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CHAPTER 
1 

 

She and Aeryal had always been able to talk about things, private things that they 

could not talk to the other girls about.  Around the others, Bri always had to pretend as if 

being barely five feet tall didn’t bother her, had to act as if she was just as confident as 

they were.  Deanna and Shanice didn’t have time to listen to a lot of self-pity, and not 

only that, even if they were tolerant enough to listen to her woes, they couldn’t relate.  It 

was pointless to try.  Besides Aeryal, both of Bri’s besties were tall and athletic, slim and 

gorgeous, with a steady stream of handsome guys chasing after them.  Unfortunately, it 

wasn’t like that for Bri.  Or Aeryal for that matter. 

 

Thinking back to that last deep conversation they’d shared, Bri Brewley smiled 

grimly.   

 

They had been at Aeryal’s house, in her bedroom.  Aeryal had stretched daintily 

against the headboard of her bed.  Then she adopted a grave expression, her narrow face 

solemn.  “I’m scared, Bri.” 

 

Alarmed, Bri had glanced up sharply from the stretching exercise she’d been in 

the middle of.  With her five-foot-one frame bent perfectly in half, she frowned.  “Of 

what?”  A thick mass of jet-black curls sprung free and slapped her face.  Her hair was 

her pride and joy, but she was also tired of replacing snapped elastic bands, like that one.  

Sighing, she straightened and pushed her hair away.  Though she wasn’t in the exercise 

mood, she tended to do her stretches whenever she had a chance.  Her favorite fitness 

blog guaranteed that daily stretching could increase a person’s height by at least two 

inches.  For that purpose, Bri did them every day. 

 

“I’m going to die soon.”  Aeryal said it slowly, and then paused, as if the weight 

of the words were just sinking in to her.  “I’ve never had a boyfriend, never had sex, 

never done any of that stuff.  I’m going to die without ever doing it.”  She smiled ruefully 

and shook her head when Bri started to protest. 

 

“You don’t know-,” 

 

“It’s true enough.  I’ve already accepted it.  You know, there always seemed to be 

time.  Before, when I was sixteen, I never even thought about having a boyfriend, but it 

seemed like something that would just naturally happen later.  Then I got sick, and I spent 

the whole of my seventeenth year just withering away, dying.  Now, I am going to die at 
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eighteen.  I’ve never had love.  In fact, I’ve never even had anyone truly close, not even a 

sister to share secrets with at night.” 

 

In the face of Aeryal’s frankness, Bri could think of nothing else to say but, “I’m 

a virgin too.” 

 

Aeryal smiled her beautiful smile and wound a finger through her own unruly 

curls.  “Two peas in a pod, aren’t we?” 

 

“Do you want to be blood sisters with me?  I know it’s not much, but if we share 

our blood, then a part of you will always be with me.  And whatever I go on to 

experience in life, then you’ll experience it too.  Ok?” 

 

Bri was worried that her friend would shut the idea down, but instead Aeryal 

grinned.  “Ok.  I’d like that.” 

 

They pricked their fingers and held the bleeding pin pricks together for a few 

seconds.  Their brown skin blended, the same sweet cinnamon tone.  It was ironic that 

their skin tones were so exact, as if the universe had known how close they would 

become.  But the similarities ended there.  Where Aeryal was all of a slim, athletic build, 

with wide brown eyes that always shone with playful curiosity, Bri was petite and small, 

with a round face and nose.  Her hazel eyes were tiny, and without careful makeup, made 

her appear to be closer to thirteen than the seventeen she actually was.  “There.”  Bri 

rubbed her finger on a discarded napkin.  “Now you have a sister.” 

 

“Now, I do.” Aeryal had smiled.  “Nice.” 

 

“We might not have men-,” 

 

“-or health or wealth,” Aeryal chimed in. 

 

“-but we’ve got each other,” Bri finished. 

 

Giggling, Aeryal eased her legs over the side of the bed and stood carefully, 

resting heavily on her walker.  Bri tried not to stare at the slow shuffle that had replaced a 

carefree teenage gait.  Shuffling to her bookshelf, Aeryal pulled down a small metal box 

and opened it.  Smiling at the contents, she turned back to Bri. 

 

“Look.” 

 

Bri crossed the room quickly, so that her friend didn’t have to drag over to her.  

Inside the little box was a broken heart pendant nestled in cotton.  It was just the one side, 

one half of the heart.  The kind where two people shared the pendant and each kept a half 

of the heart that would fit when they finally came together. 

 



The Origins sampler 7 
 

“There was a guy once,” Aeryal said, handing the pendant to Bri, “when I was 

thirteen, before I moved to this town.”  Smiling a little, her eyes roved to the window and 

she gazed into the air with a faraway expression.  A wistful smile played at her lips.  “He 

was my best friend.” 

 

Bri held it gingerly.  “Does he have the other half?” 

 

“Yes.  We had our first kiss together and he gave me this pendant, but then I 

moved away and I never saw him again.  Never heard from him, nothing.”  Sadness 

shadowed her face and Bri felt like tossing the trinket through the window for a moment, 

but then Aeryal perked up.  “Oh well, that’s the past, so whatever!” 

 

Both girls laughed and Bri rested the pendant back on the bookshelf, not where 

she’d seen Aeryal take it from, but instead on a lower shelf.  To her surprise, the chunky 

metal slid easily into a sunken groove in the wood.  She stared a bit longer, and then 

dismissed it. 

 

As their laughter died down, Bri noted that her friend was still staring more out 

the window than inside.  Without even looking back at her, Aeryal stated, “But I’m still 

going to die.” 

 

Letting out an exasperated breath, Bri huffed, “You’re not going to die!”  Then 

she softened.  “I know what happened to you was horrible, really, I do.  But it’s not going 

to happen again.”  The attack that had happened to Aeryal had been a random, horrific 

incident that had occurred as she was walking home from school, and had left her 

hospitalized for six months.  Her attackers had forced her to drink acid, of all things, 

suffocated her, and left her lying in an abandoned park. 

 

They had never been seen or caught. 

 

Bri could understand her friend’s fear that it would happen again.  After all, it had 

been an unprovoked attack.  Who was to say that it couldn’t happen again?  Bri, that’s 

who. 

 

Taking her best friend’s hands, Bri looked her solemnly in the eye.  “It won’t 

happen again, Aeryal.” 

 

Hope shined in her friend’s eyes.  “Truly?” 

 

Bri nodded.  “Truly.  I wouldn’t lie to you.  We’re sisters, remember?”  The 

instant the words left her lips, she felt it: hot, heavy breath grazing the back of her neck 

like an angry stalker. 

 

Whirling, she came face to face with….the plain air of Aeryal’s room.  There was 

nothing….no one behind her.  Still standing at her side, clearly confused, her friend 

asked, “Something wrong?” 
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“No,” was Bri’s faint answer.  “Everything is just fine.”  Aside from the fact that 

she was 100% positive that, less than a minute ago, someone had been standing behind 

her. 
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CHAPTER 
2 

  

As she turned the most perfect pirouette ever, Bri’s dance instructor nodded 

approvingly and Bri preened under the attention.  Then she moved skillfully into the next 

routine, fully aware that there was a room full of scouts watching.  Waiting to snap her up 

for their prestigious dance institutions.  It was the first day of the rest of her life. 

 

Just one last turn…. 

 

There was a touch on her shoulder, light enough to just have been a whisper of 

breath, but startling enough to make her stumble and fall out of formation.  A groan of 

disgust rose through the onlookers, and she watched in dismay as, one by one, the scouts 

began to file out. 

 

Opening her mouth to call after them, she was surprised when no sound at all 

came out.  And then the temperature of the air in the room dropped sharply, until she 

could see her breath coming out in quick puffs.  As she watched, horrified, a figure 

formed in the frigid air, features indistinct save a pair of hideous, horrible, glowing red 

eyes…. 

 

Bri screamed….as her phone rang. 

 

Deanna’s loud sniffling over the line was enough to snap Bri right awake.  “Oh 

God, Bri!  Wake up!  Wake up!” 

 

“What?” she asked groggily.  “What time is it?”  She fumbled from underneath 

the covers to find her watch.   

 

“It happened again.  Aeryal got attacked again!” 

 

The watch, finally located on the nightstand, hit the floor as Bri froze in shock.  

‘No…’ 
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CHAPTER 
3 

 

“Yo, Bri, snap out of it!” 

 

Shaking herself briskly, she looked around to find Chas Elliot staring at her.  

“Hhmm?” 

 

“I’ve been calling you for the past few minutes.  The ceremony’s over.” 

 

That’s right.  She’d been watching in disbelief as a polished box containing her 

best friend’s body had been sealed into a tomb.  Everyone else had sung hymns as the 

concrete slab was cemented in place, but Bri hadn’t. 

 

Songs wouldn’t bring Aeryal back.  As she stood there, gazing at the lonely, 

miserable structures that housed body after dead body, Bri shivered.   A chill snaked up 

her spine, as though an icy hand had settled there and stayed.  Cold enveloped her, and 

even though she wore a light sweater over her clothing, the warm fabric wasn’t enough to 

protect against the bleak of death.  She shivered again. 

 

The funeral was held on a Saturday.  The oddest thing was that she had stood by 

the coffin and stroked Aeryal’s limp hand for as long as she could, even running her 

fingers up along the inside of Aeryal’s forearm.  There had been something there, a raised 

scar or welt or something.  But the thing was, Aeryal didn’t have anything like that on her 

arms when she’d been alive.  It would have been too awkward for her to try and pry the 

arm out of the tightly fit coffin to see what it was, so Bri left it alone. 

 

Chas put an arm around her and steered her toward the parking lot, where the rest 

of their friends waited.  Deanna, Shanice and Rob leaned against Chas’s car, looking 

somber. 

 

‘At least they have the decency to look serious,’ Bri thought, though she didn’t 

miss the quick caress Rob gave Deanna’s butt.  Or the high-pitched squeal that escaped 

from Deanna’s lips.  Clearly, those two were already moving out of the grieving mode 

and back into the horny teen mode. 

 

Shanice caught Bri’s irritated look.  “Ignore them,” she said loudly, taking over 

from Chas with her own arm around Bri.  “Let’s go get something to eat.  It’ll make us all 

feel better.” 

 

With a sigh, Bri nodded.  “You’re right.  I could use a change of scenery.”  She 

followed Shanice into the car, but not before taking a long lingering look back into the 

graveyard, where her best friend lay. 
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**** 

 

Fruit smoothies didn’t exactly erase the pain of death, but they certainly took the 

edge off.  As the five of them crowded around a table sipping frozen drinks, Bri found 

that she hadn’t thought about Aeryal in almost ten minutes.  They had ended up in 

Fantasy, a popular ice cream joint that also sold pizza, fries and smoothies.  Just what the 

doctor ordered on a day like this.  Rob and Chas kept them busy with funny stories from 

school, and Bri could almost imagine that everything was normal; there was no death. 

 

Until Rob caught her eye.  “You still taking those pills?” he asked. 

 

Bri followed his gaze to her purse where the cap of a pill bottle was visible.  

Before she could cover it up, Rob’s hand slid down and snagged the bottle, then held it 

up for inspection.  “No more than 2 per day,” he read. 

 

“So?” she shrugged, more to cover her embarrassment than anything else. 

 

“So, I don’t think you should be taking these things, that’s what.” 

 

Their eyes met in a silent challenge, until he finally shrugged and dropped the 

bottle unceremoniously back into her purse.  “It’s your life,” he declared. 

 

He didn’t get it; she couldn’t stop taking the sleeping pills.  She had to take them.  

It was the only way to ensure that she wouldn’t be tormented by images of Aeryal’s dead 

body all night as she slept.  And even worse, the fear that she couldn’t share with anyone: 

she was terrified of the possibility that her friend’s spirit would come and try to talk to 

her.  Rob, one of her more logical friends, definitely wouldn’t understand. 

 

“No worries, Bri,” Chas nudged her, “I’ve got my stash here too.”  He patted his 

pocket with a grin and everyone, including Bri, broke up laughing at his self-satisfied 

smile.  Chas was a health nut, everyone knew; his ‘stash’ was probably a packet of 

multivitamins.  Still giggling, Shanice pushed away from the table.  “Restroom,” she 

announced.  Bri scrambled to untangle herself from the mess of chairs crammed together 

at their small table. 

 

“Wait up, I’ll come with you.  I can use a freshen-up.”  One hand self-consciously 

patted the fat bun she had managed to scrape her hair into.  If she knew anything about 

her hair, by now it was probably ready to spring free from the ponytail holder and dozens 

of hair pins.  Usually, Bri wore her thick, back-length curls loose around her face, as had 

Aeryal.  Today though, in light of the occasion, she couldn’t bear to enjoy the hairstyle 

that she and her best friend had made popular at school.  Resting her smoothie cup on the 

table, she fell into step with Shanice.  Together, they headed to the restroom, talking 

about little things all the way. 

 

“Hey Bri!” 
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She whirled.  From across the room, a hand waved excitedly at her and Bri raised 

her own hand, but couldn’t place the face.  “Who is that?” she muttered. 

 

Whoever it was, was hastily making their way toward her through the tables. 

 

“One of your many admiring fans,” Shanice giggled.  “Probably a freshman.” 

 

“Shut up!” she hissed, even as her hopes were dashed.  She’d been hoping a cute 

guy was the one calling her, but it turned out that Shanice was right.  Approaching them, 

was Gerald Johnson, a lanky ninth-grader that she’d tutored briefly last semester. 

 

Shanice pushed her way into the restroom.  “While you hob-nob out here, I’ll go 

ahead.” 

 

“Sure, just leave me out here, will you,” Bri muttered under her breath.  It wasn’t 

that she thought she was too mature to talk to freshmen; not at all.  There were some real 

mature ninth-graders out there.  But Gerald was not one of them.  To begin with, he was a 

total sweetheart, really nice and cute too, and if Bri could find a nice girl that would 

appreciate him, she would.  Someone who was not her.  ‘Nice and cute’ was not what she 

was looking for.  Exactly what she was seeking, she didn’t know.  Danger, maybe. 

 

Bri had realized early on that Gerald was crushin’ on her, when he started leaving 

a fresh picked flower pinned to her locker each morning.  It would have been really 

sweet, except for the fact that they were petunias, and Bri was mildly allergic to them.  

But she had never found the heart to tell Gerald that fact, not even as he continued to ask 

every afternoon, “Did you see your flower?” 

 

Promising herself that she would find Gerald a girlfriend, she pasted a fake, 

SUPER FAKE smile on her face and faced him. 

 

“Hi Bri!” 

 

“Hey!  How’s Applied Mathematics, Gerald?” 

 

“Better since all of your help,” he beamed, face radiating excitement.  “Hey, do 

you want to-,” 

 

‘Whatever it is, nope.’  “Look, I’ve got to run.  My friend is waiting for me inside 

the restroom,” she cut in smoothly, hoping that he didn’t pick up on that obvious slight.  

“Catch up with you later?” 

 

Gerald frowned a bit, but then smiled.  “Oh, um…sure.  See you.” 

 

“Laters.”  Bri finger-waved, and then pushed against the restroom door.  

Begrudgingly, the door creaked its way open as if unwilling to allow visitors.  A gross, 
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rotted odor assaulted Bri’s nose and she gasped, gagging. Stepping into the silent room, 

she covered her nose with one hand and gripped the doorknob with the other.  And 

stopped cold. 

 

Shanice stood in the middle of the floor, shivers wracking her body.  Bri froze, 

mouth ajar.  The glint from the large knife Shanice held against her own throat caught her 

eye. Before she could say anything, the other girl drew the knife across her throat, blood 

running like a sheet down her chest.  A feeling of light-headedness and nausea swept over 

Bri like a blanket, and she could feel the press of the knife against her own skin.  A rapid, 

stinging slice….hot, sticky blood bursting from her throat….the sudden menacing voice 

at her ear…. 

 

WOULDN’T YOU LIKE TO TRY THAT?  

 

Bri screamed.  And fainted. 

 

“Bri?  Bri!” 

 

The person standing over her was insistent with their calling.  Fuzzily, she tried to 

pull herself together.   

 

“Bri, listen to me.” 

 

And now Bri’s eyes popped wide open at the sound of Aeryal, her dead best 

friend’s, irritated voice.  Her friend stood over her, a slightly exasperated look on her 

face.  She opened her mouth to ask how, but instead her friend just cut her off. 

 

“Listen, Bri, you need to stop blocking me.  I know you are, but you need to let 

me in now.  It’s very important.  I need to talk to you and I don’t have much time left to 

come here.  Things are already beginning to happen to you.” 

 

“Aeryal,” was all Bri could whisper.  She must have hit her head when she had 

fallen, and now she was delusional.  Her dream-Aeryal even wrinkled her nose the same 

way Aeryal used to when she was really pissed. 

 

“Now I’m crazy,” she muttered. 

 

“You’re not crazy!  Ok, just listen, I’ll tell you what-,” 

 

“Bri?”  Something pungent was shoved under her nose, and her nostrils burned 

from the sudden assault of fumes.  “Wake up, Bri!” 

 

When she opened her eyes again, lying halfway in, halfway out of the restroom, 

Shanice, not to mention everyone else in Fantasy, was bending over her, concerned.  

“Bri!  Are you ok?” 
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“Ugh,” she groaned, hand drifting to massage her aching scalp.  Ten to one, she 

had managed to smash it into the door frame or something when she fell.  It would be just 

her luck that she hadn’t fainted gracefully.  ‘What happened?’ 

 

Then it came back to her: the shiny knife glinting with a malicious knowing, her 

friend’s terror as she clutched the horrible instrument to her throat, Bri’s terrible agony as 

the knife sliced. 

 

Her head pounded.  Shanice stood along with the crowd, with not a scratch on her.  

Bri’s eyes widened, though it hurt to do so.  Hadn’t she JUST watched Shanice slit her 

own throat?  It hadn’t been a hallucination; she knew what she saw!  Almost of their own 

will, her fingers rose and gingerly probed her throat.  Relief overwhelmed her as she 

discovered that her own throat had not been cut either. 

 

“Shanice?  Are you okay?” she managed, reaching one hand to her friend.  

Deanna, who stood right behind, exchanged looks with Shanice.   

 

“Is she okay?  Are you okay?  You just walked into the restroom and then passed 

out like you saw a ghost or something.  Something’s up with you, girl.” 

 

Struggling to sit, Bri gave a grateful smile to Chas, who helped her ease up.  A 

sigh escaped her lips at Deanna’s ranting.  Sometimes, her friend made too much of 

everything.  Really, Bri would have just preferred for this all to blow over, instead of 

having a big crowd standing around, gawking at her. 

 

“…to think, I actually defended you when Rob said you were on drugs.  You’re 

losing it, Bri.  This is totally embarrassing!  Everyone is looking, and you’re obviously 

strung out or something…..” 

 

With another sigh, Bri tuned out.  Deanna didn’t mean any harm, but she was 

wayyy irritating.  Back on her feet, Bri let Chas keep his arm around her as they headed 

back to the table.   

 

‘Wouldn’t you like to try that….’  Bri forced the horrible voice from her mind. 

 

Shanice moved her out of the way as she tried unsuccessfully to collect her things.  

Frowning at the strawberry smoothie that had slipped through her shaking fingers, Bri 

grabbed some napkins to sop it up.  Gently, Shanice nudged her away again.  “I’ll get 

that.”   

 

All she could do was stand back and watch her friend soak napkins in the thick, 

red mixture, trying in vain to clean it.  But it was too much to wipe up, and bright red 

liquid still blanketed the table.  ‘Like blood,’ Bri thought grimly. 

 

Tossing some money in a clean spot on the table, her friend grabbed their purses.  

“Let’s go.” 
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“We’re staying,” Deanna called from where she and Rob were already seated 

comfortably at another booth.  “There’s a party tonight, but you need to stay home and 

get some rest, Bri.  But don’t worry, we’ll have fun for you.” 

 

“Gosh, D.  Thought you were really worried about me there,” Bri muttered under 

her breath.  How had she forgotten?  The only thing her vain friend worried about was 

guys.  To be honest, she wasn’t even completely sure that Deanna actually cared about 

Aeryal’s death.  It was just over an hour since they had left Aeryal in the graveyard, and 

already Deanna was focused on a party that evening? 

 

“Oh, just ignore her,” Shanice said loudly, as they walked. 

 

They took her home, with Shanice insisting that she get rest, a lot of it.  Trying to 

protest was a waste of time.  Since she didn’t have a car, once her friends dropped her 

off, she would be stranded at home.  Couldn’t go anywhere. 

 

‘Oh well,’ she thought, ‘maybe they’re right.  Maybe I do need some rest.’ 

 

“Do you want me to come in with you?” Shanice asked as Bri slid out of the 

backseat and began to cross her lawn.  Glancing back at the car, she almost smiled at 

Shanice’s motherly concern. 

 

She shook her head.  “I’ll be fine.” 

 

Whether or not she actually believed that, was the thing.  As she closed the front 

door behind herself, a yawn threatened to split her head in two.  “So I am tired,” she 

mumbled.  “Guess that’s why I dropped out in Fantasy, huh?” she asked her reflection in 

the large mirror in the foyer. 

 

Headed straight to her bedroom, Bri had every intention of going to bed and not 

rising until the next morning.  Even though it was barely mid-afternoon. 

 

Sliding under the covers, she was ready to get her mind off of her problems.  

“Nothing like a good rest to make everything better.”  Her purse lay on the ground next to 

the bed and she pulled it up next to her.  Rummaging through, she smiled as her fingers 

closed around the little bottle that she was seeking. 

 

“… you need to stop blocking me…Things are already beginning to happen to 

you.”  

 

That freaky dream she’d had in Fantasy was coming back to her.  As much as she 

feared having visions of dead bodies in her dreams, she couldn’t ignore the panicked look 

on her friend’s face, or her urgent tone.  Or the voice that had whispered, ‘Wouldn’t you 

like to try that….’   

 



The Origins sampler 16 
 

Even though the idea was crazy….Bri couldn’t help thinking ‘what if?’ 

 

Gazing at her savior, the trusty bottle of sleeping pills, Bri fought with herself 

until the illogical won out.  “All right, Aeryal.  If you have something to say, now is the 

time for it.”  She re-capped the bottle and slid it onto her nightstand without taking any. 

 

And slept a long, deep, uninterrupted sleep. 
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CHAPTER 
4 

 

Sunday found her in bed, and by the time school on Monday morning rolled 

around, she was feeling like herself again. 

 

“Who’s that?”  Deanna licked her lips, trying to be sexy.  Privately, Bri thought 

she looked hungry.  Or thirsty, whichever.  But she had to agree with Deanna’s line of 

thinking.  The boy crossing the campus with Chas was a hunk.  “Bad boy approaching,” 

her friend mouthed. 

 

Though average-built, he managed to make popular Chas look like a plain Joe.  

Chas was the taller of the two, but the new guy’s presence towered.  It wasn’t so much 

that he was drop dead handsome, more that he had a devil-may-care expression that said 

he didn’t give damn.  About anything.  Very attractive. 

 

As his gaze slid over their group, Bri allowed herself to revel in the tiny sliver of 

attraction that was working its way up from her stomach.  He was smooth mocha skin 

from head to toe, with a long, lean body rippling with muscles and close-shaven hair.  

Just enough facial stubble clung to his face to be stylishly attractive.  Deanna was 

completely correct this time around.  Bad.  Boy.  His gaze was one of chocolate velvet, 

and when it stopped on her, she gulped.  Bri liked.  A lot. 

 

Wistfully, Bri watched the stranger approach, but kept her comments to herself.  

What was the point?  Whoever he was, once he arrived at the table, since he was 

obviously heading their way, Deanna was bound to work her charms on him.  She 

watched him in awe as he neared, his confident swagger similar to a well-fed lion 

strolling among a herd of gazelle. 

 

Bri sighed to herself.  “NOT like I had a chance, anyway,” she mumbled under 

her breath.  Any new guy to the school would take one look at Deanna’s long, leggy 

figure and her high cheekbones capped by a sleek, modern haircut, and stop there.  Short 

girls like Bri didn’t stand a chance.  Especially not short girls with round button noses 

and curling baby hairs that ringed a small face buried under a mountain of curls.  And 

especially not short girls that could only reach to a guy’s shoulder, even in a pair of 4-

inch heels. 

 

To be fair, if Bri had to rate her best feature, aside from her hair, she would say 

her lips, which Aeryal had once described as ‘pouty’.  Bri tried to remember that 

whenever faced with ‘hot guy’ situations.  Such as this one. 
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“Hey crew.”  That was Chas.  Bri raised her head to see him and the handsome 

guy standing at the end of the table.  As predicted, the new guy was staring at Deanna 

appreciatively.  Of course, that could be because Deanna was beckoning him to sit by her 

and already moving her stuff aside to make space. 

 

Chas turned to the stranger.  “Korey, these are my friends.  My girlfriend Shanice 

Warren, Rob Nunez, Deanna Rubaine and Bri Brewley.”  He pointed at each one in turn.  

“Guys, this is Korey Parsons.  He just transferred from up north.” 

 

“Hi, Korey,” said Shanice and Deanna in unison. 

 

“Hey,” he nodded back. 

 

Opening her mouth to add her greeting, Bri was suddenly struck by a sudden 

memory of the first day she’d met Aeryal.  Frowning as a pang of grief rolled over her, 

she wondered why that thought had suddenly come to her. 

 

The new guy seemed to be waiting for her hello, but catching her frown, he 

simply turned to Rob and gave him a quick nod.  Bri could have kicked herself.  Now she 

looked totally and completely like a jerk. 

 

‘Really, Bri,’ she chided herself, ‘you could have at least given the guy a smile or 

something.’ 

 

The sigh slipped from her lips before she could stop it, and the new guy glanced 

at her again, this time with a frown of his own.  It was obvious that he thought her sudden 

attitude had to do with him. 

 

Trying on her best smile on for size, Bri began, “So Korey, where did you move 

from?” exactly at the same time the bell sounded overhead.  Her friends all got to their 

feet, including Korey, who clearly hadn’t heard her meager attempt at friendliness. 

 

“So, guys, Korey’s going to roll with us sometimes, part of the crew.  Least we 

can do is introduce him to the right people, show him around, that sort of stuff.”  Chas 

sent his uneaten lunch sailing into a nearby trash can and grabbed Shanice’s hand.  “In 

case you didn’t hear, Korey, we’re probably the most fun at this school to hang around 

with anyway.  Except for Bri.”  He pointed at her and laughed.  “Little Bri’s been kinda 

depressed these days.” 

 

All of her friends laughed, except for Korey, who was giving her that look again. 

 

“Shut up,” she hissed, face hot.  Did Chas really have to bring up the fact that she 

was feeling down lately?  Next, all she needed was Rob to start in on her prescription 

drug use.  It would really be over then.  As if the new guy didn’t already think she was a 

loser. 
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Luckily, Rob came to her rescue, tossing one arm around her shoulders.  “Aww, 

Bri’s okay.  She just needs a good friend, that’s all.”  Then, mischievously, he added, 

“Korey, you interested?” 

 

Which prompted more hilarious laughter from her friends. 

 

Fuming as they headed off toward their next classes, Bri wondered how she’d 

lucked out in having the most insensitive friends in the world.  Slowly shrugging off her 

anger as she walked, Bri glanced about, suddenly nervous.  Because she felt it.  The same 

IT she’d felt in Aeryal’s bedroom, and it was watching her.  Again. 

 

**** 

  

Luckily, there was a field trip scheduled for their last class of the day, to some 

historical site or the other.  Bri couldn’t begin to count all the ways she was grateful for 

that, especially seeing as in the class right before, their teacher had made them sit down 

and write tribute poems.  To Aeryal’s memory.  As if Bri didn’t think about the death 

enough as it was.  Then, on top of that, they’d had to read the poems aloud in class. 

 

A boring field trip was fifty times better than sitting through fifteen poems by 

grieving classmates.  Too bad she couldn’t get the memories out of her head. 

 

‘Death.  It is permanent.’   

 

That’s how she’d begun her poem.  Bri rapidly blinked away the tears blinding 

her as she descended the bus steps.  Behind her, Deanna and Shanice giggled over some 

joke from the bus, but Bri wasn’t listening.  She so wasn’t in the mood. 

 

“All right, students,” Mrs. Francois announced, “we are out here to inject history 

into your young …..,” a long glare at Shanice and Chas starting to make out, “ but 

corrupted minds.  Break it up over there!” 

 

“Let’s move our groups down the hill a bit.  This rock wall that we are standing 

by was built in 1717.  It was the famous lookout point-,” she droned on as the unruly 

teens reluctantly made their way behind her. 

 

“Yuck,” Deanna whispered to Bri.  Shanice and Chas had already gone ahead, 

pretending to be entranced in the teacher’s boring lecture.  “Can you believe Francois 

thought this would be a good senior field trip?  This sucks.”  The last part she said loud 

enough so that a couple of kids passing glanced over and smiled. 

 

“Tell me about it,” Bri nodded.  She certainly wasn’t in the mood for any kind of 

history lesson today.  Really, all she wanted to do was zone out and think about how 

unfair it was that Aeryal had to die. 
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It was a peaceful day.  They stood on a grassy hillside, a smattering of trees on 

one side, a sharp cliffside drop on the other. 

 

“Yow.”  Deanna stiffened at her side.  “Isn’t that the fine new kid, Korey what’s-

his-face?”  Bri craned her neck to stare up ahead. 

 

“Yea, it looks so.”  With a nudge to her friend’s ribs, she gave her a mischievous 

glance.  “You’re gonna press?” 

 

Deanna was already adding another layer of gloss to her lips.  “Duh, obviously.  

Wish me luck….like I need it.”  With that, Deanna hurried to catch up with Korey, 

glancing back once to blow a kiss over her shoulder at Bri. 

 

If there was a definition for over-confident, Deanna Rubaine was a few pages 

ahead, in the section for ‘obviously’.  There wasn’t a boy that wouldn’t fall in love with 

Deanna after a few minutes of her company, and she used that to her advantage.  Long 

legs, pouty lips and a sweep of heavy lashes, were all tools in Deanna’s arsenal, and too 

many times, she instructed Bri to, ‘love ‘em and leave ‘em.’ 

 

With her friend gone, Bri released the sigh she’d been keeping and managed to 

squash the jealous pangs that had risen as she’d watched her friend run after Korey.   

Having lived next door to Deanna most of her life, Bri knew exactly what was going 

through her friend’s head.  ‘Love ‘em and leave ‘em.’  Her friend was cool, but Bri just 

wasn’t in the mood to talk about boys, clothes, or sex today.  Or listen to gloating about 

the date that Deanna would undoubtedly talk the new boy into within ten minutes. 

 

‘In fact, I don’t even want to talk period.’  Somehow, she had ended up at the very 

back of the group, with the last stragglers down the hill at least ten feet ahead of her.  

‘Good.  They can go,’ she thought.  Spying a lonely trail to her left, Bri abandoned the 

group.  She wasn’t in the mood for history anyway. 

 

She followed it until she came to a low stone wall and perched on it.  Behind her 

was the open air of the cliff, a foliage covered drop over the edge of the mountain.  Bri 

closed her eyes. 

 

“How could she die?  Eighteen year-old girls have everything to live for, they 

shouldn’t be dying.”  She sighed.  “I thought they said she was getting better.” 

 

Bracing her hands on the edge of the stone, Bri leaned backward over the drop as 

far as she dared.  She wasn’t trying to fall, just seeing what it felt like to be on the edge of 

death.  As Aeryal had been.  Her friend had come to terms with her upcoming death and 

made peace with it even.  If Bri sat here on the brink of the cliff long enough, would she 

make peace with death as it approached?  Maybe…. 

 

There was something else, too.  There, hanging on the fringes of her 

consciousness, was the dark presence.  Heavy and cloying, it pulsed there, slowly tugging 
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her down, under, further into herself.  A paralyzing fear gripped her and Bri wanted to 

scream, needed to scream, but couldn’t.  It was pulling her deeper in, and she would no 

longer be herself- 

 

A rough hand clamped onto her forearm and yanked, dragging her off the wall.  

Cut stone sliced into Bri’s thighs, left bare by the shorts she wore and her eyes flew open 

with a yelp.  A mouthful of grass stifled her cry as she landed.  Rolling over indignantly, 

she glared, waiting to see who had manhandled her like that. 

 

Korey Parsons stared down at her, his handsome face scowling.  “Are you loony 

or something?  Were you trying to kill yourself?”   

 

His blatant hostility threw Bri off-balance, and embarrassment rose quickly to the 

surface.  ‘Excuse me?  I’m the one who should be pissed!  What’s his problem anyway?’  

“NOT that it’s any of your business, but no, I wasn’t trying to kill myself, I was just 

sitting there.” 

 

His scowl grew.  “Uh huh.  If you call leaning backward over a cliff, sitting, then 

yea, that’s what you were doing.  But for the record, I don’t buy that.  I think you’re 

crazy.” 

 

Anger mixed with irritation surged in her.  Bri scrambled to her feet, pointedly 

ignoring the cocky hand that he extended.  Instead, she busied herself with brushing grass 

blades and pebbles from her clothes.  From the corner of her eye, all she could see was 

his folded arms, tight muscles peeking from below his sleeve.  ‘Stop looking at me.’  She 

could feel him watching as she dusted herself off and it unnerved her.  Just him standing 

there unnerved her. 

 

“Look, can you shut up now?  You don’t even know me.”  She walked away from 

him, back towards the main path. 

 

“Maybe not, but I know when a person is doing something to hurt themselves.”  

From the sound of his voice, he was following right behind her.  For some reason, that 

both irritated and excited her. 

 

“Whatever,” she muttered, not caring if he heard. 

 

They were silent all the way back to rejoin the group, Bri lost in her own 

thoughts, and making a point to ignore Korey’s scowl. 

 

**** 

 

Most of the kids had somehow disappeared by the time the bus arrived back at the 

school, Shanice, Deanna and Chas being among them.  “Must’ve have been that stop at 

the mall for food,” Bri muttered, still marveling that the teacher had even fallen for that.  
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It was literally the oldest trick in the book.  Any teen worth their salt knew to skip out 

during the field trip food run. 

 

Unfortunately for Bri, she had stupidly left her bag in her locker, so she was at the 

mercy of the bus driver and Mrs. Francois’s continuous rant about student truancy. 

 

Even more irritating was the fact that Korey was one of the students still on the 

bus.  So she had to endure his jerky company all the way back to school.  Of course, he 

wasn’t actually saying anything to her, since he was about five seats ahead with earbuds 

stuck in his ears, but still. 

 

‘It’s the principle of the matter,’ she pouted, still smarting from the way he had 

treated her. 

 

They finally pulled into the near-deserted school parking lot, and Bri breathed a 

sigh of relief.  She was nothing if not ready to head home.  Waiting her turn to slide out 

of her seat and off the bus, she tapped her fingers impatiently.  Giving in the urge she had 

been fighting for the last ten minutes of the ride, Bri stole a glance at Korey’s back as he 

moved up the aisle to get off the bus. 

 

He was definitely a gorgeous guy; that was totally obvious.  But there was 

something else about him, something more that attracted Bri to him.  There was 

something in the way he looked at her, as if he could see right into her.  As if he could 

sense her attraction.  Not to mention that he was bold.  Even watching him descend the 

stairs to exit the bus, she could almost see the confident, devil-may-care demeanor 

radiating off of him.  Dangerous. 

 

“See you tomorrow, class.”  Mrs. Francois announced once the few remaining 

students had vacated the bus.  “Plus, all of you that came back to the school yard as you 

were supposed to, will get extra points on your next test.” 

 

Bri rolled her eyes as the other students guffawed and sniggered.  Stealing a 

quick, sidelong glance at Korey, she noted that he hadn’t even cracked a smile.  He just 

stood there, listening, until the class was dismissed, and then sauntered away. 

 

Hating herself for being curious about him, Bri couldn’t resist looking to see 

where he would go.  Surprise drew her brows skyward as she watched him leap into a 

sporty black jeep with monster tires.  Definitely dangerous….but hot. 

 

“Jerk,” she huffed.  Figured that Mr. Korey I’m-the-finest-guy-and-I’m-smarter-

than-you, would be too good to walk home like she was.  With another eyeroll, she 

shifted her backpack and started for home.  And she made sure to firmly squelch the little 

desire to have him offer her a lift. 
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CHAPTER 
5 

 

As she walked, wishing that she had been smart enough to skip out like her 

friends had, her cell phone rang.  A quick search through her bag revealed the phone 

tucked away in an inside pocket.  “H’lo?” 

 

“Bri?” 

 

She frowned.  Who was it?  “Yes?  Who’s this?” 

 

“Oh good, Bri, this is Aeryal’s housekeeper.  How are you?” 

 

Automatically, Bri straightened up.  The housekeeper?  She hadn’t spoken to 

Greta since weeks before Aeryal died.  When Aeryal had first gotten sick, she’d always 

been at Aeryal’s house and saw the housekeeper just about every day, but that had 

changed since the death.  Greta had practically raised Aeryal, ever since Mr. Swan had 

abandoned his daughter to a lonely house.  Which in itself was crazy.  When Aeryal had 

first explained her that she lived alone, Bri had been stunned.  Honestly stunned.   

 

What father rented a second townhouse for his teenage daughter to live in with 

only a middle-aged housekeeper for company?  Apparently, Aeryal’s did.  Somehow, 

Aeryal’s ‘incidents’ had been too much for him to deal with, and on top of that, his new 

girlfriend couldn’t get along with Aeryal, so he had a separate home where Aeryal and 

Greta lived.  ‘Incidents’.  Which was what he called the fact that Aeryal had a regular 

streak of disabling accidents. 

 

Aeryal never seemed to mind; for her, it was just another problem in her life.  

Now Greta, the woman who had lived with and raised Aeryal for four years was calling 

Bri.  And of course, as Aeryal’s best friend, Bri should have at least called Greta once 

after the death.  But she hadn’t.  So now, of course she was feeling more than a little 

nervous about why Greta wanted to talk to her. 

 

“I’m fine, Greta.  How about yourself?”  

 

“Hanging on, that’s all I can do.  Every day is easier than the last, but still not 

easy enough, if you can understand that.  It’s attending to all the little details that keep me 

going.  Which is why I’m calling you.  Bri, sweetheart, can you do me a favor?” 

 

“Yeah, sure.  What’s up?” 
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She sounded a little hesitant to speak.  “It’s Aeryal’s things.  I never picked them 

up from the hospital and I just received a call saying that they will dispose of her personal 

effects if they aren’t picked up by the end of the week.  But I just can’t bring myself to 

look at them, Bri, I still can’t look at the things she wore on that day.”  Greta took a 

breath and then continued shakily.  “Do you think maybe that you could go to the 

hospital and grab them for me?  Maybe go through them for anything of value?” 

 

“Uh, yeah sure.”  Bri released an inaudible sigh of relief.  That she could do.  

She’d been worried that Aeryal’s caretaker would ask why she hadn’t come over to visit 

after the funeral.  Guilty stuttering about being busy with school would be really 

immature. 

 

At least, Greta’s errand would keep her from moping around the house, doing 

nothing.   

 

**** 

Ringing the doorbell over and over did nothing.  No one was home. 

 

“Great, just great,” Bri muttered, slumping against the front door, the bag with 

Aeryal’s possessions clutched in her hands.  It wasn’t a very big bag.  It was sad, really, 

how at the end of the day, a person’s life was reduced to just a Ziploc bag with a name 

sticker.  Even the yard showed the simpleness of life and death.  In the one week that the 

house had been empty, weeds had grown wildly in thick patches around the covered 

porch. 

 

“You know what?”  Something had occurred to her.  She knew where Aeryal had 

kept her spare key.  Going to the side of the little flowerbed, Bri slid the key from below 

a fake rock. 

 

Key in hand, she was inside within seconds.  As she figured, the house was 

empty.  It felt odd to be in the house with no one there, and Bri wanted to get it over with 

as soon as possible.  Heading up the stairs to Aeryal’s room, she tried to avoid looking at 

the school pictures of her best friend lining the stairwell and pushed open the darkened 

room that she knew so well.  Shadows clung to everything, obscuring the familiar 

furnishings and leaving creepy humps in their place.  Absolutely no sound broke the still 

of the room, and even her breathing seemed to be muted by the eerie quiet.  

 

Wondering if she should just leave the bag on Aeryal’s desk and go, Bri exhaled 

slowly and peered around.  Everything was the same as if her friend had just stepped out 

for a slice of pizza.  Yet she couldn’t shake the sense of something being amiss. 

 

A sudden urge came over her and Bri frowned, but followed her feet to the 

bookshelf.  The metal box was back in its place.  Taking it down, she pulled out the 

broken-heart pendant and stared at it.  Her fingers roved over it, exploring curiously.  It 

wasn’t like any other she had seen; inscriptions covered the backside, written in an 

unfamiliar language.  A strong sense of wanting slid over her and she shook her head, 
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intending to put it back in its place, but instead found herself slipping the pendant into her 

jeans pocket.  

 

Bri frowned.  She didn’t want Aeryal’s jewelry obviously, but for some reason, 

she couldn’t bring herself to return it.  Unwillingly, she let her fingers slide over the aged 

wood of the bookshelf.  Something about it seemed….alive.  Beneath her fingers, it felt 

warm, almost like skin, and Bri shuddered.  She’d never touched anything that felt so 

alien and evil. 

 

Even so, she could not stop running her fingers over it, slowly tracing the whorls 

and patterns along the grain.  Oddly enough, there seemed to be shapes cut into each level 

of the shelf, and Bri frowned, remembering how the pendant had sank into one of those 

grooves.  As she touched each, a tiny whisper sounded and grew louder, until the air 

around her was humming. 

 

Mildly freaked, Bri muttered, “Time to leave,” and jammed her hands in her 

pockets, making sure the pendant still there.  With a sigh, she left the room.  Clearly, 

Greta wouldn’t be home anytime soon, and Bri did have things to do at home.  She 

headed for the stairs.  The first step creaked miserably under her weight, echoing loudly 

through the lonely hall.  Suddenly, a blast of frigid air swept over her, numbing her where 

she stood.  Frost appeared on her arms, white ridges harsh against the brown.  She could 

feel goosebumps rising beneath the ice and she shivered violently. 

 

‘Why can’t I move?’  Hysteria filled her brain as her feet refused to work, refused 

to move her out of place.  It was as if she was frozen where she stood. 

 

Overhead, darkness swirled until it settled into one large mass and two red eyes 

popped open in the midst of it.  She knew it wasn’t her imagination that the eyes looked 

pleased. 

 

THERE YOU ARE, hissed in her brain. 

 

‘What is that thing?’ her brain screamed.  She struggled against the crippling 

cold, fighting to at least move something, one arm even. 

 

All of a sudden, she was able to rip herself free from the horrible, icy grip and Bri 

pitched forward down the stairs.  Landing at the bottom in a crumpled heap, she hauled 

herself up and raced toward the front door.  As she ran, the chill kept up with her, only a 

hair away from freezing her again.  Shivers ran up and down her spine. 

 

The icy fingers were almost closing on her neck as she yanked open the door and 

threw herself out.  And hit the sidewalk running.  And stayed running. 

 

Bri was all the way home when she remembered that she was still clutching 

Aeryal’s plastic bag.  There was no way she was going back to return it; Greta would just 

have to wait until tomorrow or whenever Bri could make it back over there. 
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Her fingers were shaking.  Sitting on the edge of the couch, she fingered the 

plastic over and over.  What had she run into in Aeryal’s house?  A ghost or something?  

Chasing her for taking Aeryal’s things?  Lifting the bag to eye level, she checked out the 

contents sliding from side to side inside. 

 

Wristwatch.  Cell phone.  Lip gloss.  Mascara.  Folded sheets of paper.  Debit 

card.  Keys.  Everything that Aeryal had with her the day she’d died was in that bag.  Bri 

nestled the bag in between her and the arm of the couch, unable to move the bag far away 

from herself.  It was as close as she could get to her friend at the moment, and currently, 

she needed a friend.   

 

Something jabbed her in the butt and she slid the remote out from beneath her.  

Snapping on the TV seemed like a good idea.  Anything to take her mind off of Aeryal, 

and the horrible thing living in her house.   
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CHAPTER 
6 

 

Bri sat, head down, over one of her textbooks.  Wasn’t it weekend?  Why was she 

studying?  Try as she might, she couldn’t figure out which textbook she was reading.  

Suddenly, the outline of someone fell across her book.  Bri glanced up sharply.  The 

person’s clothing was familiar, the lime green T-shirt almost as recognizable as if it were 

in Bri’s own closet.  Her eyes leaped up to meet Aeryal’s pretty brown eyes. 

 

“Bri.” 

 

Her friend was sitting in the window seat as she had always done.  And as always, 

Aeryal’s thick curls flopped over her eyes as she lounged in the seat. 

 

“Aeryal!”  Bri gasped.  It was her.  Then a thought gripped her.   “Oh, God, this is 

just a dream.  You died days ago.”  The hurt that swamped her at that realization was 

almost too much to bear. 

 

The dream Aeryal laughed, the sound tinkling merrily as it had in real life.  “You 

ARE dreaming, silly.  But I’m real.”  As she said the last bit, her laugh stopped and she 

was serious again.  Not unhappy, Bri could see, just serious. 

 

Gosh, it even sounded like her!  Bri bit her lip.  She was dreaming, definitely 

dreaming, but even so, she felt like Aeryal was really there with her. 

 

“Silly.  I told you.  I AM here,” Aeryal’s tone was impatient this time.  “Yes, we 

both know that I’m dead, but I came to talk to you right now, while you’re sleeping, so 

please just talk to me.  Or at least, listen.” 

 

Shaking a bit, Bri raised her head from where she had dropped it on the desk.  

Swallowing back a pang of sadness, she once more looked her dead friend in the eyes.  

“Where are you?” 

 

Aeryal didn’t need an explanation of what she meant.  “With the others that have 

died.  My mom is there, so is my grandmother.  They’re so much like me, Bri.”  The 

enthusiasm beamed on her face.  “Plus they know so much about me, it’s crazy.  My 

mother says that she has been watching over me since the very day that she died.” 

 

Bri knew how much something like this meant to Aeryal.  Aeryal’s mother had 

died a few months after she was born, leaving baby Aeryal in an unfamiliar world by 

herself.  She had never known her mother’s love.  The same thing had strangely 
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happened to Aeryal’s own mother with Aeryal’s grandmother.  She had also died after 

the birth of her child.   

 

It had to be the best thing in world to find out that both of the women you had 

missed in life had been watching over you constantly.  Bri reconsidered.  Well, maybe 

not the best thing, considering that you had to die to find this out. 

 

Aeryal winked.  “I’ve been watching you, and I see that I’m not the only one 

who’s having a good time.”  Without waiting for Bri to ask, she continued.  “So who’s 

the hottie you were hanging out with at lunchtime?” 

 

Bri felt herself grow hot.  “Korey?  He’s a new student.  He sort of started 

hanging out with our group.  It’s no big deal.” 

 

“Yeah, but you LIKE him.  Even from up here, I can see that.”  Mischievously, 

Aeryal grinned and asked, “So when are you going to ask him out?  You know you want 

to.” 

 

“I’m not!”  Bri couldn’t help but laugh.  “I think he likes Deanna.” 

 

“Finally she smiles!  That’s much better.  And so what if he likes Deanna?  Every 

guy likes Deanna.  It has to do with the way she dresses.  You’re much cooler.  Give it a 

shot, I’m serious.” 

 

Aeryal only sighed as Bri shook her head.  “You’ll be sorry if you don’t.” 

 

“And I’ll get embarrassed if I do.”  There was something else she wanted to ask 

Aeryal.  Bri steered the conversation away from the dangerous subject of Korey Parsons.  

“So you’re okay then?  And happy?”  Bri hated that she sounded so anxious, but God 

knows that she of all people had worried constantly for her friend. 

 

Aeryal bobbed her head.  Serious again.  “I’m okay.”  But a grave look had 

darkened her gaze.  “Bri ……. I’m more worried about you.” 

 

“Me?  Why?  As you just pointed out, I have a new love interest and all that.  I’m 

fine.” 

 

“You’re not fine!”  Her friend was instantly contrite.  “Bri, I’m sorry.  It’s my 

fault.  He’s coming for you.”  The last statement was a whisper, as if she was afraid of 

someone eavesdropping. 

 

“He?”  Bri was surprised to see tears pooling in Aeryal’s eyes.  “What are you 

talking about?” 
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Her friend began to cry, tears soaking the lime shirt.  “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.  

It’s really my fault.  But he’s going to come for you, just like he came for me.  I didn’t 

know, Bri, otherwise I wouldn’t have let you do it.  Just read the letter.” 

 

“Do what?”  What was she crying about?  Bri had never been more confused than 

right at this moment. 

 

Aeryal looked her right in the eye, through her tears.  “You’re my blood sister,” 

she said clearly. 

 

Bri bolted awake.  Her room had shifted.  Somehow, someone had come in and 

moved her bed way too close to the window, and the billowy, freaky curtain that was 

blowing up over her head. 

 

Then it hit her.  She had fallen asleep in the living room.  But that was no better, 

since the room was creepy as hell.  Idly scratching her arm, Bri sat up.  Then she took a 

closer look at her arm. 

 

A faint outline of a design was imprinted there, but under the skin. She could 

hardly see it, just feel the slight ridges outlined.  And it was itching like crazy.  “How 

strange,” she murmured.  As strange as Aeryal talking to her in a dream. 

 

Read the letter, her friend had said.  ‘What letter?’ she frowned to herself. 

 

Then she remembered.  Among Aeryal’s things that she’d grabbed from the 

hospital, were several sheets of folded notepaper.  “A letter, maybe?” 

 

Looking around, she found the Ziploc bag where she’d placed it before curling up 

to watch TV: lying neatly on the floor below the couch.  Unzipping it, she slid the letter 

out.  The first page was a poem, printed neatly in Aeryal’s handwriting.  It wasn’t one 

that Bri recognized, so her friend must have made it up.  The second page was what she 

was looking for: 

 

Hi guys,  

 

I guess you know the usual cryptic stuff…if you’re reading this, then I’m dead, 

blah, blah, yada.  Anyways, I just wanted to say how much I loved hanging with 

you all.  Can I say the best friends a girl could ever have?  Cuz’ y’all were.  

Shanice and Chas, take care of each other.  Still the Number One Couple in the 

senior class, make sure it stays that way.   

 

Shanice, don’t ever change.  Please stay being the kindest girl I know, even if you 

are naïve and shallow 50% of the percent of the time.  (You know I had to put that 

in, girlie, I got you!  Smooches!) 
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Chas, you’re the smartest guy I know.  Besides being the Class Clown and Most 

Likely to Get Arrested for White Collar Crime, you’re a shoo-in for 

Valedictorian.  I want you to take it home.  When you go on to college, don’t 

forget about us.  We’re the best crew in the world, remember?  But you’ll do great 

things in life, I just know it.  Good luck, and be good to Shanice. 

 

Deanna, calm down, girl!!!  There’ll still be some guys left when you get to 

college, you don’t have to date them all now, lol.  But I love you, anyway, bestie.  

Stay bright and funny and loud, no one can take that away.  That’s your signature.  

If someone doesn’t like it, you what you usually do, tell ‘em to shove it! 

 

So, Rob, thanks for the dates to the beach on Sunday nights.  I’ll really miss those.  

After a while, they were all I was looking forward to…..so MUAH to you, 

sweetie.  Oh, by the way, tell your baby sis ‘hi’ and that I’m sorry that I never 

taught her how to crochet.  She kept begging me, you know, but I just ran out of 

time.  MUAH, sweetie. 

 

And Bri…I’ll miss you…. 

 

Flipping the last sheet of paper over, Bri frowned.  “That’s it?” she exclaimed.  

Aeryal had written so much sweet, heart-warming comments to the rest of their friends 

and all she wrote for Bri, her closest friend, was, ‘I’ll miss you?’ 

 

Grumpily, Bri lay back on the couch and stared at the ceiling until she fell asleep, 

several hours later. 
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CHAPTER 
7 

  

Sitting amidst waxed flowers and satin walls was not the best way she could think 

of to fill her afternoon.  It defied logic that her feet would have led her here then, after 

school, to the funeral home that had buried Aeryal. 

 

Yet, here she sat. 

 

“This was a stupid idea, Bri,” she mumbled.  Why had she ever thought that 

coming down here would give her more information somehow?  She had been thinking 

that if she came down to the funeral home, she could talk to someone here and find out 

more about the cause of death.  So far, she had been sitting alone in the reception room 

and hadn’t seen anyone coming or going, not even anyone that worked there. 

 

The reality of it was that she could no longer ignore what she knew: Aeryal had 

found a way to talk her through dreams.  How could she?  In the dream, Aeryal had 

mentioned a letter.  Bri had woken up and found the letter.  Proof enough. 

 

‘Guess if there are no funerals, this place is pretty much deserted.’  Besides, it 

wasn’t as if she would really get any info out of the funeral director; weren’t funeral 

homes pretty much all run by grumpy, crotchety old men who hated young people? 

 

She stood, intending to leave when a friendly voice spoke from behind her. 

 

“Can I help you?” 

 

Turning, Bri was surprised to see a young woman in pale blue scrubs.  A long 

black ponytail was pulled high on the crown of her head over a smooth, wrinkle-free 

forehead.  She was probably only a few years older than Bri.  For some reason, that put 

her at ease.  “Uh, hi, I guess.”  When the friendly gaze turned curious, even as the smile 

remained, Bri fidgeted.  “Do you, um, work here?” 

 

The woman came forward, one hand outstretched.  “I’m the owner here.  What 

can I do for you?  I’m Delva.” 

 

Unsure of what to say next, plus feeling totally stupid, Bri shrugged.  “My friend 

died and-,” 

 

Delva’s expression turned sympathetic.  “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that, but it’s best 

to let the family handle these things.” 
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“No, you don’t understand.  She already died and was buried.  She came here, I 

mean her body did.  I mean, you guys handled the funeral!  I just thought that maybe if I 

came here-,” she broke off, not entirely sure where she was going with her ramble. 

 

Seeming to understand, Delva motioned her forward.  “Would you like to take a 

tour around?  It’s really not as scary as some people tend to think.  It might help ease 

your mind a little bit about what happened after your friend died.” 

 

“Ok.”  Bri followed Delva, as the funeral director explained about the different 

symbolisms for colors and flowers that they typically used.  Aeryal’s had been yellow, 

she remembered. 

 

Delva even took her into the workshop where the floral arrangements were put 

together, and Bri was astounded to see the flowers of all colors stocked in the chillbox. 

 

“So, what was your friend’s name?” Delva asked, taking a break from the tour. 

 

“Aeryal Swan.”  Bri fiddled with a stray daffodil petal.   

 

The funeral director stopped, gave her an odd look, and then stared at her up and 

down.  Then, seeming to see something that reassured her, she resumed washing a bucket 

of lilies, without a word. 

 

‘What’s that about?’ Bri wondered. 

 

“You two were in sorority together?” Delva finally asked. 

 

“Sorority?” Bri wrinkled her nose.  “No.  Why do you say that?” 

 

“Because of your brands.” 

 

“Brands?” 

 

Pointing to Bri’s forearm, left exposed by her tiny short-sleeved Tee, Delva 

nodded.  “There.  Aeryal Swan had one that looked just like that.” 

 

Lifting her arm, Bri automatically began scratching the skin where Delva pointed.  

The raised, bumpy area that she had felt the other night, had changed.  Now it was an 

actual brand, as Delva had said, in the shape of four jagged lines. 

 

Only she hadn’t gotten anything like that done to her body. 

 

Saying goodbye to the friendly Delva, she headed for home.  Not only did she feel 

marginally better about her friend’s death, but she had found out something very 

important. 
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Brands had suddenly appeared on Aeryal’s arm, just like how they had suddenly 

appeared on hers.  Weird.  ‘Could it have something to do with that freaky thing that was 

inside Aeryal’s house?’   

 

Bri hated to admit it to herself, since she didn’t believe in ghosts or anything like 

that, but that had definitely not been her imagination.  Something had grabbed her in the 

house, and it wasn’t human.  A chill rose up the back of her neck, remembering the 

unearthly hiss that had invaded her brain.  There you are.  The glowing red eyes that were 

nothing short of evil staring at her. 

 

Her pace picked up. 

 

Without realizing it, her feet had taken her to Aeryal’s house.  Halfway in shock, 

Bri just stood on the sidewalk for a minute.  This was the last place she wanted to be, 

especially with the thing inside. 

 

“I don’t know how you stayed here, Aeryal babe, but your house is downright 

creepy.”  Even the exterior looked menacing to her now, with its solemn dark wood 

shutters and heavy curtains unmoving in the windows.  When her friend was still alive, 

those curtains were always pulled aside.  Now, with them drawn, the house appeared to 

be in continuous mourning. 

 

Bri suddenly realized that she was tired.  It had been a long day, she was wearing 

heels (in the name of fashion, of course) and she was standing outside of her dead best 

friend’s house for no apparent reason.  Aside from just torturing herself. 

 

“Time to go,” she murmured, turning to leave, when she caught sight of 

movement at the side of the house.  She paused.  There, emerging from the tiny yard 

between the house and the one next door, a figure in dark clothes and a hooded sweatshirt 

appeared.  The person cut across the front yard and headed straight for the curb, without 

seeming to realize that they were being watched. 

 

Bri froze, not knowing whether to try to run or to confront the person.  Then she 

caught a glimpse of the face under the hood.  Korey.  What was he doing here?  Then her 

eyes strayed to the curb, and she felt dumb for not having seen it sooner.  Parked along 

the street, was his big black jeep.  There was no doubt now that it actually was Korey, 

apparently snooping around Aeryal’s house. 

 

And she should definitely confront him.  After all, he was trespassing.  The only 

thing was, while she was making up her mind, he had continued walking briskly to his 

jeep.  Now, the loud roar from the engine filled the air. 

 

Dashing to the curb, Bri shrieked, “Hey, wait!”  He didn’t even glance her way as 

he pulled out and sped by.  She gritted her teeth in frustration.  God, how she hated that 

jerk! 
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“No one that good-looking should be so ignorant,” she swore.  Why had he been 

here anyway?  He didn’t even know Aeryal.  He’d moved into town around the time that 

she died.  Was he breaking into the house?  Maybe he was a petty thief, a juvie kid.  

Admittedly, Bri didn’t know much about the guy, other than what Chas had told them 

about him that first day. 

 

Bri began her walk home, feet still aching from her choice of shoes.  “Should 

have called the cops on him,” she muttered vengefully.  A feeling of being watched 

settled over her and she looked around sharply.  There was silence from the other houses 

on the street.  Not surprising, seeing that it was afternoon.  Adults would be working, kids 

would be at after-school and teens would be hanging out elsewhere, not at home.   

 

So why did she still feel as if she was being watched? 

 

The feeling lasted even as she turned onto her street, relieved to finally arrive at 

home.  Again, she glanced about quickly, hoping to catch a glimpse of whoever might be 

following her, but there was no one. 

 

It was relief to unlock her door and go outside.  Bri quickly closed and locked the 

door behind herself, and then moved to the window to peek out.  Who could be following 

her?  She knew that someone was, she could feel it.  Was it that jerk Korey? 

 

The street outside was empty. 

 

Resignedly, Bri dropped the curtains and went to find something to eat. 
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CHAPTER 
8 

 

Chewing robotically, Bri stared at Korey until she was certain he could feel her 

eyes boring into the side of his head.  Korey, who seemed to be ignoring her glares, sat 

casually talking with Rob about motorcycles.  It was lunchtime, and Bri hadn’t made up 

her mind about confronting him as yet. 

 

‘I’m not crazy.  There’s no reason a guy who just moved into town should be 

skulking around someone else’s house.  None.’ 

 

But, the fact that he had been, made her uneasy.  Made her wonder about what 

secrets might lay in his past.  Wonder what he left behind in his old town.  Wonder what 

it would be like to go on a date with him.  ‘Get your mind on track, Bri,’ she scolded 

herself, shoving that last thought wayyyy down beneath the others.  Korey was still a 

dangerous person, as far as she knew, and she didn’t have the time to dwell on the other 

reason she couldn’t keep her eyes off of him. 

 

Down in her gut, something stirred as she watched him lazily drag a fry through 

ketchup before popping it into his mouth.  Without warning, his gaze shifted and they 

stared at each other.  For some reason, Bri couldn’t find it in her to break the gaze as she 

knew she should.  Raising his brows slowly as he continued to stare at her, Korey dipped 

his head to the box of French fries, clearly asking, ‘want one?’ 

 

The look in his eyes made her heart skip a beat.  Again, it was as if he could look 

right into her and see her long, lingering attraction to him.  But then again, he didn’t have 

to look too hard for it; she could feel it wafting off of her, reaching out toward him like 

some rich aroma.  Heat burning her face, she broke the gaze.  Hastily snapping her 

attention to Deanna, she was grateful as her friend started to ask a question.   

 

“Ready for this afternoon?” 

 

“You have to ask?  Of course.”  Turning so that he wasn’t directly in her line of 

vision anymore, Bri rolled her eyes as just Deanna laughed. 

 

The kickoff for Homecoming Week was always a huge talent show in the 

school’s auditorium, huge enough that groups and performers from other high schools 

entered.  Of course, their own school dance team wasn’t competing; they would be 

performing various numbers throughout.  Bri loved it.  It would be a hectic afternoon, 

seeing as the dress rehearsal started right after lunch, and the actual show would flow on 

from there. 
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“Good for you.  We’ll see you later, darling.  Some of us have to go get 

glamorous.”  Shanice pointed at Deanna, who flipped her the finger.  Giggling, Shanice 

stood, along with Deanna and Chas, and walked away toward the school gates.  They 

were going home to change their clothes; it wasn’t like they were skipping.  School 

would be dismissed early for the show anyway; they were just getting a head start.  With 

her friends gone, Bri began running a mental checklist of all she needed to have for the 

dress rehearsal.   

 

‘Know what?  I don’t have my makeup kit.  I bet I left it on Deanna’s seat this 

morning coming to school.  I need to call her.  Gosh, I hope I have my shoes-,’ 

 

A cocky voice interrupted her string of worries.  “You never answered me.” 

 

Bri’s head shot up.  Dark eyes stared back.  “Wh-what?” 

 

Lazily placing another fry in his mouth, Korey drawled, “You never answered 

me.” 

 

It hit her that somehow she and he were the only two left at the table.  Rob, who’d 

been keeping Korey thankfully occupied, had gone.  Apparently, she’d been so busy 

thinking about the show that she hadn’t noticed.  To her downfall.  Because, with 

everyone else gone, there was no buffer between her and Korey.  They were face-to-face.  

Forced to talk. 

 

Her heart pounded.  “Answered you about what?” 

 

“Lunch.” 

 

“You offered me some of your fries, not lunch,” she said sharply, forcing her 

voice not to quiver. 

 

He gave a slow smile that made Bri’s knees weak, even as it screamed, ‘danger!’ 

 

“If you want, I can take you out to lunch too.” 

 

“No!”  The word came out more desperately than she intended.  “Look, I have 

plans after lunch.” 

 

“Really?”  His brows rose again, this time accompanied by a smirk.  “What’s on 

the agenda?  Try-to-kill-yourself 101 again?” 

 

‘He’s such a jerk!  Why did I ever think he was hot?’  Angrily, she rolled her eyes.  

“You know, if you don’t know something, just ask.  Preferably in a nice way.  Anyways, 

I’ll give you a break since you’re new around here.  This week is Homecoming Week, 

and the kick-off talent show is this afternoon at 2:00 pm.” 
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He slouched back against the table behind him.  “Thanks for sharing that info.”  

Then his gaze shifted up to the clouds above and stayed like that for several minutes. 

 

Bri waited, watching him until she couldn’t bear it anymore.  Impatiently, she 

blurted, “Are you coming?  It’s really the biggest talent show of the year, in this area.”  

Why she cared so much if he was at the show or not, she didn’t know.  But for some 

reason, she really wanted him to say he would be there.  Maybe because she wanted him 

to see her in her element; coordinated and talented, instead of the depressed loser her 

friends painted her as. 

 

Korey gave a nonchalant shrug.  “Dunno.” 

 

“It’s not like as if you have anything better to do.”  Because it occurred to her that 

she was really curious about what he did with his spare time.  ‘Probably slaughtering 

baby bunnies after school,’ she thought nastily.  As soon as the words left her mouth, his 

gaze leveled on her speculatively. 

 

“And how would you know that?  Been spying on me when I leave school?” 

 

“Never!” she snapped, though a tiny thrill of excitement surged through her as she 

realized that this was the longest conversation they had ever had.  “Besides, I walk home.  

I’m not privileged enough to drive like you.  How could I follow you?” 

 

A laugh slipped from him before he could hide it.  Challenge sparkled in his eyes.  

“How did you know that I drive then?  You know what I drive too?” 

 

“No!” she lied, flustered.  “Get over yourself already.  You’re not God’s gift to 

the world, all right?”  Of course, she knew exactly what he drove, but if she tried to 

explain how she knew, Korey would turn it into something else. 

 

Hot tingles shot across her skin as his hand suddenly slid from her wrist up to her 

elbow.  “Then maybe I’m just a gift to you.  Would that work?” 

 

Bri tugged, trying to pull her arm out of his grasp, but his fingers tightened.  A 

quick flip and her strange brands were on display.  “What are those?” he asked, all traces 

of his earlier playfulness gone.  Now his eyes were intense with interest. 

 

Another hard yank and her arm finally slid free.  Almost as a saving grace, the 

final bell rang, signaling the end of lunch period.  With it, Bri stood, her skin still on fire 

from his touch.  “Leave me alone, Korey Parsons.  Come to the show or don’t, I really 

don’t care.”  With those parting words, she stomped away towards the auditorium. 

 

**** 
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Not since the last tornado drill, had Jacobsville High’s auditorium been this 

packed.  Already dressed in her first costume, Bri peeked through the curtains at the 

crowd.  Students and teachers packed the room from end to end.  The dance team was 

opening the show in less than fifteen minutes, and Bri was sweating. 

 

“Nervous?”  Yaya Daniels, a veteran dancer, winked as Bri bustled by on her way 

out the door.    A tall willowy girl, Yaya always had a friendly smile for everyone.  She 

and Bri had been friends for a while, and Bri trusted her opinions over anyone else she 

performed with.  But not this time, though.  Instead, she laughed. 

 

“Me?   Do I look even the slightest bit nervous?  Never!”  Still laughing, she 

slipped out of the dressing room.  Deanna had promised to meet her just outside with the 

makeup bag that Bri had stupidly forgotten.  

 

“Where is she?”  Foot tapping impatiently, Bri peered down the hall, hoping to 

spy her friend approaching.  The show started in ten minutes, and if Deanna EVER 

showed up, that gave Bri, at best, only five minutes to apply her makeup.  As she waited, 

her fingers tugged at her thick curls, fluffing and stretching them so that they lay artfully 

over her shoulders. 

 

Around her, performers rushed in and out through the dressing door, in various 

stages of makeup and costumes.  Bri wished she could be like them, and be getting ready 

too.  About to give up and head back inside, she was startled to see Gerald Johnson 

coming up the hall instead of Deanna. 

 

With a big smile, he gave her a hug.  “Ahh.  Just the girl I wanted to see.” 

 

“Not now, Gerald.”  Pushing out of his grip, she let irritation slip into her tone.  It 

was time to start lining up for the show, since Deanna clearly wasn’t going to show her 

face.  She pushed on the door to head back inside. 

 

His face fell.  “Just wanted to say congratulations.  I-,” 

 

“Honestly Gerald, I really don’t have the time.”  She could hear how harsh her 

voice sounded and quickly, Bri searched for words that would make it better.  “Come 

back during intermission; we can talk then,” she called, before rushing inside to join her 

team. 

 

**** 

 

It was no problem at all concentrating on the difficult moves in the first  

performance, a fast hip-hop number, even with the fact that she had a horrible body ache 

from sleeping on the couch.  Add that to the fact of being pissed at Korey’s attitude, 

PLUS the fact that Aeryal hadn’t written her a good-bye message, she should have been 

in a terrible mood.  But she wasn’t.   
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Today, she danced flawlessly, as if one with the music. 

 

It was simple: she loved dancing, and it was her life.  No one knew about her 

dreams to become a dance professional and leave Jacobsville forever.  It was her ticket 

out of the lonely town where both her parents had grown up.  Not that anything was 

wrong with that, but Bri didn’t intend to live there forever.  Plus, she hated being 

sheltered.  Having two over-protective parents who coddled her, scheduled her life, and 

otherwise treated her like a child, sucked.  Bri wished her life were more like other 

NORMAL teens she knew: free.  Shanice, Deanna, Chas, Rob, even Aeryal, all left their 

houses whenever and however they chose.  As Mrs. Rubaine, Deanna’s mom, said, 

‘They’re eighteen.  If we can’t trust our kids now, then when’s it going to happen?’  The 

problem was that, in Bri’s parents’ minds, she was exactly that: a kid.  Her size didn’t 

help either.  It was hard to be taken seriously when everyone towered over you.  If she 

went off and made it the way she wanted to, she would finally prove to her parents that 

she could take care of herself.   

 

Intermission rolled around almost too soon for Bri, and she rushed off stage, 

adrenaline pumping from a job well done.  Backstage, gossip flooded their dressing 

room, as girls ran back and forth ripping off costumes. 

 

“Great job, girlie!”  Yaya high-fived her, and Bri raced over to her bag.  Now that 

they had a break and she was actually able to focus on something else other than 

performing, her stomach had started rumbling big-time.  During lunch, she’d been so 

busy figuring out Korey’s motives that she’d scarcely eaten anything.  ‘Maybe I should 

have taken some of those fries,’ she thought sardonically. 

 

Downstairs in the lobby, the food concession would be jam-packed. She hated 

standing in lines, especially if it would be a long wait.  Another loud stomach rumble 

made up her mind; she would try.  Flipping a quick wave to Yaya, she stepped out of the 

room.  Something caught her attention at the other end of the hall, and she squinted, 

trying to see what was off. 

 

“Are you ready?” 

 

Jumping at the voice that sounded right behind her ear, she whipped around.  Her 

visitor wore a large smile, as large as the oversized cap and T-shirt covering his long, 

gangly limbs.   

 

Confused, but still managing a smile, she nodded her head at Gerald.  “Hi.  

What’s up?  What are you doing here?” 

 

Mild surprise blanketed his face for a second.  “You told me to meet you here.  

Forgot already?” 
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“Come again?”  Her brows shot up as she shook her head.  Playfully, she asked, 

“Gerald, are you getting me mixed up with one of your many girlfriends?  If you are, just 

say so.  I’ll be reasonable about it.” 

 

The younger boy just laughed.  “Nope.  You told me earlier to meet you here at 

intermission.  And here I am.  Besides, there’s no one else but Bri Brewley for me,” he 

joked.  Not for the first time, Bri noticed that if Gerald’s thin frame ever filled out, he 

would be very handsome. 

 

“Ha ha.”  True, she did recall talking to him earlier, but couldn’t remember saying 

anything like that.  Then she froze.  A shadowy figure entered her field of vision, way 

down the hall behind Gerald.  Focusing on it, she was startled to see Korey’s familiar 

swagger walking away from them.  ‘What is he doing back here?’  Not only were the 

dressing rooms deeper backstage than in other auditoriums, the architect who’d designed 

this one had placed them upstairs.  So not only had Korey left his seat and made it 

through the unfamiliar backstage maze, he’d climbed all the way upstairs too.  Why?  

Pushing past Gerald, she followed. 

 

“Something the matter?”  Gerald’s young face twisted with concern and Bri 

would have been amused that he cared so much about her problems, if she hadn’t been 

pre-occupied with a certain mysterious jerk.  She kept walking, quickening her pace.  

Korey wasn’t stopping and had just turned a corner.  There was no way she was going to 

lose him; it was Aeryal’s house all over again.  He was skulking around where he had no 

right to be.  To their left was a narrow door, which Bri knew led to a more restricted part 

of the building.   

 

When Korey went through the door, Bri’s heart began its familiar pounding.  Now 

she called out, “Korey!  Wait!”  The door closed behind him.  Speeding up, she yanked 

the door open and discovered a staircase inside.  Her heartbeat quickened; where was he 

leading her?  By now, she was certain that he had to have seen her following him. 

 

As the door swung shut behind her, a waft of musty air rolled over her from an 

old vent overhead.  She took two more steps in until her toes touched the first step.  At 

the foot of the stairs, she just stood and peered at the top, but even the stairs turned a 

corner and she could no longer see Korey.   Bri started to climb.  Slight wheezing from 

the vent masked the sound of her steps as she tiptoed her way up the stairs. 

 

Fright ricocheted through her small frame as she reached the corner and there was 

still no sign of Korey.  Now she could feel something in the air around her, something 

hovering.  It was as if a malicious presence was hanging just above her shoulders, 

taunting her.  But she continued up the narrow stair case, jaw set, determined to find 

Korey. 

 

Evil steeped in the air as she finally stepped onto the top landing.  She was, by the 

looks of it, up in the high wings of the auditorium, just under the roof.  About twenty feet 

ahead of her was a railing that she figured overlooked the seating two floors below.  It 
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was every bit as creepy as the musty staircase had been.  Sharp shadows roamed around 

the room, and the instant she took her first step, a loud creak rose into the air. 

 

“Where did he go?” she swiveled her head around for any signs that Korey was 

there.  The thing was, he could have gone in at least three directions: there was a door to 

her right, one to her left, and a narrow passageway, also left.  She chose the passageway.  

As she neared, she realized that it wasn’t a room, more a catwalk bridge that spanned a 

short length to another section.  Knowing that she was burning away her break time with 

this pointless chase, Bri couldn’t turn back.  He wasn’t going to slip through her fingers 

this time. 

 

The instant she had gone a few feet onto the catwalk, she knew something was 

wrong.  Under her feet, the ground swayed and protested.  At first, she held her ground, 

trying to offset the unsettling feeling of motion, but then as the first tremble started, Bri 

whirled and began to run back to the opening.  The floor below her gave way with a loud 

screech of beams snapping and everything collapsed in a shower of dust.  Darkness 

descended over her as she and the entire catwalk slammed to the floor below. 
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CHAPTER 
9 

 

Someone was lifting her out of the rubble.  Her body felt heavy, numb, and try as 

she might, Bri couldn’t get herself to snap fully awake.  She clung there, between semi-

consciousness and darkness, fading in and out. 

 

The voice, though familiar, wasn’t one she could place at the moment.  “Bri,” it 

whispered urgently, “stay with me.  Oh man….please be okay.  Don’t die, just hang in 

there, all right?  Stay with me.”  Strong arms wrapped around her, carrying her away, 

somewhere, and Bri couldn’t be bothered with where.  Her head throbbed all over and her 

savior’s arms were so comfy, that she didn’t see why she shouldn’t settle in for a cozy 

nap.  She snuggled down. 

 

Fingers brushed her forehead lightly, moving a mass of curls off her face, and lips 

moved close to her ear.  “Stay with me,” it repeated firmly, and this time, she caught just 

a trace of the owner, but then the memory was gone.  The soft lips, however, lingered and 

slowly grazed the side of her jaw. 

 

A kiss.  ‘Definitely a guy,’ she acknowledged before starting to slip into the 

darkness again. 

 

He shook her briskly.  “Wake up.  You can’t go to sleep,” he said sharply, and 

Bri’s eyes drifted open.  But her gaze was blurry.  All she could see was an odd birthmark 

on the inside of her savior’s elbow, a pale star-shaped patch. 

 

Finally, after an eternity of walking and a jarring headache, he laid her on 

something soft and Bri promptly closed her eyes.  She couldn’t help it.  She hurt.  Bad. 

 

“Wait here.  I’ll get someone.” 

 

**** 

 

“She’s waking up!” 

 

Her eyes opened fully.  Above her, Gerald hovered, worry etching his face.  

“Man, you scared us!  When you were just lying there unconscious, we thought you were 

never going to wake up again.” 

 

Moving her grainy eyes around the room, Bri realized that she was lying in the 

nurse’s office.  Her head still felt as if a semi-truck had done its best to crush her skull, 
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and her body seemed to be choosing that route too.  Behind Gerald, Shanice and Deanna 

waited with the school nurse, all with concerned looks on their faces.  Nurse Webster 

stepped forward. 

 

“Don’t try to move just yet, Bri.”  The nurse adjusted a cold compress that Bri just 

realized was on her forehead.  “You have a mild concussion.  Which is why we were all 

so concerned when you were passed out for that length of time.  It will be tough, but you 

have to stay awake for a bit longer, dear.  Just to ensure that there are no lasting effects 

from when you hit your head.” 

 

Deanna smoothed her hair and fiddled with one gold hoop earring.  “Part of the 

roof collapsed with you.  Everyone had been looking for you to start the show again.  

Why were you up there?” 

 

It wasn’t that she didn’t see the skeptical look in Deanna’s eyes; she did.  But her 

mind was on other things.  Her savior, and literally so, had truly saved her when he’d 

repeatedly insisted that she stay awake, even as she kept trying to go to sleep.  Going to 

sleep with a concussion would have been the worst thing she could have done.  She might 

not have woken up.  Bri stretched out her hand to Gerald, grateful.  It had to have been 

him; Gerald always worried about her.  “Thanks.” 

 

Clasping her hand, Gerald gave her a warm smile.  “Just try to get some rest.  I’ll 

go find your parents.  They don’t know that you fell as yet.” 

 

Shanice nodded.  “Deanna and I will grab your stuff from the dressing room and 

take them to your parents’ car.”   

 

Bri watched her three friends leave.  Deanna’s question had been spot-on, and it 

would come up again, especially once her parents got involved.  Why had she been 

running around in the auditorium roof?  It was an issue that she would deal with when 

she got to it, just as she would deal with Korey later. 

 

Chills ran down her spine, though, as it occurred to her that she’d been alone with 

Korey in the wings when she’d had her accident, and Korey was the same person who 

had drawn her up there.  Had he set a trap for her? 

 

A memory of the dark presence cloaking her on the stairs drifted back.  She 

hadn’t actually seen Korey again after he went up the stairs.  Was it possible that Korey 

could fly?  That he was the evil presence on the stairs, and had tried to kill her on the 

catwalk?  
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CHAPTER 
10 

 

“Outta my way, outta my way!”  Stepping back, she watched two guys carry a 

cooler of ice into the house. 

 

They were at Shanice’s house.  Shanice and Chas were throwing a pre-game party 

in honor of the Jacobsville Jaguars game against Petersen High.  Homecoming started 

with the kick-off the day before, so there was no school tomorrow, which was perfect for 

the amount of partying her friends intended to do.  As Bri moved toward the laughter on 

the porch, she smiled.  Pre-game, as she had noticed, meant getting drunk before the 

game, then there was the actual game itself, and the after-party was there to wrap things 

up nicely with more alcohol.  Not that she minded, Bri was always up for a wild party or 

two, even if she didn’t drink. 

 

And since it was Shanice’s house, Bri’s parents had allowed her to attend the 

party for a couple of hours, even with her concussion from the day before.  She’d had to 

promise that either Chas or Shanice would drive her right home at 9:00 pm. 

 

Everyone loved Shanice’s parties.  At least twenty of their friends crowded into 

the living room, slouched in chairs or tossing back drinks.  Through the glass door, Bri 

could see Deanna on the porch telling one of her famous, loud, drunk stories, with a 

crowd of kids around her. 

 

One thing about Deanna, she could sure entertain a crowd.  Bri had to admit, she 

envied her friend that talent.  Not to mention that, whatever she was out there saying, had 

to be hilarious, by the way everyone was howling with laughter. 

 

Careful not to slosh any of the beer she’d been carrying around all evening, Bri 

clutched the bottle and started toward Deanna’s group.  The bottle, still full, was for 

looks, not taste, since she couldn’t stand liquor.  As she reached the door, a sudden 

thought struck.  Aeryal would have loved to be here.  She had loved pre-games.  Even 

though she wouldn’t actually watch the game, Aeryal had loved just hanging around with 

a group of kids.  If she was there, she and Bri would be up in the crowd, laughing it up 

with the rest. 

 

‘But she’s dead.’  A dark pall settled over Bri, and instead of stepping onto the 

packed porch where Deanna and her followers giggled, she changed direction and headed 

instead for a different section of porch.  Shanice’s parents had recently added a giant 

wrap-around porch around most of the house, and now Bri headed around that side of the 
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house.  Somewhere there wasn’t anyone.  Suddenly, she wasn’t in the mood to laugh and 

be silly.   

 

Bri leaned out over the railing and just stared at the view.  Then she felt someone 

watching her.  She spun.  Korey stood at the corner of the house. 

 

“Am I interrupting?” 

 

Trying her best to force a scowl to her face, Bri failed miserably as he stepped up 

beside her to lean against the railing.  Against her will, her heart began to pulse double-

time.  Triple-time.   

 

Distracted, she began noticing little things about him, like how the lean muscles 

of his stomach imprinted his thin T-shirt and the way his lips were the perfect shape for a 

smile.  Even if he never actually smiled.  A sliver of porch light fell across his face, 

illuminating velvety eyes as smooth as warm chocolate. 

 

Bri tried her best to act as if his voice hadn’t sent shivers down her spine and 

across her chest.  She shook her head quickly, before she realized how childish that must 

look.  “Oh.  No way,” she managed.  “It’s a free country.”   

 

‘Oh!’ she berated herself.  ‘That sounded soooo stupid.  Free country?  Who says 

that?’ 

 

With a nod, he studied her for a while without speaking.  “So other than drink, 

what do you guys do around here for fun?” 

 

She gestured at the porch around the corner.  “This is it.” 

  

“Hhmm.”  He took a sip from a cup that she’d just noticed in his hand, and then 

carefully balanced the cup on the railing.  “Okay.” 

 

“Why are you so boring?” she blurted, and then instantly regretted the words as 

they left her lips.  She had NOT meant it like that at all.  What she had meant to say was, 

‘why aren’t you more loud and boisterous and sloppy like the other teenage boys I go to 

school with?’ or even ‘why are you so cool and collected and well-put together?’ 

 

Not boring. 

 

Anger flashed in the velvet eyes that she had admired only seconds before, and 

now said velvet had melted in the heat of a molten hot glare.  Body stiffening, Korey 

seized his cup and faced her, lips parted.  Bri cringed, knowing that whatever he was 

about to say would be insulting and very hurtful. 
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“Hey!  We’re leaving, we’re leaving!” Sean Walters, the quarterback, and another 

football player, Ryan, stumbled toward the stairs laughing.  “No worries, we’re gonna 

win, even if we’re drunk!” 

 

Bri and Korey just watched as the pair stumbled by them to the stairs.  With them, 

came a bunch of other kids, who seemed to be leaving as well.  All were drunk.  Bri 

wondered briefly how Sean and Ryan intended to win the game in that condition.  The 

loud chatter from all the exiting kids had broken the horrible tension that hung over the 

porch.  Apparently deciding to ignore her, Korey turned and stared out at the woods 

again. 

 

‘I guess I’m off the hook, huh?’ she told herself.  But even so, she found herself 

sorely disappointed that she had missed her chance to apologize to him for her insensitive 

comment.  Why was it that every time she was around him, she managed to make a 

complete fool of herself?  Even that time on the field trip.  Thinking back to it, her face 

burned to remember how stupid she’d acted. 

 

No wonder the guy thought she was nuts.... 

 

Still looking at him, she clamped her jaws together in time to stifle a startled gasp.  

Porch light was illuminating just half of his body, but it was enough to cast a beam at the 

correct angle for her to see his inner arm.  And the pale, star-shaped birthmark that was 

there. 

 

Korey was the one that had dug her out of the catwalk rubble.  Korey, not Gerald.  

But what did that mean?  Just that he wasn’t completely as bad as he seemed.  It was still 

highly suspicious that he’d managed to be the first person on the scene, which could 

mean that he had seen her falling.  And….he had kissed her. 

 

Her head was suddenly hurting.  Was he good or bad?  She didn’t know. 

 

With a sigh, she headed back inside.  Halfway to the refreshment table, she 

paused suddenly, almost bumping into a slow gyrating couple.  Something occurred to 

her.  Why hadn’t she remembered to ask Korey what he was doing at Aeryal’s house the 

other day?  Not to mention, where he’d disappeared to in the auditorium before she had 

fallen. 

 

Turning to glance back through the glass doors to the porch, she caught sight of 

Korey staring into the growing darkness, his profile tight and intense.  A shiver ran across 

her bones with the next thought. 

 

‘What if that wasn’t his first time at the Swan house?  Did he have something to 

do with her death?  What if he had planned for the same thing to happen to me?’   

 

Suddenly wanting to be far away from him, she moved deeper into the room.  The 

hatred in Korey’s eyes had been unsettling.  Even the energy of the dancers around her 
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couldn’t change the mood that had descended on her.  Movement at the far corner of the 

room caught her eye.  Darkness rippled along the furniture as a shadow stole over the 

room.  Fine hairs on her arms prickled alarmingly as she watched. 

 

“Hey!  Having a good time?”  Familiar arms slung over her shoulders, and Bri 

glanced up sharply, recoiling from the embrace. 

 

“Gerald?”  A frown covered her face.  “What are you doing here?”  With one eye, 

she tracked the shadow as it made its way around the room toward her, rippling along the 

wall as it advanced. 

 

“Wow.  I’ve gotten more enthusiastic hellos than that before.”  Though his words 

were light, she could see that Gerald’s feelings were hurt by her less-than-stellar greeting.  

Across the room behind him, the shadow paused, as if sensing something. 

 

“Uh…I just meant that I didn’t know you knew my friend Shanice well enough to 

get invited,” Bri went on hurriedly, trying to cover her embarrassment.  “It’s great that 

you’re here, of course.” 

 

Gerald’s face spread in a smile and Bri felt less bad for insulting him.  Too bad 

she couldn’t stick around to chat.  The shadow started peeling itself off the wall and her 

heart pounded.  He would just have to think that she was a jerk, again.   

 

“Bathroom!” she gasped to Gerald’s shirt and stumbled away through the crowd, 

leaving him stunned behind her. 

 

There was no way she was actually seeing the creepy shadow here, in front of 

tons of people; maybe she was hallucinating.  But still….  Hurrying down the hall to the 

main restroom, Bri rolled her eyes as she saw that someone was in there.  She wasn’t 

above hiding out until it was safe.  Maybe the shadow would search the dance floor and 

then leave after it couldn’t find her. 

 

‘Or maybe Shanice will find me curled up in her bathroom, frightened to death.’  

 

There was another bathroom at the back of the house, and Bri headed for it.  As 

she hurried, her mind flit across the coincidence that she’d just been talking to Korey 

right before the shadow appeared.  She made her way down a narrow hallway, with only 

a sliver of light behind her from the living room.  Wincing as she stepped on the creaky 

floorboard that Shanice hated, she realized that she could barely hear the laughter from 

the party.  No one was around to save her if the thing attacked.  She continued to move 

farther into the house.  Just her luck, the bathroom was the only room that far down the 

hall.  Just as she approached the door, a figure flickered at the corner of her vision.  She 

froze.  It was all she could do to keep her calm and not running screaming back to the 

party. 
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With a slow, calculated turn, she tensed to see who was spying on her.  But no 

one waited there.  Tension ran down her spine, but Bri just steeled her shoulders, praying 

to actually have the confidence that she was faking.  “I’m not afraid of you,” she 

muttered.  Marching into the bathroom, she let the door slam behind her.  And sagged 

against the door as soon as it shut. 

 

It wasn’t her imagination that laughter rippled lightly on the air.  
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CHAPTER 
11 

 

“I think Aeryal was murdered.” 

 

After about five seconds of surprise, shock and disbelief, all her friends burst out 

laughing. 

 

“Yea, so was my Uncle Elmore,” Chas cracked. 

 

“No!  You guys aren’t listening!”  Bri glared around the circle of her friends.  

Shanice and Chas as usual, were snuggled together at the edge of the group.  ‘Figures,’ 

Bri thought.  When was the perfect couple not ever joined at the hip, or sitting in each 

other’s lap, or some other romantically embarrassing pose?  Bri couldn’t help but grit her 

teeth as Shanice nodded sympathetically. 

 

Could she even begin to concentrate on Aeryal’s plight with Chas’s fingers 

running through the ends of her hair? 

 

Not even. 

 

Bri turned her gaze to Deanna.  “If it were any one of us, Aeryal would have 

investigated it,” she said, eyes pleading.  “Think about it.  How can an eighteen year old 

teenager just up and die like that?” 

 

Deanna didn’t hesitate to roll her eyes.  “Bri, really, give us a break.  Aeryal was 

dying when we met her.  Hospital, remember?”  She continued brushing her sleek hair, 

obviously already bored with the conversation. 

 

“No, she wasn’t!” Bri was astounded that Deanna even considered saying that out 

loud.  “She wasn’t.  What about all the times we hung out and just partied?  Went skinny-

dipping?  Dying kids don’t do that.  Aeryal was fine before she turned seventeen.  Then, 

everything went downhill.  There’s something just strange about that.” 

 

It was only when she paused to take a breath that Bri realized how loud she’d 

gotten.  She lowered her voice and continued.  “We need to find out what our friend died 

from….,” and dare she say it, “….and why Korey has been hanging around her house.”  

It was the perfect time to bring it up; she hadn’t seen him all day, so there was a good 

chance that he wasn’t in school. 

 

“Come on,” Chas protested, “he’s a good guy.  Stop talking crazy, Bri.” 
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“As usual,” Deanna muttered. 

 

“No,” she hissed, “we don’t really know anything about him, and the other day, I 

caught him sneaking around in her yard.” 

 

Shanice flipped the ends of her long ponytail over one shoulder.  “You do know 

that he lives on Dead-End Avenue, right?  He has a right to be there.” 

 

With gritted teeth, Bri exhaled slowly as she tried to contain her anger.  It wasn’t 

that she wanted to throw Korey to a lynch mob or anything, but there was just something 

off about him.  She knew it.  Every time she looked into those dark eyes, she could sense 

that he was lying about something.  Or everything.  Though sadly enough, her stomach 

still did flip-flops whenever she saw him, and her skin still grew flame-hot whenever he 

was near her.  Didn’t attraction have any self-preservation at all?  How could she be 

crazy about the guy that knew something about her best friend’s death? 

 

Rob ground out his cigarette against the bench.  “So, what are you saying we 

should do?”  Bri remembered Aeryal’s comments to him in her letter.  He was probably 

her best bet.  Rob and Aeryal had been close, closer than any of the others in the group, 

even, save Bri and Aeryal.  If anyone would want to dig up the info, it should be him. 

 

Bri studied him closely.  He seemed to be studying her intently, as if waiting to be 

convinced. 

 

Sighing, Deanna shook her head, “Honestly, I just don’t like dead, depressing 

things.  I just want to have a good time in life.  I’m not doing it.” 

 

Chas chose that moment to speak up.  “Guys, I think we all agree that it was sad 

and someone should find out, but that’s not our job.   We just all need to move on.”  

Shanice, of course, nodded as if Chas had made the most profound statement. 

 

Without a word, Rob left his seat and walked away.  Apparently, his mind had 

been made up with Chas’s words.  Chas apparently decided to leave as well, since he 

stood, gave Shanice a quick kiss, and followed Rob. 

 

‘No,’ thought Bri.  Desperate now, Bri’s eyes darted between the two girls.  “We 

HAVE to do something!” 

  

“Um, don’t count on those of us that have lives,” Deanna mumbled into her soda.  

Instantly, hate bubbled in Bri’s chest.  She couldn’t help it; just the sight of Deanna’s 

smug face below her perfectly coifed hair enraged her.  The face of a selfish girl who 

didn’t have a care in the world. 

 

“Oh, Bri,” Shanice’s eyes were understanding as she threw an arm over her 

friend’s shoulders, “you’ve got to perk up.” 
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Deanna took a sip of her shake.  “Aeryal was a good friend to all of us.  I really 

miss her.” 

 

“We all do, Bri,” said Shanice. 

 

Bri felt marginally better, but it didn’t change the ache in her soul that she felt 

over losing Aeryal. 

 

Shanice took her hands.  “You know what?  Let’s have a girl’s night on Friday.  

It’ll be just us girls, catching up on the gossip and having a good time.  We can use my 

place.  My parents are out of town until Sunday, so it’ll be great!” 

 

“Okay.”  Bri had to admit, that did sound good. 

 

*** 

 

“See?  Isn’t this fun?” 

 

The three girls were curled under a cozy blanket on the floor in front of Shanice’s 

widescreen TV.  They had just watched the first movie in a sappy teen movie marathon, 

while munching on a stack of donuts and chips.   

 

Reaching for her fourth cream donut, Bri nodded.  “Yea, yea, you guys were 

right.  Maybe I was letting Aeryal’s death get to me a little too much.” 

 

Rolling her eyes, Deanna stretched luxuriously.  “A little?  Try wayyy too much.” 

 

Anxious to change the subject before her depression kicked in, Bri twirled a curl 

around her finger.  “So, Deanna, how did it go with the new guy the other day?  You 

didn’t fill us in.  Y’all dating yet?”  She kept her voice to a forced casual tone, as if she 

wasn’t bursting with curiosity to know if Korey had asked her friend out. 

 

“Yeah,” Shanice chimed in, “spill.” 

 

With an exaggerated sigh, their friend just rolled her eyes and flopped back 

against the couch.  “I can’t take him.  You know, gotta leave some scraps for Bri, right?  

Besides, I met someone else yesterday.”  Deanna winked.  “So Korey….is all yours, Bri.  

We all see the way you’ve been eyeing him.”   

 

“Shut up,” Bri joked, flinging the remainder of the donut her friend’s way.  At 

Deanna’s squeal, Bri tossed another, this time trying to land it in Deanna’s perfect, sleek 

hair.  Then she had to duck as Deanna sent several chips flying her way in retaliation. 

 

“Guys!  What the hell?  Don’t just trash my house!” Shanice shouted. 
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Giggling furiously, Bri and Deanna gave each other a knowing eye, and then 

flung whatever snacks they had Shanice’s way.  Shanice screamed and jumped to her 

feet, pointing an accusing finger.  “That’s it!” she growled.  “Both of you are cleaning my 

house tomorrow, from top to bottom!” 

 

Before Bri could protest and worm her way out of it, a knock sounded at the door.  

Deanna jumped to her feet and rushed out of the room.   

 

“Got it!” she called behind herself.  Deanna disappeared so quickly one would 

have thought that the devil himself was on her heels.  A minute later, the two girls 

watched as Deanna reappeared with Chas and Rob following behind. 

 

“Hey, can we crash?”  Chas flopped on the couch next to his girlfriend and gave 

her a kiss.  “Hey Bri.” 

 

“Hi Chas.  Hi Rob.”  With a sinking heart, Bri watched as Deanna resettled 

suspiciously close to Rob on the carpet.  Why were the boys here?  Hopefully, they were 

just passing through to say ‘hi’ and would be gone in a bit. 

 

But Chas and Rob didn’t look as if they were just saying a quick hello.  In fact, 

Chas was making himself very comfortable.  As she eyed Rob’s hand sliding along 

Deanna’s leg, Bri scowled.  Guess it’s not a coincidence that they showed up now. 

 

Goodbye to girls’ night. 

 

**** 

A spring in the couch was poking her in the back.  Bri squirmed and tried to get 

comfortable.  Fat chance, as her shift in position discovered another spring.  She groaned 

slightly and eyed the loveseat across the room.  She should sleep over there instead; she 

was short enough, only……the loveseat was back to back with the guest room. 

 

Even from where Bri curled on the couch, covers over her head, she could hear 

Deanna’s and Rob’s loud laughter in the guest room.  First had been the giggling, but that 

had quickly died down as the two had gotten down to more serious business that Bri 

could only dream of.   

 

Bri had been right.  ‘Girls’ night was over.  Not only had the boys been planning 

on staying over, but Bri, being the only one without a guy, automatically ended up 

sleeping on the couch. 

 

Chas and Shanice had disappeared first, claiming exhaustion, and slipped away 

into Shanice’s room.  Then Rob had dragged Deanna next door to the guest room, with 

Deanna laughing the whole time.  Bri had been left alone in the living room, wondering 

what to do next.  For a while, she had flipped a few channels on the TV listlessly.  But as 

the action in the next room got louder, she burrowed under the covers trying to block it 

out. 
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Thinking about her lack of a boyfriend or even anyone close to it, she frowned.  It 

wasn’t exactly that she was unpopular with guys; it was also that there was no one she 

actually liked like that, except for….. 

 

Now she lay on her back, spring forgotten.  “I wonder if I have the nerve to call 

Korey and invite him over?”  Her whisper was barely more than a stream of air leaving 

her lips.  Why shouldn’t she call him?  He was, after all, technically one of their friends 

now, and the only one that apparently hadn’t been invited to this little shindig that 

Shanice had set up.  Though he clearly hated her guts, that was no reason to leave him out 

of the party. 

 

‘Really, I don’t have anything to lose, if he actually does come, at least I’ll have 

someone to talk to.’ 

 

In spite of herself, Bri snorted.  Shanice was so full of crap, she thought.  All that 

talk about having a girls’ night to help them get over Aeryal’s death, when really she and 

Deanna were planning on inviting Chas and Rob to sleep over. 

 

“I guess it didn’t matter if they told me to invite a guy or not, I wouldn’t have had 

anyone to invite anyway.”  Bri sighed, wishing not for the first time, that she had 

Deanna’s boldness.  Deanna and Rob didn’t date, but whenever they felt like it, they got 

together.  Like now.   

 

Bri imagined doing the same with Korey.  Just a phone call, a soft whisper, and he 

would show up at Shanice’s door.  She would let him in, quietly, and they would lie 

together on the couch.  His hands would be gentle and he would kiss her as if she was the 

only girl for him.  Then after making out, they’d sleep in each other’s arms.  In the 

morning, to her friends’ surprise, she would act as if it was no big deal. 

 

‘What’s the matter?  Korey and I do this all the time.’ 

 

Bri exhaled a loud sigh and eyed her cell phone laying on top her bag. 

 

Just punch in his number and press CALL. 

 

Why?  So he can laugh? He hates you, remember? 

 

She pulled the covers tighter over her head and willed herself to go to sleep.  But 

she couldn’t.  Slipping on her slippers and pulling her robe around her body, Bri padded 

to the back door and slipped outside.  There was a slight chill to the air, and she shivered, 

but stepped off the porch and began walking. 

 

The night air was gentle and cool against her skin.  Beyond Shanice’s yard was a 

small wooded area, and Bri headed in that direction, hoping that the calm of the night 

would quiet her racing mind.  Inside the woods, a lonesome stillness overtook her and she 
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could hear the light thudding of her own heart echoing in the quiet.  The still trees cast 

thick, dark shadows, but she didn’t mind.  Darkness didn’t scare her. 

 

This section of the woods was very dark, as even the moonlight was blotted out 

by the trees; a roof of dense foliage knit overhead, with bare slivers of light shining 

through the leaves.  Already chilly, the crisp air seemed to grow cooler as she walked.  

Crisp leaves crunched beneath her feet as she walked deeper into the woods. 

 

It was then that she heard an indeterminate whisper, so faint that it barely reached 

her ears.  Bri drew to a stop. 

 

A wall of power slammed into her so hard that her vocal cords were crunched, 

impacted to the point that she couldn’t make a sound.  The sensation of being yanked into 

the air was terrifying.  Whatever it was had her pinned tightly in mid-air.  She felt as if 

she was pressed against a sheet of solid rock, but Bri didn’t have to look to see that there 

was nothing behind her.  Not that she could turn her head anyway.  Just from what she 

could see from the corner of her eyes told her that there were no trees or hills around her.  

She was being crushed by air. 

 

Another blow came, this time crushing against her head.  It was quickly followed 

by another and another, pain descending on her hard and fast.  Bri wanted to scream or 

cry out, but she still couldn’t.  At this point, she could barely breathe. 

 

Suddenly, with lightening recall, she remembered the mysterious attack that had 

left Aeryal recuperating in the hospital for months.  Panic sliced through her brain as pain 

ripped through her body. 

 

Right in front of her, the air rippled, a slight shimmering disturbance, before a 

figure appeared.  A scream built in Bri’s brain, begging for release as she watched the 

figure grow larger and larger until it finally loomed over her. 

 

A huge demon with glowing eyes.  Its body was enormous, muscles as big as 

watermelons bulging as the creature leered at her.  Sharp green horns curved over in a 

spiral behind the demon’s head and matched the four inches of sharp green claws that 

sprang from its fingers. 

 

YOU ARE THE NEXT ONE TO PAY.  Its voice boomed inside her head.  

Pressure built in her brain, as the words sank deep into her, settling into her stomach.  Her 

panic had now rocketed way past mere fright and was halfway into mind-shattering 

terror. 

 

The pressure slipped a bit and suddenly, Bri found that she could speak.  

“Who….who are you?”  Talking still hurt, since aching agony had replaced the pressure 

in her head.  Her body was another matter; she was still suspended painfully in the air. 

 

At least the thing wasn’t attacking her anymore. 
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Angry eyes leveled on hers, and the massive head dipped as if insulted that she 

dared to address it.  I AM THE ARCHDEMON RIKGSO.  YOU BELONG TO ME, AS 

DID YOUR LINE BEFORE YOU. 

 

Bri managed to lick her lips, though that sent spikes of pain throughout her body.  

“You’re crazy,” she gasped.  “I don’t belong to any demon, and I don’t have a line, 

whatever that means.” 

  

‘Just my luck to get approached by a schizo demon.’ 

 

EACH GENERATION OF YOUR ANCESTORS HAVE BEEN TAKEN BY 

ME, THEIR PAIN AND SUFFERING PROVIDING NOURISHMENT FOR MY 

ENJOYMENT.  I SHALL CONTINUE WITH YOU.  BUT WHO SHALL YOUR 

SUCCESSOR BE, HUMAN?  YOU HAVE NONE. 

 

“What are you talking about?”  Fright masked the exasperation in her tone. 

 

YOUR SUCCESSOR FINALLY PROVIDED ME ONE BEFORE SHE DIED.  

YOU.  I EXPECT YOU TO DO THE SAME, PROVIDE ME ANOTHER OF YOUR 

LINE TO FULFILL THE PUNISHMENT OF YOUR CURSED FAMILY. 

 

Bri’s mind was racing.  She didn’t think that the demon was delusional, not 

anymore.  It was talking about something important, she just didn’t know what.  

Punishment of her family?  Someone who had just died?  No one in her family fit that 

bill, and the only person she knew that had died was Aeryal. 

 

The agony in her chest increased as another wave of power slammed into her, and 

she whimpered.  “Please….just let me know how to stop this.  I didn’t do anything wrong 

to get punished for.  Just tell me what you want.”  

 

The toneless voice sounded almost amused.  INSOLENT ONE, YOU ARE 

DIFFERENT FROM THE OTHERS.  ACCEPT YOUR DEATH, FOR IT IS SURE.  

THE ONLY THING THAT CAN BE DIFFERENT IS THE AMOUNT OF SUFFERING 

THAT I PLACE UPON YOU FIRST. 

 

His hand slammed forward and shockingly, into her chest.  Bri gasped, not only in 

shock, but in pain as well, for there was a sudden tightening in her chest.  She staggered 

back, mind reeling.  Their eyes locked and she could feel it intruding into her brain, 

seeking, searching. 

 

Finally, the probing stopped and Bri clenched her jaw at the awful sensation of 

the demon’s slithering retreat out of her mind.  The hand remained, however, and Bri 

closed her mind to the hysteria that threatened to take over.  ‘I’m not crazy, I’m not crazy, 

I’m not crazy….’ 
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IT SEEMS THAT YOU CAN BE OF SOME USE.  The heavy words cut through 

her thoughts.  Rikgso seemed thoughtful, making her wonder what information the thing 

had gleaned from her brain. 

 

I WILL RELEASE YOU IF YOU BRING ME THE BLOOD OF AN 

IMMORTAL. 

 

“How?” she whispered, but there was no response.  It only stared at her evenly, 

jaw set.  Bri got the impression that once it had spoken, it didn’t change its mind easily.  

This time, though, it would have to; the blood of an immortal? 

 

“They don’t exist,” she said, voice still dropped to a whisper.  Angering the beast 

would probably be the very worst mistake she could ever make in her life; Bri didn’t 

intend to let that happen. 

 

I WILL TRADE THAT FOR YOUR LIFE. 

 

‘Didn’t he just hear me?’ she thought desperately.  Immortal creatures were 

made-up things, from fantasy novels and fairy tales.  Not real life beings.  Everyone died 

sometime, Bri just didn’t want her death to be anytime soon.  Which was why she found 

her mouth agreeing to the crazy bargain. 

 

“Ok,” slipped out of her mouth as the thing continued to look at her.  “Ok.” 

 

The enormous hand withdrew from her chest, taking the pain with it, and for the 

first time, since Rikgso had appeared, she breathed.  Really breathed.  Then she dropped, 

hitting the ground with a thud, as there was no longer anything to keep her suspended in 

the air.  Drawing in deep breaths, she fought the panic attack that she could feel rising. 

 

LITTLE SACRAFICE.  IN CASE YOU DECIDE TO PLAY GAMES WITH 

ME… 

 

Against her better judgment, she glanced up to the huge demon towering over her.  

Then she covered her face and screamed.  And kept screaming. 

 

Only because she knew that there was NO way she had seen what she thought she 

had before turning away from the demon.  Definitely not her heart, pulsing, in the 

demon’s hideous claws. 

 

**** 

 

She didn’t remember the long run all the way back to Dead-End Avenue, didn’t 

remember her panicked dash through a maze of streets, wearing just her robe and 

slippers, until she’d finally recognized her own house. 
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Chest burning, she continued running even as her breath seized and threatened to 

cripple her.  Finally, her house came into view and panting, she dragged herself up onto 

the porch and inside. 

 

‘The letter,’ she thought, ‘where is it?’  Finding the two pages lying on the floor 

by the couch, she snatched them up and scanned again.  Maybe she had missed 

something.  That last line caught her eyes again. 

 

And Bri…I’ll miss you…. 

 

“No,” she snarled.  “No!  That’s not it.  There has to be more.  My best friend 

didn’t jump across from the ghost world to just tell me that she misses me.  I know 

there’s more, there has to be.” 

 

And she was going to find out tonight, even if it meant going to Aeryal’s house in 

the middle of the night. 

**** 

  

The Swan house was dark, as she fully expected.  After all, Aeryal was gone and 

Greta would have no reason to stay overnight there.  The attack from the thing was still 

wearing on her; her breath still came in labored gasps and occasionally, Bri paused to 

catch her breath.  As the house came fully into view, her breath caught in her throat and 

then resumed with a ragged pace.  Small swallows didn’t help to slow her breathing and 

rapidly beating heart.  The moonlight cast an eerie glow on the house, only bathing half 

of the house in slivers.  It looked terrifying. 

 

She headed straight for the edge of the garden.  The house key was no longer 

there.  Not about to be deterred, Bri circled the house.  There was a slightly rusted drain 

pipe attached to the side of the house.  Maybe if she could climb it, she would be able to 

boost herself into Aeryal’s bedroom window. 

 

“One foot up…how do they do this in the movies again?”  Clinging tightly to the 

ridges along the length of the pipe, she started up the side of the house.  The slick pipe 

didn’t make for great handholds, as the little ridges were too small to assist much, but she 

was determined. 

 

Perhaps the last page of the letter had slid under the bed, and Aeryal hadn’t 

noticed before she’d left the house that day.  It had to; Bri refused to believe that Aeryal 

had written all of their friends, but hadn’t even found the time to warn her about this 

Rikgso creature. 

 

Her heart slammed against her chest as she inched her way up, toes jammed 

against the siding of the house.  It was a good thing she had kicked off her slippers before 

beginning the climb; she would have fallen a long time ago, if she hadn’t. 
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“If I can just reach it….”  The window sill was finally within her grasp and 

gratefully, Bri pulled herself further upward until she could see into the room.  The 

curtains had been left open as usual, the way Aeryal had preferred, and Bri noted that 

there was no sign of Rikgso.  Bracing her hand against the jamb, she yanked the window 

up and very carefully swung herself into the room.  Collapsing on the ground below the 

window, she realized that she’d never been so happy to be on a floor in her life. 

 

“Totally cannot believe I made it up here without falling and breaking my arm or 

something.”  She shook her head and got to work searching the room for stray papers. 

 

Thirty minutes later, she was dejected and disturbed.  There was no more of the 

letter to be found.  Not under the bed, not on Aeryal’s desk, and she’d even searched the 

old bookshelf where the pendant had been hidden.  Nothing. 

 

Taking one more glance around the room, her skin prickled as her gaze fell on the 

eerie bookshelf.  The memory of the last time she had touched it came creeping back to 

her.  Bri swallowed hard.  Unconsciously, she moved closer to it, hand out-stretched. 

 

The long shadows around the still room grew even more silent, it seemed, as time 

seemed to stand still.  With her fingertips almost grazing the wood, she recoiled quickly.  

Tightened her fingers into a ball.  ‘Just touch it,’ she scolded herself, ‘….what are you so 

afraid of?  Furniture doesn’t feel like skin.  Touch it!’ 

 

Knowing that she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she chickened out, Bri 

held her breath and slapped her palm against the nearest shelf.  Nothing happened.   

 

A pent-up giggle burst from her lips and she shook her head.  “Idiot!  Bri, you are 

losing it!”  Carefully, she made her way back to the window.  “So, this means that all I 

found out is that my friendship meant basically crap to Aeryal, huh?  No letter, nothing.”   

 

Suddenly, a thought occurred to her.  Bri hurried back to the bookshelf, and slid 

the chunky pendant out of her pocket.  Dangling it over the cut-out, she held her breath.  

A strange murmur began to emanate from the shelf, and she yanked the little heart away, 

shoving it hastily into her pocket.  The noise stopped. 

 

Now, she could feel a distinct presence in the room with her, pulsing and waiting.  

Backing quickly toward the window, Bri let her eyes scan the room.  Nothing.  

 

Sitting on the window sill, she eased her legs out of the room and debated trying 

to slide the window shut again.  With a bitter bark of laughter, she just shook her head.  

“Not possible, kid, so don’t try it.” 

 

Greta would have to deal with the open window when she came, and in the 

meantime, Bri would just hope that no one broke into the house.  No one else, that was.  

She’d already gone that route. 
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Swinging herself back over to the drainpipe would be the difficult part.  

Shimmying down after that would be the easy part.  She would count herself off before 

the jump and then hope for the best.  “One, two, three, four…-,” something bright flashed 

out of the room, over her head and Bri glanced up, momentarily distracted. 

 

Then she fell, and found the last page of the letter in the dirt outside, before 

passing out cold.   
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CHAPTER 
12 

 

When she re-opened her eyes, her fingers still clutching the piece of loose leaf, 

she was in her bed and her mother stood glaring down at her.  Sunlight peeked through 

her curtains, and the last thing she remembered was falling out of Aeryal’s window.  An 

inner voice told her to slip the page under her pillow. 

 

“Mom, wha-,” 

 

“Don’t even start, Bri!  Clearly, there’s a lot that you haven’t been telling me!” 

 

Bri paused.  Her mother knew about Rikgso and his threat to kill her?  How long 

had she been knocked out?  “I only just found out about-,” 

 

Snatching the bottle of sleeping pills up from the nightstand, her mom shook it in 

her face.  Falling quiet, Bri just stared at her mother, eyes wide.  The light rattle from the 

remaining pills inside was the only sound between them.  Being a naturalist meant that 

her mother didn’t even condone taking the occasional aspirin for a headache or monthly 

cramp.  Finding Bri’s dark secret was pretty damn bad. 

 

With a deep breath, her mother closed her fist around the bottle and let her eyes 

drift shut briefly.  “Darling, every time I ask you how you’re coping with Aeryal’s death, 

you say fine.  Fine, fine, always fine.  Now I find out that you are overdosing on 

prescription pills and having breakdowns.  Bri, you need to talk to me about what you’re 

going through.  You’re not coping with Aeryal’s death well.” 

 

‘I’ll say,’ Bri thought sarcastically.  ‘Demon curse and all.’  If her mother only 

knew about Rikgso. 

 

“What happened?  How did I get home?” 

 

Her mother perched on the edge of the bed and exhaled slowly.  Then a bit 

calmer, she replied, “You’re very lucky to have the friends you do.  Shanice and Deanna 

found you passed out in front of the Swan house.  They say that you left Shanice’s house 

in the middle of the night without saying anything to anyone.  At some point, they heard 

you screaming terribly from the woods behind Shanice’s house, but when they rushed out 

to see what the matter was, you were gone.”  Giving her the eye at that, her mother 

continued.   
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“They drove around until they found you at Aeryal’s house, lying unconscious in 

the dirt.  And they brought you home.  That’s when Deanna told me about your drug use.  

I didn’t believe them, wouldn’t believe that my Bri would act so crazily, but then, here’s 

the evidence.”  She shook the bottle of sleeping pills again. 

 

“No…,” Bri shook her head violently.  “No!  Mom, that’s true!” 

 

“It’s not?”  Her mother frowned, with a disapproving look.  “They brought you 

home unconscious, and with dirt on your clothing.  Screaming in the woods?  Some of 

Shanice’s neighbors heard you too.” 

 

“Oh,” she floundered, “I mean, everything else is true, but not the drugs!”  She 

tried to point to the label.  “Those are sleeping pills!  Read the label.  Honest, Mom, you 

know me.” 

 

She watched as the pills slid unceremoniously into her mother’s pocket.   “Get 

some rest, Bri.  Your father and I will have to pay closer attention to you.  It sounds like 

you experienced a breakdown last night and I don’t want anything to happen to you 

because we’re not paying attention.” 

 

Wrinkling her nose, Bri had a feeling her mother was about to say something that 

she would not like.  “What does that mean?” 

 

“Get some rest.  You’re house-bound for the rest of the day, so you’re not going 

to school.  Tomorrow is the soonest appointment that we could get you into a therapist, 

but you should be safe at home today.  Your father will be here all day.” 

 

‘What?!’  She needed to get up and start poking around to see what she could use 

to get Rikgso off of her case.  “Mom, that’s so not-,” 

 

“Not necessary?  Oh, but it is,” her mother said, unmoved. 

 

Trying another tactic, Bri cleared her throat.  “There’s dance practice this 

afternoon, and there is no way that I can miss this one-,” 

 

“Nice try.  You’ll miss that too.”  Already at the door, her mother glanced back 

over one shoulder.  “Oh, and your father and I have to go out of town tomorrow evening.  

Your aunt Lena will come to stay with you.” 

 

As the door closed behind her mother, Bri’s heart sank.  Aunt Lena?  She was the 

worst guardian ever.  The last time she’d visited, she had half-convinced Bri’s parents to 

send her to an all-girls boarding school, due to some text messages from Chas, asking 

about homework. 

 

Aunt Lena was crazy.  Same as Bri would be if she had to spend a night in the 

woman’s company.  Therapist in the morning, Lena in the evening.  The only way she 
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could get out of the hellish prison she suddenly found herself in, would be to get the 

demon off her back to stop making her look nuts. 

 

If she strained, she could hear the sounds of her father moving about downstairs, 

probably making his breakfast.  “Good.  He should be down there for another hour or so.”  

Her dad was a slow eater, and after he ate, he usually had to let his food settle while he 

read his paper.  That would give her enough time to read the letter. 

 

Sliding the dirty sheet of paper from under her pillow, Bri settled back on her 

pillow to read: 

 

Once again, Bri, if you’re reading this, then I’m dead.  You know that.  

But what you don’t know is that I made a HUGE mistake when we became blood 

sisters.  I didn’t think that a pinprick of blood was all he needed.  But I guess so.  

That demon will come after you….to kill you.  He hates my whole family and 

he’s swore to kill us all.  When our blood mixed, somehow you joined our 

bloodline, as in my blood now runs in your veins.  Gosh, I’m sorry, girl.  Like, I 

can’t stop saying sorry. 

 

I only wish I knew how to tell you to free yourself.  I would if I could.  

There’s some things on my bookshelf that I want you to get.  With them, you may 

be able to figure out how to stop the curse in time to save yourself. 

 

I wish you luck, darling.  Cherries, cherries, and sweet besties forever, 

Love, Aeryal Mehrissa Swan  

 

Blinking away the tears as she read the last words her friend had ever written, Bri 

jammed the page back underneath her pillow.  That was it, there was no more, and she for 

sure didn’t need to read it twice. 

 

Aeryal wasn’t coming back.  The demon from the curse had killed her.  Even 

though she didn’t know how to stop the curse, she had tried her best to give Bri the info 

to figure it out. 

 

Saddened, Bri closed her eyes and pulled the cover up, over her face.  Then, 

completely exhausted, she fell into a fitful sleep. 

 

Bri’s story continues in The Shelf (Book 1) 

Available from Tintdteen.com and at Amazon.com 
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Awakened 
 

Khadija Craddock 

 

For my beautiful daughters, Khloe and Khai,  

and my beautiful family,  

I love you all. 
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A man may be born, but in order to be born he must first die, and in order to die he must 

first awake. 

--George Gurdjieff 
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Prologue 
 

The balls of my feet hit the track in a nice, quick rhythmic motion. I know Joyce 

Leslie from the opposing school, East Side High, is next to me without turning my head. I 

must not turn my head for I will lose the rhythm of my stride on beat with every pulsing 

breath. If I lose step, if I falter just once by looking to my left, then I don't stand a chance 

at catching up to Marcy Jones, also from East Side High. Who, I might add, is about to 

take home the most desired gold of the season, thus earning a spot in the Florida High 

School Athletic Association Track and Field Conference. What a pain. 

 

East Side High has been taking home the gold for almost every track meet. When 

will we have that record? Coach is great at what he does. So does that mean we suck as a 

team? Maybe. Could it be we suck at running? Maybe. I am the fastest female sprinter on 

the team and the only one that placed in the first heat of the 100 meter dash for the girls, 

so the pressure is on me. 

 

My thigh muscles bulge and burn with every flex and release. My calves itch with 

anticipation as they take me ahead of Joyce Leslie instead of side by side. Finally, I 

lithely glide pass Marcy Jones. In commemoration to my soon to be success, I stick out 

my tongue and synchronously flip Marcy “the bird” as I pass. One would say that’s bad 

sportsmanship but that was just my signature as an overconfident runner; either way it 

earned me a world class lecture by Coach.  

 

When I was a kid the doctors told my parents that I had to be careful with exerting 

activities such as sports, but once I got a little older I didn't want to be restricted anymore. 

I felt healthy. Plus, as a kid I loved to run even if it caused me to faint from lack of 

oxygen to the brain or caused my heart to falter and halt. Besides it’s been years after my 

surgery, everything seemed okay. I had no complications, so I tried out for the track 

team. Of course my parents worried and took extra precautions, like making sure the 

school had a defibrillator at various locations, or trying to have me removed from the 

team all together; a flagrant overreaction in my opinion. Well here is proof that you can 

overcome anything.  

 

Maintaining form, my arms swing chin to pocket. Shoulders relaxed…check. 

Breathe in rhythm—inhale, exhale…check. Feet in rhythm…che— 

 

Suddenly there is a skip in the beat. No. It’s more like a hop out of step to this 

well-practiced dance. I stop running. I can no longer hear the crowd clearly; instead I 

hear my heart pounding behind my ears like elephant feet during a stampede. My lungs 

won’t absorb air and my head feels like it’s being compressed by a wrench. An invisible 

hand squeezes my heart like some crazy mortal combat finishing move. I clench and claw 
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at my red polyester tank that reads Equinox High. I'm sweating, which is weird because I 

never sweat, but here it is singing the national anthem on my forehead. Grey murk frames 

my vision into a picture.  

 

My legs give in from the muscle spasms caused by lack of oxygen. My face hits 

the track and it bounces slightly on the springy track. I hear muzzled voices from every 

direction. I see the coach’s running sneakers and lean muscular legs run towards me; his 

words coming from underwater. My whole body starts to shake involuntarily as if I'm 

being scolded by some insane boyfriend that thinks it’s okay to shake me violently in lieu 

of hitting me. Either way is bad. 

 

My eyes roll back and I know this because I can see the thick eye lashes that 

sweep across my upper lids. Abruptly, blackness saturates me and I can no longer see the 

lashes I inherited from my beloved mother. There is no smooth fading sequence at the 

end of the song. No muted voices, no red track with white lines, no coach, no worried 

faces, no opponents, no gold medal—nothing. 
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Chapter 
1 

Sleeping Beauty 
 

It’s unnerving to have a reoccurring dream. In these dreams I'm in an 

unrecognizable place where colorful swirling fabric brush against my face. When they 

twirl they form shapes and silhouettes that resemble human figures. Annoyed, I try to 

swat the fabric out of my face as they dance to a peculiar tune similar to the sound of 

biting through watermelon. 

 

The scene changed into a sterile white room, with four bare seamless glass 

windows. I’m lying in the middle of the floor in fetal position. A thump pulsed 

obnoxiously in my ear, reverberating in every cell of me; warming me. Thump-thump, 

thump-thump. I looked up as if someone called my name and I’m greeted by a pair of 

blazing, almost glowing, burgundy eyes. They gazed at me intently flushed with danger, 

sadness, and longing. A flash of light clapped the room evoking darkness. 

 

A few immeasurable moments later, the lights flashed back on in retaliation. But 

now the windows are covered with a crimson mud, the pulsing has gone, and I’m doused 

in pain. I just can’t escape these dreams. This time the pain was so unadulterated that a 

moan escaped my awry lips. 

 

Boom! An angry bang knocked around my eardrums. I opened my eyes with a 

blunt quickness only to have a mammoth science book in my face. “How rude! A simple 

call of my name would’ve sufficed.”  

 

“I’m so glad you have left the world of the dead and decided to join us Ms. 

Eveland,” Mr. Totem announced bitterly. 

 

In fact, I did wake up from the dead to join you. I wanted to rebut, but I didn’t 

have the energy to get into a tiff with him yet again. 

 

The class laughed at Mr. Totem’s tactless comment, making them just as tactless. 

Now the average teenager would be full of chagrin from the remark, but I just didn’t care 

one way or the other. I don’t know what that says about me, but I’m going to always be 

me. People will always be who they are no matter how much they try to appear different. 

Behind the mask is still the same face no matter how many masks we put on. My mother 

would always say that to me before I killed her. I can’t so much as utter her name without 

being stabbed with despair. So, to make the pain bearable, I don’t say or think her name; 

instead, I use the unimposing pronoun. 

 

I sat up. My eyes were still droopy, but I wiped the drool from my face anyway. I 

hate to be disturbed while I’m sleeping, but this is Mr. Totem’s class after all. Not a place 

for dreaming, Mr. Totem once said to me during class after slamming the book on my 

desk; too close to my face. He can be a real jerk. How ironic that he would use those 
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words, since of course school is supposed to be a place where you learn how to make 

your dreams come true; right? 

 

“It’s a Monday, Ms. Eveland, how can you be so weary? You had all weekend to 

rest.” 

“Well sir, in my defense, I was training all weekend.” 

 

Mr. Totem shook his head. “You need to stop sleeping in my class. Aren’t you 

tired of going to detention after school?”  

 

Don’t try to sound concerned now. I know it’s just a blow to his ego rather than 

actual worry. I shrugged. I didn’t want to hurt his self-image any further by telling him I 

skipped out on all those detentions. Nor did I get suspended from school for doing so; 

thanks to my father’s connections. 

 

“I can’t help it Mr. Totem…” I rubbed at my eyes. 

 

“No excuses. Take compulsory action to change this chronic behavior or you will 

end up failing. You are a junior now. You will soon be a senior and then you will be on 

your own after you graduate—” He scolded.  

 

“Okay Mr. Totem.” I cut him off. “I will try, but please stop nagging me about it? 

While you’re at it, can you please…please stop slamming that massive book in my face?” 

I was being sincere, but the class evidently thought I was being churlish. They heckled 

loudly fueling Mr. Totem to a fire roasted tomato. I’m always being misunderstood. I 

wasn’t trying to be rude. I just wanted Mr. Totem to stop slamming books in my face. 

What if one day he misses and pounds my face instead of the desk? So in essence, I’m 

saving him from a lawsuit. 

 

“Enough!” The class simmered down. “We’ll talk about this later Ms. Eveland.” 

Mr. Totem turned away from me but not before I noticed his pulled down lips and eyes. 

He pitied me; I rather get my faced pounded by the science book. 

 

He continued with his lesson while I struggled to stay awake for the remainder of 

class. I also tried to ignore the brooding energy directed towards me, smacking me on the 

side of the head. I couldn’t. I turned my head to meet a pair of dark eyes. Parallel to me, 

my best friend and teammate, Tori Aomori, wore a distressed expression on her soft face. 

I gave her a tight smile of assurance. I know she’s worried, I just wish she wouldn’t. 

There’s no need. I’m an athlete for crying out loud. I’m strong. I’m just so fatigued…all 

the time. It’s been that way since I woke up from my coma. I don’t know how being on 

life support is equivalent to being in a coma. That’s a euphemism if ever there was one. I 

was pretty much dead. I mean if you’re breathing because of a machine; you’re dead. If 

your heart is beating because of a machine; you’re dead. Half the time I don’t know 

where the energy comes from for track practices and meets.  
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As the sky can’t avoid clouds, I couldn’t avoid the other set of inquisitive eyes 

surveillance me. But these eyes are the color of delicious sweet dates set in a deep abyss 

of mystery. It didn’t bother me that Octavius Ankhkhare was observing me. So, I didn’t 

turn away; it’s something I’m accustomed to. Nonetheless, for some reason without fail, 

it made my insides feel blanketed with fire. I stared at those curious eyes and he didn’t 

attempt to turn away, as any normal person would. I’m sure he knows, as well as anyone, 

that it’s rude to stare. I smirked at the thought of our mutual rudeness and his eyes lit up; 

setting me ablaze all over again. 

 

He came to visit me in the hospital once…I think. I can’t be sure. I like to hold on 

to the memory of it being factual. I remember very clearly. I was having a weird dream, 

the same dream I just had actually, and I woke up suddenly. In the darkest blue of my 

room, amongst the cadenced beating of the machines, Octavius was standing by my 

hospital bed. It was past visiting hours. My father would normally be sleeping on the 

loveseat in my hospital suite. That night he wasn’t. I closed my eyes and rubbed them to 

make sure Octavius wasn’t an apparition.  

 

When I reopened them he wasn’t there. I was relieved to find out he was a 

phantom created by my mind; a Freudian slip if you will. It would be unsettling if he was 

actually there in the middle of the night watching me. On the other hand, the thought 

comforted me, and I wanted him to truly be in my room. So despite myself I decided to 

hold on to the notion of it being real. What does that say about me? We aren’t friends. 

We don’t hang out. We don’t talk, but his eyes tattooed fragmented sentences into my 

skin. Now is no different, as the fervor of his gaze emits from his body like incense 

smoke and I’m the one that set him afire. It made me hungry; but not for food. I decided 

now was a good time to break this silent exchange. This was a hunger I couldn’t identify, 

but it has become synonymous with Octavius.  

 

The bell finally screeched. I stood up and straightened my green Oscar the Grouch 

vintage tee I had tucked into my navy blue button-down skirt, which ended exactly at the 

top of my calves. I gathered my belongings from the desk and placed it into my Mexican 

motif canvas backpack. As I was exiting the door Mr. Totem called for me. I gestured to 

Tori to head to her next class. She nodded and left. 

 

“Yes Mr. Totem?” I politely acknowledged once I reached his desk. 

 

“Alaya, I really wish to give you detention.” I rolled my eyes. “However, I know 

things have been, how should I put this delicately…hard. But I don’t want to see you fail 

and have to struggle to get back to where you were before your hiatus from school. You 

are a bright young lady, but ever since…” he paused and flexed his jaw. 

 

Why does he care, he is usually a jerk; slamming books in my face, calling me the 

undead and what not. 

 

“You have neglected your studies and only focused on track since your return. 

Lucky for you your coach has come to me and asked if there was anything I could do to 
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help you out”—Awwh Coach—“so I composed some make-up assignments for you.” He 

handed me a few pieces of papers. I looked at them as if he handed me drugs. “If you 

complete these it will help your grades a great deal before our final project of the quarter. 

Then it’ll be the third quarter and you’ll really need to pull it together.” 

 

I tried not to care about the papers in my hand, this class, or this school, but I 

really appreciated the time he took to compose these assignments for me. Matter of fact, I 

take back what I said about him being a jerk. It warmed my heart a little that he cared 

enough, especially after the many disruptions I’ve caused in class. Maybe I’m the jerk. 

Am I the jerk? Gratitude must’ve shown on my face because he cleared his throat and 

responded before I could. 

 

“Just make sure you complete the coursework so you don’t fail. If you care about 

anything you’ll do it. You do care about things other than running…right?” 

 

Okay I take that back, he is a jerk. 

 

I shook my head, “Psh, I’ll see what I can do. Thank you though.”  

 

He waved a dismissive hand. Under the fluorescents sweat glistened on his 

creased overly tanned face—courtesy of tanning booths not the actual sun. There was a 

pool of sweat waving on the big patch of skin just before his gray speckled hair. His 

cheeks looked freshly pinched. I wonder why he is so flustered. Maybe my sarcasm 

pushed him over the edge.  

 

“Go to class before the late bell rings. Oh, and try not to sleep in that class as 

well.” 

I sighed and my shoulders suddenly felt heavier. “This is what I’m talking about,” 

I shook my head. “I just can’t win!” I blurted as I walked towards the door. 

 

“And what are you trying to win, besides a race on the field,” Mr. Totem 

criticized. I turned around to face his piercing blue eyes. 

 

“Nothing…nothing at all,” I conceded and compressed my anger by tightening 

my knuckles around the strap of my backpack. I bowed slightly before I plodded out the 

room with a bleeding tongue. If I had any kind of resolve to complete these assignments, 

it’s now gone.  

 

Tori was leaning against the wall by the classroom door. “I thought I told you to 

not wait up,” she shrugged, “whatever, do what you want. I tell you…that man infuriates 

me. This is why he will forever be Totem jerk instead of total jerk. Get it?” I complained 

as we walked towards our second class.  

 

“First of all if you have to explain your pun then that makes it corny.” 

 

“That’s foul I thought it was clever.” I shrugged. 
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“But seriously come on, you know why he’s a jerk to you. Honestly, I don’t have 

any problems with him.” 

 

“I guess,” I mumbled. 

 

The rest of the way to class we walked in silence. I knew she wanted to say 

something, but instead she opted for quick side glances. She looked like an owl the way 

she kept swinging her eyes from side to side to glance at me. I laughed aloud. I laughed 

so hard I stopped walking and leaned on the nearest set of lockers. It felt good to laugh. 

Laughter is becoming easier to do more and more; baby steps. 

 

“What?” Tori stuttered. “Do I have a booger,” she whispered incredulously. 

 

“No, no booger…You should see your face though,” I said in between hiccups.  

 

“See, there is a booger!” Tori cried, half covering her nose with a cupped palm. I 

gently put her hand down from her face while still chuckling. 

 

“You know you can just ask me what you want instead of glancing back and forth 

at me like an owl.” I assured her after I finally stopped laughing. I looked down at her. I 

didn’t have to look far; I am only slightly taller than she. “So what is it you want to ask 

me? Or not ask…maybe say. Just say it. We are best friends.” 

 

Tori’s mocha face lit up. In this harsh lighting her skin remained looking healthy 

and dewy. She gave me a half smile making her cute round cheeks spread just an 8th of 

an inch. “You know what...never mind,” she choked. 

 

“Come on, don’t be shy. Say it.” I urged. She looked away to consider her options 

and sighed. 

 

“Hey Lay,” someone greeted as they walked by. I bowed then turned my attention 

back to Tori. 

 

“It’s just…when…when will you stop sleeping so much and be your old cocky 

energetic self? Mr. Totem is right you know. It’s like you don’t care about anything and 

you’re just going through the motions of school. It’s almost the end of the 2nd cycle. You 

came back at the beginning of the cycle healthy as an ox, according to the way you run, 

but you sleep all the time. You don’t do your school work and you’ve lost a lot of weight. 

Your once perfect booty is almost nonexistent. The only classes you stay up for are Mr. 

Lomai’s class, mostly, and sometimes Ms. Mintz. I know you are going through a tough 

time, but is track the only thing you care about now,” she spilled in a succession of 

breaths. 
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I looked into my friend’s slanted eyes. Her black bobbed hair created a frame 

around her round face. “Well one thing is for sure,” Tori raised a questioning brow, “my 

booty is perfect.” I teased as I poked my booty out and let out a little giggle. 

 

Tori slapped my butt. “Get your stinky butt out of here.” 

 

“Owwww!” I retracted my butt in response and we giggled together the way only 

teenage girls can. “Honestly, I only returned to school because I wanted to run track. 

Remember, I still want to be an Olympian and become the world’s fastest young woman. 

If I can make it to the next Olympics then that’s saying something. Plus, Mr. Lomai told 

me I should return to school,” I admitted after we finished our girlie guffaws. 

 

“Mr. Lomai huh?” Tori wagged her brows. I slapped her shoulder impishly. 

“Either way Lay you’re here, so you need to actually be here and get those grades on 

track…get it,” she wagged her naturally well shaped brows again and I smirked. “You 

can’t be a dumb track star. I should give you another spanking. Come here gurl.” Tori 

raised her hand ready for action. 

 

“Please don’t spank me,” I pleaded. Tori didn’t care. She started spanking me 

anyway. I jumped with every hit and ran around in circles to evade her heavy hand. We 

must’ve looked like a giggling cat and mouse to the glaring spectators. 

 

“Okay…you’re right,” I conceded between chortles as I swatted at her hands. 

“Stop! Stop! Okay…uncle.”  

 

Tori stopped, leaned against the lockers, and panted. “Girl I’m out of breath. Who 

told you to run from me? You should’ve taken your punishment like a man,” she 

complained between inhalations. 

 

“You’re right you know?” 

 

“I am?” 

 

“Enough is enough. From now on you will see the same ole Alaya you love and 

adore. Plus, she would want this.” 

 

“Yes she would,” Tori agreed. 

 

“I won’t make any promises though. I can’t help where and when I fall asleep. 

Nevertheless, I will try to care.” I lied. I mean I should care; but I miss her so much that it 

hurts. Mr. Lomai said school will help me focus on something other than grief, but 

running is the only thing that seems to accomplish that. 

 

Tori pasted on a wide smile and her eyes lit up. “Now that’s the Alaya I’m talking 

about!” 
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“Yea!” I beat my chest like King Kong. Tori laughed and I couldn’t help but 

chuckle. I playfully bumped my shoulder into hers. 

 

I’m glad to have a friend like Tori. She stayed with me through the sun and the 

storm. Deep down I truly wanted to make an effort for her and my dad, whom I rarely see 

since I’ve returned to school. I practically live alone. In his defense he works hard, plus 

we’ve always had a weird relationship. We love each other from a distance; one never 

letting the other get too close. I sighed and dusted the thought from my mind. 

 

Just outside my classroom door was my crush, Shemroy Farrell. He was flirting 

with our teammate, Nana Phillips. Nana was flanked by Lacey O’dale, her lackey. They 

were each other lackeys to be exact. It would be better if they went to their own class. 

Groupies! 

 

“Good morning princess,” Shemroy greeted me as the late bell sounded.  

 

Nana and Lacey looked at me with tilted noses and pointy chins.  

 

“Hey Shemroy,” I grimly returned his greeting. I would have more enthusiasm for 

him if he wasn’t flirting, as usual, and with Nana no less. She can’t stand me, nor can her 

lackey. Shemroy gave me a misaligned smile. 

 

“Whassup, my tomodach,” he said to Tori, calling her friend in Japanese. She 

knows Japanese since her father is Japanese and though her mother is African American, 

they all speak the language fluently. 

 

“Oh! Someone remembers what I taught them,” she quipped.  

 

“Yes I do,” Shemroy said, as he slightly bent forward and waved a playful finger 

at Tori.  

He is so cute and easy going. That’s why I like him so much despite his love for 

the ladies. 

“Hi Tori,” Lacey and Nana greeted Tori respectfully. Tori waved with the same 

big warm smile she gives everyone.  

 

“Oh and whassup Alaya,” Nana greeted me with snob oozing from her words. 

Lacey elbowed Nana in the side. I’m guessing it’s because she spoke to me. 

 

If only coach could see how they behave outside the field. I laughed internally at 

the thought of coach finding out. “Peace groupie,” I taunted as I threw up the peace sign. 

Then I synchronously changed my two fingers into one finger. Not very mature of me, 

but I couldn’t pass up the opportunity. At least the gesture cleaned that supercilious grin 

off her face. 

 

“Groupie? You think you—” Nana began to huff and puff like the wolf she is, but 

she was interrupted. 
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“Let’s go people, you’re on my time now and time is money.” We turned around 

and faced our Algebra II teacher, Ms. Mintz, standing behind us at the door. She tapped 

at an invisible wrist watch. “Go to your class Nana and Lacey; you’re late,” she added 

firmly; almost menacingly.  

 

I smirked and Shemroy groaned like a child in protest. Tori walked into class first 

and I followed. Roy still lingered at the door. 

 

“See you later fineness…” I heard Shemroy say to Nana just before I walked too 

far from the door to hear anything else. Yuck. I’m not jealous of this broad, but she isn’t 

worthy of Shemroy. I wish Tori wouldn’t bother to speak Nana or Lacey. That’s just how 

Tori is; everyone is a friend rather I like them or not.  

 

This time Tori and I sit next to each other. Shemroy sits behind me. Some of our 

other teammates are in this class as well. I don’t know if I consider all of them my 

friends, but for the most part we get along; except of course the selected few. I don’t have 

many friends besides Tori, but it’s by choice not because I’m an outcast. Actually, I 

consider Roy a friend as well. We get along well, and he came to visit me when I was in 

the hospital. When I was home schooled he would visit me often. He tried his best to 

distract me from my grief; it worked on occasions. 

 

Ms. Mintz’s Algebra II class went by fairly easy, especially since she makes 

learning Algebra fun. Who would’ve thought math could be fun. It must be her 

personality that makes math interesting rather than the math itself. Regardless, sleep was 

still winning the battle over enthusiasm. But Ms. Mintz wouldn’t let me manifest the 

thought into reality. Whenever my eyes would droop, for just a moment, she would make 

a joke at my expense. Or she would make me solve some math problem that would’ve 

been difficult to solve for someone else. Shemroy didn’t contribute to my sleep campaign 

either. 

 

“Pss, Lay?” Roy whispered in my ear. 

 

I tried to ignore him with silence.  

 

“I know you hear me.” 

 

“What man?” I was I little cranky because I was sleepy and it colored my tone as 

such.  

“Your skin looks extra soft today…” 

 

“What? Who says that?” I whispered, trying to hold in my amusement. 

 

“You sleeping in class today? I’m going to sleep too; that way we’re sleeping 

together.” 
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I whipped my body around and raised my hand to hit him. “Boy—”  

 

“Roy and Lay, what—” Ms. Mintz began, but two strange men, wearing 

expensive dark suits, came into the classroom. Ms. Mintz’s eyes became instantly sunken 

in. Her mouth puckered. She briefly looked at me as if I should also be in fear. For just a 

moment I thought she recognized these men. But her expression changed, as quickly as it 

came, to stoic and smooth.  

 

“Can I help you gentlemen,” Ms. Mintz sternly asked the men as they approached 

her at the Smartboard.  

 

The men eyed her up and down with distaste before speaking. I wonder why they 

appraised her with such aversion. “Yes you can ma’am; we’re here for Isaac Fernandez. 

He needs to come with us,” one of the men spoke up with clear contempt in his voice.  

How rude. Who do they think they are?  

 

“On what grounds,” Ms. Mintz inquired matching his contemptuous tone. 

 

“Ma’am that’s official business,” the other man retorted; finally speaking.  

 

“Well as his teacher, I’m officially asking you on what grounds and whose 

authority,” Ms. Mintz challenged. Somehow I got the feeling she knew the answers to her 

questions. She stared the men down waiting for a response. “I can’t just let men I don’t 

know take away a child…unless you’ve been officially authorized to do so by the 

principal and/or Isaac’s family.”  

 

“Ms. Mintz?” The principal called over the intercom.  

 

“Yes.”  

 

“Please allow the two gentlemen to escort Isaac Fernandez out.” 

 

Ms. Mintz hesitated long enough to sing the Alphabet Song. “Yes,” she finally 

agreed, but her words had to claw its way out her jaws.  

 

“Thank you for your cooperation Ms. Mintz. That will be all.” The Principal 

thanked my teacher; however, it sounded scornful.  

 

Ms. Mintz looked severely at the two men, but not before giving Isaac a 

sympathetic look. “Isaac sweetie will you be so kind as to go with these men,” she 

practically spit the last word.  

 

I turned to my far left and watched Isaac Fernandez stand up. Isaac is a very cute 

boy with flawless brown skin seamlessly covering his high cheek bones and lanky body. 

He was rocking his customary two long and wavy cornrows. He stared at Ms. Mintz 

pleading without words. Was he being arrested? I can’t imagine Isaac being involved in 
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any criminal activity. He reluctantly gathered his belongings and departed with the two 

men. 

As if the situation wasn’t strange enough, Isaac glared at me just before walking 

out the classroom door. I shivered. That did it for me, I was wired, and sleep seemed 

more like evaporated water. For the remainder of class I was thinking of Ms. Mintz 

fearful expression and Isaac’s accusatory glare. Every now and then Tori would try to get 

my attention, but my thoughts were too occupied. Before I knew it the bell rang; ending 

class. Tori went to her class. I went to my English class, which was over in a wink; 

literally. I closed my lids to blink and when I reopened them, it was to the sound of the 

bell ringing for lunch. The nap had completely erased all thoughts of Isaac, for the 

moment. However, it angered Mr. Kim. 
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Chapter 
2 

The Rest is History 
 

Lunch at Equinox High is actually decent; from what I remember. All thanks to 

the student body petitioning for it. I don’t really know how the lunch taste this year now 

that I bring my own lunch; courtesy of my Dad. Tori eats it, so it must be good, because 

her parents wouldn’t accept anything less. The track team usually eats lunch together to 

keep up the team’s morale or what not. I retrieved my lunch from my backpack as we 

talked about this upcoming meet in Edison Park. Shemroy, one of the fastest male 

sprinters on the team, and of course my crush, was too busy flirting with Nana to join in 

on the conversation. Nana is a middle distance runner and really pretty. I sighed deeply 

and Tori glanced at me. She followed my wistful gaze to the horror before me and shook 

her head slowly. He was just flirting with me in class and now he is all over Nana just 

like nothing happened. Why does he keep doing this in front of me? He has to know I 

like him. Ugh! Now, I’m not one for being jealous, or having low self-esteem, but 

whatever this feeling is, I don’t like it.  

 

Tori is the only one that knows I have a crush on Shemroy. Okay that’s a lie. 

Almost everyone in the school knows I have a crush on Shemroy. That’s probably 

because, sometimes, Shemroy takes it upon himself to display his affection towards me in 

the hallways. And like a fool, I let him. His many admirers don’t like it too much. The 

girls on the team sure like to gossip about it, but I’m not one to care. Tori wishes I would 

just get over him already; especially since we both know he likes to flirt with pretty girls. 

What could he possibly see in Nana? Yes, she is pretty. Her hair is long, straight, 

and dyed sandy blonde. Her skin is like honey. So what she has long legs and curves. I 

have those things; well not exactly. I have thick, dark, curly hair that goes this way and 

that way stopping just short of my shoulder blades. I don’t really bother to style my hair. 

I don’t have to. Besides, I like it in its natural state. My hair stays soft and curly with just 

the right shampoo, conditioner, and a good moisturizer—which is a lifelong secret of 

homemade hair care products she taught me to make. I have long, lean, defined muscles 

and feminine curves; just as much as Nana if not more. In fact, I have an awesome butt 

created by muscle. Nevertheless, Nana is soft and I’m athletic. My skin isn’t the color of 

honey like Nana’s. It’s more like the color of a penny that’s been stuck in the crevice of 

the bottom dresser drawer; minus the dullness. I exhaled and turned my head away no 

longer able to look at Roy and Nana’s light touches and coquettish smiles. 

 

Without choice I noticed Octavius sitting in the empty part of the lunch room. He 

was wearing headphones; although, I doubt he was listening to music. I can’t imagine 
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him enjoying something so secular. I think he just wanted to ignore the cacophony of 

laughter and banter. He wasn’t sitting at a table; just a solitary chair and he looked just as 

isolated as that chair. It wasn’t unusual for him to shun himself from any sociality. Most 

of the students find his behavior strange; as if they have the right to decide what’s weird. 

This is his routine; he is a loner in this school. I don’t know if it’s because he 

thinks he is better than us all, or he feels like an outcast, or maybe he just likes the 

seclusion. I never see him eat lunch; except maybe an avocado—what teenager eats 

avocados—and some kind of liquid from his opaque canteen. His solitude is paradoxical 

to his gorgeous face. Octavius could easily be the most popular and admired boy in 

school just based on looks alone. 

 

During our freshman year he was highly sought after by the girls in the school, 

but he dismissed them. He didn’t hang out with the popular boys who tried to recruit him 

and when he turned them down they teased and bullied him like typical low self-esteem 

teenage boys. Most boys would react to bullying with violence, anger, or lowered self-

esteem. Not Octavius, he just gave his jealous oppressors one look; no words and no fist 

connecting with cheeks. The popular guys ran away like mice. That was enough for 

everyone to leave him alone and I think he prefers it that way. The behavior that our 

peers find repulsive I find intriguing. He is elusive, yet somehow I feel close to him. I 

can’t explain it. It’s as if I’m the only one in the world that can penetrate the membrane 

between him and the rest of the world; like selective osmosis.  

 

Octavius wore an unzipped, fitted red hoodie, exposing his thin white V-neck tee. 

He wore nicely fitting dark denim jeans and lace-up boots that tied the outfit together. 

With the hood over his head I could still see his brown airbrushed flesh, dried then 

dipped in 3 more coats of brown. His skin is a seamless piece of dark sky. He was 

stunning. His angular nose was strong. His lips like ripe plums in the summer. His long 

thick dark locs peeked out the front of the hood and draped into his lap. I wonder why for 

two and a half years I managed to feel close to him. He is familiar to my existence. I 

don’t know why. It’s not like we have a normal relationship outside of silent gazes of 

deep conversation.  

“What are you staring at Alaya?” Nana interrupted my scrutinizing. 

 

That’s when Octavius turned and met my eyes. I turned away. I didn’t need to. I 

wasn’t ashamed. I wanted to address Nana. “Nana, am I not allowed to observe my 

surroundings or are you too shallow to care about what’s around you my dear,” I 

snubbed, not worried at all that she would have a rebuttal. Nana and Lacey don’t really 

go beyond making snide remarks. I guess they assume I will beat that ass; especially, 

since they think I have nothing to lose. Which, I wouldn’t do. I’m a lover not a fighter, 

but because I speak my mind I’ve been misconceived as a fighter. I never had a fist fight 

in my life.   

 

Nana sucked her teeth, rolled her eyes, and turned her head away. She may look 

feminine but she is no lady and I wish Shemroy could see that—but am I really more of a 

lady than she. Maybe he doesn’t want quality just a nice body to hold. Well I have that 

too, but would I let him hold me that way. Sure we touch and flirt, but to let him hold-
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hold me; I’m not so sure I’m ready for that step. Nana tried to go back to flirting with 

Shemroy, but he ignored her, and I was the apple of his eye once again. Maybe Roy 

seeing me stare at Octavius is to blame for the attention. I shouldn’t be taken aback by 

Roy’s actions. This is the norm. One minute Roy is all over me like fog to a lake and the 

next minute he is on Nana, or some other attractive girl from the school. Essentially, this 

doesn’t make him any better than my ex. Why do I have to have such a crush on Roy?  

 

“So Alaya”—I just love the way he says my name like milk pouring into a 

glass—“when are we going to have that one-on-one race?” Shemroy asked, his light 

brown eyes penetrating into my dark brown eyes. While we have bragged about our 

personal times to each other, and we did agree to have a one-on-one race, I couldn’t help 

but notice the innuendos of his invitation. 

 

“Whenever you are ready Shemroy, I’m ready…I’ve been ready,” I flirted back. 

It’s not that hard for me to flirt because I learned from the best, my ex-boyfriend, Kinua. 

He was the biggest flirt known to man. Except I was naive enough to believe that he only 

saved his baritone voice and juicy laughter for me. It turned out it was for everyone. I 

thought we had a special relationship. I should’ve known better.  

 

I was still being home schooled. For Kinua it was the first cycle of our junior 

year. Lacey called me and asked if Kinua and I broke up because he asked her out. 

Naturally I didn’t believe her. I called her a jealous whore. I had to apologize for it later. I 

guess she never forgave me. I heard, that before Kinua and I broke up, Kinua and Lacey 

still went on that date.  

 

I remember it as if it’s written on my forearm like a cheat sheet. I approached 

Kinua. He admitted to asking Lacey out and dating a few other girls.  

 

“Yes I did it. At least they noticed me and gave me what I wanted.” I recalled his 

response. 

 

“Gave you what you wanted? Did you have…you know…with them. Is that what 

you wanted?”  

 

“Yes,” he turned his head away from my gaze, “that’s what people do,” he 

defended. 

I gasped so hard I stumbled backward like I was pushed right in the chest.   

 

“Look, I’m tired of waiting for you to get over your mother’s death. You’re 

boring me. You’re no longer the exciting and charismatic girl I use to love and you don’t 

give me enough attention. It’s like your mind is somewhere else.” He admitted 

sheepishly; as if that would make me feel less hurt. All the while he was still avoiding my 

gaze. 

 

“That’s rather bold of you to admit. Nevertheless, how can you fall out of love 

with me so easily Kinua? We’ve been together for a year.” Heartache sketched my tone.  
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He caressed my face gently as if it would ease the depth of his words and looked 

into my eyes. “Look Lay—” 

 

I smacked his hand from my face. “Don’t call me that…you don’t get to call me 

that anymore.”  

 

“Ok fine, Alaya. Honestly, I’m tired of watching you cry…sleep…cry…sleep. 

You think no one noticed? You think you’re hiding your sadness? You’re not. I can’t fall 

with you. I won’t fall with you. I’m done. I want more and you can’t give that to me. I’m 

young and I need to live my life.”  

 

I folded my arms across my chest. “Fine”—I raised one of my thick eyebrows—

“and for the record you have never seen me cry. Wrong person. So from here on out, I 

don’t know you and you don’t know me. I shun you…you selfish bastard.”  

 

“Fine,” he unremorsefully agreed just before he kissed my forehead and walked 

away from my front porch.  

 

My father was right in the kitchen cooking at the time, but I suspect he was 

listening through the window. No matter, he would never have such an embarrassing 

conversation with me. I was too stunned to say anything to Kinua and too numb to cry. I 

just watched him leave as tears dared to fall from their cliff. I couldn’t believe how 

selfish he was being. He knew I was grieving yet he couldn’t be there for me. I tried to be 

mad, but I mostly felt sorry for myself for being stupid enough to fall for him. I was 

heartbroken; well at least what was left of my heart to break. Most of my heart had 

deteriorated from me killing her.  

 

It was Tori, Shemroy, Coach, and Mr. Lomai that helped me pick up enough 

pieces of what remained so that I could at least be human. Kinua and I broke up in 

September. Now it’s the end of February and the third marking period is soon to start. 

I’m completely over Kinua. Now I have a crush on Shemroy, the flirt. Still, Roy is 

nothing like Kinua, who is, by the way, across the cafeteria with a floozy sitting on his 

lap. How inappropriate. I rolled my eyes. Lacey turned her head around. She was peeved. 

She pounced up, pulled down her too-short denim skirt, and marched across the room 

towards Kinua and the floozy. We watched as Lacey pushed the girl off Kinua’s lap. 

Lacey and the girl argued making spectacles of themselves. Kinua just watched in 

amusement. I rolled my eyes and directed my focus back to Roy because I was unable to 

watch anymore of this buffoonery.  

 

“Draaama,” Tori exaggerated the word. “Nana, you should really go get your 

friend,” she advised. But Nana just shrugged and fluttered her hand.  

 

“She can handle herself,” Nana confirmed.  

 

“So much for friendship,” I mumbled. 
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“Anyway,” Roy rolled his eyes along with the rest of us. “Okay then, how about 

after practice?” Shemroy asked bringing me back to our original conversation.  

 

“You’re on Mr. Farrell.” I extended my hand across the table for him to shake.  

 

He accepted it letting my hand linger in his longer than necessary. He caressed the 

webbed space between the thumb and the pointer. I allowed it since it made Nana bubble 

with vexation. Tori sucked her teeth. She likes Shemroy but not as my potential 

boyfriend. She just wants what’s best. I ignored her. She of all people should know I’m 

going to do what I want to do. Even if it cost me a great deal about seven months ago.  

The bell blared and we dispersed like well-trained soldiers. I said goodbye to my 

teammates, then Tori and I walked to our adjacent lockers. I retrieved my History book 

and said goodbye to Tori since we didn’t have this class period together. Only one person 

from the team was in this class and we didn’t sit together. As far as I’m concerned the 

farther away Lacey is, the better.  

 

I entered my History class eagerly, for one reason, my teacher Mr. Lomai—well 

make those two reasons, Octavius. I know I just saw him in my science class, English 

class, and in the cafeteria. When I’m near him I feel present. But then there is Mr. Lomai; 

a statuesque man, young, too young to be a teacher in my opinion, and handsome. His 

deep bronze skin, sharp cheeks, and medium length curly mane, makes him look visually 

pleasing. An appropriate amount of hair frames his hard jaw line and the top and sides of 

his pouty lips like an “n”. His sharp brown eyes seemed to always pierce straight through 

the murk of skin and bones. He’s been my teacher crush since my freshman year at 

Equinox High. But I like him more so now because he was one of the few teachers that 

came to visit me when I was recovering. He was the only teacher that came to visit more 

than once and actually entertained me, save my coach of course. I know it’s inappropriate 

to view him the way a woman views a man and I’m sure he doesn’t perceive me as such. 

What high school student doesn’t have at least one crush on their hot teacher?  

 

“Good afternoon Ms. Eveland,” Mr. Lomai greeted as I walked passed him to take 

my seat.  

 

I smiled and bowed slightly before I quickly walked to my seat to hide my now 

raspberry cheeks. That’s when I noticed Octavius was gaping at Mr. Lomai with disdain. 

Octavius’ almond eyes are so intense he could make the teacher’s face explode. It could 

be a coincidence. Perhaps he isn’t staring at Mr. Lomai at all; but instead, brooding over 

something diabolical. I wonder what is circulating in his mind. I crave to know. Thoughts 

of him are cumbersome in my mind; overshadowing all others until some outside force 

breaks me free from the mass. 

 

Octavius only sits a few chairs across from me, but I sometimes have this itch, 

this need for him to sit closer, and even then, it wouldn’t be close enough. I always felt 

intrigued by him since our freshman year, but now more than ever. I wonder why? 

Octavius turned to face me as if he knew I was having thoughts of him. I didn’t look 
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away. I couldn’t. I was a prisoner to his gaze. I heard a loud thump in my ear. It pulsed 

off beat. My body warmed and the cacophony around me ceased. It was just him and I 

locked in an unknown moment and my heart lurched. It wasn’t until I heard a voice call 

my name breaking through the prison walls I was encased in, that I realized the teacher 

had begun the lesson and everyone was staring at me; just me. I guess they thought it 

would be best to not engage Octavius in any way. Lacey sure found it amusing with her 

turned up lips and sardonic eyes.  

 

When I fixed my gaze back to the front of the classroom another staff member 

was talking. I recognize her as Ms. James. I’m not sure of what her job title is exactly. I 

frantically looked around the room to find Mr. Lomai and I spotted him standing in the 

back of the room with his arms folded across his chest. Clearly I missed some vital 

information.  

 

“Mr. Lomai is no longer in charge. He will be replaced. Your state exam scores 

are considerably low and we will change that. We have found compelling studies that 

show we can achieve better test scores next year if we change the way we teach. So we 

will do just that. The rules will change as the following: Everyone will be required to 

write with the left hand.” The class mumbled complaints and exchanged looks, but Ms. 

James continued. “Ahem, girls will be seated on one side of the room and boys on the 

other. You must stand up to speak during class, after raising your hand of course. You 

will address your new teacher as Ma’am or Sir. You will be required to wear a school 

uniform. We will be implementing longer school hours and more and shorter class 

periods…” 

 

Ms. James went on about a few more rules I failed to listen to. Who does she 

think she is to kick Mr. Lomai to the curb? These rules sound more like segregation and 

slavery then improvement of test scores. And would I really not be able to see Mr. Lomai 

again? 

 

Mr. Lomai strutted back to the front of the classroom just when I was silently 

complaining about these absurd new rules. The class was grunting and complaining, but 

stopped once they realized Mr. Lomai was back in his rightful place.  

 

“Class listen, what you just experienced is a small taste of imperialism. These 

rules aren’t real…for now.” Mr. Lomai informed us. The class hollered and spat relief, 

confusion, and annoyance. Mr. Lomai distributed some handouts while the class 

complained and whined. “I know I played a dirty little trick on you. However, I want you 

to hold on to that feeling and pick up the handout I placed on your desk. Ms. Eveland 

what does it say at the top?” 

 

 Now why did he have to call on me? “Imperialism is the policy of extending the 

rule or authority of an empire or a nation over foreign countries.” I read from the paper. 

 

“When one nation or empire is able to control another just like how Ms. James 

took over the class. What if I said she represents another state and that state has gained 



The Origins sampler 83 
 

authority over our government and education system? Let’s say this controlling state has 

the best educational system in the nation; all their schools are number one in the nation, 

and so they go to each state in the U.S extending their rule.” The class mumbled. “How 

does it make you feel? How did it make you feel when Ms. James told you you had to sit 

on another side of the room separate from the boys or the girls? Or when she said I was 

no longer your teacher? Write it down under question one on the handout before you. 

Alaya, how did it make you feel?” 

 

“Honestly, I don’t like being told what to do,” my answer was impetuous. The 

class laughed in agreement. 

 

“Yes we know that,” Mr. Lomai concurred. “But how did it make you feel?” 

 

“Trapped…like my life is not my own. Weak.” And a little sad I wouldn’t be able 

to see you again, I added but only in my head. Mr. Lomai’s lips twitched as if trying to 

contain something he wanted to say or do.  

 

The room was eerily silent, but not still, as thoughts passed through the space. Yet 

Mr. Lomai still watched me as if any moment I was going to do something brilliant; 

which I wasn’t. “So in what ways was this experience similar to imperialism? Lay?” Mr. 

Lomai finally spoke.  

 

“Me again!” I wined. The class was amused, but my intention was not to be their 

personal clown.  

 

“Come on…” Mr. Lomai urged while moving his hands in a come here motion.  

 

“Fine. I think it’s similar because the state is exercising their power by controlling 

the manner in which we learn in school. Not everyone is left handed. What’s to happen if 

we refuse to follow these rules? Will they kill us? Will they expel us from school; all of 

us if we decide to band together? It’s like when European Missionaries in the 19th 

century used religion to spread Western culture. It’s obvious what the motives are there, 

but what could be the motive of Texas controlling our educational system?” I explained.  

 

“The same as any imperialistic empire…gain. And what’s to gain? Well the 

motives of imperialism are: economic, exploratory, political, religious, and ideological. 

Let’s talk about ideological. In 1883 the prime minister of France, Jules Ferry, made this 

statement: I repeat, that the superior races have a right because they have a duty. They 

have the duty to civilize the inferior races...In the history of earlier centuries these duties, 

gentlemen, have often been misunderstood… But, in our time, I maintain that European 

nations acquit themselves with generosity, with grandeur, and with sincerity of this 

superior civilizing duty. What does that mean? Octavius?” I was glad Mr. Lomai didn’t 

call on me, but that quote from the prime minister upset me.  

 

“It means the obvious; imperial nations believed that their culture, their values, 

and their beliefs were superior to other nations. In the late 19th century, for example, 
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European powers clung to the racist belief that inferior races should be conquered in 

order to civilize them.” Octavius answered.  

 

“That’s right, Octavius. The Europeans acted on their ethnocentrism, the belief 

that one race or nation is superior to others.” Mr. Lomai added. 

 

“That’s absurd!” I blurted. 

 

“Oh?” Mr. Lomai wanted me to explain farther.  

 

“How can a human be that vain? How can a man have such a disposition to 

believe he has the right to change another’s culture and life and deflower it, and demean 

it, and dub it inferior? What is to gain from that?” I spat. The class made many remarks.  

 

“What do you think there is to gain? Look at history and you tell me from what 

we’ve learned so far, what is to gain.” Someone raised their hand. “Yes Brea, what do 

you think?” Mr. Lomai continued.  

 

The rest of class went on like that; at least, until I fell asleep and Mr. Lomai had 

to wake me up. I don’t remember falling asleep; that’s the funny part. One minute I was 

engaged in the discussion of imperialism, then my head started to throb, and the next 

minute I was asleep. I know I must’ve disappointed Mr. Lomai. I try to make an effort 

not to fall asleep in his class.  

 

The bell rang and I gathered my things.  

 

“Octavius, may I see you for a moment after school?” Mr. Lomai asked but it 

sounded imperious.  

 

“Of course sir,” Octavius complied through clenched teeth before he walked out 

the class giving me one quick look before his departure. 

  

Hmm! I wonder what that was all about. Oh well. I started to walk out the door 

but I too was summoned by Mr. Lomai, which I didn’t mind of course. Aside from my 

little girly, I truly admire and respect Mr. Lomai.  

 

“Yes Mr. Lomai?” I tried to hide my smile but it just made my lips curl up. I 

shouldn’t be smiling; I should be ashamed for falling asleep in his class. 

 

“I didn’t get a chance to really speak with you one-on-one sense you came back to 

us; shame on me right?” I smiled thinly. “I think subconsciously I was avoiding you.”  

 

Why? I wanted to ask him, but I had no right to, so I just shrugged. “Don’t worry 

about it. I’m very grateful to you for keeping me company during my stay in the hospital 

and when I was still unable to come to school. You owe me nothing and I owe you 

everything. So avoid me all you want,” I admitted. I preferred he didn’t avoid me.  
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He waved a dismissive hand and put his hands in his pant pockets in an attempt to 

be aloof, but he looked as if he may be blushing.  

 

“I could never truly avoid you,” he confessed with a smile. I dropped my head to 

cover the instant color; if it can be seen at all through my deep skin tone. But just in case 

I dropped my head down and away. I heard his lips spread. “How are things? It seems 

you are still very tired.” He observed with earnest concern and I was thankful he changed 

the subject. I looked at him and shrugged. I don’t really like talking about my life to 

anyone; not even Tori. “I mean are you coping well…are your classes and grades back in 

order?” He insisted on prying so I decided to indulge him, I owe him that much for all the 

things he did for me. He came to visit me when I was well enough to be home, but didn’t 

fully feel up to going to school. So my father let me be home schooled until I was ready 

to return. Mr. Lomai would bring over snacks, books, syllabi from all my classes, and 

games to my house.  

 

“Well…um…I guess things are going okay. I’m back on the track team. I feel 

strong but I’m always so sleepy, except when I run.”  

 

He nodded. “Ah! Yes, yes I know. I came to your last meet. Congratulations, you 

were amazing out there.”  

 

“Oh…thank you. I’ve been training hard and running has become easy. I think 

that’s weird given the circumstances. I guess I am truly recovered. Though I can’t say the 

race was much of a challenge…” since my biggest competition from East Side High 

wasn’t at the meet, but I didn’t tell him that.  

 

I remember it like it was yesterday. Something like this isn’t hard to remember. It 

wasn’t just that Marcy Jones, the girl I almost beat at the FHSAA Regionals, wasn’t 

there; it’s the reason why she wasn’t there that resonated with me. It was unexpected, like 

something you only see on a Lifetime Movie.  

 

Once we arrived at the district meet located at a massive indoor facility, I wanted 

to greet Marcy, as I always did to taunt her before the race. I know it sounds like bad 

sportsmanship but we have a weird competitive friendship; always pushing each other in 

a childish manner without getting offended. At times I felt like we could one day be close 

friends like Tori and I. Shemroy and Tori came with me to greet our fellow competitors 

from East Side High. I saw Marcy’s best friend, Joyce Leslie, talking with her peers but I 

didn’t see Marcy. 

 

“I can’t believe we are still going to compete after what happened to Marcy. I 

don’t feel up to it. I guess I should’ve just stayed home—” I overheard Joyce say to her 

teammates.  

 

“What happened to Marcy?” I interjected. She looked at me strangely before 

answering. I looked at Tori and Shemroy quizzically for some kind of clue to her strange 

expression but they just shrugged.  
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Joyce stood up.  “Marcy has been missing for a week. I’m surprised you haven’t 

heard about it. Didn’t you read about it in the paper,” Joyce reported. 

 

I gasped and shook my head. “I’m sorry but I don’t really read the newspaper 

except the high school sports section,” I defended, but Tori raised an incredulous brow at 

me.  

 

“Alright…alright, I just read the high school track and field section within that 

section,” I sheepishly admitted.  

 

“That’s neither here nor there. I can’t believe she was kidnapped,” Roy 

exclaimed.  

 

“We don’t know if that is the case,” Tori concluded. 

 

“What do you mean what else could it be?” I inquired. 

 

“Maybe she ran away with her boyfriend,” Tori hoped.  

 

“Well that is possible considering she never introduced me to her boyfriend. She 

probably didn’t introduce him to me because he is a creep. But how did you know she 

had a boyfriend,” Joyce interrogated. 

 

Tori shrugged, “I didn’t; but that’s how it usually happens on TV.” Tori admitted 

with a blush.  

 

“No, she wouldn’t do that. She would’ve told me she was planning to do that. She 

always said she was madly in love with the boy, but she would’ve at least told me a detail 

like that.” Joyce confirmed. 

 

“Who is her boyfriend?” I asked.  

 

Joyce shrugged, “She calls him Ken and he doesn’t attend East Side. I just wish I 

met him” 

 

 I was taken aback and my heart lurched from her words. I watched the hot truth 

stream down Joyce’s tawny cheeks. I took her number in case I heard anything and we 

hugged before departing.  

 

“Ms. Eveland? I said why is that?” Mr. Lomai repeated, breaking me out of my 

reverie.  

“Huh? Oh…um because my fiercest competitor was absent from the race. She is 

from East Side High.”  
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“Oh I see. You certainly have had it rough young one. You are very lucky to still 

be able to do the things you love. Enjoy it while you can. There are many wonderful 

things ahead of you. You have the ability to shape the future.” He smiled at me revealing 

sparking white teeth that any dentist would be proud to clean. Then he topped it off with 

a wink. His smile faded and his eyes went from warm and inviting to grave and wistful. 

The way he looked at me was enough to create a gentle wave within and I needed to 

depart before anyone got the wrong idea, including myself.  

 

“Well I better get going I have to get to practice.” I dismissed myself. 

  

“Right, of course…” He nodded as he straightened the invisible wrinkles out his 

clothes. His behavior muddled me.  

 

I bowed gently and walked away flustered. Oh, I almost forgot. I turned back 

around to face Mr. Lomai. I looked up into his brown eyes and smiled warmly so that he 

could see I was being earnest. “Thank you Mr. Lomai…for everything.” He nodded 

softly and bowed as it is tradition to do in Equinox City.  

 

In the locker room the girls were gossiping and laughing as they changed into 

their running tights and sweats for practice. As I was tying the laces on my running 

sneakers, Tori came to sit next to me on the bench.  

 

“Here let me.” Tori grabbed my sneaker from my hand. I maneuvered my body so 

she could get a better handle on my sneaker and she began to tie my shoe laces for me. 

“So is there something you want to tell me?” She was looking down at the task-at-hand as 

she spoke.  

 

“No, why would you ask that? Is there something I should tell you?” 

 

She stopped tying my laces and looked up red faced. She chuckled and waved her 

hands in front of her in protest. “No nothing like that. I was just wondering, because I 

heard that you and Octavius had some kind of staring contest in class. Matter of fact, I’ve 

noticed that this has become some kind of ritual. Do you like him instead of Shemroy?” 

 

“No…it wasn’t like that,” I denied of course. "I can't believe this girl. Lacey told 

you that right?” 

 

“Not directly, she was just talking about it before you came in the locker room 

and I over-heard.” Tori admitted, still red faced. I wonder if she is just defending her, but 

why would she do that.  

 

“Lacey is always in my business, and for what, I should tell her about herself.” I 

sighed. “Oh well, what can I do if my life seems so interesting to her, when indeed it’s 

not. Chicks! I tell you…so quick to gossip.” I rambled on as Tori finished up my laces 

and then I tied hers.  
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Tori grabbed her backpack and her bottle of water. I stuffed my school clothes in 

my backpack and placed it over my shoulder. I looked around for my navy blue bottle 

with brightly colored swirls of flora printed on it that I use to store my natural alkaline 

spring water. It’s supposed to keep me healthier than regular water or something of that 

nature.  

 

"Shoot that’s right I left my water bottle on the bed when I went to look for my 

meds. For some reason my meds keep getting misplaced.”  

 

Tori raised a curious brow. “So you didn’t take your medication?”  

 

“I had no time to look all over the house for them.” Tori shook her head. “I’ll be 

fine.” I smacked my tongue. “I am thirsty though. I sure wish I had my water. You know 

this keeps happening to me more and more frequently." 

 

"You must really have a lot on your mind,” Tori surmised with raised brows.  

 

"I guess I do. Let’s go. I can manage…just don't tell Coach," I pleaded.  

 

Since I came back to school during the second marking period, I’ve been so out of 

it that I can't remember when to take my meds or where I put them, I sleep in class, and I 

forget my water. When I was at home I didn't have to remember to do those things 

because I was home and I wasn't running track. I didn't have a class schedule that 

required me to switch from class to class. In addition I did what I wanted. I slept when I 

wanted and I didn’t do my home-school assignments either. I just paid the teacher off 

with money to not tell my dad. She was a struggling artist and a college student who 

could use the money, so she guiltily accepted.  

 

"Fine, I won't tell him. I just…" Tori exhaled. "I don't want something bad to 

happen to you. I would offer you some of my water, but I know you have to have that 

water and this is regular spring water. I guess not all spring water is naturally alkalized." 

She emphasized the last word then giggled.  

 

I gave Tori a little playful nudge. "Thanks but I'll be fine." 

 

“What’s so special about alkalized water anyway?” 

 

“I don’t know. Something about antioxidants, blood pressure, blah blah blah…”  

 

“Water must cost your father a pretty penny with all that fancy water you 

consume. I’ve seen it at Earth’s Best supermarket the other day and it’s not cheap I tell 

you." 

 

I shrugged. "Well, he can afford it, besides its not costing us anything. T. Way 

Corp provides it to us for free." 
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"That’s just one of the perks for working for T. Way Corp. You can't beat it. They 

practically own this town. I should know since my parents are their corporate drones. We 

get many free things that my parents force me to use."  

 

"I suppose there are many incentives; I never really paid attention.” I admitted. 

 

After track practice Shemroy reminded me of our one-on-one race while we were 

stretching on the field. Tori was already done stretching and was putting her sweats back 

on. 

 

“You changed your mind right track star?” Shemroy teased dripping with sweat. 

The sweat gleamed on his smooth skin making him look like a model in a sneaker ad. I 

turned beet.  

 

“I didn’t change my mind, but judging by your soaked clothes and those tired 

puffy eyes, you are the one that should be changing your mind.” I taunted. 

 

“Ah, you wish.”  

 

“Well let’s do this pretty boy. But I warn you, once I beat you don’t go crying 

home to your mama. Although, with all that facial hair you should be living alone; you 

look like a grown man.” I chuckled at my own joke and apparently I wasn’t the only one 

that found it funny because others on the team laughed as well, including Coach. Nana 

and Lacey just sneered at me.  

 

Shemroy shook his head and pursed his lips. “Ha…ha…ha, you have jokes. Okay. 

I like that.”  

 

“Come on brother don’t be mad. You know you look like a grown man,” Mark 

chimed in. Mark is one of the captains on the team.  

 

“It’s true you have more facial hair than me,” Coach added. 

 

“Come on coach Mac!” Shemroy pleaded.  

 

Coach raised his shoulders to his neck feigning innocence. “You do look like a 

grown man Roy,” he confirmed with a laugh.  

 

“Oh okay…see don’t hate because I look like a man while the rest of you boys 

still have some growing up to do.” 

 

“Oooooh!” the boys on the team shouted humorously in defeat.  

 

“Yea I thought so.”  
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We all remained laughing and continued our warm down stretch routine. Shemroy 

stopped stretching and crawled closer to me only inches from my dry face; not at all 

sweaty like his. He glared at me through squinted eyes. “Let’s make this more interesting. 

If I win, you have to be my personal slave for a month?” Roy suggested. Minty 

molecules, of whatever was in his mouth, caressed my face. I wanted to be that whatever 

in his mouth. Since when did I become so perverse? I shook my head clear of all 

perverted thoughts of him and me.  

 

“And if I win…you’ll have to clean my house and wash my laundry? I could use a 

slave for a few days, but I won't take advantage of you like that, so I think I’m good with 

you just cleaning my house and washing my clothes.” With my father always gone I 

could use the extra help around the house.  

 

“Hmm, I don’t know Lay, that’s menial labor I’m not getting paid for,” he 

complained but I knew he was being facetious. 

 

“Come on, what do you have to lose? I’m the one that will have to be your slave 

for a month if you win. I doubt you will win,” I provoked.  

 

“Fine it’s on. I look forward to you being my slave,” he agreed with a wink.  

 

“Okay then, let’s shake on it.” 

 

"Oh boy, here we go," someone criticized under their breath. I know it was Nana. 

I know her voice. She tried to pretend she was stretching when I turned to look at her. I 

shook my head in disgust.   

 

"Don't mind her, she's just…possessive," Shemroy consoled.  

 

Possessive? That would imply that they’re dating, which they are not. "Okay, I 

won't mind her,” I spoke loud enough for Nana to hear me.  

 

We shook hands and after we finished stretching I headed to the starting line with 

Tori, Nana, Lacey and a few other teammates that wanted to watch the show. Coach had 

to go pick up his son so he left, but he made Mark and June promise to inform him of the 

results of our silly race. Coach also wished me luck before he departed causing Lacey to 

growl under her breath. I ignored her and focused on my race.  

 

June, the girls team captain, stood by the 100 meter finish line with her stop watch 

and Marc, the boys captain, stood by the starting line with his whistle. Shemroy pulled 

his shirt off and threw it to the side before he stood in front of the starting line. I gave him 

a quick once over admiring his caramel skin stretched over lean defined muscles. Oh my! 

I shook my head to clear my mind from the glistening sweat dewed on his six pack. I then 

did the same and pulled off my t-shirt. Only wearing my sports bra and running tights, I 

joined Shemroy at the starting line. He raised a brow. I shrugged. Can’t a girl get 
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comfortable too? The weather was mild as it usually is during the winter in Florida. It 

rarely snows and today was one of those mild days.  

 

Shemroy and I positioned our starting blocks behind the starting line. We then 

crouched down on the track and placed our feet in position against the blocks. I let my 

strongest leg, the right leg, take the lead in front and placed the left leg behind me and 

waited for the mark.  

 

“On your mark…” Marc yelled.  

 

I positioned my hands slightly wider than the width of my shoulders, letting my 

fingers form a high bridge behind the starting line. I straighten my arms but kept a slight 

bend at the elbows. I placed my neck and head in line with my spine. I looked up and let 

my eyes focus two meters ahead on the track and relaxed my neck muscles. I was 

determined to win this bet and show Shemroy that I am the fastest on this team male or 

female. I will be a famous track star in Equinox City and across the nation; maybe 

internationally. That way she can watch me from where ever she is where ever she goes, 

however it works in that dimension. 

 

“Set…” Marc warned. 

 

I raised my hips slowly and positioned my hips slightly higher than my shoulders, 

letting my shoulders also move slightly over my hands. Creating a 120-degree angle for 

my rear leg knee and a 90-degree angle for my front leg knee, I remained focused two 

meters ahead on the track. Then, I pushed my feet back hard into the blocks. Without 

looking I knew Shemroy has done the same as per our training.  

 

“Go,” Marc yelled while simultaneously blowing on his whistle.  

 

At that moment my brain told my muscles what to do. I pushed hard off my front 

leg, letting my back leg follow. I drove my arms hard, like two hammers trying to push a 

steam engine across the train tracks, while keeping my body low at a 45 degree angle to 

the ground. After about five quick strides I straighten my body. My muscles twitched my 

legs forward with a quickness I was impressed with. My muscles bounced with every 

pounding of the balls of my feet against the red tartan.  

 

Shemroy had a powerful start out the blocks putting him ahead of me. I didn’t like 

him being in the lead. I wanted to win. I have to win. My body began to warm spicy. The 

spice started from my chest pouring its way outwards. My arms tingled until it reached 

my fingertips, then my thighs, my calves, and lastly my toes. The warmth began to throb 

between my flesh feeding me energy and strength, I loved this feeling. I reveled in it 

letting a smirk play on my lips. But at the same token I was afraid because this was a new 

sensation for me, but it felt familiar to some distant memory. I let this new energy and 

strength, quicken and lengthen my turn-over. Before I knew it, I was flipping Shemroy 

the bird and sticking my tongue out as I passed him by.  
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I watched as June clicked the stop watch and yelled, “Time–10.89 seconds,” as I 

crossed the finish line with Shemroy right behind me. “Time—10.97 seconds,” June 

yelled for Roy’s time.  

 

“How…did…you…” Roy questioned between inhalations while pacing with his 

hands on his hips. I, however, didn’t need to cool down or catch my breath. For some 

reason my heart rate was normal. I thought that was kind of strange considering my poor 

heart history, and I’ve never seen neither human nor animal not pant after such a hard 

run; so I pretended to be out of breath and paced with him. I heard Tori and a few others 

clapping at our brilliant event. Tori then ran towards me and gave me a big awkward hug 

nearly knocking me over—that girl is strong.  

 

"Wow Lay that was amazing," she cooed in admiration. "I’ve never seen you run 

so fast, you are sure to become a track star at this rate and I will be your faithful fan and 

trustee; a.k.a. manager."  

 

June nodded her head in agreement. Nana and Lacey looked annoyed for some 

reason. Girls can be so catty. Shemroy stopped cooling down and walked closer to me. 

He glared at me and for a fleeting moment, he looked wary of me. But the look was so 

quick he probably thought I didn’t notice since he smiled seductively right after. Oh well, 

I won. I figured I would, but I wasn’t sure. I will prove to everyone that I am a talented 

athlete and I made the right choice to join the team and follow my dream. I made the 

right choice…I know I did because she didn't die in vain. If I keep telling myself this and 

improving myself; it will become true.  

 

"Well Mr. Farrell, I do declare you owe me a cleaning,” I gasconaded.  

 

“Hmm…will your dad like a boy being in your house?” he asked, trying hard to 

not let me know he was suspicious of me.  

 

Is it not normal for a female to win a race against a boy? Who said that isn’t 

normal? It’s just because women all over the world are underestimated. I told myself, no 

need to ignite an argument accusing Roy of being chauvinistic. No matter. “My father 

won’t be there. So, what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” I assured him.  

 

“Hmm…” he looked me up and down and then his mouth widened delicately, 

“well then, just tell me the time and day,” he finally decided.  

 

“Friday after school,” I asked. 

 

“I can’t Friday, but I’m free Thursday.”  

 

I wonder what’s occupying his time on Friday. I would ask but I don’t want to 

pry. Nevertheless, I hope it’s not because he has a date with Nana.  

 

“You know the way,” I stated matter-of-fact. 
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“Of course,” he reassured. 

 

“So don’t try to skip out on me.” 

 

He surveyed me up and down and cooed, "not a chance I’ll miss out on alone time 

with you.” 

 

“Okay Roy, don’t get any ideas. Oh and don’t worry I won’t brag about me 

beating you in a race.” I winked. “However, I am curious…” 

 

“About?” 

 

“How does it feel to be beaten by a woman?”  

 

He thought for a moment, his eyes flashed a look of resentment then they 

softened. “Well as long as I was beaten by you…then it feels pleasant. You can beat me 

anytime wearing that. Maybe less would give you more aerodynamics.”  

 

“Anata wa hentaidesu," Tori scolded and playfully smacked Shemroy on the back 

of his head. 

 

I was glad the sky was darkening hiding the blush that caused my tarnished 

cooper skin to look reddish brown.  

 

"Ouch!" Shemroy complained. "I don't know what you said, but it can't be good 

since you hit me and you hit hard for someone that's supposed to be so sweet. I’m 

beginning to think you aren't as sweet as you seem," Roy teased.  

 

"I said, you’re a pervert." Tori smacked Shemroy again on the back of the head 

and it made the perfect pop sound.  

 

"Ouch! Oooh you’ve done it now!" Shemroy roared and proceeded to chase after 

a laughing Tori.  

 

I ignored their usual horseplay and walked with June and Marc to the benches 

where we always placed our belongings during practice. The rest of the team that stayed 

to watch had already left save for Nana and Lacey whom I guess were waiting around for 

Shemroy. Once I arrived at the benches I realized how thirsty I was; it was a painful thirst 

at that. I just remembered I forgot my water bottle. Damn it! I decided I better hurry and 

put my sweats on so I can go home and get some refreshing water. As I unfolded my 

sweats to put them on I heard a thud on the grass. I looked down and there was my water 

bottle. How it got there, I have no idea. I shrugged, picked up the bottle and gulped it 

down with pure rapture.  
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“I thought you forgot your water bottle,” a voice inquired. I jumped causing the 

water to escape from the bottle; splashing me and chocking me all at once.  

 

“Girl you startled me,” I managed to say once I finished using my trachea muscles 

to push out the uninvited water. Tori giggled in abashment. “I did forget my water 

bottle…I thought, but here it is,” I said to the always very observant Tori as I wiped the 

water from my face with the back of my hand.  

 

She shrugged and skipped to the other bench to retrieve her belongings. I 

proceeded drinking my water. By the time I finished my water Tori was by my side. Roy 

was walking out the stadium with Nana and Lacey. He didn't bother to say goodbye to 

me. He must be really upset that he lost. I shrugged internally.  

 

After I put my sweats on we headed to the parking lot. On the way to the lot I 

noticed Octavius walking away from the school’s campus towards the street and instantly 

my body began to tingle as it rushed and pulled towards his direction. But of course I 

couldn’t physically obey, so I just watched his back walk farther away from me. I wonder 

if he is going home now or is he going to engage in some mysterious activity. More 

importantly, was he here this whole time? I know he was told to meet Mr. Lomai after 

school. I wonder if he was watching me or did he just come out the building?  
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Chapter 
3 

Bataar a.k.a Dad 
 

As usual, Tori kept me in the car for an extra half an hour in front of her house. 

She had plenty of time to talk to me while I drove her home, but instead she used that 

time to talk to her friend Joel, whom she is secretly in love with. I can’t wait until that 

girl’s car finally gets out the shop.  

 

“So you beat your boyfriend in a race I can’t believe it…you know you’re not 

supposed to let your man think you’re stronger than him.” Tori teased.  

 

“First of all missy, he is not my boyfriend—”  

 

“Yet,” Tori hastily amended.  

 

“Ahem, right! Anyway, I digress from the subject of your false accusations. 

Secondly, I will not hold myself back to stroke his ego or any other man. Lastly, I wanted 

to get Roy alone,” I admitted the last part quietly.  

 

“Ooh you sly fox,” Tori while playfully mushing my shoulder. We laughed 

together for a brief moment before Tori sucked in air. “Aha!” 

 

“What?” I blurted three octaves higher than I intended to.  

 

“What about Octavius?” 

 

“What do you mean?” I knew very well what she meant I just didn’t know how to 

explain the relationship between me and Octavius.  

 

“Come on, you think I don’t know. I have eyes just like everyone else. I see the 

way you look at each other. I wish he looked at me in that manner.” I know she was 

joking but instinctively I flipped my head and glared at her; I think I growled a little bit. 

“Whoa, down Betsy...” I smiled thinly, “good girl, that’s a good girl—” 

 

“I’m not a dog,” I defended while swatting at her hand petting the top of my head. 

“I’m just saying he is pure eye candy,” Tori’s cheeks became rosy easily, “well 

it’s okay that you like him. So what he’s different, a loner, and a little weird; everyone is 

a little weird. Who are we to judge?” Tori philosophized.  
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I shook my head and said with chagrin, “I don’t like him dang it.” 

 

Tori put her hand over her mouth to hide her smirk.  

 

“It’s not funny,” I declared.  

 

Tori coughed. “I’m sorry. If you say you don’t like him…then you don’t like 

him.” Tori pacified me.  

 

After I kicked Tori out the car I finally made it home just after darkness 

completely covered the sky. I noticed my father’s Mercedes Benz SUV parked in the 

driveway. He's home early. I sighed not wanting to have to face his sad eyes look at me 

as if he is the only one dealing with anything. We have a good enough relationship but 

we don’t console each other's pain…we just be…one not wanting to pry on the other I 

guess. Pain just seems so private; I know that holds true for me. We are similar that way.  

 

I opened the waist-high white picket fence and pulled up beside my father’s car in 

my 1969 two door deep green Pontiac GTO convertible with its original upholstery. At 

least I was able to redo the organs and the paint. “In due time milady you will have new 

threads,” I reassured my car while rubbing the crackled steering wheel. I smirked at my 

old worn leather interior before leaving my car.  

 

I closed the gate back and entered our white conch style two story home with 

American black walnut plantation shutter windows, and matching front door. We are 

nestled next to many conch homes in different colors along our overlaid palm tree 

covered street, which coincidently enough is named Palmetto Lane. Palmetto Lane is one 

of the nicest neighborhoods in Equinox. I think it has something to do with my father’s 

job. The other nicer neighborhood is Tori’s and Shemroy’s, which is plastered by big 

colonial style homes. Their parents also work for the same company as my father. 

Anyway, although my street is shrouded with houses there is enough room for everyone 

to have a small front yard, a driveway and a long back yard.  

 

Equinox City is not a large city, but it’s not a small city either. We are located at 

the very end of Florida. It’s easy to know everyone without knowing everyone. At the 

same token it’s one of the important cities in Florida State because of T. Way 

Corporation and the pristine beaches, as well as the cliffs, caves, historic sites, and urban 

Caribbean feel without actually having to travel to the Caribbean. It’s almost like we are 

stuck between an urban city and the typical tropical Florida area. I like it because it’s the 

best of both worlds. We have the city life, clubs, shopping and high rise buildings, with 

tropical neighborhoods and a refreshingly clean environment. Maybe that’s why we were 

given the name Equinox City; equal day and night. We have the night life of an urban 

city and the day life of the tropics. Most of the partying and events take place closer to 

the beach and the University of Equinox. Sometimes I feel like I live on a chic island. 

That’s how I use to picture it when I was younger and she was still here.  
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I walked up the short porch steps pushing wide leaves from my path so they 

wouldn’t smack me in the face. We should really get someone to maintain the coontie 

and ginger plants. I don’t mind the hibiscus or the fire bush though. Before the accident 

she took care of our plant life. I helped her and she taught me well, but to take up 

activities that was once hers is just too hard to do. I found my dad, Bataar, cooking stir-

fry in the kitchen. I placed my backpack on the hook on the side of the front door. I 

turned to face Bataar, which puts me in the dining room area. Every space in this house 

flows into each other except the bedrooms and the downstairs office. From the second 

floor loft you can see downstairs just by looking over the loft balcony.  

 

“Hey dad…what’s up?” 

 

He smiled sadly at me. He tried to not show it. He must’ve been thinking of her, 

which he usually does when he cooks. “You look hungry and tired. It’s a good thing I 

didn’t have to work late.”  

 

“Gee thanks Dad for pointing that out. You know how girls just love to hear how 

bad they look.” I sneered wryly and folded my arms in mock offense. 

 

“Come on Laya you know very well you don’t care about what people think.” 

 

“Maybe I care about what you think.”  

 

Bataar jolted his lips to one side in doubt.  

 

I smirked again and unfolded my arms. “Okay, okay…you’re right, I don’t care.” 

He tooted at that, and then went back to tossing the stir-fry. “Smells good,” I noted as I 

attempted to take a seat at the breakfast bar in our sea foam kitchen.  

 

“No you don’t. Go wash up first, nasty,” he ordered without turning his attention 

away from the stove.  

 

I got up and pushed the seat in. “Fine, but you could’ve at least done the same and 

changed out of your suit before you started cooking. You had that on all day didn’t you? 

That makes you equally as nasty.” He laughed a throaty laugh causing his head to pull 

back a little to let the sound escape. That made me giggle too, but then he abruptly 

stopped and his posture slouched in defeat. I knew he was thinking about her. That’s how 

it is; we make each other laugh for a short moment, then the laughter turns into sorrow 

for not being able to share that laughter with her. So I ignored his sorrow, grabbed my 

backpack, and then went upstairs.  

 

After I showered and threw on some boxers and a vintage tee, I walked 

downstairs for dinner. The floor creaked as I walked across the American black walnut, 

the high ceilings making it sound ominous in the silent house. My father was already 

sitting at the dinner table reading the newspaper waiting for my return. “Smells good 

daddy and looks good too.” Bataar put the newspaper down beside him. 
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“Thanks Lay. Shall we…um,” he turned his head away as if he needed a moment, 

“pray this time?” 

 

I shrugged. “Do you think we should?” It didn’t seem natural to pray without her. 

He shrugged lightly and once again we didn’t pray and ate in silence. That is until 

the doorbell rang. I looked at him and raised a brow. 

 

“That must be Tom, I thought he wasn’t coming that’s why I didn’t bother to tell 

you,” Bataar answered my unspoken question.  

 

“You invited your boss? Great! No wonder you kept on your suit. I’m dressed so 

inappropriately,” I complained.  

 

“Sssh, he might hear you,” he warned. 

 

I shrugged, but didn’t speak any further. I don’t like Tom Way he looks at me 

funny and I don’t trust him. Though he is a handsome man, there is something strange 

about him. He makes my skin prickle and my nose burn. My father walked to the front 

door and peered through the peep-hole before opening the dark wooden door.  

 

“Tom!” Bataar enthused before extending his hand. “I thought you weren’t going 

to make it,” Tom gladly took his hand, “come in.” Bataar guided Tom in before closing 

the door behind him. “If I had known you were still coming we would have waited for 

your arrival before eating. Please sit anywhere you like while I make you a plate.” 

 

“Thank you for having me. I don’t mean to intrude, but I didn’t have the time to 

confirm my attendance.” 

 

“No worries. Let me take your jacket,” Bataar took his jacket, “you can freshen 

up upstairs…you know where it is.”  

 

“Yes thank you,” Tom bowed slightly before greeting me. “Alaya you are looking 

well and lovely as ever.”  

 

“Thank you Mr. Way.” I said morosely. I wanted to walk away from the table and 

eat upstairs at that point because my nose was already burning and my skin was popping 

all over.  

 

Tom bowed towards me before heading upstairs to freshen up. Bataar gave me a 

warning glare once Tom retreated to the bathroom. I shrugged feigning innocent. Tom 

made it back downstairs as soon as his plate was ready. My father placed the plate in 

front of Tom. I’m grateful Tom didn’t decide to sit adjacent to me, however, across from 

me isn’t a better alternative. Actually, sitting anywhere near me is evasive as far as Tom 

is concerned.  
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“Thank you…it looks and smells appealing,” Tom mused.  

 

Bataar nodded and sat beside him. We continued to eat our meal as my father and 

Tom made small talk. Every now and then Bataar and Tom would ask me something 

about school but I would just reply the standard, “everything is fine”, tidbit to keep the 

conversation diminutive.  

 

“I heard you are a superb sprinter,” Tom inquired not taking the hint at all. 

  

“I do alright,” I muttered dryly wanting the conversation to end.  

 

“Well I’m glad to see you’re doing much better. Your health seems to be back to 

optimal status.” Tom completely ignored my evasive demeanor.  

 

“I wouldn’t say all that. I still have to take medication and eat a low fat diet. I still 

can’t live like a normal teenager, constantly worrying if today is the day my heart is 

going to decide that it wants to fail.” I complained. I wasn’t letting him console himself 

with empty concern.  

 

He cleared his throat before stuffing a forkful of vegetables and chicken in his 

mouth, but still never taking his eyes off my face. “You know you look so much like your 

mother more and more each day. She was a stunning woman and…” he didn’t finish his 

sentence realizing too late that maybe he picked at a scab off a fresh wound making it 

bleed all over again.  

 

I looked at my father’s chestnut colored face, set with strong brows, and lush 

lashes over sad muted brown eyes. I got my eye color and strong brows from him, and 

the sharp exaggerated almond shape of my eyes from her. My thick eyes lashes are from 

them both. My skin tone is about the same as Bataar’s, maybe a tad darker, yet not as 

dark as hers. Come to think of it, she is almost the same complexion as Octavius. That 

same brown dipped in more brown. I’m like a blend between the two shades of her deep 

flesh and my father’s coopery flesh. I have her thick lush springy curls. My father’s hair 

is shaved down low not allowing his tight dark curls to spring forth. I wanted to see how 

he felt about Tom’s comment and if it indeed did open up his wound. As I suspected, 

Bataar looked up from his plate and smiled sparingly. He almost looked like a little boy.  

 

“Dad, the food is gourmet.” I changed the subject. I wanted to bring more lift to 

the corners of his mouth.  

 

“Thank you, Lay. Next time I come home, I will be sure to cook your favorite 

dish.” I smiled at Bataar and in the background I heard Tom clear his throat.  

 

“Well that was delicious, Bataar, but I think we better head out now. We don’t 

want to keep the pilot waiting.” 
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“You’re leaving again, so that’s the real reason why you didn’t change from your 

work clothes,” I accused. I frowned and my dad matched my grimace. He nodded a 

confirmation.  

“I’m sorry Lay, but I’ll be back soon.” 

 

I purposely dropped the fork on my finished plate and it clanked loudly. I was still 

feeling hungry, but my loneliness caused me to fold my arms across my chest and pout 

like a child.  

 

“I’ll go clean myself up,” Tom said excuse himself to give us privacy. I watched 

him walk upstairs to the bathroom through tapered eyes. 

 

Working for the pharmaceutical company seems to be an encompassing job. He 

doesn’t get to enjoy being home often. So I wonder what keeps him away. It’s sad I don’t 

know what Bataar’s job title is with T. Way Corporation. I don’t remember him telling 

me. Maybe I haven’t cared enough to ask. I can’t believe these many years went by 

without me truly knowing what Bataar did for a living. I guess I became too spoiled and 

self-centered.  

 

My father got up and took my plate, when he returned it was filled with more 

food. I dug in.  

“You must’ve had a hard practice today. You have got an appetite there girl. 

That’s a good thing. I haven’t seen you eat this much since…” My father started while 

walking back to his seat, but he didn’t finish the sentence; there was no need when I 

knew the ending clause.  

 

“Oh, yea I ran a one-on-one race against Shemroy for the 100 meter dash.” I 

announced to change the direction of his thoughts.  

 

“Oh I see. Well then who won?” 

 

“I did of course,” I bragged flashing him a smug smile before he sat down.  

 

We sat in silence for a moment. He was looking at me, but wasn’t seeing me. A 

dimple, deep enough to fill with water and swim in, formed between his eyes as he 

thought about the unknown. “You beat the fastest male on your team….wow,” he finally 

acknowledged; yet the pool between his brows still remained. It was the same way 

Shemroy looked at me. Hmm, do they not believe in me? “That’s pretty impressive Lay. I 

didn’t know you could run that fast.” 

 

I waved a dismissive hand. “It’s nothing. Dad, I was wondering…there are a lot 

of things we don’t know about each other. Is that bad?” 

 

He raised his shoulders with skin still perpetually concaved between his eyes. He 

suddenly looked weary. Whatever he was thinking about, I’m sure it was about her. 

That’s how he always looks when he thinks of her. It’s true, because of her we were a 
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participating family, but because of her my dad and I know nothing about each other. She 

was an all-consuming woman and she consumed our attention and our life with her 

beauty and spirit. She consumed us so much that my dad and I know nothing about each 

other; yet we know a lot about her. We know her laughter like a favorite song. We know 

the warmth of her embrace is like clothes fresh out the dryer. Her presence and love was 

all we needed to be happy. So I don’t blame my father for his emotional exhaustion. I 

think she took a piece of us with her when she went away. I hope she is happy where ever 

she is, especially since I’m the one that put her there.  

 

“It’s okay dad…we’re okay.” I suddenly didn’t feel like talking any more, or 

finding out what my father does at work. Maybe that’s the reason I never found out. I was 

too consumed. I got up and took my empty plate, which I licked clean, to the dishwasher. 

“Goodnight dad.” 

 

“Huh? Oh…oh good night Lay,” he said as if I just reminded him of my presence. 

He gave me a weak smile. “Oh, Lay?” I turned around by the bottom of the landing to 

face him. “I’m sorry to leave you alone so many times.” 

 

I shrugged. “It’s cool,” I lied.  

 

“I was supposed to leave next Thursday but something came up.” Bataar said 

sheepishly. 

 

“It’s fine…”I paused deep in thought, “should I give you a hug or something.”  

 

He shrugged yet his lips extended up, exposed his white teeth, and gave him 

wrinkles I didn’t know his wide handsome face could possess. This made me smile as 

wide as his face. We both snickered at our eccentric exchange.  

 

“I’m feeling generous.” 

 

He stood up uncommitted exposing his six feet firm build, broad chest and big 

hands making him look semi dangerous. I could see why she was so in love with him. I 

grinned and walked to Bataar. I paused briefly in front of him and then gave him a wide 

hug. He easily returned it. We hugged for about 5 seconds then we dropped our arms. 

“Well, okay then,” I said before I made a sharp 180 and walked out the dining room area 

and didn’t stop walking until I ran into Tom at the top of the stairs. I lost my balance and 

tried to reach for the banister but Tom already caught me by my arms, placing me back 

into center.  

 

“Are you okay?” Tom asked while gazing into my eyes and for some reason I 

wasn’t able to look away from his emerald eyes. I was tingling like crazy and my nose 

burned like water was in it. Without fail, this would happen whenever he was near. Tom 

was ageless. I could never tell how old he really is. He didn’t have any wrinkles, but there 

was something old and wise and unforgiving about his eyes. He wore his fawn blonde 

hair layered just reaching the tip of his sharp jaw line that he clenched like a fist as he 
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spoke to me. He only had a hint of a mustache and beard and his skin looked so smooth I 

wanted to touch it.  

 

“I’m f-fine,” I stammered. He took a deep inhalation. That must’ve been awkward 

for him because it was awkward for me. “I’m sorry,” I bowed, “I wasn’t paying 

attention.” He was still holding my arms but with less intensity; more like a caress. My 

head started spinning rapidly from his closeness.  

 

“You truly are beautiful,” Tom blurted from left field. I felt self-conscious but I 

still couldn’t look away from those damn jeweled colored eyes. It didn’t help that he 

smelled like no scent I ever smelled. My mouth began to pool with saliva and I didn’t 

understand why. His comment rubbed me like sandpaper so I just bowed slightly without 

taking my eyes off his. I managed to step around him and I kept on stepping until I was in 

my room with the door closed.  

 

I dived on my bed like a big kid landing flat on my face. My body bounced a few 

times until it finally settled to a soothing stop. I rubbed my face in the pillows like I was 

trying to wipe food off. I do need to brush my teeth but I’m just not in the mood. That’s 

when my phone rang, but it sounded a bit muffled. Where is that thing? That’s right. I 

reluctantly climbed out of bed, but hastily so I wouldn’t miss the call—not that I can’t 

call the person back. I clumsily dug into my backpack. I scrambled for my skirt, I flipped 

it this way and that way until I finally found the front pocket. I pressed talk and 

simultaneously threw my skirt on the floor like it was on fire.   

 

“Hello?” 

 

“It’s me Lay…what you doing?” 

 

“Oh, hey Tori,” I said in a lackluster manner.  

 

“Sheesh don’t sound so happy to hear from me; you’re hurting my feelings,” Tori 

teased with a fake sniff.  

 

“I’m sorry, what’s going on…why are you calling so late?” I inquired.  

 

“First of all it’s only, what, 7:30…7:45 roughly, so it’s not late and it’s certainly 

not too late for you to come over and watch Fist of Legend with me. No one else will 

watch it with me, but I know you will. Please,” Tori whined a high pitched nasally sound 

that hurt my teeth. I can just imagine her cheeks all rosy from doing so.  

 

“I can’t. I’m doing my homework.” I lied.  

 

“Bataar leaving you alone again…”  

 

I guess I didn’t lie good enough.  
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“You know me all too well. Check it, Tom came over for dinner; or shall I say to 

free load and confiscate my dad. He didn’t even tell me Tom was coming over for dinner 

or that he was leaving me again.” 

 

“I’m sure he doesn’t want to leave you alone.” Tori consoled. 

 

“I really can’t talk about it, I have some make up work to complete,” I dismissed. 

I didn’t feel like hearing her empathy, “otherwise I would definitely come over to watch 

the movie with you. Next time.” I promised.  

 

“Okay. But know that I know you’re not doing any dang on homework or make-

up work, or the sort. You don’t do school work anymore,” Tori paused, “you want to 

tal—oh that’s right. Never mind. I’ll just see you tomorrow.” Tori sounded more dejected 

than I actually felt.  

 

“Okay see you tomorrow,” I said before quickly hanging up in case Tori got the 

urge to press me to talk about my feelings. I don’t know why it was bothering me so 

much that my father was leaving again and so soon. I guess being alone affects me more 

than my brain leads me to believe.  

 

I had the same dream I usually have. I'm in an unknown place surrounded by 

swirling fabric. They twirl forming shapes and silhouettes of human figures. They twirl to 

a moist rhythm of bones and flesh; like biting through watermelon.  

 

The scene changed to a stark white room with four seamless glass windows, one 

on each wall. I’m lying in a fetal position in the middle of the floor. I hear a loud thump 

pulsing distastefully in my ear; heating me. I look up like someone called my name and I 

see a pair of tremendous, gleaming, maroon colored eyes absorbing me. They appear sad, 

wistful, and dangerous.  

 

The lights flash out, but this time the throbbing pulse didn’t ebb and my body 

temperature continued to rise. The lights flashed on after a few seconds. The windows 

were now covered with crimson mud and the pulse throbbed on; creating waves with 

every beat and every pound. I hunched my body closer into itself as the stark pain that 

seemed to start from my throat and radiate throughout the very core of me, seized me. I 

convulsed and twitched with each moan that escaped my lips. This time my dream was 

more intense and real. I never felt such a dry pain in my throat before.  

 

Is this real? I want to wake up from this white-knuckled anguish. I clenched my 

eyes shut instinctively from the pain like how abdominal muscles contract and heave in a 

bath that’s too hot. 

 

Unexpectedly, I’m hit against the side of my face with something hard. I opened 

my eyes. I squinted but I was alone. I was lying on something hard and dark. I could tell 

by the grains it was my floor. My face was smashed against the cold surface. I didn’t get 
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smacked in the face. I fell out the bed—hard. The side of my face ached but not as much 

as something else. I placed an open hand on my face dragging my skin down. 

  

“Ah! What the hell...” I sucked in air through pursed lips. “Ah!” I collapsed my 

body into like a folding chair.  

 

The ache saturated my body and my throat, just like in my dream. I was engulfed 

in a muted darkness as the moon gave way to a subtle blue luminosity. I tried to lift 

myself up, but it felt like trying to lift an elephant. I finally realized the agony and 

feebleness was hunger. I managed to heft myself off the floor using my bed as a clutch. I 

sat on the edge. I need to eat something. 

 

I scraped myself from the edge of my queen size mahogany canopy bed with 

white chiffon fabric draped around the canopy hanging down loosely at each post. I 

waded to the door with heavy feet. I hugged myself tight; but it only made it difficult for 

the pain to escape my body, but it was still comforting, and so I hugged on. I dragged 

myself down the stairs sliding my body along the black walnut banister. Any second my 

knees will give out. The house was dark and lonely except this pain that seemed to have a 

presence of its own. The last thing I remembered was walking into that darkness.  

Alaya’s story continues in Awakened (Book 1). 

Available from Wakseries.weebly.com and at Amazon.com  
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Connor 
 

Dormaine G 

I want to say thank you to Kenny, Matt, Sabrina, and Simone.  

I appreciate you all for your words of encouragement  

and support, but most of all, for pushing me well beyond  

my limits.  Thank you, Megan, Olyvia, Taylen,  

and Colin Jr., for keeping my inner child alive.  
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CHAPTER 
1 

 

Where do I begin? I can start by telling you how I am a bubbly, courteous, 

dependable, straight-A student who has the perfect life. Who wants that? I am 

ridiculously sarcastic, which for some reason tends to get me into trouble; go figure. I 

love to sleep a lot, am captain on the swim team, and have two wonderful best friends; 

and this year my favorite word so far has been "seriously," but recently my life has 

drastically changed.  

 

I went from a typical teenager, whose biggest concerns were what to wear, taming 

my obnoxious hair, and avoiding zits, to discovering just how different I was from most 

people and having to carry that burden of secrecy on my shoulders from the people I most 

love. I learned the harsh reality that this world is not the safe haven it appears to be and 

that there are those who help keep such secrets buried. I just became one of them.  

Let me back up a few months and start where my life began to unfold, having not 

a clue on how this day I would come to stand in an old shack deep in the woods, 

preparing for the fight of my life against the unknown.  

 

First, let me give you some background on my family and myself. I am one of 

three kids; and yes, as luck would have it, I am smack-dab right in the middle. 

  

There is Ebony, my seventeen-year-old sister who thinks she is perfect in every 

way. She is the captain of the cheerleading squad, but believe me, it did not go to her 

head.  

 

According to her, she always knew that the "powers that be" made her perfect 

way before cheer came along. Geez, I just love her to pieces.  

 

She is pretty, petite, and perky, being all of five feet five and a size 2. She has big 

brown eyes that match her complexion, sexy, full lips, and gorgeously toned legs. At least 

that is how she describes herself. If you ask me, she reminds me of a horse, a healthy one 

though, like one of those thoroughbreds. Hey, she has long dark hair that she calls her 

mane, so it fits.  

 

She is supersmart, as in a genius level, even though you wouldn't know it. I don't 

get her. She keeps a 3.5 grade average when she could easily have a 4.0. She plays it 

down to fit in with the cheer team and the jerks, a.k.a. jocks. Don't get me wrong, I don't 
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think cheerleaders are not smart and I'm all for sports, but I swear in my school the 

cheerleading team is more of a cult. I swear they wear their outfits daily.  

 

All she does is twirl her hair in front of her boyfriend, Robert, and giggle like the 

rest of the girls on the squad. I asked her once what gives with playing dingy. She told me 

I wouldn't understand, and maybe when or if a boy would consider me, I might get it. 

Personally, I thought that was the stupidest answer I had ever heard. Maybe she is not as 

smart as I thought. As I said, I just don't get it.  

 

At home, she thinks she is second in command to Mom the way she talks to me 

and tries to give me orders. Sometimes I just want to smack her.  

 

Then there is Kane, my seven-year-old brat of a brother who gets away with 

murder because he is so adorably cute. Yeah right!  He does have the cutest smile and the 

longest eyelashes ever, but that is if you can get past the stench. Half the time, he thinks 

he's some sort of reptile, and the other half, he smells like one.  

 

He runs around the house and the backyard in a red cape that I am sure can fly on 

its own by now because it's so dirty. I swear a tornado hits his room every day because 

it's so messy. There are toys everywhere, and trying to walk in a straight line without 

stepping on a noise-making gadget is impossible.  

 

He thinks he is this great comedian, but the only joke is he.  

 

He is so funny that the first and last time he sat on my face during my much-

needed naptime, waking me to an aroma of severe toxic fumes, I showed him just how 

comical he was. I picked him up, laughing the whole way to the hall closet, and threw 

him in. My memory is hazy, but I think a chair was shoved under the handle so he could 

not get out, maybe. I'm just saying the memory of the chair incident is vague to me.  

 

Anyway, I forgot to let him out when my ride came to go shopping. Sadly for me, 

right when we made it to the mall, I got a call from my mom telling me I better get home 

in twenty minutes or else. That is when I remembered Reptile Boy. After that, I was out 

of commission of any kind of social life for two whole weeks.  

 

Then there is me, Sasha. Okay, it is Connor. Yes, I have a boy's name—might as 

well be. I am fifteen with no prospect of boobs or curves of any kind.  

 

Whom did I piss off?  

 

I'm bony and flat all over, especially in all the wrong places. I am four feet eleven 

and cannot gain a pound if I tried, and believe me, I have tried. Most girls would say 

 

I should be grateful because I don't gain a pound, but I eat and eat and nothing. I 

outeat most boys, and it's so embarrassing when we go out to dinner. The waiters usually 

hands my plate to my dad first until I stop them and point to me. As they politely hand 
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the plate over with a smile, they graciously give me a side order of that ever-so-judging 

look that says, "You will regret it one day." Well, today isn't here, so hand it over.  

 

Lately, I have to eat practically the whole house to maintain my current weight. 

My mom threatens to take me to the doctor if this keeps up. She said something about me 

having a tapeworm, so now I resorted to hoarding food in my room for a late-night snack 

before going to bed so I don't wake up in the middle of the night starving.  

 

My dad, the other comedian in the house, makes comments about having to get a 

second job to support my food habit. Then of course, Kane has his jokes about putting me 

out to pasture to let me graze.  

 

My mom cornered me one day after dinner and asked me about smoking those 

"funny-smelling herbal trees." She actually said that and something about ever needing to 

talk. I think I stood there with my mouth open until I walked away. Ebony tells me I will 

never get a boyfriend the way I eat.  

 

You have to love family support.  

 

Then there is my hair. I have big, wild, crazy, curly black hair that half the time I 

cannot control it, so I stick it in a ponytail with plain elastic; otherwise, it goes every 

which way.  

 

I'm an undercover science-fiction lover who keeps her collectibles in a wooden 

mahogany chest at the foot of my bed. The chest was my grandmother's on my mom's 

side. I begged my mom for it when Nana passed away years back. My mom thought I 

wanted it for memory's sake, and though part of that is true, I needed a better place to 

hide my so-called geeky stuff other than under the closet floorboard in my room. If my 

dad ever finds out about me pulling up that floorboard, yikes.  

 

As far as school goes, I do well enough whenever I seem to care to try. I 

constantly have to hear how well Ebony does and that I should try harder like her. 

Personally, I would rather go play in traffic blindfolded than be like her.  

 

Lastly are the parentals, Mr. Blair and Mrs. Elizabeth Esquibel (Es-skwee-bal). 

What can I say about them other than they feed us? No, seriously, as far as parents go, 

they are cool, especially when I hear what my friends go through. My parents are still 

crazy over each other. They constantly have to touch. It's so gross.  

 

My mom doesn't look her age, so no wrinkles at all, and you cannot get her age 

out of her either. She said the youthful skin is from the melanin in her skin tone and 

sunblock. Hey, if I look like her when I am her age, I say bring on the melanin.  

 

She has manageable curly hair that she sticks up all the time and lets loose curls 

fall where they may. She has no grays yet, but I'm almost positive she has a healthy 

supply of brown hair dye hidden away in a vault. She is about five feet five with a slim, 
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toned built. What I love most about her is the fact that she loves to laugh at her own 

corny jokes. Wicked smart too; she has her master's in nursing, so that makes her a nurse 

practitioner. Years ago, she opened a nonprofit clinic that she absolutely loves. She 

believes in giving back.  

 

Then there is my dad. He is about six feet and has a slim but muscular build. My 

parents believe in working out. Dark hair and light brown to hazel eyes that represent his 

heritage. What can I say about my dad other than he thinks he can perform Jedi mind 

tricks? Honestly, Dad, grow up already. 

 

He does something with computers in corporate America. Both of their jobs 

sound boring, but hey, they provide me with food, and we all know that is priority.  

So bottom line, Ebony took after my mom and Kane my dad in the looks 

department, so what happened to me? Growing up, I would always ask, "Whom do I look 

like?" They would always say we come in all different shapes and colors or I look like 

Aunt So-and-So, but we don't have pictures of everybody in the family. It never really sat 

well, but I would let it go.  

 

We are one big happy family, well, most of the time. We live in a four-bedroom, 

two-level, colonial-style house with a nice-sized basement, which is the family room. My 

dad constantly complains when he has to fix anything in this big old house. According to 

him, my mom would have never spoken to him ever again if they did not buy this house. 

It is nice, but it looks like all the other houses in the neighborhood, a dollhouse. It is a 

white house with a gray door and gray shutters to match. Six tall, narrow shrubs are in the 

front, which are almost as tall as the house with rosebushes across the front below the 

windows. A white picket fence runs around to the back where it meets up with a six-foot 

wooden fence for privacy's sake.  

 

The yard is huge, but my dad refuses to buy a pool. He claims it makes no sense 

to have a pool year-round when you can only use it three maybe four months out of the 

year, and we can't afford it.  

 

I don't understand because according to my mom, he made some crazy investment 

before I was born that set us up for life. Technically, my parents don't have to work, and 

we still would not go broke. I think he is hiding it in the backyard or something. I'm not 

bitter or anything—okay, maybe just a little bitter—but a pool would be awesome.  

 

The town we live in is uneventful and peaceful. It really doesn't have too much 

going on other than seasonal town fairs, festivals, and carnivals, a quaint town that fits 

snuggly in the middle of everything. It is to the right of the big city, left of the water, and 

almost surrounded by the dreaded woods. Dreaded because I feel someone is always 

lurking about watching me, like in a scary movie.  

 

My favorite event is our annual summer weeklong fishing event. At the end of the 

week, the town hosts a huge fish fry contest from all the fish caught during the week, and 

I'm the first in line to try them all. I know this because the people tell me so, but my 
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shame does not prevent me from stuffing my face. Actually, it got me a spot on the 

judging panel last year.  

 

The population here is about twenty thousand, so people go to the city if they 

want some sort of nightlife. I don't know how my parents came to live here, but I actually 

do love it, and it's home. There is nothing special about the town, except the amazing 

trick that this town holds is that everyone knows everyone, so trying to get away with 

anything without getting busted is hard; the chances of getting caught by people who 

don't know you are virtually impossible.  

 

How great is that?  

 

Even though I love it, it is boring, and there is no privacy. I would love to venture 

out and explore the rest of the world. Is that not what all young adults want to do?  

 

Oh, by the way, did I mention that I have the ability to become invisible?  

 

No? Guess what, I do.  

 

It's not that I'm such a plain Jane that no one notices me—because people do 

when they stare at my combative hair or guys come up to me asking about Ebony. I tell 

them either get lost or she died.  

 

I have the actual no-one-can-see-me invisibility.  

 

The first time I realized it was when we were on a Disney family vacation a few 

months back. We were at a buffet in Florida, and this cutie started talking to me in line.  

He had the nicest eyes. I'm seriously into the shape and color of eyes. He had 

wavy dark hair and a gorgeous smile, and he was so tall, he towered over me. When he 

first came up to me, I felt that maybe this punishment of family bonding time might turn 

out to be fun after all.  

 

Our conversation was going well when out of nowhere, my reptile of a brother 

decided to give me the wedgie of a lifetime.  

 

I squealed like a pig, grabbed my Wonder Woman boy shorts, tripped into the 

buffet table, and face-kissed the floor, dragging the tablecloth with me. I tried to catch the 

food and stop myself from falling, but all I accomplished was taking half the buffet with 

me and smearing potato salad on my face and clothes. I mean seriously, why me?  

As my parents ran over to help, the manager came over, complaining about my 

behavior and wanting to know who was going to pay for this mess.  

 

It was such a horrible scene. It's hard for me to talk to boys as it is since a lot don't 

approach me, so I was mortified. My parents were scolding me for my clumsiness while 

Reptile Boy huddled in the corner laughing. I tried to explain it wasn't me, but they 
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wouldn't even listen. They told me they were going to dock my allowance to compensate 

them for paying for the mess I made.  

 

I turned around; and my little cutie, who didn't even try to help me, was clear 

across the room talking to Ebony. She didn't hear a thing or at least pretended not to; 

either way, they both sucked.  

 

I went back to our room to clean up. I was so upset after what happened but felt 

worse after I saw what I looked like in the bathroom mirror. I stood there wishing  

I could just disappear into a black hole.  

 

I hopped into the shower to clean off, and by the time I got out and wiped off the 

mirror, I couldn't see my reflection. At first, I thought I went blind, but no, because I 

could see other things, just not me. Then I thought I died of pure humiliation and did a 

rejoicing jig.  

Not that I want to die, but I feel that I have accomplished a lot in my youth, and it 

was a better option than family bonding time, a.k.a. torture. I started to see my reflection 

again, and my heart sank so low that I stood there pouting.  

 

Then it hit me—I was invisible!  
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CHAPTER 
2 

 

I go to Randell High, a typical redbrick school housing two stories of adolescent 

craziness due to uncontrollable hormones. My school houses ninth through twelfth 

graders.  

 

For a small town, our school consists of a gymnastics team, a swim team, a 

hockey team, a soccer team, and a basketball team. We also have a step team, ranked 

number 1 in our division, and of course our all-star football team. I guess the grown folk 

around here want us teens to stay busy so we don't find trouble.  

 

Like all other schools, freshmen, a.k.a. "cabbage heads," are picked on. I have no 

clue where that name came from, but it's a tradition. The seniors, mostly jocks, tend to do 

the torturing; and when I say torture, I mean stuffing the cabbage heads in lockers, 

dumping them in garbage cans, or locking them into the bathroom storage closets besides 

whatever else.  

 

Every so often, Mr. Stuckey, the principal, rescues one sad soul encapsulated by 

metal restriction. As if being rescued by the principal is not humiliating enough, bringing 

him to class is even worse, which is a major no-no because they, the students rescued, 

tend to be condemned to a life of never-ending cruelty. One would be better off running 

away from the principal and getting detention.  

 

Rule is if you cannot wiggle your way out of forced purgatory, then stay there 

until the bully who put you in gets you out. If you yell for help or whine about it, then it 

is the same thing as ratting them out. How twisted is that?  

 

On the other hand, the new girls get the threatening stares, the snide looks, and the 

occasional shove. I obviously signed up for a fashion-slash-popularity contest that I was 

clearly not aware I entered.  

 

I muddle through without any help from Ebony, who feels I should toughen it out. 

She holds as much sympathy as what a thimble can hold, an itty-bitty metal one that 

doesn't give an ounce. I would say she is part vampire since her personality is so draining 

it sucks the joy right out of my life, but vampires I like—her, not so much. She is 

definitely part something unnatural. I just haven't figured out what yet.  
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We only have one person that tends to the unnatural hygienic wonders of this 

school, and I don't know how he does it. It's remarkably spotless even though he is hardly 

around. His name is Mr. Johnston, but we call him Ole Man Johnston since he moves like 

an old man.  

 

He appears to be in his midthirties, is muscular, and has a perfectly round shiny 

bald head. He never smiles, ever, as if he carries the weight of the world on his shoulders 

from an unfortunate past. One would think he was healthy enough to work anywhere. I 

think it has something to do with a type of certain liquid refreshment that is illegal for a 

young person like me. If you speak, he will respond, but that's as far as the conversation 

ever goes because he always strolls off after that.  

 

I heard he was in a bad car accident years ago that made him crazy, that's why he 

stays to himself mostly, and that he lives in the school basement. I don't believe it, the 

basement part, but I don't have any plans of finding out.  

 

I have too many other things going on in my life to concern myself with, like my 

studies, or the lack of in my case. My parents impressed upon me if I didn't bring up my 

grades, I will be sentenced to my bedroom for all eternity. Eternity was only until the end 

of school year, but that is excessively long, it might as well be the end of my life.  

 

So I devised a plan to avoid my tests to give myself more time to study. 

Therefore, every time there was one, I would go invisible, or rather, using my preferred 

terms, "unseen," "disappear," or "vanish." Only my plan wretchedly fails every time. I 

tried and tried for months with no such luck. It was as if "the powers that be" were sitting 

around conspiring against me. I started to think it was all in my head and that I'm 

officially certifiable.  

 

Seriously, I should be upset at the fact that it even happened or at least shocked, 

but no, I was excited about it. For once, I felt special; you know, different.  

 

Then it finally did happen again when I slipped right in front of Robert, Ebony's 

boyfriend, the hottest boy in school. He is six feet two, captain of the football team, and 

smells oh so heavenly.  

 

Angela and I were walking in the hall between classes after they must have 

attempted to clean up a spill.  

 

Angela, who is my age and one of my best friends, is sweet but unscrupulously 

nosy. When she knows something is up, she will figure it out, trust me. She is maybe four 

inches taller than I am and wears only the trendiest fashions from off the runways. Just 

between you and me, her mom sews her fabulous clothes, but you can't tell. Her mom 

happens to be a tailor who can make anything from Italian-style wedding dresses to edgy 

rocker wear.  
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Anyway, I didn't notice the bright yellow Wet Floor sign right in front of me. It 

should have been a big fat yellow sign that read "Hey, idiot, watch out, you're about to 

bite it for the hundredth time." That I would have seen.  

 

One minute I was standing upright talking to Angela, the next I was spread-eagled 

in front of the kid and his teammates with my skirt up. There was a crowd around me to 

watch the show, staring, this time, at my Superman boy shorts and me. People were 

laughing, pointing, and cheering at my not-so-graceful landing. Someone yelled, "Hey, 

Superman, she's calling you!" or "Why are you wearing your brother's underwear?"  

 

I was wet and embarrassed. I really should not get emotional about these 

situations anymore, honestly. My sister was right there glaring at me. As if I did it on 

purpose.  

She bent over, and I thought she'd help me up, but no. Instead she whispered, 

"Stop humiliating me" in my ear. She at least pulled down my skirt before she stood up 

and walked off with Robert consoling her.  

 

Seriously!  

 

Angela came over to help me up. I thanked her and ran to the bathroom. She 

yelled for me to wait up as she gathered my books. No way. I was out. I ran warp speed, 

knowing she could never catch up with me.  

 

I made it to the bathroom hardly anyone used. It's supposed to be haunted 

according to, well, everybody. I think Ole Man Johnston made it up so he can get his 

drink on.  

Once again, I stood in front of the mirror totally humiliated. I was wiping my boy 

shorts off with a paper towel, thinking how I wanted to die. The Superman comments 

were unnecessary.  

 

After I finished drying myself off with the bathroom hand dryer, I rechecked 

myself in the mirror, but my reflection wasn't there. I couldn't believe it—my reflection 

was gone, even my clothes, yet I could see my hands, arms, legs, everything when I 

looked down.  

 

It did happen. I didn't imagine it; it actually happened. At least I think so, unless 

crazy runs in my family. Only one way to find out if it's true is to put it to the test, right? 

There are people out in the hallway, which makes it the perfect opportunity, so here goes 

nothing.  

 

I headed toward the front hallway's main entrance, not sure why that direction, but 

that was where I decided to go. It was about fifty feet to the door, and it was in between 

classes, so that meant a crowd of teens in my way doing nothing. I held my breath 

passing people all while thinking to myself, "Please don't change back, please don't 

change back."  
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I passed the front office where Mrs. Potts, the office administrator, sat, staring off 

in my direction, but she didn't say anything to me. Even if she could see me, she probably 

wouldn't notice me; she's always on the phone, not working. Everyone knows the only 

reason she got the job is because she's the principal's niece.  

 

I constantly glanced around, making sure I didn't run into anybody. I evaded a 

couple not paying attention to anyone else except each other, dodging a flying hand from 

a girl describing something large, and avoided getting slapped by a swinging backpack. It 

was like playing dodge ball, but for once during break, I succeeded in not getting hit.  

 

I spotted my sister by her locker and was almost tempted to trip her so she knew 

how it felt to be embarrassed but decided against it. With my luck, I would enjoy it too 

much and get busted. Not knowing how this works, I kept on my mission ahead: my 

freedom.  

 

Finally, I made it to the front entrance without anyone detecting me.  

 

I made it outside as soon as the second bell rang, which meant you should be in 

your next class seated, according to school law. As expected, no one was or supposed to 

be outside. It was midmorning, and a cool misty rain greeted me outside, which made the 

perfect weather to snuggle up somewhere warm. No one will be home until much later, 

so I decided to head that way for a much-needed snack nap. A snack nap is when you eat 

a lot of snacks until your belly is full then take a nap.  

 

If the principal decided to call my parents, I will tell them something about not 

signing in, then throw in the nurse's office to mix things up a bit. Lame, I know, but I 

kind of didn't plan this jailbreak.  

 

The more I thought about it, the realization of unpreparedness dawned on me. For 

example, my plan would include a raincoat that hung in my locker; if only I waited until 

the coast was clear and grabbed what I needed. Too late now. This is what I get for trying 

to fly by the seat of my pants.  

 

After making it to the last tree in front of the school, I allowed myself a whopping 

deep breath.  

 

"Psst."  

 

Whipping my head around to see what was up, I nearly jumped when this kid 

caught my attention. He was standing behind a huge oak tree, waving me over. I must 

have tunnel vision because I didn't even notice him standing there.  

 

When did I become visible again? How does this thing work? I told myself to stay 

calm. Obviously, he goes here too, so chances are he is skipping too.  
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I cautiously complied as he stood there waiting for me. He didn't look familiar; I 

had never seen him around before today. He wore loose dark jeans and a red T-shirt with 

an unfamiliar logo and had about seven inches on me. He leaned against the tree with his 

arms folded.  

 

He asked, "Where are you headed in such a hurry?"  

 

At first, I didn't know what to say. He never talked to me before, so why now? 

Plus, why would he call me out and make himself known? I was completely caught off 

guard and stumped. "You can see me? I mean, I'm sick, so I'm headed home." If this was 

football, that, ladies and gentlemen, would be called a fumble.  

 

He raised his left eyebrow, giving me the once-over, and said, "You don't look 

sick to me. What's your name by the way?" I overlooked his eye tour and was hesitant to 

respond due to nerves but decided to play along. What is the worst that can happen? I will 

probably never speak to this kid again. "Connor."  

 

"Antony, but people call me Tony for short," he said. Don't recall asking but 

didn't want to sound rude, so instead I asked, "Why are we having small talk on the 

school lawn right now when we need to jet before we're caught?"  

 

As soon as I asked the question, my neighbor, Mrs. Palmer, came jogging over. 

"Connor, Connor, is that you?"  

 

My mouth fell open as she called me out. Busted. Why did she need to walk by at 

this precise moment?  

 

That was Tony's cue to take off, but before he was out of hearing range, he asked, 

"It's cool, huh?"  

 

I thought that was a strange thing to say, but there were more important matters to 

concern myself with now, like Mrs. Palmer breathing on the back of my neck making my 

skin crawl. I slowly turned to face her standing there not three inches from me.  

 

"Why are you out of school?" she asked.  

 

Seriously, she is always around at the worst times. Is Nosy Nelly the new Secret 

Service? Because obviously I must be important.  

 

"Connor, are you listening to me? I hope you are not skipping. I must call your 

mother right now. She is on the PTA, and this does not make her look good at all." She 

asked but didn't wait for a response before fumbling in her fanny pouch. Sure enough, she 

called my mom right in front of me.  

 

I slumped back against the tree and sighed. I'm in so much trouble.  
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That evening at home, I got the scolding of a lifetime. I think I aged about ten 

years standing there, trying to act as if I was listening. The whole time, Reptile Boy was 

in the hallway on the floor, laughing and pointing at me through the cracked doorway, 

but I didn't even care.  

 

I tend to fade out when I'm being mentally abused by my parents; I have mastered 

the art of nodding and saying "uh-huh, uh-huh, uh-huh." I caught phrases like "We try our 

best" and "Not acting like an adult," which I thought was a silly thing to say. If I were an 

adult, would I still live here? No way.  

 

I quoted my usual lines: "Yes, Mom," "No, Dad," "I don't know what I was 

thinking," and "Promise, I won't do it again." My dad looked at me sadly, as if he was so 

disappointed that his little girl would ever skip school. Then the comedian came out of 

him and mumbled something to my mom about the possibility of me taking drugs. My 

mom swatted him, then he tickled her. They are so disgustingly gross.  

 

The wardens pardoned me, but if it happened again, I will be sentenced for a 

month to a life of boredom. That meant no phone, no computers, no TV, no friends, no 

life. They might as well send me to a Nunnery and be done with it.  

 

Later that night, I was lying in my room thinking of the kid Tony who I bumped 

into outside after my little taste of freedom. Why did he say "It's cool?" When did I 

become visible again? Also, why am I not freaked out about what occurred today?  

 

Probably because it's cool. I mean, who doesn't want superpowers? Okay, maybe 

that is a stretch, but honestly, I like it.  

 

Not able to concentrate on my homework, I decided to go to bed early. I drifted 

off to sleep thinking about the endless possibilities of invisibility.  
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CHAPTER 
3 

 

I woke up to the rousing of the wind whistling. It sounded like a storm was 

brewing and was about to land at any minute. I covered my head with my cozy down 

blanket and rolled over drifting back to sleepville.  

 

I stirred for the second time tonight from a commotion at my window. It was a 

repetitious clatter, preventing me from going back to sleep, probably the tree branches 

taking a beating from the stormy wind knocking into my window.  

 

Worried about rain getting in, I unburied myself from my safe haven and checked 

to see what time it was. My alarm clocked glowed 2:00 a.m., still early enough for me to 

get a few more hours of sleep.  

 

I rolled out of bed to make sure both sides of my windows were closed, since I 

have a habit of forgetting to latch them before going to bed. There was a chill in the air, 

forcing me to slip on my bunny slippers, Mr. Ears, to keep my toes warm. I stumbled 

over, and to no surprise, they were slightly open.  

 

I loved when it rained, and watching it was one of my favorite things to do. I 

guess that is why I love swimming so much, simply because I love the water. I peered out 

only to find a clear sky.  

 

As I stared out, I heard my name below. I looked down and saw Tony standing in 

the bushes, holding some pebbles. He was the noise I kept hearing, not the trees or wind 

against my windowpane. He motioned for me to come down and pointed toward my 

backyard.  

 

"What are you doing here? You better leave before someone sees you," I tried to 

whisper, but it didn't quite come out that way. I am going to be grounded if my dad hears 

this.  

 

"I'm not leaving until you come down," he whispered. "Fine." Not that I am easy 

or anything. I mean, I just met the boy, but curiosity caught the better of me, so I decided 

to go. "Give me two minutes," I said and held up two fingers.  

 

"Hurry," he whispered.  

 



The Origins sampler 120 
 

Who does he think he is, my dad?  

 

I shut the window and locked it, then remembered locking it before going to bed 

earlier. I remember because my dad said it might rain tonight so I should make sure it's 

closed. Maybe something is wrong with the latch. I will have my dad check it later today.  

 

After popping a piece of gum into my mouth, I snuck down, making sure I didn't 

step on the side of the steps that creaked. I perfected this technique a long time ago when 

I used to sneak downstairs after my bedtime to play video games in the basement. 

Zombies everywhere beware.  

 

As far as basements go, ours didn't have that huge scary cast-iron boiler, so it was 

safe. As irrational as that sounds, those old boilers look as if they want to gobble up little 

kids.  

Keeping the light off, I kept checking my surroundings to make sure my mom 

was not waiting for me around the corner. Sometimes she stays up late to watch old  

black-and-white movies.  

 

The coast was clear, and the back door was guard free. I turned off the motion-

sensor light to outside before going out, not wanting to awaken the next-door neighbors.  

The full moon should provide enough lighting for us to see. Since it's a full moon, 

I hope Ebony is not out about in her true form attacking people.  

 

As soon as I closed the back door, I saw him waiting on the far side of the patio, 

trying to play it cool, watching me walk over. I could clearly see him sitting on the ledge 

of the patio with a hood draped partly over his head, facing me. It was cooler out than I 

thought.  

I was rubbing the goose bumps on my arms and asked, "What's up?" What was so 

important that it could not wait until tomorrow at school? I wondered.  

 

He pulled off his hooded sweatshirt and handed it to me. I couldn't help but smile. 

I thanked him and hurriedly put it on. He stood there with his hands in his pockets as I 

fumbled with it, since it was huge and I was not. After I remembered how to dress 

myself, he asked, "Can you meet us at the school Friday night around midnight?"  

 

I didn't notice before, but he was kind of cute. No, I take that back—he was really 

cute.  

"Hello, Earth to Connor," he asked, waving a hand in front of me to get my 

attention.  

 

"Yes? Why me, and who are 'we'? How do you know where I live? Are you 

stalking me?" I asked all at once. Who am I kidding? This is such a small town, everyone 

knows someone.  
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He smiled and shook his head, suppressing a laugh. "I'm not stalking you, relax. I 

know you have like a thousand questions, but trust me, we will answer them the best we 

can on Friday," Tony said.  

 

"What are you talking about?" It was hard to register what he was saying. I was 

still half asleep.  

 

He cocked his head and looked at me funny. "Umm, because you have the ability 

to not be seen," he answered.  

 

Woooow, that was an eye-opener. I so did not see that coming. I stood there dazed 

and confused.  

 

"Hello, invisible, undetected, whatever word you want to use," he added, stressing 

the point even further.  

 

"How do you know?" I asked.  

 

"I know this sounds crazy, but I am able to see you.  Remember, I called you out 

today?" he said.  

 

"Yes, I remember but . . ."  

 

"What, did you think you were the only one?" he asked, cutting me off. "That's 

strange because I was drawn to the others."  

 

"There are others? How many others?" I asked.  

 

"You definitely need to come Friday night so we can all meet. Weird, I thought 

you sensed me yesterday that's why you came out front," he said.  

 

"No, I didn't have a clue. I thought it was just me," I said.  

 

"That would be a no," he said.  

 

"Well, I did. I am not trying to sound obnoxious or anything, but I really had no 

clue. I don't know about this school midnight meeting."  

 

He smirked at me. "Your choice," he said, then he took off, hopping the fence in 

one swift movement, and just like that, he was gone, not even so much as a good-bye. I 

was starting to think that was his MO.  

 

Did he really just jump a six-foot fence? I was about to yell "Wait," remembering 

I still had his hood on, but it was too late. He was gone. I stood outside on the patio for a 

while, letting everything he said soak in. I'm not the only one. I'm not sure how I felt 

about that.  
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Sneaking back upstairs, I made it back to my room and pulled off his hood. His 

cologne smelled nice. When I passed my bedroom mirror, I was horrified with what I was 

wearing. First time a boy visits me at my window, I wear not only pajamas with a hole in 

the neck, but my sci-fi Stargate SG1, the one Angie's mom sewed for me. That is why he 

was staring at me when I came out. He wasn't playing it cool; he was in shock.  

 

Connor, you are so sexy.  
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CHAPTER 
4 

 

The next day before first period started, I was fumbling through my locker, 

rummaging for nothing in particular, trying not to make eye contact with Angela as she 

drilled me for information like the fanatical person she can be.  

 

When she gets like this, she talks a mile a minute; her voice goes up to just under 

a squeal. If she doesn't know what is going on, all is wrong with her world, and she will 

not let up until she pries every bit of information out of you. I most definitely see news 

reporter in her future.  

 

"What happened? Where did you go yesterday? You didn't come back to class. I 

had to call your house last night, since you didn't pick up your cell . . . ," she said, staring 

me down.  

 

I knew her well enough to know she was frustrated not knowing why I left, since 

tripping is common for me, and upset because I would not confide in her. "And your 

brother said you could not come to the phone, something about you being on a leash out 

back, so I hung up on him. You could have called. I was worried, you know." She 

finished by slamming a book back into her locker next to mine.  

 

That is so true, she worries so much. Ever since her adopted brother Vincent went 

missing twelve years ago, she has a habit of getting frantic when not warranted.  He was 

a year older than she was, and they were close. He was her big brother. His father died 

when he was a baby, and unfortunately, his mother was not in the picture. With no other 

family to go to, he ended up a ward of the state and went to an orphanage. Eventually, 

Angela's parents took him in right before she was born. 

  

I was three when it happened, but I do have some memories of him since we 

played together. It was my first exposure to sadness how could it not stick in your head.  

 

Angela cried so much back then, and her family took it hard. She stayed with me 

a lot, and that seemed to have helped us both. My parents said the police and community 

were involved in the search. Even Mr. Bucks, a.k.a. the boss, my dad would call him, 

backed the search for him for weeks, but he was never found.  

 

My parents were overprotective of me for years after that, eventually easing up 

when I started protesting. Ever since then, I try to be a little understanding when Angela 

gets like this because she means well.  
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Putting my left hand halfway up, surrendering, cutting her off, and allowing her to 

catch her breath, I explained, "Sorry, but I was put into a boredom coma from the 

parentals, lecturing me on the responsibility of young adulthood and leaving school 

without permission and how it was not a smart thing to do."  

 

She waited for more information, clutching her books for dear life, but what do I 

say? I ran into the bathroom from pure humiliation, disappeared, literally, then ran out to 

find another kid who could possibly do the same thing. I don't think so.  

 

I felt bad I couldn't tell her, but I have no desire to go to the funny farm. I heard 

most of them don't bathe, and that is nasty. I made up some barely believable story of 

running out due to dirty wet clothes.  

 

Besides, I do not want to give her more to worry about. I don't think she ate it, but 

she let it go when she realized I wasn't going to elaborate. That or the first bell stopped 

her next question.  

 

As I walked off, I could feel her eyes digging into me and hear the wheels turning 

in that brain of hers, and that was not good.  

 

I sat next to Hope in math class in first period like usual. Hope was my other best 

friend my age. She is cute as a button, with the biggest darkest eyes, soft, shiny, bouncy 

reddish-brown hair, and about Angie's height. She is what her family calls Creole and has 

exactly five freckles on her nose. Her family comes from New Orleans, so she grew up 

speaking fluent French, or a version of it. She is the nicest person you would ever want to 

meet. She is incredibly passive to the point where she makes it easy for people pick on 

her. That is where Angie and I come in.  

 

Five years ago, we stepped in when some girls were harassing her because her 

family doesn't have a lot of money. They were teasing her about her clothes and the fact 

that she lived on the outskirts of town. Now we're known as the tres amigas, well, to us 

anyway. That and with the help of Angela's mom, who sews her clothes to help 

financially, she had more confidence. She discovered her own style, hippie bohemian, but 

she can rock some cool jeans too. Her boyfriend situation is another story.  

 

I was jolted back to present day when I heard her say something about me 

glowing, so it must be a boy. "Whatever," I said, and added most of the boys from this 

school are way too immature for me. My goal is to go to school in Paris and do as the 

French do. She agreed, and we laughed at each other.  

 

I didn't mention that after Paris, I would somehow become a part of a secret space 

organization and fly my own spaceship that they will name after me one day. I felt the 

need to leave that part out and to keep that to myself.  

 

Our teacher purposely put a halt to our good mood by handing out a pop quiz. 

Great.  
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After fourth period ended, Hope spotted some strange boy behind us as we headed 

to the grand cafe, a.k.a. the lunchroom. "I think he has been following us since last class," 

she said, not being slick about it at all by literally pointing him out.  

 

Grabbing her hand and pushing it down, I turned around and saw a kid I have 

never seen before. His hair was greasy, and he wore all black with holes in his pants, the 

kind of holes that were not on purpose but from wear and tear. He was staring right at me, 

and from the expression on his face, he didn't seem thrilled to see me, but I didn't know 

him. I don't know why, but I had a funny feeling about him.  

 

Hope covered her mouth with her book, laughing at me. "Is that your new 

boyfriend, Connor?"  

 

"What new boyfriend, and why didn't I hear about this sooner?" Angela asked, 

coming up from behind. Hope filled her in, all while giggling at my expense. Great, 

something else Angela will grill me on.  

 

"Um, he is gross, and I don't have a boyfriend." We made it to the lunchroom 

finally, and I was grateful for the noise distraction since they found it necessary to hound 

me about him all the way here.  

 

Lunch was the same as always; the jocks sat with the evil cheerleaders. My sis is 

dead center, sitting next to her boyfriend Robert. I would never admit to her how hot he 

is.  

 

After school, he works at his dad's law firm to prep him for the bar when he 

graduates law school. I hate to break it to his dad, but Robert is not "the brightest bulb in 

the pack."  

 

He has always needed a tutor, and that's how Ebony and Robert met. She started 

tutoring him in seventh grade on three classes, hence her popularity and not since birth, 

as she would have you believe. She was actually human before cheer and didn't care so 

much about how she looked or if she fit in with the "in crowd."  

 

He does seem to care for my sister, I have to admit, and her for him. They are 

always together and seem to have fun. Hey, it is a cohesive relationship. Whatever works, 

right?  

 

Robert's family worships the ground Ebony walks on because she has taken him 

far, and they know it. All I am saying is his dad needs to lower his educational 

expectations.  

 

Walking by the jock table, she gave me the stink eye when I attempted to wave, 

so I politely made her "read between the lines." I swear my mom drank blood when she 
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was pregnant with her. I am just waiting on the devil to come claim his evil spawn when 

the time is right.  

 

Passing the table, someone yelled, "Help, Superman," and I swore Ebony punched 

him, but I pretended I didn't see it and kept walking.  

 

Then there are the nerds/geeks, which covers chess, the science club, math club, 

and LARP (live action role-play). Even though I love science fiction, I wouldn't dress up 

and run around in a costume, just pajamas in the middle of the night, oh and Halloween, 

my most favorite holiday.  

 

Some of them are actually cool, like Angela's boyfriend, Bobby, and yes, that is 

his real name, not Robert, who doesn't dress up, but there is the other half who knows 

how smart they are and turn their nose up at you.  

 

Barnabus, the freckled redheaded kid who wants to take over the world, is the 

rudest individual that roams the earth. He feels the need to tell you just how inferior you 

are to him. Just about after every math and science class, he gets beat up or locker bound 

because he expresses his annoyance of us mere humans' retarded intelligence, and yet he 

runs around in costumes playing live games. Some nerve.  

 

The Victims of Eternal Richness dress in black, brand name only, and act like 

their lives are so hard because their parents are so disgustingly filthy rich, they must 

suffer for it. Give me a break.  

 

The ringleader we call Cricket because she chirp-chips all the time about nothing 

and does the most complaining. They either sleep around or threaten suicide, which no 

one has attempted that I know of, and thank goodness for that. The problem, as I see it, is 

that their parents are out making so much money, they feel neglected at home, so they 

come to school craving attention. See, I pay attention in psychology. I say quit 

complaining and tell it to a therapist one day like the rest of us.  

 

The Individuals sit outside; this includes the skateboarders, extremist, artists, and 

musicians. No one really pays them too much attention because they'd rather do their own 

thing. They sit around playing guitar with wool hats on, even in warm weather, while 

performing some death-defying stunt. I have to admit they are good. It is as if they have 

no fear.  

 

There is this kid named Bradley but whom we call Cannon because he is so fast 

on the long board. It is as if he is shoots right out of one.  

 

I peered out the window to watch and, for the first time, noticed Tony. He was 

doing a long board stunt right off the side railing. Wow, he was good. His nicely sculpted 

muscles were showing under his muscle shirt. I was staring so hard, 
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I hadn't realized he was staring back at me. I released my bag from my death grip, 

nodded at him with a half grin, and walked off to catch up with the others.  

 

I glanced back to find him still staring at me while tossing his board in the air. I 

hurriedly turned away and cut the line for lunch. I got a couple of catcalls but didn't care 

until someone said, "Let Superman through, she needs fuel for her next save." Will I ever 

live that down?  

 

I sat with my usual crew, the "Can't wait to get out of this town" group. My group 

consisted of about eight of us who discussed plans for the future, like where we would 

live and what we would do. As we were making plans for the near future like this 

weekend, I thought about Tony's invite this Friday night. I told them I have a family 

obligation that I couldn't ditch. They accepted it and quickly changed the subject.  
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CHAPTER 
5 

 

Friday finally came, and I couldn't be more anxious or obnoxious. Concentrating 

in school was not an option at all, so breezing by today was my game plan. Unfortunately 

for me, all of my teachers must have known about my well-laid plan and banded together 

to abolish it.  

 

Each one of them called on me for answers to questions that I had not heard them 

ask in the first place. I had to keep asking them to repeat themselves, and like the last 

teacher before them, the repeated question came with a stern look. It was cruel and 

torturous.  

My friends kept asking me all day what was wrong. I just blew them off and told 

them I must be getting sick or something. I even coughed a couple of times for 

sympathy's sake, no-go. Angela kept eyeing me because my behavior was off. Okay, so I 

seriously need to work on my acting skills. Got it.  

 

Later on at home, everyone, except Miss Cheer Cult Queen Ebony, was in the den 

when my parents asked me if everything was okay since I didn't have plans to go out.  

 

I told them that it is not as if going out is that important. "There are times I like 

being close to home," I added, hoping they would appreciate that last bit.  

 

That too was a no-go, so after a dramatic pause filled with blank stares and 

chirping crickets, I told them my plans were actually tentative. My parents gave each 

other a look, then looked back at me. My mom felt the need to give me a hug; for what, I 

do not know. Maybe it's a mom thing.  

 

Kane chimed in as usual and added, "Oh, I know. It's a full moon tonight, so she 

has to lock herself up in the basement before she turns all hairy and monster like." At 

least he called me a she and not an it.  

 

He really needs to stop watching my scary movie collection. Actually, that is my 

fault. I used to make him watch them with me when I babysat him.  

 

I told them a nap sounds good right about now. Not really, but I wanted to break 

out and get away from the "I have two heads" stares. Is it so strange that a teenager wants 

to stay home on a Friday night to be with her parents and younger brother? Who am I 

kidding? Yes, it is.  
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In my room, I must have watched the clock a thousand times, debating going or 

not. All day, even in school, I kept coming up with excuses not to go. So far, I came up 

with "maybe this occurred because I was in some freak accident my parents never told 

me about" or "my mom had to have taken some drugs when she was pregnant with me."  

My mind was in a world of its own wondering about what-ifs. I couldn't stop 

myself. I concluded that I was crazy and hallucinated all of this. That had to be it, right?  

 

If that is the case, I definitely didn't want to go. I will just stay here and vegetate. I 

will tell Tony I don't want to get involved, if there even is a Tony. Let's face it, I have 

only spoken to him when no one else was around, and why was this week the first time I 

noticed him at school?  

 

I'm telling you, I'm nuts, as I sit here talking to myself.  

 

Ugh!  

 

A nap was attempted but failed, so I lay across my bed, staring up at the ceiling. 

Some time had passed, and it was dark out because the stars on my ceiling were glowing 

along with my glow-in-the-dark spaceship. I was still anxious and unable to focus on 

anything else, now frustrated because I couldn't think of anything else.  

 

That was it. I needed to know what was going on with me or if I was just plain 

crazy. I wondered if there were some other kids at school involved. Well, I guess there is 

only one way to find out. I jumped up, changed into comfortable clothing, and off I went.  

Checking the clock that said eleven thirty, I hurried up. My parents were in bed 

by now, and Reptile Boy was fast asleep. Ebony had come in earlier just long enough to 

change and head back out for her date. I can expect her to sneak in later.  

 

I told my parents that I decided to go out after all and that Angela would be 

picking me up. I will wait outside for her, so she won't have to ring the bell, waking Kane 

up.  

Half dazed, my mom said okay, not realizing how late it is. They don't like me 

leaving the house after ten o'clock at night for whatever reason. I can be out past ten, but 

they feel anything worth doing should start before then.  

 

I quietly walked down the stairs, not wanting to wake my mom up so she could 

think to ask any questions. As soon as I shut the door, I set off down the block. I only 

have a permit, so I couldn't ask to borrow the car yet. It was about a twenty-minute walk, 

so I hurried along to get there on time.  

 

We live in a safe town, so I can walk without worrying about some creepy person 

in a mask coming after me. Then again, I am surprisingly strong for a girl; as my dad 

always used to say, I'm manly strong. How unflattering is that?  
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The one time Ebony and I fought was the last. It was a year ago, over something 

stupid. I was tired of her telling me what to do, so I pushed her when she got in my face. 

That turned into a push fest until I flung her into the laundry room pantry from the 

hallway. I don't even know how I did it.  

 

To hear her tell it, I picked her up over my head like some She-Ra, swung her 

around several times, and hurled her twenty feet, then stood over her growling. She 

screamed like a wild animal, acting as if someone was murdering her. I never told 

anyone, but I even scared myself a little.  

 

My dad could not stop laughing after Mom checked on Ebony, who was fine but 

needed to play it up. He teased me about it and told me I should take up cage fighting. On 

the other hand, my mom was not too happy with me and had me tested for drugs; she 

seriously did.  

 

I chucked it up saying my adrenaline kicked in after years of pent-up frustration, 

and that is what the doctor said when the test results came back clean. So see, I can take 

care of myself.  

 

Tonight, like any other night, it was typically peaceful other than a dog barking at 

who knows what and the trees rustling from the wind. The temperature was perfect, and 

the breeze felt nice across my face. It must have been in the sixties tonight, so my zip up 

was perfect.  

 

I could smell the water from my house, so the tide was high. The air outside 

smelled like a strange combination of salty seaweed and damp earth blowing over from 

the ocean. I love the smell of the ocean. I don't know why people complain about it. 

Wherever I move, it has to be by water.  

 

I heard an unfamiliar sound so I stopped walking.  

 

Not anything alarming, but it alerted me to how quiet it had become. Dogs were 

no longer barking, and the wind no longer blew, how strange. I stood still for a moment 

waiting for it, then the noise stirred again, and even though it wasn't an alarming sound, I 

couldn't place what it was. The hairs on my neck stood straight up, and my ears were 

ringing from the silence.  

 

I sensed someone close, so my eyes scanned the area, searching for movement, 

but saw nothing. How typical, a girl walks alone at night, hears footsteps, then goes 

missing. Maybe I need to stop watching scary movies too. Nah. I stayed there for a 

minute longer listening, just to be sure, then shook it off.  

 

The dogs started up again, and who can stop the wind? I'm losing it—it's got to be 

my nerves acting up over tonight. I walked on, stargazing. The stars were out shining 

bright, smiling down on me. Oh, how I wish to be up there one day in my spaceship 
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called the Connor. I laughed at myself, as my mind wondered about the adventures I 

would have. I'm going to pretend I didn't just think that.  

 

I made it to the school in record time but realized I had no clue where we were 

going to meet. "No spaceship pajamas tonight," I heard Tony say, approaching from 

behind me out of nowhere.  

 

I spun around. "Ha-ha, funny, and they were Star . . . I mean, those weren't mine," 

I lied.  

 

"Are you sure? Because they sure seemed like your size," he asked with a smile 

the size of Texas on his face. He had on baggy jeans, a plain black shirt that hugged his 

chest just right, and the latest pair of footwear. He looked nice.  

 

I had to laugh. "Anyway, why do you keep popping up?  Were you following me 

tonight?" I asked.  

 

"Don't you wish? I was headed this way too. Remember, I invited you? I forgot to 

tell you where we were meeting. Besides it's difficult to get to, so I would have to take 

you anyway. Glad you thought long and hard about it and came," he said with a smirk on 

his face. I told him just what he could do with that smirk. He laughed and said, "This way 

please." He was holding out his arm with his hands tucked in his jeans pockets, so I 

obliged.  

 

We headed toward the back of the school, past the football field and the outside 

basketball court while trying to follow along the track. We were trying to avoid the wet 

grass as long as possible. I don't recall it raining earlier, so I'm guessing it was wet from 

the sprinklers.  

 

It was a little eerie late at night with just the two of us, being so used to this 

placed filled with people talking, laughing and bells that could wake the dead. We barely 

spoke as we hurried along; it was already midnight.  

 

We headed toward a part of the school that was not attached to the main building. 

It sat tucked away in the back, so I had never really paid it much attention. They, 

meaning Mr. Johnston, warned us students to stay away since it contained dangerous 

machinery, so I did. Especially knowing how clumsy I am and having gotten used to all 

my limbs, I would like them to stay just where they are, thank you very much.  

 

Tony, now directly in front of me, was leading the way. There were no more 

tracks to use, so we cut across the grass, dodging any lights, just in case anyone was 

around. Reaching the building, it was maybe fifty feet wide and appeared to be made of 

metal. It looked old, a little rusty, and practically surrounded by vines with little red 

flowers on them that smelled sweet.  
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In front of the door, Tony handed me a flashlight and told me to turn it on. His 

was in hand, ready to go. The door creaked a little upon opening but didn't provide any 

resistance.  

 

Once inside, I looked around, only to be a little disappointed to discover it was 

just the boiler room, not heavy machinery or something a little more exciting. I figured 

we would find a workshop for Santa's elves or something like that since the threat of 

expulsion hung over our heads if caught in here.  

 

"Mr. Johnston never remembers to lock the door, but just to play it safe, I leave a 

piece of tape over the lock," Tony said, pointing to the tape over the latch. "I replace it 

every time we have a meeting to make sure we will be able to get in."  

 

Half listening to him, I scanned the room with my flashlight as Tony closed the 

door. It was bigger inside than I expected. The vines covered a lot. There was plywood 

and other green machines inside, nothing interesting at all.  

 

I just nodded as reality set in. I couldn't believe I'm doing this. My bravado was 

starting to fade quickly. We didn't make a sound inside crossing to the other side of the 

room except when I squealed like a little girl as a mouse ran past my foot.  

 

He glanced over at me.  

 

I cut him a look as if to say, "Sorry, but they are nasty and carry germs."  

 

We stopped at a bright orange door with a chain and padlock on it. He pulled out 

a key chain with some keys on it, of course, unlocked the padlock and removed the chain, 

then unlocked the orange door. He tapped on the door 2-3- 2 like some secret knock, then 

opened it up. He explained, "That is our code, so when they hear someone coming, they 

know it is one of us. Don’t ask how I got these keys. Trust me you don’t want to know.” 

 

Who is this kid sticky fingers Houdini? I was concerned yet excited at that same 

time, but all I said was "Good idea," in regards to the knock.  

 

We walked down the longest flight of stairs ever. Okay, maybe it was about ten 

steps, but the hairs on the back of my neck were on end again. Once we reached the 

bottom step, I said, "I'm stopping right here." This was starting to freak me out.  

 

"You've come too far to stop now. Just a little ways more, it's okay, Sci-fi, no one 

is going to hurt you," he said, puzzled.  

 

"That's not my name, and I'm not scared, just using a little common sense," I said, 

standing there with my arms folded. I wanted to tuck tail and run right out of there. That 

may make me a coward, but at least I will be a live coward. I should have thought this 

through. I may be walking to my death.  
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He grabbed my arms while they were still folded and said, "Don't take this the 

wrong way, but if you used any common sense, then you wouldn't have met a guy you 

hardly knew, here, at midnight, and followed him this far. I think curiosity had more of a 

role to play."  

 

"You may be right, but Mr. Common Sense just came knocking. Where are we 

going?" I pulled back from him, getting the chills not from any draft, but from sheer 

nerves.  

 

"Just bear with me a little longer. I promise there is nothing to fear. Most of your 

questions will be answered soon enough, please," he said, almost begging me. His eyes 

were pleading with me as he extended his hand.  

 

Listening to my gut, which said go, and ignoring my head, which said no, I 

reluctantly took his hand.  

 

He took a deep long breath of relief and said, "You won't regret this. I promise."  

 

I thought, Connor, if you get yourself killed, you're going be in serious trouble; It 

was something my mom would say ever since I was young. It never made any sense, but 

I guess it’s a mom thing.  

 

After the stairs, we turned left and walked down this dim tunnel lit by wall-

mounted candles. The ground and walls looked like they were made of tightly packed 

mud and some other ingredients to hold it together. It smelled earthy down here. There is 

just no other way to describe it. It was not unbearable, but apparent.  

 

I had always heard there were tunnels down here, but like most schools, you think 

they are all tales. Supposedly, it was an underground hideout for slaves to remain until it 

was safe for them to travel again. Go figure. You do learn a thing or two in school when 

you listen.  

 

I asked him, "How do you know about this place or find it?"  

 

"After meeting the others and needing a place to go where we could be safe to 

practice and not be heard, I remembered from history class that there were supposedly 

tunnels under our school. I know the teachers told us they were sealed, but I thought, why 

not check into it anyway. I went down to city hall and did my investigation, only to find 

out there were plans years ago to seal the tunnels, but it was stopped when this property 

was bought for the building of our school. They also had the blueprints of the grounds 

and the tunnels."  

 

"I am amazed and impressed. A man who knows how to get the job done," I said, 

feeling a little better.  

 

He stopped walking, smiled back at me rubbing his chest, and said, "Well, I try."  
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I pretended to hurl.  

 

After walking maybe a hundred feet, we stopped at a large room to the right even 

though the tunnel continued forward. As interested as I was to know how far the tunnel 

went or where it took you, I was more interested in the here and now. There were three 

others standing in the middle of the room waiting for us, but no one from my school.  

 

"Welcome to the cave," Tony said as we entered.  

 

The room was decorated with old pictures on the walls, burgundy drapes draped 

over no windows that I could see, two burgundy leather couches, three black leather 

chairs, and a cherry-wood coffee table. The room was lit with candles and old cast-iron 

lanterns, lighting the room quite nicely. It was definitely a female's touch.  

 

"Hello, everybody, this is Connor. Connor, this is Cheyenne, Willow, and Byron." 

He pointed to each of them as he called their names.  

 

They all said hello in unison.  

 

Willow actually gave me a hug and smiled from ear to ear. She was a cute 

brunette, wearing curls down to her shoulders, and had big brown eyes. She was endowed 

in the chest department and had an inch or two over me. She wore a fuzzy pink sweater, a 

knee-length plain black skirt, light pink-colored tights, and black three-inch-heeled Mary 

Janes. Not my style, but it seems to suit her. She looked so bubbly sweet standing there, 

grinning as if I was her new puppy. I bet you could probably catch a cavity just by 

hanging out with her.  

 

Cheyenne, on the other hand, stood there, observing me with indifference, gave 

me the once-over in slow motion. She was a tall, leggy girl with shiny, straight jet-black 

hair to her waist. She was gorgeous, and her brown almond-shaped eyes were distinctive. 

She wore dark jeans that fit her to a tee (how is that possible), a black tight-fitting 

sweater, and black boots.  

 

Her clothes fit her so perfectly, you would think they were painted on her. She 

must not have any girlfriends who would trust her around their man.  

 

Byron shrugged and said hello, standing next to Willow with his hands tucked in 

his pants pockets. He had a low buzz cut and a nice smile. He was the handsome type, 

tall, maybe five ten, with broad shoulders. He wore khakis with black suspenders over a 

plaid shirt. His shoes were the preppy type and, I am sure, expensive like all of their 

outfits.  

They looked like models right out of a magazine called Perfect Preppy USA, if 

there was one. I, on the other hand, had on my favorite tattered jeans, some geeky shirt, 

and my zip up that I now refuse to take off. They didn't look real with their perfect hair, 

makeup, and let's not ignore their expensive shiny accessories.  
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Tony said, "So, she is the one I have been telling you all about. Connor."  
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Chapter 
6 

 

"Hello," I said with uncertainty. All I could do was stand there on display.  

 

"These are the others I have mentioned to you before, Connor," Tony said.  

 

I waited patiently for him to say more, but his mouth didn't budge as I stared at 

him, hoping he would explain who these people are and why was I brought here, but not 

a peep more came from him.  

 

We five stood there, sharing polite-enough looks until I couldn't take any more 

snide glares from Cheyenne. "Okay, so what is going on?" Why was I grinning so hard?  

 

With her arms tightly folded, Cheyenne spoke up first.  

 

"So did you tell her about us, Tony, any of it?"  

 

"Yes, I did tell her about us, just not a lot," Tony answered, wringing his hands. 

He acted nervous about something, but I don't know what. "Only that she was not the 

only one. I thought she would take it better from a group rather than one person, 

Cheyenne. That way she wouldn't think I was a crazy person or something."  

 

"Oh, this is exhausting." Cheyenne whipped her head from Tony to me and said, 

"You're a freak like the rest of us, okay?"  

 

"What?" I asked. "What did she just say?" Obviously, I was not the only one 

surprised by what she said because Willow's mouth fell open, staring at her, and Byron 

walked off, shaking his head.  

 

"Thanks, Cheyenne. That was great, just freaking awesome," Tony said, sounding 

not too pleased with her.  

 

"Anytime," she said with a smirk on her face, then sat comfortably in one of the 

chairs.  

He raised his brow to her, then said to me, "You can do things, right, besides not 

be seen—like run fast, able to hear a great distances, mentally move things, physically lift 

a house, right?"  
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Did he just say lift a house? It's official, I am crazy. I stood there dumbfounded 

and bewildered. I heard everything going on around me, but I felt stuck and unable to 

move.  

 

"I told you this was a bad idea," Willow said, pacing back and forth, sounding like 

a mouse.  

 

"Connor, Connor, what's wrong?" Tony said, waving his hands in front of me. 

"She doesn't even look like she is breathing, but her eyes are open and she is still 

standing.  

 

It is the strangest thing I have ever seen."  

 

I felt cold, numb, locked inside my body. This feeling felt like it went on forever, 

until I finally gasped for air as if holding my breath underwater. I grabbed the closest 

thing next to me, which was Tony, or he grabbed me. Either way, with his help, I made it 

to the couch.  

 

"What happened?" Byron asked, sitting next to me, taking my pulse. "You 

seemed to have gone into a catatonic state for about three minutes."  

 

"A what?" Willow asked before I could.  

 

Byron explained, "It is like a lack of movement or expression. It is when your 

body goes completely still and rigid."  

 

"I have never done that before. I couldn't move, as if I was frozen. I felt trapped. It 

was weird," I said as he listened to my pulse. Willow sat on the other side of me, holding 

my hand.  

 

I watched him, wondering how he knew what to do. He explained he helps with 

his grandfather, who is ill, and took a course in emergency care.  

 

"Are you better now?" Byron asked, "Your vitals seem to have gone back to 

normal. I swear, for a minute, you didn't have a heartbeat." Once again, he answered my 

question before I could ask. "Your heart rate decreased significantly—well, below normal 

range. I say if that keeps happening, you should go get checked out."  

 

"Okay, thanks, but I feel much better. I am sure it was just a fluke," I said. At 

least I hope it was.  

 

"Now that the patient is better, Doctor, can we get back to the matter at hand?" 

Cheyenne said. Byron slowly glanced over at her but didn't respond. He turned back to 

me, smiled, then motioned for Tony to continue with a nod.  
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"Listen, Connor, what we are trying to say is we all have certain abilities to do the 

unthinkable. The other day outside, I approached you, thinking you were looking for me, 

remember?" Tony said, sitting across from me. "You asked how I could see you when 

you thought no one could. We have a glow about us that only someone like us can see."  

 

"Show her, guys." All three of them vanished where they sat even before Tony 

finished asking them to. He was right. They all emitted a faint bluish color. "Maybe we 

do that so we can see each other," Tony said.  

 

"Last year, Cheyenne and I found each other at a football game, and then a few 

months later came Byron, followed by Willow," Tony continued. "I'm figuring this didn't 

appear until your birthday, right?"  

 

I had to think back. "Umm . . . yes, my birthday was a few months ago, and it 

came shortly afterward," I said.  

 

"Well?" asked Willow.  

 

"Well, what?" I asked her. 

  

"What can you do?" Cheyenne asked.  

 

"I have only been able to disappear, but only twice so far. How or why is this 

happening, do you know?" I asked no one in particular. 

 

"We are all still trying to figure things out. From what we gather, it occurs around 

your sixteenth birthday. Well, at least it did for the rest of us. I can also run really fast," 

Byron explained, then proceeded to run around three times, lifting up enough dust to 

choke a horse. He was so fast, it looked like he simply moved on from one place to 

another in a blink. He looked goofy when he was finished running around. He wasn't 

even out of breath.  

 

Choking and waving the dust out of her face, Willow chimed in, "Um, thanks, 

Byron. I can electrocute, but only when electricity is available. If there was electricity in 

here, I would show you, but . . ." She trailed off, sounding upset, then spoke up again. 

"I'm not sure if I will be able to produce it on my own."  

 

"Well, I can see through most objects, even flesh, and see well in the dark," 

Cheyenne added, clearly sounding bored. "Maybe she is broken or a half breed of some 

kind if invisibility is all she can do," she said, waving her arm haphazardly at me, 

checking out her nails.  

 

I was about to say something not so nice to her when Tony interrupted me by 

cutting me off. I had just about enough of her as she sat there with a grin on her face, 

pleased with herself.  
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"Ignore Cheyenne. She will warm up to you eventually. She is always skeptical at 

first. Mine is strength. So nothing else then?" asked Tony.  

 

Tony clearly didn't know me at all if he thought I cared if she warmed up to me or 

not. I can tell you right now being friends with her is not on my to-do list. I take back 

what I said earlier. It's not that she didn't have girlfriends because of the way she looks; 

it's because she is a witch with a capital B.  

 

Taking my first breath after her rude statement, I decided to ignore her and turned 

my attention back to Tony. "No, but are we all just a bunch freaks of nature or 

something?" I asked.  

 

I'm not delusional and can no longer take this lightly. I'm here in a cave, by way 

of an underground tunnel, under my school with people whom I don't know, and it is real. 

I couldn't make this up if I tried. When it was just me, I could deal with things or choose 

to ignore things the way I wanted, but with other people involved, I'm forced to deal with 

the unknown because this is much bigger than me, and I had a feeling that it was much 

deeper than we even knew.  

 

Byron explained that he doesn't think this happened by chance since we all have 

one ability in common, but this is all still new to them. "We each have researched our 

families to see if we are somehow related, if our mothers were exposed to some form of 

radioactive experiment, or if they took the same drugs when pregnant with us, but 

nothing has turned up so far."  

 

They even went as far as trying to ask their parents about strange family history, 

hinting to the possibility of having abilities, but each parent turned the tables and started 

questioning them about taking drugs so they backed off, way off.  

 

Why do parents always pull the drug card? As if they could not possibly screw us 

up on their own.  

 

"My dad even threatened to take me to a psychiatrist," Willow said.  

 

"So bottom line, we don't know how or why this is happening to us?" I asked.  

 

"Exactamundo," Byron said. "I am still looking into some things, but until then, 

we just have to lie low."  

 

Lie low, what does that mean? Like I am going to run through the streets 

shouting, "I am a freak of nature!"  

 

It just registered what Tony said earlier about it being their sixteenth birthday. 

"Wait, guys, I'm only fifteen. Maybe that is why my abilities are limited."  
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"Oh great, there goes one thing we thought we knew for sure," Willow said, 

slumped over in a chair like a rag doll. I didn't want to laugh at her, so I turned my head.  

 

"Maybe hers just came early, Willow, and when her sixteenth birthday comes 

along, so will all her abilities," Byron said to her. The way he spoke to her gave me the 

impression they were more than friends.  

 

"So I say we keep looking into our family's pasts and see if anything turns up. 

You never know, maybe something will pop up. Sorry, Connor, wish we had more 

answers for you, but now you, being another body, can look into your family's history as 

well. More heads are better than one," Byron said.  

 

"True. I want to find out what is going on. Do you think there are others like us?" 

I asked him.  

 

"If there are, hopefully they will show themselves to us or do something foolish 

like rat us out somehow, even if it is not done on purpose either way. Be careful," Byron 

said.  

We all agreed and decided to end for the night. Cheyenne had to talk to Tony 

about something for a minute before we parted ways.  

 

I had a feeling about them too. Maybe that is why she was giving me the stare 

down. If they have a thing going on, it is up to Tony to tell me.  

 

We all left at the same time. Tony and I were the only ones that went in the same 

direction on foot. The other three left together in a nice SUV, a black Range Rover. 

Byron got behind the wheel, so I assumed it was his car. How nice for him. I cannot wait 

to turn sixteen so I can get my license, then I could at least drive my parents' car.  

 

We took our time walking and talking not wanting to rush home; at least I didn't, 

and he seemed okay with that.  

 

"What do you think? Did we scare you off?" he asked.  

 

"Surprisingly, I'm okay. For a minute, it was touch and go. I am more curious at 

this point. Sorry I went all rigid on you in there," I said.  

 

"It's cool. I didn't know what to expect. I'm just glad you didn't run off 

screaming," he said.  

 

I almost did, little did he know the only thing that stopped me was my catatonic 

state of mind. I'm still at a loss about that one. I have never done that before. Maybe I had 

a mini stroke, who knows.  

 

"Hey, how come I've never seen the others before?" I asked.  
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"They go to a school out of town about thirty minutes away. We are the only two 

that go to Randell High."  

 

"How often do you guys meet up?" I asked, curious about their meeting 

arrangements. "Is this a monthly thing?"  

 

"We meet up only when we need to. By the way, here's my cell number. You 

know, just in case something comes up," Tony said, handing me my cell phone back that 

I didn't notice he took in the first place. He practically shoved it in my hand, then walked 

up.  

 

I stopped walking, looked at my cell, then back at him.  

 

Suppressing a bewildered smile, I caught up to him when he slowed down enough 

for me to catch up.  

 

"Sure, thanks, but I'm not going to ask how you got it," I said, stone faced. I 

attempted to give him my number too, but he explained he had it already. I asked how he 

got my number, and he said, "If I told you, then I would have to kill you."  

 

Somebody watches way too many spy movies. "So I guess we will keep prying 

into things, huh?" I asked.  

 

"Yes, we will. Hopefully, I didn't make things worse by bringing you here first 

before telling you about us," Tony said.  

 

I couldn't see his face, but I heard the sincerity in his voice and told him that it 

was fine. I wanted him to feel better, so I said, "I probably would have thought you were 

crazy." In the big scheme of things, now that reality has slapped me in the face, I am glad 

there are others, and that in itself was comforting.  

 

We walked and talked about other things the rest of the way home. I asked him 

why I never saw in him in school before this year. He explained I have and that we have 

had classes together, but I never paid him any attention. He was trying to explain who he 

was, but I couldn't remember him until he said he was the skinny boy with braces who sat 

behind Cricket in math class last year.  

 

I laughed so hard tears streamed down my face when I remembered who he was. 

We used to call him Peewee in elementary school—he was so skinny. He didn't find it 

particularly funny, but I did. I asked him what he did to get so buff and tall.  

 

"I was this tall last year, thank you, but you never noticed. I got my braces off, 

finally, and went through a major outward growth spurt soon after I turned sixteen.   
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I work out, but honestly, I didn't do much. I worked on my skateboarding skills, 

and the abilities came with some added benefits. This year, I came back as a new man," 

he said, asking me to feel his muscles as he flexed.  

 

I laughed and apologized, then laughed some more and apologized again every 

time I thought of how awkward he was. He made fun of himself too. I told him of some 

not-so-flattering stories of myself too. Before I knew it, I was home.  

 

I thought it was nice that he walked me all the way home. Wow, he is cute and 

courteous, nice. I still wondered what was up with him and Cheyenne. Maybe I'll ask him 

the next time I see him, who knows.  
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CHAPTER 
7 

 

For the next few days, I lived and breathed in detective mode. I searched all over 

the house for any questionable family history. I dug through old letters, some paperwork, 

even an old rusty locked box that had old baseball cars in them but found nothing.  

 

Weeks went by and Tony and I passed each other in the halls with no more than a 

slight glance. We decided to play it cool for now, not do anything out of the ordinary to 

make our friends ask any questions, especially Angela.  

 

That was partly true; the other reason is I didn't want to stay hung up on a guy 

who may have a girlfriend. I didn't feel it was my place to ask, so I kept my distance even 

though I really wanted to hang out with him during school.  

 

Like usual, he hung with the individuals who did the sports thing, not your typical 

football or basketball. The only sport he would do in school was swim like me. He liked 

cycling and surfing. He was good at it and won most local competitions. Geez, I wonder 

why. He was major-league built, not huge or anything yucky, but lean and muscular.  

 

After school was a different story. Every day during swim practice, the male and 

female teams competed with each other. My coach wanted to push us harder, so she was 

adamant about pairing us, and as luck would have it, I paired with Tony. It was not so 

much as luck, as we were both captain of our swim teams. Each year, the spot of captain 

went to the fastest swimmer and who won the most competitions the year before.  

 

He seemed to like that we paired together as much as I did, so why didn't he say 

anything about Cheyenne? It was frustrating trying to figure him out. I couldn't tell my 

friends about him, so I couldn't talk to anyone about him. This sucked.  

 

Every day after practice and before my parents got home, I would search their 

room and my dad's office.  

 

On this particular evening after school, while babysitting Reptile Boy, I almost 

went blind when I stumbled upon my dad's dirty magazines. Gross, Dad, you are way too 

old for this stuff. Then I stumbled across my mom's naughty wear. Okay, now I am 

officially blind. I most definitely needed therapy.  

 

What were they thinking?  
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I decided to call the bedroom quits and try my parents' office upstairs instead for 

the millionth time. I searched for loose floorboards, under drawers, behind the desk. I 

mean I dug everywhere. I grabbed a file off the desk right when I heard someone come 

up behind me.  

 

"What are you doing? You know you are not supposed to be in here. I'm going to 

tell." It was Reptile Boy peeping in from the doorway, too scared to come in. This room 

was off-limits.  

 

"Oh, shut up. Go away, you . . ."  

 

Slam!  

 

The door shut in his face as if I wished it would in my head. I stood frozen in the 

middle of the room in awe, listening to him yell at me from the hallway.  

 

"You shut the door in my face with your long monkey arms," he whined from the 

other side. He tried to get back in, but it wouldn't budge. The knob twisted and turned as 

he tugged on it but refused to open.  

 

Standing there still frozen, unlike the way frozen in the tunnel, not wanting to 

move but pondering what just happened. From here, I could see the door was clearly not 

locked, yet it would not open.  

 

Could I be doing that?  

 

I took a slow deep breath, allowing myself to relax my thoughts when Kane 

practically flew through the door. He must have put all his weight into it, not expecting it 

to open, then tripped over his left foot, hitting the floor hard.  

 

He scurried off the floor, rubbed his nose, and said, "You alien with long monkey 

arms! I'm telling Mom you're in this office and that you hit me with the door."  

 

He rambled on about something, but I inadvertently tuned him out. Under normal 

circumstances, I would have laughed myself into hysteria when he fell, but there was 

nothing normal about these circumstances. All I could think of was the possibility of me 

shutting the door in my brother's face from the middle of my parents' office.  

 

Next thing I heard was the front door closing, which brought me back to reality, 

and Kane whining all the way downstairs. "Mom, Connor . . ."  

 

Seriously, that kid doesn't skip a beat. Attempting to put things back where they 

were, I overheard him whining about where I was and what cruelty I forced upon him by 

hitting his nose with the door. What a menace, always getting me into trouble.  
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"Connor," my mom said from the front room below.  

 

"Yes," I said, slipping into the hall quietly, trying to shut the door. 

 

"Come down please," she said.  

 

Somewhat in a daze, I somehow managed to make my way down to the kitchen. 

She was fumbling through the fridge, looking for what she was going to make for dinner.  

 

I don't know why my mom wears heels and a dress suit every day to work when 

she has to wear a lab coat. If I were her, it would be comfortable jeans day every day.  

 

"Did you slam the door in your brother's face, and were you in the office?" she 

asked, pulling out some meat and stared at me.  

 

What was I going to say—no, it was a figment of his imagination, or the wind did 

it? So I owned up to it.  

 

"Don't slam the door in your brother's face, and stay out of that office please. You 

know we have important papers in there," she said, pissed.  

 

Rolling my eyes, I said, "Not to me. I mean, sure." I tried to suppress a grin, 

failing miserably. She gave me that look parents give that says, "You're pushing it," while 

trying to console the little reptilian who was holding on to her leg for dear life.  

 

Little brothers are so annoying and dramatic. Thank goodness for kids' 

rationalization of things. If he were more aware, he would have realized I was about ten 

feet from the door so I could not have reached it. Also, my hands were holding some 

files.  

 

After ten seconds of the stare down, I turned to leave. I wanted to call Tony and 

tell him the good news when she stopped me first pivot.  

 

"Where are you going, young lady? Turn right back around and get dinner started, 

and next time, do it as soon as you get in. You know the rule: whoever is home first starts 

dinner.  

 

Is your homework done?" she snapped at me. She hates it when I roll my eyes, 

but sometimes they just do it on their own. I cannot control all my bodily movements.  

 

"Why do I have to start dinner all the time? Queen Precious is never here to do 

any work, and yes, I finished my homework in free period. It's in the den on the table like 

always," I said, frustrated that my parents constantly stay on me about my schoolwork. 

It's seriously annoying. Well, it is my fault, but still they could ease up.  
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"If you were in a sport that ran late a lot, then you would not be here either, but 

you are, so get started. I will look your homework over in a bit," she said, pointing to the 

stove.  

"I didn't know making out was a sport," I said, stomping hard toward the kitchen 

counter and slapping the package of meat over to open it, portraying the role of the 

abused brat.  

 

"Do that over the sink and watch your mouth, Connor. We say nothing when your 

swim meets run late either. Your sister is cheer captain, and the big game is this weekend. 

You should try out for cheerleading next year. I'm sure you would be great. You have 

such a tiny frame for the pyramid, and you don't seem to fear anything, especially with 

that mouth of yours."  

 

I would rather die first. "I don't do cults, and I'm not drinking the Kool-Aid," I 

yelled to her as she headed up the stairs to shower and change.  

 

"Connor, you are way too young to be so cynical!" she yelled back, trying to still 

sound pissed, but I heard humor in her tone. She knows I'm right. They take cheer to a 

whole other level. Constantly practicing, having to wear the school colors of red and 

white daily and at private meetings. Please, they are probably out terrorizing little 

children as we speak.  

 

Reptile Boy stood there the whole time, grinning at me. I stuck my tongue out at 

him, and he ran off. What a brat.  
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CHAPTER 
8 

 

Dinner was exceptionally brutal, sitting with my parents, trying to make small 

talk. All I wanted to do was break into song and dance from the excitement of a possible 

ability. Right after dinner finished, I rushed to my room and called Tony to tell him the 

good news.  

 

"I knew you couldn't hold out much longer. You miss me, don't you?" he said. 

"Okay, okay, tell me what happened."  

 

"Yes, you're right. You're all I think about night and day," I said. "No, seriously, 

my abilities may be developing." I told him what happened about three times. I couldn't 

stop myself, my mouth was going a mile a minute.  

 

"Cool, that's awesome. Hey, how about I come by in about an hour so you can 

show me?" he asked.  

 

"What, um, sure," I said, jumping off the bed to try to find something nice to 

wear. That was a challenge for me. Everything I owned just about had some sci-fi 

connotation or simply jeans and T-shirts.  

 

"I feel an hour is plenty enough time for you to put on your cute jammies," Tony 

said and hung up before I could say a word. He thought he was so funny.  

 

I was scrambling to find something decent to put on, but wearing my brother's 

pajamas would show him I didn't care. Yes, it is sad that I can still fit some of his clothes.  

 

Who was I kidding? Tony was adorably cute. Okay, seriously, he was a doll with 

those long eyelashes above those light brown eyes and the way he smirks when he looks 

back at me . . .  

 

"Connor!" my mom yelled from downstairs, yanking me right out of my lovely 

daydream. Snap out of it, Connor. The first boy that shows you attention, you get all 

giddy.  

 

"Yes, Mom," I said, so not wanting to answer back.  
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"Come clean up the kitchen. Your sister is not back yet. Practice ran later than 

expected," she said.  

 

"No, it didn't. She knows exactly what time to come back so she won't have to 

clean," I barked back, knowing full well Ebony is full of crap. She pulls this all the time, 

and they let her get away with it.  

 

"I will talk to her later about it. Just come down here and finish up. We already 

did most of it. I have to get your brother ready for bed," she said.  

 

She has the worst timing. I ran down the stairs, rushing to the kitchen, causing my 

dad to yell something about not running down the stairs. I grabbed the broom and got 

busy. My mom thanked me with a kiss on the forehead then rushed off. They didn't leave 

me that much to do, so I quickly cleaned up what was left and had thirty minutes to spare.  

 

Tap, tap, tap.  

 

No way. Please don't let that be Tony knocking at my back door already. Sure 

enough, there he was, standing on my deck with a nauseating grin. The shade on the back 

door was open, so he got full view of my ensemble.  

 

My hair was a mess because strands of it hung down across my face, and of 

course, I had on old comfortable clothes.  

 

The kind you seriously don't want anyone to see you in except your family.  

 

With my head hung low, I walked over to the door and opened it, "You said in an 

hour? I have thirty minutes to spare, man," I said, giving him the cold stare. He leaned 

against the doorsill, enjoying this way too much for my liking. I know he showed up 

early on purpose.  

 

"I thought to myself, why wait and pass up the opportunity to see your latest 

fashion of home wear? I was simply hoping for something cute or maybe a superhero 

costume, but what you have on now has a certain homeless flair that goes beyond mine or 

anybody else's wildest imagination."  

 

I sighed, rolled my eyes, and said, "Let it go, man. Let it go." After telling him to 

stay put, I ran upstairs to change.  

 

A pair of dark jeans, a sparkly black tank top, and ten minutes later, I shut my 

bedroom door behind me. On the way down, I peeked in on Kane and found him sleeping 

at the foot of his bed, so I turned him around and tucked him in. He is so cute and 

innocent when he slept; awake was a different story. After checking on my parents to 

make sure they were in for the night, I headed out back down.  

 

As I have said before, Ebony will sneak in later.  



The Origins sampler 149 
 

 

"Tony, Tony, where are you?" I whispered, searching the yard for him, but he was 

nowhere. I figured he would be on the deck like last time.  

 

There were several hideouts in my backyard, and he must have found one. Going 

down the deck steps to search for him, I couldn't help but wonder, do boys ever grow up?  

 

"Toneeee!" I squealed, when he sprang out and grabbed me from behind. "Grow 

up already!" Glad I wasn't gassy, or it could have gotten ugly.  

 

He was hiding behind the gazebo in between the flowerbed and bushes, just like 

my little brother does to terrorize Ebony when her boyfriend, Robert, comes over. With 

her, it's funny; now not so much.  

 

"You are crazy, you know that? Your mother should have you tested," I said, 

pulling myself together. He scared the crap out of me.  

 

I couldn't stay mad at him for too long. He looked nice in his baggy, but not too 

baggy, dark jeans, gray T-shirt with some emblem in it, and a silver bracelet that stood 

out against his caramel complexion. He stood about a foot taller than me. Who doesn't 

though?  

 

He just stood there as if he was waiting for something, then said, "So let's see it."  

 

"What a way to put a girl on the spot. I don't think I can just turn it off and on like 

talking about it," I said.  

 

"You have to practice at it. That is how we learned on command. Try to see what 

you can do. Let's see," he said, stepping back, searching for something. "Focus on that 

branch over there." He pointed to a small branch about ten feet away from us.  

 

I was hesitant but attempted it anyway. I turned toward the branch and focused on 

it hard, but it didn't move at all.  

 

"I think you are trying too hard. Your body tends to show what you're feeling, so 

relax your face and hands," Tony said. I did as he suggested. "Now try again."  

 

I stared hard, telling it to float in my head. About a minute later, still nothing.  

 

"That's okay, breathe. What were you doing when the door suddenly closed?" 

Tony asked.  

 

"I was in my parents' office when my brother showed up. I was thinking I wish 

the door would shut in his face so he could leave," I said.  

 

"So how were you feeling?" he asked.  
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"Annoyed, agitated," I said, shrugging not sure.  

 

"Emotional then, maybe that is your thing. Cheyenne, Willow, and I were that 

way too. Emotions controlled our abilities in the beginning. Byron, well, he is always 

calm. Mine was associated with anger until I learned to control it through a lot of 

practice. We all had to practice. At times Willow's emotions still get to her," Tony 

explained.  

 

"Try this: close your eyes and block out everything around you. Recreate those 

same emotions and contain them. See the branch in your head first, then imagine it 

moving. Next, open your eyes to focus on that branch only," he said.  

 

I turned away from him as he spoke, then closed my eyes to block out everything 

else. I thought about how I felt at that moment upstairs, opened my eyes, focused on the 

branch, but still nothing.  

 

"It's not working. Maybe I didn't really close the door. Maybe the wind blew it 

shut. Maybe I made it all up," I said, feeling deflated.  

 

"Don't give up so quickly. Try not to only feel the emotions, but let them build up 

in you and take over your doubts and those fears of negativity you're holding on to, 

blocking your flow of energy." He walked around me as he spoke. "Allow the positive 

energy to flow around you, through you." His voice was soothing, helping me relax, 

letting me travel to an inner sense of balance I never knew I had. My breathing slowed 

considerably. My muscles loosened, detaching from me, allowing my mind to levitate. 

My senses were alive, but I felt and heard nothing around me, only the wind.  

 

I felt happiness earlier in the room, not annoyance or frustration, so I let those 

emotions swallow me. In my mind, I pictured the branch move off the ground. Staying in 

that moment, still controlling my breathing, I slowly opened my eyes and saw nothing but 

the branch. At first, it started to shake, then it elevated until it was eye level with me.  

 

It just stayed there, not moving; and neither did I, afraid it may drop or, worse, fly 

off.  

 

I could hear Tony telling me to hold it steady now, see if I could make it come to 

me. He sounded far away, a million miles away.  

 

"Who's there?"  

 

Shoot, it was my sister Ebony. The branch dropped at the same time we hit the 

ground. We took cover behind the same bush he hid from me and stayed quiet as a 

mouse. Neither one of us heard Robert's car pull up.  
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Please don't let her catch me or I will be grounded for life. I was just thankful we 

kept the gazebo lights off.  

 

"Who's there? I swear I heard something, Robert," Ebony said.  

 

"No one is out here, babe. What you heard was my heart aching for your love. 

Let's finish what we started earlier," Robert said in an unusually deep voice.  

 

I vomited a little in my mouth. How cheesy was that line? I turned to mouth 

something sarcastic to Tony, but he was too busy trying not to crack up. I had to cover his 

mouth and pin him down to stop him from rolling around on the grass, dying of laughter.  

 

"Back off, Robert, I told you I am not doing that. A guy has to put a ring on this 

finger before anything else," Ebony said.  

 

"Oh, come on. Do you know how many girls would love to be in your shoes? A 

guy has needs, you know," Robert said.  

 

Could it be that my sister is still a good girl? Have I been wrong all these years? I 

lifted my head a little in order to peep through the bushes past the gazebo so I could see 

what was going on. My head was so awkwardly cocked that I’m sure resembled a 

chicken, but this was good stuff. Robert had Ebony pinned against the house.  

 

"I am sure Patricia would love to be in my shoes. If you are so inclined, go call 

her. She is always chasing after you anyway," Ebony said, easing inside the house, 

slamming the door in his face.  

 

"But, baby . . ." were the last few words Robert got out before she slammed the 

door in his face. He pressed his head against the door, lightly tapping it with a fist a few 

seconds longer, then walked off toward the front of the house with his head hung low.  

 

I waited until I heard his car drive off before moving another muscle.  

 

"So jock Robert has no game, huh?" Tony said, still cracking up.  

 

What Tony found hilarious, I found shocking. I thought for sure Ebony and 

Robert went way past kissing. I was somewhat proud of her, but it lasted only a minute 

and quickly got over it.  

 

We chilled, sitting still a while longer until we figured the coast was clear. Tony 

whispered. "You did it. This is amazing. What do they call it again, telekinesis? I'd pick it 

if I had a choice." He gave a high five, congratulating me.  

 

I was overjoyed, even speechless, and that was major for me not to have anything 

to say. All I could do was gloat. I did it, and it felt wonderful.  
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CHAPTER 
9 

 

We practiced and practiced, time flying by, and before we knew it, it was 3:00 

a.m. on a school morning. I was only going to get about four hours of sleep, but it was 

worth it. We decided to call it a night.  

 

"We should meet up like this more often to practice," I suggested. "I need some 

catching up to do."  

 

"Yeah, the rest of us used to meet, but then we concentrated more on finding out 

about how we happened. Eventually, our practice lessons slowed down until they 

completely stopped, you know," he said, leaning against the gazebo, twirling some grass 

in his hands.  

 

"Hey, did this ever scare you? I mean, did it feel wrong, or were you just okay 

with it?" I asked, not able to keep my arms still, still gloating, so I crossed them as I stood 

across from Tony.  

 

"I was always okay with it, calm when it came. It felt right to me, as if I finally 

found what had always been missing, the true me. As a kid, I always felt different, you 

know. That's why I got into trouble a lot. My dad did say I was always looking for 

trouble." He smiled. "Not trouble, Pops, just me." I had a feeling that last statement was 

not for me but what he would like to say to his dad. I stood there waiting as he stared off, 

deep in thought. "It was the other three that seem to have an issue. You?" he asked.  

 

"I was actually fine with it and wanted more of it. That is, until the night I met the 

others. Meeting them made it real to me, forcing me to face that this is bigger than just I 

am. In the beginning, I didn't think through the seriousness of it," I said.  

 

"I feel you," he said. "For a while, I was getting bummed out about this business. 

The others never seemed to get into it as much, so I played it cool. Now that you came 

along, it feels new again, you know, so meeting up sounds good to me."  

 

"I do, trust me."  

 

"Cool, but remember, be careful. We don't know who else may be involved. See 

you in school tomorrow. I might even say hello to you. You never know," Tony said.  
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"Oh please, you have been dying to talk to me." I stood there arms still folded, 

trying hard to act cool when he stepped to me and leaned in close to my face. Oh, is he 

going to kiss me? This is it. I swallowed hard, held my breath, and closed my eyes 

preparing for it.  

 

Feeling his warm breath on my face, he kissed my forehead. "I have seen you 

checking me out. You can't keep your eyes off this." He gestured toward his body, 

rubbing his chest with an obnoxious leer that made me want to smack him. As if that was 

not bad enough, he had the nerve to wink at me.  

 

That was it. It is official. I hate little boys and their silly little jokes. He obviously 

amuses himself, so why do I need to stick around and be a spectator? On that note, I 

abruptly turned around and walked off, somewhat embarrassed for being too eager and 

offended by the game. He was not going to ruin my overall blissful night.  

 

"Come on, Connor, I was playing with . . ." I didn't even hear the rest. The door 

shut before he finished his sentence, and by the time I reached the top step, my grin was 

back.  

 

"Why are you grinning like that? Where were you? You were out back with some 

boy, weren't you?" Ebony attacked me at the top of the stairs; she was practically in my 

face so I had to step back. Where did she leap from, the ceiling? Ugh, what a way to ruin 

a night.  

 

"What's with the interrogation? I don't have to . . . ," I said, attempting to get a 

word in.  

 

"I bet you were. Listen, Connor." She sighed, "I know you don't know much 

about boys, but you cannot let them have their way. They should treat you like a lady." 

She reached for my hands. Was she seriously trying to be a civilized human being to me, 

an actual big sister? Yet somehow, when she does, it comes out Stepford-like, robotic, 

and simply unnatural. I was slightly scared for my life, not really, but it was impossible 

for me to take her seriously.  

 

"I was not out with some boy. I was in the basement studying." Good one. I do 

that from time to time. She never goes down there. One scary movie about basements, 

and she has been done with them ever since she was a kid.  

 

"Good, because I don't want to go to a school where my sister has a bad 

reputation. I would hate for you to have to switch schools," she said, trying to sound 

sincere.  

 

Well, there went that tender moment. First off, I would not switch schools even if 

I had a reputation, simply for her sake. I would stay there and make her life miserable. I 

stepped back from her again and folded my arms for the second time tonight, but this 

time it was out of sheer annoyance.  
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"I'm only looking out for you," she said in a high-pitched tone, sounding offended 

that I snubbed her affections and advice.  

 

She is so self-centered. No matter what is going on in your life, somehow she 

turns it around to make it about her. The sad part is she doesn't even realize it.  

 

"Yes, Ebony, I am feeling all tingly inside from this oh-so-touching, moving 

moment," I said as I clutched my heart with my right hand, gracefully placed my left 

hand against my forehead, and fell against the wall, mocking her.  

 

"Oh, you are so dramatic. You really need to grow up," she said, walking off.  

 

After that, I got ready for bed but barely slept that night. All I could think about 

was finally for the first time in my life, I, Connor Esquibel, am not just the middle kid but 

somebody extraordinary.  

 

I thought about telling Angela and Hope, but would they understand and how 

much would I tell them? What answers could I give them?  

 

What if they thought I was weird or somehow found out about the others? No, I 

will wait until I knew more. I felt so guilty not telling them. In due time, I told myself, 

and I drifted off to sleep.  
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CHAPTER 
10 

 

The next day at school was the same as every other day. Madness. I watched 

people dash to and from classes, the lunchroom, hearing lockers slam as students hurry 

off to their next destination or, for some, begrudgingly, to the principal's office for their 

daily scolding with such intensity, but not me. Still in good spirits from last night, I was 

strolling along on cloud nine.  

 

Like usual we, meaning Angela, Hope, and her boyfriend, Stoney, and I were 

hanging out by the lockers between our next classes, getting out books when Angela 

asked why I was so chipper. Usually, Angela's boyfriend Bobby would be with us, but he 

was working on a science project today.  

 

"I told you, guys, she has a man. You little sneak. Who is he? Does he go to our 

school? Why are you holding out?" Angela was about to lose her mind not being in the 

know, gripping her books so tightly, I swear I heard "Help me."  

 

I protested and swore it's not true, right when someone walked over midsentence 

interrupting me. "Hey, Connor, what's up?" Flinching, I turned around, and it was none 

other than Tony. His right shoulder parked it against the locker next to mine. He smelled 

nice as usual, not that I cared, after last night's joke on my behalf.  

 

Could he not have picked a better time? Great. Now they are going to ask me 

crazy amount of questions.  

 

"Hey, what's up, funny man?" I said, refusing to look at him but in my locker as if 

it captivated me with the mind-blowing wonders it held of photos, books, and notes. 

Knowing full well, he waited until all my friends were around to come over.  

 

"You left your book behind after class today." He handed me an unrecognizable 

book, but there was a note sticking out the top. I grabbed the book and pushed the note 

down quickly so nosy 1, 2, and 3 wouldn't see it.  

 

"Hey, thanks. I didn't realize I left it," I said with a raised eyebrow, giving him the 

stink eye. I guess texting was out of the question, I thought, hoping he could read my 

mind.  

Angie stepped so close to him, she broke all personal space rules, practically 

pinning him against the locker, eyes about to pop out of her head, turning on the charm. 
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"Hello, I'm Angela. This is Hope, and in the rear is Stoney. We call him Step because he 

is the best on the step team." If she smiled any harder, we could see all her teeth, even the 

ones in the back. I think she was actually salivating from this unexpected turn of events, 

proving she had been right all along that I had been hiding a boyfriend from them.  

 

Hellos were said, and the guys did their hand dap thing. Tony seemed to be taking 

it in stride where I would have made my exit a while ago. Why are my friends so 

embarrassing?  

 

"I didn't know you and Connor were in any classes together. Which class is it, 

exactly?" Angela grilled on.  

 

"Back off, Angie, like you know everyone in my classes," I said, trying to push 

her back, but her feet were rooted firmly onto the ground, not moving.  

 

"Being that I'm in most of them, I should know," she said, not skipping a beat 

when she answered me but continued to stare at Tony. "So which class were you saying?" 

Oh, help me, she is in journalist mode. The other two in the back were useless, just letting 

her run with it.  

 

I nudged her back harder now, threw the book in the locker, thanked Tony, and 

turned to walk off. Angie yanked me back by my waist and held on to me. I looked down 

at the floor, hoping it would somehow open up and swallow me.  

 

"We're not in any classes together. She takes a class before me. Our moms know 

each other," Tony graciously said. I turned to face at him, like the rest of the vultures 

behind me, and mouthed, "Good one."  

 

"See you around, Sci-fi," he winked back with that oh-so-devilish grin of his, 

strolling off.  

 

"Seriously," I said, before I knew it, not playing that one off at all.  

 

"He is cute, Sci-fi. Didn't know you liked the athletic type," Hope said. "Maybe 

we can do a triple date?" Hope and Angela ran with that idea about where, when, even 

outfits were discussed. I had to put a stop to it and quick.  

 

"Wait a minute, guys, Tony and I are just friends. Besides, he has never asked me 

out, so cool it." It's true we are just friends, and he may have a girl. I didn't tell them that, 

or that would have been another big deal.  

 

"Oh please, it is obvious he's into you. The way he strolled over to you, grinning 

like that. Trust me, I know what I am talking about. Why don't I go talk to him and set 

this straight?" Angela said as if she came up with the most brilliant idea ever.  

 

"You're too pushy, Angie, and you're no better, Hope. Stoney, help," I begged.  
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Stoney took his leave. "Sorry, ladies, I am out of here. This girl drama is not my 

thing."  

 

Yeah, that's questionable. I slammed my locker shut and said, "Absolutely not 

both of you. Just leave Tony alone." I realized they were not listening to me but instead 

staring past me with astonished expressions on their faces.  

 

I turned around to see what was so mesmerizing. They were staring at my locker 

pushed inward from my own doing. I broke my locker without even trying. Oh crap, what 

do I even say? I planted my face against it and sulked.  

 

Someone touched my back. I slowly turned back around to see it was Hope. I 

stood there, not knowing what to say as they stared at me like I was some sick puppy. 

Cautiously, Hope spoke up first. "It's okay, Connor, we will leave Tony alone. We didn't 

mean to upset you. Is your hand okay?"  

 

Angela reached for my hand, but I pulled away and pretended to wince. What else 

was I supposed to do? Now they're going to think I'm some crazy person. They kept 

gawking at me. What do I do? What do I say as we just stood there? I was at a loss for 

words.  

 

The bell finally rang, thank goodness; the period between classes was over. I told 

them I'm going to the nurse and would see them later. Feeling eyes on the back of my 

head as I, for the first time today, hurried up. Like Tony said last night, we need to be 

careful.  

 

I practically had to beg the nurse to wrap my hand, even though she didn't see 

anything wrong with it. I told her it would help me psychologically, but I'm sure what she 

would rather do is get me psychologically tested. She wrapped, I pretended to wince, and 

off to classes I went.  

 



The Origins sampler 158 
 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 
11 

 

Once I left the nurse's office, I went straight to the principal's office and explained 

to Mrs. Potts, the office administrator, that my locker had a huge dent in the middle of it 

skipping the "I did it" part to the "I don't have a clue" ending.  

 

The expression she gave me told me she didn't believe me at all, but since no 

further explanation came, she eventually got up and told the vice principal, who said he 

would look into it but for now to call environmental services.  

 

When she opened the principal's door, I saw he had company as usual. I glanced 

at her desk and saw she had some files of, I'm sure, the repeat offenders. When she 

returned, I thanked her then took my leave. 

  

Instead of heading straight to my next class, I headed back to my locker, feeling 

compelled to go back for the book Tony gave me. At the scene of the crime where my 

locker was murdered by my own doing, I carefully opened it, retrieving the book and 

pulled out the note. What was so important that Tony could not wait to give me or call 

me later about it?  

 

We are meeting again this Friday, two days away.  

 

What is with Fridays? I'm screwed. Stoney's step team has a big competition that 

night, and we had plans to go out after. Once again, I will have to make an excuse and 

bail out afterward.  

 

"Back to class, Connor," I heard someone say to the left of me. It was Ronald, the 

hall monitor. You have to love them; if it were not for hall monitors and their authority, 

schools would be in such chaos. I laughed aloud, not meaning to, and was met with an 

ugly expression of disapproval.  

 

I gently closed the locker, waved good-bye to Ronald, who was walking off while 

jotting in his notepad, something about my locker no doubt, then took off running toward 

my next class.  

 

My run was cut short when I bumped into the same grungy kid who had been 

watching us last week on our way to the lunchroom. The one Hope not so discreetly 

pointed out.  
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"Sorry, I didn't see you there," I apologized, backing up. He had the same scowl 

on his face like last week. He didn't say anything as I bent down to pick up my note.  

 

Something strange about him caught my eye. He was standing in front of me, 

glowing. His, a faint grayish glow unlike our blue, was glowing brighter and brighter.  

 

Why is he even glowing? Then it hit me that the hall monitor didn't say anything 

to him because he couldn't see him; only I could as the others showed me the first night 

we met in the cave. A chill ran up my spine. I stood up quickly. I had a bad feeling about 

him.  

We lingered there, staring at each other, not moving. It started to feel hot and 

uncomfortable in the hallway. I could smell him and could see the beads of sweat 

dripping off him. He breathed so loudly, it frustrated me.  

 

His eyes glowed light brown to almost transparent; that's when something inside 

me took over. I slammed him up against the locker with one arm and told him to stay 

away from me or he would regret it.  

 

I don't know what came over me, but I couldn't help it. I didn't want to help it. I 

liked it. A burst of energy exploded inside of me, causing havoc to my organs. 

Everything rapidly churned faster and faster. I thought my body would explode right until 

I couldn't take it anymore, then finally a rush ran through me. For a minute, I felt high, 

light-headed, allowing him to get the best of me. 

  

He flipped me so quickly, my back was against the locker. He punched me in the 

gut, but then I kicked him in the groin. He let go of me, doubling over, so I uppercut him 

in the chin. He flew off his feet, hit the floor hard, and slid to the other side of the 

hallway, slamming his head into a locker. I ran over to him, but he managed to kick my 

legs up from under me. I fell back, knocking my head against the tile floor.  

 

He picked me up by my collar and slammed me against the locker again and said, 

"Not before I kill you first. You and your boyfriend Tony," then he threw me down the 

hall, but before I could get up, he was gone.  

 

I was trying to slow my breathing down and control my rage. My hands fisted and 

ready to pounce anything that came my way. I took my frustration it out on the nearest 

locker, denting another one.  

 

Realizing what I did, I checked my surroundings, and luckily, no one was around. 

How did no one hear that?  

 

I grabbed my phone to message Tony, telling him I needed to see him ASAP. We 

agreed to meet in the haunted bathroom after school.  
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I went to the nearest restroom to check myself, but I was fine, not a scratch or a 

bruise anywhere on my body. I managed to pull it together long enough to finish my last 

two classes of the day. By the time the second class ended, I felt more like myself.  

 

I messaged Angela and told her I had a project to do after school and would call 

her later. She tried calling me, but I refused to answer and subject myself to 

unanswerable questions. She sent me a message she wanted to meet, but I told her again I 

would call her later.  

 

Tony met me in the bathroom as promised, but we decided it was better to go the 

cave so we didn't have to worry about anyone overhearing us. We decided it was best to 

go undetected as we headed to the cave. We made sure no one was around when we 

opened the door to sneak in the boiler room. Mr. Johnston was not here, thank goodness.  

 

Making it to the cave, Tony sat me down and asked me to explain from the 

beginning; he sounded more worried than I did. "What exactly happened? I even want the 

tiniest details."  

 

I started from the beginning and told him all I remembered, even confessed my 

locker crime.  

 

"Where was he coming from, and why didn't you tell me some guy was watching 

you?" he asked.  

 

"I'm not sure which direction he came from, only he was there. I do not know for 

sure he has been watching me, only that one time he was watching me, if that makes any 

sense," I said.  

 

He was pacing back and forth. "We knew there would be others out there, but I 

never sensed him," Tony said.  

 

"He can't be like us, right, because his glow was different, right? Maybe we can 

only sense each other and not others unlike us." This was the craziest conversation I have 

ever had, "others like us" or "unlike us."  

 

"Connor, can you sense me?" he asked. "What?" I asked, half paying attention.  

 

"Can you sense me? Do you know when I am around?" he asked.  

 

"No, maybe because I'm new to my abilities and they're not fully developed yet," 

I said.  

 

"Okay, think back. The day we met at school, why did you come outside?" he 

asked with such seriousness.  

 

"Because I wanted to leave." It made sense to me. "Anything else?" he asked.  
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"I just had a strong urge to, I guess."  

 

"What did that urge feel like?" he asked.  

 

"It felt like a pull or strong desire, why? What does it feel like to you?"  

 

"I guess the same way, but since it has happened to me a few times already, I 

know it is coming from one of us," he explained.  

 

"Maybe he is like us but different, if that makes any sense. Oh, wait a minute," I 

said, standing up walking closer to Tony. "I did have a strong urge to return to my locker, 

but maybe the urge was this kid. He was by my locker, and funny I ran in that direction 

afterward. I could have easily gone the other way. Actually, I should have, it would have 

taken less time to get to class. It was the same feeling when I met you."  

 

"Then that is it. It doesn't make anything definite about him, but, Connor, you 

have to be more careful especially after the locker incident. What was that about?" Tony 

asked.  

 

"Girl stuff." I was not giving him the full scoop. "I don't know. It just happened. I 

have slammed that locker a million times, and that has never happened before. I guess we 

have to be more conscientious now." Then it clicked. "Tony, how does he know about 

you? I mean, I saw him when Ronald couldn't, so he knew I was different, but you?"  

 

"I have a feeling he knew about us long before you saw him today, Connor, or at 

least suspected. Otherwise, he would not have been watching you last week or been by 

your locker today."  

 

"We have to be more careful and more concerned as to who else is out there," 

Tony said, then started mumbling aloud to himself, deep in thought again.  

 

He turned his attention back to me. "I want to meet him, this kid. You need to 

point him out to me. He may be able to give us some answers, or at the least, more heads 

are better than one. You get the concept. Well, ask him questions after I pound his face in 

first. Why didn't he come to me?"  

 

Tony was adamant and beyond pissed, but after talking some sense into him, he 

finally compromised after calming down. We decided to talk to the others about it on 

Friday.  

 

Later that night from home, I called Angela and Hope on three-way to explain 

everything was fine. After a million questions, they relaxed and decided they would not 

sell me to the circus and make money off me as the strongest woman alive. We laughed 

about it and said it was probably a fluke, and that was that.  
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This may be tougher than I thought. I hated lying to my friends, but if they 

freaked over a locker incident, just think how they would react if they knew everything. I 

felt it best not to let them in on my secret, at least for now. Plus, after what went down 

today in school, it would only put them in danger.  
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CHAPTER 
12 

 

Friday night came, and the step competition was in full force. It was the big 

division battle, and we were up against last year's rival. They swore we only beat them 

only by one point or we cheated somehow. This past year, our team worked extra hard 

and came up with some new moves.  

 

Stoney had a solo, and he owned it. The crowd was rowdy as he put on a show. 

He was overly animated, which clued some of us in about his questionable sexuality, but 

Hope as usual didn't get the hint. She screamed "That's my man," while Angela, Bobby, 

and some others exchanged glances, then cheered right on.  

 

Once again, like last year, we blew them out the water. We won for the fourth 

season in a row. Our archnemeses came in second. They are actually good, but we won't 

tell them that.  

 

After the competition was over, we met up with Stoney, tonight's Mr. MVP, and a 

few others to decide where we were going to grub. If I was hungry, I know they were 

starving, but then again, when am I not hungry? I was about to suggest a place when I 

remembered tonight's meeting in the cave with Tony and the others at eleven.  

 

It was already ten thirty, and I hadn't even thought up an excuse to give. I rode 

with Angela here, but I couldn't tell her to drop me off at the school. No excuse in the 

world could explain that one, so walking there was the only option. The school was only 

a few blocks away, but I needed to get going to make it there on time.  

 

"What's wrong, Connor? You look confused," Angela asked. I really need to 

control my facial expressions.  

 

I was about to blurt something unbelievable out when Tony came over. He 

probably didn't even know it, but he saved me from an interrogation of the worst kind.  

 

"Hey, Connor. What's up, guys?" Tony said, acknowledging the boys on the team. 

They obviously knew each other according to what the conversation entailed. After the 

boys finished grunting and making odd noises, which seems so caveman like, Tony 

turned his attention back to me. "Sorry, I'm late, but it was virtually impossible to muscle 

through this crowd. Don't be mad." Then he leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek.  
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I must have had the stupidest look on my face to make Hope nudge some sense 

into me. "Oh that's . . . huh . . . what . . . that's okay, I totally understand. I wasn't sure if 

you were really going to show up or not," I said, stumbling over my words, as if English 

was not my primary language. From the corner of my eye, I could see the girls laughing 

at me.  

"I got to represent. I think everyone from school is here. Besides, I had to see how 

the commoners compete, being an extremist myself, of course," he said, giving the guys a 

hard time. They went back and forth, giving each other crap for a minute until someone 

remembered food.  

 

I was about to say we can't, but Tony cut me off. "That's cool, Connor, do you 

want to ride with me?"  

 

I refused to look at either Hope or Angela and said yes. He was throwing me off; 

obviously, he had to tell me something. Maybe the meeting was canceled, which was fine 

with me. Fridays are for going out.  

 

We decided to meet up at our favorite burger joint, Juicy Burger, then went our 

separate ways to our modes of transportation. I was about to ask him something when he 

shook his head no.  

 

Walking to his car in silence, I wondered, did something happen to one of the 

others? He steered me toward a midnight-blue racer-striped 2011 Ford Mustang Shelby 

GT500. This is one of my top favorite cars ever. I fell, no, I melted against it. "Is this 

mine?" That accidentally slipped out, but that didn't stop me from hugging the car.  

 

He blinked a few times, then said, "No, it's mine, and if it goes missing, I'm 

coming for you. Please get off the hood and get in the car so we can go." I said just 

kidding, trying to play if off, but first chance, this car is mine.  

 

"So I guess you like her, huh?" he asked, spinning out the lot, showing off how 

fast she can go.  

 

"She is only one of the hottest cars ever. I asked my dad for one last year, and he 

told me to get real. Instead, I needed something cute and durable. Men are so 

chauvinistic." For some reason, Tony found that to be funny. "It's not funny. I like muscle 

cars, so why can't a girl have one if a boy can? Everybody knows women are better 

drivers anyway," I said, all riled up.  

 

"I'm not about to debate sexism with you, or we will be here all night. I believe in 

equal rights, so you can take that up with your dad," Tony said, half looking at the road 

and me.  

"Fine, what's up with the change of plans? Or are we bailing on my friends 

because if so, I am not okay with that and . . ."  
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He cut me off, telling me to calm down and take a breather. "One day I will let 

you drive the car, okay. I can respect any woman who can appreciate a nice car."  

 

Flattered that he called me a woman, I had to conceal a smile. "Good, so then I 

can show you how this puppy really handles. Like I said, women are better drivers. We 

can multitask. Sorry, I got excited," I apologized, but chauvinism irks me. "What is with 

the change of plans and the secrecy in the lot?"  

 

"It's cool. I set the meeting back an hour, remembering the step competition 

today. I knew how badly you wanted to go. That way you could hang with your friends a 

bit, so the meeting is at midnight now. I just needed to catch up with you to let you know. 

As far as hushing you in the lot, we have to be extra careful in case anyone, like that 

punk, is watching or listening to us," Tony said, sounding still angry that the boy stepped 

to me and not him.  

 

Men and their egos. I handled myself quite well, but he was right. "I understand, 

especially since we know there is someone else who knows about us but we don't know a 

thing about him. Thank you for thinking of me. What did the others say when you told 

them?" I asked.  

 

"Don't worry about them, they always set the time. I explained the situation, and 

they understood. I really didn't care if they didn't like it," he said.  

 

"Afterward, we will come up with some excuse to leave, then I will take you 

home after. Is that okay?" he asked.  

 

"Works for me, and thank you, Tony, that was really sweet of you."  

 

We drove the rest of the way, making small talk and rehashing the competition. 

We finally arrived at the burger joint just in time because my stomach was about to eat 

itself. Some people were already there ordering, and some just got there when we did.  

 

We ordered, we grubbed, we laughed, then Tony and I bounced. I was glad 

because the "I told you so" looks I kept getting from the Angela and Hope drove me nuts.  

 

He took his time driving while we talked and acted silly from the drunkenness of 

good food. His sense of humor was somewhat goofy like mine, so the conversation 

flowed. As soon as we arrived, all we wanted was a nap, but tonight's meeting was 

important.  
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CHAPTER 
13 

 

Like last time, we were the last ones to arrive, and of course, the others dressed as 

if they stepped out of a fashion magazine. Let them have fashion; I like my geeky gear.  

 

"Nice of you two to show up," Cheyenne said as soon as we entered the room 

before we could even take a seat. She sat in the black chair facing the entry with her arms 

delicately displayed on the armrest of the chair, her body stiffly positioned, showing no 

emotion.  

 

Rolling my eyes and sighing, I sat as far away as possible from her. Okay, I got 

the hint; there was definitely something between the two of them. Whatever it was, that 

was for him to handle, not me.  

 

"Sorry, we got here as soon as we could. Anything new?" Tony said, ignoring her 

cold stare; he sat down on the couch, away from her.  

 

Willow spoke up first. "Byron may have stumbled upon something new," she said 

it trying to sound bubbly, but I detected a hint of sadness in her voice that she tried to 

hide, but it piqued my curiosity as to why wouldn't she be overjoyed with the possibility 

of new information.  

 

"Yeah, I visited my grandfather recently and managed to get some alone time 

with him since he has help around him all the time. I tried asking him about me and the 

possibility of me being different," Byron said.  

 

"See, he had always been the head of my family. He was heavily involved in the 

finances and our livelihood. Why? Probably because when he was young, he invested in 

some private organization and made bank. Other than that, I do not know. All I know is 

my dad allowed it even when they argued," Byron explained.  

 

Willow jumped up, sounding all too perky this time. "Mr. Conway, Byron's 

grandfather is loaded. My family is rich, but he is richer than God is. This man ran every 

business in town. People practically bowed down . . ." 

  

Byron grabbed her arm. "Okay, Willow, I think they got it." He sounded a little 

embarrassed.  
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"Sorry, I got a little carried away," she said, then sat back down, still smiling from 

ear to ear. She reminds me of those future homemakers that only cared about the money 

and status.  

 

My mom has to deal with some of those women who come in to volunteer at the 

clinic, complaining about what a hard life they have because they have to drive a year-old 

car or their husbands have to work long hours—usually something trivial—while the 

patients that come in are sick, poor, and/or can barely buy food, among a million other 

problems. Greediness and snobs really piss me off. Just because you're well-off doesn't 

mean you should flaunt or brag about it.  

 

Realizing I was staring at Willow and not Byron, who was talking, I pushed her 

out my mind to listen.  

 

"Anyway, he was mumbling on about some hidden organization that no one really 

fully comprehended but him. I asked him what he meant, but he has dementia, memory 

loss, so it was vague, and you can't always get straight answers out of him. Some days he 

is lucid, and other days he's not." As Byron continued, he kept fidgeting with his glasses. 

I got the impression he didn't like talking too much about private affairs.  

 

"He told me we should have never brought that evil into the family. He got all 

upset with me, saying I should have been stronger than he was. Then kept shouting 'Evil 

is among us all and my soul is forsaken' repeatedly. He got so upset, he had a seizure. 

Before I could calm him down, the nurse, along with Hanna, the headmistress, did 

something to calm him down, got scolded by Hanna, and then they took him upstairs to 

rest. I have never seen him act like that. In this past year, he has gotten considerably 

worse," Byron said.  

 

"I'm sorry about your grandfather, but why would he say that to you?" I asked.  

 

"He sometimes confuses me with my father, so maybe he thought he was talking 

to my dad." For the fifth time, he removed his glasses to wipe them clean again. I wanted 

to tell him to stop or there wouldn't be any glass left.  

 

"Anyway, I remembered my dad packing up some of my grandfather's files and 

other important papers last year and storing them in the basement of the west wing. For 

the past three months, my dad has been visiting him a lot more," he said, emphasizing the 

words "a lot."  

 

"Is that unusual for your dad to visit him? If he was involved in the finances, 

maybe your dad has been picking his brain for some new money-making deal. I mean, 

when he is lucid," Tony asked.  

 

"Maybe he was not so much visiting him but researching something," Byron said.  
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"Research what? Let's go to your grandfather's house and find out," I said louder 

than expected from sheer excitement of this discovery; finally, a break.  

 

"I don't know what exactly, but I was thinking about us going there too," Byron 

said, looking in Willow's direction, the latter part of his sentence trailing off.  

 

"I mean now," I said. "Look, we are all together now, and there is no better time 

than the present. I just developed this, whatever you want to call it, and I'm very 

interested in finding out as much as possible." It was so silent in the room, you could hear 

a pin drop. My heart sank. Was no one was up for this?  

 

"What's up with you, guys? Byron, when you spoke, you kept cleaning your 

glasses as if you were wiping the filth off, as in yours. Are you guys ashamed to be 

different or something?" I asked.  

 

"Listen, Connor, not all of us was gung ho as you when we discovered our 

abilities," said Cheyenne. "People look up to us."  

 

I was trying my best to ignore her, and it was getting harder and harder to do. She 

really worked my last nerve.  

 

"Yeah, Cheyenne, Byron, and I come from pretty wealthy families, you know," 

Willow said.  

 

"So? I'm not impressed. What's your point?" I asked.  

 

"These abilities are more of a burden to us. We live in a cookie-cutter world 

where if you are different, you get shunned," Willow explained. "I'm not trying to sound 

like a snob, but it's just the way things are."  

 

I stood up, walked behind the couch, took some deep breaths, then counted to ten. 

I stayed behind the couch facing the others, trying not to lose it. "Are you kidding me? So 

what are you saying? You don't want to know what is going on?  Because I sure do. I 

want to know how we came to be and what he meant by 'evil.'"  

 

"Probably nothing, Connor, the man has dementia," Tony said. "Sorry, Byron." 

Byron nodded in his direction as if to say, "It's cool." "I agree with Connor—"  

 

"Of course you do," Cheyenne said, cutting him off.  

 

Tony let out a long sigh. "Like I was saying, I agree with Connor." He stared 

directly at Cheyenne, giving her the "back off" glare. "We need to know more. I have 

been sitting back on this because you all have been hesitant. Now we may possibly have 

a lead, so let's follow up on it."  

 

"Why are you guys pushing this so hard?" asked Willow. "What gives?"  
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Tony and I told them about the boy from school and the fight. By the time we 

finished, everybody was up out of their seats, talking at once.  

 

"Why are you just now telling us this? That should have been the first thing out of 

your mouth tonight," Byron said, clearly upset. "You could have at least called me, 

Tony."  

 

"Sorry. I should have let you know, and tonight when you started talking, it 

slipped my mind," Tony said.  

 

"Are you okay? Who is this boy?" Byron asked me.  

 

"I have only seen him once at school before but never saw him glow before only 

that one time," I explained.  

 

"I want to meet this kid and find out who he is," Tony said to Byron who nodded. 

"He could expose us."  

 

"We definitely have to talk to him. I say we all meet at your school Monday, seek 

him out, then approach him after school. Agreed?" Byron asked.  

 

"Sounds like a plan," Tony agreed along with the rest of us.  

 

I thought, finally a plan to get things done. "Anyway, now do you see why we 

need to find out what is going on ASAP?" I said.  

 

"What is going on? This is not good at all. This is getting way too deep," Willow 

whined.  

What did she think was going to happen, this would go away if she ignored things 

long enough?  

 

"It's okay, Willow, don't stress. You don't have to do anything you don't want to," 

Byron said, trying to console her as she fell into his arms.  

 

Just when Byron took a step forward, she pulled him two steps back. I'm sure 

Willow was a very nice girl, but she started getting on my nerves too. They all did at this 

point. Even Tony pacified them too much for me.  

 

I told myself, "Connor, be nice," but my little self-pep talk didn't exactly work 

because words were spewing out my mouth, filter off. I pretty much told them all what I 

thought about their stall tactics, about selfish people, and how they hold others back. 

They didn't like it, but unbeknownst to them, they don't get to run me. I was on a mission, 

so either join me or move out of my way.  
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"So are you going to give me the keys to your grandfather's house, Byron, or do I 

have to break in? Heads up, if I get caught, I'm naming names," I said, pointed to each 

one of them. "We poor folk in non-cookie cutter worlds have no standards, so let's be 

real, me breaking into a house to find answers are acceptable, right?" I acted so 

obnoxiously animated as the words came out my mouth, but I didn't care.  

 

"I hate to break it to you, but this is not going away, Willow. Our cover is blown, 

so it's time to face reality, people, because you don't have a choice." I don't know what 

came over me, but I needed answers, and I was going to get them one way or another. 

Besides, they're not the ones getting in fights and sensing someone following them.  

 

Willow and Byron stood there with their mouths open, Cheyenne had the "if the 

looks could kill expression" targeted at me most likely, plotting my death, while Tony 

stared me down.  

 

"Remind me never to piss you off, but she is right, guys. I have sat back and let 

you run the show, but no more. I'm with you, Connor," Tony said, standing by my side.  

 

"Fine, then we can go, but why can't we wait until daylight like civilized people?" 

Willow asked.  

 

She made me want to vomit from the naïveté of it all. "Oh yes, I can see it now. 

While we are having tea and crumpets, we will simply ask, 'So, Gramps, what exactly did 

you mean when you said 'evil'?"  

 

Cheyenne turned her head, stifling a laugh. If she found this amusing, why didn't 

she speak up or back me up? I was past hot at this point. "There is no way I will allow 

any of you to stop me from . . ."  

 

Suddenly, Tony grabbed me, saying something, but I ignored him. I finally shut 

up when a chair flew my way, forcing me to the floor.  

 

"Damn, your eyes are glowing. They're . . . ," Tony said. "Violet," Willow cut in, 

standing over me.  

 

"You're going to have to learn to control that temper if this is what happens," 

Tony said to me as I got up.  

 

Willow shoved a mirror in my face, and sure enough, my eyes were glowing 

violet. It was wicked.  

 

Before I could ask if they had experienced this, they were huddled around me. I 

hit Byron's hands a couple of times when he tried to touch my eyes. Eventually, they 

returned to their normal shade of brown. 
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Byron shook his head, mouth open. "No, you're the only one, Connor. And by the 

way, this is you?" he asked, pointing to the furniture.  

 

The room was in disarray of scattered furniture and torn curtains. "Sorry." What 

else could I say?  

 

On that note, we decided not to wait any longer and head to Byron's grandfather's 

house that night.  
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CHAPTER 
14 

 

We climbed into Byron's Range Rover toward their neighborhood. It was about a 

thirty-minute drive, riding mostly in silence, probably stressed about what to expect. I 

was thinking about wanting to find answers, Willow about not wanting to find answers, 

Byron about something rational, Tony about something irrational, and Cheyenne 

probably about which animal she should kill next.  

 

We took a winding road near the cliff by the shore. The road was wide enough for 

another car to pass, but it seemed for a Friday night, hardly anyone was out or most likely 

headed toward the city.  

 

We reached the border of their town, and already I could see the homes driving in, 

and they were amazing. Willow was not exaggerating about where they came from. The 

homes were extravagant.  

 

Most were set back behind gated fences with armed guards or coded keypads. It 

was right out of fashion magazines Angela, Hope, and I read, hoping to own ourselves 

one day. It made my neighborhood look frumpy.  

 

Okay, so I get some of what she was saying. I probably couldn't even begin to 

comprehend the pressures they have to put up with, but they are still just like Tony and 

me, and that is what we came here to find out—how.  

 

We finally arrived at his grandfather's home, and his too was behind a gated fence 

but with a keypad for access and a booth for a guard, but that sat empty. Not sure if that 

was luck or not, but I will take it.  

 

"Hey, Byron, aren't they going to know the gate has opened?" I asked. 

  

"Yes, but I sometimes crash here, so Hanna won't think anything of it. I will park 

in the garage behind the house, then sneak you inside so if you see any staff members, 

please hide as quickly as possible. They do roam at night for whatever reason."  

 

Byron punched in a code, and the gate opened up for us. As we drove up, we 

passed tall sculptures surrounded by flowers that I have never seen before, unlike your 

typical roses. There was a bench next to a bridge crossing over a small pond. There were 

topiary shrubs and hedges in many different shapes and sizes. There were high statues 
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elegantly placed, and I can only imagine hidden paths in the gardens that I would love to 

explore.  

 

When his house came more visible, it was more like a grand castle than a house. It 

was made of gray stone, with bricks strategically placed in the center of each corner. 

Huge stained-glass windows were used along the top floor. Green vines covered the 

corners in the front of the castle. I felt like we went back into time.  

 

There was even a water fountain in the middle of the cobblestone driveway about 

fifty feet from the front door. This place was stunning. If I were not here to see it myself, 

I would not believe it. I had to wonder, even if I had all the money in the world, why on 

earth would I need a place this big?  

 

We turned left, passing the castle, a clearing, then turned right, meeting up to a 

path that led us along high bushes to our left. We followed the path into complete 

darkness other than the car headlights.  

 

Eventually, we drove into a five-car garage and parked. Byron handed us each 

flashlights from a box on a shelf in case we needed them, then we headed toward the 

back door.  

 

Not able to get into the main house through the back garage, we had to walk 

outside to reach the main house. There wasn't much lighting from the house, and the 

woods were behind us. I was just hoping no one would catch us.  
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CHAPTER 
15 
 

We followed Byron inside, walking as quietly possible, down a hallway passing a 

little room to the left that appeared to be a break room.  

 

We kept going straight until it eventually opened up into a large sitting area to the 

left. The room decorated conservatively with tall plants in each corner, old paintings of 

stuffy-looking men, other small furnishings, and naked statues. It reminded me of a 

museum.  

On the right of us were two huge cherry-wood doors with little round windows 

big enough to look through. Not able to help myself, I peeped through each. Each door 

encased a kitchen, one larger than the other was.  

 

I cracked the door to the second kitchen to see that it was huge, with cherry-wood 

paneling that had silver and black as the primary colors. There were so many silver 

cooking utensils, six wooden islands to prepare food on, five black stoves to cook, and 

four huge silver sinks to clean. Oh my goodness, what a feast this place could dream up.  

 

Not paying attention, someone covered my mouth, grabbed me, and dragged me 

behind a secluded statue in the corner. It was Tony manhandling me.  

 

I tried to free myself until I heard someone coming. I could see through the 

statue's arm it was a young woman carrying a silver tray with a used, milky glass and a 

half-eaten sandwich on a plate. She was probably carrying someone's midnight snack.  

 

When she passed by and went into the smaller kitchen, Tony uncovered my 

mouth, and we both took a breath. We were in such a small spot, he pressed up against 

me. We didn't move while we were waiting for her to leave.  

 

It started to get claustrophobic in such a tight spot. Couldn't he have found a 

bigger one? Please, lady, would you hurry up? I closed my eyes and took some deep 

breaths, trying to relax, but all I could focus on was Tony's scent. He always smelled 

good.  

 

I felt his heart beating erratically fast, so I opened my eyes to see if he was okay, 

only to find him staring at me. He just kept staring, not saying anything. It started to feel 

warm, a little too warm, in that tiny space we barely fit. He started squeezing my arms 

tightly, I couldn't move. I went from barely breathing to breathing hard. The heat that was 

rising off us was almost unbearable, but he wouldn't let me move.  
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His eyes, his eyes glowed yellow. Is that what I looked like?  

 

"Tony . . ." was the only sound that escaped me before he left me standing there. 

What was that? I heard about raging teen hormones, but that seemed more like crazy teen 

hormones. Why did his eyes . . .  

 

"Come on," Cheyenne said, watching me. "What is wrong with you? Are you 

trying to get us caught?" She was whispering, but it came across more as a hiss.  

 

"No, let's go," I said, waving for her to proceed. She looked like she wanted to say 

something at first but thought better of it and walked off.  

 

Trying to keep up with her long-legged strides, I had to ask, "What's your 

problem?" Big mistake, I regretted it as soon as it came out, not what I said, only the time 

and place.  

 

She swung around so fast I had to catch myself, so as not to slam into her. "I'm so 

sick and tired of your innocent naïve act, making sure Tony has to pine all over you."  

 

"You jealous little witch. He doesn't pine over me. It's not my fault he doesn't 

want . . ."  

 

"You stupid, stupid girl, don't be so simple. I don't want him because if I did, he 

would be mine. We are good friends, so it is my job to protect him from girls like you. 

You play all innocent, but something about you I don't trust . . ." Cheyenne snapped.  

 

"You must have me confused with yourself because you know nothing about me, 

and this little tough act you got going on doesn't scare me one bit, so don't think for one 

second I won't take you on. You can lie to yourself all you want, but it's obvious you're 

pining away for him."  

 

"What is going on out here?" Byron stepped out of the dark. "This is supposed to 

be a secret mission, remember, not girls gone wild. You two are going to wake everybody 

up."  

 

Willow showed up soon after Byron did and gave Cheyenne a look, then put her 

hands on her hips. I had a feeling she knew exactly what was going on.  

 

"Let's go," Byron said walking off, he made a right just past the sitting room, 

turning on his flashlight, and we followed suit. He led us down a flight of stairs winding 

left, ending at another long dark hallway so Byron turned on the lights making it 

extremely bright.  

 

The walls were canary yellow and covered with old paintings. We passed several 

smaller sitting rooms similar to upstairs. The hallway went on forever, passing door after 
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door until we saw a lit room off to the left, which was the last room of the hall. Stacked 

boxes and old furniture filled the room.  

 

Tony was in the back of the room, moving boxes, and glanced at the rest of us, 

confused. His glare stopped in Cheyenne's direction, and he didn't look pleased.  

 

I couldn't believe I was baited into an argument over a guy. I hate girls who fight 

over guys, but there was no way I will let Cheyenne think she can walk all over me. 

  

As soon as the guys started moving the boxes in front of a door we needed to get 

to, I told them to step aside and let me do it. I moved the boxes that were blocking the 

door, then stepped back. I set on doing this and getting out of here. It is amazing what 

you can do with a focused mind.  

 

Byron turned on the lights and yes, you guessed it—it was a dark, dank room, 

filled with numerous green-and-black metal filing cabinets along the walls and stacks of 

papers in the middle of the room on two wooden desks.  

 

The room was unnecessarily huge, covered with pale white walls without 

windows, puke-green tiled floor, and as luck would have it, no chairs. At least the 

temperature down here was all right.  

 

"Well, I don't really know where to begin, guys, so start anywhere," Byron 

suggested.  

No one said a word as we set off in opposite directions. I went to the far left until 

I came upon a big black filing cabinet that was open and got to work.  

 

It seemed like we were there for hours, searching for something, praying for 

anything. By now, everyone had gotten comfortable by sitting either on the floor or by 

leaning against cabinets with shoes off. I wondered if they were feeling hopeless like me 

but refused to ask.  

 

Finally, someone spoke up, and surprisingly it was Willow. "I think I found 

something." Everyone dropped what they were doing and ran over to her, asking 

questions at once.  

 

Her bubbly demeanor quickly turned distressing. "It says something about Byron 

being adopted from a place called the Caring House." She handed Byron a green folder.  

 

"Let me see that. I'm adopted?" He took the papers from Willow to look them 

over.  

 

"Well, actually if you think about it, it fits with what your grandfather said to you, 

thinking you were your dad. Remember 'bringing evil into this family'? Maybe he meant 

you were the evil your father brought in through adoption," Tony said.  
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Byron gave Tony a look like "really, man." "Yes, thanks for reminding me 

because I almost forgot."  

 

We all, except Byron, dug in that general area until we found folders on each of 

us and one other. It seems as if adoption was the case for the rest of us as well.  

 

Inside was a copy of certificates of adoption sixteen years ago, all from this place 

called the Caring House. On the top of each certificate were the same six names, names 

we had never heard of or seen before, with each of our parents' signatures.  

 

Most of the paperwork in the folders was written in this bizarre handwriting we 

didn't understand, maybe some kind of shorthand. We couldn't read any of the other 

pages because we simply couldn't figure out what type of script it was. It was the 

strangest thing I had ever seen.  

 

"This doesn't make any sense. I wasn't born yet.  

 

How could I have been at this place?" I asked no one in particular, not wanting to 

believe.  

"Maybe it's not right, you know, inaccurate. My parents couldn't have adopted me 

sixteen years ago. This is not real," Willow said, tossing her folder in the air.  

 

"Think about it, Willow. You always said that you felt different from your family, 

and believe me, I can relate," Cheyenne said, bending down to pick up the papers Willow 

tossed. I was shocked.  

 

"Me too," Tony said. 

.  

"No, I don't believe it. What's the chances of us all getting adopted at the same 

time, and why does your grandfather have these folders on us and others anyway, 

Byron?"  

 

Willow's whole body was trembling as she spoke calmly, almost too calmly. "Oh 

my god, your grandfather has so much power and control over everything, it's 

frightening. Is it because he made a deal with the devil, or is he the devil himself? Which 

is it, Byron?" she shouted at him.  

 

You could hear the electricity build up inside of her. We all slowly stepped back 

from her, but when her hands went up, we barely had time to get out of the way before 

electricity shot across the room.  

 

We hid behind cabinets, yelling for her to calm down.  

 

Metal, not a good place for hiding, but our options were limited.  
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I tried keeping the bolts from hitting anyone by diverting them to the walls, but I 

was not able to catch them all. A couple of cabinets flew into walls, and some papers 

caught fire. This was a disaster. How is no one upstairs hearing this?  

 

Byron caught my attention and nodded toward Willow.  

 

He, being the quickest, was going to try to get to her. So if I missed diverting a 

bolt, he can get out of dodge quickly.  

 

He ran over, tackled her, and eventually calmed her down. Whatever he said must 

have worked because there were no more lightning bolts.  

 

Once the coast was clear, we walked over to them.  

 

Byron was telling Willow, "I'm sorry, but we all agreed, no matter what, we 

would accept the answers we find. We are all in this together. You are not alone, and 

right now nothing has to change."  

 

"Yes, it does. I'm sorry, Willow, but we can't stop here. I need to know more 

about my real family. I need to know more now that we found these folders," Cheyenne 

said.  

 

"Right, and what about that boy who attacked Connor in school? According to the 

last folder, his name could be Scott Dasher, but who's to say your grandfather has all the 

folders? There could be others," Tony said.  

 

I was about to add to what Tony said, but something caught my attention. There 

was a folder on the floor next to me titled the Deckers. It must have flown out of the 

cabinet Willow struck.  

 

I grabbed it up, hoping I was wrong. Flipping through the pages, my worst fears 

came true Angela Decker, my best friend's family, was somehow involved, but how?  

 

There were pages of that stupid gibberish I couldn't make out, but upon flipping 

through it, I found another certificate of adoption. It was not Angela's name but Vincent, 

her adopted brother who went missing twelve years ago. He was four when he 

disappeared.  

 

Oh no, do my parents know about me? Will the rest of us go missing too? Does 

Angela know about me? It could explain why she needs to know everything I do.  

 

"What, Connor, what?" Byron asked.  

 

I explained what I found, who Vincent was, and how nobody knows what 

happened to him. Angela searches for his name every so often, but it's like he vanished.  
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"Connor may be right because lately I had a strong feeling I'm being followed," 

Cheyenne said.  

 

"Me too," I confessed. "I don't mean the boy from school but everywhere, and for 

a long time now."  

 

"Are we the only ones?" Cheyenne asked. Byron admitted he has felt it too, but 

Tony and Willow said they haven't noticed.  

 

We all agreed it was time to go. Now feeling rushed, we agreed to make some 

calls regarding the Caring House and, next weekend, no matter what, go visit it.  

 

Byron reassured us that the basement was soundproof, and a war could have 

erupted and no one upstairs would have heard a thing. He said he would come back 

tomorrow early with helpers to clean up.  

 

The ride back home was quiet. We came here for answers and ended up with 

more questions than before.  

 

Sneaking back into my house, I noticed Mrs. Palmer had her lights on. I don't 

think that woman ever slept. She had company, but who knows, it could be her husband 

since you never see him. He supposedly works for some huge company overseas and 

comes home twice a month. I never really paid them much attention.  

 

By the time I snuck back in and climbed into bed, it was 4:00 a.m. Even as 

exhausted as I was, I couldn't help wonder about the unanswered questions, and what did 

Byron's grandfather have to do with this?  

 

Most of all, I'm adopted.  
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CHAPTER 
16 

 

The next morning, I woke to the raised voices of my parents. They were fussing 

right outside my door.  

 

Oh crap, they must have known I snuck in last night. How? I was quiet. No way 

or they would have either been waiting in my room or barged in as I crawled through the 

window.  

 

I slowly got up to open the door and face my sentence. I tried to come up with a 

good excuse before they confronted me, but when I opened the door, no one was there. I 

peeked down the hall and in the other rooms, but didn't find them there either. That is 

strange.  

 

I grabbed my cell heading downstairs and found them out back on the patio. From 

the hallway next to the stairs, I watched them through the back door window. Whew, they 

were fussing about Ebony staying out late and lying about it. About time. Crisis averted. 

  

"Connor, when did you get up? How long were you standing there?" My mom 

said, swinging open the door after shushing my dad.  

 

"Oh, not long, I just woke up. So what's going on?" I asked, busted for 

eavesdropping.  

 

"Nothing, sweetie, you must have been tired. It's almost twelve already," she said 

with the fakest grin I had ever seen cross her face.  

 

"School, school, school. Study, study, study," I said, all goofy like, not doing any 

better than my mom at hiding a lie.  

 

"You want lunch or something?" she asked.  

 

Why is she being nice to me? "No. Remember, Angie and I have plans to do the 

shopping-and-movie thing today?"  

 

"You need some money, honey?" my dad asked. Okay, something is seriously up 

because my dad never offers money, ever. I must be dying, or maybe they feel guilty for 

working me like a slave around here while Ebony never helped.  
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"Ummmm, sure, Dad, I do need some new jeans." Hey, why not take advantage 

of it? If I'm going out, I may as well go out looking good.  

 

"Okay, I will put some money on the kitchen counter by the phone."  

 

"Thanks, Dad," I said, walking off quickly, hoping he would not realize what he 

said and change his mind.  

 

Halfway down the hall, I stopped cold and dropped my phone. I heard my parents 

all the way from the other side of the house, just as clear as they were right in front of me.  

Is it possible that I could have a third ability? I have the ability of invisibility, 

telekinesis, and now enhanced hearing.  

 

I listened for the birds singing outside, the bees humming in the flowers, the water 

drip from the faucet in the upstairs bathroom, and the trees blowing in the wind. It was 

surreal. It felt as if I was next to each one, so I closed my eyes and pretended I was. It felt 

like heaven, all warm and cozy.  

 

"What are you smiling about, alien head?" Kane said, standing there in is his red 

cape, water gun aimed at me.  

 

Oh great, Reptile Boy. I thought we set him free in the woods. Drat, he must have 

found his way back. Trying to ignore him and find my way back to heaven, he sprayed 

me in the face with water, so my inner child kicked in and joined in the water fight.  

 

We ran around the whole house, me with cups, and he had the super-duper soaker 

gun, screaming and jumping, having fun. I broke a mug—who cares I'll clean that later—

and kept on going. Even our little Jack Russell was chiming in, barking, and bouncing off 

the furniture.  

 

I was drenched from my head to my toes and loved every minute of it. I guess that 

at times my little brother could be fun. Last night felt like a distant memory, and that is 

how I want to keep it, distant for as long as I can.  

 

*** 

 

After what seemed like hours of fun, the doorbell rang.  The living room clock 

read one o'clock, but Angie wasn't supposed to be here until two or, as in her case, three.  

 

Expecting to see Angela's face explaining why she came so early, I swung open 

the front door, but as fate would have it, Tony stood in my doorway.  

 

He checked me from head to toe, eyeing me curiously.  "Hey, Sci-fi, you just 

stepped out the shower?"  
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I'm supposed to be annoyed with him, but I was over it. That was yesterday's 

news, and I'm a woman of today.  

 

Where do I come up with this stuff?  

 

"Who's there?" My dad came up behind me, being nosy. "Hey, son, we're not 

buying anything," he said, and he tried closing the door in Tony's face.  

 

"Dad!" I squealed, grabbing the door. He can be so rude sometimes.  

 

"Stop it, Blair, they probably know each other," my mom said, trying to save me 

from my dad's eternal embarrassment.  "Come in. Connor, let the young man in."  But she 

was smiling as if it was prom night or something.  

 

Now who is going to save me from her?  

 

"Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Esquibel. I'm Tony. Connor and I go to school together."  

 

"Nice to meet you, Tony," my mom politely said, turning to my dad who wasn't 

so nice. "Blair."  

 

My dad stood there, arms folded, eyeing Tony suspiciously, and made a noise of 

the nonhuman kind.  Did he really just grunt?  My dad seriously grunted at him. 

  

"We're going to the patio." I grabbed Tony's arm, walking off toward the back but 

would have preferred to drop into a black hole, which is quicker to get to, and the furthest 

away.  

 

"Sure, dear," my mom said right before asking, "Who broke a glass in the kitchen 

and left it?"  

 

"Reptile Boy," I yelled back and hurried up.  

 

Making it to the patio in record time, I asked him to have a seat, but he refused 

and leaned against the railing instead, so I did the same. I apologized for my dad's 

behavior, explaining it was probably some old people mental disorder disease. "So what's 

up?" I asked, wondering what prompted this unexpected visit.  

 

"Let's go," he said with no further explanation.  

 

"What? Where?"  

 

"The Caring House, today."  

 

"I thought we were going to make some calls regarding this place, check out its 

history, form a plan before we head out there blind," I said.  
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"I know, but I was thinking if we call ahead then we give people heads up, and I 

don't want to do that. We have waited long enough, and I'm ready for some answers. 

Aren't you?" he asked.  

 

"What people, Tony? You act like there is some big conspiracy or something."  

 

"No, I'm just saying I don't want to give people a heads up. After what you said 

about Vincent last night and people following you, Byron, and Cheyenne, I think we 

should act now. You know you're taking this adoption thing in stride. I'm a wreck. I 

hardly slept last night. I wanted come here five hours ago. What's your secret?" 

  

"I don't know why I'm not more upset, honestly, maybe because I woke up in my 

bed in my room to the sound of my parents' voices. So to me, nothing has changed, or it 

just hasn't hit me yet."  

 

"It's called denial, Connor, and we need to face it and fast."  

 

"Before all this started, I already had a superpower, which gives me the ability to 

ignore, suppress, or categorize my emotions. And if that's what I need to do right now to 

function, then so be it."  

 

He looked so tired, this obviously was bothering him a lot, as it should, so why 

wasn't I more upset? He was right about one thing, I do need to face reality and exit stage 

right of fantasyland.  

 

"Yeah, it's called denial."  

 

"Whatever, did you call the others yet?" I asked. "No, I came straight here," he 

said. 

  

"Oh, I figured you would have gone straight to Cheyenne." Did that just slip out 

my mouth?  

 

That comment got me a cold stare and a long sigh before a response. "Why would 

you say that?"  

 

"Well, to hear her tell it, if she wanted to, she could have you at any time. I 

thought you two had a thing from the first time I met her," I said.  

 

"Oh really, and that's not true. We were the first to meet, and thinking that we 

were the only ones made us close. 

 

Besides, she has and always had a boyfriend, as far as I can remember," he said.  

 

"So what did you do to lead her on?" I asked.  
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"I never led her on, so get that right out of your head.  We did a lot of talking and 

always joked one day we would save the world together, that kind of corny stuff. Please, 

she would drop me like a hot potato whenever her boyfriend called," he said.  

 

"She doesn't like me like that, Connor, honest. She's the overprotective type," he 

explained.  

 

He caught me off guard when he stepped close to me, so I backed up a little. "I'm 

drawn to you, Connor. Come on, I show up at your house in the middle of the night. I 

think about you all the time and have even spoken to Cheyenne about it. At first she 

seemed cool with it, but now all of a sudden, she's upset about it."  

 

Boys are so clueless. Of course, she's going to play it off. No wonder she hates 

me. She probably wanted him to wait around for her in case she broke things off with her 

boyfriend.  

 

"Maybe she genuinely likes you, have you ever thought about that? Besides, she's 

pretty, rich, and has legs for miles. Who wouldn't want her?" I said, folding my arms, 

trying to act as if I could care less if he went to her as I closely watched his reaction to 

my comment.  

 

"That's your opinion. You're the beauty. I'm crazy about your wild curly hair, your 

personality, and I don't think you heard me say that I am drawn to you." He stepped in 

close to me again and started touching my hair, but this time, I didn't move back.  I 

swallowed hard.  I missed the part about being drawn to me. The butterflies in my 

stomach stirred.  

 

His eyes turned from light brown to yellow right in front of me, but before I could 

say anything, he kissed me, and I kissed back. He pressed my back against the house, 

holding me tightly like before, grabbing my hair, and kissing me fiercely, making the 

butterflies flutter wildly.  

 

"Um, hello." I heard a female's voice behind Tony.  

 

I broke from Tony, who must not have heard her, because at first he appeared 

startled. I was patting my hair back down, eyeing Angie who had the biggest grin ever, 

eyeing me from the bottom of the steps, wearing the latest fashion. Of all people to show 

up, why I am not surprised it's her? She lives for the latest gossip.  

 

"I have heard of raging teenage hormones before, but that kiss made me want to 

blush. It was like in the movies or those Spanish soap operas. Girl, if I hadn't shown up, 

who knows what would have happened next. I'm jealous." As she walked up with patio 

steps, she was putting emphasis on each word.  
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"Just friends, my butt, you little sneak. I knew there was more between the two of 

you. I wish Bobby kissed me like that," Angie said, now not five feet from me, making 

me feel uncomfortable.  

 

Tony walked to the other side of the patio covered by shade in order to calm 

himself so his eyes could revert. I'm lucky mine didn't do anything crazy. Angie was 

always popping up at the wrong times.  

 

"Hey, Angie. You're a little early, aren't you?" I sounded out of breath but tried to 

play if off.  

 

"I know, but I needed to get out of the house. My mom was driving me crazy with 

chores," she said.  

 

"Hey, Tony. I don't need to ask how you are doing. Seems to me you are doing 

just fine." She was trying to get a reaction out of him, but he didn't bite. He kept his 

distance on the other side of the porch, facing us, not saying a word.  

 

"Really, Angie," I said, cutting her a look to stop.  

 

"Fine, how about we go shopping another day? I would feel so guilty separating 

you two. Besides, Bobby asked me to go out anyway. I told him no, but I can certainly  

call him back."  

 

"No, Angie, we can go shopping. It's no problem."  

 

"No, do you, because I want to hear all the gossip later," she whispered.  

 

"It is not like that, Angie," I said. She doesn't know when to let up ever. She is so 

full of it. She's never done anything with a boy either. Bobby is a straight-up science geek 

and an undercover Star Wars lover.  

 

"Actually, that will work, Angie, thanks. I just asked Connor to take a ride with 

me." Tony walked over, his voice deeper than I had ever heard before, his expression 

serious, arms folded, and he leaned against the pole. His eyes were back to normal, but 

his mood wasn't.  

 

"No problem, Tony. We have to double date soon. Kisses," she said, running off, 

giggling.  

 

This would be on the Internet as soon as she got in the car. "Tony, I had plans, 

you know," I said, sounding a little annoyed with what just happened.  

 

He didn't say a word, only stared at me. I got the hint he was not backing down.  

 

"Fine, give me thirty minutes, okay?" I said.  
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"Fifteen."  

 

He still had a look about him that meant business, so I reserved my sarcastic 

comment and was ready in twenty. I never showered so fast in my life.  
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CHAPTER 
17 

 

About twenty-two minutes and a little lie later, we were on the road. Not that I 

like lying to my parents, but this was important. 

  

"So what's the plan?" I asked. 

  

"There isn't one. We're winging it. We go there and see what we can find out."  

 

"You're the boss." Not that I thought this would work, but he seemed to be on a 

mission, and hey, you never know.  

 

We drove mostly in silence not by my choice, but Tony seemed to be in a crazy 

serious mood, so I let him be. I kept drifting back to the kiss and those butterflies would 

flare up again. I've never been kissed like that in my life. Trying to ignore the wildlife in 

my stomach, I allowed myself a mid afternoon nap.  

 

Tony woke me up as we drove into a nice peaceful town that looked like a small 

local tourist attraction. According to the phone's GPS, it should have taken a normal 

driver ninety minutes to get here, but with Tony's driving, we made it in seventy.  

 

We passed modest-looking homes, a couple of public schools with two nice-sized 

playgrounds, and a few grocery stores. There were boutiques along what seemed to be the 

main strip of the town. People were coming in and out of shops with bags of recent buys. 

Kids were everywhere: some eating ice cream on benches, some in strollers, or running 

rampant. It seemed like a cozy place to live.  

 

The town park was hosting some kind of fair, so we decided to go check it out 

first. We parked in a nearby lot, hoping to fit in with the locals, then decided to walk 

from here. The Caring House was only a few blocks away.  

 

I felt the heat as soon as I opened the door and it was blazing hot. Getting out the 

car to stretch, I asked, "How come you don't always drive to the meetings late at night?"  

 

"I don't want my dad to hear the car drive off and get busted," he said, then asked, 

"Are you hungry?" I gave him an enthusiastic yes without shame. Between playing with 

Kane and Tony popping up, I hadn't thought about food.  
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We grabbed some grub, found a table, and after finishing off two hot dogs, a slice 

of NY-style pizza, two scoops of ice cream including the cone, and a big cup of soda, 

Tony couldn't help but be amazed. My belly was full, and I was content.  

 

"What? I was hungry!" Am I to feel embarrassment because I have a healthy 

appetite, which seems to get healthier by the minute?  

 

"I could tell. You didn't come up for air once. You are definitely not a cheap 

date," he said, edging back as if I were going to gobble him up too.  

 

I punched him in the arm. "Ha-ha, if this were a date, my friend, you would not be 

feeding me hot dogs and ice cream. Not that you can talk, you didn't do too shabby 

yourself, buddy.” 

 

We cracked jokes on each other for a while, and before long, we were back to 

normal.  

After we ate, we decided to head toward the Caring House, which was only two 

blocks away. We approached a two-story wooden house with a sign on the front lawn that 

said "The Caring House: a home away from home."  

 

It was a pretty mint-green two-story house with white shutters. Green grass spread 

across the front yard that was tidy and well kept. Off to the left of the house, there were 

two station wagons parked in the driveway in front of a two-door garage that was the 

same color as the house. The porch extended around the sides of the house, decorated 

with white wicker couches, chairs, and colorful cushions filled their seats. It looked so 

very much like a Barbie doll's house that it almost didn't look real.  

 

As pretty as this place appeared to be, it gave me the creeps, but I shook it off for 

the sake of the mission. "Okay, now that we're here, what's the brilliant plan?" I asked.  

 

"We want to know more about us. Maybe they can lead us to someone who can 

help, and if that doesn't work, we will distract whoever and break into the records," Tony 

said, walking up the walkway, not breaking stride, as if breaking into a house was the 

norm.  

 

"Wait, what? Are you crazy? We could get caught breaking in. You never said 

anything about breaking in," I said.  

 

"Listen, we didn't come here for tea and crumpets. Well, at least I didn't," he said, 

taking the steps by twos.  

 

"I don't appreciate you throwing my words back at me. That was a different 

situation, and you know it." He rang the bell, not responding to my last statement, and 

refused to look at me. He had a goal in mind but forgot to clue me in on all the plans. 

What did I just get myself into?  
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A minute later, a woman about sixty opened the main door but kept the screen 

shut. She seemed a bit put off by us from her tone. Her face scrunched up as if she just 

ate a rotten piece of candy or she didn't like daylight. She wore purple horn-rimmed 

glasses, and her dark hair stood pinned up in a bun on her head so tightly, it had to hurt. 

She dressed as if style was unknown to her in an old-fashioned white-laced, long-sleeved 

shirt and a long blue skirt with black boots. Did she not get the memo that it's warm out?  

 

"Yes, may I help you?" she asked, holding on to her glasses.  

 

"Hello, my name is Tony, and this is Connor. Years ago we were adopted from 

here, and now we are searching for more information on our parents."  

 

All right now, don't hold back any. Just let it all hang out, buddy. Was he 

purposely botching this so we would have to break in?  

 

"Well, if neither one of you is eighteen, and you certainly don't look it, or older, 

then I simply cannot help you. Ask your adopted parents to file the appropriate papers, 

and the state will follow up," she said, sounding every bit the rude person I expected her 

to be.  

 

"Ethel, who is at the door?" An older woman appeared at the door with a smile. 

Maybe we have a chance after all. She was short, stocky, and wore a plain blue dress. It 

seemed to suit her somehow. She, unlike Ethel, seemed delighted to see us.  

 

"They wanted some information on their adoptions, so I was explaining to them 

we simply cannot help," the woman named Ethel answered.  

 

"Oh, Ethel. Come on in, kids, and have a seat. Surely we can invite them in," the 

older woman said, opening the screen door for us to enter.  

 

"Marge, you will take in anyone. Well, you deal with them. I have some 

paperwork to do," Ethel said, walking off.  

 

"Don't mind her, kids, she has been a little stressed lately. Anyway, come in and 

have a seat in my office. I am Ms. Ridgemont."  

 

We followed her down a long hallway lined with shiny dark wood paneling, 

passing a small hall on the left, but I couldn't see where it led. On the right, there were 

double doors that opened to a sitting area, and right past the doorway to the left, along the 

wall, was a stairwell leading up.  

 

As we followed, we each tried to take in the lay of the land. I felt like I was casing 

the joint for a bank robbery. She stopped at an old cluttered office, stacked high with 

papers that needed a lot of attending to.  
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"Have a seat. Now how can I help you two lovelies?" she was polite as any 

grandmother could be. Something about her was special. Maybe because her demeanor 

reminded me of my grandmother, except for the fact that this woman needed a cane to 

walk.  

 

"Like we told the other lady, we recently found out we were adopted from here 

sixteen years ago, and we're trying to find out some more information on our past or our 

real parents," Tony said.  

 

"Unfortunately, Ethel was right. Unless you are eighteen and have filed the proper 

paperwork, I cannot give you any information. Besides, we would not have your files 

still. The state claims it after so many years. Have you asked your parents anything?" Ms. 

Ridgemont asked.  

 

"No, not yet," I said, eyeing Tony, not liking where this is heading already.  

 

"How did you find out you were adopted then? Can't you ask the individual who 

informed you of this?" she asked us.  

 

"Well, they, our parents, don't know we know yet. I figured if they hadn't told us 

by now, they probably won't. Besides, we kind of stumbled upon it," Tony said.  

 

"You won't know unless you try. Have this conversation with your parents, and 

see where it goes. I always say you must try first. Now, sweeties, I am so sorry, but I 

simply cannot help you," she said, quickly dismissing us, but as she stood up to escort us 

out, Tony started coughing uncontrollably.  

 

"Oh, Tony, are you okay?" I asked, trying not to laugh at him over acting the part. 

He clutched his chest and covered his mouth. His cough looked more like a heart attack.  

 

In between his coughing spasms, he asked for some water. She hurriedly got up to 

go to the kitchen to get him something to drink. As soon as she left, he said, "I will 

distract her as long as I can. Try and search through those cabinets."  

 

"Yeah, I got the cue," I said.  

 

While he kept her busy, I fumbled through the metal file cabinet against the back 

wall as quickly as I could. There were only financial paperwork on legalities and stuff I 

didn't understand. Since that was a no-go, I checked out the table along the front wall and 

the windowsill behind her chair, but there was nothing other than some funky 

decorations. Lastly, her messy desk stacked with finances and legalities like in the 

cabinet also was a bust.  

 

In fact, the only thing I gathered in her office was dust—on the cabinet, her desk, 

even the chairs, which we had to wipe off before sitting down. Was this not her main 

office but a storage room, and where did they keep the files on the children? In fact, 
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where are the children? I jumped back into my seat as soon as I heard some commotion 

down the hallway.  

 

"Sorry about that. Thanks for the water. Allergies, you know," Tony explained to 

Ms. Ridgemont.  

 

"That is okay, but you should really get that taken care of. Is there anything else I 

can do for you two?" she asked us but still walked toward the front door.  

 

"Can we get a tour of the facility to see if it brings back any memories?" I asked, 

almost begging.  

 

"I am sorry, dear, I doubt you would remember being so young, but this is not a 

good time anyhow. The kids will be back from their day trip soon. I have much to do 

maybe next time," Ms. Ridgemont said, opening the door for us to leave.  

 

We said our good-byes after she practically kicked us out, and we walked away 

disappointed. Tony stopped me after we walked a block. "Did you find anything useful?"  

 

"No, not really. What struck me as odd was her office was extremely dusty," I 

said.  

 

"So she's an old dusty lady. I'm sure it's on her to-do list. I mean any paperwork or 

anything unusual or on us?" Tony asked.  

 

I don't know why the dust bothered me so much, but it did. Something was off 

with this place. I could feel it. I shook my head no.  

 

"Let's do this. We sneak in through the back and investigate the basement for old 

files. Before I headed to the kitchen, I checked below the stairs, and there was a door 

which I'm sure leads to a basement," Tony said.  

 

Now after being inside, I thought the next thing to do was break in since we 

quickly hit a roadblock, but I felt the others needed to be involved too. "Okay, I'm in, but 

we should call the others and bring them in on this."  

 

"Come on, we can do it ourselves. I say we make a move before the kids get back 

so there are less people," he said.  

 

"I get it, but if something is going on, they should be involved. It's only right, 

especially since we all went the night I wanted to go," I said.  

 

"Here's the deal. If we get in and find something, then we call in reinforcements. 

Come on, Connor, we're so close. Let's do this," he pleaded with me.  
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"Fine, I'm in," I said, hoping I wouldn't live to regret it, but something told me we 

needed to do this if we ever wanted some answers.  
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CHAPTER 
18 

 

We set off cutting through the woods, which led to the back of the house. We 

disappeared in the woods. I know it sounds crazy, but we very well couldn't take the 

chance of someone seeing us vanish on the street.  

 

We then set off toward the back of the house, and just as Tony suspected, the back 

door was unlocked. He claims that in a small town like this, no one ever locks their doors. 

I didn't ask how he even knew that.  

 

We opened the back door slowly and snuck in. Inside, to the left of the back 

entrance, was a door under the stairwell. Tony pointed to it and mouthed, "Basement." He 

was dead-on.  

 

I actually found this to be exciting, exhilarating. I half expected the basement 

door to make a high-pitched creaking noise like in the movies when we opened it, but it 

didn't.  

Tiptoeing down the wooded stairs was a challenge. Every so often, it would make 

a noise under the pressure of our weight, and stopping each time the steps made a noise 

took us a long-drawn-out minute getting down to the basement.  

 

It was creepy, dusty, and dim down here; but there was some light shining 

through two small windows. There were two industrial-sized washers and dryers to the 

left. Let's not forget the seriously creepy boiler. Eeek! Boilers and their big mouths.  

 

Then there were old odds and ends on shelves near the dryer, folded clothes, 

books scattered in the far corner and on a huge antique bookcase, a wooden dresser, 

baskets filled with shoes or clothes, and old artwork but not much else. All bound by the 

cold slab of concrete walls.  

 

We both jumped back, startled when a cat hissed in our direction. I guess animals 

really can see things that go bump in the night, or in our case, the daytime.  

 

We started searching for whatever, hoping to find something of interest. I was 

looking through the bookcase, on shelves, and in drawers. I was hoping there were papers 

that could lead us in any direction.  

 

I had not a clue what Tony was doing. He was feeling up the walls. He watches 

way too many spy movies.  
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"Hey, look, I found something," he said.  

 

Maybe spy movies come in handy after all. "What did you find?" I ran over to 

where he was.  

 

"There is a draft in the wall here and on the floor. Feel it. That means there is a 

room behind this door." He showed me what he felt, and sure enough, there was a draft. 

"I figured the basement was too small compared to the size of the house. Help me find a 

latch," Tony asked.  

 

Good catch. We searched the walls, the nearby panels, and ceiling, but nothing. 

At first we were stumped, but then it dawned on me—the bookcase. I've seen a spy 

movie or two myself.  

 

On the bookcase, I remembered there was a small statue that didn't have any dust 

on it. I ran over and pulled on it. It gave, and as luck would have it, so did the back wall 

where Tony felt the draft.  

 

He moved out of the way, as the door opened, and we looked at each other as if 

we hit the jackpot.  

 

Unfortunately, it made such a rumbling commotion that the door at the top of the 

stairs popped open. That little old woman, Ms. Ridgemont, ran down the stairs so fast, I 

thought she was going to fall.  

 

"Who's there?" she asked.  

 

Connor’s story continues in Connor (Book 1) 

Available from Dormaineg.com and at Amazon.com 
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