength with a firm decision. My revelation lit a spark, which was all I needed—because it only takes a spark to ignite a wildfire.

      I heard Desiree’s voice in my head again and I tried to picture what memory was surfacing now. I touched the bandage on my right hand as a trigger. It stirred no stored memories.

      Her voice was merely a whimper, and it felt like more than just a memory. I could feel what she was feeling. It was faint and unclear, but it was there—she was there.

      The more I concentrated on her voice, the more I could feel how weak she was, how trapped and helpless, and then I knew she was here somewhere. She was feeling the same as I was, and there was only one explanation for that. Her mirror had her, too, and she was looking at a grim fate of an eternity of helplessness and misery. But how did she get here?

      Desiree’s voice motivated me. I focused on her sweet whimper and knew there was no one but myself who could help her. I had no choice but to escape and…I. Knew. That. I. Could.

      I looked intently at the dresser across from my bed, focusing on the spot Frolics had sat. Then he popped into view, rose past the iron footboard, and floated up to the top of the dresser where he was set back on his original perch.

      Had I done that?

      My heart raced from simultaneous fear and excitement. The power to be able to do that, as small as it was, was awesome. And promising. Now, all I needed to do was slip through my shackles.

      Nero barged back into the room wearing heavy utility-type gloves and holding a coiled strand of barbed wire. His lips were pulled into a straight line and he didn’t say a word.

      “You’re not going to hold me here for long,” I said as he began to wrap me in a tight cocoon of barbed wire—lacing it through iron rings on the bed frame.

      Rows of teeth dug into my skin. The more I moved, the more they bit down. I cried out, but held back tears.

      “These aren’t going to hold me,” I proclaimed, tears stinging my eyes. But I wouldn’t allow them to fall.

      “They’ll hold,” he said, and when he finished wrapping, he pressed down on my chest and stomach with both hands, pushing the teeth deeper into me.

      When Nero stood up straight and took a step back, he waited a moment to see what I’d do.

      I couldn’t move—the pain was excruciating. I glared at him with my teeth chattering and grinding. Even when I balled my fists, the movement in my arms pulled the teeth through my skin. I relaxed my hands and attempted to lie still.

      “It’ll hold,” he said again, more as a confirmation to himself than to me.

      Nero set up the tubes and needles, crusted from the last use, and hooked us both up to the hanging bag. He stuck the first needle in my shoulder, and the second in his forearm, and took a seat beside the nightstand.

      Nothing happened.

      Nero jumped up and hit the box on the pole, but it wasn’t turning on. He ripped the needle out of his arm and hurried out of the room. Returning moments later, he replaced four batteries behind a snap-in panel on the side of the box, and the small screen lit up. Nero breathed a sigh of relief and dropped into the chair with the needle before sinking it back into his arm.

      Blood pulled from my end of the tube and flowed into the bag. Nero’s tube began to fill as the blood traveled toward his arm.

      I tried to block out the pain from the additional barbed wire. My shirt was now almost completely purple from soaking up the blood from the rows of teeth digging into me. I tried not to think of the blood leaving my body.

      No! Come back to me!

      I felt myself growing weaker and weaker as the essence of my being drained through a single tube, leaving me no more than a shriveled shell, barely alive, not dead…just on the verge of existence.

      Pull!

      I couldn’t hear Desiree’s voice any longer. She had slipped away and I fought with everything I had left to pull her back to me.

      Pull!

      I felt myself slipping away, the agony slowly turning to apathy.

      No!

      And I fought to pull it back—myself back.

      Pull!

      Nero glanced over at me, wide-eyed and anxious. “What are you doing?”

      I didn’t answer, I just continued to pull—everyone and everything I loved, back to me. And it made me feel a little better. I felt a little stronger. A little more alive, awake, in love, impatient, in pain, impassioned, in charge, in control…

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as everything I felt like I’d lost flowed back into me. If this was another drug, it was one I welcomed.

      When I reopened my eyes, I was just in time to see Nero clumsily spring from his chair, buckle under his own weight, but catch himself on the nightstand. His skin was loose and hanging like when we’d first arrived here, with the yellowing, sickening tone reappearing.

      Nero clambered to the post and batted at the buttons to turn it off, but my hand caught his wrist before he was able to do so.

      I found myself as surprised as he, but I didn’t let that stop me from clamping down on his wrist and pulling him from the machine. I pulled at my other wrist to secure my grip on him, and the shackle fell limply to the mattress.

      Pull!

      I pulled Nero on top of me, and he clawed the air for the box on the post, its light still shining brightly. My arms were entwined in his, pinning them behind his back. He flopped and thrashed like a fish on land, but I refused to yield. The barbs dug deeper into my chest, but it didn’t matter anymore. The pain was fading. I could feel them biting, but they no longer hurt. And they were biting him, too.

      Nero screamed and tried to pull away from the teeth digging into his bound arms and back.

      “How are you doing this?” Nero choked out. He struggled to remove the needle from his arm, but no matter how he jostled and kicked, he couldn’t reach or knock it free.

      And his struggling lessened as my grip strengthened.

      “You’ve seen what I can do and you thought you could hold me?” I yelled in his ear.

      He shook his head like he was trying to escape my voice.

      Euphoria consumed me, entering and ravaging my body in the best possible way. All my fear dissipated. All my rage was focused on the flailing body bound to me with strength I’d only dreamt about.

      “You can’t kill me! You’ll only kill yourself!” Nero pleaded.

      “How did you answer my pleas?” I asked sharply.

      “You have to believe me!” Nero’s body was slowing, draining…dying.

      “Like trusting you before did me a lot of good?”

      “You’re not one of them.”

      “Who? A wolf among sheep?” I mused, never feeling so confident in my life. “Maybe I am.”

      Nero’s hanging skin turned from yellow to green. His fighting became nonexistent. His breathing slowed. When I released his arms from my grip, his body rolled off the bed, wrapping in the tube and yanking the needle from my shoulder.

      I winced as my inward flowing of strength ceased, but it didn’t matter—I felt an assuredness I’d never felt before. I thought of Jeremy taking down Sasha and Greg in the quad while I lied helpless and bleeding against the lockers. I now knew what that kind of confidence felt like. And I was hungry for more.

      I rose through the barbed wire binding and slipped my feet through the shackles to sit up on the edge of the bed. Stretching my limbs and cracking my back and neck never felt so good. There was so much blood on and around me, but it had the air of not being mine.

      Nero moved like that dying fish having been out of water for too long, powerless and waiting for someone to push him back in. But I had no intention of doing that.

      I stood up, stepped over his writhing body, and knelt down beside him. He had finally pulled the needle free from his arm.

      “How does it feel?” I asked. I felt nothing for the pitiful creature on the floor. He was one of the sheep.

      I scooped him into my able arms and dropped him on the bed. He landed on the rows of barbed wire and grunted, but it was barely audible. He was barely hanging on, causing no need for the shackles.

      The machine was still on and I looked at it quizzically. I felt the need—the pull—for more, and I took it.

      I stabbed the first needle into his arm and the second into mine. After a moment, the euphoria returned. I collapsed into the chair beside the nightstand and felt the extra life flowing into me. Any lingering pain was extinguished.

      I unwound the bandage covering my right hand and found a shiny indent in the skin from where the doctor in the asylum had cut away the tattoo. There was still a hint of an outline where the ink had bled into the deep layers of my skin. The large scar looked like it had been there for years and reminded me of the scar on my stomach from where I had been stabbed with the screwdriver.

      I removed the bandage around my leg where the cage apparatus had been and found similar puncture scars beneath the dried blood. My ankle felt as strong as it had ever been. I looked at the silver dots around my wrists and ankles from the barbed wire and I’m sure I had lines across my stomach and chest with the same dotted patterns. I was covered in scars, but I was healed. I’d healed myself somehow.

      Looking across the room to the dresser, I willed Frolics to me and he came obediently. He didn’t fall from the dresser, but floated to my outstretched hand. I held the small stuffed animal protectively and promised I wouldn’t leave him behind.

      I glanced over at Nero, and he was lying completely still on the bed. The euphoric feeling faded. The tube was emptying. I had taken everything from him. And I was still alive. I removed the needle from my arm and let it fall to the floor. Placing Frolics on the nightstand, I rose to take a better look at Nero.

      His eyes were fixed on the ceiling. I ran a hand over them and pulled the needle from his arm.

      I was free to leave.

      The bathroom light turned on.

      I walked in and looked around. Again, there was no one. A half filled bucket of water still sat in the sink. And then I caught the vision of myself in the mirror. The boy staring back was a true reflection of myself, but there was a little extra glint in my eyes like someone else was looking through them as well. Besides all the dried blood and the matted mess of hair, I didn’t resemble someone who had been incarcerated and tortured for the last week—I resembled someone who’d just awoken from the best sleep of his life.

      I pulled my stained, no longer pale green shirt up and over my head and tossed it haphazardly on the floor. Just as I had suspected, rows of silver scars stretched across my chest and stomach. I ran a hand over them, still not convinced they were real. There was no pain. They didn’t feel like anything.

      The toilet beside me flushed, and when I looked over, I saw the translucent figure of a woman buttoning up her jeans. She walked right over to where I was standing, causing me to take a step back. She washed her hands and checked her makeup in the mirror before turning around and flipping off the light. I took another step back as she walked toward and then through me.

      When she had turned the faucet handles to wash her hands, I’d seen phantom handles move, but the real ones before me remained stationary. The same went for the light switch. I flipped the light switch to the on position, but nothing happened. I remained standing in darkness.

      I shook my head, trying to understand what I’d seen, but I needed to find Desiree and couldn’t linger in my thoughts for too long. She was waiting for me.

      I went to Nero’s closet, and as I had hoped, I found it full of clothes. I was ready to replace my scrubs with real clothes, and decided on dark jeans and a black cotton V-necked shirt. I replaced my dirty socks with clean ones and black dress shoes. Inside one of the dirty socks was the razor I’d taken from the cell in the asylum and I threw it on the floor with the socks. The blade reminded me too much of my last image of Anna—a reminder I didn’t want to continue carrying with me.

      I was overcome with a compelling need to look as good as I felt and went back to the bathroom to style my hair. When I turned the faucet handles, no water came out, so I used the water in the bucket. Combing my wet hair with my fingers, I gave my reflection a wide grin, which looked rather sinister in the shadows of the bathroom.

      As I collected Frolics from the nightstand, I noticed the bed was empty except for the fallen rows of barbed wire. Nero was gone. I took a cautious look around to make sure he wasn’t waiting to jump out at me from some corner of the room. The machine was still running, with the tubes hanging limply to the floor and small puddles of blood forming around the fallen needles.

      I hated this machine more than the cage used on my leg. Gripping the post in one hand, I threw it over the bed and across the room. It clanged against the window and bounced off as the glass deflected, but didn’t break. I took one more look around the room, spit on the bed, and stormed out.

      In the living room, I was immediately drawn to the phantom woman I had seen in the bathroom. She was cutting vegetables for a salad, and opening a phantom door in the refrigerator to store the remaining food. I watched her as I walked over and opened the refrigerator—the real refrigerator—and found it empty, the light inside refusing to illuminate. Frustrated, I slammed it shut and stood for a moment beside the woman as she worked. I was finally hungry, but there was nothing here to eat. There was only the phantom food.

      I swung my arm at the translucent bowl the woman was using to mix her salad, and it flew into her stomach and fell to the floor. Vegetables and dressing splattered all over the woman, cabinets, and tile floor.

      I was almost as surprised at what I’d done as she was at her food attacking her. She cautiously backed out of the kitchen, not taking her eyes off the possessed bowl laying upside-down on the floor.

      “Tish?” the woman said softly.

      I looked around, expecting to see the woman’s mirror standing behind me or sitting in the living room. But the phantom woman and I seemed to be alone.

      When no one answered her, the woman knelt before her ruined meal and began cleaning up.

      Now it was my turn to back out of the kitchen, and as I examined the living room more closely, I saw the top of a head of blonde hair behind the far couch. I approached and found who the woman had presumably been calling for, Tish, huddled against the wall. She refused to look me in the eyes, focused solely on her knees, and rocked her body like a traumatized child.

      “Are you Tish?” I asked.

      “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” she whispered.

      “One of whom?”

      She slowly tilted her head up to meet my gaze, her eyes shining with not yet fallen tears. “A Lorne.”

      “What if I am?”

      “Please don’t kill me, Mr. Lorne.”

      Her expression was desperate and pitiful. A tear finally broke free from her eye and rolled over her flushed cheek.

      I pointed to the phantom woman in the kitchen. “What would happen to her if I did?”

      Tish broke away from my unflinching gaze and shook her head with heavy anguish.

      “What happened to Nero?”

      “You don’t know?”

      I let out a low growl. “Enlighten me, Mirror!” I yelled, and I was reminded of how Alexandria had spoken to Nero.

      Tish clasped her hands over her ears and screamed, shaking her head more violently then before.

      “Tish?” the woman from the kitchen called again.

      I had an urge to kick her out of her tantrum, but fought it, and drew back instead. “I don’t have time for this,” I said under my breath.

      Tish screamed like a banshee until I was out of the apartment, and I could still hear her halfway down the hall.

      A phantom man exited his apartment and walked past me. I followed him to the elevator and we descended the building together. He was unaware that I was even there, standing in the elevator with the comfort of being alone, doing little things only done when no one was looking. I laughed out loud and threw a hand over my mouth, but he didn’t hear me, either.

      I used my idle time to connect with Anna, but I couldn’t find her voice. I couldn’t feel her at all. Recalling my last hazy memory of her, I scolded myself for entertaining the thought that she might be dead. There was so much blood. I desperately wanted to know that she was all right—but I was receiving nothing.

      When I exited the building and turned onto the sidewalk, I saw a sea of phantoms filling the city as far as I could see. Before I knew it, I was among them, drowning in them as they passed through me. Mysterious faces everywhere looked off into the distance, all going about their days with no notice that I was there. I spun around, waiting for at least one person to crash into me and knock me to the ground. But it didn’t happen. The further I looked through the incoming surge of phantoms, the more they created a wall that I could not see through. I was lost in the bodies and needed to focus on Desiree’s voice to stay above water.

      And when I found her voice again and pictured her in a room similar to where I had been held, the phantoms disappeared. I stood nearly alone on the sidewalk. Mirrors out in the city revealed themselves, but they were only a fraction of the phantoms who’d kept them covered. The cars continued to pass by, with their darkly tinted windows making it impossible to see the drivers inside.

      When it was just me and the mirrors, I noticed how they were all looking at me, but not like when Nero had first brought me into the city. The hunger in their eyes had been replaced by fear, reminding me of Tish huddled in the corner of her apartment.

      I stood and watched them all for a moment, feeling a creeping bit of fear myself, and then continued onward. No one approached me. No one reached out to me like before. They all kept their distance, giving me a wide berth as I passed. I stared at each mirror I passed straight in the eyes, never the first to break away.

      Desiree’s voice beckoned me and somehow gave me an invisible path to follow. I could feel her getting closer even though I didn’t know where I was or where I was going. I turned down new streets to the sound of her voice in my head, following a knowing deep in my being that I was heading straight for her. I wasn’t following a map or GPS that could get me lost or cause me to backtrack. I was being pulled to her like a magnet—absolute and unyielding.

      I didn’t know if she could feel me, too—if she knew I was coming. In her drained and weakened state, I highly doubted it, but I tried to will my soothing voice to her anyway.

      After a few miles of my magnetic pull through the city—the reflection of Provex City—I stood before the entrance of Lorne Tower once again. Desiree was somewhere inside. Thinking of the last time I was here with Jeremy, my legs were trying to keep me from taking the needed step forward. I knew it was not really the same building—well, technically it was, but the people I was hiding from would not be on this side of the line. All I’d have to contend with here would be more mirrors. And the way they seemed to view me now would allow me to just walk in and out, or so I hoped.

      Desiree’s voice softened and I knew I had to move. I took a deep breath, squeezed Frolics for extra support, and entered the ominous building. The vaulted-ceilinged lobby looked just how I remembered it, but without the pedestrian traffic or employees offering polite greetings. My footfalls echoed throughout the lavish cave as I made my way for the elevators, then stopped, and approached the stairwell. I felt that Desiree wasn’t on too high a floor and I didn’t want to mess with elevators that I couldn’t control.

      I bounded up the stairs with energy and anticipation unequal to any previous time in my life. About fifteen floors up, I stopped at the door leading into the floor’s main hallway. I couldn’t hear her anymore, but I could feel her presence, stronger than ever. She was definitely here. Probably asleep—or that surreal consciousness between sleeping and waking, not being able to escape the pain. I never wanted to feel that again and I wanted nothing more than to release Desiree from the horrors still so vivid in my head that I feared closing my eyes, paranoid I’d be transported back there and what I was experiencing now was nothing more than a derisory dream.

      I was led to a door halfway down the hall and passed through like it wasn’t even there. The apartment was empty. All the lights were off and the curtains drawn. Fear of an ambush was gone and I boldly announced myself—like a true Lorne would do.

      “Desiree!”

      Muffled sounds and movement came from a hallway off the living room. I ventured forward and stopped at the only opaque door in the hall and knew Desiree was on the other side. I tried my best to prepare myself for what I was about to see—but after what I’d seen with Anna, I figured I was desensitized enough.

      I looked down at the scar covering a quarter of my hand and it twitched with a mind of its own. It was still a wolf to me and it was alive.

      I stepped through the door, met by the most beautiful Desiree I could have ever imagined. She was even more beautiful than the woman on the monorail. The sight of her stopped me cold, but I had to remember what stood before me was not Desiree—but a monster.

      She took one look at me and dashed for the far corner of the room with a growl I couldn’t have expected from the feminine body.

      And then I saw her.
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      Desiree was huddled on the floor in the far corner of the bedroom. Light shined into the room from the window stretching across most of the wall.

      “Desiree,” I choked out at just above a whisper, incapable of anything more.

      Her mirror scrambled to her, hurtling the bed and collapsing beside her prisoner. She threw two protective arms around Desiree.

      “No, no, no! You can’t have her!” the mirror cried. “She’s mine!”

      I approached slowly, not knowing what the mirror would do to me, or Desiree, if she were cornered. In passing a low-standing dresser, I set Frolics down for safekeeping.

      I only knew it was Desiree from seeing her mirror. My actual friend was unrecognizable in a white straightjacket and white leather mask enveloping her head entirely. The tips of her wavy russet hair escaped through the bottom of the mask, with only holes for her mouth and nose, and a zipper starting at the top and running down the back. A long chain extended from a leather collar around her neck to a thick wooden bedpost. She was out as far as she could go. Her arms were lost in the straightjacket and folded around her body, presumably buckled in back, which now had her mirror’s arms folded tightly over them. The jacket was also tied between her legs, which were bare and bruised. Desiree shook in the hold of her mirror, not strong enough to break away, but protesting with what strength she had left.

      “Desiree,” I said again.

      Her head slightly turned to the sound of my voice, but I didn’t know how clearly she was hearing me beneath the sensory deprivation mask.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” she said between sudden noticeable sobs.

      “I won’t let him touch you,” her mirror said and kissed her on the side of the head. “Stay back! I don’t want to h—”

      “Hurt me?” I laughed. “You can’t and you know it.” I suppressed the shock of seeing Desiree, again and in her horrific current state, and let the confidence that I had gained from Nero return.

      “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” She hugged Desiree tighter—enough so that Desiree began to thrash from her crushing grip.

      “Please!” Desiree cried.

      “Stop, Mirror!” I yelled. “You’re hurting her!”

      “I will never relinquish her!” Desiree’s mirror said, rocking and crushing her living doll.

      Desiree’s legs kicked the wall and floor, unable to fight much without the use of her arms. With the extension of her naked legs, I noticed a small tube sticking out of her inner right thigh. It reached a few inches and was cutoff and capped.

      “You’re hurting her!” I advanced on the beautiful and feral mirror, snatching one arm and yanking it free of its prey.

      Desiree’s mirror continued to protest, rewrapping her arm around Desiree’s torso like a snake. But the look in her eyes as she gazed up at me expressed more than fear. It expressed defeat.

      I continued to pull her arm, and as I did, the other one was losing its grip on Desiree. Though she was prepared to drag Desiree with her, who was crying out from her drained state, compounded by the disorientation of not being able to see what was happening around her. She had no idea that there was someone actually here fighting for her.

      I tugged the mirror with all the strength I had and her other hand finally tore free from Desiree. The mirror soared through the air, over the bed, and landed on the dark hardwood floor with a groan and echoing thud.

      I leapt over the bed before she could recover. While she scrambled to her knees, I shoved her headfirst into the nightstand. The wood split and splintered, and the nightstand skidded back and slammed against the wall. She collapsed on the floor again, blood pouring from a gash on her forehead. One of the rolling tracks disconnected from the rest of the nightstand and the drawer teetered, only being held up by one side. Tubes, needles, and a pair of handcuffs fell out and onto the floor.

      I kicked her in the ribs while she lay feebly on the floor, trying to remember she wasn’t a woman, but a monster. She wasn’t Desiree, but her attacker. And with that thought, I kicked her again.

      “Please, stop.” The mirror slowly sat up and leaned against the side of the bed, one arm around her stomach and the other propped up in front of her face in a gesture of surrender. “You have to let me keep her. I need her,” she cried.

      A metal post on wheels with an empty blood bag hanging from a hook and a small electronic box attached at its center was standing by the closet doors. I looked down at the splintered nightstand, at the spilled needles and tubes in a ghastly pile. My fury boiled over just thinking of what this monster had done to Desiree—what Nero had done to me.

      “You’re going to give it back,” I said softly.

      She stared up at me with a blank expression, the blood from her gash trailing down between her eyes and over the bridge of her nose.

      “What you took—what you stole from Desiree—you’re going to give it all back.”

      The mirror lunged at me from her seated position with nails like razors, looking all the more menacing with the blood dripping down onto her teeth.

      I jumped back, but not out of reach for her to slap one end of the handcuffs on my wrist. Still pulling away, I hit the closet door, bringing her with me. She roared like a beast and clamped the other cuff on my free wrist. Her lips curled up in a sinister victorious grin—having no idea what was about to happen next.

      It took only one fluid maneuver to slide my wrists through the handcuffs and clamp them down on her wrists. I whirled her around and she screamed when she realized she’d been shackled, with me miraculously freed. She struggled to escape my grip, to escape the hold of the handcuffs, and fell to her knees when I shoved her toward the bed. I forced her arms to extend toward the wooden bedpost and the chain between her hands cut through the wood like passing through water. The mirror found herself bound to the bed with no means of escape.

      “It’s time to give back, Mirror,” I whispered in her ear.

      “You can’t do this!” she cried and pounded the chain against the wood, but it did little more than make noise. “You can’t take her from me! She’s mine!”

      I left her to her frenzy and rolled the post over to Desiree’s side of the room, on the other side of the bed from where the mirror thrashed. I connected the needles to the tubes, and the tubes to the blood bag.

      It was heart-wrenching to see Desiree with how she was dressed and bound, witnessing the horrific depravity that no one should ever have to endure. I gently touched her leg as she lay slumped against the wall. She barely stirred, hovering in a purgatory between consciousness and unconsciousness. I remembered the horrific feeling well, so well in fact that it left an acrid taste in my mouth.

      “I’m here,” I said softly, not surprised by her lack of reaction. The words were more for me at this point than for her.

      I looked down at her bare legs, at the short capped tube sticking out of her thigh. There was surgical tape crisscrossed around the hole in her leg. The tube was a catheter—what her mirror had been using to drain her. I removed the cap and inserted the needle, but it just sat in the tube, not really connecting to anything. I removed it and looked around. There had to be a tube with a special connection for the catheter.

      “Where’s the correct tube?” I demanded from Desiree’s bound mirror.

      She spat at me.

      I checked the remaining pile of tubes and the bucket in the bathroom sink, both places without any luck. I marched back and forth around the room and let out a desperate cry of frustration. The mirror smiled at my obvious inner struggle and continued to pull on her chain. I knew I needed to act, but I hated the thought of sticking Desiree with a needle—even though on some level I knew I would’ve had to do that all along.

      I went back to the original tube and needle, kneeling beside Desiree’s huddled body, holding the needle next to her bare skin. I cringed, touched the skin of her leg with the tip, and pulled back.

      “Argh!” I yelled and quickly plunged it into her flesh.

      She winced—and shivered—and sobbed.

      I nearly cried myself, but I needed to keep moving, hearing Desiree’s mirror crashing against the bedpost. It wouldn’t last long.

      Extending the other tube to its max just barely reached the mirror, and I stuck the other needle into a porcelain outstretched forearm. She yelled and squirmed as I turned on the machine, pulling blood from her arm and into the tube.

      I was just about to remove Desiree’s mask when the mirror broke free from the headboard. The wood cracked and splintered, and she ripped the bedpost away from the rest of the headboard. The metal post holding the blood bag was thrown with her tumbling body, and I was afraid the tube or needle would be wrenched free.

      I cleared the bed with a single jump and tackled her as she attempted to get to her feet, both of us crashing to the floor. She belligerently clawed at my face with her bound hands. I caught her forearms before she could hit me, straddled her, and forced her arms to the ground. Leaning forward to keep her restless arms down—to keep the tube or needle from pulling free—my face was only inches from hers.

      She smiled at me. Other than the blood on her face, she appeared sweet and innocent for a moment.

      “It doesn’t have to be like this,” she said.

      “This is the only way.”

      “Release me!” The mirror spat at me and I had to suppress the urge to wipe my face, spittle and blood inching down over my lips.

      I waited silently for her body to weaken as the blood drained from her body to nourish Desiree. When I felt her arms relax, I slowly let go and they remained on the ground, stretched above her head. She was still gazing up at me, but the anger and passion were fading.

      I stepped off her and approached Desiree, who was beginning to struggle with her restraints, her arms still wrapped tightly around her body. I started by unzipping the mask, trying to be careful not to yank out her hair in the teeth of the zipper. And when I removed it from her face, I welled up, overwhelmed by emotion with the confirmation that it was really her. I’d been through Hell and back to find her, and here she was finally sitting before me.

      Desiree instantly squeezed her eyes shut at the burst of light, her eyes also tearing.

      “Desiree,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time, but I couldn’t think of anything else.

      She squinted and slowly let in more light as my face came into focus. Her expression displayed disbelief and skepticism, and then turned to fear.

      “Oliver, is that really you?” Her voice was cracked and hoarse.

      “It’s really me,” I answered and advanced to hug her, but she recoiled against the wall.

      “How can I be sure?”

      “On the first morning I met you, I had forgotten my pen and you handed me yours—a purple one and you said—”

      “I like purple,” she said, completing my sentence. “You really came for me.” Her tears were no longer from the light.

      “I would have spent my whole life looking for you.” This time when I went to hug her, she closed her wet eyes and laid her head against my chest.

      After a brief carefree moment, I helped her maneuver so I could unbuckle her collar and arms. They dropped beside her as dead weight. She finally began to take in the room she had been held in for all this time, then at the fallen metal post, leaning against the bed with one tube extending out of sight and another…Desiree’s eyes followed the second tube from the blood bag down to her leg.

      Desiree’s eyes widened at the sound of her mirror groaning on the far side of the bed, reminding her that we were still not alone, still not safe.

      “Oliver, what are you doing?” she gasped. “Take this needle out of me!” She fought to find her hands in the straightjacket, but they were lost in the long sleeves, preventing her from grabbing anything.

      “I’m making you well.”

      “Get the needle out of me!” Her legs shook with a combination of anger and fear.

      I gently removed the tape and needle from her leg and righted the metal post from its leaning position. The body lying on the far side of the room was nearly still. I shut down the machine and turned back to Desiree.

      “How do you feel?” I asked.

      “Gross,” she said simply, and I saw the hint of a smile on her chapped lips—the Desiree I knew and loved.

      “Well, you look beautiful,” I said, and I meant it.

      Her damp and oily hair clung to her face, with her skin red and peeling from the mask. Her bare legs were covered in scrapes and bruises, and the catheter protruded out of her inner thigh. But despite all that, she looked beautiful and I could have looked at her forever.

      “Can you stand?”

      Instead of answering, she clambered to her feet, wobbly at first like drunk Anna in heels, and then steadied as she found her balance.

      Anna. In that moment, I hated myself for connecting that imagery.

      “I guess I can—are you all right?” Desiree asked. “You look like you just saw something terrible. Do I look that bad?”

      I shook my head, half answering Desiree and half trying to shake the horrible imagery of Anna out of my head.

      “I said you looked beautiful. I meant it.” I smiled.

      She mirrored my smile and dropped her gaze to the floor, which traveled to the slowly breathing body lying across the room. Her smile faded and her eyes darted back to me.

      “Can you help me with this? Have you seen my clothes around here somewhere?” Desiree glanced around the room.

      “I’m sure we’ll find you something,” I said as I approached her and unlatched the buckles down the back of her straightjacket, ending with the buckle for the strap that stretched between her legs. “I’m trying my best not to touch your butt.”

      “I appreciate that,” Desiree laughed, and it was the sweetest sound I could imagine.

      The back of the straightjacket hung open like a hospital gown, revealing that Desiree was dressed only in her underwear beneath.

      She shimmied the white leather jacket to the ground and expelled a loud sigh. Turning around to face me, she made no effort to cover up her exposed body. I glanced at her purple bra and black panties no matter how much I scolded myself for doing so. Her arms were bruised almost as much as her legs, as well as painful looking discoloration around her ribs.

      The mirror on the floor grunted and Desiree quickly stepped back. I looked over and she was pulling at her handcuffs, but they seemed secure—for now.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said.

      “I can’t walk out of here like this,” Desiree said, gesturing to her lack of clothes. “My stuff has to be around her somewhere.”

      “We’ll find you some.”

      As I walked past her, she grabbed my arm.

      “How can I ever thank you enough?” And instead of allowing me to answer, she leaned in, pushed up on her toes, and kissed me on the cheek. She brought her face back only a few inches, looking me in the eyes and biting her lower lip. “I still feel gross.”

      “You still look beautiful,” I said and returned her kiss on the lips. I carefully placed my hands on her bare sides, trying to be mindful of her bruises. She brought her hands up to my neck. “Especially dressed like this.”

      “Don’t get used to it.” She smirked.

      I found Desiree some stone-washed jeans and a sexy button down top, which I thought she was going to fight me on. She took them eagerly and dressed too fast for my taste. The cotton shirt only had buttons halfway up and she didn’t notice until she ran out.

      “Really?” she complained, but didn’t attempt to negotiate an exchange.

      The mirror was lying on the floor only a few feet away and she watched us like a caged animal. She didn’t attempt to get up—hopefully she was still too weak—but she rhythmically yanked on the chain between her wrists, more for effect than an attempt to escape. She stared and pulled; stared and pulled. And Desiree couldn’t look at the bloodied face for more than a few seconds before diverting her gaze.

      “I need to find my jeans,” she said, gazing around the room.

      “You’re wearing jeans,” I answered.

      “I know, but I need to find my jeans.”

      I turned to the mirror. “Where are they?”

      She continued to stare me straight in the eyes, but she refused to answer.

      “Mirror, I asked you a question!” I commanded.

      She pulled on her chain again, unflinching, but still remaining silent.

      I had a heavy urge to kick her in the side again, but I figured Desiree wouldn’t react well to that kind of interrogation. I stormed out of the bedroom instead and came back with a pair of jeans I found strewn over the back of the couch.

      “Are these yours?” I asked, holding them up.

      Desiree eagerly took them and searched the pockets.

      “Where is it?” Her face flushed. She turned to the mirror and addressed her for the first time since she’d been freed. “Where is it, Reid?”

      “The letter from your boyfriend?” Reid smiled sadistically from the floor. “I’ve got it safe.”

      “I want it back.”

      “It’s safe.”

      “I need it back!” Desiree cried and tears brimmed around her eyes.

      I didn’t wait for a response or a signal from Desiree, marched up to Reid, and kicked her in the kidney—if mirrors even had kidneys. She groaned, coughed, and spit blood on my polished dress shoe.

      “I can do this all day,” I said, kneeling down beside her. I expected to hear Desiree say something behind me in protest, but she didn’t.

      “Right pocket,” she said.

      I stuffed my hand into her front right jeans pocket, but it was empty. I gave her an unamused glare.

      “Left pocket,” she corrected.

      I searched her left pocket, pulled out a folded piece of paper, and held it over my head. Desiree snatched it from behind me.

      “You can go through my other pockets, too,” Reid said with an overly sweet smile. But seeing the beautiful smile on her bloodied face sent a shudder though my body. “I may be hiding something else.”

      I stood up and stepped back.

      “Is it what you were looking for?” I asked over my shoulder.

      “Yeah,” Desiree said.

      “It’s so sad.” Reid continued to smile, stare, and pull on her chain.

      After all that had happened in the symmetric plane, I was finally reminded of the House of Mirrors at the fair. Reid’s sweet and sinister gaze looked exactly like the figure that had lunged at Desiree in the long hallway. Darius and I had laughed at the time, but it wasn’t funny now.

      Desiree stuffed the paper in her pocket. I grabbed Frolics from the dresser, causing Desiree to give me a quizzical look.

      “It’s a long story,” I said, and we left the bedroom.

      The television was on in the living room, but I ignored it, walking straight for the door. We needed to get out of here. But I froze at the sound of a familiar voice.

      “What is it?” Desiree asked as I turned and walked back to the television.

      I stared at the gorgeous woman with glistening white hair holding a press conference, talking more about Kafka’s request for privacy during his time of mourning.

      “Is she saying what I think she’s saying?” Desiree asked, standing a few feet behind me. “Who is she?”

      “Alexandria Lorne,” I said coldly. “And yes.”

      “Kafka’s alive?”

      “Yes.”

      There was a long pause as we stared at the screen.

      “You don’t sound surprised,” Desiree said.

      All I could do was shake my head. The reminder of Kafka’s rebirth or return—whatever you wanted to call it—was sobering.

      “Do they all have to be freakin’ models?”

      I chuckled, but it was short-lived.

      “Is that…” Desiree trailed off.

      I saw it, too. The men who had assaulted us in the club, with the closed-mouthed wolf-head tattoos, stood behind Alexandria—and Eli stood among them!

      “How? What? I—I don’t understand,” Desiree stuttered.

      “I hope Anna’s okay.” I turned and headed for the door. I’d seen enough.

      “Why? What happened to Anna?”

      It was hard, but I had to tell her.
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      Getting back to Provex City—the real Provex City—wasn’t the traumatic travel experience as getting to the symmetric plane. It must have been some kind of gift for someone lucky enough to escape the clutches of their mirror. For whatever the reason, I was thankful something was easier than expected. It didn’t seem to happen often.

      Desiree listened to my retelling of the journey to find her as we traveled home by monorail. The only thing she spoke of regarding her nightmare in the symmetric plane was the full name of her mirror, Reid Heisenberg, and its promise to take Desiree to TJ. With all I had read about their falling out, I could almost understand. We both had our obsessions for answers and redemption. But she wouldn’t say what she had to do to get there.

      We departed from the monorail at our usual spot, in the field by the highway, within sight of Outer Provex City Medical Center. It sat a half-mile away, with the distance between bisected by the river, but it was still too close. I was sure they were still looking for me. And with Eli seemingly with them now, was I even safe to go home? I needed to warn Mr. Gordon and Jeremy. I didn’t want any more people getting hurt because of me. I needed to start taking more responsibility, especially with the lives of my friends and family. It wasn’t just about me anymore, which caused Anna to pop into my head again.

      “Are you all right?” Desiree asked, putting a hand on my shoulder.

      I wasn’t really looking at the hospital, but I was facing its ominous direction.

      “It’s definitely not safe to stay here,” I said.

      “That’s why we’re going home.” Desiree’s voice was soft and calm. “We’ll go see Mr. Gordon. He’ll know what to do.”

      “What about your family? Your mother’s worried sick.”

      Her eyes dropped, probably picturing how her mother was dealing with her eldest daughter’s disappearance. “I’ll go home, but not before talking to Mr. Gordon.”

      “I need to talk to Jeremy.” I said, turning to Desiree.

      The cars whizzing by seemed quiet and far away even though we couldn’t be more than thirty feet from the edge of the highway.

      Desiree took my hand, and I squeezed it and interlaced my fingers in hers.

      “I want to go home, but I don’t want you to leave me,” Desiree said. With her free hand she tucked her disheveled hair behind her ear. “How do you look so good after all of this?”

      I remembered freshening up before leaving Nero’s apartment. “I wanted to look good for you when I found you.” It was a reason, but not the reason.

      Desiree frowned. “That’s not fair.”

      I kissed her softly, through her initial protest, until we were both melting in each other’s arms. She tasted like Desiree and I couldn’t think of anything that tasted better. I nearly dropped Frolics.

      “I don’t want you to leave my side, either,” I said, when we both came up for air. Then I kissed her again. “It’s really not safe here.”

      “Then let’s go.” She kissed me again.

      “Okay.” I kissed her again.

      “You keep kissing me,” she said and kissed me again.

      I smiled and kissed her back. “Okay, that was the last one.” And then I kissed her again.

      Desiree giggled in a way that liquefied my knees and I almost pulled her down into the grass, which would have only led to more kissing—which was a tempting idea. All the danger surrounding me felt so far away in that euphoric moment. She ran a hand slowly down my cheek and took a step back. Our arms were still connected, but nearly fully extended.

      “Let’s go, Oliver Lorne,” she said, backing up and pulling me with her. “The kissing has to wait. We have work to do.”

      I couldn’t suppress a grin. “So, there will be more kissing?”

      “I hope so.”

      Hand in hand, we went to transition home—and suddenly, I was standing in the field alone, looking at the passing hover cars. Desiree was gone.

      “What the hell?” I said, looking around to see if I was missing something.

      Desiree returned a few seconds later.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I—I don’t know.”

      We tried again, and again I found myself standing in the field alone.

      When Desiree returned for a second time, we both took a seat in the grass.

      “I thought you said you didn’t want to leave my side,” she said and gave a weak laugh.

      “I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “Do you feel all right?”

      “I feel better than I’ve ever felt. This doesn’t make any sense. I’ve done this a hundred times.” I dropped Frolics into my lap and rubbed my face roughly with both hands. “This is the easy part, right?”

      “Let’s just rest for a few minutes. Maybe that’s all you need.”

      Desiree leaned her head on my shoulder, but I didn’t reciprocate. I sat up straight, staring ahead, looking inward. What was happening? Transitioning from home to Provex City and back had become second nature. And Desiree was having no problems. What the hell was wrong with me? Was it from the drugs I’d been given? Did Alexandria still have a hold on me? Were they on their way to get me right now? I glanced back at the hospital.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Desiree said, lifting her head from my shoulder. “You know that, right?”

      “I don’t know anything anymore,” I said coldly. My frustration was building extremely fast. This was the straw that—the straw I wanted to chew up and spit out. “Why did you disappear? I’ve told you everything and you’ve told me—”

      “I’m sorry, Oliver. I…” Her voice trailed off.

      Desiree pulled me to my feet and we attempted one more transition. I failed again.

      “I’m going to get Mr. Gordon. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Desiree said when she returned a few seconds later. “I promise.”

      I plopped down in the grass and pulled my knees up to my chest. Looking up at her, I wondered if this would be the last time I saw her. She began to walk away and fade, but stopped and came back.

      Desiree dropped to her knees in front of me, placed both hands on my cheeks, and kissed me hard. “I love…that it was you who came for me.” She pulled the folded piece of paper from her jeans pocket and handed it to me. Desiree gave no explanation as to what she’d handed me, jumped to her feet, and faded away.

      I was once again alone, sitting in the grass, with only Frolics and a gift from Desiree to keep me company.

      “Nero, you’ve been uncharacteristically quiet,” I said, but there was no answer. I hadn’t heard from him since he’d vanished from his apartment. He was high on my list of people I least wanted to talk to, but… He was a part of me, and even with all we’d been through, I still felt connected to him in a strange way. But he seemed to be gone—like TJ.

      I unfolded the paper and either waited for Desiree to return with Mr. Gordon, or Alexandria and Kafka to find me sitting here alone. I tried to push the latter scenario out of my head and began to read.
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      TJ stuffed the envelope into Desiree’s mailbox. He had already made up his mind. If she wouldn’t talk to him, then this was all he could think to do. He looked up at her house to see if anyone was watching. If her mother saw him standing there, the police were probably already on their way. TJ wished Desiree would come to the window, but she didn’t. All he had left were memories.

      Halfway down Wheeler, TJ saw Eli ride past on his bike. Eli was more of Todd’s friend, and even though they had hung out together numerous times in group settings, TJ didn’t feel like they really connected. And now, since he seemed to be hanging out with Desiree more, TJ couldn’t help but feel jealous and even more rejected.

      Eli gave TJ a suspicious glance, maybe because TJ was wearing long sleeves in eighty-degree weather. Neither boy said a word, and Eli continued on his way to Desiree’s house.

      TJ jogged across Santa Clara, and continued running all the way home.

      The house was always quiet in the late afternoon with both of his parents still at work. TJ missed the afternoons spent with Desiree, alone and uninterrupted.

      Now the house felt uninhabited, silent, with just him creeping through the rooms like a ghost. He already felt dead. Everyone seemed to be pulling away. He didn’t know what Desiree had said about him, but he felt eyes on him wherever he went. The only place he felt safe anymore was his room. My room. Not that he deserved to feel safe anymore.

      A police car siren bellowed outside. Or maybe it was an ambulance or fire truck. It sounded like the siren was moving farther away—but it had to be coming here. Desiree’s mother had called them, he was sure of it.

      TJ marched into his parent’s bedroom. He knew exactly what he was looking for. In his father’s closet. On the top shelf. Under a pile of dusty sweaters. TJ pulled out a Springfield Armory 1911 pistol.

      He went back to his room, closed the door, and turned the lock. After placing the gun on top of his dresser, TJ dragged the wooden beast in front of his locked door, barricading it completely. He would be closed off from the outside world forever.

      TJ snatched his journal with the missing final entry from off the desk, bent down, lifted up the free corner of the carpet, and buried it. He made sure the edges of the carpet tucked neatly under the baseboard, intrigued by the thought that it would one day be discovered. An intimate part of him would live on.

      Pictures of Desiree and him flashed and fizzled as the screen saver on his computer. He watched the snapshots of wonderful memories cycle through their relationship with the 1911 pointed at the floor. Finally, TJ hit the keyboard to drive the pictures away, scrolled through his music albums, and played Elliott Smith’s most haunting song. The soft sound of chirping crickets. The light strumming of an acoustic guitar. And then the voice that somehow managed to bring tears to his eyes.

      “Because your candle burns too bright. Well, I almost forgot it was twilight.”

      TJ jumped onto his bed and dropped down cross-legged. He looked at his reflection in the closet door mirrors across the room, feeling no need to wipe his pink eyes or shiny cheeks.

      He pointed the pistol at his reflection.

      “Are you looking at me?” He saw himself smirk for the first time in weeks. It wasn’t a full smile, but it was close.

      The pistol was heavy in his hands. TJ clicked the various buttons and levers on the gun until he found the magazine release. It was loaded, as he knew it would be. TJ shoved it back into the magazine well until it clicked into place. The hammer was already cocked.

      TJ pointed the pistol at his reflection again.

      “I don’t see anyone else here.” He let his finger lightly massage the trigger.

      TJ pictured Desiree rushing around the hotel room in a towel, franticly picking up her clothes, and then disappearing into the bathroom. He never really saw her again. She was gone forever. He needed to disappear, too.

      “I’m sorry,” he said to the memory of her reading Almost, Maine lines with him. She sat across from him on the bed. The Desiree of memory just smiled at him and then slightly bit her lower lip, waiting for him to lean in and kiss her.

      TJ turned the pistol on himself, sticking the barrel upside down in his mouth, and pulled the trigger.

      But the trigger wouldn’t move. He pressed it as hard as he could and nothing happened.

      TJ dropped the pistol into his lap and looked at his reflection with tears streaming down his cheeks. Someone was crying for him. And the Desiree of memory was also in the reflection, leaning her head against his shoulder and resting her hand gently on his shooting arm.

      He shook his head and threw back his shoulders. Fiddling with the levers again, TJ soon found what he thought was the safety, near the rear of the gun.

      He took a deep breath and lifted the pistol to his mouth again, holding the weapon backwards in his hands, resting the cold barrel on his lips. He closed his eyes and pulled the trigger, and again, the trigger wouldn’t depress.

      TJ dropped the 1911 down beside him and buried his face in his hands. He couldn’t stand feeling so despicable and helpless. He ripped off his shirt and used it to wipe his face. The tears would not stop. He let out a muffled scream, and then threw the crumpled shirt to the floor.

      He looked across the room at his scarred body. There were scabbed slashes up his arms, down his chest, and across his stomach. The very first cuts that read “my room” were still clearly visible, but looked like nonsense in the reflection. It felt good to destroy something. The cuts had felt good, but they were not enough anymore.

      “I can’t forgive you. Not now; not ever.”

      The memory of Desiree faded and the reflection was once again only him.

      TJ grabbed the pistol and inspected it closer. The magazine release. Thumb safety. Hammer cocked. He then noticed another lever on the back of the grip. He pressed it with his thumb. Press, release. Press, release.

      “Was it or was it not your whole plan to get me drunk so you could have sex with me?”

      TJ firmly gripped the handle of the pistol.

      “Was it or was it not your whole plan to get me drunk so you could have sex with me!”

      TJ brought the gun back up to his mouth, holding it upside down, his finger shaking on the trigger.

      “WAS IT OR WAS IT NOT—”

      The trigger finally depressed, and TJ found his long awaited moment of peace. The soft trill of crickets gently faded away.
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      Desiree was the first to return, followed by Mr. Gordon and Jeremy. Jeremy didn’t look much better than the evening he’d stabbed Kafka. Mr. Gordon had a warm and sympathetic expression. Desiree pulled me to my feet and hugged me like we hadn’t seen each other in months. It’d felt like that to me, too, even though it had probably only been about an hour.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, my face buried in her hair. I could feel her heart beating. I could feel her chest pushing against mine as she breathed. I could feel her breath on my neck, and I never wanted to let her go.

      “I’m not good at goodbyes,” she whispered.

      When we pulled apart from the embrace, I handed her TJ’s letter. She stuffed it in her pocket and backed up to let Mr. Gordon and Jeremy into the circle. Jeremy was next to step up and hug me.

      “You crazy, stupid son of a bitch,” he said, crushing me with his strong arms.

      “It’s good to see you, too,” I wheezed.

      “And I hear you picked out her clothes,” Jeremy whispered in my ear. “Nice job.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at Jeremy’s comment while I looked at Desiree over his shoulder. Her eyes were locked on mine suspiciously, curious as to why I was laughing.

      When he released me, I held up the small stuffed animal and his expression turned to wonderment.

      “Frolics,” he said and took the toy dog. Jeremy disappeared into a memory, staring down at the long-forgotten pet transformed into a child’s toy. After a few moments he looked up. “You gave this to Nicholae when we left.” He paused. “I shouldn’t have let you go alone.” He put his hands on my upper arms and looked me square in the eyes. “That’s not gonna happen again.” Then he looked me up and down. “How do you look so good after the hell Desiree said you’ve been through?”

      I didn’t have an answer. Everyone looked at Mr. Gordon for an explanation. His look gave little away, but it was slightly sullen. He held a computer tablet that looked much like the one I had left with Darius.

      “What happens when you try to go home?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      No “hi, great to see you, Oliver.” No “thank God you’re alive.” He was all business.

      “Nothing,” I answered. “Nothing happens. I can’t even see anything from back home like I could before. It’s like it’s not there.”

      “Have you heard your mirror recently?”

      I shook my head.

      Mr. Gordon asked me to retell my final moments with my mirror, so I did, and watched as a wave of horror flashed across Jeremy’s face. Desiree had already heard most of it on our ride home. Mr. Gordon looked in awe of me, which was a little unnerving.

      “You did that on your own?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      I nodded.

      “I thought a person couldn’t overpower a mirror…” Jeremy looked questioningly at Mr. Gordon.

      “Oh, it’s possible because there have been a few people who’ve done it. One person in particular.” Mr. Gordon looked intently at me. “How do you feel, Oliver Lorne?”

      I was taken aback when he said that and it took me a moment to respond.

      “Good—surprisingly good.”

      “Who was that one person?” Desiree asked. She had taken my left hand, sending tickling sparks surging through my body.

      Mr. Gordon reached for my right hand and examined it in his—the large scar where the tattoo had been and the silver dots circling my wrist—and then let it go.

      “Kafka,” I said. It wasn’t even a question; somehow I knew.

      “Yes,” Mr. Gordon confirmed. “He was the first, proving it was possible, but keeping the secret to himself for a long time. Then when he began building the Lorne family, conquering one’s mirror became a rite of passage, a prerequisite to be admitted into the family, to be granted the family emblem.”

      “The wolf-head tattoo,” I said.

      “The open-mouthed, wolf-head tattoo,” Mr. Gordon clarified.

      “We’ve seen another one,” Desiree said.

      “The closed-mouth wolf-head belongs to the Royal Guard. The process for them is a little different and they don’t hold the same prestige, but they are not ones to underestimate.” Mr. Gordon looked nervous for the first time that I could remember.

      “What does all this mean?” Jeremy asked.

      “It means Oliver has done something only one person I know of has ever done—he’s conquered and fused with his mirror without knowing it was possible. Every Lorne family member was instructed by Kafka to do so, a challenge they were required to accept in order to be initiated, but it was something they were specifically told was possible ahead of time. They just needed to find out how.” Mr. Gordon turned to Jeremy. “Oliver did it on his own. I never discussed this with him.”

      “So what does it mean?” Desiree asked, mimicking Jeremy’s question.

      “It means, Miss Behring, that Oliver isn’t coming home,” Mr. Gordon said matter-of-factly.

      Our jaws dropped a few inches, mine furthest of the three.

      “What do you mean I’m not coming home?” I gulped. My newly found confidence wasn’t ready for that kind of revelation.

      Mr. Gordon looked past me, toward the hospital. “Let’s walk, shall we?”

      Mr. Gordon led the way, paralleling the highway. One of the side streets leading to the hospital loomed a few hundred yards ahead of us. Cars drove in and out in regular intervals. I watched each one, waiting for a car to stop and someone looking for me to step out.

      “Oliver, I told you a while back that there is an invisible barrier that Kafka and your father can’t cross. That barrier is the transition from this plane to the one below, the base plane. The barrier stops those who’ve fused with their mirrors from passing down, which again, was why you were hidden in the base plane, out of Kafka’s reach. Now that you’ve fused with your mirror, you are prevented from transitioning down by the same barrier.”

      “What now?” I asked. “We can’t stay here.”

      “No, we can’t,” Mr. Gordon answered.

      As we approached the side street, a gunmetal hover car stopped against the curb. My heart leapt into my throat as I wondered who was waiting for us. But Mr. Gordon didn’t slow down. He walked up to the car and opened the driver’s door.

      “Get in,” he commanded.

      It wasn’t until then that I realized I’d seen the car before—it was his. The inside of the car was empty.

      “Wow,” Desiree exclaimed as we all piled in, she and Jeremy climbed into the backseat. “It just came by itself to pick us up? It’s like the Batmobile!”

      “Not quite as cool, but yes,” Mr. Gordon said and accelerated away from the field, the river, and the hospital. He handed me the tablet. “Your friend, Darius, gave this to me to give back to you. He said you knew the password.”

      “Yeah, it was his friend’s—Logan’s tablet.”

      “Why does that name sound so familiar?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “He went to Eastman. Maybe he was in one of your classes.”

      “And he knew Darius in Provex City?” Mr. Gordon looked intently at me. “He could be another hidden Lorne child.”

      “What did you say Cornelius’s son’s name was?”

      “Langdon, I think?”

      “Logan’s not that far off,” I said.

      “You’re right,” Mr. Gordon said. “Where is Logan now? He may be someone we should talk to.”

      “I don’t know.” I thought back to the day I’d found the tablet in the locker room. “I haven’t seen him since I found his tablet. He’d forgotten it in the locker room after gym.”

      “From what Darius said, Logan didn’t forget it. He gave it to you. There’s supposedly a letter for you inside.”

      Desiree leaned forward in her seat, draping one arm over my shoulder. “That was the one you showed me at school, right? The one you stole? Whose was it again?”

      “Commodore Chaos.”
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      We drove an hour farther out of the city and up into the surrounding mountains. Once we were alone on the road, Mr. Gordon pressed the red button by the steering wheel. The orange grid of the automotive network vanished and he began physically driving the car. We wound through back roads and dirt roads—extraordinarily smooth in a hover car—until we came to a wood-paneled house that looked like a fancy log cabin. Off the road and down a steep driveway, the house was mostly hidden in the pine trees.

      “I acquired this as a safe house several years back and it looks like it’s going to finally come in handy,” Mr. Gordon said, leading us inside.

      The furniture inside was covered with an assortment of different colored and patterned bed sheets, which we immediately began removing so we could settle in.

      “Is there cable?” Jeremy asked, trying the television remote.

      “Sure.” Mr. Gordon sounded amused. “If you can tap into it, then you can watch it. Though I don’t have an actual cable box.”

      Jeremy frowned and placed the remote back down on the coffee table.

      I followed Desiree to a sliding glass door that led to a wooden deck. The landscape outside dropped dramatically, so that with just a few rows of trees deep, we were almost level with the tops of them. I put an arm around her waist and kissed her on the cheek. She cocked her head to meet me on the lips. My head still swam with how our relationship had evolved in a few short hours.

      “Hey now, there will be none of that,” Jeremy admonished us from behind.

      Desiree and I looked each other in the eyes and laughed.

      “Okay, you guys hold tight. I will be back shortly,” Mr. Gordon said.

      We all turned to face him.

      “It’s time to start setting things in motion. Oliver, I’m going to pay your mother and Richard a visit—and try to explain our current situation. Then we’ll go see your father.”

      With my journey to find Desiree, I hadn’t thought of my father for a while. I had begun to think of our reunion as a lost cause, so I’d pushed it to the back of my mind. But the thought of finally being able to meet him floored me. What would I say? What would he say? Did I want to listen to the explanations of his absence for all these years? Did I want to tell him off? Did I want to have anything to do with him? But even with the flood of questions and negative emotions, I was dying to talk to him on one level because he had answers to questions that I’d never be able to get from anyone else. He was my best chance to finding out who I really was.

      “I’m going to finally meet my father—Nicholae?” I asked meekly.

      “Yes.”

      “Should I be excited?”

      “Your father loves you very much, but he’s a Lorne. He may not express himself in the way you’re hoping for.” Mr. Gordon’s eyes osculated between the three of us. “A friend of Nicholae’s and mine will be here soon to look after you until I return.”

      “Great, a babysitter,” Jeremy griped.

      “A friend,” Mr. Gordon reiterated, and left us to ourselves.

      Jeremy plopped down on one of the kitty-cornered couches and sat Frolics on the end table between them. Desiree pulled me along to join him. If we were all in this together, we might as well sit together.

      “So what’s the message to you all about?” Desiree asked, folding her legs on the couch as she sat sideways beside me.

      I powered on Logan’s tablet and noticed a file titled, “Grain.” It’s amazing what you miss when you’re focused on other things. I tapped the file and a document popped onto the screen, addressed to Oliver Grain. My eyes widened.

      “What does it say?” Jeremy asked.

      It took me a moment to reply as I tried to finish the letter. When I was done, I looked up and out into space, digesting what I’d just read.

      “He’s going further underground and wants me to take over as Commodore Chaos,” I said, not even believing the words I’d spoken.

      The afternoon turned to evening as we discussed this new development. I caught Jeremy up on what had happened to me over the past week, and he told us what had been happening back home. Jeremy had been staying with Mr. Gordon since a few days after I’d left. He said that Mr. Gordon was protecting Mom and Richard from the agony of another one of their children disappearing.

      “How?” I asked, and my attention drew to the front door as it faded to a transparent opening.

      A light-skinned man with a bald head, large nose and ears, and dressed in a dark suit walked gingerly into the house. His face pulled tight into an awkward smile and he breezed up to the edge of the L-shaped arrangement of couches.

      Jeremy and I recognized him immediately, and Desiree tightened her arm around mine when she felt me tense up.

      “Hello, children,” Cias said. “Daniel asked for me to look after you in his absence.”
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      By the time Daniel pulled up to Oliver and Jeremy’s house, the sun had already dipped behind the trees that lined Wheeler Street. The courtyard was dark and uninviting. No lights were on inside the house.

      He parked along the curb and walked up the concrete steps that cut through the inclined front lawn, opening the courtyard gate and sauntering up to the front door. Upon reaching the raised tile patio, the hanging lantern overhead illuminated. Daniel opened the front door without incident and stepped into the sleeping house.

      The foyer light burst to life. The house was silent, which he’d expected. Daniel continued into the living room, lights turning on as he entered like they were all on motion sensors. But of course, they weren’t.

      Helen was seated on the couch with the family’s golden retriever lying beside her, his head on her lap, and Richard sat tall in his recliner. Both of them were focused in the direction of the empty, black screen of the television. All three members of the family seated in the living room were frozen, resembling lifelike mannequins.

      With Daniel standing in the center of the room, the inanimate family members suddenly came back to life. They looked around in utter confusion, and were startled by Daniel standing before them. The dog leapt off the couch, kept a safe distance, and barked furiously.

      “It’s okay, boy,” Daniel said, leaned down, and offered his hand for the suspicious dog to inspect.

      The golden retriever slowly crept up to sniff the back of his hand, finally giving his knuckles a lick. After a moment, Daniel ran his hand down the dog’s neck and patted his back.

      “There you go,” he said. “See? I’m not so threatening.”

      Daniel rose to his full height and the dog lay down beside him. Helen and Richard looked dumbfounded by the stranger in their house. Daniel searched Helen’s eyes for a glimpse of recognition, but he didn’t find it.

      “Is that supposed to make us feel better?” Richard finally asked. “Who are you? And how did you get in our house?”

      “Helen, do you have any recollection of who I am?” Daniel asked.

      She shook her head nervously.

      “I assure you both; I’m a friend, not a threat. I have a lot to explain, so I suggest you remain seated. It concerns your boys, Oliver and Jeremy. It concerns Nicholae. And it concerns you, Helen.”

      “Nicholae?” Richard said. “Helen’s late husband?”

      “Like I said, there is much to explain—”

      “Where are Oliver and Jeremy?” Helen asked urgently. “Did you have something to do with their disappearances?” Helen jumped up off the couch and ran to the hallway leading to the bedrooms calling their names. A moment later she returned, livid. “Where are they? What have you done with them?”

      “Helen, please.” Daniel motioned with his hand for her to sit. “Your boys are safe. I’ve known them and you for nearly fifteen years, and I’ve been watching over Oliver for the past ten years.”

      “Where are my boys!?” Helen cried.

      “You bastard!” Richard rose from his chair, planting his plastered foot firmly on the floor. He cringed, but didn’t let his obvious discomfort slow him down. “What are you doing watching our children! If I find out you’ve—”

      “Sit!” Daniel shouted. Helen and Richard were hit by an invisible force and both dropped to seated positions. The dog’s head perked up, but he didn’t leave Daniel’s side. “This isn’t going to be easy, but you will allow me to explain. Your boys are in danger, but it’s not from me. They are—”

      Daniel’s sentence was interrupted when the house crashed with a single jolt like it had been lifted off its foundation and dropped. The dog jumped to his feet, barking at the unseen enemy. Everyone else was silent, waiting momentarily to see if there would be more to the earthquake.

      “I lost my train of thought,” Daniel said. He looked out the back window and there was just enough light left to see the pool water still sloshing against the concrete edge. There seemed to be no visible damage. “You never know what to expect around here, but that wasn’t so bad.” Daniel turned back to Helen and Richard. “Where were we?”
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            The Earthquake Felt Around the World

          

          The Los Angeles Times

        

      

    

    
      The earthquake felt in southern California yesterday evening was reportedly felt simultaneously in cities and nations around the world. Southern Californians have come to expect the sudden onslaught of the Earth’s fury, but what was experienced at 7:14 p.m. PST, was a complete anomaly.

      The single shock measured an alarming 5.5 in Los Angeles. The epicenter, off the coast of Japan, registered a magnitude 6.3 on the Richter scale. The lowest magnitude was recorded in South Africa, which registered a substantial 5.0. Seismologists are struggling to understand and explain how this earthquake was felt across the globe with similar magnitudes, unlike any seismic event experienced in recorded history…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Collapse of Modern Civilization

          

          The Provex City Gazette

        

      

    

    
      Everyone from our generation will remember exactly where they were when the crash hit. It was a jolt that shook the very foundation of human civilization. At exactly 7:14 p.m. WST, the world saw what Mother Earth is capable of with one powerful stomp.

      The first tower to ever collapse in Provex City did so in the city’s Lower Westside, the first of the modern skyscrapers that has stood through many earthquakes over the past century. But the Topanga Enterprises building could not withstand the 9.2 jolt of yesterday evening, and took down several smaller buildings in its vicinity. The extent of the devastation, damage, and loss of life, will not be fully realized for days.

      Even worse is that Provex City is only a diminutive percentage of the damage caused by the jolt that was felt in similar force across the globe…
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      CRASH!

      It felt like the entire mountain cabin had collapsed around us. There was no time to dive for cover, no time to shield my body (or Desiree’s), no time to react at all. Maybe a plane had crashed outside or maybe a bomb had gone off because there was only one jolt that shook the very foundation of the house, and then it was over. I imagined the entire house being lifted and dropped out of the sky. I couldn’t think of a better way to describe it. And when it was over, not one of us remained standing. Desiree, Jeremy, Cias, and I were all sprawled out on the floor amongst piles of destroyed furniture and debris. A gaping hole above us revealed the second-story structure of the cabin.

      “Anyone dead?”

      That was Jeremy and he sounded all right, though he sounded a mile away due to the high-pitched ringing in my ears.

      “Desiree?” I yelled. She had been beside me not a moment ago, and now…I had fallen on and crushed the wooden coffee table into kindling. I could feel bruises beginning to form, but nothing too serious. Large stones from the fireplace lay scattered round my head and it took a moment for me to fully realize and appreciate my luck. If one of those small boulders had landed on my head, I probably would be dead without Mr. Gordon around. I crawled out of the wreckage and was about to call Desiree’s name again when I heard her cough.

      “I’m alive,” she said in between short bursts of coughing.

      I carefully climbed to my feet and surveyed the several connecting rooms. A home that had been so neat, clean, and organized, now looked like a war zone. Nothing propped up remained standing. Holes in the ceiling looked like gaping demonic jaws overhead. Every window and glass door was shattered. Toothed cracks decorated the drywall, ceiling, and wood-floor entryway. As bad as the house looked, one item escaped astonishingly unscratched—Logan’s tablet, which he’d mysteriously given to me before my unfortunate stint in Alexandria Lorne’s asylum. Mr. Gordon had given the tablet back to me on the drive up here. I wiped some dust from the screen. Not a scratch on it.

      Desiree was beneath the mangled dining room table. With a burst of adrenaline, I hopped over the couch and helped her lift it enough so she could roll out from underneath. Her arms had a number of cuts and scratches from shielding herself during the collapse. Blood dripped from her wounds, thickened by the drywall dust caked on her skin. Judging by her condition, I seemed miraculously unscathed.

      “Can you stand?” I asked, taking her hand.

      The air was thick with drywall dust, creating an eerie fog.

      “I think so,” she said trying, and failing, to suppress more coughing. “Where’s Jeremy?”

      “I’m right here,” Jeremy replied. He sat against an adjacent wall. A particularly large crack in the wall stretched up behind him nearly reaching the ceiling, branching out like a tree. Long stemmed glasses and fine china lay shattered around him after being hailed down from a nearby hutch—and several shards of glass and jagged china protruded from his right arm and shoulder.

      “What the hell was that?” he said, glancing around the room, seemingly unaware of his injuries.

      “An earthquake?” I said, which left my lips as more of a question.

      “That was no earthquake like I’ve ever felt.”

      “Wait, where’s that creepy-looking guy?” Desiree cried out.

      I had forgotten about Cias and spun toward the door. He had entered the door only seconds before the earthquake—or crash—hit, but he wasn’t there. Plenty of debris, piled and scattered, littered the entryway, but no body could be seen.

      “I don’t know,” I said with growing concern.

      “Maybe he moved to another plane before something struck him,” Jeremy offered. Then he gasped. “Oh my God, I’ve been stabbed!”

      Desiree knelt down beside him and tried her best to keep him calm, but couldn’t offer any actual assistance. I would help Jeremy just as soon as I could be sure Cias wasn’t going to jump out of some foggy corner and attack us. I crept toward the entry and carefully examined all of the damage and scattered household carnage—and then I saw him. His body was not in the entryway, but in the connecting living room by the crumbled fireplace where I had fallen.

      Cias lay on the floor with stones from the fireplace all around him, like me—but unlike me, one or more of the fireplace boulders had landed on his head. The top of his white, hairless skull was split open, now speckled and smeared with crimson.

      I dropped to one knee and placed two fingers to the side of his neck. I felt nothing.

      “Did you find him?” Jeremy asked since the couches obstructed his view of Cias’s fallen body.

      “Yeah,” I said. “He’s here. I don’t think he’s breathing.”

      “He’s dead?” Desiree asked, scurrying over to see for herself.

      “I don’t think you want to see this.” I stood up, but couldn’t pry my eyes away from the spreading red pool. I didn’t want to see it either, but I couldn’t look away. It felt like I was looking down at Kafka’s lifeless body again. But I knew Kafka wasn’t really gone. Mr. Gordon had said as much, and so had Alexandria Lorne.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw Desiree standing behind the couch, fixated on the body. She didn’t move. She looked entranced.

      “Desiree, don’t,” I said, walking over and wrapping my arms around her. She laid her chin on my shoulder. I could tell she was still looking at Cias.

      “Oliver, this isn’t the first time the three of us have been in the same room with a dead body.”

      It was a sad truth I could not deny.

      “Anyone able to help me out here?” Jeremy asked, gesturing to the shards of glass that protruded from his body. “I don’t want to touch these things and I can’t move.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, letting Desiree go and kneeling before him. “I got this. Close your eyes and don’t move.”

      “What are you gonna do?”

      “I’ll tell you after. Trust me. Close your eyes.”

      “I hate it when people say th—”

      Desiree placed a hand over Jeremy’s eyes and when she slid it down his face, his eyes were closed. His face scrunched up like he was in great pain or expecting it in the very near future.

      “This may hurt,” I said, hoping it wouldn’t and focused intently on each shard protruding from my brother’s body. “But I’ll do it fast.” And as soon as I said it, all the pieces of glass and fragments of fine china ripped out of his body simultaneously with a wet pop.

      Desiree gasped and stumbled backwards.

      Jeremy grimaced and grunted, but did not cry out. His eyes remained shut and he took several deep breaths. “Is it over?”

      “It’s over,” I said calmly, but silently amazed with my newfound ability.

      Jeremy slowly opened his eyes and soon understood why Desiree had gasped when he saw what hung in midair. All of the glass and china projectiles floated, frozen in space between the three of us.

      I reached for one, and when I touched it, they all fell.

      Jeremy and Desiree were both wide-eyed and staring at me. I was probably wide eyed myself, not yet able to believe how easy and natural it had felt to move the objects with just a little focused attention. I had commanded and they had complied—without resistance.

      What else can I do?

      “I’d like to ask you how you did that, but I’m afraid of the answer,” Jeremy said.

      “Did you stop the bleeding?” Desiree asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      The right sleeve of Jeremy’s blue shirt was now stained to a brownish purple. I helped him roll the sleeve to near his elbow to inspect a few of his injuries. There were only two cuts on his forearm, but they continued to bleed—not gushing blood—but still weeping.

      “My whole arm is killing me,” Jeremy said.

      “I’m sorry. I’m trying,” I said.

      “You’re more than trying—you’re amazing.”

      I tried to suppress a smile, but couldn’t. A compliment like that coming from Jeremy was exactly how he’d put it. Amazing.

      “Don’t let it go to your head, little brother.”

      “No, sir,” I said. “You’re gonna have to take your shirt off. Desiree, see if you can find some bandages or something.”

      “Good thinking. We don’t want her to faint.” Even now, Jeremy still was able to produce a Cheshire cat grin.

      “I can handle blood,” Desiree said.

      “I wasn’t talking about blood, little lady.”

      “Oh, barf.”

      I tugged the bloody shirt up and over Jeremy’s head in one swift motion, and he swore at my audacity. Desiree didn’t waste any time before jumping up to find what I’d requested. When she was gone, I used the ruined shirt as a rag to soak up as much blood as possible.

      Not finding any official medical supplies, Desiree returned with a pair of scissors, a roll of tape, and an assortment of rags and thin cloth. By the time I had finished wrapping Jeremy’s arm in the hodgepodge of materials, he looked like an unraveling mummy. I avoided wrapping right at the elbow so he could still easily bend his arm, though he wasn’t doing so comfortably. Desiree had also brought him one of Mr. Gordon’s dress shirts to replace his bloody rag.

      “There,” I said, standing back up. “Good as new.”

      “What about her?” Jeremy said, pointing at Desiree’s arms. The blood from her wounds had already mostly dried. She also looked like she’d quickly washed up while she was gone.

      “I’m fine,” she said and licked her thumb to wipe up a smear of blood she’d missed. She glanced again at Cias’ still body. “I don’t think we should stay here.”

      “Mr. Gordon wanted us to wait for him,” I said. “He said he’d be back shortly.”

      “He also said a friend would watch over us. What if there are more friends coming?”

      “What do you suggest?” I asked, posing the question to both Jeremy and Desiree.

      It was Jeremy who answered immediately. “We need to get out of here. If anyone else is coming, it’s not just one person. Cias is here to keep us quiet until the cavalry arrives, and since no one knows how long Daniel will be gone for, I’m betting the cavalry isn’t far behind.”

      We could have argued about our next steps, but surprisingly all decided to leave the house and hide in the woods a hundred yards away, in a spot where we thought we’d have a safe vantage point. No trees seemed to have fallen, so if we were hit with another earthquake, it seemed safer out here than inside where the roof probably wouldn’t survive another shake.

      I had grabbed the tablet before retreating to the trees, tucking it in the back of my pants to keep my hands free. The head of the small stuffed animal Frolics—a token toy from my childhood that I’d confiscated from Alexandria upon my escape—peeked out of my right front pocket.

      The forest was dark now that the sun had fully set, but the moon was bright enough to illuminate the driveway. We couldn’t see much around where we hid, but the house was visible, bathed in pale light. If Mr. Gordon came back, we’d see him; and if the cavalry arrived, we’d see them, too.

      “We should have grabbed some jackets or something,” Desiree said. The weather had been fair this afternoon when everyone had met me by the freeway, but now that the sun had gone to sleep for the night and with us halfway up a mountain, the air had a breath of winter. Desiree’s low-cut top I’d snatched for her in Reid’s apartment didn’t seem like such a bright idea now.

      I put an arm around her to calm her shivering, but it didn’t seem to make much of a difference. “I’ll run back in—get us all something warmer.” I kissed her on the cheek. “It won’t take but a minute.”

      “Too late,” Jeremy said solemnly.

      I heard moving gravel as a dark hover car inched down the steep driveway. The force propelling it off the ground pushed the gravel below the vehicle in all directions. When it stopped before the closed garage door, four men in black hopped out and stalked up to the front door. They easily passed through the opaque doorway and disappeared inside.

      We all stared at the house, looking for any movement in the windows or shadows creeping around the perimeter of the cabin. When the sound of a snapping twig rang out behind us, I wasn’t the only one to jump. The three of us spun around. I freed my arm from Desiree, readying myself to attack, when I heard a familiar voice.

      “I’m glad you’re all here,” Mr. Gordon said. And in the darkness, I saw there was someone with him.
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      Helen stood in the doorway watching Richard and Daniel leave. With one gentle touch from Daniel, the cast on Richard’s leg had disappeared into thin air and he was suddenly walking confidently around the living room like his leg had never been broken in that awful car crash.

      Frolics, the golden retriever named after Oliver’s first dog (a fiery cocker spaniel), stood beside her and bellowed several deep barks into the night. The courtyard gate closed with a rattling thud. Frolics sat on his haunches and whimpered.

      Helen knew the feeling. She already felt terribly alone, too. Richard and Daniel disappeared, descending the front lawn concrete steps.

      This man, Daniel Gordon, had come into their house and told her of Oliver’s cocker spaniel, of her late husband, Nicholae, and of a strange place called Provex City that seemed to be just past her line of vision. He also told her why she didn’t remember any of what he told her. She had given her two sons magical pills to wipe their memories clean of some other world, and Daniel had been by her side when she’d made the fateful decision. He had seemed familiar as if from some forgotten dream or a previous life perhaps, but she didn’t want to reveal that to him. She had apparently taken a memory-suppressing pill herself.

      Headlights glowed on the street and the silhouette of a full-size sedan pulled away from the curb and sped down Wheeler—away.

      Now Helen was alone.

      Frolics stopped whimpering and dropped to the floor, cradling his head on his front paws with a long sigh.

      “I know,” Helen said, nudging him away from the door with her foot so she could close it and begin her coping routine—coping with loss, coping with loneliness, coping with anxiety, with insecurity, frustration, and helplessness. There was too much to cope with in that moment. She wanted to try and forget more. This magic pill had helped her forget who she really was, where she’d come from, and what had happened. But she had no more magic pills to erase all that. All she had left was a temporary fix, and temporary would have to do.

      Helen grabbed a used glass from the sink and a half-empty bottle of store-brand vodka from the cabinet above the stove. She filled the glass three-quarters full and took a quick swig from the bottle before placing it back in the cabinet. It didn’t taste good. It never tasted good. But it felt warm and familiar like an old friend stopping by to keep her company while Richard was out with Daniel playing hero. She recalled the determination in their eyes when they said they would bring her boys home safe. She didn’t know if it was possible. She didn’t know if she would survive the uncertainty. It felt like the E.R. waiting room all over again, except this time it was her boys—her boys.

      “Please, God, bring them home to me,” she whispered and took a sip. She couldn’t bear the thought of only one or two of them returning.

      Helen turned off the kitchen light and sank down to the tile floor, sitting in beams of moonlight flowing in from the window. Frolics still lay near the front door, still with his head on his front paws. He looked at her, and she at him. Neither one moved from their claimed spot on the floor. She took another sip, and then another. The alcohol was beginning to work. It allowed her to breathe fully, if only for a short while.

      The glass was empty several minutes later. Helen would need to refill it soon—her drinking was far from done—but she felt tears crawling closer to the surface. She would let them flow without any attempt at holding them back. There was no shame in crying when one was alone. She could be tough tomorrow.

      “Please…” she pleaded again and lay down, curling into a ball like a child.

      Once she was down, Frolics rose and came to her, his claws clicking against the tile. He stood over her spent body and licked her face, lapping up the tears. Helen hugged him hard, imagining he was one of her boys returning home to her so she’d no longer be alone—never again be alone. Oliver.
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      “Richard?” I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe Richard was with Mr. Gordon. “Where’s Mom?”

      “She’s at home...for her own safety.” Richard paused for a moment and then pulled me and Jeremy into a group hug, which we didn’t try to fight. “Thank God you’re okay. Daniel said you were, but—but I didn’t know what to believe. He said he’d take me to you—both of you—so I could take you home. We’re family, right? We need to look out for each other. Always.”

      “Then I suppose Mr. Gordon left out the part where I can’t go home,” I said, pulling away.

      “I may have—” Mr. Gordon began.

      “What’s he talking about?” Richard asked.

      “This isn’t the time or place to fully discuss this. The men that went into my house have one mission, and that is to find your boys, especially Oliver,” Mr. Gordon said to Richard. “We want to be gone by the time they come out, which won’t be long.”

      “There are four of them and five of us,” I said. “Now that you’re back we—”

      Mr. Gordon cut me off. “Now that I’m back I can better help you escape. It’s too dangerous to fight them.”

      “Who are they?” Richard asked.

      “Hi, I’m Desiree by the way.” Desiree extended a hand to Richard, making me feel like a complete idiot.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “You’re the famous girl down the street.” Richard grinned so big, for a moment he reminded me of Jeremy.

      “Daniel’s right, we should get moving,” Jeremy said. “Where are you parked?”

      Mr. Gordon pointed over his shoulder. “Just down the street. We can continue the reunion and introductions in the car.”

      Just then, three of the men came out of Mr. Gordon’s cabin, two of them helping Cias shuffle and nearly stumble down the stairs. His head hung low with his arms hanging limply around the two men’s shoulders. The fourth man sauntered behind them and watched the rest of his team position their injured comrade into the backseat of the car.

      Cias was alive! How could that be?

      “I thought you checked him?” Jeremy asked, nudging me.

      I shook my head, saying nothing. His skull had been split open like a cracked egg, spilling blood everywhere. And I couldn’t find a pulse, nor any signs of breathing. I continued shaking my head in an attempt to cast out the image.

      “It’s time to go.” Mr. Gordon sounded urgent.

      The fourth man walked to the edge of the driveway, gazing out into the woods. We were too far back and protected by shadows for him to see us—or so I hoped. He scanned the trees, never looking in one place for more than a few seconds. He definitely didn’t see us, but if we made a run for it, then the noise and movement would probably give away our position.

      A white light appeared in the man’s hand just as the other three joined him at the edge of the driveway.

      “Daniel,” the first man called into the darkness. “You’ll never make it. Give up the boy and we’ll let the others walk away, no questions asked. No one else has to get hurt.”

      The light in the man’s hand was a glowing orb about the size of a ping-pong ball and it floated out in front of him. As the orb lifted, it multiplied into two, four, eight, sixteen glowing orbs, now blanketing the whole area around the men in white light.

      “We need to go now,” Mr. Gordon hissed, but nobody moved.

      The orbs stopped rising when they reached chest level of the men in the driveway and began fanning out in an arc, moving away from the driveway and into the trees like a multitude of tiny headlights.

      Leaves rustled behind me as the rest of the group took off deeper into the woods. Desiree was the only one left and she tugged frantically at my arm. Mr. Gordon stopped when he noticed I wasn’t directly behind him.

      The orbs extended into the forest, passing straight through trees in their path, at about the pace of a brisk walk. Not hurried, but steady. The line of light on the uneven ground of dead leaves drew closer like an incoming flood.

      I climbed to my feet with Desiree’s help and let her pull me away. We ran past Mr. Gordon, following the sound of crunching footsteps ahead of us. And Mr. Gordon picked up stride in our wake.

      Then I heard a gunshot.

      The first bullet struck a tree fifty paces back with an explosion of bark. Birds overhead scattered from the trees and flew into the clear moonlit night. Now we were sprinting through the darkness, dodging trees, bushes, and low-lying branches—trying our best not to be clotheslined.

      Another shot hit the dirt at my heel, even with Mr. Gordon directly behind us. He didn’t slow, so he still must not have been hit. The forest echoed with the sharp cracks of more gunfire and I wanted to run faster, but now I was the one dragging Desiree. She had reached her full speed.

      Jeremy and Richard were neck and neck, and I saw a small light ahead of them like Richard had a flashlight or Mr. Gordon had created a shining orb of his own to lead us back to the car. It was amazing to see Richard keep up with Jeremy, sliding past trees and leaping over bushes and protruding roots on the forest floor. The last time I’d seen him, he hobbled around the house in a cast, and only a month or so before that, he was lying unconscious in a hospital bed.

      A bullet whizzed between my head and Desiree’s, and ricocheted off a tree in front of us. My ear rang from the projectile screaming by inches from my head. Desiree pivoted away from me and fell to one knee. Before I was even out of reach, I grabbed her arm and helped her back to her feet without losing more than a few seconds. But every second counted. The flood of light behind us crept closer as the orbs reached for the tails of our shirts. They were like eyes in the wilderness fixated on us, not about to let us out of their sight. The bullets were drawing closer and I was beginning to believe not all of us would make it to the car. I still couldn’t see an end to the trees. The forest seemed to stretch on forever. And the eyes would never let us go.

      Another shot. It flew by us as close as any of the others, but still missed flesh. My legs were aching from the sprint for our lives. I rarely ran the mile at school; I usually walked it. Coach Andrews had said I wasn’t living up to my potential and now I wished I’d tried harder. My speed slowly dropped and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. The fear of death could cause people to do extraordinary things, but at some point, the body still shuts down. My legs weren’t shutting down—yet—but I felt like that fuse didn’t have much length left. The best thing I could do was visualize reaching the car and not think about the agonizing gap in between.

      Richard broke left and it took a couple of seconds for Jeremy to correct his direction. The rest of us were far enough behind not to be thrown off course.

      A bullet hit the ground a few paces in front of Desiree and me, and we jumped over the invisible hurdle. I glanced back at Mr. Gordon. The light from the traveling orbs was nearly upon him.

      When I turned back to focus ahead, I saw the final row of pines. Richard had made it out of the woods and Jeremy broke through the last line of trees a moment later. They now continued at full stride down a narrow gravel road, and then I saw the dark shape of what had to be Mr. Gordon’s car directly ahead of them.

      Car lights flashed twice like it had been unlocked and as I approached I could hear the soft purr of the engine.

      Another bullet nearly grazed my arm and I thought how much would have changed if I was running a few inches to the right. The bullet would have clipped me in the upper arm and spun me around, and I would have found myself sprawled out on the gravel road in what I could only imagine would be searing pain.

      “Get in!” Mr. Gordon yelled as he came up from behind Desiree and me.

      Jeremy sprang into the backseat, leaving the door open so Desiree and I could follow without losing a single precious second. Mr. Gordon hopped into the driver’s seat and the gunmetal hover car took off down the winding road.

      The three of us in the back seat ducked at the sound of a bullet ricocheting off the back window. The glass didn’t shatter, crack, or even seem to chip. I just saw a small plume of smoke where the bullet had hit.

      The tablet tucked into the back of my pants dug into my skin, so I repositioned my body to remove it and placed it in my lap.

      “I hope you can heal gunshots as well as you can heal stab wounds,” I said.

      Mr. Gordon glanced over his shoulder. “Is someone hit?” he asked, concerned.

      “No—I don’t think so—I’m just saying.” I looked at Desiree and Jeremy, who were both staring back at me. Everyone’s chests were heaving and Desiree seemed to be having trouble drawing in full breaths, but no one seemed to be more injured than before.

      “Who were they?” Richard demanded. “And what was Oliver talking about not being able to go home?”

      “Cias is not on our side,” Jeremy said. “He was the babysitter you’d promised, right?”

      “I’m sorry I put you in that position. What happened to him? He looked nearly dead.”

      “He was,” I said. “The earthquake or crash or whatever that was interrupted everything and he was hit by falling rocks from the fireplace. We didn’t have to do anything.”

      “I’m thankful for that,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “I could have handled him,” I said defiantly.

      “I’m still thankful you didn’t have to.”

      “What was that?” Desiree asked. “The earthquake I mean. Did you feel it?”

      “Yes,” Mr. Gordon replied. “Richard and I felt it back home.” He turned his attention to Richard. “Those men work for Kafka Lorne—the man who is after you stepson. There will be more of them—members of the Lorne Royal Guard, they’re called—members of the Lorne family and Kafka himself. Kafka wants him because of Nicholae, but I already told you about that.”

      Mr. Gordon paused, keeping his eyes on the road. I saw that there were no orange gridlines stretching down the road, so Mr. Gordon didn’t have the car tapped into the Automotive Network. He wanted full control.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Oliver, but it was going to be too hard to explain beforehand. I didn’t want to alarm Helen even more than I already had, and I wanted you to be able to see them for yourself—to see they were all right.” Mr. Gordon let out a long sigh.

      “You call this all right?” Richard asked incredulously. I could hear the pain and hurt in his voice.

      “I call this thankful.”

      “We are all right, Richard,” Jeremy said.

      Mr. Gordon found the main road and we began our winding decent down the mountain. Desiree laid her head on my shoulder. Her breathing, along with the others, had slowed. I found her hand and held it tightly in her lap. We would probably never get to have a normal relationship, but what we had now felt right.

      “I didn’t thank you earlier.” Jeremy spoke softly. “You know—for what you did.”

      “You would have done what you could for me,” I said.

      “Yeah, what I could…” He trailed off and went back to gazing out the window.

      Mr. Gordon still hadn’t turned on the Automotive Network. Everything outside looked like it would have back home, and for a moment I tried to imagine I was—we all were, with no one trying to kill us. But that’s what my life had become; there was no sense in running from it, running like we were doing now.

      Headlights appeared behind us as a car emerged from a bend in the road. Mr. Gordon glanced in the rearview mirror, but he didn’t say anything and didn’t speed up. We were already going fast enough to throw me into Desiree or Jeremy depending on which way the car turned into the curves.

      I peered over my shoulder as the tailing car gained on us, but I couldn’t make out the color or who was even in the car due to the bright halogen headlights. I sank into the seat so my head wouldn’t be visible in the rear window. Desiree and Jeremy followed my lead.

      “They found us,” Desiree said, squeezing my hand tighter.

      “Can you lose them, Mr. G?” Jeremy asked.

      Mr. Gordon gently put on the brakes, letting the car behind us catch up, which it did quickly. When it got a car-length distance away, it eased across the center dividing line and pulled alongside us. I peeked through Desiree’s side window at the car as it passed, but the windows were too darkly tinted to see inside. Thankfully, the car kept moving, speeding up and swerving back into the lane descending the mountain. Soon its tail lights dimmed in the distance and we were alone on the road once again.

      Desiree exhaled loudly like she’d been holding her breath underwater. I felt that way, too. Any pair of headlights appearing behind us could be them, and it only seemed like a matter of time before they caught up to us on this one-lane road.

      “See where worrying gets you?” Jeremy said in true Jeremy fashion. “Absolutely nowhere.”

      We finally reached an elevation where the tall pines fell away, replaced by sparse trees and shrubbery. Great chasms and rolling hills extended around us on all sides—and there was a bright light in the distance like the sun had not fully set and was lingering just over a hill. Once we wound around to another side of the mountain, I could see far beyond the mountains, nearly to the ocean. From the base of the mountain to the horizon, there were illuminated gridlines from civilization far below and a mass of glowing mountains in the distance that could only be Provex City. But there were dark spots in the city and scattered through the grid of smaller cities and neighborhoods. The dark spots in the mountain range of skyscrapers made the city look broken, like it had great chasms of its own.

      “The earthquake caused a lot of damage in this plane,” Mr. Gordon said solemnly. “It will be apparent once we’re back in civilization.”

      “This place is so advanced, it has to be prepared for decent-sized earthquakes and stuff,” Jeremy said. But I could tell he was seeing it, too.

      Provex City didn’t look whole anymore. The broken city before us was a flickering shadow of what it once was—the grandeur it once exuded had been reduced to a pale imitation. Glowing chunks of rubble rained down from the towers like meteorites. Some of the buildings were listing, others were crumbling, and more were simply gone.

      “No one was prepared for this.” Mr. Gordon said, but didn’t elaborate.

      A pair of headlights appeared in front of us as we turned into a bend in the road. The car sped by and disappeared in the curve behind us just as another pair of headlights appeared to be catching up.

      I tensed again, but knew it did me no good. Everyone else seemed more relaxed.

      The car steadily crept up behind us, continuing to slowly close the gap through the continual curves. When the headlights were so close that they were partially hidden by the trunk of Mr. Gordon’s car, I waited for it to pull to the side and pass us. It swerved onto the center dividing line several times like the driver was peeking into oncoming traffic, waiting for the perfect stretch of road to pass. But it didn’t. The car stayed behind us, right on our tail.

      “Mr. Gordon?” I asked.

      “I know.”

      Jeremy, Desiree, and Richard finally looked back just as an arm and head emerged from the passenger window, aiming a handgun directly at us.

      “Nobody panic,” Mr. Gordon said calmly and pushed down on the gas.

      Several shots fired in short succession bounced off the rear glass. The glass seemed to be impenetrable, but the body of the car didn’t seem to be so lucky. The rear body turned into swiss cheese, riddled with holes, and I hoped there was something in the framing to keep the bullets from traveling all the way through the car.

      “What are they doing?” I asked. “Don’t they want me alive for Kafka?”

      “You maybe, but the rest of us are expendable,” Mr. Gordon said. “Hold on!”

      Mr. Gordon slammed on the brakes and the tailing car collided into us, crunching more of our rear than their front end. Bits of metal and glass exploded from the impact and rained down on their car, whose nose dropped with the sudden braking and caused it to momentarily skid across the pavement. Sparks flew and the man hanging out the window flopped in multiple directions like a crash test dummy as the driver tried to recover. His pistol flew out of his hand and tumbled into the rocks lining the road.

      We sped up again and rocketed down the mountain. The car took the curves without sliding as if we were connected to the road like a monorail.

      “We’re losing them!” Desiree shouted, and then the chasing car pulled through the previous bend in the road, right back on our tail.

      A white hatchback passed us and headed up the mountain, and then the dark sedan behind us swerved into the oncoming lane and moved to pass us. They paralleled us for a stretch, inching closer and nearly pushing Mr. Gordon’s car into the rock wall on our right. There was no shoulder for much of the road, only turnouts at the big curves.

      “Knock ’em off the mountain!” Jeremy yelled.

      Our pursuers were sandwiched between us and a guardrail protecting them from a drop that extended far beyond what I could see.

      Before the two cars could touch again, Mr. Gordon slammed on the brakes, letting the other car pass. Once they were ahead, the car air skidded to a diagonal stop, blocking both lanes of the narrow road. Our car slowed to a stop a few yards away.

      The four men in black exited the car from all doors in a flash, each with a gun raised and pointed directly at our car. The guy who’d lost his pistol in the earlier collision must have had a spare.

      “Get out of the car,” the driver commanded, with his raised arm over the roof of the car.
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      “This is insane,” Richard said, turning to Mr. Gordon. “What are we going to do? We don’t have any weapons. Do we?”

      “I’ll handle this,” Mr. Gordon said and opened his driver-side door. “Stay here.”

      “Yeah, Mr. G!” Jeremy exclaimed. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

      But I wasn’t so thrilled. I’ve seen Mr. Gordon do some amazing things, but jumping into a fight hasn’t been one of them.

      “What was that about making bullies disappear?” I asked.

      “Some bullies are more persistent than others,” was all he said before closing the door.

      “If you hadn’t left, then you wouldn’t be in this mess,” Desiree said softly, but when I turned to look at her, I noticed she wasn’t talking. “If you hadn’t let that boy take you from me, you’d still be safe.”

      “Reid?” I asked.

      She nodded and laid her head back on my shoulder.

      I watched as Mr. Gordon sauntered to the front of the car. He stood stoically with his back to us and four guns pointed at him.

      Inside the car, it was deathly silent. Everyone seemed to be holding their breath while waiting for something to happen outside. At the moment, looking through the windshield was like gazing upon a still life painting—a moment frozen in time. And I couldn’t help being afraid for Mr. Gordon, for us…for myself.

      Then the first shot was fired, igniting a full on firefight. The barrage of bullets bounced off the windshield and riddled the hood with small holes. But Mr. Gordon stood through the assault. He barely seemed to move a muscle, and when the gunfire stopped, he raised his hands out in a gesture of peace.

      The men in black were noticeably dumbfounded. One more random shot was fired by the driver—a doubting Thomas who obviously couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He’d obviously seen the Lornes do unbelievable things, but the man standing before them was no Lorne, and what he’d done should not have been possible.

      I knew better. Impossible was just a block in your mind needing to be chiseled into dust.

      The guns were suddenly ripped out of each man’s hand and soared through the air away from the cars, over the guardrail framing the far lane, and disappeared over the side of the mountain. The men did not seem to be shocked any longer. They had no distinctive expressions on their faces at all. They were back to looking frozen at their posts.

      “What’s happening?” Desiree whispered.

      “I dunno,” I said.

      Richard’s door creaked as he slowly opened it.

      “Don’t,” Jeremy said.

      “I should do something,” he said.

      “No, you shouldn’t,” I said. “Mr. Gordon doesn’t need our help. We need his.”

      “Cias!” Mr. Gordon yelled from where he stood, making no move toward the other car or the human statues. “We need to talk. Come out and face me man to man.”

      The man in black standing by the far back door suddenly fell out of view, and the bald man with milky white skin and large facial features stood up, placing his hands on the roof of the car. If the huge gash on his head was still there, I couldn’t see it.

      “Let me out,” I demanded to Jeremy.

      “No, we shouldn’t—”

      “Let me out!”

      Jeremy shrank toward the door, opened it and stood back as I slid out of the backseat. Desiree opened her door as well and stood up, but stayed behind, using it like a shield. Richard was the last of us to exit the car. He too found safety behind his door.

      “Let them go, Daniel,” Cias said in his soft, raspy voice. “Unless you want me to grab them. Even you can’t hold onto everyone.”

      As soon as Cias finished his sentence, the three remaining men in black collapsed to the ground.

      “This is unfortunate,” Cias said. “I’m not exactly in the best condition to challenge you one-on-one.”

      “When did you turn?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “I didn’t.” Cias produced a still painful smile.

      I walked up behind Mr. Gordon and he threw his right hand out from his side, palm back, gesturing for me to stop.

      “Stay back,” he said without diverting his gaze from Cias.

      I halted in my tracks, but did not back up. Richard put an unsteady hand on my shoulder, and I was tempted to shake it off, but remained still.

      “I didn’t turn—I remained faithful throughout my service.”

      “Serving the wrong team,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “That’s a pretty biased opinion. Not serving your little band of misfits, that’s true. I’d say you’re the one on the wrong team—the losing one.”

      “So when you came to me after Kafka was slain?”

      “I had a reputation to maintain, appearances to uphold. You would have done the same.”

      Mr. Gordon lowered and shook his head.

      “You’ve been away from the family for so long, you have no idea what’s going on anymore,” Cias said. “Kafka is back with a vengeance and soon there will be nowhere left to hide.”

      He looked past Mr. Gordon and straight at me—but I soon realized his focus was not on me at all, but on Jeremy. “He’d given you everything and you repaid him with a screwdriver to the throat. You made a terrible mistake, one you’ll pay for soon enough. One day you’ll have to come out from behind Daniel’s shadow, and when you do, we’ll be waiting—waiting to snatch you up like a puppy and repay the favor.” Cias flashed white teeth in the moonlight. “Don’t look so surprised.”

      “You will get no such chance,” Mr. Gordon said sternly.

      “Kafka has taught me to be a patient man.”

      “Kafka’s taught you to be an asshole!” Jeremy shouted at his previous mentor.

      “Son, you know what I can do and still you provoke me?”

      “Don’t call me that—don’t ever! I should have killed you, too.”

      “Well, here’s your chance, son.” Cias enunciated his final word, giving Jeremy a sadistic grin. “Tell your teacher to step aside for a moment and we can finish this like men.”

      Fuming, Jeremy took a step forward.

      “Jeremy,” Mr. Gordon said. “Don’t even think about it. Everyone stay where you are or get back in the car. He’s provoking you to distract me. Just stay back and shut up.”

      “Come on, Daniel,” Cias said with a sigh. “What are we doing here? I know you’re not going to kill me. Presently, we’re at a stalemate, but you can’t keep this up forever.”

      I was only able to see one of the fallen men in black, lying lifeless on the ground, but that one was enough. Mr. Gordon had thrown all the unholstered guns off the cliff, but I saw a bulge in his side and knew he had another firearm.

      “We were just about to leave, and you’re going to let us leave—peacefully this time. I can keep this up for as long as I need to.”

      “You’re fatiguing. I can feel it. I can feel your grip loosening.”

      I wrapped my mind around the pistol under the fallen man’s black shirt and willed it to me like Frolics from the dresser, like the blood from Nero, and the glass from Jeremy’s body. The gun was heavy, but not too heavy. I could flex some unseen muscles and pry the pistol from the holster and will it to me. The holster unsnapped, which sounded like a crack in the nighttime air. The handgun tore from beneath the man’s shirt and sailed through the air and I threw up a hand to catch it. If Mr. Gordon wasn’t willing to finish this right now, then I was.

      “Oliver!” Jeremy yelled from behind me.

      Mr. Gordon snatched the gun in midair, removing his eyes from Cias.

      Desiree screamed as she was suddenly dragged toward the guardrail by some invisible hand.

      “Desiree!” I cried and ran after her, completely forgetting about Cias and Mr. Gordon’s confrontation. I willed her body back to me, but the force pulling her away was too strong, her body too heavy, or some combination of the two.

      Jeremy and Richard were right behind me. I could hear their frantic footfalls as they chased me across the street.

      Her legs hit the guardrail and she tumbled over it, causing her to somersault in midair and land sprawled in the dirt. A steep cliff was just inches from where she landed. Her feet found the edge where the dirt was loose. As she kicked to find purchase, the ground beneath her feet gave way and broke off in chunks that tumbled into the dark crevasse.

      “Take my hand!” I yelled to her as I leapt over the guardrail, landing inches away from her slipping body. I grabbed hold of the guardrail with my left hand and stretched for her with my right.

      She was obviously petrified to lift either hand from the ground, they being the only two things holding her in place at all. Her feet kicked wildly, compromising her position more, but she wouldn’t stop, her body reduced to manic mode.

      “I will catch your hand if you just reach for me,” I pleaded with her. “If you don’t, you’ll fall. You have to trust me.”

      “I can’t,” she cried. “I’ll fall.”

      “You can. I’ll catch you.”

      Jeremy and Richard reached the guardrail, and Jeremy leapt over to join me on the edge of the world.

      “We got you, Desiree,” he said in a soothing tone, the kind you’d use to lure in a scared animal.

      “I can’t!” Her lips quivered as she looked up at us with wide, wet eyes.

      Each second she slid a little farther backwards, closer to where the ground gave way, closer to being swept away in the current completely. I stretched as far as I could, but her hand was now out of reach.

      “Jeremy,” I said and gave him my hand. With Jeremy holding onto the guardrail, and my arms as an extension of his, I scooted closer to Desiree. The ground slipped under me as well. I gripped tight to Jeremy’s wrist, and he to mine, and I reached as far as I could.

      I remembered what Nero had said to me at the river, when he needed me to meet him in the asymmetric plane to escape Alexandria Lorne and her terrible asylum. “When you can’t, you must.”

      Desiree whimpered as if trying to say something, but escaping her lips in a string of unrelated syllables.

      “When you can’t, you must!” I yelled at her and nearly popped my shoulder as I reached an inch or two farther.

      Despite the panic I saw in her beautiful emerald eyes, she clawed violently into the flowing dirt with her left hand and let her right hand go free, reaching out for me. I caught her outstretched hand in that instant and pulled with all of my external and internal strength. Jeremy pulled, too, and we all inched closer to the guardrail and solid ground.

      I guided Desiree’s trembling body over the guardrail and let Jeremy climb over before doing so myself. My adrenaline pumped like a steam engine, with all my fury aimed at Cias for what he’d done—and almost done—to Desiree.

      When I looked to the cars and what was left of the confrontation, I saw Mr. Gordon with the pistol down at his side and the car the other men had been driving flipped over with half of the roof caved in. The car was lying at a crunched angle, not quite on its side and not quite upside down.

      “What happened?” I yelled to Mr. Gordon.

      He walked toward us and threw the remaining pistol into the ravine. “We need to keep going,” he said and headed back to the car.

      “Where’s Cias?”

      “Gone.”

      “What about the other guys?”

      “Gone.” Mr. Gordon stepped into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

      “What the hell happened?” Jeremy asked, but there were no more replies.

      With the realization that Cias was gone, I turned to Desiree and wrapped my arms around her and kissed her on the forehead. “Are you all right?”

      “I will be—thanks to you,” she said and pushed up on her toes to reach my lips. She was still shaking, probably more due to the events and less with the cold at this point. I was so tired of almost losing her that I never wanted to let her go again. But I knew that was stupid. We were far from safe, caught up in this crazy adventure with no clear end in sight. She was only entangled in this because of me and I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if something happened—something more permanent than what already had. Thanks to me. Thanks to me she was nearly dragged off the edge of a mountain cliff. Thanks to me she was in danger. Thanks to me she was on Kafka’s radar. Thanks to me…

      “Com’on, you two,” Jeremy called, already back at the car, as was Richard. Desiree and I now stood alone by the guardrail.

      We left the wreckage on the side of the road, Mr. Gordon using his abilities to move the mutilated car so it no longer blocked the lanes. As soon as the road was clear, headlights appeared in front of us, crawling up the mountain and passing us without incident. The rest of the drive down the mountain was quiet, but I saw Mr. Gordon periodically glance back at me in the rearview mirror.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, finally breaking the silence.

      “I know,” he answered, but didn’t say anything more.

      By the time we reached the bottom of the mountain and back on level ground, Desiree and Jeremy were out cold—spent from the confrontation with Cias. Desiree was the first, leaning her head on my shoulder, hugging my arm like a body pillow. Jeremy rested the side of his head against the window. In the middle, I was looking at the road ahead of us, suspicious of every car that passed. There were still no orange lines stretching out in front of the car, only the beams of our headlights.

      It had been one hell of a long day. It was hard to believe it was only sometime yesterday morning that I’d killed Nero. From there I’d rescued Desiree from Reid, discovered I couldn’t go home, was left in a safe house that wasn’t so safe, survived an earthquake, and escaped from members of the Lorne Royal Guard—again. And now Mr. Gordon was driving me to meet my father—Nicholae, whom I’d thought was dead up until a mere month or so ago. I couldn’t even keep track of the days of the week since emerging from the fog that had been my captivity—from the asylum and Nero. I didn’t know what day of the week it was or how long I’d been out of school. My every day, normal kid routine was gone—maybe forever.

      Nero was with me somehow. I could feel him, but I couldn’t hear him anymore. And then there was Logan: how he fit into all of this madness, and how he passed on the torch of Commodore Chaos to me. What would I even write? What do I have to say?

      I felt my eyelids growing heavy, too. I needed to sleep for awhile to cut the day off, so when the sun came up it would officially be a new day and not a surreal extension of yesterday.

      I kissed Desiree on the top of her head, leaned back with the tablet once again in my lap, and closed my eyes.
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      I hid within a crawl-sized tunnel that connected the fireplaces of two adjacent rooms in the castle—Lorne Castle. It felt like home. I lived here—in the inner castle Kafka called The Den—with my father, mother, and older half-brother, Jeremy. I was five years old and had been playing hide-and-seek with my mother, though she wasn’t really in on the game. The room ahead of me was bright and the sound of voices lured me into the fireplace. Kafka, with his long black hair and red-flecked eyes, was engaged in a heated discussion with another old member of the family, Cornelius.

      “Zachariah’s death was not an accident, was it?” Cornelius asked. He looked portly next to Kafka’s muscular frame and had a gray receding hairline.

      “Zachariah’s death—though tragic—was necessary. As will be yours.” Kafka inched forward, forcing Cornelius back against the wall. Cornelius looked scared and his eyes darted desperately around the room. “I give you the opportunity to rejoin your son.”

      “No…no! This is madness! You can’t just kill me!”

      Kafka lifted his right arm, and Cornelius’ body seemed to stiffen and lift off the ground so only the toes of his boots still touched.

      “You can’t win! The family is divided, and you’re losing favor!” Cornelius’ voice was hoarse and strained like he had a rope around his neck being pulled tighter and tighter.

      “Favor means nothing. We have lived many lifetimes together. I’m sorry we must part this way.”

      “I’ll see you in the next life. This isn’t over!” Cornelius coughed and gagged, but his hands never rose to Kafka or his throat. It was like his body was frozen.

      “Not this time.” Kafka arched his outstretched arm and Cornelius’ body inched along the floor like a specter, toward the fireplace.

      He let out a guttural groan and his body then collapsed in front of me, in front of the large fireplace. I gave out a soft gasp and quickly covered my mouth.

      “Logan…” he whispered right before his head fell to the stone floor. Blood oozed from a gash in his chest.

      I scurried deeper into the shadows in horror.

      Kafka walked up behind him and kicked the limp body farther into the fireplace. With a loud pop flames burst into existence all around him. I frantically backed out of reach of the orange licking fingers. Cornelius was quickly consumed in flames. He screamed for a moment, thrashed a moment longer, and then he was done. I heard footsteps walking away and a door creak open and close. I was far enough back to not get burned, but the heat and stench of cooking human flesh overwhelmed me. And for some reason I couldn’t move. The dead man before me was a horrific, yet mesmerizing sight. I didn’t understand what had happened or what I would tell Mom later that day.

      Suddenly, a hand grabbed my ankle and I jerked away from the grasping fingers.

      “Oliver, what are you doing?”

      The young voice was immediately recognizable and I turned back to see my friend crouched behind me—Logan.

      “I’m—I’m hiding,” I replied.

      “Not very good. I found you.”

      “I wasn’t hiding from you. I was hiding from my mother.”

      “I heard yells and screams.” Logan tried to look past me, but I blocked his view as much as I could with my body.

      “There was a fight.”

      “Who was it?”

      “I dunno. Kafka and someone.”

      “This fire stinks. And it’s hurting my eyes. Wanna get outta here?” Logan turned and scooted on the crunchy coals. “You coming?”

      “Yeah,” I said and scooted after him. “Where’ve you been? I haven’t seen you in, ah, forever.” I remembered Cornelius mentioning that his son had died unexpectedly in the city they’d traveled to and I knew that had meant that he wasn’t coming home. Logan was gone somewhere and I wouldn’t be able to see my friend again—like Jeremy’s dad, he was gone, too. Dead.

      “My father took me to this city with castles like the sun and towers so high I couldn’t see the tops. It was bigger than big. It was the biggest! He tried to leave me with a family, his friends, but the joke’s on him—I followed him home.”

      “Yeah…” I said as we climbed out of the fireplace into an empty study bright with large windows and a silver chandelier of elaborately placed floating orbs. “Good one.”

      We both coughed as smoke crept into the room. It slithered through the air and seeped out the black-glass framed window. There was no glass in the window, just the framing—black glass cubes made to look like shiny rocks.

      My eyes and nose stung, so I made my way for the heavy wooden door. Logan followed.

      I didn’t hear Mom calling for me any longer. She may have given up looking for me entirely, knowing I’d find my way back to our quarters eventually. My stomach growled. Eventually would more likely be soon.

      “Where you going now?” Logan asked as I heaved the giant door open. The hinges groaned as I used all my strength just to open it enough to slip through.

      “Back home,” I said. “I don’t want my mother to send Father after me.”

      “Luckily, my father doesn’t even know to look for me.”

      “Why don’t you come back with me?”

      “That’ll just get me in trouble. I’m not supposed to be here, remember?”

      “So what are you gonna do?” I asked, propping the door open with my back.

      Logan squeezed past me instead of holding the door for himself. But I didn’t mind; I felt bad for him and I couldn’t even tell him why.

      “I dunno. I’ll hide out. Get by. I’m a Lorne;” he said proudly. “I can take care of myself.”

      I never knew Logan’s mother, I just knew that she was gone. Besides the nursemaids, his father was all he had.

      I pushed off the door to let it close with a thunderous bang that echoed down the hallway. A line of open windows across the way showed the deep orange horizon of an evening’s arrival. Twinkling starlight embedded into the cavernous ceiling lit the hallway nearly as much as the orb chandeliers in the rooms.

      “How will you get food?” I asked.

      “I’ll find some. I can sneak in and out of the kitchen like a cat.”

      “What if I bring you some after supper?”

      “That would be good. I’m not a very good cat.”

      “I know,” I said with a smile. “You’re a cat with four left paws.”

      Logan threw a punch at my shoulder, but missed. He was slow and awkward, and I felt bad for him. I landed a fist on the middle of his back.

      “That’s why I’ll bring you food. Where you gonna be?”

      “I’ll call to you,” he said and I knew I’d be able to find him easily as long as no one else was listening in. With a mischievous wave, Logan scampered down the hallway and into the shadows.
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      “Wake up!” Jeremy slapped me on the chest.

      My eyes jerked open expecting another attack. Desiree was already awake, looking at me.

      “Damn, Oliver. You sleep like the dead,” he said.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, ripped out of my dream so fast it took me a moment to remember where my real life had left off.

      “Look.” Jeremy pointed at the windshield, out at a post-apocalyptic cityscape beyond.

      We were on one of the major freeways leading into Provex City, the one I had driven with Mr. Gordon before when we came searching for Desiree. We were on the freeway, surrounded by other hover cars—all stopped—with people all around us exiting their cars, looking lost, scared, and dumbfounded. From cars abandoned behind us, more people walked past our stranded car. Mr. Gordon had gone as far as he could go. There was only a sea of useless cars in front of us. This was not rush-hour traffic. This freeway was completely shut down.

      Beyond the rows and rows of cars before us extended a precarious braid of twisted metal high into the air. And past the metal braid laid what was left of a monorail train, on its side and held off the ground by riding on the shoulders of unsuspecting cars. Smoke plumed in the wake of the carnage.

      “This is bad,” Jeremy said solemnly.

      “It’s time to proceed on foot,” Mr. Gordon said and opened his driver’s side door.

      “How far are we going?” Richard asked.

      “Farther than I had planned to go on foot, but what other option do we have?”

      “We can head home,” Richard said.

      “Not one of our options,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “And why is that?” Richard slammed his door upon getting out of the car.

      “Because I can’t go home,” I said. Richard was standing alone by this point; the rest of us gathered around Mr. Gordon. “You can. You can look after Mom and tell her we’re safe.”

      “This is not safe,” Richard said throwing his arms up to gesture at all the chaos surrounding us. “This is a warzone.”

      “And we are at war,” Mr. Gordon said. “Look around you, Richard. This is not an act of God. This is an act of war. And unfortunately, Oliver is a key player in this war. He can’t go home because he has created an invisible barrier for himself. There is nothing you or I or he can do about it now. You just have to accept it ‘as is’ and continue with us or go home.”

      “I didn’t…”

      “Ask for this? I know. And I wouldn’t fault you for leaving now. Go home to your wife. Let Helen know her boys are safe. Tell her they are with Oliver’s father and that we can make arrangements for her when I can guarantee safe passage, not before. Nicholae went to great lengths to keep her and the boys safe and it would put everyone in great jeopardy to reunite them now.”

      “Reunite them…” Richard looked crestfallen. He looked like he wanted to say more, but the words wouldn’t escape his tongue.

      I didn’t know what to say, either. I thought my world was turned upside down, but Richard was completely blindsided, which I’m sure took him immediately back to his accident.

      “I can take you home,” Mr. Gordon said softly, which sounded eerily peaceful amongst all the wreckage. “I can help you forget, you and Helen if you prefer—and we can reintroduce ourselves to each other at a future time, when hopefully this battle is behind us.”

      Richard looked down, out at the bleak and crackling horizon, and then back at each of us. Finally he spoke. “How do I know that hasn’t happened already, that I couldn’t handle it and opted out before? How do I know next time will be any better? I can’t stand to think I’ve been confronted with this ultimatum before—and—and I chose not to remember.”

      “You haven’t.”

      “But how do I know that! How can you guarantee me that?” Richard was trying his very best to remain strong, but soon succumbed to inevitable tears.

      “You just have to trust me,” Mr. Gordon said. “I brought you to your boys. They’re right here in front of you. I haven’t played you false, and I won’t. You have my word.”

      Richard put a fist to his mouth and sucked in a deep breath.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I said. “We’re good. Really.”

      “I do, Oliver.”

      Desiree stepped forward and extended a hand. Richard joined the rest of us, gave Desiree’s hand a quick squeeze, and let it go.

      “Thank you,” he said and put an arm around Jeremy’s shoulder.

      “It’s going to be all right,” Jeremy said.

      “I know.”

      Mr. Gordon led the way through the exodus of people abandoning their cars. Most of the people nearby were drawn to the train wreckage a quarter mile ahead. We waded past empty cars, some with doors left wide open, causing the door-ajar alarm to beep wildly until the battery finally died. Fallen cups, wrappers, blankets, action figures, and stuffed animals littered the ground. There seemed to be no time to pick up anything except the children refusing to walk in a panic. I felt the small stuffed Frolics head sticking out of my front pocket to make sure he was still with me. The tablet made my lower back stiff, and again, the discomfort reminded me that I hadn’t lost it or left it behind.

      As the train carcass drew closer in sight, I started to see how its mangled guts had spilled onto the crushed cars beneath it and surrounding concrete. Several of the train cars were on fire, which had spread to the actual cars supporting them. There were no emergency vehicles nearby. I could hear far-off sirens, but who knew where they were headed. All around the wreckage were people bloody and crying, burned and unconscious, trapped and screaming. Where train cars ended and hover cars began in some spots was almost undistinguishable. There were people helping the victims, but there were many victims beyond help. This was a warzone.

      Everyone in the group jumped at an explosion by the front train car, raining flaming projectiles on nearby pedestrians.

      “What can we do?” Desiree asked.

      “We can keep moving,” Mr. Gordon said, his face aglow from the pockets of fire. “We can help these people by continuing onward and do what we can to stop this from happening again.”

      “What are the odds of an earthquake like this happening again anytime soon?” Jeremy asked.

      “This wasn’t a random event…” Before Mr. Gordon had finished his sentence, all the fires from the train and cars dwindled and died at once. The cries, screams, shouts from everyone scurrying to help and be helped seemed to multiply by ten without the crackling flames.

      We crossed a middle-aged man smeared with blood and burn blisters lying on the concrete. His right arm was twisted behind his back in a grotesque fashion. With one eye swollen shut, he gazed up at us with his one good eye, fearful and uncertain. His lips moved, but no audible sound escaped them.

      Mr. Gordon bent down and put an ear to the man’s blood-crusted lips. After a few moments, Mr. Gordon pulled his head away and said, “Let me help you up, my friend.”

      He rolled the man’s body to one side, freeing his trapped arm, and pulled it straight. The man cringed and closed his sole functioning eye, but only for a second. Mr. Gordon continued to pull the man’s arm like he wanted him to stand up—and then the man did.

      “How do you feel?” Mr. Gordon asked. He placed a palm on the man’s swollen shut eye, pressed harder than what looked comfortable, and took it away to reveal a perfectly healthy eye underneath.

      “I feel—I feel good, I think…” The man could barely speak.

      He looked at each of us like we were the ghosts of long-dead relatives coming to take him to the next life. It was probably the same look I had on my face when I witnessed Mr. Gordon heal himself for the first time in his classroom: The bloody scissors with no wound left to show where the blood had come from.

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      “Just a friend. A traveler. Helping another friend in need,” Mr. Gordon said. “Which is exactly what I expect from you. Can you do that?”

      “Yes,” the man simply answered. He turned awkwardly, obviously still dazed, and walked purposefully toward the highest concentration of screaming.

      “He will be our extension of helping hands while we continue into the city,” Mr. Gordon said. “He won’t even know where his newfound knowledge came from, but he’ll be able to singlehandedly help a lot of people.”

      “And the fires?” Jeremy asked.

      “That gives him a greater chance to reach more people. It was the least I could do.”

      “Why can’t you just heal everyone in the area at one time?” I asked.

      “Like I’ve told you before, I can do quite a bit, but I still have my limitations.”

      “I thought limitations were only an illusion.”

      “They are, but if any part of you believes the illusion, then the illusion becomes real.” Mr. Gordon stepped over the pool of blood left behind from the once fallen man and continued to guide us through the chaos.

      We marched slowly down the jammed freeway. Once the wreckage of the monorail train was far behind us, the freeway became a graveyard of forsaken cars. There were less people on the road, less life, just metal boxes of emptiness.

      Desiree never left my side and rarely let go of my hand. Much of the time she squeezed more than was comfortable. I thought her arm would fatigue, but she kept right on squeezing. Several times I saw her shake her head like she was checking for a headache or fighting drowsiness. However, I had a strong feeling of what it really meant. Reid had returned and Desiree was fighting with her or the imagery of her captivity. I massaged the back of her hand with my thumb to show her that I was still here, that she wasn’t alone. She looked up at me and smiled, and I knew the storm had passed for now.

      We traveled as a silent band of explorers. There was no small talk, no chit-chat, only the focus of pushing forward through the pieces that remained of Provex City and beyond. The glistening buildings were no longer whole but stood like a platoon of undead soldiers with gaping holes in their bodies. About half of the buildings were still fully illuminated, but many of them flickered. The other half were snuffed out entirely. The streets were littered with debris from the falling heavens and more people trying to make sense of it all. Surprisingly, no building had fallen, but there were plenty standing precariously on their foundations.

      “I can’t believe this,” Desiree said. “We were just here yesterday and everything was fine.”

      And it was still hard to believe it had been less than 24 hours since rescuing Desiree from the clutches of her ravenous mirror—and escaping mine for that matter.

      “Great change usually happens in a moment—the moment where there is no turning back,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “Back home, there seemed to be no damage,” Richard said. “Just another earthquake that we barely even notice anymore. Daniel, you said there may be more coming. Well, I hope this was the big one.”

      “Me, too,” Desiree said.

      Mr. Gordon didn’t answer. Like always, he knew more than he was telling us. This wasn’t a random event? Accidents don’t just happen? The Lornes—specifically Kafka Lorne—was behind this somehow. I knew it, but I didn’t know how.

      Kafka couldn’t have the power to create earthquakes, could he? That would be too much. I’d seen a lot of impossible things, but this was something I couldn’t wrap my mind around. He couldn’t hold that much power over so many people. I was sure of it. I was sure. I was…

      We walked along the base of a canyon with unsteady walls. Not much debris still fell, but every so often we’d be jolted to a more anxious level of awareness with the sound of another crash somewhere in our vicinity. All of the emergency vehicles seemed to be in the city, trying to restore some sense of order here first. The peacekeepers were everywhere now, rushing into buildings to recover whomever they could find and dragging bodies out of the street. On the sidewalks lay rows and rows of bodies covered with white sheets—oddly white—with no stains from bodily fluids seeping through. Gazing upon those sheets was far better than on the unattended bodies we passed in the street, lying on the ground in unnatural contortions and ensnared within mangled cars.

      From the freeway until now, we had been walking for hours without stopping. The brisk pace of our travel and the emergence of the morning sun at our backs warmed me up. It would be an official day of recovery, and at least the weather would be in everyone’s favor. However, our pace had slowed in the last hour, so unless we were close, we’d have to break soon or I’d be carrying Desiree, and I had real reservations with how long I could manage that. Her weariness showed with how her steps hit the pavement in sporadic successions, but she didn’t complain. She marched on like a real soldier.

      A familiar sight caught my eye, and I turned to see the coffee shop I’d visited several times before, Café Ynez, once with Desiree and once with Mr. Gordon—each time meeting up with Darius Fitz.

      The shop was dark, all the storefront windows shattered, and everything inside trashed. The café had already been looted, destroyed, and left for dead, much like the rest of the city. It looked empty now, except for a few stray pets and birds, which was the best luck we could ask for.

      I tapped Mr. Gordon on the shoulder “Should we take a five-minute break?”

      “Yes,” Jeremy sighed. “I didn’t want to be the one to say something, but I’m starving.”

      “My feet are killing me,” Desiree said.

      Richard didn’t say anything, but leaned against what was left of the outdoor patio railing, exhaling long and heavy breaths.

      Mr. Gordon nodded and led the way into the dark and dirty store. Jeremy and Richard grabbed what was left of the boxed treats, Desiree and I went behind the counter, and Mr. Gordon disappeared into the back storage room.

      The coffeemakers and espresso machines didn’t work, but we found premade iced tea and cartons of juice that would be perfectly fine at room temperature. All the bottled water seemed to be gone, but the faucets still worked, so I filled a few large plastic cups.

      “Slim pickings,” Jeremy said from the lobby.

      “But at least there’s something,” I answered.

      Jeremy and Richard had righted a few tables and chairs that weren’t demolished and sat down with their boxed meals.

      I walked around to the front of the counter. The pastry case had been completely cleaned out and all the refrigerated food was either gone or untrustworthy. I brought Jeremy and Richard waters to barter for some of their crackers.

      Desiree came out from behind the bar and hopped up on the counter between two registers. The counter seemed to be missing the bladeless fan scanners that had complicated Desiree’s and my first visit here, the time we’d met Lazarus Lorne.

      I picked up a fallen chair and removed the tablet from the back of my pants before sitting down with Jeremy and Richard.

      “What day is it?” I asked Richard. It felt very unsettling not knowing what day of the week it was. I didn’t know how much school I had missed; I didn’t know how long I’d been away from home. I felt like I could still be dreaming, like I’d never escaped the bed Nero had cuffed me to or the cell I’d shared with Nero in the asylum. Each experience was an extended nightmare and I still feared waking up and finding myself wrenched back into imprisonment.

      “Wednesday,” he answered. “I take it you’ve been through a lot,” he added.

      I didn’t even know how to reply to his statement. The beginning of the story was too far away.

      Richard reached for the tablet. “That’s a fancy-looking e-reader you’ve got there. You must have been saving your allowance for quite some time or gotten a job I don’t know about. Did you get a job?”

      Jeremy laughed, spitting bits of cookies on the table.

      “No,” I said. When would I have found the time? “It was a gift from a friend.”

      “And what friend might that be?”

      I didn’t really know what to say to that, either. “Logan—just a guy from school.”

      Richard swiped a finger across the screen, but it remained black. “Generous guy.”

      Mr. Gordon strolled out from the back room with a sweater and a jacket. “I thought these might be useful,” he said and tossed the black sweater to Desiree. “Who wants this one?” He held up a blue cotton jacket.

      Jeremy clapped once and left his hands outstretched to catch. Mr. Gordon lobbed it to him.

      I glanced back at Desiree, who now held up the black hoodie in front of her. She stared intently at whatever covered its front side.

      “Oh…my…God,” she said, stretching the short sentence into a paragraph.

      All eyes were on her when she flipped the hoodie in her hands and slipped it over her head. My first thought was the cleavage was gone, but then I quickly noticed what had her so mesmerized. Written across the chest of the hoodie were two words—a surreal and melancholy name—Elliott Smith.

      “Oh my God,” I repeated.

      “Oh my God what?” Jeremy responded.

      Desiree and I were in on the secret, and maybe we were the only ones, which was another special connection we could share that would bring us even closer together. I got up from the table and rushed to give her a hug and she wrapped her legs around me from her seated position on the counter.

      “I don’t get it,” I heard Jeremy say behind us, and it was okay. He didn’t have to.

      When I finally let her go—after a few light kisses to accompany the hug—we noticed Mr. Gordon discussing something with Richard and Jeremy. Jeremy pulled back his left sleeve and Mr. Gordon pressed a thumb to the underside of his wrist. Even from across the room, I could see black ink seeping out from under Mr. Gordon’s thumb and spreading in intricate patterns on Jeremy’s wrist. Mr. Gordon was giving us DNA Brands. When he approached Desiree and me, I thought he’d hand us green bracelets like before, but he didn’t; he gave us brands as well.

      “But we’re not sixteen yet,” Desiree said.

      “Yeah, and you stick strictly to the straight and narrow,” he answered and produced a weary smile.

      We left what was once Café Ynez and ventured back out into the dilapidated street. Some blocks were fairly barren while others were buzzing with chaos and the corrective measures to control it. Mr. Gordon continued to lead the way on his own, disconnecting himself from the rest of the group. He was always detached to an extent, but never this much. I couldn’t help but think that it was because of me, but I couldn’t approach him with a question like that, so I asked the next best one I could think of.

      I quickened my pace to catch up with him and once we were side by side, I asked, “Where are we going? We’ve been walking through the city for hours.”

      “It’s a large city, especially on foot,” he answered, keeping his attention straight ahead. After a pause, he continued. “We’re going to see my contact in the city.”

      “Your contact?”

      “The link between myself and the rebellion—or more appropriately, your father. They move around a lot to keep ahead of Kafka and his side of the family. I periodically check in to get updated orders and she keeps me informed.”

      “So you don’t talk directly with my father?”

      “I haven’t seen him in several years now. It’s been too dangerous to risk blowing my cover.”

      “But I guess your cover’s already been blown with Cias and all.”

      “Yes.” Mr. Gordon sighed. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      “Are we there yet?” Jeremy called from behind.

      “Who’s the girl now?” I shouted over my shoulder.

      “Hey!” Desiree protested. “I’m not complaining, but since you’re gonna blame all the girls in the world, yeah, are we there yet?”

      “A few more miles,” Mr. Gordon said, and we kept walking through the littered street.

      Besides what parts of the buildings fell from above, the occasional body lay smashed into the pavement like burst water balloons or on top of cars, dangling off the sides in stringy pieces. The asymmetric plane from the House of Mirrors didn’t look this bad, and that was being sold as the nightmare. I gagged on the meager meal I’d had in the coffee shop, and I took a sip from my water to flush the vile taste from the back of my throat.

      “After all this, do you know she’s okay?” I asked. “Or could we be making this trek for nothing?”

      “She can take care of herself. I’m not too worried.”

      “Who is she?”

      I felt an eager hand grab mine and immediately our fingers were interlaced.

      “Who’s who?” Desiree asked.

      “The lady we’re going to see,” I said.

      “Mr. Gordon’s got a lady? Tell us about her.” Only Desiree could regain her schoolgirl giddiness while we trudged through the apocalypse.

      “I don’t have a lady. I have a contact,” Mr. Gordon said sternly. “Who just so happens to be a lady.”

      “Come on, Mr. Gordon,” Desiree whined. “You never give us any gossip about your life. What’s her name? At least divulge that much.”

      “Mattie.”

      “Okay, that’s a start.”

      When we began seeing wild animals roaming the streets, I knew we were close to another familiar part of the city. Peacekeepers had tranquilized a full grown tiger and seemed to be debating the best way to restrain the predatory cat for when it inevitably awoke. The long necks of three giraffes bobbed in the distance and vanished behind a building. A fox stood within a broken storefront window, eyeing us as we passed. And then we saw it—the towering fence of the Provex City Fair.

      “This is crazy,” Desiree whispered in my ear.

      “Let’s just hope we don’t get eaten along the way,” I said.

      “That would be an unfortunate end after all we’ve been through.”

      “Yeah, that would suck.”

      As far as I could see, the iron fence was still fully standing, but the banner across the open gate was bare—no welcoming words streaming across. The ticket booth looked dark and lonely, with a fallen chunk of metal gutting it from head to base.

      “What is this place?” Richard asked, gazing up at the fence. “Some type of prison?”

      “The greatest fair on Earth,” I said, “though you’d never know it now.”

      Inside there were large groups of people seeking shelter in some type of safe haven. A herd of four or five horses galloped past us and out the front gate, relishing in their newfound freedom.

      “Your contact is in here?” I asked Mr. Gordon. I could tell Desiree was thinking the same thing.

      Mr. Gordon looked somewhat amused. “Why? Have you been here before?”

      “Maybe,” Desiree said. “What have you heard?”

      “I hear everything.” He laughed.

      It didn’t take long before we approached a familiar purple tent. The flaps at the front were not tied down and fluttered in the slight breeze. And then Mr. Gordon led the way inside the tent.

      “Madame Matilda’s your contact?” I asked.

      The inside of the tent looked as it had the last time I’d come here, when it was just Nero and me. The tall table and stools had fallen on their sides, but the books and boxes in the back of the tent still lay scattered about. And like last time, a large wolf with bared teeth and a deep growl guarded the toppled table.

      Everyone froze, even Mr. Gordon.

      The grey wolf lowered its head and bared even more of its yellowing teeth. Its growling also intensified.

      Desiree didn’t let go of my hand, but she did slip as far as she could behind me without breaking our bond.

      The wolf snapped at the air and everyone but Mr. Gordon jumped back a step.

      He raised his hands, palms out, and spoke in a soft tone. “Noc sema nuella,” Mr. Gordon humbly bowed his head once he’d finished the foreign phrase.

      The wolf immediately calmed down, sheathed its sharp teeth, and raised its head in a strangely regal gesture of mutual respect and understanding. After a moment, it rose from its haunches and sauntered to one side of the tent, where it took a seat again, quietly and nonthreatening.

      No one said a word, unsure of what would set the beast off and cause him to attack. Mr. Gordon stepped forward and righted the table, repositioned it several times, adjustments of mere inches, and placed one stool in front of it.

      “Those who do not see the way will never find it, and those who can see rarely apply enough attention when looking up,” Mr. Gordon said, climbed first onto the stool, and then stepped onto the table.

      At first I didn’t see any reason why Mr. Gordon had climbed four feet in the air in the middle of an empty tent—but then it appeared. Faintly at first, then growing more defined.

      “Who sees the way?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      With her one free hand, Desiree raised it up like she always did in class.

      “Very good, Miss Behring.”

      Just because I didn’t feel the need to raise my hand immediately didn’t mean I was still trailing behind her.

      “I don’t see anything,” Richard said, and I knew from the moment I saw the floating door, that Richard would be in the dark.

      Jeremy inched forward, gazing up at Mr. Gordon in awe. Mr. Gordon reached out and took Jeremy’s hand to help him up to the table. The table was just big enough for the two of them to stand side by side, and it didn’t teeter. Mr. Gordon turned the ornate doorknob and the wooden door swung inward from a straight-on perspective and vanished from the side. With a nod of silent understanding, Jeremy stepped through the door and disappeared.

      “Richard,” Mr. Gordon said, beckoning him forward. “You’re next.”

      He, too, climbed up onto the table and reached for the open doorway with one outstretched hand. His fingers seemed to pass right through the break in dimensions, where the hole that the floating door created and the current plane collided. But he couldn’t see it. If he was to step through the doorway himself, he probably would have just fallen to the floor and broken his leg again. The doorway didn’t exist for his awareness; he wouldn’t be able to enter that which didn’t exist in his conscious mind.

      Mr. Gordon took his hand and led him through the doorway and they, too, were gone, leaving only Desiree, me, and the wolf alone in the tent. Desiree tensed up a little when she realized that the protection provided by Mr. Gordon from the wild animal was no longer here. It seemed to make little difference to the seated statue with glowing yellow eyes.

      We slowly made our way to the table, careful not to spook the wolf with any sudden movements. I gave Desiree a boost, placing a hand on her butt once she was standing on the stool to keep her steady. She glanced down at me, her face unreadable, but she didn’t say anything. After a short pause, Desiree took the final step up onto the table, and I hopped up to join her. From this vantage point, we could see that on the other side of this door was what looked like a hallway with dark wood flooring, opening up to a living room with floor-to-ceiling windows. Mr. Gordon, Richard, and Jeremy were looking at something on the floor on the opposite side from what we could see. Their eyes were fixed on something in our direction—not at us, but past us.

      Desiree turned her body into me and kissed me firmly on the lips. When I could feel her tongue brush against mine, my head began to swim from the pure ecstasy of realizing she was finally mine. This wasn’t a onetime heat-of-the-moment thing or mistake to feel guilty about afterward—this was us, together. I hooked my fingers into the front pockets of her jeans and pulled her closer.

      She leaned her head back and smiled. I was drowning in the emerald pools of her eyes, something I was no longer afraid of—drowning.

      “You’re not going to leave me when you find your destiny, are you?” she whispered, placing her hands lightly on my chest.

      “Just as long as you don’t go running off again.”

      Desiree shook her head. “I’m with you ’til the end.”

      “Together.”

      “Together,” she repeated.

      Her answer seemed too good to be true, but I couldn’t fight the fact that it was exactly what I wanted to hear. Desiree pulled me in for one more kiss before we stepped through the doorway together.
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      The vast apartment was white and bright, and when I looked back to see where we had stepped through, no door remained, just open space leading to additional rooms. But the floor occupied everyone else’s attention, and I instantly saw why.

      Three men in black military fatigues lay strewn about in close proximity, a tangled mess of bodies and limbs, with a large pool of blood drying around the dead pile. One man still held a handgun. Two more handguns lay a few feet away, obviously dropped by their fallen owners.

      “What the hell happened here?” I asked. We had seen enough dead bodies in the streets. I had hoped we’d left all that behind, but carnage seemed to follow me wherever I went.

      Mr. Gordon was no longer with us. He had ventured into the living room I’d seen from the other side of the doorway.

      “Hello, Mattie,” he said, and then stepped out of view.

      I left the onlookers behind and hurried into the living room, awash in light from the windows making up the entire wall. Not one of them was broken—and all the furniture in the room seemed to also be in perfect order. Mr. Gordon approached the woman I remembered as Madame Matilda and gave her a rather affectionate hug.

      Her eyes met mine while still in Mr. Gordon’s arms. She pulled back and stepped out from behind Mr. Gordon to look me over.

      “Oliver Lorne,” she said in a low, rough voice. “I knew we would meet again, but I didn’t expect it to be quite so soon.”

      Matilda had fiery red hair pulled back and held by two silver rods, and wore a long flowing black dress that draped down to the carpet, with a low square-cut neckline that greatly accentuated her full breasts. Pearl-white skin shone through four round holes relatively close together that punctured the dress near her stomach, and the fabric around the holes looked wet. She wore no jewelry like she had when we met in the tent, but I did notice a tattoo on her right hand that I hadn’t remembered seeing before.

      It can’t be.

      I couldn’t see it clearly from where I stood, but I knew it was a wolf-head tattoo.

      “You’re a Lorne?” After hearing my question aloud, it sounded absolutely ridiculous.

      She didn’t even bother to answer. “Are you ready this time, Oliver?”

      “Yes,” I said, gaining my confidence back. “I am.”

      The others finally joined us in the spacious living room. Jeremy held a pistol in each hand, pointing them both at the floor. Desiree strolled right up to me and hugged my arm.

      Matilda nodded to her.

      “Did you take out those guys?” Jeremy asked point blank.

      “They were good enough to get in, but not good enough to get themselves out,” Matilda said with a smirk.

      “There will be others,” Mr. Gordon said. “Now that the group has been compromised.”

      “Yes, Cias. I am aware. I made the last one tell me before I killed him. The promise of mercy after a bit of pain is a wonderful motivator.” Matilda turned to look out the window wall.

      We were high above the clouds, which took me back to Kafka’s apartment, looking down on the city—down on the world. We were not the highest glistening tower on the horizon, but who was counting stories when you were already above the clouds? Several of the other visible skyscrapers were dark, no shimmering exteriors of blue and red, which looked eerie with only the sunlight reflecting off the glass.

      “I’ve lived here long enough. It’s only natural to say goodbye and move on,” Matilda said.

      “What are you planning to do with those?” Mr. Gordon asked, pointing at the two handguns in Jeremy’s possession.

      “Protect myself? Shoot some bad guys?” Jeremy said sarcastically. “Take your pick.”

      “You’re just going to end up shooting yourself in the foot. Have you ever fired a gun before?”

      Jeremy shook his head.

      Mr. Gordon extended his hand, expecting Jeremy to hand the guns over, which he did after grumbling about it under his breath. Mr. Gordon took the first one and examined it closer.

      “Rule number one: Always have the safety on when you’re not actively using it.” Mr. Gordon released the clip and set it on the end table. Then he pulled back the slide and popped out the remaining bullet, and placed it on the table as well. He passed the unloaded gun back to Jeremy in exchange for the loaded one.

      “Richard, are you comfortable with guns?” Mr. Gordon asked, holding it out to him.

      Richard accepted and said, “I haven’t been to the firing range lately, but I’ve been more than a few times.” He secured it in the waist of his pants.

      “There are shoulder holsters on the bodies in the hallway, if you’d like to take one,” Matilda said nonchalantly.

      I took a seat on one of the cream couches and instantly felt the tablet dig into my back. I leaned forward to remove it from the back of my pants and placed it on the oval glass coffee table.

      “Do you have a backpack or something lying around?” I asked Matilda and before I’d finished saying the last word, a black backpack had materialized next to the tablet. I thanked her and stuffed the tablet in the big zipper pocket. Then I pulled the small stuffed Frolics from my front pocket and hid him in there as well.

      “You all must be hungry,” Matilda said and pointed to an open doorway. “The kitchen’s over there. Help yourselves to something to eat and drink.”

      “What do you have?” Jeremy asked.

      “What do you want?” Matilda eyed him challengingly.

      “Hawaiian pizza—Chicago style.” He flashed a cocky grin.

      “Done.” Matilda answered immediately, with no hint of hesitation in her voice.

      Desiree leaned into me and whispered, “How does she know what Chicago-style pizza is?”

      I shrugged.

      “I changed my mind,” Jeremy said. “Lamb chops, garlic mashed potatoes, and steamed asparagus.”

      “Quit playing games with me and go get your food before it cools.” Matilda gave Jeremy’s cocky grin right back to him and turned to continue a conversation with Mr. Gordon.

      Jeremy and Richard headed for the kitchen.

      “Are you going to get some food?” Desiree asked.

      “In a minute,” I said and waited for her to leave before approaching Matilda and Mr. Gordon.

      I was so curious and nervous of our next step that I couldn’t even think about eating yet. Mr. Gordon’s liaison between us and my father was standing directly in front of us. And she was a Lorne, one that didn’t seem to want to kill me (what a novel thought), and she had told me some strange things in her fortune teller tent not so long ago. Was she actually able to see the future?

      “I don’t remember you having the tattoo in the tent,” I challenged as I got up from the couch and joined them by the windows.

      Matilda slid her left hand over her right, and the wolf head vanished. She repeated the motion and the tattoo reappeared.

      “Magic,” she whispered.

      “And about your prophecy? The wolf was hunting me again and someone close to me would die?”

      “Did I scare you?” she asked innocently. She obviously knew the answer to her own question. “I told you to go home because you were not ready to be here, did I not?”

      “I told him the same,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “He has Nicholae’s eyes and cheek bones. Well, we all knew about the wolf after hearing what your brother did; that’s just common knowledge. And there are people dying all around us right now. We are in the middle of a war. There will continue to be casualties, innocent and friend alike.”

      “You can’t see the future then.”

      Matilda laughed. “Oh, Oliver. There is no future, only now, and I can see now just fine.” She turned to Mr. Gordon. “He’s in there somewhere, right? Locked away?”

      “Anything’s possible.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, but neither of them responded to my confusion.

      “Holy crap, this food’s delicious!” Jeremy stuck his head out from the kitchen.

      “Go eat, Oliver,” Mr. Gordon said. “You’ll want to keep up your strength.”

      I did as I was told and joined the others in the kitchen.

      Matilda began speaking again after I was a few paces away. “I already told Nicholae of the breach and what else that means…”

      Centered around the kitchen island, Jeremy was chomping down on his lamb chops, Richard ate messily from a double-patty burger, and Desiree sat on a bar stool, spooning in some split pea soup.

      “You can have anything you want, and you choose soup?”

      “It reminds me of home,” she replied.

      I immediately felt bad for asking because I could surely appreciate the answer and the feeling.

      I noticed an untouched pizza cooling on top of the stove. It was Hawaiian, just like Jeremy had asked for. I couldn’t think of a favorite food and the pizza looked as good as anything, so I grabbed a plate and a few slices.

      “This place reminds me of your apartment,” I said to Jeremy. “Only bigger.”

      “Yeah, more like Kafka’s.”

      “Kafka’s had an older, darker feel to it. This one, like yours, is more modern and bright.”

      “What apartment?” Richard asked.

      “From when Jeremy was missing,” I said.

      “Neither of you went to the school counselor, am I right?”

      We both tried to suppress mischievous grins and failed miserably.

      “It’s okay, there was—and is—so much going on that I didn’t know about, my head’s still spinning.”

      “How do you think Mom is?” I asked.

      “Worried, but she’ll be okay.” Richard paused and set the last half of his burger down on the plate. “I’ll have to go back once we reach Nicholae. I need to see him for myself and know that you’ll be in good hands.”

      “We’re already in good hands.”

      “I know.” Richard sighed. “But I’ll feel better knowing you’ve reached the destination. I can’t leave you in the middle of the journey. And besides, after I go back and explain to your mom everything that’s happened, then maybe I can return—maybe we both can.” He turned his attention to Desiree. “What about your parents? They must be worried sick.”

      “They probably are, my mom especially. I’ll smooth things over when I can. I’ll go back eventually, but for now I need to be here.” Desiree glanced over at me. There wasn’t the happiness in her eyes from earlier, just worry.

      She’d mentioned leaving at some point—going home. Unfortunately, I couldn’t go home, so how was she planning to stick with me until the end? Together. On the other hand, I knew she couldn’t leave her family in the dark forever. I couldn’t do that to my family either, but I also couldn’t let her go. I tried to push the thought of that moment away, lock it far back in the depths of my mind with the rest of my imprisoned memories.

      I heard the click of claws on the hardwood floor and scanned the room to find a wolf entering the kitchen from where we’d first appeared in the apartment. It strolled with its head down and tail swishing slowly to each side. Everyone tensed.

      “I think she’s hungry,” Desiree said and gestured to Jeremy. “Give her one of your lamb chops.”

      “Hell no!” Jeremy exclaimed. “They’re too delicious for just some animal.”

      “I don’t think that’s just some animal,” I said.

      The wolf surveyed the contents and people of the room and seemed to be judging us before continuing into the living room. Matilda appeared in the doorway, along with Mr. Gordon, and the wolf poked its head out from behind the folds of her black dress.

      “This is Saebra,” Matilda said. “She’s shy around new people.”

      “She doesn’t look shy,” Jeremy said, finally finishing his requested meal.

      “You’re not in her head. You know what Jeremy? You’re as irritating as I remember you—an opinion and comment for everything.”

      That shut up Jeremy for a little while—a little longer than usual, anyway.

      Matilda put a plate of mixed meats on the floor for Saebra and fixed something for Mr. Gordon and herself. While they ate, they looked at each other often. The rest of us finished what we had left on our plates and before I knew it, Mr. Gordon informed us we needed to leave.

      I wanted to continue, more than anything, but I was tired, exhausted really, and could not remember the last time I’d had a good night’s sleep. I’d waited months to see my father, after discovering he was still alive. What was one more day if I could actually lie down in a bed for a few hours, which would be better still if Desiree would lie next to me. This was a safe haven in a destroyed world (despite the dead bodies in the hallway).

      “Why does your apartment look so perfect compared to the rest of the city?” I asked. “There’s not a single broken pane of glass.”

      “I’m a real handy woman, what can I say?” Matilda bent down to stroke Saebra’s thick mane as she finished her plate. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to change out of this bloody dress before we go.” With a billowing tail of black fabric, she disappeared into another room.

      “She scares me,” Desiree said to Mr. Gordon. “Can we trust her?”

      “As much as anyone,” he answered.

      “As much as Cias?” Jeremy asked. He was back to playing with his unloaded gun, twirling it on his finger like a wannabe gunslinger.

      “If you paid attention to the bodies in the hallway, then you wouldn’t be asking such an insensitive question.”

      “It’s not insensitive, it’s looking out for us,” Jeremy shot back venomously.

      Matilda glided back into the room and everyone instantly quieted. She had changed into form-fitting black pants with knee-high leather boots, a crimson blouse, finished with a tight leather jacket. Folded over one arm, she held a few coats, and in the other, dangled the straps of a shoulder holster.

      “I took the liberty,” she said and passed out the supplies. “How about you, darlin’, you want a coat?”

      “No, thank you,” Desiree said. “I’m good with my sweater.” I looked at the white Elliott Smith printing across her chest and doubted she’d ever take it off.

      Jeremy laid his gun down on the counter, and when he did, it dematerialized. He grabbed for it and merely got a handful of empty air. He shot a menacing glare at Matilda, who met his unfazed and exited into the living room with the nonchalant grace characteristic of every Lorne I’d met so far, a grace I needed to learn to mirror if I ever hoped to earn the last name.

      You’ve met your match this time, big brother.

      I was the first to shadow Matilda into the expansive glass box of a room and it took me a moment to notice the view from above the clouds was different. We were the only tower peeking through. Sporadic breaks in the white blanket showed tiny buildings far below, mere toys from our eagle-eye vantage point.

      We hadn’t moved—or had we?

      What’s going on?

      “Don’t look so alarmed,” Matilda said, and then I noticed her words were intended for Desiree, standing a few feet behind me with her mouth hanging open like a fish. It made me feel better. “We’re not in Provex City anymore. I transported the entire apartment to the next plane. You do know there are more than two, right?”

      Desiree nodded weakly.

      “Good. Then I don’t need to explain.”

      A circular metal plate about five feet in diameter was recessed into the carpet like a platform positioned about a step down. I hadn’t noticed it before but this place was a frustrating game of find the differences between these two similar pictures.

      Matilda and Mr. Gordon were the first to step down onto the circular platform before waving us forward. I grabbed my backpack from the coffee table and was the last one to squeeze onto the platform, behind Saebra the Wolf. What looked like a glass tube shot up to the ceiling. Then the floor line came up and over our heads and we were descending in the glass tube through open space. Where we had come from was no longer visible above us, the clouds flew up to meet us, and then we could see for miles in every direction far below.

      Provex City was indeed gone, not a skyscraper in sight. Small buildings speckled the landscape, but there were far more patches of open land than developed communities. This descent reminded me much of my ascent to the SUSY Asylum, the lush green landscape and absence of major highways crisscrossing in every direction, reminiscent of a simpler time.

      “Where are we now?” Richard asked.

      “Doria,” Mr. Gordon answered.

      I reached out to the curvature of the tube just to feel how solid it was. Provex City was full of semi-permeable glass and entrances; it was hard to decipher what was solid and what wasn’t anymore.

      “Try not to be too alarmed with the condition of this plane,” Matilda said. “It has taken the brunt of the damage and can be quite horrific. I don’t know what your constitutions are capable of handling. It’s important you see this for yourselves to fully understand the severity of the situation. No door this time.”

      Picturing the gruesome monorail crash and all the bodies lying in the street downtown, I didn’t want to try to imagine something worse. But if what Richard and Mr. Gordon had said was true about the earthquake not being bad back home and seeing all the destruction in Provex City, what we were about to see would most likely be catastrophic if every level up got hit harder. What made the quake amplify through the planes? Overhearing Matilda and Mr. Gordon talk, it seemed like this was something that had never happened before.

      As we approached the ground, the picture of the landscape below us looked strange. I felt like my eyes were blurring or I was experiencing double vision. I couldn’t tell exactly what I was seeing.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Desiree said softly.

      “Can you make sense of what you’re seeing down there?” I asked.

      “It just looks...wrong,” she said and I agreed.

      I couldn’t describe the scene approaching us any better and my eyes kept refusing to focus properly.

      We reached the ground about thirty seconds later and by then I was realizing the problem was not with my eyes—it was with this plane. The earthquake hadn’t leveled everything like I had expected. I could see from the structures and buildings closest to us that they’d been damaged, but they were still standing. There were cracked walls, crumbling roofs, and broken glass, but there was less of that kind of structural damage here than back in Provex City. The most alarming thing was what I had taken for double vision earlier was an awkward splice or overlay of everything above ground.

      “Oh...my...God...” Desiree gasped as we stepped off the platform. Saebra had already leapt off and stalked away from us, but she continually glanced back as if to say she would stay in sight.

      Jeremy was frozen in place, the only one still standing on the platform, or so I thought. Jeremy hadn’t moved, but the platform was gone. The glass tube, gone. I could see no floating apartment in the sky. And no one seemed to notice us or the fact that we had just been beamed down from the clouds or appeared out of nowhere.

      “Like I said, it’s not a pretty sight,” Matilda said matter-of-factly. “And it will get worse before this is over.”

      “Worse?” Desiree’s skin was turning the color of her eyes.

      Richard didn’t say a word, but all the blood quickly drained from his face.

      This wasn’t a war any longer, this was a massacre.

      Small town buildings of stucco and glass storefronts had large trees jutting out from the center of the structures. Some trees were positioned right into the framing like pillars in the walls. An intact storefront window extended into and through a large trunk, like the tree was somehow holding the glass together. There were stucco buildings that collided with brick or even wooden buildings, creating bizarre Frankenstein structures. Four-story buildings mashed with one-story buildings. Cars fused with trees and bushes like they’d always been that way. Trees sprouting from other trees. And wherever there was a splice of two objects, one of them sat at a slight angle. The right side of the object touched the ground, but following the base, the object rose a few inches to a few feet in the air. The tops of these crooked buildings and trees faded and disappeared in wispy, translucent plumes—like they weren’t fully here. One brick building I noticed collided with nothing, but it still sat at an odd angle—its right side teetered on the ground, but the rest of the building pushed up at an angle to where the left side was at least two feet off the ground, performing a miracle balancing act. It looked like it was propped up on a cartoon jack, but there was no jack.

      Then there were the people, allowing for the screaming and chaos to be fully appreciated. As many people as there were running around in hysteria, there were as many spliced and fused to every object in sight, as well as each other. People adjoined by a majority of their bodies lay dead on the ground, their mixed systems obviously not able to continue functioning. But people with less-intrusive fuses, like arms and legs, or slightly touching bodies, hobbled together or sat on the ground unable to separate, muttering and crying in utter confusion and horror. Grotesque conjoined non-twins were everywhere.

      A horse ran past with what looked like bushes growing out of its front legs and a man’s arm protruding from its side. What was left of the man’s body bounced limply about the ground as he was dragged mercilessly from the horse’s desperate, yet futile attempt to escape him.

      Desiree dropped to her knees and wretched all over the ground, throwing up all of the wonderful food Matilda had provided for us. I ran to her and gently rubbed her back. She was about to turn to me when she began vomiting more, everything she had left inside now spilled upon the grass.

      “It’s okay,” I reassured her.

      She spit, sniffled, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then rubbed it on a patch of clean grass. After a few deep breathes and a few loud swallows, she said, “Nothing about this is okay.”

      A young girl of ten or eleven cried nearby. She stood by a thick tree covered with light green buds. Her hand was lost within the trunk, only half of her forearm still visible. Half of a bright red ball, the size of a basketball, protruded from the other end of the trunk. She leaned against the tree, barely remaining on her feet. But there was nowhere she could go, nothing she could do...her hand was permanently embedded in the tree. When her legs finally gave out, she’d be simply hanging by one arm.

      “Mommy...mommy...” What voice she had left was gravely and errand sobs escaped between delirious syllables. Her khaki pants were wet. This girl had no choice but to stand in that one spot since yesterday. And it seemed no one had even tried to help her.

      A man lying in the grass a few feet from the imprisoned girl painfully lifted his head to look up at us. His calves were lost within the abdomen of a middle-aged woman and a fully reclined lawn chair. Her body was bent at an extreme angle, evidence that he’d dragged her as far has he could. The woman never had a chance.

      I noticed Matilda glance over at Mr. Gordon and sigh before walking up to the crying girl. She knelt down and spoke with her mouth against the girl’s ear. The young girl tried her best to suppress her crying, but she was no longer in control of her emotions. Matilda continued quietly talking to her and the girl slowly and slightly calmed, but her face was still streaked with tears and haunted by the horrors of what she’d experienced and witnessed. Matilda took the girl’s face in both hands, wiping below both eyes and down her cheeks with gentle palms. The girl hugged her with her one free hand, almost as much for support as for emotional connection. Matilda grasped the girl’s forearm close to where it died into the tree and pulled. Within seconds, a tiny hand emerged from the bark of the trunk with perfect fair skin. The girl clamped onto Matilda with her newly freed arm as well and her feet were finally allowed to give out. Matilda caught the poor girl and laid her gently in the grass.

      “Mommy,” she said again and glanced over at the man with his feet embedded into the dead woman’s abdomen.

      Matilda shook her head and detached the man’s legs from the woman’s body, along with the fabric and metal framing of the lawn chair. The girl pushed to her hands and knees and crawled over to the body of her mother, rested her small head against her mother’s, and cried.

      The man clumsily got to his feet, testing his legs, looking like it was the first time he’d ever stood on his own. Matilda helped him balance for a moment and then let him go. He hugged her tight, which seemed to make her visibly uncomfortable. Her arms hung by her waist while he sobbed into her shoulder. She simply waited for him to be done with her and let go. When Saebra approached the both of them, the hysterical man did just that and ran for safety at the sight of the menacing canine.

      Matilda rubbed the coarse fur of her wolf, seemingly thanking her for the interception, and rejoined the group, which still huddled together in a nervous mass.

      “It’ll get easier in time,” Matilda said to Desiree, who now sat on a patch of vomit-free grass with her knees up to her chest. The redheaded woman opened her right fist, which held a white handkerchief. She passed it to Desiree, who graciously took it to wipe her mouth and nose. “I won’t need it back.”

      “This wasn’t an earthquake,” Richard said. “No earthquake I’ve ever seen does anything like th—”

      “I never said it was,” Matilda replied. “This is what happens when two planes collide—partially collide to be more precise.”

      “Collapse may be a better way to describe it in reference to what they currently understand,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “And what’s causing them to collapse—or collide?” Jeremy asked.

      “Not what, but whom,” Matilda said and started leading us away from our entry point, away from the present carnage, and toward so much more.

      “Is the whole world suffering like this?” I asked, not really directed at anyone.

      “The whole plane,” Mr. Gordon answered.

      We walked along the edge of a wooded area, behind what looked like a main street and rows of fused-together buildings to avoid as many people as we could. Saebra stuck to the trees, her brown fur helping her to blend in with her surroundings.

      Within a few minutes, Matilda turned us toward the road, headed straight for a bulbous, curvy, 1950s-looking, deep red, full-sized sedan. All four whitewall tires were blown, but besides that, the car looked fine. By the time we reached it, the tires had inflated themselves to pristine condition. Matilda walked around to the driver’s side and opened the door.

      I looked at our group—the six of us—and wasn’t really sure how we were all going to fit without sharing laps until I gazed into the window. No center console separated the driver from the passenger, so one person could sit in between, something I wasn’t used to seeing outside of some old movies.

      Mr. Gordon nudged me to slide in, but I quickly backed off and hopped into the back seat, scooching all the way to the far window and setting the backpack by my feet. Desiree followed, with Richard claiming the final seat. This forced Jeremy to sit between Matilda and Mr. Gordon—the seat I had gratefully avoided.

      I reached over my shoulder for the seatbelt and felt nothing but the leather seat. I swiveled around looking for the elusive belt, shoulder or lap, and still found nothing. Desiree moved her body forward, but doing so didn’t reveal any hidden straps.

      Matilda jingled a key into the ignition and the engine sputtered a few times, then roared as she stepped on the gas. She turned the steering wheel with the tiny center, her hands firmly gripping the surrounding thin rings of Jupiter. The car pulled away from the curb and immediately performed a U-turn, now heading toward the distant mountains. They were the same mountains where Mr. Gordon kept his not-so-safe house, and the same mountains I could see from the freeways back home.

      Home? Where is home now?

      Matilda turned a few knobs on the dashboard to move the radio’s needle-driven display and settled on a station with a mixture of static and campy diner music. Everything here had to be fused with something.

      We were in the only moving car, dodging broken-down and spliced cars scattered all over the road. The horrors done to this plane were apparent in every direction. I didn’t know how it would ever be rebuilt in a way where society would be given the opportunity to recover. The process of cutting people, living and deceased, out of buildings, automobiles, and trees was too horrific to fully comprehend. The slanted buildings would never be usable. And the spliced building would not easily be converted into single units. Everything would have to be demolished and rebuilt from scratch.

      As we drove, I even saw a man hanging from two fused trees. Not from a rope. His head was lost within a thick branch, his body dangling lifelessly beneath, with a toppled wooden ladder on the ground. The headless body continued to sway with the rustling leaves.

      In breaks between buildings, I could see flashes of brown fur. Saebra could keep up with us while we had to maneuver through the highly populated area. It seemed like she may even be leading the way. But once we left the city behind and turned onto Condor Avenue, I lost sight of her. There was more open landscape and less people, making the effects of the collapse less noticeable and allowing us to pick up speed. Now it had turned into a scenic drive in the countryside, though it became a game of pointing out the trees that were supposed to be here, and those that weren’t. There weren’t many people out here, and fewer dead, though it was upsetting to spot the occasional limbs sticking out of trunks like stripped, limp branches.

      Desiree had her head on my shoulder again. I looked down to see if she was still awake, and she was, staring at the back of the front seat.

      “I don’t think I could have ever imagined anything so bad,” she whispered. “Why would anyone want to intentionally do this?”

      “I wish I had an answer—I wish I had an answer to anything,” I said. “I’m just plagued with questions, many for which I probably don’t want to know the answers.”

      “Yeah…Sometimes it’s better to be blind,” she said.

      I immediately pictured how she looked when I found her with Reid—strapped into the white straightjacket and leather hood.

      “The curious cat was eaten by the wolf,” I said.

      “What was that?” Matilda asked from the front seat, eyeing me from the rearview mirror.

      “Nothing.”

      As I gazed out the window, I thought about meeting my father in literally hours, and whether he was someone I really wanted to meet. Would it have been better if he’d just stayed dead? After picturing how I’d found Desiree in the asymmetric plane, I thought of how I’d left Anna, in what was left of the hazy, drug-induced fog I could remember. She was lying back on her bed with red slits up her arms and the razor still in her hand. Her blonde mirror image frantically soaked up as much blood as possible, but was seemingly overwhelmed with the persistent flow. I couldn’t help but think what Alexandria Lorne had done with my friend. Had she let her bleed out and disposed of the body? Had she allowed Anna to join the ranks like Eli? Or was Alexandria still holding her as a pawn for some move in the game we hadn’t reached yet? It was my fault she was there in the first place—my fault if she truly was dead. I prayed she wasn’t, but the final image I had of her haunted me.

      What Desiree had been through, from traveling to Provex City and from before I even knew her, was traumatic as well. They were events that change a person forever. I was thankful she was here with me now, but if those events were her price to be with me, I wished she hadn’t paid it.

      I remembered seeing Provex City for the first time and how amazing it was. This new place—Doria—may have been amazing at one time, too, but it was now a nightmare. This should not be what’s waiting on the far side of Provex City. We ascended into Heaven just to be dragged down into Hell. And I still felt responsible somehow.

      I was supposed to be documenting now; I was Commodore Chaos, or so Logan would have me believe. The tablet in my backpack was my only connection to him and I knew now that he was connected to my past. There were many things I had forgotten that now seemed to be coming back in bits and flashes. He was another piece of a puzzle that was rapidly becoming a small part of an even larger puzzle. I wanted to reach out to him, but I didn’t know how. I didn’t know what to write. I didn’t know what to post online that would flush out the true commodore, if he even was still okay. Hopefully, he was back at school, continuing on with his hidden, yet normal life as I ventured into the heart of something and somewhere terribly dark.

      The slanted spires of a great stone cathedral reached out above the trees, the tips of them fading into space. Smokey lines descended the towers like part of the stone was cut away. It clearly was not supposed to be nestled in the middle of the forest. I could only imagine how many trees punctured it like spikes, and how many people were impaled inside.

      Condor Avenue led us to the base of the mountains, where a sign holding up a barely breathing doe welcomed us to the small town of Doria Falls, with an estimated population of 500.

      How little did that number mean anymore.

      We turned off the main road and onto a side street with no name. From there we were met with unmarked gravel paths guiding us farther into the forest. After a few more turns and a few more miles, the trees opened up to a clearing where numerous cars were parked, all looking as good as the day they came off the assembly line. Several one-story, metal box-shaped buildings with blacked-out windows were arranged in close proximity to one another. The buildings had no signs or labels, nor were there any signs visibly posted nearby. It looked as if we’d come across an industrial complex in the middle of the forest, and one that wasn’t destroyed by the forest.

      “They’re still setting up,” Matilda said, pulling us into a free space. “But we’re here. Welcome to the lovely rebellion camp, here in remote Doria Falls.”

      “What, no welcoming committee?” Jeremy asked sardonically.

      “Don’t tempt me to leave you in the trunk.”
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      Jeremy entered my bedroom, opening the door just enough so he could slip in. Once inside, he quietly closed the door. He removed a small hemp sack from under his shirt and tossed it to me. I peered inside and was thrilled to find a partial loaf of bread and slice of ham. The ham was already cold, but I devoured it within seconds anyway.

      “You’ve always done this for me,” Jeremy said, taking a seat on the window ledge. “I thought I’d do something nice for you for a change.”

      I was still so hungry and began gnawing off chunks of bread.

      After leaving Logan in the halls, I returned to our family quarters. Mom wasn’t too happy with my afternoon hide-and-seek stunt and sent me straight to bed without supper. Unlike Jeremy, this was my first offense.

      “What’d you do to make her so mad?” Jeremy asked.

      “Made her chase me through the castle.”

      “Why?”

      “I dunno.” I shrugged and stuffed the last big piece of bread into my mouth, which was now so full I could hardly chew. “I was following my friend Nero. He told me where to go.”

      “He’s not really your friend. You know that, right?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “He’s your daediem, not your friend.”

      “But he says he’s my friend. We play together.”

      “You can’t believe everything you’re told,” Jeremy said.

      “Duh,” I said with a huff. “I know. I’m not stupid.”

      Jeremy glanced over at the door. “I should go so I can enjoy being the good son for once.” He slipped out as quietly as he’d come in, and I was back to my solitary punishment, which I could at least now endure with a full stomach.

      The door opened again once the sun had set and my window was dark. A circle of glowing orbs shone over my bed where I sat against the headboard. Nicholae strolled confidently into the room. His hair was darker and straighter than Jeremy’s, much more like mine. A shadow of a beard always covered his face, but never seemed to grow any fuller. His skin was fair and flawless, with a few edges of his many tattoos sticking up through his raised collar. The most pronounced picture was that of the wolf head on his inner right hand, dark and intricate, with the open jaws framing his thumb and forefinger.

      He sat down on the edge of the bed and stared down at me with noticeable disappointment. The door closed behind him after he was already seated.

      “Your mother says you were in the forbidden region of the castle today, unsupervised. What were you doing?”

      “I—I dunno. Just playing.”

      “That’s not good enough,” he scolded. “I need you to give me a real answer. This isn’t a game. The rules I set are not arbitrary. They are for your protection. What were you doing in the forbidden tower?”

      I couldn’t look him in the eyes. “Nero told me to…”

      “What have I told you about listening to Nero?”

      I shivered, his presence draining the room of its warmth. I’ve heard so much about my daediem from my parents and others in the castle—but they all seemed wrong. Nero was different; he was my friend, like Logan.

      “You will stay out of the forbidden region—especially the forbidden tower—from now on. Is that understood? This is your warning, man to man. This discussion will not be revisited. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said meekly.

      “Good,” he said and stood up. Before he reached the door he turned back. “I just want you to be safe, Oliver. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      I nodded, but looked toward the dark window. The door slowly closed behind him. I silently asked for the orbs to dim, curled up on my bed, and cried myself to sleep.
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      We all spilled out of the red sedan. Matilda led us in between two gray buildings, which seemed to be a walkway through the center of the camp. Several more rows of buildings extended behind the ones adjacent to us. The place was eerily quiet—the sound of the breeze and birds overhead, along with our shoes kicking up gravel, being the predominant sounds.

      Ahead, three men approached us from two long buildings away. When they got closer, I saw that it was two men and a teenager who was probably a year or two older than Jeremy. All three of them were dressed in black militant wear, including bulletproof vests, boots with their pants tucked into them, and holstered handguns hanging low on their hips. The teenager walked out in front of the other two men, who flanked him like bodyguards.

      “Here’s your welcoming committee,” Matilda said to Jeremy. “Appreciate it.”

      As the teenager in the middle of the pack got closer, he looked more and more like—Nero. I couldn’t believe it. It couldn’t be him walking toward me. I killed him!

      When he reached Matilda, he gave her a hug and then reached his hand out to Mr. Gordon. The two other men stood back a few steps and placed their hands behind their backs in an “at attention” stance.

      “It’s been a long time,” the boy said to Mr. Gordon and then stepped past him and Matilda. “And this has been even longer.” Out of the remaining four of us, he honed in on me. “Hello, Oliver. This probably isn’t the reunion you were expecting.” He held out a hand to me.

      I glanced over at Mr. Gordon and he noticed the concern in my eyes immediately.

      “Oliver, this is your father,” Mr. Gordon said.

      Nicholae’s tattooed hand lingered in the air, waiting for me to take it.

      “You’re Nicholae?” I asked.

      “In the flesh,” he said. “I’ve waited for this day for two lifetimes.”

      I apprehensively shook his hand, which seemed to release some of the tension between us.

      Then Nicholae turned to Jeremy. “I trust you’ve been looking after him.”

      “Of course I have, that’s what big brothers—”

      Jeremy was cut off when Nicholae wound his arm back in a flash and decked Jeremy square in the nose. Jeremy stumbled backward and fell on his ass, holding both hands up to his face. Blood quickly began seeping through his closed fingers, dripping into his coat sleeves.

      “Hey!” Desiree yelled and dropped down to Jeremy’s side.

      In the same instant, Richard lunged forward with all of his muscles tensed, ready to tackle Nicholae.

      I was frozen in place for the split second everyone around me seemed to be reacting.

      “Don’t!” Mr. Gordon yelled, but it was already too late.

      Nicholae caught Richard by the throat. Richard was about four inches taller and had a larger build than Nicholae, but he became powerless and immobilized in the boy’s grip.

      “Who are you?” Nicholae drew Richard’s face in closer until they were nearly nose to nose.

      “I’m Richard, the boys’ stepfather,” he growled.

      Nicholae smiled menacingly. “Of course you are. Welcome to the family.” He released Richard, who took a few steps back, massaging his raw skin with one hand.

      “Okay,” I finally said. “That’s enough.”

      Nicholae turned his attention back to Jeremy, who continued to bleed into his hands. Jeremy brought the hand furthest from Desiree behind his back for a moment, then back up to his nose as more blood poured down his face.

      “That’s for nearly killing Oliver, yourself, and most likely this little lady over here,” he said, gesturing to Desiree. “If you put them in danger again, I will come after you myself and it will take more than a screwdriver or the gun behind your back to save you.”

      Nicholae stepped forward and extended his hand down to Jeremy. “Get up. Your nose has to hurt like hell.”

      Jeremy raised a bloody hand and Nicholae yanked him to his feet. Nicholae spun him around and grabbed a pistol from the back of his pants. Jeremy turned back to face his first stepfather and dropped his hands to his sides. Blood was smeared all down the front of his face and streaked his neck, but it seemed to no longer be flowing. Desiree stood by his side, giving Nicholae a death stare to absolutely zero effect.

      “When you stop thinking about shooting me,” he said, holding the pistol up, “then you can have it back.”

      Nicholae turned on his heel and headed back in the direction he’d come. “Welcome to the new Doria Falls Rebellion Compound. We’re still setting up, but make yourselves at home. Colton and Briggs will show you where to go and I’ll meet up with you later.” He tapped both men on the shoulders and continued past. Without a word, Matilda joined him.

      “Are you all right?” Richard asked, reaching out to Jeremy. “Daniel, can’t you do something for him?”

      “I’m fine,” Jeremy answered sorely. “Nicholae already healed me. He just left the mess.”

      Colton and Briggs showed us around: the sleeping quarters, cafeteria, training rooms, and offices, which were still being created. The entire compound was less than 24 hours old. Nicholae had scouted this spot in advance, anticipating a next move. After news spread about the security breach, he acted fast, took members that he wholeheartedly trusted, and left the others behind at an alternate post, not giving them the heads up that they were under surveillance.

      “So this place—all of these buildings were built this morning?” Desiree asked.

      “Nicholae creates our compounds as we move around within and across the planes,” Briggs said, the taller and more muscular of our two tour guides. He had short sandy blonde hair, inset eyes, and a long chin.

      “Jules is the architect, going through and providing all the finishing touches,” Colton added. He had a more sinewy frame with small features and a shaved head. “She ties all the interconnecting systems together and makes sure they’re all working properly and in harmony with one another, the details Nicholae delegates to her.”

      “That explains why everything’s still in such good shape,” Desiree said.

      “Nicholae cleared the plane above to make sure nothing collapsed onto us. This is a safe space for us while Nicholae and his elite team work on finding the remaining guardians before Kafka.”

      “What guardians?” I asked.

      “He can better brief you before he leaves,” Briggs said, which ended the conversation.

      We passed a number of men and women in similar dress moving throughout the compound. Colton and Briggs exchanged brief pleasantries with some of them, but without stopping. One building had two wolves stationed on either side of the main door. They watched us suspiciously as we approached, but didn’t make a sound.

      “What’s in there?” Desiree asked.

      “Nicholae,” Briggs said and led us away.

      After turning down another row of smaller buildings, we were guided into one on the left. Inside looked like a large dorm room. Rows of bunk beds lined one wall and doors to a bathroom and several closets on the opposite one. The back wall had several large darkly tinted windows.

      “Block G has been set up especially for you,” Colton said. He and Briggs stood by the door as we meandered around the room, the wooden floor creaking under each step. “The accommodations should be acceptable.”

      “They’re fine,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “Dinner’s served between 17:00 and 18:00. It’s 15:45 now.” Briggs pointed to an analog clock overhead. “The bathroom is stocked. There are a few sizes of fatigues in the closets if you want to change. We’ll be around if you need anything else.” Colton and Briggs left, closing the door behind them.

      Jeremy shuffled off his blue and bloodstained jacket, let it fall to the floor, and headed straight for the bathroom.

      “I guess I should clean this shit up,” he said and slammed the door.

      Desiree sat on one of the lower middle bunks.

      “So what happens next?” Richard asked Mr. Gordon. They both headed toward the darkly tinted windows on the far wall.

      “Already claiming your bed?” I swung my backpack onto the bunk above where Desiree sat and took a seat next to her.

      “I can always play musical beds,” she said, taking my closest hand in both of hers.

      “I don’t know if I’m okay with that,” I said with a smirk.

      She pushed her shoulder into mine. “You know what I mean.”

      “I’ll be right upstairs if you need any company,” I said, giving her a quick peck on the cheek and climbing up to the top bunk.

      “Hey!” she said, standing up on the edge of her mattress so she could just reach the top bunk. “Leaving me so soon?”

      I rolled to the side, toward her innocent peeking face, and leaned in to give her a real kiss this time. I pulled back and she pushed forward, just like Jeremy had said when he used to try and give me advice on attracting the opposite sex, back when he thought I was hopeless. I carefully stroked her tangled hair and breathed her in. The room wasn’t exactly private, but the madness from the outside world was kept at bay in that moment—and for as long as I could help it. Her lips, her tongue, her teeth, her breath—every part of her touching me was heaven.

      “I so need to brush my teeth,” Desiree said, momentarily breaking away.

      “I don’t care,” I answered, and meant it, and drew her back into me.

      “How’s the view from up there, Mr. Lorne?” Her lips were wet and she gazed up at me with what I pictured yearning to look like.

      “Beautiful,” I said. “You should see it for yourself.”

      “Maybe I should.” She flashed a wide grin before her face dropped out of sight. Desiree emerged back into view climbing the bunk next to mine. She lay on her side, facing me. “You’re right. The view is pretty nice from up here.”

      “I like your sweatshirt.” I could look at her—even wearing a form-concealing sweatshirt—forever.

      She placed her overlapped hands to her heart. “Me, too.”

      Jeremy exited the bathroom with his—Mr. Gordon’s dress shirt slung over his left shoulder. His right arm and shoulder were still bandaged up from the events of yesterday evening.

      “Now what happened to you?” Richard said from across the room.

      “Daniel’s hutch attacked me.”

      “Is that my shirt?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      Jeremy tossed it at him and checked out one of the two walk-in closets. Mr. Gordon didn’t even care to look at the soiled shirt and simply placed it on the back of one of the wooden chairs surrounding a small circular table. Jeremy stepped back into the room wearing a black T-shirt while still tugging a black flannel shirt over his head.

      “I sure could use some food,” he said, taking in the vibe of the room.

      “I don’t think I can ever eat again,” Desiree said, propped up on an elbow so she could be seen as well as heard on her top bunk.

      That proved to be a lie. Desiree joined us for dinner, maybe had less than usual, but she still ate. The cafeteria had rows of long metal table-bench combinations, and we claimed the end of one for our misplaced group. The room never filled and felt way too big for the amount of people seeming to reside at the compound. We all picked at the food on our trays rather quietly like separate people sitting together.

      “Are we actually welcome here?” Richard asked. He wiped his mouth with a napkin, crumpled it up, and tossed it onto the corner compartment of his tray.

      “Yes and no,” Mr. Gordon replied. “We’re mostly family, so in that sense, we’re always welcome. But—and this is a big but—this is the most dangerous time for us to be here. I know Nicholae is concerned.”

      “Yeah, he seemed real concerned when he punched me in the face,” Jeremy mocked.

      “He didn’t leave your nose broken,” I said. “So that’s a plus.”

      “I knew I should have stayed home.”

      “And you still can,” Mr. Gordon said. “It’s not too late.”

      “Yes, go home and watch after your mother until I go back,” Richard offered.

      “No.” Jeremy shook his head. “I’m already here. I can’t go home now.”

      By the time we left the cafeteria, it was dark. Spotlights hanging from the roof edge of each building lit our path back to Block G. There were even less people out this evening than when we arrived earlier in the day. The few conversations we passed could barely be heard over the trill of crickets.

      There wasn’t much to do once we’d settled into the room. A small bookshelf with several shelves of paperback books and one shelf of stacked board games was pushed to the corner of the room by the table. Near the doorway, there was a small stand with a CRT television. The rounded glass screen and three knobs on the face reminded me of the television I’d seen in the asylum recreation room—where I’d had my last conversation with Anna, if you could really call our verbal exchange a conversation. She was so drugged up and broken; I began welling up just thinking of her again in that pitiful state. I tried to push away any attempt of my mind flashing to the next and last image I had of her.

      “Are you okay?”

      I was kneeling in front of the television, staring at the blank, charcoal-colored screen. Desiree stood over me and placed a hand on my shoulder.

      “Yeah,” I answered. “I’m fine. Why?”

      “You’re not moving…and holding your breath…and staring at a blank screen.”

      I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath. “I’m fine,” I insisted.

      She didn’t look like Anna, but as I looked at her now, she reminded me of her. We were all connected in my head, and it was hard to separate what I felt. My soaring heart plummeted when I saw Anna peeking through her face. I pushed a fallen lock of hair behind her ear and attempted to smile.

      “I’m fine.”

      I turned the top knobs and the television blinked on like an opening eye. It crackled as I turned up the volume, but the precarious picture was colorless and laced with static. After flipping through a few stations, I gave up, never finding a clear picture, and turned the set off.

      “This is stupid,” I said, turning to Desiree. “What are we doing here?”

      “Where else were we gonna go? You can’t go home. I thought you wanted to meet your father.”

      “I did.” I thought back to the brief interaction we’d had earlier in the day. He seemed to barely have time to greet us upon our arrival, and then he was gone with obviously more important things to do. We weren’t important. “I dunno. We’re here. We’re guests. But we’re not family.”

      Desiree licked her lips and shrugged. “Sometimes you can’t have any expectations, just accept what’s presented. It seems to be a fact that he’s your father, whether good or bad, and he’s here. Maybe tomorrow will be better.”

      But I couldn’t wait for tomorrow. Once the other conversations died down and the others in the room retreated to their bunks, I turned off the tablet and stuffed it back into my pack hanging off the right post next to my head. Zipping up the backpack would be too noisy, so I left the flap open like a gapping mouth with tiny, shiny teeth. Rereading Logan’s letter got me no closer to posting as Commodore Chaos. I had no idea where to begin and started to believe the commodore truly was dead.

      I slipped down the ladder at the foot of the bed and grabbed my shoes tucked underneath. Desiree stirred under her covers and I froze. I waited for her to sit up and acknowledge me standing there, but after 30 seconds, I let out my held breath, realizing she hadn’t awoken. Jeremy was on the lower bunk beside her, and he was definitely out. I tiptoed across the room, trying my best to avoid other fixed objects highlighted by the pale gray light shining in through the tinted, curtain-less windows.

      The floor squeaked and I stopped again and waited. When no one called out into the darkness, I cautiously continued, now testing the wooden floor before each step. The biggest challenge, I knew, would be opening the door without waking the whole room—but then I realized it wasn’t a challenge at all. I wasn’t confined by doors anymore. I had no confines at all. I could come and go as I pleased, and if Alexandria Lorne couldn’t stop me, no one could. I stepped up to the door, pressed a palm against the cold metal, and mentally pushed. Physically pushing would just push me into the door, but mentally pushing—that was the key to slide right through like air. My hand no longer felt the door. I passed through like it was just another semi-permeable opening in Provex City and instantly felt the rush from my freedom and abilities.

      I hopped forward on one foot to slide on a sneaker and clumsily performed the stunt on the opposite foot, not wanting to waste any more time. A few people were out and about, and no one paid me any mind. I had as much right to be here as anyone else, and they must have sensed it. A few guys even greeted me as I passed, so I returned the salutations and continued purposefully forward.

      After a few turns through washed-out rectangular buildings, which all looked the same, I found the marker I was looking for: two wolves sitting outside a main entrance. As soon as I rounded the corner, the two canines zoned in on me with their aggressive yellow eyes, but remained seated. The only movement came from their pivoting heads and eyes, following me as I strolled closer. They began growling when I was about ten feet away. I slowed, but didn’t stop. They were not going to keep me from going into the building.

      “I’m here to see Nicholae,” I said, immediately feeling stupid for addressing them like they understood.

      The two wolves continued to growl, but I continued to approach. I tried to remain light on my feet, ready for an attack if necessary (not that I could successfully defend myself from two large wolves). Once I reached them, I finally stopped—and they stopped growling. The wolves gazed up at me with their predatory eyes, but dropped their upper lips. I waited a moment before attempting to pass between them, my heart pounding like jabs to the chest.

      One step.

      I looked down at the wolf to my left. His expression remained unchanged.

      So I took another step. This time I gazed down at the wolf to my right, and he too, sat stoic and silent.

      The door let out a high pitched whine when I pulled it open. Like our building, inside was primarily one large room. White glowing orbs the size of golf balls hung suspended in the air in several points around the room.

      Nicholae turned his focus from the others in the room to me and waved me in. I thought my heart was beating hard from the aggravated wolves, but it quickly began pounding against my ribcage threefold when I took in the room.

      Several men and women sat in a cell near the far corner of the room, surrounded on all four sides by bars of purple lightning. Nicholae stood closer to the center of the warehouse-like room with Matilda, a beefy man with thick muttonchops and long hair pulled back into a braided ponytail, and a slight girl with golden hair that couldn’t be more than eight years old. Before the four of them sat a bald man tied to a chair. At least he seemed tied to the chair, but I couldn’t tell what was confining the man to the worn piece of furniture. And then the realization of what I was seeing hit me and transported me back to the horrific scenes from earlier in the day, when we first arrived in Doria. The man was not tied to the chair, he was fused with it. He wasn’t sitting on the chair, he was the chair!

      Wooden legs protruded from the back of his calves like an exoskeleton. The arms of the chair disappeared into the underside of his forearms. Halfway up his back, the back of the chair jutted out at a curving angle. And sitting there, he looked sunken into the seat. Sweat dripped from the man’s face, his skin pulled tight and the veins in his neck bulging.

      “Come in, my son,” Nicholae said, continuing to wave me into the room, away from the doorway. Once I fully entered the room, the door closed by some invisible force behind me.

      Being called my son by someone who looked three or four years older than me felt so strange, and frankly, a little unnerving.

      Halfway to them, I noticed the wolf-head tattoos on the hairy man with the ponytail and the tween girl. They were all Lornes, even the little girl.

      “I—I couldn’t sleep,” I said, not knowing what else to say. This didn’t feel like the most welcoming of environments, not that any of what had transpired today had been in any way welcoming.

      “Then it’s a perfect time to get acquainted,” Nicholae said. “The hulk behind me is Bruno and the sweet-looking little thing to his left is Julia. But don’t let her fool you; she’s not nearly as sweet as she looks.” The four of them laughed, and Julia nodded with a malicious grin. “You’ll quickly come to understand that the appearance of age is an illusion. I’m sure Daniel’s told you about tapping into the experience of past lives, which is what’s fueled the family for several thousand years.”

      “I think he mentioned some stuff about reincarnation.” When I reached them, Bruno and Julia shook my hand.

      “Nice to see you again,” Julia said. Having people remember me that I had no recollection of still made me feel self-conscious like it was somehow my fault.

      “Take me for example. If you have any memories of me, they are probably not of the young man you see before you. I can’t get over how much you look like me.” Nicholae stopped like he lost his train of thought or was overcome by a memory.

      “So much,” Matilda said. “I said that to myself when he first stepped into my tent. For a split second I thought it might have been you.”

      “And look at Julia. At first glance, she may look like your average seven year old, but behind the innocent exterior lies several hundred years of experience, past life experience accessible to her not-so-delicate fingertips.”

      “Please help me,” the man fused to the chair begged.

      “Don’t worry,” Nicholae said to the panicked man. “I have not forgotten about you.”

      “What is all this?” I asked.

      “These are newer members of the Lorne Royal Guard—or so they’re calling themselves—men and women unaware of what they’ve gotten themselves into. The true members would have put up more of a fight. Every one of them can be tracked, so we disposed of the devices embedded into their skulls. Isn’t that right? You’re off the grid now.” Nicholae directed the last few sentences to the living chair, and then turned his attention back to me. “We’re extracting information. You informed us about Cias and we’ve had to act fast. We had to purify the last camp and move here before Kafka had time to react. He’d been waiting patiently, planning, researching, and now that the first guardian has been slain, I feel things will move very quickly from here on out. The end is coming soon, and it will either be him or us standing when it does.”

      “Our numbers are small, but we’ve kept the fight alive this long,” Matilda said.

      “I’ve envisioned you joining the fight beside us for ten years, and today that dream has become reality. Daniel says you’re ready. Matilda says you’re not. Which is it?”

      I gulped and glanced nervously at Matilda. Then I remembered the arguments I’d had with Mr. Gordon about him holding me back, and then what I’d been through over the past few weeks.

      “I escaped SUSY Asylum under the hawk-eye watch of Alexandria. I killed my mirror. I saved Desire from her mirror,” I said with as much conviction as I could. “I am ready.”

      Nicholae grinned so wide he reminded me of Jeremy. “We’ll see, but I’m glad to hear your enthusiasm. Bruno, put him back with the others. We’ll continue the interrogation later.”

      Bruno grabbed the seated man’s wrist and when he yanked him up with one powerful motion, the terrified man pulled free of the chair. He remained on his feet for only a second, and then sprawled to the floor like he had no strength left. Blood and pink gelatinous residue covered the chair, dripping slowly to the floor.

      “You’re fine,” Nicholae said. “I didn’t hit any vital organs.”

      The lightening-bolt bars disappeared from one side of the cell, and the skinny man from the chair was dragged in and dropped on the floor at the feet of the other prisoners. The missing energized purple bars sizzled back into existence while the two women and a tall, gaunt teenage boy inside tended to the man who had begun crying. They pulled him up to the bench next to a middle-aged man with red hair and matching beard who remained huddled in the corner.

      Nicholae led me out of the building. One of the wolves guarding the door followed a few steps behind. We walked between the buildings, and past them, into the darkness of the surrounding forest. He held out a fist, which suddenly had thin beams of white light spilling out from between his fingers. When he opened his hand, a small orb grew to the size of a baseball and flew out in front of us, lighting the path through the trees.

      “What do you remember?” Nicholae said.

      “Of what?”

      “Of me. Of before. From before your mother gave you the pill.”

      “Not much,” I said. “It seemed to do its job well.”

      “It wasn’t to delete everything you knew. I want you to know that. My intention was to store those memories away until the time was right and give them back to you.”

      “Is now that time?”

      “It could be,” he said as we wound through the trail. “But that’s why I wanted to know what you remember or are remembering on your own.”

      “What is this? A test?”

      “Everything’s a test. Someone’s always testing you. To see what you know. To see what you don’t know. To see what you’re capable of. To see who you really are.”

      “And who am I really?”

      “You’re my son,” he said curtly.

      “That’s so weird to hear coming from you—you know, because of the way you look, because you’re so young.”

      “I know, with all this being new to you, I understand. To me, it’s normal. Continuing lifetimes is our way of life. I died after you and your mother left. I kept in control of my death so I could return, and here I am—a little younger, but still me.”

      “You killed your mirror, too, right?” I asked.

      “We all have. It’s a Lorne family rite of passage.” Nicholae paused. “You have to remember: everyone thinks that killing your daediem is killing yourself. People have been living in fear of their other halves as far back as the creation of the higher planes, an intentional separation of ambition and power. Kafka changed that and showed us the way, a select few of those he deemed worthy. It’s knowledge we’ve kept to ourselves and built upon—as Kafka built the family—over many lifetimes. And now it’s all coming crashing down, all coming to an end.”

      “Why?” I asked. “What happened?”

      “The creator of the higher planes left guardians at the separation points—the Guardians of the Great In-Between, Kafka calls them. He has secretly been hunting them for the past few lifetimes, unsure of how the rest of the family would react when he revealed his plan.”

      “His plan for what?”

      “For this,” Nicholae said. “He discovered that each of the higher planes has four guardians, guarding four separation points. With a guardian slain, that separation point vanishes, like cutting a support cable—and the plane collapses onto the one below. That is what you’re seeing here. One cut. Three cuts left and this plane will be completely fused with the plane above—our home. We’ll be one step closer to the bottom, and Kafka believes, when all the planes are collapsed the barrier to entering the base plane will be eliminated, the barrier built to shield the original lot of humanity from his full potential. Kafka is extremely powerful, but he yearns to walk amongst a world that will revere him as a god.”

      “So this is the damage from one slain guardian?”

      “Yes.”

      “And there are three more?”

      Nicholae nodded. “Three more at this level. Four more at the level below that…and four more below that.”

      “That’s madness. By then, the entire world’s gonna be destroyed.”

      “Exactly,” Nicholae said. “And guess who will be there to rebuild.”

      The light floating before us wound through the trees that seemed to have no end. The sound of rushing water grew from somewhere in the darkness beyond while we continued our conversation. Soon we came to a clearing, where I could see a wall of falling black water at the edge of the orb’s illuminated reach.

      A waterfall hundreds of feet high poured with roaring fury into a relatively small pool. Off to the right, the pool emptied into a stream that snaked back into the trees. Mist rose from where the falls hit the body of water below, making the air all around us damp like a light drizzle.

      The wolf that had been following us since we left the camp walked out from behind us and took a drink from the fresh pool.

      “Her name is Ingrid,” Nicholae said and walked over to a cluster of rocks near the water.

      The orb floated out to the middle of the pool and hung there like a chandelier lighting much of the clearing.

      I gazed out at the water and noticed my breathing hadn’t increased. My heartbeat remained steady. I pictured myself flailing about in the middle of the pool like I had in Lake Arrowhead when Mr. Gordon had saved me. I thought of that haunting memory, which controlled my life near water from that day forward, and realized its grip on me was gone. The panic was not setting in. After all these years, it was Nero who set me free, a part of me, like I could have done it all along.

      I joined Nicholae on the rocks, sitting before the falls and marveling at its natural beauty. Ingrid lay by the bank.

      “Doria Falls,” Nicholae said. “I’ve been here before. That’s why I thought to re-station us here. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Nature creates and people destroy. This is a fine example of nature.” We sat silently for a minute or two, staring out at the water. “Your voice is gone, isn’t he? Nero Orville, I think his name was.”

      I couldn’t even remember Nero’s last name, but I assumed Nicholae knew better than me. “Yeah.”

      “You killed him.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Yeah.”

      Nicholae sighed. “Were you trying to kill yourself? Were you—”

      “No,” I said. “I guess I didn’t believe we were really connected like that. He wasn’t just a voice anymore. He was standing in front of me, separate from me, and I thought that meant something. When I was in the asylum, we seemed to feel the same things. If one of us was hit, the other one felt it, too. But when he took me over there—to that other Provex City—it wasn’t the same. We didn’t share the same suffering. I believed I was right.”

      “That’s amazing, or maybe not. Maybe that should be expected from someone from the base plane. Even though you realistically weren’t, your experience was. I don’t know. It’s unprecedented.

      “Kafka originally claimed he conquered his daediem with no prior knowledge that it wasn’t suicide. But I learned numerous lifetimes later, his story wasn’t true.”

      “Not like it would have mattered,” I said. “He could just have come back like he’s been doing for—for however long you’ve said.”

      “This was before his discovery of previous life restoration. All of us are reincarnated beings, but the access to memories and experiences from past lives are blocked. Kafka discovered how to tap into those past lives, come back to earth in a conscious fashion, and continue—or restore—our lives from the ones prior. But this was after he conquered his daediem; Alkane Fork was his name.”

      “What was yours?”

      “Lane Holocrine.” Nicholae pulled at the underside of his neck. “Damn, it’s been a long time since I’ve said that name. A long time. Has the death of your daediem spawned any new memories?”

      I stopped to think. I had been remembering, but I hadn’t related them to the death of Nero. “I think so. Why would that be?”

      “Nero’s memories weren’t repressed. Yours were. So if it’s already started, then everything you thought you lost is coming back.”

      “I’ve only remembered a few things so far.”

      “A deluge of memories can be overwhelming, especially the first time. It’s probably better this way. Missing memories from when you were five aren’t all that important at this point. What you’ve learned from Daniel and what I’m telling you now is, and will hopefully keep you alive long after this battle is over.”

      I looked down at his hand, at the wolf head sticking out from his black sleeve. “Will I be getting one?”

      “You certainly earned one,” Nicholae said. “But I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      “Do you really want to be branded with what’s coming next, with all the destruction affiliated with the Lorne family name? It is Kafka’s brand. I’ve had mine for nearly a thousand years and have plenty I can feel guilty for. I’ve built a great portion of this empire alongside him. My wolf now symbolizes what I’ve been a part of, not just what I initially earned.

      “You’re here to fight for a better tomorrow, not to be initiated into a family that is singularly focused on destruction for the sake of creating false saviors. You are not here to be the wolf amongst sheep, but the shepherd standing in-between the predator and its prey.”

      I knew he was right and let any ambition of having a wolf-head tattoo of my own—even though I wanted one ever since donning the fake one—be swept away by the falls.
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      I awoke the next morning without anyone else in my group knowing I was gone. We cleaned up and dressed in the black fatigues stored in the closet. The only one of us wearing anything from the day before was Desiree with her Elliott Smith sweatshirt, which I knew she would. Desiree had said she’d never take it off. She’d slept in the damn thing, but since she exited the bathroom in a bathrobe, she at least took it off to shower.

      “Mr. Gordon, can you come in here a sec?” she asked, and closed the bathroom door once they were both inside.

      “What’s that about?” Jeremy asked.

      I shrugged.

      Mr. Gordon came out a minute later, closing the door behind him, and Desiree emerged from the bathroom a few minutes after that, with her hair still damp and back in the Elliott Smith sweatshirt and black pants.

      When we got to the cafeteria for breakfast, it was just as empty as it had been yesterday during dinner. Nicholae (or one of them) had said the group here was small, and it made me wonder if it would be enough to stand up against Kafka.

      Matilda and Julia entered the cafeteria and joined our group after getting their food, Matilda sitting beside Mr. Gordon and Julia, across from her. I saw the shock and awe on Desiree’s face when she was introduced to Julia as a Lorne. The age thing still threw some of us for a loop.

      “What’s on the agenda for today?” Jeremy asked.

      “Are we going to see more of Nicholae today?” Richard asked. He finished adding sugar and a single-serve creamer in his coffee and took a sip, followed by an exaggerated grimace.

      “Nicholae has some training set up for the lot of you later this morning. He’s debriefing with Cassandra and Erik right now.

      “Who’re they?” Desiree asked.

      “Other Lorne members of the rebellion,” Mr. Gordon answered.

      “They were out gathering intel,” Matilda said while spreading jam on a toasted roll.

      After breakfast, Matilda and Julia hung out with us, showing us around the complex. Julia confirmed this one was only a day old, but all the camps before followed a similar if almost identical layout. It turned out the Jules that Briggs had mentioned yesterday was our seven-year-old-looking tour guide; she was the architect. She pointed out the fixtures and details, plumbing, mechanical, electrical, security features she was tasked with installing into each building to make sure everything functioned harmoniously. Nicholae had a great mind for the big picture, but he always missed little details, which was where she seemed to shine.

      Before the tour could officially conclude, Julia was summoned by Briggs to a building that needed fixing. Matilda and Mr. Gordon wandered off alone, and the rest of us returned to our room.

      “I think I’ll be going home tomorrow,” Richard said. “I believe you guys are in good hands.”

      “We are,” I assured him.

      “Jeremy, do you want to come with me?”

      Jeremy seemed to ponder the question. I knew how conflicted he was about being here, about any of our pasts reemerging into our lives. Ever since we’d come back from Provex City the first time, he’d shut down every time I brought up the experience, like he wanted to forget it ever happened. I could see the pain in his eyes. He wanted to go home, but something—maybe his guilt for the trap he’d lured me into—was preventing him from leaving.

      “No,” he finally said. “I’ll stay.”

      “Are you sure?” Richard asked.

      Both of us could see the hesitation in Jeremy’s eyes, but his answer remained firm.

      “I’m sure,” Jeremy said.

      We filled the downtime with a few board games, which was somewhat interesting since none of us had obviously heard of or played any of them before. Sitting around the small wooden table reminded me of simpler, happier times—the way a regular family was supposed to act. Jeremy made his jokes, Desiree laughed, and Richard played to win using playful misdirection to gain a comfortable lead. The distraction was good, helping to keep our minds off the fact that the world was literally falling down around us. We were far from safe, but in this moment of laughter, confined to this cool gray box, we coaxed ourselves into believing we were.

      Colton, the wiry man with the shaved head, came to collect us later in the morning. Mr. Gordon hadn’t yet returned, but Colton said he’d be joining us shortly.

      “Joining us for what?” Jeremy asked.

      “Training,” Colton replied.

      Desiree turned to me with a cocker spaniel look and I shrugged.

      We followed Colton to a long building labeled T3 and found that the inside was set up like a shooting range. An older man with salt and pepper hair and rivers of wrinkles on his face introduced himself has Harry Kiplinger and began handing out protective gear.

      Colton snapped his fingers and waved to me. “Com’on, Nicholae’s got other plans for you.”

      I tapped Desiree on the shoulder and told her I was leaving.

      “Where’re you going?”

      I shook my head and was ushered out the door before I could even give her a proper goodbye. Colton had said this was by Nicholae’s orders, so I wasn’t too concerned.

      On the back side of the shooting range, was Building T1, which had a lone wolf standing guard. The wolves were beginning to create a calming effect. I liked knowing one of our Lornes was nearby.

      “Hi, Ingrid,” I said as we walked up to the door. I thought I even saw her nod a greeting back.

      Inside, the room was lined with long metal tables. Nicholae and Mr. Gordon stood, engaged in conversation, near the center of the room.

      “Perfect timing,” Nicholae said, accentuating his statement with one thunderous clap.

      Colton saluted and exited in a flash.

      “I’m here,” I said with a nervous excitement I tried to conceal. Mr. Gordon had taken me in months ago and trained me to get here, for this very moment, and here I was finally standing in a room with him and my father for a training session. This would have to be more than seeing hidden paintings, walking through walls, and moving glasses of iced tea. I had graduated from those minor exercises. My high expectations were making me break out in a cold sweat all over.

      Nicholae looked happy to see me, but Mr. Gordon’s face was expressionless.

      “Don’t be nervous,” Nicholae said. “Daniel updated me on all that he’s worked on with you. You’re ready for the next step.”

      “There are safer ways to do this,” Mr. Gordon said, which immediately made me more nervous.

      “Yes,” Nicholae said. “But this will have the most impact.” Nicholae squeezed my shoulder and strolled to one of the metal tables. “We’re living in a dangerous time. Oliver has experienced some extreme danger firsthand. I will not coddle him like a child. He’s a man and I will treat him as such.”

      Nicholae brought back a black bulletproof vest similar to the one he was wearing over his shirt and tossed it to me.

      “Put it on,” he instructed. “You’ve expanded your vision and awareness to see into the next plane of existence. It requires great singular focus, and each step up challenges that focus exponentially. The intention is by reaching the highest plane, you see life and the universe in a new way. A new paradigm is created, expanding your reach. It seems you’ve become proficient at pushing yourself through objects like doors and walls. It’s not easy and probably requires a few seconds to a few minutes of meditation to find the required energy, strength, and focus.”

      As Nicholae spoke, he slowly walked away from me. Mr. Gordon stepped back, leaving me alone in the center of the room. I finished strapping on my bulletproof vest.

      “There will come times when you don’t have that kind of time.” Nicholae pulled a handgun from its holster, hanging low on his hip. He turned back to me and clicked back the slide, chambering a bullet.

      “Whoa, whoa, wait a minute,” I said, my voice cracking. I threw my hands up in front of me like they would provide me with some extra level of protection.

      “You need to now learn to call that ability at will, with a snap of your fingers—when it’s needed. When it counts. And it helps to have some motivation.” Without pause, he raised the gun so the barrel was level with my chest. “Let the bullet go through you and this won’t hurt.”

      Nicholae fired.

      The bullet struck me square in the chest, dead center of the vest, between my outstretched hands, before I even had a second to think, let alone react. The force of the impact hit me like the smallest truck in the world and sent me flying backwards. All the air expelled from my body and I couldn’t seem to suck any more back in. My head slammed against the wood flooring and an all-consuming darkness crept into the edges of my vision, spreading fast. Straight ahead, white stars soared toward me and I had to shut my eyes before I became too nauseous. The pain from coughing was tremendous, but I couldn’t stop.

      Mr. Gordon was suddenly at my side, kneeling down, pulling at the straps of my vest to help me find a breath. I tried to remember where I was, what had taken me down this time. My first thought went to Sasha stabbing me in the gut. Mr. Gordon had been kneeling beside me much like now. He placed a hand under the loosened vest, against my chest. Someone was talking far away. I couldn’t hear what was being said or who the voice belonged to.

      The intense burning in my chest began to cool and I could inhale a little more in between each cough.

      “I told you this was a bad idea,” Mr. Gordon said, standing back up.

      “I never said it would be easy,” Nicholae said. “I said it was necessary. We no longer have the luxury of time.”

      I rolled to one side. The stars were popping, my head calming. My shaking fingers found the point of impact on my chest, which now felt like an irritating bruise.

      “How do you feel, Oliver?” Nicholae called from across the room.

      I crawled to my knees and then tested my legs as I slowly pulled up to a standing position. The room was moving ever so slightly—or I was swaying on unsteady feet. I coughed once more, but then took in a deep breath, which finally felt comfortable again. I blinked hard to pop the few remaining stars and refastened the vest.

      “That hurt,” I said.

      “I know,” Nicholae answered. “I had no illusions that you’d get the first one, but you needed to feel it. It’s much worse without the vest, trust me, whether one of us heals you or not.”

      I nodded.

      “This time will be slower. You know what to expect. You know how to prepare. You just need to get to the place within yourself to tap into the ability you already have, summon it forth, and have it obey without resistance.”

      I took another deep breath, blowing it out like the release of air in a slashed tire.

      “You can do this.”

      “It’s exactly what you’ve already been doing,” Mr. Gordon said.

      Nicholae raised the handgun again and my whole body immediately tensed into bundles and bundles of knots.

      “Relax,” Nicholae said. “And breathe. When you’re breathing steadily, you’re in control. And when you’re in control, you accomplish your goal. It all starts with your breath.”

      “Okay,” I said and focused on steadying my breathing.

      “That’s better. Slow, steady, full breaths. Now close your eyes.”

      I did as I was told, continuing my meditative breathing.

      “Picture yourself passing through a wall. Nothing can confine you. You are free to walk in a straight line forever. Take yourself there in your mind. The wall is no more solid than the falls and there is nothing stopping you from passing through.”

      I pictured everything he told me, as vividly as I could like Mr. Gordon had taught, like TJ had—

      The next gunshot echoed through the room.

      I dropped to the floor like a lead weight. But I wasn’t thrown backward and I wasn’t hit with a sharp blinding pain.

      He hadn’t aimed it at me this time. Or I dropped to the floor fast enough to dodge the bullet.

      “You can’t drop to the floor fast enough to dodge a bullet,” Nicholae said and I felt the immediate violation of having my thoughts floating freely in the cosmos where anyone could read them. “The bullet travels faster than sound. By the time you heard the shot, you would have already been hit.”

      I opened my eyes and glanced around. Mr. Gordon was smiling. I looked to the wall behind me and saw the bullet hole in the metal—directly behind me. My legs were like soft clay. The more I tried to stand up, the more I sank into the floor. From where I had been standing, the bullet hole was directly behind me, chest high. If it wasn’t dead on, it would have clipped me in the arm. It wouldn’t have missed me entirely.

      “See? When you don’t panic, you don’t get in your own way,” Nicholae said. He was smiling, too.

      It took me another minute to solidify my legs enough to stand.

      “I did it?” I asked meekly.

      “You did it,” Nicholae responded, pointing the pistol at the floor. “Now you need to do it with your eyes open.”

      “That’s a bad idea,” I said. “I’m already panicking.” I felt hot, my face beginning to break out in a cold sweat. My hands were clammy. I pictured Sasha standing before me, antagonizing me in front of the whole school. And then I realized something. I was afraid, but I didn’t back down. I stood my ground (even though we didn’t remain standing for long).

      “You can do this,” Nicholae said.

      Sasha’s voice left my head and I was transported back to the present, to the challenge facing me now. I took another deep breath and tried to envision what I had before, but this time keeping my eyes open. Instead of looking at Nicholae, I looked past him, to the far wall, relaxed my eyes, and let the mental vision consume what I saw. I could still see Nicholae, but I tried to forget he was there, removing him from my mental picture.

      When I hear the shot I’m not gonna fall.

      When I hear the shot I’m not gonna fall.

      When I hear the shot I’m not gonna—

      BANG!

      I was off my feet before I heard the shot, flying back through the air as the bullet struck me in the chest again. Just because I knew what the hit would feel like, didn’t make it hurt any less. The wood flooring didn’t cushion my fall any more than the last time. My head bounced off the wooden planks as my neck snapped back once my body connected with the floor.

      Mr. Gordon was once again by my side in a flash, loosening my vest and helping me to regain my breath. I wanted to yell out in pain, curse myself, curse the world, but I could do nothing but gasp like a fish out of water. An acidic wretchedness built up in the back of my throat. Mr. Gordon rolled me to one side and released the pain from my body with one touch. The sharp pain shrank to a dull ache and I could finally breathe once more.

      “I think this is enough,” he said to Nicholae.

      I still knew where I was. Tears had welled up in my eyes, but I wiped them away before they could fall.

      “He’s old enough to decide for himself,” Nicholae replied. “This isn’t a casual lesson. This is training for war.”

      My breathing steadied, faster than before, but I remained on my side, not sure if I could handle standing yet.

      “Oliver,” Nicholae called. “Have you had enough or can you handle more? This is what it takes. You’ll get it. It’ll click, and when it does, it’ll give you a new level of confidence. So I’ll ask you again. Have you had enough?”

      “No,” I replied softly, my voice sore and hoarse from all the coughing.

      “Then get up.”

      I pushed up to my knees. My legs shook under my own weight, but I didn’t let it stop me from climbing back to my feet. Nicholae’s expression was serious and fierce. I quickly tightened my vest, afraid that he might not let me finish before firing another bullet.

      “Just say when,” Nicholae said.

      I took a deep breath and attempted to regain my concentration. Mr. Gordon stepped away.

      Again I looked to the wall past Nicholae and pictured it disappearing and myself with it.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m ready.”

      Nicholae fired again, and again I found myself gasping on the floor, the pain blinding, but Mr. Gordon brought me back with a power I still couldn’t quite fathom.

      “Get away from me!” I tried to yell.

      I didn’t have the breathing capacity to do so yet, but the intent was there. Mr. Gordon stepped away. The impaling pain was already subsiding, but I didn’t want it to. I wanted the pain as fuel, as drive, as motivation...

      I lay on my stomach, balancing myself on both hands, resting my head on the floor, and released a gurgling scream. Nicholae was waiting for me to get up. I had to get to my feet, so I pushed up with all the strength I had left.

      Once up, I closed my eyes for a moment to regain what sense of composure and confidence I could find. Then I reopened my eyes and looked directly at him.

      “Do it,” I snarled. “Now!”

      The shot came before I even finished talking and I went sprawling to the floor. I screamed in my head since I couldn’t through my mouth. The coughing and wheezing left me without air for anything more. I cried but unfastened the bulletproof vest on my own. Mr. Gordon was once again at my side, but I waved him away. I pulled the vest over my head and the heavy material fell to the floor. The burning in my chest seemed to increase the more I tried to suck in air. Mr. Gordon remained at my side, but didn’t lay a hand on my chest to ease the pain.

      “Shit!” I said, more to myself since there was no volume left, and pushed up off the floor. I wavered on my feet and stood before my father. The vest lay on the floor beside me, but I wasn’t about to bend down to pick it up. It hurt too much. It took everything I had just to get to my feet one more time.

      It’s now or never.

      “Again,” I said.

      And as soon as I said it, the shot rang out again. No hesitation. No question. No concern.

      But I was still on my feet. I didn’t have a second or thought to react. I continued to look straight at Nicholae, met him eye-to-eye. He kept the pistol pointed straight at me, the barrel still smoking. And I was still standing.

      I’m still standing!

      My chest burned and I couldn’t take a full breath of relief that I was still on my feet. But I was still standing.

      “Again,” Nicholae said.

      The shot rang in my ears.

      I pictured him and everything around us as a dream. Nothing was real. We were all ghosts in this afterlife and couldn’t be hurt anymore. And I was still standing. Nicholae had the gun pointed at me. I had heard the shot and the bullet flew right at me. I saw it all happen somehow, like a dream, like it wasn’t real. And I was still standing.

      “Again,” I said and he fired another shot.

      I remained on my feet. The vest remained on the floor. Mr. Gordon remained a few steps away. And Nicholae lowered his gun, his lips curling up into a smile.

      “The last bullet would have hit you,” he said.

      I took in a breath with needles digging into my chest. I had no strength left to remain on my feet, but somehow I did. Nicholae stood twenty paces away, but I could no longer make out his face. Everything around me was blurry; the back wall didn’t even exist anymore for all I knew. But I had heard what he said.

      “The last shot?” I asked.

      “Your vest was off,” he said. “I had to be sure.”

      I thought I had accomplished dodging three shots, but it had only been one. Then I let that thought sink in. It had been one! I was still standing!

      “And you were sure on the last shot?” I asked.

      Nicholae didn’t answer, but his grin grew wider.

      My knees buckled, dropping me to the floor. Mr. Gordon returned to my side and this time I welcomed his help. He placed a steady hand on my chest and the burning subsided like a month’s worth of rest in a moment. I brought my knees up and hugged them. My whole body shook—from what? Adrenaline? Excitement? Exhaustion?

      I glanced down at the bulletproof vest to my side and saw the welts where the first few bullets had hit. From the pain of being hit wearing the vest, I couldn’t imagine how much worse it would have been to have the bullets go through me the old-fashioned way.

      “How were you so sure?” I asked since Nicholae hadn’t answered my last question.

      “You kept getting back up and began refusing Daniel’s help. You were determined to get it. I could see it in your eyes. You were going to keep getting up until you could no longer stand.”

      “I was pretty close to that.”

      “I know,” Nicholae said. “When you’re determined, you stop panicking, and when you stop panicking, you begin to focus. You were doing that through the pain, which I’m guessing is how you got out of Alexandria’s hospital.”

      Nicholae holstered his gun, walked up, and offered me a hand. I accepted. My weak legs were barely holding me up, but I felt phenomenal nonetheless.

      “I think that was a pretty good first lesson,” Nicholae said.

      “Amazing progress, Oliver,” Mr. Gordon said.

      With this being the first lesson, I couldn’t imagine where we were going from here.

      “Go get some lunch,” Nicholae said. “You need to replenish your energy.”

      That was the understatement of the day.
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      “He did what?” Desiree asked in horror, her face pale, dropping her fork into her tray.

      “He used you as target practice?” Jeremy asked, with his signature smirk. “Sounds about right.”

      “No,” I said, trying to clear the air. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “Then maybe I misunderstood you,” Desiree said, picking her fork back up. She looked like she may stab someone, and then sunk it into a chunk of chicken. “I thought you said he was shooting a gun at you. We were all shooting at targets—and you were the target!”

      I thought Richard was going to weigh in, but he continued eating his lunch and listened.

      “You’ve seen what Mr. Gordon can do,” I said to both of my critics. “Nicholae can do all that and more. I wasn’t in any real danger. I was in pain for a short while, but they were both looking out for me.”

      “Yeah, as Nicholae took his aggression out on you—probably picturing me.” Jeremy drank from his soda and softened a belch.

      “Whatever,” I said. “I did it. It was unreal.”

      “Where’s Daniel?” Richard asked.

      “I dunno,” I said. “I guess he’s still with Nicholae.”

      “What building were you in?”

      I had to think back for a moment. It seemed like forever ago when Colton had led me there. “Building T1.”

      Richard stood up and excused himself, taking his half-empty tray, and leaving us to finish our lunch.

      “What was that about?” Jeremy asked.

      Neither of us had a definitive answer.

      “Give Nicholae a heart-to-heart?” Desiree shrugged. “Don’t shoot at my stepson again or I’ll kick your ass?”

      We all laughed, knowing how poorly that would go over—cartoonishly bad.

      After lunch, we wandered around the compound for awhile, and then headed back to our room. Richard arrived with Mr. Gordon about an hour later.

      “I’m going home now to check in on your mother,” he said, sounding as sullen and unsure as I’d ever heard him. “You’re in better hands than mine. There’s not much else I can do here, but say I’ll see you soon.” Richard walked up and enveloped me in a crushing hug. “You’re going to be fine—you’re going to be better than fine.”

      “I’ll be great,” I said.

      “Yeah...you will.” He let go and stared at me for a long moment with a wet film over his eyes. “You’ll be great. Take good care of her,” he said, gesturing to Desiree.

      “Absolutely.”

      Richard hugged Desiree next. “Take care of my boy,” he said almost too low for me to hear, probably meaning for me not to hear it. She nodded while her head was still on his shoulder.

      When he approached Jeremy, Richard said, “You don’t have to stay.”

      “Yes, I do,” he answered.

      “I figured you’d say as much. I’m not going to argue with you. Just take care of yourself, and take care of your little brother. You guys need each other.” Richard finally lost his full composure when he pulled Jeremy in for a hug.

      “I will. Goodbye, Dad,” Jeremy said, which was the first time I could ever remember him using the word.

      “No,” Richard said, pulling away. His cheeks were tear-stricken, but his grin rose all the way to his eyes. “This isn’t goodbye. I’ll see you soon.”

      Richard left the room with Mr. Gordon, and I didn’t know if I’d ever see him again. A small part of me seriously thought it was goodbye, but I tried to shake the thought as soon as it planted the poisonous seed in my mind.

      Afterward, Jeremy lay down for a nap on a top bunk. Desiree and I claimed a bottom bunk, laying side by side, our faces separated by mere inches in between kisses.

      “Where did you go last night?” Desiree asked.

      I felt a socked foot rubbing up against mine. “What?” I asked, now realizing I didn’t leave as stealthily as I’d thought.

      “I saw you leave least night, sneaking out of here without even opening the door.”

      “I didn’t want to wake anyone.” I went to kiss her again, but she pulled back.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” she said sourly.

      “I went to find my father.”

      “And where did you go?”

      “I found him in this interrogation room,” I said. “There are prisoners here.”

      “Really?” Desiree sounded surprised. “What happened?”

      I didn’t want to tell her the state the captured man was in. She had seen enough horror when we arrived in Doria, and we were bound to see more, so I wanted to shield her from it when I could.

      “Nicholae was just talking to them, but stopped when I arrived. As you’ve probably noticed, he’s not very forthcoming with information.”

      “Where’d you go in the woods?”

      “What? You were following us?” Now I was the one to pull away, pushing up on an elbow.

      “No,” she insisted. “I saw you guys go down the path, but I didn’t follow.” She stopped talking, searching my face for a reaction. “The wolf would have probably turned on me if I did.”

      “Yeah, Ingrid’s pretty protective.” I could now hear Jeremy snoring in the bunk over. “Do you want me to show you?”

      Her eyes lit up and she rolled out of bed after pecking my lips with a quick kiss. We carried our shoes to the door, pushed through the metal, and we were soon standing in the cool afternoon air. A bright sun shone down through intermittent clouds. We hurried to slip on our shoes like two students ditching class, which in some sense, we were.

      “Com’on,” I said, taking her hand, leading her away from our building, trying to remember the way Nicholae had guided me last night. It was a different starting point and many of the buildings in the compound looked alike, so it took me a while to get my bearings. The edge of the camp was easy enough to find, but we had to follow it almost a half circle to find the trail. When we finally did however, I confidently led us into the forest. We didn’t need a guiding light ahead and a protective wolf behind; we had each other and a clear day, which for the time being was more than enough.

      “What’s out here?” Desiree asked as we continued down the winding path. “Anything special or just a nice walk?”

      “You’ll see,” I said with a smile, playfully squeezing her hand.

      She interlaced her pinky with mine and didn’t insist on an answer. It felt so good to be with her, alone at last. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she still wore the oversized Elliott Smith sweatshirt. I could barely remember the last time I’d seen her with makeup, but she didn’t need it. She didn’t need to hide and she didn’t need to enhance. She didn’t need anything else. I gave her a sidelong glance just to see her face for a moment. When she looked over, we both smiled shyly and broke eye contact.

      The air became increasingly damp and the white noise of the falls grew as we approached our destination. When we reached the clearing, Desiree’s eyes widened as she took in the majesty of the waterfall pouring off the rocky cliff hundreds of feet high. The water frothed where the falls violently hit the pool, creating a mist extending nearly out to the shore like a thin cloud.

      We stepped back into the sun and approached the bank. The edge of dirt and pebbles sank into the water ever so slightly, falling away somewhere unseen, farther out. I guided Desiree to the cluster of various-sized boulders where Nicholae and I had sat and talked the night before. The falls extended far beyond what I had seen the night before with the lonely orb illuminating the clearing. The waterfall rounded a corner of the cliff, and behind it were at least three more distinct crescent-shaped waterfalls all emptying into the sparkling pool.

      “It’s so beautiful,” Desiree said, finding her perch on a boulder a foot higher than mine.

      “Welcome to Doria Falls,” I said, my tone sounding like Nicholae from the previous night.

      “This is what the town’s named after?”

      “I guess so.” I laid my head against the side of her leg and placed a hand on her closest calf. “Are you still hearing from Reid?”

      “Sometimes,” she said. “Not as much as before, but she’s still around.” Desiree stroked my hair, her fingernails scratching lightly against my scalp.

      In a strange way, I missed Nero. After everything we’d been through, I still found comfort in knowing he was there. Like I had felt in my room with TJ. Now they were both gone and I had to come to accept never hearing either voice again.

      “Do you still think about Anna?” Desiree said softly. I almost didn’t hear her over the roar of the falls, which drowned out almost every other sound in the world.

      “Do you? She was your friend long before she was mine,” I said. “Do you still think about TJ?” I knew it was a silly question, knowing she’d never stop thinking about TJ.

      “You risked everything to come find me, but…” She didn’t have to finish the sentence. I knew where she was going.

      “I didn’t have a choice at the time, when I saw her in that room.” I swallowed hard. “I shouldn’t have made it out the first time. I wouldn’t make it a second.”

      “But we now have help.”

      “If I had just gone alone like I should have, she and Eli would be safe at home right now.”

      “I know. It’s not your fault though.”

      “Actually, it is,” I said, lifting my head off her leg to look at her. “They wanted—well, Anna wanted to go, but I didn’t have to take them. I knew there would be risks. They had no idea. It’s all my fault and now Eli’s with them, and Anna…”

      “She’s alive,” Desiree said, but I couldn’t tell if she even believed her own words. “Somewhere.”

      “Eli wouldn’t be on their side voluntarily. They must be forcing him or brainwashing him or something.”

      “I dunno,” I said. “You didn’t see him in there.”

      “I know him. He’s a good person.”

      “Good people do bad things when they’re provoked.” I laid my head back onto her leg and stared out at the falls.

      “Can we just be thankful that we’re here now?” she said. “A lot of bad things have happened along the way, but you’ve found your father, we’re here together, and safe.”

      “For the moment.”

      “This moment is all that’s important right now.” She forced me to look up at her. “Mr. Gordon has always told us to believe and have faith. We can’t lose hope now when we’ve come so far and accomplished so much. If I could go back to the first day of school, I’d pick the same seat.”

      “Even with all the trouble I’ve caused?”

      “I wouldn’t want to chance not being with you right here, right now,” Desiree said and bent down to kiss me.

      I swiveled into a better position, placing both hands on her thighs as my lips explored hers.

      “If you hadn’t sat next to me, my whole life might be different,” I said when our lips parted.

      “And not in a good way.” She smiled.

      “That’s true.”

      Desiree stood up and carefully climbed off the rocks, headed toward the bank of the rippling pool. Squatting down, she dipped one hand into the shallow water. A shiver ran through her whole body. She pulled back a perfectly round stone, polished by its wet surface.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “About what?”

      Desiree threw the stone into the middle of the pool. It disappeared into the mist from the falls. She cupped her hand and threw a handful of water at me. Though the droplets didn’t reach me, her intent was clear.

      “You’re crazy,” I said.

      She shrugged and stood up. After kicking off her shoes, peeling off her socks, and rolling up her jeans, she waded ankle-deep into the now cloudy water. The painful expression on her face gave away her obvious discomfort. She gasped and cringed, but didn’t retreat.

      “Feel good?” I asked, laughing.

      “It’ll wake you up. Are you gonna join me?”

      I thought of standing here, free of fear, with Nicholae; sitting at the edge of my pool with Anna, which seemed like forever ago, while she kicked her feet in the freezing November water; disappearing beneath the surface of the water in Lake Arrowhead while nearby boats sped by, unable to propel myself upward; and Nero leading me to the bottom of the river before pulling me out, pulling me into a new plane. When I reached the edge, I realized that the crippling fear was indeed gone. I wasn’t excited about the water by any means, but it didn’t control my actions any longer. I did. And I was going to follow her in, as crazy as it felt or sounded. Then I realized, following was not enough.

      “Are you all in?” I asked.

      She looked at me queerly, not sure of what I was asking, but replied anyway. “Yes.”

      I peeled off my shoes and socks, and then added my jacket and shirt to the pile. I still had the shiny barbed wire scars zigzagging across my chest and stomach. And now there were several yellow and blue bruises from Nicholae’s gunshots as added reminders of my trials and injuries.

      “My God,” Desiree said, looking at me, and not in a tone of admiration for my amazing physique, the jock physique I didn’t have. “Are they from the asylum or Nicholae?”

      “Nero, mostly. The bruises are from Nicholae.” I saw the concern on her face. “I feel fine, don’t worry,” I said and didn’t let myself stop undressing, not allowing myself the time to get self-conscious. I threw my pants on top of the pile and waded out into the water in my boxers.

      “Holy crap, this is cold!” I yelled and dove in before I chickened out. Now the warmest place to stay would be to remain in the water. I didn’t have an exit strategy.

      “Who’s the crazy one now?” Desiree called out to me.

      I wiped the water from my eyes and was about to try and persuade her to jump in, too, when I saw her stripping to her underwear—a black bra and panties that must have been in the closet with the rest of the clothes from our room—setting her pile next to mine. I couldn’t help but admire how perfect she looked, her milky-white skin flawless, and then I realized the reason I was so drawn to her skin. The catheter and purple bruises that had covered her body when I found her in the asymmetric plane were gone. She was healed, without a mark left on her entire body that I could see—which then helped me connect the dots with why she’d asked Mr. Gordon into the bathroom this morning.

      Her arms were folded tightly over her chest, her knees shaking. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

      “The water’s refreshing,” I insisted.

      “Don’t lie to me, Oliver Lorne. It’s freakin’ freezing!”

      “It’s better than standing out there in the cold. Ever hear of the Polar Bear Plunge? Get in here!”

      Desiree stuck out her tongue and then made a run for the water, remaining standing until she was knee deep, and then taking the full plunge. Her head emerged next to me a few seconds later and she screamed from a mixture of shock and jubilation. I laughed and wrapped my arms over her shoulders, drawing her in. Her whole body shook from the cold, as did mine. Her teeth now chattered directly into my ear. Skinny arms folded around my waist, and we were suddenly shaking and chattering as one person.

      “What’s the craziest thing you’ve done lately?” I asked, tugging her wet ponytail, pulling her head gently back, and sliding my lips from her chin to her shoulder, just barely above the waterline.

      “This is probably right up there,” she replied, and breathed more heavily as I continued to leave soft kisses on the top of her shoulder.

      As we kissed and groped passionately for each other more, we shook less. The falls drowned out everything else around us. This was our paradise bubble, impenetrable from the outside world. Although our bodies were practically entwined, I wanted to be closer to her, strived to connect with her in every way possible. I ran my hands down her gooseflesh-filled arms and then down her sides, gliding over the sides of her panties, returning and finding a resting position on either side of her toned stomach.

      “You’re not gonna hurt me, are you?” Desiree asked in between breaths and a brief separation of lips.

      “Of course not.”

      She kissed me, long, slow, and with the fervor that I had the only oxygen left and she needed some to survive. “I believe you,” she said after our lips parted.

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” I stopped just short of saying I love you.

      “I feel the same way,” she said and paused. “You looked like you were about to say something else.”

      “You’re so incredibly beautiful,” I said.

      Her cheeks flushed and she bit her lower lip, making her look even more beautiful than before.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” she finally said.

      I moved my hands up her back, over the clasp of her bra, and up to the surface of the water where the bottom half of her ponytail swayed in the ripples.

      “Whatever happens, I just want you to know it’s okay,” Desiree said, pushing up on her toes to nuzzle her chin on my shoulder. “I chose to be here. It was my choice.” And after a long pause, she added, “I’m sorry my choices have been pretty poor lately.”

      “I don’t consider this a poor choice,” I said.

      “You know what I mean,” she said, scolding me. “I was hurt and confused, with a string of bad decisions to regret. I’m still hurt on some level, but I’m no longer confused. And I’m trying, trying really hard to make the right decisions.”

      “And what is right?” I asked, looking her straight in the eyes.

      “This,” she said. “This is right.”

      The water didn’t feel cold anymore, or maybe my body was just fully numb. Desiree’s body no longer shook. We held each other for a long while. We kissed occasionally, but our embrace had become more important than our connected lips. I didn’t want to let her go, but knew we’d have to get out of the water sometime. If we were gone for too long without anyone knowing where we were, there would be a search. I didn’t know about Desiree, but for me, I knew this was not where I’d like to be found.

      “We should get back,” I said.

      Desiree nodded, but returned her head to my shoulder. “It’s gonna be cold out there.”

      “We’ll survive.”

      The open air was so much colder than the water when we waded back to dry land. Desiree walked ahead of me and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her as she scampered back to her discarded clothes in her dripping underwear. It was an image I never wanted to forget.

      After debating how best to dry off, we both used our shirts as towels, which weren’t great replacements for true bath towels, but they proved better than nothing. We redressed in everything but our shirts, laying them out on the boulders to dry. I zipped up my jacket. Desiree was back in her Elliott Smith sweatshirt, but I still pictured her bare skin underneath with a childlike giddiness.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked, tying her second shoe.

      “Nothing.”

      “Tell me!”

      “It’s nothing… Okay. It’s everything. All this. Us—jumping into a pond in our underwear when it’s like fifty degrees out here. I can’t believe we did it.”

      “It was your doing, mister,” Desiree said sarcastically. “Remember that. I was content with just having my feet in the water.”

      “I wasn’t,” I said and took her in my arms, kissing her forehead, the tip of her nose, and then her soft lips. “Shall we?”

      We walked back to the camp faster than our leisurely stroll to the falls. Our hair was wet and we wore one less layer of clothing than before, so we were a bit more motivated to get back to our heated room and out of the brisk air. I looked forward to changing my boxers because I could feel the dampness spreading to my pants.

      When we got back to civilization, I noticed a change in the atmosphere. There were more people out and about, and they all seemed to be rushing in different directions to put out countless unseen fires.

      “What’s going on?” Desiree asked.

      “Something bad,” I said and took off running, pulling her along.

      Just when we reached our building, the door opened and Colton stepped out. He looked as surprised to see us running toward him as we were to see him exiting our room.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “Nicholae needs to see you,” he said forcefully. His handgun was out and pointed to the ground. “Now.”

      “Can’t I—”

      “Right now.” He holstered his weapon and gestured for me to follow him.

      I looked at Desiree and was about to tell her—

      “It’s okay,” she said. “Go.”

      I backed away with our arms still attached, my fingers slipping through hers until our union broke. She looked small and sad standing alone in the doorway. I finally turned and marched off with Colton to find my father.
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      Colton brought me to the same interrogation room I’d ventured into the night before. Two wolves were back guarding the door, and Nicholae and Bruno were inside. Another makeshift cage with bars of pure purple energy was constructed on the adjacent wall from the first one. Trapped inside were five people, two adults and three children, two of whom I recognized immediately.

      “These two boys say they know you,” Nicholae said as I entered the room.

      I glanced back, but Colton had already left, the door closed behind me.

      “Yes,” I said, approaching him and Bruno. “And one you know as well. Is this what all the commotion outside is about?”

      “I’m less concerned with who they are, and more with how they found this place.”

      I peered into the electric cage, the middle-aged couple and young girl appearing terribly shaken—and Darius trying his best to comfort the young girl whom I assumed was his little sister, and Logan glaring at Nicholae with palpable contempt.

      “Hey, guys.” I gave them a half-wave. “Didn’t expect to see you guys here. Nicholae, this is Logan, Cornelius’ son.” I pointed to the teenage boy with long brown hair and arms crossed on the far right.

      “Cornelius’ son is dead. He told me himself before Kafka murdered him,” Nicholae said.

      “He lied to you,” I said. “He obviously lied to everyone.”

      “No, we trusted each other completely.” Nicholae shook his head. “He brought me into the family. I was his apprentice. We were going to move you both together, to keep you safe. It had been planned.”

      “I’ve already told you this. My father hid me with this family,” Logan said, gesturing to the adult couple next to him, “in Provex City, where he thought I’d be safe.”

      “Nothing would be safer than the lowest plane,” Nicholae said.

      “He obviously thought differently. Maybe he wanted his kid in a place he could reach him instead of abandoning him for ten years or more.”

      “I did not abandon my son!” Nicholae screamed.

      The front bars of the cage disappeared and Nicholae dragged Logan out by the front of his shirt. Logan scrambled to keep his feet under him. The bars returned once he was through.

      I ran up to them and tried to pry Logan from Nicholae’s grasp.

      “Stop it!” I yelled. “This really is him—Cornelius’ son!”

      “How do I know?” Nicholae picked him off the floor, the neck of his shirt stretching and beginning to rip.

      “Because I know!” I said. “Like we discussed last night, my memories are returning. Logan returned to the castle after he was supposedly already dead. I saw him. He came to me. He kept himself hidden, but he came to me. He knows way too much about the Lorne family to be an outsider. And that is Logan’s and my friend Darius and his family. They’re not spies working with Kafka; they don’t have any part in what’s going on.”

      Nicholae lowered Logan so his feet could reach the floor, but he did not let him go.

      “Is all of this true?” Nicholae directed his question to Darius.

      Darius, kneeling next to and shielding the little girl in pink overalls, looked to me, then back to Nicholae and nodded. Every time Desiree and I had brought up the Lorne family with him, he would completely freak out and either divert the conversation or try to leave. The look on his face now was so much worse than any of those previous times.

      “For the time being, I will trust that you’re not here with any ill will toward our cause. But how did you find us? How did you know Oliver was here?”

      “I tracked him,” Logan said.

      “You tracked me?” I asked. “How? Why?”

      “Just a precaution, originally. But the Fitz’s apartment was destroyed in the earthquake. The whole world seemed to be falling apart and I knew Kafka had to be behind it somehow. And what if that was only the beginning?”

      “It is,” I interjected.

      “Yeah, well, I wanted to help the family that’s spent the better part of a decade helping me. I figured finding you was my best hope. So I followed my bug.”

      “Your bug?”

      “The tablet,” Logan said frankly. “I bugged it.”

      Nicholae finally let him go. “You’ve told no one you were coming here?”

      “I didn’t know where here was,” Logan said angrily. “I just followed the blinking dot. It took us a while and this place is so much more f—screwed up than below, but I felt like I was doing the right thing. Was I wrong, Nicholae? Is the son of your mentor and the family he chose to protect me not welcome here?”

      Nicholae slid his hands down his face and sighed. Before answering or just continuing the interrogation, he paced around in a circle. He gestured something to Bruno and all the purple bars on the Fitz family holding cell dropped into the ground. A rectangular piece of metal protruded from the wall ten feet up was the only thing left of the holding cell, but the family didn’t move.

      “Now that I’ve confidently established who you are and how you found this compound, you’re all welcome to stay and live under our protection. Those of you interested in joining our training sessions may do so to better prepare yourselves in case any fighting comes to us. However, I cannot guarantee your safety.”

      “We understand,” Logan said. “We had nowhere else to go. I, for one, will join the fight.”

      I walked up and put an arm on his shoulder. “It’s good to see you.”

      “So you’re remembering me now, huh?”

      “I know I brought you food in the castle.”

      “You did.” Logan smiled. “Quite a few times.”

      “Oliver,” Nicholae said. “Bring me the tablet. Can the bug be taken out? Or does the whole tablet have to be destroyed?”

      Logan nodded. “Yeah, I can take it out.

      “Good. Bring both pieces to me. Oliver, show them to your building. I trust there’s enough space for all of you?”

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “There’s plenty of room.”

      When we got back to our room, Mr. Gordon had returned and everyone could now get acquainted at one time. Desiree was a little too happy to see Darius again, which irked me, but I felt confident enough in our relationship to let it go. Darius’s little sister, Amber, was seven years old and she held a large stuffed animal frog to her chest, refusing to put it down for anything. I understood having a comforting piece of home by your side, especially in times of great uncertainty like right now. I had my little Frolics and Desiree had her Elliott Smith sweatshirt. Darius’s parents both seemed nice. They were soft spoken and polite. Now that they were out of the cage, they didn’t appear nearly as distraught as I would have imagined with having their entire world literally collapse. They were already asking in what ways they could help the camp—besides fighting.

      “Wow,” Jeremy said to Logan. “I can’t believe it’s really you. What a small world.” He turned to me. “What are the odds that he’d show up at the same school as us after all these years?”

      “Coincidence, I guess,” I said, and made sure Mr. Gordon hadn’t heard me.

      “I wouldn’t have recognized you guys either if Cias hadn’t showed up in the locker room. Once I saw him, I knew something was going on.” Logan licked his lips and shook his head. “What a mess.”

      “You were part of that?” Jeremy asked in amazement.

      “Cias was in our locker room?!” I asked.

      “At the start. But I backed off after Cias got involved, to retain my anonymity. He obviously didn’t recognize me, either. But I didn’t want to push my luck.”

      “God, I can’t believe that,” Jeremy said.

      “What are you guys talking about?” I asked, growing increasingly frustrated.

      “Cias healed Sasha before he left, which you have no idea how much that freaked him out.” Logan laughed. “But you left me to clean up the locker room.”

      “I did?” Jeremy asked.

      “Yeah, I blame you. Thanks for that. It was a freakin’ mess.”

      “What mess?” It was like I wasn’t even there.

      “Fair enough. I’ll take some responsibility,” Jeremy said. “But I didn’t know what he was gonna do.”

      “When Sasha confronted you with the screwdriver in the locker room,” Logan said to me. “Cias appeared like a ghost and roughed Sasha up a little. I saw that white bald bastard, but he didn’t realize I could see him. So I ran for it before I gave myself away. When I came back a short while later—let’s just say the aftermath was gruesome.”

      “After I ran out?” I asked.

      “And the door closed behind you…yeah, that’s when it happened.”

      “Oliver, remember after your fight?” Jeremy asked. “I told you I’d take care of them.”

      “By sicking Cias on them?” I asked. “Because Sasha was pretty pissed when he came after me again. I think he wanted me dead.”

      “Yeah,” Jeremy said, pushing up the sleeves of this black shirt. “I hadn’t anticipated retaliation after the scare he’d received. I figured it was done. That was my bad.”

      I turned back to Logan. “Well you did a good job cleaning up. When I returned to retrieve my bag after lunch, it looked like nothing had happened.”

      “That was the idea,” Logan said sarcastically, reminding me a little too much of Jeremy.

      I glanced over at Desiree having a semi-private conversation with Darius. Darius’s hair was still perfectly disheveled and his designer-looking clothes fit his body like they were specifically tailored for him. It made me sick. Amber stood next to him, continuing to hug her frog.

      “Where’s the tablet?” Logan asked. “Shouldn’t we bring it to your father sooner rather than later? He’s not the most patient man.”

      I grabbed my backpack off the post of the bunk, took out the tablet, and handed it to him.”

      “Work your magic,” I said.

      Logan flipped it over and swiped his finger across the upper edge. The blue outline of a grid appeared on the back of the device. As he pressed a sequence of buttons, they illuminated royal blue with each touch. When he finished, the back of the tablet clicked and disengaged from the front. He used a fingernail to pry the back cover off, revealing the electronic innards within.

      “I still can’t believe you were tracking me,” I said.

      “It was a good thing I did. Otherwise we’d be on our own right now.”

      Logan removed a small chip from under a coil of thin wires and held it up, pinching it between two fingers. “Well worth the money.”

      I told Mr. Gordon that Logan and I had to visit Nicholae. We headed back to the interrogation room, but the wolves were gone. I peered in the room to find it empty except for the one prisoner-filled cage, the bars providing the only light in the room.

      I was about to close the door when I heard a voice.

      “Don’t go!”

      I opened it wider to get a better look.

      “Please help us.” The voice came from the man that I had seen fused to the chair.

      The scene in the cage was dismal. Each inmate wore a face grimmer than the next. The man sat slumped on a bench, head in his hands. Beside him sat the man with red hair, a teenage boy, and a middle-aged woman farther down. They looked listlessly at the opposite wall. A younger woman, probably in her mid-twenties, was standing in front of them. She started to reach out to me and the electrified bars, and then thought better of it.

      “We’re not from the other Lorne camp,” the man started again. “We would never—we came across the previous camp by accident. We’re not spies. We weren’t gathering any information.”

      I stepped in the doorway.

      “I don’t think we should be here,” Logan said.

      “You saw what they’re doing to us,” the lady said desperately.

      “Please help us.” The older lady stood up and joined the younger.

      “I can’t,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

      “They’re here for a reason,” Logan said.

      “And so were you,” I shot back. “Nicholae and the others were wrong about you. What if…” I couldn’t finish my thought.

      “He finally listened after some convincing.”

      “You didn’t see what he was doing to them,” I said sadly. “It wasn’t right.”

      “Who’re you to say what’s right? Is what’s happening outside—is that right?”

      “Who are you then?” I asked the ladies standing by the pulsing purple bars, stepping farther into the room.

      “We were detained and released from this strange psychiatric hospital. I don’t even know how I got there. I was admitted to Glowerbrook hospital and woke up alone in this room with—” the younger lady doing the talking looked down at her feet. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Try me,” I challenged.

      “With her…my shadow.”

      I remembered Nero mentioning the term shadow when I first met him, explaining that each plane had a different name for a person’s other half.

      Both ladies looked defeated when no one immediate responded to the revelation just expressed.

      “We were dropped off near the previous camp with nothing. We didn’t know where we were,” the older lady said, trying to push past the insanity of what her partner had said so they didn’t lose what ground they thought they were gaining.

      “We were cold and hungry, with no money—nothing—having no idea how to get home,” the younger woman said.

      I knew what they were talking about—Alexandria Lorne’s pleasant little asylum. But why were they abducted? How were the people in the cage before us significant?

      “You know where they’re talking about, right?” I asked Logan.

      He nodded, grimly.

      “Did you all know each other before the hospital?” I asked the women.

      “No,” the younger one replied. “We were all admitted for various procedures, but woke up in…in that place—with these strange devices on our legs, sharing rooms with our shadows and—when we were dropped off, I’d never seen any of these people before in my life. I swear it. I swear we don’t know anything.” She began to cry, turning to the older woman, who wrapped an arm around her shoulder and drew her into a hug as her sobs grew louder.

      “What did I tell you?” I said to Logan.

      “I kinda believe them,” he replied.

      I did, too, but had no idea what our move should be. Nicholae was not someone I cared to double cross; it didn’t take me long to realize that. But imprisoning innocent people was wrong, as was the type of interrogation Nicholae was using to “extract information.” He seemed nothing like Mr. Gordon. His actions reminded me more of Kafka.

      “Will you help us?” the older lady asked, still holding the crying woman.

      “I don’t know how,” I said, glancing over at Logan to see if he had any ideas or something to add.

      Logan said nothing.

      “You two lost?” boomed a deep voice behind us.

      I spun around and almost fell backward in the process. Logan’s spin was much more graceful, though he was no more prepared for the visitor.

      Bruno stood in the doorway, taking up most of it with his huge frame, his thick facial hair looking all the more wild from the outside wind.

      “We’re just, umm…” I stuttered.

      “Looking for Nicholae,” Logan said, finishing my sentence. He backed up a step and held up the tablet.

      Bruno studied us and glanced over at the cage, at the two women standing by the bars. They sat back down on the bench with the rest of the prisoners, not saying another word. The younger woman wiped her shiny face with the back of one hand.

      “We thought he’d still be here,” I said once I regained my voice.

      “Well, he’s not,” Bruno said, sternly. His face was tight, his eyes narrow. “What were you all talking about?”

      I saw no reason to lie about the beginning of the conversation. “They were asking us for help—so I listened for a minute.”

      “They’re dangerous and will easily manipulate you.” He shot the cage a glare.

      No one spoke up. I was afraid I’d gotten them into more trouble, but it had been the most believable thing I could think to say.

      “We were just leaving,” Logan said.

      “Don’t come in here without one of us present,” Bruno said, and by us I knew he meant one of Nicholae’s trusted Lornes.

      “Understood,” I said, glancing over at an obediently nodding Logan.

      Bruno led us out of the interrogation building—his gray wolf trailing behind us—through a few turns, and stopped at a door with one wolf posted outside. Ingrid had more brown flecks in her fur than Bruno’s wolf. She greeted us with a human-like nod rather than a growl.

      “Here you go,” Bruno said. I thought he would leave, but he didn’t. He waited behind us as we entered the building, and then followed us in.

      This building was Nicholae’s living quarters. It was smaller than ours and only had one bed instead of rows of bunks. He and Julia sat across from each other at a round wooden table.

      I hovered by the door, but Logan marched up to the table and set down the tablet and tracker before Nicholae.

      “Here you go,” Logan said. “Just as you asked for. This is the bug I embedded in the back of the tablet.” He pointed to the small electronic chip.

      Nicholae picked it up and brought it close to his face, cupping it in his palm. After a moment, he made a fist, and when he reopened his hand, it was empty.

      “And now it’s taken care of,” Nicholae said.

      “That bug was expensive,” Logan said, reaching for his tablet. But Julia swiped it away before he could grab it.

      “That bug was dangerous. Who knows who else was able to tap into its tracking besides you,” she said. She flipped it over and inspected the back and within no time, she’d swiped her finger across the top corner, punched in the code Logan had used, and unclipped the back cover.

      “Pretty cool,” Logan said. “How’d you do that?”

      “Memory imprints in the material,” she said without looking up from her examination. “It’s bug free and safe on this plane because there’s no interlanet signals in this plane. But down below, it can be tracked by the IP address.”

      “Let’s not take any chances,” Nicholae said.

      “Sure thing,” Julia said, and the tablet and detached cover disappeared from her hands.

      “Hey!” Logan yelled.

      “It was expensive, too?” Nicholae said. “I don’t want it in my camp. You can have it back when this is all over or when you decide to leave.”

      “I can just leave, if I want to?”

      “Yes, I’ll grant you that option. Though you wouldn’t be leaving with all of your memories.”

      “Perfect.” Logan crossed his arms and glanced at me with his jaw clenched hard. He looked as though he were rethinking his decision to come here.

      Bruno stepped up behind Julia to join the conversation, placing his hands on the back of her chair.

      “I found them inside CB1, talking with the prisoners,” he said. “They said they were looking for you.”

      “We were looking for you,” I interjected. “We thought you were still in there. So we went inside for a minute. We weren’t inside long.”

      “What did they say?” Nicholae asked me, leaning back in his chair and placing his hands behind his head.

      “They asked for help, just what you’d expect.”

      “What else did they tell you?”

      “What makes you think they’re with Kafka?”

      “Because after all the lies, one of them finally began telling the truth.”

      “The guy fused to the chair?”

      “No, not him,” Nicholae said dismissively.

      “If you torture someone enough, they’ll start telling you whatever you want to hear.”

      Nicholae smiled. He looked like he was actually having fun. “You spoke with them for a few whole minutes and you presume you know all about them. You’re confident in that?”

      “You were wrong before,” Logan said.

      “I was careful,” Nicholae corrected him. “Don’t mistake the two.”

      “Why did you bring them here?” I asked. “Why didn’t you leave them in the old camp?”

      “Control is important,” Nicholae replied. “I want to know more. I want them under my watch. Leaving them behind could have essentially set them free—not something I can allow.”

      “So what, once you’ve gotten all the information you think you’re gonna get, you’re just gonna kill them?”

      He had no sense of mercy in his eyes.

      “Oliver, doesn’t it feel good to have the self-assurance of your daediem?” Nicholae asked.

      “What are you talking about?”

      But before he could answer, the world crashed again. The ground seemed to drop a step from under our feet. I teetered and my ankle twisted and instantly gave out, spilling me to the floor. Nicholae and Julia fell from their chairs. Bruno caught himself with the wall before his massive body collapsed on top of Julia’s petite frame.

      Logan screamed so terribly it hurt my ears. He was now lying on the floor with one leg impaled at an angle on a circular wooden post sticking out of the floor. His leg had fused with the post as it appeared, while he was still falling, and had ripped his leg wide open before he hit the floor. The post hadn’t broken from Logan’s leg pulling at it, but remained firmly upright. Fragments of bone stuck out from the open wound. Blood was gushing from all sides, pooling on the hardwood beneath, and flowing along the thin joints between the planks of wood.

      Behind Logan, near the far wall, I noticed another wooden post protruding from the floor, and then another—and more as I continued to pivot my attention. There were at least twelve mysterious posts jutting from the floor around the room, one sticking out from the center of Nicholae’s bed.

      Logan was not the only one screaming. Petrified and agonized cries for help rose from outside, along with rapid bursts of gunfire.
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      “What do you see?” I called to Logan. He was now four branches ahead of me, nearing the height needed to see over the great wall surrounding Lorne Castle. We had ventured into the neighboring forest. Logan spent much of his time out here when he wasn’t stealing food from the butchers and bakers and sneaking around the castle.

      “I’m almost there,” he exclaimed, reaching for another branch.

      As we ascended, the branches grew thinner and increasingly bent under our weight.

      “I don’t think I should go any higher,” I said.

      “Don’t be a scaredy-cat.”

      As soon as he finished talking, I heard a crack.

      Logan shrieked, but nothing else happened. The branch he was standing on had a jagged break near the trunk, but the break only extended halfway through the branch. It sagged and moaned, but still held Logan’s weight. He slowly pushed his way up to the next branch.

      “Be careful of that one,” he called down.

      “I’m turning around,” I said.

      “Com’on! I can almost see over the wall,” Logan whined.

      I reached for the next branch, still several below the broken one. My sweaty hand slipped from the new branch and I grasped wildly to regain my balance. My hands were sweating even more now; I gripped the branch for dear life.

      “You okay?” Logan asked.

      “Yeah,” I simply said, my voice shaky.

      I heard another crack and my gaze immediately shot up to Logan, but he was fine. The crack hadn’t come from his branches—it had come from the broken limb below him, which had now almost fully given way and swung down in an arch toward the trunk, and straight toward my head!

      I clung to my branch with one arm and raised the other over my head in a poor attempt to shield it.

      The branch hit the trunk in front of me, with only small offshoots scraping against my body and stuffing leaves in my face.

      My legs shook uncontrollably at the near miss of the branch now hanging limply against the trunk of the tree. I didn’t know how much longer the branches would hold me up and they definitely wouldn’t allow me to climb any higher.

      “Whoa, that was close,” Logan said from far above me.

      “Too close,” I said. “I’m heading down.” Or at least I would be in a moment, when my legs would finally allow me to move.

      “Okay, I’m coming, too.”

      I didn’t believe him, so I looked up to see if he was really changing direction.

      Logan stepped down to the next branch, and then to the next. When he reached where the broken branch had previously extended, he had to stretch much further than usual to reach the branch below. When he did, his feet landed hard, and that branch, too, cracked. Logan’s footing fell out from under him as the branch arched down to the trunk, and he was suddenly in a freefall, quickly plummeting toward the ground. He screamed and flailed violently, trying to catch himself on branches that he struck on the way down. His arm slapped against mine as he passed, but neither of us could grab hold of the other. I looked down just in time to see him hit the first branch, and then the ground.

      He didn’t scream any longer. He lay still on his back with his eyes closed.

      “Logan!” I screamed. “Logan! Say something!”

      I hurried down, from branch to branch, and finally swung down to the dead-leaf covered ground. I knelt beside his still body. He looked like he was simply taking a peaceful nap in the woods, except for the cuts on his cheeks and the blood seeping from the rips in his clothing.

      I grabbed his arm and shook it.

      Logan remained asleep.

      I looked around to see if I could find anyone nearby. The gate to the great wall of the castle would be a ten-minute run from here. And I didn’t want to leave Logan alone.

      “Wake up, Logan!” I cried, tears now streaming down my cheeks. “Wake up!”

      I remained beside him, continuing to shake his lifeless body, not knowing what else to do.
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      “Nicholae, help him!” I yelled, crawling over to Logan, whose face was contorted in pain and dripping with sweat.

      My friend held his hands out like he wanted to cover the wound, but too afraid to touch it. They just hovered in midair, shaking a few inches above the jagged opening.

      “I don’t know what to do!” I screamed.

      Nicholae bounded to his feet and grabbed the post. When he yanked it up, the wood pulled free from the floor and slid through the hole in Logan’s leg. The bottom of the post emerged from the top of the wound, which had now closed up, blood drying all around where it had just been flowing a moment ago. Nicholae tossed the bloody post aside and knelt down to inspect Logan’s leg. The hole in his pant leg and crusty dried blood were all that remained of the damage.

      “Can you move it?” he asked.

      Logan was sucking in huge gulps of air, but his face slowly began to relax. “I think so,” he said, and extended and contracted it slowly.

      “Good.” Nicholae was on his feet in a second. “If I find out they found us from your device, I’ll start by sticking that post right back in.”

      Bruno and Julia emerged from the closet with extra bulletproof vests and equipped holster belts.

      Above the outdoor screams and gunfire rose a high-pitched whimpering.

      “Oh no,” I gasped.

      Bruno handed me a loaded holster belt and vest, which I strapped on with surprising agility. Julia tossed Logan his.

      “I hope you know how to shoot,” she said, releasing her pistol from its holster.

      “I can manage,” Logan answered.

      My worry focused on Desiree, but the knowledge that she was or at least had been with Mr. Gordon provided a decent amount of comfort.

      “Bruno!” Nicholae yelled above the bedlam of noise outside. “Stay here and keep them safe.”

      “I didn’t come all this way to hide,” I exclaimed. “I’m here to help.”

      “And you can help by staying here.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. You’ve been here one whole day.” Nicholae opened the door a crack and peered out. “I’m not negotiating with you. I’m telling you what to do.” He threw the door open the rest of the way and slipped out with Julia. The door slammed shut. The whimpering beyond stopped a few seconds later.

      I took out my gift of a pistol to feel the weight of it in my hands. Everyone else in our original group had been given target practice to gain some proficiency with the available weapons, but not me—the weapons were aimed at me. As Desiree had said, I was the target.

      “Make sure the safety’s on,” Bruno said, coming over to me. He snatched the pistol from my hands and examined it. “There you go.” He showed me the lever he’d clicked and then cocked back the slide. “You’re locked and loaded. Just release the safety when you’re ready to fire. Remember to aim away from yourself and us.”

      I gave him an unamused look and took back my handgun.

      Logan was huddled in the doorway of the open closet.

      Bruno strolled into the bathroom, turned on the light, and came back into the main room.

      “Keep an eye on the adjoining rooms like the bathroom and closet so no one sneaks in to surprise us.”

      “Wouldn’t it be safer to be outside, where we have a better view of people coming?” I asked. How do you hide in a building from soldiers who can see and walk right through walls? I felt like a sitting duck. The few tinted windows around the building were small and useless, and standing by them was a great way to be grabbed and pulled through the wall.

      “They’re trying to eliminate the easy targets outside right now, especially the wounded from those damn spikes,” Bruno said, gazing around the room, clutching his pistol with both hands.

      “You think Kafka’s guys did that?” I asked.

      “I know Kafka’s guys did that. Those spikes were obviously put in above us as booby-traps for the second cut, for an ambush.” He paused, still surveying the room, and then added, “The walls are bulletproof in case you’re wondering.”

      “That’s a minor relief,” Logan said. He hadn’t moved from the closet doorway.

      I decided to take his lead and headed for the bathroom doorway—my post to guard. Scanning the deceptive walls around me, I soon realized why I was originally wrong. We weren’t sitting ducks. We were all on a level playing field. The soldiers outside—if they were focusing—could see in, but I could just as easily see out, beyond the walls, and view the battlefield from my bulletproof perch. We could see out (or in) from each side of the wall, but someone had to pass through to shoot.

      The first of Kafka’s helmeted soldiers emerged from the far wall, weapon raised and fired at Bruno who took several shots to the chest. The bullets colliding with his vest pushed him back a few steps, but he remained standing and fired several shots into an armored chest and one into the intruder’s exposed neck. A stream of blood arched away from the intruder’s body as he fell back. He crashed into the wall and slid to the floor, ending in a slumped, awkward position—a lifeless ragdoll.

      Bruno ran up and grabbed the dead man’s gun, checked its magazine, and then stuffed it in his holster as a backup.

      I hadn’t found my focus to see through the walls yet. I hadn’t even seen that guy coming. I glanced into the bathroom behind me to make sure it was still empty.

      “Stay alert,” Bruno said to the both of us. “Expect more visitors.”

      I looked over at Logan, who had his handgun propped on his knee.

      “I thought this place would be safe,” he said. “I guess nowhere is.”

      I shrugged, not knowing how to respond. Had his bug led them here as well? Was Nicholae right? I wanted to believe there was another explanation. But I was dividing my focus. I needed to cease the inner dialog and focus on my sight so we didn’t continue to be surprised—well, Bruno probably wasn’t, but I was.

      I stared at the far wall, away from the distraction of the dead body, and tried to clear my mind of all other thoughts and images. The wall fading away was my sole objective, and was the only thing important in that moment. If it wasn’t, then I’d never see through. An image of Desiree popped into my head, distracting my focus. A picture of her being held at gunpoint quickened my pulse and breathing. The man holding the gun to her face pulled the trigger. I closed my eyes, trying to erase the image.

      It’s not real.

      It’s not real.

      But the image of Anna was real—her bleeding in her cell with her beautiful mirror sprinting to her aid. The life draining from her open arms in sheets of blood. I reopened my eyes to escape the haunting final image of the girl who’d said she loved me so many weeks ago.

      Tears threatened the edges of my eyes and I wiped them with my free hand. I couldn’t do anything for either of them sitting here—especially blind.

      I need to focus!

      “You okay?” Logan called to me.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m just trying to see through the walls.”

      “You’ve gotta relax or you’ll be wasting your energy for nothing.”

      “I know,” I whispered, more for myself then a response to his statement. “I know.”

      I tried to block out the gunfire and screams coming from outside and tried to convince myself that the most useful thing I could do was look through the walls to see what’s happening. I stared at the wall trying to remember the look of the building across the way. I focused on the exterior walls of the next building instead of not seeing the walls confining me. Focus on what you want—and I wanted to see outside.

      I set my attention on the far building and the walkway in between, and a hazy picture of it slowly began to materialize like looking through a window overtaken by frost on a cold winter morning. The image became clearer as I remained focused and patient. I couldn’t force it or the vision would be gone as soon as it appeared. I felt the fatigue already growing, but I tried my best to ignore it.

      I’ve got this.

      Once the frost from my imagined window to the outside faded, I began to shift my gaze to spy in all directions from my protected vantage point. Following the imaginary window into the bathroom behind me, I saw the path between buildings stretch toward the woods surrounding the camp—and the rest of my group escaping in a cautious run toward what I guessed would be the trail to the falls. They dodged the obstacle course of posts, several with slumped bodies impaled on them. Desiree led the way, with Darius’s family in the middle, and Jeremy and Mr. Gordon bringing up the rear.

      “They’re making a run for it,” I whispered to Logan.

      “How’re we going to get past him?” Logan gestured to Bruno, who was currently pacing the room with steady, precise steps like a caged tiger.

      I didn’t have an answer, but I wanted to chase after them. I had to see Desiree, to help keep her safe. I had failed with Anna. I couldn’t allow myself to fail again. I couldn’t live with myself if I failed again.

      Two more soldiers rushed in through the wall by the bed, but Bruno was ready for both of them. Within the span of three seconds, he had both guns out and fired at both soldiers simultaneously before they had a chance to get off clean shots. And it was within those three seconds that I saw my window of escape. I jumped to my feet and sprinted into the bathroom, leaping over the tub and through the tiled wall.

      The gunfire sounded like it was coming from everywhere. I stood against the wall and inched closer to the corner of the building. The pathway I was in seemed clear for the moment.

      “You bastard.” Logan slapped my shoulder. “Don’t ditch me.”

      I mumbled an apology and peeked around the corner of the building. One soldier was standing about twenty feet away. He unhooked his helmet and removed it.

      It was Eli!

      He looked on the verge of hyperventilating. He held the helmet to his side in one hand and a handgun pointed at the ground in the other. His face and neck were drenched in sweat and a trickle of blood painted his right cheek. He glanced around nervously.

      I had seen him on the television standing behind Alexandria, but I didn’t want to believe that he’d really be fighting for them. I knew our relationship was always rocky because of Desiree, but I didn’t know he hated me enough to want to kill me.

      “What do you see?” Logan asked.

      My back was up against the metal wall with my gun pointed skyward in front of my face. I gripped the gun tightly with both hands. My hands shook. Then my knees. I glanced beyond the wall again. Eli still stood there alone, unaware of my presence—of my intent to attack. But my feet wouldn’t move from their planted position. Then I remembered to click off the safety.

      It’s now or never.

      “We can’t stay here,” Logan said. “What are you doing?”

      I glanced over one more time—just as another soldier jogged up to Eli.

      “Are you crazy?” the new soldier yelled. “Get your helmet back on. Where’s your partner?”

      “Dead,” Eli said and slid the helmet back over his head.

      “Come on,” the other soldier said. “I’ve got your back.” They both took off in the other direction, away from me.

      I banged my head against the wall. My knees weren’t shaking anymore.

      “What?” Logan asked.

      “I couldn’t do it,” I said.

      “Couldn’t do what?”

      “What the hell?” Bruno was suddenly right behind Logan. He had blood spattered across his vest and up his neck. “Nicholae said to stay inside.”

      “The body count is piling up in there. We’re just as safe out here,” I said. “I saw the rest of my group headed for the trees. We’d be safer to follow them.”

      Bruno spun and shot another soldier rounding the corner of the building behind us. The first shot hit the soldier in the knee, swept him off his feet, and spun him in the air like a grotesque dance move. Bruno walked up to the man writhing in pain, ripped off his helmet, and buried one more bullet in his skull.

      “God damn,” Logan said. The handgun at his side was shaking, and his fingers were twitching.

      “Well, let’s get going,” Bruno said, peering around me and the corner I was stationed at. When it was sufficiently clear, we ran to the next building and squatted down against the metal.

      My eyes diverted to all sides frantically, trying my best not to be taken by surprise. I felt confident the rest of our group was safe after reaching the woods. A nearby spike was jutting through the leg of a young woman, but she was no longer screaming like Logan had been. The bullet hole in her forehead had put her to rest. Logan saw what I was looking at and shook his head uncomfortably.

      “That could’ve been me,” he whispered.

      Bruno gestured for us to run for the next building; and I couldn’t get away from the dead woman fast enough. We turned at the intersection and crouched against the closest wall. There was still plenty of gunfire from all sides, but the screams were dying off like the last kernels of popcorn in the microwave. My heart pounded, anticipating some of those bullets coming for us. More posts and dead bodies littered the ground. I didn’t recognize anyone I saw, and I scolded myself for finding some relief in that realization.

      While Bruno surveyed the area around us to see where all the closest soldiers were, I gazed through the wall of the building across the path.

      “The prisoners are still in there,” I said. And just beyond that building four more soldiers were patrolling. If they turned right at the edge of the building, they would be on us in thirty seconds.

      “I know,” Bruno answered. “I see them.”

      “Well, we have to do something. We can’t leave them here. They’re lucky they’re still alive. How long before their luck runs out? Minutes? Seconds?”

      “One of them doesn’t look so good.”

      That’s when I noticed the older woman who’d been talking with me, sitting on the bench with a post sticking through the top of her shoulder. There was no blood since she had just been sitting there when the object was fused to her. With the post between her arm and the side of her body, it didn’t look like it had done major damage to her insides, but she still seemed to be in great pain. The others in the cage were knelt around her, trying to help keep her calm.

      “Bruno, they’re innocent,” I pleaded.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I was there, I was where they were,” I said. “They couldn’t have made it up.”

      “What if Alexandria prepped them on just such a situation, to tug at your heartstrings? Ever think of that?”

      “We need to go,” Logan said. “In there or away, but we can’t stay here.”

      The four soldiers behind the interrogation building turned left, away from us. But as soon as I breathed out a sigh of relief, two more of Kafka’s soldiers rounded the corner from where we’d come, guns out and pointed at us. We all began shooting. I don’t know who hit whom, but both soldiers flew backwards, spraying blood from a knee each.

      “I’m going in there!” I yelled and rushed into the building holding the prisoners.

      Bruno was already running toward the fallen soldiers to finish them off. Logan stood between both of us, frozen in place, seemingly unsure of whom to follow.

      I already knew there was no one else waiting to surprise me in the building, and outside the far walls were clear as well—for now. I shut the door behind me, accepting the very real possibility that no one would follow me in.

      As soon as the younger woman in the cage saw me, she left the older woman’s side. “Please, you have to help us. Deborah is—is hurt,” she cried, frantic, and looked as though she were almost willing to throw herself against the bars rather than remain locked up any longer.

      I looked around the room, foolishly, as if there would be a switch to lower the bars. But I knew what was holding the electric bars up, and I needed to reach deep inside if I wanted to have any chance of turning them off.

      The door burst open behind me. For a second I thought I was done for, but quickly realized it was only Bruno and Logan rushing in.

      “Kid, do you ever listen?” Bruno growled.

      “We have to help.”

      The younger lady was crying louder now. The three men cowered around the woman bonded to the bench.

      “There aren’t many gunshots anymore,” Logan said. “It’s making me nervous. Are we pushing them back or—”

      “Or are we all dead?” Bruno said, finishing Logan’s thought. “I don’t want to find out. We need to go, follow the group into the woods.”

      “Then let them out and let’s go,” I demanded. “Let’s not lose any more time.”

      The purple lightning bars sank into the floor and disappeared, freeing everyone inside except for the older woman. The younger woman ran out fervently, desperate to get beyond where the bars had been. The three men remained huddled around the older woman, who was slipping in and out of consciousness.

      Bruno stomped up to the woman and placed a hand on the arm that looked more like a growth from the post sticking up through her shoulder. He quietly said something and pulled her toward him, freeing her from the post and the bench with a loud pop—and they both fell to the floor, her on top of him. And then I saw blood pooling around his head.

      The older woman didn’t have enough time to scream before two more pops went off, and just as suddenly two holes appeared in her back, blood spreading through the fabric of her shirt.

      I didn’t know what was happening. Logan and the younger woman were frozen in place. The world around me began moving in slow motion, reminiscent of my intoxicating encounter with Anna at Desiree’s party. Anna. Her face burned its imprint in my conscious thoughts once again, a death sentence to my concentration.

      The teenage boy and the man I had seen interrogated by Nicholae were on their feet. From their position, they seemed to know exactly what was happening. The skinny man with the fiery red hair and matching beard rose slowly from his squatting position. He mysteriously held a gun in each hand, the barrels of which still leaked trails of smoke from the last two shots. Two more rang out. The man with red hair was then the only one left standing at the far side of the room. He looked me in the eyes for the first time and stepped over several sprawled-out limbs.

      “One more traitorous Lorne out of the way for a while,” he said with a smug look on his face like this were all a friendly game of chess. “Your kind is dropping like flies. Wouldn’t you agree, Oliver?”

      “Who are you?” I said, my gun flying up to meet both of his.

      Logan’s was now raised as well, with the younger woman retreating behind him.

      The man had a gun pointed at both Logan and me, and he obviously wasn’t afraid to use his—or Bruno’s—as I soon realized where he’d gotten them from.

      “I’m a real member of the Royal Guard, not one of the new recruits that Nicholae was whining about.” He paused, eyeing the young woman, the only living member of their captive group. “Shouldn’t one of you have a gun on her as well?”

      “I’m not with you!” she howled.

      I glanced to Logan.

      “Are you sure?” The man with the red beard smirked. “She could reach out and break your neck at any moment—on my signal. We thank you for our freedom. We’d like to repay you for your generosity by not having to hurt you.”

      “There is no we!” the woman screamed, but Logan was already slowly backing away from her.

      He wasn’t yet willing to turn his gun on her, which was good because we needed them both aimed at the man with the red beard. She tried following him for protection, but Logan waved her back.

      “Stay where you are,” he said. His gun remained steady, but his focus, distracted.

      “If you just come with us all peaceful like, I can take you to Kafka with the dignity you deserve.”

      A figure stepped through the back wall, sliding through the bench and dead bodies like a ghost before emerging into view entirely. My attention was drawn to the man just for a second—Mr. Gordon!—but it was long enough to give him away.

      The man with the red beard glanced over his shoulder.

      Mr. Gordon disappeared in the same instant, leaving the man to wonder what I’d seen.

      “If you’re from the Lorne Royal Guard, then you can’t hurt me too much before bringing me before Kafka,” I said confidently.

      “You’re right. But I can hurt him.” The man fired the gun pointed at Logan, who dropped to the ground the moment he heard the bang!

      Mr. Gordon reappeared, now standing a few feet behind the man with red hair.

      I didn’t hear Logan cry out. He gasped instead. Crouched down, in a last-second effort to dodge the incoming projectile, he stared into the point of a suspended bullet hovering a few inches from his face. His legs shook, his face white as milk, and he collapsed onto his side as all the muscles in his body gave out at once from the shock of the near-death experience.

      The man with red hair, wide-eyed in absolute shock, looked over to me with stunned silence as if unwilling to believe what I had just done. Then the two pistols he held were ripped from his hands as if being pulled by an enormous magnet and flew back, over his shoulders. He spun around, finding himself face-to-face with Mr. Gordon and vanished a moment later.

      I cringed at the sound of hysterical laughter now coming from Logan.

      “Impeccable timing, Daniel!” He pushed himself back up to his knees and carefully plucked the bullet from the air. He briefly eyed the tiny killer, and then stuffed it in his pants pocket.

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      “By the falls. They’re hidden and should be safe for now,” Mr. Gordon said. “Who’s she?”

      “Autumn,” the woman answered, her voice not much more than a squeak. She had the slender, curve-less figure of a boy and long blonde hair with layers of ringlets at the tips. With her arms wrapped around her stomach like she was cramping or nauseous, she stood alone, at what she seemed to think was a safe distance from all of us.

      “Is Autumn coming with us?” The question was directed at me.

      I didn’t believe what the man with the red beard had said about her, about them working together. She looked too scared and innocent to be with him or one of them. Her big brown eyes had no visible malicious intent anywhere in them.

      I nodded, but checked with Logan to see if he agreed.

      “We can’t leave her here,” Logan said.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice wavering but getting louder now. Tears welled up in her eyes.

      We trusted her enough to take her with us, but not enough to hand over a gun. Mr. Gordon kept the two he’d confiscated from the man with the red beard, sticking one into the back of his pants, and keeping one at the ready.

      We followed him out of the building and headed for the next intersection. The air was eerily quiet now. All the wails were gone. We made our way through the maze of posts, many of them empty, but enough with caught bodies to keep reminding me of the massacre we were still attempting to escape. A few people had died from the spike wounds themselves, but a majority of the victims were easy marks for the invading soldiers.

      We made it to the edge of the camp without running into any more of Kafka’s men, and at the perimeter, we passed the final posts and the last of the skewered bodies.

      “Where are Nicholae and the other Lornes?” I asked as we entered the trees.

      “I don’t know. He must still be in there.”

      “Nicholae!” A man’s yell carried over the buildings.

      We all froze. Looking back, I couldn’t see anything, just empty buildings and empty walkways, and the littering of fallen bodies.

      “Who’s that?” Logan asked.

      I ventured off the trail, heading toward the edge of the closest building, toward the voice.

      “Oliver, don’t,” Mr. Gordon whispered.

      I reached sight of the next pathway between buildings, just in time to see four of Kafka’s soldiers pass between the two buildings, heading in the same direction. So I kept going, trying to catch up to them.

      “Nicholae! I know you can hear me!”

      At the next building intersection, I found the gathering I was looking for. At least ten soldiers were posted in a semicircle. A tall man in charcoal-gray suit pants, a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, a dark tie, and a bulletproof vest stood across from them with perfect posture. His hands were clasped behind his back. On one hand, I saw the edge of a tattoo. I could only see a few lines, but I knew what it was and realized I’d seen the man before. His face turned slightly so I could clearly see his profile, confirming what I already knew—it was Lazarus Lorne.

      I waited for him to yell again and then noticed someone step out from behind him. A teenage boy, who looked no older than me in black pants and a black V-neck shirt, came into focus. Tattooed stripes of varying thickness like the rings on a tree trunk extended down both arms, all the way down to his wrists, one of which was adorned with the open-mouthed wolf head.

      “Nicholae! This is your last chance.” It was the boy yelling; it had been his voice from the beginning. He gestured to the soldiers and a few of them left. “It’s her life!”

      Lazarus and the boy were standing before a young girl. She sat, her short legs splayed out, propped up by a post jutting from her upper back. Her head hung limply forward and her chin rested on her chest.

      I recognized the girl, too.

      Dear God...it was Julia.

      “We’re too close,” Mr. Gordon whispered from behind me.

      The bushes and tree trunks around us provided cover and our noise of sneaking up didn’t alert anyone. In an effort to heed Mr. Gordon’s advice, I crawled back a few steps and positioned most of my body behind a tree trunk. The others in the group did the same and spread out among the neighboring trees.

      Looking back to Kafka’s men, I watched the boy step forward and kneel before Julia. Her head swayed slightly, proving she was still alive, but just barely. The post had done a number on her. However, she was special. The soldiers hadn’t shot her like all the others. They saved her for Lazurus—but it wasn’t him stepping forward, it was this boy with windswept black hair. He cradled her chin in one hand and lifted her head to align her face with his. He was saying something to her, but I was too far away to hear. While still speaking, he unfastened the strap of a knife sheath on his belt. The hilt glistened like it was made of gemstones. And the long blade, one side a razor and the other serrated, beamed in the sunlight.

      The boy slowly brought the sharp tip of the blade to her lips, and continued speaking to her.

      My heart was pounding. I wanted to do something. Mr. Gordon should be doing something. But he hid behind his tree, same as me. Our entire group would be no match for Lazarus.

      The Lorne boy slid the blade of the dagger up the skin of her cheek, not hard enough to draw blood, and positioned the tip at the crease of her right lower eyelid. Still talking, he held the dagger to the edge of her eye.

      If I couldn’t do anything, I wanted to at least hear what he was saying to her, the final words she’d ever hear—or at least until her next life.

      Several shots rang out, severing the silence. Two of the soldiers in the semicircle fell.

      The boy bolted upright that very second, facing where the shots had come from. The veins and muscles on his tattooed arms bulged.

      A moment later another shot was fired and Julia’s head fell limp again after an explosion of blood and skull fragments.

      I threw my hand over my mouth to stifle a yell.

      The remaining soldiers dispersed in several directions, leaving Lazarus and the boy standing alone in the intersection.

      “Well played, Nicholae!” the boy said. “Died to live another day. At this rate we’ll be feuding until the end of time.” He re-sheathed the dagger and gestured something to Lazarus.

      Lazarus seemed to be working for him. This boy was obviously important.

      “Who is he?” I whispered to Mr. Gordon.

      “We need to go.” Mr. Gordon said. He was already backing away from his tree, with the others following.

      “Who is he?” I insisted.

      “The bogeyman.”

      I glared at Mr. Gordon, not sure if I’d heard him right. His face was gaunt and he gestured for me to follow.

      I had heard him right. I had never seen such fear in Mr. Gordon’s eyes. My mouth went dry, my throat constricted, and my fingers twitched against the bark of the tree. It was more than just a cover now. I needed it for balance. I knew all of this was leading me to Kafka again, but that knowledge didn’t prepare me for the reunion.

      When I turned back to the buildings, I found Lazarus and the boy—Kafka Lorne, Kafka the bogeyman—staring out at the trees, staring straight in our direction.

      “Oliver, it is you,” Kafka said with a devilish grin.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Tracker

          

        

      

    

    
      Under extreme duress, you get to see where your abilities truly lie. Finding your most laser-pointed focus in a split second is extremely difficult in practiced situations and nearly impossible under pressure. But every skill improves with practice. I can pass through walls, move between planes, slip out of handcuffs, and even dodge a bullet (well, I’ve at least done it once). But every situation cannot be accounted for and even those who are the best at what they do have missteps. Jeremy had killed Kafka once because Kafka was too arrogant to see any harm coming to him from a couple of teenagers. That arrogance had left him blind for a moment, and that moment was enough. I’ve learned so much from Mr. Gordon, but all these newfound abilities require focus, calm, and unwavering belief—what Mr. Gordon calls a knowing—which all go out the window under duress.

      As we ran deeper into the forest, the sprinkles of sunlight overhead became more of a downpour. The canopy above us was disappearing. The trees behind us were disappearing, creating a wide road leading back to the camp. I was just about to pass a tree to my left, and it too vanished from existence. Kafka was clearing his path and we were scampering away through an open field.

      “You can run!” he yelled. “But wherever you run, I will find you.”

      I was ready for bullets to come flying past, for some of us to start dropping like hunted game. I surely didn’t want it to be me, but I didn’t want it to be anyone else, either. I didn’t want to think of anyone as expendable.

      My heart felt like it was about to explode and every hair on my body tingled.

      Just when I was about to dodge a tree, it disappeared before me. I picked up my pace and began to run straight for the trees, knowing they would be gone by the time I reached them.

      No more yells came from the camp and no bullets flew our way. I didn’t know if anyone was even chasing us. I just knew we had to put as much distance between us and Kafka. The farther we ran into the forest, the darker it became under the canopy. The trees around me stopped disappearing, so I began dodging them again. I was in last place on our race to the hypothetical finish line, Autumn now the closest one to me.

      By the time we reached an actual clearing, I realized we were near the falls. A stream and rock cliff lay ahead and we followed the water around a bend to reveal the majestic waterfalls pouring from hundreds of feet overhead.

      “Where is everyone?” Logan panted, doubled over and gasping for air.

      Autumn crumpled forward, collapsing to a seated position like a folding chair.

      “They’re close,” Mr. Gordon said, his breathing only slightly elevated as if he’d just taken a leisurely jog instead of a sprint for his life. “Huddle up. We’re going to them now.”

      He had us all get in a circle and hold hands. Everyone was too tired and anxious to question or protest. I closed my eyes as Mr. Gordon directed, wondering what I’d open them to next. Listening to the rushing water was soothing, so I focused on that—until it stopped.

      I didn’t hear the falls anymore. Around me was silence, and then I heard the most beautiful voice call my name.

      “Oliver!” Desiree yelled.

      I opened my eyes to her rushing toward me and wrapping her arms over my shoulders. Her lips were on mine the second we connected. I curled my arms around her back and pulled her close as our mouths fervently attacked each other. It felt like we hadn’t seen each in weeks, or months, or years, even though it had only been hours—painfully long hours of uncertainty.

      “I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again,” she finally said. “Either of you.” Desiree broke our union and hugged Mr. Gordon.

      Then I saw the rest of our group and noticed our new surroundings.

      “We’re supposed to be looking out for each other,” Jeremy said, he too bringing me in for a hug. “It’s hard to do when you’re off fighting battles on your own.”

      “How was I supposed to know all that was gonna happen?”

      “I know. I know. I’m just relieved you’re all right.”

      “Same here,” I said. “We’re in this together.”

      “Definitely.”

      “Where are we?” I asked, not really directing the question at Jeremy.

      It looked like we had entered a dream, a nightmare—some type of post-apocalyptic, horror movie. The sky was the orange of early twilight with the sun nowhere in sight. The ground below us disappeared in a low-lying fog, my feet along with it. The crescent-shaped rock cliffs beside us stood like ancient fossils, and dry fossils at that. No water flowed off their peaks into a sparkling pool like the majestic Doria Falls we had just left. The trees surrounding the clearing were barely there, phantoms of their former selves. We were the only things that seemed to be fully here. We stood in some type of limbo or dying reality—and then I knew.

      “We’re in Acanombia,” Mr. Gordon said. “Or at least what’s left of it—the plane Kafka’s collapsing. There’s not much here. With two more cuts, this plane will be gone, and we don’t want to be here when that happens. We don’t want to be here for either cut. Since Kafka was in the camp, I know we have some time, but we should get moving.”

      We were on the run again, but at least I found comfort in the fact that our group was growing. We had our core group plus Logan, Darius, his little sister Amber, their parents, and now the newest edition, Autumn.

      “We have a long walk ahead of us,” Mr. Gordon said. And with that he bent down and picked up a woven basket with brown leather handles from beneath the fog. It was filled with slices of different colored breads and rolls. “Eat up. We need to get moving.”

      Mr. Gordon led us through the phantom forest. I noticed Darius’s family and Autumn avoiding the spectral trees, while the rest of us strolled straight through. The orange glow of the sky didn’t seem to be changing. It was just bright enough to light our path. There were no bird calls overhead or the sound of crunching leaves beneath our feet. Not even a soft breeze. There didn’t seem to be anything alive in this plane besides us. We were headed in a similar direction from where we’d come, and soon we’d be passing right over the fallen camp.

      “Where are we going?” I asked Mr. Gordon.

      Desiree hurried with me to catch up to him, refusing to leave my side, which I was definitely not opposed to.

      “A rendezvous point Nicholae told me about, to be used in a scenario such as this. Hopefully, he makes it there, too—with others.”

      “How far is it?” Desiree asked.

      “I don’t know, twenty miles or so.”

      Desiree’s eyes went wide. “That’s a lot of walking.”

      “It’s good exercise,” I said with a smirk and an elbow jab.

      “Yeah, tell me that again after ten or fifteen miles.”

      I finished my third and final roll as the clearing where our camp was one plane below became visible through the phantom trees. Translucent posts were positioned in neat rows all throughout the clearing like headstones in a cemetery. No bodies littered the ground here, but I could still picture them, bloody images of fallen and awkwardly contorted bodies burned forever in my mind.

      “Can he see us?” I asked softly to Mr. Gordon.

      “If he specifically looks for us here in this moment, but chances are he’s moved on, continuing his search for the next guardian.”

      “What happens if he finds it while we’re still here?”

      “Then we’ll drop back down to Doria. And as you’ve seen, we’d like to land in a clearing, away from anything and anyone.”

      “Totally,” Desiree said.

      Desiree and I kept pace with Mr. Gordon. Darius and his family walked together, and Jeremy, Logan, and Autumn had formed their own little pack, bringing up the rear.

      Desiree reached inside the front of her sweatshirt and pulled out a small stuffed animal—Frolics!

      “I thought you might want this,” she said, handing it to me. “He seems pretty important to you.”

      “Thank you,” I said, taking Frolics from her and stuffing him into my jeans front pocket. “I don’t want to lose him again. You’re a life saver.”

      “Just wanted to help.” She took my hand again and I interlaced my pinky with hers.

      I couldn’t tell how many hours passed as we continued through the forest of ghostly trees because the sky never changed. The sun was somewhere well hidden. There were no stars or clouds in the sky, just a strange orange glow like we were under a tinted glass dome. The only thing I knew for sure was how heavy my legs had become. My feet dragged through the low fog like they were wading through water. My stomach began to growl again, and since Mr. Gordon wasn’t offering any more refreshments, I didn’t want to be the one to ask. I wasn’t the only one slowing down. Darius now carried his little sister on his shoulders—and comparing myself to him only made me feel more pathetic.

      “Are we there yet?” I whispered just loud enough for Desiree to hear, making her laugh.

      “As a matter of fact, yes,” Mr. Gordon replied nonchalantly. I should have known he could hear almost anything. “You know the answer before you are consciously aware of it. Over there.” He pointed off to the left.

      I saw a phantom building sticking out above the phantom trees—several tall steeples.

      “We’ve passed this before,” I said, remembering the oddly placed cathedral, consumed by trees, on the drive up to Doria Falls.

      “It doesn’t look familiar to me,” Desiree said.

      “Is something happening?” Jeremy asked from behind.

      “We’ve reached our rendezvous point,” Mr. Gordon said. “Time again to huddle up.”

      We linked up, closed our eyes under Mr. Gordon’s instruction, and fell silent. I felt the light behind my closed eyelids fade. The trill of crickets broke the silence with the occasional bird calls and owl hoots to accompany their symphony.

      “You may open them,” Mr. Gordon said.

      The sky had gone from a perpetual orange to a dark blanket filled with twinkling diamonds, more stars than I had ever seen in my life. The stars themselves were enough to light our way through the forest, the rest of the way to the cathedral. We now passed solid trees, trees with off-shooting conjoined twins, trees that were real and alive.

      A faint light shone through decorative glass at the top of one of the steeples.

      “Someone’s there,” I said.

      “Hopefully, friends,” Mr. Gordon said, and we continued toward the cathedral.

      As we drew closer, we began to see other buildings as well, previously hidden beneath the trees. These new buildings were small and quaint, stone, wood, and clay huts. Most were dark, many framed by trees or punctured by trunks right through the middle. All of them seemed to be cocked at an angle. Dim light emanated from some of the buildings. Occasionally, a face would flash in a window as we walked by, and then vanish just as swiftly behind the stone or wooden walls. We walked past a crackling campfire, with several men and women in animal skin and leather dress seated around the flames. A boy was lying with his head in a woman’s lap, presumably his mother’s, shaking and moaning. She gently stroked his hair, which did little to calm his spasms. When they heard us approach, they looked up, but no one said a word—their eyes wide and full of fear. We gave the group a wide berth as we passed, trying not to spook them more than we already had.

      Once we reached the back side of the cathedral, I noticed several men standing about. Familiar golf ball-sized orbs floated in different arrangements above them. What looked like dead bodies wrapped in sheets hovered like they were on invisible gurneys. When a body reached one of the men, the man placed his hands on top of it, stopping the wrapped object from moving forward. The man pushed down until he was on his knees and the body followed his guiding hands. Once the sheet touched the ground it was swallowed up like entering quicksand until the body was completely enveloped by the earth. The other men on this side of the cathedral performed the same actions as the procession of hovering bodies continued from beyond the light of the orbs.

      Mr. Gordon walked up to the man closest to us. “Erik, I almost didn’t recognize you. It’s been a long time.”

      “It sure has, Daniel,” Erik answered with an extended hand. He was a tall man, almost larger than life, with well-defined arms and giant hands. Long, dark hair fell to one side on an otherwise shaved head. The front portion of his hair was decorated with a thick braid. His exposed ear was adorned with a collection of earrings. And tattoos snaked around his neck.

      “Is Nicholae here?”

      “Inside.” Erik stopped, looking past Mr. Gordon. “And you must be Oliver. It has also been a long time, but I’m sure you don’t remember me. You’re the spitting image of your father.”

      “I’ve noticed,” I said. It was so much easier to see since Nicholae appeared to be nearly my age.

      “Yes, I guess it’s obvious.”

      Erik led us past the other men tending to the wrapped bodies, and around the front of the cathedral where more bodies were in the process of being wrapped in midair by men, women, and even children. Many more orbs lit the cleared area. Several wolves stalked around the workers and out to the perimeter of trees.

      The front of the cathedral had arched windows that extended up to sharp points and backlit stained glass, making the stone building look like a crooked bright-eyed monster. We avoided the unwrapped corpses floating through the double doors and solemnly entered the uneven catacomb inside.

      Nicholae and Matilda, along with a few others, worked silently at pulling bodies from the trees within and those fused with the building itself. Once freed, the deceased bodies were pushed away to float down an invisible stream, flowing out the front doors.

      Nicholae looked over at us and attempted a sad smile. “Glad to see you’re all right.”

      A body rose from the pews next to him and found the energy stream flowing toward the door.

      Nicholae rubbed his hands together, trying to clean them from a thick layer of dirt and tree sap.

      “We’re just about done clearing this place out,” he said.

      Matilda guided another body into the stream and came to join us. She started by giving Mr. Gordon a hug and then turned to me, taking my chin in her soft hand. “You look healthy.”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      Another woman approached from the depths of the cathedral. She wore a long black leather coat with a fur collar and long raven-black hair to match. Her heeled boots made her at least six feet tall. And like all the other Lorne’s, her skin was flawless porcelain and pale.

      “This is Cassandra,” Nicholae said, placing a hand on her shoulder and giving it an endearing squeeze.

      “Hello, Oliver,” she said in a light, angelic voice. “Daniel. Jeremy. Logan.” She nodded to each of them without breaking eye contact.

      How did she know Logan on sight?

      “Now you’ve met what’s left of us,” Nicholae said. “This is the rest of the family fighting against Kafka. Luckily, Bruno and Julia will come back to us shortly, but it will be quite some time before they’re ready to fight again.” Nicholae’s weak smile he’d greeted us with was now gone. He sounded defeated, but after a setback like we’d had today, I didn’t know anyone who wouldn’t be. Then his demeanor changed instantly. “What’s she doing here?” His eyes shot to Autumn.

      “She’s not one of them,” I insisted. “Her name is Autumn.”

      “I don’t care,” Nicholae spat. “I found Bruno dead in the interrogation room, along with three others from her group. Georges and she were missing. You’re telling me Georges killed everyone else and let her go?”

      Mr. Gordon spoke up. “He was going to, but I stopped him—I mean, he slipped away. I arrived before he had a chance to finish what he’d started.”

      “So Georges was the only informant within their group? And it’s because of you she’s here?”

      “Yes,” Mr. Gordon said confidently. “Despite your suspicions, I believe she’s clean.”

      Nicholae regarded this for a moment before speaking further. “I’ve trusted your judgment all these years. I shouldn’t disregard it now.” The expression on his face softened. “You’re probably all famished. Let’s get something to eat. Tomorrow we continue the fight.”

      Nicholae ushered all of us out of the cathedral—everyone except for me. He asked me to stay behind. Desiree lingered, but I told her to go on ahead. Nicholae closed the doors as soon as she had crossed the threshold.

      “I need to check you out before you settle in here,” he said.

      “Check me out? Why? I’m fine,” I said.

      “I don’t know why I didn’t think of this earlier.” Nicholae guided me to a slightly slanted pew and we both sat. “Are you the only one in the group who spent time in the hospital?”

      “Yeah,” I answered. Every time I thought of Alexandria and that awful place, I pictured Anna dying in her room, with only her mirror to save her. “Why?”

      “Turn around.”

      I did as he asked, spinning on the wooden bench so I faced away from him. The pew a row ahead died into a tree trunk several feet from the brick wall.

      I felt Nicholae touch the back of my head, picking through my hair to find the scalp underneath. Then I felt the pressure of a few fingers pushing at the back of my head. Small lightning bolts shot through my head as I did my best to remain still. After a few quickened heartbeats, the electric shocks and strange pressure I felt inside my head were gone.

      “Just as I suspected,” he said.

      “What is?” I turned back to him and found a small computer chip in his palm. “Was that in my head?”

      “Remember when I told you that Alexandria embeds tracking devices in all of her patients? This is it.”

      “So they found the camp because of me?” My heart sank thinking about all the destruction and lives lost from the new camp Nicholae had created—and all of it because of me showing up.

      “I had been afraid it was from Logan’s tablet, but it looks like this little device was the culprit.” He stopped, observing my sullen face. “Don’t blame yourself. You didn’t know. I should have realized it sooner. It’s my fault. My setback—and certainly not our first.”

      I kept letting everyone around me down. I shook my head. I wanted to tell him what really happened to Bruno, but I couldn’t. It was always Mr. Gordon coming to my aid and defense. I would be nothing if it wasn’t for him.

      “Casualties are inevitable in every fight,” Nicholae said. “You try to minimize them as best you can and move on. We’re not done. We’re still here to fight.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “Then shake it off. It’s not your fault. You fought your way out and you’re here now. Did you see him?”

      I knew he was referring to Kafka.

      “Yeah. Briefly. No one is how I remember them.”

      “Everything changes,” Nicholae said with a smirk. “We can only continue to move forward.”

      “What now?” I asked. “Destroy it?”

      “If you want to lead him right here as well. No, this tracker needs to keep moving.”

      I felt the bunched up Frolics in my front pocket when we both stood up. Nicholae was already headed for the door when I called him back. I pulled Frolics out and held him out for Nicholae to see when he turned around.

      “Wow,” he said. “How did you get him back?”

      “Let’s just say he was a gift from Alexandria.”

      “Alexandria…” Nicholae took the stuffed animal from me and stared at it like a recovered treasure, which in a way it was.

      “I thought he was gone forever.” Nicholae paused and handed Frolics back to me. “Everything’s falling back into place.”

      “You say that after your camp just fell.”

      “Yet we’re still here to continue the good fight.”

      We were about to head out, when I stopped Nicholae again.

      “Wait,” I said, suddenly remembering who’d helped me escape the asylum. “There may be one more.”

      Outside, the bodies were now cleared. Several campfires blazed inside circles of stones. At the edge of the woods, single stones seemed to mark where each body had been buried.

      Nicholae took Logan inside the cathedral and closed the doors behind them.

      Desiree, sitting next to Mr. Gordon, beckoned me over. Matilda and Cassandra went around the circle handing each of us a plate full of food: a breast of some white meat, a full potato, and a hearty helping of spinach. My attention toggled between the two women, and each time I looked to the other woman, she had another full plate in her hand—manifesting plates out of thin air, one at a time.

      “This is delicious,” Desiree said, her plate already half empty. “Sure beats cooking.”

      “I bet cleanup’s a cinch as well,” I said.

      Nicholae and Logan emerged from the cathedral a few minutes later. He walked up to one of the wolves, whom I didn’t think was Ingrid. Then I saw Ingrid approach the two of them. Nicholae descended to one knee, speaking softly to the majestic animals. He ran his hands through the thick fur on their necks before rising. The two wolves took off into the night. Nicholae turned and gave me a look that said problem solved.

      He took a seat across from us, next to Erik, and Cassandra quickly handed him a plate. Nicholae picked up his meat, took a test bite, and then held the remainder of the piece to the edge of the fire. Flames licked his fingertips, but he showed no discomfort. He brought his hand back and took a big, ripping bite.

      “Perfect,” he said, while still chewing.

      “You dry it out too much,” Erik said. “It’s perfect just the way Cassandra prepares it.”

      “You’ve always had a soft spot for her cooking.”

      “Hey, what about mine?” Matilda said, pouting her lips.

      “You know we love your cooking as well,” Erik said with a laugh.

      Desiree finished her food and placed the empty plate off to the side.

      “What were you and Nicholae talking about?” Jeremy asked. He was seated on Desiree’s far side, and Logan and Autumn after him.

      “He just wanted to make sure Logan and I were all right since we were separated from the rest of you,” I said. I didn’t want to tell him that Logan or I might have been the reason for the ambush today. I didn’t even want to look him in the eyes and instead looked across the clearing to another fire pit where Darius and his family sat.

      “But you both were with him,” he said accusatorily. “He leave you again?”

      “He had to protect his camp.”

      “He was supposed to be protecting you.”

      “Are you gonna finish that?” Desiree asked, gesturing to the remaining half of a potato on my plate.

      “No, go ahead.” I offered my plate and she took the rest of my dinner without hesitation.

      After Desiree finished eating, we went back into the cathedral. The flapping of wings overhead gave the building a creepy vibe as birds flew around within the vaulted ceiling, not to mention all the tree trunks sticking out from the rows of pews. Dozens of light orbs hovered about ten feet up, providing dim light and casting shadows throughout the cavernous space. Elaborately carved wooden pillars lined the walls between stained-glass windows and arched inward with the roof. All together, they looked like the gigantic ribcage of a great monster.

      We took a seat in a pew near the organ in front, just to the left of the altar, and far away from the main double doors. A large plain wooden cross hung prominently from the back wall.

      “What do you think it represents?” I asked, gazing at the iconic, religious symbol from back home. It looked the same, but its origins here would be completely different.

      “Hope,” Desiree answered.

      “Why hope?”

      “Because it’s a good thing to believe in,” she said, angling her body toward me, and leaning back slightly to compensate for the angle of the pews—actually, the angle of the whole building. “The biggest thing we need right now.”

      I took one of her hands resting on her knee and held it in mine. Her eyes were large emerald pools I could swim in forever, and the longer she looked at me, the more desperate I was to jump in. Random strands of hair pulled free from her ponytail and fell into her face. The smears of dirt caking her neck and chin did nothing to hide her natural beauty.

      “What if Kafka wins?” I asked.

      “We can’t think like that.”

      “But you have to admit, we’re not in good shape.”

      “We just have to want it more than he does.” She touched my knee propped on the pew with her free hand.

      “We have to know,” I whispered. My eyes dropped to her hand in mine. “I know I’d never forgive myself if I lost you in the process.”

      “I know I’d never forgive myself if I went home and did nothing after seeing what Kafka’s doing to all these people. How long is our home going to be safe from him if he continues this rampage?”

      “It probably won’t be for long.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “I don’t want to wait for that to happen. I want to be part of preventing it so my family can be safe, too.”

      “Yeah, but I want to keep you safe.”

      “Well, I want to keep you safe. Are you going to back down from this?”

      “I have nowhere else to go,” I said. “You do. You can go home; I can’t.”

      “Can’t you? Or did you just not want to?”

      “What? Are you serious?” I pulled my hands away from hers, balling them into fists in a sudden rage. “You saw that I couldn’t. Mr. Gordon confirmed it—you know, because I fused with my mirror or something.”

      “I saw you not being able to transition, but…” Her voice dropped and she bit her lip as she planned her next words carefully. “Are you sure you weren’t blocking yourself on some level because you didn’t want to go home, because you wanted to find you dad so badly? Mr. Gordon had been denying you for a while. He was bound to give in sooner or later.”

      “No,” I said immediately, without even considering her suggestion. “It wasn’t like that at all. I did want to find my father, but not at the expense of abandoning my mother. Now I may never see her again.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      I wanted to apologize, too, for getting upset, but I couldn’t. I looked over at the cross and tried to believe in hope—hope that we would all make it out of this alive, hope that I would see my mother again, hope that Anna was alive and safe somewhere, hope that we could actually stop Kafka. As our army diminished, his seemed to grow. It was hard to believe we still had a chance, but Desiree was right. Entertaining those thoughts were inviting defeat into our already fragile position. If I wanted to keep Desiree safe, then we had no choice but to kill Kafka—the right way this time.

      The creak of footsteps rang out behind us, causing a flurry of birds to disperse and regroup overhead. I glanced over my shoulder to see Jeremy, Logan, and Autumn approaching us.

      “What are you two lovebirds talking about?” Jeremy asked, and hopped into the pew behind us. Logan and Autumn followed him into the same row.

      “That it would be much safer for most of you to go home. I’m the only one really stuck here. How about you, Autumn, where’s home for you?” I asked.

      “Glowerbrook, on the east side of Doria. It’s about an hour drive from here,” she said softly.

      “It’s probably safer there than here with us. How about your family?”

      “I don’t know. I hope they’re all right, but after seeing all the destruction from the past few days—I don’t know.”

      “When was the last time you were home?” Jeremy asked.

      “Weeks, I think. It was hard to determine the length of time I was in that crazy hospital.”

      “I know what you mean,” I said. “Why did they take you?”

      “I don’t know that, either.” She glanced around at each of us with wide brown eyes, seemingly nervous from all the attention. “I went into the hospital for appendicitis. The doctors put me under before the procedure, and when I woke up, I awoke in that terrible place…with her, that voice…”

      “Your mirror,” Logan said.

      “My shadow,” she corrected.

      I had déjà vu of her using the term in the interrogation room, practically proving she was from this plane.

      “Is that different?” Desiree asked.

      Autumn shrugged. “I’m not familiar with a mirror being anything besides reflective glass.”

      “They’re the same,” I chimed in. “Mirrors, shadows, daediems—they’re all the same. It just depends which plane you’re in.

      “I knew that,” Jeremy said smugly.

      “Yes, because it was just explained to you,” Logan mocked, and they both slapped each other back and forth.

      Other people began slowly filing into the cathedral a few minutes later, claiming pews of their own to sit, reflect, and convert into beds. They weren’t all that comfortable, even without my vest and gun belt, but it was better than sleeping on the ground. I wanted to sleep alongside Desiree, wrapped around her warm body, but the pews were too skinny. So we lay down on either end of the pew, with our feet lightly brushing in the middle.

      Today had been one hell of a day. Tomorrow had to bring some better luck. I didn’t want to think about the contrary. We had all found each other. And now that we were all together, that was the most important thing.
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      “Pack your things, boys,” Mom said as she barged into Jeremy’s room. We had finished dinner about an hour ago and I’d ventured into Jeremy’s room for some company before bedtime. All the stuffed animals and toys hovering around the room dropped simultaneously when Mom entered.

      “I win again!” Jeremy yelled. “I had eleven and you had eight.”

      “Almost twelve,” I complained. “I was going for Frolics, and he’s worth four points. Thanks, Mother!”

      “I’m sorry I interrupted your game, but you need to pack anything you’d like to keep. We’re leaving first thing in the morning, before sunrise.”

      Frolics ran to her and jumped up on his hind legs to get her attention. His tail whipped back and forth like it was motorized and he whined louder the longer she didn’t give him the affection he so desperately desired. Mom finally scooped him up and held the small cocker spaniel in one arm, stroking his back with the other.

      “I don’t think he likes it when you float him,” she said.

      “Sure he does,” Jeremy said.

      “And have you ever dropped him?”

      Jeremy and I looked at each other sheepishly and snickered.

      “Maybe two or—” I said.

      “Not far,” Jeremy interjected.

      “Start packing and then get to bed. Tomorrow will be a long day. Take whatever you don’t want left behind.”

      “When will we come back?” Jeremy asked.

      “I don’t know,” Mom said.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Down the mountain.”

      “Is Father coming?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I start in a few minutes?” I asked.

      “No,” she said curtly. “I want you to start now.”

      “But Mother…” I stretched the word mother into an entire sentence.

      “Oliver, I’m not going to tell you again.” She stepped aside—still holding Frolics, who’d calmed down considerably—so I could pass.

      I moped up to the door, dragging my feet and moving as slowly as I could without stopping.

      “Remember, you owe me your dessert tomorrow,” Jeremy said once I reached the door.

      “Half,” I protested.

      “That wasn’t the deal.”

      “But it’s not fair, we were—”

      “What if no one gets dessert tomorrow?” Mom said, apparently not amused with our bet. She pushed me through the doorway to quicken my stalling pace and turned back to Jeremy. “Don’t take advantage of your younger brother. You’re supposed to be his protector. That’s what big brothers are.”

      “Yes, Mother,” Jeremy answered mechanically.

      She closed the door and followed me back to my room.
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      I awoke with the sun the next morning. I looked over to see if Desiree was awake, but she was still knocked out. I thought of waking her with a kiss, and then thought better of it. She needed her sleep.

      I slipped on my shoes and quietly made my way outside.

      A few of the Lornes sat around the closest campfire, eating and casually conversing. They acknowledged me, and I was about to sit with them when I saw Jeremy ostracized to another campfire. I wished them a good morning and strolled over to see my brother.

      “You’re up early,” I said, taking a seat in the grass beside him.

      “My arm’s sore,” he replied. “It kept me awake.”

      “Why don’t you ask Mr. Gordon for some help?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “But you just said—”

      “Just drop it, Oliver.” I knew he was serious when he actually used my name when we were the only two people in the conversation.

      Jeremy held a metal plate with scrambled eggs and chunks of grilled potatoes, which he forked into his mouth while he stared into the fire. He had never been the antisocial one, but he seemed different this morning, not himself at all.

      “Cassandra’s making breakfast, if you want some,” he finally said after a few more apathetic bites. “If you can really call what she does as making breakfast.”

      “Manifesting breakfast, I guess.”

      “It sounds weird.”

      “Yeah, it does.” I laughed, hoping he’d join in. But his face was slack, his expression cold like the morning air.

      I went to request some breakfast from Cassandra and returned to Jeremy a minute later with a full plate. It looked like he hadn’t moved an inch, like he was hypnotized by the dancing flames.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked after taking my seat again without him even acknowledging I’d returned.

      “Just thinking,” he said. “I’ve been a pretty lousy big brother.”

      “No you h—”

      “I haven’t protected you from anybody. I didn’t have your back when it counted. I did nothing when you went back into the city on your own. That’s it—I’ve just done nothing. Looking out for myself first.”

      “I think you’re generalizing too much.”

      “Nicholae was right. I’m careless and selfish. I put you in danger and only thought of myself. And it nearly got you killed.”

      I looked directly at him while he spoke, but he didn’t glance over at me once.

      “Yeah, that sucked. But things worked out, didn’t they? We’re both still here and looking out for each other now. You made a mistake. You can’t keep beating yourself up about it. That was a pretty unusual situation. I’m sure there was a lot of influence over you that you didn’t even realize. I know you’ve got my back when it counts.” I took a bite of my food. The eggs burned the roof of my mouth.

      “If I was stronger, I would have seen through the façade…I would have weighed my choices better.”

      “You’re plenty strong. You can do amazing things. I remember what you did to Sasha after he’d stabbed me. You’re holding yourself back now, but I saw what you were capable of.”

      “I don’t know what you think you saw, but it was nothing amazing. I can beat up a couple of losers. Woopty-freakin-doo.”

      “But I saw what you did. You used the same type of force I’ve learned to use.”

      “What?” Jeremy finally looked over at me. “Punching someone in the face is no special force. Granted, I have a good right cross, which sent that idiot flying. But that’s it. I can’t do what you can do. I haven’t been able to in a very long time, since we were kids…if you remember that at all. It’s amazing what you forget when you grow up, especially where we did. As kids, it was easy.”

      “But I saw—”

      “You were probably in shock. Your mind was making shit up. I did what I could, but it was nothing special.”

      I was about to say more, when a gentle hand touched my shoulder.

      “Good morning, boys,” Desiree said and took a seat next to me.

      Our conversation quickly died. Desiree tried to engage us, but Jeremy wasn’t offering much to build a conversation on.

      He left a few minutes later, wandering back into the cathedral.

      “What’s with him?” she asked.

      “He’s having a hard time.”

      “Aren’t we all. It’s got to be more than that.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “But he’s not one for sharing his feelings.”

      I was worried about him. Jeremy had changed ever since he killed Kafka. I was sure that killing someone was a life-changing experience, but I was afraid he’d never get back to his old self, and that his current disposition would consume him until there was nothing left.

      The others in our group came out from the cathedral and got breakfast one at a time, until pretty soon, the camp was fully alive on this clear, blue morning. I noticed Ingrid and Saebra return from the trees and saunter back to their respective masters. It was a relief to have them back, quite a shift from when I’d met them only a few days earlier.

      “Room for two more?” Darius asked. Amber, his little sister, peeked out from behind him, holding her plate of food with both hands. She’d actually parted with her stuffed animal frog.

      “Always,” Desiree said and gestured for me to scoot. She scooted with me so Darius and Amber could sit beside her. Logan, Autumn, Darius’s parents, Mr. Gordon, and Matilda were already seated around the campfire. We now completed the circle.

      “So what’s the plan?” Darius’s mother, Jacqueline, asked Mr. Gordon and Matilda.

      “We need a new base camp for starters,” Mr. Gordon said. “We can’t remain here for long. We’re still too close to the last one.”

      “Agreed,” said Darius’s father, Beda. “Does Nicholae have a new location picked out?”

      “He has some ideas back in your home plane,” Matilda said. “After our ambush yesterday, this plane is too dangerous to remain in. We thought we’d worked out the complications of the collapsing plane above, but I guess not.”

      “Those spikes were brutal,” Beda said.

      “And costly,” Matilda added.

      “And once we reach the new camp?” Jacqueline asked.

      “Then we rebuild and regroup.”

      “Who are the people in the huts nearby?” Darius asked.

      “A small village of people from Acanombia,” Mr. Gordon said. “That’s why there’s no one left in the plane above—or what remains of it. Everyone was displaced.”

      “Are we going to take them with us?” Desiree asked.

      “Probably not. They wouldn’t understand our war. They’re not going to fight to preserve their way of life.”

      “Why not?” I asked. “Isn’t the destruction of their plane reason enough?”

      “The regular people from Acanombia don’t look at the world around them—at life—the same way as people in the lower planes. They have a humble connection with the universe that makes fighting irrelevant. They don’t have an ambition to join sides, instead they practice peaceful singularity.” Mr. Gordon looked over his shoulder at the sound of the other Lornes dispersing from their campfire.

      Nicholae approached with Cassandra. Cassandra’s straight black hair billowed out behind her like a cape as she walked with a dancer’s swagger. They stopped and stood directly behind Mr. Gordon and Matilda.

      “Matilda will take most of you to the new camp,” Nicholae said. “She gets the immense privilege of rebuilding. And the rest of you get to help her set up.”

      “I’m so honored,” Matilda said sarcastically.

      “I knew you would be.” Nicholae smirked and gave her a light tap with his leather boot. “You all should leave as soon as you can assemble.

      “Daniel, Oliver, and Jeremy—you’re coming with me and Cassandra.”

      “We’re not going to the new camp?” I asked.

      “No,” Nicholae answered. “We’re going to find the remaining guardians before Kafka, protect them, and hopefully defeat Kafka in the process.”

      “Just us four?”

      “The team will be small, but I have chosen a few more to accompany us.”

      “What about me?” Desiree protested.

      “You’re going to the camp,” he said without giving her a second thought.

      “No, she’s coming with us,” I insisted.

      “It’s too dangerous.”

      “It’s too dangerous for her, but not for me?”

      “I will be protecting you and Jeremy personally. I will not take responsibility for her as well.”

      “Then I will,” I said, getting to my feet. “I need her with me just like you need me with you. I won’t know if she’s safe at the camp; I’ll only know with her right beside me. I need her with me.”

      Nicholae didn’t immediately respond, but the expression on his face remained skeptical.

      “I’m in love with her. She’s my responsibility,” I said after a moment of communal silence, looking Nicholae directly in the eyes—partially to uphold my conviction and partially to keep myself from glancing down at Desiree.

      “Fine,” Nicholae finally said. “She can come, but I’m not guaranteeing her safety.”

      “Understood,” I said.

      “You couldn’t guarantee it anyway,” Desiree said defiantly.

      “I’m coming, too,” Logan said, also standing up.

      Nicholae didn’t even try to fight Logan’s insistence. “Why not? If either one of you slow us down, then I’m leaving you behind. Finish your breakfasts and we’ll convene in the cathedral in five.” Nicholae turned on his heel and left, headed for the crooked cathedral stairs.

      I watched them as they walked away. The rest of the people gathered around our campfire were silent. I felt way too many eyes on the back of my head. Slowly, I turned and looked down at the beautiful girl seated beside me, her big green eyes staring up at me in…surprise? Horror? Affection? I couldn’t tell.

      “You’re in love with me?” she asked, just slightly above a whisper.

      “I’m going to gather my things,” Cassandra said and left, too. Matilda and Mr. Gordon followed closely behind her.

      The Fitz’s began talking amongst themselves and Logan strolled off without saying a word, headed for the trees.

      How was I going to answer her? I could say I was. I could say I was being dramatic to try and convince Nicholae (which worked). I could say “got ya!” I couldn’t read her expression for the best way to respond. But in the end, I was tired of over-thinking so much, over-thinking every difficult decision I ever had to make. We’d been through so much together. We’d developed a special bond from the first time she spoke to me, but we’d connected even more through our shared trauma—which I was sure was the most important thing. No use hiding my true feelings; let the consequences be damned. If she was going to leave, there wouldn’t be a better time than right now.

      “Yes,” I finally said and dropped to a seated position to face her on the same level. “I love you, Desiree.” And I meant it. There was no other girl in the back of my mind this time. Desiree was the only one and she always had been.

      I paused for a moment to see if she’d reciprocate, or at least respond. And when she didn’t, I continued. “I wish I hadn’t said it for the first time like that…you know, to Nicholae instead of you directly…and not in front of all those people. But I don’t regret having these feelings.”

      She leaned in to hug me, wrapping her arms tightly around my neck. “I love that you said it,” she said with her head still on my shoulder, her sweet words tickling my ear. When she let go, our lips were drawn together like the opposite poles of two magnets. My lower lip tingled from a static shock. She didn’t say it back, but she showed me with her body, which I hoped was nearly the same thing.

      When our personal bubble finally burst and I reopened my eyes, we found ourselves around a dying campfire alone. I gazed down at the Elliott Smith on her sweatshirt, and then realized it may have looked like I was gazing at the silhouette of her breasts, but I wasn’t even thinking about them in that moment. Elliott Smith represented our special connection from two worlds away and the magic of this one. The name was everything in our relationship. She was everything to me. Then my attention fell to her left wrist, to the DNA brand tattoo peeking out of her sleeve that Mr. Gordon had placed there, a design nearly matching my own. I traced a finger across her smooth skin, over the intricate design. One more reminder of how far we’d come. Desiree hadn’t reciprocated verbally, but she wasn’t running screaming for the hills, either.

      Standing at the top of the steps, Logan called for us to join the others in the cathedral.

      “I guess I never asked, are you actually good with coming along?” I asked as we both got to our feet.

      “After what happened, do you honestly think retreating to the new camp will be any safer?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Exactly,” Desiree said, taking my hand as we made our way toward the cathedral. “There’s no safe path anymore. Each one has its risks. I’d much rather be with you than not.”

      “Okay then,” I said, smiling wide. “I feel the same way.”

      “I know.” She smirked at me, and it felt like a jab, but I didn’t let it dampen my spirits. Jeremy was damp enough for all of us.

      Inside, our group had gathered in a loose circle, with Nicholae giving instructions. Ingrid sat stoically at his side. The circle opened as we approached, allowing us a comfortable space. Everyone looked like they were already prepared for battle.

      “Oliver, where’s your gear?” Nicholae demanded. His arms were folded over his armored chest, his sleeves rolled halfway up his forearms to reveal more tattoo ink than skin.

      “In the front row where I was sleeping,” I said.

      “Then go get it. This isn’t a vacation.” He turned his attention to Desiree. “What about you?”

      “I—I don’t have anything,” she said timidly.

      As I walked off to retrieve my gear, I saw Nicholae drop his arms. As soon as he did, a vest and gun belt materialized in each hand.

      I’d stuffed my belt and vest under the front pew last night. After strapping on the belt, I removed the semi-automatic pistol from its holster and popped out the magazine. Fully loaded. If I remembered right, I hadn’t fired a single shot during the camp ambush. I had wanted to shoot Eli, but I hesitated too long and lost the chance. I clicked the clip back into place, checked the safety, and shoved the gun back into the holster. The belt also contained two spare clips, both of which were also fully loaded. The last remaining item I owned in this plane was the stuffed animal Frolics. I wasn’t about to leave him behind now. With his small furry head sticking out from my front pocket, I rejoined my group.

      Desiree was sporting her newly acquired army gear when I returned, and it was pretty hot.

      “What?” she asked.

      I must have had a stupid grin on my face. “Nothing.”

      “As I was saying,” Nicholae said. “There are two guardians left. Erik and Cassandra believe they know where they are located from their exploration of the station of the first fallen guardian before it completely disappeared. We acted too late to save the second guardian, but I believe we’ve evened up the playing field now.

      “I’ve divided us into two teams of five—I mean six. Alpha Team consists of Daniel, Colton, Oliver, Jeremy, Desiree, and myself. And Beta Team consists of Erik, Cassandra, Duncan, Yvette, Gulliver, and Logan. Erik, you’re the team leader.”

      Erik beamed with pride while Cassandra glowered at him through darkly shadowed eyes.

      I didn’t recognize three of the people on Beta Team.

      “The clock is ticking,” Nicholae continued. “If Kafka is not already on his way to the next guardian, he will be soon.”

      “How do we know which one he’s attacking next?” I asked.

      “We don’t,” Nicholae said. “If our coordinates are correct, we know which one is closer. I can only assume he’ll hit the closer one first, but that’s just a guess.”

      “How big are his teams?”

      “Larger than ours.”

      “Double? Hundreds? More?”

      “He had been traveling with a group of about fifty. There may be more now. He may be moving faster with less. I don’t know.”

      “How’re we supposed to—” Jeremy began, but was quickly cut off.

      “We don’t have to defeat everyone. We just have to defeat Kafka,” Nicholae said in a powerful, authoritative voice. “Everyone else is in the way, but they really don’t matter. I’m not making you come. You volunteered, remember?”

      “You don’t have to remind me. I know what I signed up for. I’m just making damn sure everyone else does, too.” Jeremy stared defiantly at Nicholae for a short eternity before finally dropping his eyes, allowing Nicholae to continue.

      “This is what we’ve been working toward. These will be our most important actions yet. If you want out, now is the time.” Nicholae scanned the circle, reading individual reactions within the group.

      “I’m ready to kick some ass!” Colton exclaimed.

      His excitement garnished some laughs and clapping, mostly from the soldiers I didn’t know. Mr. Gordon didn’t react. Jeremy looked inconceivably more sullen than before.

      “And we will,” Nicholae said after giving the teams a celebratory moment. “Go say goodbye to whomever you need to say goodbye to. We’re leaving in fifteen.” He walked through the middle of the circle, headed for the door. Erik and Cassandra followed.

      The rest of the group disbursed once the Lornes had vacated the area.

      “What’s wrong, Mr. Gordon?” I asked.

      “Just mentally preparing,” he answered. “This isn’t going to be an easy mission. To keep my abilities sharp, I need to mentally prepare and condition myself daily, so I am as strong and alert as I can possibly be…for you, for all of you…so I don’t let you down.”

      “You couldn’t let us down,” Desiree said. “You’re always there when we need you.”

      “I try, but that won’t always be the case. Circumstances beyond my control will arise. I have my limitations.”

      “How do you feel about Matilda going to the camp?”

      “She’ll do a wonderful job. It’s a great opportunity for her to help a lot of people. I’m sure it will be—”

      “No,” Desiree interrupted. “How do you feel about it?”

      “I feel fine about it.”

      “You’re not worried about her?”

      Mr. Gordon smiled, lifted his horn-rimmed glasses, and pinched the bridge of his nose. “No, I’m not,” he said and put his glasses back into place. “She can take better care of me than I can of her.”

      Desiree decided to drop her line of questioning, knowing she wasn’t going to corner him into admitting any romantic feelings toward the fiery redhead. I had to admit, I was becoming quite curious myself.

      Logan slapped me on the shoulder. He was in full battle gear.

      Mr. Gordon excused himself and headed outside and Jeremy retreated to sit alone in one of the pews.

      “I guess this is goodbye again—not that you said goodbye the first time,” Logan said.

      “I didn’t have a chance,” I said recalling the escape from the castle.

      Mom had woken Jeremy and me up while it was still dark with one glowing orb floating over her head. The orb lit the apartment as we had moved through it. Once we had reached the halls of the castle, she extinguished the orb, met up with Nicholae, and made our escape as a fugitive family through the shadows. Nicholae told Ingrid to wait for him there. The castle disappeared behind us and we were swallowed up by the surrounding forest of elms and pines.

      “I was given a last-minute warning and then we had to go. There was no time to come and visit you,” I said. I had visited Logan earlier that day before we left the castle, at the hut where he was recovering from his fall. “And besides, you hadn’t said goodbye when you left the first time.”

      “You got me there,” Logan said and laughed. “Come on, we were like five or six. We were kind of at the mercy of our parents.”

      “Then what are you jumping down my throat for?”

      “It’s still so weird to me that you two are childhood friends,” Desiree said. “I was just getting used to Oliver having no childhood history.”

      “Hey, I had friends back in Lake Arrowhead,” I said. “I just wasn’t very good at keeping in touch. And I didn’t really have a lot of time to miss them once all of this happened.” I gestured at the craziness surrounding us.

      “Okay, that’s not what I meant,” she said. “I just meant…I don’t know what I meant. I’m happy you found each other.”

      “Just in time to be split up again,” Logan said.

      “Murphy’s Law,” I said. “But you’ll be fine.”

      “I know. I’m stealth, remember? If I can slip through Alexandria’s fingers, I can slip through anyone’s.”

      “Like a cat with four left paws,” I said, smiling, momentarily transported back to our innocent conversation in the castle.

      “Yeah,” Logan said. “Take care of yourself. Okay?”

      “You, too,” I said just before being pulled into a strong hug, which I thought would be awkward, but it wasn’t. Even though we spent much of our lives apart, we shared a history that connected us like brothers.

      Logan left. Desiree kissed me on the cheek and squeezed my hand before approaching Jeremy and taking a seat beside him.

      Now I was the one standing alone. Others around me were still saying their goodbyes as the groups prepared to go their separate ways. I watched Desiree wrap an arm around Jeremy’s shoulder. His head dropped toward his knees.

      I decided not to interrupt and ventured outside. Mr. Gordon broke a hug with Matilda. He shook Darius’s hand, then his parents’. Darius noticed me standing at the top of the stairs and nodded. I gave him a half wave, not sure if he saw it as an invitation to come over. But he didn’t.

      I stood watching them a moment longer before an idea came to mind. I walked straight up to Darius’s little sister, Amber, and bent to one knee. She held her frog stuffed animal with its long dangling legs tight to her chest.

      “Can you do me a favor?” I asked her, to which she stared at me dumbfounded and didn’t respond. “I have a friend here who I’ve been looking after, but I’m afraid it’s too dangerous for him to come with me.” I removed Frolics from my pocket and offered him to her. “Would you mind looking after him while I’m gone? You take such good care of your frog—what’s his name?”

      “Mister Pop,” she said in a soft voice.

      “Mister Pop. That’s a great name. This is Frolics. You take such good care of Mister Pop that I know Frolics will be in good hands. What do you say? Would you look after him for me?”

      Amber looked up at Darius and then back at me after receiving an encouraging nod from her older brother.

      “Okay,” she said.

      I handed her my dog and she hugged him to her chest with the frog.

      “I’ll be back for him,” I said. “I’ll return as soon as I can. I know he and Mister Pop will get along great.”

      “They’ll be best friends,” she said, a smile finally reaching her face.

      “They sure will.” I stood up and extended a hand to Darius. “Good luck and stay safe.”

      “You, too,” he answered. “I think you and Desiree should be coming with us, not hunting down Kafka.”

      “It’s what I’ve gotta do.”

      “And Desiree? Wouldn’t she be safer—”

      “She’ll be safer with me,” I said, knowing exactly where he was going.

      Darius looked over his shoulder. The group was beginning to leave.

      “You seem to have a knack for diving into trouble,” he said.

      “I never seem to learn,” I said with a smirk to lighten the tone of his statement.

      Holding both stuffed animals in one arm, Amber grabbed one of her big brother’s hands and tried to pull him toward the exodus of travelers.

      “Say goodbye to Desiree for me,” Darius said, allowing Amber to drag him backward. “Take care of yourself, Oliver.”

      He turned to walk with his sister, her tiny hand lost in his. Their parents waited for them to catch up. Matilda led the way and the Lorne wolves flanked the group on both sides. I stood back and watched the parade of people leaving the clearing around the cathedral, following their red-headed pied piper and her fierce beasts.
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      I retreated to the cathedral. Alpha and Beta groups were all that remained. The two groups were already inside, standing in a half circle. Nicholae and Erik positioned themselves in the center of everyone. Behind them, two closed wooden doors stood independently of any framework. They reminded me of the one we used to reach Matilda’s high-rise apartment. I slipped between Mr. Gordon and Desiree.

      “Now that everyone’s here,” Nicholae started, stealing a glance my way, “We can depart. We are the last line of defense from Kafka and the rest of the world. We may be few, but we are strong, stronger than the armies Kafka has amassed.”

      “No pressure,” Logan said.

      At one time that would have been Jeremy’s smart-ass comment, but today Jeremy was only here as a ghost. Others laughed, but Jeremy couldn’t even crack a smile.

      “He’s all yours,” Nicholae said to Erik.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll beat—I mean, keep him in line,” Erik answered.

      Logan’s confident smile lessened, but didn’t disappear.

      Nicholae, Erik, and Cassandra all hugged, and then my teenage father—the leader of the rebellion against the supreme Kafka Lorne—led Alpha team through the left door.

      The air on the far side of the door was much colder than where we’d left. Thick gray clouds blanketed the sky and the increased wind forewarned of an incoming storm. Still, we were surrounded by tall trees, most of them large pines. The remaining trees were bare like skeletons.

      I gazed around to see if everyone had come through the door, which we all had, minus the door.

      “Where are we?” Desiree asked me as if I would know.

      I shrugged, looking farther into the forest, past where we were huddled together. I could see the tree line not far ahead, and Nicholae began marching in its direction. He didn’t say anything, so neither did the rest of us. I sensed our group was unsure of what to expect in our new environment.

      “Should we have our guns out or something?” Desiree whispered.

      I shook my head, still refusing to speak since no one but Desiree had done so since we arrived. If Nicholae had wanted us to pull out our guns, he would have taken out his as a signal to follow his lead.

      Beyond the howl of the wind rose the sound of crashing waves. When we emerged from the trees we found ourselves on a paved two-lane road that hugged a metal guardrail. Past the guardrail, and far below, was dark blue water extending to the horizon. A canyon hundreds of feet across split the land in two. A bridge held up with steel supports and thick cables connected the two cliffs. Several of the supports and cables had fallen. The bridge itself was laced with cracks. Two cars had collided with each other head on; both vehicles were reduced to mangled wreckage and seemed to be forgotten in this vacant world.

      Nicholae walked to the guardrail, to the edge of the cliff, and looked down at the water below. The rest of us soon joined him by the guardrail to see what grabbed his attention.

      Several hundred feet below, the ocean waves crashed onto a shore of large rocks. Behind the rocks was a beach of smaller rocks mixed with sand. The burnt remains of an overturned car lay alone on the sand like a beached whale. Several seagulls were perched on its bare rims and twisted underside.

      “Is that it?” Colton asked, pointing into the distance.

      I followed his finger and saw nothing.

      Nicholae nodded.

      “I don’t see anything,” Desiree said. Her voice sounded like a whisper with all the noise surrounding us.

      “You don’t see anything because you’re looking inside this plane,” Mr. Gordon said, stepping next to Desiree. “They’re looking up.”

      “I still don’t see anything,” I said.

      “You’ve only practiced with the first higher plane. Each one up is exponentially farther. Each one is like learning a new skill.”

      “Learning to see one doesn’t allow you to see them all.”

      “Exactly,” Mr. Gordon said. “You can use the same techniques I’ve shown you, but you just have to realize you’re looking much farther than you had to before. Once you can, it’s amazing what doors will open.”

      “I can already open quite a few doors,” I said confidently.

      “So you think.”

      “Oliver, come here,” Nicholae said.

      I did as I was told and took my rightful place beside my father.

      “I’ll help you transition,” he said to me. “Daniel, you have the other two?”

      “Yes,” Mr. Gordon answered and waved Jeremy over.

      Colton seemed to be on his own.

      Nicholae instructed me to close my eyes and then to reopen them within five seconds.

      The landscape was the same, but the human imprint was gone. We stood too close to the cliff, the protective guardrail was no longer present to shield us from stepping over the edge.

      I looked down. It would be a long, ugly fall.

      The ground-covering mist had returned, pouring over the cliff in translucent tendrils, along with the bleak orange sky. If the road was still there, it had been swallowed up by the fog. The bridge extending across the canyon definitely was gone. The wind had died as suddenly as stepping indoors. The birds had disappeared. We were the only living things left in this shell of a plane...or so I thought.

      “Get down,” Nicholae commanded, his voice forceful, but soft. Everyone in the group dropped to their knees.

      I tried to find what Nicholae saw. My attention was split in all directions.

      “They’re already here,” Jeremy said to me, pointing inconspicuously over the cliff.

      I inched to the edge and gazed down at the rocky beach below. We were far from alone. A group of thirty or forty men in black fatigues were positioned at the far side of the beach by the opposite cliff. At the base of the rock wall stood an opening, which the men guarded with varying interest.

      “Do you think they saw us?” Desiree asked.

      “No, we’re good,” Nicholae answered.

      “At least we’re at the right place,” I said. “What’s the plan? Should we sabotage the area where they’re stationed in the plane below, sort of like they did to us?”

      “And let Kafka kill one more guardian?” Nicholae answered. “Also, we don’t know how long he’s been in there, or how close he is. You don’t want to be mid-sabotage when the plane drops again.”

      “Good point,” Desiree said.

      “We can’t wait idly by again.” Nicholae scooted away from the edge of the cliff until he was out of sight from those below, where it was safe to stand. “We’re going down there and you’ll cover me.”

      I was about to ask who he was talking to when I realized he meant the rest of us in the group.

      By Nicholae’s will, another door appeared amidst the fog. It opened inward, swinging into some other parallel space. Past the threshold, the tide inched up the shore.

      “Use the rocks for cover,” Nicholae said before stepping through the open doorway.

      I didn’t wait for Nicholae’s signal to take out my weapon. I jerked back the slide to chamber a bullet and grazed my finger over the safety, not yet clicking it. The rest of the group followed my lead, all except for Mr. Gordon. He made no attempt to reach for his handgun.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Desiree. Her shooting hand shook terribly, and I hoped to God she still had the safety on.

      “Fine,” she said, but I knew she was far from fine. We held loaded guns in our hands. There were men on the far side of the beach below with orders to shoot us on sight. And we were expected to shoot back. This was real. This was life and death, not unlike other situations we’d already survived, but it didn’t make what we were walking into any easier. We weren’t trained soldiers. We were teenagers with last minute, CliffsNotes training. I looked down at my own hand, but it wasn’t shaking. It held my weapon strong and steady.

      “Stay behind me,” I said and followed Colton and Mr. Gordon through the door.

      Jeremy stepped through last.

      On the beach, we waded in freezing, knee-deep water. It was colder than the pond Desiree and I had swum in, and the wet pants clinging to my legs only made the shivering worse.

      The fog was less dense down the cliff. It covered the beach and the first few yards of water, but I could still see the ground and water beneath its gossamer veil.

      Nicholae threw out a hand and gestured for us to fall back farther behind the boulders protruding from the shallow water.

      Desiree squatted beside me, her head low to the water, gagging. She propped a hand on the slimy, algae-covered rock for support. Her skin had turned very pale. I lightly rubbed her shuttering back and she vomited as if on cue, which flowed past us like a gelatinous creature swimming for shore. The smell of vomit mingled with the salty air, putrid and thick.

      “I’m sorry,” she said after rinsing her mouth out with salt water.

      “Don’t be,” I said. I didn’t know how else to reassure her.

      “I’ve never been so scared in my life.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to you.” If she died, then we’d both die. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself otherwise.

      Nicholae looked over his shoulder, back at us and said, “I’m going in. Cover me. Do nothing unless you see me go down. Not before.”

      We all nodded weakly. Mr. Gordon clapped him on the back. Nicholae looked his friend in the eyes with the emotional intensity of an entire non-verbal conversation, and said something I didn’t understand.

      Nicholae stepped out from behind the safety of the boulders and waded onto the shore. He reached the beach with no attempt to conceal himself. There was nowhere else to hide. He walked purposefully toward the platoon of soldiers amassed by the mouth of the cave. No one seemed to notice him approaching. He removed a pistol from each hip holster, clicking back one slide, and then the other.

      I rested my handgun against the boulder I was using for cover, and peeked around the corner of it to watch my young father stride confidently into enemy range. He walked tall and purposefully, exuding an aura of assuredness. I would have glanced back at our group, but not him. He was forever marching forward.

      The men Kafka had stationed outside of the cave talked amongst themselves, seemingly relaxed and unaware of the incoming attack.

      When Nicholae was only a few yards away, he fired the first shots.

      The group erupted in chaos. Men screamed. Bodies fell to the ground, some limp, some writhing in noticeable pain. Water washed up to some of the fallen bodies, cleansing the growing pools of blood from the rocks.

      Nicholae was in the middle of the chaos he’d created. Shots fired wildly. Men were thrown in multiple directions as Nicholae oscillated between hand-to-hand combat and shooting. Guns were ripped from soldiers’ hands and found themselves in Nicholae’s. The guns were then used against the very men they were supposed to protect. Nicholae had become a whirlwind of limbs, kicking, punching, and throwing the men all around him, creating an increased circle of fallen soldiers.

      Many of the remaining members of Kafka’s army began to retreat into the cave, seeing they didn’t stand a reasonable chance against their attacker. One man stood back however, not engaging in the fight, but not running away. He walked up to some of the fallen soldiers and knelt down to check their vital signs. Several of the men he examined jumped to their feet and sprinted into the cave.

      Once Nicholae had downed everyone attacking him, he reached an arm out to the last soldier running desperately for the mouth of the cave. The man was caught by an invisible hand that stopped and dragged him back to Nicholae. The man vehemently protested to no avail.

      Once the man was within arm’s reach, Nicholae ripped off the man’s helmet with one savage swipe, shoved a barrel to his temple, and pulled the trigger without hesitation. The man’s pleading was immediately silenced.

      Nicholae stared at the final man standing, a dispersion of corpses between them.

      The tall, thin man removed his black helmet and held it under his left arm. In his right hand, he held a pistol pointed toward the foggy ground. The bedlam of battle cries and gunfire was as dead as the bodies littering the beach. The only sound left was the crash of the breaking waves.

      “You’re too late, Nicholae,” the man said. His voice sounded soft due to how far away we were hiding. I had to listen carefully to hear his words clearly, but I was able to hear him.

      Desiree seemed to be trying to block everything out completely. She leaned her back against the rock. Some of her color had returned, but her skin still didn’t have its typical flush. Her eyes were closed, her breathing was slow and deep, and her clenched fist periodically rose to her mouth to suppress her gag reflex.

      “It’s okay,” I said to her. “Nicholae’s down to one other guy.”

      “He killed everyone else?”

      “More or less.”

      I turned my attention back to Nicholae and his last remaining adversary. The man had the presence and calm of a Lorne, but he wasn’t someone I recognized.

      “Malakye, you can’t stop me from going in there,” Nicholae said.

      “I know,” he said, making no attempt to attack, retreat, or block the entrance of the cave. “And I don’t need to.”

      Just then a gunshot fired from inside the cave, hitting Nicholae somewhere in the leg. I could see his weight shift, though he didn’t fall. He swung his gun up to his unseen shooter, and as he did, Malakye, with the speed and accuracy of a professional marksman, put a bullet into Nicholae’s second leg.

      Nicholae fell back, taking several shots at Malakye on his way down, which either didn’t hit or soared safely through him.

      About half of the lifeless soldiers lying on the beach miraculously jumped to their feet and surrounded my injured father. Soon he was huddled in a fetal position, helpless to defend himself from the onslaught of boots slamming into his body.

      Malakye sauntered up to get a closer, more personal view of the beat down. A bald man with milky white skin emerged from the cave to watch as well. Cias.

      My rage overflowed. It was our time to move. Just as I was about to leave my hiding spot, Colton jumped out in front of me, dropped to the rocky sand, and started shooting. I glanced back at Desiree before peering around the boulder shielding me and taking aim. After steadying my hands and taking the deepest breath of my life, I emptied my clip into the general direction of Cias. Nothing seemed to hit him.

      “I knew you wouldn’t come here alone,” Malakye said, turning his attention to us.

      Jeremy was now shooting from behind a nearby boulder.

      Mr. Gordon stepped out into the open, standing tall, like Nicholae had.

      Half of the soldiers continued to beat Nicholae, and half of them began firing in our direction.

      Malakye fired two shots, with each bullet ricocheting off the boulders shielding Jeremy, Desiree, and me. As soon as I heard the sound of the errant bullets bouncing off the rocks, the boulders dematerialized, leaving the three of us vulnerable and unprotected. Desiree, who had been leaning against the boulder, fell backward into the water. Her arms waved wildly as she plunged into the ocean, only to reemerge in a gasping panic two seconds later. Her flailing arms showed that she’d dropped her gun in the fall.

      Jeremy ran for the beach and dove to his stomach next to Colton.

      There was nowhere left to hide. I lowered into the freezing water, crouching down as much as I could so that all but my head was submerged. I felt like I was enclosed in a block of ice, which made every movement agony. With my gun underwater, I didn’t even know if it would fire now.

      A bullet cut through the water a few feet to my left. We were far enough away that a single person was not a large target.

      I inched along the ocean floor to reach Desiree, who was trying to get back to her feet, and ordered her to stay down.

      “I’m so cold,” she cried.

      “We’ll be okay,” I assured her, my teeth chattering so much I didn’t know if she could understand a word I said. “Just stay in the water. They’ll never hit us from here.”

      Tears streamed down her face. She looked like she may vomit again. I wrapped both arms around her and positioned my body to shield her from any incoming bullets. I wanted to console her more, but I had to fully concentrate on stopping any incoming bullets from hitting us. I knew I could stop them as long as I found and focused on that place within myself of absolute knowing. But the cold added a whole new level of complexity to that focus.

      “We’re going to be okay,” I said again, now reassuring myself as much as her.

      My eyes were shut tight and I did everything I could not to picture any of the carnage on the beach. I tried to block out the cold. I focused on becoming one with the ocean, rather than fighting with it. A bullet could pass through, but it would cause no damage.

      Desiree buried her face into the side of my neck. Her chest was tight against mine, and even through our vests, I could feel her heart beating. It beat faster than mine, but was slowing—slowing to the rhythm of my own.

      The gun shots seemed like they were coming from farther away, from a fight taking place on another beach. The sound of the incoming waves seemed to be lessening. My body tingled a little less. I was blocking out everything around me. It was now just Desiree and me within a protective bubble. Our newly synced beating hearts were all I could hear as they thrummed to a steady tempo in my head. No one could penetrate our bubble. We were safe as long as we were together.

      And then came the third crash, bursting our protective bubble with no effort at all.
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      I found my head underwater directly after feeling the crash. Kafka had slain the third guardian. We were so close, but all of our efforts seemed to be futile. We couldn’t even defeat his men, let alone the bogeyman himself. I rolled with the water that was pushing me toward the shore. I was disoriented even though I was only in two feet of water. My head bounced and scraped along the ocean floor.

      Finally, I was pushed to shallow enough water where even lying down, my head was no longer fully submerged. The world outside continued to spin while I fought to regain my balance. It took all of my strength and focus to crawl onto the beach.

      Desiree!

      She had been in my arms just a moment ago. The crash had torn us apart and now she was gone. So was the fog. The morning sun was now shining down on us between gray clouds. The water glistened like a blue blanket of diamonds fluttering in the wind.

      I flipped over onto my back, kicked myself backward onto the sand, and scanned the water. A spark from a second sun momentarily blinded me. With one eye closed and the other severely squinting, I saw large metal beams extending overhead, connecting the two cliffs. And the spark that had caught my attention was moving—no falling. One of the metal beams fell from a structurally compromised bridge. Chunks of broken concrete rained down on the beach like a meteor shower.

      Desiree!

      The soldiers that had been attacking Nicholae ran for the water, away from all the falling debris. Mr. Gordon and Colton sprinted to retrieve Nicholae. Cias was gone. Malakye was the only one left standing in their way. No shots were fired. Jeremy was on his knees in the sand, seemingly oblivious to parts of the bridge crashing down around him.

      Desiree!

      Jeremy needed help, but where was Desiree? I couldn’t sit here too long not doing a damn thing to help those around me. Then I saw her—splashing toward the shore close to the cliff. She was coughing and crawling out of the ocean, but she was alive and in the safest place out of all of us on the beach.

      I jumped to my feet and hurried to Jeremy before any debris could land on his head. I grabbed his arm and tried to yank him to his feet, but his body was dead weight in the sand.

      “Get up damnit!” I yelled.

      He gazed up at me groggily like he’d just awakened from a dream.

      “I dreamt this was coming. We’ve lost,” he said.

      “No,” I insisted. “We’re alive and we’re still fighting. Now help me help you! Get up!”

      Just then I saw Mr. Gordon and Colton stumbling down the beach, carrying Nicholae by the shoulders. Nicholae was running with them, but wasn’t able to support his full weight. Wet sand streaked with blood caked his face. His bulletproof vest was in the sand near where he had been beaten. Malakye’s body was also lying near the vest.

      The three of them passed Jeremy and me before I was able to get Jeremy off his knees. They were all singularly focused—not one of them noticed us still in the middle of the beach. But seeing their heroic escape motivated Jeremy to climb to his feet and follow them to safety.

      Jeremy and I raced to catch up with the rest of the group. Desiree had climbed out of the water and was getting to her feet. Nicholae had created a new door standing independently by the base of the cliff.

      Desiree was the first to go through, followed by Colton, Nicholae, and Mr. Gordon. Jeremy and I were only a few seconds behind. More shots rang out above the sound of the ocean and crumbling bridge. I ran through and exited where we had stood earlier in the morning at the top of the cliff, behind the safety of the metal guardrail.

      Colton and Mr. Gordon gently helped Nicholae lay down in the dirt beside the two-lane road. I knelt beside him and he looked up at me with a pained smile.

      “Just give me a minute to recover,” he said hoarsely. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I know,” I said and got back to my feet.

      Desiree was waiting for me a few paces away. I took her trembling and dripping body in my arms. I didn’t know if I had actually done anything to protect her, but it didn’t matter. She was safe for the moment. Maybe it was selfish of me to bring her here. Maybe it would have been better to let her go to the new camp, or better yet, try to convince her to go home. She could go with Jeremy. He obviously needed to go home. He’d only stayed out of his irrational commitment to make up for the danger he’d put me in with Kafka several months ago. He said he was committed to looking after me and keeping me safe, but his attitude of powerlessness and defeat wasn’t helping to keep either one of us safe, and seemed to be working more to our detriment.

      I looked around for Jeremy and didn’t see him anywhere. The door we had come through was now gone. I scanned the tree line with the hope of finding that he’d just wandered off or maybe had to piss. But I didn’t see him there, either.

      “Where’s Jeremy?” I asked the group. “He was right behind me when I went through the door.”

      “You were the last one to come through the door,” Colton said.

      “No,” I protested. “That’s impossible. He was right behind me.”

      Nicholae carefully got to his feet, testing his strength in the process. His wounds were quickly healing. He wiped what sand he could off his face with the palms of his hands.

      Everyone was now scanning all directions and calling out Jeremy’s name. Nicholae was the only one who remained silent and focused on the opposite side of the canyon. What remained of Kafka’s men had gathered by the mirroring cliff, across the bridge. I stopped and stared alongside Nicholae.

      “Do you think he’s over there?” Desiree asked, appearing beside me.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I sure hope not.”

      “He’s there,” Nicholae said matter-of-factly.

      “What? You can see him?” I couldn’t make out anyone specifically from this distance. Everyone was dressed in black. A few of the men didn’t have on helmets, but from here all of their faces were featureless.

      “No, I can’t see him, but I can feel him. I can feel his fear. He’s with Kafka.”

      “Well, what are we going to do?” I demanded. “We have to do something!”

      Nicholae said nothing, his attention fixed on the men across the way he’d failed to kill.

      Kafka’s small army began moving, making their way toward the bridge.

      Without saying a word, Nicholae left where he had been standing by the guardrail and approached the bridge. Two new pistols materialized in his hands, and he holstered both of them.

      I looked to Desiree and then to Mr. Gordon, hoping for—needing him to provide some guidance.

      “I can’t tell you what to do because there is no right,” he said. “Your father has always fought for what he believes in, and now that’s become what he helped build. He won’t quit and he won’t surrender, even when he pays for it with his own life.”

      “But I can’t come back like he does,” I said.

      “And neither can I. That’s why you have to question your commitment. What’s it worth to you? My job has been to keep you safe for the past ten years, but that job’s over now. You’re in charge of your decisions now. Road number two has never been the safer road, but it has gotten you to the fork of this very moment.”

      I glanced over at Nicholae advancing alone onto the bridge. Kafka and his men were now on the opposite side of the bridge, steadily approaching the center—steadily approaching Nicholae.

      I turned back to Mr. Gordon, gave him a nod, grabbed Desiree and pulled her in for what may be our last kiss, and ran after my father.

      When I reached him, he looked over at me and smiled. His eyes fell to my empty holster and he handed me one of his guns, refusing to expend the energy to manifest a new one.

      At a couple hundred paces apart, both groups stopped. Kafka stood stoically in front of his men. I could see Jeremy now, behind Kafka, between Malakye and Cias. I had seen Malakye’s body on the beach, and I’d hoped he was dead. Just like Cias back at the cabin, Malakye was definitely down, but apparently not out. Jeremy didn’t look abused, but the somber expression of defeat I’d seen on his face ever since Richard left was as heartbreaking as any injury they could have inflicted.

      A hand touched mine and I flinched. Desiree, joined by Mr. Gordon and Colton, lined up beside me. I found her hand again after my initial shock.

      “That’s sweet,” Kafka said, his dark eyes glued to Desiree and me. “Young love in the face of adversity.” His grin was wide, imitating genuine emotion. He wore a sleeveless black shirt without the protection of a bulletproof vest, unlike the rest of his men. I could see the rings of tattoos snaking down both arms. From more of a distance, they simply looked like shirt sleeves. Each ring had a varying thickness—reminding me of the rings on the inside of a tree trunk or the magnificent rings of Saturn—and stopped at the edge of his wolf-head tattoo.

      “Here we are again,” Kafka said, turning his attention to Nicholae. “We seem to keep finding ourselves at these impasses.”

      I looked down at the cracks in the bridge. The two cars left as a single mangled corpse rotted behind us. One thick cable had fallen and extended across the road between our two groups, partially coiled like a monstrous serpent. Several other cables hung limply over either side of the bridge. A crow cawed, accompanied by a chorus of others from its murder—all of them perched atop a still-intact cable above.

      “I suppose you want a trade,” Nicholae said. “One brother for another. Or for me, perhaps?”

      “Oh come on, Nicholae. I know you’d never trade your real life for anyone, least of all your ex-mistress’ son. We’re not standing before each other now for a trade. I have no interest in one. You can escape with what’s left of your pathetic rebellion at any time. It’s a waste of energy to attack. I’ve lost enough men today.”

      “Then what is this?”

      “A score to settle—with him.” Kafka pointed back to Jeremy. “Justice must be served and I want all of you here to witness his punishment.”

      Kafka waved a hand. Malakye and Cias walked Jeremy forward, each man tightly holding an arm. I noticed the man with the fiery red hair and beard—Georges—as they stepped forward. He held a helmet against his hip.

      “No!” I yelled and lunged for my captive brother. If Nicholae was going to stand back, I’d force him into action by going in for the attack.

      I didn’t get three steps before a section of the bridge before me broke free and collapsed into the canyon below. A thirty-foot-wide section of road had instantly crumbled, extending all the way to the support beams on either edge of the bridge. One foot was already halfway into open air when Nicholae grabbed my wet vest and pulled me back to safety.

      Jeremy was left standing only inches away from the other edge of jagged concrete. Severed steel beams below protruded from under the concrete like broken bones. The two men holding his arms seemed unfazed by the sudden collapse.

      “Jeremy!” I screamed, not knowing what else to say.

      He looked at me only for a moment, then down into the hole before him. His vest and gun belt had already been taken from him. I could already see him plunging to his death, but I shook the thought away. As soon as I did, the scene of Anna lying on her bed with red rivers flowing down her arms crept into my consciousness.

      “No!” I cried, more to my internal pictures now than what was about to happen to my brother. It didn’t matter whether my eyes were open or shut, my imagination was as clear as the world around me. It was an all-consuming nightmare.

      Malakye and Cias dropped Jeremy’s arms and stepped away, returning to the other stationary soldiers while Kafka approached Jeremy at the edge of the world.

      I pictured myself being held by the neck on the edge of Lorne Tower. The man intent on killing me that day and the one hovering over my brother now were so different in appearance—but they were both the bogeyman of my childhood. Kafka looked about my age, younger than even Nicholae’s startling appearance.

      “You wore out your welcome in this world when you killed me. You didn’t know I’d be back at the time. You thought you had won. Well, the joke’s on you. Karma’s a bitch, and now you’ll get to see just how nasty she can be.” Kafka waved to one of his men standing by Cias to approach.

      Jeremy’s body slowly lifted until his toes were about an inch off the ground. After a moment of being suspended in the air, his whole body swiveled until his back was to us.

      “Remove your helmet,” Kafka said to the soldier now standing before Jeremy.

      The soldier immediately obeyed.

      “Do you recognize this boy?” Kafka asked.

      Jeremy nodded.

      “I know your brother and his little girlfriend do as well.” Kafka shot a glance to us with a sinister smirk and then back to Jeremy and Eli.

      “Now, I’m sure you recognize this.” A small metal object appeared in Kafka’s right hand and he held it up to give Jeremy a good look.

      Jeremy’s suspended body blocked the object from my view—but then Kafka stepped aside and held it out so we all could clearly see.

      It was a flathead screwdriver.

      “An eye for an eye,” Kafka said, placing a hand on Jeremy’s shoulder, patting him a few times before giving him a hard push, sending him spinning in space like a hanged man on a gallows. “Eli here will do the honors.”

      Eli took an unsteady step back. Kafka reached long to hand him the screwdriver.

      I felt sick. This time, the horror before me was not my imagination, it was really happening. Every muscle in my body screamed. My mouth was dry and my throat closed up. I felt helpless and immobilized.

      “Take it,” Kafka demanded, and after a moment’s delay, Eli did what he was told. “Now do what I brought you here to do.”

      The screwdriver shook in Eli’s hand. He looked as sick as I felt. The rage I saw from him in the asylum was no longer there. He was as scared and unsure as the rest of us, thrown into a world and situation way over his head—and it was my fault. I initially brought him here. If it wasn’t for me, he and Anna would still be safely at home. If it wasn’t for me…

      Jeremy’s body continued to spin in midair. His face was completely overtaken by fear, so much so that I had to briefly look away. But even that didn’t stop the tears. Desiree was crying, too.

      “I can’t,” Eli said, his voice cracking on the second word.

      “You can do anything you set your mind to,” Kafka said, sounding oddly like Mr. Gordon. “I’ve taken you in with pride and given you a place at my side. I’ve shown you things that have opened your entire world—and I can show you more. But you must prove your loyalty to me if you want to remain here. I told you that, and I told you it wouldn’t be easy. This is your test, and I believe—I know you have what it takes! Now do it!”

      “No,” I croaked just above a whisper. “No, Eli, don’t do it.” The tears were flowing freely now. “Please…”

      I reached out to Eli in my mind—I reached for the screwdriver. I knew if I was able to get it that Kafka would just manifest another one, but I had to try. It was killing me to stand by and do nothing.

      I felt the thin metal shaft, grasped it tightly somewhere in my mind, and pulled as hard as I could, knowing it would pull free from Eli’s grasp—but it didn’t.

      Kafka swung around to face us with an intensity I could reserve only for monsters. “Don’t!” he spat.

      He could somehow feel what I was trying to do and thwarted my efforts. My heart sank even further. There truly was nothing left I could do.

      Eli timidly took a step closer to Jeremy’s spinning body. His arm holding the screwdriver was taut and he frequently adjusted his grip. He never looked at us. He barely even looked at Jeremy.

      “Your hesitation is only making it worse for him,” Kafka said. “Isn’t that right, Jeremy? Waiting is truly the hardest part.”

      I couldn’t swallow. I couldn’t breathe. Everyone seemed to be completely frozen in place, except for Jeremy, who continued to steadily turn.

      With a quick jab, Eli thrust the screwdriver into Jeremy’s stomach.

      Jeremy grunted. His body twitched like it was trying to bend forward, but the force holding him in midair prevented him from all but the slightest of movements.

      Desiree collapsed to the ground, sobbing uncontrollably.

      I couldn’t move. The tears continued to wash down my face like a steady rain.

      “It’s going to take a little more than that,” Kafka said. “One stab to the abdomen is a hard, long, and painful way to die. You don’t want him in prolonged agony, do you?”

      When Jeremy turned again, Eli stabbed him in the stomach again, then moments later in the right kidney. Blood poured from the three holes around his middle, trickled down his pants, and dripped onto the ground.

      Jeremy cried harder with each wound, but only gurgling escaped his mouth.

      Then Eli stepped back, horrorstruck. “What’s happening?”

      “It looks like our friend is getting some help,” Kafka said. “You’ll just have to try harder.”

      Jeremy’s gurgling lessened and his voice returned.

      “Please,” he pleaded. “Please stop…”

      “You heard him,” Kafka said to Eli. “Make it stop. Take his pain away.”

      Eli’s whole body trembled now, not just his arm holding the screwdriver.

      He stabbed Jeremy again.

      Please God!

      When Jeremy cried out again it sounded like he’d been reduced to a young child, a sound I instantly knew would haunt me forever. I tried to swallow, but there was a stone in my throat that refused to budge. I blinked away tears. I couldn’t lift my arms to wipe them away.

      Eli plunged the thin blade into Jeremy’s scarred flesh two more times—three more times—four more times.

      With each fresh wound, Jeremy looked closer to losing consciousness, and then a moment later, his alertness returned. One second he released gurgling moans, and the next, he was crying and begging for Eli to stop.

      Eli now had tears streaking his face as well. He looked to Kafka.

      “Keep going,” Kafka said.

      “But…but he’s…he’s healing…” Eli stuttered.

      “And he’ll stop healing as soon as he’s dead. So finish him!”

      Eli lost it. He screamed and charged Jeremy like a wild animal, stabbing him over and over, on all sides of his body as he continued to turn on an invisible, vertical spit. Trails of blood arced from each wound as the weapon was pulled back, splashing Eli in the face more times than I wanted to count.

      Panting and sobbing, Eli stepped back, covered in blood, the screwdriver coated with gore at his side. Below Jeremy was a growing pool, dripping crimson over the edge of the bridge.

      Jeremy’s head hung forward and more blood spilled from his mouth.

      “I’m proud of you, Eli,” Kafka said, placing his tattooed hand on the hysterical boy’s shoulder.

      Desiree’s head was in her hands.

      I noticed Jeremy’s head twitch and then his mouth start to move like he was trying to catch his breath.

      He’s still alive!

      I knew he was stronger than he had been letting on. I felt the tiniest pang of hope deep in my stomach.

      Then Kafka noticed it, too. He approached Jeremy and examined his ravaged body closely. He lifted my brother’s chin and then let it go. Jeremy’s chin didn’t fall, but remained upright. I believe I could see his eyes open slightly.

      “What’s that?” Kafka asked, leaning into Jeremy. “You just want this to be over? I agree. That would be best for everyone involved.” Kafka gave Jeremy’s cheek a playful slap and turned to us. “Nicholae, stop healing him. Can’t you see he’s in pain? It’s time to let go and say goodbye.”

      “I’m not,” Nicholae responded.

      I glanced over at him—and then at Mr. Gordon, who lifted his glasses with one hand to dry his eyes with the other. His resolve to do anything he could to protect Jeremy, poured out with his tears. Heartbreak showed all over his face, which crumbled my composure even more.

      Desiree unshielded her face just in time to see the final blow.

      Kafka snatched the screwdriver from Eli and stood tall before Jeremy, whose spinning slowed to a stop so he could face his executioner. Kafka stood in silence for an agonizing amount of time. Jeremy didn’t moan or cry or plead any longer. It was like his inner self had found peace amidst the atrocities his body had been forced to endure.

      Kafka placed his left hand on Jeremy’s corresponding shoulder, a deeply personal and endearing gesture, and then swung the screwdriver with his right. The long, thin blade plunged into Jeremy’s neck, all the way to the handle.

      Not a moment later, Jeremy’s head flopped forward.

      My crying reached an uninhibited level I’d never experienced before, but I didn’t scream out. There was no reason to because Jeremy’s pain was gone. But mine was just beginning.

      Desiree’s sobs were much more audible than my own, but our grief was not equally matched. Witnessing anyone die was a terrible thing. We could both attest to that from seeing a full-grown Kafka in his last throes of life on the observation deck of Lorne Tower. He was our adversary in life, but watching him die erased that label and turned him back into just another human being. Witnessing anyone die was a terrible thing. Witnessing a friend die was absolutely haunting. But Jeremy wasn’t just my friend, he was my brother—my only brother.

      Kafka ripped the blade from Jeremy’s neck, shoved his free hand into what had just moments ago been my brother’s chest, sending his body arcing backward and over the edge of the broken bridge.

      I couldn’t watch him hit the beach and debris below. I couldn’t do anything but cry.
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      Mr. Gordon—before I knew him as Mr. Gordon—had a wooden cabin in a small meadow to the east of the Acanombian Mountains. Nicholae had given him the responsibility of keeping us safe while he was away, and he traveled frequently. Today he’d returned, but not just to visit with his family. We were supposed to be safe here, but it had only been a few short months, and he was here to force us to move again—to flee farther from the castle.

      “Boys, are you packed?” Mom asked as she entered our room. We no longer had the space we’d previously been accustomed to in the castle and I now had to share a room with Jeremy, which wasn’t too bad since I used to spend much of my time in his room anyway.

      “I can’t reach Frolics!” I cried, crouched beside my bed, sweeping an arm underneath.

      Mom knelt down beside me. Under the bed hid my cocker spaniel puppy, behind a wrinkled shirt and a few scattered stuffed animals.

      I stretched my arm to the point of hurting my shoulder, and momentarily brushed his soft fur, but Frolics quickly retracted just beyond my reach.

      After watching me struggle a moment longer, she whistled softly, and the puppy obediently crawled out from under the bed. She scratched him behind the ears and rubbed his neck.

      “We don’t want to lose Frolics, do we?” she asked.

      Jeremy and I shook our heads in unison.

      “Then we need to protect him on this upcoming trip,” she said. “It will be a much bigger adventure than our trip from the castle.” She took Frolics’ small head in her hands and gently kissed the top of it.

      I watched in amazement as he miraculously shrank from a live dog into a raggedy stuffed animal. Jeremy and I stepped back in wonderment as Mom picked up the stuffed animal that was our former dog. This was something I’d never seen done before, and the expression on Jeremy’s face led me to believe that he hadn’t, either.

      “Is he okay, Mother?” Jeremy asked, apprehensively reaching out to touch him.

      “Frolics is just fine,” she said and handed him to me. “You look after him, okay?”

      I ripped the stuffed animal from her hands and placed him delicately in my backpack, which was nearly overflowing with toys and clothes. I zipped up the bag as much as I could while still allowing Frolics’ furry head to peek out.

      Mom ushered us into the front room, despite Jeremy’s protests of needing more time.

      Nicholae and Mr. Gordon were talking, but abruptly stopped their conversation upon our arrival.

      “Are we ready?” Nicholae asked, boasting a huge grin.

      “Where are we going?” Jeremy asked.

      Mom went to stand by Mr. Gordon while Nicholae knelt before us.

      “It’s a surprise,” Nicholae said and winked at me. “And you will be surprised, I promise.”

      Mr. Gordon opened and held the heavy wooden door for everyone to walk through.

      Outside the air was cool and windy, and smelled of grass and rain. Pastel-colored clouds decorated the sky. The modest cabin sat up against the forest, facing a meadow of tall grass. The snowcapped peaks of the Acanombian Mountains rose above the canopy of trees on the far side of the meadow.

      Nicholae led us away from the cabin with Mr. Gordon keeping pace at his right side. Mom urged us to keep up as we fell almost instantly behind. My walk became a trot in order to keep up with the others, and it wasn’t long before I tripped in the tall grass, scraping both knees.

      She rushed back to pick me up, but Jeremy helped me to my feet first. He held my hand and helped me not to stumble again.

      “Never forget to look after each other,” she said.

      “Never!” Jeremy exclaimed.

      “Never ever!” I shouted. The contagious exuberance of my brother caused me to forget about any pain from my skinned knees. They were as good as healed in my opinion.

      We laughed giddily, swung our arms, and trotted together through the meadow.
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      Nicholae buried Jeremy in the canyon a little ways back from the beach and I assembled a small metal cross from fallen debris.

      Kafka had left with his men soon after throwing Jeremy’s body from the bridge, and we let them go. I didn’t know about the others, but there was no fight left in me in that moment. Kafka had granted us time to grieve, or perhaps he presumed we’d be too far behind to stop him from killing the final guardian. It didn’t matter.

      “I remember the first time I met Jeremy,” Desiree began, “was in the cemetery by our houses. He’d scared us half to death and was so proud of himself. Let’s say we didn’t start out on the right foot. But over time, I saw what a genuine and caring guy he was. I saw him at school and he just had a way with making others laugh, making them feel comfortable, and drawing them in with his true zest for life. He loved people. He loved his family. And he especially loved his brother.”

      I squeezed Desiree’s hand as we all stood around the cross marking Jeremy’s final resting place. I remembered her expressing how much she loathed my brother after the prank in the cemetery. She wasn’t too fond of him attending her Halloween party, either. The memories brought a small smile to my face.

      “I remember Jeremy mostly as a young boy,” Mr. Gordon said. “I wasn’t around him once he entered his teenage years. I stayed at a distance to honor Helen’s wishes to forget about all of this and move on with her life. Jeremy never wanted to forget where he came from and he went to great lengths to preserve that memory and get his family back home. Of course, some of his actions were ill-advised, but his intentions were pure—his heart was in the right place. My primary regret is not getting a chance to know him better in recent years.”

      The group remained quietly pensive for a few minutes after Mr. Gordon’s eulogy.

      Desiree hugged my arm and laid her head on my shoulder. I leaned my head against hers.

      I didn’t know how to sum up my brother’s life in only a few sentences. I didn’t know how to express how I felt. Our relationship over the past school year wasn’t the best barometer. When we were kids, we were as thick as thieves. Jeremy started to become popular in seventh grade, and that drew us apart. But I knew he was still there for me—even considering when he betrayed me, he had spent the last few months of his life trying to make up for it. It suddenly became clear how I wanted to remember him.

      “I remember Jeremy helping me up when I fell down—in so many ways—and so many times,” I said. “Whether he picked me up off the ground when I literally fell or made me laugh when I was down, I could always count on him to pick me up.” I felt the corners of my eyes begin to sting again and then more tears trickled down my cheeks. Nothing else I could think to say sounded right, so I simply ended by saying, “I’ll miss you, big brother.”

      Desiree rubbed my back. There were more tears in her eyes as well.

      We stood through another few minutes of silence.

      “We’ll have to bring Mom here when this is all over,” I said to Nicholae. “She’ll be absolutely devastated when she finds out.” I was glad Richard left when he did and didn’t have to see what happened—handed the burden to inform his wife that her oldest son was dead. It should come from Nicholae and me.

      “We will,” he promised and walked away from the grave.

      Nicholae arranged stones on the beach and built a fire. He balanced a large thin rock across the pit to be heated by the flames and placed a newly manifested pot on top. Mr. Gordon and Colton joined him on the beach, leaving Desiree and me alone with Jeremy.

      “I remember him giving me his favorite shirt one day out of the blue. He hadn’t outgrown it, and he still wore it—not regularly—but he still wore it. It wasn’t any special occasion. It was just a regular Tuesday or something. He came into my room and said he wanted me to have it.”

      My eyes were glued to the cross I’d built. It looked like a little kid’s art project, but it’s all I could do with the resources in the vicinity. I didn’t want help from Mr. Gordon or Nicholae. I wanted to do it myself. I wanted it to be real.

      “I remember crawling into his bed after having a nightmare—one of many Kafka-the-Bogeyman dreams. I must have been about seven. He told me to wait there and went to my room. He was gone for a minute or so, and then I heard the toilet flush. When he came back he told me he’d taken care of Kafka, that he’d dragged him out of my room and flushed him down the toilet. It didn’t rid me of the dreams, but we had a good laugh that night.”

      “You were lucky to have him in your life for as long as you did,” Desiree said. “You’ll preserve his memory by remembering personal anecdotes like that.”

      “Yeah. And there was the time this guy—Aiden something or other—was picking on me at school and Jeremy snuck up behind and pantsed him. Jeremy ran like hell, and Aiden turned to chase him but landed flat on his face. Needless to say, he never bothered me again. Jeremy got a week’s detention, but said it was well worth it.”

      “I love you,” Desiree said. The edges of her eyes were red and still shiny from so many tears she’d shed over the past hour, but the emeralds in them glistened as she gazed passionately up into mine.

      My elation to hear her speak the words was bittersweet with all that had transpired since this morning.

      I smiled wide despite all my grief, so wide it felt like my cheeks would pop. “I love that you said it,” I said.

      “Yeah, I deserve that,” she said. “I knew I loved you when you said it this morning, but I was afraid to say it. Then during the fight, all the little fears became so trivial. I can’t let fear hold me back anymore.”

      “The need to act in spite of fear.”

      “Exactly.”

      “At least I can die happy now,” I said.

      “Don’t say that,” Desiree snapped. “Don’t ever say that.”

      I didn’t feel bad for saying it. If Jeremy had been here in that moment, he would have clapped me on the back and said my boy’s finally learning.

      I am.

      I hooked a hand behind her neck and pulled her in for a kiss. Our bodies turned, drew closer, and connected at every point possible. The vests felt like too much of a barrier between us, but I remembered how her body felt against me with only underwear between us and the feeling sent shivers all through me. With each kiss, I believed we were sharing our entwined life energies back and forth.

      I felt rejuvenated when our lips separated. “I’ll have to take you on an actual date when all this is over.”

      “You better,” she said.

      “I guess I’ll have to get my license at some point so I can take you out properly.”

      “Yup.” Her smile was infectious and I lost trying to resist kissing her again. “Oliver Lorne taking me on a proper date. Sounds so traditional. With all of this, can we do traditional?”

      “We’ll make it proper, yet untraditional.” Her still drying hair was pulled back into a ponytail, but a curled lock had fallen out and slipped down the side of her face to just below her chin. I tucked it behind her ear so I could see her naturally beautiful face unencumbered.

      “We’ve got something to look forward to,” she said.

      I took her hand, looked down at the metal cross one more time, and said, “Thank you for everything,” to my brother before turning to join the others by the bonfire.

      Mr. Gordon poured us each a bowl of stew with some type of white meat, an assortment of vegetables, and potato chunks.

      “Daniel can take you both back,” Nicholae said, finishing the stew and setting the empty bowl beside him in the sand. “I’ll proceed with Colton. We’ll meet up with Beta Team and face Kafka again.”

      I looked over at Desiree to see her reaction to Nicholae’s offer. Her eyes showed uncertainty, but I was certain. I could hide out in the new camp, but I couldn’t go home. I wouldn’t be doing Jeremy any kind of justice by hiding.

      “We’re coming with you,” I announced.

      Mr. Gordon sighed. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve only been surer of one other thing in my life,” I said and glanced over at Desiree.

      Her smile was weak, but it was there.

      “Daniel should at least escort your girlfriend back to the camp,” Nicholae started.

      “Or home,” Mr. Gordon finished.

      With a full mouth of food, Desiree shook her head. She hurried to finish chewing and said, “I’m staying with Oliver.”

      “And next time, we may be burying you,” Nicholae said.

      “That’s not helping,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “It’s reality, Daniel,” Nicholae shot back. “A very possible reality. Can you live with that, Oliver?”

      I couldn’t respond. I gazed out at the ocean, not wanting to meet Nicholae’s eyes. I thought of all the bad decisions I’d made. The people I’d put in danger. I thought of Anna—and then I looked at Desiree. I couldn’t keep making the same mistakes over and over again. I had to stop looking at what I wanted and instead to what was best for the other people in my life.

      “Desiree…I’m sorry,” I said.

      She knew immediately what I meant and looked absolutely crestfallen.

      “No,” she said. “No…no, I’m not leaving you. We talked about this.”

      “I know, but Nicholae’s right. I couldn’t live with myself if you were next. I can’t lose two people I love in the same day. I just can’t.”

      “Remember what happened to the last camp?”

      “I do, which may be why it’s safer for you to go home.”

      “I can’t believe you!” She got to her feet, dropping her nearly full bowl of stew to spill on the sand, and stormed off in the direction of Jeremy’s grave.

      I clenched the fist of my free hand and took a deep breath.

      “It’s the right decision,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “She’ll get over it,” Nicholae said.

      “Yeah,” I said and went after her.

      Desiree stood a few feet away from the metal cross with her arms folded. I walked up to stand beside her and she defiantly turned her body away from me.

      “I can’t believe you want me to go, after all we’ve been through. We said we’d stick together.”

      “I want you to be safe,” I said, moving around so I could see her face. “Don’t make me feel guilty for wanting to keep you safe. Your life has been in jeopardy numerous times because of me. Look where Eli is because of me. Anna is most likely dead. And Jeremy is dead…because of me.”

      “What happened to Jeremy wasn’t your fault.” She finally looked at me.

      “I love you too much to let you go any further.”

      “It’s not your decision.”

      “Then please make it for me,” I pleaded. “I’m begging you.”

      She didn’t answer.

      “What do I have to do?” I asked.

      “I feel like if we say goodbye now, I’ll never see you again.” She lowered her arms and swung them back and forth nervously.

      Help me out here, Jeremy. You always had a way with making girls do what you wanted. I need her to listen to me.

      “I promise to come back to you,” I said.

      “You can’t make that kind of prom—”

      “But I intend to keep it. I know I can. That’s all I can do. Do you trust me?” I asked, thinking back to when I had to convince her to grab my hand before she slipped off the cliff, back when Cias had tossed her over the mountain-road guardrail. I hoped she was transported to that moment, too.

      “Yes,” was all she said, but it was more than enough.

      The metal cross glistened in the sunlight, and I knew Jeremy had helped me again.

      When we walked back, Mr. Gordon was standing, holding out a newly filled bowl of stew.

      “No, thank you,” Desiree said.

      The fire had been extinguished and the pot and other bowls were gone. Nicholae and Colton had walked down toward the water in conversation. Mr. Gordon placed the remaining bowl on the rocks making up the fire pit.

      “Then we should get going,” he said.

      “Just one thing,” Desiree said. She unstrapped her bulletproof vest and handed it to Mr. Gordon.

      “You should keep this,” he said, but took it nonetheless.

      “Give me your shirt,” Desiree said to me and pulled off her Elliott Smith sweater.

      Shocked and more than a little excited, I did as she asked without taking my eyes off her semi-clothed body. Seeing her like this made it so hard to stand by my decision to let her go. Once my shirt was off, I felt Mr. Gordon’s eyes on me.

      “Oliver…I didn’t know…” Mr. Gordon said.

      “I’m okay,” I said, looking down at all my silvery scars. I pointed to the circle where the screwdriver had been thrust into my stomach not so many months ago. “I’ve held onto them all.” I drove the point in by showing him the scar on my hand where there had once been a fake, yet convincing wolf-head tattoo.

      Desiree and I exchanged shirts. She had hers on and a hand out to take back her vest in a heartbeat. My lips pulled down into an exaggerated pout.

      “I’m a lady,” she said, securing her vest to her body.

      I stared down at the sweatshirt she’d handed to me with the large Elliott Smith stenciled across the front.

      “I want it back,” Desiree said.

      “I know,” I said and put it on. The sweatshirt fit like a tight hug, and I imagined it was her.

      I didn’t ask where they were headed. I guessed she’d go to the camp, even though I wanted her to go home. But I couldn’t ask more of her. I was lucky she’d agreed to go at all without more of a fight.

      I couldn’t handle another long, drawn-out goodbye. I received hugs from both of them and a long fervent kiss from Desiree. The longer I held her, the more I wanted her to stay, but I had to ignore the voice in my head only concerned with what I wanted.

      Shut up, Nero!

      “I believe in you,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Desiree stepped up, placed a hand on each side of my face, and kissed me again. “I love you, Oliver Lorne. You better come back to me.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, placing my hands over hers. “I love you, Desiree Behring. From the moment I first met you, I knew—I just knew—you were the one for me. I owe you a date, remember?”

      “And a sweatshirt. Don’t you forget it.”

      Nicholae and Colton came back to say goodbye and another door appeared in the sand.

      Each new thing that happened today seemed to bring tears to my eyes, and watching Desiree and Mr. Gordon walk through the door was no different. Once the door disappeared, I knew I had to pull myself together if I ever wanted to see her again, which was something I wanted more than anything.
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      Nicholae manifested our door only moments after Desiree and Mr. Gordon left. We had already wasted too much time as it was. If Kafka knew where he was going, then he was probably already there. Why even bother at this point? It seemed as good of a plan as any just to let him finish, regroup, and attack again when the odds were more in our favor. But if Kafka succeeded in killing the final guardian, then the upper plane would be gone forever. Acanombia, the place where I was born, would no longer exist. True, the plane was merely a shell right now, but at least it still existed. It was hard to imagine an entire world just disappearing into oblivion, which was exactly what was happening.

      “Where are we going now?” I asked.

      “To the other side of the globe,” Nicholae said. “Up and over.”

      The door on the beach led us to the top of the cliff. Seeing the bridge from this vantage point again sent tingles all through my body. I could still see Kafka and I could still see Jeremy. I never wanted to see this goddamn collapsing bridge again. We should have buried him somewhere else.

      Nicholae helped me transition back to the plane of the eternal orange sky with no sun, no life, and no bridge. There was another door waiting for us—more than just a door—Erik was waiting for us, too.

      “You said Kafka was on the move, but I didn’t see him,” Erik said. “He isn’t where we are.”

      “He left over an hour ago,” Nicholae said. “Do you think he’s still looking? Has he not found this one yet? Or is he in the wrong place? Otherwise, we are.”

      “We’re not in the wrong place. I’ve been in the cave, and granted I’ve never seen a Guardian of the Great In-Between, but it has to be the right one. It’s quite a sight.”

      “After all this time, how did we find it first?”

      Erik shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess.” He stopped and took inventory of who was gathered around the door. “Where’s Jeremy?”

      “Dead,” Nicholae said brusquely.

      “I’m sorry,” he said to Nicholae and received nothing back but a cold stare, so he turned to me. “I’m sorry, Oliver.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Well, let’s get moving. I don’t want to squander this unexpected opportunity,” Nicholae said and ushered us all through the door to cross the world in a single step.

      The temperature jumped about fifty degrees when we stepped out on the other side of the door. The fog here was thicker than where we’d left and shrouded my feet completely. But the eerie sky didn’t change. It should have probably been nighttime on the other side of the world, but the twilight glow was exactly the same. The land was flat and there weren’t even many phantom trees that I could see. The only thing nearby was a cluster of rocky hills, each hill with its own cave opening.

      Logan walked up to me and gave me a strong hug.

      “I guess you got all the excitement,” he said.

      I frowned reflexively. “I wouldn’t call it that.”

      “Where are the others?” His face hardened. “Oh shit, don’t tell me. I’m so, so sorry.”

      “Jeremy,” I said. “He didn’t make it.”

      “And—”

      “Desiree and Mr. Gordon went back to the camp.” Most likely.

      “I’m relieved for them, but Jeremy—I can’t believe that—it’s absolutely terrible. Was it quick at least?”

      I shook my head.

      “Okay, I’m just gonna stop talking,” Logan said.

      Logan and I walked over to Nicholae, Erik, Cassandra, and the others gathered around them. The door had once again vanished. I glanced around for other strange doors popping up out of the fog, but we seemed to be alone.

      I pushed up my sleeves since I was already beginning to sweat. “Who’re they again?” I whispered to Logan.

      “Duncan, Gulliver, and Yvette,” he said, trying not to interrupt Nicholae’s brief retelling of this morning’s costly events to Erik and Cassandra.

      Nicholae had been so weak and bloody when Mr. Gordon and Colton had dragged him off the beach. Now it looked like all the blood remaining on his clothes was that which he’d spilled of others, not his own.

      “I wish we were there instead of waiting around here,” Cassandra said.

      “It could have been one, more, or all of you,” Nicholae said. “Let’s get out of the open.”

      Erik led us through the orange foggy wasteland and headed toward one of the center cave openings in the collection of rocky mounds. The Lornes were at the front of the pack. I wanted to stay as close to Nicholae as possible, so I kept to his heels.

      “Is Daniel coming back?” Logan asked.

      “I dunno.” I had gotten used to Mr. Gordon always showing up at just the right time, but I knew I couldn’t always count on that anymore.

      Before entering the cave, Erik stopped and scanned the vast emptiness behind us. We still seemed to be alone.

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” he said.

      I felt a pang in the pit of my stomach. It smelled like we were walking into a trap. Kafka had always been two steps ahead of everyone else. How could we have found this place before him?

      “Then let’s all be on guard,” Nicholae said and was the first to step into the mouth of the cave.

      “You don’t know where you’re going,” Erik said, taking off after his brother.

      Nicholae threw a handful of small glowing orbs into the air and they fanned out ahead of him. Their collective light revealed a tunnel descending steadily into a thick blackness.

      “There’s only one way,” Nicholae said. “I think I can manage.”

      “You say that now,” Erik said. “Cassandra and I have been all over these caves. It took us a while to find the way.”

      “Which luck played a large part,” Cassandra said. “You’ll see what I mean when we get closer.”

      We continued into the belly of the beast, but it just seemed to be the one path. No openings. No holes in the floor or ceiling. After another few minutes of walking, the naturally rocky ground slowly turned into crude cutaway stairs, and then evolved into a fully sculpted stone staircase. The tunnel condensed until we were forced to walk single file and began to spiral downward.

      Erik tapped Nicholae on the shoulder and instructed him to cut the light. The orbs fizzled and died, leaving us to wander downward in total darkness. With the tunnel now being so narrow, it was easy to reach both walls without even fully extending my arms, which helped steady me on the continued descent.

      “I hope we didn’t go too far,” Erik said.

      “Go too far for what?” Nicholae asked. “We’ve had no other choices. And I’ve been scanning the walls. Nothing but solid rock as far as I can see.”

      “That’s what makes this so tricky,” Cassandra responded.

      We continued to wind downward completely blind. The air felt thick, or maybe it was just claustrophobia creeping in. Every few steps, I bumped into Cassandra. She was directly ahead of me, and each time I encroached on her personal space, my face was assaulted by her long hair.

      “How does my hair smell?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, thankful for the darkness so she couldn’t see me blush—but then again, if it wasn’t for the darkness, I wouldn’t have had this problem.

      Logan collided with me a few times, maybe just to make me feel better.

      “Erik,” Cassandra said. “I think we’ve gone too—”

      “Here it is!” Erik exclaimed.

      The procession stopped and I couldn’t help nudging Cassandra again. I quickly backed up a stair, pushing Logan back, which sent a ripple effect through the rest of the group.

      “Do you see the light?” Erik asked. “There, near the ground is where it’s the clearest, but if you look carefully, you can see it track up the wall.”

      I didn’t notice the light Erik was talking about until he began pushing the wall in. The hidden break in the wall fit so perfectly that we never would have seen it in the light. The only thing giving it away was a faint glow in the pitch blackness.

      As Erik pushed the wall inward, more flickering gray light poured out.

      Nicholae launched a few more white orbs to better illuminate our surroundings. The staircase continued to descend beyond view from the orbs. Nothing else about where we stood seemed at all remarkable.

      The moving wall rumbled from stone sliding upon stone, and once Erik had displaced it a few feet, there was enough room on one side to walk around the hidden door and into the chamber beyond. Another tunnel extended ahead of us, but I could see the end of it, which was where the gray light came from. The orbs weren’t needed in here. The chamber a hundred paces ahead was quite well lit.

      “I would have found this place if we’d kept our light,” Nicholae said as he approached the end of the tunnel.

      “No, you wouldn’t have,” Erik replied. “After we found it the first time, I lit up the tunnel back there and scanned the walls. There was still nothing to see.”

      “It still looked like this area was solid rock,” Cassandra added.

      “So how did you find this place?” I asked.

      “We heard a noise,” Erik said. “It sounded like someone was coming, so we extinguished our light and waited for a few moments. The noise disappeared, but as my eyes adjusted, I noticed the faint glow.”

      “So you were standing really close to the door then.”

      “Like I said, there was quite a bit of luck involved,” Cassandra said.

      I entered the flickering chamber from right behind Cassandra and stepped out of her shadow to get a clear view of the vast space before us.

      “Whoa, what is this place?” Logan asked. He didn’t speak loud, but his voice carried and echoed through the cavernous room.

      We were standing on a stony shore with a dark lake filling most of the ground cover. A small stone island floated near the middle of the lake. The ceiling must have been fifty feet high and a multitude of stalactites and stalagmites extended like prehistoric columns near the walls.

      The light came from twinkling silver sparks that simultaneously rained down from the ceiling and ascended from the water. In several areas around the cavern, the sparks moved in a higher concentration, which looked like radiant columns of energy. The highest concentration of sparks flowed over the island. The chamber hummed and the hair all over my body seemed to rise from the energy radiating from this room.

      “If this isn’t it, then I don’t know what is,” Erik said. “Have you ever seen anything like it?”

      “No,” Nicholae replied. “The energy in this room is intoxicating.”

      “I don’t feel so well,” Duncan or Gulliver said. I still didn’t know who was who. He dropped to one knee, seeming to be suddenly fighting for each breath.

      “Me, neither,” the other of the two men said, dropping to his hands and knees, and then passing out entirely.

      Yvette was still on her feet, but she had begun to sway.

      I looked over at Logan. His skin was as shiny as the sparks over the lake. I grabbed him by the arm before he fell, and inched him to the ground.

      “What’s happening?” he croaked, but before I could reply, he was out.

      I gently laid his limp body down.

      I felt a tingling throughout my entire body like currents of electricity pouring through all of my extremities, but I didn’t feel weak or faint. All who still remained conscious were Nicholae, Erik, Cassandra, and myself.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded, gazing around at our half-collapsed group.

      “Is this Kafka’s work?” Cassandra asked.

      Nicholae was focused on the island, seemingly oblivious to the casualties befalling our group.

      “I’m guessing the guardian’s out there,” Nicholae finally said. He turned and scanned the fallen bodies. “Only the Lornes remain. Coincidence?”

      “But what does it mean?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.” Nicholae turned back to the water. “He has to be out there.”

      “Do you see anything?” Cassandra asked.

      “No.”

      I was glad I wasn’t the only one.

      The bigger clusters of vertically traveling sparks moved around the water. They seemed to be alive—with some type of invisible intelligence behind their movements. The spark cluster over the island grew brighter like it was being bathed in direct sunlight.

      A door appeared beside Nicholae and then another at the edge of the water. Nicholae looked perplexed. If he’d created both of them, then why had he placed them only a few feet apart?

      “Erik, you try,” Nicholae said. “I can’t transport a door to the island.” The two doors disappeared.

      Erik appeared to fall into a trance, and moments later, two more doors appeared, not much farther apart than the two previous ones—both of them on the rocky shore where we stood.

      “No, I can’t either. You want to give it a try?” Erik said to Cassandra.

      “I don’t see the point if you two can’t do it,” she replied.

      I bent down next to Logan’s lying body. He was breathing. I checked his pulse and it appeared to be strong. But he continued to sleep soundly. I nudged him, lightly at first, then shook him violently—both attempts to no avail.

      “What can we do about them?” I asked to anyone listening.

      “Are they all right?” Cassandra asked.

      “Logan seems to be. I haven’t checked the others.”

      “Let’s prop them against the wall,” Erik said. He approached the three fallen members of his team, checked their vitals, and dragged them one by one to the closest wall of the cave.

      I grabbed Logan under the armpits, heaved him into a seated position, and dragged him to the others. He was a lot heavier than I would have imagined, or I was just weaker than I wanted to admit to myself.

      When I turned back to see what progress Nicholae was making with the doors, I saw him take a step onto the surface of the water like it was frozen over. The moment his foot touched the water, a column of blue flames not much larger than his foot shot up ten feet in the air like a pyrotechnics stunt. He retracted his foot immediately and fell back onto the shore.

      His pant leg, as well as a few other spots on this body, was on fire. The articles of clothing engulfed by the blue flames wilted, broke apart, and fell away. Yelling obscenities, Nicholae rolled on the ground and slapped at his burning leg, which was finally extinguished and left him looking like a blown-out candle. Dark plumbs of smoke rose from numerous burn marks to his clothing and skin. But his skin was already healing.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, rushing over, not that I could really help.

      “What was that?” Cassandra asked, gazing down at the water, which had returned to normal.

      Nicholae rose to his feet, brushing off crispy flakes, and cracking his back and neck.

      “That’ll wake you up,” he said.

      “Or kill you,” I said. “What else do we have to watch out for?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Nicholae turned to Erik. “I take it you didn’t test the water last time.”

      Erik glanced sheepishly at Cassandra and shook his head. “If I did, I would have warned you.”

      “That would have been nice.” Nicholae stepped to the edge of the water for the second time and stopped.

      I broke into a sweat just watching him, waiting for him to be set ablaze again. I figured he could handle the fire, but what other dormant dangers awaited him out there?

      Nicholae charged into the water, his feet remaining on the surface like it was just a solid extension of the shore, taking long strides to get across as fast as possible. More pillars of blue flame erupted with each footfall connecting with the glassy surface of the underground pool. But he seemed no longer affected by the searing heat. His clothes continued to burn, but he appeared to be beyond the fire’s reach.

      It took less than ten seconds for him to leap back on shore, onto the small island amidst the downpour of silver sparks. The flames still on his person dissipated and died, leaving a good portion of his clothes in ashes.

      “Great job,” Erik shouted. “Now what?”

      Nicholae shrugged and paced around the deserted isle. It was merely a mound of rock like the shore we were still confined to—nothing more.

      “It has to be here,” Nicholae said. “Do you see anything? Has anything in the cave changed?”

      “Yes,” replied a familiar voice, but one not from our group. “You just ran out of time.”

      I spun around to find Kafka standing at the exit of the tunnel. As he strolled into the cavern, a few more Lornes poured in from behind him, three of whom I recognized immediately—Malakye, Lazarus, and Alexandria.

      “Hello, Oliver,” Alexandria said in her beautiful, soothing voice. “It’s so nice to see you again.”
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      What had been a meadow surrounded by trees became a metropolitan oasis surrounded by skyscrapers stretching so far into the air that the tops of them disappeared into the clouds. They were gargantuan pillars of metal and glass, shining different shades of red and blue. A pulsating glow emanated from the buildings, and exterior glass elevators zipped up and down.

      We appeared on a busy sidewalk. We were passed in all directions, but no one stopped to marvel at the group that had just materialized out of thin air, like we had been here all along. The sounds of this new place steadily gained in volume until I was completely enveloped by the busy city life.

      Mom, Jeremy, and I stopped in the middle of the glistening, oversized sidewalk that separated two rows of towering edifices. Ahead of us was a road where dark angular cars with no wheels raced by, gliding elegantly a few inches off the ground. I had no idea what I was seeing back then. Logan had tried to describe the city, but he couldn’t paint the picture I saw before me.

      “Where are we?” Mom asked.

      “Provex City,” Nicholae said.

      “This is like no place I’ve ever seen.”

      “We are on a new plane of consciousness that alters the reality of everyone on it.”

      Mom looked at him blankly.

      “There isn’t time to explain. Let’s get out of all this commotion.”

      “Is this where we’ll be safe?”

      Nicholae surveyed the nearby area and led us to a bench by one of the blue buildings. The bench was encircled by young trees. Nicholae instructed Jeremy and me to take a seat, leaving us with Mr. Gordon while he took Mom aside.

      They spoke for a few minutes and then I saw Nicholae reach into his pocket and pull out a small jewel-adorned wooden box. He slid the cover to open it.

      Mom took a step away from him in noticeable alarm.

      “Why are you giving this to me?” she asked, speaking loudly over the city noise.

      Mom looked more distressed then I’d ever seen her. I hopped off the bench and approached, despite Mr. Gordon’s objections. He grabbed for my arm, but I wiggled free.

      “Where you’re going, you’ll be safe. But the boys are young, confused, and could be easily influenced. I believe it would be better if they didn’t know they were in hiding—being hunted. They can live through this dangerous time in blissful ignorance and, when the time is right, they can relearn about their past. I don’t want one of them to wander off and try to reunite the family too soon, while it’s not––” Nicholae lost his train of thought when he noticed me standing beside them.

      “What do you mean reunite the family? We will all be together, hiding or no hiding; we will stick together. Won’t we?” Mom’s voice cracked on her final few words.

      Nicholae slid the lid of the box closed before I could see what was inside and placed it delicately in her hand.

      “Oliver, please give us a minute,” Nicholae said, trying to usher me along.

      Mom snatched my hand before I could leave and pulled me next to her. “No, Oliver, it’s okay.” She kissed the top of my head and turned her attention back to their adult conversation. “Won’t we be together?”

      “I love you so much,” Nicholae said.

      “But why aren’t you coming with us? How can you be so sure we’ll be safe?”

      “You’re not coming with us?” I asked.

      “I’m leaving you in good hands.” He looked back at Mr. Gordon, with only Jeremy left to entertain.

      “Why aren’t you coming with us?”

      “I can’t; I’m sorry. I can’t go where you’re going, but neither can Kafka. It’s a boundary neither of us can cross. So you’ll be safe, and I’ll take care of things back home.”

      “I don’t understand. What’s so different about where we’re going?” Mom asked.

      “There isn’t time to explain. I regret I didn’t take the time to earlier. You must understand, this is the only way I know you’ll be safe.” Nicholae looked deep into her eyes and ran the tips of his fingers down her cheek.

      “Do you want me to forget about you?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Do you want me to take the pill?”

      “What pill?” I asked, but it was like I wasn’t even there anymore.

      “I don’t want you to,” Nicholae said. “But if too much time passes, then I would understand. I don’t know how long this will take and I don’t want you to spend the best years of your life waiting for me.” Nicholae cleared his throat and wiped the sides of his mouth with his palm. “I want you to know how much I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” Mom took a hand from off my shoulder and leaned in to kiss him. She nestled her body into his chest, and he wrapped his arms protectively around her.

      I hugged the legs of both of them, determined to keep us together forever. Nicholae wasn’t going to leave us in this city like Cornelius had done to Logan.

      “You must go,” Nicholae finally said, breaking our three-way hug.

      Mom took a slight step back, revealing tear-stricken cheeks that she quickly wiped away with her baggy sleeves. “Nicholae, where’s your daediem?”

      Nicholae didn’t answer. “We are not going to say goodbye. Believe that we will see each other soon.” He forced a smile and tousled my hair.

      Mom slipped the small box in a pocket within the folds of her skirt and we both followed Nicholae back to the bench where Mr. Gordon and Jeremy still sat.

      Birds chirped wildly in the young trees overhead, and the sun snuck a peek through the ivory clouds, shining down on us like a heavenly spotlight.

      I took back my seat next to Jeremy.

      Nicholae placed a hand on each of our knees and cleared his throat before speaking. “I can’t go the rest of the way, but your mother and Daniel will be there for you. Behave yourselves and I promise I will see you both soon.” He shifted his gaze up to Mr. Gordon. “My friend, thank you again.”

      He rose to shake Mr. Gordon’s hand while Mom stood off to the side, disconnected from the rest of the group. I saw her shaking her head in discontent and realized her voice had returned with its own special kind of advice—just like Nero had done for me.

      “Time to leave,” Nicholae said. He bent down and gave us each a quick hug. He firmly shook Mr. Gordon’s hand again. And he gave Mom one last embrace.

      Mr. Gordon gathered everyone together and was just about to transition with all of us until I broke away from the human chain.

      I scampered back to my father.

      “Oliver, what are you doing? You need to go,” Nicholae said, as he dropped to one knee and welcomed me with outstretched arms.

      I hugged him and clumsily took off my backpack, pulled out the stuffed animal dog, and handed it to him.

      “Here, Daddy. Frolics will protect you,” I said, and with that, I jumped up and returned to the others.

      Daniel instructed us to close our eyes, and when I reopened them, the city was gone—as was Nicholae.
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      There were three of us on the shore, with Nicholae on the illuminated island. Kafka had six other Lornes with him—or at least I believed they were Lornes since they all remained standing. I could see a wolf-head tattoo on one of the blonde women I didn’t recognize since she wore a ribbed black corset and black pants so tight they nearly looked painted on. The woman to her left had to be her identical twin—her exact mirror image—and not in the new sense of the word I’d been introduced to in the asylum, but in the traditional sense. The man standing next to Alexandria was also someone I had never seen before. He had short hair slicked to one side, a pencil-thin beard, and a rock-hard physique.

      “You’re not getting this guardian,” Nicholae shouted from the island. “You’re too late.”

      “No, Nicholae,” Kafka said. “We’re right on time. I’m here to destroy this guardian, and I will destroy this guardian, regardless of anything you can say or do. After all this time, are you so delusional as to think that you can stop me one-on-one?”

      “This has to end now! Nothing else matters.”

      “I agree.” Kafka smiled at me and then turned to face Nicholae, standing at the edge of the shore. “This will end now. I will remove this guardian like I’ve done to the previous three, giving birth to a whole new Acanombia.”

      “No,” I said. I meant for it to come out like a battle cry, but it ended up escaping my lips as nothing more than a croak. Nevertheless, my arms shot up, weapon in hand, pointed directly at Kafka’s head.

      He laughed when he saw my barrel aimed at him, abandoned his spot by the shore, and took a few steps in my direction. Kafka didn’t even seem to be carrying a gun, only some kind of ornate dagger sheathed at his hip.

      “Put down the gun,” Erik said to me.

      Cassandra walked behind me to take a position on my right side.

      “I’m right here,” Kafka said. He held his arms out, daring me to shoot him. “I’m sure you’ve dreamed about this moment for months. Here’s your chance.”

      I remembered our confrontation on the top of Lorne Tower and it was still so strange looking at the boy before me and picturing him as the man that had haunted my dreams for so long. The voice was the same. The eyes were the same. If I could get past what my eyes registered, then I could recognize him for the bogeyman he truly was.

      The gun quickly grew heavy in my hands and as I went to squeeze the trigger, the pistol was pulled from my sweaty grip by an unseen force. The weapon sailed through the air, straight for Kafka—but before it reached his hand, I used all the force I could summon to pull it back.

      I knew I could do it, no matter who did the pulling on the opposite side.

      The pistol boomeranged back to me and I pulled the trigger as soon as my finger slipped into the trigger guard. The crack of the gunshot rang throughout the cavern.

      Kafka remained standing without a wound, but in the last second before pulling the trigger, I had adjusted my aim and took a shot at Alexandria, standing behind Kafka to his left. The bullet soared straight through her stomach—through her in the way that left a hole and produced a lot of blood. She had been standing about twenty feet away and I had been aiming for her head, but I was no expert marksman. She wasn’t going to die, but she was knocked off her feet, which still gave me a small sense of satisfaction.

      She gasped and writhed on her side, her eyes wide in disbelief, one hand covering the entrance wound. Blood seeped through her fingers, trickling down the side of her form-fitting black shirt.

      “Not prepared for that one?” I said, thankful my bullet wasn’t completely wasted. “That was for Anna!”

      The blonde twins ran to her side and helped her back up, the flow of blood already plugged. The expression on her face quickly transitioned from shock to rage.

      “Rather impressive, Oliver,” Kafka said, slowly clapping his hands. He walked right up to me and placed a hand on the top of my gun, which was now pointed back at him.

      I tried to pull the trigger, knowing it wouldn’t produce the outcome I’d want, but the trigger wouldn’t even depress. It was stuck. I pressed so hard it felt like the metal was going to cut through my finger, but it still didn’t budge.

      Kafka plucked the useless weapon from my weakening grasp.

      “This is not a toy,” Kafka said condescendingly. “I wouldn’t want you to hurt someone else, or yourself.” He collected Erik’s and Cassandra’s guns as well, and tossed them all into the lake. Small bursts of blue flames ignited where each gun hit the water.

      “You’re mine, you little shit,” Alexandria roared.

      “For now,” Kafka said. “I’ll let you have some fun, but the deathblow comes from me. Do you understand?” His gaze was hard on Alexandria, who nodded in compliance.

      “I want him back in my hospital,” she said. “I want to test out some new toys.”

      Nicholae was standing at the edge of the island, hands up like they were pressed against glass.

      “Nicholae, are you stuck out there?” Kafka asked.

      “This is between you and me,” he said.

      “It has been for quite some time, but these are not innocent bystanders—not that innocent bystanders have stopped me in the past.”

      Two hands clamped down on my arms from behind like vices.

      “No one escapes from me,” Alexandria said menacingly into my ear.

      But I knew better.

      The other Lornes were on Erik and Cassandra in a flash. Once the fight broke out, they were all a blur of bodies and limbs, punching, kicking, falling, leaping.

      Besides Alexandria, Lazarus was the only one who didn’t rush into battle. He sauntered up to Kafka, who quietly exchanged a few words. Kafka clapped him on the shoulder and stepped out onto the water. Blue flames shot up from the surface with each footstep, but Kafka moved across the water unfazed. Lazarus seemed to have been left in charge.

      Alexandria’s nails dug into my skin like talons.

      “You get to witness the end of your pathetic little rebellion before I take you back to my hospital to live out the rest of your short life in constant pain. I’ll find a way to rip that daediem right out of your body. It’s never been done before. You’ll be the first—the guinea pig. I’ll open you up and look inside, look all around until I find him.”

      “You can’t kill me,” I said weakly. “Kafka wants to do the honor.”

      “I know,” she answered. I could sense the bared-teeth smile in her voice. “I’ll keep you alive, even though you’ll beg me to kill you. You think you’re so special, but you’re not. At one time, Kafka thought you were Zachariah, which was really Nicholae’s only chance.”

      “How do you know I’m not?”

      “It’s become apparent. I know it. Kafka knows it. Nicholae knows it. You’re nothing.”

      Grunting, yelling, and screaming came from the brawl of Lornes. Erik was thrown to the ground by Malakye, but sprang back to his feet with the agility of a cat. Cassandra flipped one of the blonde twins over her shoulder and backhanded the other in the throat, only to have her knees taken out from under her by the man with the pencil-thin beard.

      The blue flames retracted back into the water as Kafka stepped onto dry land to face Nicholae. Both men approached, circling each other like two schoolyard foes.

      Nicholae suddenly grabbed his throat as his fighting body lifted into the air.

      “No!” I yelled.

      Alexandria’s nails dug deeper into my arms as I tried to struggle for freedom. She began to draw blood.

      I whipped my head back and cracked her square in the nose. She howled and let one arm go, but remained firm with the other, preventing me from escaping. I struggled and tried to pry her grip with my free hand, but it held iron tight.

      After a moment, Alexandria spun me around to face her, clamping back down on my arms with both hands. Blood had poured from her nose, over her lips, and down her chin, but the flow had already stopped. There were splotches of red in her long white hair. She grinned, more blood glistening off her teeth.

      “You want to play?” she asked, and head-butted me in the nose. “Fine, let’s play.”

      My eyes welled up immediately from the pain. I could taste blood on my lips. Silver stars danced before my eyes and I couldn’t tell if they were the same stars that were raining over the water. I fell back, my world spinning. Alexandria had already healed herself—twice now—and I was fighting just to stay conscious from one mighty blow.

      “You can dish it out, but you can’t take it,” she said, hovering over me.

      Water from my eyes flowed as much as the blood from my nose. When I tilted my head back to lessen the flow, I tasted the metallic liquid as it oozed down my throat. I coughed and spit blood and phlegm. My nose throbbed and felt three times its normal size.

      Alexandria extended a hand—her wolf-head hand—to help me up. I shook my head, but she persisted with the offer. I hesitantly took her hand and she pulled me up with a reasonable amount of force, like she was sincerely offering help.

      Once on my feet, she let me go. My legs wobbled. My head pulsed painfully with my increased heartbeat. I looked her in the eyes and she was smiling again.

      This time her right fist connected with my nose and my entire face exploded with pain. My head hit the rocky ground before I even knew I’d fallen. She was saying something, maybe to me, but I could no longer hear her. I couldn’t feel anything but the agony spreading all over my face like ink in water. My eyesight was shot. I looked through a waterfall with sparkling motes bursting all around my field of vision.

      “I’m taking you home with me,” a sweet voice whispered in my ear. It wasn’t Nero; he was dead. It wasn’t Desiree because the sensual words had a sinister connotation. A delicate hand with long nails cupped my chin and turned my crippled face. Alexandria’s face appeared as if from a dream. “And it won’t be fun like before. I’ll see to it personally.”

      I thought of everyone left in my life. Of Jeremy and Anna whom I guessed I’d be seeing soon. I was glad I’d sent Desiree away, but I wanted nothing more than to see her one more time. I knew in that moment I’d never see her again.

      “I’m so sorry, Desiree,” I said, choking on the blood in my mouth, spraying Alexandria’s face with crimson droplets.

      “How sweet,” she said, wiping her face with the palm of one hand. The motion spread the droplets into streaks. “Wasn’t she the girl you were looking for when you fell into my office? How deliciously heartbreaking.”

      As much as I wanted Mr. Gordon beside me, I was thankful he was the one to take Desiree back to the camp or home or wherever they went, so he wasn’t trapped in this slaughter.

      There was so much pressure building up in my head, I thought it would simply pop. I brought a hand up and gently touched my broken nose, causing a lightning bolt of pain to shoot up into my skull. I closed my eyes to push back more tears.

      “Do you want to see how your family’s faring?” Alexandria asked.

      I shook my head. I could picture the scene in my head, and didn’t want to see it firsthand. I couldn’t handle seeing the end of the Lorne rebellion. The excruciating pain made it impossible to focus on anything else.

      “This is pathetic,” she said.

      I screamed and bucked my entire body as she squeezed my nose between two fingers. But after a few seconds, I noticed the pain subsiding. I was dumbfounded. Alexandria Lorne was healing my nose—not in the most gentle of ways—but healing it nevertheless. The copper taste lingered, but the faucet of bleeding had been reduced to a trickle.

      “Now, I expect you to behave when I help you up,” she said after releasing my nose and giving my cheek a playful slap.

      Alexandria extended her hand again—and again I took it, but this time my arm shot up reflexively to protect my face. She laughed at my paranoid response.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll let you breathe awhile. And besides, I want you to see this.”

      Erik and Cassandra were not faring well at all. The muscular male Lorne I didn’t know held Cassandra, trapping her arms behind her back. Her expression was seething, but she seemed to have given up fighting. Erik had been reduced to lying in a fetal position while the blonde twins and Malakye repeatedly kicked him all over. Since we all seemed to be under control, Lazarus stood by, hands on his hips, looking confident and relaxed.

      Nicholae lay on the ground, him and Kafka in an intense battle of unseen forces. Both of them looked like they were grappling with ghosts, their bodies contorting and limbs flailing at their invisible attackers. It was hard to see them when they approached the center of the island, the raining silver sparks turning them into dueling shadows.

      “Nicholae’s strong,” Alexandria said. “But not strong enough. Kafka has more strength, stamina, patience, and control. Nicholae’s been here before and he knows the only way out.”

      Then I noticed another figure appear on the island, but instead of a shadow, it looked like pure light—like a cluster of sparks taking form. It stood taller than both Kafka and Nicholae, but its form didn’t remain the same. It seemed to be pure energy and moved like lightning, grabbing the closest shadow and lifting him by the neck with fully extended arms. The shadow’s feet dangled and kicked several feet above the ground. The other shadow rushed the energy figure, but seemed to run right through the both of them, hitting the invisible wall at the edge of the island and collapsing.

      Nicholae had to be the one in the grasp of the light figure—the Guardian of the Great In-Between—and Kafka the one attacking. Then Nicholae’s body came soaring through the air, through the invisible wall, and through the surface of the water. Blue flames burst up, but quickly descended with the sinking mass.

      “Nicholae!” I yelled.

      Bubbles popped at the surface where Nicholae had hit the water, creating ripples that extended outward in rings. After a few moments, the water was once again still as glass.

      Kafka sprang to his feet, instantly back to sparring with the guardian. The blade of his dagger with the ornately decorated hilt glistened in his hand, the shine of a million silver raindrops reflecting off it in all directions.

      “Be on the lookout for Nicholae,” Alexandria said to Lazarus.

      “I’ll take a look below just to be safe,” he said and disappeared.

      “Tomarah, start dumping the bodies.”

      One of the blonde twins left her assaulting position by Erik and approached our unconscious group members propped against the rock wall. One by one she carried someone to the edge of the water, swung the heavy load in a semi-circle to gain momentum, and tossed the unsuspecting body into the pond. Each body erupted in blue flames at the spot of impact and was gone without a trace after several seconds.

      “You can’t do this!” I yelled. I tried to push my body forward, but found myself quickly restrained by Alexandria.

      “There’s nothing you can do for them, so stop fighting. If you don’t, I will snap both of your knees like twigs. Do you understand?” Alexandria loosened her grip to see if I’d run. I didn’t. “I suggest you behave.”

      The last body Tomarah carried and tossed into the water was Logan’s. I couldn’t watch another brother die, but I couldn’t help anyone—let alone myself—with two broken knees or worse.

      Cassandra and Erik were in the same situation I was in, helpless to escape their attackers. Nicholae never came back to the surface. The rest of our group now lay on the bottom of the pond, probably cooking as well as drowning. Kafka remained faced off with the guardian, taking swings and taking punches.

      Also, Lazarus hadn’t returned.

      I was suddenly thrust backwards with incredible force, my feet lifting off the ground, and my body tumbling through the air. After an extended flight, I hit rock, tucked my head, and rolled to a skidding, crunching stop. I was out of Alexandria’s hands and momentarily out of her reach, so I clambered to my feet as fast as I could.

      Alexandria lay on her back, pinned on top of Nicholae, who had one arm pulled tight around her neck. The muscles and veins in his arm bulged as he cut off oxygen to her brain. She thrashed violently, trying to break his hold on her. His other hand held a pistol, and when he brought it around, she batted it away. The gun flew from his hand and slid across the rocks, landing a few feet away from me.

      I didn’t hesitate and leapt for the gun.

      Tomarah had returned to help her sister and Malakye with keeping Erik down. She saw me go for the gun and signaled to her sister, who turned and charged me. I took a shot at her, but she kept coming.

      With my entire body shaking, I pulled the trigger again—and again the bullet sailed right through her without leaving a hole in its wake.

      She was almost on me when I heard the deafening crack of another gunshot.

      I tried to brace myself for the incoming charge, but I was frozen like a spied animal. Tomarah’s twin crashed into me with full force, knocking the gun out of my hand, and collapsing onto me. My head first bounced painfully off the rocky ground and ricocheted into her forehead.

      Her forehead had instantly become a bloody mess, pouring down onto me. She wasn’t fighting anymore. I was lying under a limp body. I didn’t have time for the spinning in my head to subside and pushed her body to the side, which rolled off me like a cold slab of beef. Once I got a better look at her, I noticed that the blood wasn’t pouring out of her head because of me head-butting her, but from a centered hole near her scalp line. Then I saw Matilda standing ten feet away with a down-pointed semi-automatic pistol in her hand, a thin tendril of smoke still wafting from the barrel.

      “Thank you,” I said between heavy breaths. “I didn’t know what I was gonna do.”

      “I noticed.”

      “Did Desiree and Mr. Gordon go back to the camp?”

      “Don’t worry, your girlfriend’s safe.” She gave me a slight smile, spun around, and jumped back into the fight.

      My stomach felt sick sitting beside the dead Lorne body, so I scrambled to my feet before the lightheadedness completely went away. The back of my head was bleeding and I already felt a bump forming. I couldn’t tell if my forehead was bleeding because I had so much of Tomarah’s sister’s blood on me.

      I located the dropped pistol and surveyed my surroundings. Our side had won. Matilda, Cassandra, and Erik were standing together—Erik still being nursed back to health—and Nicholae walking over to me.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, wiping my bloody face with the black sleeve of the Elliott Smith sweat shirt. “What happened?”

      “They retreated. Vivienne’s death was enough for today.”

      “So we won?”

      “Depends on your definition of success,” Nicholae said and pointed to the island.

      Kafka continued to slice at the guardian, the radiant figure of pure energy. The guardian kicked him to the ground, but he never stayed down for more than a second. He jumped to his feet like the wolf he really was and attacked again.

      “What can we do?” I asked, approaching the shore.

      Nicholae stayed at my side. “Wait…and hope the guardian prevails.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      “You already know the answer to that,” he said somberly.

      The rest of our group gathered by the shore, watching the epic battle for the fate of an entire plane of existence. If Kafka won, this plane would collapse completely and cease to exist. If the guardian won, then he would have held his post, allowing the plane to survive in its critical state. And Kafka would be dead again—but for how long?

      Kafka charged again, dodged a swing, and stopped inside of the energetic being. The figure froze. Kafka stabbed upward, through its head from the inside, and twisted. He kept his dagger positioned above his head like it was lodged into something physical while the silver sparks that made up the figures body cascaded down like all the other silver raindrops.

      He slowly lowered his hands, gazing around at the rest of the silver sparks flowing vertically around him as they were extinguished one at a time—millions of gray fireflies steadily disappearing.

      Kafka sheathed his dagger and leered at us standing by the shore. He soon realized that he was alone.

      “Don’t dwell on the loss. Celebrate your win today,” Kafka said.

      “And what would that be?” Nicholae asked angrily.

      “You and your boy are still alive. I couldn’t kill the last of the guardians and squash the rebellion in the same day. That’s my loss. But I won’t dwell on it. I’ve taken a giant step today, making all of the hard work and patience of the last ten years worthwhile. Momentum’s on my side and this is just the beginning. And now it’s time to go before the boom.”

      I threw up my hand without even losing a second to aim and fired at Kafka. Once. Twice. Three shots before the gun was ripped from my hand and soared through the air, somersaulting over the water. As it somersaulted, it continued to fire, but with each new shot, the bullets sailed back toward me. Each time the barrel faced me, the pistol fired again—the clip empty by the time the gun reached Kafka’s outstretched hand.

      It all happened so fast, I didn’t have time to react. I didn’t have time to flinch, duck, or even fall.

      And I didn’t fall—I remained standing. I placed my hands over my chest and stomach and looked down. There wasn’t a single hole in my vest. No limbs sprouted new injuries. My head throbbed from my earlier fall, but nothing like what I would imagine having a bullet rip through my skull to feel like.

      The cavern grew dimmer as more silver sparks fizzled out.

      “Very impressive,” Kafka said. “Killing you could prove to be satisfying after all.” He tossed the emptied gun into the water. “Until next time.” Kafka gave us an exaggerated salute before disappearing.

      Nicholae looked over at me, his eyes wide and wet.

      “I thought I might lose you,” he said.

      Everything had happened too fast for me to feel nervous; I’d just acted. I didn’t feel the full weight of the situation until I saw the concern etched across Nicholae’s grave face.

      “You taught me well,” I said.

      “At least I had the chance to teach you something.”

      There were only a few sporadic sparks left in the cave. They reflected off the water, doubling the light they omitted, but even so, our light faded fast. I could still see Nicholae standing beside me, but the others had almost completely disappeared into the darkness.

      I began counting down in my head, anticipating what would happen when the light truly went out.

      I felt Nicholae take my hand in his.

      We were down to just a few silver fireflies left.

      Ten...nine...eight...seven...six...five...four...three...two...

      one...

      The final spark flickered and went out.

      I could no longer see an inch in front of my face, the blackness all consuming. Just when I thought that we might be standing too close to the water, the crash came.

      The plane collapsed.

      Thrown off balance, I stumbled forward. My foot hit the edge of the water and I tumbled forward, belly flopping into the underground pond. I expected the blue flames to erupt, and tried to brace myself for the searing pain, but they didn’t. I expected the water to be hot, but it wasn’t. The water’s temperature rivaled that of my unheated swimming pool back in Southern California.

      I fought to get back to the surface, seeing a white light flickering above the water. Luckily, the fear was no longer paralyzing, and I managed to swim toward the glow.

      A hand reached into the water. I grabbed it and let my rescuer hoist me to shore. Once my head broke the surface of the water, I saw that it was Mr. Gordon pulling me to dry land. Several small orbs floated above his head.

      “You’re here,” I said. I seemed to have been the only one to fall into the water.

      “I’m here,” he answered. “We need to move fast and close the door.”

      The other Lornes made their way for the door ahead of me, Nicholae glancing back a moment to see me with Mr. Gordon.

      Once I stepped through the door, I saw we were all back at the clearing in front of the cathedral—a cathedral that no longer sat at an unnatural, crooked angle. It still had trees jutting through its vaulted roof, but its whole foundation sat on the ground like any normal building.

      I saw Colton, Gulliver, and Yvette standing around. They were alive! I scanned the clearing and found Logan exiting the cathedral.

      “We all made it,” he said, bounding down the steps.

      “I never doubted it for a second,” I said. It was a lie, but sounded like the right thing to say.

      “Sure you did.” Logan’s sarcasm was thick. He could read me like Jeremy.

      Mr. Gordon came up beside me and hugged me hard. He was my teacher, or had been my teacher—actually, I didn’t know what he was to me anymore. I hugged him back, thankful he had come to our aid, thankful I was still alive, thankful we all made it out alive to continue the fight.

      “You’re always there when we need you,” I said. “Especially for me.”

      He released me, his eyes glassy behind his horn-rimmed glasses, and said, “I keep trying, but you guys sure don’t make it easy—especially you.” He smirked and squeezed my shoulder.

      The first door had vanished, but Nicholae manifested a new door and swung it inward, beckoning us all to enter and leave the cathedral behind once and for all. We filed through. I pushed Logan ahead of me and Mr. Gordon pushed me ahead of him. Nicholae waited for the last person before stepping through and closing the door behind him.

      We arrived in a compound much like the one destroyed in Doria Falls. I didn’t know where we’d landed, but it didn’t matter because Desiree instantly came running to greet me with the biggest grin and the brightest emerald eyes. I didn’t know what new fight would present itself tomorrow, but once I had her in my arms, the rest of the world melted away—which I knew would be short-lived. The fight was far from over.

      I held her within the eye of the hurricane, dreading the second act of the storm.
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      Nicholae watched Oliver run back to the others, and a second after Oliver took Helen’s hand, the four of them disappeared. He squeezed the stuffed animal dog—poor innocent Frolics—cursing Oliver for giving it to him. This was just an extra responsibility he didn’t need.

      “Where are they?” a voice boomed from behind him, a voice he knew only too well.

      “Gone,” Nicholae said as he turned to face Kafka—the man who had made him into what he was today, and the man now intent on taking it all away.

      Kafka stood with Alexandria and twenty members of the Lorne Royal Guard. On Kafka’s command, the soldiers encircled him, guns drawn.

      Screams rose from the pedestrians on the multiple nearby sidewalks between the two glistening skyscrapers of Provex City. Most of them ran for the perpendicular streets or into the closest buildings for safety, but a few curious onlookers remained.

      Nicholae guessed the peacekeepers were already on their way, knew they had an average response time of ninety seconds, and knew this would be over long before then.

      “That was your grand scheme?” Kafka asked. “To send them out of your reach?”

      “And yours.”

      “Nothing’s out of my reach,” he spat, the muscles in his face tight, red flecks swirling in his black eyes. “You should know that by now. I’ve never set foot in that God-forgotten plane, but it’s not out of my reach. They will be found and brought to me.”

      “No,” Nicholae said, analyzing each of the men surrounding him. “They’re out of this now. This is between you and me. What do you need all these men for? Surely, you can handle me on your own.”

      “Just guarding all exits in case you decide to jump. This isn’t the half of them.”

      Nicholae knew he was surrounded here and on the planes above. He had anticipated the risk of going alone. Now there seemed to be only one way out. He regretted not warning Matilda ahead of time.

      Nicholae palmed the butt of his pistol.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Kafka warned.

      Nicholae knew the order was to take him out at the knees, to take him down, but leave him alive for Kafka to relieve him of all his lives.

      Kafka stepped into the circle, but Nicholae wasn’t focused on him. He surveyed all of the men aiming at him, looking for the one man not on the same page as his fellow soldiers.

      “Hand me the gun,” Kafka demanded as he approached. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      Nicholae spotted a soldier with noticeable doubt in his eyes and wasted no time in drawing his weapon.

      As anticipated, Kafka wrenched the gun from his hand, pulling it toward him with unmatched force. But Nicholae wasn’t trying to compete with Kafka. The gesture would hopefully elicit the desired response nonetheless.

      Even with the gun removed from his hand, Nicholae continued with his arm extended, forefinger out, thumb up, hand like a gun, pointed at the soldier he’d previously identified.

      “Bang!” Nicholae yelled and dropped his thumb.

      The soldier, with sweat glistening off his brow, fired his weapon—and he wasn’t aiming for the knees.

      Nicholae felt a surge of pain rip through his neck. Warm blood spilled down the front of him. It wasn’t a head shot, but it would do. He felt himself falling backwards. Dying was always a surreal experience, and he had experienced it many times before. And like those previous times, he knew he’d be coming back. He had Kafka to thank for that. His life drained with each powerful spurt. He couldn’t feel anything anymore, not even the impact of his body hitting the ground. Kafka wouldn’t even be able to save him now—which had been the point all along.

      The last thing Nicholae heard was Kafka taking out all of his rage on the soldier whom had made the most critical mistake of all—killing him.
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      Kafka Lorne was a patient man. He’d gathered that patience over many lifetimes, not limited by the urgency of one short life in over a millennium. Now he knew he could accomplish anything. Time was no longer a limiting factor.

      He saw himself getting here eventually; he just hadn’t expected it to be quite so soon. The universe always had been full of surprises. Some surprises, like being bested by a cocky teenager atop his own tower were frustrating to say the least, but others, like this very moment, were as sweet as the gift of life itself. In traveling back to Greater Meric after slaying the fourth Guardian of the Great In-Between, Kafka looked down and was astonished by what he discovered—a whole new world had opened up and revealed itself to him. While the others were busy searching for the guardians on the next level, he’d already reached his goal.

      Kafka strolled down Wheeler Place, marveling at the stucco houses, full trees and a plethora of cars lining the street, and children with backpacks or books under their arms on their way home from a stressful day at school. A girl only a few years younger than he currently looked passed by, stepped off the sidewalk and into the grass, and eyed the tattoos filling his arms. He could have her if he so desired, but he was focused on a real woman, not a girl.

      Kafka approached the blue house with the steep driveway. A mid-sized sedan sat in the driveway. The grass and bushes were overgrown and flowers lining the courtyard wall wilted from neglect.

      “Nothing’s out of my reach,” Kafka said as he climbed the driveway.

      Two teenage boys peddled by on bicycles, yelling and laughing, oblivious of how much their world would soon change—very soon. Their obnoxious laughter tempted him to throw both boys to the pavement with one committed thought, but he decided on mercy in the moment. He was a patient man, but he didn’t want to wait any longer—focusing forward and drowning out the surrounding distractions.

      The black metal gate to the courtyard swung open as Kafka approached. A few seconds later, the front door obeyed and opened itself to him as well.

      “Helen, my dear, it’s time to come home,” he said and stepped inside.

      The door slammed shut, softening a scream from inside the house.
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        They taught me to persist.
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      Kafka stood at the window wall of his 25th floor Ritz-Carlton suite, hands clasped behind his back, staring out onto the Pacific Ocean with the sun sinking into the water and setting it ablaze.

      Eli sat alone on a plush ivory-colored couch watching his new mentor gaze down on the entire world. He’d never set foot in a suite so luxurious and expansive. Cias and he had executive suites of their own a few floors below. More members of the Lorne family were expected to arrive in the coming days. Several cells of the Lorne Royal Guard were already here, out of sight, and could always be ready and assembled in a moment’s notice. He’d seen these elite teams in action, and they were impressive, efficient killing machines. When Eli was released from the asylum, he thought he would be trained as one of them, but now it seemed he was being groomed for something more.

      Cias entered from another room in the suite.

      “The car is reserved and will arrive precisely at 11 p.m.,” he said.

      “Very good,” Kafka said, not turning his attention from the majestic view. After a pause, he spoke again. “So this is how the kings of this fine land live. I’m not impressed.”
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      I thumbed the tenth and final bullet into the clip, clicked it in, and jerked back the slide, chambering that tenth and final bullet. Seated on the floor, I leaned against Richard’s recliner, knees up, with Nicholae’s manifested pistol aimed at the far wall.

      Bang!

      Bang!

      Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Click.

      All ten bullets hung suspended in space two inches from the wall, hovering over the five clips of fallen bullets that came before them.

      The light filtering in through the windows faded, shrouding the living room in ghostly shadows. I split my concentration and flipped the light switch with a thought while continuing to hold the ten fired bullets in midair. They almost fell, but I held them up by a strand.

      In the light, the room looked as clean and situated as it had ever been, as livable as the day we moved in, which had been less than nine months ago. Maybe it was the house that was cursed and not me. It had already claimed one life that I knew of before we’d moved in. Maybe if we’d stayed in Lake Arrowhead, none of this would have happened. We’d still all be together, living normal lives, blissfully unaware of what lurked a few steps and a whole world away. Maybe Jeremy would still be alive. Maybe Richard. Mr. Gordon cleaned up all the blood, cleaned up the room and all evidence of the carnage we’d found upon our return home, but I could still see it.

      As with Jeremy’s death, there are things you can’t un-see, regardless of how desperately you want to.

      I discovered the barrier to go home had disappeared after spending a week at the new camp. The few Lornes left were busy rebuilding and the rest of us got busy training. I knew I’d see Kafka again, face him man-to-man; and I would be the one to kill him. I needed to make sure I was ready, truly ready this time. On the first night of meeting Nicholae, when I had ventured into his interrogation room, he’d asked me if I was ready. I’d said I was, and I believed it to be the truth, but I could see now how unprepared I had been. I vowed not to be unprepared again.

      Desiree went home to check in. I didn’t go with her, but promised to stay close by. Accompanied by Mr. Gordon and Nicholae, we crossed Santa Clara, headed to my house. The stench poured out as soon as I opened the front door, causing me to drop the key I’d retrieved from a fake rock in the courtyard. Mr. Gordon and Nicholae went in ahead of me, both of whom instructed me to remain outside. I immediately threw up in the mulch, peppering nearby flowers and bushes. Once my stomach was empty, fearing the worst, I stumbled inside. The air was thick with rot and I pushed down more gagging. Entering the living room, I saw the source of the smell—Richard, seated and slumped in his recliner, his throat slit. Brown splatter painted the chair, carpet, coffee table, and nearby lamp shade. His skin was gray and his facial features sunken. His fingers were crooked like talons, digging into the armrests of the chair.

      Mr. Gordon appeared from the hallway of the bedroom wing and Nicholae stepped in through the back sliding door, both stopping cold at seeing me staring at my stepfather’s corpse. The mess was cleaned in no time and the stench in that room dissipated only moments after, but there was another wretched smell coming from elsewhere in the house. My mother’s body was not found. But I found Frolics lying on his side under the kitchen table, his chest still rising with slow, shallow breaths. The smell came from the laundry room, which had become his bathroom for the past week. The toilet seat was up in the guest bathroom, with the water in the bowl nearly gone. I cried and crawled under the table to lay with him while Nicholae and Mr. Gordon finished working their magic.

      

      I released the bullets, allowing them to fall to the floor and join the others. I glanced down at all the casings surrounding me. If Kafka wasn’t the one in my house, whoever had been was here on his orders. I only saw Kafka; no one else even entered my field of vision. I saw him in the far wall where so many bullets had been aimed.

      “It’s okay, boy,” I called out to Frolics as I placed the pistol down on the coffee table. “I’m done.”

      He had disappeared after the first shot, but I was too self-absorbed to care.

      “I’m sorry.” I remained seated and quiet until Frolics finally moped out of the hallway and cautiously made his way over to me. “What am I going to do with you?” I asked, stroking his long, oily fur. “There isn’t much left here for us, is there?”

      He glanced up, almost looking like he was nodding in agreement, and then lay his head on my knee. I thought of the other Frolics, the stuffed animal cocker spaniel I’d left with Darius’s little sister, Amber.

      A phone rang in the kitchen and it took me a moment to realize it was the replacement cell phone Mr. Gordon had given me, with a ringtone I wasn’t yet familiar with. Mr. Gordon had also given Desiree a new phone after losing hers in the Asymmetric plane. Tempted to let it go to voice mail, I ran over, swiped the screen, and put it to my ear.

      “I really wanted to hear your voice,” Desiree said.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Hi, yourself,” she answered. “It feels so good to be home, but I don’t know what to say. There’s nothing I can say. All I can do is just be with my mom and sis.”

      “Not exactly easy to explain what we’ve been through, is it?”

      “It’s so hard.” She was quiet for a moment, but I could hear her breathing into the microphone. “How are your folks? Did you tell them about Jeremy yet?”

      “No, they’re not here,” I said, wanting to shield her from the horror I’d witnessed upon my arrival.

      “Oh? What about Nicholae and Mr. Gordon?”

      “Gone.” I had told them I’d wanted some time alone. Whoever had come here didn’t stick around waiting for me. They wouldn’t come back. I’d be safe to spend one night alone in my own house. I could pretend everyone was out for the evening and I’d returned somehow to ordinary life. I couldn’t see shame in a little make-believe. And if all else failed, I had my newly acquired skills and gun. Reluctantly, Nicholae and Mr. Gordon had agreed to allow me to stay home alone. Nicholae would begin his exploration of this plane and Mr. Gordon would return home as well, a mere mile away, far enough to give me some much needed privacy, yet close enough to come to my aid if required. I needed some time alone, which also meant separation from Desiree.

      “Do you want me to come over?” she asked.

      “No. I’m fine waiting for them alone, and besides, you need to spend some time with your family, especially if you plan on leaving them again.”

      “I told you, we’re in this together.”

      “Then spend some time with your family,” I said sternly. “They deserve it, and so do you.”

      I hung up with her a few minutes later and walked back into the living room. Frolics remained where I’d left him, by the recliner, head up, but tail still. I cleaned up the cast-out casings and fired bullets, and dumped them into the trash. I had half a box of ammunition left, compliments of Nicholae, which were more than enough to get me through one day alone. When I could learn to manifest them directly into my pistol, I’d never have to reload again—which, I won’t lie, would be pretty sweet.

      I released the empty clip and reloaded it once again. I chambered a bullet, clicked on the safety, and nestled it back into my shoulder holster. I’d switched from a hip to shoulder holster in returning home to keep myself out of trouble—or at least to try.

      I ventured down the hallway and stopped a moment at Jeremy’s door. His laptop lay on his bed with the screen still up, black now, but it still gave the impression he would be returning to finish whatever it was he had been working on.

      “Why didn’t you just come home with Richard, you stupid…” my words trailed off suddenly remembering what had happened here. Jeremy would most likely be dead either way. Maybe he knew that, too, and neglected to share it with the rest of us. Jeremy had been dreadfully depressed in the days leading up to his death, like he could see his future. That wasn’t the way I wanted to remember him.

      I walked into the still room and lowered the screen of the laptop. As I turned to leave, I noticed Desiree’s gargoyle on the desk. The gargoyle sketch was taped to a green notebook—TJ’s journal, which I had left on Jeremy’s bed before seeking out the asylum. I collected the journal and left.

      The house creaked to remind me of how quiet it was. I flipped on the light to my room and tried to recall if everything was as I’d left it. My bed was half made and clothes lay in an unkempt heap by my laundry basket (the ones worn but not yet dirty). Everything seemed right.

      I unbuckled my shoulder holster and draped it over the computer chair. I caught my reflection in the mirrored closet doors and couldn’t believe who was gazing back at me. It was me, but I hardly recognized myself anymore. I looked thin and tired, haunted and withdrawn. Nero, my slain daediem, was in there somewhere, trapped behind my eyes, his only windows to the outside world. I was acutely aware of his presence even though I could no longer hear him. He was my slave now and I found a certain satisfaction and even joy in the thought.

      My room felt so empty without TJ. I missed his messages, his company, his voice. All I had left was his journal. He was already dead when I had met him, but it was Kafka who really killed him. Another name added to the list of reasons why I didn’t just need Kafka dead, but I needed to kill him myself.

      Sitting on my bed, leaning back against the wall, I reread through TJ’s tragic love story and cried a little for him...a little for Jeremy...a little for Richard...a little for Mom...

      Frolics quietly padded into the room. The door slowly closed behind him, and I just sat on my bed with the open journal in my lap and cried.

      

      
        
        

      

      

      

      I didn’t want the night to end. I tried my best to savor every waking minute, but fell asleep shortly after Frolics came in. And then awoke after what felt like the blink of an eye later to sunlight blazing behind the curtains. I found myself curled up in a ball with my arm wrapped around the notebook like a security blanket. Frolics was curled up at the foot of the bed, eyeing me curiously. I’d have never thought I’d scold myself for sleeping soundly. But I did. I wasn’t ready to face today yet, face the start of the next battle.

      I called Mr. Gordon and told him I was going to school this morning. He didn’t seem surprised or try to talk me out of it.

      “Just be careful, Oliver,” was all he said.

      I strolled into chemistry a few minutes early. My regular seat was still available and the seat beside me remained vacant—Desiree’s seat—as the rest of the students filed into class. I left the house without calling her, needing a few more hours to myself. Desiree was coming with me into battle. I wanted to say goodbye to my former life in my own private way. Not too long ago I yearned for nothing more than to be extraordinary; now I just wanted a few hours of normalcy, and there was nothing more normal than going to school.

      Leslie walked into class not even noticing me and I didn’t make a point to get her attention. While she placed her backpack on the floor beside her desk, she happened to glance back, and met my eyes with disbelief. Her color drained as if she was looking at a corpse. Further noticing the empty desk beside me, she exchanged her seat for Desiree’s.

      “What happened to you? Where have you been? How’s Jeremy? How’re you?” she fired off like an automatic pistol.

      I squirmed in my seat, partially from all the questions and partially to adjust my shoulder holster slightly, becoming increasingly aware that I had a gun at school. I was upset with my situation, but was not on the brink of insanity. I wasn’t going to snap and shoot up the school, but I needed to be prepared for anything, which reminded me that this isn’t normal.

      “I’m fine. Jeremy’s fine—”

      “Well, where is he?” she insisted, which sounded more out of hurt than concern. “He’s been gone a week and he hasn’t returned my calls or answered my texts. Did he lose his phone? Is he out of the country? It used to ring for a while and now it goes straight to voice mail.”

      I assumed Jeremy left his cell phone at home when he joined us on our trek to Doria and the battery was now dead—dead…

      “He’s…” I didn’t know what to say. I looked into her beautiful, expectant eyes and contemplated telling her the story I’d previously concocted about Jeremy’s disappearance or just telling her the truth—well, at least a partial truth. I couldn’t tell her he’d been murdered in the higher plane of Doria (which was now a crippled wasteland fused together with the fallen plane above), but I could tell her he was dead. I finally realized there was no way to tell her that he’d simply left (like I’d originally planned) without him looking like a jerk, and I didn’t want her to forever remember him that way. So with a heavy heart and in a low voice, I said, “He’s dead.”

      Her expression was back to disbelief or confusion.

      “He’s…”

      I nodded.

      “I don’t understand. He was fine a week ago.”

      I was about to say more when Mr. Clayton asked for all student attention up front.

      “I’ll explain tomorrow,” I whispered.

      “No, you’ll explain right after class,” she demanded, beginning to cry.

      “Mr. Grain?” Mr. Clayton said.

      I looked forward at being called out in front of the whole class.

      “You’ve been gone an awfully long time. Do you have a note from the office?”

      I shook my head.

      “Would you come up here please?”

      When I stood up from my desk, Leslie did the same with tears rolling down her cheeks, sniffling loudly like she was having a sudden allergy attack. She wouldn’t look me in the eyes before bolting out of class without a coherent word.

      “Class, please get started on pages 117–121 in your books,” Mr. Clayton said as he ushered me into his connecting office/storage room.

      “Did you come back just to make the girls in my class cry?” he asked, squinting at me as he pushed his glasses further up the bridge of his nose. His face was contorted in a disapproving sneer, and he didn’t appear to be joking.

      “No, sir,” I responded.

      “Miss Behring has been gone for a while, too, and I know you two are close. Do you know where she has been?”

      I shook my head.

      “Well, you’ve missed too much class,” he said, leaning back against the desk and folding his arms. “To get more than an incomplete, you’ll have to make up time this summer.”

      “I understand. That’s not a problem.” I knew it wouldn’t be a problem because I wouldn’t be back.

      “Okay…well…you need to get all this absenteeism worked out with administration. You can do that now.”

      “Can’t I just sit through class?” I asked. “I’ll get it all sorted out later today, but for now I just want to stay here…and learn.”

      Mr. Clayton thought about it for a moment and his demeanor softened.

      “Sure, you’re welcome to stay, but please bring me a note tomorrow. Also, talk with me after class and we’ll arrange some times to help you get caught up.”

      I thanked him for his help and returned to my seat. Leslie hadn’t returned, and I tried not to think about her sobbing in the bathroom over my dead brother. After last night, I was all cried out.

      My day of normalcy did not include continuing my conversation with Leslie about Jeremy’s death. Sure, she deserved some answers, but she’d never get real closure anyway. There would be no funeral and she wouldn’t be able to visit his tombstone. No matter what I told her, I’d never be able to fully satisfy her yearning for answers, for the truth, which constituted acceptable closure. I would have to skip out a few minutes early and dodge her completely.

      Leslie stormed back into the classroom a few minutes later. She slung her backpack over her shoulder, picked up her notebook, and spoke loudly. “May I be excused? I need to see the nurse.”

      Mr. Clayton wrote her a hall pass. She stopped briefly at my desk, keeping her eyes toward the door, and said, “I can’t do this right now. Tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow,” I repeated, knowing tomorrow would never truly come.

      Second and third periods passed by without incident, helping me to find the calm and normalcy I’d been craving. Both teachers were concerned with my absence, but neither one made me leave the classroom. When I sat down on the rickety wooden bench before my gym locker, it took me seven tries to get it open. One more failed attempt to remember my combination and I would have given up entirely.

      I sat before the open locker as guys around me changed into their gym clothes. I couldn’t remove my jacket with everyone around me. The concealed holster had grown heavy on my shoulders.

      At the far end of the row, Logan would typically be changing, but he wasn’t here either—another reminder that life had not returned to normal. Logan had stayed at the camp with Darius and his family and I was confident I’d see them again soon, but today I tried to distract myself from thinking of any future rebellion-related obligations.

      One by one, the guys trickled out of the locker room and soon my row was empty. I peeked around the corner and saw those in the aisle were headed for the door. I rushed to remove my jacket and shoulder holster, hid the weapon in the coat bundle, and stuffed them both in the back of the locker. Then I placed my backpack in front of the bundle—out of sight, out of mind. Now I could change at a leisurely pace and join the rest of the students on the blacktop.

      I got outside just in time to see my class disappear down the hill, headed toward the football field. I hurried after them, not worried about missing roll call. Coach Andrews stopped on the track that surrounded the field like a moat. I then knew what was on the agenda for today: running the mile.

      When I reached the rest of the class on the track, Coach Andrews finally noticed me.

      “Grain, so glad you could join us,” he said.

      “Happy to be here, sir,” I replied.

      “We need to talk about your—”

      “I know,” I said, cutting him off. “My attendance. I’ll see you after class.” Though I had no intention of keeping this promise, either.

      And that seemed to put him at ease. “All right. Good plan.”

      He went back to addressing the class, telling everyone to stretch and do their best. This wasn’t a race against others, only yourself. Only you knew how much effort you were putting into your run. He had a clipboard of last week’s results and encouraged us to best our own times.

      Obviously, I didn’t have results from last week on the clipboard, but if any of my old times were on there, then they’d be nothing to brag about. Coach Andrews had told me (on several occasions) that I wasn’t living up to my potential. I thought about his feedback, and when the whistle blew, I began running—not a halfhearted jog, but an actual run for a time I could be proud of. I ran from the orderly in black scrubs. I ran from the Lorne Royal Guard. I ran from gunfire in the Doria Falls rebellion camp. I ran from Kafka as he cleared a path through the forest. And I ran with Jeremy across the beach after the third Guardian of the Great In-Between was slain. I now knew what it felt like to run for my life, and I was still alive. I didn’t think about running. I didn’t think about impressing people in gym class. I thought about staying alive—how I had to stay alive—and to do so, I needed to train. And I needed to take any opportunity to train that I could. So I ran.

      When I crossed the finish line, I nearly collapsed on the dirt. My whole body felt like it was on the brink of shutting down. But at least it wasn’t compounded by the crippling fear of being chased and shot at.

      As I gained control of my breath again, I looked at everyone still running...and walking. And then I noticed my present company and realized I’d come in third place, just behind the first and second runners.

      “6:15,” Coach Andrews said, walking up behind me and clapping me on the shoulder. “That was impressive. What were you doing during your time away?”

      “Running, sir. A lot of running.”

      “Well, it most certainly paid off. Nice job.” His smile radiated pride while he scribbled down my time on the clipboard.

      I was impressed by the time, too, now knowing I could do anything I set my mind to. And for the past six minutes, I had set my mind to running.

      I was one of the first to head back to change. Rushing to the back of the locker room, I found myself alone. I quickly changed my shirt so I could strap on the shoulder holster and cover it with my jacket. I was still sweating, which didn’t help with the addition of the jacket, but I had little choice. A few more guys joined me in the back row a few moments later, but they didn’t even glance my way. I probably could have strapped on the holster in front of them and they still wouldn’t have noticed.

      Once I finished changing, I headed out of the locker room. Coach Andrews was conversing with a few female students on the blacktop, so I was able to slip away to the quad unnoticed.

      There wasn’t much food in my house, so I had packed a lunch of peanut butter and jelly on a bagel with a side of cherry tomatoes. On the way to my locker to retrieve my poor lunch, a girl caught my eye—a girl I thought I’d never see again.

      Anna.
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      Anna sat on one of the brick tree planters, with Blaine and his new girlfriend (whose name I couldn’t remember) sitting on an adjacent bench. Several others from Blaine’s group of friends trickled into their lunch area.

      Anna looked just as I remembered her from school. She was nothing like the broken girl from the asylum, spouting nonsense in the Rec. Room and slitting her wrists in her cell—images that had haunted me ever since I escaped. She wore washed-out skinny jeans that were tucked into her black leather boots. A green flannel shirt hugged her upper body, with a black T-shirt thrown over it. Her strawberry blonde hair was shorter than I remembered, more like when I first met her, tucked back with a headband. She was talking and laughing, a sight I never thought I’d see again.

      When I strolled up to the group, Blaine was the first to notice me. He gave me a curt nod, which I returned.

      “I’m not Jillian,” Blaine’s girlfriend said.

      “I know,” I said. “And again, I’m sorry about the misunderstanding before.” The words were hollow. I couldn’t have cared less about her. I was staring intently at Anna.

      “How are you?” I asked.

      Anna finished chewing her mouthful of pasta before answering. “Fine?” she said, sounding completely oblivious to my real question.

      I wanted to approach her further, throw my arms around her, and beg for her forgiveness for ever suggesting she come with me to Provex City. But she made no attempt to rise, so I made no attempt to step closer. There was an uneasiness about her that I should have expected after all she’d been through.

      “I was worried about you,” I said, not wanting to say too much in front of everyone else in the group and just as I was about to ask her to talk in private, she said something that stopped me cold.

      “Why?” she asked with genuine curiosity. “Who are you?”

      I searched her eyes for some sense of recognition or some cruel joke. She silently challenged me to answer. I glanced over at Blaine who shrugged apathetically.

      “His name’s Oliver,” Blaine said after a long group silence. “You two used to date.”

      Anna burst out laughing. “Good one. I may have forgotten a few things over the past few weeks, from my time in the hospital, but I remember all of my exes. This guy certainly isn’t one of them.”

      “I tried,” Blaine said.

      “The hospital, exactly!” I exclaimed, seeing my window to trigger a trapped memory. “I visited you in the hospital. Remember? You had the cast on your leg. Remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember,” Anna said, all humor gone. “I broke it when I was ten. Blaine was there. Desiree was there. Eli was there. You weren’t.”

      “No, I didn’t know you when you were ten,” I said. She truly had no memory of me, and it hurt. All that we had been through was gone, erased like chalk on the driveway after a heavy rain. She had woken up from her dream and returned to the normal world, exactly what I’d been trying to do all day. “Well at least you remember Desiree.”

      “Of course,” she said matter-of-factly. “We’ve been best friends since first grade. How do you know her? Maybe that’s why you think you know me.”

      “Maybe. Does Provex City mean anything to you?”

      “No. Should it?”

      I shook my head.

      “You really don’t have much luck here,” Blaine said. “See you in art?”

      I nodded and left. I found myself heading for Mr. Gordon’s classroom without thinking. My locker with the sad lunch I’d packed was back in the opposite direction, but I didn’t change course.

      It hurt to be entirely erased from Anna’s past, but I was glad she didn’t remember her time in the asylum—the horrible things she’d had to endure. And then I remembered what my mother had done for me, the things she’d helped me forget to try and give me a normal—a better life.

      I glanced back and saw everyone in the group back in the groove of cheerful conversation. Anna. I wouldn’t forget her. She was the first girl I’d kissed—or had she kissed me—it didn’t matter anymore. The important thing was she had her life back. Desiree had her friend back. And I was no longer responsible for her death. I guess I couldn’t ask for much more.

      I entered the Humanities building and sat across the hall from Mr. Gordon’s classroom. The door was closed and the light, off.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. Taking it out, I saw a text from Desiree.

      Can I come over? she asked.

      I’m not home.

      Where are you?

      I thought about whether or not to tell her the truth, and finally decided it was easier to do so.

      School, I said.

      ?

      Anna’s here.

      ?!?

      I stared at my screen for a minute, thinking of the best way to respond.

      I’m on my way, Desiree said.

      Crap, I thought.

      My stomach growled, but I didn’t want to go back into the quad, so I suffered through the hunger. If Desiree left now, she’d make it to campus in about a half hour, right in the middle of history. Every few minutes, a new student or two claimed a spot on the wall. I noticed a few of them glancing over at me.

      After another few minutes, a short girl named Stephanie spoke up. “You’ve been gone a long time. Where have you been?”

      “Sick,” I said.

      “This whole time?”

      “Very sick,” I reiterated.

      The strap of my shoulder holster was beginning to dig into my back from leaning against the wall.

      A tall, lanky gray-haired man with overly thick glasses approached from down the hall. He stopped at Mr. Gordon’s door, opened it, and flipped on the classroom lights.

      “Good afternoon, everyone,” he said in a pleasantly cheerful tone.

      I didn’t know what I was expecting. I knew Mr. Gordon wouldn’t be here. But seeing the new teacher just reinforced everything that today really was—a pale imitation of my former life, an illusion.

      The new teacher held the door for all of the waiting students, who meandered into the classroom, most of them returning his warm greeting.

      I stood up, but didn’t move away from the wall.

      When everyone who’d been waiting was inside, he looked to me. “Are you in this class? Oliver Grain? The student who’s been out for the past few weeks?”

      The illusion around me was melting away. I could no longer pretend it wasn’t or that this was real life anymore.

      “No,” I said. “That’s not me.” And I walked away, toward the double doors.

      Most of the students were now headed to their respective classes. Blaine’s group had dispersed. I scanned the sea of bobbing heads, but didn’t spot Anna amongst them. I crossed the quad, no longer afraid of running into her, and retrieved my lunch from my locker. While the quad emptied out, I took a seat right where Anna had been sitting and ate my pathetic excuse for a sandwich. The bell rang as I took the last bite and grabbed the bag of cherry tomatoes. They were already turning pruney, but I popped one in my mouth anyway.

      I kept an eye out for Desiree, estimating she’d be here within the next ten to fifteen minutes, and she surprised me by arriving within five. I didn’t know if she had run half of the way or been dropped off, but she’d gotten here fast.

      She quickly spotted me sitting on the brick planter.

      “Thanks for the invite this morning,” she said, storming up to me.

      “It was good for you to spend time with your family.”

      “Who’re you to decide what’s good for me?”

      “Fine,” I said. “Then I wanted today for myself. A kinda way of saying goodbye.”

      “What about me? Don’t I deserve the same?”

      “You’re not leaving forever.”

      She stood before me with one foot cocked out and hands on her hips. “How do you know that? I don’t even know.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. This was not how I wanted my last school day to end. “I should have called you this morning.”

      Her expression softened and she took a seat beside me. “I’m sorry, too. I’m just stressed and freaked out not knowing what’s coming next.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “Don’t even say it,” she interrupted and snaked an arm through mine. “Just don’t.” I could tell she brushed up against the concealed weapon strapped under my arm. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “For your protection, M’Lady,” I said with a smirk. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m freaked out, too. It’s probably why I’m here today; not wanting to face what I know is coming.”

      “At least I’m not the only one.”

      We sat quietly together, taking in every detail of the school, watching random students getting along with their normal day. I envied them a little. It was safe.

      “What class does Anna have this period?” I finally asked.

      “English,” Desiree whispered, like it was a secret.

      “Then let’s go see her.” I hopped down from the planter and pulled her to her feet.

      I knew we were headed for the humanities building, but had no idea which classroom Anna was in. Instead of going through the double doors, Desiree led me around the perimeter of the building, toward the main entrance of the school. Around the corner, we stopped at the second doorway. The door was closed, but we took turns peering through the rectangular wire-glass window. The class was doing some type of writing assignment. I spotted Anna near the middle of the class, writing furiously on a sheet of loose-leaf paper.

      I stepped aside and let Desiree peek in on her best friend again.

      “What did I tell you?” I asked.

      “I knew you weren’t lying, I just really needed to see her for myself after everything you told me that happened to her.” She glanced in one more time and then stepped away from the door. “Are you sure all of what you said actually happened? It seemed like they drugged you up pretty good, as well as a whole hell of a lot of mental torture.”

      “Positive,” I said. “You saw Eli, right? What he’s become? What he did?”

      “I know. I don’t want to believe that, either.” Desiree leaned against the closest lockers. “Well, at least she seems to be all right. Did you get the chance to talk to her?”

      “Yeah,” I said, also stepping away from the door as a student opened it to exit the classroom. “She…she has no memory of me. She has no idea who I am.”

      “How about me?”

      “Yeah, she remembers you. She seems to remember mostly everything else. I assume she has amnesia of the time she spent in the asylum because she thinks she was in the hospital for something. She acknowledged you two have been friends since grade school, but it’s like my time with her was simply erased.”

      “Wasn’t part of your memory erased when you were young?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, you don’t have to blame yourself for what happened to her anymore.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to rationalize.”

      “Did you check out Mr. Gordon’s class?”

      “Some old guy’s teaching it now,” I said, making Desiree laugh for the first time since she arrived on campus.

      “Do you want to stay and go to art?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve had enough. Today was a dumb idea.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Desiree insisted, grabbing my hand as we left the classroom behind and headed back toward the quad. “Not knowing what happened to Anna was eating you up inside. I could tell. Now you do know, and it’s better than what you thought.”

      “But—”

      “Not perfect, but better. Maybe that’s why you really came to school today.”

      “Maybe,” I said, starting to feel a little better about today’s sequence of events.

      We crossed the quad and strolled past the locker rooms, making our way toward the back entrance of Eastman High, the quicker way to Mr. Gordon’s house. Before reaching the sidewalk, I sent Mr. Gordon a brief text to make sure he was home. He answered a few steps later, giving us the green light to come over.

      “Are we going back tonight?” Desiree asked.

      “I dunno,” I answered, seeing a few guys hanging out across the street in front of Patch Heights, the alternative high school. “I haven’t asked too much about next steps. I’ve mostly been processing the present.”

      “I know, it’s been tough. Though it must be good to see your mom and Richard.”

      As she talked I kept an eye on the guys loitering thirty feet away—seven of them—and then I saw him. And he saw me—Sasha.

      “Isn’t this a nice surprise? Nut Grain, in the flesh,” Sasha said venomously.

      He hadn’t changed: dressed all in black with long black hair, several eyebrow hooks, and standing several inches taller than his white-trash followers.

      “She’s still out of your league.”

      “Shut up, jerk!” Desiree yelled and the group erupted in laughter like a pack of scruffy hyenas.

      I stopped and turned to face the street, face the boy I’d categorized as my nemesis at the beginning of the year. My whole body tingled from déjà vu, but the uncontrollable shaking I’d had every time Sasha spoke to me was gone. He wasn’t my nemesis anymore. He was nothing.

      I stepped into the street.

      “Oliver, don’t,” Desiree said, but it wasn’t a plea this time.

      “Yeah, Oliver, listen to your girlfriend.” Sasha stepped out from the pack of delinquents.

      “Don’t worry,” I called back, but kept my eyes locked on Sasha.

      “I didn’t say it for him, but for you,” Desiree shouted so everyone in the group could clearly hear, and then followed me across the street.

      “If you only knew how many people your screwdriver has killed,” I said, stepping onto the far sidewalk, a dead man’s height from Sasha. “If I had it right now, I’d use it to kill you.”

      “That’s funny,” he said with a smirk. “’Cause I don’t see your brother to back you up this time.” He gestured to Desiree. “Is she gonna slap me around while you hide behind her like the pussy I always took you for?”

      “Don’t talk about Jeremy,” I warned.

      “What, your brother? Or what?”

      I felt my face turn red as a boiling rage rose to the surface. A cool hand touched my forearm and I waited for Desiree to try and diffuse the situation, but she didn’t.

      “I don’t want to be a part of this,” she said. “Please, don’t kill him. And catch up to me when you’re done.” Desiree planted her soft lips on mine, trailed a hand down my cheek, and turned to continue down the sidewalk.

      For a second, I thought one or more of the guys would try and stop her, harass her, something. But no one did. Everyone in the opposing group was momentarily rendered speechless from the confidence in her actions and the frankness of her words. All eyes left her departure and returned to me, standing alone, not sure what to make of me. This included Sasha.

      “I never knew your reason for hating me, but I sure have my reasons for hating you,” I said, breaking the silence. “You were all loud and tough when I was across the street. Well, here I am! Take your best shot!”

      “You’re fuckin’ done, Nut Grain,” Sasha spat and cocked his arm for a right cross.

      I had been waiting for the first strike to slide backwards while concentrating on any incoming object passing through my body like Nicholae had taught me to do with bullets. Sasha’s fist grazed the space where my face should have been from his perspective, but connected with nothing but air. The full-force punch, missing its target, threw him off balance and caused him to stumble forward. I parried to the side to avoid his awkward recovery.

      Everyone else in the group stayed back while he righted himself and puffed out his chest.

      “You think you’re hot shit,” he said and shoved me in the chest with two iron palms.

      I didn’t try to dodge or block his attack, allowing the force to knock me backward into the street, but my balance remained intact.

      “No,” I said. “I’m just not afraid of you anymore. It’s my turn to make you afraid of me.”

      Sasha laughed, signaling to the rest of his pack to follow his lead.

      “That’s rich, Nut Grain.”

      I glanced over at Desiree who was now at least a hundred yards away. Her side of the street was devoid of all other movement. I glanced to my right. No cars were headed in our direction.

      I reached into my jacket and removed the concealed handgun and stuck it directly in Sasha’s face. He immediately threw his hands up in surrender.

      “Whoa, whoa, cool down there, buddy,” he said, backing into his crew as I stepped up onto the sidewalk, the barrel leveled at his third eye. “I was just messin’ around. No hard feelings.”

      “You tormented me from the first day of school. You threatened me. You stabbed me. And for what? No hard feelings?”

      I saw the guy to the far left sneak out his phone, inconspicuously dialing or texting or turning on the camera.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I said. “Unless you want your friend’s brain matter splattered all over you. Or maybe, I’ll just shoot you first.”

      The guy dropped his phone into the grass, blazing red with a sheepish expression on his face.

      I turned my attention back to Sasha, seeing his face transform into the teenage Kafka that I’d so desperately wanted to shoot, but who would not allow himself to be so easily killed again.

      The gun grew heavy for my outstretched arms, but it was a satisfying weight—absolute power.

      “You’re not going to mess with me again. You’re not going to mess with my girlfriend,” I said.

      “I swear,” Sasha replied, genuine fear in his eyes. “Or your brother.”

      “My brother’s dead.” I slowly moved my finger to the trigger.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry!” Sasha backed up a few more steps.

      “And he was murdered with your screwdriver.”

      “What?! No...no, I had nothing to do with it. You have to believe me.”

      “I know it wasn’t you.” I took a step closer.

      Sasha’s spineless goons were spreading out, carefully exiting the blast zone.

      “I was there,” I said. “I watched him die—just like I’m going to watch you die.” And I pulled the trigger.

      The small explosion echoed in the cool, open air. The mighty crack scattered dozens of birds from nearby trees.

      Several of the guys dropped to the ground like dead weights, but not Sasha. He thrashed his arms out in front of his body, closed his eyes, and flexed every muscle trying to withstand the shot. But he was still standing.

      “Oh my God,” one of the guys gasped.

      It took Sasha a few breaths to realize he hadn’t been shot. When he reopened his eyes, he found the suspended bullet staring him down a few inches away from his face. He expelled all of the air from his body and practically deflated as he crumpled to the grass. The bullet dropped with him, bouncing off one leather boot.

      “Am I dead?” he asked, peering up at me as I holstered my weapon.

      “No, but you are to me,” I said and trailed after Desiree with a big silly grin on my face.
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      Eli followed Cias, Kafka, and Kafka’s wolf onto the South Los Angeles sidewalk from the black Mercedes limousine they’d been relaxing in during the drive from the Ritz-Carlton. The woman accompanying them remained in the car. She wasn’t bound in any visible way, but seemed to be frozen to her seat, hands clutching one another in her lap. Only her eyes had retained the power to move. Eli had met her only a handful of times before, and remembered it was Oliver’s mother.

      “It’s such an inefficient way to travel,” Kafka complained.

      His wolf strolled ahead of him, head low, ears perked up.

      “One of many inefficiencies in this plane,” Cias said.

      The street was dark, lined with locked, barred, and boarded-up stores. Discarded fliers, magazines, and decaying paper cups littered the sidewalk and spilled into the street. Graffiti laid claim to many beaten-down storefronts and adjoining brick walls. A few cars and vans, literally bumping from the stereo bass, cruised by at or under the marginal speed limit.

      Eli knew he was in the presence of powerful men, but a lifetime of conditioning from living in Southern California kicked in as he stood on this inner city street after dark. He’d driven through neighborhoods like this several times after gigs, but always ensured his doors were locked, windows were rolled up, and music was low enough not to call attention to himself as the only white person in a very not-white part of town.

      A mound of garbage bags and blankets overflowed from a recessed, gated doorway like a makeshift tent of trash. The mound rose and fell like the whole tent was breathing. A black man with a beard as large and unkempt as his afro lay on a cardboard box down the way. An old grocery cart filled to the brim with junk and empty plastic bottles was parked by his head. He wore three or four layers of greasy clothes.

      The whole street smelled of rotten food, oil, and exhaust.

      Eli peeked at his phone and saw that it was just past midnight.

      “Can you see it?” Kafka asked with excitement. “It’s so beautiful and will transform the entire skyline of this city. What was it called again?”

      “Los Angeles,” Eli said. He had not yet mastered traveling back and forth through the planes, relying mostly on Cias’s help.

      “Each city block is much smaller here than in Provex City,” Cias said as Kafka walked ahead of them scanning the hemorrhaging area, from the nearby businesses, across the street, to the closest intersection.

      “Then we’ll combine them—introduce a new standard,” Kafka said, turning back to his two companions.

      The wolf ventured farther into the shadows.

      “Of course we’ll have to rebuild the area because this simply will not do,” Kafka said.

      “There will be opposition,” Cias said. “Buildings are constructed much slower here, piece by piece. There are many rules, regulations, labor unions, government requirements.”

      “Cias, my old friend, that is why I have you,” Kafka said.

      “That’s one helleva big coyote!” a man with a distinct Mexican accent said, stepping out from an alley a few stores away.

      “It’s no coyote—it’s a goddamn wolf!” another man exclaimed.

      “You’ll make all those inconveniences go away,” Kafka said, unfazed by the voices behind him. “I’m sure residents of this community aren’t happy with the state of disrepair I’m seeing around us. They don’t stay here by choice. We can change that. Think of the possibilities. Think of what we did for Provex—”

      “Shoot it!”

      Kafka swung around. A glint from a streetlight reflected off the metal barrel of one shadowed figure’s handgun as he pointed it down at the growling wolf. Before a shot was fired, the man’s outstretched arm lowered in slow jagged movements like he was fighting a losing battle to keep it up.

      “What’re you doin’? Shoot it!”

      “I can’t!” The man with the gun shouted back. “I can’t move my arm!”

      Before another gun was revealed, Kafka appeared at his wolf’s side, placing a hand on the raised fur of its scruff, silencing the guttural warning.

      Cias casually walked after his master, and Eli hesitantly followed. More men were spilling from the shadows of the alley until there was a half-moon gang standing before Kafka.

      “You do not want to shoot Abram,” Kafka said.

      “This beast’s yours?” a guy near the middle said. He was the tallest of the bunch, with a bandana on his head, and tattoos sticking up from his oversized button-down plaid flannel shirt.

      “Yes.”

      “Then take it and get off our street or I’ll put it down. What you say?”

      Kafka patted his wolf on the side, who obediently turned and headed back toward the limousine.

      “I say that would be a big mistake.” Kafka turned his attention to Cias. “Would these men do well in our army?”

      “Your army?” one of the gang members asked sardonically. The rest of them laughed.

      “I’d advise against it,” Cias said. “They’re violent and ruthless, but undisciplined and unpredictable. They should be removed from the neighborhood if you want to rebuild.”

      Their laughter died down.

      “Who’re you to come into our neighborhood and call the shots,” the tall guy said. He pounded on his chest. “I call the shots here, pendejo. Not the likes of some sleazy, prick developer. This is my street—mi barrio—and you can only touch what I allow you to touch. You ain’t in Beverly Hills, son. You’re in my home, and you don’t come and disrespect me in my own home.”

      “That’s where you’re mistaken,” Kafka said. “Because this is no longer your home. It’s mine. And I have a proposition for you—a probationary job to prove your worth to me.”

      “You insulting hijo de puta,” the tall guy said, pulling a semiautomatic handgun from the waistband of his jeans. Sticking the short barrel in Kafka’s face, he continued, “Tell me why I shouldn’t shoot you in the face right now?”

      A gunshot rang out from somewhere across the street, hitting the guy threatening Kafka in the upper thigh. He dropped with a cry like a slab of cold beef, as did the gangbanger standing directly behind him.

      “Why?” Kafka asked, playfully. “Because you can’t.”

      The bystanders in the group dropped to squatting positions, but none ran, afraid of more gunfire from a shooter no one could see.

      “To those of you who decide to run, you will be dropped,” Kafka warned. “Now as I was saying, I’m offering you a great opportunity to work for me—on a trial basis, of course.”

      The two shot men on the ground yelled and groaned, bleeding onto the sidewalk. The taller man covered the entrance wound with both hands, but the blood found its way out through his fingers.

      Kafka continued unfazed, “You can help turn this area around. Instead of terrorizing the people of this neighborhood, you will be my peacekeepers. You will clean up the trash and bring confidence and stability back to this area. You will remove anyone disruptive from my new home. I want the fear to evaporate from this neighborhood and new businesses to flock here. I will take charge of building and you will take charge of removing the trash. I don’t like trash in my home. Do you understand? Do we have an agreement?”

      Several of the squatting men nodded. The leader with the gaping hole in his leg seethed and breathed heavily, enduring the pain with the air of someone who’d been shot before. He returned an icy stare, offering no acceptance to Kafka’s proposal.

      “My associate here believes you should all be taken out back and shot like rabid dogs,” Kafka said, addressing the group as a whole. “But I have faith in you—I believe you will accomplish what I’ve requested, and you will do so with pride. If you do well, you will be handsomely rewarded. But if not...” He tugged the gang leader to his feet, who swore from the pain of putting pressure on his injured leg. “I hope you trust your associates to do a good job, because your life depends on it.” Addressing the group once more, he pulled up the cuff of his right sleeve to prominently display the wolf-head tattoo and said, “See this? You’ll see it again, and when you do, you’ll know what it represents. You’ll know they’re associates of mine—soldiers in my army. Respect it. Fear it, for if you provoke it, it will bite. You have 24 hours to clean this place up. I’ll be back at that time to either reward you or kill you. The choice is yours.”

      Kafka pulled the limping man back to the limo. The rest of the gang was just beginning to rise when another shot split the night like a thunderclap. The other man who’d been shot in the knee went silent and slumped to the concrete. More yells of panic and disbelieve rippled through the group. The faint wail of a police siren sounded in the distance.

      Kafka guided the gang leader into the back of the black Mercedes limousine, followed by Cias and Eli.

      With one look at the frozen, frightened woman and the menacing gray wolf already seated inside the expansive leather space, the guy asked, “Man, who are you?” before falling alongside them.
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      I caught up to Desiree before the next intersection and peacefully strolled the rest of the way to Mr. Gordon’s nearby house. My whole body still felt electrified from my confrontation with Sasha. The look on his face was retribution enough for all he’d done to me throughout the first half of the school year. Maybe the encounter would make him think twice before picking on some other new kid and potentially start him on a new life path—all because of me. One less bully in the world would be an improvement, and I could only guess at how the seven onlookers were affected by the confrontation as well. My imagination exploded with the possibility of the resulting butterfly effect from one simple action, one suspended bullet and its long-term effect.

      Mr. Gordon didn’t answer the door, which simply swung open after the first knock. Once Desiree and I stepped into the foyer, it closed behind us and the bolt clicked into the locked position in one fluid movement.

      “Mr. Gordon?” I called out. The silence and automation was spooky, and reminded me of my room when I first felt TJ’s presence.

      The wood flooring creaked underfoot and we ventured toward the kitchen. Two ceramic cups of tea sat on the island, tendrils of steam still rising from the water’s surface. Matching saucers and tasting spoons accompanied the cups.

      “They must be ours,” Desiree said, picking up one cup and saucer, and taking a sip.

      “Why would you assume that?”

      “I don’t see anyone else here.”

      “Including Mr. Gordon,” I said. “Where is he?” I rounded the island and peered out the kitchen window, and there he was, sitting in a wicker rocking chair. “Mystery solved.”

      We joined Mr. Gordon in the backyard, each of us pulling up a chair.

      Mr. Gordon rocked slowly, his eyes closed, head back like he was sunning his face.

      “Oliver, no tea for you?” he asked, finally opening his eyes to acknowledge our arrival.

      “I prefer coffee,” I said.

      “He just didn’t want to take it without permission,” Desiree said, and took a loud, exaggerated sip.

      “I heard a gunshot a while ago,” Mr. Gordon said understatedly.

      “I heard it, too,” I said, but Mr. Gordon glared at me disapprovingly. “What? I didn’t hurt anyone.” I paused, waiting for Mr. Gordon to respond, but he didn’t. “He deserved it—a good scare, I mean.”

      “You continue to invite bullies into your life,” he said. “Remember when I said you could make them disappear?”

      “Yeah, I remember,” I said glumly. “But I still can’t do what you can. I can’t simply make someone disappear.”

      “You’re missing the point, Oliver. You’re not trying to physically make them disappear. You need to focus on not having them in your life and they cease to exist in your world. They keep returning because you continue inviting them back. You wanted the confrontation—even before you saw him. You manifested exactly what you wanted.”

      “Maybe I did,” I said. “Is that so wrong? I wanted the upper hand and I got it. He’s gone now. I made him disappear in my own way.”

      Mr. Gordon sighed. “You did, but going that route only invites others to challenge you further.”

      “Like I challenge you?” I smirked.

      “Fair enough,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “My friend Anna is home,” Desiree said. “Oliver’s ex-girlfriend.”

      “Oh?” Mr. Gordon looked confused.

      “She was in the asylum with Oliver. She was still there when he escaped.”

      “And she’s here?”

      “Back at school like nothing had happened,” Desiree said.

      “Not exactly nothing—I was completely erased from her memory,” I said.

      “At least from what you said, she didn’t seem to remember what she’d been through,” Desiree said.

      “That’s interesting,” Mr. Gordon said. “Why did they release her?”

      “Your guess is as good as ours,” I said.

      “Well, I doubt she escaped. I’m still amazed you were able to.”

      “I had help,” I said.

      “So it must have been intentional. She must have been released for whatever reason.”

      “A show of good faith?” Desiree said.

      “To whom?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “They felt bad about what they were doing?” I said.

      They both turned to look at me like I’d said the dumbest thing in the world.

      “I know, I know. That’s not true.”

      Desire finished her tea and placed the cup and saucer on a nearby metal mesh table. She adjusted her chair so her face wasn’t in direct sunlight and curled her legs up into her body when she sat back down.

      “What’s next?” I asked.

      “Go back to the camp where it’s safer. We need to all help regroup. Hopefully, Nicholae will check back in this evening.

      “Can I have one more night?” I asked. “I just want to sleep in my bed one more time. Take one last time out. And then back into the thick of battle.”

      “We’ll leave at dawn,” Mr. Gordon said. “We’ll leave from your house.”

      “Will Nicholae be coming with us?”

      “I don’t know. Why don’t you both spend the night here?”

      “I want to spend one more evening with my family,” Desiree said and then glanced over at me to see what I’d say.

      “Yeah, me, too.” And before Mr. Gordon could say anything, I turned to him and said, “I need more bullets.” I could sense a protest coming, so I added, “I’ve been practicing. I don’t need a stockpile, just replenishment.”

      Two more full clips appeared in his open palm, and after a short hesitation, he handed them over to me without saying anything more.

      Mr. Gordon offered to drive us home, but Desiree and I wanted to walk. It was a warm, serene Southern California day, and I wanted to soak up every bit of it.

      I walked Desiree to her house, but stopped at the edge of the driveway. She didn’t expect me to go any farther. I didn’t want to find out how her mother would react to my presence.

      Desiree allowed our hands to separate, pushed up on her toes, and met my lips with hers.

      “Are you going to be all right?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “See you in the morning?”

      “Of course,” she said and made her way up the driveway and to the front door.

      I waited until she was inside before I turned to leave. There was no rustling of curtains, no one spying from inside. I retreated to my empty house for one more night of solitude, one more night of reflection before committing to the permanence of my new life.

      Frolics didn’t greet me with his usual exuberance as I entered through the side door. He’d been through a lot and I could understand the attitude change. I strolled into the kitchen, scoured the refrigerator for something to eat, snatching the last non-moldy piece of string cheese. Turning toward the trashcan as I tore the wrapper, I discovered I was not alone—

      The piece of cheese fell from my hand as I reached inside my jacket, both while still processing who was sitting at the kitchen table.

      Cias lifted his hands in surrender as I quickly removed my weapon from the shoulder holster and aimed the barrel at his head.

      “There’s no need for that,” he said hoarsely with the hint of a grin on his face.

      Just then I heard a click behind me and instantly knew there was someone else standing in the doorway to the dining room. I also knew there was a gun aimed at the back of my head.

      “Hand it over,” a familiar voice demanded—Eli’s voice.

      I sighed and dropped my hands, loosening my grip on the pistol.

      Eli quickly snatched the gun from my grasp and then proceeded to roughly pat me down, finding the other two full clips in my pocket and confiscating them as well.

      “As I said,” Cias began, “there’s no need for drastic action. There’s no reason why we can’t converse like civilized human beings. If we were here to kill you, then you’d be dead already—dead before you even knew what had happened.”

      I took a step away from Eli, but he placed himself off to the side between Cias and me.

      “Where’s my dog?” I snarled.

      “He’s fine, asleep in the other room. I’m not one to harm a defenseless animal.”

      “He’s not defenseless.”

      Cias’s grin widened. “Against me, he’s defenseless. As are you, so listen carefully.”

      “You’re coming with us,” Eli said. “Peacefully.”

      “What makes you think I’ll come peacefully?” I said mockingly. “I can dodge your bullets, skip this plane, and disappear within seconds. There’s nothing you can do about it. If Alexandria can’t hold me, you sure as hell can’t!”

      Instead of replying, Eli removed his phone from his pocket and began tapping the touch screen. Then he showed me the screen and I saw Desiree sitting on her bed with a gag in her mouth, hands tied behind her back. It was a live video feed. I could see her chest rising and falling rapidly as she struggled to remain calm. No one else was in the frame.

      “This is why you’ll come peacefully,” Eli said.

      “She was your girlfriend!” I yelled. “How could you?”

      “The key word is was,” Eli replied. “I was in love with her, but that’s over now. She’ll always hold a special place in my heart, which is why I don’t want to see her get hurt. And I’m confident you don’t either, which is how I know you’ll come with us. No fighting. No running. Peaceful-like.”

      My heart sank. I couldn’t take my eyes off the screen, but Eli turned it off.

      “No!” I yelled. “I have to see her!”

      “You just did. You know she’s presently unharmed.”

      “But her safety relies solely on your complete cooperation,” Cias said.

      “How do I know you won’t hurt her even after I comply?” I asked.

      “You don’t.”

      “But do you really want to take that kinda gamble?” Eli asked.

      I wanted to lash out and kill them both—pull my gun back and shoot them both between the eyes—but all I could do was nod solemnly. I couldn’t risk Desiree’s life. I couldn’t take the gamble. I was defenseless. Checkmate.
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      I found Frolics in an inanimate state, lying with his head on his front paws in the living room.

      “Do you want me to wake him up?” Cias asked.

      “No,” I said. “He’s safer this way. He’s alive, right?”

      “Perfectly fine, suspended in time.”

      “Fine,” I said, heading toward the side door. “Let’s get this over with. When we get there, you promise to release Desiree?”

      “Absolutely,” Eli said. “We won’t hold her any longer than we have to. If you continue to cooperate, she’ll be fine.”

      I stopped and looked him directly in the eyes. “How can you even give those kinds of assurances?”

      “Because I’ve been assured. The Lornes keep their word, which is more than I can say for most people.”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ve seen how much their word means.”

      “They released Anna,” Eli spat. “Remember her? You left her in there to rot. Kafka made me a promise and he kept it.”

      “You got Anna out?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking the question.

      “You’re unbelievable, Oliver. I’m glad she no longer remembers you—spares her the pain.”

      As much as I was relieved that she was okay, I didn’t want to think about Anna in the asylum again. The horrific cast on her leg. Her incoherent, drugged-up state. All the blood.

      “Thanks to me, she can go on with the normal life that neither of us will ever have again,” Eli said.

      “And thanks to you, Desiree could take her place.” I turned and led them out the side door and around the garage.

      “That’s up to you,” he responded from a few steps behind.

      At the bottom of the inclined driveway was parked a black Mercedes-Benz limousine, running, with the back door open.

      I stopped a few feet from the lavish ride, but Eli pushed me forward, forcing me to crouch down and slide into the back seat. Luckily, the back of the car was empty. I made my way to the front of the side-facing bench seat, the farthest point from the open door. The tinted divider was up, so I couldn’t see the driver and if anyone else was riding shotgun.

      Eli slid in behind me. Cias followed closely after and as soon as he closed the door, the car pulled away from the curb. Due to the nearly blackout windows, I watched a black-and-white vision of my house disappear from view and wondered if I’d ever see it again. How long would Frolics be left in his inanimate state?

      A few turns and a few minutes later, we were on the 5 freeway, heading north toward LA.

      “Okay, I’m with you, not fighting—tell your goons to release Desiree,” I demanded.

      “It’s too early to cash in our insurance policy,” Eli said.

      “But you said—”

      “When we get you there and in front of Kafka, then I’ll make the call. Until then, just hold tight.”

      I folded my arms and sank lower in my seat. “It’s not like I’m gonna jump from a car speeding down the highway.”

      “I can’t take that risk,” Eli said.

      “Why? What’s in this for you?”

      “Everything.” Eli glanced over at Cias who seemed content with staring out the window.

      “Let me see her again,” I said.

      Without protest, Eli pulled his phone out of his front pocket and scooted closer to me.

      “Feel better?” he asked as he showed me the dim screen.

      I didn’t. Desiree was now lying on her side, the gag still in her mouth and hands pulled behind her back. She wasn’t looking at the camera. Her eyes were focused on something across the room, all the life drained from them. Everything I loved about her seemed to be sapped from her lifeless body.

      Eli brought the phone back in front of him, closed the live stream, and opened up some social media app.

      With everyone’s guard down, I lunged for Eli and wrapped an arm around his neck. His hands clutched my forearm, which only made me pull tighter against his windpipe. Eli’s legs thrashed as he bucked his body to try and free himself. We both fell onto the floor of the limo, but my arm remained firm around his neck.

      I had not planned a next move. With one arm around Eli’s neck and the other holding it tight, I couldn’t release one to go for a gun without Eli busting free. I expected Cias to join the fight any second, and before he could react, I let go and threw my hands up in surrender.

      Eli folded over on the carpeted floor, coughing uncontrollably.

      Cias glared at me, but he didn’t move from his seat in the rear of the limo.

      “Kidding,” I said, my hands still raised, and slowly climbed back into my seat. “Just a joke.”

      “You’re surely not making your situation any easier,” Cias said.

      “That was for breaking into my house,” I said to Eli.

      Eli cleared his throat and pushed up to his knees.

      “We’re even now,” I said.

      “No, Grain, we’re far from even.” Eli pulled his pistol from the back waistline of his jeans.

      “You’re taking me in. You can’t just shoot me.”

      “Actually he can,” Cias said. “He shoots; I heal. It can be very therapeutic—for the shooter and the victim.”

      I gulped, regretting my impetuous action to lash out at Eli. My hesitation back at the camp—when I could have shot and killed Eli—allowed this situation to unfold. And then there was Desiree. I didn’t want to risk her life, but I wasn’t able to just sit back and do nothing, especially knowing I was being driven to my doom. I wanted to believe her life was more important than my own, but at this critical junction, I couldn’t die without a fight—even if it was just getting in one insignificant jab.

      Eli spun the pistol around in his hand and swung it butt first at the side of my head. I thought back to my confrontation with Sasha and slipped my physical body back far enough to allow the gun to slide right through me. The butt of the gun slammed into the base of the leather seat. Eli’s eyes grew wild once he realized he’d missed me.

      Then an invisible pressure seized my neck. I suddenly couldn’t breathe as the unseen grip tightened. A sly grin crept across Cias’s face. Eli didn’t hesitate to swing again, and this time the butt of the gun connected with my temple.

      Stars burst in my peripheral vision and I felt a warmth pouring down the side of my face. The stars grew brighter as the interior of the limo grew darker until there was a sea of multicolored light and no car. The grip around my neck loosened. The lights above swirled. Someone spoke. I was falling.

      “Smug bastard.”

      “I’ll let him sleep for a while.”

      “Don’t you dare heal him. I want him to wake up with one hell of a headache.”

      “Wipe up the blood. We can’t walk him in looking like that.”

      I awoke on the floor with the feeling that the world was still moving. It took me a moment to remember where I was and that the blurry face glaring down at me was Eli’s. The right side of my face felt like it was going to explode. I brought a hand to the epicenter of the pain and felt a bump already forming. What little blood was left, I wiped off on the carpet.

      “Very classy,” Eli said.

      “Whatever.”

      Cias handed me a gray handkerchief. I took it and held it against my throbbing head. At least Eli hadn’t shot me.

      “That’s all you’re offering?” I asked Cias sardonically.

      “If you don’t want it, then give it back.” Cias held out an open hand.

      “I don’t think you want it now,” I said, removing the stained rag from my head. “It’s pretty much ruined.”

      “Keep it.”

      I dabbed the handkerchief to my cheek and around my mouth where I could feel blood drying and knew I looked like hell. The hair on the right side of my head was sticky and matted. A metallic taste lingered in my mouth. I think I bit my lip when I fell.

      “How long was I out?” I asked, climbing back to my seat.

      Eli scooted down the leather bench a few feet, out of my immediate reach.

      “Long enough to make most of the ride peaceful,” Eli said.

      “Let me see her again,” I said.

      “No,” Eli snapped. “You used up those privileges.”

      “Let me s—”

      “She’s still fine. I didn’t do anything rash—unlike you, I think before I act.”

      “So you were fully in control of your actions when you were killing my brother?”

      “I was doing what needed to be done,” Eli said. “It wasn’t easy, I’m not proud of it, but it was necessary.”

      I think he felt me ready to lunge for him again. In one quick movement, he scooted down the bench another foot and pulled his phone from his pocket. Within a second the screen was pointed at me, allowing me to see Desiree still lying on her bed, her eyes closed.

      “Is she okay? How do I know she’s okay?!”

      Eli glanced at the screen. “She’s probably just sleeping. It’s been a long day for all of us.”

      “Prove it!”

      “Is she sleeping?” Eli asked to the screen. “Wake her up.”

      A moment later, Desiree was hit in the chest with a paperback book. Her eyes instantly shot open and darted around the room. She didn’t try to get up, but I could see her whole body shaking from the shock of being awaken with such a jolt.

      “See? She’s fine,” Eli said. “Now, behave yourself. One more dumb move and she’s gone.”

      “I should have killed you when I had the chance,” I said. I could pull my handgun to me with one focused thought and shoot him before he had a chance to react, but Cias...

      “Yeah,” he said. “Me, too.”

      “As much as I’m enjoying this adolescent standoff, we’re here,” Cias said.

      I hadn’t even noticed that the limousine had stopped until Cias opened the door.

      I was flanked by Cias and Eli getting out of the limousine. There was a line of taxis, personal cars, and limos occupying the entrance of the fancy hotel. I saw a plaque by the sliding glass doors identifying the hotel as The Ritz-Carlton. Doormen in red blazers and black top hats stood at attention nearby and offered assistance to each new guest who arrived.

      “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” one of the doormen said as we approached the glass doors. “Welcome back.”

      “Good afternoon,” Cias replied.

      I nodded, but didn’t offer a formal greeting and tried to act as natural as possible with Eli walking directly behind me. I knew he wouldn’t do anything stupid with all these people around, but he did hold Desiree’s fate in the palm of his hand. In stepping out of the limousine, he had his phone ready to make the call if I tried anything.

      The lobby was busy with people checking in and partaking in pre-dinner drinks. Glistening crystal chandeliers hung overhead and colorful murals decorated the two-story ceiling. A pianist and cellist entertained relaxing guests on posh sofas. We were greeted by more impeccably dressed employees as we crossed the marble floor, headed for the elevators.

      “Oliver, act natural,” a familiar voice said. The voice reached over the mixture of lobby sounds that had become white noise.

      I looked back at Eli, but he was a few steps behind me and I knew it was not his voice.

      The voice reminded me of TJ or Nero. I couldn’t tell if it was a voice I’d heard aloud or one that was just in my head.

      As we walked, I scanned the lobby—the people standing in line for the front desk, the people walking to and from the elevators, the people sitting at the nearby bar, the people sitting in the lobby lounge listening to the musicians—and then I saw to whom the voice belonged.

      “Keep walking,” the voice said again, louder this time, but still with the feeling of only being in my head. Nicholae sat cross-legged on one of the sofas with a glass balanced on the tall armrest, facing the musicians. His profile faced us as he took a long sip. He made no attempt to look over or provide any visual acknowledgement.

      I tried to keep my eyes scanning the lobby, and noticed Eli doing the same. He seemed anxious to get out of this public setting.

      “Don’t do anything,” I said under my breath. I didn’t know if Nicholae could hear me or not, but Cias glanced back.

      “Did you say something?” he asked.

      “No,” I said, my heart pounding.

      Nicholae, they’ve got Desiree and will potentially kill her if I don’t play nice, which I’m sure applies to you as well. Don’t screw this up for me.

      I didn’t know if my thoughts or soft words would make it to him, so I used every avenue at my disposal.

      The elevator’s doors spread open and its occupants poured out. We made our way inside before the doors could close, and as they did, I turned and had one last look into the lobby. Nicholae hadn’t moved more than adjusting his seated position and sipping on his drink.

      We had the elevator to ourselves as we ascended to the top floor. The air was thick with tension as the three of us watched the numbers climb with each passing floor—slowly counting down to some fate I didn’t want to fathom. I knew Kafka would be waiting for me in the penthouse, along with numerous other Lorne family members who wanted me just as dead.

      I tried not to give anything away. As far as Cias and Eli knew, everything was going precisely to plan. If either of them had spotted Nicholae, they didn’t say anything. I didn’t even know if Eli would know Nicholae if he had seen him.

      Each floor was another step walking on the plank. I had to constantly remind myself whom I was doing this for, why I wasn’t putting up a fight, and why I didn’t want anyone to rescue me. And then I knew what I had to do.

      “Nicholae’s here,” I said as we reached the top floor and the doors slid open. “I don’t want him to—”

      Then I saw Nicholae standing in the hallway just beyond the elevator doors. He gripped a long, curved sword in both hands, with the razor tip pointed at us.

      “That’s right, I am,” he said coldly. “No sudden movements. Easy does it.” He backed up a few steps to allow us to exit the elevator.

      “I was watching out for him the whole time,” Cias said.

      “Don’t,” Nicholae growled.

      “Nicholae,” I said, inching closer to him. “They have Desiree. We need Eli to make the call to release her.”

      “He will,” Nicholae answered and pushed Eli forward, toward the elegant double doors ahead of us.

      “Kafka could be here right now,” Cias said.

      “But he’s not,” Nicholae answered.

      “He’ll be back any moment.”

      “Then we’ll have to make this quick then, won’t we?”

      Instead of swiping a keycard in the lock, Cias simply strolled through the door.

      I’d done it enough times not to flinch anymore and entered the penthouse suite in line with Nicholae, passing through wood and metal like the material was little more than air. Eli appeared behind me more than a few seconds later.

      I was reminded of Kafka’s condominium in Lorne Tower when I entered the penthouse suite, but instead of having Jeremy at my side, I had Nicholae. We all gathered in a large, bright living room with two cream-colored couches, a few matching chairs and a grand piano. Windows overlooked a sea of low-standing buildings, all the way to the coast. A muscular gray wolf paced the room and stopped and stared when it saw Nicholae. The beast’s head dropped and the skin around its jaws curled up to reveal large yellow teeth. It didn’t attack, but produced a deep warning of a growl, the fur at the scruff of its neck at full attention.

      “What now?’ I asked, staying on the far side of Nicholae to keep him between me and the wolf. “We need to help Desiree,” I reminded him, but I don’t think he was even listening.

      “This is the final straw,” Nicholae said. He was solely focused on Cias. It was like Eli and I weren’t even in the room. The sword hung down by his side, now only held loosely in one hand. “I’m not taking any more chances.”

      “You know what I’ve had to do to keep my cover,” Cias said. He was inching closer to the wolf. “Everything I’ve done, I’ve done it for you—for your cause.”

      “What’s he talking about?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Eli added.

      “This is not for me,” Nicholae said and gestured to me with the blade of the sword. “Kafka already has Helen. With Oliver, I would have nothing left. There would be no bargaining after that.”

      “I had to,” Cias said.

      “You didn’t come to me first. You didn’t warn me at the camp.”

      “It all happened so fast,” Cias pleaded. “I couldn’t get away. There wasn’t a right time.”

      “All decisions you made that you now have to own,” Nicholae said. “You brought this upon yourself.”

      In a flash, Nicholae advanced on Cias and the wolf, who both seemed to freeze in place at the very same moment. There was no big swing of the sword, just the tip of the blade pointed outward until it met flesh, and then slipped through Cias’s gut with ease and came out slimy and dripping crimson tears on the opposite side.

      When Nicholae pulled the sword free, Cias collapsed to the floor, groaning and clutching his stomach. The wolf remained in place, as still as a statue.

      “Go ahead,” Nicholae said. “Heal yourself.”

      “And prolong the inevitable? No thanks.” Cias coughed up blood and phlegm.

      “As you said, your master could come back at any moment to save your life.”

      “He’s not my master,” Cias said, turned his head, and spat on the floor. “And he probably wouldn’t save me. He was my assignment—an assignment I failed.”

      Nicholae stabbed him swiftly through the thigh. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

      Cias cried out, but didn’t remove his hands from his stomach wound. Blood poured from his split pants leg like a found underground spring.

      “Stop!” Eli yelled. He clicked the slide on one of his handguns and leveled it at Nicholae. “I won’t let you!”

      Nicholae looked amused and taunted Eli by sinking his sword into Cias’s good thigh and leaning on it like a cane.

      Cias’s eyes were closed, his skin broken out in thick beads of sweat, as he tried to retain his composure—holding on to his dignity as Nicholae slowly sliced away.

      “Go on, take your shot,” Nicholae said. “You’ll only get one.”

      Eli’s hands shook, but he didn’t lower his weapon. Instead he moved the barrel to me. “How about now?”

      Nicholae didn’t hesitate. “Shoot,” he said ominously, his voice and intensity reminding me of the man I feared—the man who could walk through the door at any moment.

      I knew what I could do, and so did Nicholae. But I had to concentrate if I was going to defy incoming bullets.

      Eli retrieved his phone and held it up, taunting me with a lit screen. “If you don’t let him go, I won’t let her go,” he said. He finally lowered his gun, knowing full well where his leverage really lied.

      “Nicholae, stop,” I said, not able to take my eyes off the screen. It was just a locked screen, but I saw Desiree in it. “I need to get her back.”

      “And you will,” Nicholae said, yanked the blade from Cias’s thigh with a wet pop and plunged it into his heart.

      Cias slumped over and bled out on the dark hardwood floor.

      “No!” Eli and I yelled simultaneously.

      Eli once again raised the gun and took a shot at Nicholae in a mad fury.

      The bullet stopped inches before reaching Nicholae and he plucked it out of the air like an irritating fly.

      I reached for Eli’s phone with my mind, and within seconds, I’d stripped him of it. It found my hand before Eli even knew what had happened. He dropped the gun by his side for the second time, and hung his head along with his useless weapon.

      “What’s your password?” I demanded, holding up the phone. “You’re going to help me make the call and tell your guy to release Desiree.”

      “8180,” he said softly, refusing to raise his eyes.

      I entered the code and the home screen popped up. I didn’t want to bring up the live video just in case the guy on the other end could see what was happening here and realize that Eli was no longer in control. I navigated to the call log to find the last phone number dialed and pressed the call button. When it started to ring, I turned on the speakerphone and held the phone closer to Eli.

      “Now, tell them to let her go,” I said, but as soon as I’d finished talking, a computerized voice announced that I could leave a message for the dialed number.

      Beep.

      “We can’t stay here, now that this moron’s gunshot has most likely incited numerous calls to the police,” Nicholae said. “I’m sure it won’t take them long.” He turned to the statue of the wolf and swung the sword in a high arc, in line to sever the animal’s head with one mighty blow. But the wolf disappeared before the blade reached fur and flesh.

      “If you are satisfied with your message, then please hang up or press one for more options.”

      I looked down at the phone, horrified, and pressed the end button. “No…”

      The sword dug into the wood flooring with a splintering groan. I wasn’t the only one surprised.

      “That’s low, even for you,” a new voice said.

      My attention was drawn from Nicholae to the entrance of the suite where the voice came from—where Kafka stood stoically, and at his side—

      “Mom!” I yelled.

      She looked like a statue, frozen and expressionless. Only her eyes displayed any type of emotion. Kafka placed a protective hand on her shoulder. He appeared to have aged twenty years in weeks. He now looked like the man—the bogeyman—I remembered from Lorne Tower and my childhood nightmares.

      “You almost sealed her fate right here,” Kafka said. He took a few steps into the room, and Mom seemed to mirror each step he took, remaining directly beside him.

      Nicholae didn’t take his eyes off my mother. I assumed it was the first time he’d seen her in ten years—since we’d escaped to this plane without him.

      “You’re speechless. That’s rarely happened in all of the lifetimes I’ve known you,” Kafka said to Nicholae.

      “Give her to me,” Nicholae finally said.

      “You’re not in a position to make demands.” Kafka’s voice was cold, yet calm. A hand swooshed back one side of his overcoat, making it billow like a cape, landing on the hilt of a dagger, fastened tightly to his hip. “Nice try, brother,” Kafka laughed, sliding the dagger slowly from its sheath. “You’re not that good of a pickpocket. You’ll have to be faster than that.” The double-edged blade glistened in the track lighting. “I will eventually kill you with it—make no mistake—as I did with our old friends Cornelius and Zachariah. I must admit, you had me doubting its power with the whispers of Zachariah’s return.” Kafka stole a glance at me. “But I now know better. Nothing but a story. Bryten wouldn’t supply me with an ineffective artifact.”

      “I know,” Nicholae said. “You’ve told me about your elusive mentor.”

      “To whom I am now his equal. He separated; I combined.”

      “You killed millions of people in the collapse. That’s not an accomplishment.”

      “No, Nicholae, it’s one of the greatest accomplishments of all time. And now we have a new beginning. After all these millennia. We could rule the world together.”

      “And your mentor’s good with this grandiose plan?” Nicholae asked sardonically.

      “The Archanums are gone,” Kafka said. “With me left as the last living person to remember their name. Lorne will not be so easily forgotten. You may be fighting me, but this is really for all of us.”

      Kafka slid the dagger back into its sheath.

      Nicholae stared intently at Kafka and my mother.

      Eli had his gun raised again, pointed at me now that he felt confidently backed up. “I’ll take that back now.”

      “No,” I protested, but the phone was ripped from my hand and back to Eli. I didn’t know if it had been Eli or Kafka who’d taken it from me.

      Eli examined the screen and he almost looked happy, smug. “Looks like I missed my check in,” he said. “She’s gone now.”

      “What?” I yelled.

      “Nicholae killed Cias,” Eli said. “I—I couldn’t do anything.”

      Instead of maneuvering through the room to get a better view of the dead body polluting the floor, Kafka parted all the furniture in the room like a stage set change. When he spoke, he sounded matter-of-factly. “You saved me the trouble.”

      “Is that right?” Nicholae asked scornfully.

      “Where is she?!” I demanded.

      “Safe,” Eli said. “Keep your distance. Don’t you dare come any closer.”

      “This is pointless,” Kafka said after an amused moment of watching our argument. “This uprising is a goddamn merry-go-round, a zero sum game. Eli, shoot Oliver. He’ll try to elude the bullet. Distract him first and then take your shot. He won’t be able to commit his full focus on the bullet.”

      I waited for the inevitable gunshot, ready to turn myself into water while also anticipating the distraction as Eli assessed me.

      Eli’s distraction came as an underhanded lob of his cell phone.

      I simply reacted and threw my hands up to catch it. As soon as the thin device reached my hands, I heard the gunshot go off and winced.

      Glass from a track lighting globe exploded and Eli went soaring across the room. The gun fell from his hands and went off again. The stray bullet pierced a painting of a sailboat on a stormy sea hanging on a far wall.

      Before Eli even hit the ground, I felt a gigantic push, like an invisible wall had hit me. My feet skidded helplessly across the floor as I flew toward the back wall of the penthouse suite, toward the row of floor to ceiling windows.

      “Oliver!” Nicholae cried.

      My body pivoted in midair as I approached the wall of glass.

      I was just about to close my eyes so I wouldn’t have to watch my transition from penthouse suite to open-air freefall, when a door appeared before me, swung inward, and saved me from plummeting 25 stories onto a busy street below. Before I passed through the door, I felt Eli’s cell phone ripped from my hand. I dropped into new surroundings—no phone, no gun, no Nicholae, no door.
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      I had landed on the floor of Mr. Gordon’s living room, though I still felt like I was falling. No one had followed me through the door. I had no connection to Desiree. Cias was dead. Kafka had my mother, which was some small relief after finding Richard’s corpse in our house when I’d returned to this plane.

      “Thank God you’re safe,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “We have to save Desiree,” I said, scrambling to my feet. There was no time to waste.

      “Wait a second,” he said. “What happened? Where’s Nicholae? He didn’t come back with you.”

      “I guess he’s still with Kafka and my mother.”

      “You saw her? She’s alive?”

      “Come on, Mr. Gordon! They have her and I don’t know how much time we have. We have to go. I’ll tell you more on the way. We need to get to her house,” I pleaded.

      He didn’t argue and we both bolted for his garage. He peeled out of his driveway and sped down the street, nearly plowing into a young boy on a scooter as we shot right through a stop sign.

      “Whoa!” I cried, petrified for the kid.

      “Don’t worry, I had at least two feet,” Mr. Gordon said.

      We made it to Desiree’s house in record time, the roads almost completely clear after the scooter incident. We pulled into her driveway, stopping a few inches behind her mother’s car.

      I made a mad dash for the front door, checked the doorknob, which was locked, and ran through the door without a second thought.

      “Desiree!” I yelled, taking the steps two at a time.

      Her door was open and I bolted in without any concern for my own safety. I had Mr. Gordon to back me up, so whomever I encountered would have to fend off both of us. But I was met with an empty room.

      I spun around in a full circle, looking for anything that could maybe help. She was gone. Her captors were gone. And there were no obvious signs that anything malicious had happened here, including any clues left behind as to where they’d taken her.

      Mr. Gordon barged into the room.

      “We’re too late,” I said, shaking my head, wanting to scream.

      “Are you sure they were here?” he asked as he surveyed the room for himself.

      “I recognized the posters on the wall behind her bed. She was lying right here.” I walked up to her bed, remembering how she’d looked through the tiny screen. The comforter was disheveled with the pillow teetering off the head of the bed. “They could be anywhere by now.”

      I didn’t want to believe that Eli could hurt her—directly or otherwise. But my hope was waning.

      “I think it’s time to go back to the camp. We’re not in control of the—”

      Mr. Gordon was interrupted by a crash and a muffled cry down the hallway.

      “Desiree!” I called and dashed past Mr. Gordon without a moment’s hesitation. The bedroom door at the far end of the hallway was closed, and I burst through the old fashioned way, forgetting about my abilities for a moment and regressing back to a regular boy deeply concerned about a regular—an extraordinary girl.

      The first thing I noticed was Melanie lying on the bed, tucked cozily beneath the covers so only her head was visible with a makeshift gag in her mouth. She looked like she’d been crying for hours and had been reduced to whimpering. The crash had obviously not come from her.

      Moaning came from the floor behind the bed and I rushed over to find Desiree’s mother tied to a toppled computer chair. Luckily, I could see in her eyes that she recognized me and I proceeded to pull her free of the industrial strength zip ties that bound her wrists and ankles. Deep red creases encircled her wrists where the ties had been pulled tight to secure her to the chair.

      Mr. Gordon had released Melanie and embraced the frightened young girl until she was called away by her mother. The two hugged each other and cried.

      “I think they took her,” her mother finally said. “I think they took my Desi. Do you know—how did you know—does this have to do with where she’s been all this time?”

      “Yes,” Mr. Gordon simply said. He removed his horn-rimmed glasses as he took a seat on the edge of the bed. “Do you know where they might have taken her? Did you overhear anything? Anything at all?”

      “I—I couldn’t hear much. Everything sounded so muffled with the door closed. I just heard something about a hospital and—and men named Cias and Alex. I’m not sure if they were their names or—”

      “I know where they took her,” I said.

      “I need to call the police,” Desiree’s mother said, retrieving her cell phone from her dresser.

      “Good idea,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “But they won’t be able to—” I started before Mr. Gordon cut me off.

      “A break in and kidnapping need to be reported,” he said. “We’ll get out of your way. We weren’t here.”

      “But you need to give them your statement, too.”

      “We were never here,” Mr. Gordon reiterated.

      Desiree’s mother’s expression changed, her demeanor and actions suddenly calmer. “Of course. You weren’t here,” she repeated.

      Mr. Gordon patted Melanie on the head, and she didn’t react to the contact whatsoever.

      Instead she turned away from us and said, “Mom, I want Desi.”

      “I know you do, sweetheart,” she said and dialed 911.

      Mr. Gordon and I slipped out of the room and down the stairs with the same sense of urgency as when we’d arrived.

      “Are you coming with me this time, or am I going alone?” I asked defiantly.

      “You can’t be sure that’s where they took her.”

      “You heard her—a hospital and a man named Alex. Alexandria. They took her to the asylum. I have to get her, with or without you. You don’t know what it’s like in there. I left—I left—”

      “I’ll make a call and get us some help. You are not going alone,” he said and drove us down the street to my house.

      Mr. Gordon pulled into my steeply inclined driveway.

      I got out and rushed through the side gate and then through the door to the laundry room. I held the door open for him, but Mr. Gordon hadn’t followed. I continued inside, allowing the screen door to slam shut behind me. A shiver ran through my body as I was overtaken by a moment by déjà vu or TJ’s ghost had found me again as I inched my way into the kitchen. I glanced over at the kitchen table and found all the chairs empty. I waited for a trigger click to break the silence as a barrel leveled to the back of my head, but I was alone in the house.

      The screen door opened and I reached for my gun concealed under my arm—reached for a handgun that was no longer there. Eli had taken it from me, along with my extra ammunition.

      “Are you okay?” Mr. Gordon asked as he joined me in the kitchen.

      I nodded, scratching my back, trying to look natural. “Who’s coming to help us?”

      “Mattie—Matilda,” he said.

      “How about Nicholae?”

      “He’s working on getting your mother back. I got a hold of him, so don’t worry.”

      “I wasn’t worried,” I lied. “I know he can take care of himself...even against Kafka. And I know he’ll get her back.” I pictured her standing stiffly next to Kafka, the fear screaming from her eyes—the only parts of her that seemed to have an ounce of free will left. I wondered if she knew about Richard, if she had been forced to witness his final moment or spared his grisly demise. “So what now?”

      “We wait.”

      That was the hardest thing I could think of doing. I removed my jacket and flung it over the back of a chair tucked into the kitchen table. My empty shoulder holster felt loose and awkward without the weight of my handgun to hold it in its proper place.

      I wandered into the dining room and gazed out the sliding glass door into the backyard—the gazebo, the pool, and the all-too-perfect Southern California sky. I turned to face the living room and found Frolics just as Cias had left him, lying lifeless next to the coffee table, lifeless yet still alive.

      “Mr. Gordon, can you do me a favor?” I asked, walking up to the warm statue of Frolics.

      Mr. Gordon entered the living room from the front entryway. “Of course.” He looked down at me knelt beside Frolics, stroking the fur on his neck and continuing down his back. “You want me to wake him up?”

      “No,” I answered. “I’m sure you remember the other Frolics—the one I used to have back...home.”

      “I do.”

      “Mom had shrunk him into a small stuffed animal for easier travel. Can you do that for him? I don’t want to leave him here—not like this. And he obviously can’t be left here alone in a normal state.”

      Mr. Gordon didn’t have to say anything further. He walked over and knelt beside me. Simply laying a hand on my still dog’s head started the transformation from full-sized golden retriever to miniature stuffed animal. I knew Mr. Gordon wouldn’t do anything to harm my dog, but I still couldn’t stop myself from asking.

      “Is he all right?”

      “As good as he’s ever been,” he replied.

      I held the small replica toy in one hand and eyed it closely, looking for signs of life beneath the manufactured exterior. It was as small as the tan cocker spaniel Frolics.

      “Perfect,” I said, placing the toy in my front pocket with the head sticking out. “Now he’s travel size, too.”

      Just when I was wondering how long it would take Matilda to get here, I heard the whine of the side door opening.

      Both Mr. Gordon and I rushed into the kitchen to meet her, knowing that every second counted. Desiree’s sanity, and quite possibly her life, depended on it.

      Matilda gracefully strode in through the laundry room with form-fitting black pants tucked into her leather boots that laced halfway up her calves. Her fiery red hair fell around her shoulders. She wore a dark blouse with long sleeves that flared out at the cuffs, partially concealing her wolf-head tattoo. Then out from behind her emerged Logan.

      “Hey,” I said. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “I was the first person to successfully escape from the asylum. Why wouldn’t I come?” he said.

      Matilda and Mr. Gordon shared a quick, almost formal hug.

      “I brought him to help lead the way. I figured, between the both of you, you’d be able to find your way back,” she said. “From what you’ve said, Oliver, your memory of your time in captivity is a bit hazy.”

      “Yes, but I remember how to get there,” I said, slightly offended.

      “And so does Logan. Two heads are better than one.”

      “I’m not saying I don’t want you here,” I said to Logan. “Quite the contrary. I’m thrilled you’re here to help. If it wasn’t for you, I’d probably still be in there myself.”

      “Nah,” he said, clapping me on the arm. “You would’ve found your own way out, too. It just might have taken a bit longer...and produced a few failed attempts like me.”

      “Well, it’s great to see you both, but we need to get moving,” I said.

      “Then quit talking and lead the way, Oliver,” Matilda said and stepped aside, clearing the path to the screen door.

      I grabbed my jacket from the chair and asked Matilda for a replacement handgun, knowing she wouldn’t even question my request. I knew Mr. Gordon wasn’t a fan, but having a weighted shoulder holster once again made me feel more secure.

      We all piled into Mr. Gordon’s car and I led him to the apartment complex, Heritage Villas, a half mile down Santa Clara. This was where Desiree, Anna, and I had walked through to reach the cemetery a few months earlier. The complex was the end of the road for driving, so Mr. Gordon pulled into a visitor parking spot. We followed one of the winding paths to the back end of the complex, where a perimeter chain-link fence protected the Heritage Villas residents from the large ravine with two sets of train tracks at its base. In the daylight, I could clearly see the cemetery on the far side; and in that cemetery, I knew was TJ’s grave.

      “We’re not walking through there,” Matilda said.

      I had anticipated some variation of the statement, and since we could see the destination, I knew we wouldn’t have to trek through the ravine. She could provide us a more efficient mode of travel.

      A wooden door like the one we’d found floating in her tent at the Provex City Fair appeared in line with the chain link fence. It opened inward and I could see headstones in the grass beyond.

      “That’s much easier,” I said and was the first to walk through the door.

      I appeared in an area to the left of TJ’s grave. I recognized the general area, but would have to look closer to find his specific tombstone. A few hundred paces away was the large tree with sprawled out, twisted branches where Jeremy had been standing, intentionally trying to scare us as we attempted to conjure TJ’s spirit. I could still picture Jeremy standing there in the dark with both girls huddled up to me in fear. I thought of where Jeremy had been buried. He didn’t deserve to be left there alone. He deserved to be closer to home—wherever home would end up being.

      “Seeing ghosts again?” Logan asked.

      “Always,” I said. “The guy who lived in my house before we moved in is buried here.”

      “That’s right. I’d heard that somewhere, if not from you.”

      I focused on the plane above and found the buildings I was looking for right away. It was as easy as seeing the image in a 3D puzzle that you’d already found. It appeared with little to no effort anymore.

      O.P.C. Medical Facility. Building 4C was the closest to us when the cemetery disappeared. It had been the maternity center, but the blue glow to the building was gone, making it appear dark and abandoned. The glass from numerous windows were missing and a deep crack rose from the foundation, jutting up to the third floor.

      An ambulance with siren blaring drove through the parking lot and disappeared behind the building. The parking lot was nearly filled with cars.

      “Where to?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “To the psych ward,” I said.

      “Building 8A,” Logan added.

      “I knew that,” I lied. My memory jogged once he’d said it, but I wouldn’t have remembered on my own. “I just thought mine was a better description.”

      “A better description than the number of the building?” Logan said with a chuckle.

      “Then how about leading us there instead of arguing semantics?” Matilda said.

      “It’s not a competition,” Logan said, wrapping an arm around my neck like Jeremy used to do.

      “I know.”

      We marched through the trimmed grass until we reached a winding sidewalk lined with two rows of ankle-high lights along the edge at each side. The path curved around the first building and into an open courtyard surrounded by several more buildings making up the medical complex. One more building within view was dark, but the others glowed a blue pulsing light like the sublime skyscrapers of Provex City.

      I remembered Nero guiding me the first time.

      “There,” Logan said, pointing toward the building straight ahead.

      “The psych ward—Building 8A,” I said, sarcastically emphasizing the building number.

      My comment did not go unnoticed and was met with three sets of eye rolls.

      “Thanks for clarifying,” Logan said.

      “Maybe we should have left Oliver home,” Matilda said to Mr. Gordon like I wasn’t even here. “He’s reminding me more and more of his brother.”

      I knew she didn’t mean it as such, but I took her statement as a compliment.

      “Don’t,” Mr. Gordon replied, shaking his head.
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      We passed through the tinted glass of Building 8A’s main entrance, arriving in the waiting area. Several spread-out groups of people lounged in their own claimed corners of the room. The hallway-sized opaque door separating the patients from the visitors lay just ahead. One of the nurses at the admissions desk stopped her conversation and looked up as we passed.

      “May I help you?” she asked, trying to get our attention. “You need to sign in.”

      “We’re fine, thanks,” Matilda said without even so much as a sidelong glance in the nurse’s direction.

      “You can’t enter unattended,” the nurse said, her voice wavering.

      Matilda threw up a hand and the nurse was tossed from her stool and onto the floor. The other two nurses near her gasped and rushed to her aid.

      “You could have just shown them your tattoo,” I said to Matilda.

      “No time for formalities,” she answered curtly. “Just keep leading.”

      We passed through the opaque door like any other, even though it would have stopped other visitors who tried to enter the hallway beyond.

      A young male doctor in a white lab coat, walking while reading from a computer tablet, turned from the perpendicular hallway ahead. Our shoes slapping against the tile floor grabbed his attention away from whatever he was reading, and when he looked up from his screen, he looked noticeably agitated by our lack of a hospital chaperone.

      “Did you receive visitor badges from the front desk?” he asked as he approached our group. “If not, then you need to turn around and get one for everyone in your party.”

      “Yes,” Matilda said. “I have my visitor’s badge right here.” She lifted the sleeve of her right arm to prominently display her wolf-head tattoo. “I’m here to see my sister. Is she in?”

      “I’m so sorry, Ms. Lorne,” the doctor said, stopping his advance and taking a step back toward the wall to let us pass. “I have not seen her today.” He stumbled over his words as his tone lifted half an octave.

      “Do we want his help?” Matilda asked.

      “No,” I said. “He won’t be of any help.”

      “I can be,” the doctor insisted. “How can I be of assistance?”

      “By not notifying Dr. Lorne of our arrival,” Matilda answered. “I’d like it to be a surprise.”

      “Of course. I won’t say a thing.” The anxious doctor hugged his tablet to his chest and backed up against the wall as we passed. He nodded deeply out of fearful respect.

      Mr. Gordon returned the nod and replied with a sincere, “Thank you.”

      When we reached the fork in the hallway, I stopped, looking down each side. Both were empty, much like I’d remembered from the last time. I was about to go left, when Logan stopped me.

      “No, this way,” he said, gesturing with his thumb for us to continue down the right hallway.

      “I feel like it’s this way,” I said.

      “I distinctly remember it being this way,” Logan said, sounding infinitely more confident in his decision. “I’ve been here more than once.”

      I was about to insist my direction was correct to protect my pride, but stopped with a thought of Desiree—and then of Anna locked in her cell in the asylum looming somewhere above us. I knew my memory of my time here was far from perfect.

      “I trust you,” I finally said and we continued right, down an identical white hallway.

      I fell back and let Logan take the lead and soon felt a hand touch my shoulder. I looked over to find Mr. Gordon smiling at me. He didn’t have to say anything and I was glad he didn’t.

      We passed a few more hallway intersections until Logan found the semicircle bank of elevators, which told me we were here. I would have found it on my own, but not so easily—and not on the first try.

      We entered the middle vessel and began our ascent without the push of a button—not that there were any buttons inside the elevator to push. I remembered Jeremy trying to explain thought recognition programs, or TRPs, on our first elevator ride together in Provex City as we descended from above the clouds.

      “This elevator transitions from Meric to Eri to reach SUSY Asylum hidden above Doria,” Logan said.

      “What’s left of Doria,” I said.

      “And I’m sure no one has ever been able to point the way back to them before,” Matilda said. “I bet Alexandria’s pissed you slipped through her fingers.”

      “Especially since she personally caught me on my second escape attempt. She vowed I would not get a third, which had to sting when I succeeded shortly after,” Logan said with a chuckle.

      The glass tube elevator shot out from the roof of the building and continued up into the evening sky. The medical complex below us had disappeared and was replaced by lush, open land. I could see scattered clusters of small communities, but they vanished one by one as we climbed higher into the sky. I wanted to see the awe inspiring backdrop of Provex City again, even in its crippled condition, but there was only an unobstructed view of the coastline and the ocean, with its shimmering orange hues from the setting sun.

      “How many Lornes should we be expecting?” Matilda said.

      “I don’t know,” Logan responded. “I only ever saw Alexandria. She has an impressive team of super-orderlies; they may be guard members to some capacity. They didn’t have tattoos though.”

      I shrugged. “That was my experience, too.”

      “Did they seem to have any powers?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “Besides being extra dickish? Not that I could tell.”

      “I didn’t notice them do anything extraordinary,” Logan concurred and removed a folded piece of yellow paper from his pants pocket. As he unfolded it, I suddenly knew it was from the pad of paper from our cells, from our time in the asylum—and then I knew what it was and why he was even more valuable than just remembering the way here.

      “What’s that?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      Matilda was already gazing down at the creased paper and the pencil-sketched map drawn upon its surface.

      “You didn’t mention this,” Matilda said as she continued to scan the map.

      “I said I remembered,” Logan said. “This is why I remember. It’s not complete by any means, but should come in handy. Here’s where we’ll be entering from. Here’s where I was being held.”

      I bent in to get a better view. The map looked just as I’d remembered it. I had lost mine at some point between escape and captivity in the asymmetric plane. Maybe Nero took it or maybe it just disintegrated in the river. Logan had made a copy of his own map and hid it for future patients. I was lucky enough to be the one to find it.

      “Here’s Alexandria’s office and several of the operating rooms. Desiree may still be in prep…or she may already be in her suite.”

      “Suite?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “That’s what Alexandria calls the individual cells,” Logan said. “Now if she’s already in a cell, then she could be anywhere—as well as off the map since it’s not complete.”

      “We’ll start at the operating rooms,” Matilda said. “If Alexandria isn’t here then it should be fairly easy, and with everything else going on, I’m sure she’s needed elsewhere.”

      “And if she is here?” I asked.

      “Then we’ll deal with her,” Matilda said just as the elevator slowed to a stop and the doors slid open.

      She didn’t need Logan or me to lead her any longer. Matilda strode out of the elevator like a true Lorne, with a presence that took up the entire hallway, powerful and tall.

      I noticed some orderlies in black scrubs, three brooding men, about a hundred paces ahead of us. One nurse was walking away from them, and away from us. And after a moment of lingering conversation, they noticed us—or more importantly—Matilda. Their tough guy exteriors disintegrated as Matilda threw two of them to the floor with a slight wave of her arm. She then disappeared and instantaneously reappeared directly in front of the orderly still standing, cupping his neck in one beautifully powerful hand.

      The rest of us hurried down the hallway to catch up to her.

      “I—I don’t know who you’re talking about,” the orderly choked out as Matilda continued to squeeze.

      “Is Dr. Lorne here?” she asked.

      “Y—yes.”

      “Perfect.” Matilda shoved the orderly’s head into the concrete wall and let go, allowing his body to crumple to the ground.

      She surely didn’t need our help any longer.

      Then I heard the alarm begin to sound. The entire asylum was in lockdown, and I remembered all too vividly what that meant. There was some type of selective, yet extremely powerful magnets in the floor, which turned on with the alarm. The metal contraptions installed onto each patient’s right leg would freeze in place the moment the magnets were triggered, whether the patient was moving or not. The image of Anna’s full-leg cast came to mind, making me cringe.

      Several more orderlies turned the corner ahead of us, looked at us, noticed we were not on lockdown, looked at the three unconscious orderlies, and decided to turn back.

      Matilda stepped over her victims and continued down the hallway. The rest of us followed.

      The hallway was lined with metal doors with small rectangular wire-glass windows. I peered in the one closest to me and found a middle-aged man with thinning gray hair standing near the center of the room, trapped from leaving the very spot where he stood. His daediem lay on one bed.

      I approached the next door and noticed pulsing light spilling from the window and instantly knew the screens were on, emitting their sensory torture. The lights were so bright, I wouldn’t be able to look in if I wanted to—and I didn’t. I felt nauseous just thinking of being in one of those rooms again. I placed a hand on the wall and felt the noticeable vibration of the bass that was blasting from the speakers within the room. Amidst the noise, I heard the patient screaming, his only defense from being forced to endure the onslaught of sensory overload. Instead of blocking it out, I listened more closely, and as I listened, I heard more—nuances that typically went unnoticed through typical day-to-day focus and perception.

      I heard others, a muddle of soft voices floating through the ether.

      “Oliver, what are you doing?” Logan asked.

      When I momentarily returned to the present, I noticed the rest of the group was far ahead of me, about to turn down a perpendicular hallway.

      “One second,” I said and tried to find my way back to the soft voices.

      “Oliver, let’s go!” Matilda shouted.

      I successfully blocked her out and returned to wading through the sea of voices—and then I found what I was looking for. I had found Desiree before and had a feeling I could do it again. I didn’t know if what I heard were real words or private thoughts, but I shut down everyone else and focused solely on her sweet voice.

      “Oliver!” This time it was Mr. Gordon.

      “I found her!” I yelled back and ran up to meet them.

      “You what?” Logan asked.

      Mr. Gordon beamed like the proud teacher he was.

      Matilda’s impatient expression remained hard.

      “I know where she is,” I said and continued past them so the group was now following me.

      “So where is she?”

      “I dunno exactly.”

      “But you just said—”

      “I’m following her voice,” I said. “It’s taking me to her, but I don’t know where that is.”

      I hurried down the current hallway and then turned down another. A few more orderlies and nurses tried to either grab our attention or physically stop us. It did not bode well for anyone who stepped in our way. Matilda swatted them out of the way like bugs.

      Desiree’s voice was growing louder and louder in my head, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying, the words weren’t making sense. She led me into an occupied operating room, where I came to a grinding halt, along with the rest of the group behind me. And then her voice floated back into the vast ether and disappeared.

      Visceral memories returned to me from my time in one of these rooms. Five stainless steel tables designed like crosses were arranged in a circle, each supported by one central cylindrical leg. Three of the tables were occupied with paralyzed patients stripped down to their underwear, each being attended to by four doctors.

      All those who could—which meant only the doctors—turned their collective attention toward me when I burst through the double swinging doors. At first, they didn’t know what to make of us since we seemed to be freely roaming the asylum during lockdown. Their expressions quickly changed from surprise to extreme concern when they all realized at once that we were likely the reason for the lockdown.

      A twenty-something male patient already had the metal cage attached to his leg. A younger female patient with tied-back brown hair was in the process of having the four needles from the contraction inserted into her gauze-wrapped leg. For the third patient, an older woman, the cage still laid on the metal cart beside her operating table.

      After a slight hesitation, one doctor put a finger to her ear and said, “We have a situation. Come—”

      The doctor’s head slammed into the nearest metal cart, causing all the neatly positioned surgical instruments to go flying in all directions. On the top of the cart and streaking down the side, instruments were replaced with droplets of bright blood.

      The rest of the doctors backed up from their respective tables, congregating at the far side of the room.

      “No more calls,” Matilda warned.

      I walked up to the teenage girl on the table. The needles now fully punctured her leg. Her wide eyes screamed at me, full of fear, though her jaw was relaxed around the plastic mouth piece. She was hauntingly beautiful lying there in her bra and panties, harnessed to the table. And she was not Desiree.

      I slammed both fists down on the metal table, inches away from the girl’s paralyzed body. “WHERE IS SHE?!” I yelled at the doctors huddled in the far corner of the room.

      “You said you could hear her,” Logan said.

      “I could,” I said through gritted teeth. “But I lost her.”

      Matilda maneuvered around the tables and carts, grabbed a fistful of hair from the fallen doctor, and dragged her limp body to the other doctors.

      “We don’t know who you’re talking about,” one of the doctors spoke up.

      “There was another teenage girl, much like the one you have here. Fifteen years old. Petite. Dark wavy hair. Green eyes. She would have arrived in the past few hours. Any of this ringing a bell?” Matilda asked.

      All of the doctors shook their heads.

      “This is ridiculous!” I yelled.

      “Oliver, it’s okay. We’ll find her,” Mr. Gordon said.

      I gazed down upon the petrified girl on the table again and then at the two others. “We can’t leave them like this,” I said. “How about Mr. Gordon and Logan help them and Matilda and I continue the search for Desiree. We have to be close. She sounded so close. Maybe she’s on the other side of this wall.”

      “Fine idea,” Matilda said, swiped her arm across the cluster of doctors and said, “Sleep,” and they all collapsed upon one another, spilling into a human pile on the floor.

      “No!” Logan protested.

      “Help these people,” Matilda insisted. “Then catch up.”

      Thrilled that Matilda actually agreed with one of my ideas, I laid my hand on the girl’s arm (even though she couldn’t feel it) and gave her a reassuring smile that she was being left in good hands.

      I ran for the closest wall and jumped through. I landed in another operating room, but this one dark and empty. Matilda appeared right behind me.

      The siren was beginning to give me a headache, making it much more difficult to find Desiree’s voice again.

      “No sense stopping now,” Matilda said.

      I didn’t even wait to reply before bolting for the far wall and jumped into the next room—which turned out to be a similar operating room, but this one with one leather bound reclining chair bolted to the ground from a single cylindrical leg. A bright lamp on a long retractable arm was positioned directly over the chair shining down on...Desiree. She was fully clothed, not strapped down, and didn’t have a metal cage with large needles puncturing either of her legs. And on the far side of the chair stood a woman I knew all too well.

      “Oh, Oliver,” Alexandria said, feigning surprise. “We’re just finishing up here. Hello there, Matilda.”

      “Let her go,” I demanded.

      Desiree craned her neck to look over at me, but she didn’t say anything. Her hands were folded in her lap and she adjusted the position of her extended legs. At least she wasn’t paralyzed.

      “How do you feel, honey?” Alexandria asked Desiree.

      “A little woozy,” she answered.

      “Totally normal. Give it a few more minutes and you’ll be fine.” Alexandria turned her attention from Desiree to me. “My work here is done. She is free to go. Though I don’t think she’ll feel comfortable going home with you.” A broad smile spread across her face, which quickly made me feel a little woozy myself. Alexandria patted Desiree on one knee and came out from behind the chair.

      “Is my mom here yet?” Desiree asked Alexandria.

      “I’m sure she’s on her way. And as soon as she arrives, you can be officially discharged.”

      “What are you looking at?” Desiree asked sourly—directed at me.

      “What? Desiree, I—”

      “How do you know my name?” She sat up, letting her feet fall sideways off the chair, allowing them to hang a few inches off the floor. “Why are these people in my room?”

      Alexandria’s smile beamed even brighter. “They’re patients, my dear—patients who should not be wandering around the hospital unsupervised, especially during a drill. Oliver, Matilda, allow me to help you back to your rooms so the orderlies can account for everyone.”

      “Desiree! It’s me—Oliver,” I cried.

      Not an inkling of recognition registered on her face.

      “What’s she done to you?”
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      “You handled yourself well up there,” Kafka said to Eli while they sat in the back of the limousine, driving through southern Los Angeles. Daylight was fading fast and it seemed like everyone in the city was determined to get home before darkness took over. The limo was forced to stop at every light, sometimes sitting through two or three red lights before reaching the intersection.

      “I wish I could have done more,” Eli said. “I wish I could have helped Cias—stopped Oliver—something... more.”

      “Cias had been with me a long time, but he failed his final test. He sealed his own fate. I will not hold you responsible for his actions, or lack thereof. Nicholae is a powerful adversary; there is no doubt about that. You did what you could and I commend you. You continue to prove your loyalty. And I reward loyalty—well. If you continue to prove yourself, you shall see how well,” Kafka said. He laid a hand on the thigh of the statuesque woman seated beside him—Oliver’s mother, Helen. “Your girlfriend will not be harmed—at least not by us.”

      “Ex,” Eli clarified.

      “Of course.”

      Kafka’s wolf and the kidnapped gang leader from the day before, whom Eli learned was named Jesus, were also in the limo with them. Eli had now spent some time with the animal, and it seemed perfectly nice and loyal, but he remained uncomfortable having it around in such close quarters.

      Jesus was seated between Helen and the wolf. His physical body was also under Kafka’s control, silent and motionless like Helen.

      The limo pulled to the curb where there was a large enough space, a few blocks away from where they had parked yesterday.

      “Now we’ll see if your boys upheld their side of the bargain,” Kafka said. “Guard our guests, Abram. We’ll return shortly. Are you ready, Eli? It’s just you and me this time.”

      Kafka invited Eli to exit the limousine first. The serene bubble burst the second Eli opened the door, allowing the cacophony of city noise into their mobile sanctuary. The smell of the neighborhood hadn’t improved, reeking of old discarded food, gasoline, and piss.

      Kafka adjusted his long coat and examined the block from where they stood. The buildings and traffic lit up the sidewalk with severe florescent hues while the sky above had become an infinite void of any light besides the occasional traffic helicopter.

      A guy with the crotch of his pants hanging nearly to his knees and a grossly oversized T-shirt threw a large plastic soda cup at the windshield of the limo. The lid popped off upon impact, splashing its contents all over the front of the luxury car. He and his friend laughed hysterically, the antagonist offering a provoking shrug to Kafka as they continued down the sidewalk.

      Eli tensed up, anticipating a confrontation.

      “We won’t concern ourselves with such insignificant people,” Kafka said, still following the two guys with his gaze.

      The one who threw the drink glanced back, still laughing, and tripped over some unseen obstacle, spilling like the contents of his cup all over the sidewalk, almost taking his friend down in the process.

      Kafka laughed loudly, his voice carrying over the din of the busy street.

      The guy scrambled to his feet, no longer laughing, and hurried to put distance between himself and his embarrassing misstep.

      Kafka started down the sidewalk in the direction that the limo was pointed.

      Men loitered in front of gated convenience stores. An obese old woman waddled by pushing a small grocery cart overflowing with contents that more appropriately belonged in a trashcan, and muttering nonsensical statements to herself and to those she passed. A man wearing two coats and a blanket pulled up to his chest was seated under the overhang of an abandoned storefront.

      “I see no progress over the past twenty four hours,” Kafka said.

      “You don’t sound surprised,” Eli said.

      “I had a feeling those losers couldn’t organize enough to take on a real task, even with their so-called leader’s life on the line. They assume my request was impossible.”

      “So what are you gonna do?”

      “Show them it’s not.”

      After a few blocks, Eli recognized the surroundings as being where he and Kafka stood the night before.

      Kafka stopped and looked around. “Our friends from yesterday seemed to have sought new refuge. Look around, Eli. What do you see?”

      “I see a slum,” Eli said.

      “Open your eyes wider. Look beyond the dilapidation around us. This place wasn’t built with its current state in mind. It was built with the possibility to be something great. And what was once great can always become great again. Can you see the soaring skyscrapers of Provex City?”

      Eli tried to remember what he had been taught and even thought back to his first vision of the new plane with the help of Oliver. His brain filtered out most of what his eyes actually saw, which created his current reality. But his current reality was changing—thanks to Oliver, thanks to Alexandria, and now thanks to Kafka.

      “Look past these people, past these old buildings, and see what really stands here,” Kafka said in a soothing voice.

      Eli looked above the storefront lights and into the void, trying to picture what he’d be seeing from this angle in the center of downtown Los Angeles, and then growing those buildings to the behemoths of Provex City.

      “What do you see?”

      “I—” The landscape was changing. Ghostly outlines of tall buildings were appearing and slowly becoming more defined. “I think I’m starting to see Provex City.”

      “Good,” Kafka replied. “Don’t go there, just observe. What do you see? What is standing directly in front of us?”

      It was harder to see the ghostly buildings straight ahead due to the bright lights of the busy South Los Angeles street. But when he focused harder, Eli saw the phantom buildings extending from the open air and into the currently occupied space—now supporting two separate realities. After a few more moments of laser-focused attention, blocking out all of the distractions coming from the sidewalk and adjacent street, the new reality became more dominant. A radiant blue building stood before him and at its base, a large stone arch for the main entrance. The building name was inscribed just above the arch.

      “Lorne Tower,” Eli said, reading the inscription.

      “Yes,” Kafka said. “Now you see the importance of this neighborhood and why its current condition is unacceptable.”

      Kafka proceeded into a nearby liquor store. Eli blinked heavily a few times to fully return back to the South Los Angeles sidewalk, just in time to see Kafka stepping over the threshold of the propped open door.

      Kafka approached the male clerk behind the counter. “Are you the owner of this establishment?”

      “No,” he said, looking up from the magazine he was reading. “I’m just the nightshift manager.”

      “Then please deliver this to your owner.”

      His general apathy turned to frustration. “What’s this concerning?”

      “I’m going to buy out his lease,” Kafka said and produced a letter envelope from an inside pocket in his overcoat. “My information is inside as well as what I’m prepared to pay. I’m sure he’ll find it quite generous. I have lawyers on-call to expedite the process since I am acquiring ownership of the building as we speak.” Kafka handed the envelope to the clerk, who proceeded to open it and read through the formal letter inside.

      “Kafka Lorne? That you or the big shot you work for?”

      “I conduct my own business,” Kafka answered. “I am Kafka Lorne.”

      The clerk suddenly rose from his stool, his face turning red as his attention was stolen by a teenager standing by the refrigerators on the far side of the store.

      “Put the bottle back and get out of my store!” he yelled at the guy with a baggy jacket, beanie, and acne scars pock-marking his face.

      The guy looked over but didn’t respond.

      “I saw you stuff that forty in your pocket. That’s it, I’m calling the cops.”

      The clerk picked up the phone and started to dial, but the guy bolted toward him and had a small revolver aimed before the final button was pressed.

      “Hang up the phone,” the guy with the revolver demanded.

      The clerk hesitantly complied and raised his hands.

      Eli took a step away from the entrance as another guy, tall and lanky with greasy hair, strolled in and closed the glass door.

      “Keys!” the guy with the revolver ordered.

      The clerk placed his keys on the counter. Keeping his revolver carefully aimed, the guy swiped the keys from off the counter and tossed them to his greasy-haired friend, who proceeded to lock the door.

      “There’s a camera,” the greasy-haired guy said as he removed a handgun from the waistband of his jeans. “Over there.” He motioned with the barrel of his gun for Eli to stand closer to Kafka.

      The first guy located the camera fastened to the ceiling and took a wild shot in its general direction. The bullet left a hole in the wall a foot away from the camera.

      Kafka laughed heartily at the boy’s sloppy marksmanship.

      “You serious, pops?” he said, now pointing the revolver at Kafka.

      “From what I can tell, you only have five shots left,” Kafka said.

      The clerk was speechless.

      “Add a clip to that,” the greasy-haired guy said, now pointing his gun at Kafka, too. “More than enough to waste you.”

      Eli saw his chance to do something when the greasy-haired guy stepped aside to have a clear shot at Kafka, leaving Eli out of the way and momentarily forgotten. He pulled out his own firearm and aimed it at the back of the greasy-haired guy’s head.

      “Nope,” Eli said.

      “Just take the bottle and leave,” the clerk pleaded. “I don’t want bloodshed in my store.”

      “There won’t be any bloodshed,” Kafka said.

      Eli felt a rush of adrenaline joining the fight. He knew Kafka was in control of the situation, but it made him feel good to contribute. No Nicholae in his way this time. It made him feel good to see the shaken look on the greasy-haired guy’s face when he realized there was also a gun aimed at him.

      “You shoot my friend, I shoot yours,” the first gunman said, trying to sound menacing, but it wasn’t believable.

      “No, you won’t,” Kafka said, and as soon as the words left his mouth, the revolver pointed at him turned abruptly on its own.

      To the clerk and second gunman, it looked like the guy threatening Kafka was turning the gun on himself, now holding the barrel pointed at the side of his own head. But Eli knew better.

      “Now if you want to pull the trigger, I won’t object, but I’d prefer you do it outside,” Kafka said, stepping closer to the first gunman, invading his precious personal space. “All you had to do was put the bottle back and leave. How are you feeling about your decision now?”

      “What’s happening to me?” the first gunman cried.

      “What are you doing?” the second gunman yelled.

      “I’ll take that,” Eli said to the second gunman, confiscating someone’s handgun for the second time in one day. “All clear here.”

      “Nice work, Eli,” Kafka said. He reached into the guy’s jacket, pulled out the liquor bottle, and placed it on the counter.

      “Please, sir!”

      “Oh, now I’m a sir, am I?” Kafka grasped the revolver still pointed at the guy’s sweaty temple. “Let go.”

      The guy released his hand from the gun and his arm dropped like he’d been holding it over his head for hours.

      Kafka placed the revolver on the counter next to the bottle and the clerk snatched it immediately.

      Neither disarmed gunman moved.

      “You,” Kafka said to the greasy-haired guy. “Unlock the door, then hand me the keys.”

      The guy did as he was told and stood by, seemingly waiting for more instructions.

      “Now go, leave the store and the neighborhood. Don’t come back. If I see you again, then you’ll leave me no choice but to kill you. Do we understand each other?”

      Both guys ran out the door so fast it seemed like they’d keep running straight into traffic.

      “You just let them leave? They need to be turned over to the police,” the clerk said, back to being frustrated with Kafka’s presence in his store.

      “They are no longer your concern. I am your current concern. Make sure your owner gets my letter and contacts me first thing tomorrow morning. Never mind them; you don’t want me coming back.”

      Kafka and Eli left the store and headed to the next open business, at which Kafka delivered an identical letter. Many of the building spaces were closed or vacant, fenced or boarded up. After making a round of several square blocks, all other visits comparably uneventful to the first, they headed back to the limo.

      “I was thinking,” Eli said. “What about the video camera in the first place?”

      “What about it?” Kafka replied with an innocent smile. “Our friend shot it, which killed the feed.” He shrugged. “Lucky for us.”

      As they approached the limousine, Eli could still see streaks on the hood and windshield left by the thrown soda. But other than the front of the car needing to be hosed down, it hadn’t been vandalized any further.

      Kafka opened the back door, crouched down to enter, and then abruptly stopped and growled, “NO!”

      A few passing pedestrians glanced over at the miserable sound as Kafka climbed inside.

      Eli slid in behind him and immediately saw what had caused the gut-wrenching reaction.

      Abram the wolf lay on its side, sprawled out along the seat. Kafka knelt beside his beloved companion with a hand on its still body.

      “NO, NO, NO!” Kafka laid his head in the dead animal’s fur and closed his eyes.

      Oliver’s mother had also been taken from him. Only Jesus remained, still frozen, yet perfectly alert and concerned as his eyes shifted erratically in his stationary head.

      Eli was afraid to speak, afraid to approach Kafka, and afraid to exit the vehicle. He sat motionless on the back bench, looking anywhere but at Kafka or the wolf. He felt like he’d reverted back to being five years old in the presence of a precarious parent—his weeping mother after a particularly awful fight with his father, or his belligerent father after all twelve empty bottles were lined up across the coffee table ready to be knocked down. There was no appropriate action or escape. Eli sat quietly with his hands clasped together in his lap, hoping, praying that Kafka wouldn’t take out any of his rage on him.

      After a small slice of forever, Kafka lifted his head, his jaw tightly clenched. His eyes were fiery, like lasers looking for a target—and they landed on the petrified gang leader. Kafka pulled back one side of his overcoat and removed the double-edged dagger from its sheath on his belt. As soon as Kafka’s hand reached the guy’s neck, he seemed to suddenly come to life—a life he was desperate to protect. Kafka wrestled him to the floor of the limo amidst a hail of kicking and punching, clawing and grabbing, and multi-lingual profanity. With one hand on Jesus’s neck, holding him down, and the other clutching the dagger, Kafka weathered the frantic onslaught like an adult defending against an attack from a small child. Many of the swings landed, but didn’t seem to inflict any damage—or even elicit much of a reaction.

      Kafka removed the hand from his prisoner’s neck for the briefest of instants and then slammed it back down over his face, muffling the verbal assault, leaving his neck free to be cut open. Blood sprayed from the gasping gash, soaking Kafka, reaching Eli, and leaving much of the leather interior speckled with red. The guy’s strength and fight faded fast until he was once again as still as he’d been when they entered the limo, eyes still open, but no longer with fear behind them.

      Kafka wiped the blade on the dead man’s undershirt and put it away. He glanced at Eli with blood dripping down his face with an intensity Eli had never seen on another human being—not even from his father during the worst of the worst episodes—and he was afraid.

      Without a word, Kafka maneuvered past Eli to open the door of the limo, dragged the corpse by the collar, and shoved it out of the car to spill onto the sidewalk like more roadside trash. Kafka rapped on the roof three times before taking a seat next to his wolf. He sat back, legs splayed out, and stared straight ahead like one of his own bloody statues.

      The limousine pulled away from the curb as screams arose from outside.
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      “Don’t believe her, Desiree,” I pleaded. I couldn’t lose her, too. “I know you’re in there somewhere. Fight—fight whatever she’s done to you.”

      “Don’t do anything to scare the poor girl,” Alexandria said. “She’s been through enough of an ordeal.”

      “Shut up, Alex,” Matilda barked. “Give her to us and we’ll leave peacefully.”

      “Let’s go, back to your rooms.” Approaching us and leaving Desiree in the background, Alexandria pulled a phone from her black lab coat pocket. After a swipe and a few thumb jabs to the touch screen, the blaring alarm turned off. “The young girl needs her rest.”

      The door to the hallway suddenly opened as Logan, Mr. Gordon, and the three patients they’d freed burst into the room. Mr. Gordon and Logan abruptly stopped at the sight of our confrontation with Alexandria, and then they noticed Desiree seated a few yards away. From the mixed emotions on their faces, I could tell they didn’t know whether to be relieved or concerned. The other three, now dressed like the doctors who’d been working on them, stood uncertainly in the doorway.

      “What did we miss?” Logan asked.

      “Well, well—what do we have here?” Alexandria looked Logan over and produced a predatory smile. “Quite the reunion, I reckon. Welcome back, Logan. Did you miss me? Miss your treatments? Allow me to show you back to your room—I believe it’s recently become available. Come, everyone. Miss Desiree needs her rest.” She took a few more steps forward, lifting her arms in a manner to herd us toward the door.

      “No!” I yelled and pushed her arm away. “I’m not leaving without my girlfriend.”

      “You’re delusional,” Desiree spat. “I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

      “Like I said, he’s sick,” Alexandria said over her shoulder.

      “Whoa...” Logan said. “What’s happening?”

      I reached under my jacket and pulled the handgun from its holster, pointing the barrel at Alexandria’s chest to force her back a few steps, back to a more comfortable distance.

      Desiree screamed and slunk behind the chair, which due to the central cylindrical leg, offered little cover.

      “I am not delusional and I am not sick!” I shouted. “Fix her, NOW!”

      “You’re not helping your case,” Alexandria sighed. “I know you’re upset with me, but you’re going about this all wrong—all hot-headed and guns blazing. She doesn’t remember you from before and you want her to remember you like this? Not the approach I would choose.”

      “She’ll understand as soon as you restore her memory,” I said, seething. “Now do it, or else—”

      “Or else what?” Alexandria said, stepping into the barrel. “You’ll shoot me again? How did that work out for you last time? You should have some basic understanding of the Lornes by now.”

      “Oliver, put the gun away,” Mr. Gordon said. “It’s not helping.”

      “Where’s her daediem?” Matilda asked. “Did you kill it? Is she one of you now?”

      “Does she seem like one of us now?” Alexandria asked contemptuously, batting the barrel of my gun away and taking a step back. “No, it’s safe—and well hidden.”

      I slowly approached Desiree who was still crouched behind the chair.

      “No, don’t come any closer,” she cried.

      I stopped.

      “Look, I’m putting it away,” I said, holstering my weapon and raising my hands in a gesture of peace. “I know you don’t remember me right now. But somewhere in there, you do. I would never hurt you. Please, believe me on that.”

      I took a step closer to test her resistance and she stopped me again.

      “Please leave me alone. Leave us alone. She’s just trying to help you like she helped me—to help you get better.”

      A scream came from the door.

      The teenage girl and older woman were both snatched by orderlies in the black scrubs and quickly dragged from the doorway. The blonde haired twenties-something guy fought to get the women released and was overpowered by two more orderlies.

      During the commotion, Alexandria advanced on a distracted Logan and stabbed him in the side of the neck with a syringe retrieved from her lab-coat pocket. I yelled for someone to do something as she depressed the plunger, pumping the drugs into his system.

      Mr. Gordon caught him when he looked like he was about to pass out, but Logan vehemently shoved him away and screamed incoherently, rocketing back to life.

      Logan’s eyes grew wide, pupils dilated, and his hands shot up like he was fighting off imaginary enemies. He whirled around, backing into Matilda and jumped from her like he’d been burned.

      “GET AWAY! GET AWAY FROM ME!” Logan screamed, straining his voice with every word. “GET THEM OFF ME!”

      “What did you give him?” I asked grabbing Alexandria’s lab coat as she put some distance between her and Logan’s increasingly erratic behavior.

      She pulled me into her body and wrapped an arm around my neck. I elbowed her in the ribs, but she didn’t loosen her hold.

      Mr. Gordon tackled Logan, struggling to restrain him.

      Matilda raised a hand and the light on the retractable arm in the center of the room lunged for Alexandria like a python, the bright eye whacking her on the back of the head. Her chin collided with the top of my head.

      While she suffered from a momentary distraction, I broke free from her headlock.

      Desiree whimpered in the background.

      The retractable arm reached for Alexandria again, wrapped itself around her neck, and pulled her up toward the ceiling.

      “GET OFF OF ME!” Logan screamed, his body bucking like a wild animal in Mr. Gordon’s arms.

      All the medical instruments from a metal cart by Desiree lifted off the tray and soared through the air toward Matilda. Scalpels, scissors, clamps, syringes—all honing in on Matilda like a sharp swarm of bees.

      While Matilda dodged and redirected the incoming projectiles, Alexandria slowly dropped toward the floor, struggling to get her feet back on solid ground.

      After a few seconds, Matilda was upright and focused again—now back in full control of the light on the retractable arm. Alexandria was lifted higher, her fingers clawing into the metal noose around her neck.

      Matilda materialized a pistol in each hand and unmercifully emptied both clips into Alexandria’s dangling body—or into at least where Alexandria’s body had been a second earlier.

      Before a single bullet reached her, Alexandria swung her body forward and planted both feet on the ceiling. From there she ripped the light’s retractable arm from its mount and freed herself from its dying grip.

      The first of the bullets hit where Alexandria had been, and as Matilda adjusted her aim, Alexandria sprinted across the ceiling, pounced to the center of the wall, and landed in a three-point crouch back on the floor.

      Matilda lost her grip on the gun in her left hand, which found its way to Alexandria. Both women were back to a stalemate, each gun pointed at the other’s head.

      “Come on, Matilda,” Alexandria said. “You and I are better than this, which is why we shouldn’t be enemies. We should be working together again—like the good ol’ days. Are we just going to keep killing each other for eternity?”

      “I’ll take it one kill at a time,” Matilda said. “Eternity’s a long time. What did you give him?” Matilda gestured by bobbing her head to the side, not wanting to take her eyes off Alexandria.

      “Logan? Just a hallucinogen of my own design,” she said. “He’s being attacked by a legion of daediems. I don’t remember what your experience was like when Kafka sent you to the other side, but mine wasn’t too pleasant. They were like a murder of crows trying to peck me to shreds.”

      “How long do we need to listen to his screaming?”

      “I can put him back in his room and we can get back to killing each other like civilized people.”

      “How long until it’s out of his system?” Matilda was growing impatient.

      “Two to three hours,” Alexandria answered.

      Matilda glanced over at Logan writhing in pain and terror atop Mr. Gordon. Suddenly, Logan went limp and quiet, his eyes rolling back in his head. Mr. Gordon pushed Logan’s dead weight off of himself, careful not to let his head slam against the tile floor.

      Four orderlies in black scrubs rushed into the room while Mr. Gordon was still getting to his feet.

      One grabbed Logan by the arms and began dragging him toward the door. Mr. Gordon caught the orderly by the wrist, which caused him to collapse under Logan, both of them seemingly in the same state of sound sleep.

      Two orderlies charged at me, but I had my gun out with the barrel oscillating between the both of them before they were within arm’s reach and they stopped their advance with squeaky skids of rubber soles against tile.

      The fourth orderly went for Desiree. She stood and gave herself up instantly, no fight in her whatsoever.

      I peered past my two orderlies as Desiree was escorted out of the room.

      “Stop!” I yelled, now moving the barrel of my gun between three orderlies.

      Mr. Gordon promptly blocked the door. This allowed me to focus on my two immediate orderlies again.

      “Back up,” I ordered.

      The two orderlies looked at each other like they were devising a plan of attack. When I realized they weren’t going to back down without drastic action, I fired, aimed at the one on the left—but before the bullet ripped through his gut, it froze in midair, inches away from his body.

      I hadn’t stopped the bullet—then my gun fell to pieces as it instantaneously disassembled itself in my hand. The bullet fell to the ground with the separated individual parts of what once was my gun.

      The orderly put his hands on his stomach and breathed out a long sigh of relief, faltering backwards a few steps as he tried to steady his balance.

      I looked up to Alexandria just in time to see the anchored chair ripped from its mounts and fly straight at her back. She kept facing Matilda, knowing something was coming and I saw her fade, intending to let whatever was approaching sail through her and crash into Matilda. The chair entered the space where her translucent body stood, but instead of continuing through, stopped in midair.

      Alexandria dropped her body fully back into the current plane only to find most of the space already occupied—morphing into one of the tortured souls I witnessed during our short tour through Doria.

      Alexandria screamed as she became aware that she was fused with the large leather chair, which fell to the ground once it was no longer being held up by Matilda’s energy, forcing Alexandria’s helpless body down with it.

      Everyone still conscious in the room stopped at the sight and sound of a Lorne in need. An orderly still held Desiree’s arm. Mr. Gordon still barricaded the door with his body. The two orderlies who’d confronted me gazed in horror upon their leader transformed into a living chair.

      Alexandria’s body faced the ceiling like an overturned turtle with a leather and metal shell, her limbs splayed out lifelessly behind her. Her cries died down as she gained some sense of composure and dignity. She took a pained breath before speaking.

      “You’re no better,” she said hoarsely, blood escaping with the words from her lips.

      “I am today,” Matilda said, walking up to her incapacitated sister. “And when you come back, all that you’ve built will be gone—none of this will still be standing.”

      “That’s okay.” She coughed up more blood. “It’s only time. I’ve got plenty. I can’t say the same for you once Kafka’s done with you and the rest of his black sheep. But if you are still here when I get back...” Her voice trailed off.

      Matilda stood over her. Alexandria lifted her head as much as her fused skin to the chair would allow.

      “Get this over with, sister, so I can hurry up and jump back into the game.” Alexandria spat, more blood than phlegm.

      Matilda lifted one of her guns and shot Alexandria between the eyes.

      Desiree screamed and turned away, shielding her eyes. The orderly standing beside her let go of her arm.

      For me, this was one more horrific scene in a long broken stream of horrific scenes. One more dead body to add to the pile. I wanted to be the one to do it, but the result remained the same. The figurehead of the Lorne family hospitals was gone—for a little while—and only time would tell what she’d build upon her return.

      “I suggest you all leave this hospital,” Matilda said, speaking to the orderlies without turning to face them. Her eyes were still glued to Alexandria. “I don’t know how long my generosity will last.”

      The three conscious orderlies in black scrubs headed for the door and Mr. Gordon helped up the one he’d put to sleep.

      “Desiree, wait,” I said grabbing her attention before she could leave with the orderlies.

      “I’ve got to get out of here,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “I—I need more medication. This can’t be real…my dreams are invading my life again…”

      “I’m sorry you had to see that and I’m sorry you don’t currently understand, but we’ll make it right,” I promised. “Matilda, you can help her, right?”

      Desiree turned to run out of the room with Matilda’s advance, but Mr. Gordon caught her by the arm.

      “Let me go!” she screamed.

      “Calm down,” Matilda said in a soothing voice. “Don’t worry; I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Desiree tensed up, but didn’t try to make another run for it. She retracted when Matilda reached for her head with both hands, but Matilda moved slowly to lessen her anxiety. With a hand at each temple, Matilda closed her eyes, quietly exploring Desiree’s mind.

      After a long moment, Matilda let go and said, “Any change?”

      Desiree shook her head.

      “Do you know who any of us are?”

      Desiree continued to shake her head.

      “She has to be in there,” I said impatiently.

      “I’m trying,” Matilda responded and placed her hands up to Desiree’s head again. “Clear your mind and allow the lost memories to return. Alexandria didn’t take them from you. She locked them away. If you can help me find the room, then I can unlock the door. Show me the way.”

      Matilda bowed her head with her eyes once again closed, but Desiree’s eyes darted around the room, coming back to meet mine on several occasions—but she certainly wasn’t looking at me the way she used to.

      After a long uncomfortable silence, Matilda released Desiree again and stepped away from her.

      Desiree’s beautiful emerald eyes looked the same, vacant of any remembrance of who we were. “There’s no change, is there?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      When she shook her head this time, she looked almost as sad as I felt, like she wanted to remember me.

      “Well at least she’s safe,” Mr. Gordon said. “Her mother will be so relieved.”

      “This is just another one of my delusions,” Desiree whispered to herself. “This isn’t real. Dr. Lorne is all right.”

      “We’re not going to hurt you.” Mr. Gordon took a breath before continuing. “Before you lost your memory, you were one of us. Dr. Lorne is the one who’s hurt a lot of people.”

      “No,” she said and closed her eyes. “She helped people. I’m okay. It’s all in my head.”

      “Matilda, if we take her to the camp, can you try again? Or do you think Nicholae can help?” I asked.

      “Perhaps,” Matilda said. “The other thing that would help would be to find her daediem.”

      I thought back to my regained memories—which flowed back to me after I fused with Nero, my daediem (or mirror).

      “I’m not going with you—any of you,” Desiree said. “Dr. Lorne said I can go home. She called my mother. She’s on her way.”

      “No, Desiree,” I said. “Dr. Lorne is dead. Your mother is not coming. She has no idea you are here. You need to come with us.”

      Desiree dropped to the floor and hugged her knees. She buried her face in her knees, trying to shield herself from her present reality.

      A number of orderlies and nurses ran past the door.

      “It’s time to go,” Matilda said to Mr. Gordon and then turned to me. “You get to carry her.” She bent down and touched Desiree’s wrist, and she instantly lost consciousness, falling into a peaceful slumber like Logan had a few minutes earlier.

      I ran to her side as she tipped sideways, caught and cradled her head before it hit the cold tile floor.

      Without her eyeing me suspiciously, she now looked like the Desiree I’d fallen in love with, and the girl who loved me back. I brushed some hair out of her face and kissed her warm cheek.

      “I won’t give up on you,” I whispered in her ear. I gave her one more kiss before scooping her up in my arms. “Are we going to look for her mirror?”

      “We can’t leave all these prisoners here,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “I suppose not,” Matilda said, seemingly resentful of Mr. Gordon’s altruistic statement.

      More hospital personnel ran past the door franticly discussing protocol.

      Under Matilda’s instruction, Mr. Gordon and I worked together to prop Desiree and Logan against the wall, leaning in toward each other like two passed out friends after a long night of drinking.

      “They’ll be safe here while we clear out the rest of the hospital,” Matilda said, ushering us out of the room.

      “What if someone—” I began, but she’d anticipated my question.

      “No one’s going to come in,” she said, closing the door behind us. When she released her hand from the doorknob, the whole door vanished, leaving behind one continuous wall. The only marker that a door had once been there was the wall plaque for the room: OP RM 12.

      The three patients Mr. Gordon and Logan had saved from the first operating room were lying on the hallway floor.

      Mr. Gordon bent down and felt for a pulse on each sedated patient. “They’re fine,” he said.

      The hallway was quiet after a couple of nurses turned a far corner, giving the space an eerily haunted feeling.

      “What first?” I asked.

      “Start opening doors and letting people out,” Matilda replied. She approached the first door with a small rectangular viewing window and opened it like it was unlocked and easily coaxed two twin middle-aged women into the hallway. Matilda instructed the woman with the metal contraption secured to her leg to lift her pant leg. She bent down and pulled the contraption through the woman’s leg—gauze, flesh, and bone—and discarded the lockdown device on the hallway floor. The woman’s leg was left merely wrapped in a white bandage with four red halos. “Wait here if you want help leaving.”

      “Thank you,” the woman said, attempting to give her rescuer a hug, but Matilda backed away. So the woman reverted to the open arms of her mirror.

      As quickly as she’d freed the occupants of that room, Matilda was off to the next. Mr. Gordon started down the hallway in the opposite direction.

      I went to the next free door and tried the knob, but it was locked. I tried opening it despite the lock, but it wouldn’t open. I went back to what I knew and forgot about trying to open the door, and instead entered the room through the door.

      Inside was a man with graying hair who looked to be about fifty sitting at a wooden desk with the legs bolted into the floor. He was writing feverishly onto the yellow notepad. His mirror, sitting on the floor with his back against the bed, stood up at my unexpected entrance.

      “Who’re you?” the mirror asked.

      “I’m Oliver,” I said.

      The man at the desk put down his pencil and looked over, less stunned by my arrival.

      “What ungodly torture are you here to inflict?” the man asked somberly. “There reaches a point when the pain doesn’t hurt anymore. There’s nothing more you or they can do to me.”

      “I’m not here to do anything to you,” I said. “I’m here to get you out.”

      “It’s worse than I thought,” he sighed. “I’ve been here for a long time. The promise of freedom.” He shook his head trying to escape some internal nightmare creeping up into the forefront of his consciousness. “This is just another one of their games. I won’t play. I—can’t...”

      “Do I look like I’m one of them?” I asked. “I’m here to get you out and I’m doing just that. Give me your hand and we can leave together.”

      The man at the desk went back to writing, but his mirror rushed over and pulled at his shoulders.

      “Get up, Oliver!” he said. “We can’t let this opportunity pass.”

      I flinched at the sound of my own name, but the mirror wasn’t talking to me—he was talking to the older man seated at the desk.

      The older Oliver didn’t budge.

      “I won’t come back,” I said. “This is your one chance. Are you gonna take it or sit there wallowing in your own learned helplessness?”

      The man looked up.

      “I was in here once, locked away like you for no reasonable reason. I understand how this place messes with your head. But I am not a new sadistic treatment. I am not a figment of your imagination or a ghost from your past. I am the salvation you’ve been secretly asking for, even after your belief in such a concept was sucked out of you through the needles in your leg. I know I’m asking a lot, but will you dare to believe again and come with me?”

      He considered everything I said, and finally ripped the page he’d been scribbling on from the yellow pad, crumpled it up, and tossed it in the toilet.

      “I hope to God I’m not dreaming,” he said.

      “Just hold on to that—hope,” I said.

      Older Oliver, his mirror, and I joined hands so I could help them through the door. In the hallway we found newly freed patients lining both walls. Matilda and Mr. Gordon were already out of sight, already working on connecting hallways. A train of patients turned the far corner ahead of me to join everyone standing around in this area.

      I told Older Oliver and his mirror to wait here with the others while I tried to help more people. He asked about the metal apparatus on his leg and I told him not to worry, one of my friends would get the damn thing off him.

      I ran down a few hallways, following the exodus of dazed patients. All of the doctors, nurses, and orderlies were gone now. None of them had stayed to help in any capacity, so I assumed they regretted none of what they’d done—or maybe they were so ashamed that they couldn’t face those they’d wronged.

      I found Matilda first, escorting a man and his mirror, both with shaggy red hair almost as fiery as hers, from the last room in the corridor.

      When Mr. Gordon rounded the corner, I knew we had come full circle.

      “I have someone with a leg cage I need help getting off,” I said.

      “With everything else you’ve been learning, that’s something you should be able to do,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “I can’t.”

      “Did you try?”

      Thinking back, I realized that I hadn’t—it was an assumption that it was beyond my current skill level. “No,” I finally said.

      “You’ll never know until you try.”

      “Okay,” I said and changed gears almost immediately. “What about Desiree’s mirror? Any luck?”

      “It’s not here,” Matilda said.

      “But they’re always here,” I snapped.

      “Did you find her daediem?” Matilda asked Mr. Gordon, and received no better response. “I don’t know what to tell you, kid. Between the both of us, we checked every room. I’m sure Alex already planned for this, as a last slap in our collective faces before her inevitable return.”

      We corralled everyone toward the cluster of elevators that led down and out of the asylum. In front of the semi-circle of elevators, Matilda created a door so we didn’t have to all exit through the main hospital. They were eager to file one by one through the door, not knowing where they were headed next, but knowing wherever it was it had to be better than Alexandria Lorne’s SUSY Asylum for the Criminally Insane.

      I caught a glimpse of Older Oliver in line and he mouthed thank you to me with a still wave while he inched forward.

      Mr. Gordon and I went back for Desiree and Logan, who were still sleeping soundly in the room with no door. The three patients we’d rescued from the operating room were waking up from the sedatives given to them by the orderlies. Matilda told them to join the others at the back of the line and to follow them to freedom.

      “Where does it lead?” the twenties-something guy asked.

      “To the edge of the river bank below,” Matilda said. “There are several towns within walking distance.”

      “And then what?”

      “You can find your way home.”

      “We have no home to go back to,” the older woman with short bluish-black hair said. “As far as I can tell, the Great Providence of Er is gone.”

      “You’re from Er?” Matilda asked.

      “Where is there for us to go?”

      “We need more people, don’t we?” I asked, readjusting Desiree’s dead weight in my arms.

      “You can come with us,” Mr. Gordon said. “What are your names?”

      “My name is Gloriana Hendershog,” the older woman said. “And these are my children, Micah and Isolde.”

      We introduced ourselves, including the two unconscious members of our party.

      The exodus of patients ended as a final mirror walked through the door.

      “Are we going with them?” Isolde asked just as the door disappeared, which answered her question.

      After a brief absence, another door appeared in its place.

      Matilda held out a hand and revealed a small white orb that steadily rose to eye level and burst into flames. It hovered just long enough to catch everyone’s attention, and then shot forward like a bullet to the far end of the hallway, colliding into a wall and setting everything ablaze within a ten-foot radius. The flames spread toward us like a spiritual cleansing to erase all the horrors Alexandria and her staff had inflicted here.

      No More.

      The fire crept toward us along the walls and ceiling, and I wanted to watch them consume everything, but the heat and smoke soon became too much.

      Matilda pushed us toward her new door, and I practically ran through after seeing a familiar profile freely pass by on the other side.
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      I leaned Desiree against one of the nearby gray buildings and ran to my mother. She met me with open arms and we squeezed each other tight. I couldn’t believe she was here in the new rebellion camp, which mimicked the one we’d lost in Doria Falls almost exactly. I could feel her body trembling as she sobbed into my shoulder.

      “Richard...” she said, letting the name linger on her tongue.

      “I know,” I said, so she wouldn’t have to continue her sentence.

      We hugged even harder like we were all we had left in the world, and as our family dwindled, it was almost true.

      “How are you?” I asked, letting her go even though she was reluctant to do the same.

      “I’m well. He never hurt me,” she said. “What happened to Desiree?”

      “Alexandria wiped her memory,” I started, but she looked confused. “Alexandria Lorne, one of Kafka’s loyalists, she erased Desiree’s memory so she’s a little confused right now. We put her to sleep to keep her calm.”

      “Helen, it’s good to see you.” Mr. Gordon had placed Logan next to Desiree.

      “Was his memory erased, too?”

      “No, a hallucinogen,” Mr. Gordon said. “I’m glad you’re all right.”

      “Thank you,” Mom said. “I still can’t believe all this is real. I’m still processing.”

      “Remember, when you’re ready, Nicholae can unlock your memories and everything will make much more sense.” Mr. Gordon turned to see our three new companions standing by the wall, looking terribly out of place. “I’ll get them set up while you two catch up.”

      “Welcome home,” Matilda said, placing a brief hand on Mom’s upper arm before walking away.

      Mom was set up in the same barracks as I had lived for several weeks before returning home from Doria. We worked together to carry Desiree and Logan to the building as well, tucking them soundly into their bunks, allowing us more time to catch up.

      “I dreamed of him,” she said, taking a seat at the round wooden table. “I always thought his face was a manifestation of my imagination—but it’s really him. He looks younger than I pictured him, but it’s definitely him.”

      “Nicholae?” I asked.

      “Yes. He’s really alive—and he’s really here.”

      “And he really came for you—for both of us.”

      “I don’t know how to feel. It’s like a dream come true and a nightmare all at the same time.”

      “I know,” I said. It had only been a few months since my world had been turned upside-down—a moment in time and an eternity—I felt like a completely different person. “It feels good to be able to talk about it with you now. It was such a revelation and a burden to keep to myself. At least I had Jeremy to talk to for a while.”

      Then I wondered if she knew, but the change in her expression said it all.

      “Jeremy.” Her eyes welled up and a plump tear rolled down her cheek. “Did he suffer?”

      “No,” I said, causing my eyes to blur as tears built up. “He—it was fast.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know where we were, but Nicholae can take us. He doesn’t deserve to be alone.”

      “Come here,” she said, leaning forward in her chair.

      I wrapped my arms around her and rested my cheek on her shoulder.

      “I’m so proud of you,” she said.

      “I’ve caused more problems than anything else.”

      “Listen to me,” she said, forcing me to meet her gaze. “I’m so proud of you. As was Richard. This has been absolutely overwhelming for me. I can’t imagine how you felt with being thrown into all this—this forgotten family history, these new dimensions, this ongoing war. I wish I could have been there to help you through it from the beginning.”

      “You were,” I said.

      “I was, but I wasn’t. And it wasn’t fair to you.”

      “I had Jeremy—and Mr. Gordon.”

      “Yes...Mr. Gordon. Daniel.” She stared off into space. “He seems to be your guardian angel.”

      “Something like that,” I said, allowing a smile to spread across my lips. If only she knew the half of it, and maybe one day she would.

      “He really cares about you.”

      “I know.”

      We were interrupted when Nicholae entered the room. He still looked about Jeremy’s age, but lacked his physical attributes—more of how I was going to look in three to four years, but better. He was trying to grow a beard like Kafka, but all he’d managed so far was a five o’clock shadow. He wore a black V-neck T-shirt, showing off his full-sleeve tattoos. With all of the intersecting pictures and obscure words covering his skin, none of them stood out more than the gaping-jawed wolf head by his right hand, a hand he rested on the butt of his low slinging pistol.

      “It’s so quiet in here,” he said, slowly approaching us.

      “We were just talking,” I said.

      “Quietly,” Mom added. “Not wanting to wake the others.” She pointed to the occupied bunks where Desiree and Logan slept soundly.

      And we all remained quiet for quite some time. Nicholae and Mom stared at each other and I split my gaze between the both of them.

      “This is so weird,” I said, breaking the silence. “Having both of you in the same room together.”

      “I didn’t know if this day would ever come,” Nicholae said without removing his eyes from Mom.

      “I didn’t know this was actually real,” she said. “You two look so much alike. It’s kind of scary. Nicholae, I know there’s so much I don’t know about you—about what you can do—but when I look at you, I see Oliver. You’re—you’re so young, and I’ve gotten so much older.”

      “You’re beautiful,” Nicholae said. “Even more beautiful than the day we parted ten years ago. I didn’t intend for us to be apart for so long, but death has a tendency to do that.”

      “Though that kind of separation is more permanent for most.”

      “Nothing could keep me away from you forever—not even death.” Nicholae smiled and stepped closer to her.

      Mom tensed up from his advance, closing herself off to him with folded arms and a concerned expression.

      “I still have a lot to process,” she said shyly.

      “I understand,” Nicholae answered. “And I can help. I can bring it all back.”

      “Would I forget my time—my life with the boys and Richard?”

      “No, you wouldn’t forget anything.” Nicholae sounded almost pained to say it. “I’d never want to take any of those happy memories from you.”

      I watched her pensive consideration. Even if she didn’t forget Richard, would her feelings for him and his memory change? I knew she was plagued by her self-inflicted memory loss, but there were always things better off forgotten.

      “Okay,” she finally said. “Do it.” She glanced my way. “I want to be able to better empathize with what you’ve been going through so you can feel like you can come to me. I want to remember everything about my boys—now, memories of Jeremy are all I have left. I need to have them all.”

      “They’ll all be restored,” Nicholae said, stepping toward her again. He reached a hand out to her face, and again she recoiled. “I won’t hurt you. It may feel strange, but everything will quickly become clear.”

      Her eyes were wide, not knowing what to anticipate.

      Nicholae hadn’t needed to unlock the memories for me since my fusing with Nero seemed to do it naturally. They didn’t return in an instant wave, but a steady trickle over a few days’ time, which was fine by me.

      Nicholae was not deterred by her apprehension and gently caressed her cheek. “I’m glad you took the pill. It allowed you to cut ties and move forward with your life, and look how well you did. You raised two amazing boys and found someone you could love and they could admire.”

      “It wasn’t easy,” she said.

      “It wasn’t easy waiting for you,” he answered. “Even as a young boy, I remembered and yearned for everything we shared. You never left my thoughts.”

      Mom closed her eyes as she nestled into his touch.

      Nicholae raised his other hand, pushed back her bangs, and placed it on her forehead.

      I flinched at the sight of sparks flickering between his palm and her skin, though she didn’t seem to notice. But then she began to waver on her feet. Nicholae removed the hand from her cheek and braced her as she became increasingly unsteady. When she lost consciousness altogether, Nicholae eased her to the floor with his one free hand—the one glued to her forehead never moved.

      “Is she all right?” I asked, kneeling beside him.

      “She’ll be fine,” he said and finally removed his palm from her forehead, which left a deep red print on her skin. “Returning thirty years of memories is too much to consciously conceive all at once. Her brain was momentarily overloaded. It’s like resetting a fuse. Everything will turn back on and work like it’s supposed to.”

      And before he even finished speaking, Mom stirred and slowly opened her eyes. She rubbed her forehead and smiled.

      “Never do that to me again,” she said, sitting up.

      “Don’t try to get up too fast,” Nicholae warned.

      “Now I don’t know which one was the dream—the last ten years or the previous twenty eight.”

      “Neither,” I said.

      “I know, Oliver. But it feels like I remember two completely separate lives. I remember living in the castle. I remember giving birth to you. I remember running away…saying goodbye in that city—that spectacular city—now with LA references to compare it to. There were no comparisons from our former lives in Er.”

      “Now try multiplying those separate life memories by ten—or a hundred,” Nicholae said, more amused than I’d ever seen him. “They can be hard to separate over time.”

      I couldn’t fully relate because my restored memories were from when I was five years old and younger—not the clearest memories in the bank.

      Mom caught a drip of blood from her nose before it reached her lips. She tipped her head back and pinched her nostrils.

      “Is this normal?” she asked.

      Nicholae had already sprung to his feet to retrieve a towel from the bathroom. He handed it to her to place under her bleeding nose.

      “It happens,” he said. “Don’t worry. It’s already stopping.”

      She removed the towel and wiped the residual red smears. The towel was white and accentuated every red drop. Mom carefully got to her feet and retreated to the bathroom, meticulously examining her face in the mirror.

      Nicholae and I both watched her every move, still curious with her reactions to her restored memories. Mom stepped out of the bathroom, finding us both staring at her.

      “Did I miss anything?”

      We both shook our heads.

      “I can’t believe how old I look,” she said, returning to the middle of the room. “You look almost the same from when I first met you, and here I am, twenty years older—now looking like your mother.”

      “You look lovelier than ever,” Nicholae said.

      “I think it’s creepy,” I said.

      Mom shot me a disapproving glare.

      “How do you feel about Richard now?” I asked.

      “Oh, honey,” she said, drawing me in. “My feelings for Richard haven’t changed. And if he was here right now—”

      “You wouldn’t have agreed to restore your memory,” Nicholae said.

      “No, that wasn’t what I was going to say,” she said, letting me go. “If he was here right now, he’d still be my husband, and I would continue to honor and love him. Nothing would have changed.”

      “Nothing?” Nicholae asked with a raised eyebrow. “Luckily, this is all hypothetical.”

      “No, luckily is not the word I would choose. I remember our fairytale past, but my feelings have changed—I’m not the same woman anymore. I still love you, of course, but my remembrance of our shared lives doesn’t quench my grieving. I still lost my husband, and that awful memory is so very fresh.”

      “I can help with that, too,” Nicholae said.

      “No—no, you will not rob me of my grief,” Mom shot back. “I will honor him by remembering him, even in—especially in his final moments.”

      “I wish there was something more I could do to help.”

      “Patience,” she said. “That’s all I ask for.”

      Nicholae plucked her hand from her side and lightly kissed her knuckles. “Time is something I’ve got.”

      Becoming more aware of the bulge in my pocket, I pulled out the golden retriever stuffed animal of Frolics and placed him on my nightstand, one bed over from where we’d lain Desiree down.

      “Is that?” Mom began, but I quickly nodded to answer her question. “I remember doing that to your old dog Frolics, our rambunctious cocker spaniel. Whatever happened to him?”

      “He’s here,” I said. “I left him with a young girl in the camp to look after when I left with Nicholae the first time to find Kafka. I’ve let her keep him since. Maybe I’ll give her this one as well. She’s been taking good care of him and he makes her happy.”

      “You should bring them back,” she said. “Let them run around here. Let them meet each other.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “I don’t think they’d react well to the wolves.”

      There was so much I wanted to know about our new family complications. What would family life be like when this was all over (if it ever would be)? Where would we call home? What role would Mr. Gordon have in my life going forward? I was anxious and confused, which was probably a huge understatement. And what about my future with…

      “Desiree,” I said.

      Nicholae had restored one woman’s memory today. Hopefully, he’d build on his first success.

      “Yes, Matilda told me about your girlfriend,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do without her daediem.”

      “But Mom—”

      “Has her daediem, which for one, makes things easier. You saw what yours did for you. And two, I knew where her memories were locked because I manifested the pills.” Nicholae strolled over to the bed where Desiree lay sleeping, so peaceful and unaware. He knelt down and placed a palm on her forehead like he’d done to my mother mere minutes before.

      I stood behind him, unconsciously holding my breath, while waiting for the white sparks to spill from their skin-to-skin contact. But I didn’t notice any. This was a different situation; maybe the reaction would also be different. It didn’t mean his actions weren’t working. My lungs burned and I took in a new gasping gulp of air. Nicholae was my last chance. This had to work!

      Finally, he removed his hand from her forehead. Again there was a red mark left behind from where their skin had connected.

      “Did it work?” I asked.

      “There’s only one way to find out,” he said and squeezed her upper arm. “Wake up, Desiree.”

      When her eyelids began to flutter, I began to sweat from every pore. And when her eyes groggily opened and peered up at us, I could only register surprise—the natural emotion anyone would have upon waking up in an unfamiliar place.

      The lump in my throat grew uncomfortably large. I tried to swallow it down so I could get out seven short words. “Desiree, do you know who I am?”

      She hesitated, but to my elation, clearly said, “Yes.”
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      “That’s not possible. Your whole proposal and presentation is preposterous,” the city planner said. “I don’t know why you went through so much trouble to get this last-minute meeting set up. This is an absolute waste of my time!”

      “On the contrary,” Kafka said. “This is the most important moment of your life.” He paced around the cherry-colored wood conference table with his hands clasped behind his back. Though his associate, Lazarus, wore a three-piece suit, Kafka simply wore fitted black slacks and a dress shirt with an open collar.

      Eli sat on one end of the oval table, an empty seat away from the various businessmen in this meeting, with a laptop in front of him, controlling the PowerPoint presentation.

      “Lorne Tower will not just be the pinnacle of the city, but a symbol of new growth and possibility to the entire world. You were all called here today because you all know people in high places and have various connections. I do not want to be caught up in red tape. I assure you that what I’ve proposed is possible—and has been done before.”

      “No,” one man with a silver mustache said from the far end of the table. “This is unprecedented. If what you propose can be done, then there will have to be testing—extensive testing to make sure the design structure is sound and can withstand the extreme loads a building of this magnitude would impose, especially with the atmospheric change of the upper floors. And the floor-to-floor drift—don’t get me started. The technology to produce something like this hasn’t—”

      “Has been invented,” Kafka cut in. “You may not be able to conceptualize the technical data I’ve presented just yet, but it works, I can assure you. And as we begin building you will see it in action, but I’m not going to waste my time on testing and permits. That’s what you all are for—to make all of that go away so I can build, quickly and efficiently.”

      “We can’t just bypass city and national standards and procedures. The City of Los Angeles has very strict guidelines—” The fat, balding man seated next to the older gentleman with the silver mustache was cut off with a fit of coughing. When the coughing died down only a gurgling escaped his throat as he tried to speak. He brought both hands up to his throat as someone passed him a bottle of water.

      “Are you okay?” the man sitting next to him asked.

      “Can’t…breathe…” The man’s words were barely audible.

      Kafka walked over to him, as calm as he’d remained throughout the entire presentation. “If you can’t handle what I’m requesting of you, then I don’t much need you, do I?”

      With one shaking hand, the man took a small sip from the water bottle, but the water simply dribbled out of his mouth, spilling onto his shirt and tie. He looked up at Kafka wide-eyed.

      One man reached for the conference phone in the middle of the table, but couldn’t find a dial tone.

      “I’m going for help,” another man said, jumping to his feet and heading for the opaque glass doors.

      “Please, sit,” Kafka said in an even tone.

      To the escaping man’s surprise, he slid backward across the carpet and fell back into his chair with a thud. The chair rocked and groaned under the sudden impact.

      The choking man nodded vigorously, still holding his throat, his face turning a slight bluish color. Then he violently fell forward, sucking in deep gulps of air. His hands fell away from his neck so he could brace himself on his elbows, his head faced downward as he coughed and drooled onto the table. When he gained a portion of his composure back, he leered up at Kafka.

      “I’m known for making things happen,” the man said hoarsely after clearing his throat.

      Kafka placed his hands on the table and leaned forward, his face inches away from the man leering at him. “Then prove it,” Kafka said, ominously accentuating each word.

      Kafka straightened to his full height and addressed everyone seated at the table. “This is a defining moment in your lives. You can be a part of this extraordinary project with me or not. But understand this: If you choose not to participate, there is no coming back. I am offering you everything you’ve ever wanted. Money? Power? Significance? What is it you desire most? This is just the beginning. This tower will introduce the world to my family name. And you can be in on the bottom floor. Don’t doubt the design. Trust in me and I’ll give you your own piece of the world. The architectural drawings will be finished within the next few days. I need the best trades on board now. The schedule will be more aggressive than you’ve ever seen—but it’s possible. Demolition must start next week, and I won’t ask you if you can make that happen, but simply insist that you do make it happen.

      “Lazarus will pass out your sign-on bonuses.”

      A stack of envelopes appeared in Lazarus’s hand, causing gasps and uncomfortable shifting to ripple around the table. He passed them out one at a time.

      Eli closed the laptop and the screen projected on the wall went blank. He knew that these men didn’t fully understand, but Kafka had reeled them in. The energy in the room had shifted from many alpha egos to just one—the enigmatic man presenting, the man in charge.

      Each man could not open his envelope fast enough, desperate to see what numbers were printed inside. Folded letter-size papers were pulled from the envelopes.

      “What is this?” the man with the silver mustache asked.

      “These amounts have been discreetly wired into each one of your bank accounts as a gesture of goodwill,” Kafka said. “Like I said, if you stay with me, I will take care of you—good care of you.”

      The opaque glass doors opened under their own power. Eli guessed they could be electronically operated, but he knew who was really operating them.

      “Anyone who would like to leave and forfeit this opportunity may do so now.” Kafka waited to see if anyone would rise.

      No one did.
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      “You’re the guy who barged into my room at the hospital,” Desiree said to me and then glanced at Nicholae. “Though I don’t recognize you.”

      My heart sank. She recognized me all right, but not for the reason I’d hoped.

      Desiree sat upright and scanned the room.

      “What have you done with me? Where am I?” she demanded.

      “Relax. You’re safe,” Nicholae said. “My name is Nicholae. I’m Oliver’s fa—friend. No one will find you here.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” she said, throwing off the covers and inspecting her clothes. The fact that she was still fully dressed seemed to calm her slightly. “I want to go home.”

      “I understand,” Nicholae said. “I was just trying to help restore your lost memories. I—we don’t mean you any harm. How do you feel?”

      “A little disoriented,” she said, putting a hand to her forehead. “Where are the others? There was another man with you…and a woman—she killed Dr. Lorne in a way…I—I can’t even describe it.”

      Mom walked up from behind me. “Desiree, honey, do you remember me?”

      Desiree shook her head.

      “You should take her home,” Nicholae said to me. “There’s nothing more I can do without her daediem.”

      “Try again!” I yelled. “There has to be another way—or, or we search harder for her mirror. I can’t lose her.”

      “Lose me?” Desiree said in a mocking tone. “You never had me. I’m no one’s possession.”

      When Nicholae didn’t answer, I continued, “I’ll try.”

      “Don’t you dare touch me!” Desiree yelled, slinking to the far side of the mattress.

      I stopped and turned back to Nicholae. “A little help?”

      “You should let her go,” Mom said. “Give her back to her family. It’s safer for her anyway.”

      “Safer? They took her from her house,” I said. Rage was boiling up inside me so much so that I wanted to punch a hole in the closest wall to let everyone know how serious I was. “She’ll be safer here.”

      “From what?” Desiree asked defiantly. “Some imaginary enemy? Who’s going to keep me safe from you?”

      “Oliver, come with me,” Nicholae said and led Mom and me outside, leaving Desiree to dispute with an empty room.

      Nicholae’s wolf, Ingrid, sat stoically by the door. Nicholae patted her on the back of the neck and playfully grabbed a fistful of thick fur.

      Floodlights shined down from mounts on the underside of roof overhangs so the clearings between buildings were nearly as bright as daytime. Though unlike daytime, the camp was peacefully still and quiet.

      “This is not going how I’d hoped,” I said.

      “I know,” Nicholae said.

      “I’m sorry, honey,” Mom offered. “But I think you should let her go home. I know it’s hard.”

      “From what Matilda said, they already did what they’d planned to do to her,” Nicholae said. “Alexandria was going to let her go.”

      “We don’t know that,” I said. “I don’t believe her.”

      “I don’t know why, but Alexandria placed the shroud over her eyes to return her to her normal life, erasing all of this from her mind. She’s no longer a threat—no longer collateral.”

      I thought back to what Eli had told me about Anna, how he had gotten her out of the asylum. He was responsible for having me erased from her memory.

      “He was never going to hurt her,” I said. “From his perspective, he was saving her.”

      “What?” Mom asked.

      “Eli, Desiree’s ex-boyfriend. This is his fault. You’re right.” I turned to Nicholae. “He made a deal with Alexandria, with Kafka, to ensure she was no longer a threat, to keep her safe…to get her away from us—away from me.”

      “Then she is no longer in danger,” Nicholae said.

      “So we can take her home, back to her family where she belongs,” Mom added.

      I considered this and thought about all we’ve been through together to arrive at this point. She saved me from Kafka and I saved her from Reid. I replayed flashes of our adventures through Provex City, our time together in Doria Falls, the feel and taste of her lips on mine, the texture of her bare skin against me. She’d refused to go home, no matter how dangerous things became, saying she’d stick by my side until the end.

      I’m with you ’til the end. Together.

      “No,” I said.

      “Excuse me?” Mom asked, pretending she’d misheard what I’d said, though it was obvious from her tone, she hadn’t.

      “She turned down all offers to leave. We were in this together. She wouldn’t give up on me,” I said, trying to get either one of them to really hear me, what she meant to me, and how important this decision was now. “I can’t give up on her.”

      “The situation has changed,” Mom said. “You need to respect her wishes with who she is now, not who she was.”

      “She’s still the same girl and I know the part of her that loves me is still in there somewhere, begging to get out.”

      “Maybe so, but when do you give her up? When is it time to let her go?” Mom glanced over at Nicholae and then patiently awaited my answer.

      “When you truly love someone, you don’t give up—you’re all in,” I said.

      Mom looked crestfallen. “Is that so? Just like you see in the movies? If you keep trying, then it has to work out?”

      “If it’s meant to be, then yeah.”

      After remaining uncharacteristically quiet, Nicholae finally spoke up. “Sometimes you have to stick to your convictions knowing full well things aren’t going to work out the way you planned. There isn’t a single right answer. Keep to your decisions and accept the outcomes, whatever they may be.” He peered at Mom as he spoke.

      “Mr. Gordon says it’s all about what you believe,” I said. “I believe Desiree and I are meant to be, no matter what. This is just another obstacle.”

      “I like her a lot,” Mom started, and then stopped to retrieve the right words. “But you’ve known her for all of what? Six months? I—”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I don’t want to see you hurt more than you’ve already been.”

      “We’ve been through Hell and back,” I said. “I can save her.”

      “That’s a good belief to have,” Mom said and reached across the space between us to pull me in for a hug. “And I want you to always believe in yourself because sometimes you are all you have. But there are times when the consideration for someone else is more important, despite your confidence in your own abilities.”

      She let me go and we all stood in a quiet triangle while considering what to be done with the misplaced girl in the room—or at least they were. My feelings hadn’t changed. I couldn’t bring myself to let Desiree go.

      “Do you want to come with me?” Nicholae asked. “She may not appreciate your company in her current condition, but I bet you’d like to be a part of getting her home safely.”

      I nodded weakly. Overruled.

      “You’re doing the right thing,” Mom said, placing a nurturing hand on the middle of my back.

      All three of us returned to find Desiree trying desperately to wake Logan, but she might as well have been trying to wake a lying corpse.

      “What are you going to do with me?” she asked, positioned on the far side of the bed, using it as a barrier. “Please…”

      “Calm down,” Nicholae said in a soothing voice and he walked carefully toward her like he was approaching a cornered animal on the defensive. “You’re going to be okay. I’m taking you home.”

      “Really?” She was almost crying now. “You’re really taking me home?”

      “Yes. You have nothing to fear. This whole nightmare will be over shortly, and you’ll soon be safe at home with your family, in your own house, able to sleep in your own bed, and get back to your normal, mundane life. Are you ready?”

      I wasn’t. I couldn’t believe it was finally time to say goodbye to her—and she wouldn’t even be inclined to return the sentiment.

      “You can stay, you know,” I blurted out, but Desiree didn’t even acknowledge my existence.

      “I’m ready,” she murmured and rounded the bed.

      “I’m sorry,” Mom said, and I couldn’t tell whether she was addressing Desiree or me.

      Nicholae led Desiree out of the building, and I kept my distance from her as I followed. Mom remained behind, per Nicholae’s request. She didn’t argue; she was eager to try and get some sleep before morning arrived. Nicholae had lingered before her, like he wanted to kiss her, but left without making an honest attempt.

      I tailed behind them as we trekked through the cluster of similar gray, rectangular buildings. Ingrid kept pace with us and hung back with me. The flood lights illuminated our path. Insects swarmed around them, keeping us relatively pest-free. The camp was quiet except for the gentle breath of the wind and the chatter of the night’s little creatures.

      Nicholae announced that he needed to make a quick stop before we took Desiree home. At first Desiree wanted to wait outside, but after I offered to wait with her, she decided to follow Nicholae inside. So I followed them both into the building.

      The door closed behind me and disappeared into the wall, and from what I could see, it had been the only way into the small building, a smaller version of our room. Instead of a full wall dedicated to bunk beds, there was just one bed pushed long-ways against the wall. A small circular table with two chairs, a dresser, and a short bookcase filled with paperbacks took up a little more of the mostly empty space. One additional door led to the bathroom.

      “She’ll be safe here,” Nicholae said.

      “What?” Desiree gasped. “I knew I couldn’t trust you! Either of you!” Desiree made a few steps for the door from which we’d entered before realizing it was gone. “No, no…” She ran up to the wall and ran her hands across the plaster, looking for some kind of seam. “It was right here!”

      “No one can hear her and she can’t escape,” Nicholae continued.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Giving you what you want.”

      “You bastard!” Desiree spat and charged Nicholae.

      He caught her by the shoulders and took her punishing whales of rage with casual detachment. After she noticed her punches to his chest and stomach weren’t causing any physical or emotional damage, she took a step back and slapped him across the face.

      “Desiree,” I pleaded. “You’re going to be okay.”

      “I hate you!” she yelled, turning from Nicholae to address me properly. “You had no right—no right taking me from the hospital. You can’t keep me here. You can’t!”

      Desiree stalked up to me, but Nicholae followed her like a shadow and tapped her on the back of the head, and she went rigid—frozen mid-step.

      I let out a long breath after bracing myself for Desiree’s incoming attack, gazing upon the girl who used to love me reduced to frozen fury.

      “Are you ready to give up on this girl?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “She’s like family to me. You don’t give up on family.”

      Nicholae’s head sank. “I let you guys go...thinking it was the best thing for you, for your own safety. I’ll never know if it was the right decision or not. I understand you not wanting to let her go. It can be one of the most difficult things to do. After all I’ve missed in your life, I want to do what I can to help you now.”

      “What about Mom?”

      “Desiree will be safe here. There’s no reason for anyone but us to come into this building. We’ll keep this between us. No reason to elicit more criticism. Sometimes we need to make the hard decisions that others might not understand.”

      I walked up to her and circled the still body of the girl who meant everything to me.

      “Do you want to keep trying to get through to her?” Nicholae asked.

      “Yes,” I answered. She felt warm when I placed a hand on her arm. Her beautiful, angry emerald eyes stared straight ahead. Her chest didn’t have the rhythmic rising and falling from her breathing, especially from such a heated state. She was a complete statue.

      “Are you just going to leave her like this?” I asked.

      “It’s safer this way—for all three of us,” Nicholae said, and then offhandedly added, “and quieter.”

      He raised a hand and Desiree’s body slowly lifted off the ground, pivoted to a lying position, and floated to the bed. The covers pulled back prior to her body lightly touching down on the mattress. I grabbed the covers before they could do the work themselves and pulled them up to her chin.

      “How do we find her mirror?” I asked. “That’s our next move, right?”

      “It’s a good place to start. You can try to coax her mind to remember. Just like with you, the memories are in there somewhere, locked away. They’re not gone—they never are, even from life to life. Nothing is ever truly gone. You just have to find the right room and the right key.”

      “I’m going to get her back.”

      “I know you are,” Nicholae said. “But for now, you should get some sleep.”

      “I will, soon. I want to stay with her a while.”

      “Make sure there’s no one around when you leave,” Nicholae said, making his way for the wall where the door had been. “So we can keep her hidden for now.”

      We said goodnight to each other and Nicholae disappeared through the wall.

      I gazed down at Desiree’s statuesque body. Her wide eyes were beginning to creep me out and luckily they closed when I pushed her eyelids down. Now she looked like she was merely sleeping. I thought of all the fairy tale endings when the princess was awakened by “true love’s kiss” and wished it were true. But the fleeting dismissive thought didn’t stop me from leaning in and trying it once.

      If it was only that easy.

      I climbed into the bed beside her, nestled under the covers, and draped an arm across her still body. She’d find her way back to me. I believed in that simple, yet powerful intention.

      “Goodnight, Desiree,” I said and closed my eyes. “I love you.”
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      The next morning was a warm reminder that summer wasn’t far off, even though it was still in the first weeks of spring. For breakfast, I went to the cafeteria with Logan, Darius, and Autumn, the girl we had saved from the last camp. Mom was already gone when I awoke. Logan had risen as his normal self again, the effects of the hallucinogens fully drained from his system. All three of them asked about Desiree. I had to uphold the facade and told them she’d been taken home, and I didn’t have to fake hurt feelings over the decision to do so. Logan and I grabbed waffles and eggs while Darius scooped oatmeal into a bowl. Autumn decided on toast and fruit. As usual, there were plenty of long metal tables to choose from, so we claimed an empty corner for ourselves.

      Not long after we sat down to eat, Micah and Isolde entered the cafeteria with their mother, Gloriana. I called them over to join our table.

      “How did you all sleep?” Logan asked after introductions to Darius and Autumn.

      “Fine,” Gloriana said. “It will just take some getting used to.”

      “This is no one’s real home,” Logan said. “It’s an adjustment for everyone.”

      “What’s there to do here?” Micah asked. He tucked his long blonde hair behind his ears before starting to eat. Several slices of toast and an assortment of cut fruit filled his plate like he had stolen them straight from Autumn’s tray. He was tall and slender, as was his younger sister—though her hair was darker, more like Desiree’s.

      Isolde glanced over at me with pale doe eyes and olive skin like she spent a great deal of her time outdoors. I guessed she was about my age, maybe a year or two younger. She had an expectant look like she was waiting for me to formally address her or steal her away for our own private conversation. For our first meeting, I’d already seen her in nothing but her underwear, and the thought made me feel uneasy to meet her eyes.

      “We’ve been helping a few towns nearby,” Autumn said. “Clearing them out—of dead bodies and stuff, trying to help those we can and bury those we can’t. The people here need a lot of help.”

      “Yes, we know,” Gloriana said. “We were all lucky enough not to fall onto anything life-threatening, but we saw the total devastation of this place. We helped a few people ourselves...until we were picked up.”

      “So you know what we’re up against,” Logan said.

      “Yes,” Gloriana continued. “And we want to do all we can to help. The three of us.”

      We finished our breakfast with small talk. I wanted to sneak away from everyone to visit Desiree, but I was sure it would arouse too much suspicion. Like Nicholae had said last night, I had to be careful.

      Colton and Gulliver (whom I barely remembered from Beta Team) guarded the door into town to make sure everyone coming and going were within our group. Nicholae thought it was safest to keep an open link to the camp. Mom and Mr. Gordon were already in town, a small suburb of Doria called Valencia, and I was ready to join the relief effort after quickly freshening up in my room. I joined the rest of our breakfast clan at the door and saw Nicholae striding toward us with Ingrid at his heels.

      “Come with me,” he said to Logan and me, and then turned to the two door guards. “Everything good?”

      “Yes, sir,” Colton said.

      Nicholae gave him and Gulliver an appreciative nod and beckoned for us to follow him. “We have some other matters to attend to.”

      I hoped his plan for us was to begin the search for Desiree’s mirror, that he’d be letting Logan in on the secret. I knew we’d be able to trust him. But I didn’t want to bring it up just in case this was not Nicholae’s intention at all.

      Instead I asked, “What do you have for us this morning?”

      “If you guys are going to personally help me out on more important matters, then there is more training necessary,” Nicholae said, leading us to one of the empty training buildings.

      “What are we gonna work on?” Logan asked.

      Even though Nicholae was almost exactly my size, height and build, the pace by which he walked caused me to jog every few strides just to keep up with him. He was definitely walking with purpose like we were running out of time, which for all I knew, we were. Ingrid stalked behind all of us to keep the entire group in her line of sight.

      The building we entered was nothing more than an empty warehouse, like where I’d had my target practice training and where Nicholae had kept his hostages. It had a tall ceiling with exposed metal framing and a concrete floor that pronounced every step we took.

      “Do you want to be part of the team to attack Kafka and his guards, to be on the front line?” Nicholae asked, standing stoically in the center of the room.

      “Yes, of course,” I answered without hesitation.

      I could tell by the hint of a grin that he’d been expecting my answer, but he needed the validation of hearing me say it.

      “Absolutely,” Logan said, his face turning cold and hard. “He killed my father. Alexandria locked me away and tried to make me her bitch. She got the best of me at the asylum this last time. If I’d been alone with her, I would have been screwed.”

      “If you find yourself alone with any of the Lornes, then your chances are not good,” Nicholae said. “They—we have lifetimes of experience on you. That’s just a fact. But as a team, you can quickly become a major contributor. There are many newer members of Kafka’s Lorne Royal Guard who don’t have much more experience than you. Some of them are strong fighters, but they don’t have the abilities you’ve been cultivating. You’re already learning how to render their military experience useless.”

      “And then there’s Eli,” I said. “He knew nothing before I introduced him to Provex City and the Lornes only a few months ago, if that.”

      “But he’s quickly become Kafka’s new protégé. If he’s a fast learner, there’s no telling what he will be—what he’s already capable of.”

      “I can handle Eli, no problem. He’s not a threat.” I glanced over at Logan and he gave me a nod like we were going to take him down together.

      “Kafka’s not having him trained; he’s training the boy himself. If he wasn’t picking things up fast, Kafka wouldn’t be wasting his time. Don’t underestimate your friend.”

      “He is not my friend,” I seethed.

      “Take your anger and focus it into something useful. Blind anger will leave you distracted and sloppy. Focused anger will ignite an obsession—an obsession you need to survive.”

      Nicholae paused for a moment, and within the blink of an eye, Logan was standing directly beside him. He had gone from positioned by my side to Nicholae’s side almost instantly, with no noticeable movement.

      “What just happened?” I asked, feeling suddenly disoriented.

      “What do you feel happened?” Nicholae replied.

      “I—I don’t know,” I said, which was the truth.

      Logan started laughing like he was in on a joke I wasn’t privy to.

      “I froze both of you the first time for only a few seconds,” Nicholae started. Logan stopped laughing. “Nothing in this room is moving and I remained still while you were out, so no point of reference for either of you changed. The jump in time was seamless.” Nicholae gave a sidelong glance to Logan, who was listening more intently now, realizing the joke was not just on me.

      “Oliver, I froze you alone the second time and asked Logan to come stand by me while you were under. That way, when you came back there was a very obvious change to your surroundings. But the time in between was still seamless. Did you have any awareness of lost time?”

      I shook my head. “It was disconcerting to see Logan disappear and reappear within a split second.”

      “Think about waking up in a brand new place, and instead of a few seconds, it had been a few hours or a few days. How do you feel about losing that amount of time instantly?”

      “Not very good,” I replied.

      “So you see, this is not an ability to be abused,” Nicholae said. “It must be respected.”

      My thoughts turned to Desiree, lying in her door-less room, unaware any time was passing, and I felt bad for her. I didn’t know if he was indirectly talking about Desiree’s situation, but the intensity in his gaze told me he was—at least in part.

      “We should only use it when necessary,” I said, returning his intensity back to him.

      “Precisely, but the other side of the coin is to not be a victim of it, either. It’s a very powerful tool, one Kafka’s been using for lifetimes. There are only a few of us who have anywhere near the kind of control and precision he has. It’s hard enough to target one person, let alone many in a tight vicinity.”

      “Can you do that?” Logan asked, making his way back toward me.

      “I can do a few, but not a large group. But I can block his intrusion, which is what I want to focus on with the both of you. His attacks are stronger than anyone else’s, but if you’re part of a mass assault, then it’s weaker on each individual. That will be your saving grace until you’re well practiced. So when I freeze both of you simultaneously, it will be easier for each one of you to resist. And I’ll make it even easier.”

      The door we’d entered through opened under its own power, and Nicholae called for Ingrid to come inside. She sauntered in with her head low and dropped onto her haunches at Nicholae’s right side.

      “Now you know it’s coming,” Nicholae said. “The first step is awareness. You can’t stop that which you’re unaware. I’ll count down so you know exactly when it is coming. The power will roll over you like a wave. Look for it. Try to feel it when it strikes. Once you can feel it, you can keep it from pulling you under like a riptide. Use your awareness to remain afloat until it passes. Okay, here we go. Five, four, three, two, one.”

      I waited briefly before asking, “Did you do it?”

      “Yes,” Nicholae said. “About fifteen seconds.”

      “I didn’t feel anything,” I said and glanced over at Logan.

      “Neither did I,” he said.

      Ingrid was still perched regally at Nicholae’s feet. I watched her just long enough to notice that she wasn’t still frozen, just still.

      “It’s okay,” Nicholae said. “I wasn’t expecting either of you to get it on the first try. These are abilities that can take years to perfect.”

      “I don’t think we have years,” Logan said.

      “We most definitely do not, so perfection is out of the question. Adequate control of the basics is all we’re after at this time. Defense. I just need you to be able to defend yourselves. Offense comes later.”

      Nicholae counted down again, and again we had a fifteen-second jump in time with no awareness of its passing.

      “Picture the wave coming at you. It will help you prepare for the surge and fight to stay afloat,” Nicholae said and began his countdown.

      I tried to see an imaginary wave, with water rushing around Nicholae like he was a boulder in the middle of wild rapids, and braced myself for the impact. I saw it approaching like a galloping wall, but before it could reach me, it was gone. Nicholae suddenly stood farther away, pacing with his hands clasped behind his back several steps behind Ingrid.

      “I pictured it coming toward me, like you said, but it didn’t do any good,” I said.

      “Again,” was all Nicholae said.

      Between the time I was awake and the time I was frozen, I didn’t know how much actual time was passing. I began to feel the warped sense of time from my stay in the asylum.

      The world just feels wrong when you can’t trust how much time is passing.

      “Focus goddamnit!” Nicholae yelled. “Focus like your lives depend on it because I can guarantee you, they will.”

      I flinched with Nicholae’s sudden outburst and felt a heavy lump in the pit of my stomach. His gaze was burning a hole into me and I had to break away, my eyes dropping to the floor.

      “I’m sorry,” I said meekly.

      “Don’t apologize,” Nicholae said. “Focus. I’m not doing this for me. It’s for you. Again!”

      I saw nothing barreling toward me and felt nothing when the invisible wave hit me. Nicholae’s pacing made him look like we was randomly jumping through space and time like an electron, which were the only signs that we’d been frozen again.

      “I felt something,” Logan said.

      Nicholae stopped and faced us. “Go on,” he said.

      Now I really felt like I was letting my father down. I finally felt deep in my bones that I was falling behind Eli.

      “It’s hard to describe,” Logan said. “I felt like I was hit by an invisible force, but didn’t have the time or energy to react. It was here and I was gone. I experienced the same time lapse.”

      “Which is nothing to be ashamed of,” Nicholae said. “It’s a very good first step. Awareness is key—awareness is always key. Next time, let the wave hit you, but focus on not letting it pull you under. Stay awake. Again!”

      I hated being behind everyone. First Desiree and now Logan. It made me furious, which maybe wasn’t such a bad thing. I harnessed my fury and focused it toward the incoming wave. The water flowed up and around Nicholae like a flood, determined to pull me under like it had done so many previous times. I pictured the rush, and as I did, it slowed down. Time slowed down, but didn’t stop. And when it flowed over my helpless body, I gazed upon Nicholae, his body rippling above the surface. I was helpless to swim up, helpless to move at all, but I was still here. My body wasn’t sinking down to the murky depths. It remained suspended right where the wave had hit me. And the wave continued to flow over me.

      Nicholae stepped closer, all of his attention on me, obviously convinced that something was different this time. I wanted to tell him, to scream to him, but all I could do was stare back at him. When all the water had passed, Nicholae stood directly before me.

      My lungs burned like I’d been holding my breath for too long, so I let all the air out of my body. My shoulders dropped and the tips of my fingers tingled.

      “Boo,” Nicholae said, his face inches away from mine.

      But I wasn’t startled. I’d seen his entire approach—slow approach. He didn’t appear in front of me like a ghost.

      “Boo yourself,” I said.

      A wide grin broke out across Nicholae’s face. “Focused anger,” he said. “Often times the best motivator.” Nicholae clapped Logan on the shoulder and returned to his post by Ingrid. “Again.”

      Logan caught up to me after a few more rounds and we were both starving by the time Nicholae ended the session. Logan and I went to the cafeteria alone for a late lunch.

      Afterward, we ran into Autumn and Darius on the way to our dorm, and I calculated it was a good time for me to successfully slip away. I took inventory of everyone I passed, and when I reached the small building with no door hiding Desiree, I inconspicuously slid inside.

      From my experience with the training session, I felt worse about leaving her in this inanimate state. At this time, I still didn’t have any power to release her. I sat on the edge of the bed and stroked her wavy hair.

      “This is necessary,” I told myself. “I know you’ll understand,” I said, looking at Desiree.

      I hoped she wasn’t peering out at me like I’d been able to do with Nicholae by the end of our session—helpless, but aware. It was one thing to be aware and locked within your body for a few seconds, but I’d imagine it would be torture before too long. I hoped she really was sleeping.
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      Eli spotted Oliver’s mother and Desiree’s old history teacher, Mr. Gordon, from his safe vantage point. His mission was to spy on the recovery teams cleaning up the streets of Doria and report back with his findings. This one was in a southwest township called Valencia and it was a particularly good find. There were a number of groups attempting to piece Doria back together, but this one had people he recognized in it, so he knew he was in the right place.

      Eli hid in an empty house, at least ten down from where the group was primarily focused, holding a pair of high-powered binoculars up to the window.

      I can see you, but you can’t see me, he thought.

      He’d hoped to find Oliver within the group. He knew that bastard couldn’t be too far away. Eli had overheard what had happened to Alexandria and the asylum. He was sure they had found Desiree, but hopefully too late. Hopefully, Alexandria had had time to work her magic, like she’d done with Anna, before the rescue party reached her. Returning her home, reset to a time before Oliver, was the real goal. She deserved better than him. But having their relationship erased, with Oliver fighting to get it back, wasn’t too far from karmic justice.

      Eli removed from his front pocket a special compass Kafka had given him and typed the coordinates into his cell phone. He knew he couldn’t send the text in this plane, but saved it as a draft so he wouldn’t forget.

      The group had their work cut out for them and they would be clearing out this area for a few days. This was a good find, but by no means an emergency.

      Eli almost returned to the Ritz Carlton, but remembered Kafka was no longer there. He’d kept the suite under his name, but returned to Provex City, to his penthouse in Lorne Tower. Even though Provex City was not nearly at the level of ruin Doria was in, it was still far from being a fully functioning city. Not many of the roadways were yet cleared. Emergency services continued to work day and night, trying to bring the city back online.

      Luckily for Eli, Kafka had set up several masterfully hidden doors around the city to aid in efficient travel. It sure beat walking miles and miles of crumbling city streets. Kafka didn’t want any doors leading up to his penthouse, the closest one tucked within a ground floor janitor’s closet in the building directly across the street from Lorne Tower.

      It took Eli four doors to reach the janitor’s closet, like taking several train lines to get across town, and he was glad and a little relieved he remembered the sequence to reach his desired destination.

      Lorne Tower had sustained very little damage compared to most of the other buildings in the city. It glowed bright and brilliant, and Eli couldn’t wait to see this royal blue monument dominating the skyline of Los Angeles. Miraculously, construction had already begun, though nothing yet noticeable to the average Angeleno. Kafka had done the subterranean construction himself—pure creation—so by the time the demolition was completed, the ground floor structure could immediately begin. And it would go up fast, Kafka had explained. He wanted to oversee everything and there was no better place than living on the jobsite—or in the case of his penthouse suite—directly above the jobsite with a bird’s-eye view of the progress below.

      Kafka took care of his staff. While most of the buildings in the city were indefinitely shut down, Lorne Tower was fully operational. Eli was personally greeted by two impeccably dressed women behind the front desk, and even by a maintenance man buffing the marble floor who stopped briefly to let him pass. Eli carefully stepped over the long cord snaking to the wall outlet and made his way for the penthouse elevator.

      The penthouse elevator required a special code to operate—the one Eli had to recite in his head since the elevator had no visible buttons. Only then did it shoot up into the air, rocketing toward the top floors.

      Eli still couldn’t believe the view from this glass elevator. Even with half the city lights dark, the view of the city was spectacular, like looking out the window of an airplane as it hovered just above the cluster of skyscrapers. These sublime buildings really did scrape the sky.

      A soothing female voice announced his arrival to the imperial penthouse suite and Eli entered a short hallway with one set of double doors directly ahead. Inside he found Kafka in the expansive living room, staring out his wall of glass with his hands behind his back. The dagger that never left his side hung from his right hip. He didn’t stir when Eli entered the room, so Eli cleared his throat as a not-so-subtle announcement.

      “I know you’re there, Eli,” Kafka said, without turning around. “I could hear you entering the building.”

      “Are you alone?” Eli asked.

      “Not anymore.”

      Eli strode up to the wall of glass to stand beside his mentor.

      “Look past Provex City and down onto the great hype of Los Angeles far below. Do you see it? Do you see its lackluster downtown?”

      Eli had to quickly focus his vision. The nearby glowing buildings disappeared, allowing the horizon to open up with no equivalent obstructions. The contrast made the buildings of Los Angeles look so small and unsophisticated.

      “Yes, I see it,” Eli replied.

      “This is where we belong, on top of the world—above them all.”

      Eli didn’t say anything, remaining focused on keeping his home in view.

      “What have you found?” Kafka asked, looking over at him for the first time since he’d arrived.

      Eli took out his cell phone and read the coordinates aloud. “They’re helping the people of Doria.”

      “Good for them,” Kafka said and returned his gaze outside. “I want Nicholae to suffer. I want everything taken from him before I strike the final blow. I want him left with nothing and begging to die. Nothing.” The final word rolled off his tongue like the hiss of a snake.

      Eli felt the very same way about Oliver. He couldn’t remember ever hating someone so much, with that hatred growing inside of him so fast, spreading through and consuming him like a cancer.

      “Is this our next move?” Eli asked, holding up the phone with the coordinates he’d entered.

      “You’re sure it was them?”

      “I didn’t see Nicholae or Oliver, but I saw Helen.”

      “Helen,” Kafka said venomously. “Let’s gather the troops.”
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      I didn’t remain with Desiree long, not wanting to arouse too much suspicion. Our barracks were empty, so I made my way to the guarded door into town.

      Our travel door was positioned seamlessly into the front door of an empty house, so when I exited, I found myself on a quaint front porch looking out at a street lined with sheet-covered bodies. This wasn’t my first time helping and I was sure it wouldn’t be my last, but I had seen enough dead bodies to last me multiple lifetimes.

      I saw Micah and Isolde first. They were at the end of the row of bodies, the last few yet to be covered. Micah touched his sister on the shoulder and began walking away. A white sheet appeared in Isolde’s hands. She shook it out and floated it down over the next body in line.

      I hopped down the few porch steps and crossed the overgrown yard. Two large trees in the middle of the lawn were fused and twisted around each other. I pictured more bodies hanging from them like limp branch offshoots. One or more of the people lying in the street may have been retrieved from this very tree.

      “Oliver, you made it,” Isolde called from the street. “I was wondering if you were coming out today.”

      “Is Logan here?” I asked.

      “Yeah, he arrived a little bit ago. He went looking for...for that skinny girl with blonde hair—she was at breakfast.”

      “Autumn,” I said.

      “That’s right.” Another folded white sheet appeared in her hands and she shook it out like the previous one.

      I caught the far edge of the fluttering sheet and helped her ease it down over the last body.

      “Thanks,” she said, gazing at me with pale blue eyes that reminded me of Anna’s.

      “That’s a pretty amazing ability,” I said. I’ve yet to learn how to manifest anything and she seemed to be doing it with ease.

      “I’m glad you think so,” she said. “But it’s really nothing.” Isolde smiled shyly, her bangs falling into her face and covering one eye. She brushed them back with nervous fingers.

      I saw Mr. Gordon exit the house across the street and told Isolde I needed to talk with him.

      “I can come with you,” she said, stepping in line to follow.

      “That’s not necessary,” I said and crossed the street ahead of her, calling for Mr. Gordon to wait up.

      “Oh, okay,” was the last I heard from the soft voice in my wake.

      Mr. Gordon stopped as I reached the front lawn. “Your father finally let you out of your cage? What does he have you working on now?”

      “Resisting your freezing power.” I cracked a smirk.

      “That’ll come in handy,” he said and glanced down the street. “The newcomers have been a big help today. They’re a great addition to the team. What do you think of Isolde?”

      “She seems like a nice kid,” I said.

      Mr. Gordon stared at me with one eyebrow raised. “Anyway, we’ve cleared out much of the street. Everyone else is down there.”

      I looked in the direction he was pointing and saw my mother, Logan, and the others clustered in the street six or seven houses down. Isolde was now walking toward the group, alone.

      “I haven’t seen you much since we arrived,” Mr. Gordon said. “How are you? Your mother told me about Desiree and that you and your father took her home.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “It was hard, but what I had to do.”

      “It’s better this way. She belongs with her family like you do with yours.”

      “Yeah.”

      Mom was now walking toward us, just passing Isolde. She looked so different, now dressed in black army fatigues like all the other soldiers, her baggy pants tucked into leather boots, a pistol hanging from her right hip, and her hair pulled back into a thick ponytail. She wasn’t just my mother anymore, but a strong woman not to be trifled with. As she approached, she pulled out a pack of cigarettes from a cargo pocket halfway down her thigh, tapped one out, and brought it to her lips. She snapped her fingers, releasing a small flame from one fingertip and igniting the end of the cigarette.

      “Oliver, glad you could make it,” she said, blowing smoke from her nose.

      “Nicholae finally let me out of my cage,” I said, glancing at Mr. Gordon for a reaction.

      “We’re ready to move to the next street, after we bury these bodies.” She took another drag from her cigarette and then examined it like she wasn’t quite sure what to make of it, like it had gone rotten. “I don’t really have the desire anymore. It’s just a habit now.”

      Mr. Gordon plucked the cigarette from her outstretched fingers and stamped it out in the weed-ridden grass. She didn’t object, but removed the pack from her pocket.

      “It was filling a void that’s no longer there,” he said.

      “You always have been the voice of reason,” Mom said and dropped the pack to the ground. “I wish I didn’t lose all those years.”

      Mr. Gordon shrugged. “It was a good decision at the time. We made it together, if you remember.”

      “I do.”

      Mom left to check in with Nicholae. Mr. Gordon said it was time for a break and joined her, both of them disappearing through the front door in the quiet house across the street.

      Sporadic gusts of wind lifted corners and rippled the white sheets covering the long line of bodies in the road. I approached the dead—all people who would still be alive today if it wasn’t for Kafka and his ambitions. I didn’t know any of them personally, but I mourned them all the same.

      Mr. Gordon had laid a similar sheet over Jeremy’s body before we buried him. He was mangled in ways I didn’t even want to imagine, his body destroyed from the fall. I had enough nightmares. I saw the broken shell of my brother from afar, but Mr. Gordon had shrouded him in white before I got too close. These blanketed bodies before me were destroyed as well, but in far more unnatural ways.

      The bulks under the blankets were all different sizes. It was too easy to pick out the children, like a morbid game I would have thought funny at one time, back in my regular life, back before I knew what death really was. The smell of rot never wafted through the television. Realizing these were real people instead of characters from a script changed my emotional response. When Desiree had first seen the horror here; she’d wretched into the grass several times. I didn’t, but I would have been lying if I’d said I didn’t feel sick, a sickness that returned every time the bodies did—the feeling a little less, but still present.

      Maybe the day it’s not is the day I should truly be frightened.

      The first thunderclap of gunfire didn’t startle me. Somehow it felt like a dream—like another recurring nightmare clawing its way into my waking hours. My attention remained on the bodies before me. It sounded so far away. There were screams, but they were far away, too.

      My head rolled slowly, followed by the rest of my body, until I was facing the attack. Not just an attack, but an ambush.

      Members of our team were scattering in all directions, with a majority trying to head this way, toward the safety of the door across the street from me. People ducked behind fused trees and junked cars, but the bullets were coming from both sides of the street, from two houses across from each other. The entire group was caught in the crossfire.

      “Oliver! Get help!” someone yelled, which I think was Logan, but I couldn’t isolate him in the sudden chaos.

      Hearing my name broke me from my pensive daze. My instincts kicked in all at once, causing me to reach for the gun under my armpit and sprint into the fire. I wasn’t listening, just reacting. If I had been listening, I would have run for the door. But my legs seemed to always lead me into danger.

      I finally spotted Logan lying down in the grass, crawling on his elbows toward a car parked in a nearby driveway. If he could only get to the far side of the car, he’d be out of the direct line of fire. At least ten people were running toward me like a frantic herd. Other off-spurts of the initial group sought cover in houses farther down the street. Micah seemed to be helping an injured person propped against a tree trunk. Darius did his best to shield a woman from gunfire as they clambered toward safety on unsteady hands and feet.

      Gunshots whizzed through the herd barreling toward me, dropping one person to the road.

      I skidded to a stop, fell to one knee, and fired back—trying to provide cover for the incoming evacuees. But the bullets were swarming in from multiple directions and I couldn’t even see where. I had to focus and protect myself.

      And just as the thought crossed my mind, a blindingly sharp pain ripped through my left shoulder, spinning me a quarter-circle as I crumpled to the concrete, my gun rocketing from my hand with a metallic clang.

      I couldn’t hear if I was screaming, all I heard was white noise muffling the rest of the world. I had felt bullets bury themselves into my bulletproof vest, punching me so hard I wanted to vomit. I had removed the vest and dared Nicholae to shoot me without protection, knowing I could will it safely through me or handle the pain. I was wrong on both counts now. And I didn’t think I needed the vest anymore, powerful enough to handle myself without it. Stupid.

      The pain radiated from my throbbing shoulder, but shot all through my body like electrical pulses. I rolled onto my back to take the extra pressure off my shoulder, but the ground against the exit wound didn’t provide much relief. My eyes and nose leaked uncontrollably and it hurt too much to breathe. To move. To think. All I could focus on was the pain growing inside me like a malignant tumor.

      I couldn’t hear gunfire anymore. I saw the legs of people darting by me. But one person stopped and knelt at my side.

      “You’re going to be okay,” a sweet voice called from the ether.

      I imagined myself back in school, with a screwdriver protruding from my abdomen, sitting in a limp heap against the bottom row of lockers. A number of students were huddled around me, expressing varying levels of concern. It was Desiree’s face that broke through the haze, through the cascading waterfall in front of my eyes.

      “Oliver!” the gentle voice called again. “I’m going to apply some pressure, but it will only hurt for a moment.”

      “Thank you,” I said to Desiree, somehow knowing that Mr. Gordon would be entering the scene any second now to help me up and drag me away from these awful bullies, like he always did, right on cue.

      I felt cold hands, not the soft touch of Desiree’s sweater, on my shoulder. The wound and surrounding skin quickly heated to a boil and then cooled just as fast like it had been dunked in an ice water bath.

      But Desiree didn’t remember me and I was no longer at school. I knew these things, but the scene felt so real, like it was happening now—like this was the real experience and my memory a precognition.

      When my eyes came back into focus and the shadows of my concerned classmates disappeared, I saw a teenage girl with wavy brown hair gazing down on me. All that was missing were her bright emerald eyes.

      The agony radiating from my shoulder and rushing throughout my body was subsiding down to a dull ache, and then not even that. I heard gunshots in the distance again and the panic of more people charging by us.

      “We need to go,” Isolde urged. “Can you stand?”

      “I think so,” I replied, propped myself on an elbow, and hesitantly pushed up to a fully seated position.

      “Let me help you.” Isolde reached for my hand to pull me to my feet when two hands grabbed her small shoulders. Wisps of blonde hair blew onto the side of her face.

      “Com’on!” Micah yelled, urging her forward.

      Before he took another step, all the panic around us ceased at once.

      At first I thought I may have been shot again, on the verge of blacking out—a bad shot, where the pain no longer registered. Just nothing. But I hadn’t taken a second bullet. I was still seated. Isolde still had her hand in mine, Micah’s hands still on her shoulders. No one moved—I couldn’t move.

      I stared straight into Isolde’s light blue eyes, but she wasn’t looking back at me. She was facing me, but her eyes weren’t seeing me—they were cold and blank like a statue’s.

      It became obvious really fast what was happening, and this wasn’t part of the training. I could see, more so than simply straight ahead, like I could move my head inside my own body. My entire body was frozen, a coffin imprisoning me, and the me inside seemed to move, kick, and scream.

      “Wake up!” I yelled at Isolde from deep within my quarantine. She had special gifts of her own. She’d healed me from a bullet wound as well as Mr. Gordon would have. She had to be fighting this, too.

      People in every direction were just as inert and lost as Isolde and Micah, stopped in midflight. I could faintly hear the surrounding sounds of the outdoors, birds and breeze, but the thundering gunfire and shouting had ceased.

      Someone must have made it through the door. Help would be coming. I believed—knew it to be true.

      I fought against my frozen limbs, but no matter how much they moved in my mind, I remained immobile.

      I witnessed a flash of movement, a flutter of black, from behind Isolde. There was a sliver of clear space between her and Micah, and I strained to make out what had caught my attention.

      A man dressed in head-to-toe black sauntered through the field of frozen bodies, strolling down the center of the street with heavy footsteps, boots clapping against the pavement like iron horseshoes. He assessed the statues he passed with a feline curiosity, brushing one with long, porcelain fingers.

      I didn’t know whether to thank Nicholae for the session this morning, for the progress I’d made in a few short hours, or curse him for my newly acquired static state of awareness. I sat helpless and alone as the bogeyman continued toward me, with two new friends acting as my only defense—two useless human shields.
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      I willed for the movement of a single finger, a single toe—anything to show I had the power to overcome my imprisonment. Nicholae had said the more people being controlled diluted the control over each individual. I assumed that was the only reason I was still awake since I hadn’t been expecting the assault like I’d been privy to during the training. Subconsciously, my body could now react to what I’d already learned—but it wasn’t going to grow that ability on its own as a reaction.

      Kafka was almost up to me, taking his time with slow, deliberate strides, the booming of each footstep ticking—counting down in my head. He didn’t say a word. I knew he saw me now, with a sickly feeling in the back of my throat that he always saw me. His dark eyes with little crimson flecks were locked on mine.

      “Someone’s awake,” he finally said in the deep voice I equated to my time on the Observation Deck of Lorne Tower.

      Without stopping, he grabbed a fistful of Micah’s long hair, yanked his hands free from Isolde’s shoulders, and reached across his body to grab the knife on his belt.

      “No!” I screamed into my soundproof confines, but there was no stopping the motion to which he was already committing.

      Kafka ran the blade across Micah’s neck, which opened up like an overripe fruit. Isolde shielded me from much of the spray, but I wasn’t left completely dry. Droplets of blood streaked down my face and I couldn’t do a thing to wipe them away.

      Kafka let Micah’s limp body fall, where he finished draining out onto the street. He systematically moved on to Isolde.

      Before he had the chance to level the dripping blade to her throat, the knife was ripped from his powerful grip.

      Kafka swirled in a flash, leaving Isolde in a new kneeling position, in a frozen state of falling backwards. The dagger stopped in midair, suspended between him and—Mr. Gordon!

      Mr. Gordon had his right arm extended, fingers flexed, straining to will the dagger to him. The veins in his forehead popped and his whole body shook.

      The dagger didn’t move in either direction.

      “I know you,” Kafka growled.

      Mr. Gordon didn’t answer, refusing to even look at Kafka. His eyes—his entire body was fixed on the suspended dagger.

      “Daniel…” Kafka let the name linger on his lips like hot sauce. “You can’t last much longer. I can feel it.”

      Matilda and Erik burst through the door embedded in the house across the street, bolting to join Mr. Gordon. More people with guns spilled out behind them.

      “Give my regards to Nicholae. He really should have been here,” Kafka said and all of the frozen bodies dropped to the ground.

      My suspended arms fell to my sides as I attempted to regain control of my limbs.

      The knife sailed back to Kafka in a lightning flash, and as soon as it reached his hand, he was gone, instantly vanished like a ghost—like the bogeyman he didn’t claim to be.

      After an orientating time delay, Isolde began to scream, scrambling to her hands and knees after splashing into the dissipating river of her brother’s blood. She placed a hand on his open neck like she could erase the wound and he would miraculously awake. I leaned into her and she turned and crushed me with a sobbing hug.

      Mr. Gordon was on his knees now, doubled over on fists, head hanging low between his shoulders. Mom charged past him and Isolde’s mother came running from another direction, each parent stealing away her respective child for a moment of grieving and a moment of relief.

      The rest of Kafka’s men were also gone. The street was back to the way we’d originally found it—the aftermath of an unnatural disaster. We lost three more people besides Micah, four selfless volunteers in total, due to the gunfight. They lost none.

      We brought the bodies of our own back to the camp and buried the ones lining the street in the backyard of the house we were using as a portal. Erik and Matilda pushed them into the ground without having to dig holes, like I’d seen them do outside of the cathedral after the fall of the previous camp.

      I felt guilty not knowing the names of the other three members of our group killed in the attack. Knowing Micah was hard enough, and I didn’t know much more about him than his name. I believed I would have liked him a lot if I’d gotten the chance to know him better. But such was loss, the endless loop of what-ifs.

      Our lost members were buried behind one of the far buildings in a neat row. Rectangular wooden markers stood at slight angles in commemoration of the fallen.

      I found Isolde seated alone in the grass, rocking with her knees tucked into her chest, staring at the vacant wall of the building. The sun was on its way down, casting enough darkness in its wake to temporarily erase Micah’s name from the whitewashed marker, a color as pure as the sheets Isolde used to cover the bodies in town.

      “You can sit down if you like,” she said, soft as the breeze. She didn’t look back at me, so I wondered if she knew who she was talking to, or if it even mattered.

      I complied with her request, pulling up alongside her and crossing my legs.

      “I never got a chance to thank you,” I said, massaging my shoulder in remembrance of the pain, which was now only a distant memory. It hadn’t even left a scar, unlike my other shiny injuries. I checked.

      “You’re welcome,” she replied, timidly peering over at me for the briefest of moments, then back at the blank wall.

      “And I’m sorry,” I continued. “Micah seemed like a great guy. I know I didn’t really know him and people always say things like that at times like these, but I truly believe he was.”

      “Thank you. He always took care of me, the way a big brother should look after a little sister.”

      Or a little brother, I thought.

      “I had a big brother, too, you know.” I looked at the white wooden posts and thought of the crooked metal cross I’d made for Jeremy.

      She looked over at me expectantly, her eyes red and wet from an afternoon of quiet mourning.

      “So I know what you’re feeling. It wasn’t too long ago actually…and he too was killed…murdered by the same man.” I suddenly remembered and was simultaneously thankful that she hadn’t witnessed what I had seen—on both counts—the vicious murder of my brother or the cold discarding of hers.

      “You saw him?”

      I nodded. “Do you know who it was?”

      Now she nodded. “Everyone does. He’s why we’re here, right?”

      I couldn’t disagree with that. Kafka Lorne had touched so many lives, with so many of the reactions mixed. He was hated and loved, feared and revered, destroyer and savior. I’d seen what he’s built and I’d seen what he’s destroyed.

      Isolde scooted closer to me so she could lay her head on my shoulder, the one she’d fixed so elegantly. Not a hint of pain remained, even with the weight of her head on me.

      “Tell me about your brother,” she said.

      So I did, recalling all the fond memories I could while she closed her eyes and used my anecdotes as a distraction from her aching heart. As I spoke, I thought of Desiree and imagined her curled up at my side. Talking about Jeremy again brought back the memory of standing over his grave, hand-in-hand with Desiree. She’d told me she loved me during that conversation and it hurt even more to think that I’d lost her, too.

      Isolde was crying again. I could feel her tears dampening my shirt. When I turned my head to see if she was all right, she did the same and pressed her lips against mine, silencing me midsentence. Her lips were salty and moist from her tears and a part of me wanted to pull her onto my lap and fully commit to what we were doing—but I didn’t. Instead, I pulled back, abruptly ending the kiss.

      She wiped her eyes and cheeks with the heels of her palms, turning her gaze back to the wooden marker. It was darker now, the flood lights turned on, but none illuminated the area where we sat in the grass. With her head slightly bowed and her long hair falling into her face, she hid her expression from me.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t,” I said. “You’re a beautiful girl—”

      “Because of the girl from the hospital?”

      “Yes.”

      “The one who didn’t remember you?”

      “She’s not just anyone. I’m in love with her. I can’t do this to her.” I waited to see if she’d say something back, and when she didn’t, I added, “I hope you can understand.”

      I left Isolde the way I found her, tear-stricken and alone. I had an uncontrollable urge to see Desiree, unable to think about anything else until I snuck into her room. I wanted to wake her up, wanted to talk with her so badly, even just to hear her say she still had no memory of me. Hearing her voice expressing whatever she wanted to get off her chest would be enough. But without Nicholae, all I could do was sit beside her catatonic body and remember. I didn’t even have the luxury of listening to her breathe.

      Desiree’s birthday was coming up and I wanted to spend it with her, to get her something nice, and celebrate her turning sixteen before me. It would be cruel to force her to sleep through it as just another day.

      I went searching for Nicholae to tell him of my plan of waking her up for her birthday and see when we’d start the hunt for her mirror. I didn’t want her locked away any longer than she had to be.

      As usual, Ingrid gave away his location, stationed stoically outside the door of the training facility from this morning. She gave me a slight, cordial nod as I passed and entered the building without knocking.

      Nicholae, Erik, and Cassandra sat around a circular table in the center of the otherwise empty room. A wreath of glowing orbs floated overhead, casting the far corners of the room in shadows. One vacated chair sat between Nicholae and Cassandra.

      “Umm...I can come back,” I said, prepared to turn and leave.

      “Nonsense,” Nicholae said, waving me over. “We have a chair waiting for you.”

      Taking a seat, I quickly caught myself slouching and forced my body to full attention to match the posture of everyone else at the table.

      “How are you doing?” Cassandra asked.

      “I’m okay,” I lied. I doubted anyone truly believed me, but it was important to project strength around them in order to remain in the inner circle.

      “My boy’s tough,” Nicholae boasted.

      Cassandra squeezed my shoulder. “And that new girl fixed you up real nice.”

      “Isolde,” I said. “Her name is Isolde.”

      “Of course,” she said nonchalantly.

      “She lost her brother today. If it wasn’t for the both of them, I’d probably be... I owe them my life.”

      “You were awake,” Nicholae said. “Just like we practiced. And under Kafka’s power. Very commendable.”

      “Yeah, a whole lot of good that did me. I would have been able to see him kill me.”

      “But unlike we practiced, you went out there without your vest.”

      “I thought—”

      “You thought you could handle it, whatever came your way,” Nicholae said, cutting me off—finishing my sentence even though I didn’t want to admit it.

      “Where were you during all this?” I asked bitterly.

      “That’s what we were just discussing,” Nicholae answered. “I trust you’ve gotten a good look at Kafka’s coveted dagger by now? I know where he got it from—who gave it to him.”

      “Yeah, you mentioned something about a mentor.”

      “Bryten Archanum,” Nicholae said. “Kafka hasn’t talked much about him over the centuries, but not even he can conceal information of that magnitude forever. Cornelius was my mentor, Zachariah his. But Kafka—he pronounced himself as the beginning. The alpha. Two centuries passed before I ever heard him utter the Archanum family name.”

      “So what?” I asked. “What does that matter now?”

      “Because we have a better chance of getting Bryten’s help than getting that dagger away from Kafka.”

      “Mr. Gordon nearly did it today.”

      “No,” Erik said. “I was there, too. Kafka was still in complete control. He had to drop his hold on everyone to get it back. Do you even realize how many people he was holding at once? Daniel stalled him just long enough for the rest of us to arrive. Nothing more.”

      I didn’t believe him. I still gave Mr. Gordon much more credit than the Lornes at this table were willing to provide.

      Nicholae leaned forward, both hands rolled into fists on the table. “I believe the Archanums are not gone like Kafka said and getting help from Bryten is our best move against him. Let me stop you before you ask. I can see the question escaping. Allow me to back up. Kafka is very powerful. No one can deny that—but Kafka has lived all of his many lifetimes in the shadow of Bryten Archanum. He needed the Lorne name to exude power, so that’s what he built. But it has always been in the shadow of the Archanum name, primarily in his own mind because Bryten didn’t seek the same fulfillment through fame and acknowledgement. He wasn’t competing. But his power was unparalleled. Kafka, on the other hand, has always been competing. Since Kafka couldn’t build the planes himself, he set out to destroy them. What you can’t build, tear down. I believe the tearing down can be his undoing.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “Because he is tearing down what Bryten built. Killing the guardians—killing Bryten’s creations.”

      “Which he can’t be thrilled about,” Erik added.

      “If he cared, then wouldn’t he have already done something?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” Nicholae said. “Maybe not. Maybe he doesn’t know.”

      “How’s that possible? How could he not have felt what happened? Wait—where is he?”

      Nicholae pointed up and I instinctively followed his finger to the suspended orbs above the table. “He created the planes. What makes you think he stopped here—or rather, where we’re from, which is now gone? Bryten kept going. Those who create typically continue to create, never satisfied with what’s completed.”

      “Kafka knew about the different planes because his mentor was the one who created them,” I said, just wanting to hear the statement aloud.

      “The major life secrets Kafka’s revealed to those joining the family have all been passed down to him through Bryten,” Nicholae said.

      “And who did he learn from?” I asked. “You know, since everyone learns from someone.”

      “You’d have to ask him,” Nicholae responded. “This is about as far as my knowledge of this man goes. He may be the true creator—or he may be another apprentice.” Nicholae shrugged and leaned back in his chair. “After our encounter with Kafka in the cave, I realized what our next move would need to be. Since then we’ve all been searching for the next plane—the road to Bryten Archanum. Cassandra was the first to see it, almost a week ago, while I was focused on getting your mother back. And this morning, I finally broke through. I must admit, not the best timing, but a significant breakthrough. And I’d like you to come with us.”

      “Really?” I asked. “I don’t think I’m—”

      “Yes, you are.” Nicholae smiled. “I want you at my side when we meet him.”

      I didn’t know what to say. “Thank you,” I finally muttered.

      “We’ll leave in the morning,” Erik said.

      “Alpha team?” I asked sardonically.

      Light laughter circled the table, and when it died down, Nicholae spoke up.

      “I don’t know what to expect, so we have to be prepared. We have to be on guard at all times. This could be the big break we need.”

      “I’m excited,” Erik said.

      “So excited,” Cassandra echoed.

      I was apprehensive, but felt good with the company I’d be in. Then my thoughts returned to the original reason I’d sought out Nicholae.

      “What about Desiree?” I asked. “You said you’d help me find her mirror, so I can get her back.”

      “Matilda is on it. I’ve already given the order,” Nicholae said. “And perhaps we’ll have good news when we return.”

      “That would be a nice change.”

      “She’ll be safe. Don’t worry.” Nicholae then turned back to the group. “I think we’ve discussed enough for tonight. Let’s all get some sleep. We leave at dawn.”

      As Erik and Cassandra left, Nicholae pulled me aside. “Don’t mention this to your mother. I want to talk with her first.”

      I nodded in understanding and went back to my room, not knowing if I would be able to sleep tonight. Another plane. Each one has challenged everything I believe. What would this one be like? With each plane being a step in the evolution of its creator, I imagined some new Eden-like oasis. Lush forests. An abundance of animals. Natural perfection. But what if I was wrong?

      “How are you dealing with what happened today?” Mom asked, exiting the bathroom in a plush robe, drying her hair with an oversized towel.

      I didn’t want to keep reiterating I was fine, but that was all I could say.

      “We’ll all have to be more careful,” she said. “We stupidly had our guard down today.”

      “It’s no one’s fault.” I walked straight to my bed. “I’m gonna turn in for the night.”

      We were the only ones in the room. I didn’t know where Logan and the others were and wanted to be asleep before they returned.

      Mom sat on the edge of the bed. “I can’t lose you,” she said somberly. “Not you, too. You’re all I have left.”

      “You have Nicholae,” I said.

      “I know, but you know what I mean.”

      I did. Nicholae was technically family, but not part of a family we were used to anymore. I still couldn’t call him anything but Nicholae—especially with how youthful he currently looked.

      “We’ll be more careful,” she said again. “Starting right now.”

      I nodded, thinking of the new adventure I was committed to tomorrow.

      Nicholae quietly entered the building as if to save me from accidentally revealing tomorrow’s agenda. Only the sound of the door clicking shut gave him away.

      “Helen, can I speak with you,” he asked, but didn’t use the inflection of a question, and then added, “Outside.”

      He ushered her out the door. “Good night, Oliver. I’ll see you at dawn,” he said and turned off the light.
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      I was awake when Mom came back. She didn’t turn on the light, but sat at the table in the corner of the room for a long time. I was still awake when Logan and Autumn returned, a few hours later. While whispering to each other, I realized Darius was with them. I pretended to be asleep—but I never actually got there. I lay still, changed sides occasionally, but slumber remained elusive.

      Once the room was quiet, and once I knew I would never get to sleep, I silently slipped out of the room. I stepped down to Provex City, then one more plane, to Los Angeles.

      The city never slept, so it wasn’t overly difficult to hail down a cab. I gave the driver Desiree’s address and he glared at me skeptically in the rearview mirror.

      “How old are you kid?” he asked.

      “Old enough. I’m good for it. Just drive,” I insisted and handed him a twenty.

      “It’s gonna be more than that.”

      “I’ve got more money at home.”

      He reluctantly pulled away from the curb and headed for the freeway. The hour drive to Desiree’s house left me with too much time to think. About Desiree. About Jeremy. About almost having my throat slit open this morning. About what was in store for me tomorrow? I couldn’t clear my head, which was the one thing I needed to do most.

      I couldn’t suppress the nostalgia when we exited the 5 freeway and made our way through the neighborhood streets to reach her house, or my house—the place I called home before my life got turned upside-down, chewed up, and spit out. When we reached her house, it was a two-minute run to my house, but there was nothing left for me there but ghosts and regrets.

      I opened the door of the cab and said, “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

      “You owe me fifty-two bucks, plus tip,” he said, his eyes glaring like ice in the rearview mirror. He never wanted to look at me directly. “Don’t make me come in after you.”

      “You got my word; I’ll be back—two minutes tops.” I strolled up Desiree’s driveway, making my way for the front door, when I realized he’d be watching me. I glanced back and turned toward the backyard. There I could pass through a door or wall safely, without rousing suspicion.

      I padded my way up to Desiree’s room. Her mother and Melanie were fast asleep. I peered into each one of their rooms just to make sure and wished I could have reassured them somehow, but there was nothing I could say or do—all I could do was keep her safe, get her back. Rummaging through her room, I found what I was looking for without too much effort. I exited through the front door so the driver could see me leave. And he was watching me like a hawk. I plopped into the back seat and tapped on the Plexiglas.

      “Back to where you picked me up,” I said.

      “What? Are you kidding me, kid?” He turned around in his seat for the first time to see me with a bulging backpack set next to me. “Where’s the money you said you were gonna get? Look at the meter. I’m not leaving until—”

      “Right here,” I said, stopping him midsentence, reaching into my coat, and pulling out the handgun tucked there for every future occasion.

      We have to be more careful.

      “I know this isn’t bulletproof,” I said, pointing the barrel at the back of his head, tapping it twice against the Plexiglas like his own personal doomsday clock. “Now fucking drive!”

      He dropped me off where I originally got in, without any further payment. He didn’t even request it. The cab sped off the second my feet hit the pavement. The city was as asleep as it would ever be, hung over and dreading the new day.

      I was back to the compound in minutes, back before dawn and damn proud of myself.

      I found Nicholae in bed with my mother, which surprised me after seeing her return from their talk, and caused me to lose my words, and my nerve, for a breath.

      “Oliver,” they both said, startled by my intrusion. I guess I was lucky Nicholae didn’t simply attack me out of reflex.

      “Just you,” I said to Nicholae, wanting to get out of the room as soon as possible. They had just been sleeping, but—but I had enough trouble sleeping.

      Nicholae joined me outside wearing only a pair of black sweatpants, the elastic bottoms pushed up to just below his knees. “What’s this about?” he demanded.

      “I need you to wake her up,” I said, already heading to the door-less building. “Just for a short while. Before dawn breaks.”

      “Too late,” he said, pointing at the purple sky.

      “I just need a little bit of time with her before we go. That’s all.”

      “You couldn’t have done this yesterday? Last night? What’s in the pack?”

      “Some of her things,” I said, reaching Desiree’s building, quickly scanning the nearby paths, and entering through the wall.

      “You went to her house?”

      “Yes. Are you gonna help me or not?”

      “Thirty minutes.”

      “Okay.”

      “Then I will need you to get ready,” Nicholae said, reemphasizing the command I had given him. He marched over to the bed with bare feet and placed a hand on her forehead.

      Desiree stirred, sighed softly, and readjusted her body beneath the covers like she was waking from a dream.

      I kept my distance so as not to startle her too much. Nicholae was gone before she opened her eyes.

      Desiree took in the bright room around her, searching her brain, trying to recall her last memory.

      “Where’s the other boy?” she finally asked.

      It took me a moment to realize she was talking about Nicholae.

      “He left,” I said.

      “What did you give me—drug me with?”

      “Nothing,” I said, though I knew she wouldn’t believe me, nor understand what Nicholae had actually done to her. I knew I had to give her something else, so I added, “A strong sedative.”

      She scanned the walls, presumably looking for the closest door, but only finding the door to the bathroom.

      “I brought you a few things. Think of it as an early birthday present to make you feel more comfortable while you’re here.” I removed the backpack from my shoulder.

      “That’s mine, isn’t it?” she said, noticing the Elliott Smith button clipped to the small front pocket.

      “It’s all yours,” I said and tossed it onto the bed for her to rummage through on her own.

      She pulled out a folded pair of jeans, a few tops, some socks and underwear, the Elliott Smith sweatshirt I’d found in Provex City, a pair of headphones, a micro-USB wall charger, and a cell phone. Desiree brought up the home screen on her cell phone.

      “It won’t have a signal here,” I said, stamping out her glimmer of hope. “I didn’t bring it here to taunt you, but so you could listen to music. I know how much you love it.”

      “You’ve been in my house. You went through my things, invading my privacy,” she said softly.

      “I know, and I’m sorry. I just thought you’d like to have some of your own things to—”

      “Make me feel more at home?”

      “To make you feel more comfortable,” I corrected. “I might not be back in time for your birthday, so I wanted to give you this stuff now. Can I sit next to you?”

      She nodded. “Who’ll be looking after me? The other boy? The woman from the hospital?”

      “No one,” I said and took a seat on the bed next to her pile of clothes.

      “Are you at least gonna bring me some food and water?”

      “I’ll leave you with everything you need. I know it doesn’t mean much right now, but happy early birthday.”

      “Do you at least know how old I’ll be?” she asked, sounding genuinely curious for my answer.

      “Of course,” I said. “Sixteen.”

      “Thank you,” she said and placed a hand on my thigh.

      I flinched internally and wanted to use that hand to pull her into me, but I didn’t move—sitting still as a statue.

      “You seem tense,” she said. “I thought I was the one that’s supposed to be nervous.”

      “It’s—it’s just what you do to me, even after all this time,” I replied, electric shocks shooting up my leg from where each one of her fingertips touched my pant leg.

      After a short silence of letting her hand linger on my thigh, I placed one over hers. My palms were sweating, but I didn’t care. I had to touch her.

      Without lifting her hand, Desiree leaned in as if to hug me. I opened my arms to her—and she reached one hand into my jacket and pulled out my handgun.

      “Back the hell up!” she yelled, rising to her knees on the bed, leveling the gun in my face.

      I shot up, hands raised, and retreated a few steps.

      How could I be so stupid! I hadn’t even seen her notice my concealed weapon. I hadn’t been paying close enough attention.

      She kept the barrel aimed at me while she stuffed her belongings back into her backpack.

      I wasn’t going to fight her for possession of the gun. She wouldn’t really hurt me—other than my pride.

      “You can’t get out of here by shooting me,” I said, begging for her to retain some sense of rational thought.

      “Says you,” she growled, straining her voice. “Where’s the door hidden?”

      “That’s just it. There isn’t one. You can’t get out without knocking down the steel reinforced wall, and I don’t see that happening.”

      “Well, you and the other boy seem to be able to come and go as you please.”

      “True, but I can’t take you.”

      “SHOW ME THE WAY OUT!” she screamed. “I have the gun now. I’m not staying here another minute. I’m not screwing around. You have ten seconds. Ten...”

      “Desiree, don’t do this.”

      “Nine...eight...seven—I will shoot you.”

      “This isn’t going to get you out of here.”

      “Six...five...”

      “I would never hurt you.”

      “Four...three...two...”

      “This is your last chance. Give me the gun.”

      “My last chance?” Desiree scoffed. “Are you going to show me the way out?”

      I shook my head, deciding whether I was going to let her shoot me or wrench the gun right out of her hands with one focused thought.

      “One.” The gun was shaking in her hands. From her new perspective, she’d never shot one before.

      “You’re not a murderer,” I said. “You’re a good person. Do you remember what it felt like when you heard that TJ had shot himself? With his father’s handgun. In his room after school.”

      She was crying now, first the tears, leading to great air-sucking sobs. She didn’t drop the gun, but she dropped her aim.

      “I’m sorry, Desiree,” I said, reaching a hand out—for the gun, for her hand—I didn’t know.

      She wiped her nose with her free hand, slung the backpack on one shoulder and bolted past me, straight for the bathroom, closing and locking the door behind her. Her crying had turned into a horrible wail, nearly bringing tears to my eyes.

      “I’m sorry for bringing up such a bad memory,” I said through the door.

      “Just leave me alone,” she said in a strained, muffled voice from her new sanctuary.

      I sat on the floor, back to the door, and hugged my knees. I turned my head to look over my shoulder, at the closed door—to look through the door and into the bathroom. I wouldn’t go in after her, but I needed to see her.

      Desiree was sitting on the toilet with the lid down, both hands clasped around the grip of the gun, which hung limply between her knees. She stared at the tile floor just beyond her feet.

      “I’m just trying to help you,” I said. “We were so happy together.”

      “We are not together,” she said, and her words slammed into me like a shovel. “You can’t be my captor and my friend. It doesn’t work that way. All you had to do was show me the way out. Is this what I have to look forward to? Celebrate the rest of my birthdays in this dreadful one-room prison?”

      “No,” I said too soft for her to probably hear. “This will be the only one. I—I just want you back.”

      “Maybe you’re not supposed to get me back. I don’t know what it is you think we had, but that’s gone. I don’t know you. You don’t know me. You seem to think you do, but you don’t. And now you’re just another obsessed lunatic trying to hold onto what doesn’t belong to him. Please—let me go.”

      “I can’t,” I whispered, even softer, not wanting a reply.

      Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out my cell phone. I opened the music player app and let the melancholy voice of Elliott Smith pour from the small speakers.

      “I do know you. Not just from going through your room, but from all the time we spent together. I know and I’m sorry you don’t remember right now,” I said and let the nostalgic song take me to a happier place for a few minutes, with the hope that it would reach her, too, and maybe trigger some locked memory.

      We listened to several songs without saying a word. She didn’t move from her seat on the toilet, but her crying subsided. The lines of tears streaking her cheeks dried up.

      “You introduced me to him,” I finally said. “And every time I hear one of his songs, it reminds me of you.”

      “TJ introduced me to Elliott Smith back when I was in seventh or eighth grade,” she said. “Back before—before everything got messed up.”

      “I know,” I said. “Don’t say anymore; I said enough.”

      “Some new family moved into his house. It was too painful for his parents to stay there.”

      “Yeah, I can imagine. Have you met the new family?”

      “No,” she said, and I believed the conviction behind that one syllable word.

      It felt good to finally have a partially calm conversation with her again, giving me a glimpse of what we once had, even though there was a gun and a closed door between us now.

      My time was quickly running out and I was hoping to see her—really see her—one more time before I left.

      Matilda would find Desiree’s mirror while we were gone and all would be back to normal, as normal as my life had become.

      “I have to get going,” I said, looking at the time on my phone and closing the music player app. “One day this will all make sense, hopefully sooner rather than later.”

      “Are you going to bring me some food before you go?” Desiree asked. “I’m getting awfully hungry.”

      “Of course,” I said. “I won’t leave you here to starve. I’ll be back with everything you need momentarily.” I ran my hand along the grain lines of the wood, looking at her through the door as if it were one-way glass. She looked up at the door from inside the bathroom like she could actually see me, and it made me smile—a slight pained smile, but a smile nonetheless.

      I left through the wall and found Nicholae walking toward me.

      “I just wanted to check up on you,” he said. “Are you ready?”

      “Yeah,” I said, though my weak response did little to mask the lie. “You can put her back under now. But just so you know, she has my gun and is hiding out in the bathroom.”

      “That sure doesn’t sound like progress,” Nicholae said and disappeared into the building.

      I stood by the outer wall and listened. All was quiet.
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      Eli stood with Kafka and the remainder of his half of the Lorne family—Lazarus, Malakye, Tomarah, and Icarus—in a Doria backyard a block away from Lorne Tower on the plane below. Malakye and Icarus both had shovels, digging a coffin-sized hole in the yellowing lawn. They were now both stationed within the hole, tossing shovelfuls of dirt up to the surface.

      “Shouldn’t the newbie be digging his own grave?” Icarus asked. “You’re getting soft in your old age.”

      “Maybe I am,” Kafka said, cracking a small smile. “But don’t go getting any ideas.”

      “No, sir. Just an observation.” Icarus threw his shovel up and over the edge and used both hands to climb out of the hole like an experienced rock climber. His shiny helmet of a hairdo was disheveled from the labor, falling into his face and sticking up at severe angles. He tried to flatten it as best as he could with his dirty hands.

      Malakye clambered out of the hole a few shovelfuls later. “Are you ready for this?” He clapped Eli on the back, hard enough to make him readjust his balance as to not fall into his open grave prematurely.

      “Umm…I guess so,” Eli stammered.

      “Your gun,” Kafka instructed.

      Eli reached into the backside of his jeans, handed it over, and asked, “What was yours?”

      “I was burned alive in a past life—a life before this current journey began. A gift from Bryten.”

      Everyone gathered around the hole like preparing for a eulogy. Kafka placed a hand on Eli’s shoulder, who appreciated the fatherly gesture, something he never felt like he received back home.

      “I appreciate everything you’ve done for us in the short time you’ve been here—everything you’ve done for me,” Kafka said, gazing down into the hole. “All that I’ve asked of you. Receptive of everything I’ve taught you. And this is your reward, something I’ve never offered so quickly. I do not take this next step lightly—this next step in your journey. I am putting my trust in you, and now you must do the same. Do you remember everything I’ve told you?”

      “This is a hard way to go,” Icarus said.

      “Is there an easy way to go?” Tomarah asked, her golden hair unruly in the breeze, whipping across her delicate face.

      “They’re all hard, Eli,” Kafka said. “That’s why this will change who you are, shape your destiny. What’s your daediem’s name?”

      “Jag Hellion,” Eli replied.

      “Is he here?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s going to help you out and then he’s going to take you. There’s only one way back.” Kafka nodded to Icarus and Malakye to pick up their shovels.

      “I understand,” Eli said.

      “Are you scared?” Lazarus asked.

      “Yes,” Eli repeated.

      “You should be,” Kafka said. “This is your test. But we’ve all been through it—and we’ve all returned. Are you ready?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then get in.”

      Eli took a deep breath—maybe his last deep breath—and climbed into the hole (his open grave), lay down in the cold earth, and crossed his hands over his chest. He stared up at the five powerful pairs of eyes gazing down on him, their dark bodies backlit by the rising sun, and thought to himself that he might already be dead.

      I can do this.

      It was little reassurance. His windpipe seized up and his lungs burned. It was already happening. He couldn’t stop it. All he needed was one more breath, but he couldn’t suck any air into his lungs. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t breathe!

      The first shovelful of dirt hit him in the chest.

      I can’t do this.

      The second shovelful of dirt landed on his legs.

      Full panic set in instantaneously. He tried to cry for help, but nothing but a croak escaped his throat. He couldn’t lie here passively.

      “This is why it’s a phobia. Fighting will only make it worse,” Kafka called down from high above, from so far away, but Eli was beyond rational understanding.

      Eli tried to scramble to his feet, needing to crawl up to safety before—before it was too late.

      I can’t do this!

      The third shovelful of earth landed on his head, knocking him back to the ground. The fourth covered his face completely, filling his open mouth as he tried to pull in one last breath.

      Oh God, what have I done!
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      I took a lengthy hot shower to wake up from my long, eventful night. Nicholae had returned my handgun. I dressed in black clothes provided by the camp, my shoulder holster, bulletproof vest, and a black suede jacket to conceal my weapon. Logan was awake, but still lying in bed. I didn’t stop and explain to him where I was going, and just said I’d see him later like I was on my way to an early breakfast. Hopefully, it was the truth.

      I was the last to arrive in the training building, where the group was instructed to meet. Nicholae, Erik, and Cassandra all looked anxious to leave like I had set back the departure time by a few hours.

      “Oh, come on. I’m not late,” I said, joining the circle.

      “I didn’t say anything,” Nicholae replied.

      “Technically speaking, dawn broke thirty-seven minutes ago,” Erik offered. “Just saying.”

      Nicholae shrugged, but quickly got us on track. “No use wasting any more time.” He handed me a black gas mask with a green-tinted visor and a small canister attached to the chin guard.

      I noticed Erik and Cassandra held similar masks down at their sides.

      “What’s this for?” I asked.

      “You’ll want it where we’re going. Now take my hand and close your eyes. I’ve only done this once and it didn’t involve taking someone else. I’d like to get this right with one try.”

      I knew the drill, so I did what I was told, and did my best to match his powerful grip.

      I didn’t hear much of a difference when we transferred to the new plane, but I felt the heat immediately like stepping out of an air-conditioned house into direct summer sunlight. When I opened my eyes I got my first glimpse of a new wasteland. There was a dusting of gray snow under foot, with flurries still coming down from the angry orange and gray sky. But it was far too hot for snow. No—it wasn’t snow, but ashes. The clouds overhead were clouds of smoke, with flurries of ash raining down all around us.

      This wasn’t the shell of the falling plane we’d ventured through in trying to save the final two guardians, though this world seemed just as dead. We stood in a deserted field of burnt grass and skeletal low-lying shrubs. Black and naked trees were sparsely scattered throughout the desert. Small pockets of flames danced in every direction. Off in the distance, what was left of a forest was completely ablaze, as was a mountain range beyond. Nothing was alive, yet everything still burned. We’d walked right into Hell.

      My lungs burned in the thick air, reminding me of the gas mask dangling from my left hand. We all seemed to don our masks in unison, making us look like a post-apocalyptic gang of thugs. Our surroundings added to the motif.

      “What now? Which direction?” I asked.

      “We had discussed going north, checking out areas close to where the guardians had been. Seems like the most logical places to start,” Nicholae said, his voice thin and tinny from the mask.

      A wooden door appeared before us and swung inward, but the door didn’t vanish from view when it entered its new destination. It remained in view, just on the opposite side of the frame.

      “That’s strange,” Nicholae said and stepped through the open doorframe, which led just beyond the threshold. He circled around the frame and was right back where he’d started within a few steps.

      “And useless,” Erik said.

      “Just like the cave of the last guardian. Remember?” Cassandra said.

      “That’s right,” Erik exclaimed.

      The door vanished and we were left again to dumbly survey the terrain.

      “What’s that?” I asked, seeing what looked like a small metal dome off in the distance. It shined like it was reflecting nearby flames on its convex surface. From the heat and fires, far off images seemed to flow like water, making them hard to definitively make out. Even a distorted burning forest still looked like a forest, but what I saw as a metal dome in the middle of all this earthly ruin could have been anything.

      “Let’s check it out,” Nicholae said, to which he led the trek toward the burning forest and the strange reflecting dome.

      Without a door, it took us at least an hour to reach what was indeed a dome clad in reflective metal triangles. The sun was behind thick clouds of smoke, which made it feel like the day had passed by without me noticing.

      As we neared the oddly placed structure, it became more than a small dome in the sand. It was about the size of my one-story house on Wheeler. I was carrying my jacket and had rolled up my shirt sleeves after the first quarter mile. The burning forest loomed like a backdrop and the heat had become almost unbearable. Sweat poured into my eyes and my labored breathing fogged up the lens of my gas mask, forcing me to lift it every few minutes to clear it out. Every time I lifted the mask, my lungs caught fire, throwing me into a coughing fit. It was a vicious cycle between seeing and breathing.

      “Did you see that?” I asked, pointing to the front line of candle-lit trees, my mask pushed up. Beyond the dancing flames, I thought I saw something else moving within the inferno. But like a flicker, it was gone.

      “What?” Erik asked.

      “I think I saw something, too,” Cassandra said.

      “Care to elaborate?” Nicholae asked, removing his mask and spitting onto the lens. He spread the spittle around with two fingers.

      “Something moving,” I said. “I think it was something moving in the forest.”

      “We haven’t seen a single living thing since we arrived here. No birds overhead. No flies buzzing around us. No critters scurrying underfoot. Nothing.”

      “Something was certainly scurrying in the fire,” Cassandra said.

      I couldn’t quite share her conviction, but I didn’t think what I saw was another mirage.

      “I can’t say I’m fond of this place,” Erik said.

      I joined the general consensus that the feeling was mutual.

      Nicholae turned his attention back to the metal dome. There was an outline of a door made of the same material as the rest of the structure. Nicholae stood before it, a fragmented image of himself reflecting back. He was just about to knock, when the door opened.

      A small figure stepped out in a silver, reflective foil suit, complete with identical gloves and boot covers. Over his head he wore a silver helmet with a trunk-like tube extending to a backpack made of similar material to his suit.

      “I thought I heard voices,” a robotic voice projected from what appeared to be small speakers in the helmet. “It looks like rain. Please come in. Come in. Come in.”

      I looked up in search of rain clouds, but didn’t see a single one. It was still raining ashes, if that’s what he was talking about.

      Our new host stepped out into the ember flurries to clear the doorway and ushered us into his metallic hut.

      The inside of the dome reminded me of an elaborate bomb shelter. There was a small kitchenette, a wooden table with one chair, a plush recliner, a twin size bed, and numerous cabinets built into the curved walls. The floor was bare concrete with several throw rugs placed in strategic areas. Walls jutting out from one corner seemed to close off a bathroom. Otherwise, the inside was one open space. The entire sloped ceiling and walls glowed a natural white, providing all the light needed inside. And the air in the building was cool, almost cold after adjusting from the heat from outside.

      Our host walked toward some shelves by the bathroom. He shimmied off the backpack and disconnected the tube extending to his helmet before setting it down. He removed his helmet next and a mop of flat, greasy dark hair fell around his face—her face, down slightly past her chin. I hadn’t expected a woman. Her lips were thin, her face pock marked, and there was only the slightest hint of breasts in the curve of the silver suit.

      “My name is Te,” the woman said in a raspy voice, like she hadn’t used it in quite some time. There was a Velcro seam down the front of the suit, which hid a zipper. She peeled the suit down, crackling like tinfoil as she slipped out one limb at a time. Beneath she only wore gray sweat shorts and a tank top. Her breasts weren’t much bigger without the suit or a bra. Between the hollow of her chest hung a silver pendant with an intricate circular maze design, reminiscent of the DNA Brands of Provex City. The middle of the maze housed a capital “A.” Her skin was covered in freckles and red blotches. “Have you been traveling long? I don’t like to be outside myself.”

      “No,” Nicholae said, pacing around the big open room. “What is this place?”

      “This is my home,” Te said. “Allow me to get you refreshments. What would you like? Tea? I like tea. What are your names? Please tell me about yourselves. What was your crime? Why have you been cast into exile? And all of you together...it must have been something...”

      “Whoa, slow down,” Nicholae said and started by introducing himself, by first name only, then urging us to do the same. “What’s this about exile?”

      “Would you like some tea?” she asked again.

      “Please, that would be great. Wh—”

      “Anyone have an aversion to tea?”

      The rest of us shook our heads.

      Te rushed to the kitchenette, grabbing mugs, pouring water, setting down a tin of loose-leaf tea, and scooping some into small mesh balls with tong-like handles. She stirred the water in each mug with the tongs holding the tea, and the water began to boil in each mug within just a few rotations.

      “What is this place—not your home, but outside. Were you banished here?” Nicholae asked.

      “Oh yes,” Te said, walking a steaming mug to Nicholae, cupping it protectively in both hands. “I had to accept responsibility for the actions of my daediem. The verdict was just—fifteen years in Purgatorie.”

      “Delivered by whom?” Nicholae asked.

      “Who else? Sir Archanum.”

      “You know Bryten Archanum?” Nicholae asked.

      It felt good, like we were getting somewhere fast.

      “I know Sir and Madame Archanum,” she answered, bringing mugs of tea for the rest of us. “You must know. You’re here, too.”

      “Yes, of course,” Nicholae said and slurped loudly. “But you must know the way back.”

      “You should know that you can’t return from Purgatorie until your sentence is served. How is your tea? How long have you been wandering?”

      “Very good, thank you,” Cassandra said.

      “Not long,” Nicholae said.

      “What did your daediem do? Or was it you?” Te grabbed a mug for herself and repeated the brewing routine. “I love my tea. It reminds me of home. Why have you not built a house for yourselves? It’s dangerous to remain outside. I don’t like to go outside much. I mostly stay in here and count down the days.”

      “How long has it been?” Erik asked.

      “Nine years, four months, and thirteen days. I keep track, waiting for the day I’ll be summoned home. But now you’re here. It feels so good to have someone to talk to. The Scorched Ones can’t talk. Have you come across them yet? Terrible creatures, they are.”

      “What are the Scorched Ones?” I asked, immediately thinking of what I saw moving within the burning forest.

      Nicholae looked genuinely curious as well.

      Te turned to Erik and Cassandra. “You can’t keep your boys sheltered here. You seem like a nice family. Where are your medallions? If you’re thinking of taking mine, it will only save one of you.”

      “If you’re afraid of us stealing your medallion, then why are you keeping us as guests in your house?”

      “I’m not afraid,” she said matter-of-factly. “You’re the first travelers I’ve seen in four years, two months, and twenty-one days.”

      “Wow,” I said.

      “It’s been a long time. I had a cat. Her name was Maury. The Scorched Ones got her eighteen days into my sentence. There was nothing I could do.”

      “They just came and took your cat?”

      “No living thing is safe without a medallion provided by Sir Archanum. They ate her and left.” She shook her head, trying to shake the image from her memory. “So you were not given medallions and not turned into Scorched Ones, just sentenced to death by the Scorched Ones... What did you do to deserve such a fate? Do you want to share with your boys what awaits you?”

      Erik shook his head, trying to convey that he didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Then I’ll spare you the gruesome details, but I will be unable to protect you when they come. Please sit down. Over here. Come, come. I want you to be comfortable as long as you can. Are you unable to build your own shelter? I’m so sorry; I thought that was a common ability.”

      Nicholae suppressed a laugh. He was about to say something when Te began talking again.

      “Are you able to create your own food? There isn’t much available here. No water, either. If you can’t, then you have bigger problems than the Scorched Ones. Can I make you something to eat? Are you hungry?” She was directing her last two questions at Nicholae and me.

      “I’m fine,” Nicholae said. “We must speak with Sir Archanum. You must know the way back.”

      “You can’t go back,” she said.

      “I understand. But theoretically, if we could, what is the way back?”

      “How did you get here?” Te turned to what appeared to be the adults again.

      “Don’t remember,” Erik said.

      “I see. Your case is very peculiar, but what do I know. Are you hungry? I can make you something to eat.”

      We finally submitted and allowed her to fix us a meal, insisting it be one of her choosing. She was reluctant to give us any real straightforward information. We had to pull nuggets of information from the roundabout things she said. There was no denying we were a strange case. She didn’t seem to be aware of other planes of awareness below here and we didn’t want to specifically bring it up and shatter her seemingly fragile reality. Her thoughts and attention seemed scattered enough from her years of solitude.

      The first sounds of the approaching creatures outside were heard about an hour later, just as it was becoming obvious that Nicholae was itching to leave. Te continued to keep us entertained at all costs.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Not yet,” she cried. “You’ve only just arrived. No, no, no, not yet.” She ran back to where she’d hung her silver suit and started by shoving her short legs inside. “They want to come in. They will eventually get in if I do not open the door.”

      Nicholae slid the gas mask over his face. “Might as well see what we’re dealing with,” he said, making his way toward the door.

      “No! Don’t open it!”

      “But you said...” My voice trailed off as Nicholae pushed the door open.

      “Stay back, Oliver,” Nicholae said as long, dark fingers wrapped around the frame of the door. Nicholae took a few steps back himself as the creature shuffled into the opening. “You’re an ugly sucker.”
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      What entered the metallic hut looked like it had once been human, but now resembled a horribly mangled burn victim that refused to die. It had no clothes, covered only by charred and twisted, leathery flesh. Its nose and ears were nothing but asymmetrical holes and the skin of its lips peeled back to expose all of its front teeth like a skull. The nails on its hands were thick and curved into points like talons. Bright orange eyes burned from deep sockets.

      Erik and Cassandra stayed back by me while Nicholae faced off with the creature—what Te had called the Scorched One. I could most certainly see why and imagined it looming in the flames waiting for someone—anyone—to pass by.

      Te had her silver suit on and zipped up, but this time had the medallion hanging on the outside. She held the circular silver object in both hands as she stood against the back wall, holding it out like a crucifix to a vampire. All she kept saying was “no, no, no” over and over. Her helmet lay on the floor beside her, dropped to seemingly focus all her strength on the medallion.

      Nicholae drew one pistol from his hip and quickly fired four rounds into the creature’s chest. When it didn’t slow, let alone drop, he put another two in its head.

      The burned creature snarled and kept lumbering toward Nicholae like a drunk, arms outstretched, fingers twitching. Nothing oozed from the new holes in its body, which actually began closing up on their own.

      “Huh...” Nicholae sighed, holstering his weapon, while throwing up the opposite hand in a sign to stop.

      The creature froze mid step.

      Nicholae walked up to examine the creature closer. “Okay, stop dodging my questions. What is this thing?” he demanded.

      “The Scorched One,” Te said softly.

      “I know that! But what is it?!”

      “Someone banished from The Garden permanently. Watchers for the Undocumented Travelers.”

      “Like us,” I said, approaching the trapped creature myself.

      The bullet holes were almost completely gone. It lost a few teeth in one of the head shots, which seemed to be the only permanent damage.

      “All this time, I didn’t think travelers like you existed. If you’re not from The Garden, then where?”

      “How do you kill them?” Nicholae asked.

      “You don’t. They can’t be killed. That is part of their punishment, as it is yours.” She was no longer holding the medallion out, but rubbing it in between one thumb and forefinger. “And they’re never alone. They just keep coming. I tried to stop them from taking Maury. He shouldn’t have come with me.”

      Another Scorched One entered the dome, then another—a line of them spilling through the door, almost on top of each other.

      Nicholae froze them as well, stopping the flood in the doorway.

      “You think I didn’t try that?” Te asked sarcastically. “They just keep coming. You seem to be a strong boy, but you can’t hold them all.”

      “So what can we do?” I asked.

      Te was beginning to cry. “Let them take you. It’s not fair. You just got here. You’ve only had one meal. I have five years, seven months, and seventeen days left. I can’t...I can’t...”

      The creatures frozen in the doorway began toppling forward like dominoes as more of them piled in, climbing over the fallen.

      Nicholae froze a few more. Erik and Cassandra joined in the effort, but those burned atrocities kept coming. Soon those at the bottom of the pile began to move, first one limb, then two—clawing at the floor to pull themselves out from under the not yet reanimated. But it was only a matter of time before they were all back on their feet.

      A long curved sword materialized in Nicholae’s hand. He gripped the hilt with both hands and slashed at the first reanimated creature within reach. The blade cut across twisted flesh, spilling shriveled insides, which seemed not to faze the Scorched One in the least. It continued forward with reaching claws and open jaws. With another swing, Nicholae lopped its head clean off, but the head and lumbering body lived on.

      Erik and Cassandra shielded me from incoming creatures. Cassandra now held a long sword and Erik, a double-sided ax.

      “Stay back, Oliver,” Erik yelled, leaping into action, chopping bodies into manageable pieces. Heads, hands, legs, dropped to the floor in an almost musical cadence like dismembered doll parts.

      Still more were swarming the door.

      I joined Te on the back wall.

      “There’s no end,” she cried. “I’m so sorry this had to happen.”

      One of the creatures made it past the Lorne blockade, shuffling toward Te and me. Te stepped in front of me, holding the medallion out, but the Scorched One knocked her aside without much consideration. She shrank away into the doorway of the bathroom as blackened flesh reached for me.

      I shot out a few of its teeth, but it used what teeth it had left to bite down on the barrel of the gun, jostling it out of my grip. It clamped down on my right arm, curved claws digging into my muscles. I punched with my free hand—my weaker hand—which only seemed to hurt me. Moon-yellow eyes stared at me, devoid of any emotion, compassion, or humanity. Just a singular compulsion to devour.

      A gore-dulled blade flashed past my face and the wretched thing’s head rolled to the side and dropped to the floor. However, its grip on my arm didn’t loosen.

      Nicholae slashed through the arm attaching itself to mine and pried off each of the clenched fingers, so he could discard the arm with the rest of the rogue limbs.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I had him right where I wanted him,” I said.

      He smiled, which immediately faded when he glanced over at Te cowering in the bathroom doorway.

      Nicholae stormed up to her and yanked the necklace from around her neck. She screeched and flailed feeble arms in protest, but Nicholae just swatted away her pathetic attempts.

      “Put this on,” he said, tossing me the medallion on a chain.

      “What about—” I started, but Nicholae had already turned away.

      He knocked another creature back before returning to Te, clutched her silver suit, and pulled her to her feet. She grabbed his wrists, but had no power to pry herself free. Nicholae pulled the screaming, helpless woman into the battle of the dismembered undead. Wrinkled hands reached for them. Teeth grazed their bodies as Nicholae dragged her through the crowd, making his way for the door, shoving past new Scorched Ones still trying to enter.

      From outside I could hear the tone of her screams change from fear to pain. The cry of agony was a beacon for the undead. Many of those who could still walk exited the building. Erik and Cassandra dismantled the few remaining stragglers. The flow of entering charred creatures ceased. Severed arms inched across the floor like hermit crabs. Nicholae stepped over the outflow of body parts on his way back.

      “They won’t disappear,” Cassandra complained.

      “Then toss them out,” Nicholae said and began collecting moaning heads and twitching legs.

      I found a broom to sweep out a few globs of spilled organs, wincing at the grotesquely sticky sounds of viscous tissue sloshing across the concrete floor, leaving behind a slimy trail. At least the whole interior of the building wasn’t painted in undead blood.

      We quickly cleared out the room. Nicholae closed the door, blocking out the remainder of Te’s dying cries. The seam between door and building disappeared, effectively barricading us inside.

      I dropped the broom, gazed down at the medallion, and finally felt the true weight of it.

      “Was that really necessary?” I asked.

      Cassandra and Erik collapsed onto newly manifested chairs by the kitchen table.

      Nicholae supported himself with one hand on the curved wall, where the door once stood.

      “They’ll be done with her before long and back to swarming us,” I continued when no one else spoke.

      “Let them swarm,” Nicholae said. “And to answer your question, yes, it was necessary. Whatever I need to do to keep you safe, I’ll do. That’s what I do—what we do—what is necessary.” He enunciated the final three words. His fury from the whole debacle was only beginning to subside.

      “This place is a nightmare,” Erik said. “What’s our next move? Home?”

      “Yeah, we’ll try again tomorrow.”

      “I so need a shower,” Cassandra said.

      “Oliver, keep the necklace,” Nicholae commanded. “Tomorrow we’ll be better prepared.”

      “She invited us into her home,” I said sourly.

      “You needed that necklace.”

      “We could have protected her.”

      “You can stay home tomorrow. You’re obviously not ready for this.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.” I sighed.

      “Then what are you saying?” Nicholae sounded as flustered as me.

      “Your boy wants you to show a little remorse,” Erik said.

      “Do you want me to lie to you?” Nicholae asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Do you feel bad about keeping your girlfriend locked up until we can recover her memory?”

      “I...It’s not the same.”

      “Others won’t agree with your decision. You know that for a fact. But it’s what you feel you have to do—what is necessary. And I supported you. I still support you. That’s what we do. Lornes do what is necessary.”

      “You sound like Kafka,” I mumbled.

      “Our definitions of what’s necessary differ,” Nicholae said, staring me down with dark eyes—revealing a glimpse into his real age, unlike his physical appearance—daring me to respond.

      The screeching of claws scraping against metal began again, reminding us that we were not alone.

      “Can we continue this at home?” Cassandra whined.

      “There’s nothing to continue,” I said. The lingering smell of burnt flesh was making me feel queasy, causing me to reach for my gas mask. I was ready to get out of here and mentally prepare for tomorrow in solitude.

      Nicholae reached his hand to me. Like a defiant child, I almost went to stand beside Erik and Cassandra. But in the end, I reluctantly took Nicholae’s hand.

      I closed my eyes and waited for the clawing to disappear. I waited in the dark, but the grating sound persisted.

      “Why isn’t it working?” Cassandra asked.

      I reopened my eyes. All of us were still firmly planted in this plane.

      “Did you fully transition here before?” Nicholae asked.

      “No,” Cassandra said.

      “I looked in, but that’s about it,” Erik added.

      Nicholae wrenched his hand from mine, kicked over a nearby end table, and swore.

      “We should have gathered more information,” Erik said.

      “From whom?!” Nicholae shouted. “Kafka? Who else even knows this plane exists?” He closed his eyes, put a fist to his forehead, and exhaled a long breath.

      Four beds appeared in the middle of the room, one inches away from where I was standing.

      “We were going to push forward anyway,” Nicholae said. “Now we have to. Nothing’s changed. Let’s rest up and start again tomorrow.”

      Erik grumbled and collapsed onto one of the beds. Cassandra claimed the bathroom to clean up. Nicholae paced the inner perimeter.

      After a few rotations, Nicholae stopped at my bed and requested my medallion. I slid it over my head and passed it to him. He examined the design closely before dropping it onto my bed. A moment later, three more chains appeared in one closed hand, with the three seemingly identical medallions swinging from the bases like out-of-sync clock hands.

      “These will make tomorrow’s travels less stressful,” Nicholae said, placed one over his head, tossed one to Erik, and dropped the last remaining medallion on an empty bed.

      “Yeah,” I said, making no attempt to mask the bitterness in my voice.

      I didn’t know when the horrible screeching from outside had stopped, but no more exterior sounds penetrated the dome walls. The awful smells were dissipating. It was all starting to feel like a bad dream—but I knew the nightmare wasn’t gone, it was lingering just beyond the walls, waiting to tear us to pieces.
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      The room felt warm when I awoke, and from the feel of it the temperature was steadily rising. The others were stirring. An orange flicker danced on the wall, the movement in time with a crackling percussion.

      I spun my attention in the opposite direction, to a wall completely engulfed in flames. Nicholae and Erik were already on their feet in the time it took me to turn around. Cassandra wasn’t far behind them.

      “Why are they back?” I yelled.

      No one answered.

      A clawed hand reached through the fire like someone feeling around in the darkness, then the rest of the arm, followed by the charred body to which it was attached.

      The wall of flames extended at least ten feet in width, a seemingly oversized doorway for more creatures to enter the building at a time. More hands were already feeling their way inside.

      Nicholae charged in, lopping off hands and kicking bodies back into the inferno. But for each one he took down, two more seemed to take its place.

      I backed up to the wall of dancing shadows, and then slid the gas mask over my face. Cassandra handed me her sword before manifesting another. I gave it a practice swing and a zing sounded as it sliced through the smoky air.

      None of the Scorched Ones seemed to even notice me. Those that made it through the barricade of Lornes circled around to attack from behind.

      Cassandra was the first to get bitten, a creature burying its teeth in the back of her shoulder as she sliced through a torso. She screamed and spun around, but her attacker held on like a pit bull. The beast was yanked off its feet from the centrifugal force, and its falling weight took her down as well.

      “Cassandra!” I yelled and rushed to her aid. I couldn’t swing at the extra head attached to her shoulder without her ending up as collateral damage.

      I saw Erik lose his balance after a wild swing of his ax and topple backward. The several Scorched Ones he’d been fighting fell on top of him.

      Another severed head went flying after contact with Nicholae’s sword.

      I first tried pulling the vicious thing off Cassandra. But it simply buried its teeth deeper into her flesh. She screamed more as her shoulder ripped. With a change in tactics, I pushed my sword through the side of the creature’s face, in one cheek and out the other, and guided the blade back to disconnect its jaw. It kept trying to bite down, but its jaws grew weaker as I sawed through more muscle, until the bottom jaw was only connected by several overextended threads. By this time, she was able to pry the gaping mouth off her shoulder, and then dismembered the body in a fit of pure rage.

      There was no time to see whether she was all right as the deluge of twisted creatures continued to step out of the flames.

      Nicholae was throwing a few frozen Scorched Ones off Erik, and then helping him back to his feet. Cassandra whirled her sword like a ninja, and with each slice, cut through multiple bodies per swing.

      As the fire spread, so did the entrance access for our hungry guests. A length of more than a quarter of the curved wall was now engulfed in flames.

      “Oliver, get behind us!” Nicholae yelled.

      “Pretty soon there won’t be a behind us!” I shouted back.

      Each Lorne was now freezing a few creatures at a time and using the brief opportunity to hack them to pieces before moving on. But the fire was still spreading and the Scorched Ones were attacking from almost all sides. I retreated to the only untouched corner of the building left.

      For all of the creatures now in the dome, still upright or lying on the floor in disassembled body parts, none of them were trying to break through the Lorne stronghold to get to me. My sword was at the ready, but it wasn’t even needed. I gazed down at the medallion dangling from my neck, the intricate circular lines—the bold letter A—and then at the counterfeit medallions swinging from the necks of my three Lorne companions. Their crucifixes weren’t keeping the vampires away.

      Each Lorne was backing up one step at a time, inching closer to my position. The lens on my mask kept fogging up, but the smoke was getting so thick, it didn’t matter much anymore. The hairs on my arms were getting singed off a patch at a time from errant flames and fluttering ash. I knew there was only one way out of here, and that the time for escape was now.

      I gazed through the wall behind me, out into the nighttime air, which flickered with flames of its own. The whole world seemed to be ablaze. But outside, directly behind us, there were no Scorched Ones waiting to devour us—at least not yet.

      “This place is a lost cause!” I yelled, hoping someone could still hear me through the mask and chaos.

      “How’s our retreat looking?” Nicholae shouted back.

      “Clear for now!”

      “Time to go,” Nicholae called to the other Lornes as he finished dismembering the creature in front of him. Turning, he fled toward me.

      The four of us jumped through the back wall of the metal hut. Fiery fingers reached over the roof of the dome with billows of smoke that extended from its trembling, iridescent tips. We carefully followed the wall around the curve to see the flaming side. There was a massacre of twitching and clicking body parts from the Scorched Ones we’d thrown out of the building earlier in the evening, but not one of them was up and walking around. The metal supports of the dome were beginning to bow from the heat. The reflective plates were warping into funhouse mirrors.

      “Either they all finally made their way in there,” I started. “Or the fire is their doorway.”

      “I think it’s the latter,” Nicholae said. “Let’s go.”

      We left the dome behind and trekked back into the open desert wasteland. Nicholae was the first one to rip the chain from his neck (two silver links snapping with a soft clink) and drop the useless medallion in the gray dirt. Erik and Cassandra followed suit shortly after. My medallion suddenly felt a whole lot heavier around my neck.

      When I looked over at Cassandra, I noticed a shoulder patch of black shirt fabric was hanging down like torn skin, but her actual skin was perfect. There was some dried blood where the shoulder wound had been, but the skin beneath, flawless.

      With the thought of the Scorched Ones lurking in the randomly scattered fires, we gave them all a wide berth, especially the burning forest where I had glimpsed the first creature. After a short while of walking, I glanced back at the dome. The blackened humanoids were exiting the engulfed building several at a time. They didn’t seem to be following us, but rather dispersing randomly.

      All the fires lit up the nighttime sky. Pockets of flames sprang up in random intervals throughout the wasteland like geysers. The mountains in the distance looked alive, lit like a rising city. And we ventured toward them. The direction seemed to be as good as any.

      In one fire pocket a few hundred yards to the left, I saw a Scorched One step out, raise his face to the sky, and fan it around in a half circle. It lumbered a few steps, turned, and walked right back into the flames.

      I lifted my mask to get a momentary breeze on my sweaty face, and after a few thick inhales, began to cough. There was no comfort, with or without the gas mask.

      “They’re everywhere,” I said after a few calming breaths of fresh mask-dispensed air.

      “I guess we should find a few more people with those pendants and we’ll be golden,” Erik said.

      With his tone and expression clouded by his gas mask, I couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Nicholae said.

      Okay, definitely not joking.

      We walked for several hours without seeing anything I’d categorize as truly alive. The air was lightening with the sickly glow of morning. Thinner patches of noxious black clouds allowed a few filtered rays of sun to shine through. The mountains seemed just as far away as they’d been when we’d begun our trek in this direction.

      Nicholae passed out bottled waters to each of us. I sipped from mine between quick lifts of the gas mask.

      I didn’t want to be the first one to complain, but I wouldn’t be able to walk at the pace we’ve been committed to for much longer. I was already bringing up the rear.

      “Can we rest for just a few minutes?” I begged.

      The others slowed to a stop. Nicholae placed his hands on his hips and surveyed the surrounding area.

      The closest fire was a few hundred yards away and it contained no Scorched Ones. I noticed a small group of them remaining close to a larger fire off in the distance. We didn’t seem to be on their radar whatsoever.

      “I suppose here’s as good of a place as any to make camp,” Nicholae said.

      “That sounds like more than just a five-minute break,” I said.

      “We’ve been up most of the night. It seems pretty clear around here.”

      “We deserve some shut-eye,” Erik said.

      “My feet are killing me,” Cassandra complained.

      “Oh, thank God,” I said. Their comments made me feel a whole hell of a lot better.

      “It’s not the same without Jules,” Nicholae said.

      A gray rectangular building—a carbon copy of the buildings in the previous camps—appeared before us.

      “Yeah, your eye for detail is lacking,” Cassandra said.

      “What, not even a door?” Erik said, mockingly.

      Like we needed a door.

      “If you can do better, then you build it next time,” Nicholae said and headed inside through the closest wall.

      The inside of the building looked and felt pleasantly familiar. A bed for each of us. A circular table and chairs. The only doors led to a bathroom and a closet. No windows. And temperature controlled fresh air.

      I placed my mask on a nightstand and collapsed onto the closest bed, too tired to take off my boots.

      “Eat this,” Nicholae said, tossing some kind of oat bar at me.

      It landed on my chest and I caught it before it had the chance to skid off me and onto the floor. Without question, I took a bite of the square bar the size of my palm. It was soft with the texture of dry oats. I tasted blueberry, nuts, and cinnamon. And I devoured it in four bites. Next thing I knew, I felt full.

      “Surprisingly filling,” I said as I drifted off to sleep.

      “To help keep your strength up.”

      I didn’t even know if I answered or not. I was already out.

      When I awoke, it wasn’t to another emergency. No fire. No scorched creatures tearing down the walls. Maybe they were outside, but I couldn’t hear them if they were, and I didn’t want to ruin the facade by peeking through the walls. It felt like a regular morning back at the camp—as much as regular meant nowadays.

      The others were sitting around the table, finishing some manifested breakfast.

      “Nice,” I said. “Thanks for waiting.”

      “You were out,” Nicholae said.

      “We weren’t trying to be quiet or anything,” Erik said.

      “What do you want?” Cassandra asked.

      “Whatever you guys are having,” I said swinging my heavy feet off the bed, realizing I still had my boots on. “What’s on the agenda for today?”

      “Walking,” Erik said sarcastically.

      I knew it was a dumb question as soon as I’d said it.

      Once I’d eaten and we’d all freshened up, Nicholae dematerialized the building and we continued toward the fiery mountains.

      This became our routine. Days of walking through the poison air. Avoiding the pockets of fire that popped up like angry portals for the Scorched Ones. Dismembering any creature that got too close to keep them from following us. And retreating to a newly manifested building each night.

      We didn’t make it to the base of the mountains until the middle of the fourth day. We couldn’t see anything in the higher elevations except for spreading flames. Without a clear purpose for climbing the mountain, it seemed safer to stay out in the open. We camped at the base of the mountain for the night and headed north the following day.

      During many hours of marching, I listened to music on my phone. Since there was no network here, I manually set the date and time as accurately as I could to give myself some sense of time. I was so afraid of losing more time after my stay in the asylum. I needed to at least know what day it was, even if the days didn’t matter out here. The next day was just a continuation of the day before. We trekked across the fire-spotted wasteland in gas masks, guns on our hips (or tucked under an arm in my case), and swords slung over our shoulders. We were waiting, itching for anything—alive or dead—to cross our path.

      On the seventh day, we finally found something. Cassandra stepped on a piece of metal under dirt and weeds and almost passed by without any consideration. But out of the corner of my eye, I noticed her stop, which also caught the attention of the others. I removed my earbuds to hear what was being discussed.

      “It sounded hollow underneath,” Cassandra said, bending down to examine what she’d accidently discovered.

      “What is it?” Erik asked.

      “I heard it, too,” Nicholae said.

      I joined the group huddled around the metal object. Cassandra cleared the junk obscuring it from view and revealed a metal disc akin to a manhole cover. She traced a line around the edge, which had a metal seam the disc fit perfectly into. Nicholae fit his slender fingers between the seam and the disc and pried it up on one side, which tossed up a cloud of dirt and ash.

      Beneath the disc was a circular shaft descending into darkness, with a metal stepladder attached to the manmade wall.

      “This could be an eventful day,” Nicholae said, dropping the disc to the side of the hole, releasing an even greater dirty cloud.

      “Anything’s better than endless desert at this point,” Erik said.

      “This was like finding a needle in a haystack,” I said. “What’re the odds?”

      “Someone has to find the needle,” Cassandra said. “Eventually.”

      Nicholae released a small glowing orb from his hand. It floated down the shaft to illuminate a few feet of wall and ladder at a time. And it kept descending deeper into the earth until the light was just a speck in the darkness.

      “Is it still going?” I asked.

      Nicholae nodded. “It’s deep.”

      “Do you seriously want to go down there?”

      “This could be just what we were looking for.”

      “Or nothing at all.”

      Nicholae peeled his eyes from the hole. “So? What’s your point? If there’s nothing of value down there, then we move on. I thought Daniel was showing you how to see the good in situations. When you focus on the problems, then they consume your attention. When you focus on the opportunities, more opportunities appear. This is potentially a great find. For all our searching, we owe ourselves to check it out.”

      “I’ll go first,” Erik said. He dropped a few more orbs into the hole, and was just about to step onto the first metal rung of the ladder when a voice came echoing out of the darkness.

      “Who goes there?” the voice bellowed from far below.
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      Jag was sewing up Eli’s arm again. It had almost become commonplace. Eli watched him do it each day since he’d been taken here—locked in this ramshackle tool shed. He was chained to a beam overhead that slid a few feet in two directions with enough slack for him to sit on the unfinished floor, but not enough to lie down. The chain was attached by a padlock to a choke chain around his neck. Eli spent his nights leaned up against the only wall he could reach and choked himself awake several times sliding to the side in his sleep.

      Jag tied off the final stitch and wiped the sewn-up wound with a towel dipped in rubbing alcohol. The red skin puckered at the jagged seam and Eli knew it would scar badly—all of them would. Almost as much thread could be seen on his arms as skin. He thought he was beginning to look like a sadistic surgeon’s art project. Each stitched-up cut ached and burned with its own personal cry for help. He had a specific memory attached to each one—if memory was really the right word.

      “I’ll bring you lunch once I get washed up,” Jag said and stood up, holding the towel with pink stains in one hand and the needle with extra thread in the other. “You must be hungry.”

      “Not really,” Eli said, looking his daediem straight in the eyes.

      “I’ll bring it for you anyway. Eat it or leave it be. If not you, the bugs will enjoy it.” Jag leaned down to reapply Eli’s gag before he turned to leave. Once outside the shed, he gave Eli one long look before he slowly closed and locked the wood panel door.

      Eli heard his captor’s footsteps diminishing through the grass as he headed for the main house.

      Eli laid his arms in his lap. The insides of them were the worst, so he laid them with the insides facing up. Blood was still seeping through the newest stitch work, trickling around the curve of his arm and dripping onto his jeans.

      It didn’t matter.

      Jag had pulled him out of the hole, just like Kafka said he would. Eli had had to endure layer upon layer of earth shoveled on top of his body, the burning in his lungs from the inability to suck in anymore air, for much longer than he would have liked—for longer than he would have thought he’d be able to endure. But a strong hand reached in and pulled him out just as he was about to give up hope. Jag had saved him—and brought him here.

      Looking down at his ruined arms, Eli figured—dreaded—Jag would be moving on to other parts of his body. Other parts to cut. Other parts to ruin.

      If he was as strong as Kafka seemed to believe he was, he would escape this captivity, kill his daediem, and return home. This was his test. And he was failing. Eli didn’t know if there was a time limit on this test, but he feared that if there was, he was dangerously close to crossing it.

      Jag entered the shed not long after his departure with a plate displaying a peanut butter sandwich minus the crusts and a glass of water. Eli thought of his mother cutting off the crusts from his sandwiches as a kid. She didn’t throw them away, but ate them while he enjoyed his sandwiches.

      “I know,” Jag said, pulling the gag down to dangle like a necklace. “Your mother used to do this for you. A little piece of home. Eat up.” He set the plate and glass on the floor beside Eli. “Oh, you’re still bleeding. Why didn’t you say something?” Jag grabbed another clean towel from a bin under the workbench and pressed it against the freshest wound. “We don’t want to waste any,” he said and smiled—a smile that seemed friendly on the surface. The fiendish hunger in his eyes was anything but.

      Eli still had a hard time getting over how similar the two of them looked and understood why another word for daediem was mirror. It was like looking in a mirror, if he was projecting a perfect image of himself. It was as if everything Eli criticized about himself when he looked in a mirror was removed from Jag. Eli didn’t want to take his eyes off the monster for long, but he closed them for a moment to hear the voice he always heard in his head. The voice was his own, or at least a part of him, a part of him he always wanted to be.

      “I’m going to kill you,” Eli said when he reopened his eyes.

      “I know that’s what they told you to do, but you can’t,” Jag said calmly. “And deep down you know it. I am you. You’d just be killing yourself.”

      “Then why would they send me here to do it?”

      “You tell me.” Jag picked up a quarter of the sandwich and lifted it to Eli’s lips.

      Eli squeezed his lips together defiantly and shook his head.

      Jag took a bite and placed it back on the plate. “Maybe they really want to get rid of you. Maybe it’s a sick game—how they get their kicks—convincing you to kill yourself.”

      “No,” Eli said. “Unchain me and we’ll find out who’s right.”

      “Unchain yourself.” Jag stood up. “Eat. You’ll need your strength. I’ll be hungry again soon.”

      “Why? You want me weak.”

      “But not too weak.” Jag left the shed again.

      Eli gulped the water down and devoured half the sandwich. He slung the plate like a Frisbee at the door. The other two quarters of the sandwich sailed off in different directions and the plate shattered on contact with the door. Porcelain shards were scattered all over the shed floor. He examined the pieces like a puzzle. The broken pieces littering the floor curiously reminded Eli of Humpty Dumpty.

      Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall.

      Rays of sunlight shone in through cracks in the wallboards. The air in the shed seemed to be its own tiny universe of swirling dust motes and flies, a cosmic dance of perfection under the guise of chaos.

      The workbench along with the rest of the shed was bare, all tools and equipment removed. Empty hooks hung from the walls and bare nails stuck out like unfinished thoughts. Eli turned his attention back to the scattered puzzle pieces.

      Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.

      Eli got to his feet and pulled his chain across the overhead beam as far as it would go. It only allowed him halfway to the door. He reached for the closest plate fragments, but they were still several inches from his foot. He stretched farther, the choke chain cutting into his neck as he extended to the point of nearly falling. An inch away. Eli took a few steps back to rest his neck and pulled on the chain harder to get as much slack as possible, then reached again.

      The toe of his sneaker tapped a triangular shard that would fit nicely in his hand, but when he pulled back, his foot slid right over the piece without it moving an inch.

      All the king’s horses and all the king’s men.

      Eli heard the door to the main house open and shut. Footsteps clomped through the grass.

      He reached for the fragment again. His foot pawed at it a few times before he was able to inch it closer. He was beginning to see stars from the chain tight around his neck. After a few more tries, his heel was finally able to reach the far side of the fragment, which allowed him to easily kick it back to a more comfortable distance.

      Jag had the key in the padlock, seconds away from opening the door to the shed.

      Eli squatted down as far as he could and grazed his hand along the floor until he felt the jagged shard, the sharp edge nearly cutting a finger. By the time the door finally opened, Eli was seated against the wall—where Jag had left him—seated discreetly on the displaced shard.

      Couldn’t put Humpty together again.

      “I heard someth—Eli, look at the mess you made.” Jag looked at Eli sitting in the far corner of the shed and shook his head. “Paper plates for you from now on.”

      Jag left and returned with a broom and dustpan. For the pieces he had difficulty sweeping into the dustpan, he bent down and meticulously picked up by hand—until each and every piece had been recovered and discarded.

      A growing grin slowly crept across Eli’s face.
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      “We can hear y’all talking up there,” the gruff voice continued. “State your names and your crimes, and we’ll consider granting you entrance.”

      Nicholae nudged Erik.

      “Okay, okay,” he said to Nicholae before turning his voice to the hole. “My name is Erik Lorne and I am here with my wife and two sons. We—we had to take responsibility for the actions of our daediems and sentenced to fifteen years in Purgatorie.”

      “All of you?”

      “As a family. May we come down? We seek protection from the Scorched Ones.”

      “Please, sir,” Cassandra said. “Three of our medallions were stolen by other travelers. The Scorched Ones come for us wherever we stay on the surface. I beg for your protection. For us. For my boys.”

      There was a long pause from the voice below.

      We all looked at each other. Nicholae shrugged.

      “What were your crimes?” the voice finally asked.

      “What constitutes a fifteen-year sentence?” Erik whispered.

      “How should I know?” Nicholae whispered back.

      “Murder,” Erik said.

      Another pause.

      “No,” the voice answered. “If you were found guilty of murder, you’d be sentenced to be turned.”

      “Turned?” I asked Nicholae, not thinking I’d spoken loud enough for the man in the hole to hear.

      “Into Scorched Ones, lad,” the man said. “Lying to me will not get you entrance.”

      “It’s not something we’d like to discuss publicly,” Cassandra said.

      “Well, that’s the only forum you have.”

      “We’ve been out here for nine years, four months, and thirteen days,” Erik said. “Please show us some compassion.”

      “Excuse me for not being the trustin’ type. After all, we’re all criminals here. I’ve made my decision. You may not enter.”

      “But—” Cassandra began.

      “No buts.” The man cut her off. “You come down the ladder, we will kill you. Simple as that. Don’t test me.”

      Cassandra glanced over at Nicholae before continuing. “What about our boys? If you will not take us, please take our boys. All we desire is their safety. My husband and I can fend for ourselves on the surface. What say you?”

      I could hear discussion in the hole. The man leading the conversation was considering Cassandra’s proposal.

      “The two boys may enter on a trial basis,” the man said sternly. “If they get out of line, they’ll find themselves back on the surface lickety-split. Understood?”

      “Thank you,” Cassandra said. “We’re in your debt.”

      “Thank you,” Erik repeated.

      Nicholae clapped Erik on the shoulder. “Don’t go far. Oliver’s keeping the medallion.”

      “Of course,” Erik said. “We’ll be around.”

      Nicholae climbed into the hole first; I followed. The orbs that had gone before us returned to illuminate our descent.

      “Is it just the two of you?” the man asked.

      “Just us,” Nicholae answered.

      I continually glanced down to make sure I didn’t step on one of Nicholae’s hands. The orbs shone a white light, but there was orange flickering light far below us.

      Great, more fire.

      The ladder stopped four feet from the floor. I dropped down behind Nicholae. We seemed to land at the end of a tunnel. The walls and ceiling were comprised of the same petrified clay as the ground, reinforced with metal beams at regular intervals.

      A group of at least ten men greeted us with swords and spears. A few of them also held torches. All of them wore medallions around their necks, identical to the one Nicholae had stolen for me. Two men sheathed their swords and scampered up the ladder.

      “Where are they going?” Nicholae asked after removing his gas mask.

      I did the same and held it dangling by the straps at my side.

      “What’re your names, lads?” asked the man with the familiar voice. He was large all around, solidly built. A shaggy salt-and-pepper beard fell down to his chest. The same color hair covered his ears like oily weeds. He had a double-edged sword pointed toward the ground.

      “I’m Nicholae, and this is my younger brother, Oliver.” Nicholae offered a hand to shake, but the man declined.

      “The name’s Magnus. Hand over your weapons. We keep strict order here. You may have them back when you leave.”

      Nicholae removed the sword from off his shoulder. Again, I followed his lead. Magnus took our swords and handed them to one of his comrades. Nicholae slid the pistol from his holster, butt first, and offered it to Magnus.

      “What would I want with that? I want your weapons, not your kiddie toys.” He and a majority of the men in his group laughed.

      Nicholae slipped the pistol back into its home on the side of his hip. He joined in on the laughter like it was all a big joke, which caused the chorus of laughter to fall short.

      “Where did those other two guys go?” Nicholae asked again.

      “To secure the hatch,” Magnus said. “Make sure there’s no funny business goin’ on up there. Don’t worry; they won’t hurt your parents as long as they’re not provoked.”

      “I’m not worried,” Nicholae said.

      I worked hard to suppress a smirk.

      “You two look harmless enough.” Magnus gestured for the others in the welcoming party to return down the tunnel. “So I guess you’re the unlucky one without a talisman. It’s tough up there without one. But you’ll be in good company. We’ve got people like you down here.”

      “How long have you been down here?” Nicholae asked.

      “Me? I’ve been here nearly fourteen years. The camp’s been here a long time longer than me.” Magnus sheathed his sword, which hung on his left hip. “Does your brother talk?”

      “He does,” Nicholae said, answering for me.

      “What are you in for?” I asked.

      “Just a little public disagreement in front of the guardians.”

      “That’s it? You got how many years?”

      “Twenty,” Magnus said. “I’m nearly there. They’ve gotta keep the peace, you know.”

      “The guardians?” Nicholae asked.

      “What, do your parents lock you in the basement or something? It’s like you’re from another planet.”

      “It feels like that sometimes,” Nicholae said.

      Our shadows loomed over us, stretched on the curves of the walls. I looked at mine and thought of Nero—that he was still with me somehow. It also could have been TJ, still looking over me from some other undiscovered plane.

      The hum of rushing water could be heard in the distance, growing louder as we continued down the tunnel. A few torches ahead of us dropped out of sight. That’s when I noticed the tunnel was coming to an end.

      The air was misty as we exited the tunnel and descended a stone trail that spiraled down the side of a small waterfall. The area we entered was cavernous. Campfires speckled the ground a hundred feet below. The rock walls glistened with millions of tiny crystals, which made it look like we were standing under open sky in Doria with countless stars shining down on us—the closest any of these people would get to seeing stars in Purgatorie. The refugees here seemed to live in stone huts that looked like they were chiseled out of the cavern walls. From the base of the waterfall, the water stretched into a river that cut through the grotto, growing lazier the farther it flowed from the falls.

      “This is it,” Magnus said. “Our little slice of heaven.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I said.

      “Compared to the shit outside, just about anything else looks beautiful.” Magnus laughed. “Not that I have to tell you two.”

      When we reached the ground floor, the other men in the party dispersed to visit friends or return to their huts. Magnus led us through a condensed living space, exchanging pleasantries with a few people on the way before reaching a vacant spot.

      “How handy are you two?” he asked. “Can you build your own home or would you like me to do it for you?”

      “We could use some help,” Nicholae said.

      “I figured as much.” Magnus tapped the cave wall and rock from where he’d touched crumbled and fell like a tiny avalanche. As the pieces spilled onto the ground, they flowed a few feet from the wall and began assembling into a structure similar to all the other stone huts. Pebbles and stones climbed over each other to form the framework for the quaint home, leaving gaps for two small windows and a doorway. The smallest pebbles, nearly sand, combined to form a thin door that fit snuggly in the frame, with two larger stones positioning themselves as primitive doorknobs.

      “This should do for you,” Magnus said, opening the door and stepping into the newly manifested building. “Similar accommodations to the others.”

      Two mattresses lying on the floor—luckily not also made of stone—were positioned on opposite sides of the hut, each with a folded blanket.

      “Feels like home,” Nicholae said.

      I nodded in approval.

      “I don’t suppose you can do the light trick your father did,” Magnus said.

      A tiny white orb lifted from Nicholae’s open palm and floated up to eye level.

      “Then light won’t be a problem.” Magnus reached for the orb, but it retracted just beyond the swipe of his hand.

      “Now, the only formal rules we got is to get along and share what you make. If you can’t follow those simple rules, you’ll find yourselves back on the surface. Pretty simple. We don’t have much tolerance for troublemakers. But you two don’t strike me as the troublemaking types. Think you can handle it?”

      “Like you said,” Nicholae said. “Pretty simple.”

      “Good. Then I’ll leave you to settle in or relax or whatever it is you feel like doing.” Magnus gave a limp wave and turned to leave.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Nicholae closed the door once Magnus was gone. I tossed the blanket and gas mask on the floor and lay down on the bed.

      “We’re in,” I said. “I like how they took our swords but left us with our guns.”

      “They obviously have never seen guns before, and don’t think we can manifest our own weapons.” Nicholae shrugged. “Let them keep underestimating us. Now all we need is to find someone who likes to listen to himself talk.”

      I looked at him blankly, not following.

      “We can’t come out asking a bunch of questions. We look odd enough as it is. We need to find someone who will give us information without having to ask.” He paused, looking at me lying on the bed. “We’re not going to get anything staying in here.”

      “I’m ready when you are,” I said, though I hoped he wasn’t actually ready yet.

      To my dismay, I was following him out the door moments later. The sheltered community looked like a campground. Families sat outside their huts, eating and talking by fire pits. Kids ran and played by the river, shouting and laughing. It felt late, past sundown, which was merely an illusion from the glistening gems in the rock walls enveloping the cavern. The aroma of barbequing meat and sweet spices wafted through the camp.

      Nicholae headed toward our closest neighbors, a middle-aged couple sitting around their fire.

      “Hello,” he said straight away, catching the couple off guard.

      “Hey there,” the man said. “First day in the underground?”

      “It is,” Nicholae said. “Just getting acclimated. My name’s Nicholae and this is my little brother, Oliver.”

      It felt weird hearing Nicholae call me his little brother. It sounded so much like Jeremy.

      “The name’s Zeke and this is my wife, Molly,” the man said. He was unshaven, had dark shaggy hair, and a long crooked nose. “Pull up some chairs.”

      Molly waved. Her smile wrinkled up her face like a pug. She had extra skin hanging from her chin, off the backs of her arms, and down around her ankles.

      “Umm...we weren’t given any,” Nicholae said, sounding genuinely embarrassed. He didn’t sound like himself at all. I think his voice was half an octave higher when he spoke as well.

      “Oh, my apologies, I thought—oh, never mind,” Zeke said. By the time he’d finished talking, two cloth chairs appeared beside where the couple sat. “They’re yours.”

      “We have a son about your age,” Molly said to me. “What are you, sixteen or so? He’s around here somewhere. Probably catching frogs by the river—something you can’t find on the surface. It’s nice down here. It’s nice having others to share it with.”

      “Yeah, it gets very lonely on the surface,” I said, thinking of our short time with Te.

      “We were up there for one and a half years before finding this place. These are good people,” Zeke said.

      “Good criminals,” Nicholae clarified, but smiled to soften the statement like it was just another joke.

      “Nobody’s perfect,” Zeke said. “Either we can trust each other down here or fend for ourselves on the surface. This is a better deal if you ask me. I haven’t seen a single one of those monsters the entire time we’ve been down here. And look at me; I lost my talisman, too. Well...not lost. I’m sure you know how savage it can get up there.”

      “I do,” Nicholae said, bringing a hand to his chest.

      “What’s that on your hand?” Molly asked.

      Nicholae looked down to see what she’d noticed, which could have only been his wolf-head tattoo.

      “Very nice artwork,” Zeke said.

      “It’s our family’s symbol,” Nicholae replied, and placed his hand back on the armrest of the chair.

      “I seen one of those before,” said an older man shuffling toward us. He was north of sixty with thinning white hair pulled into a loose ponytail. What hair was left on the top of his head looked like the fraying fabric of an old shirt, loose threads with blotchy skin showing through.

      “Excuse me?” Nicholae asked.

      “Oh, this is Tovar,” Zeke said. “He lives just on the other side of our camp.”

      “Up on the surface,” Tovar continued. “I seen a man a few years back, up on the surface, with a picture on his hand just like that one there.”

      “Did you get his name?” Nicholae asked.

      “Strange fellow. He did introduce himself. I was living on the surface at the time. All alone. He sat and talked with me awhile. Didn’t have a talisman. Didn’t care. It was like he was just passing through. I can’t remember his name though.”

      “Kafka?”

      “Yup, that sounds right. I knew it was a name I never heard before. I remember thinking when he shook my hand, I think that wolf might bite me. He was nice enough, but his eyes and just a feeling I got from him—not from anything he said, mind you—I got the feeling he was more dangerous than any of the monsters up there.”

      “Did he say anything about where he was going or why he was there?” Nicholae asked.

      “He said he was off to meet a friend,” Tovar said. “And then he walked right into one of the fires—just like the Scorched Ones—poof and he was gone. It was like he was one of them.”

      “That’s quite a story,” I said.

      “I tried followin’ him. He walked in like it was nuthin’ and when I tried to do the same, my skin began to blister before the fire even licked me. I couldn’t do it.” Tovar pulled up a sleeve and showed us his forearm, the skin twisted from burn scars. “I can heal a lot of stuff, but this—nope. Never went away.”

      “He’s told it many times,” Zeke said. “But I didn’t pay much mind to the wolf drawing before. But seeing one with my own eyes…”

      “I told you it was the truth,” Tovar said, recovering his scars.

      “I never said it wasn’t, just that it’s a wild story, that’s all,” Zeke said to Tovar, then turned back to us. “So what’s the relation?”

      “Crazy old uncle,” I said.

      “Crazy’s right, but he didn’t seem too old,” Tovar said.

      “You know kids,” Zeke said. “Anyone over twenty’s old to them.”

      “Yeah,” Nicholae said. “I’m pushing that myself. Well, we should keep moving.”

      “Going?” Zeke asked. “But you just got here.”

      “I know; it’s just that we told Magnus we’d meet up with him. You understand, right?” Nicholae stood up.

      “Take the chairs,” Molly said. “They’re yours.”

      “Thank you for your hospitality,” Nicholae said, picking up his chair and urging me to do the same.

      “Crazy ol’ uncle. Crazy.” The old man waved and then stroked his medallion.

      We carried the new chairs into our hut, setting them next to the beds.

      “Back to the surface?” I asked, grabbing my gas mask.

      “Back to the surface,” Nicholae said, snatching his mask as well.

      We marched back the way we came, up the winding trail beside the waterfall and through the long tunnel, until we reached the metal ladder. Nicholae had a handful of illuminating orbs out ahead of us, guiding us through the darkness. He manifested two more swords once we were alone in the tunnel and tossed me one.

      “Hopefully, Erik and Cassandra didn’t wander off too far,” Nicholae said, pulling his body up the first few rungs of the ladder until his feet reached the bottom rung.

      “Mom and Dad?” I asked sarcastically.

      He didn’t even dignify my joke with a response.

      I put on my gas mask before beginning the climb so when we broke into the sickly daylight, I was prepared for the noxious air. One of our rectangular gray buildings sat a few hundred yards away. No fires or wandering Scorched Ones stood between us and the building, so we began our trek.

      Erik and Cassandra were both inside, basking in the cool, clean air. And so were the two men who had climbed up the ladder to secure the hatch, bound and gagged against one wall.

      Nicholae lifted his mask and gave Erik an inquiring look.

      “Insurance policy,” he said nonchalantly.

      “Well, we’re back, so they’re not needed any longer,” Nicholae said.

      “So you want me to kill them?”

      Nicholae glanced over at me. “No, let them go. They’re no threat.”

      Cassandra laughed. “That’s an understatement.” She manifested a dagger and cut the two men loose. She also manifested two gas masks. “To make your run home a little less unpleasant.”

      The two men jumped up and timidly reached for the masks before bolting for a door that wasn’t there. Their gaze darted around franticly like their release had been a cruel trick.

      A door appeared next to Nicholae and he held it open as the two men cautiously passed him to exit the building.

      “So they can manifest stone buildings, but they can’t pass through walls?” I asked, removing my mask.

      “Different realities, different perceptions, different skill sets,” Nicholae said.

      “You must be back so soon because you found something,” Erik said. “Please tell me you found something.”

      Nicholae retold Tovar’s story of Kafka and how he’d walked into the fire.

      “It’s like transitioning to the asymmetric plane,” Cassandra said.

      “Maybe it only works for him,” Erik added. “Didn’t Kafka’s phobia have to do with fire?”

      “I thought of that,” Nicholae said. “But we have to try. It’s all we have at this point. And I don’t want to be stranded in this pit forever.”

      “Neither do I, but—”

      “I’ll go first,” Nicholae said.

      “No,” Erik said brusquely. “You just got Oliver back. If this doesn’t work, you’ll have to start over again.”

      “Or I’ll just get terribly burned and you can pull me out. My heroes.”

      “If we have to pull you out—you saw his scars. I’ll go first,” I said.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Nicholae said.

      “Who’s been to the asymmetric plane most recently?” I raised my hand.

      “That doesn’t mean anything.” Nicholae slid his gas mask back down and adjusted the straps. “Let’s go.”

      The closest flames were about a half hour walk through the wasteland. It was a fire patch in the middle of nothing, continually burning as if there was a gas hose underneath. The flames licked the thick air at least eight feet up.

      We left boot prints in the dusting of ash, which covered the ground as far as I could see in every direction. It was raining embers again, reminding me of how much I wanted to rid myself of this hellish place.

      Nicholae approached the pillar of fire without hesitation, without a word, without a look back. He removed his gas mask, let it drop to the ground, and walked into the fire. Nicholae stopped and stood within. The flames consumed his entire body. He remained facing away from us. His clothes started to burn. His hair. His skin.

      A scream escaped the faceless man standing amid fiery demons dancing to the sound of his agony. He dropped to his knees and his head fell forward.

      I couldn’t watch.
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      “It didn’t work!” Cassandra cried.

      I peeked to see Erik run over and reach into the flames to pull Nicholae to safety, but the moment before his hand could grab hold of his brother’s blistering body, Nicholae vanished.

      Erik retracted his arm and patted out the flames. Black patches flaked off his arm and the skin beneath writhed and blistered.

      Cassandra tried to touch him, but he pulled away.

      “Don’t,” Erik said, pacing and grimacing in pain. “It won’t go away! Damn this hurts.”

      Welcome to the lives of regular people, I thought.

      Cassandra and I stared at the empty pillar of flame in wonderment. Erik stared at it with contempt.

      “Did it work?” I asked.

      “It didn’t look like a pleasant transition,” Cassandra said. “If it truly was a transition.”

      “It still is unpleasant,” Erik said. “Urgh!”

      “I don’t wanna do that,” I said.

      “I don’t want to stay like this,” Erik said. “Hopefully, it’s better on the other side. Only one way to find out.”

      The fire crackled and spit embers like it was still digesting my father. A few fragments of his clothing finished cooking, the lit edges continuing to curl in on themselves until there was nothing left.

      Then the flames began to dwindle, all of its fuel used up. Our doorway was closing and there was nothing we could do to stop it. The thick fiery trunk was cut down to a stump, and then extinguished itself altogether until it was nothing but a black stain on the ground—a shadow of the doorway that once was.

      We scanned the land for the next closest fire. There were a few more patch fires not too far away, but we focused more on the burning forest in the distance.

      “I don’t think we should go one by one,” Erik said. “It would be best to get it over with together.”

      “Agreed,” Cassandra said.

      “Sure,” I said softly, not certain that my voice could be heard through the mask.

      “He made it,” Erik said. “We’ll make it, too.”

      I heard an unspoken hopefully hanging in the air.

      We headed for the forest, for the dead trees that seemed to supply endless fuel for the raging fire. It was a forest of large black skeletons perpetually standing at attention. And around the stripped trunks crept the Scorched Ones. We were still a mile away, but I could already see them. They were blurred objects moving amongst the trees, waiting for us to draw near. I knew it was them with their twisted skin, long claws, and deep-set sunrise eyes.

      I held my medallion in one hand as we walked, with a childish expectation it would ward off the evil spirits—that it would work on Kafka as well as the creatures lurking in the forest ahead.

      As we approached, a few of the Scorched Ones left their cover of fire and shuffled into the open wasteland. Erik and Cassandra already had weapons ready to strike. Walking behind my two Lorne companions, I unsheathed my sword and held it with the blade out to the side. The weight of it felt severe.

      Erik and Cassandra split apart, coaxing the creatures in two directions. None of them continued straight, toward me, like I wasn’t even visible. Erik hacked with his ax and Cassandra sliced with her double-edged sword, both of them reducing their attackers to piles of limbs and split torsos. There wasn’t a hoard of them like our night in the dome, so neither Lorne was in danger of being overrun.

      I held my sword at the ready, but there was nothing left to attack.

      More Scorched Ones were on their way, lumbering out from the flames, but not so many at a time that Erik and Cassandra couldn’t hack one to pieces before the next one closed in.

      Then there was a clear opening. I could see flashes of movement deep within the forest, but it was hard to tell if what I saw was one of the creatures or just flames at that distance.

      “Now’s our chance,” Erik said, his voice metallic from the gas mask. “Are you ready Oliver?”

      I wanted to confidently say “yes,” but the one-syllable word refused to pass my lips.

      “You can go back to that underground community and we’ll pick you up on our way back. At least you’ll be safe there.”

      “This is our window,” Cassandra said, using the pile of body parts to wipe the gore from her blade.

      The piles writhed with moving parts and moaning heads like machines that didn’t know when to quit.

      “Like they’ll take me in now,” I said. “After what you did to those two guys.”

      “Okay,” Erik said. “Our building’s still back there. You’ll be alone, but you’ll be safe. You’ve got your medallion to ward off these things.” He motioned to his mountain of dismemberment.

      “No,” I said. “I can do this.”

      “Together,” Erik said, his voice still pained.

      “Together,” Cassandra repeated.

      The word reminded me of Desiree, of what she’d promised, of our relationship before Eli took her from me—before Alexandria sank her claws into her. I’d get her back. I believed it; I knew.

      “Together,” I said, removed my gas mask, and followed them into the fire.

      The instant pain was overwhelming and I instinctively wanted to run back to safety. But Cassandra took my hand and helped keep me steady as all the nerve endings in my body screamed at once. Then it was me who was screaming. Though it didn’t feel like me. It felt like I was somewhere else and this was all just a bad dream. First it was bright and then everything went dark—and not like closing my eyes, but a complete void of light.

      The darkness and the heat were all-consuming, and my orientation to the physical world had disappeared. I could no longer tell whether I was standing or floating or falling—or already dead.

      More screams arose from somewhere in the void. It could have still been me. There was no way of knowing. My pain was waning. All feeling was waning. The void was becoming more prominent. The void was becoming everything.

      And then the void was everything.

      

      
        
        

      

      

      

      When I came to, I was lying on the ground, on a pile of fallen leaves. A tree root poked me in the back. A lush canopy of green leaves stretched overhead and dusty rays of sunlight shone through several pockets. Chirping birds were perched in the branches above, as curious of me as I was of them. Several of them flew away as if to inform someone of my arrival.

      I blinked hard and the luscious scene above me didn’t change or disappear. The only pain I could feel was the kink in my back from lying on the protruding tree root. I examined my hands, which both seemed healthy and functional. My clothes were still intact. My sword was lying beside me. And Erik and Cassandra were waking up from the same disorientating dream.

      I sat up and stretched my back, twisting and leaning to loosen up the knotted muscles.

      “It worked,” I said.

      “It did something,” Erik said, carefully getting to his feet. He gazed at his arms, where the blisters had formed after his first bout with the fire, now healed. “That sure was intense.”

      “I hope there’s a different way back,” Cassandra said. She stretched her hands over her head and cracked her neck.

      The edge of the forest was a few trees away and past it I could already see a landscape of swaying tall grass and flowers. I gathered my scattered equipment and wandered toward the wooded border. A few wispy white clouds were painted high in the sky. An eagle or hawk soared over the open land like an all-seeing eye. Small buildings peppered the distance, far enough away that I couldn’t discern any particular details. And the mountain range—once brooding and inflamed—was a patchwork of mixed greens and capped with snow.

      Something soft brushed across my face. Several white tufts from a dandelion, not the raining ash from the wasteland I’d immediately expected.

      The two Lornes joined me at the edge of the forest to gaze upon the picturesque scenery. It couldn’t have been painted any more beautifully.

      “This is where all those people were banished from?” Cassandra said.

      Silver sparks began to rain down in a column of light—three distinct columns. The columns evaporated close to the height of the tree canopy. More sparks appeared within the columns until they became so dense they looked to be single beams of pure energy. And then the beams took the shapes of humanoid figures, standing ten feet tall. The beings did not materialize into solid forms, but remained forms of pure energy, made up entirely of shivering silver sparks. The pillars and beings of energy had us surrounded, and forced us back to back.

      These were Guardians—the ones Kafka had been hunting, killing—Guardians of the Great In-Between. I saw one fight Kafka and Nicholae on the island in the cave. I witnessed Kafka kill the radiant being and watched its sparks steadily blink out of existence.

      Erik and Cassandra didn’t bother taking out their weapons. They recognized what these being were, too.

      “We’re here to see Bryten Archanum,” Erik said shakily, not the sound I ever expected to hear escape the lips of a Lorne.

      The guardians stepped out of their pillars of raining sparks and grabbed each of us simultaneously. With a guardian for each of us, they snatched us like adults dragging off fussy toddlers into the pillars of light. It was no contest.

      The Guardian’s grip felt like the cuff of a blood pressure gauge around my arm, pumped to the max. I could do nothing but comply.

      The sparks rained down fervently and soon they blotted out the outside world like I was standing behind a waterfall. My feet were in a fog of sparks, so much so, that they shrouded the ground from view.

      The guardian never said a word, and in fact, never made a sound. Its face was a blank canvas of swirling energy—no features, just a shell.

      When the waterfall of silver light began to dissipate, I could see I was no longer in the grassy field. The Guardian dragged me from the pillar of energy out onto a rocky cliff. Erik and Cassandra had arrived at about the same time, led by their Guardians to a larger cube of silver sparks, which created an energy enclosing cell. And through the sparks, I could just make out someone seated inside—Nicholae!

      The Guardian pushed me into the cell, retreated to his pillar, and all the sparks composing the two energy forms dropped to the ground and disappeared. The other two Guardians were gone seconds later.

      Nicholae stood and I hugged him.

      “It worked,” he said, still holding me tightly.

      “Yeah,” I said, not able to find additional words.

      Erik walked to the edge of the raining sparks and found himself at an invisible wall.

      “I’ve tried,” Nicholae said after releasing me. “I’ve tried everything I could think of to get out of here, but…” He shrugged.

      “I can’t tell if we’re making any progress,” Erik said. “We’re hitting one roadblock after another and I don’t know if we’re actually getting anywhere.”

      “I told it whom I was here to see.”

      “So did I. No response.”

      “I feel like we’re close,” Cassandra said. She manifested a bottle of water and passed it around to each of us. When it had made a full rotation, she finished it in one gulp and threw it at the invisible barrier. The empty bottle sailed through the perimeter of sparks and clanked down on the rocky ground beyond. “That’s interesting.”

      The sun fell behind the mountain peak directly overhead, casting shadows around the rocky clearing. The clearing seemed to form a curving trail that disappeared behind boulders at either side, guarding passage into the inner workings of the mountain. In the other direction, the vista stretched for hundreds of miles. The cliff we were on extended hundreds of feet, but the base of the mountain was far below that. The vast green valley below encompassed several little townships and a whole lot of untouched land. There were no roads. No skyscrapers. No low-lying smog. Just unadulterated lush landscape.

      “You seem calm,” I said, turning back to Nicholae.

      “I’m focused,” he said, sitting cross-legged on the ground. “If we’re being forced to wait, might as well make the best of it and see if I can escape first. Focused and frazzled are not complimentary.”

      “I found Mr. Gordon meditating a few times at school, when I’d meet him after class. He talked a lot about getting quiet.”

      “That’s when things can truly become clear. What you mean to say. What you mean to do. What you have to do. That clarity can be the most powerful weapon you possess. There’s time to fight and time to reflect. Right now it’s time for the latter.”

      This was a scary time to be alone with my thoughts. There was so much uncertainty in my life right now that the only way to cope was not to think about it. But this quiet time invited those uncertainties and insecurities into the forefront of my mind. They were loud. Trying to quiet them was like trying to ignore nails on a chalkboard—like trying to block out the sensory overload in the asylum. Then I remembered that I had and my mind quieted immediately, on command, and I found my own moment of calm. I basked in the silver sparks showering down on me and tried to think of nothing at all.

      Just before dark, a young girl, perhaps eleven or twelve years old, with long curls of black hair came walking up the path, holding a tray with four steaming wooden bowls. She was barefoot and wore a long navy dress trimmed with lace at the tight collar and hem. On the side of her neck was a raised letter “A,” a prominent burn mark. A long wooden staff with one side of a leather strap tied to each end was slung across her petite frame.

      “I brought food,” she said in a sweet little voice and set the tray down just outside the outer wall of sparks.

      I noticed one end of the staff was wide and flat when she removed it from her shoulder. She used the wide end to push the tray through the perimeter membrane of sparks.

      “Good evening to you,” the girl said, nodded, and walked away with her staff.

      “Wait!” I called, stepping to the edge of our cage.

      She either didn’t hear me or refused to respond, and soon disappeared behind the boulders.

      “She wasn’t going to tell us anything,” Nicholae said and scooted forward to grab a bowl from the tray. He leaned in to smell the contents and took a loud sip from the edge of the bowl. “It’s good. Some type of vegetable soup.”

      The rest of us grabbed bowls and drained them swiftly.

      “Somebody knows we’re here,” Nicholae said placing his empty bowl back on the tray. “That’s a good sign.”

      “Is it?” I asked.

      “Or we just drank poison,” Cassandra said.

      I started to feel sick.

      “That would be an anticlimactic end to our journey,” Erik said. “I’d much rather go down fighting, not poisoned in a cage.”

      “We’ll see what happens tomorrow,” Nicholae said. He stood up and manifested four side-by-side beds. “Might as well be comfortable until then.”

      I propped my sword against the rocks, but left my gun and boots on. I didn’t want to sacrifice readiness for comfort. The medallion around my neck shimmered from the sparks, so I tucked it under my shirt.

      The silver sparks didn’t seem as bright in the moonlight, but I still couldn’t see stars past the sparks. The lights in the handful of towns flickered within homes and didn’t seem to illuminate any common areas except for the occasional bonfire. It seemed the whole world was preparing for sleep, which with today’s excitement wasn’t far off for me, either.

      I closed my eyes and could still see the bursting sparks like tiny fireworks in my mind’s eye. Throwing an arm over my eyes was the only way I could reach the desired darkness.

      I awoke to the sound of the wood tray being dragged from our cell. Another preteen girl, this one a shorter redhead, used the flat end of a similar staff to pull the tray through the outer wall of sparks.

      “Good morning,” she said when she noticed me looking at her, but she didn’t meet my eyes.

      “Good morning,” I said hoarsely.

      She had the same letter “A” burned into the side of her neck. The protrusion of the letter was so prominent that it looked as if it might actually burst through her skin. The dress she wore was white with long flowing lines and her bare feet peeked out from the hemline.

      An identical tray with four identical wooden bowls (except these bowls came with spoons) was on the ground next to the one she’d just dragged from our cage. She pushed the new tray into the torrential rain of silver sparks, slung the staff over one shoulder, and picked up the tray of empty bowls before she walked away down the trail.

      “Breakfast is here,” I said. I seemed to have been the only one awakened from the noisy tray exchange.

      I grabbed a spoon and a bowl, which was quite warm in my cupped hands. The bowl was filled with some type of steaming porridge. We had all survived the night, so poison was off the table. I took a careful spoonful and it tasted as bland as it looked, but I wasn’t going to complain.

      After breakfast, I lounged on my bed with earbuds in and my music cranked up to drown out the rest of the world. During the second song, I noticed Nicholae trying to get my attention. I removed one earbud, but didn’t stop the music.

      “We should utilize this time,” he said.

      That got me to turn off the music and set my phone down. We’d been working together during the uneventful evenings in the wasteland, working to help me break through a frozen state. My last encounter with Kafka rendered me helpless, but left me fully aware. It was worse than being unaware. It was a terrifyingly vulnerable position to be in—helpless to save myself, helpless to save my friends. Something I never wanted to experience again.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Then I don’t have to tell you what’s coming,” Nicholae said and focused intently on me.

      The now familiar tidal wave hit me and rendered my physical body powerless. I squirmed inside the shell of my own body, fighting to break free and produce even the slightest movement. If I could just blink my eyes or wiggle a finger, then I could leap off this plateau. The rest would be easy. Just this first damn movement.

      “I can see you struggling in there,” Nicholae said.

      Erik and Cassandra were watching, too.

      “I’m Kafka,” Nicholae said. “I’m walking straight toward you, intent on killing you. Picture it. Feel it. Believe it!”

      I didn’t have to imagine hard. Nicholae transformed into Kafka without much effort. The surroundings became that quiet street in Doria, statues all around me, with one man meticulously moving through the inanimate crowd. Replicas of Micah and Isolde were my sole defenses. For a moment, Micah was still alive. And then his body was replaced by Jeremy’s.

      “I’m going to kill your friends if you don’t stop me. I’m going to kill you,” Nicholae said, his voice spitting malice with each word. He took a step closer.

      He wasn’t there. I was frozen and helpless and he wasn’t there! Our people—his people were dying and he wasn’t there. I saw Nicholae for a moment, but he quickly reverted back to Kafka—because he wasn’t there!

      Nicholae took another step.

      I punched and kicked at the inner walls of my body. Breaking something would be better than doing nothing at all. I had been kneeling on the bed when the tidal wave hit and I was still kneeling in the exact same position. In my mind, I was jumping up and down, reaching for a weapon, screaming at my attacker. But nothing I did seemed to make a bit of difference.

      A large knife appeared in Nicholae’s hand when he moved forward one more step. He violently slashed at the air, cutting through sparks that reflected off the blade. “One of your friends is dead,” he said and slashed again.

      I watched Jeremy fall limply to the ground with blood pouring from a gash in his neck. He wasn’t my friend, he was my brother—a brother Nicholae never really loved. Jeremy knew it. I knew it. I saw it in Nicholae’s face when Jeremy was being tortured on the bridge. Indifference.

      Kafka held the dripping dagger in one hand and reached for Isolde’s hair, ready to pull her head back and open her throat as well. Nicholae wasn’t coming to save us.

      “NO!” I screamed at the top of my lungs—and found myself falling forward—actually falling off the bed.

      Nicholae caught me before I hit the ground. He released his knife to catch me with both hands. The weapon clanged off the rocks and skidded under the bed. I landed on top of him and he toppled backward. My head crashed against his chest and his body crunched against the rock floor.

      Erik and Cassandra rushed over to help me off Nicholae. I felt weak and dazed. My whole body was fatigued like the fight I had been putting up in my head had actually happened. The two Lornes supporting me tested my stability by apprehensively releasing my arms. My knees shook from all the inner exertion.

      Nicholae rubbed the back of his head with one hand as he slowly rose to a seated position. By the time he was fully upright, he was beaming from ear to ear.

      “Do you realize what you’ve just done?” Nicholae asked, his grin unfaltering.

      “I—I’m so pissed at you,” I said.

      Now his grin faltered. “What?”

      “You weren’t there...when Kafka came,” I said. “You never seem to be there.”

      Nicholae rose to his feet. “I can’t be everywhere. When I couldn’t be there, Daniel was. That was the agreement. I tried—I died to keep you and your mother safe.”

      “What about Jeremy?” I could now confidently stand on my own and shrugged Erik and Cassandra aside. Resentment had overtaken fatigue.

      Nicholae’s eyes grew cold. “What about him?”

      “You didn’t try to save him.”

      “No,” he said. “I didn’t. I knew...I knew it would only prolong the inevitable. You may not believe me, but I didn’t want to watch him die that day. He wasn’t mine, but he was a good kid. I tried to treat him like my own, though it may not have always come across that way.” He paused. “Daniel is a romantic. And he’s my best friend. But positive intentions don’t alter the inevitable.”

      “And who decides what’s inevitable?”

      “You broke free of my hold,” Nicholae said. “Do you realize that?”

      I was about to answer him when I noticed the last of the sparks raining down had appeared, and those elements were bringing the entire cage down. The walls collapsed and the last of the sparks vanished upon contact with the ground. We were now four travelers and four beds in an open clearing halfway up a mountain.

      Then I noticed the young girl standing near us—the red-haired girl who had brought us breakfast. She didn’t carry a tray and she didn’t have a staff. She carried nothing, her hands folded upon one another. She waited for our undivided attention before speaking.

      “Sir Archanum will see you now,” she said in the sweetest of little voices.
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      Eli strolled into Kafka’s penthouse suite, drenched in his daediem’s blood, feeling more confident than ever.

      Kafka was seated on one of the couches overlooking the rebuilding of Provex City. He stood to face Eli upon hearing his footsteps from the entryway. A trail of blood marked Eli’s path from the front door to the living room.

      “I had every confidence,” Kafka said.

      “I didn’t.”

      “But you do now.”

      Eli thought of the shard he’d hidden from Jag and his grin returned. “Yes.”

      Kafka met Eli at the edge of the living room. He grabbed him by both arms and Eli winced. Taking Eli’s hands and extending his arms, Kafka examined the patchwork of stitched-up cuts marring his skin.

      “You’ve overcome quite the ordeal,” Kafka said. “It looks painful.”

      “Not so much anymore,” Eli said, which was true. Killing his daediem had tapped into a hidden reserve of strength he didn’t know he had.

      Kafka slid a hand down Eli’s right arm and all of the scars, new and old, vanished like soaking up a spill. He repeated the process on the other arm.

      “Do you have them anywhere else?” Kafka asked.

      Eli poked at his arms with skeptical fingers. No pain. He looked up and shook his head. “This was as far as he got.”

      “Good. He was a vicious one and will make you that much stronger. Why don’t you get cleaned up and then I’ll show you the progress we’ve made while you were away.” Kafka gave Eli some clean clothes and offered his guest bathroom to use.

      Eli went into the bathroom and closed the door. He turned on the water for the shower and tossed his bloody shirt on the floor. The reflection looking back at him in the mirror seemed more like Jag than Eli. He looked different—he felt different—though he couldn’t pinpoint what exactly had changed. He held his arms out picturing all the mounds of rough stitch work. Smears and trickles of blood still remained, but the skin itself was perfect.

      The running water began to fog up the mirror.

      Eli looked himself straight in the eyes, eyes that no longer belonged to just him. Jag was behind them now, hungrily gazing out. His face was fading in the mirror like the sole identity that once was Elijah Long. He was a different person now. And through Kafka, he would be reborn. A new man would exit the ceremony.

      The fog overtook the mirror. He never again had to look at the boy who’d cried and begged for rescue at the bottom of the open grave. That boy was buried.

      Eli wrote on the mirror with his index finger, large letters that stretched from wall to wall.

      Elijah Long is dead.
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      The girl led us down the path past the boulders. Behind them, there were stairs built into the rock, some leading up and others leading down. We went up.

      She never looked back to see if we were following or how far we were behind. Her bare feet took each step gracefully—steps that extended beyond a curve in the cliff. When we reached the next landing, I saw our sublime destination.

      The landing we were on was all rock, but a few steps higher sat a second landing where the lush greens replaced the bare land underfoot. On the first staircase, we had to climb it single file, but the shorter staircase before us could accommodate our entire group side-by-side.

      The second landing was a verdant garden of tall bushes pruned to resemble statues of beasts and men, flowers of every color, flourishing pools with arced bridges of wooden planks, and exquisite fountains that spat water thirty feet into the air. The concoction of floral scenes was intoxicating and I found myself actually stopping to smell the roses. The garden stretched a hundred yards or more and backed up to a four-story palace with large windows, a vine-laced exterior, and a white sweeping staircase that connected the garden to a viewing balcony. The black roof was a sharp and angular crown with several brick chimneys protruding from it like horns.

      “Welcome to Archanum Manor,” the girl said as we reached the bottom of one side of the white staircase.

      It was segmented into three equal tiers, which we climbed in earnest—the final few stairs standing between us and the elusive Archanums. I wandered over to the white stone railing to gaze out at the entire garden that extended a hundred yards in either direction—then out at the grander scale of the valley far below that extended a hundred miles in either direction. We were as much atop the world as in any Provex City tower.

      The portion of the main building connecting to the viewing terrace was a full wall of windows, complete with two glass double doors, one set of them open. All I could see from the window wall was the garden and valley reflecting back at us. The inside of the palace remained as elusive as the Archanums themselves.

      The girl did not lead us inside. Instead, she stood next to the set of open doors and gestured for us to enter.

      “The throne room is just inside,” she said. “Please.” She bowed to each of us as we passed, then shut the doors behind us and left down the closest white staircase.

      We had stepped into a grand two-story space of travertine columns, a similarly tiled floor, candle-lit crystal chandeliers, and colorful mosaics lining the wood-paneled walls. On the far end of the imperial hall was a dais several steps up with two golden thrones, one with a larger-than-life white marble statue of a man, and beside him, an exquisitely detailed white marble woman. Each statue held a chain—a long chain that connected to a collared person who remarkably resembled the statues to which he and she were joined. Neither the chained man, nor the chained woman, had seats of their own. They both sat upon the steps to the dais.

      The man on the steps began clapping as we continued toward him. “Congratulations on being the first, and certainly not the first to have tried. We had no doubt we’d be meeting members of Kafka’s manufactured Lorne family one day. And here you are in our throne room. You must be Nicholae. Kafka tells us so much about you.”

      “And you’re Sir Archanum?” Nicholae asked, coming to a halt twenty feet away from the chained couple.

      “I am,” he said and gestured to the woman to his left. “And this is Madame Archanum.”

      “We are pleased to finally meet you,” she said. “While you’re in The Garden, we do ask you get rid of your guns. This kingdom does not have them, and we intend on keeping it that way.”

      “If you require assistance—”

      “No need,” Nicholae said, holding a hand out to me.

      I gave Nicholae my weapon, which disappeared with one touch of his hand. The other Lornes dematerialized their handguns as well.

      “I’m sorry. We did not mean to offend.” Nicholae paused and took another look around the throne room. “This place is yours—all of it.”

      Even I knew he was talking about more than just the palace—he truly meant everything. I could hear the envy in his voice and could imagine the same tone coming from Kafka.

      “We don’t stake claim to everything we create,” Sir Archanum said.

      He had wavy golden hair that fell to his shoulders and icy blue eyes. Tall and slender, he wore a loose-fitting silk shirt and pants, and an off-white robe that nearly touched his bare feet. His knees jutted out at what looked like uncomfortable angles, his hands grabbed the stair on which he sat as if he were preparing to pounce. “We were like you once, centuries ago. The way you were before Kafka found you.”

      “Bryten?” Nicholae asked.

      Sir Archanum nodded. “We are Brytenwalda.”

      “All of you have your daediems with you,” Madame Archanum said. “That is punishable here by eternal exile. Have you met the exiled?”

      “The Scorched Ones?” Cassandra asked.

      Madame Archanum nodded with a smile reminiscent of a mother thinking of a beloved child. Her hair was the same golden color as Sir Archanum’s and only slightly longer. Her eyes were as piercingly green as Desiree’s, which made me long to see her again. A long white robe draped elegantly over the soft curves of her body, one shoulder bare, the other pinned with a gold flower. A similar flower adorned her hair.

      “We battled a fair share of your little creatures.” Cassandra didn’t share the same lighthearted sentiment.

      “You may have broken them, but we will put them back together,” Madame Archanum said.

      “We won’t do that to you,” Sir Archanum said. “It would be unfair judging by where you come from. It wouldn’t be fair to punish you for doing what we taught you to do originally. But to be clear, we no longer condone such behavior. We now teach the cohabitation of our entire selves.”

      “Speaking of cohabitation, why are you chained to a statue?’ I asked, stepping alongside Nicholae.

      “We’re all chained to something,” he said. “Whether you dare to admit it or not. Whom you see here, we are joined, not imprisoned. We are much freer than you’ll learn to be in your short lifetime. You do not have a wolf-head, young one. So it is safe to assume this is your first awakened life. We enlightened Kafka to the secret—one of them—many centuries ago. But there is another. We no longer cycle through lives, but live one. This is a life you have not evolved to yet. You are builders, not creators. You are still busy building your empire, seeking significance, and gathering immortality through legacy. You, too, will reach a time when those things are no longer important.”

      Another young girl, also sporting a burned “A” in the side of her neck and trotting along on bare feet, led a teenage boy from one of the many side entrances in the great hall. I guessed him to be about my age. He wore loose-fitting white clothes that resembled pajamas and had an identical burn scar. The girl stopped half-way to the dais while the boy continued forward. She gave a humble bow and returned in the direction from which she came.

      Madame Archanum summoned the boy to her with graceful hand gestures. He did not look at us and took a seat next to her, between the two Archanums. She pulled one hand from his lap, kissed the palm of his hand and then moved to his wrist. When blood began to trickle from his arm, I realized she was no longer just kissing him. The boy winced in pain but did not cry out or pull away. Sir Archanum grabbed the boy’s free hand and bit into that wrist as well. Blood pooled on the stair before spilling down to the next.

      They both pulled away from the boy’s arms at the same time. He stood and padded down the steps, bowed deeply to the Archanums and exited the hall.

      “All daediems must keep up their strength lest they wish to grow weak and wither,” Sir Archanum said, wiping his blood-smeared mouth with a manifested white towel. He used the towel to mop up the spilled blood and allowed the towel to disappear once the area was clean.

      “You both are daediems?” Erik asked.

      “Technically speaking, from your limited perspective. We are parts of Brytenwalda Archanum that make up one individual. Not limited to titles. We are not separate, but one whole.”

      “And this is the asymmetric plane?” I asked.

      “Not like the others,” Sir Archanum said. “The Garden is unique—and uniquely hidden—to remain hidden from travelers like yourselves. Kafka is the only outsider to whom we’ve given directions. We knew he would share the way eventually.”

      “He did not show us the way,” Nicholae said.

      “Oh? You came all on your own?”

      “Most impressive,” Madame Archanum said.

      “Which brings me to the real reason why we’re here,” Nicholae said. “Kafka has destroyed one of your planes—killed your guardians. He is out of control and must be stopped.”

      “And you intended to enlist our help,” Sir Archanum said flatly.

      “Well…yes.” Nicholae didn’t sound so confident anymore.

      “We know what Kafka has done. He wouldn’t have been able to keep it from us. We are above what is happening, but not oblivious. We know your family is feuding. You are fighting amongst yourselves for power. That is expected at your age. You are still young—still building, and thus fighting for control of your empire. One day you will realize that you’re fighting for something that doesn’t matter and will let it go. We were on the verge of this profound realization while mentoring Kafka in the early days, while we still resided in Er, before creating Purgatorie and The Garden. If he wants to destroy what we’ve left behind, then so be it. That is his current path. It has no relevance to ours.”

      “You seriously don’t care that he’s destroying what you’ve built and killed your guardians?” Erik asked.

      Both Archanums laughed.

      “Our guardians may have been relieved of their posts, but they were not slain or even harmed, we can assure you,” Sir Archanum said. “Kafka told us his plan. We did not stop him, but we did not aid him, either. If he wanted to continue down his path, he needed to find his own way and face the obstacles alone. And he did. We commend him on his effort and success.”

      “His success?” Nicholae asked, astonished by what he was hearing.

      “He succeeded in what he set out to do. How else would you describe it?”

      “He destroyed an entire world!”

      “Which will provide him his first experience in rebuilding one, and perhaps one day, creating one of his own. It is his path. Nothing is lost, just transferred. When you create, you transfer what has once been destroyed to develop something new.”

      “This is ridiculous!” Nicholae yelled. “How can you be serious? How can you sit back and allow him to destroy what you created?”

      “Detachment,” Sir Archanum said. “I can see you’re upset. You and Kafka are not so different—at slightly different positions on the same path. Directing your anger at us will not get you what you want. Directing your anger at Kafka has not gotten you what you want so far. What do you want? Do you want justice? To be freed from guilt? To lead? To become your own master? To find peace? To become an apprentice? What do you want?”

      “To stop Kafka,” Nicholae said with a sigh.

      “Then why don’t you?”

      “You gave him a dagger—a dagger he’s using to kill us off and preventing us from being reborn with our prior memories, preventing us from coming back as ourselves.”

      “Oh you come back as yourself, you just don’t remember. It provides a clean slate. Maybe that’s what you need. Did you ever think of that? You’re fighting so hard to continue the lives you’ve created, but maybe what you need is a fresh start.”

      “I don’t want a fresh start. I want my life with my family.”

      “You’re afraid of loss. You’re holding on to what you’ve built.” Sir Archanum smiled. “Let it go.”

      “What about all this?” Nicholae asked, sweeping his hand across his body to signify the whole room. “You sure want to hold onto this place. It’s hidden, guarded, grandiose—”

      “It’s nothing,” Sir Archanum said, mimicking Nicholae’s sweeping motion. “All of it, unimportant. We’ve lived in a cave and in the tallest skyscraper, in a cabin and under the stars, in captivity and within a dream. Reality is what you make of it, and all of this stuff becomes meaningless when you come to know existence. We are masters of our universe, but our universe is very small within pure existence—something you’ll come to know one day if you continue down the path.”

      The walls of the palace, the pillars and chandeliers, dissolved in a shower of silver sparks. The floor from where we stood became nothing more than a platform on the mountaintop. The entire mansion was gone but the ground floor.

      I looked back at the garden, which remained as picturesque as ever. The open space past the dais revealed an ongoing mountain range. The sun was fully overhead now and shining inexorably down on us.

      “See? Nothing,” Sir Archanum said.

      “You’re right. That proves nothing,” Nicholae responded. “You can return it just as easily. I can return it just as easily.”

      “Or we can create something completely new. No limits. No attachments. That’s the difference. That’s what you lack. You want more. We…don’t…want.”

      “Then create something new. Astound us with your limitless capabilities.”

      Sir Archanum shrugged.

      Then the end of his chain fell from the hand of the statue. Sir Archanum stood up and proceeded down the short staircase. His chain clanged and dragged across the tile floor like a long, heavy ponytail.

      “Try to kill me,” Sir Archanum said, stalking toward our group. He held his arms out, palms up, in a gesture of peace.

      “What? No,” Nicholae said.

      “I’m not asking. I insist.” Sir Archanum drew closer. “If you do not, I will rip off your boy’s head and throw it off the mountain. NOW ENGAGE!”

      Nicholae reached back and unsheathed his sword.

      “Don’t do it,” I said and took a few steps back.

      Erik and Cassandra did the same.

      Sir Archanum stopped three feet away from Nicholae, who had his sword gripped with both hands, held up and ready.

      “Is this some kind of trick?” he asked. “You should be able to end all of us with the snap of your fingers.”

      “I can. And this is no trick. This is what you asked for—to be astounded. Now strike.”

      Nicholae glanced back at us, obviously unsure of his next move.

      I yelled for help as an unseen force began pulling me toward Sir Archanum. I couldn’t do anything to stop it as I was dragged away from Erik and Cassandra, who had each grabbed an arm, but to no avail. I was easily yanked free from their grips.

      Nicholae saw me sliding toward Sir Archanum and swung the sword with a powerful grunt. The blade sliced through Sir Archanum’s neck and cleanly severed his head from his body with a great splatter of blood and a violent collapse. The metal collar slipped off the open neck and skidded across the floor.

      The invisible force released me and I fell forward, first cracking my knees on the tile floor, then toppling onto my hands.

      Blood gushed from the headless body and flowed toward me like a flood, causing me to scramble backward.

      Madame Archanum didn’t make a sound. In fact she looked oddly pleased.

      “Is this what you wanted?” Nicholae shouted, his face and clothes speckled with blood. He kept his sword up, ready—anticipating an attack. “Is this what you wanted!?”

      “You did just fine,” she said, soft and calm.

      Erik, Cassandra, and I were all looking at each other, unsure of how to respond.

      Nicholae didn’t back away when the spreading pool reached his boot.

      Madame Archanum’s chain dropped from the hand of her statue. She rose and approached the drained body. She had no reservations with getting blood on her white robe or bare feet when she squatted beside the body. She grabbed the detached head by the hair with one hand and the empty collar with the other. She slipped the collar back onto the empty neck and touched the two severed ends together. Without any elaborate mystical presentation, the clean cut line separating head from body vanished and Sir Archanum’s dead eyes blinked and refocused on Nicholae.

      “Where were we?” Sir Archanum said, pushing up to his knees, and then climbing to his feet like someone who’d just awoken from a nap.

      Madame Archanum rose and backed up to give him space, her sticky footprints marking each step.

      “That’s impossible,” Nicholae said.

      “Nothing’s impossible within pure existence,” Sir Archanum said. “Are you astounded yet?”

      Everyone was silently dumbfounded.

      “Because of Kafka, we’ll give you one more special privilege,” Madame Archanum said, strolling up to stand beside her male counterpart. “Nicholae Lorne, we insist you do the honors.”

      Nicholae still hadn’t dropped his sword. “Now what?”

      “Strike us both down.”

      “Fine.” Nicholae didn’t hesitate this time and lopped off both heads in a single blow.

      Sir Archanum’s body spilled as much blood as it had the first time. The three pools intermingled and became one large pond that the two fallen bodies appeared to be floating in. Madame Archanum’s head tumbled past the pond and settled right by my feet.

      It was a little too close for comfort. The dismembering of Scorched Ones didn’t seem as real as the two beheaded Archanums before us. This couple was not just shot or stabbed—I had started to become desensitized to those types of deaths. But my repeatedly tested constitution was not prepared for the severed head lying at my feet. I brought a fist to my mouth and choked the rising bile back down, which burned from my throat down to my stomach. My eyes stung and watered. I had to look away.

      “So this is what we came here for?” Nicholae turned to face the rest of us. “How do we even get home?”

      “I don’t know,” Erik said, exasperated.

      “Why did they want me to kill them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What the hell happened?!”

      “I don’t know,” was all Erik could say.

      Then the rest of the palace reappeared, just as it had been, and something moved—not the dead bodies on the floor, but something on the dais. On the throne. The male statue opened its eyes and gazed down on us.

      “Nicholae?” I stammered, and when I couldn’t manage any further verbal communication, childishly pointed.

      The female statue’s eyes were also open by the time Nicholae had swung around due to my panicked expression.

      My color had drained from the nausea, but now it had to be as white as the moving statues.

      The male statue moved both hands, gripped the armrests of the golden throne, and rose to his feet. His flowing clothes moved with him, now as fluid as he was. He must have stood ten feet tall, which was even more impressive positioned at the top of the dais.

      “I am Bryten Archanum and this is my better half, Walda Archanum,” he said in a thunderous voice. “You have sought me out and I am here.” Heavy steps sounded throughout the hall as he descended the stairs. “I showed your patriarch how to slay his daediem, how to seamlessly transition through lifetimes, and how to travel between the planes that I had created.”

      Bryten started with Madame Archanum, picked up her severed head, slipped the collar around her neck like a large ring, and reattached her head to her fallen body. He quickly moved on to Sir Archanum. When the two began to wake, he picked up the ends of both chains and proceeded back up the stairs. He handed one chain to Walda before he returned to his throne.

      “Death is an illusion,” Bryten said. “Time is an illusion. Your bodies are illusions. The only thing that is real is that which does not change. If something changes, then you have the power to change it—change it at will.”

      Sir and Madame Archanum returned to their seats on the stairs. This time they did nothing to clean up the pool, splatters, and footprints of blood.

      “You seek the power of the dagger we gave Kafka,” Walda said. Her voice had a musical cadence and commanded just as much attention as Bryten.

      “Yes,” Nicholae said. “I believe it is the only way to finally defeat him.”

      “Then it is,” she said. “But do you understand what the dagger truly is?”

      “It severs the link to past lives.”

      “That’s what you’re supposed to believe.”

      “It’s nothing,” Sir Archanum said. “It is a projection of belief.”

      “An object can project its user or owner’s beliefs,” Madame Archanum said.

      “Yes. It’s like a blessed or cursed magical item—the only power lies in the projection from its owner and is only as powerful as the owner’s beliefs. Does it have actual power? Whose belief in that power is stronger? Since its power is tied to belief, and beliefs are rooted in subjection, the object’s power isn’t real. It is nothing.”

      “Kafka knows this,” Walda said. “We told him as much when he came and made the same request.” She held up a gold-hilted, double-edged dagger and passed it to Madame Archanum.

      Madame Archanum walked the dagger down the stairs, through the blood, and handed it hilt first to Nicholae. She obediently returned to her station at Walda’s feet.

      “There, now you have what you came for,” Bryten said. “And it is up to you for how it will be used and for what—your newfound knowledge. You can use it to kill each other...or save each other.”

      Nicholae gazed upon the dagger. There were jewels embedded into the golden hilt. As far as I could tell, it was an exact replica of Kafka’s.

      “Thank you,” Nicholae finally said. “This was a difficult journey, but a necessary and enlightening one.”

      “I know what you plan to do when you get back,” Bryten said. “I know you can’t see it now, but when you realize that killing each other isn’t the only option, when you learn to let go—whether that be in a hundred years or a thousand—come back and see us. Those timeframes are nothing more than a night’s sleep. We’ll be here and now you know the way. Once you’re done building, collecting, and protecting, we’ll teach you the essence of true creation.”

      “I hope to one day have that opportunity,” Nicholae said.

      Before Bryten Archanum replied, his movements slowed, his arms settled on the armrests, and his eyes closed. The chain remained tight in his solid grip. Then he returned to being the statue from which he emerged.

      I slid my attention to Walda and she was also still, eyes closed, and—gone.

      “We have a parting gift for you,” Sir Archanum said, hopping down the stairs, and approaching us. “To make your next journey easier.”

      A bundle of necklaces appeared dangling from an outstretched finger. They were more of the medallions I still had around my neck. They jingled together as he walked up to Nicholae. He removed one from the bundle and slid it over Nicholae’s bowed head. Sir Archanum presented one to both Erik and Cassandra. And when he got to me, noticed I already had one around my neck, tucked under my shirt.

      “You’re full of surprises yourself,” he said and returned to the stairs. “Please wait outside and you will be escorted home.”

      The four Archanums looked like they had stepped back into one of their mosaics lining the wood-paneled walls. They looked exactly the same as when we’d first walked into the great hall. The only difference that distinguished then from now was the newly painted floor in buckets of blood.

      Erik led us out to the viewing terrace to gaze upon the garden and beyond—The Garden.

      “Can I see it?” I asked Nicholae.

      He handed me the dagger—the weapon that has struck so much fear in the rebellion—the symbol of Kafka’s ultimate power.

      “You can have it,” Nicholae said, continuing past me, to the white stone railing.

      “But—”

      “You heard them in there. It’s nothing.”

      “This dagger’s like the pills you gave Mom and me, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Sometimes you just need a reminder that you knew the answer all along,” Nicholae said. “It’s time to end this.”

      While continuing to examine the beautifully crafted weapon, I saw the pillars of showering silver sparks appearing around us.

      “I think our ride’s here,” Erik said and put an arm around Nicholae’s shoulders.

      Cassandra threw an arm around me as well. “Time to get these kids home, honey.”

      We all shared a much needed good laugh.
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      Four city blocks of South Los Angeles, what had once been South Central, had been demoed and were now one large bustling construction site. The building was out of the ground, the skeletal framework already reaching up ten floors. There were cranes raising beams from the ground and welders tied off from the top deck. Concrete was being poured and material being driven in by a never-ending succession of flatbed trucks. Lorne Tower was quickly taking shape.

      “I can’t believe this is happening…and so fast,” Eli said, watching the erection from just beyond the hard-hat zone.

      “Believe it,” Kafka said. “This is the start of a whole new world, my young friend. You are literally coming in on the ground floor. Once this new Lorne Tower is complete, the world will take notice. Everyone will be in awe of its beauty and unprecedented architectural feat. They’ll want more. And we’ll give it to them.”

      “It’s just the beginning.”

      “Yours starts tomorrow night at the ceremony,” Kafka said. “It will be a long night. And there will be a transition, so make the most of tonight. I suggest you go out—enjoy a night on the town. Forget about all this for an evening. Go and do something you want to do—something you’ve been dying to do. Don’t worry about anything following you home. When your new life begins tomorrow night, no one in this plane will be able to touch you.”

      “Sounds incredible,” Eli said.

      “You have no idea.”

      “And you won’t even give me a hint?”

      “Family secrets,” Kafka scolded.

      “But—”

      “You’re close, but you’re not quite family yet.”

      Kafka gazed up at his building in progress.

      Eli marveled at his mentor watching his tower coming to life. It was all happening so fast—and he wasn’t just thinking about the construction. He knew that this was the last night of his present life. He had earned his wolf-head tattoo and tomorrow he would receive it. Tomorrow he would begin his new life as a Lorne. And perhaps he would start going by Elijah. Elijah Lorne. He liked the sound of that.

      “Go on,” Kafka said. “Have a fun night and I’ll see you tomorrow. Here’s a room key. Take the limo. The city’s yours.”

      The Mercedes limousine was parked a few blocks away. Once in the back seat, Eli stretched out like a king. He could get used to this—not exactly the beat-up pickups and hand-me-down sedans he was used to. Eli grabbed a beer from the built-in fridge, popped the top, and leaned back. The handgun in the back of his jeans dug into his skin, so he set it on the seat beside him.

      He needed to see some familiar faces. Eli pulled out his phone and scrolled through his contacts list.

      “Hey Derek...nope, not dead. It’s a long story. I won’t bore you with it now. You’re coming out tonight...I don’t care what you’ve got planned. Cancel it. And you probably won’t make it to school tomorrow, either. Just saying...I won’t take no for an answer. Come up to LA. Meet me at the Ritz...yeah, you heard me. Ask for me at the front desk. They’ll let you up...The Ritz-Carlton Suite. The whole top floor...no, I’m not fucking with you. And guess what, I’m in a limo right now...totally. It’s ours for the night. We can do whatever the hell we want. Invite Mike and Todd, too, and whoever else you want—just get here.”

      Eli hung up and scrolled through the list again, found the name he was looking for, and hit the call button.

      The phone rang four times.

      “Hey Anna...”
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      Walking through the camp, I was attacked by two overly affectionate dogs. It was Frolics and Frolics—a very odd-looking duo. Frolics the cocker spaniel hopped like a pogo stick at my left leg while Frolics the golden retriever repeatedly pawed at my right, with his whip of a tail kicking up dirt.

      Darius’s sister, Amber, came running with at least one leash folded in her hand.

      “They’re so fast,” she said, panting.

      “Well you’re doing a great job taking care of them,” I said. “Are you keeping their names straight?”

      “They have the same name,” she said and laughed. “It’s so silly.”

      “Yeah, we’ll need to do something about that.” I knelt down and let both dogs lick me wherever they could reach. Frolics the larger got me in the face while Frolics the smaller just slimed my hand. “It’s good to see you guys, too.”

      After my short detour, I continued to the building with no door. I checked for passersby, found that the coast was clear, and stepped through the wall.

      Desiree was lying in bed, where I figured Nicholae had placed her before we left. I had hoped to find her awake with her memory regained, but deep down, I knew that was asking for too much. Matilda had made no progress locating Desiree’s daediem while we were away, though I guessed she didn’t even look.

      “I thought I’d find you here.”

      I didn’t even have to turn around. “You followed me?”

      “Yes,” Mr. Gordon said. “But I had already found her. I was this close to taking her home myself, but I know you didn’t do this on your own. Nicholae has his hand in this.”

      “It wasn’t his idea. It was mine,” I said. “Did Matilda tell you?”

      “No. Oliver, look at me.”

      I apprehensively turned. He looked like my teacher again. All I could read on his face was disappointment.

      “What are you doing?” Mr. Gordon remained across the room.

      “We can get her back—I can get her back.”

      “And this is how you want to do it? You’re stealing her life, her freedom, her dignity. Even if you can bring her memory back, you want her to remember what you’ve done to her?”

      “She’d understand. We were in this together. And besides, if that was a problem, you could erase that part.”

      “No,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “Nicholae then.”

      “This isn’t right. Let her go. What’s meant to happen will. You have to trust in that.”

      “I know, I know. Accidents don’t just happen. But right now, I’m still in control,” I insisted.

      “No, you’re not,” Mr. Gordon said solemnly. “You have to let her go. I can’t do it for you.”

      “We’ll find her daediem and then everything will be okay.”

      “You’re sounding and acting more and more like them. I saw it in the asylum. Seeing her here. Is this who you want to be?”

      “Who?” I asked.

      Mr. Gordon sighed. “I’ve known Nicholae for a long time, but there are quite a few things we don’t see eye-to-eye on because we’re fundamentally different. He slew his daediem a number of lifetimes ago. It’s what makes the Lornes who they are. They generally have good intentions, but they’re more concerned with the result than the process. People get hurt along the way. You’ve seen that. How do you feel about hurting people along the way?”

      “I don’t want to intentionally hurt anyone.”

      “Even if it means not getting what you want?”

      I turned back to look down at Desiree’s sleeping body. “I love her.”

      “Then let her go,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “I can’t give up on her.”

      “Letting go and giving up are two separate things. You’re hurting her. And if you can’t see that…” He trailed off. “We started this journey together, the three of us. If you can’t see that you’re hurting her now, then I’m done. I’ll leave and never mention I found her here.”

      “What were you expecting? You were training me to be like my father.”

      “Not exactly.” Mr. Gordon turned to leave.

      “No,” I said abruptly. “Don’t go.”

      “Why not?”

      “Nicholae said I’d never get a Lorne tattoo. And through most of this, I thought I wanted one. It felt good—the power I had in Provex City with the one Desiree had drawn for me. But I don’t think I want one anymore. You know, I’d probably turn it down if it was offered to me now.” I was still wearing the medallion and pulled it out from under my shirt. “Do you know who the Archanums are?”

      “I’ve heard the name before,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “This is from them, from their plane.” I held it up so he could get a better look. “A woman died for this so I could have it. She didn’t have to…and she died horribly. Just so it could be given to me. This stupid piece of metal. I—I don’t want to do that to someone else, to get to the point where that feels okay. Don’t go.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Can you make her forget all this…what I’ve done to her?”

      Mr. Gordon nodded.

      “Then I release her,” I said meekly. “Please take her home. I don’t want to come with you, but can I at least say goodbye?”

      Mr. Gordon walked up to the bed and laid a hand on her forehead. Moments later she blinked her eyes open. Her whole body shook with the sight of us. She brought her hands up from under the blanket. When she found them empty she seemed crestfallen. I knew what she was hoping to find, but this time I had left my gun in my room. Her eyes were nearly popping out of her head in surprise and frustration.

      “Where is he?” she croaked.

      “Everything’s fine,” Mr. Gordon said. “In fact, I’m here to take you home.”

      “He said that before.” She was still talking about Nicholae.

      “I know, but this time it’s true. I promise. Oliver is just here to say goodbye and then you and I are walking out that door together.” Mr. Gordon pointed to the wall behind him, and sure enough, the door had returned.

      It reminded me of our long-lost sessions in his classroom and the door to the Room of Enlightenment. Those days seemed like a lifetime ago. And in that moment, seeing her again, seeing the three of us alone together in the same room, I would have given anything to get those days back.

      “You mean it?” she asked skeptically. “This isn’t another cruel joke?”

      “You have my word,” Mr. Gordon said.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “For everything. You don’t have to forgive me. I just wanted you to know. I have so much respect for you and I shouldn’t have put you through this. I’m sorry.”

      She was listening to me and seemed to even consider my apology, but she didn’t say a word.

      “Is there anything else you want to say before we go?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “How about you, Miss Behring?”

      “No,” Desiree said.

      “Then I believe it is time to get you home.”

      Desiree didn’t protest me packing the few belongings I’d brought for her, nor did she say anything about me taking the Elliott Smith button.

      “Just a token,” I said and handed over her purple backpack.

      She tossed a strap over one shoulder, refusing to meet my eyes.

      Mr. Gordon held the door open.

      “Goodbye,” I said as she headed for the exit.

      She glanced back, but that was the only acknowledgement I received. The door swung shut and they were gone. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so alone. I stood in the tiny one-room building, staring at the closed door, memorizing my last glimpse of the beautiful Desiree Behring.

      I let gravity drop me onto the bed. I sat for a while, dividing my attention between the door and the button in my hand like a lovesick puppy. When it became too much to remain seated, I sank further and curled up with Desiree’s pillow. It still smelled like her. I squeezed the button tight and the pillow tighter.

      I didn’t like who I was becoming any more than Mr. Gordon did. I was changing, and it wasn’t for the better. I finally considered Mr. Gordon being asked to be a Lorne and turning the opportunity down—the kind of opportunity no one in their right mind would refuse. But maybe he was the one in his right mind.

      I thought of Nero and his obsessive addict behavior and finally saw myself turning into him—maybe not quite in the same way—but plagued with growing obsessions all the same, building obsessions. Building. And building. And building. Building without constraints. I was becoming one of those—builders.

      I needed to let go. Mr. Gordon had said as much, and so had the Archanums. They had taught Kafka to kill his daediem and I could only assume it was a lesson from personal experience. But their daediems were right there, on the throne room steps. Alive. Not in control.

      Back in that prison of an apartment, Nero was in charge—and the irony was, he still was. I couldn’t hear him any longer. I couldn’t feel him. But I could sense him. The stories were true and the joke was actually on us.

      If you kill your daediem—your mirror—you kill yourself. The deaths just aren’t literal, but still as real as gazing into the next plane. We’re alive and well, strong and cocksure, but we’ve killed who we are, the altruistic part of ourselves that stops building and lets go.

      “Nero, you stupid bastard,” I said to the room. “Seems we both were duped.”

      I closed my eyes and transported myself back into the apartment and envisioned Nero’s face, every little inch of it that had any difference from mine. I needed to differentiate the two of us. We were not the same. I was not the same as Nicholae and Kafka.

      We are not the same.

      “I release you,” I said.

      We are not the same.

      “I release you, Nero. You are free. We are not the same.”

      I did not hate him. He was who he was and that was it. Nothing to waste energy on.

      I could hear his voice in my memory. I hated him then. I didn’t understand what I knew now, and that was hate-bred obsession. A building obsession. I needed to sever the line.

      We are not the same.

      I pictured myself sitting on the stairs with a chain around my neck. That’s who I was now—who the Lornes were—we just couldn’t see the chains. Maybe if I focused hard enough, then I could. I couldn’t remain on the stairs.

      I remembered finding Desiree with Reid, the chain around the neck of the girl I loved. I almost didn’t free her.

      “Nero, I know you can hear me. Say something.” I sat up on the bed and planted my feet firmly on the floor.

      A dim shadow extended from my feet like the shadow cast from the faintest of clock hands. I focused on it, the kind of focus that brought me back to my room while I reached for my first glimpses of Provex City.

      “I release you, Nero. You are free. We are not the same.” I said it with as much conviction as when I’d killed him.

      Who? A wolf among sheep? Maybe I am.

      I could be. But I didn’t have to be. And I didn’t want to be one any longer.

      “Nero, I release—”

      The faint shadow at my feet jerked and vanished into the floor like a fleeing ghost.

      “Hello, Oliver,” the familiar voice said.

      I smiled a Jeremy-sized smile. “I never thought it would sound so good to hear your voice again.”

      

      
        
        

      

      

      

      I didn’t tell anyone what I’d accomplished the night before. I didn’t mention to Nicholae that Desiree was gone, even though I knew he wouldn’t have cared either way.

      The day seemed to pass like any other, but Nicholae was planning to attack tonight. Erik confirmed Kafka’s location and he seemed to be preoccupied with his own projects. The other Lornes seemed to be on standby. They were waiting for something and we didn’t know what. Nicholae figured this would be the best time to strike.

      “I’m coming tonight,” I told Nicholae when I found him held up in one of the training rooms.

      “Then we should get in another practice session before then.” He was sitting on the floor in the corner of the room, staring out into space. “Go find Daniel and insist on one more session.”

      “You don’t look overly busy,” I said.

      “Most battles are won before they’re fought. I have to go in there with a clear head. Most of our fights are internal. Focus and mental endurance.”

      I sat down next to him. “Whose belief is stronger,” I said. “Seeing the result within before it manifests.”

      “That’s right.”

      I removed my handgun from the shoulder holster and pointed it at the far wall, my elbows on my upturned knees. With a loud crack, the bullet screamed from the chamber, but I stopped it before it hit the wall. The projectile hovered for a moment and then slowly floated in reverse as I pulled it back to the gun. When it drew close enough, I plucked it out of the air and held it between two fingers. I let the bullet go and it shot back toward the wall like it had been fired again. It dented the metal wall, but didn’t puncture it.

      “Nice control,” Nicholae said. “You’ve come a long way.”

      “I feel like I have, too,” I said, but my meaning was different from his. I released my grip and the gun somersaulted with my finger through the trigger guard. “I’m ready.”

      “I know, Oliver. I won’t hold you back.”

      I followed Nicholae’s direction and went in search for Mr. Gordon. When I found him, we agreed to meet at the small building that had held Desiree. It seemed appropriate.

      I sat on the bed and he pulled up a wooden chair. The door was there when we entered, but he sent it away again. A small assurance of our privacy.

      “Full manifestation isn’t much harder than moving objects with your mind,” Mr. Gordon said. “The key is clearly envisioning the object you wish to move or manifest. To move it, you must first move it in your mind, from one point to another. To manifest it, you move the object past the barrier of your imagination and drag it into the real world.

      “I once told you that when you truly believe anything’s possible, you will be able to open doors where there were only walls. This started out with harnessing your focus and the power of your knowings to pass through walls and planes alike. The walls were no longer barriers, which created their own kind of doors. Now I want you to take that knowing to the next level. You’ve seen me do it, and now it’s your turn. Open a door in that wall.” Mr. Gordon pointed straight ahead, at the empty canvas of a wall. “There was a door there. You saw it. You can picture it. I didn’t push it back. It’s no longer there. It’s time for you to create your own door.”

      “I’ve missed this,” I said.

      “So have I.” He smiled and pointed back to the wall. “We’re not leaving through the wall.”

      I cleared my head and harnessed my focus. The fifth way to get something—manifest it. Mr. Gordon didn’t interject; he simply offered silent support, which was all I needed. We were there for the better part of the afternoon, but in the end, we did leave through a door.

      The rest of the day was a seemingly endless torment of waiting. I ate. Listened to music, mostly Elliott Smith to remind myself of Desiree. Made small talk with what friends I had left. Walked aimlessly around the compound. Visited the dead—and to my surprise, found a fifth white marker in the grass behind the building, and even more of a surprise when I read the name on the marker.

      “Jeremy,” I said and sank cross-legged to the grass. Someone brought him back—brought him home. Just seeing his name scrolled across the rectangular white board before me brought tears to my eyes.

      The sun was setting, just like the last time I sat here with Isolde. A breeze combed through the grass. Dark clouds were coming, forcing twilight to bed earlier than usual. There was static electricity in the air and the hair on my arms stood at attention in anticipation of the coming storm.

      “Hope you don’t mind getting wet,” Nero said just beyond my ears.

      “There are worse things,” I said.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Whatever I can to end this,” I said, as much to Jeremy as to Nero. “It’s time to end this.” My father’s words felt oddly natural on my lips. And for a moment, my tears dried up and I felt calm, peaceful, clear.

      I focused on the Archanum dagger my father had given me—and it appeared in my hand. I didn’t feel surprised as I would have thought, but expectant.

      I am ready.
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      Eli was summoned to the observation deck of Lorne Tower just before midnight. The wind and rain were howling by that time. He’d had almost a whole day to recover from the previous night’s hedonistic festivities that led him across LA and Hollywood. He was still hung over when Tomarah retrieved him from his suite. With one touch, she took all of the remaining discomfort away, which caused him to wonder why he hadn’t asked for help earlier in the day.

      Kafka and the rest of the family were already there: Lazarus, Malakye, Tomarah, and Icarus. The only member without an accompanying wolf was Kafka. The Lornes stood in a semicircle, dressed in their traditional black garb, and their wolves sat stoically at their sides. Kafka had a small black scarf, what looked like a priest’s stole, looped around his neck.

      A relentless downpour drummed against the glass canopy overhead, which was nearly opaque from the surrounding clouds.

      “Welcome, Eli,” Kafka said loudly over the rain.

      “I would like to be called Elijah,” he shouted back, not sure if it was presumptuous or rude to make such a request walking into the ceremony.

      “And so you shall,” Kafka said. “Approach the family. This will be your true family henceforth. This is the first step to a new Lorne family. Members not in attendance are no longer deserving of the family name, which is why they are being eradicated. Why are you here?”

      “To become a member of the Lorne family—your Lorne family,” Eli clarified.

      “Who here has any reservations with allowing Elijah Long into our family?”

      No one spoke up.

      “Who here will aid Elijah Long on his journey with all the Lorne family has to offer, in this life and the next?”

      “Aye,” each member bellowed in unison.

      Lightning flashed as Kafka stepped forward; the thunderclap to follow shook the floor. “We are a family that lives and dies for each other, as you’ve seen. You’ve shone and proven your undivided loyalty during our recent trials. And today, I reward you for your loyalty.

      “This is the beginning of a new Lorne family and you are its first initiate—the first since the family schism and the first from the base plane—which deserves a new tradition. This will be the first initiation ceremony performed outside of Lorne Castle. A more modern family deserves a more modern castle. Lorne Tower is the appropriate place for this new beginning. Elijah, step forth.”

      Eli entered the semi-circle of Lornes and wolves.

      “We are wolves among worlds of sheep. We hunt together, feast together, fight together, and live—forever—together. The wolf head symbolizes that sacred family bond. And the rest of the world takes notice. The base plane is just beginning to understand the potential of our family name and you will be an integral part of spreading the word. Hold out your right hand.”

      Eli did as he was bid. Kafka removed the black stole from his neck and draped it over Eli’s outstretched hand.

      “The wolf head will provide a constant reminder of who you are, who you’ve become, and strike fear into all who engage you. Now, remain still,” Kafka said as he opened his palm and ignited a small candle flame from his pale skin. When he touched the tip of the flame to the frayed ends of the stole, it burned upward in a flash of energy and light. The dangling material disintegrated to the floor in a shower of ash. What remained on Eli’s hand was a thick layer of black soot.

      Kafka grabbed Eli by the wrist, inhaled deeply, and blew away the soot glove in a dark cloud. What revealed beneath the dust were the raised intricate lines of the open-mouthed wolf-head tattoo.

      Eli marveled at his hand, flexed it, and watched the wolf head move with him. He felt no pain. The skin on and around it wasn’t even sensitive as if it had been there for years. He ran a finger along the lines, which were subtle ridges on his skin.

      “It’s beautiful,” he said. He was lost of all other words.

      “It will never warp or fade,” Kafka said. “And will grow perfectly with you—every time. Eli Long is no more. Elijah Lorne, I want to officially welcome you to the family.”

      The semi-circle of Lornes broke apart, each individual extending his and her congratulations. As Eli shook hands and hugged all the members of his new family—a family that accepted him for who he was and didn’t judge him—he couldn’t remember feeling happier, more relieved, and more free.

      When he turned back to Kafka, Eli noticed a new wolf, just a pup, seated at Kafka’s side. It gazed up at Eli expectantly. Kafka bent down and caressed the pup’s thick scruff.

      “She’s yours,” he said. “Your new companion who will look after you as long as she lives. It is your job to provide her with a name.”

      Eli thought for a moment, but only one name emerged from the depths of his overwhelmed mind. “Desi,” he said without any further consideration.

      “I like it. You and Desi can grow together.” Kafka stood. “And now it’s time to introduce you to your mentor. Icarus, step forward. Icarus has graciously agreed to be your mentor for your first life. He will teach you the rest of the family secrets—the first of which will conclude this initiation ceremony.”

      Two wooden chairs appeared side by side.

      “Sit,” Kafka commanded, gesturing to the right chair.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      “Your third rite of passage. From here, life becomes so much simpler,” Kafka answered.

      “Don’t worry,” Icarus said, taking the seat beside Eli. “It will only hurt for a moment.”

      “Place your arms on the arm rests,” Kafka said.

      Eli’s hands started to sweat, and Icarus grabbing hold of his closest hand didn’t help.

      Thick rope grew from the chair arms like tentacles, snaked around his and Icarus’s arms, and secured them tightly to the chairs.

      The lightning was appearing more frequently and Eli was suddenly afraid he was sitting in an electric chair.

      The rope dug into his skin and chaffed him each time he tried to move. He could slip through rope. Kafka had shown him how, but he was too afraid to utilize that new ability. It was growing harder to breathe. He suddenly felt like he was in the hole again and shovelfuls of dirt were descending on his helpless body, one after another. Eli stared at his wolf pup, his Desi, who gazed back at him with large brown, sorrowful eyes.

      “You’ve conquered your daediem,” Kafka said. “And now you shall conquer death. I will send you away and Icarus will guide you home. Do not fear, because for you, death’s hold has no more strength.”

      A knife appeared in each of Kafka’s hands. He approached the two chairs—mentor and protégé tied together, hand-in-hand—and addressed Eli.

      “This is not the most opportune time for this revelation, but it’s necessary. It is tradition and some traditions are too important to break. Elijah, I wish you well on your journey and will see you again soon.”

      Icarus never said a word.

      Before Eli could clear his throat enough to object, Kafka’s blade was right there. Eli felt the cold metal enter his skin and slide across his throat with one quick jerk—and before his peripheral vision succumbed to relentlessly contracting tunnel vision, he glimpsed the second blade slash across Icarus’s as well.

      More familiar faces burst through the tinted door that led down to Kafka’s penthouse suite, all backlit by one more flash of lightning, just as the last ounces of life drained from Eli’s body. Then everything went black. The last thing Eli felt was Icarus squeeze his hand.

      “Don’t let go,” a faceless voice whispered.
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      Under the cover of night and rain, we attacked. We were a group of about twenty, including Mr. Gordon, Mom, Gloriana, and Logan. The only Lorne sitting out the fight was Matilda, and no one would tell me why. Erik had informed Nicholae that Kafka was back in Lorne Tower, so we went straight there.

      The junior penthouse condominium seemed to be a waiting room for the Lorne Royal Guard, so we hit them first. We were evenly matched in numbers, but skill wise, it was no contest. The Lornes in our group took out most of them on their own. Mr. Gordon restrained multiple guards. I got one confirmed kill. Logan got one as well. And the rest of our group served as a distraction. In the end, we lost one member of our group, a middle-aged heavyset man who remained nameless to me. The few injuries the members of our group sustained were healed. Quickly we were back to full health, but one person shy.

      Rain streaked down the wall of windows. The rest of Provex city was gone, lost in the thick clouds. Bursts of lightning lit up the living room like a hundred flashed high beams, shedding spotlights on the grisly scene of fallen guards.

      This place had been so neat and clean when Jeremy had lived here, but this was how I’d remember it from now on. Ruined. I tried not to think of Jeremy lying amongst the bloody pile, but it was no use. The abhorrent image crept into my head no matter how hard I tried to suppress it. Only when I fully committed to looking at him did the face on the dead body return to its rightful owner.

      “Oliver, are you okay?” Cassandra asked. “You look like you saw a ghost.”

      “I did, but it’s gone now,” I said. “Let’s keep moving.”

      Nicholae opened a doorway and we took it to the next floor up—Kafka’s penthouse condo. We were greeted with fully lit, but empty rooms. We fanned out and checked each one in pairs. They were in fact empty. There were trays of food set out in the kitchen and dining room. The oven was still on with a turkey browning inside.

      We were the ones who found ourselves surprised.

      “Do you think he knew we were coming?” I asked.

      “The guys downstairs certainly didn’t,” Nicholae said.

      “What about upstairs?” Mr. Gordon asked.

      “What about the observation deck?” I offered with a shiver that ran all the way down to my toes. I could already picture it. I could picture Jeremy and Desiree there, too. And of course—Kafka.

      We headed up the sweeping staircases, half the group on each side. We checked each room down the long hallway, but I remained focused on the stairs still ahead of us, another flight leading up, up to my first true experience with death.

      “There,” I said, pointing to the staircase leading to a single door.

      The rain sounded even louder on the second level, one away from the roof, and I saw a lightning flash come through the translucent door. The thunder that followed rattled my teeth and served as a warning to stop and turn back.

      Nicholae led the charge up the stairs and peered through the door. He turned to the rest of us below him and said, “They’re here,” and burst through the door with all the focused fury of a raging bull.

      The rest of us charged through the door, onto the Lorne observation deck, and froze when we comprehended the scene we’d stumbled upon.

      Another flash lit the cluster of Lornes gathered around two wooden chairs—two wooden chairs with two restrained occupants. One of them was a Lorne I had seen for the first time in the cave of the last guardian, and the other was Eli. Both of their heads reverently bowed as blood painted their necks and the fronts of their shirts like burgundy scarves. When one of the other Lornes moved aside, I saw that Eli held hands with the nameless Lorne, and on Eli’s hand I could just make out the outline of a wolf-head tattoo.

      No...

      Kafka held an unremarkable knife in each hand—not the ornate Archanum daggers—each still slick with dripping blood.

      Our surprise attack was compromised by our own surprise.

      “You’re a little late,” Kafka said, sounding calm and collected. “We had to go forward without you. And you know the rules about outsiders.”

      Without warning he threw the two knives, one after the other, right at our group, but they both disappeared before reaching anyone.

      Kafka smiled.

      I recognized Lazarus, the guy who fought Nicholae on the beach, and the remaining female twin from the battle in the cave. Each of them had a wolf, including a small pup hiding behind the others. Each adult animal had its head down, teeth bared, and ready to strike.

      “We know your secret,” Nicholae yelled over the thrumming of rain against the glass ceiling. “I’ve been to see Bryten.”

      Kafka’s smile faded. “You spoke with Bryten Archanum.”

      “Yes, and I know—I know the dagger he—they gave you is worthless. It’s nothing.”

      “Is that what he told you?” Kafka scoffed. “Then it must be disappointing for you to know—to have seen how well it works.”

      “Listen to yourself,” Nicholae said. “We both know there are no enchanted objects more powerful than our own belief.”

      “Well you’re the one killing your own people to save them from my blade. How many times now? Who killed himself to escape my blade?”

      “You were convincing, I admit it,” Nicholae said.

      “Then where are they?” Kafka shouted. “Where are the ones I’ve slain?”

      Now Nicholae was the one to smile. “They’re coming back.”

      “Words. Nothing but words.” Kafka removed the ornate dagger from his belt. “Which one of your own are you going to kill tonight in order to save him...or her?”

      I removed the identical dagger from my own belt and held it out so he could clearly see it.

      “I’ll use this one on you,” I said. “Do you want to find out if it works as well as yours?”

      “You’ll never get close enough,” Kafka said. “And if you somehow do, you’ll already be dead.”

      The dagger was ripped from my hand by one of the Lornes across the observation deck—which I had anticipated—but it also disappeared before it had even flown halfway to them.

      “So sorry to ruin your well thought-out plan,” Kafka said with a vicious grin.

      I presented the Archanum dagger back in my own hand.

      “Nice try,” I said and sheathed it.

      Nicholae laughed. “Outplayed by a teenager...again.”

      “Why do you still wear the wolf head, Nicholae?” Kafka asked. “Erik? Cassandra? Where’s Matilda?”

      “Not here,” Nicholae replied.

      “If no one will answer, I’ll tell you why you still wear it—because you still want it for yourselves. You’re not ready to give up all we’ve built together. This is nothing but a hostile takeover. You want to oust me and those who’ve remained true to the family name, so you can build a new family in your own image and ideals. But why start over with a new name when you already have one that’s so recognizable? Not to mention feared. Keep telling yourself how noble your intentions are. At least I tell those close to me the truth.”

      Suddenly we were joined by about twenty more men, spilling out from four newly manifested doors positioned behind our group. Those of us bringing up the rear now had guns aimed at us. Our group could be whittled down significantly with a single command. Among those surrounding us I noticed the captured man from the Doria Falls camp, Georges, and the muscle-bound guy who’d head-butted me in the nose in the exclusive Provex City club, Level Seven. They had each claimed to be members of the Lorne Royal Guard. Then I spotted the closed-mouthed wolf heads on a few of their hands and knew.

      We hadn’t exterminated the Lorne Royal Guard. They were just other soldiers in Kafka’s army. The true guard was waiting in the wings somewhere, not so easily jumped.

      I knew it had been too easy.

      “There, now we’re more evenly matched,” Kafka said.

      “No more running; no more jumping planes,” Nicholae said. “We finish this tonight—right now.”

      “We’re on the top of a skyscraper, Nicholae. There’s nowhere to jump but to the floor below. That’s the only move either of us can make without opening a door, and that costs focus and time.” He paused and assessed our group and his surrounding us. “One shot,” he said, holding up his index finger.

      The royal guards each fired one shot, cutting down the back row of our group. Seven or eight of us fell, some dead, some writhing in pain. When Mr. Gordon, Gloriana, and Mom moved to help the fallen, more guns were aimed at them. They stilled and remained standing.

      “Show them mercy,” Kafka said. “We’re no crueler than we have to be.”

      Georges, the muscle-bound guy with the crew cut, and two others stepped forward and silenced the four injured members of our group.

      As they backed up to rejoin the line of royal guards, Cassandra lunged forward. And as soon as she moved, Erik was on her heels, guns out—and all hell broke loose.

      Both groups scattered and intermingled in a sudden flash of black clothes, gunshots, blood mist, and falling chess pieces.

      I ran for the railing to get a more comprehensive view of the battle scene. Logan followed me.

      Shots were fired, guns were lost, punches were thrown, bodies were thrown, but most everyone involved got back up, fighting through injuries and knockdowns.

      I aimed my gun at the crowd, at a royal guardsman, but everyone was moving so fast that by the time I fired I had as good of a chance of hitting one of our own as someone of the opposing side. I wasn’t that confident with my shooting ability to risk the lives of those in my group.

      Kafka and his small band of Lornes remained spectators of the fight, appearing confident that they may not even have to fight at all.

      They weren’t paying the least amount of attention to Logan and me.

      I noticed Logan reaching the same idea.

      He nudged me and said, “Now’s our chance. If we go for the same person, our chances of taking him out of the equation are better.”

      “But then the rest of them will come for us,” I said as thunder boomed overhead.

      “Then we jump into the fight. Disappear in the confusion.”

      “Malakye,” I said.

      “Malakye.”

      We both fired, landing two bullets in his chest. Malakye lurched backward and stumbled into the chair with the nameless Lorne tied to its appendages. Eli’s union with the nameless Lorne broke as the two Lornes and chair toppled over.

      Now we were on their radar. We didn’t wait to see if Malakye was actually dead before jumping into the firefight.

      Many of the guns were gone now, most of the combat now hand to hand.

      A body of a royal guardsman was thrown into me and we both spilled onto the concrete. I lost sight of Logan as the man’s body eclipsed me. Quickly, I snaked an arm around his neck and secured that forearm with my free hand. I braced myself for a struggle, but it didn’t come. The man’s body just flopped over mine like a burlap sack of unroasted coffee beans. I pulled my arm from his neck and it came away bloody. Before I could roll him off me, one of our own fighters tripped and fell over us. He rolled backward and scrambled back to his feet like a spider. I slipped out from under the dead man’s body and climbed back to my feet. My ankle throbbed; I’d probably twisted it in the awkward dance of falling bodies.

      Mom doubled over from being punched in the stomach. Mr. Gordon lunged at her attacker and pinned the man to the ground. Nicholae slashed through a man’s abdomen. Erik bashed two heads together. And Cassandra roundhouse kicked a man in the face with her high-heeled boot.

      Nicholae saw me in the crowd, then scanned the open space as the man he’d sliced open fell to the ground. I did the same and saw the other Lornes rushing the fight, except for Kafka, who remained back to oversee the scene from his ivory tower. Malakye was once again on his feet and righted the fallen chair. He repositioned the nameless Lorne’s body in the chair, who simply looked like a bloody mannequin.

      Nicholae tore through everyone directly in his path to Kafka, which included Malakye, who’d stepped in front of his leader. Malakye tackled Nicholae and they were suddenly all entwined limbs on the ground. Kafka took a few steps back to either fight or congratulate the victor.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Logan go down and dashed to his aid. I aimed my gun as I ran, but I was approaching too fast to successfully pull the trigger and instead smacked the guy upside the head with the barrel of the gun. We both tumbled to the side, giving Logan an opening to scramble to his feet and join me in finishing off his attacker. He thanked me in between heavy breaths, but this was no time to stop and celebrate.

      I glanced past the crowd and saw Nicholae rise to face Kafka. Malakye remained down and still.

      The wolves were now in the mix, viciously targeting our members one at a time—wrestling someone to the ground with powerful jaws clamped onto a calf or throwing someone backward with two front paws to the chest. Each attack ended in torn flesh, spilled blood, and screams of mercy. The wolves showed no mercy.

      A boom of thunder came without the precursor flash—instead a flash of pain ripped through my hand and my gun was gone. Blood poured from a rip at the edge of the palm that once held the gun. It skidded away and underfoot others struggling through an ongoing onslaught of attacks.

      I wrapped my left hand around the gushing wound, feeling dizzy, looking around for who’d shot me. Ten feet away I saw Georges blowing across the barrel of his handgun like an old western gunslinger.

      “Gotcha,” he said, grinning like a stereotypical villain. All he needed was the long wiry mustache.

      Erik jumped into the picture and grabbed Georges’s arm and swung him around.

      A hand snatched my injured one and I cried out.

      “It’s me,” Mom said, placing two hands over mine.

      The pain vanished. When she removed her hands, they came away bloody, but the bleeding had stopped. The gash that split the side of my hand like a canyon was gone.

      I gazed up at her. “You, too?”

      “Remember to be liquid,” she said and ran to Gloriana’s aid as she struggled with two men.

      I looked back to Nicholae and his personal duel with Kafka. Each had a blade drawn and ready to strike. They slowly circled each other, engaged in a delicately focused dance for dominance.

      For a moment I felt like everything was happening around me and I was invisible, as if I wasn’t really there in the middle of the chaos, just a witness to it all—like someone needed to bear witness to one family’s fight for control of the world. As more people fell on either side of the line, the race to a sole survivor was reaching the end.

      Erik dropped Georges and a wolf that leapt at him a moment later.

      Cassandra teamed up with Logan, both of them dripping with other people’s blood.

      Mom and Mr. Gordon fought two men side-by-side.

      Pawns were falling all around me, until there were none left. I stood amidst an amassing pile of nameless bodies.

      Kafka was standing over a kneeling Nicholae as he wearily climbed to his feet.

      Gloriana doubled over when she took a blow to the stomach. Both hands gravitated to her wound, but she seemed to be moving at half speed. When she collapsed, she did so in the same slow motion. Mom ran toward her and yelled something lost in the roar of the storm with the same sluggish, labored movements that didn’t look real.

      The rain suddenly let up, which left a high-pitched ringing in my ears, which drowned out the sounds of the waning battle.

      Mr. Gordon turned to find where Mom had gone just as Lazarus appeared behind him and drove a blade into his kidney. He twisted. The blade came out crimson. Lazarus plunged it in again, then let him go. Mr. Gordon crumpled to the ground.

      I screamed and could barely hear my own voice. No one was coming to help him and he wasn’t getting up. Everyone was preoccupied with saving their own lives.

      “NO!” I ran to Mr. Gordon’s side and dropped to my knees.

      He coughed up blood, which bubbled over his lips and down his cheeks and chin.

      “Heal yourself!” I demanded.

      His eyes were glazing over and I couldn’t tell if he even knew that I was beside him. I felt around his side until I found the leak and plugged it as best I could with both hands.

      “Oliver...” he whispered.

      “I’m here,” I said, trying to sound calm. “You’re going to be all right. Someone will be here any moment.”

      “I’m—I’m dying,” he said. He slowly lifted a hand and dropped it on my forearm. His grip was weak as he tried to push my hands away from his wound.

      “I can’t do it—I’m here for you, but I can’t...”

      “It’s okay.” He coughed again and slid his hand in one of mine. He clutched it with all his remaining strength, which wasn’t much.

      “Help me!” I yelled, desperate for anyone to answer my plea.

      “NNOOO!” boomed a voice from behind me, louder than the thunder, and stopped each small war with his voice alone.

      Kafka stood with a bloody and broken Nicholae before him like a sacrifice, the Archanum dagger held to his throat. His attention cut through the few left standing with a laser-like focus, those black and crimson-flecked eyes stopping on me.

      “Anyone approach Daniel and I’ll see to it Nicholae bleeds out before you reach him,” Kafka warned.

      “Please...” I cried. “Let someone save him. Me! Take me instead! You wanted me, remember?” My voice cracked and I tried to stand, but Mr. Gordon wouldn’t let me go.

      His hand wouldn’t release mine. I knew he didn’t have much strength left, but he used every ounce of what he had to keep me at his side.

      “Oh, Oliver,” Kafka said in a patronizing tone. “You were once a bargaining chip for Nicholae, but look—I have Nicholae! You’re just another pawn, not worth a strike by my own hand. It’s not about you. It’s about my insubordinate protégé right here. I gave him the keys to the kingdom and this is how he repaid me. For what he’s done, he gets to witness the demise of his entire rebellion and family in one fell swoop before I commence the final blow.”

      “Just get this over with.” Nicholae spat a thick mixture of blood and phlegm.

      “I want to enjoy this,” Kafka said. “You can’t rob me of anything else.”

      No one was coming. I looked down at Mr. Gordon and his eyes were closing. He tried to smile, but he was losing control of his facial muscles. All of his muscles were giving in and letting go. He kept his hand in mine for as long as he could, but I felt it slowly releasing.

      “You can’t die,” I cried, tears welling up when it registered that this was actually happening. For all he’d done for me, there was nothing I could do for him.

      I pictured myself leaning against the lockers with a screwdriver protruding from my stomach and Mr. Gordon not arriving to drag me off to safety—Desiree crying by my side not knowing what to do. I didn’t know what to do now.

      His mouth moved, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. The sound didn’t even register as a whisper. I leaned in and tried to make out his final words before it became pure gibberish—and then a final breath followed by peaceful stillness. I held his hand, but it was no longer reciprocated. When I let go, his open hand fell to the ground with a deafening finality.

      “He kept your family safe for all these years,” Kafka said to Nicholae. “You trusted him with family secrets and now he’s just another casualty due to your recklessness. Do you feel anything?”

      No one attacked Mom for joining me at Mr. Gordon’s side because it was already too late. She cried and I couldn’t stop. She rested her head on his chest. I removed his horn-rimmed glasses and closed his eyes.

      “Do you think they’ll cry that hard for you?” Kafka asked Nicholae.

      “I won’t delude myself,” Nicholae said, tears now mixing with the blood marring his cheeks. “We can’t compete with a guy like that. He wasn’t one of us. He was better. Goodbye, my friend.”

      I laid my head over Mom’s. This had been our family before I actually remembered Nicholae in a manufactured, alternate life away from all this. I remembered Mr. Gordon looking at me on the first day of class, pulling me off Sasha, showing me how to truly see, and crying for Jeremy when Kafka dropped his body off the bridge. Mr. Gordon—who was always there for me.

      “Take out Helen next,” Kafka commanded, his tone stripped of all negotiation and compassion. When no one moved, he clarified. “Lazarus, kill her now. Don’t look away, Nicholae. I want you to see this.”

      Lazarus appeared behind Mom and dragged her up by the hair. She thrashed and screamed, which seemed to make little difference.

      “NNOOO!” I screamed, trying to match the power of Kafka’s voice, putting my entire life behind it.

      And what happened next I wouldn’t have thought was possible... But became possible as my voice carried a torrent of energy that rippled like a stone tossed into a pond, like a bomb blast, and cracked the glass enclosure of the observation deck. Ghostly images of each Lorne member were cast from their bodies. Their coveted demons writhed and screamed as they sank into the concrete floor before dissipating back to their imprisoning realm.

      From Kafka’s hand, the Archanum dagger dropped to the ground. Its clang against the concrete cut through the silence and the ripple delivered the final blow.

      Everyone still standing braced themselves as the earthquake rippled through the deck. But it was only the Lornes who were truly affected, truly moved and visibly changed. They were immediately transformed with their daediems ripped away from them—lost, incomplete, no longer confident in the power they’d amassed over their combined lifetimes, over the blurred centuries of conquest.

      They seemed to age ten to twenty years in a moment. Their skin lost its remarkable luster. Lines on their faces instantly became more pronounced. They did not stand quite as tall as a second ago, as if it finally caught up with them how incredibly fatigued they were, all of their excess energy stolen from them with a single swipe. And Kafka’s eyes—they were different, no longer so menacing. The red flecks floating in their dark pools were suddenly gone.

      The ringing in my ears was all the louder in the stillness. Nicholae was on his knees. Kafka remained standing, but now a few feet behind him. The other Lornes looked like an Archanum blade had just been removed from each of their throats.

      There were no words for what happened, only a suffocating silence, but I’d seen it once before, in the room where I’d said goodbye to Desiree—where I’d finally heard Nero’s voice again.

      “What...did...you...do?” Kafka’s voice did not have the authority it had commanded previously, now reduced to a regular man whose life had taken an unexpected turn that he couldn’t yet comprehend.

      I stood amongst the quaking bystanders and wiped my cheeks. “What you couldn’t,” I said between labored breaths. “Let go. Let you go. Let all of this go and released you. Say hello again to Alkane Fork. And Dad, you too, welcome back Lane Holocrine. You wanted this to be over.” I took a deep breath and heard Nero’s reassuring voice floating in the air. “This is what over means.”

      “How did you...” Nicholae’s whole body shook as he tried to climb to his feet. “I don’t understand.”

      “I haven’t heard your voice in so long,” Kafka said, staring out at the cracked glass.

      I walked to the Archanum dagger, a dropped and momentarily forgotten precious artifact, and picked it up. It was beautiful with intricate designs inscribed into the blade itself, which looked nearly identical to the one on my belt. I saw Kafka eyeing me as I approached him. With no new tricks, nor any flashy movements, I presented the dagger and handed it back to him. He looked down at it bemused, unsure whether to accept it or back away farther.

      “Go on,” I said. “You’re not going to kill me. Are you?”

      He shook his head and apprehensively accepted the dagger.

      Nicholae was finally on his feet and stood behind me.

      Kafka assessed the relic like it was the first time he’d ever held it. “I thought you conquered yours,” he finally said.

      “I did,” I answered. “Whatever you decide to do now, I’m out. I’m not going to live my life in fear. I believe we can find common ground—that we all can. Look at this!” I stepped aside to allow him to see what this rebellion—this feud—has cost. In blood. In lives. In contributors to what could be a better world.

      Mom was still kneeling beside Mr. Gordon’s body, her eyes still glossy with tears, her morose expression begging for resolution.

      The cracks in the glass ceiling continued to spread like spider webs until one hail-sized piece fell. Then the entire ceiling gave way and rained down like the final breath of the dying storm.

      Kafka walked to the railing and peered over. The clouds were dissipating and the Provex City lights were rising from the fog. A few stars blanketed the sky above, more emerging every few seconds. A full moon was climbing between the buildings.

      His head hung low, then I saw him hold the dagger out and let it roll from his open palm over the edge of the building.

      I walked up beside him, pulled the twin dagger from my belt, and held it out just as he had.

      “It wasn’t worth anything anyway,” I said, and let it tumble from my hand.

      As the daggers descended on the streets below, they both vanished in midair. I turned my attention to Kafka.

      “Are you sure you’re not Zachariah?” Kafka asked.

      “I thought you knew.”

      “I thought I did, too. Now...I don’t know what to think. This...this is the new beginning.”

      “I’m not,” I said and gazed back down at the now visible streets far below. “I’m just me and that’s the only thing I’m sure of anymore.”

      “At least you know who you are. You’re a pretty smart kid. Don’t let anyone ever tell you otherwise,” Kafka said and walked away.

      I sank down to the ground. Where there had once been one dead body of a childhood bogeyman, a distraught older brother, and a silent girl friend, was now that living bogeyman wading through a sea of the dead and a father and mother mourning over the body of a history teacher who was always there for a son who never quite felt special—and managed to make him feel like he was.

      I sat alone and watched everyone else piece together what parts of their lives they had left. Mom and Nicholae found me resigned to my solitude on the far side of the roof and called me over. Sometimes you’re searching for what you already had. Sometimes you just need the reminder that you knew the answer all along.
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      Nicholae carried Mr. Gordon’s body wrapped in white linen through the doorway that led home. I carried Jeremy’s exhumed body wrapped in the same kind of linen. What had been the rebellion’s last camp was now just an empty field. The remaining members of the small group followed us through the door.

      We emerged in a clearing high up in the mountains—what I knew as the San Bernardino Mountains and what used to be the Acanombian Mountains—just beyond the outer wall of Lorne Castle.

      It was all coming back to me. The castle looked just as it had in my memories disguised as dreams. It loomed atop Hawk Eye Ridge, on the edge of the ridge’s deepest cliff. Glass cubes made up the outer and inner walls, which looked like polished black opals. Seven black glass towers jutted above the thirty-foot outer wall that protected The Den, each with a view of a different end of the world. The west tower gazed upon the Endless Sea, the southeast tower pointed to Mother’s Chasm, and the north tower watched over the Great Waste of Er. All these significant landmarks meant more to me now that I’d seen them from an alternate perspective.

      The thick wooden gate was open and the iron portcullis, up. But there were no wolves guarding the gate like I had remembered. I didn’t hear any bustling from the village inside. The grass along the wall was overgrown and ivy reached up the black glass like green flames. The entire place seemed abandoned.

      “It’s all ours, for now,” Nicholae said as he hiked toward the open gate. He led us to the unkempt cemetery so we could add our recently deceased to its sacred land.

      Nicholae, Erik, and Cassandra sank the bodies into the ground. Isolde created additional white tombstone markers, including one for her mother. Jeremy and Mr. Gordon were buried next to each other.

      “This is your home for as long as you want to call it as such,” Nicholae said to the group of mourners gathered around the newly placed tombstones. “Anything in the village is yours to start your lives as you see fit. We have been here for each other and we’ll continue to be here for each other. We don’t have to run, hide, or fight anymore. Now we can live.”

      I knelt down before the marker that read Daniel Gordon and placed a folded pair of horn-rimmed glasses at its base.

      “Is Kafka going to come here?” I asked.

      “Eventually,” Nicholae said. “Time heals all wounds, and we have more time than most. When he’s grown tired of his ivory towers, he’ll come back here, and when that inevitable day comes, we’ll decide what comes next—which may be a lifetime from now, or may be ten. We’re still not limited to the average lifecycle of man.

      “Now, I want to visit The Den. I haven’t stepped foot in there in this lifetime. It’s time to turn on the lights and bring this place back to life.”

      Logan and Autumn were standing alongside Darius and his family. I then noticed Isolde sitting alone by the markers of her slain family members.

      “What about Isolde?” I asked. “She’s lost everyone.”

      “I think your mother’s already taking care of that,” Nicholae said and urged me to take another look.

      Mom walked up and knelt beside Isolde. They exchanged a few words and ended their short conversation with a tight embrace. They rose together and headed over to Nicholae and me.

      “Isolde will join us in The Den,” Mom said. “Are you coming, Oliver?”

      “In a little while,” I said, looked at Isolde, and smiled.

      I turned back to the white headstones. Not more than a minute later, Matilda joined me in silent reflection. Our eyes remained straight ahead, not quite sure how to address one another. I wasn’t the only one who’d lost someone.

      “You loved him, didn’t you?” I finally said.

      “And he loved you,” Matilda answered.

      Her voice sounded labored. I glanced over and saw she had beads of sweat drenching her forehead and a paler than usual complexion.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “Besides this?” She paused. “Morning sickness.”

      “Congratulations,” I said. “I didn’t know.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “Even more deserving because it’s turned out to be an old friend we’d thought was lost forever. Oliver, it looks like you’ll finally get to meet Zachariah.”

      “Are you for real?”

      “I’m quite sure. And the circle continues.” Matilda gave me a hug and asked, “Are you coming?”

      “In a little while,” I said again.

      Matilda left me with a kiss on the cheek and headed toward The Den to join the rest of the family.

      But a little while never came. I remained in the cemetery long after everyone else had gone home. I could picture inside the inner castle—The Den—and remembered once calling it home, the place to where I was supposed to return. All the events of the past ten years had led me right back here.

      I gazed up at The Den’s menacing walls and shiny stone tower on the right where my family resided. Golden light now flickered from two windows overlooking the ridge to signal they were home, a lighthouse beacon to guide me in. I was led away, I was led home, and I was led through all the silly, sad, and stupid shenanigans in between. Always led, never the leader. Guided to the next step, but never the guide. Just the spear carrier in the unfolding drama that constituted my own life, not the protagonist.

      The biggest events in life happen in a moment. Changes occur through decisions, which are made in a moment. These memorable events are strung together like pearls to reveal—something. Mostly that something is merely the next step. But certain moments reveal a new path or a larger picture and that next step is significant.

      “Don’t waste your time, energy, and attention on what you don’t want. Focus on best-case scenarios. Focus on what you want to achieve. Do this without the thought of failure, and you will achieve anything you set your mind to.” Mr. Gordon paused. “What do you want?”

      It took long enough, but I finally found my answer to his simple question.

      In that moment, I made the decision to venture down a new path—my own road number two without the safety of my selfless guide.

      “Thank you, Mr. Gordon,” I said and rushed to see my family so I could tell them the news. I was heading home.
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      It turned out that the three houses and all of his financial accounts—of which there were numerous and all with staggering balances—were under the name Oliver Grain. It was as if Daniel Gordon didn’t exist on paper. He left everything to me. He remained one step ahead all the way to the end.

      I could visit Mom and Nicholae whenever I desired, but I wanted to live here—at least for now. I retrieved a few personal items from my old house, including TJ’s journal. He would not be forgotten. Mr. Gordon’s house already felt like home and I’d only been back and living there for two days. I took some time to get all my affairs in order. Finding work to bring home a paycheck wasn’t a concern with all the money Mr. Gordon had left behind. I could focus on going back into the normal swing of high school, and then off to college in a few short years.

      But there was one thing I did need help with in the short term to uphold my new self-sufficient lifestyle. Mom came back to sign me up for drivers ed so I could work toward getting my license. The car in the garage would also be mine just as soon as I earned that little card from the DMV.

      I allowed Amber to keep the cocker spaniel Frolics because they’d formed quite a bond and requested Mom bring my golden retriever Frolics back with her.

      “You know where we are when you need something—anything,” she said.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “And I’ll be around. It’s a short journey when you know where you’re going.”

      “I know. I’m not worried about you in the least.” She gave me a kiss on the forehead. “I love you.”

      I awoke the next morning with a nervousness that felt good to have back. With a to-go mug of coffee, I said goodbye to Frolics and left for school. The walk was much shorter starting from Mr. Gordon’s house. Even though it felt like home, it felt awkward to call it mine.

      This time it wasn’t a coincidence when Desiree sat next to me in chemistry, glanced over, and smiled. I pictured her doing so on the first day of school, and knew she’d do it again. Mr. Gordon would have been proud. As would Jeremy.

      I had my textbook and notebook opened on my desk, and had intentionally left all writing utensils hidden away in my backpack. While she retrieved her supplies, I made a show of rummaging through my bag and coming up empty-handed.

      “Do you need a pen?” she asked.

      I shook my head in mock embarrassment. “Can you believe it? I’m totally unprepared,” I said. “What a terrible way to make a first impression.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said and passed me a click-top ball-point pen. “I like purple.”

      “Thanks. You saved me big time,” I said. She had no idea how big. I took the pen and offered her my hand. “I’m Oliver.”

      She shook it and simply said, “Desiree.”

      Mr. Clayton entered through his office door at the front of the classroom and noticed me almost immediately. “Mr. Grain, you’re back—again,” he said.

      “Yes, sir. And this time I’m here to stay,” I said.

      At the end of class, I asked Desiree if she minded me keeping her pen for the remainder of the day so I wouldn’t be unprepared for all my classes. She graciously honored my request. I stuck the pen in the spiral of my notebook and stuffed them both in my backpack.

      With my backpack perched on the desktop, Desiree noticed the button I’d taken from her before she exited the Doria compound with Mr. Gordon.

      “I love Elliott Smith,” she said.

      “Oh yeah? Me, too.”

      “I had one just like that, but it must have fallen off or something.”

      “Actually, I found this one in the quad,” I said and eagerly removed it from my backpack. “How lucky is that? I guess I was meant to return it to you.”

      She hesitated, but after I insisted several times, Desiree took the button and pinned it to the small pocket of her backpack—where it belonged.

      “Well, it was nice to meet you, Oliver Grain,” she said with a shy smile.

      I gazed into her captivating emerald eyes. “Believe me, the pleasure was all mine, Desiree Behring,” I said and followed her out of the classroom.

      She turned right, and I turned left and I couldn’t wait to see her again in a few short hours. I wasn’t starting over, I was starting anew. And that meant: I was open to all possibilities.

      “Do you believe anything is possible?” Mr. Gordon had asked his classroom of unsuspecting sophomores on the first day of school. I felt like he’d been talking directly to me that day, and now I knew my intuition had been right.

      Yes, I do.
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      Beatrice Ramsey stood against the wall by the bookshelf while the doctors were working on her daughter; the girl was still lying unconscious from the procedure and looked so peaceful in her bed. Beatrice gazed upon the wooden crucifix above the bed that—once upon a time—had been her own. She felt the full weight of guilt for everything the poor girl had been subjected to.

      Doctors Sosin and Crane had been taking care of Victoria since before she was born. They had good reason for their investment and concern with her wellbeing. Her current state was a definite cause for worry.

      A lot of equipment had been loaded into the small, dark room, so much so that the portable dress rack and dresser needed wheeling outside. The machines blinked and beeped, connected to her daughter in a multitude of ways; some were more invasive than others.

      “When will she wake?” Beatrice asked.

      “In a few hours. Maybe a little longer,” Dr. Sosin said.

      “You don’t sound so sure.”

      “There’s always some degree of guesswork in science. For all the many things you believe you control, equal numbers of variables and unseen factors challenge that certainty. You’re a woman of faith; you must understand there are things beyond our control?”

      “And things we should not even be attempting to control,” Beatrice said.

      “I’m not here to have a theological discussion with you, but to help keep you in good standing with the Queen,” Dr. Sosin said.

      “After this, I don’t see how we can continue to be in good standing,” Beatrice answered.

      “To the Queen’s knowledge, this is another routine checkup. Nothing more.”

      “I don’t know whether I should be worried or relieved.” Beatrice stepped forward, approaching the bed. She reached out to touch the still girl lying beneath the covers but pulled back. “What will she remember?”

      “We’ve reset her to last summer—that should be far enough—before their first meeting. We didn’t want to take too much from her.” Dr. Sosin checked the screen of one of the chirping instruments. “Just so you know, this isn’t the first one we’ve had to reset. Teenagers can be… well, unpredictable.”

      “Tell me about it,” Beatrice said with a pained chuckle. “I practically have three.”

      “I fear you’re getting too close,” Dr. Sosin said. “You do realize she’ll have to be returned soon?”

      “I know. I’ve been preparing for it—though it doesn’t make it any easier.”

      “You should really distance yourself more.”

      “Are you telling me you always do the right thing?”

      “Of course not. We all have our… vices and regrets.”

      “I don’t regret this.” Beatrice gently laid a hand on her sleeping daughter and waited for her to wake.

      “Neither do I,” Dr. Sosin said, removing a roll of gauze from his bag and beginning to wrap Victoria’s head. “She’s my daughter too.”
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      I was only ever allowed to wear shoes when sent on errands into town. This was mandated by Master Ramsey and had been so ever since I was a little girl. I wasn’t a Ramsey though; I was a Sandalwood and was reminded of that every single day of my life.

      The Ramsey estate was large and sprawling, a testament to their position as Duke and Duchess of the 24th Ward. We were in the ring of the outermost wards in the Kingdom, considered the Borderlands. The electric fence protected us from whatever stirred in the Outlands, but from my limited experience, protections from things inside our very own Kingdom were most needed.

      From one of many hallway entrances, I padded outside on calloused, bare feet and followed a path through the East garden, making my way to the gaping mouth of the hedge maze. On one side of the maze entrance grew a cascading willow tree, and on the other, a copse of young birches, hazels, and hickories.

      I approached one of the hazels with its low-lying branches, gripping the handle of my paring knife in one hand. There were fewer and fewer branches every time I came out here, but I found two that were sturdy yet flexible and cut them down. I’d become something of an expert in choosing and smoothing them, always returning with two just in case one snapped before my time was up. If only one was supplied and it broke before the determined time, then I’d only have to fetch another, and the whole act would begin again.

      I returned with haste to the Master’s den—the one where he loved to sit by the fire, read from one of his hardbound books from his library, and occasionally watch television. I found him waiting there, and presented him with the switches.

      “These look adequate enough,” he said, taking them from me and proceeding to bend and flex them. “They shall do nicely.”

      Master Ramsey pulled the leather-bound bench away from the wood-paneled wall. Above where the bench was stationed, sat a shelf displaying a stuffed mountain lion; the Master had shot it himself in his younger years before the shades of gray hair had completely overtaken his beard.

      I got into position, lying down on my stomach across the hard leather and placing my hands behind my back. I gazed at the open doorway as he secured my upper body and lower legs to the bench and bound my hands.

      Mina passed by, stopping in her tracks when she saw what was happening—my preparation for punishment. She was only twelve, but already a stunning copy of her nineteen-year-old sister, Johanna. And the boys were taking notice of her—even Johanna’s regular gentleman callers.

      “Mina, darling, please fetch your sister for me,” Master Ramsey said in an even, but commanding voice. “And you come back with her as well.”

      “Yes, Father,” she said as she scampered off.

      The only thing worse than the switching itself was having an audience. Mina and Johanna sat in quite often, so they could learn their life lessons vicariously through me—through my pain and shame. I felt my pain rising like the tide from the last session. I was supposed to be learning. I was supposed to be more disciplined and obedient. I seemed to be none of those things.

      Master Ramsey pulled on the ropes securing me to the leather bench; he said they were for my own safety. My skirt was pulled up to just past my knees, and he leaned the second switch against the wall where it would wait for its chance to kiss my imperfect skin. He stood silent and stoic, awaiting the girls’ arrival.

      Waiting was also excruciating when all I wanted to do was get this over with and go back to my room. And this was not the only time I’d be forced to wait in terrible anticipation of the coming waves of pain.

      When the girls entered the room, I knew it was time and my whole body tightened.

      “Good, now we can begin,” Master Ramsey said.

      The girls knew exactly where to stand.

      “What are you being punished for?” Master Ramsey asked, stepping to the side of the bench where he could see my face and I could see his.

      If I did not answer, then it would only be worse. “For going into town unescorted,” I said.

      “Yes. You know the rules.”

      “It is a new rule,” I pleaded. This rule hadn’t been implemented until after my recent accident.

      “A new rule or an old rule, it makes no difference. Disobedience does not have varying degrees,” Master Ramsey said. “What interested you in town? Was it to meet him?”

      “I don’t know to whom you’re referring. I was simply asked to retrieve a few supplies for the kitchen.”

      “Be that as it may. I cannot allow this insubordination to go unpunished.”

      “Yes,” I said and closed my eyes, anticipating the first strike. A single tear escaped at the mere thought of what was to come.

      The switch came down with full force across the vaults of my feet, followed immediately by searing pain. I cried out, as I did every time on receiving the first blow. Only so much tolerance could be built up, not enough to keep me from screaming; the girls standing before me melted away in the blur of tears.

      I tried to catch my breath, but there was no time during the initial onslaught of strikes. One after another, they rained down on me. I could feel the welts forming on the bottoms of my feet already; Master Ramsey didn’t hold back. He hit me again and again, as fast and as hard as he could. And as I screamed, I strained against my restraints, but there was no escape, no reprieve; I couldn’t shield my sensitive flesh from his powerful blows.

      Johanna and Mina watched on with blank, almost black expressions. Mina cried too, sometimes, but I could never hear her over my own sobs. Johanna had become hardened over the years and no longer empathized with my pain.

      “I’m sorry, Father,” I cried, unable to form any clearer thoughts. And I hadn’t even realized what I’d just said until I heard his reply.

      “I’ve told you never to call me that!” he yelled, finding some extra strength in the yell to make me sorry for those words too.

      The bottoms of my feet burned like they were being poked by a red-hot iron. I tried to go somewhere else in my head, but the pain kept me present. After a few minutes—though it felt like an eternity—the blows slowed as Master Ramsey grew tired. The strikes became more infrequent, bringing back the horrible anticipation of when the next one would land.

      “Johanna, come here,” Master Ramsey commanded. From the watery blur of my vision, I saw her join her father’s side.

      “Aim for the weals in the center of the feet and strike fast. What do we do to stubborn mares that insist on remaining wild?”

      “We break them, Father.”

      “Good girl.”

      I took a few labored, deep breaths while the switch changed hands. Then I felt the familiar sting of being struck again. The first one seemed almost hesitant. A pause. The next one was less so. A shorter pause came.

      “Yes,” Master Ramsey said. “She needs to know you mean it.”

      Then the full force and volley returned and I found myself screaming again. Johanna grew tired faster and her blows weakened but I knew it wasn’t over.

      “Mina, come take your sister’s place.”

      But Mina didn’t budge; she stood glued to her spot and shook her head. Her face matched mine as a ruin of tears, partially concealed by the pink and red locks accessorizing her naturally blonde hair.

      “If you do not, you will only be making it worse for her.” Master Ramsey’s voice was deep and sinister. He did not shout.

      Mina dragged her feet as she reluctantly complied. When she took the switch, it was almost a mercy; she missed the primary target half the time, and the blows she landed correctly had a greatly reduced severity. But even the touch of a feather hurt at this point.

      She didn’t last long and then the real punishment continued, causing me to wail once again like a dying animal. I knew I wasn’t even bleeding—Master Ramsey was too practiced—but the pain inflicted by each calculated blow felt like my feet would split open at any moment, like overripe fruit.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t take another licking, it was over. The girls were sent on their way with warnings of disobedience, while I was untied from the bench. My arms fell limply to the floor. I lay across the leather unable and unwilling to move.

      “You may go about your chores, Victoria,” Master Ramsey said, snapping the sticks into smaller ones before throwing them into the lit hearth. Next time would require new ones I’d also have to supply. It was all part of the ritual.

      He gave my butt a pat and left the room, allowing me the slight dignity of hobbling out of the den in solitude, but not before returning the leather bench to its original location under the trophy.
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